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WHEN YOU SEEK REVENGE be sure to dig two graves...

Revenge was the only thing I had going for me. It kept me awake at night and drove me into desperate situations in dive bars across the world.

I was looking for someone, for the enemy who was responsible for killing my fiancé. He was a covert operative who worked for the British government, someone hiding behind the trappings of respectability. Or so I thought...

I dropped a hint where he could find me, going through channels I knew he would be monitoring. And when he walked into the bar, he stuck out like a sore thumb. Tall and well-built, he could barely hide his magnificent physique beneath the stuffy three-piece suit. I had him pegged as MI6 from the moment he sat down.

But when he zeroed in on me and the time came to strike, something stopped me. Maybe it was the way his body felt so close to mine. Maybe it was the kindness in his eyes that stirred doubt about his guilt. All I know is that I couldn’t kill him, and that might just have been the biggest mistake of my life.
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THE BAR WAS LIKE EVERY other bar, dark and meant to hide secrets. It could have been anywhere in the world, but it happened to be in Casablanca. The people who hunched in the shadows were men and women, each caught up in their own personal drama. They came to drown their sorrows in a pint of beer or maybe even something stronger if the situation allowed.

I pushed my way in, having received a tip that “The Sleeper,” a deadly assassin I was determined to kill, was in that very building. The intel came from channels I didn’t trust, but it was the best lead I’d had in three months.

I’d chased The Sleeper all across the world, from the remote foothills of the Himalayas to the bright lights of Japan. Casablanca was one of those cities where people came to forget themselves. Full of tourists and cartels, it had all the glamor and none of the regulation of the European ports. That made it a perfect place for underground activities.

My mission was to get in, identify the assassin, and take them out. Quick and cold without alerting the authorities. If I could toss them in a dumpster and wipe my hands of the whole affair, I could get back to London by the weekend. No one would be any the wiser, except my handler.

I was well versed in covert affairs and had enough secrets rattling around in my brain to worry the people in charge. Though I prided myself on my loyalty to MI6, you could never be too careful. In my line of work, people got hung out to dry on any given Tuesday, and the world marched on, unaware.

Entering the bar, I checked the exits first. There was one for the staff and one that led to the bathrooms. A stairway in one corner went up, possibly to tenant apartments. And there was the door behind me, to my back, allowing no one to escape my notice.

In a bar that could have held at least fifty people on a good night, there might have been fifteen. A couple in the corner was arguing over something. She looked too young for him, and he was probably throwing money at her to keep her around. Two single guys at the bar looked like foreign businessmen, come to lose themselves in the exotic lowlife. A group of men sat around a table, playing drinking games and enjoying life. And a lone female hiker was reading Catcher in the Rye in a booth, sipping a cheap American beer.

None of them stood out as being potential assassins, so I moved on, carefully documenting everything I saw. In my line of work, you never knew when the smallest detail would become a matter of life or death. The way the ceiling fan rotated, the number of empty shot glasses on the bar—any of it could hold importance.

That’s when I saw a redheaded bombshell sipping whiskey out of a crystal glass, staring at her phone. She wore a skintight dress that stopped just below her rear end, classic femme fatal gear if I ever saw it. And it was the way that she was playing with her device, giving it half of her attention while the other half cased the joint that clued me into her identity.

I had almost no actionable intel on The Sleeper. I didn’t know if it was a man or a woman, young or old. The only thing I knew was that they were killing agents and that it was up to me to stop them.

Victims of The Sleeper appeared to die by natural causes. But I knew well enough to suspect a half dozen healthy spies didn’t keel over from heart attacks by accident. Autopsies revealed needle marks and a hefty dose of lethal tranquilizers had been used to render the agents deceased. What better disguise than that of a beautiful woman? She probably lured men to their death like a spider with flies, charming them into a secluded room before stabbing them with her poisonous compound.

They probably thought they were getting lucky. Too many good men had a blind spot when it came to the gentler sex. But I knew that it didn’t pay to underestimate anyone. If I had to bet on any one of the clientele in that dive bar, the smart money was on her.

