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About This Book

Deep in the permafrost of the Arctic, a joint task force, comprised of o
dozen countries, comes together to level up their winter skills. A

personalities, nationalities, and egos bring out the best—and the wc
these globally elite men and women work and play together. They rub
with hardy locals and a group of scientists gathered close by ...

One fatality is almost expected with this training. A second is to
not a surprise. However, when a third goes missing? It’s hard to
suspicious. When the missing man is connected to one of the elite M
team members and is a special friend of Lieutenant Commander
Callister? All hell breaks loose ...

Nikolai had been at the camp almost since the beginning. His friend hi
one of the first to go missing. Although he’d had more specialis
training than anyone else in the camp, something had still gone wrc
can’t understand what could have happened and as they slowly find o
bits and pieces, he realizes the hidden connection his friend had w
from him all these years...

Emily wasn’t going to say no to Mason, but his request wasn’t al
normal line of duties. Still given the circumstances, she could underste
asking. Although answers were a little thin on the ground particularl
another body shows and shocks them all.

When is enough enough? What does the person behind this mes:
What is his end game? With Nikolai at her side, they need to finc
before someone decides that Nikolai knows more than he’s telling...

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!
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About This Book

Deep in the permafrost of the Arctic, a joint task force, comprised of over one
dozen countries, comes together to level up their winter skills. A mix of
personalities, nationalities, and egos bring out the best—and the worst—as
these globally elite men and women work and play together. They rub elbows
with hardy locals and a group of scientists gathered close by ...

One fatality is almost expected with this training. A second is tough but
not a surprise. However, when a third goes missing? It’s hard to not be
suspicious. When the missing man is connected to one of the elite Maverick
team members and is a special friend of Lieutenant Commander Mason
Callister? All hell breaks loose ...

Nikolai had been at the camp almost since the beginning. His friend had been
one of the first to go missing. Although he’d had more specialist arctic
training than anyone else in the camp, something had still gone wrong. He
can’t understand what could have happened and as they slowly find out more
bits and pieces, he realizes the hidden connection his friend had withheld
from him all these years...

Emily wasn’t going to say no to Mason, but his request wasn’t along her
normal line of duties. Still given the circumstances, she could understand him
asking. Although answers were a little thin on the ground particularly when
another body shows and shocks them all.

When is enough enough? What does the person behind this mess want?
What is his end game? With Nikolai at her side, they need to find out...
before someone decides that Nikolai knows more than he’s telling...

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!



PROLOGUE

NIKOLAI STARED DOWN at the man he’d called a friend for many a year

he had already grieved as lost out in the winter wonderland, but one w
hoped against hope had survived somehow. And to see his body now
in front of him in this state—having been shot by the woman his frie
attacked in the middle of the night in the very military training cer
shooter had forsaken for whatever dumb-ass reason—was completely
Nikolai’s understanding.

He didn’t even know what to say, yet he knew that this dead m
immediately under suspicion by everybody else. But Nikolai didn’
anything and certainly had no explanation for the actions of his frie
couldn’t even begin to believe that his “friend” had done this.

He looked over at the others and declared, “It’s him, no doubt abc
but, before you ask me a million questions ...” He paused, shaking hi
“I don’t know why he’s done whatever he’s done. I don’t know whe
been or how’s he’s been getting by since he disappeared. I don’t eve
why he would have left in the first place,” he explained. “I don’t reall
how he could possibly have been fine out there all this time.” T
stopped and added, “Well, that part I probably could answer, at least t
degree. His family, his uncle, was from Siberia. If anybody woul
winter survival skills, it would be him.”

“So why was he here then?” Magnus asked. “Why come f
training?”

“I think he wanted to see if you all had any other skills he didn’
about. He used to laugh about it,” Nikolai shared reluctantly.

“And yet, you are part of the Russian team, so you ought to have tt
skill set.”

“No, that’s incorrect,” Nikolai stated flatly. “I’m not part of the ]
team. I’m part of the Swiss team. Just like you have people fror
countries here on your US team, I am from the Swiss team,” he re



“My family moved to Switzerland when I was very young,” he share
looked back to the body of his supposed friend. “This guy,” he pointe:
cold dead corpse, “wasn’t even part of the Russian team. I don’t ... H
over on a special assignment for Russia, but he was talking about 1
about finding a way to switch his team somehow. He wanted
somewhere else, but I don’t know that he ever did anything about
, a manthing about him was that he was all talk. He had lots of plans, big ple
ho he’dl’ve done actual missions with him. I’ve been on bases worldwide w
laid outtoo- But never have I seen him do anything even remotely like he’s dc
:nd hadtime.”
jter the Andyet you would have considered him a friend?” Magnus askec
beyond “Yeah, well, apparently I don’t know what that means anymore,”
stated bitterly. He looked over to see Emily, one of the few women
an wasbase, standing and staring at him. He looked at her and frowned. “Hor
t knowdon’t know anything about this,” he said to the men, not wanti
.nd. Hediscussion to be out in the open.

Yet Emily wasn’t moving. He turned to her and asked, “Don’t y¢
ut that,someplace to be?”
is head. “No, I don’t,” she snapped. “I think, at this point in time, anything
sre he’shappening in the training base needs to be something the rest of us get
n knowabout. Instead of us finding out through the grapevine afterward,” sl
y knowshooting Magnus a look, which spoke volumes about the confidence :
‘hen heil all of them telling the truth.
osome Magnus stared at her for a moment and didn’t say anything, 1
d haveturned back to Nikolai. “So, Nikolai, what can you tell me abot

Anything more?”
or this Notreally, outside of the fact that he came over on the Russian te
wanted to shift to another country. And, yeah, I’d thought we were
't knowPut I obviously can’t tell you much more than that.”

“Is he married? Does he have family? Would he have been coerc
Je samedoing something like this?”

“No, he would have thought it was a lark,” Nikolai declared flat
Jussiandlways thought he was better than everybody else around him. He
n otherknew that he was very, very good at winter survival skills, and he kn
!peated.he could live out here way easier than anybody else. Honestly h



1, as hecomplete winters outside with his grandfather. This Arctic tundra i
d to thehardship for him because he knew how to survive out there.”
[e came  “And you didn’t think to tell anybody that?” Magnus asked.
eaving, “Tell them what? He disappeared. Besides, all that he could do
to bethat he was must be in his file. I didn’t know what had happened
it. TheAfter being missing all this time, I assumed he probably died out the
ns. I...just didn’t know how or why,” he noted. “And, for that, I’'m sorry bec
ith himhe needed my help, I presumed he would have asked for it, and, s
ne thisdidn’t, I have to presume he had plans all on his own.”
“And yet, if he wanted to move to another country, such as to the
L. somewhere else, this is hardly the place to do it.”
Nikolai  “I know. I know, and he talked a lot about that, but I don’t kno
on theever would have gone.” He looked over to Emily again, still staring ai
1estly, Thard look on her face. He frowned. “You don’t need to be here. Thi
ng thisprivate business.”
“A man is dead,” she stated. “It is no longer your private business.’
ou have  He flushed, realizing that she wouldn’t back down, and that none
men here seemed to want to help him in that regard. “I don’t have a
s that iselse to tell you. I don’t know what happened. It doesn’t look good f
to hearand I guess in your minds it doesn’t look good for me,” he stated, as h
1e said,his head. “But I didn’t have anything to do with this, and I don’t see h
she hadcan possibly blame me for something that he’s done.”
“We aren’t blaming you,” Emily said immediately. “So take the ¢
‘hen heyour shoulder already.”
it him?  He glared at her. “A little hard to do when everybody’s staring at n
this is something I’m involved in. I don’t know what he was up to.
am andmy friend, but he was also an arrogant know-it-all, and, if he thou
friends,would be something he could do to mess up everything here, he woulc
Nikolai stated, then raised both hands. “And, right about now, I wan
‘ed intohim myself, but somebody else apparently already got the job done.”
“It was a fair and justified shooting,” Magnus replied.
ly. “He  Nikolai nodded, with a shrug. “I know that. I’'m sorry, and I didn
alwaysto imply anything differently. This has been quite a shock for me too
ew thatwith that, he added, “I’ll go get a cup of coffee and find a place to
e spentthink about what this means—and mourn the friend I used to know—1
it sure as hell couldn’t have been the same guy who did this.”
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And, with that, he turned and, daring anybody to stop him, walked



And, with that, he turned and, daring anybody to stop him, walked away.



DAY 1 EVENING

NIKOLAI KERrsAF DIDN’T even know where to go or what to do. H

outside, bundled up, and he had a craving worse than he ever had bef
wanted to smoke so bad, but he’d quit years ago. So even the fact
wanted one right now revealed his elevated stress—which needed to d
because it wouldn’t get any easier, at least not for a while. When tl
burst open behind him, he stiffened. When he heard a woman’s voice
him, he wasn’t surprised to find Emily Deshawn. “I’'m fine,” he m
with a wave of his hand. “Go back inside.”

“You say that, but you’ve received a major shock and want to be ¢
deal with it. Yet this is not the place to do that.”

“Really? And who made you the expert here?”

“Nobody, but I learned from watching other people in this base d
the same foolhardy, egotistical attitude of always being right.”

Startled, he looked over at her. “I’m not egotistical, and I’m sure
not any of those other things you’re thinking, and I’'m especia
suicidal,” he snapped. “So, you can get that idea right out of your head

“I’d love to,” she declared in a clipped tone, but her gaze was sec
as she studied his features, making him that much more aware of |
their surroundings. Her cheeks were quickly turning bright pink, and ¢
slapping her hands together to try to stay warm.

He motioned at her body. “You’ll freeze to death if you don’t g
inside.”

“I won’t,” she argued, “at least not while I try to coerce you back
building.” She had a forced smile on her face. “Look. I know yot
friend, and you’re bound to be really upset right now.”

“More than a friend and more than a loss,” he bit off. “It’s a betra’
a lot of things that I'm still trying to figure out, and I don’t know
pigeonhole it yet. I’'m out here trying to think, and I do that best alo
stated pointedly.



“I get it,” she noted, with a half smile, “but that doesn’t mean yo
that option right now. If you don’t want to hear it from me, one of the
will tell you the same thing.” She shook her head, as she motioned at t
behind her. “I volunteered.”
“Why would you do that? It’s obvious you don’t like me.”
She looked at him, startled. “Doesn’t matter whether I like you ¢
e stoodshe noted, turning pale right before his eyes. “I don’t want to see yo
ore. HeAnd, besides, how would you know if I like you or not?” she asked,
that hesnort. “You’ve ignored me.”
issipate “Yeah, I was leaving you and your girlfriend alone,” he explained
e doorwave of his hand. “I thought you might want some privacy here, sinc
behindisn’t much to be had.”
uttered,  Her gaze was equally startled, as his had been when she stared
“Girlfriend?” she repeated. “I hope you mean that in a platonic way.”
done to  Confused, he frowned at her. “I thought you guys were partners.”
“No, we’re not, and, if we were, I sure as hell wouldn’t make it pt
a military base,” she muttered. “Talk about suicidal.”
ie from  He shrugged. “Some countries are more liberal in their views,” he
certainly am.”
as hell  “That’s nice,” she agreed, with a smirk. “Alicia and I have been
ly notfor a very long time, and, with all the shit going on, we’re keeping a cl
» on each other. She is seeing somebody here,” she shared, with a smil
lrching,facﬂitating their privacy.”
her and  Good for you,” he conceded. “Little enough of that for any of us.’
she was  True enough, and you’re not getting it right now either, no mati
much you snap at me.”
50 back Her blunt response startled a laugh out of him, and he smiled.
“See? That’s not so hard.”
into the Says you,” he muttered. “Nothing is easy about any of this. If I |
1 lost gsome idea where Eric had been all this time, I would probably fe
better.”
yal. I’s 1 think we all would,” she confirmed. “With all the other deaths, ¢
how toOne missing—unless you count Amelia too—then I’m sure that every
ne,” hewondering whether he’s really missing or not.”
“Teegan,” Nikolai noted. “I knew him too, even a little before he
the military, then rarely after that. However, once in a while, we woul



u’ll getpaths, but not very often. We were both doing a scuba diving training
2 othersa while back and really hit it off then. He told me how he was comir
he doorand I was happy to spend some time with him. Then he disappeared to

“Any idea if your friend Teegan would have had a hand in helpi

go missing—or vice versa?”
or not,” He frowned at her, startled, then shook his head. “God, I ho
u dead.However, if you’re asking me if I know for sure, then, no, of course
- with anow,” he shared, raising his hands in frustration. “We’re all confuss

what’s going on. ... I would have thought they were both dead, s
, with amuch time has gone by. The fact that one of them, Eric, was alive u
~e therenight, means he had some place to hole up, while the rest of us risl

lives out there looking for him. It pisses me off to no end, but I don
at him.any answers for you.”

“How about helping me find some then?”

He stared at her. “What do you mean, help you find some?” h
1blic oncuriously. “Why you?”

“It’1l be all of us obviously, but Teegan was a friend of mine too
said. “Ihad walked away from any thought that he could possibly still be a

now I feel as if I shortchanged him,” she admitted. “I want to help—if
friendschance he is alive. Get him home safely.”
ose eye  “Why ask me to help?”
e. “I'm  “Because you have a reason to sort it out,” she admitted, v
awkward glance in his direction. “You have a reason to get answe
maybe you don’t care, or maybe this Eric guy pissed you off enough t
ter howwere okay when he disappeared.” He glared at her, and she shrugge:
shit we’ve heard since we’ve been here has been pretty wild, so any -
of reasons could exist as to why you wouldn’t want to help me.”

“For one thing, it’s dangerous,” he snapped. “I don’t even kno
1ad hadskills you have or if you’re really serious.” That clarified what he tho
2] a bither.

“I’m serious,” she said. “Everybody will be trying to figure it ou
ind stillyou help us, I’m pretty sure that people would at least take you at yot
body isand accept that you’re not involved.”

“Wow.” He gave her a forced smile. “I really don’t give a shit wh.
» joinedpeople think.”

ld cross  “Maybe you should,” she replied. “At least right now, when every

b



. coursetrying to decide whose side you’re on.” He stared at her in shoc
1g here,shrugged. “Think about it. Eric was your friend, your buddy, a
0.” probably knew the most about him. Yet, even though he was heavily
ng Ericin winter survival to the point that, for him, it wasn’t even a skill but a
part of breathing, you didn’t say anything about it. That makes eve
pe not.suspicious.”
ot. Not  “There really wasn’t anything to say,” he snapped, wondering
2d overfrustration rising inside him. “I told a bunch of people. I even told .
ince sotime, when I was out visiting him and the dogs. I also told Yegorahi
ntil lasthe’s dead now. I told ...”
<ed our  Nikolai frowned, as he pondered the others who he had shared tl
't havewith. “I told the rest of Eric’s Russian team and mine—the Swiss
mean, everybody at the training exercises knew that Eric was quite ¢
surviving in winter conditions. However, after so many weeks supj
2 askedmissing out here, you don’t think anybody would have survived I
there were no signs, no signals.”
.And I Nikolai continued. “The Arctic weather here is all too much, an
live, somy doubts. It’s not a case of me holding back information. It’s mor
by anydidn’t keep reiterating it because I didn’t have any hope that Eric was
there,” he explained, his tone turning flat. “What is it you think you’ll
nobody else is already doing?”
vith an  “I don’t know that I can do anything more than the others,” she ac
rs. Yet“but I don’t want to lose sight of the fact that, if Eric survived...
hat youTeegan could too.”
d. “The  “I suppose you’re sweet on Teegan then?” He hoped she didn’t no
numberodd tone in his voice.
“No, not at all,” she confirmed, with a snort. “However, I’m very
w whatthe living, and it seems as if we’re up against challenges here that nor
ught ofexpected. It’s one thing to be up against the elements, and, in a wo
scenario, you expect certain things when you’re against that enem
t. So, iftook in a deep breath to add, “But this? ... This is something
ar wordrecognize.” Then her voice dropped as she admitted, “And I don’t like
His heart lurched slightly, as he nodded. “Yeah, you and me both.
at othersomething none of us expected, and, for me, this is a betrayal at a
hadn’t really thought possible.”
body is  “And yet,” she noted, with a slight nod in his direction, “when -



k. Sheover that shock, it’s almost as if you don’t know what to do in order t

nd youthis okay.”

skilled  “What if there isn’t any making it okay? Did you think about that?’

natural  “I think we’re all thinking about that to some degree because wha

rybodyEric guy was responsible for a whole lot of the other hell we’ve a
going through?”

at the  “Do you think I’'m not thinking that too?” he snapped, glaring

Joe oneagain.

n... but  She smiled. “Hold the temper a little bit,” she murmured. “Like it
we are all on the same team here, so let’s try to think of this a litt]

1is infocalmly.”

team. I  He groaned. “I’ve been standing out here, trying to figure out w

1idept atwouldn’t have told me what he was after, what he was doing, but no

posedlymakes any sense,” he shared, with obvious frustration.

>ecause  Then the door behind them opened, and Mountain stepped out, -
positively ferocious. He glared at the two of them and barked, “Both

d I hadget your butts back inside, right now!”

e that I ~ She looked over at Nikolai and said, “Come on. Let’s go.”

still out  And, with that, although reluctantly, Nikolai allowed himself

do thatpushed back into the building. As he walked past Mountain, he mutte
frustrated tone, “You could always ask nicely.”

Imitted,  “If you weren’t out there being a dumbass,” Mountain snapped, “]

maybehave.” And, with that, Mountain nudged him inside and pulled tt
closed behind them. “Obviously we all have to rethink what’s happen

tice thewe all should have a conversation and sort it out.”

“Oh, and here I thought Emily would do it all on her own.”

fond ofsmirked.

1e of us  Mountain shot her a look.

rst-case  She shrugged. “I will delve into this,” she declared. “Teegan was i

y.” Sheof mine, and I have no intention of giving up on him, especially n

I don’tthere’s a real chance that he’s still alive.”

it.” Mountain nodded slowly, his jaw ticking. “This has given us all

This issense of urgency in trying to solve this. None of us wanted to believe

level Thad gone under in the first place, and now we have reason to belie
maybe something else entirely is happening.”

you get  Nikolai shook his head. “And yet we can’t be acting like idiots,” h



o makeharshly. “I don’t know what happened to Teegan, and I don’t kno
happened to Eric,” he added, with a sigh and a shake of his head. “
me. I wish I’d had the chance to get my hands on Eric while the man v
t if thisalive, so I could shake some answers out of him,” he growled.
Il been  “As if that’s an option ...” Emily grunted.
“It’s not an option in that sense,” Mountain replied, “but that
, at hermean it isn’t something that we need to do regardless.”
Nikolai frowned at him and asked, “You mean, in terms of backt
or not,where he was, how he got here, and what he was doing?”
e more  “Exactly.”
Emily nodded, looking to both of them.
hy Eric  “Maybe one of the first things we need to look at is whether Ei
ne of itleft,” Nikolai suggested, as if he were thinking out loud to himself, mc
to any of them.
looking At that, Mountain studied him, then slowly nodded. “Huh, that’s
of youhard look. We’re having a confab in ten minutes in the dining roo
looked to both of them. “We want you there. Both of you.”
“Is this an interrogation or an invitation to cross-check informat
" to besee what we can solve?” Nikolai asked.
redina  “It’s an invitation to help,” Mountain clarified. “Teegan is my |
Regardless of whatever you think is happening here, I want him home.
[ would And, with that, Mountain stomped away.
1e door

ed, and $

leOIalEMILY TURNED AND looked at Nikolai. “I didn’t know that they were b

did you?”

Nikolai shrugged. “I’d heard rumors.”

She stared at the mountain of a man, as he strolled away. “Chrisi
got to be hard. I wonder if that’s why he came up.”

“Sure, but, jeez, he’s been here for weeks, and still we hav

5

3 friend
ow that

_a new - . \
Tee anquestlons than answers. Where was Eric staying? What was he even dc
e t%lat “Better yet, how was he surviving out there?” she muttered.

“I don’t know.” He looked over at her. “Are you part of the meetin

She shook her head. “Not before this.”
e noted



w what  “Mountain’s right. We need to use all our resources, pull our info

Believetogether, and figure out what the hell’s going on.”

vas still ~ “I’m also a little concerned about something else.”

“What’s that?” he asked, looking at her, as they walked tow

kitchen.

doesn’t  “I don’t think Eric could have done all this mischief alone.” /
entered the dining room, her words carried across the room to the g

rackingmen sitting at one of the big tables. Including the new investigator, S
she’d heard about but hadn’t spoken to yet. She was wary of his inten
as she sat down.

Magnus looked at her and nodded. “Agreed.”

‘ic ever  She frowned at him, and he frowned right back.

re than ~ Emily shrugged. “It’s really too much chaos for Eric to have man:
his own all this time. ... Isn’t it? If this was warfare, then maybe 1

worth athese conditions, this climate, is all something he is quite comfortab

m.” HeWhat I don’t understand is why though. What was he ultimately after,
he have anything to do with these other missing persons, accidents,

ion andand other problems around here?”

“That’s what we’ll have to figure out,” Magnus agreed. He m
orother.behind them, as Mountain came in. “Also one of Mountain’s questions
7 Mountain eyed her, one eyebrow raised. “As to whether Eric’s

alone?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I can’t see that all this—"

Magnus pointed at the chairs. “Sit down.”

rothers,

t, that’s

e Imore
»ing?”

gs?”



“Mountain’s right. We need to use all our resources, pull our information
together, and figure out what the hell’s going on.”

“I’m also a little concerned about something else.”

“What’s that?” he asked, looking at her, as they walked toward the
kitchen.

“I don’t think Eric could have done all this mischief alone.” As they
entered the dining room, her words carried across the room to the group of
men sitting at one of the big tables. Including the new investigator, Samson,
she’d heard about but hadn’t spoken to yet. She was wary of his intense gaze
as she sat down.

Magnus looked at her and nodded. “Agreed.”

She frowned at him, and he frowned right back.

Emily shrugged. “It’s really too much chaos for Eric to have managed on
his own all this time. ... Isn’t it? If this was warfare, then maybe not, but
these conditions, this climate, is all something he is quite comfortable with.
What I don’t understand is why though. What was he ultimately after, and did
he have anything to do with these other missing persons, accidents, deaths,
and other problems around here?”

“That’s what we’ll have to figure out,” Magnus agreed. He motioned
behind them, as Mountain came in. “Also one of Mountain’s questions.”

Mountain eyed her, one eyebrow raised. “As to whether Eric’s worked
alone?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “I can’t see that all this—"

Magnus pointed at the chairs. “Sit down.”



DAY 1 LATE EVENING

EMILY IMMEDIATELY SAT down. She wasn’t sure who these men were,

was pretty sure they all knew each other and were all here for th
reason. She’d heard everybody else talking and whispering about thi
nobody ever came out and said anything.

Every stranger was treated with suspicion. People stuck close to th
teams, their own groups, and friends they had made, in the hop
whatever bad juju running rampant through the base would skip the
last thing anybody wanted was to get caught in this maelstrom of n
events.

Emily glanced at the coffeepot but decided to ignore it. So when
brought her a cup and placed it in front of her, she was surprised.
you.”

He nodded. “You’ll need it after being outside that long.”

She shrugged. “Could have come in earlier.” He glared at her,
smiled and patted the seat beside her. “Sit and take a load off your min

At that, the other men snorted, and Nikolai gave a half laugh. «
have an attitude.”

“I do,” she agreed, with a smile. “Also I want to see progress hay
here.”

“And yet,” Magnus replied, with a pointed look in her direction,
got a shot at seeing some progress now.”

“How sad that it requires yet another dead body for that to happe
added.

Magnus nodded. “Oh, I agree, but in this case? ... I don’t want to
the right body, but it’s someone we didn’t expect, and it opens other ¢
that we hadn’t really speculated about,” Magnus noted. “So, a lot we
consider.”

“How many here think that Eric’s got to be working with some
Emily asked, as she watched their gazes shift among each other.



“I don’t know if he has to be working with somebody,” M
clarified cautiously. “However, I would suspect that, whatever he was
it would definitely be easier with somebody helping. However, if he
egotistical, proud, and ornery as Nikolai here seems to think Eric was
can see him doing it solo because he could. And then maybe standir
and enjoying a laugh at our expense.”

but she  Nikolai immediately nodded. “That’s exactly who he was. Eric
e samestand in the darkness and watch everybody else struggle and think not
am. butit,” he shared.

’ “Wow.” Emily frowned at Nikolai. “I didn’t have a chance to eve
eir ownknow this guy, but now I’'m grateful that I didn’t because he sounds
jes thatabsolute ass.”

m. The “He was in many ways,” Nikolai confirmed, “and he didn’t make
legativeeaSﬂ}’- He was a loner mostly because he was too good. He was one ¢
guys who was good at everything, and he knew it. He often woul
Nikolajother people feel uncomfortable, inferior even, because it seem
«Thankeverything was so easy for him,” Nikolai shook his head. “Too easy.”

“So, he was kind of a jack of all trades?” Magnus asked.

“More or less. It didn’t matter what field it was, but he would exc
but shell that excelling, he was always laughing at everybody else who strug
d.»  didn’t matter whether mechanics, electronics, war games, shooting.”
You doglanced around at the men. “It didn’t matter. He was very good at all o

“However, living out on the tundra is hard long-term excelling,” 1
ypeningnoted. “Nobody can be perfect all the time.”

“And yet,” Nikolai replied, “I’ve never really seen Eric fail, w
«we’veanother reason this surprises me. Ultimately he failed this time, but

understand what would make him try to do this in the first place. W
;n,” she ‘this’ is.”

“Obviously Eric thought either Chrissy knew something or he ne
say it’sStoP her from finding something, so he was intent on killing her. Hc
wenuesthe fact that we now have him in our makeshift morgue changes every
need toMountain noted, as he shifted in his seat, making it creak beside them.

When Emily looked at the chair in alarm, his gaze shot in her di
ebody?”He shrugged. “I don’t break chairs very often, and, if I do, they were

well built in the first place.”

“Maybe so.” She winced. “But when you go down, you’ll go hard.



ountain  “Yeah, the bigger we are, the harder we fall,” he stated. “But I
» doing, there before, so it’s really not an issue, so let’s get back to the subject ¢
was asAll I have in my notes is that everything was normal on Eric’s last de
, then IPlenty of people saw him. He was outside while we were doing war
1g backthat day. Two teams, everybody against each other, and nobody h
rounds. It was a training exercise, one full of camaraderie and fun, y
wouldnever came back in that day, correct?”
hing of  “That’s correct,” Nikolai confirmed. “Eric hadn’t really wanted tc
and do the games either. He thought them foolish and felt he was abo
n get tothings. He wanted to go out with live rounds and told me, if people w
like angood, then they wouldn’t get shot.”
At that, Magnus looked at him with one eyebrow raised. “So, he v
friendskind of a maverick, was he?”
f those  “Yes,” Nikolai agreed. “He didn’t have a whole lot of respect for
1 makeas you can tell.”
ed that “Got it. So did he have any other friends here?”
“Not that I would have called his friends. He was friendly enough -
people here, but I’'m not sure how many people really understood w
el, and,was on the inside though.”
gled. It  “Did he ever get violent with you?” Emily asked. When he froy
Nikolaiher, she shrugged. “The guy reappeared here just to attack Chris
fit.” Whalen—twice. Did you ever see that level of violence?”
Vlagnus  “Umm.” Nikolai stopped and frowned.
“Obviously that question took a little more thinking,” she noted
'hich islooking straight at him. “What is it that you’re trying not to say?”
[ don’t “It’s not that I’m trying not to say it. I'm trying to put into
hateversomething that I hadn’t really considered.”
“How about spitting it out,” Mountain declared. “We really don
eded totime for more than that.”
>wever,  Nikolai glared at him. “For you guys, this is easy. However, as fle
rthing,”Eric was, this was a friend of mine.”
“I’m not sure he’s a friend as much as he might have used you
rection.him fit in,” Emily suggested.
n’t that  Nikolai frowned, then surprisingly slowly nodded. “And that is sor
he would do.”
“Was he socially awkward or something? Because I sure don’t rer

»



ve beenseeing that side of him,” Emily noted.

ithand.  “Not at all. He always seemed to have a group of people arour

1y here.almost as if he developed fan clubs easily. People either really loved

* gamesreally hated him, but he generally had more fans than enemies, if that

ad livesense.”

et Eric ~ “It does.” Magnus nodded. “I’ve seen people like that before t
here is the real question. Does any of that help us?”

) go out  “I think it does,” Nikolai stated. “If Eric was trying to set up somr

ve suchhe wouldn’t have had any trouble getting people to do his bidding.”

ere any  “You mean to help him?” Mountain asked.

“Yes,” Nikolai agreed. “And Eric would have done it in such a w
vas thatthey would have thought it a lark or a game, or that he had some toj

clearance, or that he was the chosen one to do a special mission. An
others,had done something such as that, I don’t know that anybody woul
jumped to participate because the consequences would have been
rough, and Eric wouldn’t be around to back them up.”
to other  “Right,” Emily noted. “So you’re saying that, if somebody got ca
ho EricEric’s web of magical lies, they wouldn’t have told anybody?”

“I don’t think so,” Nikolai murmured. “He was really a specialist
vned atkind of winter survival living, and yet it didn’t occur to me to ask wl
;sy andbothered to come. Everybody here came to learn, and Eric had already

all.”

“So why was he even here?” Emily asked.
calmly, At that, Nikolai looked at Emily with raised eyebrows. “On a

assignment. And if this was something he had planned, who would he
wordswith? How would he plan it? And more so, why would he have com
first place, unless to implement this plan somehow?”
’t have  “What plan though?” Magnus asked, looking at Mountain. “What
plan? Eric attacked Chrissy and Whalen in the middle of the night, but
wwed as  Mountain shrugged. “Because Eric thought Chrissy knew som
What went wrong in Eric’s world that he would go this pathway t
to helpwith?”

At that, all of them turned to look at Nikolai. “I don’t know, and,

nethingnever did drugs, if that’s the question. He thought drugs were nasty, i
and made you do things you didn’t want to do. He believed cont
nembereverything. Eric was... he was both a man’s man and a ladies’ me



women loved him because he was really macho, even arrogant, but ir
1d him,that they seemed to love.” Nikolai shrugged. “Not sure how that wor
him orthe men also really liked Eric. He had that ... charisma, I guess you
-makescall it. I think that’s why everybody was so stunned when he disaj
because, from their perspective, he could do everything. Yet, when it
0. Buthe’d been caught out there and had presumably died, they didn’t kno
they were supposed to think about him anymore because it didn’t gel »
1ething,image they had of him.”
The conversation died at that point in time, and Emily turned and
around the dining room, then whispered to Magnus, “Will you tell ey
7ay thatabout Eric?”
)-secret  He nodded. “Yes, but we’ll do it in a meeting in the morning, wt
d, if hecan watch the reactions.”
ld have  She frowned at him. “In case somebody here is involved?”
| pretty  “Of course,” he stated. “Wouldn’t you?”
“Sure,” she said, “absolutely I would. And, if someone was invc
wght inthis point, when things have gotten so bad and so deep, I’'m not sure |
they might go in order to hide that.”
~in this ~ “Depends on what level of involvement it may have been,” Nikola
hy he’d“If we find any implication that they had something to do with these
done itthey’ll do a lot to hide that from us. Nobody wants to go to jail, espe
military court, over the death of other military personnel,” he pointed c
“Which makes whoever else is here, had plotted with Eric, protect
specialor sheltered him, as dangerous as a rattlesnake,” she muttered.
»plan it “I don’t know about a rattlesnake,” Magnus interjected, “but you
e in thethat they’ll fight for their life now because this is what it’s come tc
they’re prepared to hide is something we don’t quite understand bece
was hisdon’t know how far they’ve gone. Neither do we understand what
why?” trying to keep us from learning, assuming that they’re even here.”
iething.  “A big frozen tundra is out there,” Nikolai noted, “and, althoug
d beginpeople don’t like or appreciate that world, it doesn’t change the fac
whole lot of other people live quite happily here.”
,no, he  “You’re talking about the village of locals?” Samson spoke for t
nferior,time.
rol was  “Yes,” Nikolai replied, “I’'m talking about the village, what some
in. Thelnuit settlement, plus the scientists’ camp.”



1away  “So, back to Amelia,” Mountain stated, with a nod, and silence car
rks, but ~ “Are we really thinking Amelia might have helped Eric?” Emily as
l would  “I don’t know who might have helped him,” Mountain admitted,
ypearedcan tell you that somebody likely did. Eric’s been on his own for weel
seemedHe would need a lot of supplies out in the middle of nowhere.”
w what  Samson frowned. “Sure, but, from what Nikolai’s shared, Eric’s pi
vith thebeen able to hunt, and he’s probably been fine on simple rations beca
something he’s used to. He might even have reveled in it, him aga
lookedworld—or him against the base. Maybe he was doing it more as a
reryoneensure nobody could find him. Maybe he was happy to prove that he I
power over everybody, knowing that he was capable of staying hidc
1ere wethat they were useless, helpless, when it came to finding him,” ¢
suggested.
“That would be very much like him,” Nikolai confirmed, with a nao
Emily frowned. “But what then? Did it turn around sideways on h
Jlved athe’s the one getting hurt by it—or does he go crazy?”
10w far At that, the men turned toward her.
She shrugged. “You and I both know that can happen. Think a
i noted.He’s alone in the world, too isolated, struggling, knowing that a group
deaths,all tucked in and warm, and he walked away from it as a joke. Howev
cially ait’s become something he can’t laugh about anymore, so it becomes ar

out.  a burning hatred inside him, all against this base,” she pointed out. “I
ed him,it, even if you guys can’t.” She pivoted to Nikolai. “Could you see the
him too?”

can bet  Nikolai frowned, his fingers tapping on the tabletop, his lips twis
). Whathe pondered her words. “If people didn’t play the game the way Eric 1
wse wethey should, he could get very irritated, angry at their lack of ski
they’refailure to grasp his intention, and even at their varied perspectives.”
“So, a control freak through and through,” Mountain suggested.
‘h most  Nikolai nodded. “I guess that’s a better way to put it. A very shq
t that awhen it came to people’s inherent stupidity. So, building on Emily’s s
if Eric was thinking, in his mind, that this game was supposed tc
he firstanother direction or that we should have found him by now—and t
come back in until he’s found—then, yes, in a way, I could see him g¢
call thethe deep end,” Nikolai murmured. “Maybe, after all this time, he d
little nuts.”



ne. “But why kill the way he did? Why not come in and take everybod
sked. “You mean, by fire or carbon monoxide poisoning?” he asked po
, “but [“We’ve had two fires here that I know of and some generator issues
s now.course, the attempt on the scientists’ camp.”

Mountain asked, “Would Eric have had anything to do with the at
robablythe village?” At that, everybody stiffened and turned to look at Mc
use it’sThis was obviously news to everyone around the table.
inst the  “Attacks at the village?” Emily asked in shock.
lark to  He nodded. “Yes, in the middle of the night and anonymous. The
1ad thatno idea who has been slowly attacking the village, taking foodstuffs,
len anda couple elders, not killing anyone yet, taking fresh kills, things such a
Samsonhe shared.

“But those are the signs of a man who’s looking to survive out h
d. doesn’t want to be found,” Emily stated in a hoarse whisper.
im—so  “Exactly,” Mountain agreed, “so you have to consider who coul

that position. If someone was trying to survive out there and wante

found and commended on his skills, then no need for these 1
bout it.shenanigans.”
‘here is  “Shit,” she muttered. “I don’t even want to think about that.”
er,now “I feel bad for the villagers as it is,” Magnus stated. “They mus
1 anger,think that we’re absolutely nuts if we can’t control our own people
can seeknow we’ve had missing people, Kkillings, not to mention all the
it beingaccidents.”
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“But why kill the way he did? Why not come in and take everybody out?”

“You mean, by fire or carbon monoxide poisoning?” he asked pointedly.
“We’ve had two fires here that I know of and some generator issues and, of
course, the attempt on the scientists’ camp.”

Mountain asked, “Would Eric have had anything to do with the attacks at
the village?” At that, everybody stiffened and turned to look at Mountain.
This was obviously news to everyone around the table.

“Attacks at the village?” Emily asked in shock.

He nodded. “Yes, in the middle of the night and anonymous. They have
no idea who has been slowly attacking the village, taking foodstuffs, hurting
a couple elders, not killing anyone yet, taking fresh kills, things such as that,”
he shared.

“But those are the signs of a man who’s looking to survive out here and
doesn’t want to be found,” Emily stated in a hoarse whisper.

“Exactly,” Mountain agreed, “so you have to consider who could be in
that position. If someone was trying to survive out there and wanted to be
found and commended on his skills, then no need for these kind of
shenanigans.”

“Shit,” she muttered. “I don’t even want to think about that.”

“I feel bad for the villagers as it is,” Magnus stated. “They must really
think that we’re absolutely nuts if we can’t control our own people. They
know we’ve had missing people, killings, not to mention all the bizarre
accidents.”



DAY 2 WEE MORNING HOURS

BY THE TIME the meeting was over, a matter of hours before br

Emily’s mind floated in circles at the horrible options. The news t
village had been attacked several times was troublesome. That some
elders had been hurt bothered her more than she could imagine, as she
back to her room slowly, her arms wrapped around her chest.

She wondered if she could get any sleep, when Nikolai called out
She turned and watched as he strode to her. “Hey,” she greeted him.

“You okay?” Nikolai asked her.

She nodded. “Tired.” Even as she said it, she yawned.

“Go get some sleep,” he murmured. “We’ll talk later this morning
with that, he headed toward his room.

She watched him go and noted he was only a couple doors awe
her.

Before he went in, he turned and smiled at her. “Thanks for com
and looking after me tonight.” He went inside and closed the door.

She was surprised but pleased at his attitude shift. It wasn’t long
she was in bed and crashed.

LATER THAT MORNING, Nikolai sat back in the general assembly meetin
on base, deliberately trying to keep an eye on everybody as they he
news. There were moments of complete shock, followed by a fl
questions, as everybody wanted answers as to where Eric had beei
he’d been doing, why he’d come in, and it went on and on.

Finally Magnus lifted a hand and cut off the ruckus. “Look,” he ca
in a raised voice. “We don’t have all the answers, but we’re working
anybody knows anything about Eric’s last few hours, days, weeks w



was here, anybody who was friends with him, anybody who knew a
about him... please contact us.”
One of the men seated at the front shouted, “That would be Nikola
“Nikolai has already come forward. However, we need to hear a
and everything. One way or another, we’ll be talking to everybody
base.”
eakfast, “Turning everything upside hasn’t done a damn bit of good an
hat thetime, has it?” asked one of the men in a surly tone.
» of the Look at how many people are dead,” added another one, “but
headedow we can find out why and who might be behind some of it.”
“Do you really think Eric was behind any of those deaths?” asked
“to her.the other men, who stiffened and straightened up, glaring at ev
“Obviously something got to him, or he was injected with dr
something.”
Nikolai stared at the man. He thought his name was Spencer, thc
» And,wasn’t sure, but he was acting the way people around Eric often acte
Eric could walk on water and could do no wrong.
y from Magnus apparently had picked up on it too. “Obviously you knt
well enough,” he began, “so why don’t you tell me about him.”
ing out “Sure, I knew him. He was a good guy, a great guy,” he declare
too proud, as if he were honored knowing him. “He could do dar
beforeanything. That’s why I know he wouldn’t have done this. I don’t kno
the hell that story is about him attacking Chrissy and Whalen becaus
not the kind of guy he was.”
“When you say that’s not the guy he was, what kind of guy w.
Magnus asked immediately.
“Hey, give him a puzzle, and he could sort it out in five minute
g of allhim a dismantled gun, he’d put it together in seconds. Give him :
'ard theridiculously far away and a nearly impossible shot. He’d hit it, or, if h
urry ofhj¢ it quite right the first time, he’d make damn sure he hit it the se
1, Whatihird time ... or die trying,” he stated. “He was driven, but he was
guy. So I don’t know what the hell is going on here or how whatever
lleq Outdoing may have been misinterpreted, but he wouldn’t have tried
on It. fChrissy.”
'hile he  «[pgeresting,” Magnus replied. “Okay, we’ll talk more in a few mi
He looked around at the rest of the room. “Anybody else?”



nything  Then the colonel walked in, and everybody stood at attention and ¢
He waved his hand and ordered, “At ease, soldiers.” He looked

i.” Magnus. “My room in five minutes.”

nything  Magnus immediately nodded, and, as soon as the CO left, eve

on thisrelaxed. Magnus looked over at Nikolai. “This might require you too.”

His eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think he wants anything to do with
y other  “You might be surprised.” Magnus smiled. “Things aren’t always

seem.”
maybe  “Yeah, you’re not kidding,” Nikolai said, scrunching his fac
starting to realize that we can’t seem to keep anything straight an
| one ofhere.”
eryone. And, with that, Magnus disappeared as he headed down the
ugs ortoward a meeting with the colonel.

Nikolai looked around to see Emily watching him. He stood and
yugh heover, hearing the low chatter break out among the whole group, but mc
d. As ifwere shocked at what they had heard.

She smiled, stood, and walked a few steps closer to Nikolai.
aw himanything?”

He shook his head and shrugged. “Nothing really.”

d, a bit  “Right? Fun stuff,” she muttered.

nn-near  “Not really.” He gave a half laugh, as he looked around. Peop]
w whatstaring at him, but they were trying to not be obvious. He groaned. “I
e that’sleper here for a while.”

“Only until people figure out what’s going on and remember tl

as he?”were friends with Eric, but that doesn’t mean that you were respons
him.”

s. Give  “No, sure feels like it though,” Nikolai mumbled. “I wish to Go

1 targetspoken up more.”

2 didn’t  “I’m sure you do, but, if you don’t think anything is wrong, th

ond ordon’t realize what you need to say.”

a good  “Eric’s always been that guy Spencer described,” Nikolai noted. “"

he waswho could do everything. So, when he couldn’t do everything anc

to hurtcome back that day, it was kind of a shock. Then you realize that Eric’
days had run to an end, and he was human after all. And yet, I guess,

inutes.”that we hadn’t found his body was always in the back of my mind a

[



saluted.wrong. It nagged me as being a problem that we needed to do sor
over atabout, but we searched time and time again and found nothing.”

“Of course the weather here has hardly been conducive to
rybodyanything or anyone,” she pointed out. “We’ve had storm after stor

storm, and, within hours, all tracks were wiped out. It’s not as if we
me.” tried to find the missing men,” she noted earnestly. “I’ve been out on
as theyparties looking for him—and for Teegan and Amelia as well. We |
found anything to lead us to any of these missing people.”
2. “I'm  “The Teegan situation gets to me too,” Nikolai muttered.
d clear “Hey, that gets to us all,” she murmured. “He was much youngei
lot of them here, but he was friendly in a way that Eric wasn’t. You
1allwaywas more arrogant, whereas Teegan was fun and full of life.”

“And yet, according to the rumors I’d heard, Teegan had some
walkedwrongdoing here at the base and was likely taken out because of it.”
»stly all ~ “I heard those rumors too,” she said, “and we should ask Magr

Mountain about that now, rather than jumping to any conclusions.”
“Notice ~ “Wouldn’t that be nice?” he quipped, with a half laugh.
She shrugged. “I would much prefer going to the source. Misinfoi
runs rampant in this place because everybody’s on a need-to-know
Since we apparently didn’t need to know, we’ve only now found out t
le wereway that this is an issue. All of a sudden, people want to know w
’1l be aknow. In this instance,” she pointed out, “we are at a disadvantage bec
that need-to-know ruling. Not that we can help out much, but still
1at youproblem.”
ible for  “And that’s the thing because we do understand need to know ai
that’s a thing, and generally we really don’t need to know.”
d I had “I sure won’t stay out of the investigation because of that,” she sta
determined voice.
len you He laughed. “Let me know how far that gets you.”

She turned, gave him a flat stare, and added, “Oh, don’t worry ab
[he onel’ll get where I need to go.”
| didn’t  “Watch it,” he warned in a gentle voice. “You’re starting to sou
s gloryEric.”
the fact ~ She winced at that. “Right, that determination at all costs?”

s being  “Something like that,” he confirmed, with a nod, “yet ten times
and, because he could do everything, you never doubted whatever he

»



nethingwould do.”
She nodded. “And yet I don’t remember him ever being
findingobnoxious.”
m after  “Not totally obnoxious, no”—Nikolai laughed—*“but plenty obnox
haven’t  “That’s a problem too. It’s never easy when you have al
| searchpersonalities, living in stressful situations, and people start going behii
haven’tback, grouping with like minds, and if you happen to be on the wrong
all of that,” she murmured, “it doesn’t look good for you.”
“Sure, but no way you can’t be on the wrong side of somebody.”
- than ashrugged. “When you look around, and you see how much cl
r friendhappening, there will be sides. You have to keep sticking to the side ¢
and hopefully the rest of it will work out.”
idea of  “I wonder,” she murmured, looking over at him. “When you say t
of right, what does that even mean?”
ws and  “Everybody here thinks they’re in the right,” he admitted po
“except for whoever helped Eric pull off this shit. And, if he didn’t he
pull off this crap, he must have some suspicion of what Eric had been 1
'mation  “You do realize that, when it comes to that kind of thinking, eve
v basis.here will think that you’re the one who knew something and who ¢
he hardsomething to hide.”
'hat we
‘ause of
, it’s a

nd why

ted in a
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would do.”

She nodded. “And yet I don’t remember him ever being totally
obnoxious.”

“Not totally obnoxious, no”—Nikolai laughed—*"“but plenty obnoxious.”

“That’s a problem too. It’s never easy when you have all these
personalities, living in stressful situations, and people start going behind your
back, grouping with like minds, and if you happen to be on the wrong side of
all of that,” she murmured, “it doesn’t look good for you.”

“Sure, but no way you can’t be on the wrong side of somebody.” Nikolai
shrugged. “When you look around, and you see how much chaos is
happening, there will be sides. You have to keep sticking to the side of right,
and hopefully the rest of it will work out.”

“I wonder,” she murmured, looking over at him. “When you say the side
of right, what does that even mean?”

“Everybody here thinks they’re in the right,” he admitted pointedly,
“except for whoever helped Eric pull off this shit. And, if he didn’t help Eric
pull off this crap, he must have some suspicion of what Eric had been up to.”

“You do realize that, when it comes to that kind of thinking, everybody
here will think that you’re the one who knew something and who still has
something to hide.”



DAY 2 MORNING

EMILY LOOKED FROM Bertie, the big Samoyed cross that she was brus|

Joe, walking toward her with a cup of coffee. He placed it beside
know you’re hiding,” he stated, with a knowing stare, “so you might
be warm and comfortable while you’re doing so.”

She gave a choked laugh, as she gently scratched Bertie’s n
wouldn’t have said I was hiding,” she muttered, “but everybody’s
around and around again with the same damn information, and it’s not
us anywhere.”

“Yeah, things can get like that.” He checked the dog barn area an
her casually, “You want to take them out for a ski?”

“Yes, absolutely I do.” Emily bounded to her feet, laughing, as
jumped around, barking.

“I’m taking Benji over there for some more exercise,” Joe shared
one of my two dogs that got shot. I’'m not real happy with the way the
healing, and I suspect his sledding days are over.”

“Oh, ouch, sorry about that.”

“He’s also seven, so maybe his days need to be over,” Joe muttere
a shrug. “Anyway, I need to take a bunch of them out. No games today

“Do you take them out every day?”

“Of course,” he confirmed, looking at her.

She nodded. “Anybody else come with you?”

“Lots of times, Magnus, Egan, Barret. Hell, everybody comes ¢
spends time with the dogs.” Joe smiled and she laughed.

“I think that’s selfishness on their part.” She bent over and gave 1
big hug. “I love having the dogs here.”

He grinned. “I know. I have the best seat in the house. Unfortuna
many shenanigans are happening at the base to make me happy. So, I’
to stay here and to keep hidden away.” Joe shrugged. “Whatever th
going on with that base is bad news.”



“I know,” she agreed. “I don’t want to be scared all the time, but i
not to, especially when I’m there.”
“Of course it is, with all the shit going on all the time.” Joe
“Doesn’t mean that it’s yours to deal with though. If you stay out of t
you might stay out of the line of fire.”
“And yet I feel as if Nikolai’s in the line of fire now, and that’s
hing, toeither.”
her. 1 Did you put him there?” Joe asked her.
as well  Surprised, she shook her head, as she helped Joe buckle the dogs c
and then put on her own skis. She checked her bindings to mal
eck. «jeverything was good. “All good here. I think Whalen’s been doing .
; goingequipment checks.”
getting Joe nodded. “He does appear to be quite bothered that something
wrong with the equipment.”
d asked  “I think he’s being cautious,” she noted, “and I, for one, apprec.
She shook out her foot, clicked her ski on, and looked at Joe. “Are we
. BertieBertie? She’s not on a leash.”
“I’ll take these three on a leash, and, of course, Benji has to con
| «“He’slaughed. “The others can stay inside. Bertie too.”
it leg is “They won’t like that, will they?”
“I’1l take them out a little bit later,” Joe explained, “but we don’t
take them all out if we’re skiing. We’ll take four, and that’s plenty.”
d, with  “And if they get tired?”
7 “We’re the only ones who will get tired—besides Benji, after
shot, and he’s one of the reasons I’m taking them out now.”
“Got it,” she said.
“Anyway, let’s get a move on now, so we’ll be back for dinne
Jut and With that, he opened the door and let out the dogs, then he turned
back at the others and gave them a warning. “Stay inside. I’ll be ba
3ertie alittle bit.”
They didn’t like that and started to howl the minute the door clc
tely toothem.
m okay She looked around and frowned. “I hate to even leave them alc
e hell’slocked up.”
He stopped, frowned, and asked, “What do you mean?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know, just one of those ghostly feelings o



t’s hardback,” she muttered. “As if... no, no, no, [ won’t even say it.”
“Now you already put fear in my head.” He pulled out his phc
added,faced her. “I need somebody to come sit with the dogs. Who
he shit,suggest?”
“Nikolai. He needs a break.”
not fair  “And is he trustworthy?”
“Absolutely.” He studied her, and she shrugged. “No, I don’t
reason to say that, but neither do I have any reason to think he’s not sa
m leadsbeen watching him from a distance for quite a while,” she shared. *
ke surehe’s as real as it gets.”
a lot of  “I’ll take your word for it.”
As soon as Nikolai answered the phone, Joe explained he was heac
will gofor some skiing with the dogs and with Emily and wanted Nikolai
with the remaining dogs to ensure that everything was safe. Joe look
iate it.”at Emily, as he put away his phone. “He did sound relieved.”
» taking  “Exactly. Everybody’s looking at him sideways now. He was frien
Eric, good friends supposedly, but now Nikolai’s wondering if the
1e.” Hefriends at all.”
Joe winced. “Got to love those scenarios, don’t we?”
“Not really.” She gave a shake of her head. “It’s tough enough tt
want toalready wondering what happened to his friend, but now he’s also g
wondering if he himself was set up or if his friend was deliberatel
Nikolai. Now that? ... That kind of betrayal is hard.”
getting  “Yeah, the thing about trust is, the minute you lose it, it feels
betrayal. So, in Nikolai’s case, I’'m sure he does feel very much as
been used.”
rtime.”  As they moved across the snow, Emily studied the vast whiteness
to lookthem, her skis crisply sliding across the surface. “I guess we have moi
ck in acoming in tonight, don’t we? Seems more storms are coming in tl
couple days.”
>sed on  Joe nodded. “Yeah, that’s one of the reasons I wanted to get the
out for a bit. They’re all quite happy to be couch potatoes, but they al
ne andto get out for a run.” Sure enough, the dogs were running quite nicely
them and in front of them.
“What about their pads on the snow?” she asked.
wver my  “That’s another thing I’m checking,” Joe said. “They’ve all



different pad protectors today, ones that I’ve been developing for out |
ne andthat their claws can go through but it still protects their soles and the
do youfrom the ice. Some breeds do really well naturally on ice. Some breed
and you get weaknesses within the purebreds as well. Every once in ¢
you get one where his pad gets cut up,” Joe noted. “Of course then
leaving a blood trail, which isn’t smart.”
have a  She winced at that. As they forged ahead, she looked around and
fe. I’'ve“This really is one of those vast places where Mother Nature totall
‘I thinkisn’t it?”

“Yes,” Joe agreed. “It’s one of the last frontiers in many ways.”

“I was thinking of the ocean in that way,” she shared, sending
ling outchuckle. “So much land that we have explored and so much ocean
to stayhaven’t. It always amazes me that we can have so much dedication
ed overaspect and not the rest.”

“Oh, I agree with you there,” Joe replied. “Although my dogs
ds withswim, the ocean isn’t exactly where my heart is.”

y were  “What about retirement? Any thoughts of that in the near future?”

“Oh, I think about it,” he admitted, with a huff. “Certainly on t

I’ve thought about it a lot.”
1at he’s  She looked over at the older man and realized that the year
Ot to becreeping on him. “You’re probably past the normal age of ret
y usinganyway.” He glared at her, and she laughed. “I’m not trying to insult y
I suspect you’ve been pushing the line for a while.”
; like a  “My wife would agree with that,” he muttered, with half a
if he’s“absolutely she would.”

As Emily looked around, and they talked generally about his fam
aroundand the fact that his wife wanted him to retire and to stay home,
‘e snowpointed out something dark in the distance. “Do we know what that is*
he next  “No, not yet, and the guys were out looking for tracks this morni

I’m not sure anybody saw anything. The guys’ tracks didn’t go this di
se dogsalthough they probably did a circle around.”
so love  “And yet,” she added, “it’s pretty hard to see anything, especiall
' besideeverything seems to give you a white outlook.”
“It can be hard to see out here,” he admitted, “particularly if you’r
wrong angle. Even something buried first appears as a hump in the sr
got on



1ere, sostill could easily become invisible again, depending on what you u

)ir padslandmark or an anchor to hold down sightings,” he explained.

sdon’t, Emily added, “I wouldn’t be at all surprised if people aren’t out

1 while,for any sign of Teegan, with some renewed hope, now that Eric survi
you’rehere for so long. I think Mountain led a group out earlier.”

Joe laughed. “Mountain has already combed this area many, many
smiled.looking for any sign of his brother. So, if he’s got any hope that
y rules,survival is connected to his brother Teegan’s, then Mountain will

here.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” she muttered. Even as they skied mile
' him afrom the base, she couldn’t help but keep looking behind her to ensi
that weher tracks were there.
to one  “If you’re nervous, we can head back,” Joe suggested calmly.

“No, it’s fine,” she muttered, feeling a deep sense of unease. “I -
love tothat feeling of wrongness again.”

“Ah, the one that had me phoning your friend to keep an eye

dogs?”
his trip  “That one, yeah. We’re out here, in the vastness of this world ...”

They skied a little bit farther, and she pointed, “I keep thinking I'mr
's weresomething over there.”
irement  “Let’s go then.” Joe immediately turned his skies in that direction.
ou, but  “You didn’t see anything though,” she noted. “I hate to make this

goose chase.”
smile,  He snorted. “I’m out here exercising dogs. I don’t care if we go lef
straight, or do circles around this cursed place. If you pick a pa
1ily lifedirection you want to go, let’s go. I don’t mind, and these dogs c
Emilydon’t. Exercise is exercise, no matter what.”
”? With that, they veered ever-so-slightly off to the side. As they go
ng, butand closer, he pointed to the circle and said, “I see it too.”
rection, At that confirmation, they spurred their skis to go faster and faste
they came upon an odd sight. She kicked off her skis and walked ove
y whenshe was crouched in front of what appeared to be a temporary camps
looked over at Joe. “I don’t like the look of this,” she muttered.
eatthe  “Maybe it’s not a case of we don’t appreciate the look of it, but
10w butthis is where Eric had been hiding out.”
She nodded and pulled out her phone. Then they heard a shot



se as abehind, and she turned, Mountain coming toward them.

When he reached them, his gaze immediately took in the surrou
lookingand he whistled. “I saw you guys veer off back there, and obviously
ved outfound something,” he muttered.

“I don’t know what we found.” Emily shrugged and then pointec
7 times,makeshift campsite. “I was about to call you.”

. Eric’s  Mountain nodded. “And it’s a good thing that, whatever this is,

be outhere to see it up close. Let me take a quick look.” He kicked off his s
walked over very quickly, investigating the site.

's away  Emily noted that the shelter had been dug down quite a way i

are thatsnowpack and was quite hollow but covered with white plastic tarp:
built as if an igloo. Plus she saw the remnant of a fire, and even sleepi
and food were inside the snow cave. She asked Mountain, “Do you th

just gotis where Eric was living?”

He stared at it for a long moment and then looked back at her i

on the“Somebody certainly was. I hope it was him.”

“As versus anybody else?” she asked. “Because you don’t want t

anybody else is involved with Eric?”
1seeing  “God, no. Obviously I really want to find my brother, but I can’t i
that he would have been stuck here for any particular reason.”

“How do you track ... Is there any chance that more than one pers
» a wildhere, though?” Joe asked from behind them.

She looked around, shaking her head. “I don’t know how you ca
t, right,muttered, as she stared at the surrounding area. “It’s also almost st
rticularhere,” she said, pointing to the shininess.
ertainly  “That’s because he’s used water or heat,” Mountain replied, study

area, “in order to make it glassy, probably specifically to hide his track
t closer  She stared at him and then nodded. “That makes a sick kind of
hadn’t considered that.”
or, until  “For that reason alone, I’m pretty sure this would have been
a1, untilcampsite,” Mountain stated. “And it’s huge to find out where he’
ite. Shestaying.” As he looked around again, he nodded. “It’s also very well-t|
out. It would appear to be a blind fissure that no one would typically
maybeeven passing right by it, not to mention from farther away.” He pulled
phone. “I’ll bring out Magnus and maybe Barret or some of the others
it from



a closer look.” He looked at Emily and stated, a bit too sternly, “Dc
ndings,anybody about this.”
y you’d  She winced. “What about Nikolai?”
“Not yet,” Mountain stated firmly. “I’ll tell him myself.” She he
1 to theand he looked at her, understanding her hesitation. “I will.”
“Fine,” she replied, “but he does need to know and soon. He’s
we gothimself apart over this.”
kis and  He looked at her carefully and asked, “And that matters to you?”
Surprised, she shrugged. “It should matter to all of us. Everybody’
nto thehard time over this, some more than others. In his case, I think, witl
ing andbetrayal, Nikolai’s reassessing if he even knew this guy.”
ng bags  “I think we’re all doing that to some degree,” Mountain admitte
ink thisyeah, my sympathies are with Nikolai, and I certainly understan
betrayal is like.”
ntently.  She nodded. “In many ways, I think we’ve all had an experien
betrayal that didn’t make any of us like humanity any better, but I d
o thinkthat Nikolai’s particularly affected, and yet he’s hiding it. I don’t tl
would appreciate it if he knew that everyone could see how he’s feelin
magine  “No, I’m sure not,” Mountain agreed. “We’re all feeling the t
aren’t we?”
onwas  “We are,” she confirmed.
He studied her closely again. In a low voice, making sure Joe wat
n,” shehearing, Mountain asked her, “Mason sent you, didn’t he?” When she
1eer iceat him for a long moment, he nodded, almost to himself. “You don’t
say anything. The look in your eye was enough.”
7ing the  “If it was enough,” she said, “then I’ve already failed.”
s.” “Nope, not at all, but I am interested at the change of tactic.”
sense. I  “I think he was afraid you guys were causing too much interest. A1
be more easily overlooked.”
. Eric’s ~ “Maybe. ... Not to worry. I won’t say anything. But realize the
's beenworking secretly for Mason—might be ultimately seen by Nikolai as
hought-betrayal too.”
notice,  She shrugged. “I don’t know him that well, certainly not enor
out hissomething to come between us,” she shared. “And, if it does, it’s really
to takeissue.”
He chuckled. “If only I had a dollar for every time somebor



m’t tellsomething similar to me... but believe me. Nikolai will want to be
inside track, as soon as you feel clear enough to tell him.”
“I can’t do that,” she said, “and you know that.”
sitated, “I do know that,” he replied, with a smirk. “So the road that
heading down right now won’t be easy.”

tearing  “Sure,” she conceded, “but, if it helps bring an end to all this de
mayhem, it’ll be worth it.” And, with that, she headed off to where .
been dealing with the dogs.

'shada As Joe looked up, she said, “Seems it’s time for us to go

1 Eric’sMountain’s called a couple men out here.”

“Good,” Joe replied. “This isn’t where we belong anyway.”

d. “So,  She smiled and nodded. “I won’t argue with that. We found sor
d whatimportant though, and now we can head back.” She quickly clicked
skis, waited until Joe had the dogs ready, and they headed back tow
ce withbase again. The trip seemed much faster because Joe had taken the I¢
o knowhad chosen a far more direct route than the more meandering path tt
nink hetaken earlier.
g.” When they reached the dog barn, Emily helped Joe get the dogs se
‘ension, After they had put the dogs inside, she announced, “I’'ll go grab a hot
tea before dinner.”
He nodded and then asked, “You want to go back out again tomorr
sout of  She beamed. “I’m all for it.”
> stared  He grinned at her. “It’s nice to have somebody come along who c:
have toup but not make me look as if I’'m old and infirm.”
At that, she burst out laughing. “Yeah, that’s not happening.
incredibly fit, though I know that a few of these guys make all of us Ic
idiots. Yet I consider myself in pretty good shape,” she admitted.
1d I cansomething about being with a group of the military’s elite men ma

want to curl up and cry because I’m not at that level of strength.”
it—you  Joe shook his head. “You’re doing damn well, so don’t let anybod
if it’s ayou feel any differently. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

She smiled her thanks, and, after a big cuddle with Bertie, Emily
1gh formade her escape. Instead of getting tea, she headed straight for hei
7 not anOnce there, she shut the door and quickly phoned Mason. It took a bit

call to go through, but, as soon as he answered, she admitted, “I’ve
dy saidbeen made. I told you that I wasn’t any good at this.”



on the  After a short silence on the other end, he asked, “Made by whom?”
“Mountain.”
He chuckled, seemingly enjoying the revelation. “Yeah, I would
you’renothing less of him, and, besides, I warned him that I was tapping sor
he wouldn’t expect, so he’s been looking at who was there to see wh
ath andcould come up with for assistance.”
Joe had  “Yeah, well, I'm hardly anybody who you can really tap,” she
“The investigative work I’ve always done has been secretive, such as t
home.  “And that’s the beauty of it. You’re undercover, and nobody suspe
because you’re already there,” Mason stated in a warm tone. “Doi
worry about Mountain. He won’t say anything to anybody. Besid
nethingenough for him that you’re on his side.”
on her  “Sure, but I can’t really let anybody know I’m on his side.”
rard the  “Nope, and that’s always the trick,” Mason confirmed, with a smil
2ad andvoice. “Now you just keep being who you are, who you’ve been all alc
1ey hadkeep your eyes and ears open, and let me know what’s going on.”
She hesitated.
ttled in.  Mason understood her reluctance. “Relax, Emily. Of all the peor
- cup ofneed to know, Mountain’s probably the perfect one, so just do y
believe it will be fine.” And, with that, he hung up.
ow?” Groaning, she left her room and headed toward the kitchen to get t
She needed it even more now. The chill from outside, combine
an keepworking up quite a sweat, had now settled a little deeper into her soul
thought about what she was doing and what Mason had requested fr
You’reShe had talked to him many times over the years but hadn’t seen
»ok likeperson in years.
. “Still,  That she had nobody to talk to was a problem, nobody at all,
kes memaybe Mountain now, yet that was dangerous too. Voices could be
this place, as she well knew. A little too easily, she thought, not the
y makeheard anything particularly useful yet, though she’d been careful so i
sure didn’t want to get caught trying to listen in on conversations.
quicklyhere were already stressed to the max and not quick to trust, and pl
r room.them seemed as if they wouldn’t be very forgiving.
for the

already %



NikorAr saT AT a dining room table in the corner, talking with some |
guys about all the base shenanigans. A couple of them were pumping
expectto what the hell had gone wrong with Eric, but Nikolai didn’t have an .
nebodyHe’d given it no small amount of thought, but he just didn’t know, ai
it else Ibeen pretty blunt about it. He thought most of them would take hin
word, but he didn’t know what they would say to each other, on
argued.walked out of here.
his.” As it was, several of them got up and were heading back to their
cts youfor a few minutes before dinner. Nikolai nodded, and, with some
n’t youconversation coming to an end, he sat in place and waited until the
les, it’sgone. Almost immediately Emily walked in, scanned the room, and,
one look at him, smiled and walked over.
“Hey. How you doing?” she asked.
ein his  He shrugged. “I’m sure you know how I’'m doing.”
ng, but  “If T had to guess, I would say that you’re doing okay, but you’s
better.”
He laughed. “Exactly.” He looked at her, curious. “How was skiii
)le whoJoe and the dogs?”
ou and “Good, great to be out. Thanks for checking in on the other dog
we were gone. Hope I didn’t overstep, but, when he asked if I could
hat tea.someone, I thought you might enjoy the break.”
'd with  “I did, thanks. Find anything?” he asked, going straight to the pc
, as shegaze sharp.
om her.  She shrugged. “Maybe, not too sure. I didn’t really go out there
him infor anything.” She gave a half laugh. “Joe was going and asked if I we
tag along. Jeez, that guy is in great shape. I am chilled though and nee
thoughgrab a hot drink.”
leard in  “Go get something,” he urged, “then get back here and talk to me.”
it she’d  She winced. “I can’t say anything, though I was told that someba
far, andbe talking to you about it.”
People  His mouth snapped shut, and he looked at her quizzically.
enty of  She shrugged. “I can’t even tell you if it’s good news or bad. Let
some tea at least.” She headed over to the counter and quickly made he
Chrissy looked over at her and smiled. “Dinner will be ready soon.
“Good,” Emily said. “I could do with a hot soup.”
“You’ve been outside today? It’s pretty cold out there.”



random  “Yeah, you’re not kidding.” Emily groaned. “I’ve been out skiii
him asJoe and the dogs.”
answer.  “Oh, that’s lovely. I miss that.”
nd he’d  “Skiing with Joe?” Emily asked.
1 at his  “Yes, believe it or not, I used to go out with the dogs a fair bit
ce theysneak over and cuddle with the dogs. One there I really love, Patches,
to see her as often as I can.”
"rooms  “That makes sense to me,” Emily murmured. “It’s a lovely way t
- genialthe afternoon, and it wasn’t as cold as it could have been. The trouble
'y werethat I’m inside, I’'m having trouble getting warm again.”
, taking ~ “Yeah, that’s how it works,” Chrissy noted cheerfully. “Get yourse
drink, sit down, and give your body a chance to recover.”
And that’s what Emily did, heading back to where Nikolai sat.
looked at him, she smiled and casually said, “Don’t look so worried.”
/e been  “How else would I look, after what you just told me? Surely yot
think it would make me feel better.”
ng with  She nodded, then leaned forward and in a very low voice told him,
word to anyone else. Since Mountain will be talking to you, you dan
s whilebetter be surprised when he tells you.” She took a deep breath. “We tt
suggestmay have found where Eric was camped.”
Nikolai’s eyebrows shot up, and air of excitement whispered aci
yint, hisface. “Oh, I’m glad to hear that.”
“As I said, you don’t know anything, and Mountain will talk to yot
looking  “Got it.” Nikolai stared around the room and shook his head. “I’
inted totalking to the guys a lot today, yet always with that sense of looking at
:d to goan explanation. However, I don’t have anything to give them.”

“And then you’re stressing yourself out because you don’t h
explanation, and it’s killing you because, of all the people here, you
\dy willbe the one who would have known. Or so you thought.”

“Yes, exactly.” He looked at her and around them several tin
almost makes me think you’re in the investigative business—or at leas
me gethumanity better than most.”
T tea. She snorted. “I definitely know humanity, starting with b
” brothers.” She gave Nikolai a smile. “You can bet life with them ha
been easy, but it’s always been something to remember.”
He smiled. “I kind of felt that way about Eric too. I would have ¢



1g withwere like brothers.”
“And yet I’m sure you’ve felt something different this last little wh
“Yeah, he was more arrogant than usual,” Nikolai muttered, “hel
disgust for humans in general, including those around him. I finally t
.. I stillto ease up. That was the only argument we ever had,” he admitted. “]
so I trytold me to stop being such a prick and to own up to the fact that eve
here was half of what we were, and, if I wasn’t so righteous, he wi
> spendtalking to me more too. I never understood what he meant by that, a
is, nowI’m sitting here wondering if I didn’t miss a clue.”

“Sounds as if maybe you did,” she noted in a sympathetic tone, “t
lf a hotyou weren’t looking for a clue. Why would you?”

“No, and still T should have been,” he admitted. “Honestly I need
As sheto somebody, but I’m not sure how to get a hold of him. I’'m not even

he’s the right person.”
1didn’t  “I don’t know who you’re looking for, but Mountain might know.
might even know,” she suggested.
“Nota  “He’s somebody I worked with in Europe,” Nikolai began. “I
nn-wellpretty big in the military over here. I doubt he’s got anything to do w.
1ink webut ...”
“What’s his name?” she asked, with a sinking feeling.
‘oss his  He looked at her, shrugged, and said, “Mason.”

“Ah, why don’t you talk to Mountain about it? He could probably
1.7 happen. And, if you think there’s a purpose for it, maybe he would do
ve been  “I don’t know, but I feel as if I'm in a spot of trouble, and, if a
-me forcould help me right now, it would be him. I met him on a couple o

deployments.”
ave an  “Then call him,” she urged.
should  “I don’t know how to get a hold of him,” Nikolai said.

“Talk to Mountain. I think he’s pretty good friends with him. Alt]
1es. “Itcould be wrong.” She frowned. “Maybe that was Magnus. Altho
st knowMountain feels a justification for it, I suspect he could put you in tou

just about anyone.”
nultiple  “Maybe... we’ll see.” Nikolai gave her half a smile. “I might hav
s neverway to do it on my own.” And, with that, he stood and said, “Get
Then he quickly disappeared.
said we
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DAY 2 LATE MORNING

SWEARING TO HERSELF, she quickly contacted Mason via text. He’s lo

you. Nikolai. He knows you, thinks you might be the one to help him out.

Help him out how?

Yeah, that would be between you two.

He called her and, in a low voice, asked if she was clear to talk.

“I’m in the dining area, and I’'m all alone.”

“That area always has eyes and ears, so don’t ever believe that.”

“No, I get that. I was explaining where I am.”

“When did he say this?”

“A few minutes ago.”

“What’s his last name?”

“No idea,” she replied cheerfully, “but he knew you. Told me hc
done several training missions with you in Europe.”

“Nikolai, huh? ... Oh, six-two or so, blond, blue eyes? Scar on tl
side of his chin?”

“Yeah, that’s him.”

“Damn, I didn’t know it was that Nikolai. If it’s him, then I de
know him. I’ll call him.” And, with that, he hung up.

She stared at the phone, shaking her head, wondering if Nikolai
come back and talk to her or if this was a done deal for the night. W]
looked up, Magnus strode toward her. He sat in front of her an
“Something happened, and I don’t know what.”

“Lots of things happened, but I’'m not sure what you’re talking
she replied.

“Why don’t you fill me in?” She explained about the ski trip ar
they’d found.

Magnus nodded, explaining that he’d sent the others out to the ca
since he was tied up here. Then she’d explained about Nikolai wanting



to Mason, and, at that, Magnus’s eyebrows shot up, and then he I
“That figures. It seems as if Mason’s getting to be pretty-damn popula

“I haven’t seen the man myself in a couple years. The way our
connection here sucks, it’s not always that easy to get through, so I w
be surprised if they didn’t connect. I did tell Nikolai to talk to M
though.”

oking for ~ Magnus smiled at that. “That’s another good call,” he agreed, and,
she didn’t say anything.

She looked around and added, “I sure hope dinner is out soon.” SI
to stifle a shiver. “I got a chill out there again.” Immediately he froy
her. She shrugged. “I’m fine. It’s just that waiting for dinner now is
me on edge.”

“You could go ask for a bowl of something hot, if they have it.”

“You also know that they don’t appreciate it when you interruj
with special requests, right when they’re trying to get a meal out.”

Almost immediately he smiled. Since her back was to the kitch
didn’t know what was happening. Magnus laughed. “Somebody ob

w he’dnoticed.”
Sure enough, Emily turned to see Chrissy walking toward her, car
Je righthOt bowl of soup. Placing it in front of Emily, she smiled. “No, we d
this all the time, so consider it a one-time deal. Don’t tell anybody.” J
that, she was gone, leaving a very happy Emily behind.

&

hen sheyr pipn’t TAKE long to connect, and that alone surprised Nikolai. W
d said,finally did speak to Mason, he immediately greeted him with, ¢
trouble.”
about,”  Gjlence came on the other end for a moment, and then Mason
“Hello, Nikolai. It’s been a long time.”
id what  «yeah it has been, and I am in trouble.”
“I did hear about some of it,” he began. “So, this guy who’
mpsite, migsing?”
jtotalk  «Rric. ves.”
“A friend of yours, right?”

finitely

~would



ughed.  “Yes,” he replied cautiously, “but there are friends, and then th

r.” friends, and apparently this is a friend I didn’t really know. Not well

commsanyway.”

ouldn’t  “Explain.”

ountain  For the next few minutes, Nikolai gave Mason a firsthand accour
what he thought his relationship with Eric had been. Then Nikolai

to that,more at the end. “I should also say that I haven’t had a whole lot to «
him in the last few years, and, when I saw him this time, it surprised 1

he triedmuch he’d changed.”

vned at  “In what way?”

putting  “More arrogant, more dismissive of the people around him
dismissive of life. I don’t know. He didn’t look as if he played we
others anymore.”

)t them  “That’s probably because he didn’t, I'm sure. Life gets to be a li
easy for some people, and I think they get careless and stop giving

en, sheabout what other people think or do or say. As long as it doesn’t i

viouslywith their world, they allow it to be, but the minute it does impa
world, they can’t handle it.”

tying a  “That’s a good description of where Eric was at.”

on’tdo  “I have heard from a few people on the base,” he shared, “and, just

ust likeknow, the investigation is ongoing. However, I don’t have too muct
way of information yet.”

“No, as of my last briefing—unofficially, of course—I heard th
may have found Eric’s hiding place, a makeshift campsite, his hidec
it’s most likely where he had been staying.”

, “I did hear that today too,” Mason confirmed, “but I have yet to
hen he o »
T'm inMountaln himself.
“Right, well, anyway I want to tell you that, if you have any influ
replied this godforsaken place... I didn’t do anything wrong, and I’m bou
"determined to help sort out what the hell Eric was up to and how
damage he’s caused to the people here. Something is ... not brol
revved up may be a better word for it, as if Eric was finally doing sor
that he thought was worth his while. Yet, when he got here, he was tt
incredibly arrogant, dismissive person I hadn’t seen in a very long time
“When did you see that before?”
“When we were in training. He could do everything, and |

's been



lere areeverything. He was so much better than anybody else. People both lov
enoughhated him,” Nikolai shared. “And that made for a very difficult lifes
him sometimes because a lot of people didn’t have any patience for hi
of mockery and disgust.” Nikolai sighed. “Anyway I wanted to let yo
iting ofthat I’'m innocent, that I’m cooperating, and that I’'m doing m
i addedinvestigation here as well.”
do with  “Don’t do anything stupid,” Mason warned. “An awful
ne howinvestigating is going on right now. I don’t know that they’re very ¢
finding any answers because of the nature of the problem, but I'm s
probably know by now that Mountain is also looking for his brother.”
, more  “That would be one Teegan Rode,” he stated.
2]l with  “Exactly.”
“Yeah, I knew that.”
ttle too  “Did you ever see any interactions between Teegan and Eric?”
~a crap  “Interactions?”
nterfere  “Yes, as in talking, laughter, mockery, anything that woul
ct theirtrouble?”
Nikolai sat back and thought about it. “I don’t know that it nec
spelled trouble, but Eric was very much of the opinion that Teegar
- so yougreen Kkid, still wet behind the ears.”
1in the  “He was, in a way, but that wasn’t his fault. He was young and hac
a chance to learn and experience that much yet, is all.”
\at they  “I know. I know, but, for Eric, it wouldn’t have mattered. That stil
ut, buthave been something Eric would have been pretty mocking about.”
“Doesn’t seem to be a very nice guy.”
talk to  “Eric didn’t used to be such an asshole, honestly. ... He was g
work with, before all this mess. So the fact that he had become ¢
ence inasshole in this situation is kind of disturbing because that wasn’t him b
nd and  “Maybe not, but sounds as if it’s him now.”
v much  “And yet, I swear to you, that’s not the man I knew before.”
ken but  “Okay, yet you can’t think of any conversation or anything t
nethingTeegan and Eric?”
1e same  “Oh, wait, hang on a minute,” he murmured. “Some sort of betti
2.” going on.”
At that, Mason let out a hard breath. “You mean, about staying
[ meanlong enough without getting killed and that type of thing, more the w



/ed andof daredevils?”
tyle for ~ “Yeah, a bunch of that kind of talk was going on. I’'m not sure if E
s brandpart of that, but I definitely remember Teegan laughing about a bunch
u know  “Yeah, he would, but I would hope he wouldn’t rise to the bait.”
iy own  “Around here though, what that’s like?” Nikolai asked, with a c
tone. “If you don’t rise to the bait, they’ll try harder and harder to get
lot ofgive in.”
lose to  Silence came on the other end, and Mason finally responded, “Loc
ure youdo your investigation but keep Mountain in the loop. That’s the only
keep your ass clear of trouble.”
“Is he the one running this? What about Samson and Ted?”
“Yes, they are running the more overt investigation. Don’t forget
on top.”
“We never see him much, especially lately. I’m not sure he come:
his room at all anymore. The colonel is more of a mystery than this ple
d spell “I’m pretty sure he thinks this assignment is a punishment, and h
putting in his time, until he’s done,” Mason noted. “All I can tell you
essarilyhave to keep your nose clean right now, particularly while everybody i
| was aso much stress about your supposed good friend because everyboc
looking to you for answers.”
In’thad  “They already are,” Nikolai admitted. “I don’t have any to give
doesn’t stop them all from looking at me as if I can give them the v
1 wouldlottery ticket numbers or something,” he replied bitterly.
“And speaking of which,” Mason asked, “did your friend leave a
behind at the base? Was anything left for you, a note, a message? A 1
sood tosomething or other? Anything?”
such an  “No, and that was one of the reasons why I knew that somethir
iefore.” have happened to him because he didn’t say anything, coming or go
was here one moment, and then he was gone.”
“So that wouldn’t have been normal behavior?”
retween  “It wasn’t normal behavior from a few years ago, but remember. 1
seen him since then. I had talked to him occasionally. We chatted eve
ng wasin a while, but definitely a distance grew between us. And he ¢
something about, if I wasn’t so righteous, he could have brought m
outsidesome deals over time. But, when I laughed and reminded him that his
orkings



deals weren’t my kind of deals ... Eric gave me that same mocking ¢
ric wasas if to say, Poor me, and then he was gone again.”
of it.” “That’s the problem of course. We’re all wondering what kind of ¢
was involved in on this assignment and how much those deals impac
‘autiousdisappearance. Yet he didn’t disappear. Apparently he stepped out anc
~ you toout.”
“And see? That’s the part I don’t get.”
k. You  “Believe me. That’s what none of us get. What was the reason? W.
way tothe advantage? How did hanging around the base, yet not being a par
base, benefit him?”
As the two of them thought about it, finally Nikolai reluctantly ad
a CO’sallowed him the anonymity to do anything he wanted. By distancing
from the others, he just did his thing.”
s out of  Mason sucked in his breath, followed by a sigh of sorrow, as if hi
ice.”  thoughts were voiced. “That’s what I was thinking. Now comes the
e’s justquestion, and I need you to be as clear and as honest as you can be.
is, youEric turn around and kill somebody, regardless of the team, regarc
s underwhat was happening? Would he do it for money? Would he do it
ly’1l bethrill? Would he do it just because—"
Absolutely no hesitation came in Nikolai’s mind, as he imme
, but itinterrupted, “He would... yes, absolutely, and I’m pretty sure he’s
vinningdone it.”
“Any proof of that?” Mason asked.
nything  “No, I don’t have any proof,” Nikolai stated, “none at all, but we
favoritea separate training session—this one was in Alaska,” he added. “Tv
died during the training.”
1ig must  “Which happens,” Mason conceded. “I wish to God it didn’t, bui
ing. Heknow that, every once in a while, things go wrong.”
“Yeah, things went wrong all right, but, in both cases, Eric was th
told me how the trainees were idiots, and how all he had to do was prc
“hadn’tthem, and how that had been as easy as pie. When I asked him if he
ry onceanything to kill those men, he looked at me in his most mocking way.
lid sayme that he didn’t have to, that they were idiots. All he had to do w
e in onthem the opportunity to hang themselves, and they would have done it.
kind of At that, silence came on the other end, and Mason finally spoke.
give me details on that trip. We’ll need to look hard at this friend o



ittitude,and confirm any information that can be found in his history. We mus
and find it fast.”

leals he  “Why?” Nikolai asked. “Eric’s dead and gone. He can’t give us ar

“ted hisanswers.”

