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  About Next Exit, Quarter Mile


When Alina Maschik – code name “Viper” – flees Syria, she has a serious problem. Someone knows much more than they should about the elusive assassin. With orders to lie low, Alina returns to Medford, determined to do just that. 
But once again, New Jersey refuses to co-operate.
The Casa Reino Cartel is moving mysterious cargo up the Eastern seaboard; a tragic accident in the Pine Barrens kills a local street racer; FBI Special Agent John Smithe is looking for answers where there shouldn’t be questions; metro area hospitals are stockpiling a new antidote, and an invisible foe has zeroed in on Viper.
A web of intrigue stretching from Damascus to the Pine Barrens has been skillfully cast. Now, Viper must confront ghosts from her past even as she fights to unravel a sinister plot before thousands of Americans die.

*This book was entirely written, edited, and published by humans. Research assistance to the author was provided by one very polite and amusing robot. 







  
  It is with very special thanks that I’d like to acknowledge CW4 Chad Griffin, USA, RET. Without his unfailing willingness to share his knowledge with a civilian author, this book could never have reached the level of technical accuracy that it did. He faithfully answered random questions at all hours of the day and night, never once questioning why he was being asked about bullet velocity or operational procedure. His support and eagerness to help make the military passages as accurate as possible was truly invaluable.
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  “For I hear the whispering of many - terror on every side! - as they scheme together against me, as they plot to take my life.”Psalm 31:13








  
  Prologue


Amalfi Coast Road, Italy 
The sun was shining high in a cloudless blue sky, bathing the coast with warmth as the gleaming, silver Aston Martin Vanquish flew around the hairpin turn, skillfully navigating the curve without decreasing speed. The driver glanced in the rearview mirror before taking the next bend at the same high speed. Once through the turn, the sleek sports car faced an open, straight stretch of road that ran parallel with the cliff. Beyond the edge of that cliff, a sheer drop ended in the choppy Mediterranean Sea far below. The driver glanced in the rearview mirror once more before lowering the pedal to the floor. The engine growled in contentment as it increased speed, gliding along the pavement effortlessly. Millions of diamonds sparkled on the surface of the deep blue sea stretching to the left, refracting light from the brilliant sun above, but the breathtaking sight went unnoticed by the driver as she threw back her head and laughed in pure joy as the speed entered triple digits. 
When the black Mercedes shot out of the last bend behind her, the Vanquish was already halfway to the curve that would bend the road inland towards the city. The driver glanced in the mirror. The distance was too great for the Mercedes to catch her now, and she returned her eyes to the road. If there was any thought to the speed at which they were traveling, it was only to know that she would reach the safety of the city before the car pursuing her. A Mercedes could not catch an Aston Martin with such a large lead. 
An Audi emerged from the bend ahead, coming toward her, and the driver pursed her lips in displeasure. Glancing back at the Mercedes, she hesitated for the briefest of seconds before taking her foot off the gas. The speedometer immediately began to plummet as the driver reached into the middle console, extracting a 9mm, semi-automatic pistol. As the sports car dropped down into double digits, she watched the Mercedes begin to close the gap behind her. The Audi drew closer and the driver of the Aston Martin glanced at the Mediterranean far below on the left. The sparkling waves seemed to catch her attention for the first time, and she noted the long distance over the cliff edge with a dispassionate look. On her right, a very narrow shoulder ran alongside a sheer and rocky mountain wall. 
There was no way out.
The driver looked down at the speedometer and then in the rearview mirror at the Mercedes. The Aston Martin had decreased speed to just above the posted speed limit and the Mercedes was rapidly gaining ground, showing no signs of slowing. The Audi was also closing in swiftly, and the driver watched as the barrel of an automatic rifle emerged from the passenger's window. 
The hint of a smile crossed her face.
Pressing the gas pedal, the speedometer began to climb again, and the driver turned her attention to the Audi. For a few, breathtaking seconds, the two sports cars hurtled headlong towards each other. The narrow road allowed no room for error, and the uniquely shaped headlights of the Audi were advancing rapidly when the rifle disappeared from the window. The driver of the Aston Martin watched as the passenger began yelling and grabbing onto the dashboard. His companion ignored him, staring hard at the driver of the sports car, his dark eyes penetrating as they gazed into the windshield of the Aston Martin.
The driver of the Aston smiled, winked, and threw on the handbrake. Spinning the wheel, she expertly guided the sports car into a spin, controlling it effortlessly as the car rotated twice before coming to a complete stop, facing the Mercedes.
The Audi's brakes squealed, echoing off the rocky cliff. Hitting loose gravel along the outer edge of the road, the car began to slide sideways. Within seconds, the driver lost control and spun to the right. The front of the Audi hit the low barrier wall at high speed, and the old stone wall was no match for it. Gravity took over, and the Audi disappeared over the side. 
The Mercedes slammed on the brakes. The Aston Martin was thrown in reverse and the driver hit the gas, flying backwards as the Mercedes locked up their wheels and slid towards her. Raising the 9mm and leaning to the left, the driver of the Aston Martin aimed out the window. On a soft exhale, she squeezed the trigger, firing two shots. 
The Mercedes veered sharply to the right and slammed into the cliffs, both the driver and passenger dead. 
The Aston Martin came to a stop in the middle of the suddenly quiet roadway. The engine purred quietly, unperturbed at the shenanigans of its driver. Switching gears, the car rolled forward until it was alongside the crumpled Mercedes. 
Viper glanced into the driver side window at the motionless men. The driver was thrown over the steering wheel and the passenger was facing her, his body twisted and thrown back against the door. A bullet hole was centered on the passenger’s forehead, but the driver’s forehead was obscured. There could be no risk of the driver surviving. Her third shot went through the window and into his temple.
Setting the gun back into the center console, Viper hit the gas and turned the car around, speeding away toward the city, leaving two accidents and four bodies behind her. 






