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  About Next Exit, Use Caution


The fight is far from over. 
After a mysterious assassin strikes too close to home, Viper has just one goal: retribution. But nothing is ever easy in New Jersey. Targeted by an invisible and nameless mastermind, Alina Maschik struggles to unravel the mystery cloaking her nemesis even as she fights for her own survival. When those closest to her become targets and the clock starts ticking, Viper knows her only hope lies with secrets from the past - secrets someone is determined to keep buried.  
From the balmy, perfumed streets of Singapore to the suburbs of New Jersey, the country’s top assassin must stay one step ahead of a deadly foe. But not everyone is what they seem, and Viper must choose who she can trust…
…and who is a traitor. 

*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 wine – without which my sanity would not have remained intact. 
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  Prologue


Downtown Singapore Mainland 
A warm breeze carrying the hint of orchid blossoms drifted across the large balcony. The sun had set an hour before, cloaking the city in a hot and humid darkness that offered only slightly lower temperatures from those dominating the daylight hours. 
Viper raised her eyes from her laptop and glanced across the balcony to the man lounging in the shadows a few feet away. He was dressed in dark khaki cargo shorts and a black tee-shirt, stretched taut across his broad chest. Her heart thumped of its own accord and she pressed her lips together in reaction, ignoring the leap in her pulse. 
“What if he doesn’t show?” she asked.
The man smiled faintly in the shadows.
“Then I hunt him down.”
“So much for our relaxing getaway.”
Viper stretched and closed her laptop, reaching for her bottled water. 
“Is that what this is?” Hawk asked, straightening up and going across the flagged stones with lazy, measured strides. He moved like a panther, and Viper knew he was just as dangerous. “Yesterday you were scouring the embassy, looking for ghosts. This morning you were gone before dawn and came back with a new wound on your neck. Not much of a getaway.”
Viper shrugged, the corners of her lips tugging upwards.
“Old habits,” she murmured apologetically. 
Hawk stopped next to the chaise lounge where she was stretched out and looked down at her, his blue eyes glinting in the low light from the lamps on the rooftop. 
“I’ll take care of this as quickly as possible,” he promised, “and then we can get back to enjoying the evening.” 
Viper smiled up at him and set the computer aside, swinging her legs off the cushions and standing in one fluid motion. 
“You can only take care of it as quickly as the target allows,” she said. “Personally, I’m not holding my breath.”
“Neither am I,” he admitted, turning to look across the street at the high-rise opposite. “There’s about a seventy percent chance he’ll show, but when is anyone’s guess.” 
Viper followed his gaze to a dark window directly opposite them. 
“Who is he?” she asked, curiosity getting the better of her. 
Hawk glanced at her. 
“A Chechen separatist,” he said slowly. “I’ve been watching him for a little over a year. It’s just pure luck I spotted him on our way from the airport.”
“Is it?” she asked softly. 
Their eyes met and he shrugged.
“Probably not.”
Viper nodded, turning toward the small table holding the remains of their dinner. 
“Charlie?” she asked over her shoulder, reaching for a slice of mango. 
“Who else? He’s the one who sent us here.” 
“Good point.” She turned to face him again, biting into the mango. “I can’t help feeling there’s something else going on though.”
Hawk looked at her.
“Like what?” he asked. 
“I don’t know,” she murmured, shaking her head. “You know how he is. Singapore isn’t just a whim. We’re here for a reason, and I think that reason is more than just an ex-soldier.” 
He stared at her for a long moment, his lips drawn into a grim line.
“Something connected to Asad?” he asked finally. “Or the leak in Washington?”
Viper’s mask slid into place and she shrugged, popping the rest of the mango into her mouth. 
“I don’t know, but when I find…”
She stopped abruptly, her eyes widening as Hawk lunged in front of her, turning his back to her as he did so. For a split second, his broad shoulders blocked her view. Then, suddenly, they moved. 
She never heard the shot that threw him backwards. Viper reacted with pure instinct, reaching out to grab him as they both fell hard on the stone balcony. She grunted when they landed and immediately pulled herself from under his weight. Rolling onto her stomach, she low-crawled straight to his rifle, set up a few feet away. She didn’t need to hear the shot to know where it must have come from.
Reaching the rifle, she set her eye to the night-vision scope and scanned the building opposite, rolling over windows quickly until she found the one she wanted. Viper watched as a man slung a soft rifle bag over his shoulder, turning away from the open window. 
Viper exhaled slowly as she squeezed the trigger. The man opposite fell a second later as the 7.68 round blew apart his skull. She watched him fall, then shifted back to the window Hawk had been watching all night. It was still dark. No threat there.
Viper closed the bipod legs attached to the rifle, lifting the gun and rapidly disassembling it with sure fingers before placing the pieces in an open case nearby. A moment later, there was no evidence a rifle had ever been present on the edge of the balcony. 
Viper turned then, and her heart surged into her throat. 
Hawk was lying perfectly still, blood soaking his abdomen and spreading across the stones beneath him. 






  
  Chapter One


Somewhere over the Pacific
6 Days Earlier
“Tell me again why we’re going to Singapore,” Damon suggested, seating himself across from Alina with a glass in his hand. 
“If I knew, I’d tell you,” she said, amused. 
Damon Miles sipped his beer and watched as she plugged an external drive into the side of her laptop. 
“You’re the one who opened a box with two fresh passports and reservations to a swanky downtown hotel on the mainland,” he pointed out. “How do you not know why we’re on a 22-hour flight to South Asia?”
“You’re the one who had a private jet on stand-by in Philadelphia,” Alina retorted, not looking up. “You tell me.”
Damon grinned. 
“I make it a habit to keep transportation on stand-by whenever I end up in Jersey. Things have a habit of getting dicey there.”
That got her attention and she looked up with a laugh.
“You make it sound like a bad thing. You know you’d get bored if it was any other way.”
Alina Maschik stretched her arms, rolling her head to loosen her neck, a smile playing on her lips.
“I don’t think I will ever get bored with you.” He raised his glass in a silent toast. “Yesterday I was in Washington DC defusing a bomb, and you were in Maryland eliminating a target. Now we’re on a plane headed to Singapore. Not exactly a dull moment anywhere in there.”
Damon watched as she closed the laptop and set it aside, reaching for her glass of water. 
“We certainly seem to keep busy, don’t we?” she agreed thoughtfully. “To be fair, this wasn’t my plan when I got back to the house last night.”
“What was?” 
“A hot shower, take-out, and bed, in that order.”
Damon leaned his head back with a yawn.
“My kind of plans,” he murmured. “I should have waited to give you Charlie’s box.”
“It certainly wasn’t convenient timing. Kasim is still at large on the East Coast, and I think Stephanie wants my head on a platter.”
Damon raised an eyebrow.
“Why? She and Blake can handle clean up. It’s their job.”
Alina looked at him, amused.
“I’d love to hear you tell her that,” she said dryly. “I was thinking more along the lines of her personal struggle, not the professional one.”
Damon lifted his head again and looked at her steadily.
“And what about you?” he asked softly. “Stephanie’s not the only one who lost someone.”
Viper’s unemotional mask slid into place and she set the glass of water down with a clink.
“John wasn’t mine to lose,” she said briskly. “I told you, I’ll handle it in my own time.”
“Actually, what you said was that you’d take care of Asad, and then take care of you,” he pointed out, unfazed. “You’ve taken care of the target, but I don’t see you taking care of yourself.”
“We got straight on a plane. I haven’t had time to take care of anything, let alone succumb to pointless grief.”
“It’s not pointless if it helps you heal.” Damon sighed and finished his drink, setting the empty glass down. “I know you’re still trying to process John’s death. I also know you’ll go after the person who killed him. Let me give you some friendly advice, from one professional to another: get your head straight before you do. If you don’t, you’ll miss your target and you might get yourself killed in the process.”
Alina considered him thoughtfully for a moment.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think Harry put you up to this,” she murmured. “Or are you just taking a leaf out his book?” 
Hawk’s lips twisted and he leaned his head back, closing his eyes.
“I’ve never had the patience for the kind of head games Harry plays. He can keep his psychology. I just call ‘em like I see ‘em.” 
Viper watched him for a minute in silence.
“Don’t worry about me,” she finally said, her voice soft and deadly. “I haven’t missed my target in three years, and I’m sure as hell not starting now.”