[ stayed  “Oh, he’ll have answers, if only to help understand the mind-s
killer who doesn’t give a crap,” Mason noted, with a sharp tone. “Remr
Lots of people have died at that base this session, and we need to knc

hat wasmuch, if anything, your friend had to do with it.”

t of the  “To start with, stop calling Eric my friend,” Nikolai said, “and I
digging into the past and get you as much information as I have. I dor

ded, “Itthink a lot of it’s on record because he was there, but often on secret n

himselffor his own team. I’m not even sure that Eric would consider what he
being wrong. I think he would consider it fair game, and God help 1

s worsedid have anything to do with the deaths here. That is not something I v

> toughmy shoulders.”

Would  “It isn’t on your shoulders,” Mason declared. “That’s never been

lless ofshoulders. It’s on Eric’s.”

for the  Mason may have said it, but Nikolai knew in his heart that he
much part of it as Eric was.
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and confirm any information that can be found in his history. We must find it
and find it fast.”

“Why?” Nikolai asked. “Eric’s dead and gone. He can’t give us any more
answers.”

“Oh, he’ll have answers, if only to help understand the mind-set of a
killer who doesn’t give a crap,” Mason noted, with a sharp tone. “Remember.
Lots of people have died at that base this session, and we need to know how
much, if anything, your friend had to do with it.”

“To start with, stop calling Eric my friend,” Nikolai said, “and I’ll start
digging into the past and get you as much information as I have. I don’t even
think a lot of it’s on record because he was there, but often on secret missions
for his own team. I’m not even sure that Eric would consider what he did as
being wrong. I think he would consider it fair game, and God help us if he
did have anything to do with the deaths here. That is not something I want on
my shoulders.”

“It isn’t on your shoulders,” Mason declared. “That’s never been on your
shoulders. It’s on Eric’s.”

Mason may have said it, but Nikolai knew in his heart that he was as
much part of it as Eric was.



DAY 2 DINNER

EMILY LOOKED FROM her soup, as Nikolai raced back in the dining ro

saw her, stopped for a moment, then determinedly walked toward her.
with a thud across from her and leaned closer. “I spoke to Mason.”

“Oh, good,” she replied. “I’m glad you got through so quickly.”

He nodded. “As I mentioned, we’re acquaintances. I didn’t realize
might have anything to do with this place.”

She gave him a wry look. “Not a whole lot Mason doesn’t have
in,” she noted. “Whether he likes it or not, he gets tapped for a
troubleshooting.”

Nikolai nodded at that. “He’s asked me to dredge up informatic
Eric’s past that I know about, but I never really said anything abc
admitted. “I did report something to my CEO at the time, but
completely dismissed as being ludicrous. But now I need to get some
pen, or maybe even a laptop would be better.” He looked at her intent
you have anything?”

Frowning, she nodded. “Yeah, I have a laptop.”

“Good, that’s a good place to start.

“Do you want a hand with jogging your memories, writing it all do

He hesitated and then nodded. “If you’re up for it, but it could be u

“Hey, everything I’ve seen so far has been ugly,” she stated. “If th
us a head start on anything, I’m all for it. Besides, your friend is gone.’

He winced. “I know it’s a long shot, but any chance I could get yo
call Eric my friend anymore?” She was not surprised at his reques
starting to realize I didn’t know this man at all.”

“Absolutely,” she said. “Do you want dinner first?”

He nodded, then looked around. “How about we go to you
afterward, then nobody will think anything of it—outside of thinking v
a relationship going on?”

»



“That’s fine,” she agreed smoothly. “Let’s eat first, and then I
more hot tea back to my room.”
“You’re really cold, aren’t you?” he asked, concern in his voice.
“Yeah, but I’'m not sure how much is actual cold versus the fee
wondering who this Eric person was.”
“Yeah, I’m starting to realize that he was a whole lot less than I -
om. Heand a whole lot more than I wanted.”

He sat Surprised, she watched as Nikolai rose, walked over to grab som
and then returned and sat down beside her. “You’ll need more th
soup.”

that he I was planning on getting more,” she shared, “but the lineup is sta

He shrugged. “Here. Help yourself to this, and I’ll go get more

a handWwith that, he dashed off again. She was surprised when he came back

lot offull plate, way more than he could eat.

“So, you expect me to eat all this?” she asked, looking at the am

n fromiood on her plate.

ut,” he He stared at it and shrugged. “Honestly I got what I would have ea

it wasthen some.”

 paper, “I’m glad to hear that because you’ll be eating leftovers at this rate

ly. “Do He grinned, and, looking suddenly boyish, he laughed. “I don’
leftovers are a problem.”

“I hope not”—she smirked—*“because no way I can eat all this.” ¢
quite surprised when, twenty minutes later, her plate was way more tt

wn?” empty.

gly.” He teased her, “What’s this about not being able to eat? L.ooks to 1
is givesyou’re doing a pretty good job on it.”
» “I can’t believe I ate that much,” she admitted, rubbing her tun

u to nothope I'm not sick all night.”
t «p’m  He shook his head. “No reason to be sick. Besides, the food’s gooc
“I know. Chef’s great, isn’t he?”
“He is.”
r room At that, Elijah, the chef, who had walked out to check everything
ve havethe comment. He walked over and noted, “Okay, so you guys ob
heard about dessert, and you’re angling for a piece already.”
She looked at him and batted her eyes. “A piece of pie, a p
something sweet, would be lovely,” she replied, with a laugh.



"1l takeheading back to my room after this, so I can get under the covers .
warm.”

Chef frowned. “Chrissy told me that you were chilled.” He ey
ling ofcarefully. “It’s not smart dilly-dallying in this weather.”

“Yeah, thanks,” she muttered, with an eye roll. “I’m pretty sure |
thoughtdo it on purpose.”

“You don’t have to around here,” he stated, with a nod. “It’s pret
e food,to catch a chill, whether you thought you would get one or not.” H
an thatback a few minutes later with a plate of two still-warm slices of ch

cake with chocolate pudding flowing from the center. She stared at
rting.” wondered, “Is that a lava cake?”
” And, He laughed. “Yeah, it is. You can thank Chrissy for these.” An
. with athat, he was gone.

She stared at the treat in delight, looked over at Nikolai, and grir
ount ofdon’t know about you, but it’s pretty hard to let go of this.”

Nikolai smiled. “I guess that’s the advantage of having somebo
ten andChrissy here. I’ve never really had quite such baking on a base befc
The cookies and stuff were good before, but she’s definitely raised the
game.”

't think  “I know. She does pretty amazing stuff.” Emily looked at h
grinned. “Besides, it gives us a chance to bond over sweets.”
she was  He rolled his eyes. “Do we need to bond?”
1an half  “Need, no,” she replied, batting her eyes, “but we’ve already star
case you hadn’t noticed.”
ne as if  He laughed hard at that. “You are by far one of the friendliest
group.”
mmy. “I  “I think fear has divided everybody,” she murmured, “and that’s .
thing to change too. As we solve some of these issues, I’'m hoping it
l.” smooth out everything.”
“What are you doing after this?” he asked.
“Going wherever I’m sent,” she stated, with a smile.
i, heard  “You’re staying in the military long-term?”
viously  “Yeah.” She considered that for a moment and then clarified, “A
I’m wondering about doing some schooling and training and getting
iece ofsome point in time. Eventually I want a family and all that, but rigt
“We’reThis is where I want to be. It’s a career path for me, and we’ll see afte

»



and getHe nodded. “What about you?” she asked him curiously. “Are yot
back to Switzerland?”
ved her  “No, I don’t think so,” he shared, as he shifted around and looke:
rest of the place, buzzing with muttering voices and hushed whispers.
[ didn’tto make peace with all this, and I’m not sure what form that’ll take.”
“Can’t make peace until we solve it,” she noted. “Closure is pro
ty easyrequirement.”
e came  “And yet a lot of people don’t ever get closure to traumatic events
ocolatelives,” he pointed out.
t it and  “I know,” she agreed, “and I can imagine that it must be like an i
never goes away. I don’t want that to be you either,” she added,
d, withmoment.
He looked over at her. “We’ve hardly even talked the whole time
ined. “Ibeen here.”
“We have though,” she corrected, with a laugh, “while playing
dy likecards and some board games.”
re this.  “But you always kept your distance.”
baking  “You kept your distance,” she pointed out. When he frowned at |
nodded. “The minute Eric disappeared, you retreated into yourself. So.
im andhad thought was a potential friendship opening up was then changed, ¢
kind of disappeared in a way too. I wasn’t exactly sure if you wou
come back,” she admitted. “Kind of hard to watch actually.”
ted—in  He kept staring at her, as if shocked, and she was surprised that :
shared this, but she meant it. Everything she’d known of him up un
in thisshe’d really liked, but it had been almost impossible to get to know
because he’d been hidden behind this wall of protection, as if afraid or
a tougheven looking at trying to minimize the hurt he felt.
’ll help  She smiled. “That’s all right. No pressure.”
“No pressure?” he asked wearily.
“No pressure for a relationship,” she clarified, with a chuckle, “be
thought you were downright cute and thought maybe we had sor
going, but you backed off. Still, that doesn’t mean you have to pick t
[thoughagain. I’m not against it, but I know that, for a lot of people, I'm a li
s out atforward ... and in your face. I don’t want to say aggressive because |
it now?hate to think that I was aggressive.” She pondered the lava cake in 1
rward.”her, wondering why she was even going down this road, except that



1 goingwho she was. She was honest to a fault, and, if she wanted somethi
went after it.

d at the  But when he had backed off so quickly back then, it had been ¢

“I needthat he was so hurt by Eric’s disappearance. After he had shut the doo
face so firmly, she hadn’t really known what to do back then. As she

bably aover at him today, she could see that he still didn’t know what to do w
She grinned and added, “Honestly don’t worry about it.”

in their ~ He shook his head. “I’m not worried. I’'m flabbergasted because
see it.”

tch that  “No... you didn’t see it, and I didn’t want you to see it. I thouy

after amaybe you would pull back out of the slump you were in and that life
improve for you. Instead you’ve stayed isolated, and now, with this la
> we’veyou’re struggling even more.”

He stiffened and silently glared at her.

lots of  She grinned. “Okay, fine. You don’t like that terminology, and
struggling isn’t the word, but it does seem as if you’re missing ou
awful lot of opportunities. Listen. Eric is not you, so you are not resp
1er, shefor Eric’s actions. Eric is responsible for this, not you.”

,whatI ~ “But everybody here will think that I had something to do with i

ind younow they’re always looking at me,” he muttered, as he glanced around

Ild ever  He was right, and she didn’t need to see people staring openly or ¢
behind them to know this to be true.

she had  “I don’t have any way of showing them that I didn’t.”

til now  “That’s why you need to talk to Mountain, Magnus, and the peof

Nikolaican help you.”

‘maybe  He looked at her with a narrowed gaze, and she gave him a sunn
back. “I know. You don’t know what to do with me, and that’s fine. I’
of used to that.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know how you can be fine with it. Hos
rcause Iyou’re so open and trusting?” And then he stopped and guessed,
nethingbecause you haven’t been hurt in this life.”

Ip there ~ “Oh, I have been hurt,” she countered, “multiple times in differen

ttle toobut I’ve also decided that I wouldn’t let those hurts define who I a

[ wouldwould do well to remember that.”

front of “Would I?”

it was  “You would. Most people hide away when they get hurt, and I d



ng, shewhile. Then I realized that, by doing so, I was giving away my pc
somebody who no longer appreciated who I was, and I vowed that I w
bbviousdo it anymore,” she declared. “And, if you don’t want anything to
r in herme, that’s fine, really. I’m not trying to push myself into your space.”
looked  He gave her a crooked grin. “Are you sure?”
ith her.  She burst out laughing and brought a bright smile to his face.
He shook his head. “You’re like a ray of sunshine around this |
I didn’tkeep looking for the deceit, for the ...” Then he stopped and starec
plate in front of her. “I can’t believe you ate most of that.”
sht that  “I did,” she declared, with a laugh.
»would  “So, what now?”
test hit, “Let’s go to my room, and we’ll see what we can get done.” She
at him, waggled her eyebrows, and he flushed. Laughter peeled frc
making him shake his head and sling his arm through hers.
maybe  “How come I’m just seeing this now?”
t on an  “Because now,” she noted cheerfully, “you’re finally seeing me.”
onsible  “And yet, when we first found Eric, you weren’t terribly friendly.”
“I was trying hard to shock you out of the reverie you were caugh
t. Evenwhat with all that pain, trying to figure out where and what was hap
You needed your head on straight for all the questions coming your w
luckingit was your way of dealing with this.”
He stared at her and then nodded slowly. “Very true.”
“If Eric was alive all that time, we’re all hoping that Teegan is too.
le who  “And Teegan is really what this is all about, isn’t it?” He had ¢
lightly, but his voice was nothing if not suspicious.
y smile  She stopped in the hallway, studied him, and said, “Teegan an
'm kindfriends, and that’s it. Always have been, but with nothing between u
poked Nikolai in the chest.
w come  “Yeah, right.”
“That’s  She cut him off before he could say any more. “Listen to yourself
you? Suspicion oozing out of every pore. Not sure who hurt you or wt
t ways,noted, “but that’s not what’s here and shouldn’t be between us.”
m. You “There isn’t anything between us,” he pointed out.
“Because you won’t give it a damn chance.” At the look on his fe
burst out laughing. “I shouldn’t tease you quite so badly.”
id fora  “No, you shouldn’t,” he agreed, as he wrapped an arm arou



>wer toshoulders and tucked her up close. “Yet it is very refreshing. Most peo
‘ouldn’tavoid me.”
dlo with  “Yeah, and I’ve seen that happen here a lot.” She chuckled. “Ho
did too. I stayed away from you, as it seemed to be what you we
buckled in and did what everybody else was doing, but it doesn’t seel
doing any good, and it’s really not who I am,” she shared. “So, there
place. [From now on, I’ll be me.”
1 at the  “Right, this irreverent bubbling you?”
“What? You didn’t see the bubbling part before?” she asked.
He nodded. “I did. I just didn’t really understand it.” He shrugge
world hasn’t heard much laughter lately.”
looked  “And that’s the problem,” she noted, “and that’s why everybo
»m her,avoiding you, and now I won’t. Because you ... kind of went into thi
dark place, where suddenly everything around you was wror
suspicious. I don’t know. ... It got dark, for lack of a better word.”
“Dark works,” he admitted, “and you’re right. It was getting da
was a good friend of mine at one time, and I felt so damn guilty. I sper
it up in,out there looking for him, and the fact that I didn’t find him and that
pening.so close means that he was right all along—in that he had skills
ay, andwasn’t prepared to teach or to help anybody else with. Proof that |
himself as somehow better than everyone.”

“A holier than thou kind of person,” she agreed. “As you’ve ex]
that’s his personality, but what you don’t understand is why he did it tc
isked it ~ “And yet he’s done it to me before. However, I didn’t think he wi

it in this context or to this extent,” Nikolai explained. “The only thin
d I arethink of is that ... he was working with somebody else, and they had a
s.” Shefor doing this, but no good reason comes to mind.”
“It’s well past the time to consider that,” she stated lightly, a1
looked around casually to see Mountain walking toward them.
,would  “Ineed to talk to Nikolai,” he said, his gaze going from her to him.
1ly,” she  Nikolai nodded. “You might as well talk in front of her,” he sug
“Emily probably won’t let me go with you anyway.”
She burst out laughing. “I’m happy to be there, but I know that M
1ce, sheneeds to talk to you.”
Mountain studied her, then Nikolai. “You can stay,” he decided
ind herstared from one to other, trying to understand the dynamic at work he

»



ple justthen nodded. “Sure, you can stay. It’s not as if you weren’t part of this
And, with that, he motioned them both into one of the two meeting

nestly Ithat were available. As soon as they got inside, he closed the door ther

inted. Ito Nikolai.

m to be  “Now, we need to talk.”

you go.

&

NikoLAI LOOKED FROM Mountain to Emily. Nikolai still felt unsteady, «
Y the personal revelations from Emily, but, as she sat down, looking ver
like the perky girl he had seen a while back—yet somehow hadn’t see
dy was : . .
._,—he realized that maybe she was right about them. He was looking th
s weird
) cloud of betrayal, anguish, and anger, all while he wasn’t at all sure w
& A%l was going on.
: However, as he looked at Mountain, Nikolai saw clarity anc
rk. Eric B
1t hou ammosuy in that gaze. “I don’t know what Eric was doing or 1
he Wasperpetrated this,” Nikolai began.
that he Mountain gave a clipped nod and quickly told him about finding
campsite. “We have now conducted a full investigation into the site w
he held : : . ) .
was staying. He had himself quite a campsite. It also explains some
theft that’s been going on here, plus he’s been hunting. So, he was |
,, himself supplied just fine.”

“And he would have. He would have been absolutely and total
short of somebody having dropped in on him unexpectedly. Yet he w
“hidden out there. ... I still don’t understand why.”

“So, to answer that I need you to think hard about any conversat

had with you, any mentions, anything out of the ordinary at all, a
Nabout working with somebody else, championing somebody e
somebody else being involved in something, anything at all that wou
“ ested YOU Some idea of what he was doing out there and why.”
5 " “I have been considering all that,” he declared in an exasperated to
I mentioned before, Eric did say something about, if I wasn’t g
honorable, he would bring me in on a deal, but I assumed he
something outside of this base.”

“And yet ... what if it wasn’t?”
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“Sure, but who would be involved? Someone on this base or sor
s roomsaround this base?” Nikolai asked, thinking of the scientists’ camp or tl
1 turnedvillagers, and then he stopped. “Why wouldn’t he have just gone
scientists’ camp and holed up there?”

“Probably because we’re still tracking it,” Mountain noted in a
tone. “We go over there every couple days. The movement would ha
noticed.”

“Right.” Nikolai dropped his head. “So, Eric deemed his priva
more important than his comfort.”

after all . . : :
“If it weren’t, he never would have left,” Emily pointed out in
y much .
.___voice
M since

Nikolai frowned at her absentmindedly and then nodded. “I can’t i

%what Eric was up to, but he was the kind of guy who would play a lot
egarnes even mind games. But would this have been a game? I don
oSO ” Nikolai shook his head. “I can’t imagine what game there could
®be that he thought was worth doing this. If there were bets going o
®who could stay out the longest? Maybe. But why would anybody ch
do that, knowing it would set off the entire base to search for any m
? deemed missing? If not killing several members doing the dare or invc
here he

of the ®the searches.” | . . | .

<eep1ng At that, Mountain stared off in the distance, as if pondering that.
' Emily asked Nikolai, “You don’t really think that somebody wou
done that, do you?” Yet her gaze went from Nikolai to Mountain.

“I don’t know whether Eric would or not,” Nikolai admitted, °
would have had a lot of fun proving he could survive out there f
he periods. I don’t know. ... Maybe if somebody he was particularly atta
®had insulted him, maybe Eric would do this survival stunt as a way 1
back in triumphantly, as if to say, Hey, look at what I did.” Nikolai s
pace the room. “But as to why Eric would attack Chrissy? I don’t
Nikolai shook his head. “Unless it wasn’t her as much as Whalen.”

y “Why would anybody want to go up against Whalen?” Mountain
ne. “As . . .
uite SOfrowrung at Nikolai.

meant “I don’t know that anybody would,” he replied. “I’m saying th
way, Eric had equal opportunity to kill either Chrissy or Whalen.”

“So, Whalen... was he a threat to somebody? That’s the question,’
asked from her corner, where she sat looking from Mountain to Nikolz
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nebodyEric think that Whalen could get Eric in trouble or that this had gone
1e locallong or that Eric didn’t know how to get out of it, or maybe Whalen h
to theEric, but maybe Whalen didn’t know that he saw Eric?”

At that, Mountain turned and looked at her sharply.
grating  She shrugged. “I was out there today, and I was looking inte
ve beenaround, and my gaze kept coming back to that one spot. But what if °

had seen something like that and then, instead of checking it o
cy wasdismissed it? And what if Eric had seen Whalen and recognized him?”

“The seeing is possible. Recognized? I don’t know,” Mountain ac
a quiet“because that’s not easy to do with all the outerwear we put on.”

“And yet you all know how easy it is to recognize people just t
maginemovements,” she pointed out, “so, if it’s somebody he knew and had
- of warwith here or had gone on missions with... I don’t think it would have |
’t thinkthat hard to ID one of us.”
ossibly ~ “That’s definitely one angle, and we can talk to Whalen abou
n aboutMountain noted. “He’s feeling pretty much back to normal now.”
oose to  “And Chrissy is obviously okay, as she made lava cake today,”
emberssaid, with a big smile, “and, man, is it good.”

)lved in -~ Mountain stared at her in confusion.
“Lava cake, this chocolate cake with hot fudge pudding all thro
she described, as if Mountain were from another planet to not knc
1d have“God, it was good too.” She looked back at Nikolai, who imme
nodded in agreement.
‘but he  Nikolai added, “Maybe she’s like my mother, and she bakes whe
or longstressed.”
chedto  “If that were the case with your mother,” Mountain noted, “yo
to walkhave done well growing up.”
itood to  Nikolai laughed. “I did—in terms of baking, that is—but the rea:
know.”was so stressed was because my father was killed, murdered, in fact.”

At that, Mountain stared at him. “Is any of that related to this?”
| asked,  Confused, Nikolai shook his head. “I don’t know how it could be.”

“Did you know Eric back then?”
at, in a  “Eric was from the same area of town, but I don’t know that he

have known anything about it. I doubt it.”
>Emily  “Was he older or younger than you?”
ii. “Did ~ “Older, but not by much.”



rontoo  “So, it’s possible,” Mountain stated.
ad seen  “I don’t know why it would be possible or what that would hav
with anything.”

“On the off chance that it is somehow connected,” Emily sug
ntly allstaring at Nikolai, “has there been anybody else here at the base who
Whalenthat same area, who might know anything about it?”
ut, had  Confused, his gaze went from one to the other, as he tried to sort 1

what she was suggesting. “It was a long time ago.”
Imitted, “How old were you?”

“Thirteen,” he replied, still frowning over her question.
oy their ~ “So, Eric would have been what? ... Fourteen, fifteen, maybe?”
worked  He nodded.
>een all  “Anybody else from that region stand out to you now?” Mountain

He shook his head. “A military base was close by, though,” he me
t that,”cautiously. “So, adults only in that age group. Yet I don’t know of a

here now who would have been stationed there years before, but it’s p
" Emilyl suppose.” He frowned from one to the other. “I don’t know that it
possible to check something like that so far back.”

“It’s hard to say,” Mountain replied. “I might have somebody I ¢
ugh it,”on about it.”

w this.  “If it’s Mason,” Nikolai noted, “I’ve already contacted him.” Mot
>diatelygaze slanted in his direction. Nikolai shrugged. “I met him several ti

missions, and, when I realized that I could be in trouble here, I contac
n she’sfor help.”

“What kind of help?”

u must  “Help in getting me out of this because I didn’t do anything, and
know anything, but it feels as if I’m supposed to,” he stated in frus
son she“All I can tell you is that, if I knew anything, I would tell you.”

“The problem is,” Mountain shared, “there’s a possibility that

know something, but you just don’t know what you know.”

“Which then means Nikolai can’t help because, if you don’t kno

you don’t know,” Emily explained, “then how can you help?”

»would  “Of course,” Mountain agreed, “but, given the level of crazine:
now, we may have to go through everything that Nikolai went throu;
Eric, conversation by conversation, as much as you can remember, t
anything was brought up.”



Nikolai’s expression suddenly changed.
e to do  “What?” Mountain asked.

“One time he made a reference to old times, and I didn’t understa
rgested,he laughed and said, You didn’t understand because you don’t know ¢
’s frombut no point in telling you. You were too young.” At that, he stiffer

looked at the other two. “Surely he wasn’t talking about my father?”
hrough  “I don’t know,” Mountain admitted. “It’s a leap.”

“Surely we can’t afford to go down these rabbit trails,” Nikolai «

“when we’re so low on manpower, especially if we don’t know for s
we’re heading in the right direction. I honestly can’t see how my
death could have anything to do with this.”

“How did he die?” Mountain asked.
asked. Nikolai swallowed, hard. “As I mentioned, he was murdered.”
ntioned  “How?” Mountain pressed.
nybody  He looked over at Emily. “War games. As I can recall, we were t
ossible,he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, and he got taken out.”

’s even  “Great,” Mountain muttered, “so that brings us back to more 1
deaths.”
can call  “And yet he was a civilian,” Nikolai pointed out.

“Sure, but he died as a result of military action.”
intain’s  “My mother got an apology for it,” Nikolai related bitterly. “No
mes onhelped put food on our table.”
ted him  “Of course not,” Mountain said. “I’m sorry. It sounds as if you

shitty end of that deal.”

“The person who got the shitty end was my father,” Nikolai correc
I don’tgaze hard on Mountain.
itration.  “Okay, I want you to take a pad of paper, and I want you to sit

think hard. I want you to go day by day, conversation by conve
you dotraining by training, and you can get the schedule from the day ser;
needed. I want every conversation with Eric that you can remembe
w whatnormal, discardable,” Mountain stated. “All of it. I want to see wha
pop up as something out of the ordinary.”
ss right  “A lot of it was out of the ordinary,” Nikolai noted, miserable
sh withprospect of having to go through it all over again. “That’s what I
o see ifThough I didn’t really recognize who I was with Eric anymore.”
“And that’s what I need to know. So instead of taking this as if



looking at somebody who you were great friends with and knew well,
back to the beginning, and look at this as somebody you didn’t kno
nd, andand only first met here. Then take a look at those conversations wi
1l of it,from that viewpoint.”
ied and It sounded like a waste of time, but Nikolai could see that both M
and Emily were on board with that. Nikolai’s shoulders sagged, as he 1
“Fine, but we’ll have trouble sorting it out.”
ffered,  “It doesn’t matter,” Emily argued. “You can do this. We can do thi:
ure that ~ With that, Mountain turned on his heels and left, leaving them bott
father’sout the mess that was Nikolai’s life.
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looking at somebody who you were great friends with and knew well, let’s go
back to the beginning, and look at this as somebody you didn’t know at all
and only first met here. Then take a look at those conversations with Eric
from that viewpoint.”

It sounded like a waste of time, but Nikolai could see that both Mountain
and Emily were on board with that. Nikolai’s shoulders sagged, as he nodded.
“Fine, but we’ll have trouble sorting it out.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Emily argued. “You can do this. We can do this.”

With that, Mountain turned on his heels and left, leaving them both to sort
out the mess that was Nikolai’s life.



DAY 3 EARLY MORNING

EMILY HAD STAYED up with Nikolai, going over everything that he he

with Eric while here on this base, which was shockingly little.

Nikolai looked at the pad of paper, where she’d been writing dc
notes. “It doesn’t sound like much, does it?” he asked.

“No,” she agreed. “However, it does seem that you’re rememberi
as he was in the past, not as he was here.”

Nikolai nodded slowly at that. “Nothing quite like realizing ju
much you didn’t know somebody.”

“Even the idea that your father’s death could have had somethin
with this is mind-blowing.”

“I doubt it’s connected. Eric was cocky, as if he had some big deec
on here,” Nikolai noted, staring off in the distance. “I have no idea w
big deal could possibly have been.”

“And because he may have had a big deal doesn’t mean it was a t
that you could have done anything about,” she reminded him.

He sighed. “Look. You’re almost dead asleep, so go to bed, and wi

in the morning.”

THE NEXT MORNING, Emily woke and stretched, feeling an odd sorenes:
system. And now it was morning ... and the last thing she wanted to
roll out of bed. Even as she lay here, she heard the wind howling outs
predatory storms seemed to be the norm right now. But she got up -
dressed. By the time she made her sleepy way into the kitchen, Chris
busy pulling out a pan of hot cinnamon buns.

Emily’s eyes widened as she stared in delight at the treat, and the:
Chrissy, “Are you trying to make us fat?”



Chrissy laughed. “No,” she declared, with a grin on her face. “I
been a stressful couple days, and I absolutely love to bake, especially
get upset and stressed out.” She rolled her eyes. “So, you guys
benefit.”

“Oh, I’'m not complaining.” Emily smiled. “That’s something
shared that his mom used to do.”

id done  Chrissy looked at her. “Really?”

She nodded. “Yeah, apparently, whenever his mom got upset, she

ywn thePake up a storm, so he was the beneficiary in that case.”

“I can understand that,” Chrissy declared. “It’s a hell of an o

ng Ericcertainly makes me happy and gives other people something to be
about too. So, I can’t see anything wrong with it,” she murmured, “def
st howOn supplies.” She glanced back at Chef Elijah, who was behind her.
moment, we have a slight problem about disproportionate foodstt
g to dodesserts versus actual meals.”
“I’m pretty sure the guys here would be totally okay having cir
I goingrolls for their breakfast,” Emily suggested, with a laugh.
hat that  Maybe, but if they’re doing any physical work today, the suga
hold them for long.”
»ig deal “It will hold them long enough to get back inside and to get the ne
though,” Emily noted, as she scooped up a hot cinnamon bun and tool
2’]] talktable. As she sat down, she watched Nikolai approach, with a cinnam
in his hand.

He shared, “I’ve never really been much into sweets as an adult,
trip is changing me.”

“How can you not be into sweets?” Emily asked, with a laugh.

. not only delicious but everything is so gorgeous. Look at this. It’s beat
sinher  «[; s and they’re doing a great job keeping everybody’s moral
do waspest they can.” He lowered his voice and added, “I thought of someth:
ide; thega¢ Eric mentioned.”
and got  «Good,” she said. “What?”

Sy WaS  He shrugged. “Something about payback.”
At that, she stiffened and looked over at him. “Any chance
n askedp)ackmailing somebody or maybe taking somebody else out?”

“I don’t know,” Nikolai grumbled. “I’ve been thinking of nothi

since I woke up with that memory.”



[t’s just  “We’ll have to go back over the notes we compiled last night an
when Isomething else pops up,” she added.
get the  He rolled his eyes at her. “That big happy, positive optimism again
“Absolutely,” she declared. “And you, sir, are changing. You
Nikolaianywhere near as dour and dark and dreary as you have been these |
weeks.” He made a face at her, and she burst out laughing. “See?
much better.”
»would  “No, it’s not much better,” he argued, yet chuckled. “However, °
hard to stay mad at.”
atlet. It “Good, because I have no intention of letting you be mad at me fc
+ happyWhy would you? I’m a nice person.”
»ending  “You are,” he confirmed. However, a cloud crossed his face
“At the“Sometimes I worry that you’re too innocent.”
iffs for  “Abh, yes, innocence and all that good stuff. That may be, but I'm 1
and I have a pretty-good grasp on humanity.”
mamon  “Maybe so, but it’s also easy to get caught up in the negativity.”
“Not if you go with my attitude,” she countered cheerfully, and tl
r won’tstuffed a big piece of cinnamon bun in her mouth and crooned in a
ecstasy. She looked at him in time to see an intense heat sparkling thro
xt mealgaze. She flushed. “That apparently got your attention.”
kittoa He shook his head, as if trying to forcibly will his own emotio1
l1on bununder control. “The look in your eyes,” he murmured ever-so-softly.
wondering what it would take to put that look there myself.”
but this  “Yeah, well,” she replied in a cheeky tone, “it’s up to you to fig
out for yourself.” His eyes widened but only for a moment, as sor
T'hey’recleared his throat right next to them.
itiful.” “I hate to interrupt,” Magnus said, but his gaze held a knowing twi
eup as  She smirked at him. “I do not believe that for an instant,” she ref
ing elsepersonally think you probably live for moments like that. What w
pretty little doctor ...”
Astonished, he looked at her to see if she was serious and then st:
laugh. “You certainly do liven things up a little bit,” he admitted.
he was  “Somebody has to,” she stated. “The place is positively a
otherwise.”
ng else  “It wasn’t always,” Magnus clarified. “People have managed to
fine here.”



d see if  “Sure.” Emily shrugged. “Some people were probably
struggling.”
L7 He nodded. “I think that’s something we might see a lot of i
’re notscenarios, if we took the time to look for it.” Then, as if shaking that
ast fewchanging gears, he sat beside them and looked around, carefully e
That’sthey were not overheard. “So, I understand Mountain gave you a
night.”
you are  “Yes, and Nikolai thought of something that we didn’t get on pa
night,” she murmured. “Something that may or may not prove
or long.important.”
At that, he looked over at Nikolai. “What’s that?”
again.  “Something about payback and revenge best served cold anc
thinking he could ever get away with this much,” Nikolai shared, as h
no fool,off in the distance, concentrating. “A weird conversation, but Eric w
clarify.”
“No, but after having mentioned that much,” Emily noted, loo
hen sheNikolai, “any clarification would have left him too exposed, so he w
pparenthave taken that chance.”

ugh his
> NIKOLAI FOCUSED ON Emily, and then he slowly nodded. “It’s almost a
are thatknew hi.m 3 .
nebody “I did, though distantly at best, but I also knew that he was no f;
mine, and, if I were anything more, it would be disrespectful. So suff
say that I didn’t like him.”

1s back
“T wa

)rlilg «1 “You and Teegaq. .. you were close?” Nikglai asked O'u'[ of the b1u1
ith that She frowned at him. “Yes, sort of. But again we were just friends.”
“What did he make of Eric?”
Jrted to “Teegan ... wasn’t a fan. We did have a conversation or two abo
just surface stuff, and Teegan warned me at one point in time to stay
downerEriC'”
Nikolai stared at her. “Seriously?”
. She nodded. “Yeah, seriously.”
do just

“That does give us a little more to go on,” Magnus noted.



silently  “Not really,” she countered, as she looked over at him. “Everytt
have is basically nothing.”
n these  “I understand, but all these individual bits will come togeth
off andsomething will give us clarity soon,” Magnus said, with a so1
nsuringconfident look on his face. “The guys went through the belongi
job lastfound.”
“I would like to see those too,” Nikolai noted earnestly.
per last  Magnus looked at him for a moment, as if thinking it through.
to beprobably a good idea. Everything is in his room and locked up. I’ll tc
there after breakfast.” He looked over at Emily. “What are you doii
this?”
| never “I’m supposed to go help Joe today,” she replied, “but I would
2 staredcome along and see what was found at Eric’s campsite as well.”
ouldn’t  Her attitude made him laugh. “Sorry, that’s not happening,” he
out and looked at her sternly, “but I can understand how curiosity m
king atkilling the cat now.”
ouldn’t  She nodded and gave him a mock glare. “And this one can get
nasty if she doesn’t get her curiosity satisfied.”
Magnus shook his head. “I never give in to blackmail.”
At that, Nikolai stiffened, as if someone had pinched him. “Tt
something else that came up, and I’'m wondering if Eric was involv
somehow. Blackmail, I mean.”

s if you Magnus stared at him, clearly stunned. “Wow, well, we really neec
: then.”

iend of , - , ,
ice it to I don’t even have a whole lot to tell you, but, if it’s possible, if E

somehow involved in something like that here, he wouldn’t shc
X mercy,” Nikolai commented, shaking his head. “That’s the thing to
- mind. He would show zero mercy to anybody trying to stop his plans.”
“And so, my next question is, how was he doing for money?”
ut Eric “I would have thought he was doing fine,” Nikolai replied, with ¢
clear o %“but he did tell me once that he’d lost a lot to gambling and was lookii
score to get out permanently.”

“That will end up being one of the final pieces to the puzzle,” 1
stated, as he stared at Nikolai. “When it comes to money, people wil
kinds of shitty things.”

“Yeah, but I never thought Eric would stoop to this kind of shitty.”
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DAY 3 AFTER BREAKFAST

As sooN As they finished breakfast, which happened at a fairly raj

given the conversation, Nikolai and Emily walked to meet Magnus a
room. Just as they went to step inside, Mountain stepped out.

He looked at Nikolai, and then saw Emily behind him. “I wanted t
talk to you after this anyway. Come on in, and let’s have a look at wl
here.” Mountain frowned at Emily as she tried to get in. When he he
hand, she shrugged.

“I think I need to see it too.”

“Why is that?” Mountain asked, as she stepped forward.

“It’s hard to explain, but, more or less, somehow I think I’'m
Nikolai to trigger stuff, and that’s bringing up more information.” S
determined, and effectively in Mountain’s face, or as much as she cc
given their size difference.

Nikolai spoke from inside the room. “She’s right. She’s helped
bit,” he admitted. “So maybe you should let her come in and take a loc

At that, Mountain stepped aside and let her in. As she got closer, sl
the selection of items on the bed and frowned. “An interesting colls
she muttered.

“Maybe, but what does it mean to you?” Nikolai asked.

“We’ve got survival needs. We’ve got ...” She turned back to Mc
“Did Eric have a phone on him?”

He nodded. “He did, but it’s encrypted.”

“Ah, so nobody here can break into it?”

“We have someone,” Mountain replied, with a note of amusement
working on it. He hasn’t got through it yet.”

“Ah.” She nodded. “I figured somebody here would have that skill

“There is, but it’s taking a minute to break in because that phone c
huge. Besides, that is our one and only lead, so we are being ex
cautious, trying to gain access to that info.”



