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        Two Years Ago

      

      

      

      “You remember Aiden Coleman?”

      Viktor Zavodny looked up at the name he hadn’t heard in a long time. His sister was making cookies for some school event and talking aimlessly about everything she thought Viktor should know was going on in Steepleshend.

      He’d advanced to a new level of Angry Birds on his iPhone and had spent the last hour attempting to get past it. His sister’s talking was a backdrop to his concentration, and all he had to do was grunt occasionally.

      Aiden Coleman’s name, though, tore him away from deciding the angle and velocity of his exploding bird. Aiden Coleman was his first love. Or, rather, Aiden Coleman’s first love had been Viktor. Viktor’s first love had been the Navy and a very definite plan for his life that didn’t involve Aiden in any way, shape, or form. Still, Aiden had been cute.

      “Yeah,” Viktor began cautiously. “I was a couple years above him in school.”

      We kissed quite a bit before he started talking boyfriend status and I pulled back. He didn’t say that part aloud.

      Monika tipped chocolate chips into the latest batch and concentrated so hard at scraping the mixture to include them that she stopped talking—just at the moment Viktor became interested.

      “Moved away to be a cop up in Essex,” she continued, “but he’s coming back here to take up a deputy position in the sheriff’s office. He’s taking over his old house after his parents retired to Florida.”

      The white house on the green, a sprawling, artfully decorated showpiece, was the pinnacle of the large houses around the center of this small town of only a thousand people. Aiden was that close? Viktor fidgeted in his seat and wondered how to get Monika talking without making it obvious he was curious about Aiden. It had to have been fourteen years since he’d last seen the boy who’d caught his eye. He was lying if he said he hadn’t caught himself thinking about the tall, skinny, dark-blond, blue-eyed rich kid on more than one occasion over the years. Sometimes, when he was in the direst of situations, it was good to focus on the parts of his life that remained unblemished by his career. Like his sister and his nephew and his school days. And all the potential that had been Aiden and what he represented.

      “Really?” Viktor finally said in his most practiced noncommittal tone. “Have you seen him?”

      “No, Mandy told Stacia, who told Abbey, who then announced it at coffee last week. He had some huge falling-out with his parents, but apparently they reconciled just before they retired to the panhandle, the parents that is, not Aiden. Rumor is that he’s single, and Mandy had it on good authority that he’s gay, which is probably what caused the falling-out all those years ago.” She looked pointedly at Viktor. “Did I mention he was single? And gay?”

      Viktor knew exactly where his sister was going with that. He could almost script it in his head. She would make some throwaway comments about the fact that Viktor was single and that while he was in town he was more than capable of picking up a boyfriend.

      “Stop that,” he said irritably. Glancing at the clock, he realized he was two hours past his need for painkillers. That explained the knifing pain in his thigh. It seemed like Angry Birds must have been akin to a drug if stopping it made the pain come back with a vengeance. Maybe he should look into having cell phone games added to the list of pain-killing options for the team. He bet Joseph or the LT would go for that one.

      Not.

      “Stop what?” Monika asked innocently. “I wasn’t saying anything. Just that there’s a guy you used to know who’s in town, he’s available, and he swings at least one of the ways you appear to swing.” She laughed as she said that.

      So sue me if I like everything on the menu, Viktor thought irritably. Doesn’t mean I’m interested in catching up on old times with every single available gay man in the town.

      He’d compartmentalized Aiden into good times had at school, and he wasn’t ready to let those memories out of the box.

      “You know exactly what you’re saying.” Viktor gestured at his leg, foot up on a stool and bandages peeking out from under his long shorts. An IED had sent shrapnel through the meaty part of his thigh—nicking an artery and causing him to code on the operating table—coupled with another piece embedded in his kneecap had him on enforced sick leave for six weeks. He was only a week in and already his sister had come up with twenty different ways to keep him occupied. Hooking up with someone from his past was a new one, though, even for her.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” she said with a grin. When she changed the subject to Ben’s science project, Viktor lost himself back in Angry Birds and refused to recall anything about Aiden or that long, hot summer where he almost decided, on the strength of a few heated, innocent kisses, that going into the Navy could wait.

      “You still coming to the science fair tomorrow? Ben wants you there.”

      “You didn’t have to add the emotional blackmail, you know. I told the kid I would go and I will.”

      “You’re Mr. Grumpy this morning,” Monika commented cheerfully.

      Viktor grunted, then ignored her. He liked being grumpy. People didn’t talk to him if he was grumpy.
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        * * *

      

      Viktor stood by Ben’s science project, leaning on his crutches and wishing the ground would open up and swallow him. The pills that were supposed to alleviate the pain left him feeling nauseated, and his leg ached like a bitch. If there was one thing that Viktor didn’t do well, it was inactivity, and that was all he was capable of at the moment.

      “Oh look, Aiden is here,” Monika said at his side.

      Viktor groaned silently. “Did you know he’d be here?”

      “His dad used to be on the judging panel, so I thought maybe he’d show his face.”

      “Monika, I don’t need my big sister organizing my dates.”

      Ben arrived back at his table, looking both nervous and excited. For a few seconds Viktor focused on Ben, but he couldn’t fail to see Aiden straightaway, milling around the tables amidst the crowd. He was still taller than Viktor, a couple inches maybe, and that skinny sixteen-year-old had become a man. Boy, had he become a man. With broad shoulders and a muscled back, Aiden was solid, and when he crouched down to look at something by the door, his jeans stretched obscenely over an incredibly fine ass. Viktor wished he could still run, preferably in the opposite direction. Aiden had been a temptation too far when Viktor had been eighteen and Aiden sixteen, and he was still that in his thirties. His dark-blond hair was cut short and he had designer stubble. Not the scruff that Viktor had, but stylish shaved-that-way stubble. He wore a pale blue-checked shirt and those sinful jeans. It seemed like a lot of people were reacquainting themselves with Aiden Coleman.

      From his vantage point in the shadows behind Ben’s project, Viktor observed as Aiden moved closer and closer. From the way he stopped and talked to all the kids, he looked to be part of the judging panel on those damn projects. Had Monika known that? Was that why she insisted on Viktor supporting Ben in this thing?

      Aiden clearly hadn’t noticed him, and Viktor shuffled back a little farther in the hope that it could remain that way. After the way they’d left everything all those years ago, Viktor felt nothing but embarrassment. The kid had professed love, the kind of love only a teenager could feel, and all Viktor had done was laugh. That had been one of the regrets that piled up in his head, but it didn’t mean he could fix it today. Aiden reached Ben’s table with its environmental project all laid out, looked directly at Viktor, and suddenly Viktor’s embarrassment turned into instant lust.

