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  About The Trouble with Enzo



Sometimes the easiest jobs end up being the most complicated…
Viper’s not back. At least, that’s what Alina Maschik keeps saying. But when the head of MI6 requests her services, she agrees to a quick and simple job – plunging herself straight into trouble. 
Michael O’Reilly has a problem. His cover is close to being blown by the two people who know him and Viper best. When terrorists threaten the largest oil refinery in Europe, he’s more than ready to return to work—even if it means jumping into Viper’s hot water.
From the Impressionist wing of the Philadelphia Art Museum to the streets of Rotterdam, the nation’s most deadly operatives race to unravel the truth behind three notorious mercenaries—and a smuggling operation that’s wreaking more havoc than anyone cares to admit.
Foreign agents, undead assassins, an invisible criminal cabal, and the Jersey mob? Who says retirement is boring? 

*This book was entirely written, edited, and published by humans. Research assistance to the author was provided by one very polite and amusing robot. 
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  “I never lie because I don’t fear anyone. You only lie when you’re afraid.”John Gotti, former head of the Gambino crime family.








  
  Prologue


Rome, Italy
Brightly colored flashing lights competed with the blinding starkness of several spotlights to illuminate the darkness. The narrow side street that was normally very quiet and unassuming had been catapulted into the limelight three hours before when flames ripped through the windows and roof of an otherwise sleepy restaurant. Now people thronged the narrow lane behind the row of emergency vehicles and personnel, watching in fascinated horror as one of their local businesses literally went up in flames. 
A seasoned, middle-aged inspector ducked under the caution tape draped across the road and strode towards the fire captain. He carried a notebook in one hand, and a flashlight in the other, his forehead creased in a deep scowl.
“David!” he called, waving the notebook. 
A tall man still dressed in his fire gear turned questioningly, then waved him forward, turning his head to speak briefly to the firefighter by his side before moving to meet the inspector halfway.
“Inspector! Thank you for coming so quickly,” he said, extending a hand in greeting. “I know it isn’t the most convenient time.” 
“It never is,” the other man replied with a shrug. “The sergeant said that you found something?”
“Yes. Follow me. I’ll take you through.” David turned to lead him towards the dripping, blackened shell of the building. “It’s fairly safe now. The fire is out. We’re just checking for embers. We’ll go around the active section, though.”
“I appreciate that,” the inspector murmured, looking down at the river of sooty water at his feet. He’d had the foresight to wear his rugged, waterproof hiking boots, but he knew that they would be ruined after this. “Do you know what caused the fire?” 
“Looks like a gas leak. It originated in the kitchen.” 
David led him past the front of what used to be the restaurant to the adjoining building. The inspector raised his eyebrows, looking at him. 
“It’s not in the restaurant?” 
“No. It’s next door. The flames spread to the back of this business. That’s when we found it.” 
David pushed open the door and led the other man through a pitch-black storefront towards the back of the building. The acrid smell of smoke hung in the air, and the steady sound of axes ripping into the walls next door thudded through the large room. 
“What is this place?”
“It’s a shop. Sells a hodgepodge of things. The owner is outside. Calls it a ‘curiosity shop.’” The tone of David’s voice left no doubt as to his personal opinions on curiosity shops, but he elaborated anyway. “Seems more like junk to me, but to each his own. I’ll tell you this, what we found is certainly curious enough.” 
“And it’s in the back?” 
“Yes. He rents out the spare storage area, and that’s where we found it. It’s on the other side of the kitchen next door, so it was pretty well involved when we got here.” David pushed open another door and led the inspector down a narrow hallway. “It was after we got the fire out and were checking the walls that we saw it.”
A moment later, the pair entered a large, square room. The smell of smoke was stronger, and the inspector inwardly winced as he stepped into a puddle that went over the top of his boot. Icy water slid down to cover his toes and he grimaced, shaking his foot impatiently. 
“David, I really wish you would stop being so dramatic and just tell me what it is,” he muttered, following the other man across the large room. “We’ve known each other since school. Just spit it out.” 
David glanced back at him and in the gleam of a spotlight outside, the inspector caught his grin.
“Oh no. This one you have to see for yourself.” 
He led him to the far wall and stopped in front of a large chest freezer. The lid was open and the inspector frowned, stepping closer to look inside. His eyebrows soared into his forehead, and he looked at the fire captain, startled. David nodded, no sign of the grin on his face now. 
“It’s certainly not unexpected to find a body in a fire like this one,” he said, taking off his hat and scratching the back of his head. “But it’s a little odd to find one stuffed into a freezer, wouldn’t you agree?” 






  
  Chapter One


Rio de Janeiro, Brazil
Michael O’Reilly stayed close to the wall as he ran down the stairs, glancing up behind him. As he did, a door above him opened and a man dressed in the hotel uniform emerged. He shouted over his shoulder in Portuguese before starting down the stairs after Michael. A second later, a deafening gunshot echoed in the stairwell and Michael sucked in his breath as a bullet ricocheted off the metal handrailing next to him. 
“Son of a bitch!” 
He pulled out his Beretta, turning to fire just as the man was pausing to try again. His aim was better than his pursuer, and the man swayed for a minute as the gun fell from his fingers to clatter down the steps. He followed, pitching forward with a bullet hole in his forehead. 
Michael didn’t pause to feel any relief, but wrenched open the door to the next floor, getting out of the stairwell as quickly as possible. Who would have thought that hotel security could shoot well enough to get that close to a moving target? 
Except that he wasn’t hotel security, and Michael had about three minutes before the rest of that man’s crew came looking for him. 
He ran into a thickly carpeted hallway and looked around, his lips pressed together grimly. When he arrived in the hotel an hour before, he’d been expecting to meet with a contact and be handed a thumb drive with a money trail linking American financiers to a terrorist training camp in Syria. Instead, he’d found the contact dead and the thumb drive in the possession of his killer. 
All in all, not the best way to start his day. 
Michael glanced at his watch, then turned and ran silently down the hall. The thumb drive was now in the lining of his jacket, the killer was dead, and he had to find his way out of this hotel before the same thing happened to him. 
How had they known the contact was going to be here? 
Shaking his head, he pushed the question aside for the moment. His flight left in an hour, and he didn’t have time to play hide-and-seek with God-knew how many hostiles in a luxury resort hotel. He had to get out and get to the airport, or risk being stuck in Rio for another twenty-four hours. There just wasn’t time for any of this. 
Spotting the elevator ahead, Michael looked behind him, half expecting to see more hostiles coming from the direction of the stairs. The man who’d shot at him had shouted that he was in the stairwell, but they had no idea which floor Michael was on. They would have to go through each one individually, or concentrate all their attention in the lobby which, presumably, he would pass through to leave the hotel. 
