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  About Next Exit, Dead Ahead


Alina Maschik expected to have a few quiet days alone in New Jersey. 
She should have known better. 
FBI Agent Stephanie Walker has a problem. Whenever Alina comes into town, someone ends up dead. When the enigmatic Damon Miles follows, that count is doubled. Now, a mere week before Halloween, Stephanie's main informant has gone missing. When part of him shows up in a reputedly haunted prison, the local attraction becomes the center of a macabre and baffling spectacle. As bodies start to fill the morgue, Stephanie must trust in Alina's particular skill set to prevent further bloodshed. But that trust comes with a price, as Alina and Damon bring their own brand of trouble, uncovering a sinister web of deadly intrigue reaching far beyond the familiar South Jersey suburbs.
A prison haunted by tortured souls, a puzzling federal investigation, a rising body count, and a pair of deadly assassins...what could possibly go wrong?

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






  
  With all endeavors, artistic or otherwise, there will always be periods of uncertainty and doubt. There are times that, no matter how dedicated we are, we start to question ourselves and our project. For a writer, those times of self-doubt can be crippling. Without the unfailing love and support of our family and friends, it is easy to lose sight of the passion that drives us. 

This book saw far too many of those moments throughout its creation. With each terrifying one, I reached for my phone. Next Exit, Dead Ahead would never have seen the light of day if it weren't for the two people who inevitably picked up their phone on the other end. My dear friends, Jacquie and Kristine, have been tireless in their support and encouragement, always there when I need them most. Answering random texts at even more random times of the day and night, their unselfish availability knows absolutely no bounds. I will always be thankful for their friendship and support. 
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  “There is no deep shadow, no utter darkness, where evildoers can hide.”Job 34:22








  
  Prologue


Alina Maschik hooked her bags over her shoulder so they fell across her body, first the rifle bag and then her satchel. Sliding the door of the helicopter open, she squinted against the onslaught of wind and watched as the roofs of the buildings below grew closer. Coming in to land was her favorite part of flying, and the noise of the wind and propellers didn't bother her one bit. Glancing at the man beside her, she met his brown eyes and nodded. He nodded back as she returned her attention to the door and swung her legs outside the chopper. The landing pad was still far off and Alina looked out over the city as the helicopter descended. 
Dusk had fallen, cloaking the old city in deep shadows. Lights sparkled intermittently, illuminating the buildings and the Thames below, transforming everything into a glowing kaleidoscope of color. Alina followed the river with her eyes, the waterway winding like a snake through the city, and her mind went back to her history classes. She wondered if this was how the river had looked to the German bombers as they followed it during the Second World War, relying on it to lead them to their target. The city would have been dark then, blacked out, but the river led those pilots to the heart of London, where they dropped their bombs mercilessly. Not for the first time, Alina thought of all the abuse this London Town had taken over the years. Yet, here it still stood, stalwart and ageless. It never ceased to amaze her, this city that had endured so much and yet survived to remain the bustling international hub it was today. 
Alina returned her gaze to the top of the building below. It was close now and the chopper was hovering, ready to land. The propellers whipped the air around them into a cyclone of wind, throwing up light debris from the tarmac below. Letting go of the side of the door, she dropped out of the helicopter, falling the last twelve feet or so. A familiar rush of excitement swept through her as she dropped through the air, her senses adjusting abruptly from the vibrating floor of the helicopter to the sudden emptiness and lightness of air. Alina ruefully admitted to herself that she probably should have waited until the chopper descended a few more feet as the tarred rooftop rushed up at her quickly. That twelve feet or so was actually slightly more, and Alina braced herself for a fast, hard landing. 
Her boots hit the roof heavily and she winced as the shock jolted up her spine and through her body. She stumbled, regained her balance quickly, and ran out of range of the propeller blades spinning above her. Stopping just outside the landing space, she turned to watch as her companion followed, wisely waiting until the chopper was just above the landing pad to jump. He landed and bent over, running toward her as the helicopter settled on the roof behind him.
“You realize you're insane!” he yelled over the noise.
Alina just smiled, turning to head toward the steps that led down from the helipad. He joined her and they descended together, advancing quickly to the door being held open by a thickly-muscled man bulging out of a navy suit. Her companion nodded to him and held out his hand.
“Hello, Marcus,” he greeted him. “How's the blood pressure?”
“Better now that you're home, sir,” Marcus replied, his face creasing into a grin as he grasped the outstretched hand. 
“Just a little detour.” Alina's companion winked and smiled. “Nothing to be concerned about.” 
“That's good to hear, sir.” 
Alina continued through the open door, stepping into the building quickly. She found herself in a brightly-lit hallway and her companion joined her a second later.
“We can go along here to the private elevators,” he told her, motioning along the hallway. 
She nodded and fell into step beside him, brushing her hair out of her eyes. The hallway had the hushed, official feel of a government building and their footsteps echoed off the plain, white-washed walls as they moved toward a door at the other end. 
“You're not very chatty, are you?” her companion asked, glancing at her. 
Alina looked at him in surprise, her lips curving slightly.
“Why do you say that?” she asked.
“We've now been in each other's company for over twelve hours and I don't think I've heard you say more than a few phrases,” he replied. “I don't even know your name.”
“I know yours,” Alina retorted with a quick grin, “sir.”
“Yes, and that puts me at quite the disadvantage,” he complained, coming to a stop before the heavy metal door. He laid his hand on a raised square screen beside it, waiting while a light scanned his hand print. When it was finished, he lifted his hand and waited expectantly. A second later, the door buzzed and he pushed it open, holding it for her to pass through. “How am I supposed to ask you to join me for dinner if I don't know your name?”
“Well, you could just say, would you like to join me for dinner?” Alina answered, stepping into a small alcove facing an elevator. 
She watched as he pressed a button and stood back. He glanced down at her as the doors slid open, his eyes dancing. He was quite good-looking, his face lean and his chin strong. His brown hair was just starting to silver at the temples, and lines were forming at the corners of his eyes after years of laughter and sun. He stood around six feet and carried himself with the assurance of a man accustomed to being in charge. When he looked at Alina, she felt her lips tugging into a smile as his eyes met hers. Exuding power from his every pore, he also possessed a contagious air of reckless enjoyment that drew her to him. Her lips curved on their own as the elevator door slid open.
“Would you like to join me for dinner?” he asked as they stepped into the elevator. 
The doors slid closed and Alina looked at him, her dark eyes meeting his. She was tempted. Oh, how she was tempted!
“I'd love to, but I don't think I'll have time, sir,” she answered somewhat regretfully. 
“Please. Stop with the sir,” he said, turning to direct the full force of his charm upon her. “I think we've moved beyond that, don't you?” He held out his hand with a smile. “My friends call me Jack.” 
“Very well, Jack.” Alina grasped the outstretched hand and his long fingers closed around hers. “You can call me Maggie,” she added after a slight pause.
“You don't look much like a Maggie,” Jack informed her, his fingers tightening on hers when she would have pulled her hand away. “Why don't you have time for dinner?”
“I have a plane to catch,” Alina answered, her eyes dancing as her hand rested in his. He pursed his lips thoughtfully.
“That's easily solved,” he decided with a grin. “We'll arrange for a later flight.”
Alina felt a laugh bubbling up inside her. Oh, she was tempted all right!
“I'm afraid you would find me a disconcerting dinner date,” she said gravely, pulling her hand away as the elevator came to a stop. 
Jack reached out quickly, hitting a button and preventing the doors from sliding open. He stepped closer and looked down at her, his handsome face laughing inches from hers.
“I doubt that very much,” he retorted. “Nothing could be more disconcerting than having a fearsome captor, with his head split half open, fall into the filthy pit where they were keeping me, and then looking up to see you.”
Alina did laugh then.
“You handled it beautifully,” she told him. “You looked as though you were terribly bored with it all.” 
“That was my good old British, stiff upper lip, my dear.” Jack smiled into her eyes. “Join me for dinner. Let me thank you properly,” he murmured softly, his voice rolling over her like soft silk.
Alina was sorely tempted. Jack was amusing her and it had been many days since she laughed.  Her stomach rumbled, reminding her of how she hadn't eaten, and she was suddenly ravenous. Alina knew without a doubt that if she had the spare time, she would have accepted his invitation gladly. 
“I really have to get back,” she said regretfully.  
“Then I suppose I'll have to content myself with a rain check...Maggie.” Jack sighed, stepping back. 
“Rain check it is,” she agreed.
“Beware, I have every intention of holding you to it!” he warned her, hitting the button again.
The elevator doors slid open and they stepped into an underground parking garage. 
“I'll look forward to it,” Alina assured him. 
“You have a car here, I presume?” he asked. 
Alina nodded and held out her hand to him.
“I do.” 
Jack grasped her hand, his lips curving again. 
“Then until next time,” he said, his hand tightening on hers slightly. “God willing, we'll meet under more comfortable circumstances.” 
“God willing,” Alina agreed with a laugh. 
She turned to walk away and made it a few feet before he called out and stopped her.
“Maggie?” 
“Yes?” she turned her head questioningly.
“You're sure you don't have time?” he asked, drawing another laugh from her.
“I'm sure,” she answered. 
“It's that important, then?” 
“Oh, yes.” Alina smiled faintly. “I have to go see about a hawk.”