  
  Chapter One


Kandahar Military Base, Afghanistan
5 years ago
Gunnery Sergeant Michael O'Reilly squinted against the blinding glare of sunlight and raised a hand to shield his eyes. He paused outside the mess hall, watching two shadows on the horizon grow larger as they approached the base, taking on the distinctive outline of the Apaches. The search party was returning. 
Lowering his hand from his forehead, Michael ducked his head and continued inside. He preferred not to think about the Marine who went missing two days ago. By all accounts, the soldier simply walked off-base, unarmed. Who does that? 
Shaking his head, Michael removed his soft cap and rolled it into a cylinder, tucking it into the side leg pocket of his uniform cargo pants. Grabbing a gray plastic tray, he moved into the chow line. Rumors were flying around base, but Michael tried hard not to listen to them. With only a few weeks left of his last deployment, he was keeping his head down and trying to stay under the radar. He was too close to going home. No way he was going to jinx it by listening to nonsense that would get him emotionally invested in a missing soldier. 
“Hey, Fightin' Irish!” 
Michael glanced behind him, his face creasing into a grin at the black-haired, deeply tanned man who hailed him from the door. 
“Blackfoot,” Michael replied with a nod of greeting.  
Johnny, AKA Blackfoot, laughed and slapped him on the shoulder as he got into line behind him. 
“I'm Choctaw, not Blackfoot,” he repeated the same disclaimer he always said, his dark eyes glinting. “If you knew more about the American Indian tribes, you'd understand that.”
“If you knew more about the Irish, you'd understand that we're not all Notre Dame fans,” Michael retorted cheerfully. 
“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Johnny waved it away with a shrug. “The Apaches were coming back when I came in just now.”
“I saw them.” Michael moved forward with the line, eyeballing the lunch options ahead. He'd been stationed here for nine months now and was still amazed at the food options. Kandahar had the best chow halls he'd ever seen. “What should I get today? I'm thinking the barbecue pulled pork...”
Johnny peered forward and grimaced.
“That doesn't look up to standard,” he muttered. “You have to try my uncle's barbecue. It's the best barbecue west of the Mississippi.”
Michael grinned. Every chance he got, Blackfoot bragged about his family barbecue. One day, he supposed he would make the trip out to Oklahoma to try it, then maybe Blackfoot would shut up about it. 
“Did you hear the latest chatter about Curtis?” Johnny went back to the topic of the missing Marine. “I heard he walked off the reservation. Just strolled out there, like he was going for a walk in the park.”
“Yeah, I heard that too,” Michael said, suppressing a sigh. 
“You think he lost it?” Johnny asked.
“I don't know.” Michael shrugged and moved forward to set his tray on the metal bars that ran parallel to the food. “I know you won't catch me out wandering the desert.”
“I heard if this search mission doesn’t find anything, they're sending out one of the teams,” Johnny told him, dropping his tray onto the metal bars and sliding it up behind Michael's. “If they do, I won't be surprised if we get the order. You're one of the best shooters on base.”
Michael's heart sank and he kept silent, turning his attention to the pulled pork. Johnny was famous for having ears in the right places. If he heard it, it eventually ended up happening. The odds were already high that Michael's team would be pulled into the search and rescue efforts. Snipers were always in high demand, especially out here. If Sergeant Ethan Curtis wasn't found quickly, it would only be a matter of time before Michael was assigned to assist. Another time and another place, he would have been chomping at the bit to go. It was what he trained for, what his team was there to do. Now, however, the thought simply filled him with emptiness. This wouldn’t be his first rescue mission. It happened once before, a few years back, and Michael had been praying ever since that it would never happen again. His best friend took an armor-piercing round to the head that day. Dave Maschik had been protecting Michael's flank as they moved through a hostile block, looking for a wounded soldier. In the end, they found the soldier, but it was too late. Both he and Dave went home in boxes.
Michael shifted his gaze from the pulled pork to the next stainless steel tub and motioned for the lasagna. The contractor standing on the other side nodded and scooped it onto Michael’s plate.
Only a few more weeks. He just had to get through a few more weeks.

      [image: ]“Good evening, ladies! It's a beautiful night here in the mountains. The temperature is a mellow 84 degrees with a soft wind blowing in a westerly direction. If you look to your left, you can just make out the presence of more friggin' trees.” 
Michael shook his head as his earbud came alive with the deep, clear male voice. He glanced at Jones, his spotter, to find him grinning in the semi-darkness. 
“Hanover, you're an ass,” Michael replied to the voice in his ear. 
“I gotta tell you, gunny, I'm getting tired of staring at 'em,” Blake replied. “Four days we've been out here. I'm getting too attached to the tree spiders. I've started naming them.”
“Is that right?” Michael shifted on his stomach and glanced at his watch. “That true, Murphy?” he addressed Blake's spotter.
“Sad but true,” came the cheerful reply. “So far, he's got Muffy, Snoopy and Big Brother.”
“Big Brother?”
“BB for short,” Blake clarified. “He's got too many eyes, and they all watch me. I think he's a spy.”
Michael's shoulders shook slightly as involuntary laughter welled up inside him. 
“It's a spider, Blake. They all have too many eyes,” he muttered, lowering his eye to his rifle scope. “Anything cooking over there?”
“Not a thing,” Blake answered with sigh. 
Michael glanced at his watch again and looked at Jones. 
“How we looking?” he asked. 
“Weather report was right on,” Jones answered with a shrug. “Clear skies and minimal wind. Should be a walk in the park.”
“You hear that, Blake?” Michael asked. “Jones says it should be a walk in the park.”
“I heard,” Blake muttered. “As long as I get to walk out of this nest when it's over, I'll be happy.”
Michael chuckled and shifted again. Blake was positioned a couple miles away on the other side of the mountain, covering the north side, while he and Jones had the south. Far below them was a valley separating their mountainside from the one opposite. 
That was the mountainside where the government spooks claimed the insurgent camp holding Sergeant Ethan Curtis was located.
“Here they come,” Jones murmured, binoculars pressed against his eyes. “Right on time.”
Michael lowered his eye to his scope and turned it slightly to watch as dark specs started moving into the valley from the South. 
“Convoy's arriving,” he told Blake.
“I see them,” Blake answered. “Toddler team should be in place.”
“I hope they moved faster than yesterday,” Michael muttered. “Did you see them changing position? It was enough to make you weep.”
“Yeah, I saw,” Blake answered. “They were moving like drunk sailors. I'm surprised no one fell down the mountain. Did we ever look that bad?”
“Nah.” 
Michael turned his attention from the black specs below to the mountain opposite. 
“Is it me, or are the kids coming in getting younger?”
“It's you,” Michael retorted. “You're getting older.”
“Hmpf.” Blake grunted. “Look who's talking. You're getting so old they're stocking Metamucil at the commissary, just for you.”
“Didn't I see you taking a little blue pill last week?” Michael demanded innocently.
“It's for my IBS,” Blake snapped. 
Jones made a suspicious choking sound and Michael grinned as he scanned the trees in the distance. The SEALs would be right behind the convoy. Once the sound of the helos hit the mountains, if there was a camp in those trees, the insurgents would show themselves.
“Sure it is,” he murmured. 
“It's the food here,” Blake muttered. “It doesn't agree with me.”
“Then you have bigger problems than I thought,” Michael retorted. “The food here is the best I've ever had deployed.”
“Maybe it's the water, then,” Blake said. “Or maybe I just don't like the heat.”
“None of us like the heat,” Michael grunted. “Quit your bitching.”
“You think Curtis is really being held in those hills?” Blake asked after a moment. 
“Doesn't matter what I think. JSOC thinks it.”
“Yeah.” Blake sighed. “I still don't get why he just wandered off-base, unarmed.”
“No one does.” Michael scanned the opposite hills, looking for any signs of life. “Blackfoot thinks he cracked.”
“It's possible,” Blake said after another moment of silence. “Convoy's moving closer. 
Michael was silent, scanning the hills on the other side of the valley with his scope. The last vestiges of sun were fading fast and darkness was setting into the valley. The convoy would enter the valley just seconds before the Navy SEAL team arrived. A team of Rangers had already secured the border of the perimeter in the lower mountains, and another team had gone up ahead of them two days before they arrived to sweep the mountains above. Everything was on point and moving like clockwork. Like Jones said, it was going to be a walk in the park.
“Convoy's entering the perimeter,” Jones murmured. “Thirty seconds starts now.”
“Check,” Michael said.
“Check,” Blake repeated.
Michael studied the dense trees on the mountainside opposite, his eye glued to his scope, looking for movement. He scanned slowly to the right, searching for any sign of life. There was nothing. 
“You see anything?” he asked Blake.
“Nothing.”  
Michael continued scanning the mountains across from them, calmly waiting for someone to show themselves. 
“I really wish we had the ISR drone support we were expecting,” he muttered. 
“Can’t control the weather,” Blake replied. “That sandstorm has them grounded. At least they did a sweep yesterday.”
“That’s not helping us now,” Michael retorted.
“Here come the SEALs,” Jones interrupted. “The Apaches will be right behind them to secure the outer cordon. It's time.”
Michael glanced up as black specs appeared on the horizon, moving in fast.
“Helos are coming in,” he said. “Anything yet?”
“Nothing,” Blake replied. “I got nothing.”
“They've got to be there!” Michael snapped. “Murphy?”
“I don't have movement,” Murphy answered. “Repeat, nothing. No movement.”
“They're staying out of sight,” Jones said, watching the helicopters coming in fast and low behind the convoy. “What are they doing?” 
The valley below them suddenly exploded with a burst of light that seemed all the brighter for the suddenness with which it appeared. Splicing through the darkness, it was followed a second later by the sound of an explosion, muffled by distance. 
“Shit!” Blake exclaimed as Michael stared at the convoy. 
The lead truck was rolled over onto its side, engulfed in flames.
“Oh, this isn't good,” Jones announced, scanning the valley with his binoculars. “Looks like an IED. Remaining convoy is scattering.”
Michael returned his attention to the opposite trees, searching for the insurgents he now knew without a doubt were there. 
“What do you think?” Blake asked, breaking his silence a moment later. 
“They're there,” he said shortly. “That IED wasn't there yesterday. ISR would have caught it.” Michael glanced at his watch and looked up at the black shadows in the sky, moving in fast. “They're waiting for the helos.”
They fell silent as the Mi17s bearing the SEAL team grew closer. Once the SEALs were overhead, they would be exposed as they repelled down into the opposite hills. It was the snipers job to prevent any surprise attacks from the ground as they were coming down. Pressing his lips together grimly, Michael continued to search for signs of movement. The Taliban had access to short range missiles that could blow the helicopters out of the sky before they even unloaded their cargo. 
Michael knew they lost any element of surprise with the explosion of the IED. Now it was up to them to control the damage and try to make sure the SEALs made it safely to ground. 
He lowered his head to his scope again and turned his attention from the helos to the opposite hills. 
“Here we go,” Jones murmured. “I've got movement on the right. Here they come.”
“One down on the left,” Blake informed them. 
Michael watched though the scope as the hills came alive with the drone of the helicopters coming closer. Men seemed to be growing out of the ground, moving in the trees and getting into position with their rifles. Michael ignored them for the moment, searching for the ones carrying missile launchers. Jones directed him calmly and one came into view. He adjusted his sight slightly before squeezing his trigger and the missile launcher fell to the ground as the man dropped.
“One down on the right.”
“Do you see any more launchers?” Blake whispered. “I only see guns.”
“Same.” Michael frowned as he studied the trees. “Intel said at least four missile launchers.”
“Well, where the hell are they?” Blake demanded. 
Michael shook his head and was about to answer when a shot echoed behind them. Jones rolled over swiftly and scanned the hills behind them. 
“AMBUSH!!!” 