      [image: ]Madrid-Barajas Airport
The private lounge for first class passengers was nearly empty this time of night and the lone occupant had the room to himself. He dropped his carry-on onto a recliner before turning to walk over to the refreshment area. He picked up a bottle of water and grabbed a copy of the day’s paper before returning to his chosen seat. A flat screen TV displayed flight information, while another one, on the opposite wall, broadcast the news channel. He glanced at the news, reading the running ticker across the bottom of the screen, and shook his head.
Moving his carry-on, he sank down into the chair and glanced at his watch. He had half an hour before boarding; just enough time to scan the paper. 
He sat back comfortably with his water and his paper, ignoring the drone of the news commentator on the TV and the occasional sound of the PA system outside the lounge. 
A flight attendant came in behind him and moved silently to the desk at the back of the room. The man heard him, but never lifted his eyes from the paper. No longer alone, he turned the page and continued to scan the headlines. 
“What appears to have been a coordinated mass attack on the United States was thwarted yesterday afternoon when US Federal authorities seized several bombs placed from Washington, DC to Boston,” said the newscaster on the TV, drawing the passenger’s attention. 
He glanced up at the TV. 
“While the exact number of bombs is unknown, authorities are treating it as a terrorist attack. Salvatore Consuelo reports from New York City.”
The camera switched from the news studio to a man standing on a busy walkway in Manhattan. 
“I’m standing outside the Cathedral of St. John the Divine, in Manhattan’s Morningside Heights neighborhood, where, just yesterday, FBI discovered a bomb in the back of a car. This was just one of several uncovered yesterday along the East Coast, causing speculation of a widespread and coordinated attack on US citizens. Details about the attack are not being released, but a spokesman for the FBI did state the agency had advanced knowledge of the plot and acted to neutralize the situation.  If the attacks were successful, they would have occurred on Palm Sunday and, at least here in New York City, there was a large crowd gathered for an event celebrating the launch of Holy Week. Other cities were also targeted with Philadelphia, Washington, DC, and Boston confirmed, but the number of bombs remains undisclosed. So far, no one has claimed responsibility for the attempted attack.” 
The passenger stared at the TV, the paper in his hands forgotten. Multiple cities? And Philadelphia was one of them?
He lowered his eyes to the paper again, staring at it blindly as thoughts swirled around his head. A terrorist attack on US soil had been foiled at the last minute, and one of the country’s top assassins just happened to be in the Philadelphia area this week.
Viper.
The name was like poison, echoing like a death knell in his ears. When it passed the lips of the dying man in a hospital bed four days ago, he didn’t believe it at first. What would an FBI agent know about an assassin of Viper’s caliber? How would he even know the name? So few did. It was impossible, or so he thought at the time. 
He changed his mind a few moments later when he passed a stranger in the corridor, heading toward the room he himself had just vacated. When he turned back to look, he met cold, dark eyes that shot a warning clear through him. In that instant, he knew he was staring at the mysterious and illusive Viper. 
It was not impossible.
The man’s lips tightened grimly. He’d heard whispered tales about the infamous assassin. They all had. The US government’s elite assassin had reached almost god-like status in the underworld. They said she never failed. Viper had a 100% success rate. There were others, most notably one they called Hawk, but Viper became notorious the moment her own government put out a contract on her. 
The passenger shook his head. He didn’t normally listen to rumors, but the contract had been real enough. He received it himself, reading it before the offer was rescinded a few hours later. Talk at the time was that she had already been terminated when the contract went out. Clearly it wasn’t true. She was alive and well. He’d seen her four days ago.
What the hell did the FBI agent have to do with her?
“Sir? I can board you now if you’d like,” the flight attendant said, breaking into his thoughts.
The passenger snapped his attention back from his thoughts to find the newspaper crumpled in his fists. He released his hands, folding the paper before standing and tucking it under his arm. He picked up his bag and nodded to the attendant. 
“Thank you,” he murmured.
The attendant nodded and waited for him to present his passport and boarding pass. The man watched as he was checked into the flight, then took his papers back with a nod before turning to walk out of the lounge and into the long corridor leading to his gate. 
In the intervening days since the hospital, he’d managed to convince himself that he imagined it. That the look from the stranger was just a look from a stranger, and the man was delusional with pain killers when he whispered the name. He even began to relax, and stopped looking over his shoulder. After all, why would an international assassin be on US soil to begin with? 
A foiled terrorist attack changed all that. If Viper was working, and her target led her to the United States, she would follow. They were trained to stalk their targets, and it didn’t matter where. If the target went, they followed. 
Once again, the passenger pressed his lips together grimly. He wasn’t arrogant enough to think an assassin as skilled as Viper wouldn’t recognize him. She had looked straight at him, and his whole body had reacted with warning to the look in those eyes. There was no way she could possibly know who he was, but even so, it was dangerous just to have been seen by her. They were professionals, and professionals didn’t forget a face.
Who was the FBI agent to her? That was the key. If he could find out how she knew the man in the bed, he could begin to understand just what he had gotten into when he took the job that landed him in the same hospital as Viper. Then he just might have a chance of avoiding the impending doom looming over his head with every step he took. 
The man in the bed. He was the key. 

