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        Find a place inside where there's joy, and the joy will burn out the pain.

        JOSEPH CAMPBELL

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

    

    
      
        Continue the Story with Book 2

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Brooke Woods pulled an earbud away and tapped it three times with a blunt fingernail. The static vanished as quickly as it had begun, and she resumed her position outside the conference room, hands behind her back, eyes fixed on the internal door directly in front of her. She was in the private Hamptons home of her boss, a popular and likeable politician with an equally likeable family: a wife who came from a respectable background, and two kids, one boy, one girl, with wide smiles and sandy-blond hair. The kind of family you’d expect to see on a billboard advertising toothpaste or summer vacations.

      Even the most well-respected politicians needed bodyguards though, and that’s where Brooke came in. She was good at what she did. She’d passed police training at the top of her class, the only recruit to never miss a target on the firing range, but after seven years in the force, she started to stagnate. She’d needed a change of direction and that’s when an opening in the personal bodyguard route had presented itself. When she first met Johnny Stobbart, his hand gripped hers a little too lightly, the handshake lasting longer than would’ve generally been considered respectable, while he assessed her suitability for the role. There was nothing controlling about the gesture, nothing sinister or improper, it was simply his way. Johnny Stobbart was a good judge of character, and when he liked someone, he welcomed them into his extended family. He showed them respect and he demanded respect in return.

      Brooke never questioned her employer’s orders—Johnny paid her to guard him with her life, and that’s what she did—but something about this meeting he currently held didn’t sit right with her. For starters, there was no provided list of attendees. It was a little unorthodox to host a meeting in his private home but not unheard of, only this time, his family wasn’t there, his wife had a full calendar of social events that she was unwilling to renege on, and the children were at school.

      Several chauffeur-driven limousines had delivered the guests to the Stobbart residence earlier in the day. Brooke had waited discreetly in the background while Johnny greeted them with hearty handshakes and pats on the back, a team of bodyguards surrounding the porch, another surveillance team scrutinizing video footage of the grounds from the safety of an underground room.

      Everything was as it should be.

      Everyone, including Brooke, was in position, fulfilling their duties to protect their employer and his very important guests.

      Until she heard the static in the earpiece. It rang alarm bells in her head, but before she could contact the team positioned around the property and grounds, she caught a glimpse of movement outside the window to the left of the elegant room in which she was standing.

      “Jerry,” Brooke whispered into the mouthpiece. “Movement outside the drawing room.”

      More static filtered through the earbud, making it impossible to hear the response.

      “Jerry?”

      The door on the opposite side of the room opened, and a man appeared. He wore a black suit and dark, wraparound sunglasses. During police training, Brooke learned to assess the situation before reacting—shooting a weapon too soon was as dangerous as shooting too late, and placed her, and her entire team in danger—but even so, her gun was raised, and a bullet had disarmed the unexpected visitor before his shiny, black shoe crossed the threshold.

      Ignoring the frantic, tinny voice in her ear, and the commotion behind the locked door of the conference room, Brooke opened fire on a second man in a black suit before aiming a bullet through the skull of the man who was already on the ground.

      She removed another weapon from a holster slung around her hips. Her role was to protect Johnny Stobbart, which meant that, until backup arrived, she wouldn’t leave her station in front of the door.

      With a clear view of the room facing her, Brooke saw blood spatters on the pale, ivory carpet. She noticed the vibrations from the overhead chandelier, the shadows crossing the room as it was surrounded by the uninvited guests swarming the grounds, the tiny, pink Barbie shoe belonging to Johnny’s daughter on the floor beneath the antique dresser.

      Another door opened, and Brooke shot the first man she saw in the forehead. She fired bullet after bullet, each shot reaching its target, but there were too many of them, they kept coming, and she knew it was only a matter of time before she ran out of ammunition, or one of them got lucky and fired the bullet that would end her life.

      Pain exploded in her right shoulder. Brooke blinked, tiny silver stars spiraling in front of her eyes, but still she kept firing, protecting her employer, knowing that any moment now, the rest of her team would show up, get Johnny Stobbart to safety, call the cops….

      Brooke was still holding both weapons when the bullet entered her chest. White-hot pain … heavy footsteps … voices she didn’t recognize. She tried opening her eyes … she needed to keep the target in sight … protect Johnny.

      Then everything went black.

      

      Johnny didn’t visit her in the hospital.

      The bullet had somehow missed her vital organs, but she was staring at white walls for two weeks while the wounds healed. The cracked ribs would take longer, but Brooke didn’t care about broken bones. The cops came to take a statement from her once the drugs had worn off, and her memories were lucid. Brooke couldn’t tell them who’d been present that day; she couldn’t describe the men who’d attacked her; she couldn’t even tell them how it had gone so horribly wrong. Johnny managed to escape unhurt. They wouldn’t give her any more information other than that. They had leads to follow.

