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A Deadly Ops Novel


At a benefit dinner, community activist Maria Cervantes overhears two men plotting a terrorist attack that could rock Miami to its core. But before she can alert the authorities, she’s almost killed in a massive explosion – and wakes up in a hospital with no memory of what happened. She is now a person of interest to the NSA – and especially to Agent Cade O’Reilly.


Maria is the one woman Cade has never been able to forget. Years ago, he disappeared when she needed him most. Now he’s sticking by her, whether she likes it or not, because the memories locked inside her mind could hold vital clues to the next attack . . . but also because he never wants to let her go again.




For my husband, who puts up with my odd
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I would be lost without you.
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Prologue


Landing Zone (LZ): area where military aircraft can land.


Six years ago


Cade O’Reilly ran full force through the triple-canopy jungle, the unbearable summer heat and giant mosquitoes barely a blip on his radar as he dodged low-hanging vines and branches. With his M-4 carbine slung over his back and grenades and claymore mines strapped to his jungle BDUs, he was armed to the teeth.


He hadn’t planned on needing the extra firepower, but as a United States Marine, he was always prepared for an apocalypse-type situation. Like the fucking Boy Scouts, only well armed. As part of a classified intel unit with the Marine Corps, he often worked with various branches of the government. Including the CIA.


And just like always, the jobs he did for the CIA in Central or South America got screwed six ways to Sunday. It was as if he had a homing beacon on him or something when he got in this region. Trouble just found him. So now he was making a really hot exit from deep within the jungle with trained guerrillas on his ass. Luckily he’d scouted his escape route days ago.


He could hear the whop-whop of the Huey in the distance, the sound unmistakable. Most civilians couldn’t tell the difference between choppers, but any military guy could. That shit got ingrained into your psyche. And what he heard now was pure music.


His extraction point was less than a hundred yards away. He couldn’t see it because of the thick trees and foliage, but a giant clearing the size of a football field was waiting for him up ahead. And so was his rescue team.


Staccato fire sounded behind him, closer now. A loud thud landed in the dirt to his left. Then another. Then a louder thud into a tree on his right as he raced by. They were lucky shots because with the thick overhang it was damn near impossible to see much. Didn’t matter that it was daytime. That triple canopy was so damn dense it was hard to comprehend until you’d seen it for yourself. He didn’t have time to stop and return fire. There were too many men after him, and while he was good, he couldn’t hold them off forever.


He’d been tasked with blowing up four underground bunkers deep in the jungles of Colombia that belonged to a vicious cartel leader. From what he’d seen firsthand, the war on drugs was a waste of time, but Nesto Valencia was a piece of shit who preyed on the innocent. Foreign travelers, his countrymen, it didn’t matter. Cade was more than happy to help purge the asshole’s income. Soon the guy wouldn’t exist anyway. The CIA wanted to stop Valencia before he grew too big, so they’d coordinated a planned strike to completely wipe out him and everything he owned from the face of the earth.


This was totally off the books and wouldn’t go on Cade’s official dust jacket. Classified and all that shit. Valencia had made the mistake of letting some of his men target a student tourist group that just happened to include a powerful senator’s niece. She’d been killed and Valencia had become a dead man walking overnight. He just hadn’t realized it.


Pulling a grenade free from his jacket, Cade slid out the pin and tossed it behind him without losing any momentum. He couldn’t afford to.


As he jumped over a jagged tree root, he pulled another grenade free as a wave of heat and an explosion tore through the air at his back. Shouts of agony followed as he tossed another behind him.


Whop-whop. The sound was louder now. Now that the trees were thinning, he could see daylight and the twin-engine helicopter hovering high above the LZ clearing, but he didn’t allow himself any relief. He wasn’t free yet. Not even close.


The next explosion sounded seconds later, and as he pulled the canister of blue smoke free from his LBV, there were more cries of pain. Good. He hoped he got all of them.


He’d brought three different canisters, each of which signaled something different. Blue meant that he was coming out hot and they needed to make a fast exit. The only time he would have needed it was if his radio had been busted, but since he’d already relayed to the pilot that he’d been burned, there was no need to signal. Even so, he planned to use the smoke to cover their escape once they hit the air.


Gunfire still sounded in the distance behind him, so he knew he hadn’t gotten them all. Sweat poured off him as he burst into the clearing. The Huey rose, but a rope dropped immediately. His legs and lungs burned as he ate up the distance to his freedom. As he reached the dangling line, he immediately hooked the carabiner to the harness he wore. His entire body jerked as the chopper lifted higher and he left the earth far behind.


He didn’t let his guard down. The wind whipped around him, the sound of gunfire and shouting into his radio fierce. He twisted just in time to see at least a dozen men spill into the clearing like cockroaches.


As he released the top on the smoke canister, a sharp pain pierced his upper leg, then his shoulder.