      [image: ]Seletar Airport, Singapore
Alina glanced at her watch as she strode through the crowds, a messenger bag slung across her body. The swarms of travelers were familiar and comfortable to her, concealing her in their midst as thoroughly as camouflage in the jungle. The positions of the security cameras had already been noted, and Viper moved through the airport quickly, seamlessly avoiding each camera with timing and precision. It was second-nature to her, something she did automatically. As far as CCTV was concerned, she was invisible. 
She and Damon had parted company on the tarmac after leaving the plane. He went into the airport first, heading for the car rental desk to procure transportation. She held back for a few minutes before following and turning in the opposite direction. They would meet at the car. 
Alina felt her phone vibrate in her back pocket and she pulled it out, glancing at the screen. Stephanie again. This was the fourth call in twenty-four hours. Pressing her lips together, Alina slid the phone back into her pocket. She felt just enough guilt at leaving without a word that she would send her old friend an email once she got to the hotel. She just wasn’t sure what she would say. How could she explain disappearing just when Stephanie needed her the most? The truth was out of the question, yet nothing else could possibly be acceptable. 
Why does everything have to be so complicated? she wondered, side-stepping a toddler who darted in front of her without breaking stride. She missed the days when she was answerable only to herself. 
Viper glanced up as she turned the corner. The doors were ahead. She pulled the clean phone she used to communicate with Damon out of her jacket pocket and texted him. Suddenly she just wanted to get out of the crowds, and to their hotel where she could shower and take a few minutes to think. So much had happened in the past week, and Alina had the sinking feeling it was just getting started.

      [image: ]Damon dropped his bags into the trunk of the sedan and closed it, glancing at his watch as he moved to the driver side door. Alina should be exiting the airport. When they landed over an hour ago, they tossed to see who would get the car and who would ensure there were no surprises waiting in the airport. He won. 
Sliding behind the wheel, Damon grinned to himself. Before he strode away from her on the tarmac, Alina warned that she would get her own transportation if he showed up with a compact roller skate. He started the engine. He assumed a brand-new Audi would be acceptable.  
Damon backed out of the parking spot and the smile left his lips. Traveling in a pair was more complicated than he had anticipated. He could count on one hand the number of times he and Alina had traveled together, and on those few occasions they always parted company as soon as they landed. Staying together presented a whole new set of challenges. They couldn’t simply disappear. They had to coordinate together and, while they were on the same page as far as their security habits were concerned, it was a challenge working with another person. Hawk shook his head. This was only going to get more complicated before it was over.
But he wouldn’t have it any other way. 
He puzzled over the thought briefly as he waited in the line of traffic leading to the exit doors of the airport. He was surprisingly comfortable with the fact that he just flew halfway across the globe with Viper, without knowing why Charlie had sent them to Singapore. A month ago he was in Tbilisi‎, Georgia, with no idea he would be summoned to join Viper in the States. Hell, he didn’t even know she was stateside again. The last he’d heard she was in Cairo. A single message from Harry changed all that. 
Now Charlie had changed it again. 
Damon inched forward, watching the doors of the airport. Passengers flowed out in waves, getting into taxis lined alongside the curb. Now everything had changed. He shook his head, still trying to wrap his mind around all that happened in the past week. One thing was certain, there was no turning back now. For better or worse, he and Viper were in it together for the long haul. His lips curved. She might not fully accept it, but there was no going back to the way things were. The faint smile was short lived, and Damon sobered quickly. 
He had her now, and he would die before he let her go. 
The clean phone in his pocket vibrated and he pulled it out, glancing at the screen. She was on her way out. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he pulled over, cutting off a slow, lumbering bus. He had just come to a stop at the end of the curb when he saw her emerge from the building in the middle of a crowd of chattering tourists. Her messenger bag was slung across her body and her duffel was tossed over one shoulder. Damon watched as she turned to look in his direction and started toward the car. 
Why did Charlie have her traveling again?
The thought popped into his head as he watched her weave through the crowds toward the car. Two weeks ago, she was pursued across Europe by enemies who shouldn’t have known she even existed. Charlie sent her home to lie low while he tried to determine if they had a security leak. As far as Hawk knew, that leak was still concealed in Washington. 
A troubled frown drew Damon’s eyebrows together. What was important enough to risk Viper’s cover again? And how the hell was he going to protect her?

      [image: ]“I guess Charlie isn’t worried about us keeping a low profile,” Damon said, stepping out onto the balcony.
Alina smiled, turning her head from where she stood at the iron railing overlooking the water. They had checked into the hotel an hour before to find a balcony suite with a stunning view of the bay had been reserved for them. Damon dropped his bags and disappeared to examine the hotel, leaving her to the luxury of their room. After a long, hot shower, she was feeling refreshed and more human. The sun had set, and the lights glittered brightly against the dark waves below. 
“I’m not complaining.”  
Damon walked up behind her, slipping his arms around her and looking at the view. 
“Why do you think he did it?” 
Alina leaned her head back on his shoulder, gazing out across the water. The air was heavy with the scent of flowers from the many trees in bloom around the city, and the breeze blowing off the bay was gentle. She took a deep breath and felt the tension flow out of her. 
“I don’t know,” she said slowly. “I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough. He didn’t say anything when he gave you the box?”
“Not a word.” 
They stood in comfortable silence for a few moments, staring out over the water. The pressure of the past week faded into the distance and a feeling of contentment washed over her. Suddenly she didn’t care about the events that had led them here, or the terrorists still at large in the United States. All that mattered was that, for the first time, she was standing on a balcony in a foreign city, and was not alone. How many times had she unwillingly longed for Hawk to be with her, overlooking one city in a line of many? Now here they were, his arms wrapped around her, with the exotic beauty of Singapore surrounding them. 
Alina was loathe to move, reluctant to break the spell. 
“Have you ever been here?” Damon asked. His voice was soft, as if he too was unwilling to disturb the moment. 
“Once, a few years ago.” 
“It’s one of my favorite cities,” he said. “I wish I got here more often.”
Alina smiled.
“It’s beautiful. You can give me a tour while we’re here.” 
Damon tightened his arms around her and dropped a kiss on the side of her neck. 
“I’d love to,” he whispered. “I’ve wanted to show you my cities for a long time.”
Alina turned in his arms and raised her eyes to his. They were like cobalt sapphires. She slid her arms around his neck. 
“What other cities do you love?” she asked. “What would you show me?”
Damon smiled and rubbed his nose against hers.
“I’d start with Amsterdam. You told me once you’d never been.” 
“That’s still true. I don’t get into Europe as much as I’d like. Charlie seems to prefer me in the Middle East these days.”
“You’re effective there, just as I’m effective in Russia and the Baltic region.”
“With this long hair, you fit right in,” Alina said, toying with it. “Where else?” 
His smile was slow and wicked.
“Lima, Peru. You didn’t stay long last time.” 
Alina burst out laughing. 
“Ouch.” 
“Istanbul is on the short list,” he continued, “and, of course, Moscow. What about you? Where would you take me?”
Alina thought for a moment. 
“It’s not a city,” she said hesitantly. 
Damon raised an eyebrow, his eyes probing hers.
“Where then?” 
“Montpellier, in the South of France.”
Damon stared at her, fascinated.
“The South of France?” 
“I lived there for a few years,” she told him, surprising him. “I often went across the channel to Cornwall.” 
Damon smiled softly. 
“France it is,” he murmured, brushing his lips against hers. They lingered, and by the time he raised his head, they were both breathless. “We’ll start with Singapore, then work our way around the world.”
Alina inhaled deeply and lost herself in those deep blue eyes, content to dream of a future that was far from guaranteed.
“It’s a plan,” she agreed, “but first, I’m starving. What are we doing about dinner?” 
Damon pulled her tighter against him and lowered his lips to hers again.
“I think room service.” 






