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  About Next Exit, Pay Toll


All sins are punished one day. 
For the ruthless traitor protected deep within Washington, DC, that day has come. Alina Maschik has only one goal: find, expose, and eliminate the person who brought a terrorist onto United States soil. For an assassin trained to hunt for a living, this was a straight-forward, text-book mission. But nothing is ever simple with Alina. Unjustly labeled a rogue agent, she's made it to the top of America's Most Wanted list, her own government wants her dead, and everyone close to her is becoming a target. Now, in order to protect those she loves, Alina must work quickly to uncover the traitor...before they uncover her.
Viper returns in the riveting sequel to Next Exit, 3 Miles, determined to ensure that a national traitor pays for their sins, once and for all.

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







  
  This book is dedicated to my beautiful daughter.

I love you more than words can say.
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  “It is mine to avenge; I will repay. In due time their foot will slip; Their day of disaster is near and their doom rushes upon them.”Deuteronomy 32: 35








  
  Prologue


The explosion rocked the quiet valley out of its slumber, sending deep rumbles ricocheting through the earth and up into the hills. Flames leapt high into the night sky, lighting the darkness, while high above the valley a solitary figure watched as the fire rapidly spread through the compound below. The explosives had been placed strategically throughout the estate, ensuring maximum devastation. What sounded like one explosion from this distance was, in reality, several explosions occurring together. As each individual inferno met the next, the flames engulfed the compound within seconds. 
Hawk lowered his head to his night-vision scope and slowly scanned the flames, looking for movement. He was lying flat between two boulders high in the hills and both he and his rifle were covered with branches, making him invisible in the night. When he reached the end of the compound without detecting any movement, he slowly scanned back again. There were over thirty men in that compound, three of whom were the heads of the largest Mexican drug Cartels. Those three men were the reason for Hawk's visit.
Movement in the midst of the raging flames made him pause and his finger slipped over the trigger of his rifle gently. When the shadow lurched out from one of the burning buildings, Hawk waited for it to stumble into his cross-hairs before he squeezed the trigger. It fell to the ground and Hawk watched for more movement. The flames were reaching a fever pitch now, engulfing the buildings and spreading across the gardens to the SUVs and sports cars that were parked in the expansive driveway.
Another shadow appeared near the cars and Hawk squeezed his trigger. The shadow fell as the first SUV in the path of the flames ignited and the full tank of gas exploded. More flames leapt high into the air as pieces of the vehicle shot out in all directions. Hawk loaded another round into the chamber and continued to watch for movement. The hillside where he was concealed was silent in the night; the breeze was gentle and the sky clear. The smoke from the flames below hadn't reached him yet, and he took a deep breath of fresh, clean air. The fire had only been burning for about three minutes. There was still plenty of time.
Hawk lowered his head to the scope again.
Ten minutes later, the space between the rocks was empty. Far below, in the Mexican valley, a fire raged out of control as it licked past the fences of the estate and across the landscape. Six bodies were on the ground, the flames consuming them with everything else. If anyone bothered to examine the charred remains closely, they would find a single .50 caliber round embedded in each of their skulls.
But the shooter had already disappeared into the night, leaving no trace of a man or a rifle, his mission accomplished.






  
  Chapter One


The Puritans in Salem had the right idea; witches were meant to be burned, burned to a crisp, until even the buzzards hovering overhead wouldn't peck at the charred remains. That was the right and just punishment for witchcraft. It was the only way to eradicate the evil within them. 
The archer released her grip on the steel-tipped arrow and the bow sung briefly as the arrow whizzed along its course to the target. Tilting the bow back, she pondered the merits of fire versus arrows as her shaft buried itself in the target.
The problem with fire was that nowadays you had to actually get the witch into a place where she could be burned alive. While one would think that would be relatively easy, the archer knew that it would not be that simple for this particular witch. This witch would find a way out before the fire even started. She was just that annoying.
The archer reached behind her and pulled another arrow from the slender bag on her back. She notched it into the string with a practiced movement and brought the bow up to her shoulder.
No. Fire was out of the question.
There was another hiss as she released the second arrow and watched it impale itself next to the first one. She considered the target that was seventy feet away, pursed her lips, and then turned to walk back a few feet. Stopping at around seventy-five feet, she turned to face the target again.
Sadly, death by arrow was almost impossible as well. The odds of her being able to somehow maneuver the witch into an archery setting were non-existent.
The archer notched another arrow into her bow and took careful aim, her hands steady as she pulled it back.
No. It was best to stick to the original plan. As much as she would love to listen to the witch screaming as flames licked around her flesh, consuming her, it was always best to stick to the original course of action, especially when one had already embarked upon it.
The arrow soared through the air and buried itself between the other two, piercing through the picture taped to the target. The archer lowered her bow in satisfaction.
The last arrow stayed, trembling, where it had struck between two black eyes on the rearing head of a Viper.


