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    To my husband, Len. Nobody does it better.
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  Somewhere in the Syrian Desert 
    

  A virgin moon caressed her ivory buttocks against a black basalt sky, stimulating him. Stars sparked their celestial approval, pleasing him. And a beautiful blonde lying nude in his tent aroused him.
 Allah is good.
 He rubbed the girls taut brown nipple between his thumb and forefinger, evoking a succulent sigh from her that made him smile. Then he pulled on both her nipples faster and faster until she began gasping for air. She trembled under his touch, subjecting herself to his will,  though he sensed she fought against her desire. That resistance would disappear once she opened up under his stroking, her honey-sweet juices seeping down her thighs, a testament to his skill.
Empowered by his dominance over her more than his craving for her flesh, he gazed down at her like a sly jackal salivating over its prey. He reveled in what he saw. Her mint-  green eyes ached for him, peering over the transparent veil covering her mouth moist with her hot breath.
Now? she whispered.
He shook his head. Not yet, my beauty. Im anxious to take you, but first I must complete the ritual. He felt her shiver, but she didnt resist when he spread her legs and rubbed rose oil on the smooth skin of her inner thighs. A preliminary stimulation before receiving his gedheeb, his rod. Underneath the loose white caftan covering his nude body, his need swelled, his glans tinted a deep crimson and red lines streaked from either side of his groin to converge at his navel. The sign of a primeval sect that reviled women and vowed to sacrifice their semen only during the heat of day. He emptied his passion when the mood suited him, but like the ancients, he believed the sun was man, its scorching, burning heat penetrating the desert sands with energy. The moon was woman, a cold, arrogant and selfish being, forcing the beauty of the desert to vanish into a hellish darkness between her legs.
Outside, a petulant night wind kicked up a powdery cloud of sand, dragging its long tentacles along the outer boundary of the tent in a noisy guffaw and reminding him of his oath. Wiping the sweat off his face, he shook off the ominous tingling up and down his spine. He was working himself into a sensual state, something hed sworn against, yet he couldnt help himself. Her burning eyes enslaved his will, forcing him to admit shed upset the delicate balance of his being. The wind wailed its warning, a sibilant sound that grated on his nerves, but he ignored it. He was past listening. He observed the girl as a lover would, inspecting her, admiring her, his enjoyment of her physical beauty as much a part of the ritual as riding her to final abandon. Her face shone with an eerie whiteness in the candlelight, her gentle moans crawled over his skin like ghostly fingers arousing him.
He yearned to delight in the dewy moistness between her thighs, pussy softer than silk with wiry rays of sunshine encircling it, buttocks smoother than golden cream, hard bud plump and rounded, protuberant. His nerves taut, his fists clenched, he made his decision. Hed indulge in a quick coupling with the girl, then be done with her.
He lifted her nose veil and touched her warm cheeks flushed pink, then raked his fingers through her long, burnished hair braided with sweet-smelling white flowers. He knew she observed his every move from under lowered eyelids smeared with antimony to give them a silvery-white crystalline sheen. Yet she remained so still the swinging blue- glass pendants hanging from her earlobes lay flaccid against the silk pillow under her head. She reclined on a low pile of perfumed mattresses covered with a white counterpane, gold-and-purple silk pillows scattered at her head and feet. Dim saffron-colored candlelight caressed her curves.
How could he resist such beauty? Full breasts, smooth and pure as white sand, and a narrow waist rounded out into firm buttocks tempted him to devour her like a flame. At his request, shed smeared henna on the palms of her hands and on the soles of her feet, then fastened a low-swung belt made of gold ribbon around her waist. The belt sparkled with tiny copper bells that sounded when she undulated her hips toward him in a teasing manner. He frowned. This charade could only end in the girls misfortune, but what choice did he have? The blonde was beautiful, but dangerous to the jihad. In a few hours, she would know her karma and hed have what he wanted.
But first
His thumb and forefinger twisted her sensitized nipple and she moaned. Louder.
You want more? he asked.
Yes, she breathed out, wetting her lips and beckoning him to kiss her. He didnt. Instead, he turned her over and inserted his finger deep inside the small cleft moon of her buttocks. She cried out and bucked hard against his hand. He was amused she was so eager to show him passion. Didnt she know she was but an instrument to quench his insatiable thirst for release? Yet he couldnt deny the erotic feeling her soft skin moistened by the rose oil evoked in him or the sensation of her surprisingly tight butt hole under his expert touch. He increased the rhythm and the speed of his finger to match her grinding hips, the copper bells around her waist ripping through the stillness into a ringing cacophony. He couldnt stop. Desire for her sharpened his senses, the pungent smell of myrrh filling his nostrils along with her musky odor. Her body tensed as if ready to explode, her hips jolting up and down, the tight crown of her anal muscles squeezing around his finger while he pumped her to satisfy her dark, secret desire. Her ragged breath and earthy moans made him quiver with anticipation, knowing hed succeeded in unleashing the wanton in the girl. He pulled on her braided hair and jerked her head back, muttering, Yes, thats it. Release your fears and let them go.
Under the tutelage of his skilled fingers, she twisted and writhed with abandon. He shifted his weight and maneuvered closer, plunging his finger deeper into her, groaning while savoring the heat of her excitement. He felt his pulse quicken. The girl was primed, ready to surrender to him. He removed his intrusive digit and she collapsed on the mattress, panting hard.
Pulling off his white mantle, he wiped the sweat off the back of his neck with the garment, disturbing his spiraling long black hair, matted and damp. As was customary, a small platform stood nearby with his personal items: his scent of mandarin, musk and lavender, along with a box of beeswax, flower garlands, lotions and perfumed powder to remove the odor of perspiration, as well as a jar of lemon peelings and betel leaves for sweetening his breath. After tossing the robe on the soft fleece carpet, he washed his hands in the basin of water for that purpose, then grabbed a condom and a pack of cigarettes. Al-Amra, a local brand. Long and slender, like the girl. He slipped the condom on his penis to catch his semen as a way of placating his God, but instead of grabbing a cigarette out of the pack, his fingers clasped around cold metal. A digital camera that fit in the palm of his hand. He stroked the cold metal and saw in his mind the many nights  of pleasure hed have watching the blonde on the video while she languished in hell. He pressed down the shutter button to the record position and pointed the camera toward her, then lit more candles to highlight the curves of her body.
Now, my lovely one, you shall receive the talisman of divine pleasure. He saw her take in her breath at the mention of his shaft. Foolish girl. She imagined herself in love with him. A wicked smile turned up the corners of his mouth. She was but the tool to show his power to the mujahideen.
He held her hips tightly as her back arched toward him and lifted from the mattress, her buttocks quivering. Then he thrust his hard cock into her.
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 Two years later
 Zurich   
  

  I lean over and tighten my sagging black satin bra strap before gravity takes over and my left breast pops out. Not easy to do when Im running through the trash-strewn cobblestone alley smelling like dead cats and urine in thigh-high, black-leather embroidered boots with stiletto heels and a beaded Cleopatra wig, heading for the Central Plaza Hotel to hook up with my Russian informant, and Im late. He insisted on meeting me at the piano bar in the hotel situated on the riverfront, a favorite of his, where the ex-KGB agent downed shots of vodka during the Cold War.
 Not a good sign. His turf, his rules. I hope todays mark doesnt give me any trouble. The last man I shot asked me if I liked to sleep in a T-shirt or lingerie. Nothing at all, I said, then before he could take me down, I took him out with my Glock 22. After all, this is a job. And Ive learned to do it well. The name on my U.S. passport identifies me as Breezy Malone, a twenty-nine-year-old female; place of birth, Philadelphia. Im taller than average with sun-streaked, white-blond hair and green eyes. Since my recruitment as a special agent for Theta Agency, Ive become proficient in adapting disguises, served as a provocateur to entrap extremists and participated in numerous black ops, including major wet operations.