  
  Chapter Two


Sorrento, Italy
Last Week
Viper unlocked the door to the apartment and disappeared inside, closing it softly behind her. The sun was just sinking over the Mediterranean, painting the coastal town in deep orange and purple. The smell of the sea permeated every corner of the picturesque town, tangy and fresh, while the sound of the seabirds calling to each other filled the air. Normally, these two powers of nature had the ability to soothe Viper, no matter the situation. Tonight, however, she barely took time to notice the breathtaking display. 
They were waiting for her when she landed in Athens, en route from Damascus. She spotted them as soon as she stepped off the small commercial flight. They were the same men she saw briefly in Antalya as she passed through customs; the same men who followed her in Damascus. She managed to lose them long enough in that city to complete her mission and depart, but Viper suspected they would show up again. When she caught sight of them in Turkey, she knew she had been made.
How did they know she was there?
Shaking her head, Viper crossed the small living room of her Sorrento apartment and pulled the wooden shutters closed over the windows, blocking out the fantastic view. She had to move quickly now. Spinning around, she strode across the living room and down the short hallway to the master bedroom. Viper pulled out her phone as she went, swiping the screen. The encrypted message she sent to Charlie was short and to the point.
Shopping done. Market got busy. Apples looked bad, so I got pears instead.
Tucking the phone back into her pocket, Viper flung open the closet in the bedroom and pushed aside the clothes. Her fingers slid along the edge of a panel in the back of the wardrobe until they felt a tiny catch. Pressing it firmly, she heard a soft click and the edge of the molding popped open. Viper opened the panel, revealing a safe, and quickly entered a digital code. A second later, the safe opened and she reached in, pulling out a handful of passports. She flipped through them rapidly, selecting three different ones before putting the rest back and pulling out a large stack of euros. Closing the safe, she replaced the panel and slid the clothes back. She was just leaving the bedroom when her phone vibrated in her pocket. Viper pulled it out, glancing at the message.
Careful driving. Roads are clogged with tourists. I'll chill the wine.
Her eyes narrowed sharply and she tucked the phone back into her pocket. Charlie was warning her to stay off the main roads and head up through Switzerland to Germany. So, he already knew. Her lips twitched despite her grim mood. Of course he knew! The man knew everything. 
Viper grabbed her black messenger bag from where she had dropped it inside the door and reached for the handle. 
It was time to go home.

      [image: ]Atco Raceway, New Jersey
Present Day
John Smithe shook his head, a wide grin spreading across his face as he watched the stocky man come toward him carrying yet another trophy.
“Aren't you bored with those yet?” John called. 
The man just laughed.
“I never get bored with winning,” he retorted, setting the trophy down on the hood of John's 1979 Firebird. “You gave a good run yourself.”
“Not as good as you,” John replied. “You've got a gift, Dutch, but I'll catch you yet.”
“Promises, promises,” Dutch answered, his brown eyes glinting with good humor. “You're still working on this heap?”
“She's my baby. You know that,” John told him, turning to look at his car fondly. “It's a work in progress.”
“Aren't they all?” Dutch Baker said, glancing over as someone yelled his name. “At least yours is making progress. You picked up a better time this run. Keep it up and I'll start getting nervous.”
John grinned and held out a hand to his old friend.
“Your sister wants to start the photo shoot,” he said, grasping Dutch's hand. “Better not keep her waiting.”
Dutch nodded and grabbed his trophy, ringing John's hand in a death grip that made his bones crack.
“Stop by the house tonight,” he offered. “We're throwing some burgers on the grill and lighting the bonfire. Nothing crazy, but I'd love to see you there.”
“I might have plans tonight,” John told him, breathing a silent sigh of relief as Dutch released his bruised hand. 
“Bring her along!” Dutch retorted, turning to leave. “Just make sure this one isn't showing nipple. Lani threatened to douse the last one in body glitter and throw her up on a pole.”
John burst out laughing.
“She would do it, too. It might be a little later, but I'll show.”
“My bonfire doesn't have a closing time, you know that!” 
Dutch waved and John watched as he weaved through the crowd to where his sister Lani was waiting for him by his car. John shook his head, a grin still on his face, as he watched Dutch grab her in a bear hug, swinging her around with one beefy arm while he hefted his trophy up in the air with the other. Cameras started flashing, the photographers soaking up the family love. Dutch Baker was a local celebrity and favorite. The press loved him, the women adored him, and men aspired to be him. When Dutch won a race, the speed shops made serious cash from other racers who wanted what he had under his hood. There had been talk of him going pro, but to date, Dutch remained in the local racing scene. Undefeated, he was a legend, and a great guy to boot.
John turned back to his Firebird and slid behind the wheel.
He'd stop by Dutch's bonfire tonight. He was a long-time friend and John respected him. John also respected Lani. He'd leave Cami, and her low-cut shirts, behind.