      [image: ]Stephanie Walker stepped into the silent house, leaving the sliding door open behind her. The feeling of emptiness was oppressive. The electricity had been off for three months and the air was stale and hushed. No sound came from the refrigerator in the large kitchen and Stephanie found the silence disturbing. She glanced around, taking in the emptiness in the fading afternoon light. The carpeted living room was to her left and the couch and recliner were covered with furniture covers. Looking to her right, she saw that the dining room furniture was also covered. The bar separating the kitchen from the dining room had been left bare, and the once-shining black granite top was dull with a layer of dust.
Walking forward, Stephanie set her keys down on the granite, absently swiping a finger through the dust and rubbing her fingers together as her eyes traveled into the still kitchen. The kitchen island was bare and the pot rack above it hung empty. Top-of-the-line appliances stood silent, waiting for the day when they would be called into use again.  
Stephanie sighed, depressed by the emptiness. She looked around again and wandered into the living room. Three months ago, her old friend, Alina, had come back to Jersey from God only knew where, doing God only knew what, and saved her life. When Stephanie came to thank her, the house was empty and locked up tight. The furniture was covered with protective covers and the entire residence had been swept clean of any trace of occupants.
A few phone calls had elicited the information that the house had been sold a few days previously to a Ms. Raven Woods. The entire sale had been completed through lawyers. A call to the lawyer representing Ms. Woods led to a dead end.
Alina had simply disappeared.
The growl of a motorcycle engine dragged Stephanie’s attention from her thoughts and she went out the sliding doors again to stand on the deck that ran the length of the house. The property was buried, out of sight from the road, in the middle of South Jersey's pine barrens on about sixteen acres of land. The late afternoon sun filtered through the trees and left speckled patches of light on the manicured lawn. The house was empty, but a local lawn service had standing orders to come once a week. They had been paid up front, in cash, for the whole summer until October.
That, too, had led to a dead end upon investigation.
Stephanie watched as the motorcycle roared around the side of the house and stopped behind her car. Her partner got off and removed his helmet, turning to come across the lawn. John Smithe was tall, with blond hair and broad shoulders. He was dressed in jeans and a green shirt, with his FBI badge clipped to his waist and his 9mm holstered next to it. He didn't look happy.
“I guessed you would be at the Bird House,” he said, joining her on the deck.
Stephanie grinned despite herself. When they found out the owner's name was Raven Woods, a snort from John was his only acknowledgement of the hawk that had terrorized him there. He looked past her now to the open sliding door.
“Breaking and entering?” he asked, stepping past her to the sliding doors.
“I didn't break anything.” Stephanie followed him and John glanced at her, his pale blue eyes glinting in amusement.
“Of course not,” he murmured. They stepped into the living room and John looked around. He was silent for a moment, his eyes taking in the furniture covers and bare walls. He walked into the dining room, glancing into the kitchen. “What are you looking for?”
“Oh, I don't know.” Stephanie sighed and looked around. “Maybe just closure.”
John leaned on the bar and looked across the room at her. His pale blue eyes considered her thoughtfully.
“You don't think she's coming back?” he asked softly. Stephanie shrugged.
“I don't know,” she answered truthfully. “She bought the house, which would indicate that she will eventually.”
“Well, according to the deed, her damn bird bought the house,” John said disgustedly.
Stephanie chuckled. She had been amused by the name on the deed of sale, but John had not. In fact, John had been pretty UN-John since Alina had disappeared again. Normally very talkative and light-hearted, John had been quiet and morose for the past three months.
“That really bothers you, doesn't it?” Stephanie asked, crossing her arms and leaning against the back of the couch. John shrugged.
“You're supposed to be starting your well-deserved vacation,” he said, changing the subject. “Why are you here, poking around in a house that can't tell you anything?”
“I don't know.” Stephanie shrugged.
“We went over this place twice and didn't find anything. Not even DNA,” John pointed out. “The place is clean.”
Stephanie nodded, her dark hair falling into her eyes. She reached up to brush it out of the way.
“I know,” she agreed with a sigh. “I just keep hoping that maybe we missed something.”
“Honey, they're long gone,” John said, straightening up and walking over to her. “The latest report this morning had her sighted in Peru.”  
Stephanie lifted her eyes to his and laughed shortly.
“Yesterday she was in Hong Kong,” she exclaimed. John grinned.
“I thought yesterday was Moscow,” he murmured. Stephanie shook her head and John put his arm around her shoulders, turning her toward the sliding doors.  “Come on. You need to relax and forget about it. Enjoy your vacation and clear your mind. She'll turn up eventually. Even Alina can't hide from the US government indefinitely.”
“I wouldn't be too sure of that,” Stephanie retorted as she allowed herself to be led out of the empty house.


      [image: ]The heavy, solid wood door to the bar swung wide, allowing a gust of humid August heat to sweep in from the street. Late afternoon sun sliced through the gloom inside, glinting off the dust particles floating in the air, and caused a patron sitting at the bar to turn his head and blink owlishly at the bright light. There were only a handful of customers, but they all fell silent and turned to look at the open door.
The newcomer glanced around the bar, highlighted for a brief moment in silhouette by the ray of hot sunshine. Broad shoulders and a solid frame blocked the light before the door swung closed behind him and the sunlight was swallowed up. The gust of hot air dissipated and the patrons went back to their drinks and low-voiced conversations, their momentary interest exhausted. Setting down the pint glass he was drying, the bartender leaned on the bar and waited for the newcomer to approach.
“Hey, Danny.” The newcomer nodded, stopping at the bar. “How’s it going?”
“Just living the dream,” the bartender replied. “The usual?”
“You got it.” The newcomer looked around. Even though the summer heat outside was oppressive, few people had taken refuge in the cool, dark bar. “Slow day?”
“It’s early yet,” Danny replied, pouring a draft of craft brew into a pint glass. “It’ll pick up later.”
“I hope so, for your sake.” The newcomer pulled out his wallet as the beer was placed in front of him. “Who’s that at the end there?” he asked, lowering his voice as he handed Danny a bill.
Danny leaned forward and turned his head slightly to look where the newcomer had motioned. At the far end of the bar, hunched over a double scotch, was a woman. Her mousy brown hair was streaked with threads of silver and pulled back into a twist at the back of her head. She was dressed neatly, but drably, in a beige, summer-weight suit. Glasses perched on her nose and she peered owlishly into her scotch, ignoring everything around her.  
“She’s one of the new regulars,” Danny answered readily. “She’s alright. She comes in every day after work and nurses a double scotch. She works over at J.A. Associates as some sort of administrative assistant.”  
The newcomer grunted.
“I would need a double scotch every day too if I worked there,” he muttered. “Does she always sit there?”
“Yeah, but don’t worry.” Danny turned away with the money to ring up the drink. A minute later, he returned with the change. “She has a hearing aid. You have to practically shout before she hears you. She got some kind of an infection in her ear a few months back and it never healed. She's learning to sign.”
“Chatty with her, are you?”
The newcomer took his change and dropped a few bills on the bar. Danny picked them up with a nod of thanks and dropped them into the tip jar behind the bar.
“I’m a bartender,” he retorted.
The newcomer grinned and picked up his beer. He moved away down the bar, toward the hearing-impaired woman. She glanced up as he drew closer and he encountered a blank look from dark, glittering eyes. As quickly as she caught his glance, she looked down again, and spun her glass around absently on the bar. He walked by, noting the flesh-colored piece of plastic stuck in her ear, and seated himself in the booth behind her. He watched her for a minute before losing interest. She had returned to staring into her scotch morosely. Danny was right.
She was no kind of threat.
Settling against the worn back of the booth, Michael sipped his beer and watched the door. Marty was late, but there was nothing strange in that. He had never known Marty to be on time. He usually rolled in when Michael was halfway through his beer. He had learned to expect it and took the opportunity now to relax a bit. His eyes wandered over the handful of bar patrons as he sipped his beer. Aside from the woman at the bar, they were the same demographic: tired, disheartened, out of work professionals. They were all over the city now. The woman drowning her sorrows at the bar may work for a notoriously horrible company, but at least she was working. A few of her fellow patrons would probably kill for her job.
Michael brought his eyes back to the woman curiously. She had shifted on her bar stool and crossed her legs. He tilted his head slightly, looking at the length of thigh that was exposed by the short skirt of the suit. The legs were a surprise to him. Given her overall mousy appearance, he wasn’t prepared for legs that were that long and perfect. He lifted his beer again, and then his eyes, meeting an amused look from Danny. He grinned sheepishly as Danny shook his head and Michael returned his attention to the front door, dismissing the mouse with the great legs from his mind.