 Contrary to popular imaginings, the latter has nothing to do with ejaculation but with rolling up political insurgents in Europe and the Middle East. No thumbscrews for torture or blunt objects for persuasion for me. I use vaginal wizardry to entice the target. I go where other government agents cant, taking down sophisticated men in gray tweed as well as terrorists who view the world with a piercing gaze and an AK-47.
 As an Arab-speaking agent, I use my language skills as well as my personal attributes, often obtaining more intel by keeping out of the subjects arms. If a man is only physically attracted to me, he will lose interest once he has had sex with me. But if he comes to rely upon me more for companionship and sympathy than merely for sex, the operation has a better chance of success. From supine and supple positions to tease and torture, I can execute any sexual task required of me. Using erotic techniques I learned at the TA training camp near Prague, I snare my target in a black-leather web of intrigue and lust.
  My curvy body is the ultimate honey trap.
 I check my weapon hidden in my bondage belt along with my prepaid cell phone and wad of cash tucked away in my corset. Im not fond of the black-leather armor and skimpy red thong Im wearing, but its part of the job. Fit in with the locals. Everyone on the streets is wearing crazy outfits. Guys with silver-painted bodies and sporting frizzy purple wigs, girls wearing lacy bras and bare-bottom cowboy chaps. I see latex and sequins everywhere, flower pasties, even pink-feathered boas. The Love Parade attracts big crowds in the Swiss capital for a weekend of love and beer, though its more about sex than love.
 The perfect place to exchange cash for trash. Bureau-speak for useless intel. According to recent chatter picked up on the street, the Russian knows more than hes selling about terrorist activities in Western Europe. We cant afford any more intelligence failures. Everybody knows the game has changed. No longer are attacks planned and executed by a single al-Qaeda mastermind. Fueled by an ever-increasing well of recruits bound together by motives and causes, its up to me to find out what the Russian knows and who hes working for.
 Unlike military interrogators who push emotional buttons to get the intel, Ive taken on the persona of a dominatrix to whip the informant into shape with my sexual tricks. With my sharp black nails flashing from the tips of my fingers to my mouth glossed with Sinfully Red lipstick, Ive been sent to flush out this ex-KGB agent by my handler, Rork, Special Agent in Charge.
 Unlike authorized FBI counterintelligence agents, TA special agents need a handler, an agent who can provide technical support in the form of service weapons, operating funds, clandestine communications gear, spy cameras and other specialized equipment.
 A sudden stab of adrenaline strikes me, hitting me in my gut. Ive also got personal reasons for working this case. Ive waited a long time for this day since I went over the prison wall in Syria. If the Russian is involved with a certain Chechen-based renegade, as I suspect, then weve got business of another kind to settle. Every target I take down brings me one step closer to finding Sharif and bringing him to justice.
 Im about to round a corner when I sense someone sniffing me out like an animal in heat. Nothing new to me. Since I received government-issued breast implants, Im used to being stared at wherever I go. But this is one pussycat who hasnt got time for primal games.
 I slow down, walk purposefully down the alley. Im a TA special agent who knows her job, wants to get it done and get back into my slinky, formfitting catsuit. Black. I disappear in black, my chin-length sugarcane hair turned up in a perfect flip.
 I wipe off the back of my neck with my hand. The damn wig is hot and sweat is dripping down my bare back. I inhale the smell of my own body heat and a familiar desire to relieve the gnawing ache between my legs hits me. Good. I can use my own need to keep the mark off balance, make the Russian forget hes a card-carrying member of an elite terrorist group.
 Out of the corner of my eye I see movement to my right. The answer to this blondes wet dream spills out of a doorway, weapon drawn. I stare at him, narrowing my eyes, then peek at him through my false eyelashes. Uneasy but not shaken, I hold my breath. The tattooed bodybuilder stud with the spiked, black-crow haircut and patch over one eye is pushing the cold barrel of the rif le against my neck. Ive stared down the barrel of a T.A.R. 21 Tavor assault rif le a few times in my terrorist-fighting career. That doesnt mean Im used to it. My throat tightens and my nerves become taut, the icy metal against my flesh signaling a sense of impending danger loud and clear.
 Where did he come from? Who is he?
 He wasnt on my radar a minute ago.
 Want to have some fun, Frulein? he says in German. I bet he cuts a notch in his rif le butt for every girl who says ja. Not me. Every move I make is under surveillance. It goes with the job.
 I dont understand you, I toss back at him in English, relaxing my stance, trying to appear insouciant. No doubt hes a raver out for extra action and he chose this alleyway to frisk the first piece of tail to stroll his way. Why not? No cars allowed on the street during the parade. No cabbies. And the street revelers arent within earshot but carousing up and down Bahnhofstrasse, eating, drinking and ogling the free show.
 Give me what I want, he says in English with a slight accent, or Ill
 Youll do what? Spank me?
 Play dumb. Get rid of him.
 I put my hands on my hips, teasing this one-eyed Jack with my sexy attitude while he checks me out with a question-ing look on his face. As if hes not sure what to do next. Im counting the seconds. I havent got time for his pickup line. I must get the intel from the Russian before he vanishes back into the black pit of insurgents plying their trade on the open market. Hes my only link to Sharif.
 I slide my hand down my rib cage. Without missing a beat, the one-eyed Jack points the gun at my head. I hear him cock the trigger. I breathe out, slowly. Damn, I cant pull out my Glock without getting my head blown off.
 He, on the other hand, is breathing easily, not even breaking a sweat. I squint. Can he see out of that sexy black eye patch? He must like what he sees. Hes grinning. Why shouldnt he? My low-cut black basque hugs my breasts and Im wearing a wraparound pink skirt slit up one side.
 I wiggle my butt and my skirt slips open to reveal my leather garters holding up black fishnet and purple stockings peeking up over my thigh-high boots. I tap my boots, clicking my military-style half soles and steel-toe caps against the cobblestones. The handcuffs hanging from my femdom utility-style belt clink out a tinny tune, drawing his eye. He glances at the hemp rope wound up in a circle on my bondage belt and starts to reach for it, then changes his mind. He doesnt look like the tie-me-up-and-do-it-to-me type, but you never know.
 I dont dare make another move, seeing how hes got the drop on me. The pulse on the side of my neck races. Im stuck like a video-game character lost in a maze. Im stressing. What if my Russian goes sideways? Disappears? I cant screw up. Ive logged more miles in the past two years manning the intel-gathering trenches in the European theater and the Middle East than most sex agents do in their entire career. I dont intend to see it end in a dirty, beer-can-filled alley.
 And I dont intend to go back to prison
 For months Ive been working on this case, flushing out the Russian agent, getting him right where I want him. Even though the Cold War is over, its not unusual for Russians to trade their knowledge of U.S. intelligence to our enemies unless we get it from them first. My mission as a member of the elite sex squad is to retrieve a guidance chip that in the wrong hands could compromise the antiaircraft defense system of a major Western power. That involves softening him up and catering to his specific tastes, whether its showing off his prowess in bed with two blondes or playing master-and-slave with the tender backside of a pretty redhead. I avoid the latter. I prefer role-playing a dominatrix. I like being the top.
