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  About Next Exit, No Outlet


A ruthless enemy, determined to kill. 
A deadly assassin with a vendetta. 
Both trained never to fail. 
Alina Maschik is out of time. As she uncovers the secrets hiding a traitor responsible for countless deaths, that same traitor is moving quickly to silence anyone who stands in his way. When FBI Agent Stephanie Walker becomes the target, Alina does what she does best. But nothing is ever easy in New Jersey. Left with very few options, Viper enlists the help of others to face the biggest challenge of her career. Yet success comes at a high personal cost, and if she fails, those closest to her will die. 
With the odds stacked heavily against her, Viper finds herself in a fight for her very survival. But freedom is never guaranteed, and even the best sometimes fail. 

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






  
  To all my readers who have anxiously followed Viper and Hawk through their journey, laughed with Angela and Stephanie, cried over John, and grown to love Michael and Blake – this one is for you. 
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  Prologue


Alina Maschik inched forward in the bumper-to-bumper traffic clogging Route 70 East. Red and blue lights flashed continuously ahead and she glanced at the navigation system, noting the time. There had been an accident during rush hour on a Friday. Fantastic. 
Returning her gaze to the traffic before her, she inched forward again. Two lanes were merging into one to circumvent the collision ahead. She could see two ambulances in the middle of the intersection but, beyond that, her view was blocked by the pickup truck in front of her. 
She sighed and shifted in her bucket seat. She had known she’d hit rush hour on her way back from Pennsylvania, but she hadn’t expected to spend over half an hour on a four block stretch of highway. Alina pressed a button on the steering wheel, skipping the rock song blaring from the speakers. A new song began and she leaned her head back against the headrest, her eyes on the back of the truck. 
Damon was at the house in Medford, waiting for her. She should have been there long before now. The plan was to go straight to the house after the operation in Independence Park. He’d followed the plan. She hadn’t. 
Alina’s eyes wandered to her left, watching as what little traffic that had been able to get past the accident flew along the westbound side of the highway. 
Leaving the city after their successful mission, she had seen a man walking away from the area around the FBI building. Recognizing him as an assassin she’d seen last fall in Rittenhouse Square, she’d aborted the plan and followed him. He got into a vehicle three blocks away and headed out of the city. She’d lost him outside Conshohocken, about thirty minutes northwest of Philadelphia. 
The traffic on the other side of the highway began to slow and move to the side. Alina shifted her gaze. One of the ambulances was pulling away from the intersection, lights flashing. As the left lane cleared to give it space, it picked up speed and the siren began to wail. She watched it fly down the left lane, noting the name of the service and the ambulance number absently. Good. Maybe now they would start moving. 
She turned her attention back to the road and eased forward a few feet, following the truck. She was almost at the intersection now. Once she passed the accident, the traffic would speed up again. She glanced at her watch. Finally, she would be moving again. 
A uniformed police officer was standing in the intersection, directing traffic as Alina drew closer to the light and looked at the wreckage. A black Escalade was half on the grass median separating the east and westbound lanes, the front end completely smashed in. Her gaze shifted curiously to the other vehicle. She froze and her blood ran cold as a wave of shock rolled over her. 
Alina’s hands clenched involuntarily on the steering wheel as she stared at the maroon Mustang GT in the center of the intersection. It had been spun around, presumably by the accident, and was facing her. The license plate was untouched by the collision, and the number was clear. It was a number she knew well. The car had spent many hours in her driveway. 
The front end didn’t have a scratch. It was the rest of the car that told the story. The passenger side was completely smashed in, and the window was shattered. On the driver side, the back quarter panel had been hit, and the back bumper was off the car altogether. Stephanie Walker’s Mustang looked as if it had been hit by a train on both sides. 
Alina’s eyes moved to the black Escalade and she dropped her gaze to the license plate, memorizing the number quickly. Fury replaced the shock and, as she crawled forward, she watched as the second ambulance slowly maneuvered around Stephanie’s car and eased into the westbound lane to follow the other one. 
Alina glanced in her rear view mirror and then behind her to the right, checking the narrow shoulder beside her. Seeing that it was clear, she wrenched the wheel sideways and hit the gas. Pulling out of the line of traffic, she shot into the shoulder and to the corner. Turning down a side street, she reached out and hit speed dial on her phone. A moment later, Damon Miles’ voice filled her car. 
“Yes?”
“Change of plans,” she said shortly, flying down the narrow road. “I need you.” 
There was brief silence on the line and Alina could almost see his grin. 
“Last night wasn’t enough for you?” he finally drawled. 
“At the hospital,” she said, ignoring him. “Leave now.” 
“That’s doesn’t sound good.” The amusement left his voice. “What hospital?” 
“That’s what I need you to find out. It’s got to be either Cooper or Our Lady of Lourdes. I’m driving and can’t access anything, so you’ll have to tap into the scanners for me.” 
“Tell me.” 
“Accident in Cherry Hill on Route 70. Two inbound ambulances, one of them transporting Special Agent Stephanie Walker.” Alina recited the ambulance numbers to him and made another turn, cutting through a residential neighborhood as she doubled back towards the river. “Find out which hospital, then meet me there. Take the bike. It’s faster.” 
“Anything else?” 
“Yeah. Come armed for a fight.”






  
  Chapter One


Special Agent Blake Hanover followed the nurse down the wide emergency room corridor, a forbidding scowl on his face. 
“Here we are,” she said over her shoulder as they came to the cubicle at the end. “She’s right in here.” 
Blake nodded to her in thanks and strode into the small room. Stephanie Walker was in a bed with an IV hooked up to her arm, and a monitor keeping track of her heart rate. She had her head back on the pillow with her eyes closed, but when he walked in, she opened them and lifted her head. 
“Hey.” 
“Hey yourself,” he retorted, walking over to stand next to the bed. 
He looked down at her and his scowl eased a bit. Her face was pale, and a nasty bruise was beginning to discolor half of her forehead. A few superficial cuts on the side of her face had been cleaned and left uncovered, with the exception of one which had a small gauze bandage over it.
“You just can’t keep out of trouble, can you?” 
His words were softened by a half smile, and her lips curved in response. 
“You know me. I like to keep busy.” 
Blake shook his head and looked around. Spying a chair off to the side, he pulled it over to the side of the bed. 
“Have you seen a doctor yet?” 
“Yes. He was in about twenty minutes ago. I have another concussion and he wants to send me down for an MRI. I also have whiplash and a twisted wrist.” She held up her left arm, bandaged up to her elbow. “They already did a CT scan. No broken bones or signs of internal bleeding. It could have been much worse.” 
“Rob wanted to come, but I talked him out of it,” he said, getting up and going to the opening of the cubicle. He reached up and closed the heavy privacy curtain before returning to his chair. “I told him the less people involved, the better.” Blake lowered his voice. “Tell me what the hell happened.” 