And that suited Michael perfectly. 
Reaching the elevator, he pulled a thin metal slide from the inside of his jacket and inserted it between the doors. He jimmied the doors and held them open, looking down into the black elevator shaft. Twisting his head, he peered upward before extracting the slender Maglite he always carried with him. He shone it upward, then down before switching it off with a low grunt. The elevator car was below him, and that was where he needed it to stay. 
Holding the door open with one hand, Michael looked around quickly. His eye fell on the fire alarm, and his lips curved despite himself. Perfect. Once the alarm was tripped, all elevators would return to the ground floor to stay. Releasing the doors, he went over to break the glass and pull the alarm. 
A few minutes later, he was inside the elevator shaft, climbing up. While the anonymous thugs were converging on the lobby, he would be making his way across the roof to the adjoining building. 
Gripping the edge of a steel girder with one hand, Michael felt a rush of amusement go through him. This wasn’t his first time in an elevator shaft. He’d first had the pleasure in Baltimore five years before when Alina had given him his first lesson in the art of being invisible. 
Viper.
The amusement faded as he climbed quickly, his breathing even. At the time he’d never dreamt that one day he would be living in her world, yet here he was, scaling an elevator in Brazil after leaving three dead bodies behind him. Admittedly, he wasn’t responsible for one of those bodies, but the fact remained that he was a long way from Baltimore. And he was no longer the Marine hero who had been horrified at the way Viper bent the laws to suit herself. His lips twisted again. He’d been so appalled at what Dave’s kid sister had got up to after the Navy. Now look at him. 
A noise far below him made him pause and press himself against the steel girders and into the shadows as a sliver of light cut through the inky blackness below. He watched, reluctantly impressed, as the sliver expanded and a head emerged from the doors. Smart. They were checking the elevator shafts. 
A light shone up into the darkness and Michael remained perfectly still, knowing that he was concealed by shadows and distance. His heartbeat was steady and he balanced easily on a support beam, waiting. After a moment of sweeping the light back and forth, the head pulled back and the door slid closed again. 
Michael exhaled and began moving again, picking up the pace. He had a plane to catch. 

      [image: ]Middle of Nowhere, Oklahoma
Alina Maschik-Miles got out of the Jeep Wrangler and lifted her face to the breeze blowing across the driveway. The sun was getting low, painting swaths of pink and purple across the vast sky, and she smiled at the sight of a black hawk circling over one of the pastures. 
She closed the door and started across the grass towards the enclosure in the distance. As she moved, she stretched her arms over her head and rolled her shoulders. She’d landed in Oklahoma City after almost twenty-four hours of constant travel and movement. She was stiff, tired, and looking forward to seeing her Hawk. 
Both of them.
Alina raised her eyes to the sky and watched as the black hawk glided in circles over the horse pasture. Raven had taken to Damon, keeping an eye on him almost as much as he kept an eye on his mistress when she was home. A smile curved her lips, and she lowered her gaze to the uneven ground before her. 
It never ceased to fill her with amazement how much her life had changed over just a few short years. When she left New Jersey for the last time, she’d been hoping that she would be able to start a new life with Hawk. She never dreamt that they would actually succeed.
Four years ago, she had been prepared for the very real possibility that she wouldn’t survive her final op for the Organization. Or, at least, she had thought she was prepared for it. When she almost died, Alina realized just how much she wasn’t ready to depart this world just yet. 
A shrill greeting sliced through the air, pulling Alina away from her musings. She looked up to find Raven swooping down towards her and she grinned, lifting her arm out automatically. With a rustle of feathers and whisper of air, the hawk settled itself onto her forearm, his black eyes shining as he bobbed his head in greeting. 
“Are you keeping a close eye on him?” she murmured, raising her other hand to stroke his neck with her finger. “How’s he doing? Is he overdoing it?” 
“He’s not overdoing it. He’s just fine.” 
A low and welcome voice spoke from the other side of the fence surrounding the pasture, and Alina raised her eyes to meet bright cobalt ones with a smile. Her heart skipped a beat just as it always did when she finally saw him again, and she let out a silent exhale. 
“I hope so. I promised the good doctor that you would spend your days resting. It’s the only reason you’re here instead of a clinic in Switzerland.” 
Alina dropped her hand away from Raven and made a slight motion with her arm. He launched away from her, landing on the fence not far from where Damon was leaning. 
Damon Miles stood over six feet tall and looked as far from frail as it was possible to get. Yet she knew that just five weeks before, he had almost been broken in a Russian gulag. While he looked like a poster child for health and vitality, her husband was recovering from serious physical injuries that should have kept him in a hospital bed for much longer than he had deigned to remain. 
“I am resting,” he murmured as she drew up to the fence. “The guys are doing all the work. I’m just here to say hello to the horses.” 
Alina smiled as she leaned over to press her lips against his.
“Of course you are. How’re the ribs?”
“Why don’t we go back to the house and I’ll show you?” Damon asked, a wicked smile on his face. 
Alina felt a laugh bubble up inside her and she turned to walk with him towards the gate a few yards away. 
“I’m serious, Hawk. You need to rest and heal. You’re no good to me wounded, you know.” 
“It takes more than a Russian bastard to keep me down for long,” he retorted. “You know that. I’m getting stronger every day. The fresh air helps, and so do the horses. Never underestimate the healing power of animals.” 
Alina looked past him to the herd of mustangs in the pasture. It was one of eight herds that Damon kept on his horse ranch, and she knew he was looking to expand in the next year. In her short time with him, she had come to love the animals almost as much as he did; they were gentle, loving creatures.
“I don’t, but I also know that you can’t resist helping to train them. All we need is for you to get tossed and there go those ribs, and a few more.” 
They reached the gate and Damon opened it, stepping out and securing it behind him. When he turned to face her, his eyes were unusually serious, and no smile hovered around his lips. 
“I won’t do anything to set myself back,” he assured her, slipping his arms around her waist and pulling her to him. “I’m not happy with you working without me. I’m getting back into the game as soon as I can.” 
Alina gazed up at him and raised one hand to his face. 
“Make sure you do,” she whispered just as he lowered his lips to hers. 
It was a few moments before he finally raised his head again, and they were both breathless when he did. 
“God, I’ve missed you,” he said in a low voice, dropping his arms from around her. He turned to walk beside her as they headed back towards the house in the distance. His hand touched hers, their fingers intertwining. “Two weeks is two weeks too long.” 
Warmth went through her clear to her toes, and she couldn’t stop her lips from curving into a smile. 