 When I saw the prelim coded messages from the Russian, I begged Rork for this assignment. Then he mentioned I was up for an FFD, fit-for-duty psychiatric exam, because of an unpleasant incident in London. I put on quite a show to secure intel about a sleeper cell in Liverpool. I wore nothing but a shiny silver garter belt, stockings and pointy black stilettos. The mark tried to cut me when I peeled off my black stockings and I panicked. Ever since what happened to me in Tadma prison, Im skittish where knives are concerned. I got the intel, but unfortunately, I had to shoot him, which was against orders. I was disappointed when I found out Rork filed paperwork that characterized my London performance as ineffective, inefficient and substandard. I suppose he had no choice, considering TA agents must follow different procedures than regular agents. Until the investigation was over, I was assigned to work undercover in a Glasgow company as a file clerk and photocopy documents. Still, I answered all the shrinks questions with a smile on my lips and my legs crossed and got the assignment.
 Now this.
 Frustrated, I dig my nails into my palms. Im not letting this stud mess up my plans.
 Why dont you take your toy, I say, my eyes scanning this dude in tight French jeans, crunchy black leather vest, no shirt, backpack slung over his shoulder, and go play somewhere else.
 I like big tits, Frulein, says the one-eyed Jack, ignoring my suggestion. He lowers his rif le, though he doesnt take his finger off the trigger. Take off your bra.
 Gets right to the point, doesnt he?
 So you can cop a feel? No way.
 Im not used to having my orders disobeyed.
 Theres always a first time.
 I said, strip. Now.
 Taking my time, I give him a second look, my eyes moving up and down his body with an appreciative gaze. I notice a scar along his jawline. He needs a shave. I imagine without his scraggly beard hed be considered good-looking. Is he a street thug? A local with a hard-on? Or a nerdy tech guy with a plastic gun?
 Whoever he is, Im not immune to admiring a pair of bulging biceps that sets my libido tap-dancing. I lick my glossed red lips. Too bad hes not my mark. Id like to take a ride on his pony, but I have no time for silly games. I have a mission to complete.
 Take if off yourself, I say, challenging him. If you can.
 Im stalling, figuring out how I can get the drop on him when he pulls down my bra straps with his free hand and exposes my breasts. Thats not enough for him. He twirls me around and points his weapon at my rear, then smiles. I shiver, chills running down my back, then I send my emotions packing. No way am I going to let him inhale the faintly musty perfume of my pussy drifting up to entice him, making him want to taste my desire. A desire too long unstirred by real emotions. I dont have the luxury of enjoying sex. Its a job to me. Nothing more.
 Perspiration pops out all over my face while I plan my next move. The thug pressing the rif le in my throat interprets my sweat as fear.
 You sweat. Gut. I enjoy watching you squirm. He doesnt move the rif le. Not an inch. Flush against my throat.
 Id rather watch you squirm, I say, trying to knock him off course, make him back off. He wont budge.
 Do you know how a pigeon kills its prey, Frulein?
 It shits on its victim? I grin, but Im gritting my teeth at the same time. Its not only the mental torture hes putting me through that sets my teeth on edge, but the white heat vibrating in my sweet spot that disturbs me. What is it about this one-eyed Jack thats eating away at my emo-core?
 He laughs. Pigeons kill their kind simply for fun, he says. Slowly, to prolong the pleasure. He pushes his knee between my legs and jams me against the rough brick wall so I cant disarm him. Worse yet, its a turn-on I never saw coming, sending delicious vibes down to my clit. I hate him for making me dream about him putting his face between my thighs. I take my job seriously, though I didnt ask for it.
 Is that so? I can barely utter the words. Im breathing hard. Damn him. If I fail to connect with the Russian because of him, Ill hunt him down and make him wish hed kept out of my business.
 Id hate to see your flesh picked apart. He runs his hand over my neck. Hes got to stop this game. Im losing. You should be caressed and pleasured, my hands exploring the curve of your body and the smoothness of your skin until I fill you up with my cock.
 I take a deep breath, blow off the heat rising in me. This has gone far enough. Ive been known to use any means to gather intel, from stripping in a window rigged with cameras and reading the lips of the men ogling me, to posing nude for amateur photographers who have military secrets to sell, but Im a professional. I dont fool around on the job for my own pleasure. More than likely, a long-range telescope is trained on me right now, a field agent from the bureau watching my every move. Its their way of keeping me in line and not allowing my hormones to take over and compromise my mission.
 I have to go, I mutter. Ive got a date
 He can wait, Frulein, says the one-eyed Jack, not smiling. I want to fuck you.
 I dont fuck punks, I say, spitting at him. My stomach twists into knots, my mind catching fire as I realize where this is going. Straight to hell. If he tries to take me, Ill have to kill him. I dont have time to play nice, not when my ass is on the line. I wipe my mouth with my hand, waiting. The next move is up to him.
 He snorts, lowers his rif le and shoves it into my ribs. I swear I see fire coming out of his nose. Hes sweating. Big-time. And did the bulge in his pants just get bigger? I hit a nerve.
 Youll find out Im no punk, Frulein.
 I pull back but not fast enough. He grabs me around the waist and crushes me up against his bare chest. Hard. Oh, has he got muscles. Tight, taut and perfect. I take a deep breath. No way am I going to lose control eyeing a set of abs glistening with sweat, while he flexes his biceps like an actor in a straight-to-DVD flick. Sure, hes good. Really good. But Im better. I have more to lose.
 I go into auto mode. I raise my boot and smash him in the knee with my metal toe cap. He curses and stumbles backward, but recovers before I can execute my next move. Damn, he must have steel plates for kneecaps.
 What the I cry out when he slams me hard against the wall of the brick building, rattling my brains. Im breathing hard and I cant catch my breath. He points the rif le at my breasts.
 Dont try that again, Frulein, or
 Let me guess. Youll splatter my fake boobs all over the alley? I say, teasing him, but Im not done with him yet. Ill take that chance.
 He grins. You little
 Watch your language, I say, letting my left hand stray down to my waist while my right hand cups my breast. Never let your right hand know what your left hand is doing. You never know whats coming at you.
 Before he can react, I rip off my skirt, revealing my bikini thong. Red. His eyebrow shoots up above his black eye patch. He grunts, rubs his crotch. I smile. Men. Give them a look and theyre putty. Ive got him right where I want him.
 Before he can grab me, I toss my flimsy pink jersey skirt at him. It lands on top of his head, covering his face.
 Bulls-eye.
 I take off down the alley and race toward the riverfront hotel to meet the Russian, leaving him to tackle with my skirt. By the time he gets it off his head, Ill be gone.
 With considerable regret, I attempt to zap my meeting with the one-eyed Jack out of my mind, but a redolent aroma makes my nose twitch, though not in an unpleasant manner. A funky body odor arouses me, making me touch my crotch. Fresh. Yet earthy. Intoxicating. I savor the teasing smell lingering in the air. Im wet, but its not my own scent turning me on. Black leather and musk oil. The one-eyed Jack.
 Im drenched in his sweat.
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 Youre late.
 The Russian looks into my eyes. Curious. Puzzled. What does he see? A sex kitten? Or a TA special agent doing her job? Does he care? I doubt it. Sex is addictive, Ive discovered, and cuts across intelligence. He isnt the first informant Ive known to risk blowing his cover to satisfy his perverted cravings.
 You werent at the bar, I protest, keeping my voice light, hiding the ambivalent pleasure I felt being crushed up against the bare chest of the one-eyed Jack. I experienced an intimacy with him I could never expect to find in badinage with a target.
 I got tired of waiting for you, he says, speaking in Russian. I understand him, though my Russian is merely adequate. Where were you?
