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

We’re running out of time. 

My evil foster father, Hector Ashcroft, has planted nuclear bombs in strategic locations across Europe and North America. He plans to detonate them and bring an end to governments worldwide. In the ashen winter that follows, his group, New Dawn, will take control, giving him limitless power. 

But not if I can stop him.

I have a small group of friends and allies, starting with two others who grew up under Ashcroft’s roof. Together, we’ve built a resistance capable of bringing him down, but the problem is we don’t know where to find him.

Enter Theo, the heavily muscled and dangerously seductive MI6 agent. He discovers New Dawn’s hidden lair and is helping track down Ashcroft and end his reign of terror. Theo disappears at the most inopportune moment to go root out the remaining New Dawn agents. 

It’s inopportune because I have a secret that I can only share with him. While he’s out saving the world from the threat of nuclear annihilation, I’m living off the grid, pregnant with his child.
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THE HELICOPTER STOOD beside the burning building, its blades making the fire fold in on itself. I couldn’t believe it: Mr. Ashcroft was alive. My foster father and the leader of the New Dawn terrorist group, I thought he’d died years ago. Yet there he was, large as life, smiling at me as if no time had passed.

“Come with me,” he said, holding out his hand. “We have so much catching up to do.”

Theo put himself between me and the apparition, spreading his arms wide. I felt the world spin underneath me as I grappled with this new reality. So many things I had taken for granted had just been upended. I couldn’t think fast enough to digest the turn of events as it unfolded, leaving me vulnerable to attack.

But Theo was thinking clearer. My partner for a few short weeks, he’d proven himself worthy of my trust. Though my legs wanted to obey my foster father’s command, my heart kept me rooted to the spot. If Theo thought there was danger, then I accepted his assessment of the situation. I gazed at the man who brought me up with a growing horror. This wasn’t someone who had my best interests at heart. He was the leader of an organization dedicated to taking down established governments across the world.

They wanted to create a New Dawn of humanity, with Mr. Ashcroft at the helm. That kind of naked power grab was something only a fanatic would attempt. It was a hard pill to swallow, but I knew that Mr. Ashcroft was the bad guy now.

“Run,” Theo said.

I didn’t hear him at first. I was locked into a debilitating confusion that wouldn’t allow information to translate into action. Mr. Ashcroft smiled a wicked smile, and two black-clad gunmen leapt out of the helicopter to take their place at his side.

Theo didn’t have a weapon. None of us did. We had barely escaped the burning mansion, leaping from second-story windows in our pajamas. I should have grabbed the gun that Jasmine had used to threaten me. It had been lost in the scuffle that left her dead on the living room floor. Her body was still inside, along with the pistol that could have provided us with some amount of leverage.

I wasn’t interested in leaving Theo to fight Mr. Ashcroft and his guards alone, but neither did I want to stare down the firing squad. My foster brother, Lukas, took his place beside Theo. Both men were injured but determined to protect me.

If it wasn’t for my foster sister, Z, I might have stayed. I had gotten myself out of worse, and I didn’t need my boyfriend to act as a human shield. But if I didn’t get Z to safety, she would likely perish. I didn’t need that on my conscience, not so soon after putting Jasmine in an early grave.

“Come on,” I whispered to Z, grabbing her by the hand.

“Mr. Ashcroft,” Z muttered, as stunned as I was by his sudden appearance.

“Z!” I shouted, tugging her away.

“This is foolish,” Mr. Ashcroft said to Lukas.

“He won’t shoot me,” Lukas said, betting on the years Mr. Ashcroft had spent training all three of us. I never would have expected in a million years that he would become a threat. Yet there he was, ready to kill us all for no better reason than world domination.

“Clark!” Mr. Ashcroft shouted as I backed away.

I didn’t want to hate him. He’d meant so much to me growing up. He’d rescued me from the foster care system and taught me a trade. Just because that trade turned out to be killing people didn’t mean Mr. Ashcroft was a bad man. I thought it was because he wanted to serve a greater good. That’s why I eventually joined the CIA so that I could apply myself to making the world a safer place. But that’s not what Mr. Ashcroft had in mind.

“How is it possible?” Z stammered.

“I don’t know,” I responded, turning around to run for the trees.

The front lawn of the property stretched off nearly fifty yards into the distance where it met with a private wood. If we could just make it to the tree line, maybe we would be safe. Z stumbled at first, but her self-protective instincts kicked in finally, allowing her to run.