“Given Eric’s history, the psycho may have rigged it,” Emily suggi
“That could be,” Mountain confirmed, “and it could also be nothir
we can’t count on anything until we get in there.”
She didn’t say anything to that but watched as Nikolai slowly si
through the clothing and the personal belongings. “Is there anything h
Eric didn’t have also at the base? Were you ever in this room, Nikolai-*
bid rate  “No, I never was. I stood in the open doorway a couple times,” he
t Eric’sstill looking at the assortment of items. “I didn’t see most of this thou
not surprised, but it does look to be fairly consistent with what I have
o0 comelim to carry in the past. I’'m not sure what it really means though. T
hat was€Xtra is here, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
1d up a “That’s exactly what I’m thinking. When you say extra, what
mean by that?”
“I mean”—he stopped, looked around, and shrugged. “Nothir
shows communication with another party, no letters, no clues.” He f
helpingand shook his head. “These items don’t reveal anything really, do they
he was  That’s what we were hoping you could tell us.”
yuld be.  “Not yet,” Nikolai muttered. “I don’t have a thing to make of this-
‘would be Eric’s intent.” He sat on the bed and picked up the jacket E
quite aWworn and searched all the pockets and the inside lining. When he go
k.” name on the label at the neckline, he froze and stared at it, his body la
he eyedalerting the others. “That’s ... that’s not his name on this jacket,”
action, “noted.
“I recognized that earlier. Is it a Russian name?” Emily asked him.
“It’s a Russian name,” he confirmed, “but it’s also ...”
juntain. - What?” Mountain asked softly. “Who’s name?”
“My father’s.”
Emily immediately walked over and sat beside him, heari
devastation in his voice. “When you say it’s your father’s name, is
- «[{e’sCOMMON name?”
He looked at her blankly, and then his vision cleared slightly,
» nodded. “Yes, it’s Peter here. Pete, Pedro.”
ouldbe “Right, so it’s a fairly common name and doesn’t necessarily
tremelyanything at this point,” she pointed out carefully.
He looked at her and nodded. “Right.”
“Let’s keep focusing and see what else we’ve got going on here.”



ested. He went through the rest of the clothing but kept the jacket off to t
1g. StillWhen he went through everything else, he looked to Mountain.
should be more than a phone. He had a laptop and some electronics
earchedutilized here, and I did see them in this room before,” he stated, '
ere thataround.
»” “Where would they have gone?”
replied, “If Eric had a partner, I suppose they would be with him,”
gh. ’'msuggested. “If there was no partner, then it’s hard to say. Maybe he
knownthem somewhere. In that case, they could even be on the base. He w
Nothingreally come to the base though if ...” He frowned. “What if he ...”
“Right or wrong, spit it out,” Mountain said.
do you “What if he needed the internet?” Emily replied immediately, pic
on Nikolai’s thinking. “What if Eric needed to send a message or t
1g heremessage or to contact somebody in some way? If his phone wasn’t v
rownedout there in the tundra—which is a likely scenario, given the storms
?” had—chances are Eric was coming here for that purpose.”
“That’s possible.”
—which  “What if somebody saw him? What if part of it all is the f
-ric hadsomebody accidentally saw him?”
t to the  Mountain nodded. “That keeps coming up, so I’ve got to wonder.
nguageit’s possible. I’'ll go talk to Whalen and get his take on it,” M
Nikolaiannounced.
“You can leave us here, while you go see what he’s got to say,’
declared.
He gave her a crooked smile. “That almost seemed to be an order.”
She looked at him and shrugged. “It wasn’t an order. More c
comment. I think Nikolai could benefit from some time to sit he
ng theprocess.”
; that a  Mountain frowned, as Nikolai smiled at him. “I’m fine, but she’s
do want to sit here and think a few things through. Some conversatior
and hewith Eric didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Yet, after talking about m’
last night, then seeing my father’s name here,” Nikolai shared, “it’s tri
v meanall kinds of things, but I’'m not sure what it means.”
“You sit here and think about it then,” Mountain stated. “I’ll go
Whalen and be back in half an hour or so.” With a hard look at En
turned and walked out.
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lOOkmgNIKOLAI saT oN Eric’s bed beside Emily, wrapped an arm around h
gently pulled her into his arms. “I’m okay,” he told her. “You don’t
.defend me.’

She shifted back so she could look at him, and an impish grin peel
“Are you sure? I feel as if the role is rather new to you.”

“It’s very new, and I don’t wear it well,” he muttered, “but I’'m fin¢

She laughed. “You want to be fine, but, given what you’ve been tl
I’m not at all sure you could be. I wasn’t trying to make you look v
anythmg, she pointed out, with an eye roll. “I just thought you coul
%few minutes to contemplate.”

“Yeah, I'm working on that.” Nikolai sighed. “I’m still dumbstruc
®idea that any of this could have something to do with my father.” He g
a kiss on the temple and then settled back against the headboard, n
catching the look on her face as he shifted. “The thing is, my father’
happened a long time ago, so how would Eric even have known?”

“He knew because it’s part of his local history too, since you me
you two grew up in the same town,” she noted. “But did he know a
who was involved? Did Eric ever do any research during the time that
here on this base?”

“Hmm. Yes, now that you mention it. I did ask him one time what
, doing, and researching was his answer, but he gave me a halfway ¢
g look When I asked what there was to research, he said something at
e an dhfe after this.”

“Right, so that could be his plans for his life, when he got a wholx
money, could be what he was doing with his life here, or could be the
would have after this because of what he was doing here.”

“I didn’t even consider any real answers at the time,” Nikolai ac
thinking back. “I laughed it off, as I do everything.”

“And, if that’s the way Eric expected you to take it, he was p
telling you the truth. You do realize that, right?”

“Yeah, I can see now that he probably was, but I don’t know the 1
®his research.”
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“I can’t help but wonder about the phone that they found on him.”

“Yeah, I’m sure whoever Mountain and Magnus have working on
through the encryption is probably under the gun to get it finished. Ho
they can recover everything Eric was doing.”

“That could give us some answers.”

“It might, but I still don’t see how my father’s death could he
anything to do with this.”

“It depends,” Emily added, with hesitation. “Maybe Eric found ot
L somebody who was related to whatever happened to your dad. May
N was putting the heat on someone and wanted money to keep quiet abot
hrough, =, . : . .
veak or So, whgt are you saying? That whoever killed my father is on this
d use aHe shook his head. “That won’t wash.”

“The only people here who are old enough to know anything abo

father’s death would be who?” She stopped for a moment and then an

er, and
have to

<ed out.

k at theher own question. “Chef Elijah, the colonel, and Joe?”
ave her 3 . ”
He nodded. “Three pretty stand-up guys in my book.
ot even « . ’ i
s death Sure, but times haven’t been easy on any of them all the time,

knows? Maybe something from their past isn’t so honorable,” she sug
then shook her head. “But still, that doesn’t even seem feasible, does it

“No, and they’re all American, not Russian,” Nikolai stated, “c
her was killed outside of Siberia.”

“I can’t imagine what it was like, growing up there.”

“Ah, it was fine.” Nikolai waved his hand. “The thing is, that’
you’re used to, and you don’t know any different, so it’s not some |
place to grow up. It’s just home.” He smiled. “And I was well loved
makes all the difference too.”

“It does.”

“It was hard after my father died, but I had some friends. Whe
some, obviously Eric was part of that, but he wasn’t a big part of my li
then. So, who is to say what happened back then?” He frowned. “It fee
wrong discussing Eric’s world like this.”

“Maybe so, but the investigators will do it anyway, so would
rather be at the forefront of it? And then, if you end up defending Eri
as long as there’s something good to defend,” she stated. “However,
was an asshole and was hurting people, then it’ll be a little hard to i
that position.”
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“He could have been an asshole,” Nikolai agreed immediately. “/
gettingalready apparent that he wasn’t that good of a friend, so I don’t kno
jpefullyl’m supposed to do with all that.”

“You hold it close and keep in mind that he was who he was, an

we know differently, he was a friend who you’d lost touch with,” she
wve had“We can’t condemn him out of hand just because we don’t know
much about what he was up to. Yet he was obviously up to something
it aboutfor one, want very much to know what that was. Now, Mountain will |
be Erichere pretty-darn soon. You have anything else to add?”
1t it.” “Not really,” he said. “We’ve discussed the time when my fatt
. base?”’killed, and I do remember when Eric was doing research here on the b,
he never really revealed ...”
ut your “Did he ever say anything about the CO? Did he say anything
isweredpeople who were here?”
“Yeah, he told me that everyone was pretty well useless.” Nikol
her a look. “And don’t worry. He included you in that group.”
so who  “Of course. He was that kind of an asshole, wasn’t he?”
sigested,  “I won’t argue with you there,” Nikolai replied, chuckling lightly.
?” same time, he had no friends here.”
ind my  “Which would be my next question. Could Eric have been frien
anybody here? Someone we don’t really know?”

“Sure, that one kid. What was his name? Simon, Stephen, Sj
’s whatSomething like that. The one who defended Eric the other day.”
10rrible  “That is probably a case of adulation more than anything,” she
, which“That kid is young and hasn’t seen much or been in training very long,

sure that somebody like Eric, who could do everything and cc
everything to everyone, would look pretty appealing.”
n [ say Nikolai gave her a quirky smile and nodded. “That is exactly who
fe backso you’re right there.” She nodded and didn’t say a whole lot. He stare
2]s verynotepad in front of them. “I feel as if I’'m missing something.”

“In a way you might be, but let’s not dwell on that and try to figur
n’t youanything else comes to the fore instead. Is there anything else poppin
ic, fine,bothering you because that’s what we need to know. We need anyth
if Ericeverything that could pertain to your father’s death or to the life tl
1aintainlived. And who would have been at that military base back then?”

“There were people from all over the globe, and I remember them



And it’sthat they had no way to prove who shot my father, but that it was {
w whatfire. Then they apologized to my mother.”
“A nice thought, but I can’t imagine a scenario where an apology
d, untilgo over very well in that circumstance.”
+ stated.  “No, she was pretty devastated. We both were, but never at any |
all thattime did I contemplate vengeance,” he shared, looking away.
i,and I,  “Vengeance,” she repeated. “Did your father ever stray on your mc
be back  Nikolai stared at her, immediately shaking his head. “No. Why wo
even ask that?”
ier was  “I’m asking because I’'m wondering if your father could have beei
ase, butfather too.” Nikolai stared at her and then sat back in shock, as she 1
“Just a question, just thinking outside the box and all,” she noted, c:
3 abouteyeing him.
“Just a question?” he grumbled, almost purple in the face. “Jesus,
ai gavefull of crazy questions.”
“I’m asking them because they need to be asked,” she stated, “and
It’s not anything you want to question or to even think about, but, cons
“At thethat you were friends with Eric, that you were both from that time peri
Eric may have had something to do with all the deaths and accidents h
ds withnow, it’s not such a far stretch to consider that Eric potentially may h:
something to do with your father. So my question really isn’t as cra
pencer?seems. So, could something along that line be possible? Is it possible
could have been Eric’s father too?”
argued.  “I don’t think so,” Nikolai said immediately.
,so’m  “You don’t need to answer right away. Take some time to stop an
uld beabout it,” she explained. “I know you want to jump in there and to
that I’m off my rocker, but did Eric look anything like you and your fa
he was,  He stared at her for a long hard moment, the color draining from h
d at the“You tell me.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know what your father looked like, so I ¢
e out ifcompare you and Eric from weeks ago. It’s pretty hard for me to tell n
g up orwith the two of you growing up together, you probably would have nc
ing andmore. Or, maybe not,” she muttered, trailing off a bit. “Maybe you
1at youhave matured into it.”
“I hope that you’re wrong. ... It would break my mother’s heart
_sayingaren’t.”



Tiendly  “Do you think it’s possible?”
“Possible? Yeah, of course, because everything in life is possit
r wouldprobable? No. Hell no.”
She smiled. “Good enough. I was hoping you would say that,
yoint innever that easy to understand when parents are having trouble, whe
marital trouble comes from.”
yther?” He winced. “There’ll be a whole lot more questions like that,
uld youthere?”
“Probably. Just think about it. A lot has been going wrong he
1 Eric’speople must keep asking questions in order to get to the answers,” she
10dded.“Nobody’s trying to insult you. It happens to be a touchy topic.”
arefully  “Yeah, you’re not kidding,” he muttered. “No, as far as I’'m awa
would not be possible.”
.you’re  “It would take DNA to figure it out at this point, I’m sure, and it’:
if we can do a quick DNA test here, but they might want to send away
[ getit.  He stared at her and swallowed, and all he could manage to get ou
sideringshaky mumble under his breath. When her gaze met his, he found hi:
od, that“Fine. ... I would do it just to get it resolved. Again I would expect it
ere andno.”
ave had  “Since we don’t know for sure, I highly suggest we get it done t
zy as itresolved.”
that he  “Get what done?” Magnus asked, as he stood in the doorway.
She hesitated, looked over at Nikolai, and suggested, “You sho
him.”
id think  “She wants to know if, by any chance, Eric and I might be half b
tell meand that potentially he was related to me through ... my father.”
ther?” Magnus didn’t appear to be surprised at that comment, or, if he
lis face.hid it well. “Do you think there’s any chance of that?”
“I wouldn’t have thought so, and I don’t want to think it now.” Hz
an onlyboth hands, shaking his head. “The reality of what I experienced w
ow, butfamily as a child has no bearing on what might have happened behinc
ticed itdoors before I was even born.”
. would  “A DNA test would solve that pretty quickly,” Magnus noted.
“That’s what Emily said.”
if you = Magnus faced her and smiled. “It’s good thinking. It’s an easy-
test to run, and I guess we can’t exactly do it here, but we could arr



get it done. But listen,” he added, as he looked at Nikolai intently,
le. Butonly if you’re okay with doing that.”

“Yeah, I’'m okay with it,” he replied reluctantly, an odd bit of fea
but it’sposture all of a sudden. “But mostly because I’m pretty sure you’re |
are thatup the wrong tree.”

“And, if we are, that’s even better,” she declared. “At least you’]
, won’tfor sure, because if we don’t do it now, that will rattle around in yot

forever.”
re, and  “Because of you,” he pointed out. Then he smiled. “I know you’r«
shared.to help, so don’t mind my grouchy remarks, please.”
“I am aware that I can be ... hard to be around sometimes and t
re, thatattempts to help can come in a way that may feel as if it hurts far more
helps,” she admitted. “Particularly when the timing is urgent.” She lo
s not asMagnus and stated, “If it’s related to his father’s death all those ye:
for it.” this would be one avenue of exploration.”
twasa “Yes, but it’s a good one, and one we can resolve with cer
5 voice.Magnus said. “Not too many people here are of an age that could ha
to be ainvolved.”
“Which is why I brought up the half brother issue,” she murmured
o get itthree people here are old enough to have been at that Siberian base ye:
Unless of course somebody knew about it or in some way was a
which could also be a family member of another generation,” she sugg

uld tell Magnus frowned and nodded. “We can have someone get i
research on that and see if we can track Eric’s family back.”

rothers,  “Eric’s mom is dead, and I don’t think I ever heard about a
Nikolai replied, immediately frowning.

was, he  “Was he close to your father?”

“I don’t know that they were close,” Nikolai said, staring off i
> raiseddistance. “My father died when I was thirteen, and Eric was kind of |
7ith mybut I didn’t have any understanding as to what his role in all of it wa
| closedthought he was my friend. We were all buds in the area.” Taking

breath, Nikolai continued, “You don’t really know everybody, but y«
of do, and life happens so fast that you don’t think about it.”

“Now we need you to give it some serious thought,” Magnus said.
enough  “I have been thinking about it, and that lovely theory that Emily |
ange toup is causing me to sit here and to ponder the rest of my life through



“if anddifferent lens.” He gave half a laugh and stood. In a slightly strangle
he added, “If nobody objects, I need to get outside and do something
r in hismy head from all this for a bit.”
barking  “Absolutely,” Magnus agreed. He looked over at Emily. “You’re s
go help Joe today, right?”
Il know  “I am,” she confirmed, as she got up. “I’m heading there now.”
ir brain  “Good,” Magnus replied. “Getting away and clearing your head w
be a bad idea either.”
2 trying  “Or”—she gave him a bright cheeky grin—“you’re trying to ge
me.”
‘hat my  “No, I’m not, but clarity does help, and, besides, Joe is of the right
»than it  “I know,” she stated, “as are Chef and the colonel.”
oked at Magnus winced at that. “You can bet that you won’t be questioni
irs ago,at all. He’s already in the dog pile over all this mess at the base, doir
he can to keep his reputation and service record intact long enough to 1
tainty,”good standing. So, do not in any way, shape, or form bring up this tof
ve beenthe colonel.”
“Of course not. I’ll leave that to Mountain.” Then she burst out la
. “Only“God help him if he asks those questions.”
ars ago.  “Exactly, so off with you.”
ffected,  And, with that, Emily headed to the dog shed.
ested. Magnus looked back at Nikolai. “Now, I need all the details abo
nto thechildhood, as much as you can remember, at least.”
“Can I get five minutes outside first?” he asked, looking at him wa
father,” = Magnus nodded. “We’re not the bad guys here, but you’re the only
of information we have. So we’ll keep coming back after the same
time and time again, while we try to work out what happened.”
nto the  “I get that, and I’m not against that. However, I am against find
around,Eric was a sibling, and nobody ever told me. I was an only child and
s. I justwanted a brother or sister, but my mother would never talk to me abou
a deep  “And this could potentially be why,” Magnus pointed out. “It’s or
ou kindto find you have a sibling. It’s another thing for your mother to learn
husband had a love child, whether she knew about it or not.”
“Right, and that’s another part of this too,” Nikolai muttered.
orought  “Is she alive?” Magnus asked.
La very  “Sheis, living in Germany now. I see her a couple times a year.”



:d tone,  “What if you were to talk to her and asked her outright?”
to clear  Nikolai stared at him for a long moment. “That might be the be
yet.”
latedto  “Would she tell you?”
“I would hope so, given that I'm an adult now. However, this mz
some implications that I don’t really want to sort through.” Nikolai sc
‘ouldn’this jaw. “Still, T should give it a try right now.”
“Maybe you should.” Magnus eyed him closely. “And, if you don’
t rid ofI’d like to stay close, so I could hear it too.”
Nikolai groaned. “Am I under suspicion?”
age.” “No, you’re not,” Magnus stated, “but something is seriously wror
and we don’t want to let anybody else out of our sight, not until we |
iIng himidea of what’s going on,” he explained. “So, no, we’re not watching
1g whatorder to keep an eye on you. We’re watching you in order to keep an
retire inyou,” he said, with a laugh. “There’s a difference. Meaning that we -
yic withkeep you safe. You’re the next connection to this mess.”
“Why me?”
ughing.  “Because, depending on what Eric was up to and who he was worl
or against, someone might come to you next, either for information c
up loose ends.”
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“What if you were to talk to her and asked her outright?”

Nikolai stared at him for a long moment. “That might be the best idea
“Would she tell you?”

“I would hope so, given that I’'m an adult now. However, this may have
some implications that I don’t really want to sort through.” Nikolai scratched
his jaw. “Still, I should give it a try right now.”

“Maybe you should.” Magnus eyed him closely. “And, if you don’t mind,
I’d like to stay close, so I could hear it too.”

Nikolai groaned. “Am I under suspicion?”

“No, you’re not,” Magnus stated, “but something is seriously wrong here,
and we don’t want to let anybody else out of our sight, not until we have an
idea of what’s going on,” he explained. “So, no, we’re not watching you in
order to keep an eye on you. We’re watching you in order to keep an eye on
you,” he said, with a laugh. “There’s a difference. Meaning that we want to
keep you safe. You’re the next connection to this mess.”

“Why me?”

“Because, depending on what Eric was up to and who he was working for
or against, someone might come to you next, either for information or to tie
up loose ends.”

yet.



DAY 3 MIDMORNING

OUTSIDE wiTH Jog, Emily spent a few precious hours with the belove

laughing, talking, and visiting. Especially with Bertie. She took them
for short walks around the compound. They had outdoor facilities as
indoor, just because they were the kind of dogs that they were and ab:s
loved to bury themselves in snow piles for a good sound sleep. Wh
were out there, they clearly slept better, deeper than any other anir
could possibly imagine. As it was, she was happy to get away from t
and the unanswered questions for a bit.

Joe commented on how stressed she looked. She smiled at h
nodded. “Yeah, somewhat,” she stated, staring off into the white lan
“but it’s all good.”

“Any progress?” he asked, his head tilting toward the complex.

She shook her head. “No, not really. More questions than answers.

He snorted at that. “That’s probably a pretty standard proto
anything that goes on out here,” he noted. “One answer, two answe
then it all blows up in your face again.”

She smiled. “I’ve always been of the opinion that the answers
happen fairly easily.” She snorted. “Instead they seem to be cl
themselves all around, and we’re not really getting clear-cut explanat
any of it.”

“That’s always the problem, is it not?” Joe chuckled lightly. “The
why, and, in this case, Why would he stay out there alone?”

“Here’s one theory. It’s been suggested that Eric was kind of egc
and might have done it as a lark, maybe to prove to everybody that he
so he could come back in with a big ‘Ha-ha, you idiots were all -
about me’ attitude,” she shared. “Personally that seems pretty far-fetc
me, but I’ve certainly seen guys do plenty of stupid things.”

Joe pondered that, as he studied the surroundings that he wa
comfortable in. “An interesting thought, I suppose. I didn’t know



well, but I can’t say I got along with him either.”
She stared at Joe. “Really? And here I thought you got alor
everyone.”
“Nope, I sure don’t,” he declared, sounding bitter to boot. “And
right. Eric was egotistical. Near as I could tell, he could do almost a
better than anybody else and made a point of making sure they all k
d dogs,He didn’t like taking orders, and he really didn’t like being told he ¢
" all outdo something or have something. He was a spoiled kid, and, whene
well ashad to discipline him”—Joe smirked—“Eric wouldn’t budge.”
solutely ~ ~Did you have to discipline him?” she asked in astonishment.
en they “I don’t have to discipline anybody,” Joe replied, followed by a le
nal shejust tell the bosses. Then they take care of it.”
he base  Ouch. I bet that can make you pretty unpopular in a hurry.”
“Sure, but I don’t care,” Joe stated, with a snarly expression. “I’m
im andprotect the dogs and to help educate the lot of you,” he explained, wit
dscape,Of a smile. “Though some educate better than others.”
“Some people just don’t want to learn,” she declared, sending a k
look in his direction.
» “They don’t want to be told anything,” he corrected. “That’s pa
col forSome people think they know everything, and Eric? He was a prime e
TS, andof that.”
“What about that Spencer guy?” she asked. “He seemed pretty
shoulddefending Eric.”
hurning ~ “Ha, he’s fine. I’ve never had any problem with him, and he does;
ions onme any lip. He’s never given me any kind of argument, not like the
them do sometimes. But I’ll tell you what, if it wasn’t a well-run 1
elusiveOutfit, no way I would have these guys around a lot of my animals. S
their attitudes suck.”
stistical Do you think it’s just that they’re not animal lovers, or is som
» could,problem at the core?”
worried T've assumed that they felt, with me being nonmilitary, that I sh
hed forhave the right to order them around,” he suggested, with a grin. “I
quite like stomping on their egos a bit to make them all sit up and
s quiteThey can do whatever the hell they want, but I won’t have them n
the kiddogs if those yahoos don’t behave.”
“Another difference here is, these are your dogs,” she noted,



looked around at the animals. “Fat and sassy, well cared for, and i
1ig withshape,” she said, as she patted Bertie. “So you obviously look after the
well. T could see where anybody who doesn’t look after their own
you’remight take offense.”
nything  “Maybe, though I think it’s that whole ego attitude. A lot of tt
mew it.come here because they think they’ve got it and know they can walk
‘ouldn’thandle anything. But this weather doesn’t necessarily allow you to
ver youanything, and it brings out fears that aren’t always revealed in other i
assignments or mental assessments,” he explained, looking out
vastness and back at her. “You don’t think about what it’s like to be a
wgh. “Ihere for a long time period, until you are, and you find yourself coc
with a group, while you’re isolated from everybody else in the world-
is part of what this experience is all about.”
hereto  “So, is that it?”
h a hint  “Maybe. Although a few people have been livid because so mar
wanted to leave and couldn’t.”
nowing  “Sure, but that applies to a lot of people, mostly because of all -
going on,” she replied.
rt of it.  Joe shook his head, then nodded. “And now we’re left to wond
xamplemuch of that trouble was real and how much was Eric, just pulling sl
on everybody,” Joe said in disgust. “With all the trouble he’s caused,
big onwring his neck myself.”
She smiled. “I’ve already heard that sentiment a time or ten.”
1’t give  “Sure, and you’ll hear it again,” he stated, with a smile in her di
rest of“Look at the wasted resources, both human and animal, all put at 1
nilitarythere searching for him, only to find out now that the whole time
jome ofprobably laughing at us?”
“Yeah, that’s a problem everybody’s having with this scenar
e othernobody likes thinking Eric would do something like that. And, if they
close to finding him out there, was it just competitiveness that ke
iouldn’tquiet? Or was it something deeper and darker?”
Nothing  Joe eyed her sharply. “What do you mean by that?”
growl. “I don’t know for sure. It just seems odd. Why would he e
ear mysomething like that? It makes you question his motives and his drive
guess that’s the part I’'m having trouble getting my head wrapped arou
as she Joe smirked at her. “Guys like that? They do it because they c



n greatdeclared, with a snort. “Sometimes you can make sense out of thes

'm veryand sometimes you can’t. I’m not saying they’re all idiots by any mea

as wellmet an awful lot of good people out here and a really good group is he
now, but you can also have a lot who think they’re better than eve

1e guyselse.”

cin and  “That was Eric, apparently.”

handle  “Yeah, it sure was.” Joe grimaced. “I had my share of argumen

traininghim.”

to the  “Oh, I didn’t realize,” she said, a bit too quickly, earning a look frc

loneup  “No, nobody did, and it’s the kind of argument you have o

)ped upsometimes. The kind where something starts, and you aren’t sure \

—whichyou’ll get slugged or it will be a nothing scenario that ends as quick
started. Believe me. I would have taken the blow and made sure he got
kicked for it, but it never came to that.”

1y have  “Did you ever tell anybody?”

“Nope, I sure didn’t,” he stated, “and don’t you go telling a
the shiteither.”

She hesitated, then groaned. “Yeah, and yet, in telling me, you
ler howknow that, under these circumstances? I don’t really have much choice
it over  “Why not?” he asked, studying her, and then he glared at her. °
I couldyou’re a spy of some kind.”

She rolled her eyes. “Do I look like spy material?”

“Nope, but I’ve been fooled before.”
rection.  Such an odd statement for him to make that she frowned. “It’s j
‘isk outthey’re asking everybody questions about any incidents with Eric, as
he wasthey had any problems with him or heard him talk about anythir

know?”
io, and  He shrugged. “I’ll have a talk with Magnus later—or Mountain.
did gettalking to anybody else though, and you better keep it to yourself. ¢
'pt himcan tell them to come talk to me, and that’ll get you off the hook,” he
with a gravelly tone. “Now beat it. It’s got to be time for a cup of co
your sorry ass.”

ven do  “I hope so,” she muttered. “Yet all I seem to do is drink
2, and Inowadays.”
nd.” “Make it something else then,” he suggested, with a smil

an,” headventuresome. Pick out something completely different.”



e guys, She laughed. “Sure,” she quipped, with an eye roll. “What would t
ns. I’veOoh, how about tea? It’s hardly a place to get adventurous.”
reright  “Ah, you’d be surprised.” Joe chuckled. Yet, as she walked thro
rybodydoor, he barked out behind her, “Tell them to come fairly soon, in
decide I don’t want to talk.”
“Will do.”
its with  And. with that she headed out. As soon as she got back to th
building, she tracked down Magnus and told him what Joe had said.
m Joe. Magnus listened to her, frowning. “Why the hell didn’t he say som
ut hereThat old coot.”
vhether  “I suspect he didn’t want to be seen as weak or something
ly as itsuggested, “but honestly, the way he told it, I kind of got the impress:
“his assEric may have really scared him.”
Magnus frowned at that and nodded. “I’ll go talk to him.”
“You and Mountain are the only ones allowed to talk to him abot
nybodyshe shared, “and he’s not happy about even that. So go, but go easy on
“I will, and I know he’s not involved in this mess. I’ve known hi
had tolong time, and he really is a good guy.”
,” “I won’t argue that one,” she replied, “although he kicked my b
‘Unlessday, skiing with the dogs.”
Magnus burst out laughing and quickly disappeared.
In the kitchen, she stared at the coffee and then at the options
wondering if she really should try something different. The coff
ust thatstarting to ... She wasn’t sure if it was keeping her up at night,
sking ifthought that it might be was enough to make her hesitate. As she pc
1g, youher options, Chrissy walked out of the back room and headed over to h
“Hey, are you cold?” Chrissy asked.
I’m not “I’m doing okay,” Emily said, “just looking at options for somet
5o, youdrink. I don’t know why it’s a hard decision today, but it seems to be.”
' stated,  She smiled. “You can get sick of the same thing after a while. So n
ffee forhot tea with lemon? I don’t know, or even a broth, if you want some sc
“I’m not hungry though, but thank you.”
coffee  As soon as Chrissy was gone, Emily quickly made herself a cup
Studying it, as she walked back toward where Nikolai was, she wonc
e. “Beshe should have got him one too.
When he greeted her at his door, he asked, “Hey. You’re done o



‘hat be?with the dogs already?”
“I am for the moment,” she said. “It’s been an odd day.”
ugh the  “Yeah, for me too.” He looked at the cup in her hand. “What
| case Idrinking?”
“Tea of some kind,” she muttered, with an eye roll. “I’m such &
drinker that I was trying to find something else to mix it up a bit.”
e main  “Well, you found it,” he replied, as he watched her.
“Not sure if it’s a good idea though.” She grimaced. “And this is
ething?you’re supposed to be supportive and tell me it’s a great idea.”
“I’m not sure what rule book you’re reading that from, but that mij
3,” shebit of a stretch for me.”
ion that At that, she laughed. “See? You’re already starting to feel better.”
He rolled his eyes. “Come on. I need to get something to drink too.
“Oh, great. So you’ll have coffee, while I sit here and s
1t this,”concoction?”
him.” “You can always dump it and get a cup of coffee,” he su
m for acheerfully.
“I suppose, though that seems wasteful, especially when supplies
utt thatlow. Did you guys get anywhere with all your talks?”
“I don’t think so. Lots of supposition but absolutely no facts anys
he replied, with a sigh. “So, what am I supposed to say? One step 1
for tea,and seventy-five back.”
ee was  “Right, sounds about normal then.”
but the  “It does, and that’s the problem.” Nikolai grimaced. “No answers,
nderedsupposition, and some tangents now that are starting to get into the r
ler. strange. The minute my father got mentioned, everything felt bizarre tc
“Hopefully the mess here at the base has absolutely nothing to
hing tohim,” she said, with a smile. “But, on the off chance that it does, you
be prepared.”
naybea  “I know it,” he declared. “I do. And you’re also the one who star
yup?”  whole DNA testing idea, and now I can’t stop thinking about it. I also
call my mom.”
of tea.  “Oh, good,” she said. “I gather you didn’t get through?”
lered if  “No, I didn’t. I know Magnus tried a couple times as well, to no
could try again now, but I know he wanted to listen in.”
ut there  She winced at that. “Nothing like having conversations for everybc



At that, Magnus came up behind him and offered, “I’'m okay it
listens in instead of me, if you prefer, Nikolai. You just need somet
are youyou want it to be Emily, that’s fine.” He looked over at her. “Are yc
with that?”
| coffee  “Sure. I assume you just want a witness to it?”
“Exactly, and, if we can get some answers too, that would b
better,” he noted, with a nod. “So, you may want to try again?”
s where ~ With that, they took the tea back to his room, and he pulled out hi:
and tried to get some reception.
sht bea  When it went through, she was surprised to hear it buzzing.
He shrugged. “It did this before too, so best not get our hopes up.”
“Right.” But when a woman’s voice came through the phone,
stared at him in shock. At least Nikolai was happy about that, st
ip thisgrinning like a fool.

ggested $

can be“HELLO Mowm.”
, )

,  She gasped at the other end and cried out in joy. “Nikolai,

where, ) » .

; surprise. Where are you?” He smiled, told her where he was, tl

‘orward . : :

conversation turned to family, as they caught up for a few minutes.
Then, getting an eye from Emily, Nikolai took a deep breath and
lots o f“Mom, do you remember Eric?”
;alm of Silence came first on the other end. “Yes. What about him?”
i . Nikolai hesitated, then said, “He’s dead.”

»

) me. i ’
. “Oh my,” she replied in an odd tone. “Really?’

lo with : . )

need to No sorrow was in her voice. He stared at the phone. “That wa:s

reaction I was expecting.”

“I didn’t know him all that well,” she replied immediately.

Even Nikolai heard the dodge in her voice. “Okay, so ... that’s on
reasons I’'m calling,” he added in a calm tone. “Do you ... do you knc
his father is?”

She gasped. “Why would you ask me that?”

“Because I need to know for sure. All kinds of issues surrounc
\dy.” death,” Nikolai explained, trying to still the pounding of his own he

ted that
tried to

avail. |



- Emilywas beating too loud in his ears, “and we’re trying to get to the bottom
ody. If  “I presume he was killed in some unpleasant way,” she repli
yu okayhushed voice.
“He was killed while attacking a woman.”
“Oh my,” she muttered, and this time she did sound shocked.
e even  “All I’m really asking for is the truth, please. It was all a long tir
so if something is there that you think you should keep hidden fron
s phonewould appreciate it if you didn’t. I really need to know.”
When she finally spoke, her voice was shaky. “It’s very upsetting.’
“I’m a big boy,” Nikolai stated. “I’m sure I can handle it.”
“Maybe you can, but I’m not sure about me. It was a long time agc
Emily  “Okay, so let me ask you straight out as a way to start. Was his faf
1ddenlyfather?”

She started to cry, and he turned and looked at Emily. She shrugg
touched his shoulder in support.

“Yes, he was.”

His mom was openly crying now, and he heard it all. “Why was it
a secret?” he asked, his surprise evident in his tone.

“What do you mean? It’s not as if your father gave me much cho
had an affair with Eric’s mother that I knew nothing about, and he did
out about the boy right off the bat, but she did tell him not too long a
birth,” she shared, between tears and sniffling. “He also had to keep
’for their care too, which made our life very difficult, and it was
forgive him for it.”

“Of course,” Nikolai added, wincing, “and you wouldn’t hav
terribly kind to her either, I presume.”

“Why should I?” she snapped. “It’s not as if I had a choice in
handle this. Your father told me one night, after she had been
demands, and it made my life very, very difficult. Everybody knew ex
me, it seemed. Neighbors, my friends, everyone. When I did finc
realized it was common knowledge, and yet no one had told me. E:
own sister knew.”

“I’m sorry. That must have been terrible for you.”

“Absolutely humiliating,” she snapped. “Why are you asking ab
W?”

what a
1en the

began

sn’t the

e of the

| Eric’s

no
art that : : : : o1
“Because it came up with Eric’s death,” he replied, stifling an urge



of it.” “How could that possibly have come up?”
2d in a  “There are some questions surrounding his death, involving p
blackmail or something else.”
She snorted. “It wouldn’t surprise me in the least. He came to
money, you know.”
ne ago, “He what?” Nikolai asked in shock, staring at his phone.
nme, I “Yeah, he wanted me to give him money in order to not tell you.”
He stared at the phone, incredulous. “I sure hope you didn’t gi
him,” he stated, with a flinty tone. “I am perfectly capable of hand]
information, not to mention the fact that I’ve been an adult for a ve
)’ time.”
thermy  “I didn’t pay him,” she declared, “but I did tell him what I tho
him. He laughed at me and said that he was out with you on lots of d
sed andmissions, so he would tell you himself, whenever he felt like it. But he
choose the point in time. I tossed and turned about whether I should
know, but it just never seemed to be the right time,” she explained,
kept ascourse now, you’re finding out from him after all.”
“Not from him,” Nikolai corrected, “but because of him, yes.
ice. Hethere is a bit of a resemblance that somebody noticed.”
n’t find  “There is no such thing,” she snapped, followed by anothe
fter the“Absolutely nothing about you is similar to him at all.”
paying  “Mom—"
hard to  “No! Don’t you dare let them goad you into believing it. Whoe
was, they are definitely off their rocker.”
e been  He winced as he looked over at Emily, relieved to see a grin on h
“Maybe so, but she was right though, wasn’t she? Eric was my half br
how to  Silence came again at the other end, and then her voice was st
makingweary. “I won’t say I’'m sorry that he’s gone because he was a mean-
cept forchild. Still, he was your father’s child, and that is something that wou
| out, Tupset him terribly.”
ven my  “And yet Dad’s also been gone a long time,” Nikolai noted.
“I know. I know,” she murmured.
“Was there anything suspicious about Dad’s death?” he asked su
out this“In the spirit of opening up communication here, was there anything .
all that bothered you or that didn’t seem quite right?”
to lie. “You mean, outside of the fact that it was supposedly friendly fire

b



the rest of that BS?” She snorted. “I don’t know what happened.” She
otentialdeep breath and sighed on the other end of the line. “But honestly, t1
get any answers was like talking to a concrete wall. I couldn’t get an
me fortell me anything. They gave us enough money to pay off the house, st
it, and that was it.”

“I didn’t know that,” he muttered.

“I guess there’s some sort of beneficiary provision in a case like th
ve it toreplied in a meek voice. “Honestly I just looked at it as hush mone
ing thealso was alone and had a child to raise. I don’t even know what bec
ry longEric’s mother because she moved away when your father died. And, 1

she didn’t have a legal child with him, she didn’t get any of the
ught ofmoney either, and, no, I did not share,” she snapped.
ifferent  “I understand.” Her tone revealed something else, and that did
» wouldunnoticed.
let you  “She was already a homewrecker, who had made a mockery of mu
“so, offather was already giving her some money, so I wouldn’t give M
money too. It was our money, yours and mine.”
I guess  He winced at that. “That’s good to know. Thank you for being hon

“Yeah, sure,” she muttered. “I still wouldn’t have told you, if you
r sniff.brought it up.”

“And that’s wrong,” he told her. “You should have told me.”

“When? You idolized your father.” She sniffled. “I wasn’t ...
ver thatwanted to take that away from you.”

“Yes, but I already knew that he wasn’t a perfect man,” Nikolai
er face.“So anyway I just wanted to get some information and see how yc
ther.” doing. I’'m sorry that it’s been an upsetting call.”
iddenly  “It is an upsetting call because of the terrible memories. B
spiritedeverything, it too shall pass.” And, with that, they exchanged their goo
ld have  He sat here for a long time, staring at Emily. “I still don’t understa

you knew.”

She shrugged. “I could see it in a way, but I’'m not saying that

knew, not by any means. Just one of those things that I thought we ne
ddenly.resolve, one way or another.”
about it  “I mean, this woman ended up having an affair with my fathel
enough in time to father this child. But that doesn’t mean that it was hi
and all



» took al can see the potential of both his mother and Eric taking advantage

'ying tounknown.”

yone to  “Wow, you really don’t like her either.”

) took  He hesitated. “Obviously it’s making more sense now, but she
never give me the time of day. That goes to prove that maybe she
mistress for a time.” Nikolai gave Emily a sheepish look. “I don’t rer

at,” sheever seeing them together, and she did have some other partne

y, but Imuttered. “So, I guess, for my own peace of mind—"

ame of  “We’ll go forward with the DNA test then,” she stated, with {

yecause“Let’s get the truth out in the open for a change.”

support  “Sounds good. ... I guess I need to go tell them.”

“It would help, yes,” she said. “At least then everybody has th
not goinformation, and maybe we can do something with it.”
He smiled. “Come on. Let’s go track somebody down.” And t

e. Yoursooner had started out of his room, when they saw Magnus walking

Tia thisthem. As he got closer, Nikolai announced, “I got a hold of my mom.”

‘(And?”
est.” Nikolai nodded slowly. “Apparently Eric was my half broth
| hadn’tmother is still pretty miffed about the whole thing,” he added, witt
smile.

“Sure she is. People have these affairs on the spur of moment, anc
I neverit spawns something much deeper, much longer, and much more perr
like a child, the stories can get very confusing.”
| noted.  “If people would stop lying, it wouldn’t be so bad,” Nikolai m
m were“Anyway, I’m letting you know that I did talk to her, and, yes, it’s co1
somewhat, at least. My mother was told that my father was Eric’s fatt
at, likemy father was paying some child support to Eric’s mother—who ha
dbyes. by the way. However, after my father died, apparently my mother rec
nd howsettlement from the nearby base, enough to pay off the house. I don’
what the terms were, and she didn’t say that she had to drop all the ir
I reallyat that point in time, but she felt as if it were hush money. And, fac
eded toreality of having a child to raise on her own, she took it and did not
with Eric’s mother.”
r, close  “I’m sure she needed it, plus that would be her way of wieldin
s child.vengeance of her own.” At that, Magnus turned to Emily and adde
good call on your point.”



» of the  “Maybe,” she conceded, “but also sad. Just think of Eric’s attitude
those years. I mean, Eric knew the truth and was waiting for the
moment to spring it on Nikolai.” Then she frowned, thinking of sor

woulddeeper. “You mentioned that his father took him out into the wilden
was histhe time?” she asked Nikolai.

nember  “No, his grandfather,” Nikolai clarified. “However, his mother hac

rs,” hemen in her life, if I can put it that way. Yet his grandfather was pretty
and he was a really cool guy. But I wasn’t allowed to go with them. I

finality.allowed to do very much with Eric or his grandfather. I guess I get it n
I sure didn’t back then.”