  
  Chapter One


Viper rounded the corner, her eyes adjusting to the sudden darkness. What should have been a crisp, fall breeze was filled with the disturbing smells of gun powder and latex. She glanced to her left at the high wall and automatically gauged the distance to the top before looking to her right at a chain-linked fence. It ran alongside the narrow path, and whatever lay on the other side was concealed by impenetrable shadows. Stephanie and Angela were just disappearing around a bend ahead and Alina moved forward, conscious of her gun nestled in the small of her back. Her fingers flexed instinctively as she moved into the darkness. 
A sudden, blood-curdling scream rent the air and the hair on Alina's neck rose. Her eyes narrowed and she moved around the bend quickly. There was no sign of Stephanie or Angela. Glancing around with a frown, she moved forward cautiously in the darkness. A low, faint growl rode on the breeze and her eyes cut to the right. The fence exploded suddenly with blinding white light and in the split second of brightness, she caught sight of what appeared to be a creature, moving parallel with her on all fours on the other side of the fence. In a second, the light was gone and she was thrown into blackness again. 
Viper took a deep breath, bracing herself for the onslaught she knew was coming. 
Seconds later, the darkness was shattered with another blaze of flashing white light. The fence rattled as the creature launched itself at her, hitting the chain-links with a crash and letting out an ear-splitting screech. Alina found herself facing a human, dressed in a white jumpsuit, with blood dripping from his mouth and a broken chain dangling free on his ankle. His eyes were wide and hideous, peering at her ghoulishly in the pulsing light, and his face split into a wide and terrible grin. A hand with talons for finger nails reached through a hole in the fence and swiped at her, a guttural noise emanating from deep inside his throat. Alina moved away quickly, but he followed her, hopping like a frog along his side of the fence. His eyes bore into her and she had the uneasy feeling that she was confronting a beast instead of a man. 
She was just turning away to go around another bend in the path when an all-too-familiar chill streaked down her spine. Viper turned her head swiftly. The beast-man was still staring at her, his mouth open, hanging onto the side of the fence. Turning around, she scanned the darkness behind her quickly, but nothing was there. She and the beast-man were alone. Alina turned back to continue on with a slight frown. Her spine was still tingling with awareness and Viper knew it had nothing to do with the man hanging from the fence, drooling blood behind her. This was a feeling she had felt many times before, and it was one she had learned not to ignore.
Rounding the bend in the path, Alina was plunged into darkness again. She could hear creaking to her left and she turned her head in time for another light to flash, briefly illuminating an operating room with blood smeared on the walls. The light went out immediately and Alina paused, looking into the plexi-glass fronted room. The light flashed on again, accompanied by an ear-piercing electronic screeching, and she was presented with a woman in a bloody hospital gown. She had something long and dripping with blood hanging out of her mouth and Alina's eyes dropped to the severed head, gaping neck-side up, in her hands. Behind her, on a gurney, was a headless body dressed in surgeons' scrubs. 
Viper turned away, her lips twitching, and continued on, trying to ignore the persistent tingling on her spine. She glanced behind her again, but still saw only darkness. Intermittent creaks, loud bangs, and sounds of chains filled the air, making it impossible to listen for the sound of anyone approaching from behind. Another scream sliced through the night, this time coming from behind her, and Alina heard the fence rattling. She smiled. The beast-man had found himself a more receptive audience.
Alina watched fog rising from a decrepit and moldy graveyard to her left and wondered why she let Stephanie and Angela talk her into this. Haunted houses, haunted mazes, haunted prisons: they were all the same. Strobe lights, loud noises, and actors dressed up in blood and gore with the sole purpose of trying to scare people into screaming. Once upon a time, Alina would have jumped and screamed, succumbing to a racing heart along with the rest of them. Now, however, the only thing increasing her heart-rate was the lingering chill that kept sliding down her spine. Viper glanced behind her once more. 
Something was there, and it had nothing to do with the haunted prison walk.
Motion in the graveyard snapped Alina's attention back to the crumbling tombstones and fog laying across the ground like a foot-thick blanket. She was surrounded by darkness again, but an artificial glow of moonlight illuminated the tombs, casting a bluish light over the area. There was nothing there, but Alina knew something had moved. She searched the graveyard curiously, looking for the hidden corpse sure to make a sudden, and appropriately terrifying, entrance. An owl hooted from hidden speakers and a cackle of crazed laughter followed. Viper shook her head slightly and moved on, following the path. 
She had just passed the graveyard when there was a rush of sound and the corpse leapt out behind her with a gurgling groan that echoed around them. Viper swung around, her arm coming up instinctively to block his advance. Grabbing his outstretched arm, she clamped two fingers on his wrist, effortlessly forcing his arm down. He froze, staring at her.
“Tsk tsk,” Viper murmured, waving her finger before his rotting face. “I don't know what you died from, and I would rather not catch smallpox this evening, if you don't mind.”
The corpse grinned and a long worm slithered out from between rotten teeth. Viper arranged her face into an appropriately horrified expression and the corpse's shoulders shook slightly with laughter. He moaned and faded into the darkness again as Alina turned to continue around the bend, smiling in the darkness. As soon as she rounded the bend, strobe lights started flashing and she found herself surrounded by cells. Stifling a sigh, she did her best to appear startled at the gruesome occupants and the display of horror they put on for her benefit. After all, they were actors. She knew they fed off her reaction. It wasn't their fault she was impossible to scare.
When the lights suddenly went out, plunging her back into total darkness, she braced herself. A cell occupant launched out of the cell in front of her, landing directly in front of her. She was hit with the rancid smell of sweat and fake blood as he tried to corral her into the empty cell.
“Are you here for my conjugal visit?” he demanded, grinning and staring at the low V of her sweater.  
Viper raised an eyebrow as he moved into her personal space. 
A moment later, she was rounding the next bend in the walk and the hapless actor was back in his cell with no clear idea of how he got there. 
Alina's amused smile faded when that persistent chill streaked down her spine again. She stopped, turning around slowly. She still couldn't detect what was causing her sixth sense to run riot and Viper slowly raised her eyes to the old, thick stone building looming over the haunted walk. Her lips tightened almost imperceptibly as she stared up at the imposing prison beside her. The walk was now running alongside the old structure and she scanned the wall with the barred windows high above her head. She glanced back curiously and saw stone steps behind one of the makeshift walls of the path. The steps led to a thick wooden door into the prison, and high above the door was a dark window. It was significantly smaller than all the rest, and Viper's eyes narrowed as they rested on the dark window thoughtfully. Without knowing why, she reached out and touched the side of the prison, her fingers resting lightly on the rough stone.
Icicles streaked across her shoulder blades and up her neck, causing the fine hair on her skin to stand on end. Viper frowned, shrugging her shoulders quickly, trying to rid herself of the cold. Instead of dissipating, it poured under her sweater and down her back, covering her with goosebumps. Catching her breath, she snatched her hand off the stone and turned her back to the prison, continuing along the walk. She rubbed her arms briskly, her heart pounding. The wind hadn't changed, but Alina was suddenly freezing.
And it had nothing to do with the haunted walk.