  I purr, he smiles, hiding his anger behind the cold mask of his face. I was delayed by the street parade, I tell him, jiggling the handcuffs at my waist and tantalizing him with the promise of naughty games. I had no problem finding his hotel room. Every Russian informant Ive dealt with checks in under the name Ivan Ivanovich. John Smith.
 Whats important is, youre here now. He slides his hand up and down my body, frisking me.
 Why the pat-down, Ivan? I coo in his ear. Dont trust me?
 I like my pussy clean. No microphones. No wires.
 Satisfied? I notice his dull gray shirt, no tie, dark jacket. Typical spy attire. He pulls out my Glock and stuffs it into his jacket. Disarming me wasnt part of our agreement. I try not to appear nervous.
 How can I be sure I can trust you? he asks. You have no creds.
 TA agents dont carry a gold badge and credentials like regular agents. Im not sanctioned by the U.S. government like the Gs, special-surveillance groups from the Bureau that keep track of the movements of people under suspicion. If Im caught, its up to me to get a signal to my handler to ask for help.
 You were informed through the usual channels Id be your contact. I give him my code name, Gemini Blonde.
 His face lights up. Youre a blonde under that black wig?
 I smile. Top and bottom.
 His eyes widen though his face is lined with tension. From what I can see, hes one nervous informant. Crushed cigarettes lying in a saucer. A bottle of vodka half-finished. I have no doubt he can hardly wait to get his hands on me.
 His mischievous smile widens. I had a bet with myself youd show up.
 Who won? I look around for anything unusual, like a tiny red light indicating a camera. All I see is a bland brown-and-cream decor, double bed, round table and chairs, small white lamps and a scary modernist orange painting hanging over the bed. The overworked AC barely moves the humid air around.
 I did. He lights up another cigarette, drawing the smoke into his lungs, then blowing it out slowly. I always do.
 Always, Ivan? I say in my sexiest voice, though Im sweating in my dark-angel armor-corset, pulling in my waist so tight I can only take short breaths. A shiny, studded mistress leather bracer protects my right forearm, and bracelet coils of black leather snake around my other arm. Rings decorated with medieval motifs of chains and flowers and cheap gemstones adorn my fingers. Pointy rhinestone studs on my collar dare him to get close enough to kiss me.
 I smile. If he wants to bad enough, hell find a way. What he doesnt know is my choker also contains a sensitive microphone hooked up to a sophisticated comms system embedded in the rhinestone-studded collar to capture every word of intel that spills out of him. I hid the receiver in a planter in the bar and a cell phone tower relays the signal back to the field agents listening on the other end in a nearby parked van. The agents can monitor and neutralize intel gathered as well as sexual goings-on. I hope theyve got plenty of coffee. This could turn out to be a tense and wildly erotic all-night session. A cyber mnage  trois.
  You must have a drink with me, says the Russian, pouring vodka into a glass chilled with square ice cubes. Before we get down to business.
 He hands me the vodka while his dark eyes rivet on the bare skin exposed above my thigh-high boots. I swear I see him salivating at the thought of nibbling on me.
 I prefer martinis. Wiggling my shoulders, I reach inside the squatty glass and slide my fingers around a big ice cube. Wet and cold. But I can use the ice to cool off.
 The Russian licks his lips with his fat tongue, watching me glide the slippery ice down my neck to the swell of my breasts, leaving a shiny wet trail on my skin before dipping the ice cube into my cleavage. I shiver. The ice is cold, yet sensuous. The effect is so refreshing I let out a low groan. That heats up his excitement.
 Panting, saliva glistening in the corner of his mouth, Ivan puts out his cigarette, clenches his fists, then un-clenches them. Hes hot, but Im just warming up. From mock orgies to perfect my multifarious sexual personas, to virtual-reality computer games to train my biometric skills and experiment with every sexual position imaginable, Im well schooled in my job. I give BJs to die for, fake exquisite orgasms, execute the most delectable James Bondage knots, pull down my panties with style and use my grippers when necessary to give even the smallest dick a good time.
 But having sex with the mark is not my goal. Driving him crazy with pent-up sexual frustration is. According to my preop meeting with Rork, the Russians intelligence is so valuable my mission is not only to extract the guidance chip from him, but to protect him and preserve him as a long-term asset. Which means no penetration. Keep him wanting it.
 Wish you could turn into an ice cube, Ivan? I tease, letting the ice slide down the inside of my black leather basque. I shudder as the melting cube slithers down over my rib cage.
 Youre getting all wet, he says, rubbing his hand on his crotch.
 Im very wet, I say, picking up another cube out of the glass and running the ice up and down my thigh above my stocking. You could say Im slippery when wet.
 His eyes bulge out, his breaths coming fast and short. Let me see your cunt.
 Not yet, Ivan. I stretch my body up tall, and with a bump and grind, I edge my forefinger under my bra strap. Rolling my shoulders forward and humming to myself, I slowly pull down the strap until it slackens and falls down over my arm. I bet that guidance chip is burning a hole in your pocket. I lick my lips, but keep my eyes on the Russian. Anticipation plays a big part in my game. A slow smile creeps over his smooth face, but he makes no comment. That worries me. Long pauses are no good. Hes thinking. I pull my bra down lower, let him see more flesh, not too much, and ask, Why dont you get rid of it?
 Breathing heavily, the ex-KGB agent without a single gray strand anywhere in his slicked-back, dyed black hair, watches me with a combination of wariness and interest. After a brief hesitation, he dips his hand into his jacket, then opens his palm, revealing a small chip enclosed in a clear plastic case, shiny with the residue of his sweat.
 Is this what you want? he asks.
  Yes. I reach for the chip, but he closes his palm.
 Take off your clothes first, he insists, leaning forward and reaching out to grab my bra strap.
 Not so fast, Ivan. I turn my body away from him, though I keep my eyes on him. Never lose eye contact. Keep the mark under your control. You dont want to miss the show, do you?
 I rock back and forth on my high-heeled boots, elongating my leg to an erotic pinnacle, raising my arms up high, stretching my lissome body. Then I turn around to face him and slide down my other bra strap. With a pout and a moan, I push my breasts together to wow him with my cleavage. Hes almost panting, but I wont flash my nipples. Not yet. Stripping in front of the Russian ref lects the power of my nudity over him. Men have a negotiable weakness for watching a woman take off her clothes. Promise them nipples and pussy lips and theyll babble about everything from tip-offs to defections.
 Why?
 Its simple. I let him get close enough to smell me, then his eyes take in my form-fitting corset, stockings held up by tight black leather garters, but I dont let him possess me. The game is over then. Ill get nothing from him. You could call me a tease, but interrogation can be a cruel game. Very cruel. How well I know the tenebrous mood of an angry interrogator. 
 An unconscious shiver slithers down my spine, chilling my blood as memories of my first day at Tadma prison play in my mind like a video on endless rewind. Though I long for a total blackout of that day, it never comes. I find peace only in total darkness, when I sink into a numbing calm and blur the vibrant but ugly colors of the prison scenes burned into my brain. No matter how hard I try, I can never erase from my mind the months of torture and pain I experienced in that hellhole. Back then, I never thought Id be stripping in front of a man whos a killer, a sexual deviant, a mole.
 But my nightmare didnt start in prison. I once led a normal life as an archaeologist, traveling the world in search of antiquities. And I had a family who cared about me. A mother and a sister. I also had dreams of advancing in my field. Id just made a startling archaeological discovery in the middle of the Syrian Desert when the horror began.