“Yep, it messed up not just one life but multiple lives.” She look
e sameat Magnus. “I still think... and Nikolai agrees, that we should get th

test done, just to confirm. If this Mia had lots of guys in the picture,

hey noalways a chance that there wasn’t that actual biological connection E

towardEric and Nikolai.”

“No, I hear you there,” Magnus replied. “I don’t have a proble

getting it done, though it might be better to get it done stateside at thi
er. Myconsidering the logistical problems we have with transporting and testi

1 a half  “No, that’s fine,” Nikolai agreed. “It’s already been however lor
little bit later won’t make much difference. And the fact that eve

1, whenbelieved it beforehand just gives us the information we needed

nanent,purposes here.”

“True enough,” Magnus said. With a smile, he looked at both of t
uttered.talked to Joe, and everything’s good there,” he added, with a nod
1firmedEmily. “You seem to be good at getting people to open up.”
ier, and  “Yeah, too good almost,” Nikolai noted, with a chuckle. “I’ve ta
ted me,her way more in this short time than I’ve talked to anybody here.”
eived a  “Yeah, you can’t keep that crap bottled up,” she muttered. When
't knowwent off for dinner, Magnus looked at them and shared, “I still have tc
1quiriesMountain, so you may as well head on over to dinner. We’ll join yc
ing thelater.” And, with that, he quickly disappeared down the hallway.
share it ~ She smiled as she walked toward the dining room with Nikolai

better?”

g some  “No, worse, in a way,” he admitted, glancing at her but smiling

d, “So,find out the truth about your parents and your life in the most bizarre w

“I know,” she agreed, “and, in this case, that really turned things



> for alldown for you.”

perfect  “It’s just so strange to think that we were friends all these years

nethingleast I thought we were friends—and yet ...”

ness all  “And yet maybe he was keeping an eye on you. You don’t have {

of that as a negative thing.”

I lots of  He tossed her a sideways look. “Really?”

"stable, “No, you don’t,” she argued. “That could have just been him, r
wasn’thow to even have a younger sibling, and who knows? Maybe he didr
ow, butknow himself for a long time.”

“I’m sure it wouldn’t have helped his mom out to say anything a
ed overYet maybe she expected my father to stay with her because she had
e DNAespecially when I wasn’t even born yet.”
there’s  She nodded. “Maybe, and, as Magnus noted, lots of people get
ietweensomething like that.” As they walked into the kitchen, they heard

When they raced those last few steps to the kitchen, they saw a fire re
m withthe kitchen.
s point,  “Not again,” Nikolai muttered, as he rushed ahead, stepping past
ng.” Chrissy and Elijah were battling it quickly, but, even as Emily
\g, so aforward to help, Nikolai grabbed a fire extinguisher and quickly put
'rybodyWhen everything had calmed down, he turned and looked to see how
for ourdamage was. It had been fairly localized to the one area.

He looked around and saw Elijah standing there, glaring. “I kn
hem. “Iprobably didn’t want me to use a fire extinguisher around food,”
towardnoted, his heart still racing. “However, in this case ...”

Elijah nodded, still a bit sour. “It’s fine,” he grumbled, his hands
lked tohips, trying to catch his breath. “Dinner’s already in the other oven, |

will be a hell of a mess to clean up.” He groaned, pushed his chef’s h
the belloff his head, and turned to look at Chrissy. “Did you see what happene
ytalk to  She shook her head. “Nope, I turned around and boom. Flame
u guyseverywhere.”

Chef nodded. “We’ll have a ton of people here and ready to ea
.. “Feeltime,” he added, a bit calmer, maybe too calm. “You start working on

out the food, and I’ll start cleaning this up.”

. “You  Emily immediately offered, “Let me help too. Who knew
vays.” extinguisher made such a mess?”
~upside  “It does, but what else could you do?” Chef said.



And, with that, Emily and Nikolai pitched in to give him a hand v
—or atmess. As soon as they had things more or less under control, eve
filtered in for dinner. The first group stopped, took one look to the ¢
‘0 thinkarea, and one of them muttered under their breath, “Again?”
“Yes, again,” Elijah growled at them. “The food’s out. Line yourse
and eat.”
1ot sure  “But is it even safe? Those chemicals are pretty poisonous.”
't even  Elijah shot daggers with his gaze.
“It’s fine,” Nikolai confirmed, stepping up. He pointed at the fooc
bout it.other side. “Chow is out over there. We’re still cleaning up this m
a child,unless you want to help, go grab your food and take a seat.” Rath
helping, they quickly loaded their plates and sat on the far side of the
hurt bywhere most of them ate and disappeared right afterward.
yelling.  Chef shook his head. “What? Nobody wanted to help?”
iging in ~ “No, but at least you can cook on this other stove,” Nikolai pointec
“Lucky I have more than one stove,” Chef declared.
Emily.  Nikolai asked, “But why was there a fire at all?”
jumped  “That’s what I’'m here to find out,” Magnus announced, as he st
. it out.Emily and Nikolai, both in the middle of the way. “You two get into
bad thetrouble, don’t you?”
“Hey, that’s not fair,” Emily argued, as she turned from mopp
ow you“Besides, it’s not as if anybody else was here to give a hand.”
Nikolai  “No, it’s true. They jumped in right away,” Elijah confirmed
defense. “We’ve got this pretty-well covered.”
, on his  “If you say so,” Magnus muttered, staring around in frustration. “I
but thisas if we’re plagued with mishap after mishap.” He looked over at tt
at back“Any idea what this one was?”
d?” “No, I don’t,” he replied, through gritted teeth. “Not yet, but I'll {
'S wereout, once we get it cleaned up enough to see.”
“I’ll be back here after I’ve eaten,” Magnus told him. “I’ve got a1
it in nowith the boss.”
dishing  “I’ve got his plate on the trolley over there,” Chef muttered, pt
“Take it with you and tell him we had another fire in the kitchen.”
a fire  “Are you sure you want me to?”
Chef Elijah hesitated and then groaned. “Yeah, good point.
mention anything yet. Just tell him that I’'m busy.” And, with that,



vith theMagnus off with the trolley.
rybody It didn’t take them very long to finish cleaning because the fit
"ookinghadn’t been very big, and only the one extinguisher had been used. At
hadn’t hit any of the food.
lvesup  “We’ve got this part all cleaned up,” Chef declared. “You two go
get your dinner.”
“What about you?” Emily asked Chef.
“I need this meal surface done, so I can put away the rest of the fo
[ on theexplained.
ess, so,  “Itreally is safe to eat that, right?” she asked hesitantly, and he lau
er than  “I’m not about to kill off everybody,” Chef quipped, with a chuck
> room, the food was already over there. Besides, it’s at the opposite end of th
So, a little bit of smoke, and again, the food was covered, so don™
about it. No chemicals, so you’re fine.” He shooed them both out. “
lout. go.”
They quickly picked up their food and went out of the kitchen are
sit down. “They used mostly water, wasn’t it?”
wrveyed  “Yes, and that means it’s fine. Besides, a little bit of char nev
a lot ofanyone.”
She laughed. “I’m glad you said that because I'm starting to
ing up.about this place.”
“You and me both,” he agreed, with fatigue in his voice. And that -
in theirlast they said in the dining area, as they sat and looked around. Emily
over and asked in a whisper, “So, what the hell was that all about?”
t seems  He looked over at her with a hooded gaze and nodded. “I’m not st
1e chef.murmured, “but I don’t think it was an accident.”

igure it $

neeungNIKOLAI DIDN’T KNow what the hell that trouble in the kitchen was all
but he was prepared to find out. As soon as he bid Good night to En
searched for one of the other men working on the case. As soon as
Magnus, Samson at his side, Nikolai stopped them in the hallw
n,twhispered, “What the hell is going on?”

ointing.

Do
he sent



Magnus returned a hard look. “We’re not sure yet, but keep an
e itselfEmily, in case she’s in the target zone.”
leastit  “Why would she be?” he asked, surprised.
“Because I'm hearing rumors that she’s affiliated with us,” 1
on andreplied. “I can’t stand that stupid them versus us crap.”
“There shouldn’t be a them versus us,” Nikolai snapped. “We’re |
on the same side.”
od,” he  “Have you felt everybody is on the same side for a while?” I
asked.
ghed. That stopped Nikolai in his tracks, and he slowly shook his head.
le. “Allnot.”
eroom. “Exactly, and that maybe not is why you need to keep an eye on he
t worry  He turned to look back in her general direction and announces
‘Go on,might not take it all that well.”
Magnus laughed mightily. “Yeah, you probably got that right. 2
'a to gocould also decide that she should be looking after you.”
“Me, why me?” he asked, frowning.
er hurt  Magnus gave him a flat look. “Because of some rumbling that y
your buddy might have concocted something.”
wonder  He winced and shook his head. “I can’t say I’'m surprised at tt
thinking that. I guess I’'m disappointed that that’s where this is ending
was the  “I’m not sure it’s ending there at all,” Magnus declared, giving hin
“leanedlook. “So don’t go off and start doing something crazy. We need eve
on board and fairly calm at this point in time.”
ire,” he  “Oh, I'm calm, provided everybody keeps their accusati
themselves.” And, with that, he started to walk away.
Magnus called back softly and asked, “Hey, did you see anything
you walked in on that earlier?”
He shook his head. “No, just Chef and Chrissy working on putting
flames. We got there basically at the end of it.”

Lﬁboité “Was he upset?”
hey;,aw “He seemed more pissed than anything. I didn’t get the details.

know if he’s mad about the stove fire or something worse,” Nikolai
“and Chef wasn’t talking.”

“I’ll go talk to him,” Magnus offered, “and we’ll get to the bor
this.”

ay and



eye on  “If you say so,” Nikolai replied. “I got the distinct impression th
was fairly unimpressed with the way things were going around here.”
“I can’t say that I blame him,” Magnus admitted, as he eyed !
Mlagnus“Nobody wants to see this shit coming down, and that’s not the first
fire we’ve had.”
all here  “Maybe not, but if this is what’s happening, maybe we’re be
finding out answers, than sitting around, waiting.”
Mlagnus  “Oh, I agree with you there, 100 percent. The problem is, those ¢
aren’t always that easy to come by.” And, with that, he was gone,
‘MaybeNikolai to stand in the hallway, wondering which direction he should
Choosing safety for Emily, the one person who had stepped up
T. him out, or at least to see if he was okay, Nikolai headed to her ro
1, “Shecouldn’t do less by her. When he knocked on her door, she openec
asked, “What’s up?”
\nd she He looked around and then asked, “May I come in for a minute?”
“Sure.” Surprised, she stepped back and let him in. “What’s going
“I was just told by Magnus that you need to be very careful. Apr
rou andsome more ugly rumblings are going on around here, and you’ve beel
as part of the investigative group now,” Nikolai explained. “Of cou
1em forthe target group.”
up.” She winced at that. “Sorry. I guess I’m not too bothered about bei
1a hardof the investigative group,” she muttered, with an eye roll. “But, J
'rybodypeople would just come together, we could solve this. Instead, every
choosing sides and looking at everybody else with suspicion.”
ons to  “When it comes to survival, you’ve got to expect that,” he point
“and I’m not upset at anybody for having these kinds of thoughts. I ju
3, whenwant to see it go so far that there’s another kitchen fire.”
Her eyes widened at that. “Do you think that’s what happened?”
out the  “I have no idea what happened,” he admitted, shaking his head. “1
asked me, and I didn’t have any answers for him.”
“Yeah, but that’s because we don’t know anything. We got ther
I don’tend.”
shared, “And yet there was still food, and everybody in the kitchen w.
Honestly, to me, Elijah looked more pissed off about the whole thi
ttom ofanything else. He seemed more upset about the mess than anythir

»



at Chefwhich I understand, since he does have a distinctly ugly kitchen tc
rights.”

Nikolai. ~ “He also has people to help him clean, if he needs it,” she noted,

kitchensmile. “I feel sorry for Chrissy and Avalon and anybody else who’s
kitchen with him.”

tter off  Nikolai explained more of what Magnus had shared, and she st
him. “Right, so what do you want to do now?”

mmswers  “Besides keeping an eye on you?” he asked, with a grin in her di

leaving“I think I’ll make a quick trip out to check on Joe.”

sonext.  “Oh, that’s a good idea.” She frowned. “I can come too.”

to help  “No, don’t worry about it,” he said. “Let me go, and I'll be back i

om. Heminutes. If I don’t come back pretty quickly, you can raise the alarr

[ it andlooked at him worriedly and chewed her bottom lip. He reached «
tapped her gently on the cheek. “I’ll be fine, but, given the circumst:
want to make sure that Joe’s okay too.” She nodded and watched as he

on?” He closed her door carefully behind him, and, moving to his ro

varentlylayered up and headed out toward Joe. As soon as he walked in, Joe

n slatedtowards the noise.

rse I'm  “What the hell are you doing here?” he grumbled. “Or can’t y
without your canine fix too?”

Ing part  “Sorry, not trying to intrude on your personal space, and I know 1

esus, ifus come over to see the dogs. Still, it’s hard not to, especially when ¢

body isus have pets and families we miss. So this, in a small way, helps us
with being away so long,” he shared. “I have to admit to falling in lo

ted out,Bertie ...”

stdon’t At hearing his name, Bertie came rushing over, a wiggling bu
energetic fur. Nikolai laughed, as he crouched to cuddle the dog
wonderful.” He laughed as the dog wiggled and yipped and hip-check

Vlagnusto the ground. Laughing, Nikolai grabbed and hugged the dog close, a
that was almost impossible, given the wiggling animal.

> at the  When Bertie calmed down, Nikolai looked over at Joe. “Sorry
interruption. I know you prefer your evenings alone. But not sorry be:

as fine.does my heart good to spend time with these guys.”

ng than  Joe shrugged. “It’s just me and these guys anyway, so it’s not as

1g else,got a hot date waiting for me,” he joked, with a cackling laugh.

“Maybe not, but these dog are probably better company than ¢



) put todates.”

At that, Joe burst out in a raucous laughter. “Oh, isn’t that the trut
. with awas all laughs. “I also don’t have to follow the same rules that you gu
5 in thehe added, as he lifted up a glass that looked to hold whiskey.

“Ah, no wonder you’re always so happy in the evening.” Joe gavi
-ared atlook, as he tossed back another sip.

“So, what the hell are you doing out here anyway?” he asked, t
rection.calm tone.

“Did you hear about the kitchen fire?”

At that, Joe lowered his glass and glared at him. “No, I didn’t.”
nafew “Ijust wanted to give you a heads-up that another kitchen fire haj
n.” Shewith no obvious cause determined so far, at least not that I know about
ut and  “Elijah would say it’s an accident,” he said immediately. “Ev
ances, Iwasn’t, he won’t say anything different, but he would hunt it down
‘left. though.”
om, he  “You know him well, huh?”

'turned  “No, I really don’t know him well,” Joe clarified, “but I’ve c
known him for a good many years, or at least been around him on o

ou liveover a good many years. I’ve never had any problems with him, and
he doesn’t like it if anybody messes with his kitchen.”

nany of  “Something I’m sure you can understand, given how you feel abo

,ome ofdogs.”

to deal  “Yeah, and nobody messes with my dogs,” he growled. “So thai

ve withyou’re here, isn’t it?”

Nikolai shrugged. “I just wanted to make sure you got a heads-i
ndle ofcase this was something other than a simple accident.”

. “He’s  Joe studied him for a long moment and nodded. “Okay, warnin;

ted himinto consideration.” Joe sighed. “If you hear of any other bad news, a

Ithoughas I really don’t want to hear it, do keep me in the loop, will you? And
hear about a fire, come over and check on us.”

for the  “Yeah, what is your escape strategy here?” Nikolai asked, as he

cause itaround.

“The latches for the dog kennels are open all the time.” Joe pointe
. if I’veout. “So, the dog can get outside as needed at any time, which is at

only good thing, considering how bad something here could go wror
1 lot of



noted. “Jesus, I really don’t want to think about anybody going a
‘h?” Hedogs.”
lys do,”  “No, of course not,” Nikolai agreed. “That would be horrific. And
whatever is going on here is a human issue, and, as such, I don’t th
e him adogs would be targeted, but the fact that they have their own way in
does make me feel better,” Nikolai admitted in a quiet voice.
aking a  “Yeah, me too,” Joe murmured.

“Anyway, I’ll head back.”

“Thanks for the heads-up.”

Nikolai headed back outside. It was cold, the wind biting, as he pt
ypened,his collar and raced back to the compound and let himself inside. As
V7 he closed the door, the wind ceased around him, making it almos
en if italmost possible to hear again.
himself  As he slowly took off his outerwear gear, he looked around to ¢

everything seemed to be here. However, with so many people on base,
hooks were in use. Hard to tell if anybody was out. Plus the base
ertainlymandatory sign-in, sign-out sheet, with somebody policing it. Th
ccasionanybody could come and go.
I know  Nikolai was still frowning, thinking about it, as he walked to 1
room. When he got there, she opened the door right away with an
ut yoursigh of relief. “There you are. Your last words were a little on the :
side as to the time to allow you, and, I have to admit, I was a little wor
’s why  “I’m a little worried about all of it,” Nikolai declared. “I’m so ur
what to do, and I don’t want to go in the wrong direction and get too s
1p... inespecially if it’s not needed.”

“Exactly, but we also don’t want to be too slack in reacting to all t
g takennot have enough safeguards in place.”
smuch  “I’m sure you’ll feel better to know that, even if a fire happenec
, if youdog barn, the dogs could get out just fine because of the way Joe’s

kennels set up.”
looked  “So, somebody would have to be intentionally trying to kill the d«
must tamper with that setup in order to stop them from getting out.”
:d them  “Exactly,” Nikolai said.
out the  “I can’t imagine anybody here is particularly interested in tt
1g,” Joeagain ... I guess we don’t really know that,” she admitted.
“No, we don’t know that. If they can kill people left, right, and c



fter thethere’s really no telling.”

She frowned, nodded, and then settled back on her bed. “I’ve got ¢
I thinktea and was trying to read a book,” she mentioned, “but all these
link theintrusive thoughts keep getting in the way.”
and out  He winced. “Yeah, I’ve had more than a few nights like that mys

shared, as he settled in the small chair beside her bed. “I should hax
and grabbed a cup of tea myself.” He winced. “I’m still not quite usec
whole tea thing.”

She grinned at him. “Coffee at this hour would kill me.”
illedup  “Yet there have been more than a few nights where coffee at th
soon asliterally kept me alive,” he told her. “So, I will probably always prefer
t calm, “Sure, as long as it works that way for you. However, the minute y

getting balled up with too much adrenaline, you’ve got to cut that cof
see thatsomehow.”
, lots of  He laughed at her. “Maybe.”
had no  “Go get yourself something then.”
erefore,  “Is the kitchen still open?”
“It was a few minutes ago,” she said, “and, if it’s not, it’s probal
Emily’sbecause of the fire. It might be a good time to go find out more abot
audibleshe suggested, looking at the door.
sketchy  “You stay here,” he replied, with a voice of warning. “I’ll go take ¢
ried.” When she glared at him, he smiled. “Ease up, will you? Nobody is
isure ofthe suggestion that you’re not completely capable of handling this you
punup, “Good, because I am, and I do have a fair bit of investigative expe
So nothing going on here would scare me away.”

hisand  “Don’t tell anybody else that,” he pointed out. “Keeping that qui
advantage for you when we’re in situations where ... every advar

1 at thehelpful.”

got the  “I know,” she admitted. “I’m just telling you. I haven’t told a
else.”

)gs and  He smiled. “And that’s a vote of confidence I can get behind.”

“You still haven’t gone to get tea though, so maybe I’ll come with

“No need.” Nikolai held up his hand. “I’ll be fine and will be be
1at, butfew minutes.” And, with that, he closed her door and walked do

hallway.
enter...
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DAY 3 EVENING

EMILY SIPPED HER tea, and tried to immerse herself in the book ag:

couldn’t. When Nikolai didn’t return after ten minutes, she stared
watch. When he didn’t come back after twenty, she got worried.

Finally she dressed, adding another layer over her long johns, heac
to see what happened to him. She used the cup of tea as a guise,
walked into the kitchen. Several men sat around the dining room in a
but the conversation stopped as soon as she got there. She ignored th
headed over toward the teakettle, which she put on, and sat quietly, wa

She didn’t bother them; they didn’t bother her, and neither did th
her way, outside of that initial warning. And yet that initial warni
probably already enough to start whatever problem there was off again

As she waited, she heard some of their conversations resume,
discussion was very nonspecific, which she understood too. If she he
deemed as part of the enemy, that was their problem. She didn’t he
enemy bones in her body, unless it was against injustices, and that
whole different story. But the fact that she was also now friend!
Nikolai would only add to her isolation problem.

The reality that she would prefer to be a whole lot more than 1
with him was something for her and her alone to sort out.

Maybe Nikolai too.

As soon as anybody else knew that she was heading in that d
romantically, it would change things again—and not in a good wz
never understood how you could wind up with a situation of them or i
yet that’s exactly what she felt she was up against.

She sympathized with the rest of the guys investigating here, tr
solve the problems because it seemed as if they were being blackbal
for doing their jobs. How did anybody get answers if you did
questions? Particularly when so many people were intentionally
information. All it would take is a little bit of honesty to get this all



But everybody had secrets and things they didn’t want to let out in th
and, because of that, things would probably get dicey before they lik
any better.

As she looked around, she saw no sign of Chef Elijah or anybo
from the kitchen staff, but then it was already nine at night. Even i
was cold. That same chill crept up on her too, but she knew that Nikc
1in, butcome in here, looking for tea. Yet she saw no sign of anybody in he
at herhere now. She wondered if Nikolai had gone to bed without coming b:
checking in on her, but that didn’t make sense. He’d made it very cl
ling outhe would check in on her, if for no other reason than to stop he
as sheworrying. Right now, worrying is exactly what she was doing. As she

 group,around at the dining room again, there was still no sign of him.
em and  When she’d had enough of it, she walked over to the dining roo:
iting. With people seated all around it. “Hey, have you guys seen Nikolai at ¢

ey look Smothered grins came from several of them, but they all shoc

ng washeads.
1 “He came here to get a cup of tea, and yet I don’t see him.”

I.3ut the “I highly doubt he’s too bothered about checking in,” replied one

1d beenmen, with a snarky tone.

we any  ohe looked at him intently and tried to remember his name. “I

- was athink checking in is what I'm asking for,” she declared, “but, hey, you

ly withaly way you want.” He glared at her, and she shrugged. “Honestly, v
number of accidents and injuries and disappearances around here, yot

riendlythink that everybody would be on a buddy system.”

One of the other men nodded. “I was wondering about that,” he ac

“because it’s pretty-damn strange that we’re having so much bad luck.
irection 1 don’t know about bad luck,” argued one of the men in a harc
1y. She ‘Pretty-damn sure all of this luck is man-made, and that’s an -
1s. Anddifferent scenario.”

She didn’t say anything, but her teakettle whistled, which gave her
ying to€Xcuse to head back over and to make a cup of tea on her own. As
led justShe was done, she smiled at the guys and walked out, knowing t
n’t askconversation would immediately turn to her, as soon as she left.

hiding  She walked down the hallway and headed toward Nikolai’s room.
solved.no answer when she knocked on the door. Worried now, she sent hirr
and, when he didn’t respond, she kept walking to the medical



e open,wondering if Magnus would be there with Sydney. No reason for therr

ely gotbe there, but also no reason for her not to hear back from Nikolai. She
make it that far, before she caught sight of Mountain.

dy else  He looked at her closely. “Not used to seeing you out and about so

nside it  “If I wasn’t looking for Nikolai, I wouldn’t be out right now either

)lai hadshe quickly explained what had happened and what he had said.

r group  His gaze was intense as he studied her. “Do you think he wou

ack andstuck by that?”

ear that  “Absolutely,” she stated. “He has never not stuck by it, at least

or fromexperience to date.”

looked  He nodded. “He went to talk to Joe earlier. Do you think he went b
there again?”

m table  She stared at him. “Oh, I never considered that.” She turned tow

1?”  door.

)k their  “I’ll go take a look,” Mountain offered, holding up a hand to s
from heading outside. “You go to your room and stay there, please,
have some idea where you are.”

> of the  “Right. The last thing we need is anybody else going missing.”

He gave her a warm glance. “Exactly, and cooperation make:
hardlydifference for everybody.”

1take it ~ Sighing, she headed back to her quarters and waited. When M

vith thecame to her room a few minutes later, he had Magnus with him.

1would “He’s not with Joe, and he hasn’t been seen in the last little bit, so
exactly what he was doing.” She explained that he would grab a cuyj

Imitted,and check on the kitchen.

7 “Is it possible you two got your wires crossed, and maybe he just

1 voice.by to his room afterward?”

entirely  “I checked his room when I came back, since he wasn’t in the kii
thought maybe he’d gone there after all, and I was okay with that

'a goodwanted to know that he was safe,” she explained. “But, no, the plan v

soon ashe would come right back. Magnus had warned Nikolai that he shou

hat thean eye on me. And he was.” Nervously she shifted her cup from one
the other. It was still hot, and she needed the added warmth, as she s

She gothim. “Please tell me that Nikolai’s not missing.”

1 atext, Magnus eyed her, his face grim, as he shared, “We’re about to dc

center,on check, so I’ll let you know in a few minutes.” As he went to le



1 still toturned to her again and said, “I would suggest that you stay here
2 didn’troom. We can’t have more people going missing.” Almost numb, she 1
and stayed exactly where she was, but it took them forever to update h
late.” When Magnus came back, some forty minutes later, his face wa
.” Then“No sign of him.”
She swallowed hard and whispered, “Is his jacket and everything h
Id have  He nodded. “Mountain has gone out to the generator and is check
outbuildings and any other buildings, and for other tracks out there.”
~in my  “Right,” she muttered, with a nervous laugh.
“Had he come up with any earth-shattering answers?”
ack out  “No.” She gave him a solemn nod. “At least I don’t think so. Hze
tell me if he did, but I know he was quite concerned about all of thi
-ard theon. When you told him to keep an eye on me, he really didn’t like hea
possibility that other people would get hurt. So I wouldn’t be surprist
top herwas off, trying to find some answers.”
, so we  “Which we’re all trying to do,” Magnus noted.
“Sure, but information isn’t flowing that well, and I think he’s
frustrated and fed up. There’s also that level of disconnect with eve
5 a bigelse around here, and I think he’s afraid that I’ll get tarred by the sam
brush that he feels he’s been tarred with. I don’t think he particularl
ountainfor himself, but he may be worried that I'll suffer for it.”
Magnus immediately nodded at that. “I agree with him. You proba
tell meperhaps doubly so, since you’re tainted both by your association w
) of teaand with us, which is one of the reasons why everybody is trying t
sure you stay where you are and stay safe.”
headed  She gave him a ghost of a smile. “That’s nice, but no point in stayi
if Nikolai’s gone off to try and solve a problem, and it’s put him i
tchen. Idanger.”
. I just  His phone rang then. “It’s Mountain,” he told her, as he quickly an
vas thatthe phone and asked right off the bat, “Did you find him? ... You did*
1d keepGod for that.” Then he frowned and nodded. “Yes, I’ll get her. We’
hand toyou at the clinic.” Then he hung up and looked over at Emily. “He wa
tared atin the generator shed at the back, under a bunch of tarps.”
“Jesus Christ,” she muttered, bolting to her feet and grabbin;
y a full-clothes.
ave, he  “You stay here,” he said.



in your  “The hell I will,” she snapped. “In case you hadn’t noticed, some
10dded, trying to kill him.”

er. “Yeah, we noticed,” Magnus declared, “and I’m heading down
s grim.Sydney a heads-up.”

“Right,” Emily noted. “I’ll meet you there.” Within seconds Magr
ere?” already striding down the hallway, shaking his head and mumb
ing thehimself.

She quickly ran to the bathroom, her mind consumed with wha

have gone wrong. By the time she reached the medical clinic, M
carried Nikolai, a large man in his own right, over his shoulder, his fac
> didn’t  He caught sight of her and frowned, but, as she jutted her chin «
s goingglared at him, he nodded. “All right, but you stay quiet.”
ring the  She nodded mutely and followed as he took Nikolai into the clinic.

ad if he
&

.ge];t dgNIKOLAI wokE UP, his head pounding and a burning heat firing thror
Yy ltysystem. He groaned and shifted, trying to get away from it.
° s “Nope, don’t fight it,” said someone, pushing him down and holdi
y cares I .
there. “I’ve got to get your core body temperature back up again.

Not sure who was talking or why, he opened his eyes, his e

’struggling against the bright hght Almost immediately the light was d
and he whispered, “Thank you.” He wasn’t sure who had done it
“he Iped.

“At least he’s talking.”

Nikolai almost recognized the man’s hard tone. Moments later, v
eyes still closed, he didn’t need his vision to know Mountain’s strong
Nikolai whispered, “What happened?”

“That’s what we’re waiting on you to tell us.”

He slowly opened his eyes, then looked around and saw Emil
beside him. He reached out a hand. “Sorry. Guess I didn’t make i
huh?”

5 more “No, you didn’t.” She glared at him. “You were supposed to be

> tea.”
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xbody’s  He frowned at her. “Tea?” He wasn’t quite coherent, and he knew
he struggled to put her words into context. “I don’t drink tea.”

to give  “No, you don’t normally, but you decided you would try some th
instead of coffee, because you hadn’t been sleeping well.”

ws was  He blinked at her slowly. “And I didn’t get tea?”

ling to  “If you did, you didn’t come back with it, and, when you didn’t re
promised, I went looking for you,” she explained.

t could He groaned and shifted in the hospital bed, feeling his body burn

ountain“Christ, the heat.”

e grim.  “Yeah, well, when you’re that cold, Sydney had to induce heat a

out andwe can get it,” Emily told him. “I’m not particularly happy wit

temperature.”

He was taking in the information but wasn’t processing it we
tongue felt thick, not moving properly, and even the words were
form.

“I know you’re struggling, and that’s all right. We’re getting you 1
up, which will help. We were hoping that you could tell us what haj
and maybe who knocked you out,” Emily explained, “and then Sydr
himget these guys to leave.”

Nikolai blinked several times, noting that Magnus was right here

. . the background, somebody else stood in the doorway. He tried to
wyesight, . . . .
imme d’braln clear enough to provide some 1nfor‘fnat10n. o

but it Magnus stepped forward and asked, “Do you remember anything?’
’ Nikolai slowly shook his head. “No, not really. It’s all a blur. Too
His voice even now was having trouble getting any words out. He lo
Sydney, frowned, and managed to ask, “Drugs?”

She immediately came closer and checked his body for needle matr
‘sure enough, found one on his neck. The others completely change
quiet line of questioning around him, and each stepped closer to se
themselves. He heard the anger rise in their voices, right before he clc
eyes, shaking not so much from the cold as from the actual injection.
’consciousness, came back, lost consciousness, came back.

On the next round, Sydney looked at him and smiled. “Hey, glac
you back again.”

He stared at her and whispered, “Water?”

She immediately brought him a glass of water with a straw, and he
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that, assipped at the water. Then he realized Emily was holding his other ha
looked at him, tears in her eyes.
is time, = He whispered, “Not dead.”
“Glad to hear that,” she replied in a gentle voice. “You came to w
about making sure I stayed safe, but I think you forgot to look after yo
turn as  He blinked at her several more times, his brain clearing, and h
whole lot more like himself. He squeezed her fingers and whispered, “
ing up.expecting it.”

“No, and that seems to be the problem,” she noted, with a flare o
ny wayrising within her. “Nobody’s expecting it, and people are getting com
‘h yoursidelined. The question is, was it friend or foe?” Emily asked.

Nikolai wanted to say something smart because obviously it w
2ll. Hisfriend and had to be foe, but she was right. Was this foe in disgui
hard tofriend? He sucked back on more water, as he tried to process a little

When he finally could, he told her, “I don’t remember anything. Ni
varmedgetting the tea.”
opened, “Now that we know you’ve been drugged,” Sydney noted from k
1ey can“it’s safe to say that you may not recover that information.” She stud
and took his vitals again. “I want to get most of it cleared out of your
too. Inespecially since we don’t know what it was.”
get his Emily added, “It doesn’t even make any sense that they woul
drugged him. If the plan was to kill him, all they had to do was knock |
and leave him out there. He wouldn’t have made it long in this w
much.”especially dressed as he was.”
oked at  Sydney looked over at her and nodded, but the doc didn’t say anytl

Nikolai hated to even hear such words, but Emily was right. He
‘ks and,know what had happened and didn’t remember hearing anything. “H
2d theirthe last thing I can remember is walking toward the kitchen,” he murm
e it for  “And the rest may or may not come back, so don’t try to force it,”
»sed hiswarned him. “Give yourself a chance to heal and then we’ll see how
He lostit comes back.”

He stared at her. “It’s got to come back. Otherwise it’ll drive me m
1to see  She smiled at him. “You aren’t the first person to tell me the

shared. “We’ll give it some time and see how it goes. Don’t worry.
not going anywhere tonight, and, therefore, neither am I. So we can s
- slowlyit goes.”

"



nd. She At that, Emily looked over at her. “Do you always stay if you’v
patient?”
“Somebody will stay here for sure,” she declared, with a smile. “
rarn meswitch it up with a couple of the other guys, depending on how N
urself.” doing.”
e felta  “I’ll stay,” Emily offered immediately. Sydney hesitated and
‘Wasn’tshrugged. “I’m trustworthy, honest.”
“It’s not that, but if anything should go wrong ...”
f anger  “Like what?” she asked, exasperation and frustration evident in h
1pletely“He’s here now, and you’re only what, next door?”
“Yes, I am exactly that, so it could work.” Sydney stared at T
asn’t a“What do you think about that?”
se as a  “I think Emily should go back to her room and stay where she’.
» faster.Nikolai replied. “She shouldn’t be risking her life here with me.”
ot even  Emily snorted. “How is me being here, sleeping in a chair som
close to you, risking my life? Let’s not get into histrionics.”
iis side, He glared at her, but she was grinning at him. “How can anybo
ied himmad at you?” he asked.
system,  “They can’t,” she stated cheerfully. “So, get over it already.”
He shook his head. “You shouldn’t even be involved.”
ld have  “Let’s not go there,” she stated in a warning voice. “Rememb
him outyou’re talking to.”
veather,  He stared at her and slowly nodded. “Fine,” he grumbled. Then he
to Sydney. “Maybe people should be here in shifts.”
1ing. “Oh, I’ll figure it out,” the doc said, “but let’s see if we can get yc
> didn’tfirst.” She was clearly not happy with his condition. “I’m not too thi
nestly,how you’re doing at this point.”
ured. “Neither am I,” Nikolai confirmed, as he settled back against t/
Sydney“I’m not feeling what I would say is 100 percent.”
nuch of  “Of course not,” Sydney replied, “but, if I could even get you back
75 percent? I would feel a lot better.”
1ts. “Do you really think somebody was trying to kill me?” he asked.
it,” she  “If they were, they went about it in a difficult way. As Emily poin
You’reit doesn’t take that much to kill somebody in these temperatures. It
ee howmake sense that they drugged you and knocked you out. All they ree
to do was one or the other. Then just leave you alone out there and

»



‘e got adie. But instead they did both. So, I’m not sure if that was in order to
out of here and then left someplace to die or if they wanted somethi

I mightfrom you.”

ikolai’s  “What could anybody want from me?” he asked, confused. “It
make any sense.”

Emily  “Keep in mind that, considering Eric had been living off ba
possible that maybe he had a partner, and maybe that partner came b
you, just to find out what happened to Eric.”

er tone. Nikolai’s eyes widened at that. “Somebody was talking to m
shifted in the hospital bed. Immediately Emily squeezed his hand. He

\ikolai.at their laced fingers and smiled. “Outside the kitchen,” he muttered.
somebody stopped to talk to me, and I’m not sure what happened after

s safe,”  “They probably wanted a closer talk than you were really lookir
Emily quipped, with a smile.

ewhere  “Maybe, I don’t know. I can’t... I can’t remember.”

She nodded. “Remember what Sydney said about your memory.”

dy stay  “Great. If you guys have your way, I’ll never find out.”

“Of course you will,” Emily argued, with a bright smile. “You ju
hurt yourself in the process.” At that, the clinic door opened aga
Mountain walked in.

er who  He looked at them all. “Well?”
Nikolai shook his head. “Memory’s pretty spotty. All I can reme;
» turnedthis point is meeting somebody in the hallway and feeling... feeling st
because I didn’t know who they were,” he shared, after a moment. “A
n fixeddon’t think I did.”
illed at  Mountain stepped forward, his gaze sharp. “Meaning?”
“I don’t know exactly.” He wanted to backtrack but wasn’t sure
he bed.should. “The only thing I can tell you right now, given my spotty mer
that it felt as if I didn’t know who he was. So somebody new was
. to say,compound that I hadn’t been introduced to, didn’t know, or somethi
suggested. “The ladies here have suggested that maybe he was whoey
was working with—if Eric had a partner. That maybe he thought I wi
ted out,the best source of information on what happened to Eric,” he said.
doesn’t  Mountain immediately nodded. “That thought occurred to me t
ly hadI’m checking all the cameras right now.” Then his lips quirked,
let you



get youclarified, with a feral grin, “Well, Magnus and Egan are. They’re loa
ng elsesee if anybody else came in unexpectedly.”
“It’s pretty interesting that’s even a possibility,” Emily noted, of
doesn’tside. “We don’t think of this as a place somebody wants to break i1
with all the shenanigans going on here.”
se, it’s  “True,” Mountain agreed. “In several cases, we’ve already had
ack forlooking to break out of the base, despite the dire weather consequenc
reminded her. “So, people will do what people will do. We just have t
le.” Heunderstand the reasons.”
looked  “I definitely don’t understand this. Were you here when we cor
“I thinkNikolai was drugged?” Emily asked Mountain.
that.” At that, his gaze turned to Sydney, and she nodded. “She’s right. 1
1g for,”getting his system cleaned out. I don’t have any way to identify wl
drug is right now, but Nikolai is cognizant and is improving, and I’'m 1
a bunch of tests, hoping that it was a fairly minor dose of whatever.”
“What good is a minor dose? Why even give it to him?” Emily ask
“I know,” Sydney muttered, “and that’ll be something to deal wit
st can’tdoc checked his blood pressure again. “His vitals are slowly getting
in, andnormal,” she murmured, “but I’ll keep him here overnight.”
“I’ll stay,” Emily stated. Mountain raised his eyebrows at her, ¢
glared at him. “Sydney can’t stay up all night looking after him,” she
mber atrather fiercely, “so I’ll split it with her.”
wprised  He shrugged, as if it was nothing to him, which, in a way, it pi
t least Iwasn’t. Sydney had the right to make the calls in her clinic, and,
declared that somebody should stand watch, then somebody woul
watch, and that was that.
that he  Emily repeated, her stance defiantly, “I want to be here.”
nory, is  Nikolai squeezed her hand to calm her down. “It’s all right. Mot
on thenot telling you ... See? You can stay.”
ng,” he  She laughed. “That’s good.” She sent a cheeky look in Mot
7er Ericdirection. “Then we won’t fight about it.”
ould be  He looked at her in astonishment, then suddenly grinned. “That
last all of five minutes.”
20, and  “You never know,” she muttered.
and he  He slowly shook his head.
Then separating herself from Nikolai, she stood to face Mountain.



king tono intention of fighting you. I just want to ensure Nikolai stays safe.”
“Believe it or not,” Mountain replied, with a note of humor, “w

f to histhat to happen too.”

1to, not  As soon as Mountain left, Sydney looked over at Emily and said,
I’ll be here for a while yet, so why don’t you go get whatever you n

peoplethe night, and then come on back. By then, I’ll have him ready for bed

‘es,” he  Emily nodded and quickly took off, heading out of the clinic.

otryto At that, Sydney turned to Nikolai. “If you seriously don’t want h
now would be the time to say so.”

ifirmed  He stared at the doc and then smiled. “No, that’s fine. Emily’s fi
be really nice to have her company,” Nikolai replied. “I didn’t want ht

’m stillput out though.”

nat that  “She seems pretty interested in making sure you’re okay.”