      [image: ]Alina Maschik sat back in her chair and propped her feet on the counter, crossing her ankles. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at the computer screen, her lips pressed together in a grim line. She was seated in her Command Center, hidden beneath the kitchen floor, in her house in New Jersey. After arriving in the middle of the night, she managed to get in a few hours of sleep before the alarm in her watch woke her an hour ago. Charlie wanted to speak to her.
The computer screen flashed a green bar across the bottom briefly, checking the security protocols and firewalls, and then Charlie was there, dressed in his habitual gray suit and crisp white shirt. If she didn't know better, Alina would peg him for a high-powered attorney. 
“Good morning,” Charlie greeted her with a nod. “Did you get some sleep?”
“A few hours,” Alina answered, uncrossing her arms and dropping her feet down. “Thank you for the transport in Munich. It wasn't necessary, but I was grateful for it. It would have taken another twenty-four hours for me to arrange my own.”
“That's why I did it,” Charlie answered. “I wanted you out of Europe without any delay.”
“They knew I was coming, Charlie. How?”
“I'm working on it,” he said. “Tell me what happened.”
Alina sipped her coffee, thankful for the hot rush of caffeine that helped wash away some of the cobwebs in her mind.
“I made it through Tel Aviv without anything more than the usual scrutiny from the Israelis,” she told him. “When I crossed into Damascus, four of them were waiting for me. I shook them long enough to reach my target, but picked them up again the next day. They tried to stop me before I left Syria.”
“Of course they did,” Charlie murmured. “They could have contained it there. Were they Al-Jibah's men?”
“I don't think so.” Viper set down her mug. “They were too well-organized. If they were his men, they were being told what to do by someone else, someone who knows how I navigate through Greece. They were right behind me all the way.”
“Are any still alive?”
“No.”
Charlie was quiet for a moment, then he nodded slowly.
“And Italy?”
“Definitely Italian intelligence,” she said flatly. 
“You're sure?”
“Yes.”
Charlie fell silent for a moment, thinking. Alina reached for her coffee again.
“I want you out of the international arena for a while,” he finally spoke a few moments later. “You've been very active all over Europe and Asia since Christmas. It's time to lay low, let things calm down.”
“Sir?” Viper stared at the screen, her coffee forgotten. 
“This is no reflection on you. You've been flawless since we brought you back into service last year,” Charlie told her. “This incident, however, concerns me. I want time to investigate. I need you to stay out of sight while I do it.”
“With all due respect, I don't think hiding from the enemy will send quite the message we want,” Viper said, her eyes flashing. “If they want a fight, I'm more than capable of giving them one.”
“We have to know who we're fighting first, Viper,” Charlie pointed out, the hint of a smile on his lips. 
Alina stared at him, frustration creeping up inside her until her fingers curled around her coffee mug like claws. She released the mug quickly but not, she knew, before Charlie had noted the tell-tale action.
“Do we have a leak?” she asked bluntly.
Charlie didn't answer, nor did she expect him to. Viper sighed. She knew his job was to find out who, how and why her cover had been blown. It was her job to let him do it. 
“When you have answers, I want to be the one you send,” she told him. 
Charlie studied her in silence for a long moment before slowly nodding. 
“Agreed.” 
Viper nodded and sat back in her chair.
“Good.”
“As long as you stay out of sight,” Charlie added. 
Alina smiled slowly. 
“I won't leave Jersey,” she promised. 
Charlie chuckled reluctantly.
“That should be a comfort, but knowing you, it's not,” he retorted. “Just don't attract any attention. Stay put and I'll contact you when I have something.”
Viper nodded and the computer screen went blank. 
She sat back with her coffee, a frown creasing her brow. She had been given her orders. Stay put. Stay quiet. Stay out of sight.
What the hell was going on?