“Fuck, I’m hit,” he ground out, letting the pilot know even though above him he could hear the backup team returning fire with rapid speed. Adrenaline still pumping through him, he hauled back and threw the canister like a football. Blue smoke rolled everywhere, the color invading the air and whipping around with the wind, completely covering the men below and destroying their visibility.


As he was winched up, he gritted his teeth against the pain shredding through him. Each tug and swing with the wind increased his aching. He couldn’t tell if the bullets had gone through, but he’d find out soon enough. After what felt like an eternity, he was finally hauled into the belly of the Huey to find two Marines he’d gone on missions with before, a Navy medic, and an older guy in a suit he didn’t recognize. Cade blinked, trying to get his bearing, but his vision was starting to blur.


One of the Marines started applying pressure to his shoulder while the medic ripped open a packet of Quick-Clot and poured it on his leg wound. The unknown man sat there strapped in as he watched with piercing green eyes that made Cade feel as if the guy could see right through to his soul. What the hell? Maybe he’d been hit worse than he realized.


Iciness snaked through Cade as he tore his gaze away and watched the team work. The medic asked him something, but the edges of his vision started to dim as he tried to force his voice to work. Damn it, he was going into shock. He wanted to fight it, to resist, but his body won out as cold and blackness took over, sucking him under like an angry vortex.


Cade blinked, opening his eyes to a steady beeping sound. His surroundings quickly came into focus as he glanced around the sterile white room. He was on his back, had an IV attached to his arm, and was lying on an uncomfortable bed with starchy sheets. Groaning in pain, he pushed the sheet off to reveal a blue-and-white hospital gown that barely covered his dick. The white bandage around his leg looked stark compared to his tanned skin, and as he shifted against the bed his arm ached. Yep, he’d been shot twice.


At the sound of male voices outside his room, he glanced around again. It didn’t look like a field hospital, but a real one with walls. Where the hell was he? He remembered being in the Huey, then being in a small plane, but the trip was fuzzy in his memory.


His heart rate increased as the door opened. The man from the chopper stepped inside, holding a manila folder. He wasn’t wearing a suit now, but slacks and a green Polo T-shirt. His eyes widened a fraction when he met Cade’s gaze before he ducked back out, still keeping the door propped open.


He spoke in low tones to someone, then stepped back inside with Colonel Abraham Winters, Cade’s commander.


He tried to push up, but the colonel frowned. “At ease, son.”


Cade semi-relaxed against the bed but reached for the remote to push his bed up to a sitting position and pulled the sheet over his lap. He was sure the two men didn’t want to see his junk any more than he wanted to flash them. When he found the right buttons, he watched the two men out of the corner of his eye as he worked the controller. The movements intensified the aching in his arm and upper thigh, but he embraced the discomfort.


Pain sharpened his senses and pushed out some of the fuzziness. “Where am I?”


“Mexico.” Colonel Winters looked at the man who still hadn’t spoken, then back at Cade. “This is Lieutenant General Wesley Burkhart. You know who he is?”


Cade nodded. “Head of the NSA.”


If the man with dark hair just barely graying at the temples was surprised Cade knew his name, he gave no indication. He just watched Cade with that unnerving stare. Not that Cade would ever show he was uncomfortable. Nope, he stared right back. The man didn’t put off evil vibes, but he was a predator. Trained. Just like Cade.


“All right, enough of the staring contest. O’Reilly, listen to what the lieutenant general has to say. He’s a straight shooter. Whatever he says, he means, and he has the highest clearance in the country. You can ask or reveal anything to him. I . . .” He paused for a long moment, then cleared his throat. “It’s been an honor to have you under my command, O’Reilly.” Then he was gone, slipping out the door like a ghost.


Cade frowned at his commander’s words since they sounded a lot like that he wasn’t going to be working with him in the future. He hadn’t screwed up his mission, he knew that much. “Why were you on that Huey? Did something go wrong in the jungle? Did the rest of the mission go off as planned?” Since his commander said this guy had the highest clearance possible and Cade didn’t feel like getting into another staring contest, he asked everything on his mind.


Standing at attention with the manila file tucked under one arm, the man looked as though he’d have no problem commanding thousands. “I was on it because I wanted to see you in action. Nothing went wrong; you completed your mission in record time. It was . . . impressive.”


Normally he would have gone in with two to three other men for a mission like that; even with the top-secret intel unit, they always worked in teams. But for this mission he’d been assigned to go in alone. It had surprised him, but he’d wanted the challenge, so he hadn’t questioned it. Cade nodded, not sure if he was supposed to respond.


“The rest of the mission is also complete. Valencia is dead.”


Okay, then. “Why are you in my room and what do you want with me?”


The man pulled out one of the cheap-looking blue plastic seats against the only window and moved it closer to the bed before sitting. “You know a Marine named Sam Kelly?”