      Jeez. Those eyes. That face. Aiden had become something more than he ever was. A man. A man who stared at Viktor like he was debating whether to acknowledge he even knew him. Aiden’s gaze moved to the display, and he engaged in a short question and answer session with Ben. Then he left. He said nothing to Viktor, didn’t even look at Viktor a second time.

      Viktor wasn’t sure how that made him feel. Happy? Pissed? Relieved? Finally he settled on accepting. He’d humiliated a young, naive Aiden by laughing at his desire for them to be high school boyfriends, and the guilt still swirled inside him. Aiden had only been sixteen and he’d had stars in his eyes, but Viktor, on the other hand, was already in the mindset of keeping his sexuality a secret. The Navy wouldn’t willingly accept a guy with a boyfriend.

      “I came in second,” Ben said with a wide grin, and Viktor showed his pride with a quick sideways hug for the kid. Ben must have got the science brains from his absentee dad, because Viktor and Monika were never known for their skills in science at school. It was weird given that Viktor was now an ordnance expert. He knew almost everything there was to know about the ways an explosive device could kill or how he could neutralize one before he was dead and forgotten. He had an excellent understanding of the math and science behind keeping his team alive.

      As the fair settled down toward the handing out of certificates, Viktor chose a chair toward the back of the rows in the church hall and scooted a second chair back so he could elevate his left leg. Monika sat next to him.

      “You okay?” she asked, concerned.

      “Yep,” he answered. Then he lowered his voice. “I just had sex with Aiden in the bathroom,” he said.

      She looked at him startled. “You did? Jesus, Viktor…” She seemed to realize what she had just said, in a church as well, and blushed. “Tell me you are yanking my chain.”

      Viktor shrugged. “I’ll leave you to imagine how I could have sex while not actually being able to stand up for longer than five minutes at a time.” He winced as Monika slapped him on the arm.

      “Asshole,” she whispered loudly. A couple a few rows ahead of them turned around at the noise and glared at Viktor and Monika disapprovingly.

      “Veteran,” Viktor said firmly, just loud enough for them to hear.

      They immediately appeared guilty and turned away.

      “You can’t do that,” Monika admonished him, although she was laughing.

      Viktor shrugged. “They tried to guilt us. I played the only card I have.” Then he too was smiling and he leaned in to bump shoulders with Monika. At least Aiden hadn’t walked over and punched him for what had happened the last day. Viktor chalked that up to a win.

      Coughing over the microphone pulled his attention to the front. Viktor recognized Mr. Arnold, his old math teacher, standing on the slightly raised platform. “…welcome Aiden Coleman, who has recently moved back to town to take up a new role in the sheriff’s department. His family’s sponsorship of this annual event is something we thought we would lose when Annabelle and Richard left for warmer climes.” The crowd laughed at the obviously inside joke. “So I give you Aiden Coleman.”

      Aiden moved onto the small stage and Viktor found himself straightening in his seat to get a clear look. No one would question him staring at Aiden when Aiden was up there talking. Viktor didn’t visit home much and he hadn’t physically laid eyes on the guy since school. How did that happen? They’d been friends, before the friendship turned to heated kisses and exploration, that was.

      They’d had choices back then. Viktor always wanted to go into the Navy. He knew where he was going as soon as he finished school. He didn’t care about college. Aiden wanted a degree. Viktor didn’t want to stay in his hometown, but Aiden always said he wanted to stay local and make a difference. Viktor sighed as he listened to Aiden talk.

      “…always a science nerd.” Aiden finished and left a pause for the people in the room to insert the appropriate response, in this case, laughter. “Someone once said to me that nerds were born to rule the world.” He looked pointedly around the room until his gaze rested on Viktor. “I’m not sure about the world, but having an education with science and math at its core is going to get you places.”

      Viktor moved uneasily. He had been the one to say that to Aiden about nerds, likening Aiden’s abilities in exams to a glimpse of genius. He’d been teasing. Jeez. He felt himself growing warm. They’d been kissing and touching while watching Star Trek reruns in Aiden’s basement TV room. He remembered that very clearly.

      “Anyway,” Aiden continued, “in third place…”

      Viktor waited for Ben’s second-place award and clapped the loudest in the room, putting his fingers between his lips and whistling his approval. Ben waved and returned to his seat.

      “He likes having you here,” Monika said as soon as she could be heard over the clapping. “He kinda misses out, not having a dad.” Viktor squeezed his sister’s hand. The anger that flared in her expressive green eyes made Viktor feel useless. He couldn’t handle her anger: he didn’t know what to say. Daniel had left the picture not long after Ben was born. Too young for being married and having responsibility was his excuse. In Viktor’s opinion, his sister had a lucky escape from the fucker who was way too happy to use his fists to solve issues. He may never have touched Monika, but there was something about him that seemed dangerous.

      Daniel had left in the night with nothing more than a scribbled note, but Viktor had tracked him down with his team’s help a few years back. Needless to say, Daniel Hillier had shown his true colors when Viktor found him in prison for GBH. Having an entire SEAL team visit him was enough to have him reconsidering ever getting back in Monika’s life. Viktor didn’t feel guilt—he’d seen the photos of the woman that Daniel had beaten. There was no way the fucker was having access to Viktor’s family.

      People began to move, indicating the event was over, and Viktor tried his best to help Ben dismantle the project and pack it all away in the box. It was kind of difficult when he needed the crutches to keep him upright, but he did try. Monika had gone off, helping the organizers clean up.

      “I’m proud of you, Ben,” Viktor said. He clapped his thirteen-year-old nephew on the back and ruffled his hair.

      Ben screwed up his nose. “I wanted to beat Henry this time,” he said. Then he lowered his voice in an action so similar to Monika’s it made Viktor smile. “He always has the best ideas, but he’s an ass and no one likes how rude he is.”

      “Maybe you will next time,” Viktor reassured him.

      “Maybe next time you could help me?” Ben said suddenly. “We could do something about bombs or something.”

      Viktor shook his head. The thought of his nephew anywhere near what he did was enough to send icy chills scurrying down his back. “Let’s leave the explosives for another day,” he said.

      Ben looked disappointed. “It would be so cool if we could blow something up one day. Together.”

      Viktor hoisted the last of the project into the box. Uncle/nephew bonding time over C4 and timers? Only in his world was that even possible.

      “One day, maybe.”

      Ben carried the large box to the car, and Viktor struggled alongside him. His leg ached like a mother and he knew he’d pushed too far today, but hell, he was sick of sitting around feeling like an axe was hovering over his head. The more he walked and proved he was okay, the more likely it was that he was damn well getting cleared to go back to the team. This was not holding him back.

