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Prologue






Collateral damage: damage, injuries, or deaths that are incidental to an intended target(s). Unintended civilian casualties or destruction of civilian property.








“Evacuate now!” Karen shouted through their comm line.


Nathan immediately pushed himself up from one of the pillars of the Metro Station, his gaze locking with Freeman’s, twenty feet away. This was fucking bad. They were undercover, but the urgency in Karen’s voice told him that didn’t matter now.


Freeman was closer to the exit. Nathan could see him pausing, as if he was going to wait for him. “Go!” he shouted at his teammate, already sprinting after him.


Selene was shouting over the comm too, telling them to get the hell out. He’d never heard her sound panicked before.


Adrenaline shot through him like a cannon blast as he ran, his legs eating up the distance between the subway tracks and the nearest set of stairs. He ignored the strange looks he got from people. If Karen or Selene told him to start tap-dancing in the middle of an op, he’d do it. Not because he was a mindless puppet who followed orders, but because he trusted them with his life. He couldn’t say that about many people. And if they were telling him to get the hell out, then he was outta here.


That was when he heard it. A familiar whistle and then a whoosh of air. The unmistakable sound of a rocket.


Shit, shit, shit.


They were screwed. Without thinking, he tackled the woman nearest to him. Hell, if he could save one random person, he’d do it. Before she could utter a scream, an explosion rent the air, the roar deafening as a brief blast of heat licked through the station. Keeping her body beneath his, he covered his head with his arm as debris rained down around them.


Something hard slammed into his left leg. He groaned at the shock of pain as the bone snapped. Before it fully registered, something else fell onto his arm, skimming his head. Not as heavy, but his vision blurred for a moment. The edges of his sight went black and he fought to remain conscious as the woman cried beneath him. She wasn’t struggling but was huddled up trying to get even closer to him. He succumbed to the darkness dragging him under.


Nathan’s eyes snapped open to the sound of groans and crying nearby. Shit, he must have lost consciousness for a couple of seconds. The woman was still beneath him, her body shaking. That was good—she was awake. “You okay?” he rasped out. There was a dull ringing in his ears, his head pounding.


“Think . . . so.” Her teeth chattered.


“I’m rolling off you.” When he did, he winced as a jagged pain tore through his leg. He glanced down his body and grimaced at the odd angle his lower leg stuck out at. Definitely broken. It would be easy to give in to the pain and lie back, but he could actually hear his former gunnery sergeant telling him to “rub some fucking dirt on it, Marine!” Code for get over it and man up.


He quickly did a scan of the rest of his body. His head hurt, but his other leg seemed fine and he could move his arms and torso well enough as he pushed himself up.


As he scanned the interior of the Metro, he withdrew his weapon instinctively. He could see a few unmoving bodies, some pinned beneath large pieces of concrete, others lying with their body parts twisted at odd angles. Not good.


The woman, still huddled in a ball on the dusty floor, gasped at the sight of his SIG. “What is that?”


What the hell did she think it was? “It’s fine. I’m . . . the police.” Not true, but he wasn’t going to tell her he was part of an elite group of NSA agents the public didn’t know about and that he’d been working on a covert op when someone had decided to blow up the place. He tapped his earpiece, seeing if he could turn it on, but he knew it was pointless.


He hadn’t heard anyone since the explosion.


Piles of rubble littered the station, and he could see patches of blue sky from where the ceiling had caved in. “Freeman?” he called out.


“I’m good. Broke a couple bones but I’ll live,” his teammate shouted from nearby, his voice shaky. It sounded as if he was on the other side of twin piles of rubble.


“Same here. Broke my leg, can’t move too much without help.” A wave of nausea swept through him, but he shoved it back. There was no time for that shit.


“Sit tight. Gonna see if my phone works.” Freeman’s voice had that thready quality to it, as if talking was a struggle.


His phone. Hell, why hadn’t he thought of that? Moving sluggishly, Nathan patted his pants pocket, trying to feel for his cell, when the woman next to him gently touched his arm.


Her eyes were wide and her face and hair were streaked with dirt, probably from when he’d tackled her to the dingy floor. “You’re bleeding,” she said, still shaking but not as bad as before. She pointed to his head before looking around and snagging her purse, which was a foot from them. “I think I’ve got some tissues or something.”


Her fingers fumbled to open the giant purse, but he stilled her with his free hand. “It’s okay. Just sit tight. Help is on the way.”