I made my approach, straightening the lapels of my charcoal gray suit. “What are you drinking?” I asked.

She looked me up and down, giving the impression that she was seeing me for the first time. I knew for a fact that she’d made me the moment I walked in, and the entire introduction was all a show.

“Whiskey sour,” she said, laying it on thick.

“American?” I asked, judging from the accent.

“Limey?” she countered, tossing out the derogatory word for British citizens.

“As accused,” I parlayed. “May I buy you another one?”

She leaned back, sliding her phone into a little clutch purse. I almost missed the flick of her wrist and the glint of lamplight off a metal object in her hand. She knew I was there to kill her.

“We’re done with the pleasantries, I see,” I said dryly, pointing at her manicured fingernails as they clutched the unknown weapon.

“You’re MI6,” she accused.

“And you’re The Sleeper,” I replied, reaching for a bar stool at the same moment that she lunged.

I was surprised by the ferocity of her attack. Ordinarily, I assumed she used guile and wit to disarm her opponents. Her choice of attire and makeup spoke of careful preparation, and her sultry form promised hours of pleasure instead of pain. But in that moment, she leaned on neither of those assets. Instead, she ripped the stool away from me and tossed it across the room, startling the gentlemen at the opposite table.

I backed away, instinctively going into defensive mode. I knew she had something in her hand, and judging from her previous kills, I suspected it was a syringe. One wrong move on my part would send me straight to the morgue.

My training allowed me to get past the old adage Never hit a woman. That type of advice didn’t hold weight when she was trying to kill me. I didn’t care if she was a man, woman, or feral dog; my job was to take her down and do it as quickly as possible.

I reached for an empty shot glass, upturned it, and used it as a tiny shield against her needle. She swiped, and I blocked. I pinned her wrist to the bar and used my elbow to knock her in the face.

She exhaled in surprise, clearly having thought that her sex would numb my response. But she was mistaken. I knew how deadly she could be, and I didn’t intend to wind up as her next victim no matter how gorgeous she was.

She kicked me hard in the knee, bending my frame and forcing me to release my hold on her wrist. Without sparing a second, she lashed out again, barreling down on me with murderous intent. I recovered as fast as I could, spinning away from her and reaching for another bar stool.

Behind the bar, the man serving drinks stood dumb. The customers in the seats beside us scattered, nobody wanting to get involved. Yet everyone looked on in quiet fascination, having never seen such a sight before.

There she was, dressed in knockout heels and a tiny party dress, savagely hacking away at a stranger in a three-piece suit. I swung the stool at her to keep her at a distance. She jumped back to avoid getting hit again, then reached for her half-finished whiskey glass.

Knocking back whatever liquid was left, she launched the cup at me, catching me on the jaw with remarkable aim. I stumbled backward, dropping the stool and reaching for my chin. That was one mistake I would regret for a long time because it gave her the opening she was looking for.

Before I could catch my breath, she bowled me over, knocking my body to the floor. I saw stars, the wind knocked out of me with brutal force. My lungs heaved, my vision swirling with colored lights.

I brought my hand up to touch her waist where she straddled me, not knowing if I was in lust or in peril. Never before had such an intimate contact been anything more than pleasurable, although I was dimly aware that it might be the last sensation I ever had.

Her hair swung down, masking her face, brushing my nose with her floral scent. My life flashed before my eyes. I saw all the good I had done in the world, all the atrocities I had prevented just by doing my job. I saw the dozens of people I had successfully killed and knew that they were all laughing at me. That such a tenured MI6 agent would find his end at the bottom of a bar beneath a woman’s skirt was too ironic to admit.

I felt a scrape as she pressed the needle to my neck and braced myself for the injection. Holding my breath to focus on the more immediate danger, I raised a weak hand to try to swat her off.

But I wasn’t expecting pity on her part. She was every bit the trained assassin I was, maybe even more so. She sent good men to their deaths without thinking twice. Yet something about me must have sparked her curiosity because instead of sealing the deal, she relaxed.