      “Viktor.”

      Viktor turned as quickly as he was able to on uneven ground with a fucked leg and two crutches. The one thing he’d been hoping to avoid was staring right at him.

      “Aiden,” he said simply.

      “Nice to see you after all this time,” Aiden offered. He held out his hand, and carefully Viktor released the hold on his right crutch to shake it.

      “You’re looking well,” Viktor countered. Fit, toned, sexy, grown-up: a man.

      “Wish I could say the same to you,” Aiden offered with a half grimace, half smile. He gestured at Viktor and Viktor knew what he was seeing. The IED had sent gravel and dirt slicing into his neck and face, and his left eye was still swollen with the resulting infection. Viktor was limping and relying heavily on the crutches. He looked as bad as he felt.

      “Yeah” was all he could think of to say.

      “What happened to you?”

      Viktor shrugged. “Walked into a door,” he deadpanned.

      Aiden shifted his stance a little. “We should catch up,” he said.

      “Beer,” Viktor suggested.

      “I’ll call you.”

      And with that, Aiden left.

      Left Viktor standing like an idiot with his sister in his peripheral vision, smirking. That didn’t go how he’d expected. Finding himself on his ass in the dirt was how he’d expected it to end up. It wasn’t like he could defend himself, injured as he was, and Aiden had grown up.

      After all, he was the one who did the leaving fourteen years ago. He was the one who fucked it all up. He was the bastard who laughed in Aiden’s hopeful face.
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      The beer was cold but Viktor wasn’t drinking. He couldn’t, not with the meds that he was on for at least the next two days. The beer in his hands was a prop, something to focus on and to stop people asking stupid questions about why he’d been sitting in the bar for the last half an hour on his own. True to his word, Aiden had called the house and had left a message with Monika: beer at the only bar in town at eight pm. So that was where Viktor was sitting, at the rear of the room with his back to the wall and the cold beer sweating in his hands.

      Aiden arrived ten minutes after the agreed time. In his uniform he looked good, if a bit more than just tired, and he stopped at the bar for a drink, then sat down opposite Viktor.

      “Coke?” Viktor asked, indicating Aiden’s drink.

      “In uniform,” Aiden answered. He slid an object across the table and Viktor picked it up. He recognized the watch as he turned it over in his hands. Jeez. It was his granddaddy’s watch, still showing the correct time and still solid and strong in his hands.

      “You left it at my place,” Aiden said. “The day you walked away.”

      Aiden’s voice was even, but mentioning that morning was a sharp poke in Viktor’s ribs. “And you kept it this long?” he asked instead of apologizing for what happened all those years ago.

      “I only found it again when I was moving a couple weeks back. I always meant to give it to Monika.”

      Viktor pocketed it, the only thing he had left of a grandfather he’d idolized. He’d thought he’d lost it in the scramble to leave for his new life. He’d never put two and two together that it was left in Aiden’s room. “Thank you.”

      “So, a SEAL, then,” Aiden commented. There was no question in the words, just a simple statement of fact.

      “Eight years.”

      Aiden nodded thoughtfully. “Congratulations. It was what you wanted. I remember you saying you wanted the Navy and that one day you’d be good enough to be a SEAL.”

      “Monika said you were a cop? Up in Essex County?”

      Aiden nodded. “Wanted to make a difference. Got my degree, went straight to the Academy. Decided to come home when Mom and Dad said they were retiring to Florida. Got a job in the sheriff’s office.”

      Viktor felt uneasy at the short sentences they were using. Clipped and summarized, each comment was finite and there was no room for discussion. Viktor picked up on the only piece of what Aiden said that he thought he could expand on.

      “So you said Mom and Dad moved away?”

      “Mom always wanted to live in the sunshine state,” Aiden said. Then he leaned back in his chair and nursed his Coke. Evidently that subject was finished with. “You being discharged?” he asked.

      Viktor shook his head and copied Aiden’s stance, leaning back until his shoulder blades touched the wall. He was trying for relaxed, but the pain in his leg and the awkward conversation were messing with his head.

      “I have another five weeks. Bullet nicked an artery, is all. R&R, PT, and I’ll be back to Oceana by the end of August.”

      Aiden lifted his Coke in salute. “Good news for you. I’d hate for you to lose being a hero.”

      Viktor heard the sarcasm in the tone and snorted. “I’m not leaving the team unless it’s in a box,” he said.

      Aiden considered his Coke and swished the brown fluid from side to side in the glass. “That’s kind of morbid,” he said finally.

      Viktor waited for more words, any kind of words, but Aiden was still staring into his Coke and evidently wasn’t hurrying to start a conversation. Seemed like it was up to Viktor to carry the conversation.

      “And you’re a sheriff now?”

      “Deputy. I started a few weeks back.”

      “I remember you said way back that you always planned to come back to Steepleshend one day.”

      Silence again. Then in a dramatic motion, Aiden slapped his glass to the table, ignoring the Coke that sloshed over the sides. “Fuck me,” he cursed. “This is stupid. Come with me.”

      Viktor didn’t argue. Awkwardly he stood up, leaning heavily on his crutches as his body adjusted from sitting to standing. He followed Aiden out of the bar and down the alley to the side. The night was warm and stars littered the black sky like scattered diamonds. The path took them onto the green, getting closer to Aiden’s house. It seemed like that was where they were going. Viktor wasn’t sure what he was walking into. Aiden evidently wanted somewhere private to call Viktor on the fact he’d left so suddenly without much of a goodbye and with so much unspoken between them.

      Aiden opened the front door and gestured Viktor in. As soon as the door was shut, Viktor stumbled as Aiden shoved him back against the door. He exhaled noisily in pain, but Aiden’s expression didn’t change. He was focused, intense, and there was a spark of something in his eyes. Temper? Frustration? Viktor couldn’t tell. When Aiden crowded close and cupped Viktor’s face with his hands, Viktor realized what he saw in Aiden’s eyes was something more than these two emotions. It was lust. He kissed Viktor, but it was less a kiss than a branding, hot and deep and dark, and with Aiden’s big body covering him, Viktor did everything that he could to relax into the kiss.

      Aiden backed away a little. “I needed that,” he said. “I’ve wanted to kiss you goodbye for fourteen years.”

      Viktor raised a hand and traced his bruised lips with his fingers. “Are you done, then?” he asked softly. He would walk, or limp, out of the house with his dignity intact, even if the kiss had him hard in his pants and needy for an awful lot more. Aiden exuded confidence and Viktor had the sudden irrational urge to kill every single man that had been anywhere near Aiden to make him so damn bold. Where was the sixteen-year-old boy who talked of a forever relationship? The kid who made Viktor happy and sad at the same time?