Stephanie shrugged, wincing in pain at the movement. 
“You’re not going to believe it,” she said tiredly. “I’m not even sure I believe it. If it wasn’t for the witness and the statement he made to the police, I’d be inclined to think I dreamt the whole thing.” 
“What witness?” Blake asked sharply.
“One of the guys that hit me. He couldn’t avoid it. I spun into his lane. The cop said he saw everything and was willing to give a statement. I can pick up the report on Monday, if I’m still alive.” 
He made a face. “Don’t talk like that.” 
“Well, let’s face it, Blake. Things aren’t looking all that great. This afternoon someone tried to shoot me, and a few hours later someone else tried to kill me with some kind of toxin!” 
Her voice rose as she spoke and he heard the tremor of panic in her tone.
“Ok, slow down. Let’s go back to what you remember from the accident,” he said soothingly, glancing at the monitor as her heart rate increased significantly. 
She took a deep breath. 
“I was on my way to Alina’s, as we agreed. I was going through a green light when I saw something black out of the corner of my eye and then, BAM! I never even saw them come into the intersection. He hit the passenger side and threw me into a spin. I ended up on the other side of the highway. A pickup truck would have slammed into my door, but he managed to swerve enough to hit the back quarter panel instead. The impact spun me back into the middle of the intersection and out of the line of traffic.”
“That was the witness?” 
She nodded. “He stayed with me until the cops got there.”
“Then what?” 
Stephanie shook her head and leaned back on the pillows. 
“That’s where it gets crazy. Some guy, the driver of the black SUV that hit me in the first place, comes up to the car. I thought he was checking to see if I was okay.”
Blake raised an eyebrow questioningly when she stopped and she shrugged again. 
“He wasn’t. He tried to stick me with a needle. We struggled and I hit him with the butt of my gun. He dropped the syringe and I grabbed it.”
“Why do you think it had a toxin in it?” 
“Because I stabbed him with it and he died.” 
“What?!” 
“I told you it was insane.” 
Blake got up impatiently, running a hand through his hair. He did a quick turn around the small cubicle, then stopped and faced at her. 
“How do you know he died?” 
“I asked the cop when he was questioning me. He didn’t want to tell me, but I told him I out-ranked him. Besides, I saw the dude fall, and he didn’t move again the whole time they were getting me out of the car and into the ambulance.” 
A grin pulled at Blake’s lips. “You told the cop you out-ranked him?” 
Stephanie smiled ruefully. “Well, I do.”
Blake sank down into his chair again. 
“How the hell did they know where you were going?” he demanded, shaking his head. “Even if they followed you, they couldn’t have planned an interception. How did they know you’d be on that road? It’s not even the route you take home!” 
“I’m more concerned with who they are, and why they want me dead,” she replied. “You realize if I’d been knocked unconscious, I’d be dead right now, right?” 
He scowled. “Yes.” 
They fell silent for a long moment, Blake looking like thunder and Stephanie chewing her bottom lip thoughtfully. 
“Who knew I was going to Alina’s?” she asked, finally breaking the silence. “You didn’t tell anyone at the office, did you?” 
“Of course not. Even Rob didn’t know where you were going, only that it was a safe house. Hell, he doesn’t even know it’s in New Jersey.” 
“I told Angie in the car, but I’d just hung up when I got hit,” she said slowly. “Even if someone was listening, they couldn’t have known what road I was on or where I was heading, let alone have time to get there.” 
Blake shook his head, sighing in frustration. 
“None of it makes sense. Have you called the Black Widow?” 
Stephanie looked a little guilty. “Not yet.” 
He stared at her. “What are you waiting for?” 
“I don’t know.” She rubbed her forehead, her brows wrinkled. “I keep thinking she’s got enough to worry about, and now this is taking it to the next level. I mean, someone tried to blow her head off last week, and the week before that! Now, I’m going to foist myself on her when people are shooting at me too? That hardly seems fair.” 
Blake shook his head. 
“I don’t think a few extra bad guys will make much difference at this point, do you?” he asked. 
She sighed. 
“Probably not, but I don’t want it on my conscience. Maybe I should just go into one of our safe houses like Rob wants. They’re uncomfortable and depressing, but at least I wouldn’t be putting anyone else at risk.” 
He studied her for a long moment. 
“Is that what you want to do?” he finally asked. 
Stephanie raised troubled eyes to his. “I think so.” 
He was silent for a moment, then he glanced at the monitors and the IV in her arm. 
“Before we tackle that, let’s talk about all this,” he said, making a movement with his hand that encompassed the cubicle. “The longer you stay here, the more you’re at risk. It won’t take them long to figure out which hospital you came to, if they haven’t already. They’ve tried twice now. They’re not going to stop just because they’re a man down.” 
Stephanie’s eyes widened. “You don’t think they’ll come here, do you?” 
“I don’t know, but it’s not a chance I’m willing to take. Are you?” 
She stared at him for a beat, then lowered her gaze to her IV.
“No.”
Blake nodded and stood up. He looked over at the clear plastic bag on a table inside the opening that contained her clothes. 
“Where’s your gun?” 
She reached under the thin blanket covering her and pulled out her Glock. He grinned, his eyes creasing at the edges, and a warm glint lit his brown eyes. 
“That’s my girl,” he murmured. “I’ll go find the nurse and tell her you want to be discharged. If anyone comes in here without me, shoot them.”

      [image: ]Michael O’Reilly rubbed his eyes and sat back in the chair. After staring at the laptop screen for another minute, he picked up his empty coffee mug and got up, turning to carry it into the kitchen. When Alina asked him to discreetly dig around in a man’s past, he didn’t really think he’d find anything. The man was a household name, a permanent fixture in Washington, DC, and an old war-hero to boot. He’d got the impression that even she was skeptical in the beginning, asking him to do it more out of an effort to cover all her bases than from any thought that he might actually find something. 
Michael shook his head and put the mug in the dishwasher. A year ago, he would have helped her out of loyalty to her dead brother and his best friend, Dave. But over the past ten months that he’d gotten to know Alina, a lot had changed. When she asked him to do it over a week ago, he’d agreed out of loyalty to her. 
Turning to open the fridge, Michael pulled out a beer and used the bottle opener he kept on the door to pop the top off. Taking a long sip, he turned to go back into the dining room, where he had his laptop on the table. 
Now, he was doing it for himself. 
Until tonight, he hadn’t been able to turn up anything on Mr. X, as Alina called him. She said he was the X factor. Michael grunted as he settled himself back in front of his laptop. X factor or not, up until now, Michael had been unable to find anything on the man. He was as clean and upright as they came these days. Alina was of the opinion that no one was that clean, and so he kept looking. If nothing else, his time with the Secret Service had taught him patience, and tonight that patience had paid off. 
Michael was just reaching for the mouse when his cell phone rang. He frowned and picked it up.
“Hello?”
“Hey Mike,” Blake greeted him. “When did you say you were getting your ass up here?” 