The needle moved away from my skin, giving me room to hope. I pawed at my neck, sure that she had stabbed me unaware. The poison would be coursing through my veins and the lights would go dim at any moment. But that didn’t happen. I grew stronger as my body adapted to the concussion, and I rose up to begin the fight again.

“Merde,” she cursed in French, climbing to her feet. Before I could stop her, she grabbed her clutch purse from the bar, stuck the needle back inside, and fled the scene.

Finally, the air returned to my lungs in a great, fiery rush. It was too little, too late. Not only had she avoided capture, but she made a fool of me. The customers stood in shock for a moment before everyone in the room began to laugh. Even the girl in the hiking boots stifled a grin; even the couple who had been consumed with their own argument found it funny.

I rose to my feet, stretching out my sore limbs. What a shock to the system that was. My shoulders were sore, and I could still see bright lights dancing behind my eyes. I hurried to the door to chase after her, but I found the road outside so congested there was no way I could spot her. She was gone, and what was worse, she knew who I was and that I was following her. The next time we met, she would be prepared, and that meant stopping her would be more difficult than ever.

Knowing it was useless to try to pick up the trail again, I went back to my hotel room to phone my handler. Reg was going to be livid. He wouldn’t care that the woman had nearly killed me, or that I managed to identify her. What counted was that I had lost and that The Sleeper had escaped justice. There was no one to speak for the people she’d killed; I was the only hope they had for revenge. Now countless others would die, all because I let her get the better of me. It was a bitter pill to swallow, and unfortunately, not my last.
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Theo

Two years later.
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THE CRYSTAL BLUE WATERS of the Mediterranean bobbed beneath my yacht, stretched out for miles on either side of me. I was spending a relaxing day between missions enjoying the fruits of my labors. While my work took me to hell and back some days, others I appreciated the luxuries it afforded me.

I bought the yacht a year ago to celebrate the end of a particularly trying mission. But while I had been afforded some success, I still couldn’t forget the one great failure of my lifetime. The Sleeper was still out there, able to attack foreign agents at will. I kept my ear to the ground to pick up any chatter, but so far, there was nothing actionable.

Late nights I caught myself remembering her with a mixture of anger and regret. Anger because she’d nearly killed me and regret because I hadn’t gotten to know her better. Whatever her story was, I was sure it was riveting. For someone so beautiful and mysterious to turn to intelligence work spoke of heartache. Spies never had comfortable home lives.

I wondered what set of circumstances had led her to be in the murder business. Was she abandoned as a child? Forced to grow up in the foster system? Was she groomed for a life of crime from an early age only to find a way to sell her services to the government? All options were on the table, and nothing seemed too outlandish to be real. It bothered me that I couldn’t get her out of my head, but I was doing my best.

Sunshine helped. I set up a fishing pole against the railing to look like I was doing something, but the truth was, it was an excuse to sit out in the sun. I pulled a wide-brimmed hat down over my eyes and let my mind drift. In a couple years at this rate, I would be able to retire. Not many spies ever made it that far.

I was determined to be one of the lucky few who made it back to civilian life. Maybe I would buy myself a villa in Greece or set out on a cross country tour of Europe, without all the international intrigue of course.

I was deep into my private fantasy when the phone rang. Glancing up, I wished I could turn it off altogether. MI6 should know enough not to call me when I was on vacation, but of course, that wasn’t the case. Crises didn’t wait for an opportune time, they just struck. And it was the nature of my job to be first on the scene to avoid a greater tragedy.

“Hello?” I asked, waiting patiently for the line to connect.

“Theo,” my handler, Reg, said.

“I’m on vacation,” I informed him.

“I need you back in London ASAP,” Reg instructed me, ignoring my childish behavior.

There was very little point in arguing, and even less point in asking for details over the phone. Whatever Reg had to say to me was obviously classified and as such, demanded an in-person meeting. I would have to reel in my line, set sail for the shore and hop a plane to learn what new horror had occurred while I was off the clock.