      “Thank you, ma’am, you’ve been most helpful.” The cop didn’t even look her in the eye when the lie tripped off his tongue.

      She didn’t want to be the kind of patient who stared at the door of her hospital room waiting for a visitor to come in with a broad smile, some glossy magazines, and a bunch of grapes. So, she stared out the window instead, replaying the events of that day in her head, over and over, trying to figure out what had happened, and what else she could’ve done to prevent it. The cops had assured her that Johnny Stobbart was safe, thanks to her.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Then the day Brooke was discharged, a nurse came in holding a huge basket wrapped in cellophane. “This is for you,” she said, placing it on top of the wheeled trolley beside the plastic jug of tepid water.

      The basket contained apples, pears, a prickly pineapple, shiny cherries, and a fat cactus in a pretty, pale-green pot. The enclosed card read:

      Thank you for everything.

      I want you to take some time out, heal, think, grow.

      I’m repaying the favor.

      Johnny S.

      Brooke scrunched up the card and tossed it into the trashcan. She took home the basket of fruit and sat it on the end of the counter in the gleaming kitchen that she rarely used. She named the cactus Thorn and sat it on the coffee table in the living room. Then she sat on the black leather sofa and stared at it.

      She didn’t want to take time out. She enjoyed her job. To Brooke, time out meant time to think, and time to think meant the images in her head that she kept buried beneath hard work and focus would resurface, and she wasn’t ready to face them. She might never be ready, and she was okay with that too.

      Despite the lack of care and attention Brooke gave to Thorn, it thrived. And since her refrigerator was empty, she lived on the fruit from the basket until it ran out, then ordered takeout which she demanded be left outside the front door so that she didn’t have to interact with the delivery drivers. The dull ache in her chest persisted, but she forced herself to use the gym equipment that she’d installed in the basement of her house, pushing herself on the treadmill, climbing the hills and running the flats, until she achieved her previous fitness level.

      But there was a huge hole in her life shaped like the responsibilities of taking care of Johnny Stobbart and his family. When they needed her, her whole world had purpose, but without her demanding job, she was forced to note that a lot of the time the sky was gray, and the news was filled with depressing information from all over the planet.

      Not only that. Each morning when she woke on the sofa with the room bathed in gray sunlight from the large picture windows, she fought off the childhood memories, determined not to let them back in, not after all this time.

      Brooke started doing stomach crunches, gritting her teeth against the pain in her chest. The images tried to interrupt the numbers in her head as she counted, flashes of her mom picking herself up off the floor, the bruising already turning purple black around her eye as she smiled at her daughter. “It’s all right, honey, Mommy’s all right.”

      The voice in her head, trembling with controlled rage and fear, interrupted the counting. Brooke leaped to her feet, downed a glass of water, wiped her face with a towel and started again.

      Several days later—Brooke lost count—she’d almost reached five hundred crunches in one session when there was a buzz at the door.

      She froze, the sound echoing inside her head.

      Grabbing her gun, Brooke tiptoed on silent feet toward the front door, and peered through the peephole. She hadn’t ordered food, and no one else had ever been inside her house. There was no one there, but the buzz was still hanging in the still air of the living room.

      Brooke opened the door a crack. No one. She was about to close it again when she spotted the midnight-black envelope on the doorstep.

      Eyes narrowed, Brooke stepped out and over the mail, peering left and right along the empty street before picking it up and going back inside, closing the door behind her. Leaning back against the door, she turned the envelope over and saw her name printed in plain gold font on the front. She slid her finger inside the seal, tearing it carefully, and pulled out a sheet of crisp white paper, almost as thick as card. The wording was written in several different languages, but one word—the one printed at the top of the note—was in English. It said simply: Invitation.

      Brooke fetched a notepad, a pen, and her laptop, and spread the note on the coffee table. She recognized the backward lettering of the Greek and Russian alphabets. She saw the strange squiggles peculiar to the Chinese language, and kanji used by Japanese. Using a translation app on her laptop, she translated the words to English, but it wasn’t until she had a page filled with words that made no sense, that Brooke realized that not only was the note written in four different languages, but it was also encrypted to make it even more difficult.

      Intrigued, she fetched a glass of water and some leftover pepperoni pizza from the kitchen and set to work decoding the message. It was something that she’d enjoyed in college—solving puzzles—but this was like nothing she’d ever seen before.

