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      When Reine Delgado was a child, she’d thought the parties her parents occasionally hosted at the Denquay Embassy in Brazil were the epitome of what it meant to be an adult. Beautiful ladies in glittering evening gowns, handsome men in black tuxedos, and delicious little finger foods that floated through the air on trays held by all-but invisible waiters and waitresses.

      She’d pouted when her parents left her for the night, and curled up in her bed, impatiently counting the days and months and years until she was old enough to attend those parties too.

      Now that she was an adult, Reine knew better. Oh, the evening gowns were still glittering—in fact, getting dressed up was probably still her favorite part of attending a party—and the sharp-looking tuxedos hadn’t changed much. The food was still good. (She adored shrimp puffs and little fruit creations best.)

      But the people? She’d learned that in reality the women weren’t as beautiful and the men weren’t as handsome as they’d been when seen through a dreamy child’s eyes.

      Especially not now that Reine understood the motivations of most of the people attending these parties…herself included.

      Tonight, the ballroom in the atrium that took up half of the top two floors of the Denquay Embassy in Washington, D.C. was resplendent. Made from bulletproof glass, the atrium provided a wonderful view of D.C.’s skyline, the Washington Monument just visible in the distance. A giant crystal chandelier hung from the center of the domed ceiling, providing most of the ballroom’s light, though decorative lamps with sconces lined the walls and provided even more illumination.

      Reine took a champagne flute off of a passing waiter’s tray with a smile of thanks. She made it a point to thank the waitstaff when she could. People at parties like these only noticed waitstaff if something was wrong.

      Plus, in her line of work, being kind to waitstaff sometimes came in handy.

      Reine pretended to sip her champagne, surveying the room with keen interest. Even through the thin fabric of her deep purple elbow-length gloves, the glass stem felt cold. The steady influx of guests had slowed; she guessed most of the people Ambassador Ambrose had invited to celebrate his wife’s birthday were here already.

      She turned slowly, and the folds of her purple gown—the same shade as her gloves—swished against her legs with a delightful slide that made her feel like a princess, even now. The fabric shimmered with a subtle sheen in the light from the chandelier overhead. She loved this dress, with its halter neckline and tight bust. The fabric of the skirt draped in such a way that it looked like it hugged her hips, but it was loose enough that she’d be able to run if she had to.

      Or if she had to scale the side of a building. (That had happened once, a year and a half ago. She still couldn’t believe she’d managed to pull it off.)

      On one side of the massive ballroom, a small white stage held an eight-person orchestra in formal black gowns and suits. They played various classical pieces from Mozart to Beethoven, interspersed with modern and classical pieces that were the pride of Denquay. The music was just loud enough to provide good background noise, but not so loud that it overshadowed conversation.

      A spray of tables curved along another side of the ballroom, giving partygoers a chance to sit down and converse while they enjoyed the view of America’s capital city outside. Most of those tables were empty; everyone here was much too interested in mingling to take a chance on sitting down and missing out on some choice piece of information or chance of a making good deal on something. Sitting down might come later, when the party finally wound down in the early pre-dawn hours.

      The world of international relations might look glamorous on the surface, but over the years Reine had learned there were some wicked undercurrents. Her parents had been caught in one of those undercurrents. The aftermath hadn’t been pretty.

      Now that she was an adult, Reine had found a way to help keep other people from getting caught in those undercurrents.

      It wasn’t easy. And she’d learned that you couldn’t save everybody. Still, she liked to think what she did helped.

      At the very least, it meant she slept better at night.

      Reine drifted across the ballroom’s smooth, polished maple surface, pretending to sip her champagne while she surveyed the glittering crowd of guests. She caught whiffs of at least a dozen different perfumes and colognes along the way, though she knew for a fact that this Embassy building had a top-of-the-line air scrubber system.

      Her internal sense of time told her that it was well after 8pm. Any minute, the Ambassador and his wife would make their grand entrance and the party would begin in earnest. When that happened, Reine would have a little time to kill before she set off to accomplish her mission.