Pop. Pop. Pop.


His blood chilled in his veins. Gunfire. There was too much debris in the way, and the acoustics of the place made it impossible to accurately decide which direction it had come from. But it wasn’t right on top of them, which was good.


“Was that—”


Nathan held a finger to the woman’s mouth. Eyes growing even wider, she nodded, so he dropped his hand. He pointed in the direction of the stairs. There was a pile of rubble there too, blocking what he knew was their only exit. He’d have to crawl over it with some difficulty, but she should be all right as far as he could tell.


Keeping his weapon in his hand was a difficult feat as he crab-crawled backward, dragging his busted leg as he went. And didn’t that hurt like a bitch? But he couldn’t afford to let his guard down and he couldn’t attempt to belly-crawl. He might not know the exact direction of those gunshots, but he knew the general area. The west side. So he was making it to the east side and not exposing his back to anyone. He needed to get backup, because if there was a team down here, he wasn’t fit to engage. He’d do it no problem, but he had only one weapon and he was fighting unconsciousness each second that passed. They needed help.


At this point he wasn’t sure if the shooter was the dirty DEA agent they’d brought in as part of this op or someone completely new. Didn’t much matter. The only thing that mattered was getting out of this place in one piece and making sure no more innocent civilians were injured in the name of greed and power.


He glanced over his shoulder once as he crawled, relief flooding his system as they reached the nearest pile.


“Can you make it over?” he asked the woman quietly. Whispering would carry louder down here.


She nodded. “Yeah. I don’t want to leave you, though.” Her voice was just as quiet as his.


“It’s okay. I’m going to make a call for help. Rescue teams should already be setting up outside. Go as far as you can to the stairs, but don’t crawl under any beams or unstable-looking boulders. Don’t take any risks. If you have to sit tight, just wait for a rescue.”


“You’re sure?” she whispered, clearly torn.


“I swear.” He appreciated her bravery, but he wanted her out. He wanted as many innocent civilians out of here as possible. For all he knew, there could be bombs planted in the Metro, ready to be detonated. The rocket could have been only the first stage in this attack.


“Okay,” she said. “If I make it to a rescue team, I’ll tell them where you are.”


“Thanks.” As she started to climb, he managed to tug his cell free from his pocket—and found it had been damaged. The screen was busted and it was beyond repair. Freaking great.


Sighing, he weighed his options, trying his best to ignore the pain blasting all his nerve endings. He could try to crawl up after her or make his way to where he’d heard Freeman last. He couldn’t leave his teammate behind. At this point they couldn’t call out to each other, not with an unknown gunman somewhere nearby, so he’d just have to crawl until he found his friend.


Gritting his teeth, he’d started to move when an eerie cracking sound echoed through the tunnel. A thick chunk of concrete slammed down barely ten feet away from him. Pieces shattered out in every direction.


Looking up, he saw more pieces starting to fall. Panic bloomed inside him as he scrambled backward again. He winced as his palms dug into sharp shards of debris, the pieces cutting up his hands. He’d moved two feet when another chunk crashed where he’d just been.


His heart in his throat, he kept moving until he backed up against another pile of rubble. At least he’d made progress.


“Ortiz?” Freeman called out, despite the fact that they shouldn’t be talking.


“I’m good.” For now. “You?”


“Yeah.”


Okay, then. That would have to do for now. As he settled up against the uncomfortable pile to take a short break, the image of Amelia filled his head. The thought of her surprised him, but maybe it shouldn’t have. He’d locked up his memories of her for years, compartmentalizing the way he had to in order to attempt to get over her.


For the first time in almost twelve years, he wanted to reach out to her, just hear her voice again. He could have died today. Hell, he still might die. The only thing he was sure of, he didn’t want to leave the earth without talking to her again, seeing her again.




Chapter 1






HUMINT—Human intelligence: information gathered from human sources. It is done openly and covertly.








“So, who’s the lucky lady?” Selene asked, raising an eyebrow as she straightened her white blond ponytail back into place. With multiple skill sets, most of them deadly, she was one of the best operatives Wesley Burkhart had ever trained.


Right now Wesley decided to ignore her as his two-year-old granddaughter bounced on his knee. “How was the run?”