      [image: ]Stephanie Walker sipped her glass of wine and leaned her head back on the Adirondack chair, her feet propped up on the deck banister. 
“I think Spring may be my favorite time of year,” she murmured, glancing at the woman seated beside her. “Everything is coming alive again, the air is fresh, and the flowers are starting to come out. Watching green appear always seems so hopeful somehow.”
“Mmm,” Alina murmured noncommittally, watching as two squirrels chased each other across the lawn in the evening light. 
“I didn't expect you to be here when I stopped by,” Stephanie continued. “When did you get back?”
“Last night,” Alina answered, sipping her wine. She didn't mention that it had actually been the early morning hours. “Things moved a little faster than I was expecting.”
Stephanie shot her a sharp look.
“Everything OK?” 
The look she received back made her grimace slightly. They never discussed what Alina did when she wasn't in New Jersey and, frankly, Stephanie preferred it that way. On the few occasions she allowed herself to wonder what Lina's life was really like, Stephanie ended up in a cold sweat, recalling the dark, emotionless stranger she glimpsed once in an isolated clearing in Virginia. It was a life she didn't want to know about, and one that Alina made no attempt to share. 
“How's Angela?” Alina changed the subject smoothly by asking about their old friend. 
“Settling into her new job.” 
Stephanie turned her attention back to the expanse of nature stretched out before them. Alina's house was settled in the Pine Barrens on sixteen acres, surrounded on all sides by woods. The sound of Spring filled the air; birds chirping in the trees and little foraging creatures darting in and out of the underbrush. She took a deep breath, exhaling out all the tension of the week, and smiled. Coming here was like taking a mini vacation; better, because she could go home and sleep in her own bed. 
“After the mainframe breach last fall, she got her promotion. Did she tell you?” Stephanie asked.
“Yes. I told her she should leave the bank altogether.” 
Stephanie looked at her in surprise.
“You did? Why?” 
“Because she hates it there,” Alina informed her calmly. 
Stephanie’s mouth dropped open.
“She's never said anything to me about hating it!” she exclaimed. “How do you know?”
“I'm observant,” Alina replied with a slight laugh. “It doesn't matter. She didn't listen to me. How's she settling into the new position?”
“She's traveling a lot, but I think she enjoys it,” Stephanie said. “She's in Florida right now.”
“Oh, I'm sure she loves that,” Alina grinned. “She's probably spending her days on the beach.”
“I'm sure,” Stephanie agreed. A high-pitched text alert interrupted them and she sighed, setting down her glass and reaching into her purse. “Sorry,” she apologized. “I have to check this.”
Alina leaned her head back on her chair and watched as a bat fluttered across the driveway. Her Jeep was parked in front of the detached garage, her Shelby GT hidden inside. She looked at Stephanie’s maroon Mustang thoughtfully. She hadn't told Stephanie about the Shelby yet. In fact, her old friend Hawk was the only one who knew she purchased it in the fall to replace a compromised Camaro. It remained in the garage over the winter, safe from the snow and the sleet and curious eyes. She supposed now the weather was nice, she would have to reveal its existence. Stephanie would be beside herself. She loved Mustangs.
“John has some reports for me,” Stephanie said, interrupting Alina's thoughts. “He's on his way back from Atco. Is it alright if he stops by?”
John Smithe was Stephanie’s partner, and Alina’s ex-fiancé.
“I don't care,” Alina replied, watching as Stephanie typed away on her phone. “What's he doing in Atco?”
“He races down there,” Stephanie answered, glancing at her. “You didn't know that?” 
“I knew he used to,” Alina said with a shrug. “I don't make it a practice to keep up with John anymore.”
“He stopped for a while, but started up again a couple years ago.” Stephanie slid her phone back into her purse and picked up her wine glass. “He's been working on that old Firebird of his.”
Alina glanced at her, something akin to interest flaring in her dark eyes.
“He still has it?” she asked in surprise.
“Yes. He wouldn't get rid of it after...” Stephanie’s voice trailed off and she shrugged uncomfortably. “Well, he always said it was more than just a car.”
Alina was silent. She remembered the Firebird well. She always loved that car, even when the engine blew and she and John had to rebuild it. That was years ago now, during a different lifetime; a lifetime when she was engaged to John and everything seemed very simple. She shook her head slightly as if she could shake away the memories. 
“I'm glad he still has it,” she murmured. “It was a good car.”
Stephanie glanced at her, searching for some sign of emotion, but all she encountered was a hooded look from dark eyes. If Alina felt anything at the mention of the past, she wasn't showing it. Sometimes, Stephanie wondered if Alina even cared about the life she used to live years ago with all of them. However, then something would happen or be said, and Stephanie would catch a very quick glimpse of the Lina she used to know. It was those rare and all-too-brief moments that reassured her that her old friend was still in there somewhere. 
“You'll see for yourself in a little bit,” Stephanie told her. “He's driving it now.”
“It's street-legal?” Alina asked in surprise and Stephanie grinned.
“Yes. He runs it in the street races. He says he doesn't want to ruin its historic value. Aside from the roll-cage he added, it’s still mainly the same.”
Alina's shoulders shook slightly in amusement. She was always the one talking him out of installing modern parts on the Firebird. It took some years, but apparently some of that finally sunk in.
“I'm surprised that the raceway is still operational,” Alina said, sipping her wine. “I guess I thought it would have closed like all the others.”
“Nope. It's still going strong. It was sold a couple years ago to a new owner, but they've kept everything running the way it always has,” Stephanie told her. “In fact, it's one of the most popular tracks in the Northeast.”
“God, I remember racing there in high school,” Alina murmured, a faint smile crossing her face. “Dave used to...” 
Her voice trailed off abruptly and Stephanie sighed silently as Viper's mask slid seamlessly into place. Her brief glimpse of the old Lina was gone as quickly as it had begun.
“How long are you staying home this time?” Stephanie asked after a few moments of silence, glancing at her friend. “Do you know?”
“I've been told to relax,” Alina answered quietly after a long hesitation and Stephanie raised an eyebrow.
“Is that a good thing?” she asked hesitantly and Alina shrugged.
“Someone seems to think so.”  
“Huh.” Stephanie looked back out over the lawn. “What are you going to do with yourself?”
“Relax,” Alina retorted dryly. 
“That should be interesting to watch,” Stephanie said with a grin. “I think I'll enjoy this.”

      [image: ]They were still sitting on the deck half an hour later when Alina's phone vibrated against her hip, alerting her to the fact that her security perimeter was breached. A few moments later, the low rumble of a large engine made its way through the trees at the front of the house, followed by the crunch of wheels on gravel. 
“Sounds like John's here,” Stephanie said, setting her empty wine glass down and stretching. 
The engine grew louder as the car pulled around the front of the house and turned to roll down the side. Alina watched as the black 1979 Firebird Formula rolled into view. She smiled faintly, noting the fresh, gleaming paint and new, dual chrome tailpipes. John put a lot of work into the old car, and it showed. 
“Wow,” she breathed. “He's done a lot to her.”
Stephanie glanced at the car as John pulled up behind Alina’s Jeep, cutting the engine. 
“Yeah,” she agreed, uninterested. “I almost don't remember what it was like before he did the body work.”
“Beat-up,” Alina said, standing and setting her wine glass on the banister. “It was beat-up.”
Stephanie grinned. 
“You would know,” she said easily. 
Alina moved to the steps of the deck and walked down onto the grass, pulled to the car by an invisible force. She drank it in as she walked towards it, the chrome glinting in the evening sun. The air vents in the hood were new, as was the back spoiler. The doors were also new, she noted as she drew closer. The rust that had been eating away the driver side door eleven years before was gone. 
John Smithe opened the door and got out, smiling at her as she walked up. The late afternoon sun slanted through the trees, catching his blond hair in a stream of light. 
“Remember her?” he asked.
“You've done a lot to her,” Alina replied, reaching the car and running a hand over the back spoiler. “She looks great!”
“There's still a lot to do,” John said, looking at his car proudly. “The body work is finally done. I put the doors on last month and had it painted. Now, I have to concentrate on the interior. I just ordered new seats. I found some out in Kentucky, original leather bucket seats in good condition.”
Alina leaned into the open driver side window and the smell of old leather and oil assaulted her. She breathed in deeply.
“Haven't fixed that vent yet, huh?” she asked over her shoulder. “It still smells like the engine in here.”
“I'll get to it,” John retorted with a laugh, an old familiar glint lighting his pale blue eyes. 
Alina's lips curved involuntarily in response as memories of the old, familiar argument washed over her. She took in the cracked leather seats and scratched dashboard, shaking her head when her gaze fell on an old cigarette burn on the passenger side floor. She blinked, remembering the acrid smell as the cigarette smoldered against the carpet. They had been fighting, she thought, when her cigarette dropped unnoticed and burned a path in the floor. Fighting...or making up? 
She straightened up out of the window quickly, forcing the memory away.
“Steph said you run it down at Atco.” 
Alina stepped away from the car. 
“Yeah,” John said, turning and walking with her toward the deck. “It's not winning yet, but it's getting better. I ran 11.40 today.” 
Alina glanced at him, her long lashes shielding the sudden glint in her eyes.
“It's not the car that wins, John,” she told him. “It's the driver.”
John looked at her he grinned, his eyes meeting hers.
“Spoken like a true Maschik,” he murmured. 
Alina’s own lips curved and she preceded him up the steps to the deck where Stephanie was still lounging in her chair. John glanced up at the roof of the house and then into the trees before setting his foot on the bottom step of the deck. 
“Where's Raven?” he asked cautiously.
“Out hunting,” Alina answered, her lips twitching. 
John nodded and moved onto the deck, relaxing when no bird of prey came swooping out of the sky to attack him. Alina's pet hawk, Raven, lived to terrorize him and John had had several run-ins with the bird in the past. The score to date was Raven 3 and John zip.   
“Here,” John said, handing Stephanie a flash drive. “Sorry I didn't get it to you sooner.”
“No worries,” Stephanie answered. “I'll just tell Rob it's your fault they're late.”
John grinned.
“What are you ladies up to this evening?” he asked, leaning on the banister and crossing his arms over his chest. Under his shirt, Alina could see the outline of his 9mm, holstered on his jeans, next to his FBI badge. 
“I don't know about her, but I'm going home and crashing on the couch,” Stephanie said. “I have a new book calling my name.”
“Saturday night and you can't do better than that?” John demanded. He looked at Alina. “What about you?”
“I just got back from a trip,” she murmured. “I'm jet-lagged.”
“Boring, both of you,” he muttered, shaking his head. 
“Which nipple...I mean, girlfriend...are you taking out tonight?” Stephanie asked.
John shot her a look of amusement.
“Cami, except I'm not,” he replied. “I'm going over to a friend's instead.”
“You have friends?” Alina asked innocently.
“Getting tired of her already?” Stephanie asked at the same time. 
John threw up his hands, laughing.
“Yes, I have friends,” he retorted to Alina before turning to Stephanie, “and no, I'm not getting tired of her. You're not the only one opposed to her, uh, freedom of dress.”
“HA! I told you no one likes to see nipples!” Stephanie exclaimed in triumph. 
“I really don't think I want to know,” Alina murmured.
“You don't,” Stephanie agreed, standing. “You would be appalled.”
Alina considered her thoughtfully for a moment.
“Would I?” she wondered. 
“Yes.” Stephanie nodded firmly and grinned. “Although, I'd love to see your face if you ever met her. Thank you for the wine and the hour of relaxation. Your deck is better than a massage for clearing the mind.”
Alina smiled.
“I'm glad you think so.” 
“Have fun tonight, John,” Stephanie told him as she passed him on her way to the steps, her purse slung over her shoulder. “Oh! Did you win?” she asked, stopping at the top step.
“No, but I beat my best time in that car, so I'm happy,” John replied. “I'll see you at the office Monday.” 
Stephanie nodded and waved, then went down the few steps and headed across the lawn to her Mustang. Alina watched her go, a faint smile on her lips, and John glanced at her.
“You should come down to Atco while you're home,” he told her. “You'd enjoy it.”
She turned her dark gaze on him and John wondered what was going on in that head of hers. He used to be able to read her like a book, before she joined the Navy eleven years ago and disappeared. Now, he never had any idea what she was thinking. 
“Would I?” she asked softly, the faintest hint of mockery in her voice. 
“You used to love cars,” John said with a shrug, “but I guess that was a long time ago.”
Alina's eyes narrowed slightly.
“Yes, it was.” 
John studied her for a moment, then straightened up. 
“Well, I'll leave you to do...whatever it is that you do now,” he said. He started to walk away, paused and glanced back. “Did you ever replace the Camaro?” he asked innocently.
In the fall, her Camaro had become compromised when it was shot by a member of a Mexican Cartel. Alina couldn't stop the grin that crossed her lips at his question.
“Yes,” she answered, standing. 
John saw the grin and raised an eyebrow. 
“You look like the Cheshire cat,” he told her, studying her thoughtfully. “What did you get?” 
“Something better.”
John stared at her for a moment, catching a glimpse of something he recognized in her grin. Something he hadn't seen in eleven years.
“Why don't you come with me tonight?” he asked suddenly, surprising himself as well as her. “There'll be a lot of cars there. You'd like Dutch. He's a good man, and better driver.”
“Dutch?” Alina raised an eyebrow. 
“Dutch Baker,” John explained. “Undefeated in street racing. He has a few cars, but his baby is his '67 Shelby,” he added casually.
“Oh, you play dirty,” Alina murmured. “GT 500?”
“GT 500.”
John watched her eyes slide to his Firebird, and then to the garage. He turned to look at the closed garage door. 
“Is your 'something better' a car worth showing off?” he asked, glancing at her. 
Alina hesitated for a moment, torn between her past and her common sense. 
The cars won.
“Come and see,” she said.