      She recognized many of the faces in attendance tonight. Some because she knew them personally, from her job traveling back and forth as needed from the Embassy here in D.C. to the Denquayan Consulates scattered in important cities across the United States. Others because she had been briefed on them—and she always studied those briefs thoroughly. There were American politicians and businesspeople here, along with an array of visiting Denquayan politicians and businesspeople, and those from other countries doing business with both Denquay and the United States.

      Reine even spotted a couple of Denquayan celebrities in attendance—stars of one of her country’s most popular television shows who had traveled from their home country for tonight’s event.

      In the background, the music suddenly shushed. A thrill of satisfaction curled through Reine. There they are.

      She turned to face the ballroom entrance along with everyone else as the ornate double doors opened to admit Ambassador Ambrose and his wife, Karina. The middle-aged duo always looked elegant, but tonight they had outdone themselves. The cut of the Ambassador’s black tuxedo and crisp white shirt camouflaged his middle-aged paunch, while his wife’s slinky, off-the-shoulder mermaid blue gown highlighted her smooth, flawless shoulders.

      Karina did a better job of staying in shape than her husband, that was a fact.

      Reine had always suspected—and the rumors that swirled around the upper echelons of Denquayan politics echoed this—that the Ambassador had something of a wandering eye. Idly, she wondered how well that was going, giving that the Ambassador was stationed in the heart of American politics. There were plenty of opportunistic women here, she was sure.

      The Ambassador held up a hand in welcome; his wife clung to his other arm, an elegant smile curling her pretty red lips. In the respectful silence that filled the ballroom, his cultured voice carried to everyone. “Welcome to the Denquayan Embassy. On behalf of myself and my wife, we would like to thank you for coming tonight to celebrate my Karina’s day of birth. We will start the festivities with a dance—my Karina’s favorite traditional waltz.”

      He turned his head to plant a kiss on his wife’s dark brown hair, which was swept up into an elegant French twist and studded with glittering diamonds and peridots. She beamed up at him, and then the pair made their way out into the center of the ballroom.

      Reine watched along with everyone else as the Ambassador and his wife settled into position. Perfectly on cue, the orchestra started up again. Beautiful strains of a violin and cello tangled together in an enchanting melody.

      The song triggered a memory, making Reine’s breath catch in her throat. Her mother had loved this song, and no matter how many times she had heard it in the years since, it always struck Reine the same way. She blinked and the memory—of her parents waltzing together and laughing in the large living room of their quarters in the Embassy compound—vanished liked mist.

      She raised her champagne to her lips and drank—a real sip, this time. The fizzy liquid burned down her throat. Focus, she told herself. What would Erica say if she knew that stupid song still affected you?

      Cold. Rational. Emotionless.

      That was her goal right now. Emotion clouded judgment. The last thing she could afford right now was to make a mistake because of old emotion dredged up by a piece of music, of all things.

      Her job might allow her to travel back and forth between the Embassy and various Consulates around the country, but only in prescribed measures. If she failed to complete her mission tonight, it could be weeks or even months before she had another shot—and by then it might be too late.

      Lives depended on her. More lives than she cared to consider.

      Reine took a deep breath. Don’t think about the pressure.

      She was up to the task.

      She had to be.
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      Officially, Reine was an attaché, which in her case meant that she was nothing more than a glorified secretary and messenger girl. A slightly cushy job, bestowed out of a lingering sense of guilt on a girl whose parents had given their lives in the service of their country.

      Unofficially, she’d been recruited four years earlier by the Intelligence Division of Denquay’s Department of Defense. They had used her job as a cover for many covert tasks, but tonight was a new wrinkle.

      The Intelligence Division suspected that the First Secretary in the Embassy in D.C., a woman named Ariane Montoya, was involved with something illegal. They hadn’t provided Reine with specifics. In this case, she didn’t need to know.

      Her job was to break into Ariane’s computer, clone her hard drive, and get the evidence back to her handler, Erica.

      It sounded simple, on the face of it, but the job was considerably more complicated than that. Denquay might be only a fraction of the United States’ size, with a fraction of their national security budget, but they had good tech. Really good tech.

      Reine had been secretly training for this for several months. She’d assured her handler she could, well, handle things. The party tonight was both her mission and a chance to dress up in fancy clothes. (She’d kept being excited about that part to herself.)

