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About Loyalty Before Lies




Blood is blood, and Family is family. 

But sometimes, the two can get ugly.

Alina Maschik-Miles has a problem. Viper isn’t supposed to be back, Hawk is supposed to be recuperating, and they both should be dead. And when the head of the Jersey Family makes an unexpected request, everything gets more complicated.

Michael O’Reilly is beginning to regret his choices in life, more specifically keeping his old friends close. When they try to set him up with a leggy blonde, he can’t get back to work fast enough. That is, until he comes face to face with Viper – and her suspiciously rogue intentions. 

From an ambush in Montenegro to an illegal arms deal in Naples, two things become very clear: Family is always family, but blood will always be paid with blood. And when Viper and Hawk pull Michael into their tangled operation, only one truth will stand: 

Loyalty will always precede the lies.



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








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epigraph
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Prologue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirty-Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Epilogue
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by CW Browning
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Copyright
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  
"You can do anything, but never go against the Family."Michael Corleone (The Godfather)











  
  
Prologue




Morača Canyon Highway, Montenegro

The narrow, dark road snaked along the side of the mountain, forging a remote path that, when the sun was high, offered stunning views of the river below. In the darkness, however, there was no view; only a black cavern yawning deep beside the mountain pass. Rain earlier in the day had frozen to create a deadly, slick surface in parts, making the drive through the darkness more treacherous than it should have been. Brisk, biting wind swirled around the canyon, buffeting the three trucks that crept along the highway, the chains on their tires crunching along the thin layer of ice. Occasionally the wind caused the fog to part in patches, affording a brief view of the road ahead before the hazy shroud closed in again. 

“How much further before the tunnel?”

The question came from the passenger in the last truck as he rubbed condensation from the windshield to peer ahead.

“It’s just ahead,” his driver answered.

“Good. The road on the other side should be in better shape. We will be able to make up the time we’ve lost on this ice.”

The driver grunted in reply, keeping his attention on the glow of taillights in front of him. A steep, rocky incline rose to the left of the highway while, on the right, the mountain fell in a sheer drop into the canyon. The Morača River was far below, winding its way through the mountains with turbulent currents. A nervous driver would never attempt the drive at night at that time of year. The passenger glanced at his driver. Thankfully, none of his men were nervous drivers.

The short procession went around the last bend in the road before the tunnel, and a moment later, the brake lights in front of them lit up the night. The truck shuddered to a stop as the driver pressed the brake pedal, exhaling in some relief when the truck stopped without sliding too badly.

“Now what?” the passenger muttered, reached for the walkie-talkie mounted on the dash. “Rooster, this is Henhouse. What’s the problem?” he demanded, pressing the button on the handheld analog radio.

“Henhouse, the lemons are bruised at the tunnel entrance. Hold position.”

The reply came back over some static, and the man glanced at his driver with a scowl.

“Did the drone scout spot a landslide?”

“No. It wasn’t there earlier.”

Silence fell in the cab, and they watched as two men climbed out of the truck ahead of them. One of them walked back to the passenger side, and the man rolled the window down, squinting as a blast of wind swirled in to smack him in the face.

“There’s a rockslide,” the newcomer informed him. “It’s not big. They’re clearing a path. It won’t take long.”

Just as the words left his mouth, a rapid staccato of gunfire erupted in the darkness ahead, and the man in the road cursed, swinging a rifle around from where it hung on his back. Without another word, he moved forward as swiftly as the ice would allow, the gun held firmly in his grip.

“Ambush!”

The passenger let out a string of profanity as more gunfire echoed around the rocky canyon walls.

“It’s them!” The driver exclaimed. “Bastards! Do I go help?”

“No. Our orders are to stay with the truck, no matter what.” The passenger lifted a rifle off the floor of the cab and checked the magazine. “The don has been losing too much to these shits. If we can’t get through, we save what we can.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than there was a chilling scream as one of the men from the trucks ahead went over the side of the road. His screams echoed in the night as he fell, fading the further he descended.

“We can’t just sit here,” the driver cried.

“We have orders!” the other man snapped, his face grim as the gunfire moved closer. Then, looking in the side mirror, he saw a group of shadows emerge from the fog, rifles in their hands. He let out another stream of curses. “Behind!”

The driver looked in the rearview mirror, startled, then they both ducked as bullets tore into the back and side of the truck. Throwing the truck into reverse, the driver hit the gas, backing out of the kill box. The back corner of the truck caught one of the men, throwing him towards the side of the road as the passenger angled himself out of the truck to sit in the window. He raised his rifle and began firing at the other men.

“Get down!” His driver yelled at him, but he ignored him, continuing to fire into the group of would-be hijackers.

Two of them were thrown back against the rocks as his bullets tore into their heads and chests, while a third dove out of the way as the truck accelerated past. The passenger scowled as he fired two rounds into the man’s belly before ducking back into the cab when the return fire pinged off the roof of the truck.

“Get us out of here!” he gasped, ducking as a bullet hit the top corner of the windshield, punching a hole in the glass and going through to hit the window frame.

The driver grunted, pressing the accelerator more and speeding backward away from the battle raging around them.

In the dark shadows before them, against the mountain incline next to the road, a man crawled towards the prone figure laying with blood seeping out of his belly. He reached him, examining the gaping wound in his stomach, blanching at the sight.

“I’m dying, Jovan,” the man gasped, gripping the other man’s hand surprisingly tightly. “It’s no good.”

Jovan nodded grimly. “Yes.”

“Shoot me,” the man rasped, releasing his hand. “End it quickly.”

Jovan hesitated, but the plea in his companions eyes proved too much. He pulled out his pistol, swallowing.

“Wait!” The man reached for his hand again, gripping it. “Tell Andrej . . .”

“Yes? Tell Andrej what?”

“Tell Andrej . . ” his voice was fading and his breathing was becoming more labored. “Beware . . .”

Jovan frowned and leaned closer. “What? Beware of what?”

“Beware . . . The Cleric.”

The man exhaled and let go of Jovan’s hand with the air of someone who had just released a great weight. His body relaxed, and he nodded.

“Do it,” he whispered.

A moment later, a single pistol shot joined the echoes of gunfire in the lonely mountain pass.








  
  
Chapter One




Rio Grande, New Jersey

Damon Miles watched as his wife sipped the red Bordeaux, one hand resting on a highly polished mahogany bar. He should have known when she suggested a ride down to the southern tip of New Jersey that there would be a reason. There was always a reason with Viper. In this case, the reason was a winery. 

“What made you decide to try Hawk Haven Winery today?” Lou, the man standing on the other side of the bar, smiled at them both in a friendly way as he set the wine bottle down.

“It was the name,” Alina said, lowering the glass. She glanced at Damon. “It’s a good Bordeaux.”

“Of course it is,” he murmured, picking up his own tasting glass. “She has a thing for hawks,” he told Lou with a quick smile before sipping the dark red wine.

“Ah! Well, we have a lot of them around here,” Lou said cheerfully.

“More than you know,” Alina said under her breath, causing Damon to choke as he swallowed his mouthful of wine. “This is a really nice Bordeaux,” she said to Lou, only a faint tremor in her voice.