Michael’s eyebrows shot into his forehead and he reached for his beer. 
“Tomorrow. What now?” 
“I’m at the hospital.” Blake lowered his voice. “The bastards tried again.”
Michael scowled. “Stephanie?” 
“She’s banged up, but alive for now.”
“I thought she was going to Alina’s house?” Michael said, standing up and pacing the length of his dining room with his beer in his hand. “What happened?” 
“They got to her on her way there. Drove right into her and forced her off the road. She says the driver then came over to the car and tried to stick her with a needle. She managed to get it away from him and stabbed him first. He died in the road.” 
Michael swore softly. “Now what?” 
“She wants to go to one of our FBI safe houses. I still want her to go to Viper’s, but she says it’s bringing more threat after Alina. She won’t budge.” 
“Oh, she’ll budge when Lina gets involved,” he assured him. “What about you?” 
“If we go into a safe house, I’ll go with her. If she goes to Alina’s, I don’t have a choice. Viper won’t let me anywhere near her secret lair.” 
“True enough. I can try to talk to her, but no promises on what good it will do. She’s got some strange idea that she’s responsible for anyone who comes into her world.” 
Blake snorted. “I can handle myself.” 
“Agreed, but try and convince her of that.” Michael ran a hand over his short hair and took a long drink of beer. “What about tonight? What are you two going to do?” 
“Right now we’re waiting for her to get discharged. The nurse put up a fight, then the doctor came in and did the same. They want to admit her.” 
“I thought you said she was just banged up!”
“She is, but it’s her head that’s banged up. She’s double concussed, and they want to run tests and scans and all the doctor crap that costs thousands.”
“She can refuse.” 
“And she did. So now we’re waiting, but of course they’re not rushing to process the paperwork.” 
“And when you finally get out of there?” 
“I’ll check us into a hotel and try to figure out what to do. We can’t move to a safe house until tomorrow. If I contact Rob now, he’ll insist she stay here and go through the tests, and I don’t think it’s safe. If they’re willing to shoot up the inside the FBI parking lot, they won’t think twice about coming into a hospital. Look what happened to John. At this point, Steph wants to take her chances with the head and get to safety, and I don’t blame her.” 
“Has she called Lina yet?” 
“No. She’s waiting until we get out of here.” Blake cleared his throat and lowered his voice again. “Any idea what’s going on there? Why are they acting so cagey with each other?” 
“I wish I knew,” Michael replied, going back to his chair and sinking into it. “Every time I ask, I get shot down. Alina claims there’s nothing wrong.” 
“That’s a crock. Stephanie says the same thing, and she can’t lie to save her life. Not that it’s any of my business, but it’s sure making this a lot more complicated than it needs to be.”
“Well, let me know when you get into the hotel. I’ll leave early tomorrow, although I don’t see what help I can be if you’re disappearing into a Fed safe house.”
“I’m still hoping she’ll go to Lina’s, wherever that is.” 
“Keep me posted.” 
“Will do.” Blake paused. “Hey Mike?”
“Yeah?” 
“Be careful. My gut tells me this is just getting started up here.” 
Michael set his beer down on the table next to his laptop.
“Yeah, mine too,” he murmured, looking at the screen on his laptop.
He hung up and set the phone down, staring at the financial statements on the screen. 
“Mine too.” 






  
  Chapter Two


Stephanie stepped out of the elevator with Blake, and the smell of oil and stale urine greeted her. She wrinkled her nose in reaction and glanced at the tall man beside her. Her head was buzzing, her whole body felt like it had been battered by a heavy-weight champion, and her leg was back to being unbearable. She leaned on her cane, taking some of the weight off the leg that had suffered a gunshot wound the week before, and paused to look around the parking garage. 
“How far is the car?” she asked.
“On the other side of the garage.” Blake looked down at her. “I’d go get it, but I’m not leaving your side. How are you holding up?” 
“I feel like I was in a car accident,” Stephanie replied dryly. “I’ll be fine.”
He grinned. “Maybe you shouldn’t have turned down the wheelchair.”
“I wasn’t about to be pushed out of there like an invalid. I’m perfectly capable of walking,” she said with a scowl. 
Her cane chose that precise moment to slip on the smooth tarmac, and she gasped as she lurched forward, her bad leg giving out on her. Blake grabbed her and hauled her up against his side, unable to keep a chuckle from escaping. 
“I can see that.” 
Stephanie laughed despite herself and straightened up, pushing his supporting arm away. 
“Well, under normal circumstances, anyway,” she said. “The only reason they wanted to stick me in a wheelchair was to reinforce the fact that they were pissed I was checking myself out.” 
“We probably should have waited until they did the MRI,” he said after a moment. “This is your second concussion in a week and a half, and they don’t even know about the hit you took the other night in your apartment. Your brain could be jelly for all we know.” 
She looked at him in disbelief. “Thanks for the vote of confidence!”
He shrugged, a teasing smile on his face.
“Hey, I’m sure you’re fine. Probably.” 
Stephanie choked back a laugh. “You’re an ass.” 
“Yeah, but you’re glad I’m here,” he said. “Who else would make you laugh after someone tried to kill you? Twice?” 
“I am glad you’re here,” Stephanie admitted, sobering. “I don’t know–” 
She broke off as the relative silence in the parking garage was shattered by a muffled pop. It was a sound they both knew well: the sound of a suppressed gunshot, followed a second later by a thud. Because of the acoustics in the enclosed parking garage, it was impossible to tell where the noise actually originated. 
Blake whipped out his Beretta and spun around, scanning the garage while moving into a protective position behind Stephanie. She shifted her weight to her good leg and reached for her Glock, her heart pounding as her eyes searched for the threat. They were about halfway across the parking level and she could see Blake’s black Challenger at the end of the row. There was no one near it. 
“Do you see anything?” Blake demanded.
“Nothing.” 
He let out a low curse. 
“Me either. Move toward the car.”
Stephanie began to move toward the Challenger, her eyes darting around the garage. The places an attacker could conceal themselves were numerous, and she felt the overwhelming pressure of panic start to tighten her chest. She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. 
An eerie silence fell as they moved across the pavement. They had gone about three feet when an unnatural cry echoed across the garage, terrifying in its suddenness. Stephanie looked up and her mouth dropped open as a man dressed in dark jeans and a black jacket free-fell from the level above, a gun still in his hand and his head twisted at an impossible angle. Before she had time to even gasp, the body hit the pavement behind a white service van with a sickening splat. 
“What the hell?!” Blake spun around and stared over her shoulder. “What was that?!” 
“A…man,” she stuttered, “…with a gun.” 
“Where?” 
“Behind that van. He just fell…from up there!” 
She pointed to the cement barrier along the level above them. 
“Like hell he just fell,” Blake muttered, putting a hand on her back and propelling her forward. “Move!” 