“It’s not that long. You were away from me for longer than that.” 
“Not by choice.” 
“Mine wasn’t by choice, either. You know that.” 
Damon looked down at her with an unreadable expression on his face. 
“I thought we retired. I could have sworn we were done four years ago. Or did I dream that?”
Alina shot him a look under her lashes. 
“I assume this is going somewhere?” 
“I’m just wondering how, if we’re retired, you’re back to work.” 
“I’m not back. I’m on temporary loan.” 
He snorted. “Since when is anything with Charlie temporary?” 
Alina stopped walking and turned to face him, looking up into his face with a frown. 
“What’s wrong?” she demanded. “What’s going on in that head of yours? We both agreed months ago that we would help Charlie hunt down Les Cinq and take care of them. As ridiculous and silly as their name is, they are a serious threat. Hell, you even created The Cuban to help get to them! Why the sudden and grumpy opposition over this?” 
“I’m hardly grumpy,” he murmured, a laugh lighting his eyes. “You’ve seen me grumpy. When I am, people go to the hospital.” 
“Irritated, then.” 
He was silent, looking down at her for a moment, as if weighing what he was going to say. 
“I just don’t like you being out there alone,” he finally said. He raised his hand when she opened her mouth to argue, pressing his fingers against her lips. “Just listen. It’s not because I don’t think you can handle it. God knows we’re the best at what we do, even after taking a couple of years off. But I know how quickly it can all go to hell. That damned hellhole pressed it home to me that it isn’t always a bullet in the head for people like us. Sometimes it’s something much worse.” 
Alina stared at him, her gut clenching as it always did when she thought of him being tortured in that gulag. She hadn’t thought she’d get to him in time, and it really was a miracle that he had lasted as long as he did. 
“Are you still having the dreams?” she asked softly. 
Damon exhaled impatiently and his jaw tightened. 
“Don’t try to change the subject. This isn’t about me. It’s about you, and the risks you’re taking when we said we were done with this life.” 
“We said we were done doing it full-time. And we were, right up until we both got bored. You remember that? Remember the fighting because we were going stir-crazy? We have to work. Neither of us was made for retirement.” 
His lips pulled into a rueful grin, and he shrugged. 
“True enough,” he admitted before letting out a sigh. “But I don’t like being forced onto the bench while you’re still out there. Did you find him, at least?” 
“Of course I did.” 
“And?” 
“And it was a dead end. Literally.” 
Damon’s eyebrows soared into his forehead in surprise. 
“Someone got to him first?” 
“It would appear so.” Alina turned to continue walking. “Charlie was furious. He was the most credible lead we had. If the assassin that killed William Mosley came over the border into Texas, he would have had to go through him.” 
“So we’re back to square one.” 
“Yep.” 
They fell silent as they walked, each reflecting on the frustration of losing their only lead. Two months ago, on Thanksgiving, an assassin had killed William Mosley, a senior consultant for the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission. It had been staged to look like a murder suicide, with his wife and young child slaughtered along with him. He had been one in a long line of singularly brutal deaths, all involving top energy executives around the world. It was that line of deaths that had pulled Hawk back into the game, posing as an international arms dealer in order to try and track down those responsible. 
It was the continuation of death and destruction that had Viper chasing down leads as Charlie, their former boss, found them. 
“I’m leaving again in the morning,” Alina said, glancing at him. 
Apart from a slight tightening of his lips, Damon showed no outward reaction to that announcement. 
“Charlie’s spooks found something else already?” 
“No,” she said, surprising him. “I’m doing a favor for Jack.” 
He stopped walking again to stare at her. 
“Jack?!” he exclaimed. “Why the hell does the head of MI6 need you? He’s got his own assets!” 
She shrugged. 
“I’m closer, and more familiar with the terrain. Charlie’s approved it, and it won’t take long. Just a quickie.”
“What terrain?” Damon locked onto that. “Where are you going?” 
Her lips curved into a grin. 
“Philadelphia.” 

      [image: ]Somewhere in Virginia
Charlie raised his eyes from the contemplation of the laptop screen in front of him and watched as the wintery landscape rolled by the window. January was such a dreary month. It followed what was, for many people, the most festive month of the year. Even Charlie had been known to partake of the festivities in December, although this past one had been less jovial than others. He had spent the majority of it splitting his time evenly between Washington, London, and a small, secluded mountaintop village in Switzerland. While he wished he could say that he’d been in Switzerland for the stunning views, he had not. The little village happened to house one of the world’s most exclusive clinics, and the very place Hawk had been transported to after his brief stay in a Warsaw hospital. 
Charlie’s lips tightened briefly as he considered how close they had come to losing one of the best assets he’d ever had the privilege of working with. Viper had come through and got him back with very little fuss in the end. An amused smile replaced the grim set of his lips, and he chuckled low in his throat. Very little fuss if one ignored the fact that a Ukrainian missile had obliterated a power plant in Donetsk. 
The smile was gone as quickly as it appeared and Charlie lowered his eyes back to his screen, losing interest in the bleak countryside streaking by outside. He was on his way to inspect the latest class of Organization recruits, and he turned his attention back to the latest psychological evaluations of those same students. He had high hopes for a few of them. One or two might even prove to be as effective as Hawk and Viper, although he was beginning to wonder if they had broken the mold with them. 
His attention wandered again and Charlie took off his blue light blocking glasses to rub his eyes tiredly. Viper had done exactly what he had hoped that she would when he first recruited her. Nine years ago he’d been faced with the unpleasant realization that he had a serious breach of security on his hands. He’d recruited Viper to help find that breach, although she was unaware of it at the time. Eventually, however, she had outperformed even his own lofty expectations, killing the man who had turned into one of America’s most ruthless and dangerous traitors in recent history. In doing so, she had earned her well-deserved retirement from the Organization. Both she and Hawk had gone through hell to bring Colonel Shore down, and now they were both legally dead, their bodies never recovered from a tragic accident at sea. 
Officially, their files had been retired, and they were no more.
Unofficially, they had both been moonlighting for the Organization occasionally over the past four years while they enjoyed their peaceful descent into obscurity. Hawk had continued in much the same capacity as before, offering his special skills where needed for both Charlie and a select few of their nation’s allies. Viper had moved into running the occasional operation for him, her planning and execution so precise and on-point that she had become almost legendary to the other agencies around the world. Her work with Mossad made him especially proud. That was one group of specialists that it was impossible to impress, yet impress them she had. 
Another chuckle went through him, and Charlie settled his glasses back on his face. She believed that he had no idea what she’d been up to for the past few years, but of course he did. He’d kept a very close eye on both her and her husband. He couldn’t afford not to. If anything happened to either of them, or even worse, if they took it into their heads to use their skills for anything contrary to US interests, they were his responsibility—and his alone. He had to know what they were doing before they did, and Charlie was very good at doing just that. 