“That’s part of our Signature series,” he told her. “It’s made entirely of grapes grown here. You know, the soil conditions in the vineyard are very similar to those in France, which is how we can produce such a great bottle.”

“I’m familiar with the Bordeaux region in France,” she said, sipping the wine again.

“Oh? Have you spent time there?”

“You could say that.”

Damon’s lips quivered in amusement, and he firmly repressed the smile, opting instead to taste the wine again. It was a good Bordeaux, which was fortunate because he had a strong suspicion that they would be ordering several cases to be shipped back to the ranch. He was a bit surprised to find that New Jersey produced such a good wine, but he supposed he really shouldn’t be. If there was one thing he’d learned in the past five years, it was that New Jersey consistently had the ability to surprise him.

The heavy wooden door to the tasting room opened behind them, letting in a blast of fresh, cold air. Damon turned his head to watch as three men entered. One was dressed in a suit and tailored wool overcoat, one in dark pants and a more casual coat, while the third, and youngest, was wearing black slacks and a casual bomber jacket. Lou straightened up sharply at the sight of them and Damon caught his quick hand motion to a woman in the adjoining room. His interest piqued, Damon turned his attention back to the three men just in time to see Alina stiffen beside him. His shoulders immediately tightened in reaction, and he set down his glass, all traces of amusement evaporating as the door swung closed behind the newcomers.

“Good afternoon!” The woman emerged from behind the counter in the next room, hurrying into the tasting room with a big smile on her face. “It’s wonderful to see you again! Why don’t you come into the back where the private tastings are? You’ll be more comfortable there.”

The younger man in the jacket shook his head slightly, and the one in the suit smiled at her amiably.

“Thank you, but we’re happy to join this couple in here,” he said in a low, calm voice. “That is, if they don’t mind?”

He looked at Alina politely, and she smiled faintly. Damon noted that Viper’s mask, which she wore so well, was firmly in place and suppressed a silent sigh. She knew them. Of course she did.

“Of course not,” she murmured, turning back to her wine.

The man moved to the bar with the younger one while the last of their party went to stand near the back of the room, his face emotionless. Damon glanced at him, turning sideways so that he could keep an eye on him. He didn’t like having people behind him on a good day, and something told him that this was suddenly no longer a good day.

Lou produced two more tasting glasses and set them on the bar before the two men. His voice was fairly steady when he asked them which menu they’d like to taste today, but Damon noted the very slight tremor in his hands as he set the glasses on the bar.

“We’ll have the same one they are,” the younger man said with a nod towards Alina and Damon. “No need to complicate things.”

Alina lifted her glass and finished her wine.

“You’ll enjoy the Bordeaux,” she told him with a flick of those dark, emotionless eyes. “And if you don’t, your father certainly will.”

The silence that fell was deafening and Damon swallowed a laugh. The boy looked stunned while the older man with him looked as though he’d swallowed a lemon.

“My father?” the young man asked, leaning forward to look past the other man at Alina. “Do I know you?”

“Not yet, but it appears that you’re about to.”

“How do you know what my father likes?” he demanded, a very faintly antagonistic tone entering his voice.

Alina gave him what Damon could only describe as her deadly smile. “We have similar palettes.”

“We’ll start with the Bordeaux,” the older man told Lou calmly, forestalling any response the young man might have been inclined to give.

Lou nodded and picked up the bottle, turning to pour some into the younger man’s glass first, then the other.

“If you’re going to continue with the red selection, I’ve just noticed that the next wine, our Syrah, isn’t where it should be,” he told them. “I’ll just go get a bottle from the back.”

The older man nodded, and Lou shot Alina and Damon a comical mix of a smile and look of warning before disappearing through the door to the adjoining room. He grabbed the woman and the two went through another door on the far side of the building, leaving the five people alone in the tasting room.

There was a long moment of silence, then Damon heard Alina release a soft exhale. The older man on her other side also heard it and turned to face her, an apologetic smile on his face.

“I would like to introduce you to Vincenzo, but I’m not very clear on your name,” he told her. “Frankie calls you Raven, but you signed your message a few weeks ago with a V.”

Damon stiffened again. Solitto! He should have known!

“Raven is fine,” Alina said calmly beside him. “No need to complicate things.”

A laugh sprang to the man’s lips and he nodded, looking at Damon.

“I’m sorry. We’re not being polite. I’m Anthony Caruso,” he said, holding his hand out to Damon.

“Becker,” Damon said, gripping it. “Hans Becker.”

“And this is Vincenzo Solitto,” Anthony said, releasing his hand and motioning to the young man. “We all call him Vinny.”

Alina and Damon shook Vinny’s hand, and there was nothing now but friendly curiosity in the younger man’s eyes.

“A pleasure.” Alina turned her gaze back to Frankie Solitto’s consigliere. “How did you know we were here?”

“I saw you in Atlantic City last night,” he said easily. “I was surprised to see you back in Jersey.”

“I don’t see why,” she said cooly. “I was born and raised here. I lived here half my life.”

“But not now?” Vinny asked.

Alina looked at him but didn’t answer. Anthony cleared his throat in the awkward silence, then sipped his wine.

“Very good,” he murmured, setting the glass down. A smile curved his lips and he nodded at Alina. “You’re right. Frankie will like it. I’ll take a case to him and tell him it was on your recommendation.”

“Is that supposed to be a good thing?” Damon muttered, earning a laughing look from Alina and a slight frown from Anthony. Vinny’s eyes flashed and he stiffened, straightening up a bit.

“Mr. Caruso, what do you want?” Alina asked quickly before Vinny could weigh in on Damon’s less than polite remark.

“Please, it’s Tony,” Anthony told her with that easy smile. “Frankie respects you, and so do I.”

“All right, Tony, what do you want? I know you didn’t follow me from Atlantic City just to taste some wine.”

“No. As much as I do enjoy a good Bordeaux, I prefer scotch myself,” he agreed with a flash of white teeth. “I’ve been asked by Frankie to have a discussion with you.”

“He sent his consigliere?” Alina raised her eyebrows. “I’m honored.”

“After the events of last month, Frankie believes that it’s the only way, moving forward, for us to come to amicable terms.”

“Amicable terms?” Alina repeated, amused. “I wasn’t aware that we were on unamicable terms. I thought that issue was resolved.”

“It was. There are other aspects to discuss, though, and Frankie . . . well, he wants to show you the respect that he figures you’ve earned over the years.”

Damon glanced at the man still standing like a statue at the back of the room.

“If this is all so amicable, why is his top enforcer glaring at us from over yonder?” he asked. “It doesn’t feel very friendly.”

Vinny started laughing at that. “And yet, you don’t look worried,” he pointed out.

“I’m not.”

Instead of being intimidated, Vinny chuckled again and looked at Anthony.

“They’re fun, Tony!” he exclaimed in some surprise. “You didn’t tell me they were fun.” Then he looked at Damon and Alina again. “Stefan isn’t glaring at you. He always looks like that.”

“He does,” Alina admitted to Damon, her eyes dancing. “His expression doesn’t change much, even when he’s shot in the arm.”