“Uh-uh. You don’t care about my boring run.” Tall, lean, and strong, she strode to her refrigerator and pulled out a water bottle. “Spill the deets. I know you’re not heading back to D.C. tomorrow for work. And you’ve been acting weird lately. It’s a woman; I know it.” She pinned him with a pale blue stare that would have made a lot of people squirm.


But he was deputy director of the NSA. A stare didn’t affect him. Even if she was right about it being a woman. But the situation was complicated.


“Spill da deets!” Faith demanded, her little fist sweetly patting his face.


His heart tightened. He’d never been married or had kids. Though he considered Selene like a daughter to him. And now he considered Faith his granddaughter, whether they were related by blood or not. That shit was just unimportant details, because the two females in the kitchen with him were his family. He’d taken Selene in when she was a teenager—after she was rescued from a drug lord who’d kidnapped her—and she’d burrowed her way into his heart without trying.


As he cleared away the knot in his throat, his mouth pulled into a thin line. “You’re teaching her terrible slang.”


Selene just continued watching him as if she could read his mind. “I’ll figure out who she is. You know I will—and I won’t use my computer skills either. Just good old detective work.”


He snorted, then cringed when he smelled something unpleasantly pungent. Lifting Faith off his lap, he handed her to Selene. “I got the last one. Your turn.”


Her lips parted, likely to protest, but she stopped when his phone buzzed on the kitchen table. He was never off the clock, so it wasn’t a surprise that he was getting a call after what most civilians considered normal working hours on a Thursday evening. When he saw the phone number of an old friend, he frowned. This wouldn’t be work-related.


“Hey,” he said as Selene and Faith disappeared from the room.


“You busy?” Matias Deleon, one of his oldest friends, asked. Former CIA, now living in sunny Miami, he’d been enjoying his retirement for a little over a year.


“I’m free. Everything okay?”


There was a pause. Slight enough, but Wesley didn’t miss it. “Are you in Miami right now?”


So Matias was avoiding answering by asking a question. Typical. The retired spook knew that the NSA had a covert base in Miami. Whenever Wesley was in town, he got together with Matias. But he could tell this wasn’t a social call. “No.”


Another, longer pause. “I . . . need a favor.”


“Lay it on me.”


“It’s small scale for you, but I’m calling in all my favors for this. It’s about a girl.”


Surprise filtered through Wesley. Much like him, Matias had been a lifelong bachelor, married to the Navy first, where the two of them had originally met decades ago, then to his job. “Okay.”


“Before I retired I bought some condos when the real estate market in Florida crashed. Instead of flipping them, I decided to rent them out, especially since I’m living here to manage them. It’s been a good investment.”


Wesley pulled a water bottle from the fridge and stayed silent as Matias got to his point, which sometimes took a while. They’d been friends a long time and Wesley knew how the man operated.


“One of my renters is—was—a young girl about twenty. She didn’t have much of a credit history, but she’s had a hard life, so I went with my gut and gave her a chance. She’s been the perfect tenant. More than a tenant if I’m being honest. She’s become like a daughter to me.” He snorted self-deprecatingly. “Or maybe like a granddaughter. Whatever. She’s a good kid and she’s gone missing. It’s been about a month.”


Finding missing people wasn’t remotely his specialty, but Wesley had resources he’d lend to Matias if he was able. Before he could respond, his friend continued.


“She’s been living in the condo almost as long as I’ve been in Miami. We have dinner together twice a week and sometimes lunch more than that. She’s been working and putting herself through college, going part-time. Then out of the blue I get a letter from her—a fucking letter, not an e-mail—with the current and next month’s rent, explaining that she’s found a new job and will be moving out of the city. The letter read as if it was from a tenant to an owner with no clear personal relationship. Her place had been cleaned out and all her accounts closed. Not that she had many. There’s been no activity on her one credit card, and her cell phone has been shut off. By her, or someone claiming to be her. It’s not like she lapsed in paying her bills, she just fell off the grid.”


“Have you reported anything to the local police?” Wesley figured he knew the answer but asked anyway.


“Not exactly. I know a few local detectives, but she’s an adult and by all accounts she doesn’t look like a missing person on paper. And my instinct doesn’t count for shit with the cops. Not officially anyway. I’d just come off as an overprotective friend. And before you ask, the check was a cashier’s check with a return address of her condo. I don’t know what happened to her stuff, but it’s not in storage anywhere local that I can find. She quit her job the same way, with a letter. She doesn’t have a boyfriend, wasn’t having any issues with any men, no family, and only a few friends at school. She’d taken a semester off school to earn money, but she was planning on taking a summer class. This just isn’t like her and . . . there’s more.”