When Hawk disappeared in November, it was a major setback. Not only had the tracking chip implanted in his hip been removed but all attempts to physically track and locate him had failed. That’s when Viper stepped in, and Lord knew it was only pure luck that allowed her to pick up his trail. If she hadn’t, God only knew what kind of secrets and classified information Hawk might have divulged to his captors. The very existence of the Organization for one, and targets across the globe for another. A chill went through Charlie. It really didn’t bear thinking about. The results could have been devastating. 
His cell phone vibrated in his suit pocket, pulling Charlie away from his thoughts and extracting a small sigh from him. 
“Hello?”
“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” an aide said apologetically. “I have C on the line for you.” 
“Very well. Put him through.”
“Here he comes.” 
“Charlie? Is that you?” The crisp British accent cut through the silence in the SUV. 
“One and the same, Jack.” Charlie took off the glasses again and closed his laptop. “How’s the weather there?” 
“Perfectly awful,” Jack replied cheerfully. “Woke up to sleet, and now they’re saying it’ll turn to snow tonight. I suppose you have beautiful sun there, don’t you?” 
Charlie glanced up into the cloudless blue sky and grinned. 
“As a matter of fact, yes, but don’t be too envious. It’s bloody cold out there.” 
“Then we have that in common.” 
“What can I do for you, Jack?” 
“Something happened in Rome last night that I thought you might be interested in. There was a fire. Broke out in the kitchen of a restaurant.” 
“And you thought I’d find a kitchen fire interesting why?” Charlie glanced at his watch. 
“It’s not the fire that’s interesting. It’s what it uncovered next door.” Jack sounded downright cheerful, and Charlie pressed his lips together. Jack only ever got that tone in his voice when he knew something that Charlie didn’t. “The flames spread to the adjoining shop, you see, and when the firemen went in, they found a chest freezer in a storage room.” 
“Be still my heart,” Charlie murmured. 
Jack made a tsking noise with his tongue. 
“Why are you Americans always so impatient?” 
“We have little tolerance for dramatics,” Charlie replied promptly. “Or rather, this American does.”
Jack chuckled. 
“Very well, I’ll get to the point. Someone was keeping a body on ice.” 
“Intriguing, but hardly something that warrants an overseas phone call, surely?” 
“The body was Leonard Petsuski.”
The name fell heavily over the phone and Charlie stilled, staring out the window as his lips tightened imperceptibly. 
“One of the missing energy executives,” he said unnecessarily. “You’re quite right, Jack. I’m interested.” 
“I knew you would be. The room was actually rented out as a storage lockup of sorts. The building has three different storage areas that the owner doesn’t use, so he rents them out.”
“And that’s where Leonard was?” Charlie shook his head. “An ignoble end for such a distinguished career.” 
“Quite.” 
“And the person renting the storage area?” 
“That’s where it gets even more interesting. The unit was being rented by a woman who has a tailoring business out of her home.”
“Since when does a seamstress keep bodies on ice in a chest freezer?” 
“Just so.” Jack cleared his throat. “Tell me, Charlie, what do you know of The Brothers?” 
Charlie’s eyebrows came together in a frown, and he was silent for a long moment.
“Are you still there?”
“Yes.” Charlie sighed. “Nothing good. They’re mercenaries: three brothers, all former special operators for the Italian military. They’ve been making a name for themselves internationally, but so far it hasn’t been enough to warrant anything other than occasional surveillance on our part.” 
“We’ve been monitoring them for the past year. If the price is right, they’re not terribly concerned with any ethical or moral obligations. They’ve been implicated in several unsavory incidents involving kidnapping and extortion, and are suspected to be associates of a few South American cartels.”
“Always charming, but hardly enough to put them on my radar,” Charlie said. “I’m somewhat surprised that they’re on yours.” 
“As always, it’s a little more complicated than that. They were implicated in something much higher than their paygrade, inadvertently of course, and that incident brought them into my playhouse.”
“And now Leonard Petsuski has brought them into mine.” 
“A shame they don’t have any idea what an honor that is,” Jack said wryly, a thread of amusement in his voice. “By the time they start to have an inkling, I suppose they’ll be dead.” 
“As you’re so fond of saying, quite so.” Charlie was amused. “Do you have anything else?” 
“Now you know I wouldn’t interrupt your Wednesday afternoon if I didn’t. One of my men was able to obtain a ledger from a safe house believed to be used by The Brothers.” 
Charlie raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
“My, you have been busy. Just how long have you been monitoring The Brothers Three?” 
“Long enough,” came the dry answer. “I took a look at the ledger myself this morning. They do keep meticulous records, these chaps. Rather foolish, really.” 
“I don’t suppose it ever occurred to them that MI6 would be taking a look.” 
“Mmm. Given their chosen career path, I’d have thought it would only be a matter of time. However, their carelessness is our gain. There are several names in there that you would recognize, but the most pressing one is a Mr. William Mosley.”
Charlie’s lips tightened, then relaxed almost immediately into a Cheshire cat smile. 
“You’ve just earned yourself a bottle of Glenlivet, Jack.” 
“I thought that would get your attention,” Jack said with a laugh. “I know you’ve been working to find out who was responsible.” 
“I know who’s ultimately responsible,” Charlie answered calmly, “but yes, this will get me one step closer to proving it.” 
“I’m glad I could help. If this ledger is accurate, then The Brothers were responsible for at least four of the energy executives that have gone missing or were killed. Finding them will get us both closer to unraveling this mess.” 
“Yes. Would you mind forwarding me what you have on these brothers?”
“Already done. I knew you’d want to get moving on this as soon as possible. It’s waiting in your inbox.” Jack cleared his throat. “I suppose you’ll want to handle this outside of the official channels?” 
“For now.” 
“I’ll keep mum, then, and wish you the best of luck.” 
“I appreciate that.” 
“And I’ll take that bottle when next you’re in London.” 






  
  Chapter Two


Philadelphia Museum of Art
Michael watched in some amusement as his old friend Blake Hanover snapped a photo of his wife standing at the foot of the iconic steps leading to the entrance of the art museum. 
“Anyone would think you two were tourists,” he said as Blake checked the photo on his phone. “If you start running up the steps, I’m out.” 
Blake glanced at him, his face creasing into an unabashed grin.
“For all intents and purposes, I am a tourist,” he retorted. “I’ve never been to the art museum.” 
“In the four years you’ve lived in Jersey, you’ve never been to the art museum?” Michael raised an eyebrow. “That’s suspect, Blake, even for you.” 