  
  Chapter Two


Philadelphia International Airport
Stephanie Walker glanced at her watch and looked up at the arrivals board. Angela’s flight had landed thirty minutes ago, but there was still no sign of her coming from baggage claim. She sighed and turned to walk back to her waiting spot near the doors. The past forty-eight hours had been non-stop and stressful. Stephanie just wanted to pick up her old friend, take her home, and then go home herself. The couch was calling to her, and she had every intention of answering. 
She shook her head, her eyes on the doors. After narrowly averting a coordinated bombing attempt, Stephanie had been sucked into the debriefing at FBI headquarters with her boss, Rob Thornton. When she was finally finished, she left exhausted and disheartened. Far from being grateful for her assistance, her boss was angry with her for ignoring her leave of absence to get involved. If it weren’t for Special Agent Blake Hanover, she wasn’t even sure she would still have a job. In fact, Stephanie wasn’t all that sure of anything anymore.
Blake Hanover.
Despite her grim mood, Stephanie smiled. He had stayed by her side the whole time, asserting that he was the one who pulled her into the investigation for an extra pair of hands. He calmly pointed out to Rob that when he had placed Stephanie on LOA, Rob didn’t take her badge or weapon. Therefore, Blake argued, he was well-within his rights to ask for her assistance in his investigation. Rob had finally backed down. As far as her boss was concerned, the whole operation had been Blake’s brainchild, and Stephanie was content to let that stand. 
By the time Blake headed back home to Washington, DC for some much needed rest, Stephanie was sad to see him go. Somehow he’d become a rock for her in the harrowing events of the past week. Her only consolation was that he had promised to return.
Passengers began to exit through the doors in front of her, carting carry-ons and rolling bags behind them, pulling Stephanie from her thoughts. Towards the tail-end of the first wave, she spotted her friend. 
Angela Bolan pulled a trolley loaded with bags and Stephanie’s eyebrows soared into her forehead. The amount of luggage on the trolley made it look as if she had been away for months when, in fact, it was only two weeks. 
“Steph!” 
Angela caught sight of her and waved, heading in her direction. Stephanie couldn’t stop the grin that spread across her face. Angela’s honey-colored hair was perfect and she was dressed in designer jeans with Jimmy Choo’s on her feet. How she was managing the laden cart in the four-inch stilettos was beyond Stephanie’s comprehension, but she was doing it, and she looked like a model at the same time. 
“You’re insane,” Stephanie informed her as Angela came to a stop in front of her. “What are all those bags? You were only gone for two weeks!”
“I went shopping in Miami.” Angela threw her arms around Stephanie and hugged her tight.  “How are you? You look like hell.”
Stephanie hugged her back, fighting back tears that suddenly flooded her eyes at the embrace of one of her oldest friends.
“I feel like hell,” she admitted.
Angela pulled away and looked at her searchingly before linking one arm through hers and grabbing the trolley again with her other hand. 
“You should have told me as soon as it happened,” she said, starting forward with Stephanie. “I would have come straight back. Why did you wait until yesterday to tell me John died?”
“Honestly, I didn’t think to,” Stephanie answered, guiding Angela through the busy terminal toward the exit. “There were so many other things going on, and it just didn’t occur to me. I’m sorry.”
Angela glanced at her. 
“Well, you know I was never John’s biggest fan, but it’s shocking just the same. What happened?”
“I’ll tell you in the car. It’s a long story.”
“At least Alina was here,” Angela said as they stepped outside. “That’s something. How’s she taking it?”
“I have no idea.” 
Angela stared at her.
“What do you mean you have no idea?” she demanded. “Haven’t you seen her?”
Stephanie sighed and pulled away from Angela as they came up to the pedestrian cross-walk leading across the street to the short-term parking where she had left her car.
“Yes, but you know how she can get these days. After the accident, it was almost as if she’d already decided John was going to die,” Stephanie said, starting across the road as the crossing lights turned white and the traffic paused. “I don’t think she ever expected him to pull through. When he...passed...she didn’t show any emotion at all, at first.”
“At first?” 
“I saw a little of the old Lina for a second, but then it was gone.” She shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t think she’s facing it yet. She’s been busy...working.”
Stephanie's voice trailed off. Angela had no idea what their friend did for living. As far as she was concerned, Alina was a security consultant who traveled a lot and was rarely home. While Stephanie believed it was mistake to keep Angela in the dark as to Alina’s true identity, that was a fight she hadn’t been able to win. 
“Well that’ll change now I’m back,” Angela muttered. “She can’t work at a time like this. I’m sure her company has bereavement leave and I’ll make sure she takes it. For God’s sake, she and John were engaged once upon a time. She’s got to be feeling some kind of way about it!”
“I think she’s more angry than anything,” Stephanie said slowly as they reached the other side of the road. “I don’t know why I think that, but I do.”
“Anger is one of the steps of grief, so maybe she’s transitioning.” Angela stopped on the sidewalk and wiped her hand across her sweating forehead. “Is the car very far? I’m dying here.”
Stephanie laughed despite herself.
“You’re the one who went shopping in Miami, and then wore heels onto the plane. Seriously, what were you thinking?”
“I didn’t think you were going to park a mile away from the terminal!”
“It’s not a mile. It’s in this lot, a couple of rows from here.”
Angela grunted and began walking again, lugging the trolley behind her. 
“What about Mr. Hunk O’ Mysterious?” she asked. “Has he been around lately?”
Stephanie grinned. Mr. Hunk O’ Mysterious was what they called Alina’s reticent military friend, Damon Miles, behind his back. Angela was convinced that the two had unresolved sexual tension between them, and Stephanie was inclined to agree.
“Actually, yes,” she said. “He’s been in and out all week, from what I can understand.”
“Really?” Angela drawled, her eyes dancing. “Where did he stay? Did he stay with her?”
“I have no idea.”
“Ugh!” Angela rolled her eyes in exasperation. “You’re supposed to find this stuff out for me!”
“I can’t find something out if they’re not sharing,” Stephanie protested, laughing. “Short of showing up at her house in the middle of night, how am I supposed to know if he’s staying there?”
“I can see I’ll have to take over. You’re hopeless. I’ll figure it out.”
“Good luck,” Stephanie said. “I don’t even know if he’s still here. In fact, I’m not even sure she’s still here.”
“What do you mean?”