      “Do you want this to be done?” Aiden asked, curious. “We had the start of something all those years ago. Don’t you want to see where it goes now?” He rubbed his thumbs along the top of Viktor’s cheekbones in a gentle, rhythmic fashion. His blue gaze was intense in the dimly lit hall, and he was so still Viktor looked down at the rise and fall of his chest to check that Aiden was even breathing. His kink for bigger men, the height of Aiden and the bulk of him, and the startling blue eyes, and Viktor could feel himself falling without a parachute. He was confused and turned-on and angry and lost and a million other different emotions. He was only here a few more weeks, but Aiden was like a match to kindling. Viktor wanted more.

      Finally he found his voice. “I didn’t say I wanted it done.”

      Aiden leaned closer to whisper against Viktor’s lips. “I always wondered what would have happened if you hadn’t left. When we kissed, we were good together, you can’t deny that.”

      “I don’t.”

      “I always wonder what I missed out on. I should just get you out of my system once and for all.”

      Viktor could get on board with that, but he wasn’t sure if his body was going to let him. “If you’re talking about sex, I can’t do a fucking thing with this leg.”

      “I’ll give you a few weeks to heal,” Aiden said.

      “That’s generous of you.”

      “Then…” Aiden crowded him again, all pushy and hard. “Then I’ll bend you over and show you what your blast from the past has learned since he was sixteen.”

      Aiden sounded angry and confident at the same time. Viktor hated the tone of Aiden’s voice. He was throwing the very words Viktor had spoken back at him.

      You’re a naive little kid, Aiden, no one thinks about forever when they’re only sixteen.

      Viktor closed his eyes briefly. “You think this is a good idea?”

      Aiden ground his hard cock into Viktor’s and smirked. “I’ll wait until you can walk without a stick, then have me a few days of getting you out of my system with no-holds-barred sex and no expectations. I think it’s a damn good idea. Don’t you? From what your sister says, you like to share it about, so I’d kinda like my share now.”

      He stole another kiss, this time harder, more insistent, and Viktor melted bonelessly into the wall, the only thing holding him up Aiden’s body weight. He moved a little to release the pressure on his leg and went with the flow. He may not be able to fuck or be fucked tonight, but he could surely enjoy the ride while it lasted.
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        * * *

      

      Viktor woke suddenly with the vestiges of a nightmare leaving his breathing ragged. Aiden moved in his sleep, and for a second Viktor held his breath. They’d fooled around ever since that first night after the bar. Subtly the dynamic had changed. Aiden had started the whole thing like he had something to prove, but he’d softened. He seemed to conveniently forget the fact that Viktor had left him just when things were getting good when they were kids. His kisses had become less punishing and more loving, and when they finally had sex, only two weeks ago, it had been angry sex that quieted to a connection that unnerved Viktor. The change was marked as each day passed.

      His cell vibrated, and Viktor wondered if that had been what had woken him from the heated dreams where he was running and shooting and attempting to stay alive. He scrambled for the phone and pressed the button to read the text. There were two. The first was from Command, acknowledging a situation, and the second was openly demanding from Joseph.

      Wheels up in 48, you done lazing around?

      Aiden rolled onto his back reached out to Viktor’s side of the bed. His fingers curled into the pillow Viktor had just left. For a second Viktor simply stared at the man he’d gotten involved with. And for that short amount of time, he even allowed himself the luxury of imagining staying here with Aiden, or at least coming home to him when he could. Aiden was hot, and they had a spark in bed that Viktor couldn’t categorize as anything less than explosive.

      “Yeah, I’m done being lazy,” Viktor whispered to the night. The thought of being back with the team, back with his friends, was the driving force behind the PT and the mind over matter on his last assessment. He was good for the team, and the team wanted him. They needed him.

      “You okay?” Aiden said with a wide yawn and a stretch. Early morning light filtered in through the thin drapes, and Viktor could see the lines of the man he’d been kissing for five weeks and—when his body finally allowed him to—fucking with for the final two of them. Aiden spoke words last night that Viktor had pretended not to hear. I love you. Okay, it had been at the very peak of him coming over Viktor’s stomach and abs, but still, an I love you was just that, a statement of way more commitment that anyone in Viktor’s line of work could commit to.

      Another text came in, pulling him from the words he was trying to ignore. A single question mark, this time from Luca.

      Aiden glanced from the phone to Viktor, then reached over and turned on the small lamp. “Time to go back to work?” he said gently.

      Viktor nodded. They both knew this time would come when Viktor left to be the person he was supposed to be.

      “I need to talk to you about last night,” Aiden said a little desperately. “Before you go.”

      “I don’t have time to talk,” Viktor said. He didn’t mean to cut Aiden dead so damn finally, but he needed to get away before Aiden laid any more frightening statements on him.

      Aiden forged ahead without stopping. “I know what I said last night freaked you out, I get that, but when you come home again, you could come here, we could let everyone know we’re seeing each other, could make this seeing each other work.”

      Viktor clung hard to the image of his bags at his sister’s house and the Jeep in her garage that was fueled and ready to go. Luca and Joseph had dropped it off to him two weeks ago when they checked in on him. He never told Aiden they’d visited. There was no point. Aiden wouldn’t want to know, as he did nothing but talk about how he wanted more from Viktor. Commitment. The dreaded C word that sent fear skittering down Viktor’s spine.

      “No talking,” Viktor said firmly. He leaned over and kissed Aiden full on the lips. Aiden looked torn between chasing the kiss and arguing the case. “It was fun⁠—”

      “Don’t you do that,” Aiden interjected heatedly. “We could be real. I really think I’m in love with you.”

      Viktor shook his head. Love? What the hell was that about? They had a connection, one stretching over many years, they’d come together in heat and lust, but I love you? That wasn’t right. “No you don’t,” he laughed, although the sound was hollow. “You’ve had all your goodbye kisses. It’s balanced out, and it’s nothing more. I don’t love you, you don’t love me, but we fuck well.” He climbed out of bed and began to dress, pulling jeans on quickly and pocketing his cell before dragging his shirt over his head.

      “Christ, Zavodny,” Aiden cursed. He got out of bed and pulled on his own jeans. “Why can’t you be honest? You know we have something here.” He reached over and gripped Viktor hard. “Don’t lie to me.”

      Viktor stopped. His heart twisted in his chest. Aiden accused him of lying? He wasn’t lying. What kind of relationship could a SEAL have with anyone? He’d been close to dying so many times he’d lost count, and no one understood that, no one could know what it was like to be him, to be part of a SEAL team.