Stefan flinched at that and glowered at her. Alina smiled back with her feline smile that never quite reached her eyes.

“No hard feelings,” she murmured.

He grunted in response and Vinny grinned.

“See? He’s not trying to start anything,” he told them.

“Then why is he here?” Damon asked.

“To protect me. My pops is very careful.”

Damon raised his eyebrows. “Protect you? From who?”

An awkward silence fell over the room and then Alina’s shoulders began to shake as she started to laugh. She turned to look at Damon, her brown eyes dancing.

“From me.”


      [image: ]Rotterdam, the Netherlands

Bernardo Giannantonio looked up from his plate of veal cheek with shrimp and arancini when a waiter apologetically approached the table where he was dining with two business associates. The waiter murmured an apology as he handed him a folded piece of paper before backing away silently. Bernardo frowned and opened it, reading the message swiftly before raising his eyes to the inquiring looks of his companions.

“I apologize,” he said, removing his napkin from his lap and patting his lips. “There is someone I must speak to. It’s quite urgent. Please excuse me for a moment.”

He pushed his chair back and stood as they murmured their assent. As he turned away from the table, Bernardo reflected wryly that they were no doubt about to discuss ways to undercut his share while he was gone from the table. A couple of piranhas, those two, and they hated him. It didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was that he was a shark, and it wouldn’t make any difference what they came up with. They were getting pushed out by his board even now as they ate dinner and drank a €400 bottle of wine. By morning, they would be broke.

Bernardo strode through the dining room and entered the lounge at the far end. Inside, a tall man was sitting at the bar, sipping a pint of lager. Bernardo joined him, sliding onto the stool next to him and ordering a scotch from the bartender.

“Well?” he asked after the bartender had moved away to pour his drink.

“I found the two drivers who were originally scheduled to pick up the shipping container,” the man said in a low voice.

“It’s about time,” Bernardo muttered. “It’s been three weeks!”

“We didn’t have much to go on,” the other man muttered. “They’re freelancers, and not regular drivers.”

“Well? What did they say?” Bernardo asked as the bartender set a scotch before him.

The other man waited for the bartender to walk away before answering.

“They don’t know what happened. Their stories match. We interviewed them separately, and they both said the same thing. They were on the way to the docks when they stopped to help a young woman who had been in a car accident. That’s all they remember. They woke up in an abandoned shack not far from the road ten hours later.”

Bernardo stared at him in silence for a moment, then reached for his drink.

“What did the woman look like?”

“They don’t know.” The man shook his head. “They think she might have had black hair, but neither one will swear to it. The only thing they can say for certain is that she was driving an old, beat-up Volvo that had been hit in the front corner. It was tan, they think.”

“They think?” Bernardo cursed under his breath. “Is there anything they do know?”

The man flashed a humorless grin. “They know they were knocked out and woke up in a shack,” he offered. “Some kind of drug. It must have been injected into them.”

“What about the men at the gates of the port?” Bernardo asked after taking a swig of his scotch. “Surely, they must have noticed a woman driving a truck in to pick up a container. There can’t be that many female truck drivers out there.”

But the other man shook his head.

“No woman was seen driving a truck onto the docks that day,” he told him. “In fact, no woman was seen at all, not until Interpol arrived after the container was opened. There were several female detectives and police then, but none before.”

“So we have nothing?”

“Not really,” the man admitted. “Unfortunately, that stretch of road doesn’t have CCTV cameras, and the one on the adjoining highway didn’t capture the truck pulling on.”

Bernardo cursed again and tossed back the rest of his drink.

“Your payment will be deposited by midnight,” he said, standing.

“Sorry I couldn’t find more,” the man said with a shrug. “It’s like a ghost took the truck.”

“A ghost who maybe has black hair,” Bernardo muttered, turning away.

He left the bar to go back to the table, his lips pulled into a grim line. What a waste of time and money! He hadn’t learned anything about the woman who Mars swore was the one behind all three of The Brothers disappearing, along with the exposure of an entire shipment. He had been very explicit in his expectations of Bernardo: Find the woman and bring her to him. Given the numerous failures Bernardo had been subject to over the past three months, this was supposed to be his redemption. It was his last chance to prove to Mars that he was worth keeping alive.

Instead, he had nothing.

Except that now he knew that Mars wasn’t crazy and there really was a woman involved in all this, as improbable as that had seemed. Not only was she real, but she really had driven an empty shipping container to the drop for Mario. They had recovered it at the warehouse. Unfortunately, that was all they had recovered. Despite several blood stains throughout the area, not one body had been recovered. Everyone who went to that warehouse three weeks ago had disappeared, Mario included.

Alfi was right. She was a ghost. A ghost who just appeared at will and turned everyone around her into ghosts as well.

Bernardo’s step checked. Except the truck drivers. She’d left them alive. Why?

He resumed his walk back to the table. Why leave the drivers alive when they could identify her? Not that they’d been able to, mind, but she didn’t know that. It seemed sloppy, and yet nothing else about this fiasco was sloppy. In fact, he’d say that it had been executed with surgical precision.

He let out an impatient curse under his breath. None of that mattered. He had to find her, or at least find a lead on her, before his meeting with Mars in Switzerland next weekend. If he didn’t have something to give him, Bernardo wasn’t confident in his continued good health.

He must find the ghost.








  
  
Chapter Two




“No offense, you understand,” Tony said to Alina. “It’s just a precaution. I’m sure that you understand.” 

“None taken,” Viper responded calmly. “It’s a valid precaution, and one that Frankie is wise to take.”

“Oh? Why’s that?” Vinny demanded.

“You cost eight men their lives, got Stefan shot, and almost started a war between me and your father. Frankie knows that didn’t sit well with me.”

She met his gaze steadily and never flinched as she made that statement. Damon stood close behind her, and at her calm statement, she felt him shift and pick up his glass of wine hurriedly. With a sinking heart, she knew he would have something to say about her baiting Frankie Solitto’s son and heir to the family business, and none of it would be good.

“Yeah, well, Vinny still has a lot to learn,” Tony said quickly, casting the younger man a swift look of warning. “That’s why he’s here. To learn. And keep his mouth shut.”

Vinny rolled his eyes and turned to the glass of wine before him, picking it up and sipping morosely. He raised his eyebrows in surprise a second later and sipped again.

“This is a good Bordeaux!” he exclaimed.

Tony looked at Viper, a smile pulling at his lips. “See? There’s hope for him yet.”

“Hmm.” She made a noncommitted sound and glanced behind her at Damon to find him staring at the bottles on the wall behind the bar, refusing to look at her. She knew he was fighting back laughter, and a flash of amusement went through her. So much for their relaxing weekend away.

“What does Frankie want?” she asked, turning her attention back to Tony, her momentary flash of amusement gone with the reminder that they were intruding on her time with her husband.

“He requests, respectfully, that you leave his godson to him,” Anthony said soberly, his eyes steady on hers. “He got your message about burning it all to the ground, and frankly, we support that one hundred percent. What you do beyond Dominic Giannantonio is up to you and done with his well wishes. But he asks that you let him handle Dominic.”