“I’ve been trying to reach her, but she won’t answer.” She pulled out her keys as they started down the row toward her maroon Mustang. “I haven’t heard from her since Sunday. I think she might have been called out for work.”
“Did you stop by the house?” asked Angela. “Maybe they’re holed up having sex like rabbits.” 
“Angie!” 
“What?” she grinned. “It’s what I’d do if I could get someone like him to look twice at me.” 
Stephanie shook her head, laughing reluctantly.
“I’ll give you that one.” She pressed a button on her key fob and beeped her alarm off, then opened the trunk. “I haven’t had time to go by the house. If I don’t hear anything by tomorrow, I’ll swing by.”
Angela nodded and grabbed one of the bags from the trolley, lifting it into the trunk. Stephanie grabbed another bag and they had the trolley empty in no time. Looking around, Angela shrugged and pulled the empty trolley off to the side. 
“You’re not going to leave it there, are you?” Stephanie demanded.
“I’m certainly not carting it all the way back to the terminal. Someone will come get it.”
She went around to the passenger side door and got in, leaving Stephanie to shake her head.
“So tell me what happened,” Angela said as Stephanie slid behind the wheel and started the car. “Don’t leave anything out.” 
“John had an accident street racing the Firebird,” Stephanie said slowly. “The front tire blew. He flipped and slammed into a tree.”
“Why was he street racing?”
Stephanie glanced at Angela as she pulled out of the parking spot. She had to be careful what she said. Angela could never know much of what happened. Not only was it classified, but it would also reveal that Alina most definitely was not a security consultant.
“One of his friends was killed a week before and John didn’t believe it was an accident. He started poking around, looking for answers. His main suspect was a street racer and he was following a lead; or so we think.”
Angela was silent for a moment. 
“Do we think John’s accident was just an accident?” she asked quietly. 
Stephanie’s lips curved. Angela was a lot smarter than she looked.
“No. The blow-out was caused by a bomb in his wheel well.” 
“What?!” 
Angela stared at her, shocked. Stephanie nodded grimly, pulling into traffic heading for the airport exit. 
“Turns out he was right about his friend. He was murdered, and when John started asking questions, they went after him as well.”
“Did you catch the bastards?” 
“No.” Stephanie scowled. “They both disappeared.”
“Son of a…what’s being done to find them?” 
“That’s what I want to know,” Stephanie muttered. 
Two days ago, Alina had assured her Dominic DiBarcoli and Tito Morales, the two responsible for John’s crash, would not get away. Yet Stephanie had heard nothing since. While she suspected both men had been detained, or worse, by her old friend, she didn’t have confirmation. As far as she knew, they were both still at large.
Angela shot a searching glance at her.
“Why don’t you know?” she asked. “In fact, why aren’t you at work? It’s the middle of the day on a Tuesday.”
Stephanie sighed and took the exit ramp onto I-95 north.
“I’ve been placed on leave of absence,” she said reluctantly. “It happened just after John’s accident.” 
Angela stared at her.
“What? Why?”
“The Bureau is running an internal investigation on John. I was guilty by association. My cases were reassigned and I was advised to take some time off.”
“On what grounds? You’re not the one who was street racing!”
“I know. Rob wouldn’t say anything except it wasn’t disciplinary.” Stephanie switched lanes as she merged onto the highway and pressed the gas pedal down. “Then John died and now he says I need the time off to rest and cope. Something’s going on, but I haven’t been able to figure out what yet.”
“What the hell, Steph!” Angela exclaimed, throwing her hands up in the air. “I go away on business and all hell breaks loose. What else happened? And don’t tell me nothing because I’m not stupid. I watch the news. I know there were bombs found in DC, Philly, New York and Boston.” 
Stephanie looked at her, amused.
“Yes, there were, and yes, I was there in Philly. And no, I can’t tell you anymore than you already heard on the news.”
“Was that what John was poking around in when he got himself killed?” Angela asked bluntly.
Stephanie was startled.
“What?”
“Please don’t treat me like an idiot,” Angela said. “You know me better than that. It really doesn’t take much to realize street racers don’t go around putting bombs into other racers’ wheel wells.” 
“Fair enough,” Stephanie said grudgingly. “Yes, that’s why John was targeted. Some of the street racers were smuggling products up and down the East Coast, and some of those products were bomb parts.”
Angela nodded and looked out the window, absorbing all the information. 
“Does Lina know John was targeted by someone?” she asked after a long silence. 
Stephanie glanced at her, hesitating for a second. 
“Yes.”
“She’s not angry, then,” Angela said decidedly. “She’s furious.”
Stephanie nodded. 
“Yes.” 
Angela sighed and stretched, rolling her head a few times. 
“What’s going on with the funeral?” she asked. 
“His body was just released this morning. Our ME did an autopsy. He was waiting on a tox screen to come back.”
“Have you spoken to his parents?” 
“Yes. They’re flying in Thursday. They were waiting for his body.” Stephanie’s voice broke and Angela looked at her sharply. “Now we can work on funeral arrangements. I don’t know if they’ll have the funeral here or take him back to California.”
“I would think they would have it here,” said Angela. “He lived and worked here. Just because they retired to California doesn’t mean he should be buried there.”
“That’s not our call,” Stephanie said quietly. “Absent a will, they’re the ones who get to make the decision.”
“He had a will,” Angela said unexpectedly. 
Stephanie looked at her sharply.
“What?” 
“He drew it up a few years ago,” Angela said. “I have the name of the attorney at home. He gave me the name in case...”
“What?”
“Well, in case something like this happened.”
Stephanie stared at the highway in front of her, stunned. It had never occurred to her John would have a will, or that he would tell Angela about it. She knew for a fact his parents were unaware of it. 
“You could have told me that sooner,” she muttered. 
“You could have told me he was dead sooner.” 
Stephanie choked back a short laugh.
“You’re really not going to let me slide on that one, are you?” 
“Nope.”
Stephanie looked at her.
“God I’m glad you’re back,” she said suddenly. 
Angela glanced at her and reached out to squeeze her arm.
“Me too,” she agreed. “You said on the phone Blake was staying with you. Is he still here?” 
“He went back to DC last night. He’ll be back for the funeral, if not before.” 
“Why don’t you come stay with me?” Angela suggested. “So you’re not alone.”
Stephanie shook her head.
“Thank you, but I have to face it on my own,” she said slowly. “Blake helped a lot and I’ll miss him, but the worst of the shock is over.”
Angela studied her profile for a minute, then shrugged.
“Well, you know where I live if you change your mind.” She leaned her head back on the headrest. “In the meantime, I have some Ativan if you need it.”
“Already got it covered, but thanks.”