      “I’m a SEAL. We kill and maim and do shit you can’t even imagine in your worst nightmares and we do it well, but we don’t do love,” Viktor snapped. He conveniently forgot Dexter and his Em. That was different—they’d been a couple since school.

      Then with nothing else spoken between them, Viktor left the room, sending a quick ‘ok’ text to Luca, knowing his teammate would pass it on to Joseph. In ten minutes he’d said a quick goodbye to Monika, who stared at him, dazed at the early morning awakening. Ben wasn’t even up yet, but Viktor couldn’t wait around to say his goodbyes to his nephew.

      In another ten he was on the road south, and his heart finally stopped beating double time when he passed the sheriff’s department on his way out of the county. The sight of Aiden’s workplace caused sadness to take hold of him.

      He’d lied about not being able to love, to Aiden and, most importantly, to himself. But it was for the best. SEALs didn’t have forever. If they didn’t die then they had PTSD, nightmares, and a fucked-up psyche. Love was just something else for him to lose.

      Always protect your heart. Serve your country, solve problems, and stay alive. Always try to stay alive.

      Never admit to falling in love.
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      Aiden rolled his shoulders, then zipped up the last bit of his sheriff’s-issue coat so the lower half of his face was covered. It wasn’t easy to see his deputy at first through the veil of swirling snow, but when he did, he called out a greeting, “Morning, Billy.”

      The deputy, his red hair peeking out from his thick insulating beanie, waved in recognition of his lieutenant arriving on scene. The deputy left the man he was talking to and crossed to Aiden in a kind of weird snowshoe shuffle along the icy road. “Bitch of a morning, sir.”

      “That it is, Billy,” Aiden called back, his breath freezing as he spoke. The wind chill had lowered the temperature severely and the snow was near suffocating with its large flakes. Billy Abbot, the newest deputy at the sheriff’s office, was wrapped up like an Eskimo and banging his gloved hands together in an effort to keep the blood circulating. The low temperature was to be expected, but the wind chill dragged it down to the seventh circle of a very icy hell on every exposed inch of skin.

      The call that a body had been found had come from Mr. Stivers, who was walking his dogs. Poor guy was now standing at the edge of the parking lot for the trail with his dogs sitting obediently by his side. This wasn’t Aiden’s first call to a body, he’d been a cop in Essex in the north of Vermont for going on nine years, but it was his first body on the mountain. Normally when he was involved in a rescue, there was a living person to be found, usually under a snowmobile, occasionally with added blood and broken bones, but Stivers had been adamant this body was very much a dead one.

      “How is Mr. Stivers?”

      “Shocked. He was running his two Labradors in the start of the forest. He told me that every morning he takes the Andover Trail from the trailhead and circles back around. He arrived at the parking lot at 0720, walked the trail, and on his way back at 0815 he called his dogs back from over a ridge and spotted what he says is a body in the snow.”

      The call that came into the department had been frantic and garbled, and Aiden immediately dispatched Billy with himself soon after. He’d be one of the first two at the scene of whatever Mr. Stivers had found, which he hoped would be nothing more than the carcass of a dead animal. Still, it got him out of the office, and for that he was grateful. If he had to field one more question about the heating, he would go mad.

      “Lieutenant? You want me to tell Mr. Stivers it’s okay to go to the office to fill in the report?”

      “Did he show you where he saw the body?”

      “Not yet. I was waiting for you, but the witness says all we need to do is take the first left off the trail and we’ll find it.”

      “And he didn’t see it on the start of his walk this morning?”

      “He says he can’t recall if what he saw was there or not when he started out, but he did add he was in early-morning-dazed mode.”

      “Okay, he can go. Get him to call in the office to give his statement.”

      Aiden took the trail path and stopped at the left turn. He couldn’t see anything at first and stopped atop the small ridge that bisected the path, his breath crystallizing in the icy air as he scanned the area. Seeing the body that Mr. Stivers had spotted wasn’t difficult once he had the barrier of the ridge out of the way. And the remains of whoever was there were distinctly human. Instinct had him wanting to run to the body, but training had him standing absolutely still and analyzing the scene in front of him with detachment and focus. The canopy of the tree above the body held back the majority of the new snow, and instead there were random deposits of the white stuff where branches above became overloaded. He listed in his head what he saw: six foot, broad, probably male as the body was well built, dressed in a white parka with blood staining the material. There was no sign of movement from the body or in the hollow itself. Just the eerie stillness of death. The face buried in snow and dirt meant there was no chance of a visual description or potential ID from this distance.

      Aiden crouched on the edge of the clearing and examined the path of the footprints leading away from the sickening sight of scarlet blood trailing away to pink smudges in the white. Occasionally, paw prints bisected the trail, and a couple of them were pink with tracked blood. So much for a clean scene—looked like Mr. Stivers’s dogs found the body before Mr. Stivers called them off.

      The trees were heavy with snow. Even as Aiden crouched there, a branch swung in the snow-bearing wind and dumped a load of the white powder over part of the footprints leading up to the body. Even so, the sprawled form was clearly visible from the main trail. There is no way Mr. Stivers would have missed it if the body had been here when he first arrived.

      “Jesus,” Billy said from behind Aiden. “It’s real.” He took a step forward, but Aiden held up a hand to stop him. “Is he dead? We should check.”

      “He’s face down in the snow, and he’s bled out. He’s dead.” Not to mention the hand that reached out in front of the corpse, curled up in a plea, was white and stiff.

      “Holy shit,” Billy cursed loudly. Aiden cast a look at the deputy. With his face half covered by a scarf, it was difficult to see what kind of expression Billy had, but his eyes were wide in horror. The young guy was fresh out of college, and this was the first body he’d come across on the job. It was bound to be hard, and Aiden had to handle the situation correctly. In addition, as training officer for the kid, Aiden needed to treat this like an exercise in crime scene preservation, and he had to get Billy to concentrate.

      “What do we do here first, deputy?” Aiden asked carefully.

      Billy looked at him with shock still in his eyes. “Jeez… We need—to—need to preserve this scene,” he stuttered. Then he visibly pulled himself together, and after shutting his eyes briefly, he focused. “We’re too far away to see signs of life. But from the position in the snow and the amount of blood, I don’t imagine the victim is alive. So, no first aid is necessary. The blood is mainly around the waist, which indicates a lower torso shot, possibly a wound to the stomach?”

      “You’re speculating,” Aiden interjected softly. Even though the assessment of blood was spot on.