-unning  “Which is kind of—" He stopped, then shrugged. “It’s not exactly
want to be seen, as somebody who needs a nursemaid,” he muttered.

ed. She snorted. “I don’t think anybody here will make that mistake.”

h.” The  “If you’re sure, I’'m good with it. ... I really like her.”

back to  “It appears that the feeling is mutual,” Sydney confirmed, with ¢
smile. “Relationships at this place can be a little hard to make

ind shethough.”

argued, “I don’t quite understand that either,” Nikolai admitted. “You
think there would be lots of opportunities for relationships.”

robably  “Sure, plenty of opportunities,” Sydney noted, with a chuckle,

. if sheyou really want a relationship based on opportunity or a relationshij

d standbest for you?”

“One that’s best for me,” Nikolai stated immediately, “and, hc

God, I wasn’t even thinking that a relationship was possible.”

mtain’s  “No, of course not.” The doc smiled. “You probably came here this
would be all war games, with no idea that a potential romance was pos

mtain’s  “Never crossed my mind... and I sure never expected it to hapy
way.”

~would  “I wouldn’t worry about it right now. Just know that she’s ob
interested.” Sydney rolled her eyes. “And, putting in my two cents, a
who volunteers to stay up all night to ensure you’re okay has got to t
people.”

“Ihave  “Unless she’s trying to poison me or something,” Nikolai

¢



followed by a chuckle.
re want  “If that’s the case”—Sydney eyed him—“maybe I shouldn’t have |
over.”
“Look.  “No, no, don’t do that. I was only joking.”
ieed for  “Not that funny under the circumstances.”
J “I know,” he conceded, “but it helps to make light of the situatio
very awkward thing to realize that I was almost killed, taken
er here,somebody my mind is saying I didn’t recognize. A stranger, which m.
sense, given where we are.”
ne. It’ll  “Unless it happens to be a friend of Eric’s.”
er to be  Nikolai nodded. “Maybe that’s all it was. Maybe that’s all I’'m t/
of. I don’t know.” He shook his head. “It’s confusing and so fru
because I want all the information in my brain to pop to the forefr
y how Igive me the answers I need,” he grumbled. “Instead I’'m getting no ans
all.”
“The answers are there,” she corrected, “and I suspect, by morning
wake up and know exactly what you’re trying too hard to rememb
| gentlenow.”
happen  He smiled. “I think you’re being an optimist.”
She chuckled. “Absolutely I’'m an optimist. Trust me. You have 1
wouldlive and work here,” she declared, with a smirk. “Think about all the
that have gone wrong on a regular basis.”
‘but do  He winced. “Yeah, and I wasn’t even thinking along those lines.”
p that’s  “Maybe don’t think about it at all,” she suggested, “because an ay
of things in life can go wrong, without requiring any assistanc
mest toanybody.” And, with that, she added, a warning in her tone, “Now g
rest. I’ll go do some work at my desk. Whenever it’s time, and
nking iteverything here is done the way I need it to be, I’ll head off and grab
sible.” sleep. Then I'll see you in a bit.”
en this  With that, she headed to her desk, and he realized that, for bette
worse, she was telling him to relax and to stop worrying.
viously = Now if only that were easy to do. However, it wasn’t long before
nybodyhimself drifting off into a deep sleep.
ye good
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DAY 3 NIGHT

WHEN EmiLy kNockeD gently on the clinic door, it opened imme

startling her, and Sydney was there, holding the door for her.

“Sorry,” the doc whispered. “He’s dropped off to sleep, and I didr
you waking him, so I’ve been waiting for you on this side of the door.’
Emily winced at that. “Sorry, I would have been here sooner.”

“No, no, it’s fine,” the doc said, her voice low. “I didn’t we
knocking and have that wake him.”

Emily walked over to take a closer look, and, indeed, Nikol
sleeping, his chest rising and falling in a steady relaxed manner. She
over to where Sydney sat now. “Is it okay if I lie down on the othe
Emily asked.

“Sure, and it’s okay if you nod off,” the doc added. “I’m pretty su
sleep through the night now. If nothing else, those drugs will need an ¢

“The thought that somebody even did that to him makes me sick.’
shuddered.

“I know. It’s terrible,” Sydney agreed, getting up from her des
head out now. Go ahead and lock the door behind me,” she pointed ou

“Then how will you get in?” Emily asked, confused. “What i
asleep?”

“I have keys,” she shared, looking at her with a smile. “So go ah
sleep. It’s not an issue.”

“Won’t that defeat the purpose of me being here?” Emily asked.

“I suspect you’ll be tired enough that you drop off anyway.”

“No, I won’t because I won’t allow myself,” she declared,
determined tone.

“Okay, good enough then.” Sydney checked the clock and nodde
amazing how time goes by when you’re having fun.” She gave
chuckle. “T’ll head off and get some sleep, and I'll see you in a lit
And, with that, she walked out the door and closed it quietly behind he



Emily walked over and quickly locked it. Even as she did so, she
eerie loneliness creeping up on her. Being here all alone in the clir
giving her a weird vibe. Everybody else on the base was asleep or
commission, one way or another, and she was all alone in this eerie sil

A career in the military hadn’t exactly been something she he
planned on doing, yet it felt right from the minute she’d joined up. B:

diately,being here and dealing with all this, lent a completely different mea
the work that she did. Adrenaline had kept her up so far, but now she
’t wantiull blast of what was happening all around her. Everybody here
) skilled as she was, if not way more. Some of the people here had ye
years of experience. However, she had to remember that, just beca
nt youmight feel as if she wasn’t as good as some of them, that didn’t mear
true. Plus, right now, the job of looking after Nikolai was someth:
lai wasPlanned on taking very seriously.
walked  She had brought a book and her laptop, and she also had her phoi
r bed?”charged, so she should be fine. And, with that, she settled in for a goor
with the book she had brought. When an odd sound came about twi
re he’])later, she stood and looked at the door warily. Only Sydney had a key
yutlet.” quietly walked over to the door and watched as somebody twisted the |
*Emily  She hesitated, wondering if she should open it and go after whe
was, but cameras were outside, and whoever was monitoring it could
k. “1’11She quickly pulled out her phone, and, keeping it on Mute, texted M
(. that somebody was trying to get into the medical center, where s
f 1 falllocked inside with Nikolai.
His response was immediate. Stay there. Stay locked up.
sad and  She then assumed that he was on his way down the hallway t
check on her. She heard voices a moment later and a shout at sor
outside. She then heard someone running, racing along the h
Mountain knocked on the door a little later, identified himself, &
with aopened it hesitantly and peered up at him. “I bet he got away, didn’t ht
asked in disgust.
d. “It’s He stepped inside and closed the door behind her. After he looked
a lightsee Nikolai still sleeping, he nodded. “Yes, but he’ll be on the cam
e bit.”]’m heading there now.”

T.



feltan  “That’s what I thought,” she said. “I didn’t want to open the door .
1ic wasthe risk of him coming in on me.”
~out of  “No, your job is always to look after Nikolai.” Mountain walked o
ence. studied the sleeping man. “He does look better, doesn’t he?”
id ever  “He really does. I'm thinking he’ll pull through this just fine.”
ut now, He looked over at her and smiled. “With his special nurse, I ima
ning towill.”
felt the  She flushed bright red and then shrugged.
was as  “It’s not wrong to care,” Mountain shared.
ars and  “But it is wrong to care and to not do anything about it?”
use she  He studied her and then nodded. “I’ve never heard that, but it’s nc
1 it wassentiment to live by.” Then he shook his head. “I’ll go check the came
ing shewill be right back.” He turned to look at her, before stepping out. “Ma
you lock up.” And, with that, he was gone.
1e fully  She quickly locked the door again, but, within a couple minut
d night,heard keys in the door, and it opened, just as she jumped up to take a {
0 hoursstance.
. Emily  Sydney stepped in and stood there, glaring. “What?”
knob. Emily quickly explained, and Sydney’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh,
bever itI’m sorry. It briefly crossed my mind that we could have a visitor, but
' check.seriously think anybody would try it. I never would have left you |
ountainalone, if I’d thought it through. I’'m sorry.”
he was  Emily stared at her and frowned. “This is what I do,” she stated,
smile. “I know everybody sees it differently, but I’'m quite cap.
protecting him.”
o come “And you did,” Sydney acknowledged. “I’m happy for that.”
nebody  “Mountain told me that he would be back in a little bit. He’s gon
allway.what the cameras caught.”
nd she “Good, I'm interested in that myself.” She frowned. “How has
2?” Shebeen?”
“Good. A little restless at times but sleeping fairly well.”
overto “That’s what I would expect at this stage.” The doc checked hii
aras, so”Seems he’s doing fine.”
“Good.”
At that, Sydney studied Emily closely and then faced Nikolai. “Y
go back to sleep now, if you want. You’ll need to get some rest, espe:



and runyou want to keep this up.”
Emily frowned and shook her head. “I would rather stay here an
ver andthey found a face to put on whoever was here. I would certainly slee|
if that was resolved.”

“You can wait a little bit if you want, but no guarantee that Mount.

gine hebe back anytime soon.”

“He should be. The cameras aren’t all that complex.”

“No, but we’ve had times when the cameras have been shut d
otherwise disabled,” Sydney noted, with a wry look in her direction.
because there should be pictures doesn’t mean there will be. I p

)t a badMountain chased after him?”
ras and  “He did, but lost him somewhere.” Emily frowned at that, bewild
ikke suredon’t quite understand how and where.”

“How long has he been gone?”

es, she  “Oh, coming up on an hour I would say.”
‘ighting  Sydney nodded. “Which means the intruder’s not inside, and
Mountain checked outside, he couldn’t find tracks.”
“How the hell does somebody not find tracks out there?” Emily
Emily,staring at Sydney.
I didn’t  “That’s one of the biggest questions we have to solve,” she admitte
nere alla half smile. “But the good news is, we don’t have to solve it alone.”

When an odd noise came beside them, they both turned immedi:

- with asee Nikolai shifting on his bed, trying to sit up. Propping himself on hi
able ofhe looked at them, half asleep.

Sydney walked over and said, “Hey, go back to sleep. You need tc
order to heal.” When he frowned, she laughed at him. “Yes, I’'m order

2 to seeback to sleep.”
He collapsed on the bed and stared at her. “It wouldn’t be so t
Nikolaiwasn’t alone here.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ll say that’s the medication and God-only
whatever else they have pumping through your system.”

n over. His eyes widened, and he groaned. “I think I’'m going to be sick.”

Sydney was nothing if not fast and somehow came up with a bt
hand, as if she had some idea of what to expect. He immediately upc

“ou caninto the bucket. She smiled back at Emily, then faced Nikolai again.
cially ifdo that again if you can.”



He vomited several more times. When he looked back at her, he a
d see ifconfusion, “Why didn’t you do that to me earlier?”
p better  “I did,” she stated, with a grin. “You probably don’t remember,
soon as you came in, I had you do that, but I was half expecting mor
ain willcoming up as it worked its way through your system. It’s lil
sometimes,” she noted. “Some guys can handle it, and sometimes th
nauseous for a while.”
own or  “In other words, no tea or coffee or cinnamon buns,” Emily noted
So, justcheeky grin. He glared at her, and she laughed. “You can’t be doing
resumeif you can give me that dirty look,” she stated.
“Did I hear voices earlier?” he asked. “It seemed, I don’t know,
ered. “Isomehow.”
“Yeah, wrong is a good word for it.”
At that, the door opened, and Mountain stepped back in ags
obviously he was not impressed.
, when  “I presume the cameras were out again,” Sydney guessed, as she
at him.
~asked, = Mountain nodded, looked over at the patient and the bucket besi
and grimaced. “Isn’t that fun?”
:d, with  “No,” Nikolai replied shortly, “it feels like shit.”
“Yeah, it sure does, but just wait until it comes out the other end.
ately toreally will be shit.”
isarms,  Nikolai stared at him for a moment, while he processed the worc
he laughed. “Oh, good, something to look forward to.” He looked ba
) rest inat Mountain. “I would laugh more, but everything hurts like hell. W
ing youshe mean about something being out?”
Mountain hesitated and then thought it better to keep the
bad if Iinformed. “You had a visitor while you were out cold.”
Nikolai stared, from one to the other. “Who was it?”
-knows  “I don’t know,” Emily replied. “I chose not to open the door.”
He stared at her and frowned. “But we could have seen who it was.
She nodded. “My primary objective was keeping you safe. If sor
icket inwas trying to break in, there’s a good chance they were coming in
‘huckedweapon, which would have put you in danger.” He stiffened and glar
“Good,she stiffened and glared right back.
“She did exactly what she was supposed to do,” Sydney intervenec



sked init turned into an argument. “So don’t get angry at her. If you’ll get a
anybody, get angry at me.”
but, as  “And me,” Mountain added, staring at him.
‘eto be  “You didn’t let her go after him?”
ke that “Hell no. She contacted me when the intruder tried to get into th
ey stayand unfortunately I lost him. I’m plenty pissed about that.”
“How could you lose him though?” Nikolai asked. “How is th
, with apossible to lose anybody in this compound?”
too bad  “That’s another thing we have to figure out,” Mountain shared.
there are hidden depths to this base that we don’t know about or some
wronganother hidey-hole close by.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t go back out after him,” Sydney said, loc
him.
in, but  “I checked outside for tracks, and I couldn’t find any, which me
intruder must be inside. And, in case you don’t know, everybody
lookedrousted from their beds for that check right now. I'm here to mal
nobody else is in the medical clinic.”
de him,  She stared at him and then looked around at the others. “It’s just us
“Good,” he replied, his voice ever-so-gentle. “Keep it that way,
with that, he was gone.

Then it
NIKOLAI WOKE SEVERAL times in the night, mostly a case of a che

awareness, confusion over where he was, and that inner sense of sor
wrong. Even as he woke and drifted off to sleep again, several times
Emily on the other bed and surmised that she had refused to returr
quarters, choosing instead to stay with him.

He appreciated her concern but didn’t want her to think that he wa:s
or lacking. Such a strange thing to find himself in the position of 1
care. He’d always been one of those tough, strong guys who never
help. Yet here he was, as least until the drugs were out of his system.

When he woke the next time, Emily was still crashed in the other |
bed beside him and Sydney sat at her desk, filling out some pap
Sydney looked up, saw him awake, and walked over.
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ngry at  He nodded at Emily. “Did she stay all night?”

“She did, indeed,” the doc confirmed. “I suggested she head back
times, but she wasn’t interested. She seemed to think that the intrude
come back again.”

e door, “I doubt it,” Nikolai said, “and, the more I think about it, he mz
wanted to talk.”

at even  “Which might lend credence to the idea that he was working wi
friend, Eric.”

“Either  “Maybe,” he acknowledged, “and, if that’s the case, he’s likely to

one hasas well versed in survival out there as anybody else in this place.”

“They do have a much better idea of what they’re looking for
)king atleast,” Sydney added, with a nod.

“Maybe we need to take the dogs out,” Nikolai suggested, “becat
ans thetracker is among them ...” Then he frowned. “One of the two dogs th
’s beenshot, he’s a tracker.”
ke sure At that, she eyed him intently. “And you know that for sure?”

“Yes,” he declared. “I didn’t want to bring it up earlier, E
. wondering if maybe that one was shot on purpose. To put him
"’ And,commission, so that everybody here was even more vulnerable.”

“And anybody who would shoot a dog ...”

“I know. Believe me. I’m right there with you,” Nikolai stated. “I
what someone like that could do to humans. The world’s a shitty pla
sometimes really shitty people are in it.”

She smiled and nodded. “And sometimes really good people are ir
we can’t hold them accountable for all the rest of those shits out there.’

He laughed, feeling remarkably good. He pulled back the covers ar
to get up. “I’ll make a trip to the washroom.”

She got up, helped him to his feet, and double-checked her patien
took a few tentative steps. Then she let him stand on his own for a
and he looked good to her. “As long as you think you’re okay goin
alone—otherwise I can give you a hand getting there.”

“No, I think I’m fine. You keep an eye on sleeping beauty here
with that, he entered the hallway and slowly made his way to the bat
As he got there, several other guys stepped out.

“Wow, what the hell happened to you?”

“I spent the night in the medical clinic, for one,” he muttered
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headed inside. He didn’t say anything more. When he came back ou
severalthey weren’t waiting for him either. But he probably looked pretty gres

r mighthe’d been puking his guts out, which, if he were honest, he had been
the choice, he would never want anyone to see him like this. As he

1y haveback to the medical clinic, Magnus waited for him.

“Another minute or two and I would have come to get you.”

th your  “If I’d needed another minute or two, I probably would have nee
help,” Nikolai admitted, with a smile. “As it is, I think I’ll make it.”

be just  “I’m glad to hear that.”
As they stepped inside, Emily opened her eyes and bolted upright
now atShe looked around, almost panicked, and then she saw Nikolai headin
bed. “You look much better.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “P
1se, if abetter than me at the moment.”

at were  “I doubt it, but you look beautiful as you are,” he replied, with ¢

“And I’'m feeling much better too.”
“Good.” She flushed at his words. “And it does matter to me by tl
wat I’mbut I definitely need to make a trip to the ladies’ room.” And, with tl
out ofbounded up and headed outside, full of energy.
Nikolai looked back at Magnus. “That dose of energy is what I ne
still feeling on the rough side right now.”

magine  “Of course you are,” Magnus agreed, “but, according to Sydney, -

ce, andsome sleep at least.”

“I did, and I’m feeling much better than I was. She emptied my st

1 it, andand I did a bunch of dry heaving, just to make me really appreciate t

? of getting some payback for the asshole who drugged me,” he mutt

nd triednever did hear the outcome of the search last night.”

“Nothing,” Magnus muttered, “the cameras were disabled. Not

t, as hebut they were turned around, so somebody knew where they were and

minute,them, rather than tearing them out.”

g there  “So, in other words, this asshole is probably laughing at us right n«
said, studying Magnus carefully.

> And, Magnus winced. “Yeabh, it’s kind of like that, isn’t it?”

‘hroom.  “It sure sounds that way to me,” he muttered, “and that sure see
something Eric would do for sure. But ... I can’t believe it’s Eric
morgue.”

, as he  “Agreed. So, the question is, who the hell was he working witl



t again,for?” Magnus asked, looking around thoughtfully.
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for?” Magnus asked, looking around thoughtfully.



DAY 4 BREAKFAST

EMILY SAT IN the cafeteria area and ate breakfast. She would brir

something for Nikolai, but his stomach was still too touchy to get fooc
Under orders to go and feed herself, she’d come in, picked up some fo
sat in the far corner on her own.

She didn’t want to talk to people. She was still rattled about the
attack on Nikolai, not to mention the visitor they’d had during the r
made her even more concerned about everything going on.

Several of the guys she’d seen around had stopped and asked if ¢
okay. She nodded, while one of them called out, “She hasn’t slept wel
you?”

“I don’t think any of us did, after being rousted in the damn nig
replied, as he took a seat across from her.

She nodded. “Right? Not exactly helpful for going back to sleep ei

He snorted at that.

Another buddy joined them, and very quickly her table was full. 1
surprise because it had been a while since anybody had been that fi
But again, calamity brought people together, and maybe that was
thing, or maybe she didn’t know anything at all. She wanted to hu
finish, but she didn’t want to be rude and break up any conversati
might happen too.

“Any idea if they found anybody?” one of the guys asked her.

She shook her head. “Not that I know of.”

“If anybody here would know, it’d be you,” he noted cheerful
frowned at him, and he shrugged. “You think everybody doesn’t know
one of the favorites?”

Frowning, she shook her head. “I’m certainly not one of the favori
not even sure any favorites are here.”

At that, he laughed. “That proves it.”



She wasn’t sure what to make of it or of the odd grins on their face
not sure what you guys are talking about, but, no, I don’t know
anything that happened.”

They looked at her in a way that was more of a leer.

She winced, not at all sure she liked what they were implying, t
determined to stay out of trouble if she could.

ig back  Then one of the men stated, “We’re looking at having a party here

1 down.Or maybe tomorrow night. Why don’t you join us?”

od,and  She hesitated, not sure what kind of party they were talking
“Hardly seems like a party atmosphere,” she murmured.

deadly “Maybe that’s why we need to do something,” he added. “You ca

light. [t0in Us.”

She gave him a half smile. “Yeah, I’ll be sleeping though. I didn’t

‘he wassleep last night, so you can bet I’ll be trying to tank up on that corr

1. Havetonight.”
“Maybe you need somebody to sleep with,” he suggested, with

sht,” hetone.
She stiffened slowly and then looked directly at him, with a se
ther.” gaze. “Ireally don’t.” And, with that, she got up and walked out.
She may have left the table, but his comments stayed with her for
t was a0f the day, as she headed over to visit with Joe and came back lookin
riendly.NikOlai several times. When she returned later that afternoon, Nikola
a goodher over and took her hand.
rry and “Will you tell me what’s going on?”
on that She looked at him in a surprise, then shrugged. “Nothing to tell,
Just guys being guys.”
He frowned. “Somebody hit on you?”
“More or less,” she muttered, “but it wasn’t anywhere near that pol
ly. She His eyebrows shot up. “Maybe you should explain that.”
“Maybe ... I shouldn’t,” she disagreed cheerfully. “It’1l piss you «
neither of us needs that right now.”
“I don’t have much of a temper,” he declared in a hard voice, “a
it’s definitely looking as if some payback is in order for what just hapg
“Right, and you’re also looking for a target,” she noted, with ¢
“and I won’t give you one.”
“If somebody was treating you shitty,” Nikolai said, “you don’t

"you’re

tes. I’'m



's. “I’mput up with it. That’s the last thing you need around here.”
7 about  “Not necessary,” she replied, “and I’m not sure I would even call i
Some women might take it as a compliment.”
“But not you, right?”
ut was ~ “No, not me, not this time anyway,” she explained, “and not the
was done. It was more insulting than anything.”
tonight  He stared at her. “You’re really not helping your case.”
“You mean, I’m not helping their case, but you, on the other hanc
about.know what happened. So you won’t say anything,” she said cheerfully
When Magnus came back a little later, he spoke to both of th
n comecouple meetings will be happening. One is in the cafeteria right no
looked at her pointedly. “It’s important for you to attend.”
getany  She nodded, getting up and saying, “I’ll go now then, and, after t
imoditycome find you. What kind of a meeting is it?”
“You won’t be participating,” he explained. “I will, and a couple
a snideleaders will be there to see it through,” he added. “And hopefully we’l
the bottom of this.”
arching  “If there’s a bottom to get to, I’m sure you will,” she noted,
quickly walked out the door.
the rest  In the mess area, she quickly grabbed a coffee and took a seat, wh
g in oncould listen to what was coming down the pipeline. As the same g
i calledmen came in, the first two immediately leered at her. She wasn’t sure
or how they had even gotten that idea about her or where the sudden
was coming from, but she didn’t like it. She would have to do somet
- really.stop it immediately, which was a little hard, considering that the color
stepped into the room and immediately gave them the rundown
intruder.
lite.” “As you all well know, we did a full-on search of the compou
night, and we didn’t find what we were looking for.”
Off, and  “Maybe that means nobody is here,” one of the men muttered, ur
breath.
[though  “We need you to all be alert. We’ve had another person at
rened.” drugged, and almost killed,” he relayed. Shocked murmurs came arou
| smile,but, as she already knew this, she didn’t say anything or look in ai
direction, particularly those leering men. Something was very off-
have to



about the two of them. There had been four in the original group,

t shitty.irritation was being led by these guys.

“Quiet!” the CO roared.

At that, the murmuring died instantly.

“way it  “I want to draw your attention to ensuring that all the equipi
double- and triple-checked, safety protocols are followed to extreme
and you are watching out for everybody, including those who you th

1, don’tnot a problem. Absolutely no way at the moment to know who’s doi
but I can tell you right now. We will find out, and it won’t take us long

em. “A  And, with that, he turned and walked out.

w.” He  Almost immediately came catcalls and muted boos behind the CO.

She was astonished because, although people often didn’t like th
hat, I’llobvious displays of this kind were considered mutinous and were nev

allowed. She listened to some of it, and, not liking what she heard,

» of theup, refilled her coffee. As she went to step out of the room, one of tt

[l get toleering men stepped in front of her.

“You need to rethink our invitation.”

as she  “Ah, no. I don’t need to rethink it at all.”

“You think we didn’t know that you weren’t in your room last nig
lere sheasked, with a sneer. “You think you’re too good for us?”
roup of  She looked at him with a flash of anger. “Seriously, that’s what
> whereabout? You realized I wasn’t sleeping in my room, so, therefore, I mu
interestbeen whoring myself off for somebody else, and you were left high «
hing towithout it?” she snapped in a mocking tone.
1el then  He flushed and glared.
on the  “For your information, I was on guard duty,” Emily stated. “Sor

that maybe you should think about doing. But, oh wait, you’re not cle:
ind lastit, are you?” Not responding any further, she turned and walked out

dining room. She hadn’t gone very far when Chef Elijah came racing
1der hisher. She turned and looked at him. “Hey.”

He grumbled at the men behind him, who were still staring back
tacked,half in shock, half in dismay, but very disgruntled, as Chef mutte
ind her,they’re giving you any trouble, you let me know.”
1yone’s  She shrugged and then in a loud and clear voice, she replied, “Th
puttinglet assholes like that cause me worry is the day I need to leave the mili

Chef grinned. “Still, that was uncalled for on their part, and



but thedefinitely sexual harassment, if you want to put in a complaint.”
She rolled her eyes. “That’ll make me very unpopular around this |
a hurry,” she muttered.

“Might keep you alive and sane too,” Chef added.

nent is  “No, it’s all right. Did you have a reason for calling me down?”
levels, He laughed and nodded. “Yeah, if you can, the doc wants you

link aresome food down to our patient,” he said, with a smile.

ng this,  “Oh, good, he must be feeling better,” she replied quickly. “Sorry

guys kind of threw me off.”

“Come on over and get it,” he said, as they walked back into the
area. The other men were still standing around, watching. She tosse
e brass,both a look, and one immediately turned away his gaze.
rer ever  “Yeah, you better look away, asshole,” she muttered to herself. ]
she gotthing she needed was that kind of harassment, but unfortunately
le sameincredibly common. Most of the time she could handle it just fine,

here, right now? Everybody was on the edge of more ugliness, and wh
where it would end up.

By the time Chef Elijah had a breakfast tray made up for Nikc
'ht?” heleering guys had left. She headed out the hallway, carrying the tr

several people who didn’t say anything to her, which was good as fa
- this iswas concerned. By the time she made it to the medical clinic, she stop]
ist havetapped at the door with her foot, to let them know she was there.
and dry  Sydney opened the door immediately and smiled when she saw th
“Glad to know Chef caught you.”

“I could’ve gone back again too,” Emily suggested, with a smile.
nething  She shrugged. “But since you were already there, it made sense.”
ared for  Emily carried the tray inside and set it down for Nikolai.
 of the  “A tray? God help me, I told her that I could eat on my own. I'm
behindinvalid.”

“I understood your stomach was feeling rough enough still tt

at her,weren’t ready to eat just anything yet,” Emily pointed out, with a smi

red, “Ifl was quite happy to hear that I should bring this,” she teased. “And,

nothing else, I can watch you eat it and then upchuck it all over again.’

e day I ~ He glared at her and then laughed. “Yeah, you must feel better t

tary.” that side of it,” he admitted, “because it’s not anything I’ve ever part
that isenjoyed.”

1 »
>



“Didn’t you go through that stage when you were younger wh
slace indrank so much you puked constantly?”
“Yeah, once,” he admitted, “but I learned very quickly not to ov
after that.”
“I think it’s a constant for some people,” she noted, “but I’'m g|
to takefigured out what caused it.”
He grinned and looked at what she brought him. “What? No cir
/, thosebuns,” he asked, with a bit of a whining tone.
“Nope. I brought you what Chef Elijah determined that you coul
kitchenAnd believe me. I’'m not going against him.”
d them  He grinned. “He’s a big man, and he can be kind of scary w
wants.”
[he last  “He also controls the grub,” she added, with a bright smile. “I
it wassmart will cross him.”
but up  “Right, which is why the kitchen fires are kind of odd, right?”
o knew  “Or not. Maybe they are just the facts of life when working on a 1
base, short-staffed, and always racing to get things done.” Emily shrug
lai, thesure don’t blame anybody in that kitchen if they have a little bit of a
ay pasthappening now and then.”
ras she  “I know, and I get it. I hear you, and I’m not trying to blame a
oed andover there.”
“Good, because he’s looking out for you.”
le food.  “I’m glad to hear that.” Nikolai picked up a fork and a bit of scr
egg and took a bite cautiously, as if afraid it wouldn’t stay down.
slowly managed to eat about half of his breakfast and then looked at
and grumbled. “I can’t. Any more and [ will ...”
“Got it,” Emily said. “I was surprised he put so much on your pla
| not anthought maybe you would need it later.”
“But cold eggs never appeal.” Nikolai looked down at it. “Do yc
1at youany?”
le. “So,  “I had some breakfast earlier, but I wasn’t terribly hungry.”
hey, if  “Then have some of this,” he offered immediately, “Nobody’s
watch. Especially not them.”
> be on  She looked at him. “How did you know those guys were there?”
icularly  “Did they hassle you again?” he asked, his gaze hard.
“They apparently saw that my room was empty last night, when th

5



are youwas going on.”

“And?” he asked in confusion. “What’s that got to do with anythin

serdo it “I think they were under an inaccurate impression. In fact, I aske
myself if they were upset because they thought I was whoring aro

lad youcompound, and they were missing out on getting some.” He flushed d
in fury, and she held up her hand. “You don’t get to be upset about th

mamonstated, shutting him down. “I told them flat-out that I was on guard d
that they needed to leave me the hell alone.”

d have.  She hadn’t actually said that last part out loud, but she was prel
they’d gotten the message.

'hen he  He shook his head. “You shouldn’t have to handle that.”

“No, I shouldn’t, and Elijah said something to me about it too.”
Nobodysmiled. “He told me that I should report them for sexual harassment.”

Beside her, Sydney nodded. “He’s right. You should.”

“But you know what that would be like in this place right nov
nilitarystated, looking back at her. “It’s already tough enough to go out there
sged. “Ideal with people who are all worried and half panicked over everythir
mishapexplained, shaking her head. “That’s really not something I want to b

right now.”
nybody  “And yet when would you bring it up?” he asked her. “Because, ai
leave here, you won’t.”

“No, I won’t,” she admitted, facing him. “Why would I? It’s
ambledharder on those making the complaint, and I sure as hell wouldn’t wa
But heinterrogated over it. Plus, I don’t have any proof.”
the rest  “Nobody else was around there?”

“Sure, his buddies, as if that’ll make a difference.”
te, then  Looking over at her intently, Sydney frowned. “If it gets worse,

come back after you or anything escalates, you need to let other
yu wantknow.”

Nonplussed by their concern, Emily nodded. “Fine, I’ll let you kn

gets any worse, but I suspect that they’ll back away now.”
here to  “Maybe not,” Nikolai said. “Sometimes guys like that will
underground and jump you at some point in time when you least expec

She winced at that. “Thank you for that image. As if we don

enough problems in this damn place already.”
e check  “But problems like that are exactly what makes these guys go



rails. They’re scared. They’re looking for answers. They want somet
g?”  punch, and, if they can’t do it physically, they’ll do it sexually.”
'd them  She shook her head. “These men should be disciplined enoug}
ind thethrough a training session without needing that, right?”
lark red  “Maybe,” Nikolai muttered, “and, in an ideal world, that might be
is,” sheanswer. I’'m not sure that we have an ideal world here. Plus, if they re.
uty andhave that opinion of you, that sucks. Where the hell are they getti
impression? And why would they think they could act on it?”
ity sure  “It’s the acting on it that bothers me,” Sydney noted. “You do |
worry in a place like this.” She turned to Nikolai. “As women, we are
wary. But also, in a case like this, I can see her point. Emily has been |
* Emilya long time. She doesn’t feel there’s a problem, and, until today, there
a problem, correct?”

Emily nodded. “Correct, and maybe the nighttime checkups have
~,” sherattled again. I don’t know what it is, but definitely an anger, a frustra
» and touneasiness is there. The thought that somebody is walking around th
1g,” shewho isn’t a registered attendee, is troublesome. And the whole thir
ring upEric has everybody upset ... on multiple levels.” Emily took a mo1

add, “I think everybody’s kind of spooked, and this is maybe their
‘ter youhandling that.”

“If that’s their way of handling it, they’ve got a surprise coming,”
alwayssnapped.
nt to be  She looked at him. “You are stuck in bed, and you need to stay hei

Sydney lets you off the hook.”
He gave her a ghost of a smile. “If you think for one second that
capable of handling those assholes over something like that, even
if theycondition,” he told her, his voice taking on a silky tone, “you don’t kr
peoplevery well.”

She glared at him. “I don’t know you very well. I’'m hoping tc
ow if itknow you better, but you need to behave yourself long enough to get y

out of here,” she declared, “because I firmly believe that Sydney c
just goyour butt across this room, sick or not, to ensure that you follow her ¢
‘tit.” He was taken aback by this turn of events, until she looked him squar
’t haveeyes and snarled. “Do you hear me?” When he stayed quiet, she gro

him again. “Do you?”
off the  He looked at her in surprise and then a slow, dawning grin cross



hing tohis face.
“What?”
1to go  “Ireally like that you can stand up to me,” he said. “A lot of wor
as if they’re terrified.”
agood “You’re a big man. I’'ll give you that. I’'m sure, in some ways, thos
ally didwomen are scared of that. I, however, am not. So don’t ever think tl
ng thatmake me back off.”
Sydney, who was now grinning broadly, added, “Didn’t I hear sor
have toabout you having black belts in multiple disciplines?”
always  Emily snorted. “Not sure where you heard that, but, yes, that’s
1ere forand, yes, I’'m perfectly capable of kicking his ass into tomorrow, but I
~wasn’the would put up a good fight for it.”
“No, I wouldn’t,” Nikolai argued. “You’re trying to help me he
peoplewhile I might get pissed off, confused, fed up, and maybe a little turn
tion, anwould never ever hurt you.”
is base,  “I know that,” Emily declared, “and that gives me the advantage.”
1g with  “Oh my God, both of you, play nice for a change,” Sydney repli¢
nent togo get some fresh coffee and see if I can roust up some breakfast for
way ofDo you guys think you can stay out of trouble for a few minutes?” .
nodded, she smiled and turned to leave. “I’ll be back in five, so don’t
Nikolaito anything that takes longer than that.” And, with that, she was gone,
them both staring at the open door.
re, until  Emily asked, “Did she really say that?”
He grinned. “She absolutely did.” He chuckled. “I really like her.”
I’'mnot “Ido too,” Emily agreed, with a smile, “but I really didn’t expect tl
in this  “I’m sure she would say that we’re bickering like an old married c
10w mehe shared, with a smile. “Honestly, the way we’re acting, she’s proba
far off.”
) get to  Emily groaned. “I hope that’s not how we’re acting because that w
rourselfpretty depressing.”
an kick  “Why is that?” he asked.
rders.”  “I would prefer to think that we have a little more going for
e in thesquabbling.”
wled at He winced. “Pretty sure we do,” he agreed. “I have to get out
damn hospital bed first to prove it.”
ed over  “No, you absolutely do not have to prove it,” she argued, with a si



already know lots about you. I’ve seen you out there in training. I kn
you’ve been pretty upset all this time at the disappearance and the
nen actyour friend, and now you’re dealing with the confusion and betre
we’ve uncovered these new revelations. And still we don’t know qui
se otherEric was up to,” she admitted, with a headshake. “You can learn an av
1at willabout people when you watch them.”
He studied her and slowly nodded. “Agreed. I’ve always been
nethingthose guys who was in the background, watching everybody else, wo
what made them tick, trying to figure it out,” he shared, sn
correct,“Sometimes it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. Sometimes it’s goc
’m suresometimes you sit there in shock and stare at them, trying to understar
made them do what they did.”
re. So,  She laughed. “Yeah, I've seen a few things like that myself.
ad on, Ithemselves are fascinating, but the shit they can do? Yeah, that’s not s
fun.”
“Agreed. ... What will you do now?”
d. “T’ll “T didn’t get a ton of sleep last night, but I did get some, so I'm 1
myself.what I’ll do,” she said. “I haven’t checked in with anybody to et
As theywhat’s on my schedule today.”
cgetup  “Maybe go check the duty roster and see where you’re at.” Wi
leavinghesitated, he added, “Go on. It’s daytime. I’'m fine.”
She shook her head. “I’ll wait until Sydney comes back.” He gI
her, and she glared right back. Thankfully Sydney came in a few 1
later and saw the two of them locked in a staring contest.
hat.” “Maybe if you two got a room or something, it would help,” 1
ouple,”suggested.
ibly not  “If we got a room,” Nikolai stated, “it would help a lot, but I don
anybody will let us have a room, not unless you release me.”
ould be  “I was wondering how you were doing, and I would really like t
your breakfast stays down first,” Sydney replied, smiling.
“Emily won’t leave because she’s afraid something’ll go wrong.”
us than  “Hey, I told you that I was waiting for Sydney to get back,” she re
glaring at him again.
of this  “I’m fine,” he said in protest.
“Yeah, I know. You’re cranky, so you are definitely getting bettt
mile. “Ideclared, with an eye roll, as she looked over at Sydney. “Do you nee



ow thatall? Can you use me? Is there anything I can do for you?”

loss of  Sydney shook her head. “Nope. Go. Go off and do something el

tyal, assure I’ll have this guy released pretty quickly.” She turned to look at

te whatand added, “Assuming he behaves.”

wful lot  “If you say so,” Emily quipped, “but I really wouldn’t be too quic
it. He obviously needs to be in here for a while longer.” He frowned

one ofand she smiled at him sweetly. “As you can tell, he’s definitely cranky

ndering  “Oh, he’s cranky all right,” Sydney agreed, laughing, “but you’re

airking.a little stressed yourself.”

yd, and  “Yeah, because he’s trying to go back out there and fight off all

1d whatguys in the world,” she muttered, as she walked toward the door. “Tt
happening, particularly not until he’s back on his feet and done toss

Peoplecookies.” And, with that retort, she headed out to start her day, whate

o muchmight be.

10t sure $

/en see : : : : :

ArTER EMILY was gone, Nikolai sank back into his hospital bed and

over at Sydney. “Do you get many sexual assault victims?”

“Not if I can help it,” she declared, “and never twice, but it’s very
get women to report them.”

“Jesus, so it really is a problem.”

“Absolutely. Don’t kid yourself because it doesn’t matter which
of service you’re talking about. It’s a problem. Wherever ¢
congregation of men and a much smaller group of women gather, yo
these problems.”

“Do you think these guys will go after her?”

She looked at him steadily for a moment. “I can only say that, the
we’re here, the more likely it is to happen.”

“That’s bullshit,” he snapped, staring at her in shock. “The womel
vulnerable here as they are anywhere, more so if anything, so the men
’be trying to protect them.”

“And yet, in this case, the opposite is often the case. They’ll g

together, and it’ll be a free-for-all.”
He winced. “God, I don’t want to hear that.”
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She shrugged. “You might not want to hear it, and I can tell you
se. I’'mbrass really doesn’t want to hear it either. But a lot of the women hei
Nikolaithey’re strong and capable enough because they go through the same t

as the men do. But it doesn’t take much for one or two or three guys tc
k aboutthat some woman should be a little friendlier. And, when it’s more tt
at that,man, most of the women are completely overwhelmed and can’t
” themselves,” she explained in a flat tone.
looking  Sydney continued. “It’s one thing to have skills on a level playin

but it’s another thing to have skills where you have a hidden advanta
the badthe advantage of surprise,” she pointed out. “In that case, where it’s
1at isn’tassault, generally the women are not on a level playing field. Son
sing hisbecause of sheer strength and size alone, or worse, sometimes tt
ver thatliterally outnumbered.” Sydney sighed. “Some are drugged. You wer
out that way.”