      [image: ]When she finally emerged from the thick stone wall surrounding the courtyard at the back of the prison, Stephanie and Angela were waiting for her. They were laughing as she stepped out and Angela waved from where they were standing.
“We lost you!” she called. 
After the loud screeching and bangs in the walk, the sudden quiet outside seemed unnerving and Alina glanced around, memorizing the faces of people milling around her out of habit. She moved toward her old friends, her eyes adjusting to the semi-darkness illuminated by street lights. 
“I was behind you,” she replied, joining them.
Angela Bolan flipped her honey-colored hair out of her face, her green eyes glinting like a cat's in the dim, street lighting. Dressed in jeans and a fitted sweater, she looked like she had just stepped out of a Guess ad.
“We were going to wait, but then someone jumped out at us so we kept going,” she informed her with a laugh. “Stephanie said you'd be fine.”
Alina looked at Stephanie Walker with a laugh. Her brown eyes met Stephanie's, and Stephanie shrugged with a grin.
“I didn't think you'd be worried back there,” she said and Alina shook her head.
“I was fine,” she agreed.
Stephanie nodded and the three women turned away from the high prison walls. Alina took a deep breath, inhaling the fresh air gratefully after the humid heaviness of dry ice, smoke, fake blood and latex. She glanced at her old friend in the darkness. While Stephanie was trying hard to pretend nothing had changed, Alina was acutely aware of a subtle shift in their friendship. Stephanie regarded her with a certain level of wariness now, and there was an invisible wall of uncertainty between them. She supposed it was inevitable after what Stephanie had witnessed two months before in a remote clearing in Virginia. Stephanie had seen Viper, pure and unadulterated, at work in all her cold and emotionless glory. She had watched as the worst side of Alina emerged, the dark side. It was a side of her that, until that night, was only witnessed by people who didn't live to remember the experience. 
“I thought it was fun!” Angela announced, drawing Alina's attention back from the past. “I'm so glad we came. I never even knew this place was here!”
“The prison or the haunt?” Stephanie asked.
“Both!” Angela hiked her purse more securely onto her shoulder. “I want to come back after Halloween and take a tour.”
“It's just an old prison they turned into a museum,” Alina murmured, coming to a stop on the sidewalk. “Why do you want to walk through an old prison?”
“You don't think it would be fun?” Angela demanded, looking at her. “They said the Boston Strangler was held here, before he became the Boston Strangler. I think that's fascinating. You don't think history is interesting?”
“I think it's over-rated,” Alina retorted with a shrug as they turned to walk down the street, away from the old prison and toward the parking lot a few blocks down. “The present is bad enough without constantly looking over our shoulder to the past.”
“I couldn't disagree more,” Angela argued. “If we can't learn from the past, there's no hope for the future.”
“There's no hope for the future now,” Alina informed her, grinning at the look on Angela's face.
“Well, there certainly won't be for you if you don't stop baiting her,” Stephanie interjected with a laugh. “You know how passionate Angela is about history.”
“Killjoy,” Alina murmured. 
“Just for that, you're coming back with me,” Angela said with a huff. “Both of you!” 
“How did I get dragged into this?” Stephanie protested as they crossed a driveway emerging from the Mt. Holly Police Station behind the old prison under debate.  
Alina looked up, toward the municipal parking lot further down where Angela had parked her BMW. The teasing argument in progress next to her faded into the night as her eyes lighted on the man. He was leaning against a streetlight about half a block away, watching them with his arms crossed over his chest. Standing well over six feet, he was intimidating even at this distance. Alina felt a little flutter somewhere deep in her belly and her breath caught in her throat. Sensing his slow smile across the distance, her own lips were already curving in response when Angela caught sight of him.
“Is that who I think it is?” she asked, cutting off Stephanie in mid-sentence. 
“It depends on who you think it is,” Alina murmured. 
“Did you know he was coming into town?” Stephanie asked, glancing at her sharply. 
“No.” 
Alina glanced at Stephanie in time to catch the quick frown that crossed her face. She bit back a laugh.
“Don't worry, Steph. As far as I know, this is not business-related,” Alina assured her dryly. 
Stephanie met her calm gaze and grinned ruefully.
“You can't blame me for being a little suspicious,” she replied. “Every time you two get together, dangerous things happen.”
“I didn't even know he was in the country,” Alina said, unable to keep the sparkle from her eyes or the slight smile from her lips. 
She looked back to the man waiting patiently, watching as they crossed the driveway. Damon Miles was every bit as dangerous as he appeared to be, dressed in black and leaning against the lamp, his eyes ever watchful. He moved with a lethal, jungle-cat grace that screamed a warning to anyone foolish enough to cross him. The last time she saw him, he was disappearing into the crowds at Heathrow Airport. He had been heading to somewhere in Europe, while she was on her way to the Middle East. They parted company with the same smile they always shared, wondering if they would ever see each other again. She supposed she shouldn't be surprised to see him leaning there now, watching them with that sharp blue gaze of his. Viper had bought the house in New Jersey so Hawk would know how to find her.
And he had.
“Well, if it isn't Mr. Hunk O' Mysterious himself,” Angela said cheerfully as the trio grew closer. “When did you blow into town?”
“Not long ago.” Damon straightened up with a smile and held out his hand. “How's the shoulder?” 
“Getting better every day,” Angela answered with a smile, grasping his hand. “The physical therapy is going well.”
“That's good to hear.” Damon nodded to Stephanie. “Ms. Walker, always a pleasure.”
“Well, that depends on why you're in Jersey,” Stephanie retorted with a laugh, holding out her hand. “As long as deadly assassins aren't right behind you, it's good to see you again.”
“I think we're clear on that point,” he said with a grin. 
“Are you here for business or pleasure?” Angela asked him, smiling.
The sly look she cast Alina wasn't lost on Damon and his grin grew as he glanced at Alina. His deep blue eyes were dancing with laughter and Alina's eyes narrowed suspiciously in reaction.
“That depends entirely on Alina,” Damon murmured.
“Of course it does,” Angela said, laughing delightedly. “I think we just lost Lina for the rest of the evening,” she said to Stephanie. 
Stephanie looked at Alina and grinned.
“I think you're right,” she agreed. “Let's go for a drink and leave them to catch up.” 
Alina watched her friends depart with a teasing wave before turning her dark eyes to the man looking down at her lazily. 
“Hawk,” she murmured. 
“Viper.” 
Alina chuckled suddenly and turned to fall into step beside him.
“Are you really here just to say hello?” she asked, casting him a glance from under her long lashes. 
“I warned you I'd be back,” Hawk replied softly, looking down at her. “We have unfinished business, you and I.”
Alina swallowed as her heart thumped painfully in her chest and her mouth went suddenly dry. Two months before had found them on a tropical island. They were sent there to relax while their boss cleaned up an inter-agency mess they had exposed in Washington. Alina still hadn't quite worked out in her head what exactly transpired on that island in August. Perhaps it was the sun, or the exotic culture that surrounded them, but Viper allowed the unthinkable to happen. She had allowed herself to feel and act like a woman for the first time in over ten years. Long relaxing days spent either on the beach or exploring the island outside the resort had culminated in insanity their last night there. Vague recollections of drinking rum and dancing in an outdoor tiki bar, wrapped in Damon's arms, came to mind and Alina felt her cheeks grow warm with the memory. 
The entire evening was a blur in her mind, but she did remember going back to Damon's room only to fall into an alcohol-induced sleep, his arms wrapped securely around her. She had realized, even in her drunken state, that they had wandered into unfamiliar territory in their relationship. It was confirmed the next morning when she opened her eyes to find Hawk watching her, a strange look in those blue eyes of his. It was a look that at once filled her with both warmth and fear, and she had dealt with it the only way she knew how to deal with emotion. She ignored it. 
They were both called back into the field that morning, vacation over. Hawk had flown as far as London with her. When they parted company in the airport, he made no secret of the fact that he intended to pursue this strange relationship they now found themselves in. Alina had disappeared into the crowds uneasily aware that, eventually, Hawk was going to demand a response from her. 
And now here he was.
“I know I shouldn't be surprised, but I am.” Alina didn't try to pretend ignorance. “I suppose I thought it would just stay on the island.” 
Damon stopped walking and looked down at her, his eyes glinting.
“It didn't start on the island,” he retorted, his eyes meeting hers. “If it had, this would be much less complicated.” 
“Well, it wouldn't be us if it wasn't complicated,” Alina muttered, her lips twitching. “We do have a habit of making everything difficult.”
Damon laughed and motioned to a motorcycle a few feet away.
“We keep it interesting,” he retorted, pulling his keys out of his pocket. 
Alina grinned and watched as he pulled a spare helmet from a saddle bag, tossing it to her.
“That we do,” she murmured, catching the helmet and putting it on. 