Wesley sighed as he heard the garage door opening. Levi would be home now. He figured Selene was giving Faith her bath, since she hadn’t come back to the kitchen. “Tell me.” He nodded at Levi, Selene’s husband and a former operative, as the man stepped into the kitchen. Maybe it was Wesley’s expression, but Levi just nodded once, then headed back to find his wife and daughter. Still, Wesley opened the side door to their kitchen and stepped out onto the porch for privacy.


“I couldn’t let this thing go, so for the past month I’ve done all I can to find more. Turns out there are similar instances of other young women in the same age range who have ‘gone missing.’ Not missing in the technical sense, but they’ve quit their jobs, then fallen off the face of the earth. Completely going off the grid. I’m talking no e-mails, no phone bills, no credit card or bank account use, no rental agreements anywhere, nothing. And the ones I’ve found so far have all ended their rental agreements the same way, with letters worded eerily similarly to the one I received. It could be nothing, but my gut says it’s not. They’ve all got a connection to Bayside Community Center—”


“Bayside?”


“Yeah, you know the place?”


“I know the owner. She’s above reproach.” She was newly married to one of his guys and a sweet woman.


“Maria Cervantes?”


It was O’Reilly now, but Welsey didn’t correct Matias. “Yep.”


Matias let out a breath. “I looked into her as much as I could and she looks clean. She one of yours?”


“More or less.”


“Okay. Regardless, there’s a connection at Bayside, but there could be more links I’m not seeing. I’ve done all I can, but I don’t have the resources you do.”


“Have you asked anyone at the Agency?” Referring to Matias’s former employer.


Matias snorted. “No. I can and might, but I’m asking you first. You have more resources than anyone I know, you don’t care about bullshit red tape, and you’re a friend. I trust you with this.”


“I might not be able to help you.”


“I know.”


Wesley had more questions and he’d get them answered, but for now . . . “Can you send me everything you’ve accumulated so far?”


“Yeah. I’ve saved everything online. I’ve scanned my letter and the copies from the other rental owners. I’ve got everything uploaded to a private file-sharing site.”


He’d been prepared for Wesley’s questions. Good. “Send the info to my personal e-mail. I’ll look at it tonight and let you know what I find.”


“Thank you.”


“Don’t thank me yet.” Miami was a beautiful place to live, but it had a dark underbelly. Drugs, weapons, and women were all sold for the right price. Recently he and one of his teams had helped shut down a huge sex-trafficking ring, but there could be others in Miami. Hell, there probably were. There was a lot of evil in the world, and unfortunately he couldn’t stop it all.


But he was damn sure going to try to help his friend. If the girl was being trafficked, he was going to find her and save her.


Wesley glanced up from his computer as his assistant/super-analyst Karen Stafford half knocked on his open door, already stepping inside. “You got a second?”


He held up a finger, then turned so she could see he had his Bluetooth in. When she started to back out, he shook his head and pointed at one of the cushy chairs in front of his desk. Sleek and polished as always, she nodded and took a seat, setting one of the many tablets she used on her lap. She worked her magic as he hurriedly ended his current call.


As he tapped the earpiece off and slid it out of his ear, he looked at her. “So?”


“So, I know why your friend was a spook for so long. It’s taken us four days and considerable resources and we’ve found thirty-five more women to his fifteen. I can’t believe he discovered fifteen linked women with basically just doing on-the-ground research.”


Wesley wasn’t surprised but didn’t respond, even as his gut tightened. Thirty-five more women? Not good.


“They’ve all got almost identical socioeconomic backgrounds—tough childhood, placed either in the foster system or with relatives instead of their parents for long periods of time, all in the lowest income bracket. None of them are under eighteen or older than twenty-eight. None have a history of drug or substance abuse. They had a tough time growing up, but none of these women are addicts, something I found interesting and noted in my files. Ethnic backgrounds vary, but basically they’re young, healthy, and from the pictures, pretty women.”


Wesley nodded once. “This is good work.”


“There’s more.” Her tone was dark. “Your contact is right, they’re all connected to Bayside Community Center one way or another, but there are other connections including the owner of a couple local restaurants. Twelve of the missing women have worked for the owner, Amelia Rios, at one time over the last year. She has a background similar to the women’s and according to what I’ve dug up so far, she’s worked very hard to get to where she is. It appears she might have had some dealings with a local loan shark when she started her first business, but she doesn’t have a record. With her similar history and the connection, I wanted to note her too. Oh, and she changed her last name when she turned eighteen, which could be for any number of reasons, but again, I found it interesting.