“So, am I free to go?” Nikolai asked.

“It depends. What’s your plan?”

He winced. “I would like to say, Keeping an eye on her, but she
probably have my head for that.”

“She might, but then again she might need it too.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, fear creeping up on him.

“I don’t know what these guys are up to or even who it is she’s
trouble with. However, I do know that the atmosphere out there is de
ugly and getting uglier,” the doc replied, with a shake of her head. “I’r
to have a meeting with the colonel and Mountain about it because
worse before it gets better, and I would like to head that off, before
there.”

He stared at her for a long moment. “In that case, clear me to go,
keep an eye on her. I’ve already been told to keep an eye on her, and
do that here.”

Sydney hesitated, and then she shrugged. “As far as I’'m con
medically you’re sound. Just take it easy and see how that food stays
system.”

“It didn’t come back up, and it’s been over an hour.”

“That’s not necessarily long enough to say that you’re good to g
pointed out, “but I’ll take it for now. If you have any problems, get y
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that theback in here, and I mean that.” She added, “Look. I’m heading into a 1
‘e thinkwith Mountain, so don’t mess that up because it’s important too.”
training  “I get that.”

ydecide  Then Mountain stepped in and asked them both, “Did I hear m’

1an onementioned?”

protect  “Yes,” Sydney confirmed. “I believe we’re going to a meeting.”

“We are,” he said. “I wanted to see if you were ready.”

g field, Nikolai interrupted, “Before you go, I need to tell you about some

ge, likeAnd he quickly explained the harassment that Emily had described.

.sexual  Mountain’s eyebrows shot up. “Damn it,” he spat in a furious tc

1etimesthat what you want to meet about?” he asked, looking over at Sydney.

1ey are  “Not specific to Emily, but yes. This is a potential side effect

e takensituation, yeah,” she stated, with a nod. “It could go in that directio
think we’ll also see more fights, more arguments, and more shit hap
one way or another.”

“What do you think we should do about it?”

» would  Sydney smiled. “Keep the women on a strict buddy system. Plu
everyone hard. Get them out there doing something, anything, so the
back too exhausted to even think about anything else.”

He frowned but nodded. “Let’s go talk to the boss.”

having  “What about me?” Nikolai asked, knowing that it didn’t matter wl

finitelywould tell him, he would do what he thought needed to be done.

n about  Mountain looked at him, waved his hand to cut off whatever ar

it’ll getNikolai would make. “Say no more.” Mountain was grinning now. “Fi

we getlooks of it, no matter what I say, you’ll do what you think is right. So {
an eye on her—if she’ll let you. I think she’s over with the dogs.”

and I’ll. ' “Oh, good,” Nikolai said. “I wanted to talk to Joe again anyway.”

[ can’t  “Anything I should know about?” Mountain asked, gazing at him.
He shrugged and shook his head. “No, but, of all the places
cerned,intruder to go and hide, that would be one of the easiest.”

in your  “Explain.”

“An awful lot of feed is stacked in the back corners,” Nikolai poin
“and an awful lot of dark places are in the dog barn, where somebod

0,” shehide. If that didn’t get checked last night into this morning, I'm s

our assvisitor’s long gone by now. Still, I wanted to ask Joe if somebo
coming and going from that area of the compound.”



neeting  Mountain stared at him for a long moment. “You do a full check
and I want a report.” He glanced at his watch and motioned Sydney o
called back to Nikolai, “Meet me in an hour. As soon as this meeting
y namel want to know what you found.”
And, with that, the two of them were gone.
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Mountain stared at him for a long moment. “You do a full check on that,
and I want a report.” He glanced at his watch and motioned Sydney out, then
called back to Nikolai, “Meet me in an hour. As soon as this meeting is over,
I want to know what you found.”

And, with that, the two of them were gone.



DAY 4 AFTERNOON

EMILY wAs DISTRACTED, finding it hard to keep focused on her

especially when wondering how Nikolai was doing. Yet the fact t
work assignment today was physically taxing helped a lot. She was v
on the skis for the sleds, which always needed to be waxed. The
weather here in the Great White North was known for snow co
However, when it became an icy crust, it ate through the wax coating
skis pretty fast.

She warmed up the wax, using the hot irons that stayed on ths
stove, in order to apply the wax. All kinds of modern methods were av
but Joe preferred the old traditions, and she was okay with it. She f
relaxing actually, almost numbing. She could do what she needed to «
in the end, physically exhausting enough that it kept her thoughts o
about Nikolai at bay.

Emily kept her head down and continued to work hard. When Jo
out to her a little later, she looked up to find Nikolai standing there, g
at her, his big hands cuddling a blissful Bertie. Emily immediately :
back from the skis and glared at him. “What are you doing up?” S
beyond mad.

He rolled his eyes at her. “How did I know that would be yo
response?” he muttered, with a twinkle in his blue eyes.

She shook her head. “You should be lying down.”

He laughed. “Like hell.” He gave her a teasing smile. “I’ve beel
done that, and I’'m not going back again. Sydney also cleared me, by tl
I can go to bed at my own discretion”—he waggled his eyebrows—*
as I’m not alone.”

She flushed and cast a quick glance over to Joe, who was g
broadly, happy in his own world. She sighed. “You shouldn’t say thir
that,” she muttered.



“Maybe not.” He gave a careless shrug. “I don’t particularly cart
moment.”

“What are you doing out here?”

“I was here earlier, checking something out,” he shared, his face
serious. “And now I'm back again, looking at something else. Yc
doing what you’re doing, and I’ll do my own thing over here.”

+ work, “Now that you’ve interrupted me, I can’t ignore you.”

hat her  Oh, good. I’'m glad to hear that I’m not easily ignorable.”

vorking ~~ Sometimes you’re very ignorable,” she pointed out in a sarcastic

winter But right now? Whatever you’re doing is making me curious, so I

verage know what it is.”

 on the “In that case, you’ll have to wait,” he said, holding up a finger. “I’
again to look more closely out here.”

»~ wood  What are you getting at?”

ailable.  “I wondered if someone could have been hiding out here.”

‘ound i; “I hadn’t even considered that,” she noted, taken aback. “I guess i

do. but.be pretty warm though, wouldn’t it?”

f V:IOI‘I‘}; “The thing is, you would only need to hide here temporarily. And
think about it, if you made friends with the dogs, they wouldn

» called@nybody, and, if you curled up in the back here and hid until the sea

rinningPassed, there wouldn’t be any tracks outside. There would be nothing.

steppedY©OU cut out early from here, your tracks would be absorbed, obliter:

he wasthis whole area is packed with dog tracks.”

She slowly nodded. “Is that what you think happened last night,

ur firstthis morning?” she asked in a hoarse whisper.

“I don’t know what to think, so that’s why I’'m here, doing
check.”

1 there “It’s a pretty small space, compared to the base.”

he way’. “It is. It definitely is,” Nikolai agreed, “but some of the potential

as longholes we find when we’re in these small places are pretty freaking ar
Just let me be for a bit.”

rinning ~ She shrugged and went back to her work, watching out of the cc

1gs likeher eye as he went corner to corner, checking everything out. W
returned, he had a frown on his face. “So, I presume you didr
anything.”

“No, I didn’t, and yet I can’t leave it alone.”



2 at the  “Okay, what is it you’re expecting to find? Maybe we can start wit
He shrugged. “A place to hide, as I mentioned. A simple place f
Temporarily or as long as any search is happening.”
turning  She got up and looked around. She pointed to the huge bin f
i keepstorage. “So, I guess that’s technically one place.”
He walked over, lifted the lid, and nodded. “It’s definitely big en
hide somebody.”
“But they wouldn’t have access to an escape very quickly thoug
* drawl.pointed out. “So, as a hiding place, it would do temporarily but not for
want to  Nikolai agreed. “We’re up against that scenario anyway. All they
a place to get away from the main complex, and they could be he
m backheartbeat.”
She looked around and slowly nodded. “And yet what’s to stop Jc
finding them?”
“It’s not that anything would stop Joe from finding them—bt
t wouldNikolai gave her a wry smile and whispered, “Did you know that he e
couple drinks in the evening?”
,if you  She stared at him in surprise and then slowly added, “So, you’re t|
’t alertsomebody would have taken advantage of that and come and gone
rch haddogs know who our intruder is, maybe he brings treats for the dogs, a
Even ifmight yip and yelp, getting excited to see him. However, if they wel
ated, astrained, which of course these are, the stranger may get in and out -
any trouble.”
earlier ~ “Exactly,” Nikolai muttered, with a look of mixed emotions.
“Is it possible?”
another  “Yes.”
“Is it plausible?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “That would be the issue.”
“hidey-  “Speaking of issues, I think you should be back on the base, lying
nazing.she noted crossly.
He grinned. “Thanks for worrying about me, but don’t yor
rner ofanswers?”
hen he “Damn right I want answers,” she snapped, raising both hand:
't findhaving answers is freaking irritating. Not being able to tear things apai
them is also irritating.”
“More to the point,” Nikolai added, as he looked around, “we c:



h that.” this conversation later. Now, is there any other place he could have |
0 hide.A place where he could have come and gone in a way that his presence
have gone undetected?”
or gear  She looked around with him, though he’d already done a searct
area. “Those big supply boxes were plausible, but not necessari
ough tofeasible, not with Joe around.”
Nikolai eyed her, as he considered that. “We know Joe,” he repli
h,” shelow voice. “He does have a drink or two in the evenings. He also goes
long.” early, and it’s quite possible he wouldn’t have noticed anything.
need ismeans nothing much would have stopped anyone from coming and go:
te in @  She winced at that. “That’s still a little bit hard to believe. What at
dogs?” And then she grabbed his arm and pointed in the direction of
be fromdoors. He stared at them and nodded slowly. “Particularly if Joe w
have heard much,” she added in a low voice.
it Joe.”  “And the dogs?” he asked.
njoysa  “Someone could take a little bit of time, get to know them, brin
treats. That’s what we’re all doing here,” she admitted.
hinking  Nikolai nodded. “In a way we’ve all been assigned a dog, and wi
. If thebeen given time to work with them.”
nd they  “So, the intruder has already gotten that far with the dogs,” she
‘e well-“All he had to do was continue on with the same training.”
without  “So, you’re assuming,” Nikolai pointed out, “that he was part
base.”
“Eric was, so his partner would smell like him, act like him, talk li
Plus, if Eric’s partner was our intruder, he was in and out and all abc
Eric. Therefore, I don’t think it would’ve taken much for Eric’s pa
find his way into being comfortable with the dogs. Particularly if h
time to get to know them. What if he was here last night? Even am
down,”stray people who come and go?”
“Meaning?” Nikolai asked.
1 want  She faced him. “Meaning, the pilot, the guy who does the deliver
couple times he’s had to stay overnight because the weather was sc
s. “Notand he couldn’t take off for another day or two.”
tto get  Nikolai shrugged. “He’s been cleared though.”
“Sure, but we don’t know that he didn’t come in with somebody e
i havedon’t know for sure that he didn’t get paid to smuggle somebody in.



1idden?we know, some of this was part of the secret training Eric set u
> wouldsuggested. “Maybe it went a little too far, or maybe somebody us
training session to take on an extra mission of their own.”
| of the  Nikolai held up his finger. “Let’s sort out one thing first.” He look
ly veryat Joe, who was grumbling at a clipboard in his hand, as he starec
supplies. With a pencil behind one ear and chewing on the end of a
ied in ahe muttered his way through the inventory of some of his stocl
s to bedmoving, Nikolai slipped out the dog door.
Which  She watched and realized that at no point in time did Joe
ing.” somebody was using the door because the dogs came and went throug
yout thedoors all the time. Joe also didn’t notice that Nikolai was or wasn
the dogWhen Nikolai returned the same way a little bit later, and stood up, a
ouldn’tof the dogs jumped on him, anxious to be part of this new game,
immediately calmed them with a hand signal. He looked over at her-
eyebrow raised, and she slowly shook her head to signify that Joe hadr
g themnoticed.
He walked back over quietly and held a finger against his lif
e’ve alldisappear, and then I’ll come back that way, with no warning. Let’s s
feasible this is.”
» noted.  She nodded and went back to her work, but she kept looking
watching to see if Nikolai was here.
of our  Finally, even Joe noticed her worry, as he asked, “What’s wrong
are you so edgy?”
ke him.  She groaned. “I don’t know. It’s one of those days, I guess.”
ut with ~ “Well, hurry up and finish and get lost then,” he replied, with hi
rtner togrumpy tone. “That edginess of yours is making me edgy,” he grumble
e’s had  She laughed. “Okay already. I’'m almost done here. I'll finish this
ong thethen head back. Besides, I’ll need food soon.”
“That’s what happens when you get too cold just once,” Joe ex]
“It’s like your body, the furnace in your system, constantly
y. ... Areinforcement after that. You have to pay attention and don’t ever ru
) shitty,again.”
“How is that even possible around here?” she asked, with a
“Avalon and Chrissy and Chef work hard to feed us pretty well.”
Ise. We  “Probably too well.” Joe smiled, as he patted his stomach.
For alldefinitely getting spoiled on this trip, and I understand why—in te



p,” shekeeping everybody’s spirits up,” he noted, “but it’ll show up
ed thatwaistline.”
“Oh, come on. You get tons of exercise.”
ed over  “According to my wife, my pants are getting a little on the tighter ¢
1 at his  She burst out laughing. “Tell your wife to come here for one c
second,training sessions and see how well she handles it.”
<. Now He gave her a fat grin. “Nope, these are my sessions. I want t
alone, and it also gives me a break. Sometimes I want to tune her out
realizeyou’ve been with somebody for so long that you know what they
h thosebefore they open their mouth, you kind of fall into the habit of no
’t here.listening anymore.”
couple  “You wouldn’t.” Emily gasped.
and he  “It’s probably not the best thing, but life falls into a bit of a ru
with anyou’re together for so long,” he shared. “These visits, these mi
1’'t evenThey’re good for me. They keep me sharp.”
She nodded, not sure what to say about that because obviously w
)s. “I’llsharpness he was talking about wasn’t something he had displayed
ee how“I’m done here, so why don’t I head over. Do you want a co
something?”
around, He looked at her and smiled. “Sure, if you feel like delivering it. I
go over and get things, but, with the weather and the hassle of get
3?7 Whygeared up to go the distance, half the time I can’t be bothered. And
it’s really ugly, I won’t even do that much. So, if you’re up for it, I wc
no.”
s usual  “Sure,” she said, with a smile. As she exited, she cast one more
d. around, saw absolutely nothing amiss and no sign of Nikolai.
off and  She headed into the kitchen area of the base. As soon as she got
Mountain looked at her sharply. “Where’s Nikolai?”
lained.  “Testing out a theory,” she replied, “and honestly it’s a pretty
needstheory too. It won’t make one member of this team look very good, ¢
in shortis something I feel really bad about.”
His eyebrows shot up, and he groaned. “You want to explain that?’
groan.  She hesitated. “That should be a Nikolai thing.” Mountain grum
her, and she nodded. “I don’t know where he’s at right now, but I k
“We’rewanted to do a test run to see if his theory was feasible.”
rms of  “Maybe you should tell me a little bit more about that theory,” M



on mysaid in exasperation.
She shrugged. “Or you could wait a few minutes, and we’ll s
works.”
side.” He poured a coffee and turned, almost tapping his feet impatiently
»f theseher phone buzzed, she found a message from Nikolai.
I’m hidden. Can you find me?
0 come In the same location?
. When  Yes.
/’1l say  Then Joe walked in. She promptly slid her phone in a back pocke
t reallygrinned at her openly. “I decided to come over and get some food any
skip the coffee delivery.”
“Okay. I think I must have left my phone over there.”
it when  “You better go get it,” Joe replied. “You don’t want to leave it i
ssions?temperatures for too long.”
“Even inside your place?”
hatever = “Hey, it doesn’t take long to cool down electronics.”
so far.  She nodded and, with Mountain looking puzzled, she motioned at
ffee orfollow.
“What are we doing?” Mountain asked, as he geared up, and they
used toover to the dog barn.
ting all  “Yeah, we’re about to go see if we can find Nikolai.”
then, if  “Where?” he asked.
m’tsay  “With the dogs.” As they approached, she explained how Niko
gone in and out of the dog run through the dog doors, all with
glancenoticing.
Mountain stopped and stared, then nodded once. “And that woul
inside,sense.”
As they stepped inside, she looked around, frowning. She whisp
decentMountain, “Earlier today we thought of multiple places in the barn the
ind thathold a man, where someone could get in or out on their own, and wonu
anybody would notice,” she explained. “We assumed that, with a little
work with the dogs, they wouldn’t be a problem, and, if the intrude
ibled atfind a time when Joe was either tired, not paying attention, sleef
now hewhatnot, it might be quite feasible in terms of hiding from him too.”
Mountain stared around the dog barn, looking at the stacks of s
ountainand dogs in multiple corners, and he nodded excitedly. “Okay, at first

5



it doesn’t appear anything’s here,” he muttered, his gaze narrowing
ee if itwalked over to the big storage trunk and quickly opened it.

She winced, thinking that Mountain would find Nikolai right off -

. WhenBut, as soon as the trunk was opened, it was empty. “That’s where I 1
he would be,” she said.

Mountain turned around, found another storage bin, and opened i
found a third one, underneath a bunch of tack. He turned to her, frc
“There isn’t any other place in here.”

t, as he  She studied the area, then looked over where Joe’s bed was. V

way, soover, she bent down to look underneath it, but gear was so close by,
hard to see. Letting her eyes adjust, it didn’t take long to see Nikola
there, grinning at her.

n those  He slowly came out and Mountain glared at them. “Damn it.”

“I know.” Nikolai grinned broadly. “If you hadn’t known I was st
to be here, would you have found me?”

Mountain shook his head. “No,” he snapped, harsher than he in

him to“And did you get in through the dog door while Joe was here?” he
with a questioning look at him.

headed  Nikolai nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly how I got in and out—a coup]
actually. The dogs are quite happy to play the game. So, with anybody
done it a time or two, the dogs would be completely okay. But, ev
pinch, this is how they’re getting in and out and away from here. F

lai hadtracks were anywhere close by, and the dog doors lead out to the di

out Joewhich are covered—wait for it—in dog tracks. So it probably isn’t
hard to camouflage your own footprints.”

d make  “Sure, it is,” Mountain countered. “Yet now we know more about
look for.”

ered to At that, she made a strangled noise in the back of her throat. “If y

it couldclosely at all the prints out there, remember how Joe has been creatin

dered iffor a lot of the dogs to protect them from the ice?” Mountain nodded, .

time towalked over and pointed out several examples. “All these wil

r coulddifferent-looking tracks. So even having these out there will do a

ying, orcamouflage actual footprints.”

Wanting to try it, Mountain went through the dog door himself. I

uppliestight fit, but then Mountain was huge. When he got out to the other s
glance,followed, and so did Nikolai. There, the big man walked the pen, c:



r, as helooking at the tracks, and, when they got to the far end, he started to

“He’s gone over the fence at this corner.” He pointed to the underbrusl
the bat.  “So, that’s how he’s been getting in and out.” Nikolai shook his he
thought  “Seems like it.” Mountain frowned.

“Now the question is whether just Eric was doing this or if this
t. Thenwhere we got our intruder from?” Nikolai asked.
ywning.  “I’ll guess it’s both,” Emily replied with finality. “Once they f{

pathway in and out that they could keep using without being detect
Valkingbecame a no-brainer.”
, it was  Mountain nodded. “I’m heading out on these tracks.” He looked
i underNikolai, who was already glaring at him.

“I’m coming too,” he snapped.

“Yeah, you’re coming, as long as you’re not hurt,” Mountain state
ipposeda word of warning about his latest injury. They both turned and lookec

and she nodded.
tended.  “I’m coming too.”
asked, At that, they both shook their heads vehemently. “No.”

She glared at them. “I’'m not some hothouse flower that need:
le timesprotected,” she snapped. “I’ve been a part of this, and I want tc
7 who’sthrough.”
en in a  “You are a part of this,” Mountain replied, “but I want you to stay
’lus, nocase this asshole decides to come back in again. With Joe gone an
og runslikely gone for an hour, what’s to stop our intruder from either con
all thatcrawling out from another hidey-hole”—he frowned at that thought

looked back at the barn—*“or planning to return for something later?”
whatto  “But...”

“No buts, I need you here. We’ll follow the tracks, but that doesn
ou lookhe isn’t already hidden somewhere close by. It may seem foolish to th
g bootshe is, but I’'m not comfortable with the idea that he’s not around,” M
and shepointed out. “I’ll put a couple other people on alert as well,” he notec
| makepulled out his phone. “And we’ll ensure our intruder doesn’t end up

ton tous.”

“I can help with that,” Emily said.
twasa “Nikolai is enough for that, and I will track.” He looked over
ide, she“You any good at tracking?”
arefully  Nikolai immediately nodded. “Damn right, I am. Particularly



- swear.case.”

1there.  “Asin?”

ad. “As in tracking men,” Nikolai stated, “particularly assholes.”
is also $

ound a

NikoLAl, ENERGIZED By this turn of events, pushed ahead, strong
Mountain at his side. They followed the tracks for what seemed to be
hour. When they made a big circle and started to confuse the footp
they backtracked on each other, Nikolai paused and studied them caref
“What do you see?” Mountain asked, as he looked at the tracks |
.., and then around the area.
d, with e . .
1 at her I see an attempted deception,” Nikolai shared, “with too many tra
‘no purpose for them. I suggest we make a much bigger circle and se
can find out where the main tracks lead.”
“Given the attempt to hide the tracks, it can’t be too far away,” M
: to bedeclared, excitedly rubbing his hands. “Keep looking. You’ll see it.’
.. Nikolai frowned at him, Mountain nodded. “Yes, I can see it.”
) see it . ”
You holding out on me?
: “No, and don’t feel bad. I’ve been doing this for a hell of a long
here in : B ) , ) ) .
d uiteMountam declared, “and right now I’'m seriously motivated.
;inq . “You and me both.” Nikolai turned his attention to study the
_ a% he’“Okay, this track heads off, and it’s definitely going somewhere.”
K “Why is that?” Mountain asked, as they studied the track.
“It’s deeper, heavier, with stronger slides. He’s trying to mc
quickly.”

ed, that

over at

’t mean
iltlk t(;ilt “Agreed. So, why?”
. “I think he’s moved his campsite. I think whatever we’ll find h
ountain .
already been moved elsewhere.
1, ashe . 7 | . . ) . :
behind Let’s see if we can find what we’re looking for, then, and if we cc

him to the next place,” Mountain said, “because I’'m not going back
find this asshole.”

Not surprised at his attitude, and in full agreement, they searcl
‘tracks carefully, looking for a break and for that slight depression in tt
iSthat would tell them where Eric’s partner’s base had been.

at him

in th



Then Nikolai saw it. “There.” He pointed a good twenty meters
Moving forward on his skis, as soon as he came to a stop, Mountail
side, Nikolai poked the ground in front of him. “Look ahead another
or so.”

“I see it,” Mountain confirmed, as he unbuckled his skis and c:
moved forward, not sure whether this was a trap or something they ne

.., be wary of. He used his ski pole to prod the ground, and suddenly the
ith, .

hideaway opened up, and, as suspected, was empty. They took the cc
completely, disappointment eating away at them. Mountain nodded. *
got him on the run, so that’s good.”

Nikolai frowned at him. “How is that good?”

“We got close. A few hours earlier and we might have caught hi
fact that we’ve even found this now, that we know his pattern and hc
coming and going onto the base, it’s all good.” Shooting him a I
added, “Good job on that, by the way. We’re not far away from catch
ountainaSShOIE'” o :

» When “Maybe not, but it still feels too damn far away to cheer just yet.”
“Oh, I hear you, and I think you’re probably right, but we’re no
away that he’ll evade us much longer,” Mountain stated, as he stuc
»area. “Finding this now is massive. ... Let’s take a good look at t
> figure out where he’s gone from here.”

“You check his campsite,” Nikolai said, taking a sharp intake of ¢
do a wider circle around and see if I can find where he finally takes off

And with that, going out another mile, but keeping the new loc:
sight, Nikolai circled around, looking for more tracks. Visibility was t
and the wind had picked up, and the snow was flying, but, with a care
steady gaze, he periodically stopped and let things settle on the horizor

Most people scanned an area looking for movement, but, in thi
Nikolai was looking for something completely different. It took
minute, and then he found it. With a smile, he pulled out his phone an
message to Mountain, giving him rough coordinates.

Mountain immediately responded. Hold up. ’'m coming. Making arrang
to reach the new target together, he headed down, and meeting 1
Mountain, they both pushed on, anxious to see who and what was hid
ahead of them.
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DAY 4 EVENING

HATING 1o BE left behind, but knowing this was how this would go

waited a good forty minutes for Joe to come back. When he did:
started to get edgy. In her mind, she had to wonder if he was somehov
of this. Had he seen what had happened? Did he have any indication
was going on?

She hated the thoughts running around her head, but she found it t
to go there, especially when she had nothing to do but sit here and cuc
dogs. She laughed and played with them and generally took up the equ
of another hour with them.

Finally she got to her feet and looked down at them. “Maybe I nee
track him down,” she muttered to herself, and, before she had a ch
think it through, she was moving. She quickly pulled on her jacket,
up, and, as she did so, the door opened. and Joe walked in. She looked
“Hey, I was coming to look for you.”

He chuckled. “Oh, I sat down and had a game of cards with th
Haven’t done something like that in a while. But, with everybody’s
being so difficult right now,” he added, “it seemed prudent to 1
something, or to at least just sit and visit for a bit.”

“I’m sure they all appreciated it too,” she said, relieved that he w
“With so many people going missing, and you not coming back, I was
worried.”

“Didn’t realize you were waiting for me,” he replied, a questior
tone. “What’s going on here?”

“Not a whole lot,” she replied, trying to keep the lid on it as long
could. “Everybody’s happily tucked in here against the storm outside.”

He nodded. “They’re generally a pretty happy lot.” He walked o
cuddled a couple of the dogs that had come to meet him.

“They do love you, don’t they?”



“Sometimes they love too many people,” he replied in a gentle vi
he cuddled them. He straightened up, and she realized he had a big t
in his hand. “What’s that, dinner or coffee?”

“Coffee,” he replied, with a smile. “Nothing like trying to stay w

here.” She nodded. “You go on now, we’ll be fine.”

“Okay, I just wanted to confirm that you were okay.”

, Emily  “Oh, I’'m fine.” Joe gave her a wave of his hand. “Go on now. Ge
1’t, shelaking that as the dismissal it was, she walked out of the barn ar
v a partbracing against the cold, she walked over to the main area of the comr
of whatWhen she got there, the guys hanging around the dining room are
playing poker. Relieved that at least that much of Joe’s story sounds
\ard notshe walked over and made herself a hot cup of tea.
1dle the She got a few catcalls but nothing major, which she thought was
rivalentthing. They were rambunctious but not in an ugly way. She quickly we
the medical clinic, and there she stopped. When she saw Sydney sittin
d to godesk, doing paperwork, she joined her. “You sure have a lot of paperw
ance to  She laughed. “Yeah, and sometimes the paperwork is just an excus
gearedlooked up from her pile of papers. “How are you doing?” she asked Er
at him. “T'd be better if Mountain and Nikolai were back,” she ac
assuming that the doc would know that the two men had left, and, fi
o guys_look on her face, she did.
attitude  “You and me both,” she said, putting down her pen. She hesita
10t S ayasked, “Any problems with anybody?”

Emily shook her head. “Not tonight, or at least not so far. The ¢
as fine.seem to be happily playing cards in the dining room at the moment.”
getting “Good,” Sydney noted. “They were worked a little harder than

today.”
1in his “T'm not against that,” Emily agreed, “particularly if it keeps eve
in line.”
s as she “We’re both on the same page there. Are you heading to bed?”
’ “Nope. Dinner’s still coming, and I’'m cold, but I’'m not that colc
ver andwant the guys back safe first.”

“Dinner is in progress, or at least it should be out soon.” Then

frowned. “I’m not sure why I thought you’d be heading to bed.”

“Maybe because I look like hell?” she asked, with a laugh.

“You do look exhausted,” the doc noted, with a smile, “and I susp



nice, asdidn’t get much sleep last night either, did you?”
hermos  “No, and I doubt I'll get much tonight either at the rate we’re goir
pointed out in a low voice.
arm up  “And yet, that’s what you need,” Sydney said.
Emily snorted. “What I need versus what I’ll get? That’s a
different story.”
ot lost.”  “Sorry. I’'m sure the guys will be back soon.”
ea and, “That’s what I was assuming as well, but, since they aren’t back
1ipound.the back of my mind I have to wonder if something else has gone wror
‘a were  “I hope not,” Sydney muttered. “Been enough going wrong on thi:
ad true,last me a lifetime.”
“I know, right? But, for now, I’'ll remind myself that they are ex
a goodcapable men, and I’ll head to my room, and that should make life
ilked toeasier for me.”
g at her  And, with that, Sydney started stacking up her papers.
ork.” “I’ll talk to Nikolai and Mountain whenever they come in,” Emily
ie.” She“but I’'ll come for dinner in another twenty minutes or so, after the crc
nily.  gone through.”
Imitted,  “Are you still avoiding people?” Sydney asked, looking at her intei
‘om the  “No, I’m not avoiding anybody,” she began and then hesitated.
maybe. I don’t really want to start anything, but I didn’t do anything
ted andthe last scenario, so it’s just a matter of playing it smart.”
“Why don’t you relax here for a few minutes, while I finish up
suys allwe’ll go to dinner together.”
Emily hesitated, a little embarrassed. “Are you sure?”
normal  “Sure, I’m sure,” Sydney said. “A couple of the other women mi
us too.”
rybody  “Oh, cool, that sounds fun. I haven’t seen Berry much.”
“Yeah, she’s been laying low, recovering still.”
“As long as she’s okay,” Emily noted, with concern.
I, and I  “She’s doing okay. It’s just that the psychological mending takes a
“Exactly,” Emily muttered. She sat in the other chair and waited
Sydneyfor Sydney to finish whatever she was doing, and, when she finally
the papers in their appropriate files, she locked up the clinic.
“Whew,” Sydney muttered. “Glad that’s done. Now let’s go ge
ect youdinner, and hopefully, by the time we’re done eating, they’ll be back.”



“Do we do anything if they aren’t?” Emily asked.
1g,” she ~ “That’s not my role, but, if a search party were needed, we certa
equipped here to handle it. I would hope they’ll be back soon, but I als
someone is assigned to keep track of their progress,” she shared. “¢
wholetakes them a little longer, it takes them a little longer.”
As they walked into the kitchen, Magnus stood there, off to tt
Samson ever quiet at his side. But that gaze of Magnus’s didn’t mis¢
yet, inWhen he saw the two of them, he walked over with a smile and
1g.”  Sydney, “You finally got hungry, did you?”
stripto  She chuckled. “More or less.”
“Have you heard anything?” Emily asked in a low voice.
tremely  He shook his head. “I got a message about an hour ago that the?
a littleanother campsite, and they were off on the hunt, following tracks.”
“Oh, good,” Emily said. “That is progress.”
“It is, and we’ve sent out Barret and Egan for backup, though I
* stated,heard back from them yet.”
ywd has  Sydney nodded, stepped into line, quickly picked up a plate, and gt
food. The others followed suit, and, as they all sat down,
ntly.  conversations slowly resumed around them.
“Well, As they started to eat, Emily looked over at Magnus. “Did Mouni
to startyou anything before he took off?”
He looked at her curiously and then said that they’d only spoken
? Thenphone for a few minutes, though he’d mentioned he learned a few inte
things over at the dog run.
She smiled with relief. “Well, good, I’m glad he said something to
sht join ~ Samson nodded in agreement.
Something was almost familiar about him, but Emily couldn’t pla
He stayed in the background. An unnerving shadow that constantly v
but rarely spoke. She’d heard low mutters about the new addition
investigation team, but, outside of sideways looks, no one me
bit.” anything directly about his presence.
quietly  “You were over there at the dog barn most of the day, weren’
had allMagnus asked Emily.
“Yeabh, first half waxing the skis and then the second half waiting t
't somesure Joe came back.”
“He took an early dinner back with him.”



She frowned at that. “If he did, it was in soup form in his thermos
inly arethan that, I didn’t see him bring anything over.”
o know  He frowned, a bit confused, then added, “Joe was playing cards he
50, if itbit with the guys. He might have eaten while he was here, and he al
something about not having much of an appetite these days.”
1e side, She lowered her voice. “I think the drinking may be getting worse.
s much.  He didn’t say anything, just nodded in concern. “I’ll keep note of tl
said to  Relieved, but feeling like a tattletale, Emily shut up and quickly f
her dinner. When she was done, she looked around at Sydney and Maj
might as well head back to my room.” Then she frowned and added,
think I’ll head over and check on Joe again.”
y found  “Why is that?” Magnus asked, looking at her sharply.
She winced. “I don’t have any real reason, just that ... I don’t
Instincts, I guess.”
haven’t  “You have to listen to that,” Magnus confirmed. “It’s one of tk
critical skills we have, but it takes time to learn to read it, and son
ot someyou’re right, and sometimes you’re not.”
normal  “Meaning, right now I’m likely not, but, hey, you’ll humor me.”
He laughed. “As I said... we have to interpret those feelings. If |
tain tellworry, learn to separate it out from the instincts, and it’ll help you in t
run.”
~on the Nodding, she got up, walked over, put up her dishes, and, on
arestingthought, made herself a cup of tea and walked out with it. She glanced
to see who was still here but saw no sign of her tormentors. So, feeli
the coast was clear, she headed out to the main hallway and then to he
As she got closer to her room, she heard a whisper behind her.
ce him.  Wincing, she realized that somehow, they’d come up behind t
vatchedwere still hanging back a little bit. She dared not turn around and go b
to theway she came, but she didn’t want to go to her room now either. Thai
ntionedstill some hallways between them, she made a quick turn, then picked
pace, took a roundabout way, then quickly geared up and slipped out t
t you?”on Joe. It had been her instinctive reaction to go there anyway, both t
sure he was all right, and hopefully to see if the guys had returned.
0 make  But, at this moment, it also got her away from the assholes who h:
following her. She didn’t even know for sure that they were followi
but she wanted to avoid a confrontation, and this seemed to be t

»

you.



;. Otheranswer. As she walked in to check on Joe, he was singing off-tune
dogs. She laughed when she heard him. He looked and grinned. “H

te for apretty lady’s back again.”

lso said  “I don’t know about pretty lady, but I’m definitely back to checl

you and to make sure everything’s okay out here.”

“I don’t know what I did to deserve another visit,” Joe replied, “I
hat.” are welcome anytime.” He sang a few words of welcome, then patted
inishedbeside him. She sat down near enough that they could talk.
snus. “I  “Tell me. Are you trying to avoid somebody out there?” Joe asked
“First I ~ “I am trying to avoid a few people,” she admitted, with a smil

that’s kind of a new development.”

He nodded. “In a place like this, it can get pretty ugly sometimes.”
- know.  “It sure can,” she agreed, “and I want to avoid ugly, if that’s an opt

“It should always be an option, but it’s not necessarily a good one.’
le most  She wasn’t quite sure what he meant or if he even knew. He w
netimesrambling more and more about the days when he was in active servi

listened to him talk, happy that he was in a good mood, and content to

who he was today. She’d never had any problem with him in all the ti
it’s justshe’d been there, and, whenever his ramble came to a stop, she ¢
he longquestion, just to keep the conversation going. “Will you be happy to g

after this?”
second “Yep, I sure will,” Joe stated, “and I think it’ll be my last trip. T
aroundknee of mine”—he stretched it out in front of her—“isn’t very happy.”
ng as if  “No, I’m sure the cold is not very easy on any joints,” she m
r room.thinking about it. “Cold often affects us that way, doesn’t it?”

“Sure does,” Joe agreed, with half a smile. “So far, it hasn’t
1er, butproblem or held me back, but this trip is really starting to wear people
iack theeven me. So, I can read the writing on the wall, as well as the next gu
1kfully,gave her a knowing smile.
lup her  “Only if you’re ready,” she said. “I know most everybod
o checkappreciates having you.”

o make He laughed at that. “I don’t know that anybody appreciates hav
here,” he clarified, smiling ruefully. “The dogs are a welcome distracti

1d beenof course it’s part of the training, but, to be honest, most of the pe«

ng her,base would cheerfully do without the dogs.”

he best  Surprised, she looked at him. “I don’t think that’s true.”

»



» to the  “That’s because you like dogs,” Joe pointed out, “but not everybod
ley, theNot everybody here wants the headache of dealing with them, and

you’re out there and you’re dealing with them, it’s very much a ¢
< up onthing. That’s not everybody’s cup of tea either.”

She pondered that, even as she wrapped her arms around Bertie ag
but youhugged him close. She loved this damn dog. And, if she could ke
the seatafterward, she would be in heaven. As she cuddled the dog, Joe wen

another ramble of his military days, and, when he finally ran dry ag
her. patted her arm. “You shouldn’t be sitting here, listening to me.” He
le, “butwave of his hand. “I’m sure some young buck is out there who you
much rather visit with.”

“Yep, there sure is,” she admitted, chuckling, “but he’s out trackii

now.” Joe frowned at her, and she nodded absentmindedly. “The guys
hunting some tracks.”
ent on, “Ah.” Joe nodded. “The good ones, the protectors.”
ce. She  “That they are.”
‘justbe  “They aren’t all like that, you know? I’ve certainly seen enougk
me thatday that makes me wonder why they’re even in the service at all if the
1sked amean to protect.” Joe smiled at her. “Maybe you’ll find somebody this
ohome  “I’m definitely not looking for somebody,” she noted.

“That’s the best time to find someone.” Joe laughed loudly, an
“his oldthat, he launched off into an explanation of how he met his wife. She |

with amusement, realizing he was more boozed up than she’d expect
uttered,wondered how much he was allowed to get away with on a militar
when nobody else was drinking. Yet, as a contractor, Joe might we
been amore latitude than the rest of them who were on active duty.
> down,  She suspected that tonight Joe was likely well past that. What harn
ly.” Joethough? She couldn’t imagine, except for the fact that they apparen
somebody utilizing his space as a transportation route and a ten
y herehideout.

As he was talking, he started to nod off, and she watched in amu
ring meas he slowly drifted off to sleep. Feeling protective and still wanting
on, andan eye on the place, she curled up in a bunch of the blankets, while he
ople ongently nearby.

She must have drifted off herself because, when she heard a sudde;

she opened her eyes to see somebody, a stranger, come through one

»

ion.

»



ly does.dog doors. She stared for a moment, thinking it must be Niko
|, whenMountain. Yet, as she came fully awake, that was not Nikolai. It wa
survivalthe man who everybody was looking for. Yet she had no idea who he
what he wanted.
ain and  He straightened up and slowly looked around, then stiffened when
ep himbher, still curled up and pretending to be asleep, with Joe snoring at h
t off onShe watched under her lashes, trying not to do anything but appea
sain, hesound asleep. When he took several steps toward her and raised his ha
gave anoted he had a firearm, and the jig was up. “Who are you, and what .
| woulddoing here?” she asked, as she moved to sit up.
Raising the handgun, he thundered, “Don’t even move.”
1g right  She glared at him. “I asked, who are you, and what are you doing t
are out  Joe mumbled something beside her, but she willed him back tc
Having him sleep through this would be far better than having him aw;
drunk in the midst of this mess right now. She frowned at the strange
“How in the hell are you even coming and going in this place?”
1 in my  “It’s easy,” he said. “I half belong.”
v don’t  “Half belong?” she repeated, not really understanding what |
trip.” saying, just knowing that he was trying to pull the wool over her eye
never seen you before.”
d, with  “That’s because you never fucking looked,” he said in disgust. “E
listenedwhat do you expect?”
ed. She  She blinked. “Sorry?”
y base,  “I came in with the supplies.”
1l have  “Aren’t you supposed to leave with the supplies too?” she asked.
“Supposed to, only last time I didn’t,” he replied, “and th
1 was itsomething Eric set up.”
itly had ~ “Oh, so you’re looking for Eric then? I’'m so sorry.”
1porary  “Yeah, so am I because he got me into this mess.” The gunman ke
a steady gaze and the gun on her. “Now, I need to get myself out of it.’
isement  “Can’t you just sneak back out on the next supply run?”
to keep  “Wouldn’t that be nice? Apparently that’s not so easy,” he replied
snoreddon’t have the money to bribe the pilot again.”
“Maybe you could convince him that the initial bribery was for
n noise,out as well,” she suggested, trying to sound hopeful.
» of the  He shook his head at that. “Don’t be stupid.”



lai and  She glared at him. “Look. I don’t even know what you’re doing he

s likelyif you had anything to do with the mess that Eric was involved in, tr

was orYou don’t want to be here.”