      [image: ]Alina Maschik sipped her scotch and watched the man behind her in the mirror behind the bar. He was sitting with his back to the wall and staring at the door. She had had ample time to study him while he talked to Danny, the friendly neighborhood bartender. Tall, with red hair cut close to his head in a military cut, he exuded confidence. He had green-hazel eyes and was built like a tank. Broad shoulders tapered into solidly muscled arms and black suit pants did nothing to hide the thickly muscled thighs. He had loosened his tie and now, as he leaned back against the back of the booth, his suit jacket hung open and she could just glimpse the edge of the holster holding his sidearm.
Setting the glass down, she glanced at Danny under her lashes. He was shaking his head over something as he wiped down the bar with a rag, his lips curved in a grin. Alina dropped her gaze back to the glass.
She had been coming here every weekday now for two and a half weeks. She came at the same time and always ordered a double scotch. By her third visit, Danny had started talking to her. By the fifth, he had the scotch ready when she walked through the door. She sat and nursed it for an hour and then left, tipping generously. She had been patiently waiting.
Waiting for Michael O'Reilly.
He looked older than the last time she had seen him. That was almost eleven years ago now. It was a lifetime away, and enough time for them both to change. He was a young gunnery sergeant then, serving in the Marine Corps. They shared a bottle of Jameson and parted company as near strangers, but it was a day that would be forever tucked away in her heart. It was the last time she had spoken to any member of her brother’s unit.  
It was also the last time she touched Jameson.
The door to the bar suddenly swung open again, pulling her attention from the man behind her. Riding the hot sunshine, and letting in another blast of humid air, was a short, stocky man dressed in khakis and brown loafers. Alina watched as the door swung closed behind him and he sauntered down the bar toward the booth in the back, nodding to Danny as he passed.
“How’s it going, Danny?”
“Just living the dream, Marty,” Danny responded.
“It’s all we can do, right?” Marty answered. He passed Alina without a glance and joined Michael in the booth behind her. “Sorry I’m late, Mikey. Business held me up.”
“Business always holds you up,” Michael retorted good-naturedly, setting his half empty beer on the table and looking at the small Italian man who slid into the booth across from him.
“Yeah, I know.” Marty grabbed a napkin from the chrome holder on the table and mopped his forehead. “Man, it's hot out there. Feels like a sauna.”
“It's August in DC.” Michael reached into his inside pocket and pulled out his notebook. “What’ve you got for me?”
“What haven’t I got, you mean?” Marty retorted. “I got nothing. I even went up to Jersey and checked with them personally.” Michael pinned him with a steady stare. “Swear to God.”
“I don’t need you to swear to God,” Michael told him. “I need you to find out who she is.”
“But that’s just it!” Marty leaned forward and lowered his voice. “No one knows! Look, I know I told you that Frankie knew, and in a roundabout way, he does. But he don’t know her name. He only met her once.”
“When?”
“Three or four months ago. She showed up looking for information,” Marty answered, sitting back in the booth. “Frankie says she did the Family a favor.”
“If what I hear is true, she did a lot of people a favor,” Michael muttered. “But then she disappeared.”
“Why are you so interested in her, anyway?” Marty asked. “She’s not in your usual line, is she?”
“Do I have a usual line?” Michael put his notebook away and drained his glass. “Did you hear anything else up there? Anything at all?”
“Just that the last anyone heard of her, she was fishing in Anchorage with the polar bears,” Marty retorted. “But they're keeping their ears open and…”
“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Michael stood up. “When you know, I’ll know.”
“Don’t make it sound so lame.” Marty remained seated and reached for a bar menu that was tucked behind the napkins. “You know I’m your best source of information.”
Michael grinned down at the little Italian man.  
“Sadly, that’s true,” he retorted. “You know how to reach me if you hear anything.”
“You got it.” Marty turned his attention to the bar menu. “You won’t join me in a bite? I never see you eat anything.”
“I eat on my own time,” Michael answered. “Enjoy your food.”
He turned and walked away, past the woman at the bar and toward the door, nodding to Danny as he went.
“Night, Danny. Hope it picks up,” he called.
“Take it easy,” Danny answered with a wave.
The front door opened and Michael disappeared into the sunlight. Alina glanced at the clock again. Her hour was up. She finished her scotch, laid a few bills on the bar and collected her bag. She smiled vaguely in the direction of Danny.
“Have a good night,” he called. She blinked at him owlishly.
“WHAT?” she yelled.
Danny grinned and signed to her. She nodded and signed “You too” back to him. A moment later, the door opened again and she, too, was swallowed by the sweltering heat outside.