Stephanie grunted as pain shot up her leg and she traded her Glock for her cane, switching the gun into her non-dominant hand. She forced her legs to move as fast as her pain-ridden body would allow, fear constricting her throat and making it hard to breathe. 
God, I don’t want to die! 
She felt Blake stiffen behind her and then his hand left her back as he spun around. Stephanie started with a gasp at the deafening sound of his Beretta as he fired, his back to hers. Dropping her cane, she moved her Glock to her right hand and swung around to face the threat with him, raising her gun. 
A man had fallen to his knees, a semi-automatic dropping out of his hand as blood spread across his chest. Behind him, two more figures moved out from behind a sedan, their weapons pointed straight at them. As soon as they broke cover, pop-pop echoed dully through the parking garage and they swayed for a moment with stunned looks on their faces. Almost as one, they fell, blood pouring from holes in their foreheads. 
“What the–?!” Blake glanced at her Glock.
“It wasn’t me!” 
Tires squealed behind them and they both swung around, their guns ready, to find a black van careening straight for them. Blake reached out and wrapped his arm around Stephanie’s waist, turning to half-push, half-throw her out of the way. Glancing behind him at the oncoming van, he threw himself against her, propelling them both behind the cover of a Honda civic. 
Stephanie had a momentary sensation of flying through the air before she slammed into the side of the car with a grunt. Blake crashed into her before they both fell to the cement. Pain ripped through her as she hit the ground, the air knocked out of her, and she lay on the tarmac, momentarily stunned. Beside her, Blake groaned and lifted his head to look at her. 
“You okay?” 
All she could manage was a nod. He rolled onto his back, his arm still around her, and she went with him. They stared at the van, watching as it slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop a few feet away. The windowless back door slid open, revealing three large men dressed in black body armor and holding assault rifles. Blake swung up his Beretta and aimed. Before he could get a shot off, the one on the far right fell backwards into the van, a bullet hole in his forehead. The middle one jumped out and Blake squeezed the trigger, aiming for one of the few vulnerable spots on the assailant. His shot was true, and the man stumbled and fell, blood pouring from the base of his throat. 
Stephanie watched in bemusement as the last man fell back into the van at the same time the middle one took Blake’s bullet. Tilting her head back, she scanned the cement barrier on the level above their heads and was just in time to see a rifle barrel disappear from the edge. Another pop-pop brought her attention back to the van and she gasped. Two bullet holes were in the windshield. 
Blake jumped to his feet as the driver side door opened and the driver rolled out, returning fire down the aisle. He moved in front of Stephanie, protecting her with his body, but she struggled to stand, using the Honda for support. Glancing at her swiftly, he pushed her behind him again, then scowled. She was staring to their right, her face draining of what color it still had. 
Turning his head, he watched as a blonde woman with short hair advanced down the middle of the aisle toward the van. Her face was unrecognizable, her lips pressed together and her eyes intent on her quarry. Blake had seen a lot in his time, first with the Marines and then the FBI, but despite it all, he felt a chill go through him at the look of deadly promise on her face. She ejected a clip from her gun and slammed a fresh one in, never breaking stride. 
Pop-pop-pop. 
Without missing a beat, as soon as her clip was engaged, she fired through the open door, keeping the driver pinned beside the van, unable to return fire until she was upon him. 
Reaching the bullet-ridden door, she slammed it shut with one hand and delivered a kick with the full force of her leg to the figure on the other side of the van. Then she disappeared from view, concealed by the van itself. They couldn’t see her, but they could hear, and that was enough. A male scream of pain was suddenly cut short, followed by an unholy silence. When she reappeared a second later, she looked directly at Blake. 
“Get her back behind the car and against the wall!” she commanded, her voice flat and hard. “Now!” 
Blake reacted to the steel in her tone and turned to propel Stephanie toward the cement wall a few feet behind them. As he did so, a black SUV skidded around the bend from the ramp leading from the lower parking level, roaring down the aisle towards them. At the same time, a motorcycle shot down the ramp from the upper level, flying around his Challenger at the end of the row. Pressing Stephanie against the wall, Blake spun around and watched as the woman grabbed one of the assault rifles from the back of the van. She turned, took a few steps towards Blake, and tossed the rifle to him without a word. 
“Is that…?” Blake began, catching the weapon with one strong hand. 
“Viper,” Stephanie replied, her voice shaking. 
The motorcycle stopped behind the van and the rider got off, striding forward. He swung a rifle off his back in one smooth motion and joined Viper next to the van. 
“This should be the last of them,” he said, his voice carrying to Blake and Stephanie. 
“I want one of them alive.” 
The man nodded as the SUV stopped and a long barrel emerged from the passenger window. 
“Who’s the guy?” Blake demanded, blocking Stephanie’s view by moving in front of her, effectively using himself as a shield. 
“He’s with her.” She sounded resigned. “His name is Damon.” 
Damon fired through the windshield on the passenger side of the SUV while Viper strode toward the vehicle. She held her gun in both hands, and when the driver’s door opened, she raised it and fired. Her shot went through the window and into the shoulder of the emerging man. The back window slid down and Viper dove under the driver’s door as a hail of bullets flew out. 
Stephanie gasped and grabbed the back of Blake’s jacket, peering over his shoulder. He glanced at her, his face grim. She didn’t notice, intent on watching the live-action nightmare unfolding before them. Her heart was back in her throat, but this time she was terrified for the friend she had known since she was six years old. 
Damon disappeared around the passenger side of the SUV, and they heard glass breaking then more gunfire. Viper somersaulted below the back door, out of the effective range of the automatic weapon being waved from the window, and stood against the back quarter panel of the SUV. She reached over and wrenched at the door. As soon as it cracked open, she fired three rapid shots inside before jumping out of the way again as a body fell out, the rifle falling to the ground with him. She leaned against the back side of the SUV again as silence fell. 
“Clear!” Damon called from the other side. 
Viper glanced into the back of the SUV and stepped over the body on the ground, moving back to the driver’s door. The injured driver was pressing one hand against his shoulder, trying to stem the tide of blood, while his other hand was in his lap. As she moved to the open door, the hand in his lap came up holding a gun. 
He fired, but it was a split second too late. The butt of Viper’s gun had come down hard on his wrist and the shot went wide, missing her. The pistol fell to the ground with a clatter, and Viper grasped the back of his head, slamming it into the steering wheel. 
Blake grimaced at the howl of pain that echoed out of the SUV, then watched as Viper did it again, stunning the man. Gripping his shirt, she pulled him out from behind the wheel and threw him onto the ground, kicking the pistol out of reach. He shook his head as if to clear it and tried to grab her ankle to pull her off balance. Instead of falling, she pivoted on her other foot, spinning and bringing her knee down onto his chest. He grunted in pain, growing still as the air was forced out of his lungs. Pulling a long, serrated blade from the vicinity of her ankle, Viper leaned down until her face was inches from his, pressing the tip of the blade into the side of his neck. 