  
  Chapter Three


Washington, DC
Michael O’Reilly climbed out of his truck and slammed the door, nodding to the tall man waiting for him on the sidewalk. 
“That was quick!” the man called.
Michael beeped his truck locked and strode toward his old friend. 
“I wasn’t wasting time after a call like that,” he replied, reaching the sidewalk. “Where is he?” 
Blake Hanover motioned to the building behind him. 
“Inside,” he said, turning to walk toward the entrance. “It was pure luck I was in the office when the call came from Metro PD. I just got back late last night.”
“How’s Agent Walker?” Michael asked, opening the door and holding it for the other man. 
“Not good,” said Blake. “I’m going to arrange to work out of the Philly office for a few days. I didn’t like leaving her alone.” 
Michael glanced at him. 
“That bad, huh?” 
“She’s trying to hide it, but the whole thing has been a blow.” Blake led the way down a sterile corridor, navigating the city morgue like the seasoned FBI agent he was. “Have you talked to your Black Widow?” 
“Not since Sunday,” Michael answered, a frown crossing his face. “I haven’t been able to get hold of her.” 
Blake glanced at him.
“That doesn’t sound good.” 
They reached the end of the corridor and Blake pushed open a door, holding it for Michael to pass into the large room beyond. A technician in a white lab coat was waiting for them. 
“Agent O’Reilly?” he asked.
Michael nodded and pulled out his Secret Service badge, holding it up for examination. The technician studied it for a moment, wrote something on his clipboard, then held it out to Michael with a pen. 
“Sign on the last line, please,” he instructed, “next to Special Agent Hanover.”
Michael scrawled his signature and the technician took the clipboard back. 
“Follow me.” 
Michael glanced at Blake and turned to follow the technician through another set of doors at the far end of the room. Blake fell into step beside him, and they were silent as they entered a sterile room lined with freezers on one side. Tables were arranged in a row across the center of the room, all of them empty except for one. 
“Here he is,” said the technician, walking up to the lone occupied slab. “Hanover said you might be able to confirm his ID.” 
“Possibly.” 
“If you can, it would be a relief. I need to make arrangements for the disposal of the remains if he is a devout Muslim.”
Michael nodded and stopped next to the steel table. The outline of a body was visible, concealed beneath a sheet. The technician looked at him.
“Ready?” he asked.
“Yep.” 
The technician pulled back the sheet and Michael stared down at the bloated, discolored face lying lifeless on the table. 
“They pulled him out of the Potomac this morning,” said Blake. “He floated up near the banks in Georgetown. Cause of death was a stab wound to the neck. It went right through the carotid artery. Death would have happened in seconds, or so I’m told.”
Michael was silent, staring at the face as thoughts swirled through his head. The wound to the neck was precise, the weapon entering at exactly the right angle. 
“Any other injuries to the body?” he asked. 
“Just the wound to the neck,” the technician replied. “There aren’t even any defensive wounds.”
“So he was either surprised or knew his attacker,” Blake said. “Is he one of the terrorists you were tracking?” 
“Yes.” Michael looked away from the face and glanced at Blake. “He’s one of them.”
The technician replaced the sheet, concealing the body again. 
“Do you know his name?” he asked.
“No, but I know someone who does,” Michael answered, turning away from the table. “It’s safe to start making your arrangements. He’s definitely a devout Muslim.” 
Blake followed Michael back into the larger outer room. 
“That’s one down,” he said in a low voice. “You said there were three? We think Viper took care of one already. Do you think she’s responsible for this one too?” 
“I don’t know,” Michael answered, striding toward the door to the outer corridor. He pushed open the door and stepped into the corridor. “I just don’t know.”
“It’s a very professional wound,” Blake said, following. “Who else knew they were here, and could do that?” 
“The list is longer than you’d think,” Michael replied grimly. “I’ll see if I can at least get his name for you.”
Blake glanced at his friend. 
“What’s wrong?” he demanded. 
Michael looked at him, but was silent until they got outside in the fresh air. 
“Something just doesn’t feel right about the whole thing,” he finally said, stopping and running a hand through his short hair. “I know what Viper does. She’s an assassin. The wound, the target, everything is just what an assassin would do. Except I don’t think she would have dumped the body into the Potomac. It’s not clean enough for her. She’s been trained to leave no trace. A body floating in a river is a really big trace.” 
Blake pursed his lips for a moment. 
“Fair enough, but a body isn’t that easy to dispose of. What else would she do with it in the middle of the Capitol?” 
Michael shook his head with a frown, his eyes troubled. 
“I don’t know,” he admitted, “but this just isn’t sitting right.” 
Blake studied him thoughtfully for a moment.
“You think there’s something else going on?” 
Michael thought about the background Viper asked him to do on one of Washington’s elite.
“Yeah, I just don’t know what.”