Alina stared at him in silence, aware that Damon had straightened up abruptly behind her. The fact that Tony was even here, asking for her restraint in a very respectful and polite manner on behalf of the head of the New Jersey Mob, spoke volumes for what they knew she was capable of. She should have been flattered, but she wasn’t. She didn’t feel anything.

Except the hollow weight of fury that she’d felt when she shone a light over the faces of kids crammed into a shipping container like cargo.

“I can’t do that,” she said flatly.

“Try,” Anthony suggested quietly. “Frankie is very emotional these days. He lost his nephew, then he found out that both his nephew and godson were not only traitors to the Family, but traitors to everything the Solitto Family believes in. We don’t condone what they did, or what they were part of. This Family has always had strict rules about women and kids.” He exhaled. “It was bad enough that they went against the Family. But then they went against basic human dignity. Frankie is very upset over this one. It’s best to leave him to it.”

Alina was silent for a long moment, her face carefully devoid of any emotion. Then she shifted her gaze to Vinny consideringly. When Tony mentioned Enzo, whom she’d killed three months before without knowing who he was, the young man had grown still. There was fire in his eyes, but she didn’t think that it was directed at her. In fact, she had a strong suspicion that young Vinny was just as appalled about what was in that shipping container as they were.

After another moment of silence, she shifted her gaze back to Anthony.

“I hear what you’re saying,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “Tell Frankie I’ll take it under advisement. But, unfortunately, Dominic wandered into deep waters that I am very familiar with. If he starts to drown in them, I’m not likely to throw him a line.”

Anthony exhaled and nodded.

“It’s an emotional situation,” he conceded, his voice low. “Those photos were . . . well, I can imagine how I would have felt opening that container and finding that, and I’m generally considered the calm, rational one.”

“That’s your job,” she said, “as consigliere.”

“Yes.” He sighed and lifted his eyes to hers. “Just give it some thought. I’m sure you’ll realize the wisdom of letting us take care of Dominic. He’s too far below a person of . . . your skills. Frankly, from what I’ve seen, it would be a waste of your time and energy.”

“Well, that we can agree on.”

Anthony smiled suddenly. “I have a feeling, Raven, that there are many things we can agree on,” he said thoughtfully. “We’re not so very different, you and I. We’re the calm ones.”

“If you think that, you don’t know her very well,” Damon said behind her, drawing a laugh from Anthony.

“Perhaps reasonable is a better word.”

They all turned as Lou emerged from the back and crossed the adjoining room to enter the tasting room with a bottle in his hand.

“We’ll take two cases of the Bordeaux,” Anthony told him as he entered. “I think Mr. Solitto will appreciate it as a change from the Cabernet Franc.”

Lou nodded and motioned to the woman who had followed him in.

“Janet will have it carried out to your car,” he told him.

Anthony nodded his thanks, then turned to face Alina, holding out his hand. She took it firmly.

“It was a pleasure,” he told her with an easy smile. “I hope that one day we can all sit and enjoy a bottle of wine together. Perhaps on the beach, when the weather warms up again, and all this unpleasantness is behind us.”

“I’d like that,” Alina said with a smile, and with a shock, she realized that she actually meant it. Somehow, sitting on the beach sipping wine with Frankie sounded like a fun time.

“And, of course, your boyfriend is welcome as well,” Tony added with a flash of white teeth, extending his hand to Damon. “Frankie likes you. Says you’re a man he can talk to.”

“To be fair, I didn’t give him much of a choice,” Damon said, shaking his hand.

Anthony chuckled and turned to nod to Vinny before moving towards the door. Vinny began to follow him, then paused and turned back to Alina. After a second’s hesitation, he held his hand out to her, his eyes meeting hers.

“I made a mistake three months ago,” he told her, his voice steady. “I’ll admit when I fu— screw up, and I did. I can be . . .”

“Stupid?” Damon suggested helpfully.

“Shortsighted,” Vinny said with a flash of irritation. “Like Tony said, I have a lot to learn still. But I will.”

Alina grasped his offered hand.

“I hope so,” she said, her voice even. “Your father is a smart man. Learn what you can, while you can, because life is very short sometimes.”

“Is that a threat?” he demanded, releasing her hand.

She chuckled. “No. Just an observation from someone who has seen much more than you.”

Vinny stared at her hard for a moment, then nodded and turned to nod in parting to Damon. Damon inclined his head, and they watched as he followed Anthony out the door. Stefan shot Alina an assessing look, then a faint smile cracked his face.

“He’s just a kid,” he told her. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. That’s the only reason he’s walking out of here untouched.”

He nodded and turned to go out the door. As the door closed behind him, Alina glanced at Damon to find his blue eyes somber. She hesitated, then turned back to the bar, her expression once again neutral. Damon joined her as Lou uncorked the new bottle of Syrah as if nothing had interrupted the tasting.

“This is also part of our Signature series,” he told them, pouring the wine into their glasses. “It’s a bit spicier than the Bordeaux. I love it with a good spicy gumbo or paella.”

Alina reached for the glass, her hand steady. Damon had never flinched beside her, and she knew that they had presented a united and formidable front to Frankie Solitto’s consigliere. Damon would always have her back, and she knew that.

But she also knew that until today, he’d had no idea that she was focused on Dominic Giannantonio.

She sipped the wine and glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. His face was relaxed, but she could feel the tension coming from him. Suddenly, she would rather sit down with Anthony and Frankie a thousand times before having to answer the questions that she knew would be coming from Hawk.
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Damon finished pouring wine into two glasses and glanced over to where Alina was standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out at the view of a choppy Atlantic Ocean. When they left the winery, she’d been quiet, even more quiet than usual. She hadn’t said more than a handful of words on the forty-minute drive back to Atlantic City, but when he pulled into the parking garage of the hotel, she suggested they walk on the beach.

He set the bottle of wine down and picked up the glasses. If he kept a bucket list, he supposed he could now check off walking along the Jersey shore, but he really didn’t think it was worth all the hype. Especially on a frigid February afternoon. When they got back to the hotel, he couldn’t feel his face, but Alina hadn’t seemed to mind. In fact, the sound of the ocean and the biting wind whipping off the water had seemed to cheer her up.

“I don’t know how you can enjoy winter at the Jersey shore,” he said, joining her at the window and handing her one of the glasses. “Are you a polar bear?”

She took the wine with a laugh. “It’s in my blood. And it’s really not that cold, Damon. You spent half the year in Russia and Belarus. You can’t honestly be complaining about thirty degrees.”

“Just because I’m used to it doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“Fair,” she conceded.

They were quiet for a moment, sipping the wine and looking out over the ocean. The sun was setting, painting the sky with various shades of golden yellow and deeper pinks. The colors reflected on the waves below, turning the green-blue ocean into a palette of color that Damon had to admit was beautiful. It wasn’t the stunning colors of the tropics, but it had a wildness to it that was mesmerizing. He glanced at his wife, his lips curving. Somewhat like Viper on a good day.

“Do you miss it?” he asked softly.

She looked at him in surprise, her eyes widening. “The shore?”

“New Jersey.”