Stephanie couldn’t hear what was being said, but she could see her friend’s face and that was enough. The terrifying assassin was there, and Alina was nowhere to be found. Damon rounded the back corner of the SUV and looked toward Blake and Stephanie, his face impassive. Stephanie shivered at the arctic chips that had replaced his blue eyes. These were the two assassin that were complete strangers to her. 
While they watched, he said something in a low voice to Viper. She nodded briefly and tossed him a set of keys. He turned to stride toward them, effectively blocking their view of what was happening behind him. 
“Blake Hanover?” 
Blake nodded. 
“We’ve got about three minutes to get her out of here and somewhere safe,” Damon said, nodding towards Stephanie. “Come with me.” 
Blake didn’t move. 
“Who the hell are you?” he demanded. 
Stephanie took one look at Damon’s face and moved out from behind him, putting a hand on his arm. 
“It’s ok, Blake,” she said, her voice calmer than she felt. “Let’s go.” 
“We’ll go in my car,” Blake said stubbornly. 
“Then you’ll be dead within the hour,” Damon said bluntly. “They have it tagged with a tracking device.” 
Blake stared at him speechlessly. 
“You Marines really need to learn to move and think at the same time,” Damon continued, bending down to pick up Stephanie’s discarded cane. He handed it to her. “Go!” 
Stephanie fought an insane urge to laugh and pulled on Blake’s arm to get him moving. 
“We’re not all fitting on that bike,” she said, following Damon along the cement wall, away from Viper and the last man left alive. 
“We’re taking Viper’s car,” he said shortly. 
Blake reached out and pulled her to a stop. Stephanie looked at him in surprise, then her eyes widened as he swung her up into his arms. 
“We’ll move faster without you walking,” he said briskly. 
Damon looked at them and she thought she saw the faintest glimmer of a laugh in the icy blue eyes of the assassin. But it was gone as quickly as it came. He turned his head and led them swiftly along the barrier wall, around the corner, and up the down ramp. From her perch in Blake’s arms, Stephanie could see Viper clearly over his shoulder. She was still bent over the driver on the ground and Stephanie turned her eyes away quickly. She didn’t want to know what was happening there. She’d seen that side of Alina before, and decided that she never wanted to see it again. Now here it was, in all its terrifying glory. 
She shivered and Blake glanced down at her, squeezing briefly. He thought she was upset over the attack, and she was willing to let him believe that. It was better than the truth: that she was terrified of the killer her best friend had become.






  
  Chapter Three


Alina rode through the security gate and into the parking lot off North 8 th Street in Philadelphia. A high-rise towered above the lot and, straight head at the end of the aisle, her Shelby GT 500 was backed into the assigned spot against a brick wall. Damon leaned against the hood, his arms crossed over his chest and one ankle crossed over the other, looking dark and forbidding. The passenger side door was open and Blake stood next to it with one arm braced against the roof. As she pulled into the lot, he looked up.
Damon watched as she pulled up in front of the Mustang and turned off the motorcycle, pulling the helmet off. The look on his face was unreadable, but she knew from the set of his shoulders and the clench of his jaw that he wasn’t happy. He uncrossed his arms and tossed her keys over as she got off his bike. 
“Any problems?” he asked.
“No. You?” She caught her keys with one hand and tossed him his with her other. 
“No.”
Alina nodded and looked at Stephanie through the windshield. 
“How is she?” 
“Shaken up, but not hurt.” Damon straightened. “Do you have all your safe houses programmed into your onboard Nav system?” 
Alina flashed a grin. “It got you here, didn’t it?” 
Damon grunted. 
“And now those two know one of your safe spots,” he muttered. “Not good.” 
“I didn’t have much of a choice,” she retorted, turning toward Blake. “How is she?” she asked, raising her voice and walking around the front of her car. 
“She’s completely freaked out, but fine,” Stephanie called from inside the car, bringing a smile to Blake’s otherwise grim face. Blood had dried around a gash on his cheekbone and he looked ready to go to war.
Alina reached the open door and looked in at Stephanie. She was seated sideways with her cane leaning against the dash and her purse on the floor. 
“Good. Let’s get you inside and away from the cameras.” 
“Where are we?” Blake asked, reaching a hand to help Stephanie out of the low sports car. “Are you sure it’s safe?” 
Alina looked at him, a very faint look of amusement on her face. 
“It better be. It’s one of my safe houses.” 
Blake glanced at her, surprised.
“You have a safe house in Philly? Why? You live across the bridge!” 
“Why not?” 
“How many safe houses do you keep?” Stephanie demanded, gaining her feet and leaning on her cane. 
“Enough.” 
Alina glanced around the dark parking lot and moved towards the entrance to the building, beeping the Shelby’s car alarm on as she did so. Damon waited for Blake and Stephanie to follow her, then turned toward the motorcycle. 
“Where’s he going?” Stephanie asked as they reached the double glass doors to the lobby. 
Alina opened the door and motioned them inside, not even glancing back at Damon. 
“To secure the perimeter.”  
Stephanie made a face at the brief answer and went into the brightly lit lobby, looking around. It was small with a row of elevators directly in front of them. On the right was a wall of mailboxes with call buttons, and on the left was a row of plush, comfortable chairs for waiting visitors. Alina went to an elevator and pressed the button, glancing at her watch. 
“What time did you actually discharge from the hospital?” she asked.
Stephanie thought for a minute. 
“I guess it was about seven-thirty,” she said slowly, looking at Blake. “Right?” 
“It was closer to eight, I think,” he answered. “It’ll be on the paperwork. Why?” 
The elevator opened and they got in. Alina swiped a fob on her keychain in front of the pad and the doors slid closed silently. A second later, the car began a swift and silent ascent. 
“The death squad got there right after you discharged,” she said, turning to face them. “That means someone told them you were being released.” 
“What if I had stayed?” Stephanie asked. “They wanted to keep me and do some scans. They didn’t want me to leave.” 
“They were going to admit you?” 
“Yes.” 
Alina’s lips tightened and her face took on the impassive mask that Stephanie hated. She turned back to the doors as the elevator came to a gentle stop and they slid open. Stephanie and Blake followed her into a wide corridor with hardwood floors and fresh, white walls. Without a word, Alina led the way to the door on the right and unlocked it. Flipping the switch inside the door, she moved aside so they could enter while she typed in the code on the alarm keypad. 
“How do you know they weren’t there before we discharged?” Blake asked, following Stephanie into the condo and closing the door behind them. 
Alina turned away from the keypad and dropped her keys onto a sideboard table against the wall in the entryway. 
“Because I was already there.” 
She strode down the short hallway into a large living room with a wall of windows overlooking the city and Blake and Stephanie glanced at each other. 
“How…? Why…?” Stephanie stammered, following her. “What do you mean you were already there?” 
Alina turned on the lamp next to the couch and picked up a remote. Pointing it at the windows, she pressed a button and thick, red shades slid down to cover the windows, blocking out the night. 