      It was dark when Brooke finally leaned back against the sofa, the solved message in her hands. It was from a group who called themselves Horus. There was a brief description of the ancient Egyptian deity Horus who took the form of a falcon, whose right eye was the sun, and his left eye the moon. The message then went on to say that Horus had been watching her. Brooke instinctively glanced at the window, wishing she’d installed blinds when she moved in; all she saw now was her hazy reflection peering back at her from above the coffee table, and beyond that only blackness. Still, she didn’t get up to check if anyone was outside.

      Because the next sentence contained the personal details of her mom’s illness before she died. All her efforts to erase the images of her mom, so fragile and tiny, swallowed by the hospital bed and the tubes that kept her alive came flooding back. How did they know about this? Brooke’s instincts were screaming at her to tear the note to shreds, set fire on it, and flush the bits down the hole, but instead, she continued reading.

      The mission of Horus was to end fighting and bloodshed around the globe and restore world peace. Brooke let out a snort when she read that—they weren’t exactly doing a great job right now. They were looking for people with extraordinary talents and special skillsets, and this was an invitation for her to join them.

      Brooke shoved the notepad aside, went to the kitchen, and opened a bottle of red wine. She rarely drank. She didn’t like the feeling of not being in control of her thoughts and actions, but tonight … tonight was different. Sipping the dark liquid from a slender-stemmed glass in the kitchen, she stared out the back window at the solid blanket of darkness surrounding her home.

      This might simply be a hoax, albeit an elaborate one; someone had gone to a lot of trouble to encrypt the message if this were nothing more than a prank. But the envelope had her name on it, and how did she explain what they knew about her mom?

      Her thoughts wandered back to Johnny Stobbart and her enforced leave of absence. She had no idea when—or even if—she would return to work as the politician’s bodyguard, and what happened the night still playing on her mind. She couldn’t shake the thought that her employer was somehow involved in the attack, and this was simply his way of keeping her out of the picture and ensuring her silence.

      She swallowed a mouthful of wine and went back to the living room. Picking up the note, she read the final part of the message. If she was willing to join Horus, she must say the code phrase aloud. What did she have to lose?

      Shaking her head at the bizarre situation, Brooke said loudly, “I yearn to gaze upon the blazing sun. I want to know what secrets the sky falcon holds.”

      She tossed the note back onto the coffee table and raised the glass of wine to her lips as something sharp pricked the side of her neck. Instinctively, she raised her fingers to the pain and found a tiny dart protruding from the skin moments before the room began to spin as she sank to the floor.
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      Schools of vibrant fish shot through the water, their exotic colors bouncing off the glass walls of the underwater compound. Shotgun gazed at the blue expanse before her.

      She’d lost track of how long she’d been here. The first few days following her arrival were nothing but a blur—new recruits were drugged during transfer to ensure their location remained a secret, and although she didn’t realize it at the time, she must’ve still been under the influence of some form of mild drug when presented with an actual paper form to sign confirming her willingness to join Horus.

      The woman had been short and wiry, gray hair secured in a tight bun at the back of her head giving her an air of efficiency and discipline. She’d told Brooke things about her previous employer that she didn’t want to know, had confirmed what Brooke already suspected, that the attack resulting in her hospitalization had been orchestrated by the politician himself, and that she had already been replaced by another team of bodyguards, all males. There’d been no pressure to sign. Brooke vaguely recalled asking what would happen if she refused and was told that she would simply wake up in her own home, all traces of the encrypted invitation erased along with her memory.

      She’d signed on the dotted line with an old-fashioned, gold-nibbed fountain pen.

      Brooke Woods no longer existed. She was now known only as Shotgun.

      Horus recruited individuals with no family connections, those people for whom it would be easy to simply disappear. At first, she’d wondered if anyone missed her, but quickly realized that there was no point looking backward. She’d made her choice. This was her life now, an endless round of training: firearm practice, fitness lessons, teambuilding, psychological tests, and the kind of sensory deprivation trials employed by the Special Armed Forces to mentally prepare their teams for capture by the enemy.

      Shotgun hadn’t been outside since her arrival at Island Base. None of the recruits had. She hadn’t seen the sky or walked along the sidewalk; she hadn’t breathed air that wasn’t artificially filtered and regulated; she hadn’t felt the change in temperature that accompanied the different seasons. There were common rooms in which they spent what little leisure time they had, but mostly she kept to herself, preferring not to get too close to her teammates. The walls were made of glass, filled with sea creatures the likes of which she’d only ever seen on TV before, and she assumed the base was underwater. Either that or they built the compound within an enormous aquarium. It was therapeutic though, watching the fish darting back and forth, their neon colors zipping through the water like shooting stars. Calming after the endless hours of physical combat and gunfire practice.