      [image: ]Damon Miles watched the black hawk circle high above the tree tops through a pair of binoculars. To the casual observer, it was just another bird riding the wind current high above the trees. But Damon knew all too well that black hawks were rare this far north, and this particular one was even more so, having come all the way from South America.
He laid the binoculars on the passenger's seat and put the Jeep in gear, turning off the main road and onto a narrow little dirt track that was partially hidden in the trees. The wind ruffled his hair as he bounced along the rough trail through the woods. It felt good to be back in the States. Summer was in full swing and the air was warm and heavy with the scent of the forest. The hawk was lost from sight now, but Damon didn't need to see the bird to know where it had gone. It was going home and, in a way, so was he.
The dirt track narrowed until branches were screeching against both sides of the Jeep. Damon ignored the sound and continued to push through the trees. He hadn't seen Alina in over three months, not since they left New Jersey together after killing one of the world's most notorious assassins at a little, run-down farmhouse in Pennsylvania.  
Damon shifted gears as the track angled down sharply and disappeared into a wide, shallow river. He coasted into the water and drove through, splashing water up the sides of the doors.
A few days after leaving New Jersey, he was called away on an assignment which landed him in Mexico. The last time he saw Alina, she was disappearing into the crowds at the airport. He had boarded his flight wondering if he would ever see her again, an all-too-familiar thought that he had every time he said goodbye to her.
Reaching the bank on the other side of the river, he pressed the gas and the Jeep lurched out of the water. He bounced back onto the barely recognizable track once more and shifted gears again. They lived far from a secure existence, he and Alina. The simple fact that he was back in the States and heading through this wilderness to join his old friend was a blessing in itself. While he was thankful for that blessing, the reasons for it were far from heavenly. The time had finally come to wrap up what they started three months before. Damon's lips thinned grimly.
The time had come to catch a traitor.
Damon punched the Jeep through some underbrush. Three months had been spent waiting patiently while Alina had lulled them into a state of confusion. Now, it was time for her to take back her life and her freedom. It was time for them to find the person responsible for bringing a terrorist onto American soil.
Despite the grimness of the situation, he was looking forward to seeing her again. The circumstances may be less than ideal, but they had faced worse together: boot camp, for one and New Jersey, for another.
Compared with those, how bad could it be?






  
  Chapter Two


The black hawk dove down from heights unknown, circling lazily as he descended through the evening sky. The sunlight was fading and, as the bird reached tree level, he blended perfectly with the shadows before dropping gracefully out of the sky and landing gently on the outstretched arm of a slender redhead. She murmured to him softly and the hawk bobbed his head, his shiny black eyes locked onto her green ones. 
Alina smiled at him fondly. Raven adopted her as his own two years ago, the day she took him in to nurse him back to health. Rather than be parted from her, he followed her out of the mountains of South America, all the way to New Jersey. When she departed from Jersey a few months before, he followed her again. He was a guardian and a companion, and Alina couldn't imagine a better pet.
Still holding her arm out like a perch, she turned and slowly walked back to the small cabin in the center of the clearing. People used to call her a witch behind her back in the military. Her uncanny knack with animals of all types had earned her the nickname, and her “sixth sense” had held it. They didn't know that she was aware of the whispers, but she had been amused by them. She certainly didn't think there was anything magical about her abilities with animals. They responded to her and seemed to understand her. It was a phenomenon that had come in extremely handy on several occasions and Alina had learned not to question it. It was just part of who she was.
She reached the back porch of the cabin and Raven stepped off her arm onto the wooden banister that surrounded the porch. Stepping up onto the worn wood, Alina turned to look out into the trees. She had been in the cabin now for three months and was getting restless. Aside from her daily afternoon romp into the Irish bar in the city, she didn't leave the safety of the woods. Those three months had been spent carefully ensuring that she had completely vanished off the grid. Her pursuers were fed a steady diet of misdirection until they weren't sure if she was in Egypt, South America, Russia, Canada or the Alps. She could have been in Timbuktu for all they knew. They didn't have any idea where she was and they were getting nervous.
And that was part of the plan.
Alina smiled grimly as she gazed out into the gathering dusk. Soon she would be able to start moving again. While these months of near inactivity had served her well, Alina was ready to get on with it. She glanced at the black hawk, who was settled on the railing, staring out into the trees with his sharp eyes. Even Raven had been restless recently, sensing change in the air.
Alina was turning to go into the house when she caught the unmistakable sound of an engine through the trees. She paused, her hand instinctively unsnapping the holster holding the .45 semi-automatic pistol at her back. Raven was still staring into the trees to the right, his shiny eyes unwavering. Alina stepped off the porch, listening to the faint sound of the engine in the distance. Only two people knew where she could be found, and both of them were out of the country.
Alina was still, listening to the faint hum echoing through the trees. It sounded as if it was heading towards her, but it was hard to tell at this distance. She glanced at Raven. He turned his head to look at her before launching off the balustrade and disappearing into the trees to the right.
That was the only thing she needed to see.
Pulling the .45 out of her back holster, Alina ran swiftly toward the trees to the right of the house. It was entirely possible that it was a stranger, off-roading in the woods, but she wasn't about to stay put and wait to see. In a few seconds, she was in the trees, skillfully moving through them with the speed of someone very familiar with the territory. Her heart settled down into a steady rhythm, and every sense she had was focused on her surroundings. The trees moved past her in a blur, and Alina sensed the forest animals scurrying around her as she moved swiftly and silently through the woods.
The engine was louder now. It was definitely on the old trail that led from the access road a few miles away. Alina paused, judging the distance by sound, before crossing to her right to cut through the trees. She emerged onto the old trail about a quarter mile ahead of the vehicle and, leaning up against the fat trunk of an old tree, she caught her breath and waited.
A topless, black Jeep Wrangler came into view a moment later, bouncing along the trail. Alina lifted her right arm, the .45 firmly in her grasp, and brought up her left hand to steady it. Without flinching, she fired off a round at the Jeep.
The sound was deafening in the forest. Her bullet tore into the front right tire and the Jeep came to an abrupt stop. The forest fell silent around them as the driver stood up swiftly, aiming his own weapon at her. Alina's heart surged into her throat as her eyes met bright blue ones. She stared at the tall man holding a gun pointed straight at her pounding heart.
“I thought you were in Mexico,” she finally called a little breathlessly, breaking the silence. The man studied her lazily.
“I thought you were a brunette,” he answered.
Alina gave a short laugh and lowered her weapon as she moved forward. As soon as she did, he lowered his and tucked it away in the back of his cargo shorts. Switching off the engine, he jumped out of the Jeep and strode forward to meet her. He was six foot, two inches of solid strength, with shoulders as broad as he was tall. Dressed in khaki cargo shorts and a black t-shirt that stretched tight across his hard chest, he moved with a jungle-cat grace that was deadly. Dark hair fell over his forehead in a careless wave and Alina thought he might very well have been the best thing she had ever seen.
“Welcome back, Hawk,” she murmured, tucking her gun back into its holster as she met him in the middle of the trail.
His arms wrapped around her warmly and held her tightly for a moment. Alina got a whiff of musk and woodsy scent, the smell that was unmistakably him, and a rush of warmth surged through her. Damon pulled away slightly and looked down at her, his cobalt eyes dancing warmly.
“Not quite the welcome I was expecting,” he retorted.
Alina grinned and they both turned to look at the Jeep. The hissing that came from the front passenger tire was unmistakable.  
“Sorry about that,” she said sheepishly and Damon glanced down at her again.
“Nice shot.”
“I've been known to make a few,” she answered with a wink.
He chuckled and looked around.
“How far are we from your lair?”  
“About half mile along this track.”
“Get in.” Damon headed back to the driver’s door. “The tire just might make it there.”
Alina glanced at the deflating tire dubiously as she passed it and climbed into the Jeep.
“What are you doing back already?” she asked as he started the engine and put the Jeep in gear.
“I finished sooner than I expected,” Damon answered shortly, pressing the gas. The Jeep moved forward. “Harry told me how to get here. You couldn't have found a better spot. This place is the land of nowhere.”
“Have you heard any chatter?” Alina asked and Damon glanced at her.
“I heard that you were sighted in China last week, and last night I heard that you were in Brazil,” he told her. “Apparently, you're everywhere.”
Alina's lips curved into a smile.
“Except here,” she said softly and Damon nodded, turning his attention back to the trail.
“Except here,” he agreed. “You've done a great job of keeping them spinning their wheels,” he admitted. “I was half-tempted to start some rumors about Mexico, but then I thought better of it.”
“Thank you!” Alina said with heartfelt sincerity, grabbing the roll bar as the Jeep bounced over a deep rut. “I don't want to have to worry about the Cartels on top of everything else.”
“I have no idea what you're talking about,” Damon murmured and Alina glanced at him, her eyes alight with laughter.
“Oh, don't you?” she demanded.
“Not the faintest,” he retorted. Alina grinned.
“Ok, Hawk,” she murmured. “Have it your way.”
Damon glanced at her swiftly.
“If I could have it my way, we wouldn't be here,” he said. The smile faded from Alina's face and she ducked instinctively as a tree branch smacked the roll bar. “This is insanity. You know that.”
Alina was silent as they bounced the last few yards towards the edge of the trees that surrounded the cabin clearing.
“You know I couldn't just run away,” she said finally as they broke through the trees and into the clearing behind the house. Two square buildings were set apart from the cabin at the back. One acted as a garage and the other was a makeshift workshop. Alina pointed to the building on the right.
“You can pull up there,” she said.
Damon guided the limping Jeep to the right and stopped outside the garage, cutting the engine. They were both silent for a minute.
“I've been thinking a lot about this whole mess,” Damon said slowly, breaking the silence. “This might be the one time when you should have run.”
“I could never have stopped. You know that,” Alina replied softly. She looked at him and her eyes met his. “I can't live any kind of life hiding from my own government. This has to end now.”
Damon stared at her in silence for a long moment before nodding.
“Then we'll end it,” he finally said.
Alina wasn't aware that she was holding her breath. With his words, however, she exhaled a long, silent sigh of relief. She couldn't do this without Hawk. Even with the two of them working together, the odds were heavily against them.
And heavily in favor of someone hidden deep within Washington, DC.