“I was on my way home when I passed your accident,” she said, turning to face them. “One of the ambulances was just pulling away. Damon picked up the EMT call from your ambulance to the hospital, so we knew where you were.” 
“And you just hung out in the parking garage?” Stephanie dropped onto the couch. “Why didn’t you come in?” 
“Because I had a feeling they’d try again.” Alina looked at Blake. “Your car was tagged. They were following you as well.”
“So your friend said,” he replied, sitting next to Stephanie. “Why would they follow me?” 
“As a fail-safe to get to her.” Alina walked to the galley kitchen on the left and went in. “They know you’re working together. In fact, they probably know everything about you, right down to what kind of dog food Buddy eats.” 
Stephanie gasped.
“Oh my God, Buddy!” she exclaimed. “He’s all alone at the apartment!”
“I know,” Blake said. “I’ll have to go get him but, without my car, I don’t know how.” 
Alina looked over the open bar that separated the kitchen from the living room. 
“You’re not going anywhere,” she said flatly. “You’re both staying here until I find out who’s behind this. I’ll get Buddy.” 
Blake stared at her. “What?” 
“You heard me.” She opened the refrigerator where a case of water was stocked on the top shelf. “I’ll take care of him.” 
“Oh, that would be awesome,” Stephanie answered before Blake could object. “Will you bring him here?” 
Alina pulled out two bottles and turned to leave the kitchen. 
“That’s not possible. No animals allowed.” She walked over to hand them each a water. “I’ll take him to my house. He’ll be fine there. Raven won’t take on a dog of his size.” 
“Raven?” Blake asked with a nod of thanks for the water. 
Alina smiled for the first time. “My hawk.” 
He choked. “Your hawk?!” 
Stephanie laughed outright. 
“I guess it does sound weird,” she said, opening her water and taking a long drink. “It’s really just a pet bird, only bigger,” she added when she was finished. 
“What the hell are you doing with a pet hawk?” Blake demanded, staring at Alina as if she had three heads. 
She shrugged.
“He seems to like me.” She went over to an armchair and sat down, fixing Stephanie with an unreadable look. “Tell me what the hell is going on. Start from the beginning.”
Stephanie sighed and sat back on the couch, shifting her leg uncomfortably. 
“I wasn’t going to tell you any of this,” she began. “You have enough going on without worrying about me.”
Alina raised an eyebrow. “I do?” 
“Yes, you do!” Stephanie exclaimed, disgruntled. “Good God woman, are you even human?!” 
“That’s a little harsh,” Blake murmured, “even if her hair does look like something out of a Cold War thriller.” 
Alina’s lips twitched, the only acknowledgment she gave the weak jab. 
“I like it,” Stephanie told him. “I think it looks good. It suits her.” 
“Hm,” Blake grunted, sipping his water. 
“What do I have going on that you think is more important than someone sending a hit team after you?” 
“You have people trying to kill you!”
“I can assure you, there’s nothing new in that.” 
Stephanie glowered at her. 
“Damon got shot when someone was aiming for you. Then they shot up John’s funeral, and God knows what they’ll do next. Don’t tell me this is just another day at the office for you.” 
“Actually, it is.” A deep voice spoke behind them, and Stephanie and Blake visibly jumped. “Viper seems to attract fans wherever she goes. I can’t imagine why.” 
Damon walked into the living room and glanced at Blake and Stephanie on the couch. Seeing their water bottles, he looked at Alina. 
“You have water?” 
“In the fridge.” 
He turned to go into the kitchen. 
“Well, I wasn’t about to add to the number of people throwing bullets her way,” Stephanie tossed over her shoulder in his direction. “What kind of friend would I be if I put her in danger like that?” 
Alina stared at her impassively, not trusting herself to look into the kitchen where Damon was at the fridge. She knew she’d see her feeling of disbelief mirrored in his eyes. 
“Trust me, you’re not putting me in any more danger than I’m already in,” she said after a moment of silence, the faintest hint of steel in her voice. 
“Well, you know everything now, anyway,” Stephanie said with a shrug. “The other night, someone broke into my apartment and was still there when I got home. They hit me over the head, and when I came to, Blake and Buddy were there.”
“Buddy?” Damon asked from the kitchen.
“His pit bull. You’ll meet him later,” Alina said. She turned her gaze to Blake. “What happened when you got there?” 
“Buddy went berserk and tore through the apartment to the back door. It was just closing, and I never saw them. By the time I’d checked Stephanie, they were gone.” 
“And nothing was missing?” Damon asked, coming back into the living room with two bottles of water in his hand. “Are you sure?” 
Stephanie nodded. 
“Yes. The next morning, I discovered that they’d copied the hard-drive from my laptop. That was it.” 
Damon walked over to Alina and handed her one of the bottles. Sitting on the arm of the chair, he looked at Stephanie. 
“What was on your laptop?” 
“That’s just it! Nothing! I have no idea what they were after.” 
“The safe wasn’t touched? You’re sure?” Alina asked. 
“Yes. Nothing was missing.” 
“Nothing else happened the next day?” 
“No. I went to physical therapy and was home the rest of the day. Then today I went to work. When I tried to leave this afternoon, someone shot at me. Ballistics dug a high-powered rifle round out of the car, so I would never have seen them. Thank God I dropped my keys and they hit the car.” 
Alina and Damon glanced at each other. 
“What?” Blake asked, seeing the glance pass between them. “What are you thinking?” 
“If she was home all day yesterday, that would have been the perfect time to go after her,” Damon said reluctantly. “Why didn’t they? Why wait until she was at work and have the added risk of trying to do it in a Federal building?” 
Blake frowned. “I have no good answer for that.”
“Something changed,” Alina said slowly, opening her water and taking a sip. 
“What?” Stephanie asked, her brows coming together in a frown. “What do you mean?” 
“Maybe they didn’t take the easy target you presented because they weren’t going to come after you again.”
“What could possibly have changed that made them want to kill me?!” 
“They didn’t find what they were looking for on your laptop, for one,” Damon said. 
“That would be all the more reason not to kill her,” Blake pointed out. “If they think she knows something or has something, she’s no good to them dead.” 
“He’s right,” Alina murmured. She looked at Stephanie consideringly. “This doesn’t have anything to do with what they’re looking for, at least not entirely. Something else changed to make her a target.” 
“What about the car accident?” Damon asked. “Tell us what happened there.” 
“A black SUV plowed into the passenger side and spun me through the intersection into oncoming traffic. I got hit again. When the car finally stopped, the driver approached me.” Stephanie paused and took a long drink of water. “He tried to stick me with a needle.” 
“What?” Alina asked sharply, her eyes narrowing sharply. “A syringe?” 
Stephanie nodded tiredly. 
“He tried to grab my arm but I managed to fight him off long enough to get my gun out and knock the syringe out of his hand. There was a struggle for it and I stabbed him in the arm. He backed up a couple of steps and went down. He stayed down, and when police got there, he was dead.” 