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 Two years earlier 
 An excavation site in northern Syria 
  

 I descend the crude stone steps into the dark underground vault, my heart pumping, my lungs trying not to breathe in the lingering incense. An eerie flickering from my flashlight angers a barrage of bats. Shrieking and fluttering, these mammals of darkness descend upon me, catching their spindly wings in my long ponytail and pulling on my khaki shirt. I cry out with frustration more than fear, pulling a squealing bat off my chest. A loose button pops off my shirt, revealing my cleavage nestled in a white lacy bra. I ignore it and cover my face, my long blue-glass earrings swinging wildly and stinging my cheeks as I slice through the damp, humid air with my flashlight, hissing and whirling like a mythical avian creature until the bats leave me alone.
 Am I alone?
 Hushsssh, I hear as an unnerving susurration pounces upon my ears, unsettling yet wanting, needing, crying out. Theyre here. Calling to me. I see no creature stirring save for scavenger scorpions busy feeding their hungry bellies on insects so tiny they escape my eye, but I know theyre here. Waiting for me. I cant leave without seeing them one final time to contemplate the beautiful with the strange.
 With more excitement making my pulse race than I would have thought possible, I sweep the beam of my flashlight on the emptiness below me. Cool air and moist shredded spiderwebs tickle my face. I wiggle my nose and a musky smell similar to the odor of sex makes me take in my breath. I place my boot on the crumbling step, then a second, a third, slowly, methodically, as if Im in a hypnotic trance, unable to blink, my senses numb to all emotion except what I glean from the voices.
 Voices.
 They call me the bone whisperer. A fanciful term for an archaeologist, considering what I do falls somewhere between science and imagination, but it fits me. In my travels to numerous digs, Ive listened to a mummy shyly whisper about having her pubic hair shaved before they wrapped her body in linen; to a young woman dreaming of her lovers kiss before a lion knocked her down with its great paw and crushed her skull; to a queens haughty attendant boast about seducing a high-ranking court official before she jumped into the death pit.
  I spend my days in other times in a fascinating world, where a kaleidoscope of images, sounds and smells all converge in a strange language that allows me to slip into the skin of these women and record their lives.
 You have to see how the bones come out of the ground, I always say, to hear their stories. I whisper back to them before removing the bones from their final resting place, assure them I mean them no harm, then listen to their precious answers before I make my conclusions.
 In my work, Ive danced on wildf lower carpets throughout the Middle East, from preserved Roman cities with paved and colonnaded streets, plazas and amphitheaters to the vast desert with its burnt red moonscape valleys and towering sandstone mountains and cliffs. Hot desert winds at my back are my companions. Cold, damp crypts are my workplace.
 I live to find the dead and tell their stories. Not easy to do when my grant money is about to run out. Im a student in search of a Ph.D., following every lead that comes my way to complete my doctoral dissertation on the role of women in premodern Syria. Ive spent my entire career trying to convince the academic world that archaeology is an important sexual science, that women played a major part in ancient civilizations, participating in sacred rituals, meeting secretly to explore pleasure, whether it was with male members of the tribe or with sex tools. Consequently, I often experience anxious moments at airport security when I forget Ive stuffed broken bones or a stone phallic symbol from the Ice Age in my carry-on bag.
 Ive been kicking around the Near East for more than a year, working on various digs, but its rare to make any major discovery in the field these days. Archaeology is menial work, sifting dirt oozing with invading termites or scratching at hard rock, breaking off my nails, scrutinizing each bagful of potsherds, but rewarding for me when I see a small piece of bone, a faded remnant of cloth, a broken glass earring. Then I hear the whispers. This time they led me here to a forgotten vault in the middle of the desert.
 It all started two weeks ago with a walk through the souk in Aleppo in northern Syria. Id hoped to join a dig in Jableh but that fell through, so I decided to see the centuries-old bazaar before trying my luck in Damascus. No sooner had I found my way to the souk than a pleasant young man approached me, introduced himself as Ahmed and offered in broken English to act as my tour guide. Dubious at first, I shook my head no, but he followed me until I gave in, insisting he had excellent-quality copies of a popular guidebook special today to lady tourists. His boundless enthusiasm and toothy smile won over my incertitude. I couldnt help but like the slight young man wearing baggy brown trousers and a dark gray shirt two sizes too big for him, wiping the sweat off his face with his twin russet-colored scarves twisted around his neck. He chatted with ease about the abundance of food overf lowing from each stall and his stomach being not big enough to hold it all.
 If Id been more observant, Id have seen someone else also watching me. A man dressed in a camels-hair robe as white as the hot sands, his muscular body brown and hard, his raw masculinity so seductive his spirit would pervade my hunger for him until he became an obsession.
 The game was on.
  Two weeks earlier 
  

  I need a dig. Need it badly.
 Sipping a mint-and-lime juice in the hot summer heat, I cruise down the long, dark alleys of the bazaar in Aleppo, Syria, the intense scent of spices seducing me, the curious crowds of people watching me, not knowing where the next turn will take me, Ahmed warning me not to pick up anything I dont intend to buy since stallkeepers take that as a sale, when I hear the voices.
 Not loud. Faint, subtle sounds in my head, telling me something stirs in the old stones under my feet, the shops with the faded wooden doors closing in on either side of me, the hidden corners where I hear but dont see an old man chanting and keeping time with a small drum, unnerving me. The souk is filled with shops selling vibrant textiles, sweet dates, aromatic coffee beans and natural olive oil soaps. Not ancient bones, I tell myself, but its a feeling I cant shake. Perhaps its the vibrant red-and-black scarves that Bedouin women wear hanging in the shop window and calling out to me. The floral motif and gold thread woven down the edge of the silk please my feminine instincts, a part of me that hasnt been nurtured with a soft caress upon my skin since I left home.
 Since then, Ive slept on makeshift cots, watched the dawn break over the desert sky with its rosy hue; sweltered in the blazing noon heat on a dig while keeping my guard up for poisonous caterpillars; and spent days putting together the shards of the pelvic bone of a young woman, only to discover shed never known the joy of holding a baby in her arms. At the end of the day, Ive sat in the ruins under moonlight and listened to the bucolic sounds of a local digger playing the flute, its mesmerizing melody climbing up to the heavens and bringing me closer to the stars with each note.
 Ive also kicked off my boots and played with Bedouin children in the sand, delighting in the desert as a playground with all its colors and lights. The contrast between the orange glow hitting a blue-and-white-striped nomad tent in an oasis against the golden, hot sand is a sublime experience that awakens all my senses. Like now.
 The air is hot and the shop somehow seductive.
 Located on a tiny cobblestoned street crisscrossing under a domed alley, I ignore the stench of the slaughtered animals hanging in the doorway and wander inside the shop crammed with antiques. Ahmed runs after me, his backless running shoes making a scruffy sound on the cobbles.
 This shop no good, he insists, holding his russet-colored neck scarf to his nose. Cheat tourists.
 Something Im sure youd never do, right, Ahmed? I smile and indicate the photocopied popular travel guide he sold me since importing the real deal is illegal.
 Ahmed rolls his eyes, shakes his head, then follows me inside the shop. I come with you, Missy Breezy, but not Ahmeds fault if you lose shirt.