      Billy blinked at him. “Okay, so… the body is not showing any signs of life, in which case, our next step is to ensure we keep evidence intact. But the snow is burying any evidence, and also it looks like Mr. Stivers’s dogs did some investigation of their own. So by the time any CSI team got here, there wouldn’t be anything but the body left. We need photos of as much as we can before there is nothing left.”

      Aiden pulled out his cell phone. “Call it in. I’ll take photos, and then we need to cover this scene somehow. Get Travis to bring out the canopy.” He captured as many close-up photos of the prints as he could and listened as Billy called it in to dispatch and relayed the message about the canopy to Travis. He heard dispatch acknowledge and contemplated what he had in front of him.

      “Maybe a hunting accident,” Billy suggested.

      “Possibly. We’d need to get a better look at the body. You follow the scene twenty feet out or so, then circle back round, I’ll take the other direction. Use your phone. Get as many photos as you can before anything else is destroyed.”

      As if to underscore his worries, the snow flurry worsened, and the icy flakes stung his face. Billy went left, he went right, and cautiously they circled and photographed as much as they could. He couldn’t see the man’s face, so it could be any one of a number of guys in the hills hunting.

      “Lieutenant, over here.” Billy’s urgent call startled Aiden out of his thoughts. Pulling his hood closer around his face, he sidestepped anything that could remotely be considered evidence and went in the direction of Billy’s voice.

      “What you got?” He couldn’t see anything immediately beyond a pile of snow, but everything became clear as he crested the small rise.

      “Found another body.” Billy’s voice wavered. “Fuck, I didn’t see it, stumbled over legs.”

      Aiden checked the localized area and the signs of Billy’s footprints, then back to the body. When he saw a movement, he imagined at first that it was merely shifting snow, but a long drawn-out groan from under the drift had him scrambling straight to the noise. He and Billy shoveled snow away, but there was no more groaning now, only absolute stillness.

      “Dispatch, we need paramedics here.” Billy was calling it in with an incredible presence of mind even as Aiden checked for vitals.

      “I have a pulse. I’m turning him.” The tall skinny form was easy to maneuver, but the snow was packed in around him like he’d buried himself or someone had buried him. Carefully, between Billy and Aiden, they managed to turn the kid without jostling him unnecessarily. Only when they had him on his back did it become obvious who it was. Ben.

      “What the hell?” Billy was horrified. “It’s the Zavodny kid from Steepleshend.”

      Ben Zavodny. Aiden couldn’t believe what he was looking at. Was he dead? How was Monika going to make it through if she lost her son?

      He and Billy pushed away more snow, and thank goodness, at that point the noise of distant sirens broke the snow-deadened air. In the start of the forest, the snow was deep but the roads to town had been cleared. The paramedics were stationed at the small hospital in town and were nearly here. Aiden pulled out the metallic blanket that was in his large pocket, and with Billy’s help they rolled and covered Ben. The young man’s lips were blue, his skin near white, and Aiden narrowed his expression on small details, scratches on Ben’s face and the fact that his coat was ripped along the collar. His ankle was turned at a horrible angle and was obviously broken.

      “Is he going to make it? Hell, he’s only a kid.” Billy sounded fearful and Aiden wished to hell he could give a good answer.

      “They could be another ten minutes, we need to move him. Billy, help me lift him.”

      “What about his neck? Should we be waiting?”

      Luckily Aiden didn’t have to think about it as the paramedics drew up and were scrambling through the snow to where he and Billy were with Ben.

      The paramedics checked him over then moved his weight on the slippery, moveable snow. There was blood where his head had been, not much, but enough to indicate a head wound. Even as they handed Ben over to the competent hands of those who could help him, Aiden wasn’t filled with hope. Ben looked hypothermic and as near to death as he could be.

      “Do you think Ben was connected to the guy who’d bled out into the snow?” Billy asked.

      “I don’t know, Billy. I wish I did.”

      The captain arrived with Travis and pulled his SUV in next to Aiden’s. At the same time, a ranger’s 4x4 pulled up, and Sam climbed out. Aiden knew that the Forestry Service would have been informed, and he was glad it was Sam on the scene. Maybe his friend could make sense of what was happening here.

      The captain stopped and spoke to Sam, and then they zipped coats and pulled on heavy gloves and beanies as they walked over. Aiden encouraged Billy to make the report on what they had so far, as Travis arrived with the canopy. A lot of time must have passed since calling this in, but everything seemed to be going so fast.

      The captain nodded. “Okay, Billy, you’re with me and Travis. Aiden, you’ll take point on notifying the family. I want you at the hospital for when Ben wakes up.”

      Aiden’s stomach sank. Monika was his friend; hell, he’d been at Ben’s fifteenth birthday party on chaperone duty a few weeks before. She was a strong woman, had to be since her husband disappeared all those years ago, and her life revolved around family. The thought of telling Monika that her boy had been found near dead in the snow chilled him to the bone. He didn’t argue, however. He was the lieutenant here, the responsible one. He had a job to do, and he’d have to shut down the fear and focus on the task at hand.

      “Yes, sir.” Aiden gave no outward sign of the thoughts in his head.

      “So, do we have an ID on the dead guy?” The captain pointedly looked at Billy for a response, and Billy visibly puffed up with importance. Aiden smiled to himself. Was I ever that young?

      “We didn’t disturb the scene to check for ID,” Billy said.

      “Very good.” The captain nodded his approval. “We’ll wait on investigators. Let’s cordon off the area and find a signal to get photos to dispatch.”

      “You’ll lose any evidence in this snow,” Sam pointed out.

      Aiden nodded in agreement. “We photographed everything we could find. Hopefully the canopy will protect some of what we haven’t seen so far.”

      Sam frowned as he looked up the pathway. “This is just a dog-walking trail. I don’t get why we have a dead guy and an unconscious teenager on this path. Could the dead guy be a snowmobile accident? Maybe he totaled his snowmobile higher up the trail and made it here?”

      “That is what we expected,” Aiden answered. “But this doesn’t look like a snowmobile accident. Billy, can you show Sam and the captain the scene?”

      Aiden was happy to leave Billy with the reporting, and he stripped off his jacket before climbing in the car. He flicked on every single heating switch he had and waited a few minutes for the car to warm before he started it. Thankfully, it started first time despite the load on the engine, and he was backing out of the parking area and onto the main road only twenty minutes or so behind the ambulance.

      The Zavodny house was typical of the small town. White wood and sprawling, it was set back from the road and was a home Aiden was acutely familiar with. The house was one of the last places going out of town Athens way and was half organic food store, the remainder family accommodation. Monika lived here with Benedikt, or Ben as everyone called him.