  
  Chapter Three


Alina backed the Shelby in next to John, cutting the engine and looking at the array of cars in the grass along the driveway. Dutch lived in a two-story house set back about a quarter mile from the end of a country road, nestled between farmland and woodland. A long dirt driveway, lit at intervals with tiki torches, stretched back behind the house to an old shed in the distance. The light from the torches illuminated about two dozen cars, all parked at an angle alongside the drive. Classic American muscle cars crouched next to lowered imports, all gleaming in the firelight. People milled around, wandering between the cars and the bonfire raging in the massive fire pit about 200 yards from the front of the house. 
Alina got out of her car, glancing over the hood at John as he climbed out of his Firebird.
“Cheater,” he called.
Alina shrugged.
“You've got to want it,” she retorted, slamming her door closed.
“You sound like your brother,” John muttered. 
“Johnny Dangerously!” 
Alina watched as a massive man dressed in jeans and a white t-shirt crossed the driveway, coming towards them. He was about six feet tall and the tops of his arms looked like tree trunks, his barrel chest straining the cotton shirt. He smiled, nodding to her as he approached them, his eyes sliding to the black Shelby with silver racing stripes beside her. 
“I was starting to think you weren't going to show,” he told John. “Glad to see you. Who's this?”
“Someone who cheats racing,” John replied, shooting Alina a glare. She shrugged back.   
“Raven,” Alina introduced herself with the alias she used in Jersey, holding out her hand and smiling. “Raven Woods.”
“Nice to meet you, Raven Woods,” Dutch said with a smile, grasping her hand. “Did you really cheat or is John just a sore loser?” 
Alina smiled enigmatically and was silent. Dutch chuckled, releasing her hand. 
“Oh, I think you and I are going to get along just fine,” he told her. “Nice car you have there.”
“Thank you.”
“I've got one in the back. I'll show it to you later. She's a '67 and my pride and joy.” He looked at John. “There are still some burgers and sausage on the grill, and beer's in the coolers over there. Help yourself. Lani's around here somewhere. She wants to see you. She missed you at the track earlier.”
“Thanks.”
Dutch took one last look at Alina's car and smiled at her, his eyes warm and friendly.
“Good to meet you, Raven. Help yourself to anything you want, and keep Johnny Dangerously here out of trouble.”
Alina nodded with a faint smile and Dutch ambled off. She glanced at John.
“Johnny Dangerously?” she murmured.
“Don't ask,” John retorted. “Come on. Let's get a beer. I'll introduce you to his sister, Lani. I think you'll like her. She doesn't put up with any bullshit.”
“And she wants to see you?” 
“Very funny.”