“This is just the tip of what I’ve found, but after researching I’m convinced your friend is right. Fifty women, all living in Miami at the time they disappeared—that we’ve found so far—all leave their lives under the same circumstances. They’re all basically alone in the world, so no one will miss them, and they’re young and beautiful—and a legal age.”


They were easy prey was what it boiled down to. To hell with that. This wasn’t the type of case he normally worked on, but he was going to make an exception for his friend and because it was the right thing to do. He simply couldn’t look the other way, and he wasn’t letting another agency take over.


It would be tricky, but he was going to reach out to the local PD and set up a small task force in Miami to figure out what the hell was going on. He had enough discretionary funds to make this happen. It was possible someone thought they could step into Paul Hill’s shoes, a man who had run the skin trade in Miami for a long time. A man the NSA and other agencies had brought down—though he’d ended up getting killed in prison not long after. The thought made Wesley smile. He was glad that bastard was dead. “Will you shut the door?” he asked, earning a surprised look from Karen.


But she stood and shut the door before returning to her seat.


He had the perfect agent in mind for this op. “I know you’re friends with Ortiz.”


She nodded. “Yes.”


Nathan Ortiz had been injured in a Metro bomb blast in D.C. months before. He’d recently been cleared for active duty, but Wesley didn’t want to make the mistake of sending him into the field too soon. Wesley was the one who’d recruited him as a Black Death 9 agent. Ortiz was now a member of the NSA’s elite group who took on covert, off-the-books operations, but this would be his biggest op to date, since he was so new. And he was just coming off bed rest and physical therapy. Still, he was from Miami and familiar with the city in a way that would help him blend with the locals. Not to mention that one of his cover IDs was perfect for what Wesley was contemplating.


“How’s he been doing?” Wesley knew what went on under his purview, but Karen likely knew more about the day-to-day workings of their people.


She lifted her shoulders slightly. “He’s more than competent, but you need to put him back in the field. He does all his work without complaint and he does it well. While he has the skills of an analyst, he doesn’t love it the way Elliott or I do. And if you keep him here too long, you’ll burn him out. I think he’s starting to feel stagnant.”


Surprise flickered through him, but he didn’t show it. “He told you this?”


“No, but we’re friends. Tucker and I had him over for dinner last week and he said something about wanting to get back in the field. It was the way he said it. He’s ready.”


Wesley nodded, glad her instinct was the same as his. In the end he’d make the decision he thought was best, but he valued Karen’s insight. “Thanks. Clear your schedule and hand off anything that isn’t a priority.”


“We’re going to find these women?” There was a trace of surprise in her voice, probably because she knew as well as he did that finding missing women wasn’t what they did.


“Women are often used in the sex slave trade, and profits from their sales go to funding terrorism.” That was the angle he’d use for getting this operation off the ground. Because he was already involved and simply couldn’t walk away. Not when Matias had asked him for this favor and not when all these women were just disappearing without a trace. No one was looking for them.


Until now.




Chapter 2






Blown: discovery of an agent’s true identity or a clandestine activity’s true purpose.








Two weeks later


Amelia Rios took the tulip-shaped champagne glass from her date, Iker Mercado, with a smile. At forty-five, he was seventeen years older than her and definitely the oldest man she’d ever been on a date with. Not that she dated much, not with her schedule. But Mercado was interesting, charming, handsome, and he didn’t have a reputation as a man-whore. If he had, she would have declined his invitation. In her experience, playboy types tended to have little respect for her gender. No, thank you.


If anything, the man had practically lived like a saint for the last twenty-five years. She knew from gossip that his wife had died at nineteen during childbirth. He’d only been twenty, yet had raised his daughter and had never gotten remarried or really even dated. If gossip was to be believed, of course. In this case, she believed it.


“You look beautiful tonight,” he murmured, his gaze raking over her appreciatively. But not in a creepy way. Everything about him was so polished, from his tailored tuxedo to his genuine smile. When he looked at people or talked to them, he was always engaged, and none of it seemed forced.