      [image: ]“Are you sure?” the man demanded, his dark eyes pinning the messenger with a hard stare. “There can be no mistake. We already lost him once.”
“I'm sure,” the messenger answered positively. “It was the Hawk.”
Jenaro Gomez shrugged off the arm of the woman draped over him and got up from the couch, striding over to stare out the window into the darkness. The woman frowned in displeasure and got up with a huff, stalking out of the smoke-filled living room and disappearing down the hallway toward the bathroom. Jenaro watched her go before returning his attention out the window. 
“Where did you see him?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Outside the old prison on High Street,” the messenger answered. “He met a woman there, possibly the same one he was with on the island. It was hard to tell.”
“What would bring the Hawk to New Jersey?” Jenaro mused. “He must know we're here.”
“How is that possible?” another man spoke up from across the room. “No one knows we're here.”
“Do you have another explanation?” Jenaro demanded, turning from the window. “If so, tell me!”
The man was silent and Jenaro cursed, taking a turn around the living room impatiently. The other two watched him, loathe to interrupt his thoughts. Jenaro Gomez was a frightening man at the best of times, but when he got the look in his eye that he had right now, he could be downright terrifying. There was a good reason he was lieutenant and second-in-command of the Casa Reino Cartel. 
“If the Hawk is here for us, he must know about the bank,” Jenaro finally decided. “Increase the pressure on our boy and get him to move up the timetable.”
“I'll see to it.” The man across the room stood up and headed toward the door. 
“Turi...” 
The man stopped at the door and turned around inquiringly.
“Find out where the Hawk is staying,” Jenaro said slowly, “and put Lorenzo on him. I'll contact La Cabeza and see what he advises. For now, just watch him and report back.”
Turi nodded, disappearing out the door as Jenaro returned to the window, ignoring the messenger. He stared out into the night, his eyes narrowed. The Hawk was a formidable complication he hadn't expected, but it was not altogether unwelcome. They had lost him two months before, when he left the island and went into Europe. With nothing to go on but a picture sent by a dead woman and no name, they were unable to trace him again. The Hawk was a phantom. He didn't seem to exist, and those who must know of his existence could not be bought. Yet, if the messenger was correct, he had fallen into their laps here, in New Jersey of all places.
Jenaro smiled a slow, terrible smile.
He wouldn't allow the Hawk to get away again. 