      [image: ]Michael O'Reilly poured himself a drink and carried it over to his dining room table, staring down at the papers spread out before him. Time tables jostled with the latest intelligence reports on the missing government agent known only as Viper. The mysterious agent had disappeared three months ago and just about every agency in Washington was looking for her. The problem was that no one knew anything about her, or even what she looked like. She was a phantom, and a very well-trained phantom at that.
He sipped his drink as his eyes fell on an 8x10 glossy photo of an attractive brunette. Stephanie Walker, FBI and Agent-in-Charge of the case that had blown up and made headlines three months ago. She and her partner had single-handedly prevented what was potentially the largest terrorist attack on US soil since 9/11. The terrorists had been apprehended at the last moment and not a single American life was lost. That was the print story.
The actual events, as they happened, were cloaked in so much disinformation that Michael had no idea what really took place three months ago on Three Mile Island. According to Ms. Walkers account, the terrorists were led by Johann Topamari, the notorious leader of the terrorist cell, Mossavid. He was killed when Ms. Walker and her partner apprehended the terrorists. Though her name had not appeared in any of the official reports, and there was no witness to prove it, the widespread theory was that Viper had been present as well on the nuclear reactor site that night.
Michael turned to look at the huge map of the world that took up most of the far wall of the dining room. He set down his glass, picked up the latest intelligence report, and carried it over to the map. He scanned the report and picked up a red thumb tack, sticking it through Panama. Stepping back, Michael shook his head as a reluctant grin spread across his handsome face.
Red thumb tacks covered the map before him. There was at least one tacked in every country, often more. If this so-called Viper had been present at even half the locations, then she had enough frequent flyer miles to fly for free the rest of her life, and she clearly had a superpower that allowed her to be in more than one place at a time. Several, in fact.
Michael went back to the table to pick up his drink again, looking down at Ms. Walker. The theory was that she was the last one to see Viper. She had been interviewed repeatedly. She had been badgered, summoned and politely threatened until her agency finally said enough. Ms. Walker had cooperated every step of the way and she was now off limits. She had no knowledge of this mysterious government agent. She and her partner had worked closely with Homeland Security to apprehend a terrorist and prevent an attack on Three Mile Island. They had acted with unsurpassed bravery and were heroes. That was the FBI's final word on the matter and the case was officially closed.
Except Michael knew that it wasn't. Ms. Walker's agency was actively trying to find Viper. The FBI had alerts out all over the country, looking for information on not only her whereabouts, but that of her last known companion, Damon Peterson. The FBI wanted both of them for questioning in relation to that incident that happened on Three Mile Island in the Spring. Damon, allegedly a clandestine agent with the Department of Homeland Security, was also wanted for questioning in the unrelated investigation into the death of a Homeland Security agent in DC. The FBI was getting nowhere in their search for either of them.
Michael sipped his drink and let his eyes wander back to the massive map on his wall. He had been given the task of finding this phantom named Viper. Someone higher up on the food chain believed that she was a very real threat to White House security. It wasn't his job to ask questions, but Michael found himself questioning more and more why this particular agent was considered a threat. If she was present on the Island with Ms. Walker, then chances were pretty good that it had been her that killed Johann Topamari. Michael frowned. If that was the case, she was a hero, not a villain. If she was a security risk, wouldn't she have been working with the terrorist?
And why was everyone so desperate to find her? The FBI wanted her for questioning, but for what? Their case on the terrorists was closed, crisis averted. Homeland Security was also looking for Viper. They wanted her for questioning by an oversight committee investigating God alone knew what, because they claimed she could have information that could be relative to that investigation.
Michael sipped his drink again thoughtfully. Johann was dead and his associates were in custody. What additional information could Viper possibly have for DHS?
And then, of course, there was the CIA. Michael ran a hand over his short red hair and drained his glass. The CIA had alerts out to their agents worldwide. Michael had seen the alert. They were looking for any and all information on the location of one particular agent, commonly known as Viper. Their alert had gone to every station head throughout the world and brought back zero hits. Michael wasn't surprised. The people who sent the alert had taught Viper to be a ghost. It was clear that the alert had been sent as a courtesy only. They weren't about to let one of their agents anywhere near a Congressional oversight committee.
Michael sighed and set down his empty glass. Someone wanted this agent, and they wanted her yesterday. It had nothing to do with terrorists on Three Mile Island or oversight committees.
He stared at the map on the wall.
What did she know?