      Now, standing here in the ballroom while couples flooded to join the Ambassador and his wife on the dance floor, she casually glanced around for anything out of the ordinary. Anything that might derail her mission.

      She didn’t expect anything, but of course, the only real rule of spying was to expect the unexpected. At some point tonight, something would probably go wrong. When it did, she’d deal with it just like she dealt with everything else.

      Her problem now? She had entirely too much time on her hands until her window of opportunity opened.

      A restless sense of energy filled her, curling and swirling through her nerves from her head, out to the tips of her fingers and all the way down to her toes. She did her best to banish it, to send a mental wave of calm through her body, like an imaginary wave of cool ice. Most of the time, this sort of exercise worked pretty well.

      Tonight…tonight Reine was having a little trouble. She still felt on edge.

      Maybe it was the fact that this was a big mission. Probably one of the biggest she’d been given, in her four years in the Intelligence Division. Everything else she’d ever done had involved a Consulate, and the Ambassador himself had only been there on one of those occasions. She’d never poked around the Embassy like this before.

      Or perhaps, she mused, as she let her hips sway in time to the waltz’s rhythmic beat, perhaps it was not so much her locale as the politics behind it. She’d been told once by one of her supervisors in the Intelligence Division not to worry about the politics. She was a delicate instrument—an instrument meant to perform an assigned task, not to think on her own.

      Those instructions had been politely—but firmly—negated by that man’s supervisor. Marcus was sometimes a dinosaur, Reine had been told. There were areas of life in which he failed to realize that Denquayan culture had marched out of the Old Days and into a new world that required more resources and more finesse.

      Politics—both internal and international—absolutely colored everything. Politics were the entire reason agents like Reine were necessary in the first place.

      Well, that and greed, she thought with a wry smile, letting the glass rim of her champagne flute rest against her lips. Greed colored a great many things as well.

      She froze imperceptibly as the hair on the back of her neck prickled. Someone was staring at her. Reine maintained her cool, pleasant expression, but inside all her senses went on full alert.

      It was probably one of the older men here. Even though she was usually more of an invisible wallflower, she still couldn’t escape. What was it about old people that they thought gave them the right to throw proper etiquette out the window and just openly stare? Or make comments that they’d never in a million years have made if they were two decades younger?

      Slowly, Reine turned a little to the left, her hips still swaying to the music. Brown met hazel as her gaze collided with that of a man looking straight at her.

      She took the measure of him in a quick once-over. He was perhaps early thirties, probably half a head taller than she was in her heels, with broad shoulders and an athletic build. Though dressed in an expensive black tuxedo and equally expensive Italian shoes, he had a look about him that screamed military. Or perhaps ex-military.

      She wasn’t entirely sure what nationality he was—European or American, probably, judging by his light skin and sandy brown hair. She was sure he was not a politician. His posture was too stiff, and he lacked that suave confidence that oozed out of every pore of every politician she’d ever encountered.

      He also had entirely too much scruff for a politician. On him, however, the slightly unkempt facial hair was oddly attractive. Reine pegged him as either a bodyguard, or the brainless muscled arm candy of somebody else more important than he was. Attractive, but probably not much of a conversationalist.

      No sense being rude, however. She inclined her head in a polite nod.

      The man returned the nod with a smile that lit his entire face, lending a genuine warmth to his hazel eyes.

      That smile hit Reine with the force of a small bus. A little shaken, she turned away, lowering her champagne flute as she took a steadying breath. Okay. Perhaps she needed to revise her initial impression of him.

      That smile made him surprisingly attractive, in a subtle way that kind of crept up on a woman.

      Still not a politician, she thought, resisting the urge to look over her shoulder, but ‘brainless’ might have been too harsh.

      She felt a presence come up behind her a second before someone tapped lightly on her bare shoulder and said, “Excuse me.”

      Reine turned—and felt something flutter in the pit of her stomach as she found herself staring up at the handsome man.

      “Hi,” he said with another amazing smile that was just a little shy around the edges. “I’m Clay Dawson.” His voice was a pleasant, husky rumble that was entirely too attractive.