      [image: ]Alina sipped her bottled water and watched as John disappeared into the center of a group of women. She moved silently around the bonfire, staying in the shadows at the outer edges where she could observe the crowd without being drawn into it. For the most part, the guests seemed to be a mix of gearheads and girls. Dutch clearly had an open door policy, and it seemed like most of the racing scene showed up. Since she arrived, the crowd had almost doubled, with more cars lining the driveway. Alina glanced over to the Shelby. It was garnering its own fair share of attention, the gleaming black paint and silver racing stripes camouflaging it with its own shadows. She had been watching for the past hour as people began to pass it before realizing it was a beast, crouching in the shadows.  
“Your car's causing quite a stir,” a woman said, detaching herself from a small group and walking toward her, a beer in her hand. Lani Baker was smiling, her eyes warm and friendly. She joined Alina in the shadows, looking toward the Shelby. “Everyone wants to know who owns her.”
“It's just because they haven't seen it yet,” Alina murmured. 
Lani glanced at her.
“I wouldn't be so sure of that,” she said. “A Shelby GT always steals the show, at least around here. Dutch is something of a connoisseur.”
“So I've heard.”
“How long have you known John?” Lani asked, sipping her beer. 
“Too long,” Alina replied before she could stop herself and Lani laughed.
“And yet I haven't seen you before, have I?” she asked. “Where's he been hiding you?”
“I just came back to Jersey not long ago,” Alina said vaguely. 
“Welcome back.” Lani lifted her beer in a silent toast. “We can leave Jersey, but it never leaves us. I spent four years in Florida and thought I’d moved on. When I came home, though, I realized how much I missed it.”
“Don't let her fool you,” Dutch said behind them. Alina turned her head to watch as he advanced out of the shadows, holding two unopened bottles of beer in one hand. He threw his other arm around Lani's shoulders. “She missed her family.”
“That too,” Lani admitted with a grin. 
“Where's John?” Dutch asked, handing Alina one of the beers. 
“The Colson sisters showed up,” Lani told him. 
“Ah!” Dutch chuckled and looked at Alina. “Don't take it personally, Raven. Those girls would tempt a saint, and John's no saint.”
“No, he's not,” Alina agreed as Dutch reached over and popped the cap off the beer with a bottle opener. “Thanks.”
“People want to see what you have under that hood,” Dutch told her, taking the cap off the other bottle. “Are you going to pop it open and give us a peek?”
“No,” Alina answered bluntly.
Lani burst out laughing.
“I knew I liked you,” she exclaimed. “Don't give in. Dutch can be persuasive, but if you open that hood, you'll be under it for the rest of the night. He'll find something to do under there.”
“You're going to play hard to get, aren't you?” Dutch asked, a grin stretching over his face. Alina sipped her beer and was silent. “That's OK. I'll find out, one way or another, what you're running under there. In the meantime, why don't I show you mine?”
Alina glanced back at her car, surrounded by another group of curious drivers. 
“Don't worry about her,” Dutch advised, seeing the look. “Nothing will happen. Maybe a few extra palm prints. Come on.”
Alina sent one last assessing look at the crowd and turned to follow Dutch and Lani. They led her past the bonfire and around the house to the back. The noise of the party out front faded and Alina grinned when she saw the backyard. There was no yard. Instead, a huge four-car garage stretched across the back, built to the left of the old shed she had glimpsed from the driveway. As they entered the back, floodlights switched on, washing the area with fluorescent white light. Dutch pulled out a set of keys and clicked a button on a fob. One of the garage doors started to slide up.
“Now, I'm not trying to say mine's better...” Dutch began as they walked toward the opening door.
“Yes, he is,” Lani interjected.
“...but I got no problem showing you what's under my hood.”  
Alina glanced at him and chuckled.
“Not everyone hangs it all out there for everyone to see,” she murmured. 
Dutch's grin widened and he nodded.
“Touché.” 
Alina looked forward and caught her breath as the round headlights of the '67 Shelby GT 500 peeked out of the darkness. Dutch reached into the garage and hit the light, washing the pony with a crisp, white light. The Mustang was classic white with blue racing stripes and dual air intakes in the hood. Wires attached both corners to gleaming chrome clamps, securing the hood, and Alina could almost hear the powerful growl the engine would make. 
“Oh!” she breathed, moving forward. “Now, this is beautiful.”
“I restored her myself,” Dutch told her, sipping his beer. “She was a shell when I got her. Someone found her in a desert in New Mexico, half-buried behind some abandoned buildings.”
Alina glanced up from where she was looking into the open driver side window.
“My brother had a Cutlass 442 that he got the same way,” she said without thinking. “Not a spot of rust on it, even though it sat outside for years.” 
“Because there's no humidity out there,” Dutch said. “Did your brother do the bodywork himself?”
“He started to,” she answered, straightening up, “but he never finished. He was a Marine, killed in action.”
“Oh man, I'm sorry.”
Alina glanced at them, her gaze hooded. 
“It was a long time ago.”  
“What happened to the car?” Lani asked.
“I think my parents have it,” Alina murmured. “To be honest, I haven't thought of that car for years.”
“I've always wanted a 442,” Lani said, glancing at Dutch. He grinned.
“I think that was a not-so-subtle hint,” he told Alina. “If you find it and want to sell, let me know.”
“How long did this take you?” Alina asked, motioning to the Shelby. 
“About seven years,” Dutch answered readily. He set his beer down on a tool box and came around to slide behind the wheel. “I race it occasionally. I have a car I run down at Atco, but I do a lot of local street racing.”
She watched as he inserted the key into the ignition and cranked the engine over. The Shelby growled to life, the sound filling the garage. Alina couldn’t help the smile of pure enjoyment that pulled at her lips as she listened to the legendary growl. That was the sound that made her fall in love with cars before she could even drive. Dutch glanced up in time to see the look on her face and he grinned, pressing the gas and revving the engine. The wire clamps vibrated against the corners of the hood and the roar was almost deafening as the Shelby seemed eager to surge forward. Alina laughed despite herself, shaking her head. 
Dutch let up on the gas and the engine fell back into a rumbling idle. He reached down and pulled the hood latch, then got out of the car, coming around to unhook the wire clamps.
“I have a couple cars that run a fast quarter mile, but none of them as quick as this. When I race her, nothing can beat it,” he told her. 
Alina smiled slightly.
“It's not the car that wins,” she murmured. 
Lani glanced at her as Dutch unhooked the wire clamps.
“What?” she asked. 
Alina shook her head.
“Nothing.” She watched as Dutch raised the hood, exposing the engine. “Nice.”
“Not bad for a fifty year old, huh?” he asked, stepping back and gazing at the engine proudly. 
“Not bad at all,” Alina agreed. 
“I knew I'd find you under a hood!” John exclaimed from the door. “You showing off, Dutch?”
“Always,” Lani said with a laugh. 
“What do you think?” John asked Alina, advancing to stand next to her. “Gorgeous, isn't she?”
“Mmmm.” 
“You didn't tell me she came from a family of gearheads,” Dutch said, looking at John. “I like this one. Why haven't I met her until now?”
“She just came back into town,” John replied, unconsciously echoing Alina's words. 
“Do you race that Shelby of yours at all?” Dutch asked her. “Aside from against this tool, that is.”
“I haven't, no,” Alina answered, sipping her beer. 
“Well, we'll have to change that,” Dutch said with a grin. “I can teach you to run the quarter mile and win. I never lose.”
“Oh Lord,” Lani groaned. “Here we go.”
Alina chuckled, her dark eyes glinting. 
“There's a first time for everything,” she murmured.