      [image: ]Dawn was lightening the sky outside while the city still slept. Alina opened her eyes and stretched, rolling over in the bed. She propped herself up on her elbow and looked down at Damon, tracing a faint scar on the side of his neck. The injury happened three years ago, in London. He told her about it the first time she saw him at her house in Medford, New Jersey, last year. Alina tilted her head. Now why did she suddenly remember that? 
His dark hair had flopped over his forehead and a five o’clock shadow darkened his jaw. She smiled and brushed a long, dark lock out of his eye before lowering her lips to press them softly against his. 
“Mmmm.” His blue eyes opened and he smiled at her. “Good morning.”  
“Good morning.” Alina smiled softly. “I don’t know if I can get used to this. I’m not sure how I feel about waking up next to you.”
Damon raised an eyebrow, amusement lighting his eyes.
“Is that so?” he drawled, pulling her down on top of him. “Let me help you make up your mind.” 
Alina laughed as his lips captured hers and he rolled her onto her back. She was just wrapping her arms around him when a cell phone rang stridently through the room. Damon groaned, tearing his lips from hers.
“It’s yours,” he muttered, shifting off her. 
Alina rolled over and reached for her phone, glancing at the screen.
“It’s Charlie,” she said, propping her weight on her elbow with her back to Damon. “Yes?” she answered.
“You made it to Singapore, I see,” Charlie said, his voice brisk. “I got the check-in notification. Did you have any problems?” 
“No. The hotel was a surprise. What’s the occasion?” 
“It’s one of my favorites,” said Charlie easily. “Fantastic view of the water.”
“Yes, it is. Why are we here?” 
“Not very subtle, are you?” Hawk murmured behind her.
“There’s someone there: someone you need to find,” Charlie said cryptically. 
“Who?”
“He used to be a soldier. He’s made Singapore his home now. As you know, it’s one of the financial hubs of the world. Tread carefully, but move quickly.”
“How quickly?” 
Alina bit her lip as Damon slid his hand over her thigh, leaving goosebumps in his wake. 
“The reservation is for three days.”
“Do you have a name?” 
“That’s what you have to find out.”
Alina rolled her eyes. 
Oh, is that all?
“Understood. What’s happening with Kasim?” She swatted Damon’s hand away. “He’s still at large somewhere with two of his cohorts.” 
“One of his cohorts. The other one just floated up in the Potomac,” Charlie said after a moment. “I don’t have much information yet, only that he was stabbed in the neck. For now, the FBI and DHS are looking for leads on Kasim. When you’re finished there, we’ll re-evaluate.” 
“They can’t handle him. You know that.”
“I don’t want him handled yet.”
Alina stilled, her body stiffening. 
“What do you mean?” she asked softly. 
“I want to make sure what we stopped is all he has planned. I’m monitoring the situation.”
“You think there’s something more?” Alina frowned. “What does Sgt Curtis say?”
“Not much. He passed away unexpectedly,” Charlie said dryly. “He did infect himself with the Ebola virus, and his organs shut down faster than expected.” 
Alina pursed her lips. 
“That’s unfortunate,” she murmured. “What about the medical personnel who were exposed?” 
“They’re being monitored by your Dr. Krupp, or at least, their blood is. He’s working on it.” 
Alina ran a hand through her hair and sat back against the pillows. Damon was watching her with those unfathomable eyes of his, and she carefully avoided meeting their gaze. 
“And the antidote in the hospitals?” 
“Already pulled.” Charlie sounded amused. “Stop worrying about what’s happening here. I sent you to one of the most beautiful and exotic cities in the world. Enjoy it.”
Alina glanced at Damon, devastatingly gorgeous with his sleep-tossed hair and stubble on his strong jaw.
“Oh, I am.” 
She disconnected and reached over to set the phone back on the bedside table. 
“Well?” Damon prompted.
“I have three days to find someone he thinks I need to find.”  
“Ok. Who is it?”
“He didn’t say.” 
Damon stared at her. 
“What?” 
She shrugged.
“All he said was he used to be a soldier, and that this is one of the financial hubs of the world.”
Hawk frowned. 
“He wants you to focus on the banks,” he stated. 
She nodded.
“Yes, but why?” 
“What did he say about Kasim?” 
Alina repeated what Charlie told her and Damon listened, his lips pressed together thoughtfully. 
“Do you think they have another plan?” he asked when she was finished. 
“It’s possible,” she said slowly. “I wouldn’t rule it out, but I also wouldn’t lay bets on it. Asad was the brains of the two. Without him, Kasim is just a bomb-maker.” 
“Don’t underestimate him,” Hawk warned softly. “He got this far.”
Viper looked at him for a long moment.
“I know. That’s why I want to get back as soon as possible.”
Damon smiled slowly, his eyes gaining a mischievous twinkle she was learning to recognize. It made her pulse leap and her heart skip beats.
“Don’t be in such a rush,” he murmured, lowering his head to press a soft kiss on the base of her neck. He smiled against the rapid pulse there and kissed a leisurely path up to her lips. “We have three days. Let’s make the most of them.” 

      [image: ]The man watched as the nail technician placed both his hands in warm, citrus-scented water. She nodded to him and turned to talk to her co-worker at her side while his nails soaked. Leaning his head against the high back of the massage chair, he closed his eyes. 
When he had arrived back the afternoon before, he was already planning his flight back to the United States. It was the only place he could find the information he needed. He had to go back to Philadelphia. His intent was to get home, book a flight, sleep, and leave again today. 
The airport had changed all that.
His lips pressed together unpleasantly. He was walking out of the baggage claim area when he saw her, moving purposefully through the crowds. She was avoiding the cameras skillfully, and he knew it would be pointless to pull the CCTV footage from the airport. She wouldn’t be on it. 
Viper was too good for that.
He couldn’t deny it had been a shock to see her there, in his home city, clearly having just arrived. She was careful, he would give her that. She not only avoided all the cameras and security, but she swept the whole terminal, looking for signs of ambush or surveillance. The entire sweep was accomplished in less than thirty minutes. She was nothing if not efficient. 
The man suppressed a sigh. The only reason she didn’t see him was because, through pure chance, he saw her first. It was simple enough to grab a baseball cap and reading glasses from one of the small gift shops, and transform his appearance into something she wouldn’t look at twice, especially when he knew exactly what she was looking for. They were trained to see the same things, search out the same warning signs. Government agencies were all so boringly identical. Same clothing, same haircuts, same undercover disguises. Hell, most of the civilized countries even used the same surveillance vehicles. The colors and models changed, but the MO remained the same. Stupid. 
He frowned, opening his eyes to stare at the ceiling of the salon, painted a mellow cream with tree branches stenciled in decorative clusters. Of course, he wasn’t a government man, just as she wasn’t an official government agent. She had seen him, though, and he knew she wouldn’t forget his face. Short of plastic surgery, there was no way to hide from her now, not really. He might be able to slip past her once or twice, but if Viper ever got a good look at his face, he knew he was done. 
And now she was here, in Singapore. 
The frown eased as the nail technician lifted one of his hands out of the water and dried it before starting on his nails. He watched as she began filing, starting with his pinky. 
There was only one possible explanation. She was here for him. 
How the hell did she find out who he was? 
The man returned his eyes to the ceiling thoughtfully. All his contracts were anonymous. He never knew who hired him. He didn’t want to know. He was very clear in his terms. If the client began to slip and give him too much information that would indicate their identity, he stopped them. The less he knew about the people paying him, the better off they all were. It was a mutually beneficial arrangement that his clients appreciated, knowing their identities were safe. He had never had a reason to doubt the wisdom of not knowing who hired him. Until now.
Discovering how a lowly FBI Special Agent was involved with an elite, international assassin would be much easier if he knew who wanted the FBI agent dead badly enough to pay him twice his normal rate. The man shook his head to himself. He should have realized there was something wrong with the size of the fee. No one paid that much for a simple Federal agent, not without a good reason. 
The technician finished with his left hand and lifted his right one out of the water. He looked down again and watched as she dried it and reached for her filing block again. 
First things first: he had to find Viper, and he couldn’t do it himself. It was too risky. If she saw him, it would be over. He had to find her before she found him, and he had to move quickly. There was a reason she was called Viper. She moved silently, struck swiftly, and never left survivors. 
Or so they said.
The man watched as his nails were shaped and tidied. There wasn’t a lot for the technician to do. He made it a point to have a manicure once every two weeks, and took very good care of it between sessions. 
He would use Wesley. Wesley was a local man with a promising future. He knew how to move without being seen, and observe without doing anything rash. Viper wouldn’t look twice at him. He had the misfortune of being one of the most nondescript people the man had ever seen. Not very helpful with the ladies, but extremely useful for his line of work.
The man leaned his head back again, satisfied. Wesley would find her. If he was fortunate enough to get a clear shot, he would tell him to take it. Maybe he would get lucky and Wesley would take care of Viper for him. His lips twisted sardonically. 
Doubtful, but a man could hope.