 I laugh at his use of American slang, then my smile fades. I cant explain it, but something pulls at me to wander up the winding black-iron stairway. Chattering behind me in the local patois about how his brother-in-law runs a stall down the road with the best cheese in Aleppo, my guide does what he does best: keeps curious onlookers away from me. Im careful not to wear revealing clothing, though my tight khaki shirt and pants, shrunk from too many washings in cheap dorm rooms, draw disapproving stares. Ignoring them, I take my time in the makeshift flea market, examining everything that catches my eye, wiping away dust as thick as wool fibers. Among the collection of bric-a-brac piled onto shelves along the balcony, I find a bronze letter opener with a bird handle, medals, coins, Bedouin jewelry, silver, brass, wood-carved animals and, stuffed under a pile of books, an old leather album filled with cracked, yellowed aerial photographs of the desert. Amazingly clear photos, I note, with exquisite detail of the topography. Flipping through the black-paper pages cracking between my fingers, I also see pictures of a dark-haired, bearded archaeologist wearing gear from a time between the World Wars. Looking closer, I see hes smiling and holding up a sword andwhat is it? I squint at the photo. An edgy calm comes over me, as if Ive gone into a trance, listening intently for the whispers, hoping the musky smell of the years past hanging over the photos will dissipate if I will it, holding my dreams tight inside me, wanting to see, feel, touch what this long-gone adventurer found that made him smile so big.
 Peering over my shoulder, Ahmed quiets down, as if he senses I possess the ability to open secrets no one else can see. In the short time the Syrian has tagged along with me, Ive earned his respect with my decent command of Arabic and willingness to accept the local customs, like greeting someone with the localism for hello, marhaba, with my hand outstretched, and taking my meals with my right hand instead of using utensils, not easy, since Im left-handed. Ive developed an easy friendship with my Muslim guide, who loves to practice his English on me and banters on about how difficult it is to get American music for his boom box.
 I continue studying the old photo, tracing the outline of the object the man holds up high, allowing the odd shape to form on my mental plane, round, then oval, pointed in one corner with a drawing on it. No, it isnt a drawing. Its a crest. A chill goes through me, though the day breathes heat.
 Its a shield, Ahmed. I point to a cross with a rose. There, see the crest?
 Curious, the guide leans over my shoulder. Ah, very old, yes?
 Most likely from the Fourth Crusades. Not understanding, he blinks at me and hunches his shoulders. Around the beginning of the thirteenth century, I continue. It could have come from the castle built to protect Christian pilgrims on their way to the Holy Land. The fortress was never breached by invaders, but abandoned after a long siege. I glance at the other photos and see the archaeologist holding what appears to be a goblet. I dont see any sign of the castle or the village surrounding it in these snapshots, but look at these huts. I indicate cone-shaped, mud-laced houses stacked up next to one another.
 Beehive huts. Ahmed shakes his head. No one has lived there for a long time.
 I dare to look at my guide, hoping I heard him correctly. You know this area?
 He nods his head many times. Far from the city. In the desert. He explains to me how the area is in a desolate spot not close to any oasis and accessible only by four-wheel drive.
 I close the photo book, holding it to my chest, while Ahmed bargains for me with the shop owner with his hand already out. With my eyes shut, a thrilling vision blazes through my mind, making my pulse race as the whispers continue, bringing me closer to acting the crazy idea formulating in my mind. Its too fantastic to put into words. The scribbled white ink on the photos proclaims the year was 1933. Underneath the photo with the goblet, the archaeologist wrote one word: Byzantine. That confirms what I suspected: here is the evidence of a story long believed by scholars to be legend. A story about a time when knights ransacked the great city of Constantinople and retrieved Christian artifacts to take back to Europe, including gold crosses, goblets, ivory, silver and precious jewels. Much of what they recovered was never seen again, since the returning knights often ended up in graves by the roadside, their loot buried with them or stolen by bandits. Could this be the site of lost Byzantine artifacts?
 Im so sure Im on to something I cant wait to get started. Why hasnt anyone else ventured to this part of the desert to dig? I know the answer. So often, the academic community races across an excavated area like rabbits running across a color-rich Afghani carpet. The area becomes a blur of yellows and reds and blues. They spend their lives racing back and forth, studying a small portion at a time, never seeing the patterns, even with the help of satellite photos converted to digital images.
 But this bearded archaeologist from long ago photographed the area from the air, making low flights over the desert to search for hidden ruins in a time before plows and irrigation systems destroyed large areas of archaeological record. He found something out in the desert near the tels, the ancient mounds common in the Near East formed where people lived in mud-brick houses and built on top of the remains of fallen structures. A sword and broken shield, a goblet, but not everything.
 Im going to change that. I heard the whispers.
  

 I have no problem getting together a team of diggers, thanks to Ahmed, along with a cookan Arab woman tattooed from her forehead to her chin with two children in tow. His wife and sons, Ahmed tells me proudly. I laugh and agree to take them along with us. Why not? With the womans patience enduring her husbands constant chatter, smiling and following behind him with reverence, she allows him to lead yet she exudes strength. I admire that.
 Ahmed hires a driver and I set out to acquire my permit to dig. Im not worried. In the Near East, few prejudices exist against female archaeologists. Everywhere I go, my projects are well received, often welcomed by local antiquities dealers and museum curators.
 Until I meet up with Dr. Hassan Omar from the National Museum in Aleppo.
  

 No, I cant give you a dig permit. Dr. Omar picks up a big, green, shiny olive from a glass tray and chews on it, his dark, searing eyes never leaving me.
 But why? I ask, pressing my point. All my paperwork is in order. My letter from the university, bank credit, passport
  No. He continues chewing on the olive, sloshing it around in his mouth.
 Listen, Dr. Omar, I continue, my voice strong but even, attempting to smile to alleviate the growing tension between us. I refuse to let this man get the better of me after what I had to do to see him. His male secretary insisted he was too busy to listen to my plea, so I sneaked into his office when the assistant left for lunch, then waited for the director to return and convinced him I was an archaeologist.
 A team from a well-known university in the States recently got a permit to dig in the northwestern region near the Tel Kalaf, I insist, tossing out phony information, knowing it normally takes months to get a permit but hoping hes too busy to check out my story. What do I have to lose? Any minute now Security will barge in here and throw me out. Im only asking for a short time. Two weeks.
 I repeat, no. He takes the slick, nude olive pit out of his mouth and tosses it onto the tray, then licks his lips, his eyes riveted on my chest. His obvious salacious pleasure in the salty taste isnt lost on me. I can guess what else is on his mind.
 I cast my eyes downward, notice my hand is shaking. Think. Dont get angry. Losing my cool isnt going to work with a man whose stony expression reminds me of the ancient, stoic-faced basaltic statues standing guard at the front of the museum, their strange, staring eyes painted huge and white to increase their effectiveness in their duty. Besides, I dont have much time. A khamsin, winds blowing from the east importing extremely hot and dusty air from Saudi Arabia, is forecast in the next few weeks. The tem-perature can climb to a hundred and twenty degrees, making it impossible to sustain any work on an excavation.
 I look up at him and cringe. Flashing my university creds isnt good enough for him. I have a distinct feeling flashing something else would work better when I see him straightening his torso up off his padded chair to get a better look down the front of my shirt. Perspiration rolls down my neck and settles between my breasts. A pulsating noon heat zapped my energy and I didnt bother to button up. A single layer of white lace hugs my cleavage, a stark contrast against my suntanned skin. God knows what hes thinking, where this conversation is going, his eyes strip-searching me with the cool methodical gaze of a man used to discerning the tiniest detail. I imagine him probing the intimate crevices of the statue of an Assyrian queen with his greasy fingers. The thought makes me shiver.
 To ease my tension, I scan his office. The room is open, airy, with sleek, black, modern furniture. In direct contrast, women wearing lightweight georgette abayas, long robes covering everything but their hands, their heads covered, scurry in and out, leaving paperwork on his desk and, though they take great care not to show it, listening to our conversation. We speak in English, but the brash tone of our voices clearly indicates a disagreement between us.
 Ive hired a team of diggers, I comment, hoping to appeal to his civic pride. All local men. Fair pay.
 I see. Can you trust these men?