“Oh yeah? How long have you lived in the city now? Three years? How many times have you come here?” 
Michael grinned. 
“At least twice.” 
“Sports rallies don’t count,” a new voice said as a pretty brunette joined them. “Have you ever been inside?” 
Michael looked at Stephanie, Blake’s wife, and laughed ruefully.
“Not in the three years I’ve lived here,” he admitted. 
“Ha!” Blake exclaimed triumphantly. “So you’re as good as a tourist, too!” 
“But I have been inside,” Michael continued. “I’ve been a few times. The last time was for a Degas exhibit.” 
“Ballerinas?” Stephanie looked at him skeptically. “I find that very hard to believe.” 
“An old girlfriend had an obsession,” Michael said with a shrug. 
“Oh, well that makes more sense,” she said, her face clearing. She tucked her hand into Blake’s as the trio started the long climb to the entrance. “And it makes sense why that relationship didn’t last. Any new prospects?”
“When does he have time?” Blake demanded. “The man’s never home.” 
“You can meet women in other states, you know,” Stephanie retorted. 
“He goes to other countries.” 
“They’re in those too. You’d be amazed how many of us there are around.” 
“Somehow I don’t think Mikey is in dating mode these days,” Blake said, looking at Michael. “Are you?” 
“I’ll get back around to it eventually.” 
“See? He’s not interested right now.” 
“The international security business must be fascinating if it’s keeping your mind off women,” Stephanie murmured, shooting Michael a look from under her lashes. 
Michael kept his face neutral, refusing to be baited by either of them. When he joined the Organization four years ago, he’d fed everyone he knew the same story: he had gone to work for an international security firm. It wasn’t a lie. It was just a very romantic way of labeling his very unromantic career choice. Essentially, the Organization was in the international security business. It just wasn’t the kind of security that most civilians were even aware existed. Unfortunately, Blake and Stephanie weren’t most civilians.
They were suspicious, and had been for four years. Despite that, the three of them had managed to settle into a kind of “don’t ask, don’t tell” routine over the years. However, that had been deteriorating rapidly over the past couple of months. Thanksgiving was the start of it, and when he came home for Christmas, they hadn’t even pretended to believe his story of a client in the Bahamas. Michael wouldn’t give them anything they could hold on to, but he knew they were convinced that he had followed in Alina’s footsteps. They were just waiting for one slip to show them. So far, he’d been able to avoid that pitfall.
“When I’m ready to settle down, I’ll start looking again,” he said, his voice even. “Right now, I’m having fun seeing the world.”
“I guess I can’t fault you for that,” Stephanie admitted. “I’d love to travel.”
“We’re going to New Orleans in April,” Blake said. “That’s travel.” 
“Yes, it is, and you know I can’t wait, but it’s not Paris.” 
Blake shot Michael a disgruntled look over her head. 
“Thanks, bro. She’s been on about Paris since Thanksgiving.” 
“Then take her to Paris.”
“Oh, he will. Don’t worry,” Stephanie said cheerfully. “As soon as I win the bet. You could help speed things up, you know, if you’d only cooperate.” 
Michael raised his eyebrows. 
“Me? What do I have to do with a bet between you guys?” 
“It’s just a little thing we disagree on,” Blake said with a shrug. “We have different ideas on what it is you really do.” 
“Oh, for God’s sake,” Michael muttered. “You both know what I do.” 
“Now me? I think you’re really an international escort for the jet set ex-wives who are trying to one-up their fat, old ex-husbands in Monte Carlo and Belize,” Blake continued as if he hadn’t spoken. “It would explain perfectly why you have no interest in dating: you’re too exhausted from entertaining cougars for weeks on end.” 
Michael grinned. “Is that so?” 
“Yes.” Blake nodded complacently. “Stephanie’s taken it in a completely different direction. What she thinks is absolutely ridiculous.” 
“And that isn’t?” Stephanie demanded, stopping as they finally reached the top of the steps. 
“Am I a Buddhist monk? Is that it?” Michael asked her, his serious tone belied by his dancing eyes. “Or am I gay?” 
“Neither,” she said calmly, tilting her head and looking at him with a smile that made every hair on the back of his neck stand to attention. “You’re Alina, but minus the vagina.” 
Michael blinked. 
“Well, thank God for that. I wouldn’t know what to do with one of those.” 
Blake snorted and Stephanie grinned. 
“No? Blake has all kinds of ideas on what he would do if he suddenly woke up a woman.” 
“I’m sure he does,” he muttered, turning towards the entrance of the museum. “Spare me the details. It’s too early in the day for that.” 
They walked towards the doors, and he glanced at her. 
“I hate to be the one to point this out, but I’m not dead,” he said apologetically.
“Ouch!” Blake winced. “That was uncalled for.” 
“But true.” Michael reached out to open the door, holding it for Stephanie. “I’m not Alina. No one could ever begin to fill those shoes.” 
Stephanie paused as she was passing him and lifted a hand to touch his cheek fondly. 
“No,” she agreed, “but I think you’d come a lot closer than you want us to believe.” 
She continued into the building and Michael looked at Blake, raising his eyebrow. 
“Really? That’s the best the two of you can come up with?” he demanded. “An international cougar escort or an assassin?” 
Blake grinned and hit him on his shoulder as he passed. 
“You can end it by just telling us the truth, Mike,” he said cheerfully. “That’s all we want. The truth.” 
“Clearly not, since you’re so unwilling to accept it.”
“We haven’t heard it yet.”
Michael followed them into the museum, his face and body relaxed despite the grim realization that both Blake and Stephanie knew damn well what he was doing these days. He supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. In retrospect, he and Charlie shouldn’t have come up with a story so similar to that used by Alina. That was the first mistake. But the biggest mistake was made by he himself the second he decided to continue his friendship with Blake Hanover. He should have moved away and disappeared. He should never have moved to Philadelphia and continued to be part of their lives. 
Ten minutes later, Michael was still smarting over the idea that he only had himself to blame for any of this while he flipped through the map and program guide handed to him at the ticket counter. How had he even got to this point? And what was he doing here, anyway? He glanced over to where Blake and Stephanie were examining the map, their heads together. Stephanie’s parents had taken their daughter, Alina, for the day so that they could enjoy a childless day off in the city. Why had he even agreed to come along? His lips twisted ruefully. He was here because they hadn’t given him much of a choice. They had told him he was coming along, and now here he was. When Blake and Stephanie wanted something, they usually got it, one way or another. 
“I don’t care where we go first,” Blake said, throwing up his hands. “I don’t even want to be here in the first place. This was your pick.” 