  
  Chapter Four


Viper slipped unobtrusively out of the private office on the fourth floor of the US Embassy, moving quickly down the deserted hallway. According to the calendar on the desk, the employee who worked there was on a two-week holiday in Athens, leaving the office deserted. Getting in was almost too easy, she reflected as she headed toward the stairwell. No wonder the country’s security was in such disarray. Gaining access to the Marine and Army databases was decidedly harder, but again, not impossible. At least, not when you knew what you were looking for and how to bypass the firewalls. 
Her lips tightened as she disappeared into the stairwell. After spending three hours poring over pension and disability records, she had found three potential candidates on the mainland, and two on neighboring islands. She would start with them. 
Moving down the stairs, Alina wondered what Hawk was up to. He had left after their breakfast of coffee and fresh fruit, saying he had something to take care of. She sighed now as she jogged down the steps. They both clearly had their own goals today, and that was unlikely to change even if they continued to spend significant amounts of time together. Neither of them were used to working as a team, and at least in this instance, they had separate agendas. 
Reaching the ground floor, she pushed open the door with her shoulder and moved into the back corridor of the embassy. A frown crossed her face as she thought about the cryptic phone call with Charlie this morning. Why was she here? Last week she was on lock down in New Jersey, under orders to stay out of the international arena until Charlie could find the leak that led to her being pursued through the Mediterranean. Now he sent her half-way around the world. Why the sudden change?
Viper was well aware of the vastness of intelligence Charlie had access to. If there was one thing she had learned over the years, it was that Charlie knew things that no one else did, and he used that knowledge with impunity. It was part of the beast he had created with the Organization. He knew more than his assets, and he manipulated and directed them as the need arose, to keep US soldiers and citizens around the world safe. Knowledge was his weapon, and he wielded it ruthlessly. Viper never questioned it. This was the way her world worked, and her role in it was very clear. He passed select pieces of intelligence on to her, and she eliminated the targets accordingly. She did not question the orders. She performed her own research, her own planning, and her own execution. All he did was provide the initial intel. Viper had never had a reason to question his motives. 
Until now. 
She paused outside the entrance to the public area of the embassy and took a deep breath. Exhaling, she opened the door and slipped into the bustling lobby. She lowered her face and partially turned her head, obscuring her features from the camera pointed at the door. Moving confidently away from the door, she crossed the marble floor and moved through the embassy toward the entrance. No one spared her a second glance. She was just another face, making her way out after completing her business.
Two weeks ago she was identified in Damascus by people who should never have known she was there. She was pursued through Greece and Italy, again by agents who shouldn’t have known of her existence. Charlie had a leak in his Organization, and while he was working to uncover it, his assets were at risk across the globe. Viper had known this when she stepped onto the plane with Hawk forty-eight hours ago. They both knew their survival was solely in their own hands. A leak in Washington knew much more about asset movements than was safe, and their very anonymity was in question. Now, for the first time since this nightmare began, Alina found herself questioning everything, even this trip. 
Charlie was up to something, and he dispatched her and Hawk to Singapore for a purpose. It wasn’t her job to question it, but Viper found herself wondering what was so important he was risking not just her, but Hawk as well. Was this ex-soldier really so critical that Charlie was willing to expose them?
She nodded to the Marine guard at the door and stepped outside into the hot, muggy afternoon sun. A few minutes later she was passing out of the gates and striding away from the fortress-like embassy. She hailed a cab a block away and gave the driver the first address on the mainland. The questions and doubts swirling in her mind were pushed aside. For the time being, they were immaterial.
It was time to start hunting.

      [image: ]Hawk watched in the store front window as his target stepped out of the restaurant on the opposite side of the street and turned to walk the single block to his hotel. He waited until the tall man was halfway to the corner before turning and leisurely strolling along the sidewalk, two bags from designer stores in either hand. He was just another tourist out wandering the shopping district while his significant other spent his money. He glanced into the next store window, his eyes watching the man as he paused on the corner and waited to cross to his hotel. 
When Hawk got the text from Charlie this morning, telling him Sergei Kuriev was heading to Singapore, he actually chuckled to himself. For once it appeared he knew something before Charlie. It was with great relish he had responded that Sergio was already here. Hawk had seen him in the street on the way to their hotel. 
The man crossed the road, and Hawk turned to watch as he strode to the entrance of the hotel and disappeared inside. Pressing his lips together thoughtfully, Hawk turned and continued his leisurely stroll, crossing the street and walking along the pavement, his sharp blue gaze picking out the doorman and security in the alcove of the hotel. He turned his head and looked up, then stopped and turned to face the building next to him. To any observer he appeared surprised that the building was another hotel and not a store, and he turned to wander back the way he came. A small smile played on his lips as he crossed back to the other side of the street again. 
He knew just how to get to the illusive Chechen warlord. Now he just had to convince Viper that she wanted to go to another hotel for dinner tomorrow night. 
Damon strolled along the street, maintaining his slow pace even though his target was no longer in a position to see. It had been easy enough to find him. Sergei had a very specific routine which he followed every morning, no matter the weather or how late he was up the night before. Last night, while Alina ordered room service, Damon went online and found the only two restaurants that included Syrniki on the menu. This morning at eight o’clock sharp, Sergei walked into one of them, dressed in running pants and a windbreaker, fresh from the gym. Habits were maintained, even when away from home. His target was nothing if not predictable.
Damon continued down the street and turned the corner. He wondered if Charlie had

      [image: ]
      [image: ]




OEBPS/cover.jpeg
W BROWNING





OEBPS/images/5bb0dd15-12d8-4ae8-8697-d782dcf371ac.png