Cade nodded, a pang of sadness shooting through him at Kelly’s name. “Yeah. Best sniper I ever worked with. I was sad to hear he’d died.” KIA in Afghanistan. Cade had done a few missions with Kelly as backup for really hot exits. The finest damn backup he’d ever had, in fact. That man never missed a shot.


“He’s not dead. He works for me now but under a new name. If you’re smart, and I know you are, you’re going to accept the job I’m offering. You’re one of the best men Winters has ever worked with. You take directions well, but you’re not a fucking machine. You think for yourself and if you don’t like an order, you ask questions. I like that. I don’t want some moron on my team. You’re also twenty-nine. Jumping out of planes and helicopters isn’t something you can do long-term. I know you’ve been thinking about getting out of the Corps when your next term is up.”


Sam Kelly was alive? Cade was going to go back to that, but first . . . “How the hell do you know that?” Asking that was as good as admitting the man was right, but Cade was too stunned by the spiel Burkhart was giving him to care.


“Because I’ve been watching you. It wasn’t by chance you were sent in for the Valencia mission by yourself. I needed to see how you’d handle things solo. I could have waited to approach you, but I’m not wasting any more time. I’m putting together a team of men and women with certain skill sets. Black ops, not as many rules as the CIA. I’m offering you a job and under normal circumstances I’d be telling you that your name and past would cease to exist. Since you don’t have any family and all your missions have been top secret, you get to keep your name and you’ll have an honorable discharge. But if you take this job, as soon as you’re healed we’re leaving. If the mission calls for it, you might have to adopt a cover ID—you most definitely will sooner or later.” He held up the manila folder. “I’ve got a lot more to discuss with you, but if you’re feeling up to it, you can start reading some details on what your new role would be.”


Cade nodded as he tried to filter through his pain and everything the lieutenant general had said to him. “I thought the NSA was into cryptography.”


The man half smiled. “That’s exactly what Kelly said. And we are, but we also do a lot of other things. Read the file while I make a phone call. You hungry?”


He nodded, feeling overwhelmed as the surreal quality of the situation settled in. “I haven’t said yes yet, but you told me about Kelly.” Clearly that was top-secret information. “What if I don’t agree to work for you?”


“You will,” he said as he strode from the room, his voice absolutely confident.


Arrogant bastard. As Cade flipped open the file and started reading, he realized the man was arrogant for a reason, because as soon as Cade was capable, he was taking the job.




Chapter 1


Soft target: undefended target, such as a person or place that is vulnerable to a military or terrorist attack.


Maria Cervantes grasped the interior door handle of the SUV limo as her family’s regular driver took what would hopefully be the last sharp turn of the night. Either he’d forgotten how to drive or she was sicker than she’d realized. Every little bump in the road made her afraid she’d puke. After being laid up in bed with flulike symptoms for five days and missing work for a week straight—something she’d never done before—she was positive she’d kicked the nasty stomach bug this morning. Now she wasn’t so sure.


Nausea roiled in her stomach and she swallowed hard, forcing the sickness back down. Just a few hours, she reminded herself. That was all she had to get through, and then she could go back home and pass out.


As the vehicle straightened and slowed, she peered through the divider. At her request she’d asked the driver to keep the partition down. In case she got so sick he needed to pull over, she didn’t want to waste precious seconds buzzing him. Either way she was clutching one of the empty silver ice buckets she’d snagged from the minibar in case she didn’t have time to warn him.


“We’re almost there, Ms. Cervantes.” His voice was ridiculously polite despite the fact that she and Nash had known each other for two years.


She knew why, though. He was annoyed with her for going to this party when she was sick. “I swear to God if you call me Ms. Cervantes again I’m going to crawl up there and puke on you. We’re the same age, Nash.”


“Damn it, Maria—”


She let out a raspy laugh, loving that she’d gotten Nash Larson to curse since it was a rarity. He’d been working for her parents for two years. Before he started working for the Cervantes family, he had done private security work for a year, and for eight years before that he’d been in the Army. Her father, Riel, had needed an outside security company to oversee one of his projects in Mexico two years ago and Nash had been assigned. After witnessing the man at work, her father had snatched Nash away with a hefty pay raise and better benefits. Now he was more or less a personal bodyguard/driver/fix-all man for her parents. While her dad often used Nash when traveling on business as extra security, he hadn’t for his current trip since it was so short.


Nash let out a growl of frustration as the vehicle slowed to stop. Maria barely paid attention as she heard him talking to one of the security personnel outside the gated mansion where a very exclusive party was going on. She didn’t need to listen, because she knew he was showing off her elegant gold-and-cream-embossed invitation. If it was any other event she would have bailed, but Bayside Community Center, where she worked, needed the donations that would come in from tonight. And there was one potential donor in particular Maria desperately wanted to talk to.