“I’m going to get some culture into you, come hell or high water,” Stephanie retorted cheerfully. “There’s more to life than cars and sports.” 
“Sure there is,” he agreed. “There’s also guns and bad guys. Oh wait, you wouldn’t know anything about that anymore, would you?” 
“I can still shoot you and make it look like self-defense,” she snapped. “Keep it up. You have a nice life insurance policy.” 
Blake winked at her. 
“You’d miss me too much.” 
“Wait a minute,” Michael said, looking from one to the other, then landing on Stephanie. “What did I miss? Did you actually resign from the Bureau?” 
“Yes. It was effective January 1st.” 
“If you stuck around for more than a day at a time, you would have known that,” Blake told him. 
“Will you stop being an ass?” Stephanie demanded. “I didn’t make a big thing of it. It’s not like there was an announcement or anything. Hell, we didn’t even have a party!” 
“Rob threw you one,” Blake said with a grin, and Stephanie rolled her eyes. 
“It was at three in the afternoon on a Friday, at the office,” she explained to Michael. “Not exactly a stellar send-off.” 
Michael winced. 
“Ouch. I’m sorry, Steph.”
She waved a hand carelessly. 
“I honestly didn’t expect that much. No one was happy when I tendered my resignation, least of all me.”
“Then why did you?” 
“Let’s just say that the Bureau and I weren’t seeing eye to eye on a lot of things, and when I came back from maternity, that got a lot worse.” 
Michael looked at Blake. 
“And you?” 
“I’m sticking it out,” he said with a shrug. “I’m not ready to give it up just yet. Besides, what else would I do? We don’t all have the option to go work for an international security firm.” 
“So what are you going to do now?” Michael asked Stephanie, ignoring the jab. 
“I’m going to go up those stairs and immerse myself in some art and culture,” she said promptly. “That is, if Blake will just make a decision about what he wants to see.” 
Blake gave an exaggerated exhale and took the map from her. 
“Fine! Let me look again,” he muttered. 
Michael grinned and waited while they looked at the map again. Looking around, he cast his eyes up the impressive staircase that led to the second level. Stone columns interspersed with a low wall lined the walkway, reminding him a bit of something he’d seen in Rome. Or was it Florence? 
He was still pondering the elusive memory when someone caught his attention. Standing perfectly still next to one of the columns midway along the left side, a woman was looking down into the lobby, straight at him. The distance was too great for him to see the expression on her face, but it made no difference. He knew that it would be an emotionless mask.
“Son of a bitch!” he breathed, his heartbeat quickening as a wave of shock went through him. 
“The armor and weapons sound interesting,” Blake was saying behind him. “What do you think, Mike?” 
“Uh-huh. Sounds good.” Michael started moving towards the stairs. “Hey, I’ll meet you up there.”
“What?” Stephanie looked up, startled. “Where are you going?” 
“Just want to look at something really quick,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll meet you upstairs.” 
Michael strode across the lobby to the wide, shallow steps, taking them two at a time as he went up quickly. The woman had moved behind the column when Stephanie called out, disappearing from view, but he knew what he’d seen. The distance wasn’t that great, and she was someone he would never forget. 
His heart was pounding when Michael topped the stairs and turned to his left, going around the corner. He stopped behind the first column, his lips tightening as his eyes scanned the long, wide walkway. Visitors milled around, speaking in low voices as they moved from one exhibit room to another, but there was no sign of the woman with dark hair that he had spotted below. He took a few steps forward, scanning the thin crowds and moving to his left so that he could see around all the columns along the right side. She was gone.
Michael exhaled and his eyes narrowed. As fantastic and impossible as it seemed, it was her. He knew it without any shadow of doubt. 
Viper was here, in Philadelphia. 

      [image: ]Tel Aviv, Israel
Jared Levine sat at a table in the busy, outdoor seating area for one of the more popular restaurants in the city. It was one of his favorite lunch spots year-round, but today the bright sun and delightful breeze off the Mediterranean made it particularly pleasant. It was a relaxing interlude to what had otherwise turned into one of the more stressful days in recent memory. His lips tightened and he reached for his bottle of sparkling water. 
Another operative was dead, another lead gone, and he was beginning to wonder if the information which had seemed so good a few months ago was, in fact, accurate at all. It had come from a reliable source, but there was always the possibility that the source had been infiltrated. Something had certainly gone wrong. This was the third operative he’d lost from the Kidon unit in six months, and he’d been one of the most experienced. 
Setting down his water, Jared went back to his lunch, pushing the concerning problem aside. He was a firm believer in compartmentalization, and right now, he was occupying the meal compartment. He needed this time to refresh, refuel, and reflect. Not angst and worry about how many more operatives he might lose before he found the enemy who had eluded them for over five years. 
Jared looked up from his lunch as a shadow fell across the array of small dishes of pickled vegetables, breads, meats, and hummus. A tall man with dark hair and a shaggy beard stood beside the table, his massive chest and shoulders blocking the sun. He grinned down at Jared, the wide smile at odds with his fierce appearance. 
“Shalom, my friend!” he greeted him, his voice deep. “You’re always eating. I don’t know how you don’t get fat!” 
Jared chuckled and pushed back his chair, standing to have his hand wrung by the behemoth beside him. 
“I’m blessed with a good metabolism and an active life,” he replied, silently exhaling as the man released his hand. “Shalom, Boris. Please, sit. Will you join me and have something?” 
“Only coffee.” Boris sat across from him at the table, shifting his chair so that the sun was not in his eyes. “I have been travelling for eighteen hours. I want nothing but coffee and a hot shower.” 
Jared nodded and motioned for the waiter, requesting coffee for his companion and another sealed bottle of water for himself. The waiter nodded and disappeared into the restaurant behind them. 
“You must have a reputation with the servers, Jared,” Boris said cheerfully, watching as Jared reached for a piece of naan. “Always specifying sealed bottles of water when your food comes out prepared and uncovered. What is the point? If someone wanted to poison you, they would simply put it in the food!” 
“It’s not poison that worries me. I simply prefer fresh water, especially when it is sparkling.” 
“So you’re really just a diva?” 
Jared glanced up from his food and Boris held up his hands, laughing. 
“I’m sorry. We all have our little preferences. Me, I prefer vodka with my lunch.”
“Absolutely not surprising.” Jared went back to his lunch. “Did you run into any complications on your way here?” 
“Not at all. It was a very uneventful and boring trip.”
“Good.” Jared reached for his napkin, wiping his mouth, and studied Boris thoughtfully for a minute. “Thank you for coming. I know it isn’t easy to travel out of Ukraine these days without significant machinations. I appreciate your effort to come in for a few days.” 