 Yes, I answer without hesitation, though the truth is I know little about Ahmed and the diggers he found except they need work and appear strong and healthy.
  You are a most interesting young woman, Miss Malone, he begins, getting up from his desk and walking around to face me. We stand eye to eye, though Im taller. A strong, oily smell, mixed with something I cant identify, assaults my senses. I dont back down. Breaking into my office and not even apologizing for your bold actions. How American.
 We call it going for it.
 Ill make a note of that, he snaps, his breathing ragged, his eyes going for a better look at my breasts. I should have you thrown out of here, but Im most curious, why do you wish to dig in that part of the desert?
 A hunch. No way am I going to tell him about the photos I found. I need him, but I dont trust him.
 And you call yourself a scientist? His tone harbors more than a hint of humor.
 Yes, Dr. Omar, but Im a woman, too.
 So Ive noticed. He walks around me as if conducting a perfunctory inspection, his eyes devouring my flesh, though he doesnt touch me.
 I ignore his comment. I believe in instinct. A scientist cant rely on calculations alone
 I also believe in following my instincts, he says, breathing on me, his strong male scent suffusing my senses and making me turn away. Fool. Thats exactly what he wants. I shudder as he slides his dark, leathery hand over my thigh and cups my crotch, squeezing me hard, making me cry out in shock, then letting me go. I look down. Grease stains my light-colored pants an ugly brown.
 Dr. Omar, youyou
 I imagine youre wetand tight. Very tight, eh?
  Embarrassed, I look out the tall window, watching the puffs of clouds moving across the pale blue sky. I remember hiking out to the old fortress, those same clouds hanging like a backdrop against the remnants of the ramparts silhouetted against the sky. Seeing them illuminated by the sun, knowing at night theyre hidden by the darkness fascinates me, as if new artifacts wait for me to find them and bring them out of the darkness. I take a deep breath. I must continue my work, though I refuse to suffer more humiliation from this man.
 It seems Ive wasted your time, Dr. Omar. I turn away, pull damp straggles of hair off my face and compose myself. Ill dig anyway, though without a permit I wont receive credit should I unearth any artifacts. Ill be labeled a tomba-rolo, tomb raider, and my reputation will be tarnished, but I cant stay here a moment longer with him. I cant.
 You seem to be in a hurry, Miss Malone. He picks up an olive and pushes it between my lips, nearly choking me. Care for an olive?
 I spit it out. I made a mistake coming here, Dr. Omar, I say flatly. Sorry to have troubled you.
 Before I can take more than two steps, he closes the door, locks it, then turns to me, smiling. Of course, there is a fee for my services.
 You mean grabbing my crotch wasnt enough for you? I want to ask, but dont. Instead, I brace myself, my eyes fixed on him. A fee? How much?
 He names a figure that will blow the rest of my grant money. We bargain back and forth, him popping olives into his mouth and lickinghis fingers, me getting the fee down to an amount that wont leave me with merely a camel for transportation.
  In the end, I write him the check, counting myself lucky to obtain a dig permit without having to go through all the red tape with the local director of the Antiquities Service. So what if it cost me a bit of my pride? Finding the Byzantine artifacts will make it all worth it. Still, I barely have enough funds to purchase supplies and rent transportation, but what choice do I have? Only after I give him the money does he agree to help me establish provenance, the documented history of the site, should I find any significant artifacts. I agree. The Aleppo Museum already contains collections of antiques unearthed in northern Syria, from the Mediterranean to the middle Euphrates, near the point where the river flows into Iraq. Showcasing my find here would be a big step in finishing my dissertation.
 You wont be sorry, Dr. Omar. My work goes beyond discovering the artifacts to building their scientific potential, I continue, making my point and buttoning up my open shirt with my hand. Its the invisible part of what I do.
 He shrugs. Im more interested in what I can see, Miss Malone, he says, handing me the permit, then brushing his fingers across my breasts and lingering on my nipples pointing through the soft fabric. Theres one more thing necessary to complete our deal.
 Yes? I barely breathe the word, standing in his office, wrestling with my emotions, my fears, knowing hes not finished with me. Known as a furious digger, a determined seeker after booty for his museum, no doubt he has other vices, as well. I stuff the permit into my pocket, then look for a way out. I frown. There isnt another exit and the door is locked.
  I want to touch you and worship you as a goddess. He unbuttons my blouse in quick, short movements, the silky grease on his fingers making me sick. I try to stop him, but he pulls down my bra cups and rolls my nipples between his thumbs and forefingers. Gritting my teeth, I fight against him and push him away. Hard. He stumbles back against his desk, shaken.
 Unlock the door, Dr. Omar, I say in an even voice, holding my shirt together. Or Ill scream.
 
    




     [image: alt]4

 Present day 
  

 With slow, deliberate moves, I shake the past as I strip in front of the Russian. Where I once floundered, now I perform. I concentrate on the little things, the curve of my fingers when I touch myself, my lips parting in a silent sigh. I maintain a composure bordering on ice. Im no longer the same young woman locked in a room with Dr. Omar. This time Im in control. My pulse beats faster, my pussy vibrating to the burning but stimulating sensation a striptease evokes in me. Im cucumber-cool while I strip, opening up to the pleasures of my art. I find no shame in taking off my clothes. Nudity is part of the game. The only exposure I fear is a double agent like Ivan blowing my cover to one of his cronies.
  I turn, unhook my bra, and with the finesse of an artiste on stage, I ask, Is this what youve been waiting for, Ivan? With my back to him, I whip off my bra. Then, with a graceful flick of my wrist, I wave my undergarment back and forth in front of his nose as if it were a flag of surrender.
 He says, Turn around so I can see your tits.
 Tits. So American. Then it hits me. The one-eyed Jack from the alleyway used the same word. My pubic muscles go into overdrive, reminding me of our sexy encounter.
 I push him off my radar, then say, Not until we have a little talk, Ivan.
 About what?
 The real reason you came to Zurich.
 He suddenly flares up. That wasnt part of our bargain.
 I smile. In wartime, an agent extracts information by force I drop my bra onto the floor, then turn around slowly, folding my arms over my nude breasts though I prefer other methods.
 He grins, though I see puzzlement in his eyes. Our countries arent at war.
 Arent they? The smile fades from my face, replaced by a deliberate tenseness around my mouth. Who are you working for, Ivan?
 I work alone.
 Youre lying. I trace my fingers over my breasts, circle my nipples, which are hard and aching. Im asking you again, who do you work for?
 You think Im going to tell you? He shakes his head. I dont intend to end up buried alive in a nailed coffin.
 I let out a sigh. Whatever the outcome, hes a KGB pro-fessional of the old school. He knows the game. He knows the risks. Like most informants, the most striking thing about him is the contradiction between his evident strength of character and his vulnerability where sex is concerned.
 Which doesnt help my situation. If I dont get him to talk, I wont find Sharif.
 I grab another ice cube and sweep its icy tongue over my nipples until it melts. Ivan is also going into a major meltdown. He plays nervously with a swizzle stick, drumming it up and down against the glass. Hes so hot, the sweat drips down his face and wets his shirt in a wide, dark stain across the front.
 I cant wait any longer. He unzips his trousers, wide gray pants made from a cheap fabric. Im so hard, I could fuck you all night.
 Really? What a capitalistic idea. I take in a deep breath, close my eyes. Youll never get the chance, Ivan. Though Id love to demote him maximally, I wont. I need him. Besides, he disarmed me. No prob. My backup will hear my call for help if he gets carried away.
 Im hard, says the Russian, grabbing his crotch. Take off your panties.