Maria had grown up with incredibly wealthy parents and they’d taught her to give back. They weren’t exactly happy with her chosen profession, but they supported her career as a counselor. After getting a bachelor’s degree in behavioral psychology and a master’s in counseling, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. She was also the current acting director since her predecessor had suddenly died a couple of months ago. Until they found a replacement, she was in charge of the center. She’d thought the added responsibility would be overwhelming, but Maria found she liked the challenge.


Since her parents wouldn’t let her arrive at the Westwood gala driving her Prius, she had a chauffeur. Any other night it would have been annoying, but there was no way she could operate heavy machinery right now. She’d stopped taking her over-the-counter anti-nausea medicine so she wouldn’t be drowsy, but the side effect was that she was now nauseated. She was just impressed she’d managed to get dressed on her own.


The Westwood family wasn’t originally from Miami, but California. They liked to do things over-the-top and a bit garish, but Maria didn’t care. They were friendly, donated to local charities, and in addition to three food banks and another community center in Miami, Bayside was one of the recipients of donations from tonight. Which meant Maria had to be here. She was the public face for Bayside, and she took her position very seriously. Though it wasn’t the only reason she was here. She also had to meet Joann Hood, an insanely wealthy woman who wanted to “talk numbers” in regards to donating money to Bayside. And this was the only time the eccentric woman could meet Maria. So here she was.


“You look like shit, Maria. As soon as we stop, I’m texting your mother to let her know I’m taking you home.” Nash’s expression in the rearview mirror was almost scolding.


Despite also being twenty-nine, he sometimes seemed light-years older. She put a hand to her unsettled stomach before continuing. “One hour. That’s all I need.” Or she hoped it was. “And I’ll be fine. Just don’t take me through the main entrance.” There would be a silly red carpet and photographers hoping to snap shots of some of the politicians and possible celebrities. She definitely wasn’t newsworthy, but there would be an extra crush of people there and she knew there was another entrance.


“I wasn’t planning to,” he growled. “And I’m not letting the valet take the SUV. I’ll be waiting in the parking area. Call or text when you’re ready and I’ll pick you up.” The driveway leading to the main house was long and winding. Instead of following the drive to the left where it curved, Nash continued straight until they reached one of the service entrances. There was more security there, but after a quick conversation with someone Nash clearly knew, they were allowed past.


“You know him?” she asked, glad her voice sounded stronger. If she could get some decent face time tonight, it meant she’d get an invite to next year’s party and Bayside would be on the list to continue receiving donations. Since it was the first year she’d received an invitation, she wasn’t taking any chances by not showing up and insulting the Westwoods. With the economy the way it was, Maria had to look out for her kids. That community center was the only form of family some of them had and she refused to let them down.


“Yeah, when I heard you were sick I called the security team and found out who was on duty. I still don’t think you should be here.”


Maria sighed, not bothering with a response as Nash pulled up next to a catering van and parked. “Didn’t you used to work for the same security company as that guy?” Even though the man at the front gate wore a suit, the one who’d just stopped them had been wearing a black Polo shirt with a familiar security logo and cargo pants. He’d also had a gun strapped to his belt, much like ones the police wore. Definitely not trying to hide what his job was for the evening.


“You know I did. Don’t try to change the subject.”


“Argue all you want. It’s a battle you’ll lose.”


He muttered something under his breath as he got out of the vehicle. She straightened her long violet gown and glanced down at herself. While she hadn’t been able to do much with her hair other than curl it and leave it loose around her shoulders, her dress was so gorgeous it wouldn’t matter. Before she could open the door, it swung open and Nash held out a hand for her.


Even though his smile had an almost boyish quality, there was nothing boyish about the man in front of her. His normally relaxed face was drawn into a tight expression and his blue eyes flashed with annoyance. Well, he wasn’t her freaking boss and certainly not her boyfriend—though she had a feeling he had a small crush on her, so she tried not to get too angry. Despite his obvious annoyance he held out an arm and helped her from the vehicle.


Normally she wouldn’t need help, but tonight she was taking it. She’d already gotten the okay from her doctor that she wasn’t contagious—otherwise she wouldn’t have come.


“You—”


“Nash, enough,” she snapped, at the end of her rope. She was barely keeping it together and didn’t have the strength to argue.


“I was just going to say you look beautiful,” he muttered, his ears turning pink.


“Oh, thank you.” Not wanting things to get awkward, and because she wanted to get inside as soon as possible, she stepped away and held up her simple clutch purse. “I’ve got my phone. As soon as I’m ready to leave, I’ll call you and meet you right out here.” She glanced toward the part of the mansion they were parked outside. There was a security man standing by a side door, clearly waiting for her. In the distance she heard music and voices, but it was fairly quiet where they were. Mansion probably wasn’t the right term for this home. It was more like a castle. Sure, her parents were wealthy, but the Westwoods were in a totally different stratosphere. They were like royalty. “You’re sure I can go in through there?”


