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Part I



Blood Lust


“Whether we fall by ambition, blood, or lust, like diamonds we are cut with our own dust.”

- John Webster




Chapter 1



Mei


T
he first time
the love of my life walked away from me, it was involuntary.

He’d just been clobbered by a bunch of international criminals hell-bent on revenge against his entire family. He was taken, tortured, and conditioned to forget his entire past. He became a different man, and the one I knew died in the process.

The second time he walked away from me was eight years later. I’d just found him after what felt like a lifetime of searching, but he’d already been claimed. I could see it in his eyes when he looked at her. She was his epic, soul-crushing love.

He’d never looked at me like that even though he’d said the words.

I love you.

I supposed there were other kinds of love when it came down to the crunch, but moving on from any of them was hard. I’d tried, but he’d always be a part of me.

He was Oliver Cassel in a past life, an MI6 agent. He’d since taken the name his captors had given him, Xavier Blood, and ran with it. He was a different person. Ruthless, callous, and almost unfeeling. The torture he’d endured at the hands of the manipulative man known as The Watchman had changed him irrevocably, and the man I now worked with at Section Seven was no longer the Oliver I knew.

Striding through the streets of London, my boots thudded on the paved footpath as I weaved through the throngs of suits on their early morning commute. For all intents and purposes, I looked exactly like everyone else, blending into my surrounds like a chameleon. To any passer by, I was just another white-collar schmuck on her way to some office to push paper for a higher up in their fancy office suite.

I’d never thought there was much in my appearance to set me apart on a good day. My mother was Japanese, so I’d inherited her Asian features and long, stick straight, black hair, and my father was British, which was why my skin was so damn pasty white. I was tall, athletic, and plain. A boon in my line of work. It wasn’t every day you came across a spy, right?

I was coming up to my fifteenth anniversary as a MI6 agent. Well, technically, I wasn’t anymore. Section Seven was black ops—top secret and off book. We dealt with the threats to national security that were too hot for Military Intelligence to handle without a hell of a lot of red tape. We could go in, deal with it, and get out without anybody realizing we were ever there. The only drawback was if one of our agents were caught, they’d be on their own. The government would deny all association.

There were risks with this line of work, but black ops were the riskiest of the lot.

A man walking in the opposite direction thumped his shoulder against mine as he passed, and I turned. Our gazes crossed, and I found myself checking him out. He was underwear-model handsome, his brown eyes meeting my own as we shared an appreciative smile. Before the stranger could open his mouth, I melted away into the crowd like the ghost I was.

Talking about risky behavior, relationships outside of the agency were bad news. No one could know about the work I did or who I really was. Lying came with the territory, and to lie about the very person you were to a man you may or may not eventually marry or fall in love with was more trouble than it was worth. Loved ones were a tool the enemy could use against you. I guess that’s why most agents dated other agents even though it was frowned upon. Lucky for us, we were experts in subterfuge.

Section Seven headquarters was located in the subbasement levels of a mostly empty office block in the City. The east side of London was mostly corporate businesses, development going forth with fervor. Skyscrapers were shooting up into the sky, and cranes were a common part of the horizon.

Punching my code into the door and letting the biometric scanner do its thing on my retina, there was a click and a buzz as I was granted access through the loading dock at the rear.

Working my way through the offices, I passed Jackson’s domain. He was our head tech guy and had one of the highest IQs in the world. He totally put Einstein to shame. His social skills weren’t quite up to scratch, but give the guy a paperclip and a screwdriver, and he could do just about anything.

He was bent over his workstation, fiddling with wires and circuitry, his shirt and tie all askew, and I smiled as I passed. I’d worked with him at MI6 on many a mission, and I couldn’t imagine life here without his technical backup…and his awkward run on sentences.

Moltke was the director of Section Seven and who I was here to see. His office was separated from the rest of the floor by a thick pane of frosted glass. Sleek and modern, it was designed to keep eyes and ears out while being design friendly to the rest of the building’s interior.

Opening the door, I hesitated when I saw the scene laid out before me.

The safe behind the Renoir painting was open and empty, a block of C-4 explosives stuck to the wall next to it. Explosives that were
armed
.

“Moltke?”

He glanced up at me, his stormy gray eyes meeting mine, and there was nothing there. They were just…
empty
.

His tie was unfastened, the top button of his gray shirt was undone, and his black suit jacket was loose around the waist. He was always so refined and impeccably dressed, just like his emotional exterior, so his current state had alarm bells ringing in the back of my mind. He was handsome with his chiseled jawline and salt and pepper hair, but one hundred percent deadly and not a man you wanted to cross.