      [image: ]Alina handed Damon a beer over his shoulder and walked around to sit next to him on the overstuffed couch. He had a laptop balanced on his legs, his feet crossed on the worn coffee table in front of him, and he was studying a map on the screen. The sun had disappeared and the lights were on in the small living room at the front of the cabin. The large fireplace that took up most of the exterior wall was cold and dark. A thick woven rug consisting of reds and whites covered most of the hardwood floor in this room, and matching red curtains were pulled across the windows, shutting out the night. The front door opened directly into the living room, and a wooden staircase led upstairs opposite the front door. The cabin was small, but homey.
And Alina was getting heartily sick of it.
“This is in perfect position,” Damon murmured, sipping the beer and glancing at her. “You couldn't have found a more perfect location.”
Alina smiled slightly.
“Raven needed room to hunt,” she replied with a twinkle. Damon laughed.
“Of course,” he agreed, sitting back and looking at her.
Alina was curled into her corner of the couch with her knees up next to her, facing him. Damon took in the red hair and the sparkling green eyes. He wasn't sure he could get used to the hair, and the green contacts were disconcerting.
“You look completely different,” he told her.
Alina raised her eyebrow slightly in that gesture that was uniquely hers.
“That was the idea,” she murmured. “Don't you like redheads?” she asked with a flash of a grin. Damon smiled slowly.
“Not as much as I like brunettes,” he answered.
Alina's lips curved and her heart rate quickened.
“I like the red,” she said, ignoring the leap in her pulse.
“I've known too many redheads,” Damon informed her and Alina laughed.
“You spoke to Harry?” she asked, changing the subject and sipping her bottled water.
“Yesterday.” Damon closed the laptop with a snap and leaned forward to set it on the coffee table. “He says he'll be back in Washington tomorrow.” Damon shifted slightly to face her and rested his elbow on the back of the couch. His t-shirt stretched taut across his chest and he seemed to take up the whole couch. “He asks respectfully that we don't blow anything up until he gets back.”  
Alina met his bright blue eyes and they shared a quick grin.
“I think I can go along with that,” Alina said. “I have a few more things to set in motion. Does he think he can keep Homeland Security spinning for a few more days?”
“He didn't say,” Damon sipped his beer, “but he seemed very confident that everything would go smoothly on his end.”
Alina nodded and stared thoughtfully at the empty fireplace. Damon watched her for a moment.
“The Organization reinstated you with a clear record,” he said. “Congratulations.”  
Alina nodded absently.
“Mmm,” she murmured. When Damon was silent, she lifted her eyes to him again. He was staring broodingly into his beer. “They are cautiously endorsing this mission,” she said.
“Meaning if we succeed, they'll protect us,” he stated. Alina nodded.
“And if we fail, we're on our own,” she added. “Same deal as always.”
Damon looked up and they stared at each other for a moment.
“They want to know who the traitor is,” Damon finally said, “and they don't want to go through normal channels.”
“Something like that,” Alina agreed. “They're looking the other way while we operate on US soil. Again.”
Damon nodded. He was strangely comfortable with working on US soil, in the FBI's backyard. He tried not to consider the possibility that it was because he was getting tired of globe-trotting.
“Are you worried?” he finally asked. Alina's lips curved slightly.
“I don't have time to be worried,” she replied.  “Someone's trying to kill me to keep me quiet.”
Damon nodded and got up restlessly with his beer. He prowled around the small living room once before coming to a stop in front of the fireplace.
“What about the Fearless Feds?” he asked over his shoulder.
He was referring to the two FBI agents Alina had left behind in New Jersey. The two friends from her past had become irrevocably entangled in her mission there three months ago. That mission had been her atonement mission, the one that reinstated her with The Organization after an unusual mission failure two years before.  
“Running in circles with the rest,” she said. Damon caught the note of regret in her voice and shot her a sharp look under his lashes. She was watching him with an unreadable look on her face. “But they're safe. For now.”
“What a God-awful mess.” Hawk shook his head and turned his attention to the empty fireplace. Alina was silent as she sipped her water. After a long thoughtful silence, he straightened up and turned to look at her, leaning his broad shoulders against the stone mantle. “So, what kind of odds are we looking at?”
“FBI, NSA, DHS, NCIS...pretty much the entire alphabet, except ours, is looking for me,” Alina told him, capping her water and setting it on the coffee table. She shifted on the couch and stretched her legs out, crossing them at the ankles. “And now the Secret Service has thrown their hat into the ring as well.”  
“Secret Service was inevitable,” Hawk said. “He knows we'll come after him.”
Alina lifted that strange, sparkling green gaze to him.
“Yes,” she agreed. Her lips curved mischievously. “But what wasn't expected was who would lead the charge for them.”
Damon raised an eyebrow questioningly.
“Don't even tell me it's someone we know!” he exclaimed. Alina's smile grew to a grin.
“It's someone I know,” she replied. “The last time I saw him, we killed an entire bottle of Jameson in honor of my brother.”
Damon let out a low whistle.
“A Marine?” he asked. Alina nodded.
“He came to see me when he got stateside after my brother died,” she told him. “He wanted to give his condolences personally and tell me that he promised my brother he would look out for me.” Damon watched her through hooded eyes. “We drank an entire bottle and then he left. I joined up not long after that and I never saw him again, until today.” She made a face. “I never drank Jameson again, either,” she added.
Damon chuckled and went over to the couch again. He lifted her outstretched feet and sat down in their place, setting them down in his lap.
“Can we turn him?” he asked, rubbing her ankles absently. Alina was quiet for a moment, thinking.
“I don't think we'll have to,” she finally said slowly. “I didn't get the impression that he was hostile. He's asking questions and poking around in Frankie Solitto's backyard.”
Damon looked surprised.
“Really?” he drawled. “Now how on earth did he get wind of that old mobster?”
“One of Solitto's extended cousins is a regular informant for him,” Alina said with a yawn. Damon was massaging her ankles and the warmth of his strong fingers was sending goosebumps up her legs. It felt so natural to sit like this, to allow the soothing motion of his hands relax her legs. She stretched and sat up, pulling her feet off Damon's lap and reaching for her water again, abruptly ending the contact. “They meet in the back booth of an Irish bar downtown.”
Damon stared at her, his lips twitching.
“You never cease to amaze me,” he murmured. “How on earth did you ferret out that piece of information? Wait. Never mind. I don't want to know.”
Alina laughed and stood up.
“The important thing is that Michael O'Reilly will be on our side,” she said. Damon looked up at her.
“And just how do you plan on getting the Secret Service on our side?” he demanded. The smile that curved across her lips sent a shiver of foreboding down his spine.
“Let's just say that a Marine is always a Marine,” Alina told him, picking up her water bottle and turning to go into the kitchen.
“Viper!” Hawk called. She turned her head, pausing at the sudden use of her codename. “Be careful. He can just as easily say that an assassin is always an assassin.”
Alina met his gaze and smiled slightly.
“Oh, I'm counting on that.”  
Hawk watched her disappear into the kitchen and the feeling of foreboding grew. Viper was one of the best in the Organization. Her planning and attention to detail were legendary. She had an almost perfect record and always got her mark, but she had never taken on her own government.
Hawk lifted his beer to his lips. He really hoped Viper's plan was flawless.
Anything less and they would both be finished.