“Go after her!” Mr. Ashcroft shouted.

I heard gunfire and pressed my eyes closed. I didn’t have time to turn around. I would just have to trust that Theo and Lukas knew what they were doing. They were, after all, as competent as I was. Theo was an agent from the British MI6, while Lukas was the head of Dark Sparrow, an international organization dedicated to saving the planet.

If anyone could contain Mr. Ashcroft and his goons, it was Theo and Lukas. I concentrated on getting Z to safety. Then I could turn around and go back to rescue my lover. Just hold on, I prayed, promising that I wouldn’t let anything bad happen to him on my watch.

We reached the trees and dashed inside, skirting behind the first massive trunk we could find. Just as I ducked for cover, I heard a bullet whiz by and dig itself into the tree beside me. So much for bringing me in alive. Either the gunmen misunderstood their objective, or Mr. Ashcroft didn’t care. I wasn’t sure which was worse.

Sneaking around the tree, I came out in back of the first soldier. Launching myself onto his shoulders, I snaked one arm around his neck, cutting off his oxygen flow. He couldn’t shoot me from that angle, and so he dropped his gun to dig his fingers beneath my forearm. I used my body weight to pull him down to the ground, worried about a second or a third assailant. I didn’t want to get shot in the back while taking one man out.

It turned out I was right to worry. As I struggled to subdue the one foe, a second one stepped up to the scuffle, rifle drawn. I half expected him to open fire, killing his companion in an attempt to stop me.

I tightened my vise grip, feeling the fight drain slowly out of the gunman. To my surprise, the second threat lowered his weapon and kicked me in the side instead, his foot barely reaching my rib cage. I felt the sting, but it was blocked considerably by the thrashing of the man on top of me.

I rolled away, releasing the soldier and climbing to my feet. Trapped and out of alternatives, I put my hands up. Maybe Mr. Ashcroft didn’t want me dead after all. That was something I could use to my advantage. And at least Z had gotten away safely.

“Move,” the gunman growled.

He ignored his fallen compatriot, motioning back toward the helicopter. I’d come all this way only to be forced back to the battleground. My thoughts leapt to Theo and Lukas, wondering whether they’d managed to subdue Mr. Ashcroft. If our luck ran out and we were all captured, then New Dawn would have free rein to put their evil plan into motion. More than anything, I hoped that wasn’t the case.

I turned to follow instructions but was caught off guard when Z appeared behind Mr. Ashcroft’s henchman. She hefted a log, bringing it down on the man’s neck. He tumbled forward without preamble, crashing to the forest floor like a sack of armor and bones.

I glanced up at Z, astonished and relieved all at the same time. We fell into each other’s arms, sparing a moment for a hug. Though Z had the same training that I did growing up in Mr. Ashcroft’s mansion, she wasn’t a field operative. Much more comfortable behind the scenes, she made all my missions possible with rapid intel and support. I didn’t know what I would do if I lost her, and knowing that we were both out of the crosshairs was a brief victory.

I grabbed both guns from the fallen soldiers and handed one to Z. She might be a computer nerd, but she knew how to handle a weapon. We crept back to Mr. Ashcroft’s helicopter, determined to rescue the boys before all hell broke loose.

Theo and Lukas were fighting with Mr. Ashcroft’s guards. It looked like they had successfully disarmed the assailants, but they were a little worse for wear from the fire. Theo was trading punches with one guy while Lukas was kicking ass a little farther away. I knew they were both beyond capable, but since I was armed, I dashed to the rescue.

With a battle cry, I charged the scene. Mr. Ashcroft saw me coming and ducked back into the belly of his bird. The rotors picked up, and I could hear him shouting to the pilot. I didn’t want to let him get away, but that concern was secondary to making sure Theo was okay. I had to focus on my boyfriend and his attacker first if I wanted to protect my heart.

Theo punched the gunman’s nose, pushing him back toward the helicopter. I skidded to a halt, getting between Theo and the threat. The helicopter hovered above the grass, showering all of us with bits of grass and ash from the raging fire.

“Get Ashcroft!” Theo yelled.

I had a decision to make. If I put my weapon down and leapt onto the helicopter, I might be able to stop Mr. Ashcroft from escaping. But that would leave Theo vulnerable and eliminate any advantage we had in terms of ending the fistfight. I chose to abandon the more valuable target and focus on extracting Theo from his altercation.