Boris shrugged and waved a hand carelessly. 
“It is nothing. It gives me a nice break and much better weather.” 
Jared smiled and they were silent as the waiter approached with Boris’s coffee and Jared’s bottle of water. Once he’d departed, Jared watched as Boris added sugar to his coffee.
“Tell me everything you were able to find out about the man calling himself Nikita,” he said. 
Boris glanced up from his coffee. 
“There isn’t much. The man’s a ghost. There is no record of him entering Luhansk, Ukraine, or even Russia, and of course there isn’t any record of him leaving. He was extracted, along with the woman and prisoner.” 
“By whom?”
“I believe it was SIS, but who can say for sure. I know it wasn’t Ukraine, and it sure as hell wasn’t Russia. Why are you so interested in him? Out of the three, I found him to be the least dangerous.” 
“Dangerous? Why do you use that word?” Jared pinned him with his disconcertingly direct gaze. 
Boris shrugged.
“Well, because they were. If you had seen what the prisoner did when he was half-dead with several broken ribs, then you’d understand why I use that word. And as for the woman, she was a cold-blooded killer, make no mistake about that.”
Jared seemed faintly amused. 
“You’re certain about that?” 
“Yes.” Boris answered without hesitation. “I’ve seen enough of them to know one.” He paused in the act of lifting his coffee to his lips, pursing them thoughtfully. “Of the three, those two—the prisoner and the woman—were the one who made me very happy that I was on their side for the moment. Nikita, I don’t know why he was there, or who he was, but he wasn’t such a threat.” 
Jared was silent for a few moments, finishing his lunch. When at last he wiped his mouth with his napkin and sat back, Boris had finished his coffee and was motioning to the server for another cup. 
“I believe that all three of them are dangerous, but for the moment I’m more interested in Nikita. Find out what you can. Dig wherever you need to dig. He didn’t materialize in Ukraine. Find out where he came from.” 
Boris nodded. “Very well.” 
“There is one other thing, and it’s more pressing than the matter of Nikita.” 
“I assumed as much. You wouldn’t have called me in to discuss a ghost.” 
Jared smiled and reached for his water. 
“In a manner of speaking, I did just that. I want to find this arms dealer called The Cuban.” 
Boris raised both his eyebrows and let out a mirthless laugh. 
“Then you will have to get in line,” he told him bluntly. “The SZRU already have me looking for him.” 
“What does Ukrainian Intelligence want with him?”
“They are concerned over his apparent disappearance,” Boris said with a shrug. “You did know that he has disappeared?” 
“I know that people think that he has.”
Boris raised an eyebrow, his lips twisting humorously. 
“But not you?” 
“Why are they concerned about it?” 
“The President has received considerable support from The Cuban in the fight against the Russians. Many members of our special branches have weapons because The Cuban provided them.”
“Now that’s very interesting,” Jared murmured thoughtfully. “Go on.” 
“That’s it. It was my impression that Zelensky himself requested that we find the man, or discover what happened to him.” 
“And so SZRU put their best agent on it.” 
Boris grinned. “Of course.”
“And what have you discovered?” 
“Nothing yet. I’d just been briefed before I left to come here.” 
“When you find something, I want to know before your handlers in Kyiv,” Jared said firmly. 
“Yes, of course.” 
“When are you expected back?” 
“In three days.” 
“Good. We can get a lot done in that time. I want a full debriefing, and then we’ll decide how to tackle both The Cuban and this mystery man, Nikita.” 
“I still don’t know why you’re so interested in him, but I’ll see what I can unearth. No promises, though. The situation on the ground in Ukraine is nothing short of chaotic. There are hundreds of ways a spook could get in without me finding the right one.” 
“You think he was a spy, then?” 
“Well, he wasn’t one of them, but he was very well trained. What else could he be?” 
Jared pursed his lips together thoughtfully.
“What, indeed?” 






  
  Chapter Three


Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
Michael stepped off the elevator and stifled a yawn, pulling his keys from his pocket. It was after nine and he was tired and irritable. They hadn’t left the art museum until after six, by which time all three of them were hungry and fed up. Or rather, they hadn’t been allowed to leave, he corrected himself silently. A man had been stabbed to death in the museum, and the entire place had been locked down, with the visitors stuck inside waiting to be questioned and released. The only reason they had been allowed to leave when they did was due to Blake’s badge and Stephanie’s mouth. 
A smile crossed his lips as Michael unlocked the door to his apartment. She was a Jersey Girl, no doubt about that. He wasn’t sure which had been more persuasive to the FBI Agent in charge—Blake’s superior rank or Stephanie’s blistering opinions on incompetence. 
The smile faded almost as quickly as it had appeared, and a fresh wave of indignation went through him. The body was discovered not twenty minutes after he saw Viper disappear from behind the column. Given what he knew of her, there was absolutely no doubt in his mind that she was the one responsible. 
How had she got out of the museum? 
The thought broke through his foul mood as Michael closed the door behind him, tossing his keys onto a little table next to the door. They had locked all the exits down immediately, and iron gates had closed throughout the museum, compartmenting everything and locking everyone in. Where on earth had she gone? 
He reached out tiredly to flip on the light and turned to move into the living room. 
“Evening, Gunny.” 
He started and sucked in his breath, staring across the room in disbelief. Alina sat in his armchair comfortably, her dark eyes watching him and a faint smile on her lips. 
“For the love of God!” he exclaimed, finding his voice. “What the hell are you doing?!” 
She raised one eyebrow, the faint smile growing. 
“I thought that was obvious. I’m sitting in your chair, waiting for you.” 
“Bullshit!” 
“You know, for someone who spent four years stalking me, you’re being decidedly hostile. After hunting for me for so long, you’d think you’d be happy when I drop in for a visit.” 
“Visit, my ass. Who was he?” Michael demanded, bracing his hands on his hips and glaring at her. 
“Who was who?” 
“Don’t play dumb with me. You know exactly who I’m talking about!”
Alina pondered him for a moment, then let out an imperceptible sigh. She stood up and stretched, and Michael’s eyes went straight to the .45 in her hands. She caught his look and smiled in genuine amusement. 
“Don’t worry. It was never for you,” she murmured, tucking her weapon into the holster in the back of her pants. “It was in case anyone else came through that door.” 
“Anyone else? Who else would come through my door?” Michael scowled and turned to stalk across the open-plan living room towards the kitchen. “You still carry that Ruger?”
“Why change something if it works?” Alina followed him, watching as he went to the fridge. She leaned on the open bar that lined one side of the small kitchen. “You still carry a Beretta.” 
He shot her a look over his shoulder. 