      He held out a hand to her. “May I have this dance?”
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      His erstwhile partners had explained it twice, but Clay Dawson still wasn’t entire sure what he was doing here at the Denquay Embassy tonight. He took a sip of chilled water from a fancy wine glass, gaze constantly assessing the ballroom, and let the buzz of conversation and the lovely strains of music wash over him.

      In the grand scheme of things, attending the Denquayan Ambassador’s wife’s birthday party didn’t seem very important. It was a birthday party, for crying out loud. Surely Blackthorn Security had higher priorities to attend to.

      His partners, Naomi Jones and Rob Skelton, begged to differ. A birthday party on this level was exactly the sort of thing they needed to attend. As far as either of them was concerned, running a security firm required networking and getting fat contracts from people who knew people.

      And here Clay had always thought that word of mouth advertising about them being reliable and good at what they did would be enough.

      He kept that thought to himself, however. His opinions weren’t very popular, lately. Going into business with his old buddy from the war in Afghanistan and a woman who’d worked in Naval Intelligence had seemed like a good idea at the time, but there were days that made him realize the three of them were lightyears apart in some of their ideologies and business practices.

      Tonight was a case in point.

      Hence the reason Clay still wasn’t entirely sure why he was here. Rob wanted to show him off, wanted prospective employers to see that they could hire security people who were urbane, cultured—and could kick ass when the situation warranted it. Clay wasn’t sure small talk at an international birthday party was the best way to get all that across, but what did he know?

      He was just an ex-soldier who spoke five languages and could kill a man ten different ways with his bare hands alone.

      Clay had to admit the venue was rather stunning, though. The ballroom in the Denquay Embassy was beautiful. He cast an appraising eye up at the domed glass ceiling that rose above them.

      Not tactical at all, even if it was bulletproof glass, but definitely beautiful. Of course, they were in Washington, D.C. and not Afghanistan or Iraq, so it wasn’t like they had to worry about somebody shooting a missile into the building, but his years in the Marines had left an impact.

      Clay would probably never be able to walk into a room without immediately assessing the people in it and both its tactical advantages and disadvantages again.

      Most of the time, he was okay with that.

      He took another sip of his water. Rob teased him about it sometimes, but Clay preferred not to drink on the job. He didn’t drink much period, anymore, but most definitely not when they were working.

      Besides, he’d never much cared for champagne anyway. It had always struck him as one of those things people liked to say they enjoyed because it was fancy and expensive.

      He glanced around the ballroom again. The food here would probably be good, though. Waiters hadn’t started circulating with trays of hors d’oeuvres yet, but it was only a matter of time. That was one thing Clay had gained an appreciation for while stationed overseas—he’d tried a number of new foods and had really come to enjoy most of them.

      His tie felt too tight around his throat, but he resisted the urge to loosen it. He also resisted the urge to tug at his cuffs. Naomi had pointed out once that when you thought about it, wearing a tuxedo wasn’t really that different from wearing a dress uniform, but it felt a lot different in Clay’s head.

      Earlier that evening, Naomi had examined him critically when he’d showed up in the lobby of the hotel they were staying at while they were in D.C. She’d bemoaned his stubborn unwillingness to shave, but otherwise declared that his tuxedo and Italian shoes passed muster. On this stage, looks were just about as important as qualifications.

      Deep down, Clay admitted he was a touch scared to find out what Naomi would do to him if he ruined Blackthorn Security’s image tonight by looking sloppy. The third member of their trio looked cool and elegant herself, with her riot of dark curls and tasteful burnt orange evening gown, but Clay knew she wasn’t above picking the locks on his hotel room door and waterboarding him in his sleep. There were days he wondered if her past in the military wasn’t just a touch more extensive that what she told everybody.

      A sudden hush flooded the ballroom, and Clay knew that Ambassador Ambrose and his wife had finally made their appearance. Dutifully, he turned to listen to the Ambassador’s speech along with everyone else, but while all eyes watched the couple step out on the dance floor, he watched the crowd over the rim of his water glass.

      Most of the people here were career politicians—regardless of their nationality. Then there was the usual group of businesspeople, celebrities, and other hangers-on. Here and there, he spotted members of various security details.

      They’d been trained to do a good job of blending in, but like recognized like. Clay picked them out easily. It was something in the way these men and women stood—an alertness in their posture and attitude that couldn’t completely be disguised.