“You look pretty good yourself.” She smiled, pasting on the brightest one she could muster. She rarely came to events such as the auction Mercado was putting on. She always felt like an impostor at things like this. While no one could say she didn’t look the part with her sleek black dress, new manicure and pedicure, and, thanks to a friend, an intricate hairstyle that looked as if she’d paid a fortune to have it done, she still felt like a fraud. It was her own insecurities, something she was well aware of. Didn’t change the fact that she felt like a big fake standing around with so many women of Miami’s high society, all of whom were decked out in glittering, blinding jewelry. Part of her that she hated admitting existed wondered why Mercado had even asked her to this thing. He’d pursued her decently enough too, asking her out three times before she’d agreed.


She was pretty, she knew that, but so many of the women were wealthy and elegant with the right pedigree. She was none of those things. She’d lived in dumps for years before finally getting her restaurants off the ground. Now she made a good living, but some days she still felt like that young girl working double shifts seven days a week and so desperate to claw her way out of her life that she’d have done practically anything. People who think money can’t buy you happiness have never been poor. Not that she actually thought money could buy happiness, but it sure as hell paid the bills and gave her stability.


“So, how do you think it’s going? Or is it too soon to tell?” she continued, taking advantage of it just being the two of them. Considering he was the one putting on the silent auction for charity and was a well-respected man, they’d barely had more than a minute of alone time tonight. Oddly she wasn’t that disappointed. The man was perfect on paper and incredibly nice, but she didn’t feel much of a spark.


“I think it’s going well.” He stepped a fraction closer, letting his hand settle on one of her hips in a loose but somehow still possessive gesture. It didn’t make her uncomfortable, but it was surprising. “Though I now see that asking you to this for our first date was a mistake.”


Shock rippled through her at his words. Did he not think she was the right kind of woman to bring to this? “Was it?” Her words came out icier than she’d intended.


He blinked in surprise, a small frown pulling at his mouth. “We’ve had no private time. I’d like to take you out again soon, just the two of us. Maybe I’ll cook for you?”


Oh God, she felt like an idiot. She wanted to crush all her insecurities, but sometimes they just flared to the surface with no warning. The clenching in her gut dissipated when it registered he hadn’t been insulting her. “I—”


“Iker!” A female voice cut off the rest of what Amelia had been about to say.


Which was maybe a good thing. She wasn’t certain she wanted to go on another date with him anyway. If the spark wasn’t there, she doubted it would magically appear during another date. Deep down she wondered if she’d ever feel that “thing” with anyone. She had once, but that was so long ago. Over a decade. And she was pretty certain she’d just built up the combustible attraction in her mind. No one could have been that sexy, that intense, that—


She realized that Mercado was introducing her to someone. Naomi Baronet. A beautiful woman with bright red hair swept up into a simple twist. She was likely in her forties. Her features were sharp, defined, and elegant. Amelia smiled and shook the hand the woman was offering. Thank God she didn’t have to do the air-kiss thing so many people had been doing tonight. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“You as well, Miss Rios.” Her eyes glinted with something that made Amelia feel uneasy. The woman watched her like a bug under a microscope.


But she kept her smile in place. “Please call me Amelia.”


“And you must call me Naomi. I’ve been wanting to meet you for a while now.” Her smile was easy, her teeth a brilliant white, but there was no warmth in her eyes.


“You have?” Amelia couldn’t imagine why. She had never even heard of this woman.


Naomi nodded, her eyes narrowing just a fraction as Iker slid his arm around Amelia’s waist, holding her loosely, but still close. It felt as if he was being protective. “Yes, I know you’ve been working in tandem with Maria and all those . . . unfortunate women.” Disdain laced the last two words, even as she tried to mask it. “I know Maria’s father disapproves of all the time she spends at that center, but she’s such a giving woman. I don’t know how she does it.”


Unfortunate women? “That” center? This woman was like a cartoon character. Amelia forced herself to keep her voice even. Sometimes her temper got away from her, and tonight was not the time for that. “She does a great service to our community. And those ‘unfortunate’ women are basically young girls who had nothing growing up and simply want a better life for themselves. And they’re not afraid to work hard for it.” Something Amelia could appreciate. Ice coated her voice even as she tried to order herself to keep that facade in place. But people like Naomi, who wore entitlement around themselves like a silk wrap, annoyed her.


The woman blinked in surprise, but before she could respond, Iker’s grip on Amelia tightened. “Naomi, I see someone I need to speak to, but save me a dance.” As he steered Amelia away, she inwardly cringed.