  
  Chapter Two


Alina flipped on the kitchen light and dropped her keys on the marble-topped bar. Damon glanced around as he slid the door to the deck closed. The house was just as he remembered it. To his left, the living room was spotless. The chocolate brown couch and matching recliner were just where he remembered them, and the mission-style coffee table gleamed in the dim light filtering from the kitchen. The flat-screen TV mounted above the fireplace was dark, but Hawk knew it was linked into Viper's extensive security system. She could monitor her perimeter from that screen, as well as from several others throughout the house. 
Damon turned his attention to the dining room in front of the bay window on his right. The gleaming, dark wood table and chairs were also spotless, looking like an ad from a furniture magazine. A black, marble-topped bar separated the dining room from the large, state-of-the-art kitchen and he moved forward to perch on one of the stools, watching as Alina reached behind her back. She pulled her gun from the holster at the back of her jeans.
“Water or coffee?” she asked him, setting it on the bar next to her keys and heading toward the fridge. 
“I've been up since yesterday,” Damon answered with a yawn. “I'll take coffee.” 
Alina pulled herself a bottle of water from the fridge and turned to look at Damon. The over-head light was bright and she got her first good look at him. His dark hair fell over his forehead in a careless wave and his cobalt-blue eyes were tired. There were lines at their corners and a certain grimness about his firm lips. Dark shadows under his eyes accentuated the five o'clock shadow along his jawline, giving him the travel-weary look of a man on the move. Her eyes narrowed as she sipped her water.
“You just got into the country?” she asked.
“This morning,” Hawk told her. 
“Does Charlie know you're here?” 
“Not unless he has a tracking device on me.”
Alina studied him for a moment. He looked exhausted, but he also had something in his eyes, a watchful glint that made her pause. It was a look she knew well. She saw it many times in her own reflection. Capping her water bottle thoughtfully, she set it on the island in the middle of the kitchen and turned to hit the power button on her espresso machine. 
“How long are you staying?” Alina asked, turning to face him. 
She leaned on the counter, watching him from under dark lashes, while she waited for the semi-automatic espresso machine to warm up. Damon met her gaze steadily, his face giving nothing away.
“That depends on you,” he replied softly. 
Alina's heart fluttered and her breath caught in her throat. Her lips curved slowly as her brown eyes met his blue ones.
“That doesn't sound like a very solid plan,” she murmured. 
Laughter leapt into his eyes and he grinned.
“It's more solid than you think,” he retorted with a wink. 
Alina grinned reluctantly and turned to the coffeemaker again, pulling a mug out of the cabinet and setting it under the spout. The bean grinder came to life as she pressed the button to brew eight ounces of strong espresso. 
“I heard about an insane raid on a Taliban camp a few days ago,” Hawk said loudly over the noise, changing the subject. 
He hadn't missed the flash of uncertainty in her eyes, and he was too accomplished a hunter to startle his prey. He would give her time to adjust to him again. They had a lot to work out between them, and Damon wasn't about to scare her away. 
“Oh?” Alina glanced over her shoulder. She encountered sparkling blue eyes that were penetrating even as they held a glint of amusement.
“Yes.” Hawk's voice lowered as the grinder stopped and coffee started to brew into the mug. “The story I heard was that it all happened so fast it took the camp by surprise. Several Taliban were killed, and those left alive were badly wounded.”
“Imagine that.” Alina pulled the mug out from under the spout and walked over to set it in front of him. “Was it a SEAL or DELTA team?” 
Damon pulled the mug of steaming coffee towards him, a laugh lurking about his mouth.
“Neither,” he replied. “I heard it was a ghost.”
Alina laughed and grabbed her water bottle from the island. She came around the bar to settle onto the stool next to him. As she passed him, she caught a whiff of spiced musk and fresh woods. It was a scent she would always associate with Hawk, and a feeling of contentment washed over her. Sipping her water, she shrugged the emotion aside with a slight frown.
“I don't believe in ghosts,” she told him. 
Damon winked at her and sipped his coffee.
“Neither do I, but they say this 'ghost' blew into the camp at night while half of them were away attacking a military convoy several kilometers away,” he continued. Alina lowered her water and encountered another sharp look from dark blue eyes. “This is where it gets good. While they were attacking the convoy away from camp, this ghost came in and picked off the ones who stayed behind one by one. The few left alive never even saw him.”
“Therefore, it had to be a ghost,” Alina murmured, her lips twitching. “Just one person did this?”
“That's the story.” Hawk set down his mug and turned his head to look at her. “He went in, picked off half the camp and made it to the center of the compound, where he rescued a high-profile prisoner from a pit in the ground.” 
“Good Lord, it sounds like a good, old-fashioned Stallone movie,” Alina exclaimed, drawing a laugh from Damon.
“That's not all,” he told her.
“Of course not.”
“While Rambo was doing all this, the other half of the camp attacking the convoy walked into an ambush,” Hawk said. “They were captured and taken by NATO forces. One of the captured has been on our Most Wanted list for three years.”
“This ghost appears to have had extremely good information,” Alina decided. “When did you hear all this?”
“Last night, on my way out of Tel Aviv.” Hawk sipped his coffee again. “My source says everyone is buzzing about it.”
“Buzzing about a ghost?” Alina scoffed, setting her bottle down. “Sounds like a fairy tale to me. You would have to be completely insane to even attempt something like that as a single person. Even the SEAL teams aren't dumb enough to try something that dangerous!” 
“Hey, watch what you say about my brothers,” Hawk warned her without heat and Alina winked at him. “But you're right. Someone would have to be completely insane to even attempt it.”
They were silent for a moment, Hawk sipping his coffee and Viper staring thoughtfully across the kitchen. The silence lengthened and Damon glanced at her, his eyes glinting. She turned her head and her eyes met his, unreadable. After a moment, he smiled reluctantly.
“Whoever this ghost was, they certainly had speed and luck on their side.” 
“And a good plan,” Viper answered calmly. “Never underestimate the power of a good plan.”
“Oh, I don't,” Damon murmured. 
Alina grinned.
“And speaking of plans, what's yours?” she asked. 
“Besides you?” Damon grinned at the sudden surge of color in her cheeks. “My immediate plan is to sleep.”
“You look like you need it,” Alina informed him, wishing her heart wasn't thumping so hard. “And if you're coming from Tel Aviv, you deserve it. That corner of the world isn't exactly restful.”
“Mmm.”
“Were you just passing through?” Alina asked, glancing at him. 
Damon met her glance with a laugh.
“Viper, are you fishing for information?” he demanded. 
“Maybe,” she admitted, grinning sheepishly.
“You can do better than that,” Damon murmured.
“Oh, I will,” she promised. 
Damon finished his coffee and set the empty mug down. He looked at her, drinking in the sight of her with a slight smile. A deep cut on her jawline, close to her ear, was healing and he reached out to trace the thick scab gently.
“It's good to see you,” he said softly. 
Alina's heart thumped heavily in her chest and she locked onto his dark blue eyes, drowning. 
“It's good to see you too,” she answered just as softly.
Damon smiled and stood up, his hand falling away from her face. 
“Thank you for the coffee.”  
“Anytime,” she replied, standing up and walking with him to the sliding doors. “Where are you staying?”
“Not far.” Damon slid open the door and stepped out into the night. “I'm sure you'll find it.”
“Of course,” Alina said with a laugh, joining him on the deck. 
They stood at the banister, gazing over the dark lawn. The house was buried in the outer reaches of Medford on sixteen acres of land, surrounded by thick woods. Alina breathed in deeply and sighed contentedly. The air was crisp with the scent of fall, and leaves covered the grass in the darkness. A cool breeze blew across the lawn, rustling through them in the darkness as an owl hooted in the trees. Moonlight filtered through the branches, casting silver shadows over the yard. The night was peaceful and another feeling of contentment washed over her. 
“I hear you've been making friends in high places in London,” Hawk said suddenly, glancing down at her.
Alina looked at him in surprise.
“You've been hearing quite a bit,” she murmured. 
He grinned, turning to face her.
“Only bits and pieces,” he assured her. His smile faded and he reached out to rest his hand on the side of her face. “Be careful there. The higher they are, the less they can be trusted,” he said softly. 
“Oh, I'm well aware of that,” Alina replied, smiling faintly. 
Damon stared down at her for a moment before nodding. He lowered his head and pressed a soft kiss on her forehead. Alina ignored the sharp stab of disappointment as his hand dropped away from her face and he stepped back. 
“I'll catch up with you tomorrow,” he murmured. 
Alina nodded and he turned to leave. Suddenly, a whoooosh came out of the darkness and a large, black bird swooped out of nowhere. It skimmed over Hawk's shoulder, the tips of its talons inches above his jacket. He ducked with a startled curse and Alina laughed as the hawk came to rest on the banister beside her. 
“For the love of...” Hawk glared at her. “Can't you stop him from doing that?!”
“He's just saying hello,” Alina retorted, still chuckling. 
She reached out her hand to the black hawk and Damon straightened up, watching as the hawk tilted its head to the side and allowed her to stroke its neck with her finger. It made a low sound suspiciously like a purr, and Damon realized it was cooing with pleasure. He shook his head slightly.
“I swear that bird has a twisted sense of humor,” he muttered. 
Alina's eyes glinted in the darkness.
“He likes you,” she retorted. “If he didn't, you wouldn't have any eyes left.” 
“Well, that's comforting,” Damon said, turning to head down the steps of the deck. “I'll try to remember that next time I see claws and a beak coming at me from nowhere.”
Alina's laughter followed him to the motorcycle parked in the driveway.