“Down on the ground!” I shouted above the whirr of the blades.

The henchman didn’t follow my instructions. Instead, he twisted and lunged for the helicopter, draping his body over the landing skids. I fired once, hitting him square in the back. The body went limp, but the helicopter continued to rise. By the time the body fell to the ground, it was too high to recover.

I fired a dozen rounds into the undercarriage as it picked up speed, diving away from the ruins of Mr. Ashcroft’s mansion. But no matter how targeted my shots were, they didn’t reach the fuel tank or slow the bird in any way.

Lukas was still struggling with one of the men, so Theo and I ganged up on him, bringing him to the ground. Lukas stumbled back, thinking clearly.

“Don’t kill him,” he said. “We need information.”

Without warning, the captured assassin whipped out a pistol and pointed it at Theo’s head. I shot him square in the eye, dropping him like a hot potato. Lukas let out a groan of frustration, kicking the body with his good leg.

Z came running up, now that all the gunmen were accounted for. We were no closer to learning what New Dawn was up to than we had been the previous night, but at least we knew that Mr. Ashcroft was alive.

I looked around, astonished by the devastation. I’d seen bombings before and worked my way out of many a tight spot. But that blazing ruin atop the hill was my childhood home. We’d found a lot of information about what Mr. Ashcroft was up to hidden within its walls, but I was sure there was more to uncover. We wouldn’t have another chance, but we couldn’t stay where we were either. Out in the field, we were sitting ducks. We needed weapons and vehicles and a plan of action. With just one more base of operations up in flames, we needed to reconvene and figure out who was still alive.

“Come on,” Lukas said, pointing toward the driveway.

I agreed silently, lowering my rifle. Together, the four of us walked away from the crime scene, down the expansive drive toward Mr. Ashcroft’s private road. We had only traveled a mile or so when the sun began to rise. I felt the weight of little sleep dragging me down. The adrenaline from the fight was wearing off, and I was just glad that we were all still alive.

As we walked, a black van pulled up alongside. I checked with Lukas to make sure he was aware of the situation. He didn’t look concerned. There were two ways an unexpected arrival could go down: Either they were a friend or a foe. But one glance at my foster brother put my mind at ease.

The van stopped, and a driver got out. He shook hands with Lukas, proving that he was friendly, at least for now. We needed transportation and a place to reconvene. So we all got inside, sitting on seats nailed to the wall. The driver resumed his position and began to move. I closed my eyes to rest for just a moment, putting my head down on Theo’s shoulder. He took my hand and squeezed, assuring me that we were safe for the time being.
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IT WAS IMPERATIVE TO get back to Europe. That’s where Dark Sparrow’s headquarters was and where the majority of agents had died. Someone I’d once trusted went on a killing spree, putting a lot of good men and women in early graves. We had to stop them and build our resistance to New Dawn.

On top of that, Theo’s ex-handler Regg was still out there somewhere. He’d betrayed both of us, choosing to go underground rather than face the consequences. We needed to discover his hiding spot and make him pay for trying to kill us. But first, we needed to connect with the only people capable of putting a stop to Mr. Ashcroft’s devious plan. And they were somewhere in Eastern Europe, though I didn’t know exactly where.

Lukas’s van drove us to a private airstrip just north of New York City. From there, we caught a charter plane to Germany. I was able to take a shower on the way. There was only one bathroom, and while it wasn’t large, it did feature a walk-in shower. We traded off freshening up, and Lukas had additional clothes stashed away so that we could put on something new. I felt refreshed in a pair of sweatpants and an FBI T-shirt.

“FBI?” Theo asked, when he stepped out of the shower.

“It was the only one they had available,” I replied.

“I would have thought the CIA had a thing against wearing FBI swag,” Theo teased.

I hit him with an open hand, causing him to jump back into a row of seats. He fell down on his ass, and I leapt on him. We shared a moment, even though Z and Lukas were right there with us. I wasn’t about to get hot and heavy, but I needed a kiss. Theo put his hands on my hips and obliged, making me feel like something was still right with the world. 

We touched down in Germany and immediately got on a passenger train. Lukas purchased four sleeper tickets and fell into his own bunk, exhausted. I watched as he winced in pain and realized that he was still injured from falling during the fire.

“You need a doctor,” I told him.

“As soon as we get there,” he promised.