“Ah, sorry if I was—”


“Don’t apologize,” he said through a smile. “She is . . . an unlikable individual. And if you see me dancing with her later, I beg you to come save me.” The light humor in his voice eased the tightness in her chest.


“You’re not friends with her?”


“No. I’ve done business with her brother, but that’s the extent of our relationship. She’s here because she wants to show off her jewelry and be seen. She doesn’t care about our community.” It was clear he did care.


Amelia wondered what was wrong with herself. Why she didn’t feel more of a spark for him. The setting tonight was perfectly romantic. Afro-Cuban jazz played in the background, the band he’d hired nothing less than spectacular. The music—along with the servers walking around wearing fedoras and the birds-of-paradise centerpieces—gave the auction a vintage, glamorous Old Havana feel.


“There’s something I need to tell you,” he continued, pulling her closer to the dance floor, expertly maneuvering through the throng of people. “I had you checked out before asking you on a date.”


Gathering her thoughts, she took a sip of her champagne before responding, “You mean like investigated?”


He nodded. “Yes. I don’t date much and I’m careful when I do.”


Whoa, he must be wealthier than she’d realized, something that made her incredibly uncomfortable. “Okay.” She wasn’t even certain how to respond.


He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, seemingly uncomfortable as well, which was at odds with the polished man. “I wanted to be up front with you. I should probably apologize, but I’m not sorry. I’ve gotten burned in the past by women who wanted only one thing from me.”


The ghost of a smile touched her lips. It was refreshing that he was being so honest, but also a little unnerving. “I Googled you,” she admitted. Definitely not the same thing as having her investigated, though.


He smiled, the charming man perfectly back in place. His hair was a honey brown with just a few faint hints of gray peeking through. “And?”


“And you seem pretty decent.”


He laughed at that. “You do wonders for my ego.”


Shrugging, she took another sip of her champagne. “So, what did you find out about me that I probably wouldn’t have shared on a first date?” She couldn’t help wondering what he’d discovered in his investigation. Probably that she’d changed her last name. Maybe he’d figured out why, maybe not. She wasn’t going to offer up the information, not unless they got to know each other better. It was too hard to talk about. Having her name linked to her mother, a prostitute, wasn’t something she’d wanted for the rest of her life.


“You’re the owner of two successful restaurants, something I already knew anyway.”


“How do you know they’re successful?”


Now he shrugged, all casual innocence. “About a year ago I looked into buying commercial property near La Cocina de Amelia. I checked out the surrounding businesses to see how profitable they were.”


Smart. “Did you buy the property?”


A brief nod. “I did. I wish I’d gone into one of your restaurants back then, though. Maybe we would have met sooner.” His eyes darkened at that, undeniable heat simmering there.


She felt her cheeks warm up just a bit at the boldness in his gaze. She still wasn’t sure she felt anything for him and loathed herself for it. Loathed that after a decade she still had lingering feelings for a man she knew she’d never see again. It was her own fault, but it didn’t lessen the emotions one iota. Glancing away, she nearly dropped her glass when she spotted Nathan freaking Ortiz moving around the edge of the dance floor, headed her way.


Nathan. Ortiz.


Had she lost her ever-loving mind? She gave herself a hard mental shake and looked away. When she found her gaze drawn directly back to the man again, she realized that no, she hadn’t lost her mind.


Taller than her—but who wasn’t?—muscular, yet lean, he filled out his tuxedo with absolute perfection. He had the sleek lines of a graceful predator. Though he wasn’t looking at her, there was no doubt in her mind that he’d seen her and was making his way over here. He was moving with far too much purpose. What was he doing here? Was he living in Miami again? The last she knew he’d joined the Marine Corps, but that had been twelve years ago.


She guessed he could be on social media, but she only had accounts for her business, not herself, so she didn’t know. She’d been tempted a time or two to look him up but had never followed through. She figured he’d gotten married and had kids by now—not something she needed to see or know about. She didn’t begrudge him any happiness, but the thought of him settling down with someone had just been too depressing. Actually seeing pictures of him on social media with a smiling, happy family? No, thanks. It wasn’t as if they had any common friends, so she’d never heard an inkling about him over the years. That alone had made it so much easier to bury her curiosity. Or at least ignore it.