      [image: ]Stephanie pulled her hair into a pony-tail and leaned over the sink to splash water onto her face. She was exhausted. Angela had dropped her off after a few drinks and Stephanie went straight upstairs to get ready for bed. It had been a long week at work and all she really wanted was to crawl into bed and sleep. Tomorrow was Saturday, thank God, and she had every intention of sleeping in as long as she could. Switching off the faucet, she grabbed a towel to pat her face dry. The only reason she had even gone tonight was because she promised Angela weeks ago. Otherwise, she would have spent the evening happily in bed with a book. 
Stephanie dropped the hand-towel back onto its rack on the wall and turned to leave the bathroom, flipping off the light as she went. At the bar, Angela had been filled with speculation about why Damon had come back to Jersey. She spent two drinks rattling on and on about the unresolved sexual tension between him and Alina. Stephanie frowned now as she headed across her bedroom toward the bed. She didn't know anything about unresolved sexual tension, but she did know when Damon showed up, trouble was never far behind. He could deny it all he wanted, but she wouldn't be comfortable until he had been in town for at least a week without anything unusual happening. 
Getting into bed, she reached for the book on her bedside table. She settled against the pillows and opened it, but found herself staring blindly at the pages. The first time she met Damon, she had become embroiled with a terrorist and an assassin. The second time she saw him, Alina was being hunted by her own government, and Stephanie and John were hiding in a safe house, their own lives in danger. Now, here he was again. 
She lifted her eyes and stared at the wall across the room. Damon claimed he was just here to see Alina, and Stephanie hadn't missed the blush that stained Alina's cheeks under the street light. Alina hadn't been expecting Damon, that much was clear. Perhaps Angela was right. Perhaps he had come back just to see Alina. Perhaps it was just unresolved sexual tension. Damon had certainly been protective of Alina the last time she saw him, two months ago in a clearing in Virginia. He had been hovering over her like an avenging angel. At the time, Stephanie was struck with the thought that he was acting more like a lover than a business associate. 
She sighed and turned her attention back to her book. Angela was probably right. He was probably just in town to see Alina. She lived in Jersey now. He would have to come here to see her. It would be silly for her to get suspicious each time he showed up, especially if Angela was right. If Angela's “senses” were accurate, they would be seeing a lot of Damon. 
Stephanie was just focusing on the pages in front of her, setting Damon and Alina out of her mind, when her cell phone started vibrating on the bedside table. She sighed when her partner's ringtone started playing.
“I'm in bed,” she answered the phone without preamble.
As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. Her partner, John Smithe, was a teenager trapped in an FBI agent's body. There was a short silence and she pictured him trying not to laugh.
“Is that an invitation?” he finally asked.
“Not even close,” Stephanie retorted. “What do you want?”
“I have information on Rodrigo,” John told her.
Stephanie's eyes lifted from her book again, narrowing sharply. Rodrigo Frietas was an informant who had suddenly disappeared four days ago. He came to the FBI a few weeks before, claiming to have information about a cyber-terrorist hacking ring Stephanie and John were investigating. At the time, he offered information in exchange for protection. Stephanie interviewed him once last week. After reviewing his information, they set up another meeting, but he didn't show. All attempts to find him had failed. Rodrigo had simply vanished.
“Tell me.”
“Remember Marcy? She works with Angela at the bank?” John asked. 
Stephanie heard the sound of his car door creaking open and then slamming shut. 
“Blonde bimbo, sure,” she said with a grimace. 
“You say that like it's a bad thing,” John murmured. “I'm not sure why you hate her so much.”
“I don't hate her,” Stephanie replied. “I just think she should show less nipple.”
John burst out laughing.
“Personally, I'm okay with the amount of...”
“What about her, John?” Stephanie cut him off. 
“I just finished having dinner with her,” John said. 
Stephanie glanced at the clock with a raised eyebrow. It was just after one in the morning.
“Late dinner,” she muttered.
“Dessert ran later than expected,” John retorted. 
“Of course it did.” 
Stephanie wrinkled her nose, trying to ignore the stab of irritation slicing through her. It was none of her business what John did when he was out of work, or with whom.
“Do you want to hear this or not?” John demanded, amusement in his voice.
“Do I have a choice?” 
“She knew Rodrigo,” John told her triumphantly and Stephanie was left speechless for a moment. “They hung out a few times for happy hour.”
“How did you find this out?” Stephanie finally found her voice. “You didn't tell her...”
“Of course not!” John started his car and Stephanie heard the growl of the old Firebird's engine through the phone. “I have skills, partner, that you haven't seen.” 
“Ha!” Stephanie grinned. “I'll keep that in mind. Tell me what you found out.”
“Hold on,” John said, his voice becoming muffled. There was a short silence and then a click as he switched to his Bluetooth. “You there?”
“Still here.”
“So, the last time she saw Rodrigo was Monday night,” John told her. “A bunch of them went to happy hour after work. She says he was quiet, but she didn't notice anything out of the ordinary. No one's seen him since and she was surprised when she heard the FBI was looking for him.”
“Did you tell her you were one of the agents looking for him?” Stephanie asked.
“No. Marcy has no idea what I do, only that I'm a friend of Angela's.”
“Hmm, somehow I don't think Angela would quite term it that way,” Stephanie murmured. Angela harbored an obvious disdain for John that she made no attempt to hide from him. John chuckled.
“Angela is warming up to me,” he retorted. 
“If you say so,” Stephanie said doubtfully.
“Do you want to hear the rest of this or what?” John asked.
“Yes.”
“Rodrigo left their group at the bar when another friend of his showed up. They went off to a table together,” John continued. “Marcy only noticed because the other man looked so familiar.”
“She knew him?” Stephanie demanded.
“She did indeed.” John's voice held a thread of excitement and Stephanie knew he had stumbled upon something good. “She met him at a banquet not long ago. Guess where he works?”
“Another bank.”
“Bingo,” John said. “He works in the IT department of New Federal Bank. His name is Phillip Chou.”
“John, if you were here I would kiss you,” Stephanie announced, her lips curving into a huge grin. “I take back everything I've ever said about your philandering.”
“I told you it would come in handy someday,” John said with a laugh. “I'm going to the office first thing in the morning to look up Mr. Chou. It looks like Rodrigo may have been part of that hacking ring after all.”
“I never doubted it,” Stephanie replied thoughtfully. “He was too scared to be lying, and what little information he gave us was right on. The question is, where is he now? And why did he change his mind about coming forward?”
“Maybe he decided he was more afraid of us than the North Koreans he works for,” John said. “You can be intimidating, you know.”
Stephanie rolled her eyes.
“Not as intimidating as...some others,” she said, hesitating mid-sentence. 
There was a sudden silence on the line and she knew John had caught the hesitation and knew exactly what she had stopped herself from saying. There was only one person they both knew who had the power to intimidate at will, and she was John's ex-fiancé. Alina had become the elephant in the room for both of them since Virginia, neither of them wanting to discuss what they had seen that night two months ago. 
“Speaking of, have you heard from her?” he asked. 
“Yes. She's back in town,” she answered. “And so is he,” she added after another hesitation.
“Oh great,” John muttered. “Is your life insurance up-to-date?”
“Is yours?” Stephanie retorted. 
“We should alert the local funeral homes and let them know they're about to get busy,” John said. 
Stephanie chuckled.
“It's not that bad,” she said. “Alina didn't know he was coming, that much was obvious. She was surprised to see him. Angela seems to think...” 
Stephanie stopped suddenly, remembering who she was speaking to.
“Angela seems to think what?” John asked.
“Nothing,” Stephanie mumbled, closing the book in her lap and setting it on the side table. 
“Steph...” John sounded amused again. “I'm a big boy. I think I can handle whatever Angela had to say.”
“Angela seems to think there is something...unresolved...between Alina and Damon,” Stephanie told him, trying to water down Angela's exact thoughts. While there was nothing between John and Alina anymore, and hadn't been for years, she knew John had big issues with Damon. The two didn't get along at all, and Stephanie was sure it was because of Alina. Watching John and Damon together was like watching two cocks in the same hen house. “I don't know if I agree with her, but Damon said he was here to see Alina, so who knows.”
“Of course he's here to see her,” John said. “Why else would he come to Jersey? It wouldn't surprise me if there was something more to their...relationship,” he added thoughtfully. If he seemed to have trouble getting the word out of his mouth, Stephanie ignored it. “He's very protective of her.”
“I'm protective of you,” Stephanie pointed out. “It doesn't mean there's unresolved sexual tension between us.”
John let out a bark of laughter.
“Is that what Angela said?” he demanded. 
“Yes.” Stephanie sighed and yawned. “She was rattling on about something to do with sandalwood candles and Chi...I don't know what she was going on about. I guess she's thought this ever since the Spring, when she saw them together at the house in Medford.”
“You might want to warn Angela that they aren't what they seem,” John said. “They're not normal people, like us.”
“Are we normal?” Stephanie asked, her lips curving into a grin.
“As normal as we can hope to be,” John retorted with a laugh. “I'm pulling into my parking lot. I'll see you at the office tomorrow, bright and early.”
“I don't know what you're talking about,” Stephanie said with another yawn. “I plan on sleeping in tomorrow. There will be no 'bright and early' going on.”
“Then I'll come there and pull you out of bed,” John informed her. “We have a lead. No time to waste sleeping in.”
“Hmpf,” Stephanie grunted. “If you show up here a second before nine, I'll put a bullet through your knee,” she warned him. 
John hung up with a laugh and Stephanie plugged her phone into its charger on the bedside table. She switched out the light and settled down under the covers. In the darkness, her lips curved into a smile. 
They had a lead.