“How the hell do you know that?!”
She gave him a feline smile. 
“Now Michael, I wouldn’t be very good at my job if I didn’t, and I think we both know that I am.” 
“You are what?” 
“Good at my job.” 
He scowled and wrenched open the refrigerator door, reaching in to pull out a beer. He held one up questioningly and she shook her head. 
“Speaking of which, you never answered my question.” He popped the cap off the bottle and turned to face her. “Who the hell was he?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“Bullshit. The man who was stabbed to death today in the Impressionist wing at the art museum. Who was he?” 
“Why do you think I know?” 
“You killed him!” 
“Just because I was in the museum, it doesn’t necessarily follow that I stabbed someone,” she said dryly. 
Michael stared at her for a long moment, then took an even longer drink of beer. She’d done it. He knew it. She knew it. This was all just a waste of time. Who was he? And why in sweet heaven did Charlie have her working stateside again?! 
“Tell me something,” he finally said, leaning against the counter and studying her. “Are you okay? Did you hit your head sometime between the last time I saw you and now?” 
A laugh lit up her dark eyes and her lips twitched, only to be firmly repressed. 
“Not that I’m aware of, no.” 
“Are you sure?” He straightened up and moved out of the kitchen and back into the living room. “Because that’s the only possible explanation I can think of to hit a target in the middle of a museum. It’s suicide! You can’t sneeze in a museum without someone seeing you! They have cameras, heat detectors . . . motion sensors. They have gates and automatic locks. They have random camera cycles. Hell, their cameras have cameras!”
Alina followed him. 
“I dare you to find me on any of them.” 
He glared at her, dropping into the armchair that she had vacated. 
“Why?” he demanded, his voice even. “Why here? Why does Charlie have you working in the States again?” 
“You know I can’t answer that.” She sat down on the couch. “It was just bad luck that you saw me.”
“Thank God I was the only one,” he muttered, lifting his beer to his lips. “Talk about reckless! Philadelphia? You had to come back here?” 
“There are 1.5 million people living in Philadelphia, and Stephanie and Blake are not among them. There was more risk of running into Prince Harry than there was of running into them.” She shook her head. “Like I said, it was just plain bad luck.” 
“If either of them had seen you, we both would have been blown,” he retorted ruthlessly. 
“I don’t see why you would have been compromised,” she said thoughtfully. “You believe I’m dead along with them. I’m sure you would have acted as surprised as they would have been. You’ve been trained to excel in that department.” 
He made a face and sat back with a sigh, rubbing his forehead. His anger had dissipated the moment she had stopped denying her involvement at the museum, and now he actually felt happy to have her sitting in his living room. It was almost like old times, except that everything was different now. 
“They’re already questioning everything about me,” he heard himself telling her. 
“Questioning how?” 
“They’ve just about decided that I work for your old boss. They’re trying to get me to confirm it.” 
Alina raised her eyebrows and studied him for a moment, then something like empathy crossed her face. 
“As long as you don’t, they’ll never have any proof,” she said softly. “They don’t have the means or the skill to track people like us. Charlie’s made sure of that. Your cover is safe unless you yourself blow it.” 
“You think I don’t know that? That’s not the problem.”
“I know. Believe me, I know.” She stood up. “I think I’ll take that beer after all.” 
He waved a hand towards the kitchen. 
“Help yourself.” 
He watched as she went into his kitchen to get a beer, for all the world as if they were just two friends hanging out to watch the game together. 
“Did you see the Eagles made the playoffs?” he called. 
“Of course I did.” 
“Think they’ll get to the Super Bowl?” 
Alina came out of the kitchen carrying a bottle of beer with a grin on her face. 
“One can only hope. Our quarterback can get us there as long as the defense doesn’t give up third downs all day.”
Michael grunted and watched as she returned to her seat on the couch. 
“How’s the SEAL?” 
“Healing. How is she?” 
Michael didn’t pretend to not know who she was talking about. 
“If you went to see them, you’d see for yourself.” 
“You know I can’t do that.” Her voice was calm and even. 
Michael sighed and nodded.
“She’s doing well. They’re doing well. They have a house in Marlton, the picket fence, and a two-car garage. Did you know they have a kid?” 
Alina didn’t look surprised at that nugget of information, but she shook her head. 
“Boy or girl?” 
“A girl. She’s two. Her name’s Alina Renée.” 
Michael finally saw the first flicker of emotion in Alina’s eyes with that and he smiled gently. 
“She’s living up to her namesake. She climbed behind the wheel of Blake’s Hemi ’Cuda the other day and tried to start the engine.” 
“They’re raising her right, then.” 
“Yeah, they’re doing a good job.” 
They were silent for a minute while Michael waited for her to ask about Angela, but she never did. That emotionless mask that she wore so well was firmly in place and she seemed content to leave the rest of her past alone. 
“Lina, why are you here?” he asked. “I know you didn’t break into my house just to ask about Stephanie. You can find out everything you want to know with a few clicks of a mouse. In fact, if you’re that curious, why haven’t you?” 
She shrugged and sipped her beer.
“It’s better to leave the past to the past, Gunny. That’s something you’ll learn eventually.”
“Then why ask?” 
“I don’t know,” she answered honestly. “It was a shock to see them, all of you, together this morning. I wasn’t expecting it.”
He waited for her to say more, but once again, Viper fell silent, keeping any other thoughts or emotions to herself. 
“What would you have done if they’d seen you?” 
“The same thing I did when you saw me. Nothing would have changed.” 
“But they would know you were still alive.” 
“No. They would suspect, but I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard to convince them that they saw someone who looked like me.” 
Michael rolled his eyes. 
“You really don’t care about any of us anymore, do you?” 
“The fact that I’m here, Michael, is proof enough that that’s not true.” 
“Why are you here?” 
“To warn you.” 
He raised his eyebrows in surprise. Whatever he was expecting to hear, that certainly wasn’t it. 
“Warn me of what?” 
“Someone is looking for you.” She finished her beer and leaned forward to set the empty bottle on the coffee table. “One of my contacts in Europe stumbled across something. Very discreet inquiries are being made.” 
“By whom?” 
She shook her head, her lips pressed together grimly. 
“I don’t know. Yet. They’re the kind of discreet inquiries that make me think it’s someone who may be a legitimate threat. I’m looking into it, but until I know more, I want you to be very careful. Are you traveling soon?” 
“I don’t know. I just got back, but you know how it is.” 
“Well, if you do have to go out there, take extra precautions to ensure that your trail is covered. No one should even know you exist, let alone how to make inquiries, but someone does. I don’t like it.” 
“Why don’t I just tell Charlie?” 
That faint smile was back and it didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
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