X was bad, but Moltke was worse. Before he’d been appointed director of our ragtag team of agents, he’d been MI6’s top agent for years, but that was before he went dark and disappeared. Five years later, he was brought in and debriefed, and here we are.

Who knew where he’d been in those years he was dark, splintered from MI6—the agency that had been his whole life. Who the fuck knew because now he was clearing out the safe and rigging explosives to the wall. Who knew where else he’d put them.

“What are you doing?” I asked, feeling the weight of my sidearm underneath my suit jacket. I didn’t want to use it, but I was trained for any contingency…even dealing with double agents.

“What does it look like?” he drawled.

Moltke had one of the best poker faces I’d ever come across in all my years working with Military Intelligence. Right now, he was anything but.

He’d just revealed himself to be the bad guy.

“Mei,” he murmured. “You weren’t meant to be here.”

His voice chilled me to the bone as I realized the whole time he’d been here as Section Seven’s Director was a lie. He’d been playing the long game this entire time, and he was so good, even I hadn’t picked up on it. I was his right hand, his confidant, and his operational director…
How could I have been so blind?

My gaze raked over the C-4, the digital display flashing red at fifteen minutes. The countdown hadn’t begun yet. There was still time to stop this.

“I trusted you,” I said, returning my gaze to his.

“I’m sorry, Mei,” he replied, taking a step toward me. “You weren’t meant to be here.”

“Is that meant to mean you care about me?” I spat. “You’re betraying everything and everyone, Moltke. What do you have to gain by leveling the building? All those innocent—”

“
They are not innocent
.”

I flinched as the anger in his voice slammed into me. “You need to stop this.”

“There is no stopping this. It’s too late. Everything is in motion.”

“Explain yourself,” I demanded. “If we’re going to die, at least tell me why you’re betraying us.”

He shook his head and raised his hand, my gaze flicking to the detonator clutched in his palm. I stepped forward, but he jerked back and pressed the button. The timer began to move, switching to 14:59 and lowering.

He was about to murder hundreds of innocents. The people I worked with every single day. My extended family. The people who trusted their lives to Moltke. He was going to murder everyone, and for what?

It was a game I didn’t understand, but there would be time for that later… If I could stop him.

Like lightning, I reached for my gun, but he lunged for me, his shoulder ramming against my chest, and we fell in a heap onto the office floor. I heard the gun rattle as it skidded away from us, and I readied myself to switch to hand-to-hand.

The glass separating us from the rest of the open-plan office was bulletproof and soundproof, so we could be having a shootout right now, and no one would know. It was frosted, which closed us off from outside eyes. I was on my own.

We rolled, slamming against the desk, and the contents rattled violently as papers rained down over us. Gaining the upper hand, I straddled him and raised my fist, hitting him hard in the temple. He bucked, throwing me against the side of the desk, and my head cracked against the mahogany.

Wrapping his hands around my neck, he squeezed, crushing my airway as he slammed my skull against the wood.

Stars sparked in my vision, and I clawed at his face, but my fingernails missed his eyes and raked his cheek. He roared in annoyance as I jerked wildly, trying to dislodge his grasp. My legs were wedged underneath my body, Moltke’s weight pinning me down so I couldn’t move.

Fuck, I was gone.
I was going to lose, and everyone was going to die.

Fumbling, my hands skidded across the floor, searching for something,
anything
I could use to break free. Finally, my fingers closed around something metal, and I struck, stabbing a letter opener into Moltke’s thigh.

He roared in pain, and his strength faltered. Shoving away from him as he yanked the metal out, I made a break for the door. If I could alert the agents outside, we had a chance.

A hand fisted in my hair, and I cried out as the sharp pain of metal entering my flesh stopped my forward trajectory. I didn’t fall like I expected I would. Halted by Moltke’s grasp, my scalp burned as I was hauled backward away from the door and the agents beyond who would have been my saviors.

He practically threw me back across the office, and my head slammed into the edge of the desk. I felt my body slacken as I hit the floor, my vision turning black around the edges.

“
Moltke…
” I moaned, trying to push myself to my feet.

“I’m sorry it had to come to this, Mei,” he murmured, kneeling over me.

Shoving me onto the floor, he twisted the letter opener deeper into my shoulder, grinding it against the bone.

“
No
…” Holding onto the pain, I tried to stay sharp and in the moment, but I began to slip into unconsciousness regardless of my training.

“This is only the beginning.” He smiled, his lips curving into a maniacal grin. “
This is for Vesper
.”
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