I shook my head. I didn’t like dragging a wounded man halfway across the world. Who knew what additional damage he could be doing to his leg with all the walking and fighting? Lukas was a key player in our little gang. Without him, we would lose all ties to Dark Sparrow, leaving us alone in the face of an insurmountable foe.

I fetched him a plastic water bottle from the café car, but by the time I brought it back, he was fast asleep. Drawing the curtain, I checked on Z. She was tucked away in an adjacent bunk, asleep herself.

I glanced at my own berth, but I was too tired to sleep. I knew from experience that lying down right then would net me nothing but racing thoughts. So I returned to the passenger seating. Luckily, the train wasn’t packed, and there was a selection of empty spots. I picked a window and sat down to watch the landscape. It was beautiful, and in another lifetime, I might have been impressed. But I was too consumed with the fate of the world and what my foster father had done.

Theo found me a moment later. “You’re not going to try to sleep?”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I’m too tired.”

Theo smiled ironically. “I understand.”

“What about you?” I asked. “Why don’t you go lie down?”

“I’m fine,” he assured me.

I didn’t need any more encouragement to accept his presence by my side. I reached for his hand, threading my fingers between his. Putting my head down on his shoulder, I allowed myself to drift.

Not for one minute did I think we were safe. The train could be filled with New Dawn operatives. That upscale couple sitting a few seats down could be trained spies. But for the moment, no one was attacking us.

“I just can’t believe he’s alive,” I muttered, allowing myself a second to consider the implications.

“When did he die?” Theo asked. “Or when did you think he died?”

“Eight years ago,” I responded. “I honestly didn’t know he was training us to be terrorists.”

“I believe you,” Theo assured me. “I know you wouldn’t willingly go along with that.”

“I didn’t,” I insisted. Even though he said he believed me, I couldn’t find the clarity to believe myself. How could I have been so blind? All of Mr. Ashcroft’s careful training came back to me, and with the focus of hindsight, I could see it for what it was.

He’d made us dig trenches in the back yard and creep around the closest town at night. We were instructed to break into people’s houses, to steal little items and return to base without alerting the victims. We were forced to stay awake for days on end to teach us how to deal with torture and stress out in the field. And we were restricted to a diet of MREs and power bars for most of our formative years. None of that was normal. But at no time did I think Mr. Ashcroft was building us up to become anti-government agents.

He’d actually encouraged many of us to take government jobs, and I thought that was the point. I believed I had been given a gift, an advanced training program of sorts that perfectly dovetailed with my CIA training. How wrong I was.

I shared some of that with Theo, finally revealing everything I went through as a kid. It was hard to get the words out sometimes, but I felt better in the end. Hearing it out loud made me wonder at how naïve I had been.

“I swear, I had no idea,” I kept saying.

Theo patted my hand occasionally, letting me know that he believed me. I appreciated his encouragement and unburdened myself like never before. No matter what Mr. Ashcroft’s intentions, the years I’d spent with him had been trying.

“When Mr. Ashcroft died, I felt free,” I admitted. “For the first time in my life, I could eat pizza and go to bed at a decent hour if I wanted to. And then I met Ryan.”

“Was he as bad as Ashcroft?” Theo asked, tightening up at the mention of my former fiancé.

“No,” I assured him. “Ryan was sweet. But he was also CIA. So we had that in common.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Theo said, giving me permission to keep a few secrets to myself.

But though he encouraged me to go at my own pace, I felt an urgency deep in the pit of my stomach. I was on a roll. I needed to explain my entire life so that Theo would understand why I’d done what I did.

“We met on the job, and he was very serious about everything,” I explained. “It wasn’t like living with Mr. Ashcroft, but it wasn’t like being with you either. I felt like I constantly needed to do better, to be the best.”

“I already think you’re the best,” Theo said, kissing my forehead.

I finally closed my mouth, having reached the end of my tale. Theo knew the rest. Ryan had passed away, and I’d sworn revenge on his killer. I was suspicious of MI6 and Theo himself in the beginning. Then I worried that Lukas had something to do with Ryan’s death. When neither of those things turned out to be true, I’d reached an impasse. It seemed like I might never get my revenge for Ryan’s death, but that was okay. I had something else to live for now, and my world wasn’t as empty as it used to be. I found myself able to give up on the selfish dream, to reach for something infinitely more rewarding in Theo’s arms.

The world began to blur, and a moment later, I fell into a fitful sleep. Theo held me for hours, or maybe it was just a few minutes. When I woke, I found Lukas sitting opposite us, talking to Theo in hushed tones.