“No, I probably don’t,” he agreed. “I shouldn’t have gotten invc
he sawthis shit anyway,” he muttered, glaring right back at her. “But now th:
er side.I have to find a way out of it.”

r to be  “So, what will you do? Holding a firearm on me isn’t

ind, sheencouraging.”

are you  “Yeah, well, for all I know, you’ve got one pointed at me, and I c:
it for the dark.”

That’s when she realized how nervous he was. “I guess it’s beer
1ere?” rough living out there without Eric, huh?”

) sleep. He nodded. “Yeah, he’s the one who got me caught up in this bt

ake andhe muttered. “I shouldn’t have had anything to do with it.”

r again.  “If you hadn’t had anything to do with it, you would have been ¢
lot better off, I’m sure,” she stated, “but what is it you’re expecting a
to do for you now?”

he was “I want to go back,” he stated. “I want to go back home and

s. “I’vebreathing when I do it.”

“Do you know what Eric was up to?”
ut then ~ “No, he didn’t tell me.” He glared at her. “What’s it to you?”

“I was thinking I might help,” she offered, “but I understand you r

want help at this point.”

“Yes, I do want some fucking help, but only from somebody who

me out of here. Someone who can get me stateside and out of this
at wasmess.”

“I can do that,” she stated, staring at him, willing him to stay calm

not suddenly lose it. At the same time, she needed Joe to stay quiet «

'pt both“Look. I can talk to the people here, and I am sure we can sort this out.

’ “No, nobody’ll sort anything out,” he spat. “It’s too far gone.”

“Why? Did you kill anybody?” she asked. “Because if it’s less thai
, “and Idon’t think anybody will be too worried about it being too far gone. F

you’ve got information they need.”

the trip  He stared at her and shook his head. “I didn’t kill anybody. I :
didn’t, but Eric did.”

She winced. “Yeah, I can almost see that,” she muttered. “F



're, but,attacking a woman here.”
ust me.  He stared at her in shock. “Really?”
“Yes, really,” she said, trying to keep the conversation going. “V
1Ilved inhe meant to or not, I don’t know, but it’s not as if anybody here was p
at I am,to take a chance, when he went off the wall.”
“No, no, you don’t understand. He told me that ... he, he would ta
exactlyof things, would clean it all up, and would ensure we could both gei
here.”
an’t see  “And yet, in the end, I don’t think that was on his mind at a
countered sympathetically. “At least ... not the version I heard of it.”
1 pretty  “And, of course, you’ll listen to that version, won’t you?”
“I’m not sure I’'m listening to any version. More to the poi
1llshit,”concerned about you standing there, holding a gun on me.”
He looked at the weapon in his hand, almost sorrowfully. “It’s a k
1 wholefreaking mess right now,” he muttered. “I don’t even know how to ge
nybodyit.”
“You get out of it by telling the truth,” she stated, “and that me¢
still betalk to me.”
“I don’t know anything about you.” He glared at her. “For all I knc
are part of the group that’s been hunting me.”
“Did you really expect people not to go after you?” she asked.
nay notabout it. Eric’s dead, and it’s obvious he’s not been working alone. I
really has any idea just how in-depth this headache has become, a
can gethere you are, standing here, holding a gun on me. They want answers.
fuckingwhat they want primarily. Answers.”
He shook his head. “I don’t have any answers.”
1and to  “Okay, so Eric arranged for you to get off the cargo plane and paid
as well.pilot, so he was okay to not report you, is that it?”
7’ He nodded. “That’s what Eric did. Did you guys get any alerts the
missing?”
nthat,I ~ She shook her head. “No, I never did hear that anybody else was n
Jesides,So, good job on Eric’s part. You basically disappeared, and nobody kn
“Something like that,” the gunman replied, “but it wasn’t suppose
swear Iforever, just for a few days. A few days.”
“And then what?” she asked.
e died “Then he would come back with me, and this would be over with.”



“Okay, so he would find you and somehow arrange for you guy:
back onto a plane without being seen,” she pointed out, “and then g
Vhetherlife back.”
repared  “Exactly. I had holiday time coming, and, according to whatev
arranged, I was just gone on a holiday. But now that the time is rack
ke careand you say Eric’s dead, I feel as if I’ve been shafted in the deal, yet
t out ofquite understand how.”
Honestly he did sound completely bewildered, which made her eve
11,” sheconfused. “Do you know why Eric wanted you to stay behind? Wha
supposed to be for?”
Then he stopped and suddenly glared at her. “You said a womai
nt, I’mEric,” he snapped. “Was that you?”
“No, it wasn’t me.”
lell of a  He snorted. “It’s not as if I can believe you.”
tout of “Yes, you can.” She stood up.
He waved the gun at her. “Get back. Sit down again.”
ins you  She hesitated, and he took a step forward. She slowly sat back do
asked calmly, “Why can’t you go back out on the next supply run?”
w, you  “I would if I could. I already tried.”
She shook her head. “We haven’t had any supply runs in a few day
“Think  “Eric told me that he couldn’t get me out again, that nobody was
Nobodyto take a chance.”
1d now  She winced. “Did you ever think that maybe ... he just didn’t want
. That’sleave?”
He stared at her. “It doesn’t fucking matter now,” he snapped, “l
Eric’s dead, and I’'m stuck here in this mess.”
| off the  “And yet there’ll be more supply runs, more planes getting out o
she pointed out. “You can’t survive out there on your own for long.”
it [ was  He stiffened and glared at her.
“I know. I know. That was his thing. He was really good at it, but
nissing.as good as Eric?”
ew.” “I wouldn’t be out here if [ wasn’t.”
'd to be  “So why don’t you just tell me what the hell Eric was actually doin
“I’m not telling you nothing. All I’m saying is that he wanted h
was a really good friend of mine, and he needed somebody to help |
vengeance.”



5 to get  She stiffened and nodded. “Okay, I hear that. Do you know Nikola
et your He sneered. “Yeah, he came to talk to Nikolai, and I need to
Nikolai myself,” he declared, with a wave of the gun. “Thought I t
er he’ddown, but then that all went to crap.”
ing up,  “Then why did you knock him out and stash him in the generator
I don’tWhen he stared at her, incredulous, she could see that he hadn’t a clt
she was talking about. Her heart sank because that meant somebody e
'n moreout here. “Look. Why don’t I get you some help? We’ll get you insid
t was ityou even eaten today?”

He hesitated and then shook his head. “No.” Suddenly his grip we
n killedon the gun. “I haven’t. I didn’t eat yesterday either.”

“Okay, that’s enough now,” she declared in a scolding voice. “Let

you over to the main building, and we’ll get you some food, get you v
up.” She noted the chill around his face. “Have you been coming in
get warm at night?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah, I want to go fucking home.”
wn and  “And we’ll get you there. I promise.”

He looked at her hesitantly. Then the door burst open, and Nikc

Mountain stepped in. They turned, their gaze assessing the s
's.” immediately, as the stranger held the gun in her direction. Immediat
willingstepped in between them and said to them all, “Everybody, stop.”

Nikolai looked at her, and she shrugged. “I’m fine. He’s been livin
[ you toto base and was brought in by Eric. He’s not the one who knocked yc

she said. “Mountain... we need him. He’s cold. He’s hungry, and h
secausedebriefing... but he also needs to be safe.”

Nikolai immediately nodded, assessing things quickly. “Fine,”
f here,”Emily, then he looked at the gunman. “Is that your campsite we found’

He nodded. “Probably.”

“A mile or two from here?”
are you At that, his eyebrows shot up, and he shook his head. “In that

wasn’t.”

“Somebody else was working with you, right?” Nikolai asked.
1g?” “A friend of Eric’s,” he said in disgust. “The guy’s name is Nikola
elp. He  “I’ve got news for you. I'm Nikolai,” Nikolai replied in astonis
him get“And I can tell you that I wasn’t working with him at all.”

He frowned. “No, that’s not right. ... Eric told me that you w



i?” buddy and that you would help him. Help him get vengeance.”

talk to  “Vengeance for what? What’s this all about?”

1ad that  “He didn’t say, but I knew it was eating at him, and it was big, rea
He wanted to see the end of it. He told me how it had ruined his life

room?”time ago, and he wouldn’t stand for it anymore. He didn’t want a

1e whatelse’s life ruined.”

Ise was  None of this was making any sense to Nikolai or to her. She tu

e. HaveMountain, and he looked equally perplexed. “Can we get him into hi
Emily asked. Mountain caught sight of Joe, still snoozing on the side,

1s weaknodded. “I think the poker game was fairly loaded.”

He groaned. “Yeah, dry bases are hard to maintain, particularly wis

me getother issues here, so I understand it.” He bent down, picked up the old
varmedcarried him over, and laid him on his bed, then covered him up. “Any
here tothe dogs need anything tonight?”

“No, they don’t,” she replied. “They’ve been fed, and they can co
go as they want,” she said, with a nod toward the stranger. “What
name?” He frowned at her, and she shrugged. “We’ll know very

lai andanyway,” she said, as she turned to Mountain. “He came in on the supj

ituationand apparently Eric paid a pilot to stay quiet about it.”

ely she  Mountain stared at her in disbelief, then turned and frowned
gunman.

\g close  He nodded. “I’'m Carl. Eric said he couldn’t get me back ou

yu out,”because nobody was willing to take a chance.”

e needs  “But whether Eric asked anybody or not is another story,” she note

Carl turned and glared at her. “I told you that he was my best frien

he told “I know,” she confirmed, “but I also know that Nikolai w
?” considered Eric his best friend too, and that didn’t work out so well.”

Nikolai stepped forward, and the gunman didn’t move. Ca
completely passive, as Nikolai disarmed him. Looking at him, Carl

case, it“You’re really Nikolai?”

“I am,” he confirmed, looking him full in the face. “Are you seriot
the man who knocked me out and stashed me behind the generator t

i.” the cold?”

shment.  Carl shook his head. “No, I didn’t do that. I’'m the guy waiting for
come back. He roped me into this, and then suddenly I didn’

rere hisunderstand what was going on. I started having reservations about it



he told me that I couldn’t get out, no way to get out now. He said he’
all the money trying to get me in, and I needed to not desert him

Ily big.started to tremble.

+along  Emily looked over at Mountain. “We need to get him back insic

nybodynodded, and, with Nikolai’s help, they quickly ushered him back thro
cold and into the main section of the base. As he got inside, he st:

rned toshake really badly.

s bed?”  “Down to the medical clinic with you,” Nikolai said.

and she  “I’ll take him with me,” Mountain suggested, with a nod. “He’s de
got to see Sydney.”

th these  “Who’s Sydney?” Carl asked, looking fearful.

erman, “The doctor.”

ridea if  “Oh.” He didn’t seem to think anything of that. As they all heade:
clinic, she walked over, looped her arm through Nikolai’s, and a:

me andconcern, “And you’re doing okay?”

’s your He nodded, but his voice was grim when he added, “That just

quicklysomebody else is still out there.”

ply run, “We don’t know who it is though, but Carl swears he didn’t atta
and I knew he was telling the truth right away.”

at the  “Carl didn’t say what this revenge or payback plan was, did he?”

asked Emily.

t again  “No, just something from a long time ago,” she muttered.

Carl was starting to get really cold, really weak. Finally, a st

d. sound came out of his mouth, and Mountain scooped him up before he

4.” ground, and, at a rapid clip, carried him to Sydney.

ould’ve  Sydney looked up in surprise, saw the stranger, and bolted to h
“What the hell?”

rl was  “Hypothermia.”
asked, “He’s hungry too,” Emily added, from behind. “He didn’t eat tc

yesterday. I’m not so sure he’s eaten much very recently at all.”

1sly not  Carl, totally incapable of speaking, tried to shake his head.

> die in  Sydney ushered everybody out of the way, then looked over at
“Go get a hot broth for him, as quick as you can, and have Chef pt

Eric toblankets in to warm.”

t quite  And, with that, Emily dashed to the kitchen and caught Chef Elijc

all, butwas setting things up for the morning. She explained briefly what she



d spentand he quickly put a pot on the stove and heated some broth he hac

1.” Carlcooler.

As soon as he had it ready, she carefully carried it toward the cli
le.” Hebig, thick mug. As she walked in, she saw Carl bundled up and sh
ugh thebadly. She looked over at Sydney. “How’s he doing?”
irted to She didn’t say anything, but she had the blood pressure cuff on

arm, plus was taking his temperature again.

Emily frowned, as she brought the broth over to him. “We have sc
finitelyliquids, and we need to get some of it down you,” she murmured. “S»

got you bundled up, and those heated blankets are coming soon.”

A few minutes later, Mountain came charging back in again w

heated blankets, and, with everybody’s efforts, Carl finally started f

d to thedown a little bit. He eagerly sipped at the broth, enough that Emily 1

sked inhe probably hadn’t eaten in several days or at least not well enough
swore under her breath.

means  He caught the sound of it and looked at her in fear.

“You could have come in earlier, you know.”
ck you, He shook his head. “I don’t belong here,” he muttered. “I don’

what’s going on, but somebody’ll catch hell for all of this.”
Nikolai ~ She looked over at Mountain, and he nodded. “Yep, somebody i
knew exactly who that would be, but that was the least of their probler
now. Carl needed help, and he needed it in a big way.
rangled Then the clinic door slammed open, and the colonel stepped fi
» hit theImmediately everybody stiffened, as he glared at all of them. His gaze
to Sydney and then to the stranger on the bed. “Who are you? What .
er feet.doing here? How dare you hide in my base,” he barked. And that was 1
she realized that he obviously knew something. Otherwise, no need
ask that question.
yday or  “I came in with the pilot in the supply flight,” Carl muttered.
supposed to go back out the same way, but Eric arranged for me
behind.”
Emily.  The CO glared at him. “Why the hell would you want to do that?”
it some  Surprised at the question, she stayed quiet. Nikolai tugged her

closer, almost to keep her out of the line of fire. The conversation we
ih, whoand forth, but Carl wasn’t very coherent and barely talking from the cc

needed, Sydney stepped forward and addressed the CO. “Respectfully, s



1 in thenot coherent right now. I’ll let you know when he’s able to
communicate. Right now, I need to get him warm.”
nicina  He stared at her and stepped back. “You’ve got a couple hours hou
liveringhim talking. Otherwise I’ll be back, and I’ll get answers one way or ar
And, with that, he was gone again.
| Carl’s  Emily let out her breath, then turned toward Mountain. “You mig
to do some damage control.”
yme hot  He shook his head. “Not a whole lot anybody’ll do about this o
ydney’sneed answers and fast. The fact of the matter is, Eric wasn’t working
and we need to know who he’s working with.”
7ith the  “I don’t know who he’s working with,” Carl cried out. “I thought t
‘0 calmme. And some Nikolai guy.”
ealized  “But what were you to do?” Emily asked.
. Emily  He looked at her, shamefaced. “He wanted somebody to wa
campsite and to watch his back, while he was out hunting.”
“Hunting what?”
“People, one person in particular. He wanted to take them out befc
t knowhurt anybody else.”
“So, you were okay to watch his campsite and to be there for hin
s.” Shecould go out and kill somebody?” she asked in horror.
ns right  He flushed. “It sounds really bad when you put it that way.”
“How do you expect anybody to put it?” she asked, staring
orward.“You’re an accessory to murder, if nothing else here.”
»turned  He stared at her in horror. “No, I didn’t have anything to do with it
are you  “And yet you were enabling him for whatever reason.” Then she ¢
the firstand looked at the others. “Oh my God.”
to even  “What?” Nikolai asked, frowning at her.
Even Mountain turned to stare at her. “Speak up,” he barked. “Wh:
“I was  “I know why he was brought here.” She turned and looked at hi
to staywould get the blame. He is the patsy.”
A dead silence came for a moment, then Nikolai nodded. “Now tl
replied, lost in his own head, “makes the most sense so far.”
a little  “What do you mean?” Carl asked, staring at her, his gaze going fr
nt backto the other and back again.
1d. “He brought you out here to take the blame for what he would do
ir, he’sdidn’t get to finish his plan before he died. And now you’re the on



bettertrying to explain everything,” she suggested. “So, in a way, his
working, even though you had no idea what Eric was doing.”
Ir to get

10ther.” $

ht WantAs FAR As Nikolai could figure, Emily was bang on with her theory. C

estarting to settle in. Nikolai stayed in the medical clinic next to the
alone. Man for the next two hours, as he rambled from one conversation to tl
’as the cold numbed his brain and kept him dozing in and out, even as
kept waking him up.

Eventually his vitals returned to normal, and he passed out
exhausted sleep. Sydney stood here, checking on him once more, ai
«ch hisshook her head. “I think he’s out of the worst of it now. We’ll have tc
the hypothermia though. His fingers and one toe look sketchy, so it ¢
if he’ll keep them, but I’'m hopeful that we caught him in time.”

“Good,” Nikolai said, from the side of the bed. “I don’t think C
any idea what the hell Eric was up to.”

Sydney looked over at him and nodded. “I think you’re right. I thi
was working his agenda and had set up Carl to take the fall. And now
will, he doesn’t know what he’s taking the blame for, and that’
at him sadder.”

“Yet it’s obvious that he doesn’t even know anything,” Nikolai noi
I don’t know how much he can be blamed for.”

“It doesn’t matter, and you know that. He’s here, and he’s involv
he was totally okay with whatever vengeance Eric had planned. The g
is, who was he planning vengeance on and why? And what can we do
this last person who’s involved from partaking in it?”

1im and

re they

1, SO he

»

stopped

t?” : : .. :
. “He “Do we know that this person is partaking in anything?”
' “You guys never did find whoever was using that other campsite
Jat” heCarl said it wasn’t his.”
’ “No,” Mountain stated, “but I’'m heading out now to check.”
Sydney grabbed his hand and said, “No way, no how. You need tc
om one . : .
a few hours. We’re in the coldest part of the night right now. As ¢
but he dawn cracks, you can go out there again, and this time you’ll get fartt

o stuckYOu were because you’ll already have a good idea where you’re going.



plan is  “Maybe,” he said, taking a step back. “But the bottom line is, we
find out who the hell has been out there and bring them in too. It’s t
way we’ll get answers.”

“But it does seem that whoever Eric wanted vengeance on is hel
this base,” Nikolai noted in frustration. “Eric already got one innoce
into this, so what are the chances of there being a second one?”

arr;t:if:ds “Maybe, but this one’s also pretty damn smart out there, so mayt
Je next [0Cal or maybe Eric paid them to watch his back.”
Sy dne§7 “That’s the thing. We don’t know anything yet,” Nikolai argue

can’t go judging this third guy because he may not have the slightest
firmly think that Carl here was set up to take the fall. That is classic Er

“Eric was an asshole,” Mountain declared, glaring at Nikolai. “T
have already established.”

in an
nd then

)see on .. 3 )
lepends  First, Sydney suggested, “you guys need to go get some sleep.

P “What about you?” Mountain asked, turning to look at her.
] had “This is my clinic, and I’ll run it the way I want, sir, and, right

want you guys gone. I want you in bed and getting caught up on your
. She pointed to Mountain and then to Nikolai. “Before anybody g1
nk Eric )
hunting tomorrow, everybody needs to be warm, rested, and fed,”
that he .
s even declared I don’t want any more of these hypothermia cases back
doorstep.” She glared at the men. “Now, the both of you, get going.”
Surprised and yet immediately turning, the two men headed out
hallway, and the doc closed the door firmly behind them. Nikolai |
over at Mountain. “She, uh, she doesn’t take no for an answer, does sh
Mountain laughed. “No, and she’s right, as much as I hate to a
We’ve had a couple rough days. So, a little bit of rest and then I’'m 1
back out.”
“That’s good,” Nikolai agreed, “but why do I get the feeling yor
something I don’t.”
“I don’t know anything for sure. I have a better idea though, and
terribly happy about it,” Mountain admitted. “I don’t know if that pers
with them or not, but I’ve seen some of those tracks before.”

ted, “so
ed, and

uestion
to stop

, right?

)fgz ast At that, Nikolai stiffened and asked, “Who is it?”
:er than He looked at him with a hard glance. “As far as I can tell, one Dr.

Morrison. She is one of the missing scientists. The last of them actuall
“No way she would help Eric or his cohorts, would she? I mea

»



need towould she?”

he only  “I don’t think she was helping him, though she might have beer
ahead of him. It could very well be that he was trying to implicate he

‘e... onshenanigans as well, and she knew that she could get caught up

nt dudeanybody ever found her. So, maybe she was just staying the hell awe
all this, including us, for that same reason.”

e it’'sa  “Well, damn,” Nikolai muttered, shaken by this suggestion si
hadn’t seen that coming. “Weren’t those other tracks heading tow

d. “Wevillage?”

“idea. I  “Yep, and believe me. I’ll be on the village’s doorstep at daw

ic.”  looked at his watch and winced. “Okay, so maybe not dawn,” he co

"hat we“but I won’t be far behind, and, no, you’re not coming with me. Not
one.”

“Why not?” Nikolai asked.

“You know why. The locals don’t trust easily. Like it or not, they
now, Ito me, so I’ll figure this out and get back,” he shared. “Still, I’'m prett
sleep.”sure that Amelia didn’t have anything to do with Eric.”

oes out  “But you can’t be 100 percent sure.”

the doc  “No, I can’t,” he replied, “but her being involved? ... I can’t w

on myhead around that one. What we need to know is who the hell is her
somebody wants to kill, and why?”

[ to the  “You need to talk to the colonel too.”

slanced  “Not me. Ted and Samson can do that. Now, let’s go get some shut

e?” As they headed down the main hallway, Mountain veered off and

dmit it.for his quarters. Heading to his room, Nikolai soon found himself s

1eadingoutside of Emily’s door instead of his own. He groaned, but the door
right in front of him, and she said cheerfully, “I was hoping you

u knowcome.”

“I didn’t plan on it, but my feet apparently have a mind of their ow
I’m not “Isn’t that a good thing,” she quipped, with a smirk. “Don’t jus
;on wasthere. Come on in.” He stepped inside, and, in a firm voice, she immx

added, “Now get into bed and crash.”

He looked at her, surprised, but she put up her hand. “No way, dor
Ameliastart. Come on. You’re too tired. You’re beyond tired.” She quickly
y.” him undress, aware that he was almost shivering, then she tucked h
in, whybed and curled up tightly against him, her arms wrapped around him.

b



He groaned. “You’re killing me. ... Any other day, I would—"
1 a step “Any other day you can try it all you want,” she murmured, “b
'r in hisnow, you need to sleep.”
in it if  Closing his eyes, he was asleep within a matter of moments.
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He groaned. “You’re killing me. ... Any other day, I would—"

“Any other day you can try it all you want,” she murmured, “but right
now, you need to sleep.”

Closing his eyes, he was asleep within a matter of moments.



DAY 5 EARLY MORNING

EMILY WOKE, SOME furnace wrapped around her, which she’d c

associate with Nikolai. She rolled over to see him staring down at
warm twinkle in his gaze. “Hey,” she said. “How are you feeling?”

“A hell of a lot better than I was,” he murmured. He pulled her u
against him, and she felt the hard ridge between them.

She chuckled. “At least a part of you is awake.”

He nodded. “Yeah, and has been for a while, but I didn’t want t
you.”

“I appreciate that,” she said. “It’s been a couple rough days.”

“God, has it ever,” he agreed, as his head landed back on the pil
didn’t expect that to go quite the way it did last night.”

“You went after another campsite, didn’t you?”

“Yes, and I’ll be heading out to the first campsite today to .
everything we possibly can.”

“Good,” she replied, shifting her body to rest her face on his bicep.
about the second campsite and those tracks?”

“Mountain has a pretty good idea what they were, and he’s goir
them.” Nikolai then checked his watch and shot upright in bed. “L
wouldn’t be at all surprised if he isn’t already gone.”

“He might have gone already, but that doesn’t mean you have
anywhere so soon.”

“No, but I should be getting up and helping.”

She immediately looped her arms around his neck and pulled hi
down, so he was lying on top of her. He buried his face against he
breathing hot air against her delicate skin. She shivered in reaction
feels nice so far, don’t you think?”

He lifted his head gently, his tongue and lips working their way
her collarbone, up her neck, and across her jaw. By the time he reac
lips, she was shivering in his arms already, so damn hungry for him t



could hardly think. As soon as his head rose high enough, she pull
closer for a kiss, a deep but slow warring of tongues, as if a careful m
emotions and physical wants, as she held him in her arms, feeling he
respond to his restless urging.
He lifted his head to look at her face. “This isn’t exactly how I -
we would come together.”
ome to  “No thinking required at this point,” she murmured, with a smile.
- her, awe're well past that.” Shifting her thighs wider, she wrapped them aro
hips and started gently rubbing back and forth, pressing upward agains

&

o wakeHg syckep v his breath, lowered his head, and closed his eyes.
She whispered, “It would be nice if you didn’t hold back right now
“I don’t want it to end so soon,” he murmured.
low. “I' " «P'm not worried at all about it ending so soon because I fully e>
be back here again.”
He chuckled. “God, I hope so,” he replied fervently, as he shifted
analyzehe heart of her. But it was all he could do to hold back, clenching his
he fought for control, and he whispered. “This time ...”
“What  gpe placed a finger against his lips. “Got it, but next time will be «
different story.”
1g after  «p’]] have to leave to see where Mountain is.”
Jamn, T «yeah T know, and I need to get up too,” she noted, “but right n
our time.” He started to move inside her, and she exploded almost i
> 10 8Obeneath him, her cries slipping out. He quickly sealed her mouth with
cuddled her close. Then he started to move again and again, and,
fourth and then fifth drive, he came apart in her arms, her mouth silen
m backcyies,
T neck,  When he collapsed beside her, he groaned. “You damn-near killed
- “That “Trying to keep quiet damn-near killed both of us,” she whispered
giggle.
dCross — He looked at her and grinned. “I know, right?” He rolled over anc

t;led h}‘frher into his arms. “I really don’t want to get up and leave you just yet.’
hat she

)p close



ed him  “No, and I don’t either, but considering how much of the myster
ating ofget broken apart today, you don’t want to miss it.” She gave him a kis:
ar bodyjaw. “So I don’t have a problem getting up and sorting this out.”

“No, you’re right.” He pushed back the covers and almost imme
thoughtwinced at the cold that connected with his body, sending a shiver dc
spine. “How about a holiday in California when this is over?”

“I think  “Ilive in California, so how about you come for a visit?”
und his  He nodded.
it him. “That could work, unless you end up with responsibilities in Swit
or Germany after this.”

“I don’t know where I’m going,” he said. “I’ll touch base with my
but then I can always come visit you, assuming I get an invitation.”

“Consider yourself invited,” she said, with a smile. “By the ti
figure out where and what we’re after in this lovely winter wonderle
should be doing pretty well, as relationships go.”

“Yeah, it’ll take us a day or two to sort it out.”

“We’ve got a good start, and I’m not going anywhere. And, if it’
me, neither are you.”

r

(pect to

‘t(.)alzf i He laughed. “I’m really glad you feel that way.”
') “Oh, I’m definitely feeling that way,” she confirmed.
. whole “Does that mean you’re getting dressed now?”

“I am.” She groaned but quickly slipped on her clothes, and, g
now, the two of them ran to their respective bathrooms down the ha
quick wash up. When she stepped out, he stood there waiting for her.

11051/;:15 He grinned. “I figured we should check in at the clinic first and thi
-his an(}fl,to get coffee.”

: “Okay,” she said, “although coffee is always my preferred first chc
by hlS (13 b 3 » 3
. : It’s kind of on the way though,” he pointed out.
cing his . N

True.

e As they headed to the medical clinic, Sydney stepped out from he
wi.th anext door. She looked back at them, smiled, and, in a pleasant mornir

asked him, “Hey. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” Nikolai replied, “How’s our patient?”

“He’s good. I popped over to my room to change clothes. He wa
fine.” She walked over, opened the clinic door, and stepped in. Imme

| pulled



y mightshe cried out. They piled into the room behind her and there, half off t
5 on thewas Carl, and obviously he was dead.

adiatel.y $

ywn his

NikoLAl PULLED EMILY close, as they stared at the dead man.

“Damn it,” she whispered. “I told him that I would help him get
She wrapped her arms around Nikolai.

“I know,” he muttered, then turned to Sydney, who was crouched
her dead patient. “Was anybody here when you left?”

She shook her head. “No, and not only was nobody here when I
was awake.” The doc sounded weary, as if her voice was coming fro

zerland

family,

ime w
nd. we ®far away. “He had come to a place where he was quite happy to open
> "to tell what he knew, though he said he didn’t have much more the
he’d told us already.”
s up to “What did you talk about? Was there anything new?”

“I told him a supply flight was coming in today. I didn’t pron
course, since I’m not the CO around here, but I planned to make a pitc
colonel to see about sending Carl out on today’s run. Still in cust
course, but I wanted to get him to a hospital that stood a better ch

[igghngsaving his fingers. He got really excited. I popped out for a minute t
Ill for aand to get changed out of yesterday’s clothes,” she explained. “I wasn
but maybe ten minutes, tops.”
-0 head “The question is, did somebody come here and help him out, or di
this to himself?” Nikolai asked.
ice.” Magnus stepped into the clinic behind Sydney, his arms wrapping
" her and holding her close, as he stared at the dead man. “Jesus
Somehow, we have to put a stop to this shit.”
F Toom “I don’t know what happened,” Sydney muttered, bewildered. “I ]
;g tone Vas gone ten minutes, likely even less.” She shook her head. “Honest
’he was fine. He was talking. He was okay.”
“But this”—Magnus pointed to the dead body, with its blueish sk
q doinghis lips—*“looks as if he was poisoned.”
Jdiately “Absolutely.” Sydney stared at the dead man. “What I don’t k

whether he killed himself the minute he got an opportunity, since I’



he bed,here the entire night, or, if in that eight-to-ten-minute window, somebc
waiting for that chance and slipped in, taking care of the job themselve
“We’ll find out,” Magnus said quietly, as he held her close. He
back at Nikolai and Emily. “Are you guys doing okay?”
Emily gave him a lackluster nod. “We’re okay, but I’ve got to t
The holiday in California we were just talking about is sounding bette!
,time. I can’t wait to get out of here.”
' He gave her a warm smile. “Yeah, Sydney and I feel the same w«
about now. This has been the trip from hell, though, until I walked
now, I had hopes that we were getting to the bottom of it.”

Nikolai then spoke up. “We are. Either way, this was the a
desperate man,” he noted. “Although Emily and I have got our presen
—and at least the next few steps of our future planned for,” he adde
still have the last few things here to tie up.”

At that, Magnus looked at him. “So, does that mean you have a go
of what’s going on?”

“Let me put it this way. I have a hell of a lot better idea than I
night,” he declared, as he stared at the dead man.

Magnus nodded. “Now we have to consider that fact that everyt
this compound had a chance to kill Carl and, as such, are all
suspects.”

“Unless he took the poison on his own,” Sydney repeated, turning
him

“How did he get the poison? Did he have access to poison?”

“The medicine cabinet is still locked, and I don’t have any
anywhere else.”

“So, somebody else had access to poison, and that is as big a
anything.” Magnus shook his head.

Nikolai added, “And it may be that somebody came in he
convinced Carl that he needed to take it, but chances are, he didn’t ev

’that long to consider it.” Nikolai sighed. “As far as I’m concerned, tt
was murdered, and now we need Mountain to return to bring in tl
teen Onpieces to this puzzle.”

“I don’t know about final pieces,” Sydney noted, staring at him in
“But, damn, I hope you’re right because I need this to come to an end.’

“It’ll come to an end, all right,” Nikolai agreed, with a nod, “b
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ydy waswe’ve all got paperwork to do and more research to work on. And ho;
s.” if Mountain brings back the right answers, we should get this sort
lookedfast.”

Then came a shout from the far end of the hallway, and Mountair
2]l you.toward them, another man in his arms.
rall the  Sydney stared at him. “Oh my God, another one? Who is this

Sydney cried out.
1y right ~ Mountain gave her a half smile, and his expression revealed all k
in justemotions, as his panting wouldn’t get words out.

Emily took one look at the battered face of the man, and her hea
ct of aflip in her chest, and she squeezed Nikolai’s arm.
tsorted  “Sydney, it’s Teegan. Teegan Rode.”
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we’ve all got paperwork to do and more research to work on. And hopefully,
if Mountain brings back the right answers, we should get this sorted real
fast.”

Then came a shout from the far end of the hallway, and Mountain strode
toward them, another man in his arms.

Sydney stared at him. “Oh my God, another one? Who is this now?”
Sydney cried out.

Mountain gave her a half smile, and his expression revealed all kinds of
emotions, as his panting wouldn’t get words out.

Emily took one look at the battered face of the man, and her heart did a
flip in her chest, and she squeezed Nikolai’s arm.

“Sydney, it’s Teegan. Teegan Rode.”



EPILOGUE

TEEGAN OPENED HIS eyes, only to slam them shut against the bright li

moaned ever-so-softly as pain shivered through him. Gentle hand:
warm cloth against his forehead and gently wiped his face.
happened?” he whispered.

“That’ll be one of the questions I ask of you,” a woman replied.

He opened his eyes to see a man standing there, looking ferocious
woman beside him, gently wiping his face. “Who are you?” he whispe

“'m Sydney. I'm the doctor here. I arrived not long aft
disappeared.”

He blinked at her several times and asked, “Where?”

At that, Mountain stepped forward. “Teegan, do you know who I a

He nodded. “Yeah, you’re the guardian angel I’ve been praying foi

“Yeah, I’m here, brother. I’'m just so damn sorry it took me so
find you.”

“I’m alive. That’s what counts,” he muttered, “but I sure as hell w
could tell me what the hell happened.”

“We’ll get there. I'm not sure how much you remember or hov
you’ll ever remember,” Mountain said, “but you’re here now, an
protect you. You are the reason I came up here.”

“Thank you for that,” he added, as he opened his eyes. “Did you s
woman?”

“What woman?” Mountain asked, stepping forward.

“The one who was helping me.”

“Was it Amelia?”

“Yes, Amelia.”

“Why does she need saving?” Mountain asked, his voice choking t

“She’s the one who kept me alive. She’s the one who kept mov
around to keep me alive,” he shared, and then he winced. “Damn, it’



hard to keep a hold on the memories. Everything keeps shifting and
together.”

At Teegan’s side, Sydney turned to Mountain. “You’ll need to giv
chance to rest and to get his thoughts together,” she stated. “Everythii
hazy, and, once again, we’re dealing with the effects of that debi
cold.”

ght. He Mountain nodded. “I’ll go get him a hot cup of tea.”
s put a At that, Teegan opened his eyes and stared at his brother. With .
«Whatald a note of amusement in his voice, he said, “Tea? Really, bro? I wc
for a coffee just now.”

Mountain looked over at Sydney, and she nodded. “Get him a ¢

5, and ashe replied. “The stimulant won’t hurt him at this point in time, and i
red. evenhelp.”
er you At that, Teegan whispered, “Christ, if only I could get warm.”
“We’ll get you warm,” the doc declared, “but I see frostbite c
toes.”
m?” He nodded. “Yeah, I don’t remember how or where.”
- Mountain glanced to the other bed. “And, Jesus Christ, somebod
long tot© fill me in on what the hell happened to Carl.”
Teegan looked over at Mountain. “You need to find Amelia.”
ish you “I’ll find her,” Mountain promised, “but we need to sort you out fii

Then a knock came on the clinic door, and another woman stef
v muchShe looked over at Sydney. “Doctor? I'm Sandrine,” she stated. “I can
d we’]1the supply plane. I understand you’ve been a little overwhelmed.”

“Yeah, you could say that,” Sydney admitted. “I had somebody I

ave thebut she’s been quite sick.”

“I’m not, and I’m here and ready to help wherever I can.” She
over to Teegan, then looked at him and winced. “Teegan?”

He raised heavy eyelids and stared at her in confusion. “Sorry, do
you?”

Disappointment crossed her face, and then she shrugged. She look

. at Sydney and masked her features in an instant. “What can I do to hel
ing me Immediately noticing the unmistakable hurt in her voice, Sydney
s reallyat her. “Teegan’s come back from an extremely rough ordeal, and w

know the details yet,” she explained. “Unfortunately neither does



mixingmemories aren’t there, and he doesn’t have any recollection of
happened to him. Please don’t take offense to anything he says right nc
ehima  Sandrine looked at her in shock.
ng’ll be  Teegan opened his eyes. “I still don’t remember you, but the doc’
ilitatingEverything is hazy, and I’'m far from 100 percent. Sorry, I’'m not tr
insult you.”
“That’s fine,” she replied gently, as she looked at him. “I won’t
a groanpersonally then.”
uld kill ~ “T gather I know you?”
“You could say so,” she stated. “At one point in time, you askec
“offee,”marry you.”
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memories aren’t there, and he doesn’t have any recollection of what’s
happened to him. Please don’t take offense to anything he says right now.”

Sandrine looked at her in shock.

Teegan opened his eyes. “I still don’t remember you, but the doc’s right.
Everything is hazy, and I’m far from 100 percent. Sorry, I’'m not trying to
insult you.”

“That’s fine,” she replied gently, as she looked at him. “I won’t take it
personally then.”

“I gather I know you?”

“You could say so,” she stated. “At one point in time, you asked me to
marry you.”



This concludes Book 6 of Shadow Recon: Nikolai.
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Shadow Recon: Teegan (Book #7)

7 s [ff/y” 7 .

- ‘HAMWREEIL ;

Deep in the permafrost of the Arctic, a joint task force, comprised of o
dozen countries, comes together to level up their winter skills. A

personalities, nationalities, and egos bring out the best—and the wc
these globally elite men and women work and play together. They rub
with hardy locals and a group of scientists gathered close by ...

One fatality is almost expected with this training. A second is to
not a surprise. However, when a third goes missing? It’s hard to
suspicious. When the missing man is connected to one of the elite M
team members and is a special friend of Lieutenant Commander
Callister? All hell breaks loose ...

Battered and bruised, Teegan wakes up in the training camp strugg
remember the details of his last few weeks. But along with not knowir
happened to him, he also doesn’t recognize the woman caring for him
the camp. According to this Sandrine, he’d once asked her to marry hi
he has no idea who she is...He didn’t remember much about what haj
nor did he remember the woman looking after him. Sandrine that i
information rolls through his confused brain along with the other di:
bits of information he can’t place, leaving him distrustful of everyone
him.

Sandrine can’t believe the injured sick man in front of her is "
They had a history together but she’d not in any way thought she’d



like this. He’d always been so fit and strong. All she wants is to get hi
on his feet and be the man she used to know. But someone isn’t do
him yet...

Teegan knows his brother is doing everything possible to solv
mysteries and to make sure no one gets a second chance to hurt hi
sometimes betrayal doesn’t come from the outside... sometimes it
from the inside... inside... and not outside...

Find Book 7 here!
To find out more visit Dale Mayer’s website.
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like this. He’d always been so fit and strong. All she wants is to get him back
on his feet and be the man she used to know. But someone isn’t done with
him yet...

Teegan knows his brother is doing everything possible to solve these
mysteries and to make sure no one gets a second chance to hurt him. But
sometimes betrayal doesn’t come from the outside... sometimes it comes
from the inside... inside... and not outside...

Find Book 7 here!
To find out more visit Dale Mayer’s website.
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