      Every single time Aiden approached the house, he couldn’t help but think of Ben with his wide smile that reminded Aiden so much of Viktor. And there it was. Viktor. The specter of the man who had been part of his life since they were teenagers rose unbidden from where he’d forcibly hidden it. They hadn’t seen each other since Viktor walked out two years ago after being at home to recuperate from nearly being blown to a million pieces on some foreign soil.

      Aiden pushed the thoughts to one side as he pulled onto the drive. Monika Zavodny, wiping her hands on a towel and with a smudge of flour on her face, answered his knock with a smile.

      “Morning, Aiden,” she said cheerfully. She frowned and the smile slipped from her face. “What’s wrong?” She gasped. “Oh my God, is it Viktor?” She looked past Aiden as if she expected someone from the Navy to be with him.

      He wished it was. He wanted it to be Viktor he had come about. Viktor was out there knowing what the hell he was doing, had made the choice to put his life on the line the same as Aiden had. She was prepared for bad news about her brother, but not her son.

      “I’m sorry, Monika, but it’s Ben. He’s in the hospital.”

      Monika shook her head. “No. It can’t be Ben. He’s staying at Cam’s.” Aiden could follow exactly what the thought process was: the sheriff’s deputy standing at the door talking about her son, who as far as she was concerned was safe at a friend’s house. The man in uniform had to be wrong.

      “He was found out by Andover Trail this morning unconscious in the snow.”

      Monika paled and pressed a hand to her mouth, and Aiden cursed inwardly. He’d done so many of these visits, giving bad news to family, and he hated it. Monika was someone he never wanted to hurt. She’d been the only one he’d been able to talk to in the last few years, the only one who knew Viktor better than he did. Hell. He knew all of her expressions, and this one was absolute terror.

      “Is he…is…?” Monika’s eyes filled with tears.

      He reached out and gripped her shoulder to reassure her. “Paramedics took him, but his pulse was strong and there wasn’t much blood.” He cursed at his words as she let out a cry of alarm. “I’ll drive you down to the hospital. You’ll need a coat,” he added when it looked like she was going to step into the snow in socks and house clothes.

      She shrugged on a jacket and didn’t speak until Aiden heard her say softly, I’ll call Cam… This is a mistake. Aiden wished to hell it was a mistake. There were frequent accidents from tourists and hunters alike on the damn snowmobiles in the forest, but there was no doubt it was Ben who had been unconscious in the snow. He helped her buckle up. The hospital was only half a mile, but he’d attended enough accidents in the snow to have her secure and safe. She just let him. In a daze, she simply stared ahead and allowed him to adjust her jacket so he could buckle her in. He drove the short distance back toward the main town, the Toyota’s snow tires gripping the road. He pulled into the parking lot in front of Angel Cottage Hospital and parked his car. Monika was fumbling with the belt, and as soon as Aiden released her she was up and out immediately. He followed as quickly as he could, reporting his position to dispatch as he walked.

      When he entered the reception, everything looked so damn calm, but he spotted Monika standing at the reception desk, visibly shaking. Aiden guided her through the side door to the more private family room. The hospital had a multitude of clinics and doctors’ offices, and the last thing he wanted was for gawkers to stare. Monika gripped his hand and he didn’t have the heart to pull away. She needed the support, and he could give her that. A nurse came in from the other door with a clipboard, and Aiden observed her facial expression as she spoke to Monika. Aiden didn’t interrupt, he would ask questions later, but for now what he heard was enough. Ben was borderline hypothermic with a broken ankle, and he was unconscious with contusions to his head. The nurse made a point of saying Ben was in good hands. They always said that, about being in good hands, like that made everything better. The prognosis was good and Ben should pull through. Should.

      Monika crumbled and Aiden held her up enough for the two of them to stagger to the chairs. Monika was sobbing, and over and over all she could say was “He was at Cam’s, he should have been safe at Cam’s.”

      “Is there anyone I should call for you? Do you want Jakub and Catherine here?” Monika’s parents lived two towns over, and they were a close-knit family. With them here she would at least have someone to rely on.

      “They’re visiting with friends, I’m not sure where. Can you call them?”

      “I’ll call Jakub,” Aiden reassured her. “Is there anything I can get you?”

      “Viktor,” Monika whispered through her tears. She looked directly at him, and there was a plea in her eyes that he couldn’t ignore.

      Aiden’s stomach fell. She was asking for Viktor? Well that was going to be an awkward conversation after how everything had ended. Viktor was a SEAL, overseas at the worst of times, on base at the best. The last time Aiden had seen Viktor had been when the man had come home to his sister’s to recuperate after an IED proved even SEALs weren’t made of impenetrable, unbreakable steel. That had been some few weeks in a long, hot summer.

      “Do you know how I can reach him?” Aiden asked patiently. He attempted to keep all emotion out of his voice. He could do this. He wasn’t some teenager with his first crush anymore, nor an idiot that believed in happily ever afters with someone intent on playing a damn hero every freaking day. He was a grown man with a healthy sex life and a kind of, sometimes, not always boyfriend. Ian was a friend with benefits, anyway, and he was a boy, well, a man.

      “I’ll call him,” she said. Aiden felt relieved and then felt like an idiot for experiencing relief at not having to talk to Viktor. Stupid.

      Monika pulled her cell from her pocket and dialed a number. She held the cell to her ear and listened. “Voicemail.” Her hand trembled as she left a message asking Viktor to call her. “I couldn’t tell him in…in…a message.” Her voice broke again, and Aiden cursed Viktor for not being at the end of the phone at that very moment for his sister. And hell, yes, he was being irrational.

      He always was where Viktor was concerned.
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      Viktor rolled over in bed at the insistent noise of his cell pushing through sleep. Last night had been a late one, and he had the aching muscles to prove it.

      “W’izzit?” A distinctly male voice came from somewhere at the bottom of the bed.

      “S’not mine,” a female replied from the same general area.

      “Mine,” Viktor said and growled as the phone stopped ringing just as he reached it. “Fucking hell,” he cursed and slumped back on the bed, waiting for the sound that indicated if anyone had left a message. Blurrily he looked at the screen, his eyes widening when he saw the missed call was from Monika. His sister didn’t usually phone at…what was the time? Jeez, it was light out, but his body clock was seriously screwed. The tone let him know he had a message, but when he listened to it there was nothing but a plea that he phone, plus stuttering with a whole lot of static.

      He scooted up so he was sitting on the pillows and watched, amused at the fact that the husband and wife team he had joined in with last night were getting hot and heavy right in front of him. She held out her hand, Anna or something. Viktor waved her away, and dismissing the need for a shower, he dressed and left the room.

      “See you around, soldier!” the husband, Mark, shouted after him as he left the suburban middle-class home in Suffolk, Virginia.