  
  Chapter Three


Viper lowered the scope and pressed her lips together thoughtfully. The sun was just cresting on the horizon and the gray light of dawn was breaking overhead. She glanced behind her and disappeared into the shadows between a row of bushes and the brick building. Moving silently, she followed the side of the building to the end and peered around the corner. The grass courtyard was still cloaked in pre-dawn shadows, and Alina examined those shadows carefully before turning her attention to the back of the end unit. The patio was bare of furniture and the blinds were pulled tight across the sliding doors. She turned and quickly moved back to the front of the building, peering around the corner toward the parking lot. Lifting the scope to her eye again, she expertly zoomed in on the putrid green crossover parked at the back of the lot, partially hidden by a tree. 
It had caught her attention because it was parked far down in the lot and away from the building, despite the fact that there were multiple parking spots available closer. It held her attention when she zoomed in and saw the man lounging in the driver's seat. He had been sitting there since she got here. 
Lowering the scope again, Viper's eyes narrowed. Her gaze moved to the motorcycle parked a few yards away, in front of the end condo. It had taken no time at all to find out where Hawk had holed himself up. He was in a complex in Marlton, off route 70, about twenty minutes down the back roads from her. She found it easily. 
So had someone else.
High-pitched barking erupted suddenly from the back of the building and a fluffy white miniature dog came bounding around the corner behind her. He yelped when his leash was jerked back, and then his owner came into view.
“Buffy, what's your problem?” the woman demanded of the yapping dog. “There's nothing there, you silly thing!”
And she was absolutely right. Viper had disappeared.