  
  Chapter Three


Stephanie tossed her bags into the trunk and slammed it shut. John leaned on her driver's side door with his arms crossed over his chest, watching her from behind his sunglasses. The sunlight glinted on his blond hair and Stephanie smiled as she walked up to him. 
“And the vacation officially begins,” she said. John nodded.
“We've earned it,” he agreed. “I'm going to soak up every ray of sun I can on the beach.” He straightened up and unfolded his arms. “I still don't see why you're disappearing into the mountains. What's there to do up there?”
“Nothing.” Stephanie grinned. “That's the point.” She reached around him to open her door. “But keep your phone on,” she added as an after-thought. “I might get bored.”
“That I don't doubt,” he retorted, holding the top of the car door as she got behind the wheel.  “To each his own, though. Whatever it takes to recharge.” He leaned forward and looked down at her. “Take the time to relax.”
“Oh, I plan to,” Stephanie answered, starting the engine. She glanced up when John made no move to step back. “What?”
“I know you're bothered about Lina,” he said seriously. “You have to let her go.” Stephanie stared up at him.
“I'll let her go after I thank her for saving my life,” she retorted.
John opened his mouth as if to say something, but apparently thought better of it. He nodded instead, pushed her door shut, and watched as she backed out of her spot. He waited until she pulled out of the parking lot before turning and slowly walking back to his own car. The motorcycle was locked up at his apartment and he was sporting his old Firebird today. John slid behind the wheel and sat for a minute thoughtfully.
Alina always loved this old Firebird. John ran a hand over the top of the dash and glanced over to the passenger seat. The leather seats were worn and cracked, but she used to say it was a classic. His eyes fell on a gray, burnt patch on the passenger’s floor. He stared at it, remembering the smell of burning carpet and cigarette smoke, and her laughter as she realized that the carpet was smoldering. They had been parked outside his friend's house when they started fighting. John frowned slightly. He couldn't remember the cause, but he remembered the make-up vividly. It had led to the burn mark on the floor. Her cigarette had fallen unnoticed and burnt all the way down to the filter, leaving a two inch burn in the floor before it ignited and started smoldering. Even then, it had been quite a while before either of them had noticed anything.
John lifted his eyes from the damaged floor and turned the key in the ignition. The engine growled to life and he pressed the gas gently, revving it. Alina had been more upset over the burnt carpet than him. It had led to yet another attempt to quit smoking, an attempt that failed when they got word that her brother had been killed in Iraq.
John pulled himself back from the past and put the car in reverse. He had no intention of going to the shore.
He was going to find Lina.