“Right,” I said, hanging up.

It took me six hours to arrive at MI6 headquarters, and I didn’t even take the time to shave. I breezed through the door, looking like a man who had been out in the middle of the sea on a private yacht only moments ago. Where I habitually wore dark suits, that day I was dressed in a casual white shirt, open at the front as befit any self-respecting Italian man.

I got a few looks from the desk jockeys as I walked through the bullpen. I ignored them all. We were deeply compartmentalized, and I didn’t share personal information with anyone. Not that I believed any of them were threats, per se, but it didn’t hurt to be careful. The fewer people who knew about my hobbies, the better.

Reg was in his office, on the phone with someone when I entered. He looked up, narrowed his eyes, and ended the conversation immediately. I was about to take a seat opposite his desk when he stood up, waving me back into the hall.

I followed him to the conference room where three other administrators were busy collaborating on something. Reg shut the door, pointing out a seat. I recognized only one of the people in the meeting, but that wasn’t unusual. Both agents and supervisors operated with a high degree of secrecy and “need to know” criteria. I could potentially work with someone for years without ever seeing their face.

“It’s been over twenty-seven hours since we’ve heard from Agent Burke,” one of the administrators said.

I knew they weren’t going to slow down or go over points they had already covered. It was up to me to get up to speed as quickly as possible simply by listening in.

“And forty-eight since there’s been any word from Agent Hatfield,” another confirmed.

“They were last seen in Istanbul, working on a cover operation in cooperation with Washington,” the third administrator said, filling in the gaps.

“Burke’s last communication indicated that The Sleeper may have been in the area, but the details are vague,” Reg offered, sitting down beside me and lifting an encoded tablet from the desk. “These are the last known whereabouts of the two agents,” he said, handing me the device.

In the branded company colors, I could see two highlighted pinpricks on a map of Turkey. According to the latest satellite data, it was a hotel for foreigners. I knew then exactly what my assignment would be: Go to Turkey and track down the missing agents, find out what happened to them, and confirm whether The Sleeper was involved.

The thought of coming face to face with her again was invigorating. I was sick with the thought that she might have killed more of our men but relieved that I would finally have a chance to correct my only mistake.

“Who’s my partner on this?” I asked, interrupting.

“You’ll meet her in Istanbul,” Reg said.

“Her?” I asked, narrowing my eyes suspiciously.

“Yes, her,” he confirmed, tapping my screen to display the plane tickets.

I put my old phone up on the table, assuming I would be issued another one. Trading out devices was standard operating procedure so that no one could trace me from one job to the next. I didn’t own a personal phone other than the burners I kept on hand for emergencies. Regg collected it from me and offered me another. I knew it came preloaded with all the information I would need to complete the job. That data was encrypted and would be erased at the slightest hint of a problem. We had come a long way from the exploding recordings of James Bond’s era.

I left the meeting, knowing that there was nothing more they would offer me. I could study the briefing on my own time and according to the travel arrangements, I wasn’t scheduled to fly out until the morning. I thought I would take advantage of a night in London to catch up with two old friends.

They had been junior agents when I signed on to MI6, but each had taken safer, domestic jobs in the country. I couldn’t tell them that I was still active with the agency, but they knew it. Luckily, we were all adult enough not to go asking questions that couldn’t be answered.

“Nigel, Terry,” I said, locating my friends at an upscale bar in Chelsea.

“Theo,” Nigel said, opening his arms to welcome me into a hug. “It’s been far too long. Where are they keeping you nowadays?”

“You know I can’t answer that.” I shrugged it off.

“Did you catch the latest Manchester United match?” Terry asked, sidestepping all work conversation entirely.

“It was a derby,” I said. I might have been off the grid, but I wasn’t living in a hole.

“Four to two,” Terry said, as if the score said it all.

“Are you drowning your sorrows?” I asked, teasing him.

“Not if you’re celebrating,” he reacted. We both cheered for different teams, and it was a good-natured matter of contention between us. Brits were very territorial about their soccer teams, and there was no end to the fun when my team won.