      It was the way the world worked now. Nobody on this level ever felt completely safe. Bodyguards and security details were as normal as meetings and long chats about the world’s future over late lunches and dinners.

      Some of the women in attendance tonight were beautiful. Some were married, though Clay had learned in the past that that didn’t stop them from flirting outrageously at times.

      His gaze caught on a young woman dressed in a deep purple gown that highlighted the olive tones of her skin. Thick, glossy dark brown hair was twisted up into a complicated knot on the top of her head, though a few tendrils framed her narrow face. She was watching the crowd too, a half-full flute of champagne in her gloved hand, her hips swaying in time to the music. What he could see of her expression was pleasant, but her eyes held an oddly thoughtful note.

      It only took one glance for Clay to know that she exercised regularly. Her arms, which were bare from her shoulders to the top of her purple elbow-length gloves, were lithe and muscular. He wondered who she was.

      He didn’t remember seeing her face in any of the profiles Rob and Naomi had put together of potential employers at this soiree.

      As though feeling his gaze on her, the woman turned slightly and their gazes met. Dangly silver earrings glinted in the light from the chandelier as she gave him a nod.

      Clay felt a little shock go through him. Oh, yes, she was definitely beautiful. But there was something more about her—something breathtaking he couldn’t even figure out how to put into words at the moment.

      A little stunned, he smiled at her and nodded back.

      After a second that seemed to last forever, she looked away and their connection broke. Clay felt a pang deep in his chest. He inhaled sharply and raised his free hand to scrub it through his hair, remembering at the last second that he couldn’t do that right now. What was that?

      He’d never experienced anything like that before. All she’d done was look at him and—

      He swallowed. Focus, Dawson. You’re on the clock tonight. Don’t get distracted by a pretty face.

      His feet, however, had a mind of their own.

      Before Clay quite realized what he was doing, he found his feet carrying him toward the woman. Heart thudding in a way that it hadn’t even the last time he’d taken point on a field patrol to sweep for IEDs, he reached out a hand and tapped her on the shoulder.

      He introduced himself and asked her to dance before he could lose his nerve.

      Clay was only mostly shocked when she accepted.
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      Hiding the fact that there were butterflies doing a mad dance in her stomach, Reine allowed Clay Dawson to lead her out to the dance floor. Why not? She had time to kill and he might be a good distraction for a while.

      On the way, they both set their half-empty glasses on a passing waiter’s tray. Reine noticed with interest that Clay had been drinking water. That was unexpected. Either he didn’t drink or he had a code of ethics that involved restrictions on alcohol.

      That thought disappeared as Clay took her hand in his and settled his other hand at her waist. Even through the filmy fabric of her gown, his touch seemed to radiate heat. Hoping he couldn’t hear the way her heartbeat had quickened, Reine placed her left hand on his shoulder, the loop securing her matching purple clutch to her wrist securely in place.

      Clay waited a second, as though counting beats in his head, and then seamlessly swept her into the collection of couples swirling around the dance floor at the center of the ballroom.

      Only years of experience kept Reine from raising her eyebrows in surprise. She tilted her head to one side, considering her dance partner. What was that old saying her grandfather, God rest his soul, used to say? Never give a sword to a man who couldn’t dance?

      Well, this man could dance. Reine had danced with better, but for someone who mostly likely had a military background, Clay was not bad at all. He was light on his feet and he didn’t grip her too tightly.

      This close to him, she noticed that he smelled good. His cologne, which he’d applied lightly, smelled fresh and clean. Through the almost sheer fabric of her gloves, she could tell that his fingers were strong and a little weathered. This was a man who worked with his hands.

      Deep down, Reine approved. She could never openly admit it in her line of work, but she liked a man to have hands that were not as smooth—or smoother—than her own.

      She looked up into Clay’s face just as he looked down at her and lifted an eyebrow with a mischievous smile.

      “So, I’ve told you my name, but you have yet to introduce yourself, Miss…?”

      “Delgado. Reine Delgado.”

      “Miss Delgado.” Clay cocked his head. “It is ‘Miss’, right?” He made a show of looking around them. “Don’t have to worry about an angry husband coming after me, do I?”