      [image: ]“Admit it. You're glad you came,” John said a few hours later as they walked down the driveway toward their cars. 
Alina glanced at him in the darkness and smiled faintly.
“Admit that you bribed me with his '67 Shelby,” she retorted and John laughed.
“Guilty.” John glanced at her. “I thought you needed the night out. You looked pretty beat when I showed up.”
Alina was silent, breathing in the smell of wood smoke and fresh pine. John was right. She had needed this. She needed time away from herself, time away from her own company. Most of all, she needed time away from dwelling on how someone found out she was en route to Damascus to kill a terrorist.
“What do you think of Dutch and Lani?” John asked her, breaking the silence again. 
Alina glanced at him and smiled.
“I like them,” she said simply. “They're real.”
“They're good people.” John nodded. “Dutch said to tell you he was serious about getting you out to the track. He wants to see what you've got behind the wheel.”
“Maybe someday,” Alina murmured, uncommitted. 
They approached their cars and Alina was pulling her keys out of her pocket when the sound of a distant engine reached her. She glanced up and cast a sharp glance down the driveway toward the road. Headlights pulled to a stop on the other side of the road, across from the drive, and Viper paused in the shadows near her car, watching with narrowed eyes as the car sat idling. From this distance, she couldn't see much, but the sound of the engine told her that it was an older car, and one with a lot of power under the hood. 
“What's wrong?” John asked, glancing over as he opened his door. 
Alina shook her head and disarmed her security system, opening her door. 
“Nothing,” she answered. “I'll see you later. Thanks...for this.”
John smiled at her over the roof of the Shelby. 
“Anytime, Lina,” he said softly. “It was nice to hang out with you again.”
“And I didn't want to drop-kick you once. We must be getting better at this.”
“Not even once?” John teased. “I'll have to work on that. Are you good getting back from here?” Alina looked at him and he grinned. “Just checking!” 
“If I can make my way through Afghanistan,” she muttered, “I think I can find my way back to route 73.”
“I wouldn't be too sure of that,” John retorted. “You are in Jersey.” 
Alina chuckled and slid behind the wheel, closing the door and sealing out the night. She started the engine, listening to it roar to life, and sighed in contentment. John's Firebird growled next to her and he revved the engine before pulling out with a wave. Alina waited for his taillights to clear her front end before she pulled out behind him. Glancing in her rearview mirror, she saw Dutch and several others turn to watch. 
John pulled out of the driveway and Alina rolled up to follow him, glancing at the car idling across the street. It was a '67 Camaro. She paused at the mouth of the driveway, her attention caught. A man sat behind the wheel, watching the party. Her eyes narrowed thoughtfully and she hit the gas, pulling out onto the road. She accelerated, roaring after John and leaving the car behind. When she glanced in her rearview mirror a moment later, the Camaro was still sitting across from the driveway, idling in the darkness.






  
  Chapter Four


Michael O'Reilly set his beer down on the workbench and turned back to the wood laying across the saw horses. The scent of freshly cut pine was comforting, soothing his soul. Picking up a sanding bar, he bent over the wood and began to sand down the edge he’d just cut with even, steady strokes. 
Work had been hectic this week. Chris Harbour, his boss, was on vacation and Michael was doing twice the work-load. His time in the Marines taught him to embrace challenges, and Michael was used to working hard. However, the Secret Service was teaching him diplomacy, and Michael was fast coming to the conclusion that he and politics did not get along well together. 
His cell phone rang a few moments later, breaking the silence. Michael straightened up with a slight frown, glancing at his watch. Tossing the sanding block onto the workbench, he picked up the phone and glanced at the caller ID. He raised an eyebrow when he saw his old friend Blake Hanover's name on the screen.
“I thought you were in Miami, surrounded by co-eds,” he answered, picking up his beer. “What are you doing calling me at ten o'clock on a Saturday night?”
“No rest for the wicked, gunny,” Blake retorted cheerfully. “How's the bookshelf coming?”
Michael grinned and glanced at the wood on the saw horses.
“Am I that predictable?” he asked.
“Is the Pope Catholic?” 
“Hmm.” Michael sipped his beer and leaned on the workbench. “It's coming along fine.”
“Good!” Blake paused for a moment, then dove right in. “Have you checked your email?” he asked.
Michael frowned.
“Not since last night. Why?”
“I sent you something,” Blake told him. “I don't know how much chatter you hear in your agency, but the FBI has a lot, even on the weekends. I heard something today that threw me for a loop. I did some digging and sent you what I found.”
Michael set his beer down slowly, a sense of foreboding creeping over him. He had known Blake Hanover for years. They served together in the Marines, occasionally worked together as civilians, and drank together as friends. In all that time, he had never known Blake to be dramatic. 
“What is it?” 
“You know how we don't negotiate with terrorists?” Blake asked, his voice deceptively mild. 
“Yes.”
“Well, we did.”
Michael froze. 
“Excuse me?” he asked softly. 
“The United States just negotiated a trade,” Blake said grimly. “We're releasing three terrorists in exchange for a scientist the Taliban have had in custody for five years.”
“No freaking way,” Michael muttered, turning and heading toward the door to the house. “No way they would have done that!”
“Oh, but they did,” Blake replied, “and it gets better. Remember Sergeant Ethan Curtis?”
Michael froze, his mind going back to a mountainside in Afghanistan.
“The missing Marine that walked off-base?” he asked. “What about him?”
“He's not missing anymore,” Blake said. “He's the scientist being exchanged.”
“What?!” Michael roared. 
“Yep. Before he joined the Marines, Ethan Curtis studied biochemical engineering at Berkley. When he walked off-base five years ago, he took a lot more with him than just his uniform.” 
“Are you for real?” Michael demanded, striding up the two wooden steps leading into the house. He went through the door into the kitchen and straight to his laptop, sitting on the island. “And he's been with the Taliban this whole time?!”
“That's what they say.” Blake was silent for a moment. “The news will break tomorrow. The administration is saying that Sgt Curtis has a brilliant mind in biochemical research and that the exchange is a triumph in diplomacy. They're saying the prisoners being exchanged for this big brain are harmless.”
“For the love of...diplomacy? Harmless? Are they kidding? Those prisoners probably killed hundreds of US soldiers!” 
“Apparently, a deserter is worth more to them right now than a couple of terrorists,” Blake answered bitterly. “Anyway, you can read all about it yourself. I wanted to give you a heads-up before you saw it on the news tomorrow.”
Michael grabbed the laptop and strode over to the table.
“I appreciate that,” he said. “When are you coming home?”
“I'm catching an eight o'clock flight in the morning,” Blake answered. “Dinner at your place to discuss?”
“Sounds good,” Michael said, seating himself at his kitchen table and opening the laptop. “I'll pick up pizza.”
“I'll bring the beer.”
Michael hung up and stared at his screen. Blake had to be wrong. There was no way this administration would have negotiated the release of terrorists, especially in exchange for a Marine who deserted his post five years before and whose rescue attempt led to the massacre of twenty-four soldiers. Would they? 
Michael pulled up his email, scanning through it quickly until he came to Blake's. Opening the attachments, he read with a growing sense of disbelief and disgust.  
Good God! They had negotiated with terrorists!
Michael stared at the screen, stunned. The three prisoners about to be released were top Al-Qaeda leaders captured in Afghanistan. They were directly linked to the deaths of hundreds of American and Allied soldiers, two bombings of US embassies and six military convoy attacks, as well as the deaths of hundreds of women and children across Afghanistan. They were sworn enemies of America, and all of them had vowed to bring death to her on a scale larger than 9/11. 
And they were going to just let them go?!
Rubbing his forehead, Michael tried to tamp down the growing surge of angry frustration building inside him as he read the brief. He didn't know what the hell the administration thought Sgt Curtis was capable of doing in the realm of biochemical research, but he was pretty sure it wasn't as important as the hundreds of American soldiers that had been sacrificed at the terrorist's hands. Harmless, his ass!
“For the love of God, what the hell is going on?”
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