“I’ll have another,” Terry called to the bartender. “He’s paying.”

The bartender looked to me to confirm it, and I nodded. It was the least I could do to soothe his wounded ego and enjoy my last night off duty. In the morning, I would ship off to Istanbul to meet this new partner and hopefully bag some bad guys. I might even get a second chance at The Sleeper, although the circumstances could have been better.

I was paying for the drinks when a leggy brunette walked by in a blue dress. The fabric clung to her hips and draped artistically across her breasts, leaving little to the imagination. She found my eyes with beautiful coffee-colored irises and smiled, inviting me to make a move. I gave her a curt nod and turned back to my friends.

Nigel caught the whole transaction and looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “What are you thinking?” he whispered when the woman had gone.

“What?” I asked.

“She was begging you to talk to her,” Nigel insisted.

“I don’t think so,” I scoffed.

“The last time a woman looked at me that way, I married her,” Nigel joked.

“I don’t think your wife ever looked at you that way,” Terry piped up.

“Hey!” Nigel objected, reaching around me to take a swipe at him.

As much as I tried to hide it, I knew exactly what Nigel was talking about. The brunette was stunning, and she seemed very interested in having a conversation. But where would that lead? Would I spend the night with her in a hotel room? Make excuses why I could never see her again after a night of carnal bliss? It all seemed like too much work.

I couldn’t get the shape of The Sleeper out of my mind. So much so that I hadn’t been with a woman in a long time—unless I got frustrated and way too drunk. Even then, I imagined that I was making love to her, instead of the living, breathing woman I was with at the time.

That wasn’t fair to the female of the species. I was a broken man who could only heal by going to the source. I had to find The Sleeper and make her pay for what she’d done to me. Getting justice for the men she’d killed was only a bonus.

I couldn’t wait to get started on my mission, but in the meantime, I meant to enjoy myself as much as I could. Unfortunately, that meant putting up with Nigel and Terry rather than seductive strangers.
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I ALWAYS DRESSED UP, no matter what the occasion. Even if I was just leaving my hotel room for a bucket of ice, I never knew what might happen. It was best to look good at all times, and to carry at least one weapon, maybe two.

I’d had that drilled into me from childhood. If my guardian ever found me without a weapon of some kind, he would force me to stand in the kitchen, holding buckets of water until my arms ached. I only had to do that twice before I learned my lesson. Even in sleep, I had a small knife attached to my ankle, and when I was awake, there was usually a gun strapped to my thigh.

The night I was supposed to meet my new partner. I’d been through enough of those to know they never lasted. I wasn’t looking forward to the game of one-upmanship most field agents played. Whoever it was would likely judge me for being a woman; they would decide that they knew what was best and I would have to spend precious time reeducating them. Either that or I would just ditch them at the first opportunity, solve the problem myself, and resign myself to sharing the credit.

I applied my lipstick, glancing into the mirror to check my work. The woman who stared back at me didn’t seem to be a trained assassin. I liked it that way. I thought she looked a little daring but mostly harmless. It was a mask I wore no matter what actual disguise I was in, and it had served me well over the years. If I could get my opponents to underestimate me, that was like money in the bank. I could spend it over and over again until they finally realized they had met their match. And by then, it was usually too late.

I checked my phone again, reading the text from my handler. I was supposed to meet her in a different hotel suite so as not to reveal where I was staying. I assumed the same was true for this other agent who would be helping me. He was probably staying under an alias on another floor altogether. In the intelligence game, the less information you had about your associates, the better.

I fluffed my hair again, making sure it highlighted my cheekbones. Finally satisfied with my appearance, I picked up my clutch and went out into the hallway. The door locked behind me, which was fine. Advanced safety features weren’t that difficult to get around, especially if you had the right technology. I had no reason to think I would need to break into my own room again, but you never knew. The night could turn out quite differently than anticipated, and I had to be ready for any challenge.

I took the elevator down to the second floor and walked along the corridor until I found my room. I wore
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