      “My bet’s on Shotgun.” The voice reached her from another corner of the room. She peered around to find three young men, heads together, waiting for the results of their latest activity. Each day they trained all morning, broke for lunch, then took part in a challenge that was scored, the accumulated results posted on a large screen at the end of the day. For some, the scoreboard was encouraging. For others however, Shotgun understood that it must be disheartening to constantly see your name lingering somewhere near the bottom. But even though she didn’t wholly approve of the process, she kept her opinion to herself.

      “Nu-huh, not this time,” another man said. “Rifle has this one in the bag.”

      Rifle and Shotgun had been star-players from the start, their names generally topping the scoreboard for each challenge they faced. It meant that the two women were rivals rather than friends, and the other recruits had even started taking wagers on them. Shotgun paid little attention to the banter, but from what she’d gleaned from snippets of overheard conversations, the two women had the group equally divided.

      Someone jostled her shoulder, and Shotgun glanced up at Revolver. He was tall, lanky, with olive skin, thick, black hair, and a Latin American accent. “Ready?” He gestured to the large screen on the wall. “I think I might’ve snatched this crown right out from under your noses.” Despite being physically and mentally pushed to their limits since joining Horus, Revolver’s smile never wavered; it was almost as if he’d been specially chosen to give the rest of the group an injection of morale whenever they needed it.

      Shotgun’s gaze settled on Rifle who was watching the screen from across the room, arms folded across her chest. Physically, the two women were well-matched, but that was where the similarities ended. Shotgun was blond, with gray eyes and pale skin, while Rifle was dark-skinned with brown eyes and a mane of black hair which, when set free, puffed around her head like a halo. Rifle’s loud voice could often be heard from the common room, while Shotgun rarely made conversation with anyone. There was a scar on the back of Rifle’s left shoulder which Revolver touched once, resulting in him almost getting a broken jaw. Despite the rivalry though, Shotgun believed that if they were ever in danger, she could trust Rifle with her life.

      A hologram appeared against a dark backdrop. A familiar presentation began. A white screen lit up with the agency’s logo—a modern Egyptian Eye of Horus—followed by photos of their base. Shotgun was no expert in video editing, but the presentations always seemed off; the transitions between slides were abrupt and stilted, and the background music had a strangely oppressive feel, like a Soviet Union anthem, and she had the urge once again to stand to attention.

      The sound of the trainer’s authoritative voice reverberated through the speakers, his eyes scanning the group from the screen like a hawk examining a field mouse for body fat. This was the man they knew only as Trainer. Even though he could still see the recruits, Shotgun’s shoulders visibly relaxed whenever Trainer wasn’t physically present in the room. He watched them too closely, especially the women, and although she’d never heard him raise his voice, his tone sent faint shivers down her spine. Serpent was the word that sprang to mind whenever she saw Trainer. She wondered if the other recruits felt the same. There had been many occasions when she caught him watching her instead of paying attention to other recruits, and even when she stared him out, daring him to look away, she was always the one who averted her gaze first.

      All around her, the others shifted their weight from one foot to the other. No punishment was delivered for failing to complete a challenge, they were simply required to try again until they mastered the task, but the fear of incurring Trainer’s anger was real, a tangible thing that they could reach out and touch whenever the scores were announced.

      The activity they’d just completed was one of negotiation. They’d each been tasked with obtaining information from someone posing as the wife of a terrorist … without the woman’s knowledge. Shotgun had worked with the gray-haired woman who’d greeted her with her consent papers when she arrived, and although she’d felt relatively comfortable with the woman, interaction wasn’t her strongest point. She’d always struggled to make friends, even as a child, missing social cues, and misunderstanding the nuances of light-hearted banter. Now, her heart raced as Trainer clicked through the slides to reveal each student’s score. She would never admit it to Rifle, but this healthy rivalry made her even more determined to prove herself, so when her name crept into first place, she allowed herself a small fist pump. She had no idea how she’d managed it, but she wasn’t complaining.

      “Congratulations to our winner,” Trainer’s clipped voice sliced the air. He was looking directly at Shotgun, a twitch appearing in the corners of his mouth as though suppressing a smile. He was also enjoying the rivalry, perhaps a little too much.

      Shotgun wanted to speak to Rifle. She’d have wagered money herself on Rifle winning this challenge, and part of her was beginning to wonder if the scores might even be rigged in one or the other’s favor to keep the competition alive.

      But before she could move, Rifle saluted her, and said, “Congratulations. Enjoy it while you can because glory comes with a price tag.” Then she turned around and walked out of the room without a backward glance.

      Revolver grinned at Shotgun. “Sibling rivalry. It’s really quite adorable. Rather reminds me of a couple of thugs I knew from my first job fresh out of college. They were always at each other’s throats⁠—”

      Shotgun widened her eyes at him. A warning. “You
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