      [image: ]When Stephanie's cell phone started ringing at eight in the morning, she rolled over and pulled the pillow over her head with a groan. It stopped a minute later and she was just drifting back to sleep when her house line started to ring. She moaned and buried herself deeper under the covers, tightening the pillow over her ears, waiting for the incessant noise to stop. When it finally did, she loosened the pillow and determinedly willed herself back to sleep. 
It was some time later when her cell began ringing again, but this time it was Led Zeppelin interrupting her dreams. Stephanie cursed, kicked her legs impatiently, and flopped over to her other side, facing away from the side table with her phone. The music stopped and silence ensued. She opened one eye, waiting to hear the voicemail alert. When there was no sound after a minute, Stephanie closed her eye again and settled back down to sleep. 
Led Zeppelin sliced through the silence again.
She flipped over angrily and reached for the cell phone, knocking her book off the table in the process. 
“I know I told you not a second before nine,” she snapped into the phone. 
“Sorry, Sunshine!” John's voice was gratingly cheerful. “Time to work! We have an arm.”
“We have a...what?” Stephanie stared at the ceiling, trying to make sense of what he said. “Don't be cute, John. I haven't had coffee yet.”
“Well, neither have I, since you mention it,” he told her. “Feel free to get us some on your way.”
“On my way where?” Stephanie growled, frowning at the ceiling ferociously.
“Mt. Holly Prison,” John said. “The old one, on High Street. I have Rodrigo's arm here.”
Stephanie sat up slowly, the mists of sleep evaporating as his words sunk in.
“Rodrigo's....arm?” she repeated.
“Yep.”
“Where's the rest of him?”
“That, my dear, is the million dollar question,” John replied. “I just got here, but no one seems to know. Come on. Chop, chop! And don't forget my coffee!”
John disconnected and Stephanie dropped the phone onto her bed, speechless.
They had an arm? At the old Mt. Holly Prison? The prison she was just at the night before?
Stephanie threw the covers off and got out of bed, padding into the bathroom. Halloween was five days away. Of course they would find an arm in an old, unused prison! 
So much for her relaxing Saturday morning at home.
Stephanie walked up the brick pathway to the front steps of the old prison, a large coffee in each hand. The immense gray brick building was set back from the road in the middle of the historical town of Mt. Holly. Nestled amidst huge, old Colonial and Victorian houses, it was a dark reminder of days past when people were incarcerated behind its walls and hung on its grounds. The bricks had turned smoky gray over the years, and the windows were dark, small rectangles placed high and far apart, covered with iron bars. Stephanie glanced up at the forbidding walls and shook her head slightly as a chill rolled over her. John spotted her from the top of the steps, where he was talking to a uniformed officer in front of the massive door. He waved and came jogging down the steps to meet her.
“You're a saint,” he said, reaching out a hand for the coffee. “I'd just got to the office when they called me. I came straight here.”
“Is it really his arm?” Stephanie asked, going up the steep steps to the old, solid wood door. 
“According to the fingerprints,” John answered. “Wait until you see where it is. I had them put it back so you could get the full effect. I know how you like that.”
“Gee, thanks!” Stephanie shot him a look of disbelief as they stepped inside the massive, square building. “How badly is the crime scene messed up?”
“Not any more than it would be anywhere else,” John told her, motioning to their right. “It's upstairs.”
“I was just here last night for the haunted walk out back,” she said, walking with him along the front corridor to a narrow flight of stone steps. 
“Really?” John looked at her. 
“Angela wanted to come,” Stephanie told him, sipping her coffee and preceding him up the stairs. “Alina was with us. It was your typical haunted walk. Lots of fake blood, dry ice and strobe lights.”
“Ironic, though.” John followed her. “Did you see anything suspicious?” Stephanie shot him a look over her shoulder and he laughed. “Ok, dumb question.”
They reached the top of the stairs and encountered two police officers. John waved them away as she flashed her FBI badge and led her down a narrow hallway. Windows were cut into the thick brick wall at regular intervals to their left and cells doors were to their right. Most of the cells had the original old wood doors secured to the wall next to the doorway, so visitors could enter the cells and look around. Stephanie glanced into the rooms they passed, noting the white-washed walls and painted stone floors. 
“I held off on the pictures until you had a look,” John said, motioning to the Bureau photographer at the far end of the hall. He was sitting on a radiator with his camera, talking to the medical examiner's assistant. Stephanie nodded to them as they looked down the hall. “They just got here, so they haven't been waiting long.”
“Good,” Stephanie said, stopping with him outside the center cell on the floor. 
John nodded to the cell and Stephanie raised an eyebrow. Unlike the others, this one was closed off. The original door was affixed to the wall beside the opening, but entrance to the cell was blocked by a heavy, barred door. Stephanie sipped her coffee, running her eyes over the bars.
“Keys?”
“Downstairs.”
She nodded and stepped up to the bars, looking through them. The cell was smaller than the others and a metal ring was sunk into the center of the floor. A white dummy, shaped like a man, was sitting on the floor with its back against the wall. A chain attached to its ankle connected it to the metal ring. A single, tiny window was cut into the thick back wall near the ceiling, allowing a trace of light from outside to filter into the cell.
“Solitary?” 
“Yep.” John stood next to her at the bars. “They call it the Dungeon. It's where prisoners were put in solitary confinement, and where they awaited their execution.”
Stephanie nodded and lowered her eyes from the window to the cell floor. Propped up against the wall next to the dummy, for all the world like a forgotten broom, was a forearm. It had been disconnected from its body at the elbow and was resting on its severed end, the fingers pointed toward the ceiling. She looked at John.
“Door?”
“Locked.”
“And the keys were downstairs,” she murmured. She glanced around the hallway and shook her head. “This is a museum, right?”
“Yep.”
“Complete with motion sensors?”
“Yep.”
Stephanie looked at John. He was grinning like an idiot.
“Oh for God's Sake,” she exclaimed. “You mean to tell me Rodrigo's arm just appeared in a locked cell in a prison museum?!”
“I told you you'd want to see it for yourself,” John said. “The guard who found it had to go downstairs and get the key to unlock the door.”
“That's ridiculous,” Stephanie muttered, looking back into the cell. “How the hell did they get it in there? And where's the rest of him?”
“We're still searching the grounds and the haunted maze out back,” John said, motioning to one of the police officers. Stephanie moved out of the way as the officer came over and unlocked the cell. “As soon as the police pulled the name from the fingerprint, they called us.” 
Stephanie nodded her thanks to the officer as he opened the door and she stepped into the cell. 
“Have they found anything yet?” she asked over her shoulder. John shook his head and she turned her attention into the cell. It was a small room, perfect for solitary confinement, and the air was cold and damp. “It smells in here.”
“The whole place smells,” John retorted from the doorway, making no move to enter the cell. “It's that musty, old building smell.”
“Yeah, but this is different,” Stephanie murmured, looking around with a frown. “This smells like...I don't know what.” 
She turned toward the forearm and crouched down, tilting her head to study it. It was a man's arm and the nails were manicured. She remembered that manicure. When she interviewed Rodrigo the week before, she noticed it immediately. The nails were still perfect. No struggle from the victim then, or the struggle had been extremely short-lived. 
Stephanie turned her attention to the floor where the arm was resting. There was a smudge on the painted stone right next to where the arm rested and she glanced back at John.
“They moved it?”
“When they lifted the hand to put the finger on the machine for the identification, the arm fell over,” John told her, trying to keep a straight face. Stephanie rolled her eyes and he gave up the struggle, a grin breaking over his handsome face. His pale blue eyes were dancing when they met hers. “They said they were careful to put it back exactly as they found it.” 
“God save me from well-intentioned uniforms,” Stephanie muttered. “It would have been better if they just left it where it fell.”
“Well, at least they didn't remove it altogether,” John pointed out. 
Stephanie nodded and rose to her feet. She was turning toward the door when a sudden pain shot through her gut and she gasped, her hand going to her side. The grin disappeared from John's face and he advanced swiftly.
“Are you ok?” he
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