“Yes, I worked it out ahead of time.” Nash tilted his head in the direction of the man patiently waiting. “Cormac will lead you into the party and . . .” He glanced down at his cell phone when it pinged. “Your mother is waiting by the ice sculpture of a dragon. It’s near the . . . room of weapons?”


“Room of . . . oh, right, tell her I’m on my way.” She was so grateful her mother had taken to texting Nash instead of her. The thought of trying to focus on tiny letters now . . . no, thank you.


She was also glad she knew where the weapons room was. Well, sort of. Once she got in the house, she was certain she could find it. The Westwoods were huge history buffs and had an actual room designated solely to display various weaponry from the last two centuries. It was actually pretty cool, if a little weird.


Her heels clicked along the pathway up to an intimidating man wearing all black. His expression was cool and assessing as he took her in. “Normally I’d check you for weapons, but Nash says you’re all right.” He opened the door for her with a sharp gesture that said she should enter.


Okay, then. They stepped into a kitchen that was humming quietly with activity. Various people were setting up dessert trays and plates, but this definitely wasn’t the main kitchen. Maria had been in that one a couple of years ago.


“This way,” the security man urged, clearly not liking that he was her temporary escort.


All the food aromas were overwhelming, so she hurried after him but not before snagging a mini-cupcake. She hadn’t eaten in hours and sugar probably wasn’t the best idea, but she needed something in her stomach. Shoving it in her mouth, she stumbled trying to keep up with the long-legged man. He took her down a lot of hallways and too many turns to count. Dizziness swarmed her as they reached the end of a hallway that emptied out into a room where well-dressed people were all drinking either champagne or martinis. Female servers were walking around wearing . . . holy shit, they were wearing only body paint made to look like tuxedos. Maria blinked and tried to listen as Cormac gave her directions to the weapons room. Nodding politely, she fought more nausea as he hurried away while talking into an ear mic. Before she’d taken two steps, a woman named Greta Dobbins latched onto her arm.


Maria guessed the white-haired woman was pushing eighty. She was slim, a few inches taller than Maria and had a wicked grip. “Hi, sweetheart. I just saw your mother. She told me you were coming and I’m just so glad. It’s amazing how much time you dedicate to that center. Of course I know your dear mother wishes you’d settle down and get married. . . .”


Oh, sweet Lord. Maria’s eyes and ears glazed over for a moment as she took in the room. Two sparkly chandeliers hung above them and classical music was being piped in from somewhere. About forty people in long, glittery gowns or tuxedos talked among themselves. She recognized some of them, but not everyone. Pasting on a smile for Mrs. Dobbins, she tried to focus on the woman’s face, but bile rose in her throat as clamminess descended over her bare skin. Oh yeah, that cupcake had been a really bad idea.


“Maria, you don’t look so good.” Without waiting for a response, Mrs. Dobbins practically dragged her across the marble floor to the other side, ignoring the calls of her husband.


“Where are we going?” She had no strength to fight the other woman and just prayed there was an empty bathroom nearby.


Taking Maria by surprise, the older woman opened a door Maria hadn’t even seen. It was built into the dark wooden paneling, seamless in its architecture. “We’re going to find you a place to rest and I’m going to get your mother. You shouldn’t be here. She told me you weren’t feeling well, but you look like death warmed over. I know how dedicated you are to that center, but this is unacceptable.”


Even though she wanted to argue, Maria knew the woman was right. Her face and hands were clammy, but sweat had started to blossom across her forehead, between her breasts, and down her back. A chill snaked through her body, making her shiver. “How did you even know about that door?”


Mrs. Dobbins chuckled. “Oh, I know a lot about this place. Flora has me over for tea at least once a month. And that’s code for martinis, but don’t tell Kingsley. It’ll just raise his blood pressure and . . .”


Everything went hazy again as the woman chatted away. Maria had forgotten how close Mrs. Dobbins was with Flora Westwood. Even though the woman was a total chatterbox, Maria was incredibly grateful for her kindness now. While she wasn’t sure where they were, she couldn’t hear the crowd of people anymore and her heels were silent against the carpet runner covering rich wooden floors. Finally the woman stopped in front of a door and peered inside. She let out a breath. “Okay, no one’s in here. There’s a bathroom right through there.” Mrs. Dobbins pointed even though Maria couldn’t see past the heavy door. “I’ll be back in ten minutes, I promise. Just as soon as I find your mother.”


“She’s near a dragon ice sculpture.” Or she had been. Maria wasn’t even sure how much time had passed since she arrived. Or where she now was in the giant house for that matter.


“Make that twenty minutes, then.” The woman ushered her into what turned out to be a lavish guest room. It was dimly lit with a Tiffany table lamp, but Maria didn’t care about the decor.


Racing toward the door Mrs. Dobbins had pointed out, she hurried inside and barely made it to the toilet before she threw up the cupcake. After a while she was just dry-heaving, her stomach muscles cramping in agony.