Alina turned her gaze back to the ocean thoughtfully.

“I miss parts of it,” she said after a moment, “but not all of it. It’s part of who I was, not who I am now.”

Damon moved away to set his glass on the coffee table. “I think it’s still more of you than you think.”

She didn’t answer and he looked at her, standing at the window with her glass in her hand. Her back was straight, and she appeared relaxed, but Damon knew just how quickly that body could coil and spring like the well-trained weapon that it was.

“You’re not really thinking of going after Dominic, are you?” he asked after a long moment.

The question fell heavily in the silence and she didn’t answer for a long moment. When she finally did, her voice was low and void of any emotion.

“You didn’t see those kids in that container.”

Something like shock went through him and Damon stared hard at the back of her head. It wasn’t their job to police the evil in the world. They’d been trained with a very specific purpose in mind, and that purpose did not include picking their own targets based on emotion. And, as flat and unemotional as her voice had been, Damon knew that Alina was furious with what she’d found in that shipping container three weeks before.

He exhaled and shifted his gaze to the ocean sunset. If Viper was serious, they had a big problem on their hands. It wasn’t just about Dominic and human trafficking. It was about the muddy ethical waters she would be wading into, and Charlie’s reaction when he found out. It was a whole can of nothing good that she would open, and Hawk didn’t want to know what the end result would be.

“What the hell are we doing here, Viper?” he asked after a long moment. “We could be far away, in the Caribbean. Or in Bali. Why did you insist on dragging me to Atlantic City?”

“Well, you tend to get your panties all in a bunch when I come to Jersey alone, so I brought you along this time,” she said, turning her head to look at him with a twisted smile.

“That’s because you get yourself into trouble every time you come to Jersey.”

“And now you can keep me out of it.” She turned from the window and sighed. “I just needed to feel the ocean on my face. And have a decent slice of pizza,” she added almost as an afterthought.

“You don’t eat junk food.”

“No, but sometimes even I want a good slice of pepperoni.” She shrugged. “And the ocean is part of me.”

“You can feel the ocean on your face in Bali, where it’s significantly warmer,” he told her as she walked over to set her glass on the table next to his.

“True, but the pizza isn’t as good.”

Damon looked down at her, amused. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, but he didn’t miss the slight flush that stained her cheeks at the mention of Bali. She might not remember everything that happened the last time they were there, but he certainly did. And he had every intention getting his Jersey Girl back there for a repeat.

“You have to pick a date, you know. A bet’s a bet, and the Eagles are not playing tomorrow in the Super Bowl.”

“Not for lack of trying,” she muttered. “The refs lost that game, not the Birds. And they still put up thirty points!”

“And New Orleans put up thirty-three. You owe me a grand, and a week in Bali.”

“It’s a long weekend, not a whole week,” she told him. “Don’t go trying to change it. A bet’s a bet.”

“That’s right. It is,” he agreed easily. “You can’t blame me for trying, though.”

“Sometimes you’re worse than a teenager, you know that?”

He grinned and slid his arms around her. “So when are we going?”

“We’ll go! But not right now. Right now, I’m hungry.” She looked at her watch. “And our dinner reservations are in an hour. I’m going to have a shower.”

She pulled away and turned to cross the sitting room of the suite and head into the bedroom. Damon watched her go with a frown, his amusement evaporating. He picked up his wine and swallowed the rest of it in one gulp, his eyes on the bedroom door. Alina had been dodging the question of Bali for two weeks, ever since her Philadelphia Eagles lost the NFC Championship game. Their bet had been made after they won their first playoff game. With each win, he’d added a day to the Bali trip just for the fun of seeing her blush each time. His wife liked to keep a tight lid on her wild side, but when he got her into the sun, his Jersey Girl took over. And he loved that Jersey Girl just as much as the smart and clinical assassin that he’d married.

But something had shifted in the past couple of months. The Jersey Girl was more and more elusive, and suddenly work was taking more and more of Viper’s time. Work that she wasn’t even supposed to be doing. They were semiretired, but she didn’t seem inclined to acknowledge that anymore.

Damon set down his empty glass and went over to the case of wine they’d brought back from Cape May. Four other cases were being shipped to their home in Oklahoma, but this one had come with them. He bent down to pick it up and move it over to the corner, away from the door.

Maybe he was just out of sorts because Charlie had him on the bench again after he’d set his recuperation back. Their boss was being cautious with Hawk, and he could appreciate that. However, any more delays and his long op as The Cuban would begin to suffer. Right now he had Pedro running things, but that couldn’t last forever. He had to get back into the game.

Damon set the case down and straightened up, grimacing involuntarily when sharp pain shot through his chest cavity from his sore ribs. The flash of pain took his breath away, then he started at a sharp exclamation from the direction of the bedroom.

“Hawk!”

He bit back a groan, looking at Alina guiltily as she strode towards him with a fierce frown on her face.

“What? I’m fine,” he told her.

“That didn’t look fine. You shouldn’t be lifting heavy things with those ribs. The doctor said you shouldn’t.”

“The doctor also said to ice them every night, but you don’t see me doing that either,” he muttered as she reached him. “The ribs are fine.”

Alina ignored him and pushed up his sweater unceremoniously, exposing his flat stomach and wide chest. He couldn’t stop the grin that stretched across his face.

“Stop grinning like that,” she muttered, her fingers gently probing the ribs that had been swollen and sore for two weeks following his somewhat imprudent lifting of an unconscious assassin. The swelling was gone now, but some discoloration remained. “I’m not trying to seduce you.”

“Are you sure?” he murmured. “You’re the one ripping my shirt off.”

“Up, not off,” she retorted, her voice trembling. “If I was going to seduce you, trust me, you’d know. I don’t feel anything, so I think you’re still good.”

“You’re being ridiculous, you know,” he told her as she finished probing the tender ribs.

“You’re ridiculous for pretending that you don’t have four broken ribs.”

“I don’t have four broken ribs,” he muttered, pushing his sweater down again as her hands left his torso. “I have four healed ribs that are still a little sore.”

“Until they’re not sore, you have to take it easy.”

Damon looked at her in astonishment as she told him that gem with a perfectly serious face.

“Pot? Kettle?” he demanded.

She blinked. “What? I don’t have broken ribs.”

Damon pointed to her left leg. “You have a GSW that you got the same time I strained my ribs! Yet here you are, running four miles every morning.”

Alina snorted but avoided looking directly at him.

“That’s different. It was just a flesh wound.”

Damon stared down at her, torn between amusement and annoyance. “I don’t understand why you’re making such a big deal out of a little swelling when I’ve had much, much worse, and you know it.”

“Why? Because I’m the one who dragged you out of that hellhole! I saw the condition you were in!”

“Technically the gunny dragged me out of the hellhole,” he pointed out.

The look he received in response to that was from Viper, not his loving wife, and Damon inwardly grimaced.

“Semantics,” she snapped. “I was there, and I didn’t know if you would survive the helicopter, let alone the trip back to where I could get you the medical care you needed.”

“It’s no different from me pulling you out of the Atlantic half dead,” he shot back as a flash of anger went through him. “At least I walked out. You weren’t even conscious, so don’t play like I don’t know how it feels.”