Just watching him move was like watching— Gah, she couldn’t even think of a good analogy, but a low-grade heat started building inside her, her nipples tightening almost painfully in awareness. The man was even sexier than she remembered, but there was nothing boyish about him anymore. He’d been eighteen the last time she saw him, so he’d be almost thirty now. He had a bit of scruff on his face, not a full-on beard, but oh sweet Lord, he was gorgeous. She absolutely hated that her body just seemed to flare to life at the mere sight of him. Like a switch flipping, she didn’t even feel like herself right now. She wanted to crawl out of her skin to escape this surreal sensation of watching the man whom she’d never gotten over make his way toward her and her date.


Amelia tore her gaze from Nathan as he disappeared behind a cluster of people and focused on Iker, who was still smiling at her. Guilt suffused her, but thank God he couldn’t read her mind. She wanted to ask him to dance, to drag him out onto the gleaming wooden floor and get away from Nathan. If that made her a coward, she didn’t care. When Iker plucked a new champagne glass for her from one of the passing servers, she didn’t protest.


“I’d like you to meet an associate of mine,” Iker murmured, slipping his arm around her waist in the same way he’d done with Naomi, only this time his grip was tighter, less casual. Definitely a male-territorial thing, if she had to guess.


When she turned in his arm, looking up to meet his associate, she shouldn’t have been surprised to see Nathan. But the shock of seeing him up close was a punch to her senses. Blood rushed to her face and she inwardly cursed her reaction.


“Amelia, this is Miguel Ortiz.”


Miguel? Nathan’s eyes were the same dark espresso she remembered. She didn’t know what to make of the name Miguel but didn’t comment on that. If he was using another name, she figured he didn’t want to admit they knew each other. So she didn’t acknowledge that she knew him, instead smiling politely as she held out a hand.


He took it, shook her hand almost stiffly, formally. It was weird touching him again after so long. Just feeling his skin against her brought up far too many memories. Ones that should stay buried. The man had always been so talented with his fingers and mouth. So, so talented. Something she shouldn’t be thinking about.


“A pleasure to meet you.” His words were raspy, but it was clear he didn’t plan to acknowledge her either. Okay, so he was definitely using an alias.


She’d be lying if she said she wasn’t curious why. No matter what, she certainly wasn’t going to call him out in front of anyone else. She swallowed hard, forcing her throat to work. “You too.” Two words—she was a freaking rock star. She swallowed again, this time subtly. “Are you in antiquities too?” she asked, looking between the two men, thankful that she seemed to have herself under control.


Nathan looked at Iker, something dark in his gaze. “Something like that.”


She wasn’t sure what passed between them, but Iker seemed annoyed. He was still all charm, but something had shifted.


“Would it offend you if I asked your date for a dance?” Nathan asked, his gaze perfectly placid and polite. But there was something in his eyes she couldn’t get a handle on.


“I don’t speak for Amelia.” Iker’s voice was butter smooth.


Now Nathan turned that laserlike focus on her again. “Will you dance with me?”


A soft Cuban beat filled the air as the lights dimmed a fraction. “Uh . . .” She glanced at Iker. She didn’t want to be rude and they’d both already danced with other people earlier in the evening. Still, it felt as if it might be impolite to say yes, but she really wanted to talk to Nathan—or Miguel—and ask why he was using another name and why he was in Miami. For a brief moment she wondered if he was in some sort of criminal business, but almost immediately she discarded that idea. The Nathan she’d known had seen the world in black and white; he’d been so damn honorable about everything. Since she wasn’t going to find out by guessing, she let her curiosity win. “Do you mind?”


Iker’s expression was soft as he shook his head. “No, but save the next one for me.” Surprising her, he kissed her forehead in a sweet gesture.


Before she could react or think, Nathan took her hand and she found herself in his arms. She was glad she’d worn heels so she was better matched for him, heightwise. He was six feet tall, the same as Iker. But Nathan’s presence was somehow bigger, more intense. Of course that was probably just to her, not to the entire room.


As one of his big hands landed on her hip, more of those stupid memories pushed themselves up, including the one of her at his school’s prom. It had been so damn cliché, but they’d lost their virginity to each other after the prom. It was a sweet memory, one she’d always cherished. Despite the surreal quality of the situation, she wanted to lean into him, to soak up all of him. It had been so long since she saw him, since she ended things with him in the worst way possible, and it was difficult to believe he was here. She still felt guilty about the way she’d cut him out of her life so abruptly.
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