The sun had broken free out the window, and I could see the hills in the distance. I rubbed my eyes, focusing in on the conversation.

“Good morning,” Lukas said.

“Good morning,” I mumbled. What I wouldn’t give for a toothbrush and a cup of coffee, in that order.

“We’re about to pull into the station,” Lukas informed me. “Just take your time, we’ve got about ten minutes.”

“But take my time?” I reminded him.

Lukas grinned. We both knew that ten minutes could either be a lifetime or an instant, depending on the circumstances.

“Where’s Z?” I asked groggily.

“In the bathroom,” Lukas replied.

“What’s next?” Theo asked. “Are we almost there?”

Lukas shook his head. “There’s one more flight.”

I groaned. I couldn’t help it. A few hours’ worth of sleep sitting up hadn’t helped matters. I felt worse than I had the previous night, and I wished that the bad guys would take a short break to allow me to relax and recuperate.

No such luck.

Lukas handed Theo a slip of paper, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Where are we going?” I demanded.

“To Dark Sparrow headquarters,” Lukas informed us.

“Which is where?” I asked.

Lukas spared me a tight smile that had no warmth. “I’m sorry, I can’t tell you that.”

“You’re not going to blindfold us?” I accused him, drawing the line at that particular protocol.

“No, I won’t,” he assured me. “But I’m not going to spell it out either.”

“Don’t you think you can trust us?” I asked, leaning forward.

“I do trust you,” Lukas insisted. “It’s just a precaution.”

“What’s that?” I motioned toward the note Lukas had just passed.

“Coordinates,” Lukas responded cryptically.

“To what?” I snapped.

Lukas glanced at Theo, obviously keeping secrets. I turned to my boyfriend, expecting an explanation.

“Lukas thinks he’s found Regg,” Theo answered.

I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. That was one item off our to-do list if we could get ahold of Regg and pump him for information. We needed to know if he was affiliated with New Dawn or if he was working for himself. If he was part of the greater conspiracy, then he might lead us to some more power players. If he was working his own agenda, we needed to shut that down. No one had time for fun and games while we were trying to stop World War Three.

“Thanks,” I told Lukas, although I was sure Theo had already expressed his gratitude.
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IT WASN’T JUST ONE more flight, but a flight and a car ride and another train. Lukas kept us moving for another day and a half, crossing our paths back and forth to throw off anyone who might have been following us. I appreciated the sentiment, but it was frustrating given the urgency of our mission. I approached him several times about the process, but he assured me that it was necessary.

The scrap of paper he’d given me was burning a hole in my pocket. I wanted to get back into the action and track down my former handler. I would never forget the days of heartbreak I’d suffered not knowing whether Clark was alive or dead. Regg was responsible for splitting us up. We’d both thought the other had perished in the gunfight, and when we finally found each other on a boat at sea, we’d sworn to get revenge.

Lukas’s exaggerated precautions were getting in the way, and I’d had it up to here with all the travel by the time we arrived at our destination. Despite traveling back and forth across the continent, I knew exactly where we were when we landed. We were back in France, in the foothills of the Alps. For operatives as well traveled as Clark and I were, there was no mistaking the shape of the land or the language of the people.

“Why couldn’t we have just taken a direct flight?” I complained.

“You know why,” Lukas assured me. “It wasn’t for your benefit.”

“You could have just told us where we were going,” Clark agreed.

“We could have been monitored.” Lukas resisted common sense, digging in his heels.

“How’s your leg?” Clark demanded. It was no secret that she wanted her foster brother to have his injuries checked out. Throughout the journey, she’d brought it up periodically. Lukas had brushed off her concerns, but he maintained a limp.

I kept my mouth shut. If Lukas wanted to postpone medical treatment in favor of keeping his secrets, that was his business. And if he was in just a little bit of pain for his trouble, so much the better. I didn’t appreciate getting the runaround.

We walked the last leg of our voyage, from the train station down a dusty highway. I was about to say something like “We should steal a car,” when Lukas turned off the road to follow a dirt driveway up into the hills.

I glanced at Clark, trying to get her read on the situation. She shrugged. I supposed she was more accustomed to Lukas than I was. Z walked along with purpose, neither complaining nor taking the lead. She seemed content to do things the way Lukas wanted them done, and I supposed that worked for them. I was near the end of my rope. If something didn’t materialize soon, I was going to jump ship and go after Regg myself
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