Heavy silence fell between them as they glared at each other. Damon could feel the tension but couldn’t seem to get past his sudden anger to try to diffuse it. She was acting like he’d strained his ribs on purpose three weeks ago, purposefully setting his recovery back. She’d been acting like it ever since they left Rotterdam and she discovered the swelling and discoloration. Whatever he’d been expecting from her, this certainly wasn’t it, and he was suddenly furious over it. He was furious that he was benched while she was working, and he was furious that she was treating him like a child. But, most of all, he was furious that they were even fighting over something so minor.

After a long silence, Alina rubbed her face and Viper’s mask fell away.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, her eyes meeting his.

With those two words, Damon felt the anger and tension disappear as quickly as they had surfaced, and he exhaled. Without a word, he cupped her face with his hands and lowered his lips to hers. As soon as they touched, he felt the tension leave her and she leaned into him, her arms going around him to pull him close.

The fire that ignited between them was unexpected, and something that he hadn’t felt in what seemed like a long time. He dropped his hands to her hips, pulling her against him as the feeling washed over them. Anger and frustration were replaced with pure, raw passion, and Damon was more than willing to trade one for the other. His mouth slanted over hers demandingly and his desire was fueled a second later when she made a low, almost haunting sound deep in her throat. Hooking his fingers under the bottom of her shirt, he started to pull it up, needing to feel her skin.

“Damon . . .” she gasped as his lips left hers to trail down to her neck.

“Hmm?”

“Dinner . . . we have reservations . . .”

“We’ll skip it.”

A low laugh went through her and Alina pulled away, pushing on his shoulders.

“But I’m hungry!”

“So am I,” he said, pulling her back to him.

It was a few moments later that she pulled away again, breathless and laughing.

“I’m serious!” she gasped. “I want steak.”

“Steak?” he stared down at her in bemusement. “That’s what you’re thinking about right now? Steak?”

“No, but—”

His lips covered hers again. “Good,” he murmured against them.

“Hawk!” She pushed against him again. “Do you have any idea what it took to even get the reservations? They were booked solid!”

“Then they won’t have any trouble filling the table, will they?”

Her laughter filled the room and she grabbed his wrist, twisting his arm away from her. He moved reflexively, countering her move, and trying to get her back into his arms. A brief skirmish ensued and a second later, they were fully disengaged, facing each other, breathing heavily and laughing.

“Nice move with your hip,” he told her. “It threw me right off balance.”

“It was supposed to. Come on. We have half an hour to get dressed like adults and get down the boardwalk,” she said, spinning around and heading for the bedroom. “Time to move.”

Damon watched her go, fighting both frustration and confusion. If he didn’t know better, he’d think that she was rattled by the passion that just flared between them. But after four years, that was hardly likely. He frowned as he moved to follow her.

Was it?








  
  
Chapter Three




Marlton, NJ

Michael O’Reilly sighed and switched off the engine, staring at the house in front of him. He’d found parking at the curb in front, but he wasn’t sure how. Cars were lined up on both sides of the street and packing the driveway. It was a full house for the Super Bowl. Not surprising, really. Blake and Stephanie loved throwing parties almost as much as people seemed to love going to them. Why should the Super Bowl be any different? 

He rubbed his face tiredly. Why was he here? He didn’t care much about the game and cared even less about socializing with a bunch of Feds and parents. He didn’t know why he’d come, except that Blake had asked him weeks ago and he didn’t really know how to get out of it. Part of him had been hoping he’d be called away this weekend, but Charlie had been suspiciously quiet the past couple of weeks. There had been no easy excuse to duck out of this, and so here he was.

Michael sat behind the wheel, a frown on his face. He would almost rather be with Lina and Damon, wherever they were, and that was saying something. A flash of amusement went through him. Or maybe it was understandable. They were probably somewhere exotic and warm, soaking up sun on a beach. Belize, perhaps? One place he could almost guarantee that they weren’t was in the cold and miserable Northeast. They were too smart for that.

The amusement faded as quickly as it had come. He hadn’t seen either of them in over three weeks, and the only reason he’d seen them then was because their respective operations for the Organization had run into each other. The last he’d seen of Alina, she was driving away in a silver sports car, leaving him with a shipping container filled with trafficked kids. He’d seen Damon later that night in Amsterdam, limping, but otherwise in seemingly good health. Amazing, really, considering Michael had pulled him out of a Russian gulag in December. His lips pursed thoughtfully. In fact, the SEAL had seemed as if nothing had happened at all. Was he even human? Was Alina? By rights, neither of them should be alive.

Especially Alina.

His mood soured with the thought. She’d died in an explosion in the Atlantic Ocean four years ago, or so everyone thought. He was the only one who knew the truth. And not only did he know the truth, but he had actually been forced into working with her twice now.

His eyes shifted back to the house in front him. If Blake’s wife, Stephanie, knew, she’d want to kill him, not have him over for a Super Bowl party. And he honestly wouldn’t blame her. While she still blamed herself for her best friend’s death on that cursed yacht, he’d left Alina very much alive and well in Rotterdam just a few weeks ago. While Stephanie had named her daughter after her dead friend, the original had gone back to her life without a backward glance. That was bad enough, but even worse was that Michael was now drawn into the lie. If Stephanie ever found out, she’d think they were all in it together, and that Michael was one of them. But that couldn’t be further from the truth.

Michael never heard from Alina until it was unavoidable. She’d made it very clear that she didn’t approve of him working for the same organization that she did, nor did she want to have much to do with him. The only reason they ran into each other at all was because he was tasked with gathering the intel that The Cuban needed for his long-term, undercover op.

And that irritated Michael more than everything else combined, if he was brutally honest with himself. Just to add insult to injury, not only did she think it was perfectly fine for everyone to believe that she was dead, but she fully expected him to play along. Even as he acknowledged the irony of being mad that she didn’t want to be friends while also being furious with her for her lies, Michael was conscious of a feeling of guilt. She’d tried to explain in a shack in Ukraine, but he’d been too angry to listen. She said it was necessary for them to believe she was dead to save their lives, and he’d told her she was full of it. That was the last they’d discussed it. He still, to this day, didn’t know why she’d allowed them all to believe a lie four years ago. All he knew was that she truly believed it was necessary.

Michael blew out his cheeks and looked at the house again. He didn’t want to go in there. And, as much as she drove him crazy, he admitted to himself that he’d rather hunt down Viper and Hawk and get embroiled in one of their fiascos than go to a Super Bowl party filled with people who didn’t have any idea what went on beyond the borders of New Jersey.

He reached for the key still in the ignition. He’d tell Blake that something had come up. What was one more lie added to the granddaddy of all lies?

Before he could start the engine and leave, however, the front door opened and Blake Hanover came out carrying two bottles of Yuengling. Michael swore softly and pulled the key from the ignition. Too late. He was caught.

He climbed out of the truck and went around the back of the bed to start across the front lawn, meeting his old Marine buddy in the middle of the front yard.

“It’s about time you showed up!” Blake greeted him, handing him one of the beers. “What were you doing sitting in the truck?”