Damon looked at Alina, his face grim.
“Neurotoxin?” she suggested, her eyes on his.
“It could have been a couple different things,” he replied slowly, “but if it happened that quickly, my money’s on SUX.” 
“SUX?” Blake repeated. 
“Succinylcholine,” Alina explained. “It’s a paralytic drug. It works on the neuromuscular system.”
“Basically, it paralyzes all the muscles in your body. They stop functioning altogether, and that includes the lungs and respiratory system. The victim asphyxiates in seconds,” Damon explained. “Certainly less than a minute. It’s usually undetected because the enzymes in our body start breaking it down immediately. Most doctors think the victim died of a heart attack.” 
Stephanie stared at them speechlessly, stunned. 
“Who are you people?” she finally exclaimed. “How do you know this stuff? Hell, I didn’t even know potassium chloride was still a thing until Lina said someone shot John full of it!” 
Despite the grimness of the situation, Alina felt her lips pulling upwards. 
“It’s our job to know this stuff,” she said. 
Damon shifted on the arm of the chair and stretched his arm along the back, behind her head. 
“We wouldn’t be very effective if we didn’t,” he agreed, his eyes dancing. 
“Well, you’re definitely effective,” Stephanie muttered. 
Alina saw her shiver and felt a twinge of remorse. Stephanie had caught a glimpse of Viper once before, and their friendship had changed because of it. Tonight, she saw her again, but this time it was much worse. This time Stephanie had seen Viper attacking multiple enemies as effortlessly as she had been trained to do, without emotion or compunction.
Blake shook his head. 
“I can’t wrap my head around this,” he muttered. “You’re saying John was killed with potassium chloride, and then someone tried to shoot Stephanie up with a paralytic drug. Who has the resources for all this? They showed up tonight in full gear, with assault rifles. Who do they think Stephanie is?”
“A priority one target,” Alina said, her voice hard. 
Damon looked at her sharply. “Again? That term’s popping up a lot lately.” 
She nodded. “I know.” 
Blake cleared his throat. 
“Care to loop us in over here?” he asked. “We don’t speak assassin.” 
A look of amusement crossed Damon’s face and Alina smiled faintly. 
“It means someone wants her dead yesterday, at any cost,” she told them, her brief smile vanishing. “Whatever it is that changed, it bumped Stephanie to the top of their most wanted list. They won’t stop until she’s dead.”






  
  Chapter Four


Alina’s words hung heavily in the air, all the more sinister because everyone in the room knew they were true. What color that remained in Stephanie’s face drained away and Blake’s jaw tightened as he scowled. Before he could open his mouth to say anything, Alina felt her phone vibrate against her hip and she frowned, reaching into her pocket. She glanced at the screen and let out a soft sigh, raising the phone to her ear impatiently. 
“Yes?” 
“Where the hell have you been?!” Angela Bolan demanded without ceremony. “Where is everyone?”
Alina was silent for a beat, irritation washing through her at her old friend’s tone. 
“Excuse me?” she finally asked, her voice dangerously soft. 
Damon looked down at her sharply, his brow creasing, while Stephanie and Blake glanced at each other then back to Alina. 
“I went to Stephanie’s at seven to meet Blake and waited for half an hour, but he never showed up,” Angela told her furiously. “So I drove all the way out to the boondocks where you live, expecting to find him there with Stephanie, but no one was there either! Not Stephanie, not Blake, not you, not even Damon! I tried calling Steph, but it goes straight to voicemail. I tried calling you earlier, but it went straight to voicemail. No one’s picking up, I’ve been all over South Jersey tonight, and I want some answers!” 
Alina slowly raised her eyes to Stephanie’s face. 
“Why were you meeting Blake at Stephanie’s?”  
Stephanie gasped and her hand flew to her mouth as her eyes widened in dismay. 
“Oh my God!” she exclaimed. “Angie! We forgot about Angie!” 
Blake looked at her. 
“We?” he repeated. “I didn’t know anything about this! Why was I meeting Angela at your house?” 
Stephanie waved her hand, motioning him to be quiet, and pointed to Alina’s phone. 
“Put her on speaker,” she said. “I can’t believe I totally forgot about her!” 
“I can. You almost died,” Blake said dryly as Alina lowered her phone and tapped the screen.
“You’re on speaker,” she told Angela, resigned. 
“Why am I on speaker? Is she there? Stephanie?” 
Alina leaned forward and set the phone on the coffee table. When she sat back again, she glanced at Damon to find his eyes on her. She gave a barely imperceptible shake of her head and his lips quivered. 
“My God, Angie, I’m so sorry,” Stephanie exclaimed. “I forgot all about you.”
“Where the hell are you? Why aren’t you at Lina’s?” 
“I never made it there. I’m sorry. I should have called you sooner.” 
“What do you mean you never made it there? Where are you?” 
“I’m –” Stephanie stopped and looked at Alina questioningly. 
Alina shook her head and Stephanie frowned. 
“I can’t tell you,” she said. “I’m somewhere safe.” 
“What do you mean you can’t tell me?!” Angela’s voice rose an octave and Stephanie grimaced. “I just spent two hours driving around looking for you!” 
“Let’s start at the beginning,” Alina interjected, her calm voice a direct contrast to Angela’s. “Why were you meeting Blake at seven?” 
“Because Stephanie asked me to!” 
Alina pinched the bridge of her nose and felt one of her eyelids begin to twitch. 
“I called her on my way to your house,” Stephanie explained, realizing that Alina was very close to losing what little patience she had. “I wanted her to go pack some clothes and grab some things for me. I was going to ask Blake to meet her there so he could let her in.”
“Except he stood me up!” Angela piped up. 
“He didn’t even know about it!” Blake exclaimed. “How is this my fault?” 
“Is that Blake? He’s there too? What the hell, Steph?! Are you all having a party without me? Next you’ll be saying Mr. Hunk O’ Mysterious is with you!” 
Alina felt strong fingers brush the back of her neck, sending an inconvenient shiver of awareness down her spine. Damon leaned down, his lips brushing her ear. 
“Mr. Hunk O’ Mysterious?” he murmured. 
Alina felt a laugh welling inside her and she shot him a look of sheepish amusement. Damon’s eyes met hers, and the look in them promised lots of questions later when they were alone. She turned her head away and he straightened up again, leaving his hand on the back of her neck. His fingers rubbed the muscles there, sending shockwaves through her, and she bit the inside of her lip. Yep. She wasn’t getting out of explaining that nickname. 
“He’s here too,” she said, a slight tremor in her voice. 
“Of course he is!” Angela was working herself up into a full-blown temper now. “You’re all together and no one thought to call and give me a heads up that plans had changed?”
“Ang, I’m sorry,” Stephanie said earnestly, leaning forward. “It’s been a long night. I was in an accident. Someone ran me off the road and tried to kill me.” 