The bathroom lights were too harsh, so she crawled to the entry and shut them off. Relief rolled over her at the sudden dimness. There was still a little stream of light from the bedroom, but her eyes didn’t hurt anymore. Wanting to call Nash and her mother, she opened her clutch but frowned when she didn’t see her phone. The purse wasn’t big, so it wasn’t as if it was hiding in a compartment. Which meant it had likely fallen out in the SUV. Lord, she couldn’t even remember if she’d brought it. Everything about tonight and the last few days was too fuzzy. Cursing, she snapped the clutch shut and struggled to her feet. She shouldn’t have come tonight and didn’t want to be lying on the floor when Mrs. Dobbins and her mother found her.


As Maria entered the bedroom, she heard loud male shouting coming from the next room. At least three men. Two had accents she couldn’t place, but one man she recognized. She hadn’t even realized he’d be at the party. She wanted to say hello but was too ill to face anyone and the shouting was escalating.


A low hum of panic threaded through her veins as the shouting suddenly increased in volume. She couldn’t make out the words, but then everything got quieter. Curious and worried, she hurried to the shared wall and pressed her ear against it.


“You cannot bomb the Freedom Tower last,” the familiar voice said, anger punching through each word.


“We can and will. It is symbolic,” an accented voice growled.


“No, the tower is a landmark. If you try to wait it won’t work. The police, the FBI, and everyone hunting you will . . .”


Maria wavered on her feet. Bomb the Freedom Tower? Panic gripped her with sharp talons, digging into her chest until it was hard to breathe. Blood rushed in her ears and she shook her head, trying to clear her panic so she could hear better. Straining, she held her breath as a man talked about bombing other Miami landmarks and individual residences. Some names she recognized well. Then there was a vile curse about hating the United States and all it stood for.


When everything suddenly went quiet, she pushed away from the wall. What the hell had she just heard? Terror was like a live thing inside her, pushing back most of her nausea. She had to tell someone what she’d just heard. While she didn’t recognize two of the voices, she knew the third one. And it scared the holy hell out of her that a man she knew, a man she trusted, was involved with . . . whatever was going on.


Her gaze landed on the door, but she backed away from it. There was no way she could exit through it. What if she ran into one of those men in the hallway? Looking around the unfamiliar room, she hurried to a double panel of ceiling-to-floor curtains. Peering behind one of the thick silk panels, she realized the curtains covered two French doors.


When she untwisted the lock, the sound seemed overpronounced in the stillness even though she knew no one could have heard it. As she slipped outside onto the small balcony, the cool air rushed over her skin and a chill snaked through her that had nothing to do with the weather or her sickness.


Glancing around the expansive moonlit acreage, she looked for a guard or any signs of life. Are you freaking kidding me? The place had to be crawling with extra security.


Maria slipped off her heels and hurried across the small stone patio outside the room she’d been in. Immediately her feet hit grass. It was cool under her toes, but nothing could calm her right now. Pure panic raged through her as she hurried across the yard. Even through all the trees, on all sides she could only see a wall of hedges engulfing this place. Heading east across the yard in what she thought was the direction in which Nash had originally parked, she picked up her pace. She still felt shaky and nauseated, but nothing could stop her now. The hair on the back of her neck rose as another fear set in. What if someone had seen her leave that room? Or was watching her right now?


Those men had been serious about the destruction they meant to cause. She had to get help.


When she reached one of the giant hedges, a small sliver of relief slid through her. It wasn’t an actual wall, just thick bushes, which she could slip through. At this point she didn’t care what was on the other side. She just had to escape from this place and get to the limo. Her phone should be there, and more important, Nash would be able to help.


As she tried to find an opening large enough that she could shove through, a rumble, then a horrific blast filled the air. She spun around, heart in her throat. Not truly comprehending what she was seeing, she felt her stomach pitch when a giant ball of orange flames tore through the sky, engulfing the west and east side of the mansion.


Another rumble ripped through the air as the place started crumbling in on itself. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out as the knowledge that her mother had been in there pierced through her numbed mind. Darkness edged her vision, but she started to run toward the fire, needing to get to her mom, when another ball of flames tore through the night sky. Her entire body trembled under the impact, heat warming her despite the distance from the building. She blindly reached for something to hold her up but collapsed to her knees as her legs gave way. Tears streamed down her face as, unable to help, unable to breathe, she watched the place implode on itself.


Though she tried to fight it off, the darkness that had threatened to overtake her earlier suddenly claimed her as she passed out.




Chapter 2


Agent: a person officially employed by an intelligence service.


Maria held her phone to her ear as she listened to her dad talking and tried to rein in her tears. The sheets of the hospital bed beneath her were surprisingly soft, and the scent of flowers from the two dozen bouquets and baskets filling her large room gave off a too-sweet aroma. All of it made her want to throw up. And it had nothing to do with her previous flulike symptoms, which her body had finally kicked.