“I was just taking care of a work issue,” Michael lied, looking over Blake’s shoulder as a dog’s head appeared on the other side of the screen door. A second later, the door swung open and a pitbull bounded out and across the lawn. “Buddy’s out.”

Blake swung around and cursed while Michael laughed. The dog was barreling towards them, his jowls flapping in the wind, and Michael swore he was laughing. Reaching Michael, Buddy reared up on his back legs, planted his front paws on Michael’s chest, and reached to lick his face.

“Buddy! Down!” Blake said sharply and the dog dropped to his feet, sitting down and gazing up at Blake adoringly. “He recently learned to open the doors. We think he learned from watching Lina. Luckily, he only goes out when we’re out here.”

“Smart boy!” Michael said, bending to rub Buddy behind his ears. “It looks like you have a full house,” he said, glancing up at Blake.

“Yeah, well, you know how it is.” Blake started towards the house. “I invited some of the guys from work, Steph invited some of her old friends, and next thing you know, this is the place to watch the game.”

“How’s Lina handling it?”

“Oh, she’s at her grandparents for the night. They jump at any chance they get to spoil her. She’s probably having ice cream and waffles for dinner.”

“Living her best life.”

Blake nodded, then reached out to grab Michael’s arm as they reached the porch.

“Turn your phone off.”

Michael stared at him. “What?”

“You heard me. Turn it off.” Blake sipped his beer and stared back at him calmly. “I know you. Work controls you anymore. You’ll get a call and be out of here in minutes. But it’s game day, and everything else can wait.”

“I’m not turning my phone off.”

“I’m serious, Mike. I want to hang out with you like we used to.”

“You have a house full of people!”

“Yeah, but they’re not you.” Blake grinned. “You’re my brother. You owe me. I bled for you.”

Michael laughed, shaking his head and pulling out his phone.

“You bring that up at least once a year. I bled too, you jackass. We were hostages.”

“Yeah, but I lost more blood.”

“And I carried your sorry ass down the mountain. There. It’s off. See?” He held it up so Blake could see.

“Good.” Blake reached for the door.

“But I might bug out at halftime,” Michael said as he opened it.

Blake scowled at him.

“If you do, I swear I’ll shoot you,” he warned. “Don’t worry. It won’t be fatal, but it’ll bleed a lot.”

“Stephanie won’t let you.” Michael grinned at him as he went into the house. “She loves me. Besides, she won’t want blood all over her carpet.”
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Alina turned away from the minibar and watched from across the room as New Orleans scored a touchdown.

“Is Kansas City’s defense even trying?” she muttered, walking across the small sitting area to hand Damon a beer over his shoulder.

He chuckled and reached up to take it, tilting his head back to look up at her.

“We’re still up by three. Calm your britches.”

Alina made a face and went around the sofa to sit down next to him.

“My britches are just fine, thanks.” She sat back with her glass of wine and surveyed the remains of their dinner on the coffee table. Pizza, wings, and the kale and apple salad she’d insisted on to balance out the game-day food. “If the Saints win this, I’ll stop watching football.”

“No you won’t. You love your Birds too much.”

“That’s true,” she said after a moment. “Are you going to eat anymore?”

“Probably not.”

She sat forward, preparing to get up, but he put his arm around her and pulled her back next to him.

“Leave it. We’ll clear it away at halftime. You’ve been up and down all day,” he told her. “This is supposed to our lazy day, remember?”

Alina glanced at him and smiled ruefully, settling against him and propping her feet up on the table next to his.

“All right.”

She sipped her wine and felt a rush of contentment go through her. He was right. This was supposed to be their lazy day. It was the last day before they left to go home to his ranch. They took off from the regional airport on a private jet in the morning, and once they got back to Oklahoma, her vacation was over. Even though she kept saying that she wasn’t back working for Charlie, every few weeks he sent her somewhere, and she went. This was her last few hours of guaranteed peace and quiet with Hawk. If she turned her head, she could see the ocean through the hotel windows, the final football game of the season was on the flatscreen, and his arm was settled securely around her. There was nowhere else she’d rather be, and he was absolutely right. The food could wait until halftime to clear up.

Leaning forward, she set her wine glass on the table before settling back into the crook of his arm. New Orleans kicked off to the Chiefs, and she watched as the ball went in and out of the endzone. Damon shifted beside her and she smiled, resting her head against his chest. His breathing was steady and she was suddenly grateful for the even heartbeat beneath her head. Just two months ago, his heart had stopped multiple times, getting shocked back to life repeatedly by a bastard in a gulag on the other side of the world. Listening to the steady beat now, she was still amazed that he’d survived at all.

Her lips tightened with the thought and she felt the hollow, heavy feeling that gripped her gut every time she considered what had almost happened. How she almost lost him. Another twenty-four hours and they might not be sitting here now, watching the Super Bowl together, happy in each other’s arms. If she hadn’t got there when she did, she would be facing the rest of her life alone.

Just as she was contemplating the awful truth that she was not nearly ready to lose him yet, the Chiefs’ running back broke through the defensive line and saw daylight. In unison, she and Damon bolted upright, and she let out an involuntary yell.

“Go, go, go!”

He went, and he took the ball sixty-five yards for a touchdown.

“Told you,” Damon announced. “Plenty of game left to win it.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” She settled back against him. “Damn that kid can run!”

“Yeah, he can.” He stroked her hair for a minute. “If you ever leave me, I swear it’ll be for a running back.”

Alina pretended to consider that for a minute, then she shook her head.

“I can’t leave you. You know too much about me. I’d have to kill you first.”

“Hm. Good point.” He tilted her chin up and leaned down to kiss her. “Guess you’re stuck with me.”

“There are worse things I could be stuck with,” she murmured with a smile. “Besides, who else would buy me five cases of Jersey wine?”

“True. And how many men would be willing to cart one of them onto a plane?”

“You’re not carting it anywhere,” she said firmly, turning back around to settle herself back to watch the game. “That’s what porters are for.”

“I’m perfectly capable of carrying a box onto the plane,” he muttered, sipping his beer. When she stiffened, he held up his hand placatingly. “All right! Handcarts and porters. I promise!”

“Thank you.”

Alina smiled and rested her head on his chest again. It was a small victory, but it was a victory. She’d be damned if he strained those ribs again on her watch. It was bad enough that tomorrow they went home and he would be left alone with his mustangs if she got called out by Charlie.

As if on cue, the watch on her wrist vibrated and the screen lit up briefly to alert her to a message being received. Damon glanced down as she lifted her head to look at it. His jaw tightened, and then his arm followed suit when she moved to reach for her phone on the table.

“It can wait,” he said. “We’re on vacation. Admittedly, not much of one, but it’s still time off.”

“I’m on vacation,” she retorted. “You’re back on medical leave.”

But she settled back against him anyway. If it was urgent, Charlie would have called. And she was too relaxed and comfortable to worry about tomorrow’s op tonight.

“Technically, I’m not on medical leave,” Damon said after a moment. “I just have a few formalities to go through next week.”

“Doctor’s appointments aren’t formalities,” she muttered, a flash of irritation going through her. “They’re necessary.”