      This drew a laugh from Reine. “I don’t think anyone has ever asked me if they had to worry about an angry husband before.” Over the top of Clay’s black-clad shoulder, she glimpsed the Ambassador and his wife waltzing together. Their posture was the easy familiarity of two people who lived their lives together, but there wasn’t any obvious passion.

      Maybe the rumors were true. Maybe the Ambassador did have a wandering eye and his wife tolerated it. Or perhaps they were simply private people, who kept their emotions and behavior tightly checked in public.

      Eight years working in the diplomatic field, and Reine still had yet to figure that out.

      She turned her attention back to her dance partner as he asked, “May I call you Reine?”

      The sound of his voice saying her name sent a surprising jolt of pleasure through her. She regarded him steadily, a little surprised by his politeness. (Sometimes Americans were entirely too forward.)

      Smiling, she inclined her head in a nod. “You may.”

      The waltz ended and changed to another, a lilting melody with a slightly slower pace that was more conducive to conversation. In the back of her mind, Reine marveled at how even tonight’s music had been chosen deliberately with that in mind.

      As they settled into a slow dance, Reine canted her head to one side, offering Clay a coy smile. “What brings you to the Embassy tonight, Clay Dawson?”

      “Work, I’m afraid.”

      “Let me guess. Security?”

      He pretended to look affronted, before grinning at her, a trifle ruefully. “Is it that obvious?”

      Reine found herself smiling back at him, though she tried—and failed—to school her expression into something serious. Even through his tuxedo jacket, she could feel the hard muscles in his shoulder beneath her gloved fingers. “Well, you do have that…military…look about you.”

      “It’s not the hair,” he said. “Grew it out on purpose.”

      “No.” Reine scrutinized his sandy brown hair, which curled just a bit around the edges, and her smile widened. “It’s not the hair.”

      Clay spun her around in time to the music. The little girl inside Reine swooned at the way her skirt swirled out and then swished against her legs as he spun her back into position.

      A little breathlessly, she said, “It’s the way you stand. I’ve seen it before, in countless men and women who have served in various countries.” She freed a hand to wave it in his general direction. “There is an alertness about you, as though you are always watching everything around you.”

      “We are always watching everything around us,” he said seriously, but then he grinned. It lit his entire face, making his hazel eyes sparkle. “Occupational hazard, I’m afraid. Drilled into us right from the start.” The sparkle in his eyes abruptly dimmed, something somber flickering through his gaze. “Not sure it ever goes away.”

      “I’m inclined to agree with you.” Reine’s smile turned a little softer at the edges. “Have you ever been to South America?”

      “No. Not yet. Spent most of my time in the Middle East. Marine Corps.”

      “Ah. May I ask where were you stationed?”

      “Afghanistan, mostly. Did a few tours.”

      That was about what Reine had expected. She nodded, then tilted her head to one side again. “Do you miss it?”

      Clay gave her a considering glance, as though debating the best way to answer this. Seeing her genuine curiosity, he shrugged. “I miss having a clear sense of purpose, maybe. This—” he jerked his chin to indicate their surroundings, “—isn’t quite the same.”

      Reine thought of sand and rock and the smell of gunfire on the wind. “No,” she said slowly. “I don’t see how it could be.”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad to have something to do.” Clay twirled her around again in time to the music, and when he brought her in close again, he gave her a charming smile. “In this particular job, I get to meet lovely ladies like you.”

      She acknowledged the compliment with a smile of her own and a flutter of her eyelashes. This American was surprisingly easy to talk to. It would be time for her mission before she knew it.

      Curiosity dug little pinprick claws into her again. She studied the bearded contours of Clay’s face, noting a couple of faded scars along his hairline on his left side. “Why did you leave the military, if you loved it so much?”

      She felt the muscles in his shoulder tense beneath her hand. He looked at her and then looked away, the expression in his hazel eyes going distant. A muscle twitched in his jaw, before he forced himself to relax.

      “It was time.” Clay turned his gaze back to her, his eyes full of shadows. “Lost a couple of good buddies to an IED. Damn near blew me up too.” He shook his head. “When that last tour was up, I decided I’d had enough.”
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