Her mother and hundreds of people were dead, she was in the hospital because the doctors had been worried she might have a concussion—though they’d now ruled that out—and she was barely keeping it together. She also couldn’t remember anything from before the explosion. Hell, she couldn’t remember much of anything from yesterday. Not even leaving for the fund-raiser. But she knew she’d been there because she’d woken in a rumpled formal gown as paramedics lifted her up on a stretcher, talking about how it was a miracle she was alive. Waking up like that had been a nightmare of confusion and panic. Of pure freaking terror.


But the real nightmare was learning her mother was really gone. She’d already lost her older brother in Afghanistan. To lose her mother too . . . she swallowed hard. God, why couldn’t she remember anything? The doctors said her mind was blocking out what she’d seen as a defense mechanism and that she might eventually get her memories back. Eventually wasn’t good enough.


“We’re leaving now, sweetheart. I’m sorry I’m not there with you. . . .” His voice broke, her normally rock-solid father faltering.


“I know, Dad,” she said, her own voice thick with unshed tears. “Just get home safely. Nash is here, so don’t worry.” Well, he was outside the hospital room, not with her. She closed her eyes as if that could block out the reality of the situation.


Her father said something else, but it barely registered. After they said their good-byes, she hung up and laid the phone on the bed next to her thigh. Her chest ached so bad she just knew it was about to crack open. Her mom . . . no, she wouldn’t even think about what had happened.


Not here. Not when she was about to have a breakdown of epic proportions.


Forcing her body to obey her when all she wanted to do was curl into a ball and cry until she passed out, she got up. Cool air rushed over her exposed back and backside as her feet hit the chilly linoleum floor. She wasn’t wearing any panties and the hospital gown wasn’t covering much of her. She didn’t care.


Right now she didn’t care about much at all.


Sometime when she’d been asleep her dirty, rumpled gown had been removed from the room. And someone had left a small bag of clothes on the bench by the window. No doubt Nash had brought her something to wear. He’d been in to see her a few times, but she’d asked him to leave each time. She felt like a complete bitch because she knew he just wanted to help, but she didn’t care. Nothing could help, and being alone with her pain was the only way she could cope right now.


Feeling as if she were a hundred years old, she’d started unzipping the small brown leather bag when the door opened. As she turned to look over her shoulder, she found Nash, a uniformed police officer, and another really tall, thuggish-looking man entering.


Her eyes widened in recognition. The tattoos were new, but the thug was Cade O’Reilly. He’d served in the Marines with her brother. They’d been best friends and her brother, Riel, named after her father, had even brought him home a few times. But that was years ago. Eight to be exact. It was hard to forget the man who’d completely cut her out of his life after her brother died, as if she meant nothing to him.


Cade towered over Nash—who was pretty tall himself—and had a sleeve of tattoos on one arm and a couple on the other. His jet-black hair was almost shaved, the skull trim close to his head, just like the last time she’d seen him. He was . . . intimidating. Always had been. And startlingly handsome in that bad-boy way she was sure had made plenty of women . . . Yeah, she wasn’t even going there.


She swiveled quickly, putting her back to the window so she wasn’t flashing them. Reaching around to her back, she clasped the hospital gown together. “You can’t knock?” she practically shouted, her voice raspy from crying, not sure whom she was directing the question to.


“I told them you weren’t to be bothered, but—”


The police officer cut Nash off, his gaze kind but direct. “Ms. Cervantes, this man is from the NSA and needs to ask you some questions. As soon as you’re done, the doctors will release you.”


“I know who he is.” She bit the words out angrily, earning a surprised look from Nash and a controlled look from Cade.


She might know Cade, or she had at one time, but she hadn’t known he worked for the NSA. After her brother’s death he’d stopped communicating with her. Her brother had brought him home during one of their short leaves, and she and Cade had become friends. Good friends. They’d e-mailed all the time, for almost a year straight. Right near the end of their long correspondence, things had shifted between them, had been heading into more than friendly territory. Then after Riel died, it was as if Cade had too. It had cut her so deep to lose him on top of her brother. And now he showed up in the hospital room after her mom’s death and wanted to talk to her? Hell no.


She’d been harassing the nurses to find a doctor who would discharge her, and now she knew why they’d been putting her off. They’d done a dozen tests and she didn’t have a brain injury. She wasn’t exhibiting any signs of having a concussion except for the memory loss, but the doctors were convinced that this was because of shock and trauma at what she’d apparently witnessed.


Nash started to argue, but the cop hauled him away, talking in low undertones, shutting the door behind them. Leaving her alone with this giant of a man.


Feeling raw and vulnerable, Maria wrapped her arms around herself. The sun had almost set, so even standing by the window didn’t warm her up. She just felt so damn cold. Because of the room and probably grief. And now to be faced with a dark reminder of her past was too much.