Damon shrugged and drank some beer, his eyes on the game. The flash of irritation turned into simmering anger as he casually shrugged off her concern. Didn’t he understand just how important these appointments were? Didn’t he care that he’d died repeatedly in that hellhole? It was only by the grace of divine intervention that he came back when they hit him with the paddles. Multiple times.

Alina sat up abruptly, turning to face him.

“Hawk, you need to start taking this seriously,” she said in a controlled voice. “These doctor’s appointments are important. They’re to make sure that there aren’t any hidden issues popping up from you being drugged, beaten, shocked and God knows what else.”

He stared at her in surprise. “I am taking it seriously, but I’m fine. I know I’m fine.”

“We won’t know you’re fine until all the scans come back fine.”

Damon frowned and leaned forward to set his almost empty beer bottle on the table.

“I know my body. I know how I feel when I’m one hundred percent, and I’m almost there.”

Alina waved her hand impatiently. “Two weeks ago, your ribs were still swollen and purple. Again. Hell, Damon, we’d just got past the rainbow stage and then you went and had to be stupid.”

“Stupid? Would you rather I’d just let the rest of Ricky’s crew find me there with him and four bodies?” Hawk asked politely, the muscle in his jaw twitching. “Sure. Facing five more Romanian fighters would have been so much better for the ribs. Use your head, Viper. I opted for the safer play out of the ones on the table.”

Alina let out an inelegant snort. “If it weren’t for the Ukrainian Yeti, you still would have ended up fighting them. You’re not stupid because you carried Ricky out of that building. You’re stupid for even being there at all.”

“We needed information from him. It was the only way to get it.”

“And I suppose Pedro was unavailable to go with you? And none of your other people were around?” Sarcasm dripped from her words. “Hell, Hawk, we cultivate contacts for a reason! And we swore no more reckless ops, no matter how easy they seem to be!”

Blue eyes locked with brown as they glared at each other for a long moment.

“It wasn’t reckless,” he finally bit out. “I knew the odds, and I knew I could take them. I didn’t know that the other half of his entourage was going to show up.”

Alina muttered a curse under her breath and got up impatiently, picking up her wine and draining it, her eyes still flaring over the rim as she stared down at him.

“This isn’t about what happened three weeks ago,” he said, a frown on his face. “You didn’t have any problem with me taking Ricky until you saw my ribs afterwards. What’s this really about?”

“It’s about you not taking care of yourself and getting back to one hundred percent before going out in the field again!”

“Bullshit.” He said the word calmly, his even voice at odds with the anger in his cobalt blue eyes. “When we were shot in Singapore four years ago, you weren’t nearly this pissed off when I showed up in Jersey a week later. That gunshot wound was way more serious than a couple of broken ribs, and I wasn’t even close to a hundred percent. Hell, I wasn’t even at seventy percent.”

“I was there when you were shot in Singapore,” she shot back, spinning to stalk over to the open wine bottle on the minibar. “I knew what happened, I knew the extent of all the damage, and I was able to get you stabilized and back stateside in less than forty-eight hours. I controlled that whole situation.”

She picked up the bottle of wine and poured some more into her glass, furious that her hand was actually trembling. Her sudden anger and frustration were edged with something more disturbing: fear. It was something that she had never felt before in her life—even when she was crossing Ukraine thinking that she would be retrieving the body of her husband. It was a feeling that was completely foreign to her, and Alina had absolutely no idea how to deal with it.

“I don’t see what difference that makes,” Damon muttered behind her.

She slammed the bottle down and swung around.

“All the difference,” she snapped, her voice getting louder. “I wasn’t there in the gulag! I don’t know everything that they did to you in there. All I have to go on are your extensive injuries. This is completely different from Singapore!”

Damon got up and strode over to her, his eyes on hers. The anger in them was gone, and when he reached her, he took the glass out of her trembling hand and set it down.

“I know what they did,” he said softly. “And I know what my body can take now.”

“But I don’t!” she shot back. “I know you have nightmares that you won’t talk about. I know you pushed yourself to get your strength back in record time, but I don’t know what was driving you so hard. I know you won’t talk about anything that happened to you in there. And that’s the extent of what I know.”

Hawk’s mask slid into place, just as absolute as she knew that hers was, and Viper suddenly wanted to hit him with her famous right hook and knock it off his face.

“There’s nothing to tell you,” he said calmly. “You know what happens in places like that. You know what methods they use, and how they get results. What do you want to hear? That the guards had bets on how fast the bastard would break me? That they were losing money because I didn’t conform to the standard timeframe? That they took it upon themselves to try to help the interrogator out and win back some of their money? None of this is relevant to anything. You know everything you need to know, Viper. Let the rest go.”

“I don’t know everything I need to know,” she hissed. “I don’t know how much more you can take before your heart, or your ribs, or your lungs, or God knows what else just gives out. I don’t know that because no one can seem to give me a definitive answer on exactly how much damage your body sustained, and the one person who can has locked me out!”

His mask cracked and he stared at her.

“That’s what you think?” he asked softly, his eyes probing hers. “That I’m locking you out?”

She was silent and Damon settled his hands on her shoulders, frowning when he felt her shaking.

“Do you trust me?”

Alina sucked in a deep breath and stared hard into the deep blue eyes that had watched her and loved her for the past five years. Without her consent, and without her conscious knowledge, Damon had become a rock to her waves; a support when she felt too weak to go on; a sun to her moon. He had become part of her, and she had never dreamed that there could be anyone that she trusted with herself so completely.

“Yes.”

She answered unreservedly and without hesitation.

He nodded and exhaled, pulling her to him gently and resting his chin on the top of her head.

“I’m not going anywhere any time soon,” he said slowly. “I’m not made out of china, that every time it breaks and is glued back together it gets weaker. If my heart or lungs or anything else are weakening, you know it would have shown up already, and we wouldn’t be having this argument. If you trust me, trust me to know when I have to back down.”

“How am I supposed to do that if you go lugging unconscious, six foot, two-hundred-pound men around?” she demanded, pulling back and looking up at him.

Damon’s lips twisted into a smile. “If it will make you happy, I’ll promise not to lift unconscious, six foot, two-hundred-pound men in the next few months. All right?”

Alina made a face, disgruntled. “No. Promise not to do anything to strain your ribs, and then maybe we’ll talk.”

She tried to pull away but his arms tightened around her. A devilish glint came into his eyes.

“We don’t have to talk,” he said, lowering his lips to hers. “In fact, I’m done talking.”

Alina felt a laugh well up inside her and she chuckled as his lips settled firmly over hers. Suddenly, she was done talking too. The shaking had stopped, and the unfamiliar gripping fear that had plagued her since she unzipped his jacket in a helicopter somewhere over Russia two months before and saw the damage done was receding. Damon’s arms were strong around her, and his lips were starting a fire in her that had absolutely nothing to do with the anger she’d felt only moments before.

The game faded into the background and suddenly she didn’t care about the score, the leftovers, or Damon’s bruised and battered ribs. All she cared about was holding on to him for as long as she had him.

And not losing any more of herself in the process.
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