 I shake my head. Not yet. My pussy is so hot, it needs cooling down first. I have to work fast. I havent gotten the chip or the intel from him.
 With a quick movement, I plunge an ice cube under my red thong, between my labes, making a sweet circle on my clitoris. I let out a loud groan. I shiver both from the chill and the high state of arousal surging in me. The ice burns on my clit. I push it deep inside me, the sensation so intense I want to scream. Im so hot, the cube melts in seconds, dripping down my thighs in glistening rivulets, tickling my skin like icy fingers. A puddle forms between my high-heeled boots.
 Enough of your games. He comes toward me, wiping his mouth with his hand. I want you.
 And I want to know what your organization is planning.
 That wasnt part of our deal.
 Im willing to pay.
 Youll pay with your cunt
 Ten thousand dollars extra. I direct my disarming smile at him. Its standard equipment for a TA special agent. This smileand my government-issued cleavagedraw men to me like a prostitute wearing nothing but a pink boa and red high heels.
 Didnt the one-eyed Jack prove that?
 I pull out a wad of used hundred-dollar bills from the hidden pocket in my corset, then stack them neatly on the table.
 Its all there, Ivan. He counts the bills, hissing through his cracked teeth. Greedy bastard. Ill use that weakness to find out what he knows. What is their target? When will they strike?
 Bitterness turns his face hard and pale. No information until we complete the deal.
 Can I trust him? Before the fall of the Soviet Union he rolled up more than one KGB double agent and sent him to his death.
 How much do you want? I ask.
 Twenty. And your pussy, too.
 Next time we meet Ill give you the money
  He smirks. I want to get into your cunt now.
 The information first, Ivan. I twist my collar with the embedded microphone, making certain the rhinestone stud containing the listening device is pointed directly at him. I dont wear a comms earpiece since the Russian would have detected it when he was feeling me up and smelling my scent. Or the entire deal is off.
 He grins. Clever, arent you?
 The money speaks for itself. Theres more where that came from if you play ball with us. I am at once smiling at his compliment and frustrated by his reluctance with words. Tell me what your organization is planning.
 I move closer toward him, run my fingers up and down his cheek, the black tips of my nails scrapping across his skin like chalk against a blackboard. He shivers. Good. Hes weakening. I snuggle up close to him, wrapping my left leg over his thigh. Biting down on my glossy-red lower lip, I toy with my garter. Tiny biofeedback sensors are hidden in the black leather garter circling my leg. If I can get him to touch the sensors, Ill know whether or not hes lying.
 I assure you, he says, pulling on my nipple and rubbing it between his forefinger and thumb. After our leader receives the funds hes been promised, there will be an attack against government officials.
 I wince, but I refuse to show weakness in front of him.
 Where, Ivan, where? Frustration zaps the breath out of me. Hes so busy playing with my nipples, I cant get him to move his hand down to my thigh. Damn. I press my bare breasts against his chest and lick the pulse at the side of his neck. Tell me.
  No. I want to fuck you.
 You wont get any pussy if I dont get the intel.
 His eyes narrow. He leans over me. His breath smells unpleasantly of vodka and garlic. Im meeting up with my connect in Paris. A Chechen. I can arrange for you to meet him.
 I exhale. Sharif? Is he telling me the truth? Ive got to find out. Im not about to send him to nirvana with my pink pussy lips for a lie. Besides, I have a personal stake in knowing this information. If Sharif is in Paris, I cant take the chance he could locate me. I have an apartment on the Right Bank, though I change digs often. In my business, its safer that way.
 Touch me, Ivan, I say, grabbing his hand and placing it on my thigh. Here.
 I place his index and middle fingers on the two biofeedback sensors disguised as phony rubies. With his fingers on the sensors, I ask him again what their plans are. I get the same answer. A meeting in Paris. With a man I believe is Sharif. Is the converted Muslim getting ready to unload the artifact he stole from me? It has yet to resurface, not even in a private collection when the U.S. government seized Syrian artifacts on loan and auctioned them off to compensate Americans injured in a terror attack sanctioned by Syria and Iran.
 I look for other cluesrapid eye movement, a flushed facethen I press the tiny set button on the side. Ivan notices my action and rips open the Velcro fastener and removes the garter.
 Whats this? he yells, trying to dig out the fake stones with his nails. The LCD screen. My face pales.
  I continue to smile, showing none of the rising fear surging inside me. Give me the garter, Ivan
 Why? Did your lover give it to you? he bellows, his words dripping with sarcasm.
 I swallow uneasily. Yes. It has sentimental value.
 He laughs. Since when did a woman like you have a heart?
 I close my eyes and will the tears not to come. Hes right. Ive turned into one of them, the miscreants of the netherworld who prey on the lascivious appetites of those who live for power. I have no heart.
 But I cant turn back. I have a mission to finish. I wont give up until I kill the bastard who sent me to that prison and retrieve what he stole from me.
 I sink back into the darkness, dragged down by my own hatred. Those few moments cost me. I open my eyes to see the Russian pull out a tiny plastic unmarked spray bottle. Holding the nozzle close to my face, he says, You bitch! I figured you were double-crossing me. Is this a microphone? He waves the garter in my face. Is it?
 No, Ivan, its not a microphone. Its
 Before I can stop him, he sprays a light mist into my ear, making my head go crazy. Is it nerve gas? I press my fingers to my temple as if to stop the sudden throbbing in my head. I cant.
 I blink, then blink again, trying to clear my blurry vision. Sputtering, I lose my balance when he pushes me facedown on the double bed. I land with a thud on the cedar-brown coverlet, when I feel hot breath on my thigh, his hand pushing aside my skimpy thong, followed by fingers plunging deep inside me. The merest contact with him disgusts me. The touch of his unseen fingers brushing across my clitoris sends a glittering trail of heat through my body as the unwanted sensations spark through me, though they cant overpower my disgust.
 Out of the corner of my eye, I see him holding the vial close to my face. Fighting my revulsion, I try to push him away, but my strength is zapped. Hes about to spray more mist into my ear when I hear
 Knock, knock.
 I stiffen, hope surging in me. Is it my backup?
 Go away! he yells in Russian, moving toward the door with long strides.
 Room service, I hear someone answer in German. Before Ivan can stop him, the door swings open and a tall man dressed in black bursts into the room. I cant see him clearly. Arent you going to share?
 What are you doing here? Ivan yells. Leave us alone! I paid for this girl.
 Yeah? She looks like she can handle two cocks at the same time.
 That voice.
 An icy chill slams into the pit of my stomach. Want to have fun, Frulein? I hear in my head, echoing over and over again in my brain.
 That same voice
 low, sexy
 I put my hand to my ear, shake my head to clear my thoughts. I cant. I feel like an overpowering wave is pushing me down, threatening to suffocate me. I cant breathe. Im going to die. That horror reverberates throughout my body, touching my soul with a feeling I know so well, that moment when my soul is trapped between life and death. I didnt die then. I cant die now.
 No! I cry out, my voice coming from deep inside myself. It touches every part of me, but I cant stop the darkness from closing me in, I cant. Someone grabs me, another pair of hands holds me down on the bed, voices yelling. The sounds are muff led, as if someone turned down the volume in my head. I cant make out what theyre saying
 ooh
 Help me! I call out just before my eyes roll to the top of my head and a maddening dizziness sends me spiraling downward in a free fall. I cant stop my mind from going into total rewindgoing back, backback to where? Yes, I see it now. The desertstif ling heat, blazing sun, yet I cant stop searching, searching forfor what? I dont know. Cant remember. The nerve impulses in my brain wont connect, but I cant stopcant stop
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