Cade took another step toward her and nodded politely, as if he barely knew her. “I know it probably means nothing coming from me, but I’m sorry about your mother.” His voice was deeper than she remembered. Masculine and oddly soothing.


Her first instinct was to snap at him that he was right; it didn’t mean anything. But her mother had raised her better than that and she didn’t want to lash out at everyone she came in contact with. It made her feel even worse. She knew that was why she’d been doing it to everyone. If she was in pain, she wanted the world to be in pain too. But that was wrong. Plus, she wanted to know why Cade was in her hospital room. “Thank you. . . . So you’re with the NSA now?”


Nodding, he took a few steps closer and pulled out something that looked like a wallet. He flipped open the black leather holder to show her his identification. As if she needed the proof.


She looked at it, then at him. Even if it was fake, she would have no clue, but she doubted a Miami police officer would have escorted him into the room if he were a liar. She had a ton of questions for him, like why the hell he’d fallen off the face of the earth eight years ago, but knew now wasn’t the time. “Why does the NSA want to talk to me?” She’d talked to the police and even Homeland Security, but she knew nothing about the NSA or why they would possibly want to talk to her. She couldn’t remember anything about last night.


How many times did she have to explain that? Instead of returning to the bed she sat on the bench and crossed her legs. She felt ridiculously small compared to him when he remained standing, but she didn’t have the energy to walk back to the bed.


“I just want to go over the events of last night, Ms. Cervantes.”


Tears burned her eyes as she glanced down. “Really? You’re going to call me Ms. Cervantes? That’s lame, Cade.” Not to mention that hearing “Ms. Cervantes” made her think of her mother, which made her want to cry.


He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Maria. What do you remember about last night?”


“Nothing. It’s a giant blank, so I’m sorry you’ve wasted your time.” She was tempted to ask him why he even wanted to know, but at this point she figured asking questions would invite more conversation. And that cop had said when they were done, she could go home. Right now she couldn’t handle this glaring blast from her past on top of everything else. It was too surreal that the man who had hurt her so badly, the man she’d lost many tears and sleepless nights over, was in her hospital room.


He watched her carefully for a long moment before sliding a plastic chair a couple of feet in front of her. He turned it around and straddled it, the almost relaxed position putting her at ease, though she wasn’t sure why. There was something about him that was calming, which was weird because of his large size and her residual anger. She glanced at his tattoos, watching the muscles and tendons flex when he crossed his arms over the back of the chair.


“Tell me what you do remember.”


She took a deep, ragged breath and was glad her voice didn’t shake when she answered. “I remember waking up in what looked like a war zone. Or what I imagine one would look like. Everything around me seemed to be burning. The Westwood mansion was . . . in ruins and two paramedics were putting me in the back of an ambulance. They put an oxygen mask on me and I must have fallen asleep or passed out again, because the next thing I remember I was waking up in a hospital room to find a doctor shining a tiny flashlight into my eyes.” She wrapped her arms around herself.


“What’s the first thing you remember before that?”


She closed her eyes and tried to concentrate. “I remember . . . throwing up.” She opened her eyes then. “I was sick for over a week and staying home from work. The last week I’ve been at home and miserable and my last memory is clutching onto my toilet at home and hurling.” A gross image, but he didn’t seem to mind and she didn’t care what he thought. She started to stand then, needing to get the hell out of there and away from this man and his mesmerizing eyes. And she was pissed he was in her room after he’d ignored her for almost a decade.


When he didn’t make a move to get up, fury detonated inside her. Her mother was dead, her father was still out of town, and she had a lot of arrangements to make while she tried not to fall apart. She had nothing to tell the authorities that would be of any use. How could Cade not realize that? If she knew something she’d tell them. Anything to bring her mother’s murderer—or murderers—to justice.


“Why were you outside out of the blast zone when the bombs went off?” he asked calmly, still not moving.


Something about his tone rubbed her the wrong way. “What? If I don’t even remember being at the party, how the hell would I know why I was outside?” Now she was definitely shouting.


The question was insulting, like something those stupid news reporters asked people after they’d suffered a tragedy. Like “How do you feel now that your home is destroyed and you’ve lost all your earthly belongings?” Did they really expect people to say, “Great, freaking fantastic!”? Her hands and voice shook as she turned to her bag. She didn’t give a crap if she gave him a show of bare ass.


Maria was going home right now. Unstoppable tears started falling down her face as she tore her bag open and yanked out a pair of jeans. Not bothering with underclothes, she managed to tug them on beneath the hospital gown as sobs racked her body.


He was saying something in that deep voice, but all she could think was that her mom was dead and she’d never see her again. Never get to tell her good-bye or how much she’d loved her. Never get to feel her mom’s warm embrace around her. As Maria pulled out her sweater, she heard the chair squeaking against the floor behind her.
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