      [image: ]A soft ocean breeze blew into the study, carrying the unmistakable scent of saltwater and sand, while the soothing sound of waves crashing onto the beach flowed into the study as if it were part of the decor. The sun had disappeared and the beach out back was bereft of moonlight, leaving it dark and mysterious. The beach was private property, belonging to the house and rigorously guarded. This house was a fortress, yet still a summer home away from home.
Frankie Solitto had a few residences. Running the Jersey Family had made him a very rich man, and this particular house on the Jersey shore was the pride and joy of his wife of twenty-odd years. She was in residence from before Memorial Day until well after Labor Day, spending her days on the beach and her nights either on the stone patio outside or at the casinos in Atlantic City. Tonight, she was in Atlantic City. Alina had watched her leave over an hour ago.
Frankie was in the dining room, finishing his dinner. His guards were on patrol on the beach and surrounding the house within the terracotta-colored privacy wall. No one could get in or out without their knowledge, and absolutely no one was allowed in Frankie's private study without him. Ever.
Viper sat comfortably in a leather chair in a dark corner of the study, waiting.
She had left Damon at the cabin two hours away with misgivings. It wasn't that she didn't trust Hawk. At least, that was what she told herself. It was just that she was uneasy leaving him unattended with her equipment. When she left, he was fixing his tire and tinkering around with the engine on his Jeep, but she knew Hawk. He would get curious and start poking around. She knew this because she would do the exact same thing in his position.
The handle on the door of the study turned suddenly, pulling Alina from her thoughts. The door opened unceremoniously and Frankie Solitto came into the room, carrying a glass with two fingers of scotch in one hand. The head of the Jersey Family let the door close behind him and Alina had ample time to study him as he walked over to his desk in front of the open French windows. He hadn't changed in three months, except to develop a much deeper tan. He was still every bit as imposing as the last time she saw him. Tall, with broad shoulders, Frankie exuded power, both physical and charismatic. A woman could easily be intimidated or overwhelmed by Frankie Solitto, and Alina was sure that more than his fair share of women had been overwhelmed by his Italian good-looks and aura of sheer authority. However, she was not one of them.
“Hello, Frankie,” she said softly.
She had waited until he set his drink on the desk before making her presence known. Frankie started, his dark eyes flying to the shadows where she sat.
“For the love of...” he started to bluster angrily, then abruptly stopped. He frowned and stepped forward from his desk. “Is that....”
“I apologize for the unexpected intrusion, but I really don't want anyone to know I've been here.” Alina reached up to switch on the standing lamp next to the chair.  “Although, you may not recognize me,” she added apologetically.
Frankie stared at her sternly, his dark eyes taking in her appearance. Her red hair was pulled back into a loose braid and she was dressed in light-weight black cargo pants and a black tank top. Frankie stared at her for a long moment, struggling between anger and a reluctant grin.
“I don't care for the red,” he finally informed her, moving back to his desk to pick up his drink. Alina's lips twitched as she watched him sip his scotch.
“You're the second one to tell me that,” she said. “I really thought I made a good redhead.”
“I've known too many redheads,” Frankie retorted, perching on the corner of his desk. “To what do I owe this invasion of my privacy? I was under the impression that we concluded our business together three months ago.”
“And so we did,” Alina agreed congenially, crossing her legs. “But now I have a problem.”
“And you're calling in the favor,” Frankie stated rather than asked. Alina raised an eyebrow.
“Do you owe me one?” she asked.
Frankie frowned and swirled the amber liquid in his glass, studying her.
“The whole east coast owes you one,” he finally said. “I guess they'll never know that, though. Don't think I don't know what you did. You killed two birds with one stone that night and I, for one, will always remember that.”
“Two?” Alina raised an eyebrow. “I recall the papers only reporting one.”
“Funny thing about that...” Frankie swirled his scotch some more. “There was an awful lot of blood in a barn a few miles down on the other side of the river, but no body. My boys looked good and hard.”
Alina smiled slowly and her eyes met Frankie's in a brief look of understanding.
“Is that why you didn't reach for your gun just now?” she asked softly.
“Is it still there?” he asked in surprise. “You people have a habit of removing it when you break into my home.”
Alina allowed herself a low chuckle.
“It's still there,” she assured him. “I'm confident that I can get to mine before you can get to yours,” she added with a slow smile that didn't reach her eyes. Frankie smiled reluctantly.
“I've said it before, and I'll say it again. You find yourself at loose ends, you come see me,” he told her, sipping his drink. “I like your style, you and your boyfriend.”
“I'll be sure to pass the compliment on,” Alina replied, biting back a laugh at the thought of Hawk's face when she relayed the message.
“So, if you're not here to collect the favor, why are you here?” Frankie demanded, setting his glass on his desk and crossing his arms over his chest with the air of a man getting down to business.
“You have an associate down in DC who's been asking questions about me,” Alina told him. “Why?”
“Marty?” Frankie snorted. “He's nothing to worry about.”
“It's not him I'm worried about,” Alina retorted. “How did someone find out I had ever been to see you?”
“What says someone did?”
“Someone knew to ask Marty about me.”
Frankie stared at her for a moment and then sighed, rubbing his forehead.
“I don't know how they found out,” he admitted after a minute. “I suspect that it was Bruno, the guard you stepped into the ground last time I saw you.”
“Ah.” Alina examined her nails. “Where would Bruno be now?” she asked gently.
“At the bottom of the river,” Frankie answered bluntly. She shot a look at him under her lashes and he shrugged. “Bruno and I had some....irreconcilable differences.”
Alina watched him silently for a long moment and Frankie matched her stare for stare. After a few long minutes, she sighed.
“Here's my problem, Frankie,” she said slowly. “I know who's asking questions about me, and I know what you're telling them.”
“Nothing!” Frankie interjected quickly.
“What I really need to know is how they found out about our...connection,” Alina continued as if she hadn't heard him and Frankie found himself gazing into cold green eyes. “I really wish you hadn't put Bruno in the river.”
Frankie felt a shiver go down his spine at the look on her face.
“He went in the river before Marty came up here asking questions,” he told her. “By then, it was too late.”
“I need you to find out who put two and two together and came up with four. I doubt it was Bruno. He didn't strike me as the intelligent type.” Alina stood up fluidly. “Someone in your Family passed on information about me. That not only puts your entire Family at risk, but it puts that person at the top of my To-Do list. Trust me, I keep my To-Do list short.”
“I won't ask how,” Frankie murmured and Alina's lips curved coldly.
“Don't,” she advised. “Find your leak,” she allowed a note of steel to lace her tone, “or I'll find it for you.”
“I'll need to know how to reach you,” Frankie said as she moved toward the French windows. Viper glanced back.
“When you have something for me, tell Marty to order the Guinness Burger with extra Guinness. I'll get the message,” she said over her shoulder before disappearing into the night.
Frankie watched her go before finishing his drink in one swallow. He had thought once before that he wouldn't want to be on the wrong side of her. Now, he was dangerously close to ending up there.
Frankie slammed his glass down. He had almost been expecting her ever since that idiot Marty had come to him last week asking questions about a woman who was exceptionally skilled with a gun. Frankie had sent Marty on his way with no information, but he had known she'd be back to visit him. He had known she would ask questions, and he knew that it was past time to do what he had been putting off for far too long. Somewhere in his Family was a leak, a leak to the Feds. He had suspected it for six months.
It was time to clean house.

      [image: ]Hidden deep in the forest, a fire burned cheerfully within the confines of a pit dug into the earth and surrounded with large, heavy rocks. Smoke spiraled up into the night, warning the forest animals to stay away. Alina stood in the shadows at the edge of the clearing and watched as Hawk stared into the flames. He was seated next to the fire with his back to her and his broad shoulders were relaxed, his arms draped loosely around his knees. A cooler next to him beckoned faint memories of a cold beer next to another bonfire, one lit on a beach ten years ago.
Alina stared at it, her mind going back
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