Silence followed that announcement, and Alina waited for the explosion she knew was coming. She didn’t have to wait long. 
“WHAT?!” Angela screeched, making them all wince. “And NO ONE CALLED ME?!”
Alina dropped her forehead into her hand and closed her eyes. Damon increased the pressure on her neck and she could feel him laughing silently beside her. 
“I was taken to the hospital in an ambulance. Honestly, calling you wasn’t a priority at that point in time,” Stephanie said, a hint of impatience creeping into her voice. 
“Well, are you okay?” 
“I’m banged up, but I’ll be fine. I have a double concussion, whiplash and a twisted wrist. Other than that, I’m just dandy.” 
“What hospital are you at? Did they do an MRI or cat scan? How long are you going to be stuck there?” 
Stephanie looked at Alina like a deer in headlights and she shrugged as much as to say, ‘you’re on your own.’ Stephanie made a face.
“I signed myself out of the hospital,” she said reluctantly. 
“You what?!” Angela’s voice rose again. “Steph, your brain could be turning into jelly!” 
Stephanie shot an accusing look at Blake and he raised his eyebrows innocently. 
“Good grief, Angie, my brain’s not turning into jelly! Why is everyone saying that? I’m fine.” 
“Well, where are you? I’ll come see for myself.” 
Stephanie looked at Alina expectantly. 
“You can’t,” Alina said flatly. “Don’t worry. She’s fine.” 
“What do you mean I can’t?” Angela demanded. “Why not?”
“She’s somewhere safe, but it won’t stay that way if people know where she is,” Alina replied. “The people trying to kill her aren’t stupid. They’ll be watching you in case you lead them to her.” 
“Don’t tell me I can’t…wait, what? Are you saying I’m being watched?” 
“She’s not saying you’re being watched,” Stephanie said, shooting Alina a look of reproach. “She’s just pointing out that it’s a remote possibility. There’s no point in risking anything.” 
“Why aren’t you at her house?” Angela asked after a moment of thought. “That was the original plan. What changed?” 
“This was more expedient,” Alina said.
“Expedient? What the hell kind of answer is that?!” 
“What she’s trying to say is that when I left the hospital, I had to get somewhere safe fast,” Stephanie said, shooting Alina another exasperated look. “Her house was too far away.” 
“Well, if you think I’m going to stay away from Stephanie indefinitely because you didn’t want to take the time to drive her to your house, Alina, you’re out of your mind,” Angela said roundly. “Expedient or not, she’s my best friend and I want to make sure she’s ok. Where are you?” 
“You’re not coming,” Alina’s voice took on a steel edge. “It’s too dangerous, for both of you.” 
Stephanie shook her head and sat back on the couch, a look of resignation on her face. Blake raised an eyebrow and looked at her questioningly. 
“This is about to get ugly,” she whispered in explanation. 
“Well, if you’d taken her to your house like originally planned, we wouldn’t be having this issue. I mean, seriously! I’m always coming and going from there, so no one would think anything of it. Stephanie would be comfortable and I can come see her.”
Alina took a deep breath and counted to ten, willing her eye to stop twitching. 
“I think you’re forgetting that Stephanie was attacked on her way to Alina’s house,” Damon said dryly. “You really want to test fate and try again?” 
“You mean to tell me that you two can’t get Stephanie there safely?” Angela demanded in a deceptively sweet voice. 
Blake choked back a laugh and then quickly sobered when Alina shot him a deadly look. 
“This isn’t up for discussion,” Alina said, her voice tight. “Stephanie’s staying here and you’re not coming near her until we find out who’s doing this and why. End of story.”
“Like hell it is! I don’t care what you do or who you are, Lina, you’re not bossing me around this time. My best friend almost died twice today. I have every right to be with her and see for myself that she’s okay. The most logical solution is to move her to your house where I won’t lead anyone to her, whatever that’s supposed to mean. I think you’re being paranoid, personally, but I’m willing to compromise and play along. If you’re not going to compromise as well, we have a big problem.” 
“She has a point,” Blake said. “Your house is the safest place. I’ve been saying that all along. After what happened tonight, I see why you don’t want to move her again, but Angela does have a valid argument.” 
“Don’t encourage her,” Alina said, standing up impatiently and pacing around the living room. 
Damon watched her, his face impassive, and remained silent. 
“Will you all please stop talking about me as if I’m not even here?” Stephanie spoke up. “Don’t I get a say in this? It’s me that’s under fire, after all. I think I should be able to decide where and how I keep myself safe.” 
They all looked at her and Alina raised an eyebrow.
“Well?” she asked when Stephanie didn’t continue. 
“Honestly? I’m torn. They’re right. Your house is the logical choice. The place is virtually a compound, and your security system rivals the Pentagon’s. A person can’t flick a booger on your property without you seeing it.”
“But?” 
Stephanie shrugged. 
“I don’t want to bring more trouble to you. We’ve already been over it. I’m not trying to get you killed along with me.” 
The smile that crossed Alina’s face was downright terrifying.
“Oh, when I go, it won’t be because you got me killed.” 
“Then it’s settled,” said Angela. “When should I bring her things?” 
“It’s not settled. I need to think about this.”
“What’s there to think about? We all agreed it’s what’s best, and it’s what Stephanie wants!” 
“I never said it’s what I want!” Stephanie exclaimed, throwing her hands up in the air. “In fact, I thought I just made it clear that it isn’t what I want to do!” 
“But you said —” 
“Enough!” Damon finally spoke, his voice slicing through the arguing. “It’s late and Stephanie’s been through enough today. Lina and I will figure this out. In the meantime, Stephanie’s staying here until further notice. Clear?” 
“Agreed,” Blake seconded, surprising both Alina and Damon. “It’s not safe to move her tonight and I, for one, am not willing to make a decision this important when I’m tired, pissed off, and just want to kill someone.” 
“I really think you guys are making this much more complicated than it needs to be,” Angela said, disgruntled. 
Alina closed her eyes and counted to ten.
“We’re not complicating anything,” she bit out when she had finished. “Steph will call you tomorrow with an update.”
“Don’t you dare hang up on—” 
Alina leaned down and pressed end, cutting off Angela’s furious words. Stephanie stared at the phone for a second, then raised her eyes to Alina’s face.
“Well, if she wasn’t mad enough already, she is now,” she said dryly. 
“I’m surprised she waited that long,” Blake muttered, standing up and stretching. “Good Lord, is she always like that?” 
Stephanie nodded. “Pretty much, but she has a good heart. She only means the best.” 
“No doubt, but she needs to stay out of this,” Damon muttered, standing. He looked at Blake. “Give me your keys and I’ll take care of your car.” 
Blake tossed him the keys reluctantly and glanced at Alina. 
“You’ve got Buddy?” 
“Yes. He’ll be fine.” She motioned to a set of double doors on the far side of the living room. “Bedroom’s through there. There are towels in the
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