      “Sailor,” Viktor muttered. Then he pulled the front door shut and climbed into his Tahoe. The couple hadn’t been all that bright, but the husband was built just right for Viktor to get a hold of. Clearly they didn’t understand Viktor’s explanation of who he was when he was attempting to get the three-way. Typical.

      He dialed his sister’s phone, and she picked up almost immediately.

      “Viktor,” she stammered. Instantly Viktor was on high alert. He forced aside all possible worries and simply listened. “Ben had an accident, he’s in the hospital.”

      “What happened? A car?”

      “No. He was out on the mountain, found this morning. He’s unconscious, and he has a broken ankle, hypothermia, and a head injury.” She caught a sob. “What do I do? Why would he be out there?”

      Viktor turned the key in the ignition and said nothing. On the mountain? That didn’t make sense.

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” he said firmly. “Call me if anything changes.”

      He didn’t want details. He just needed to get there.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of the next call coincided exactly with Viktor’s Tahoe sliding on untreated ice, and he was cursing as the damn thing skittered sideways like it was on rails. Foot off the gas, he guided the car as gently as he could until he was once again on road that was in sunlight with the ice melted. The trees that towered high on either side of him and the eerie fog that crawled in among the tree trunks made everything dark despite the white of the snow.

      Fear gripped him. He was close to Ben in that from-a-distance kind of way, and funnily enough it had been Ben who’d unknowingly been helping Viktor with a lot of big decisions he had to make. They emailed all the time, and Viktor found himself talking about a life after being a SEAL. Would he stay in the Navy? Was that even possible for a SEAL to go sideways? Ben listened to everything Viktor was saying, and part of Viktor wanted to be in his nephew’s life more frequently than the odd days here and there between tours. Joseph was going to Sanctuary soon. Hell, Dexter had already left the team, and Viktor had to get his head around the fact that he had big decisions to make during his downtime that probably wouldn’t be easy if he was caught up in family.

      Why was Ben on that damn mountain?

      The one place he could think, away from the sex, the downtime drunk days, the training, and the pain, was at his sister’s house. He’d planned on visiting his sister soon, maybe even next week, a surprise visit. He should have just gone to Vermont as soon as his thirty days off started. He could have stopped whatever harebrained shit had been going down to get Ben hurt. He hadn’t told her he was coming up next week. He hadn’t even known he’d be back in the country until the wheels actually touched US soil. Then he’d considered Luca’s offer of a beer or two and had even gone cruising for his usual casual hookups, but in the back of his mind he’d decided already that he needed something different this time.

      Since his brother-in-law had disappeared, Viktor was Ben’s closest male relative, and he had to be there.

      “Jeez, Ben, what did you do?” he muttered to the empty car as he depressed the button for hands-free. All he had was dead air to listen to, but the number flashing was his sister. Again he waited for the voicemail and a certain amount of tension lifted when Monika told him that Ben was at least out of danger. He could barely make out the message with the way her voice cut in and out, but he knew his sister and she sounded calmer.

      The eight-hour drive from Virginia was tedious, and he couldn’t drive fast enough. He should probably pull over for a break since the last one he’d had was just over halfway at some middle-of-nowhere gas station. Rest? Who needed that? He’d done worse things with his SEAL team than drive icy, foggy Vermont back roads. Way worse. Ending the call, he saw the icon for another voicemail and pressed the button. Nothing. Just more static. Damn snow was causing more problems than it was worth. He was used to snow, from his first eighteen years in Steepleshend to the SEAL Arctic survival training in Canada, he’d seen it all from beautiful light flurries to death in a blizzard. He wouldn’t choose the snow as his first theater for war or indeed in any place where he voluntarily spent time, though. The rest of the team thought he was mad, but he preferred the blistering heat of the desert.

      He recalled the last email he’d received from Monika. She’d said Ben was going through a rough time, that she’d read a text on his phone and she was convinced he was being bullied for being a geek and what should she do. He’d not known what to say and the email sat unanswered on his laptop. Hell, how did he know? But he would find out as soon as he could get face to face with Monika and Ben. At the end of the day, family was everything he had, and he had twenty-seven days of his downtime left. He wasn’t leaving Steepleshend until he knew everything.

      Viktor passed through the countryside and began the last few miles to the town he’d been born in. He slowed as the snow worsened—this had to be the thickest he’d seen the white stuff around here since he was a kid. When he reached the sign pointing to the sprawling sheriff’s office on the left, he slowed even more. Memories assailed him of the last time he’d come home and of the man who was probably sitting in the office with his feet up, drinking coffee. Last Viktor heard Aiden still worked in there, but he refused to allow himself to dwell on the memories that refused to leave him alone.

      He was here for a week and no more, just to see what the hell was going on with Ben, and then he was back to Oceana. He was not going to have any reason to see anyone from the sheriff’s office, let alone Aiden Coleman. The man was the thorn in Viktor’s side, the one person, outside of Viktor’s sister, who still knew the real Viktor.

      “Stop it now,” Viktor told himself in no uncertain terms. You fucked him over, you lied, and you made your choice.

      Realizing he’d reached the town without any recollection of the last ten minutes of driving, he cursed his stupidity. Just stepping foot in Windham County was evidently enough to have him acting like an unobservant idiot waiting to be killed. Where was his vigilance?

      Probably back at Oceana with the rest of my team.

      Viktor’s phone rang again as he reached the turn onto the Athens road but he ignored it. He was two minutes from the old house and judged it a better place to leave the car than the hospital. He could get to the hospital in a couple of minutes by running. Pulling up onto the drive, which was six inches deep with snow, he parked the car.

      In less than a minute, he dragged his coat from the Tahoe, then jogged across the main Athens road and over the snow-covered sidewalks down the path to the small hospital parking lot, his breath puffing in icy clouds as he exhaled. As he expected, the snow was piled high with only gaps for the paramedics, and he knew he’d been right to leave the car at Monika’s house. He was at the hospital in minutes and pushing into the main entrance. The reception area for the Angel Cottage Hospital had a few doors from the lobby, one of which was for their version of an ER. Four permanent beds with two docs on call, that was where any serious injury would be seen. Viktor didn’t want to, but he had to assume that whatever happened to Ben was serious. Stamping his feet to clear the snow, he caught the eye of the receptionist.

      “Benedikt Zavodny,” he snapped quickly. “I’m his uncle.” He was used to economy of language and didn’t even stop to think he should maybe have extended his explanation. She wasn’t fazed and simply gestured to the family-room door. He was through it instantly and saw his sister sitting back in the waiting room chair looking pale and scared. She was alone, which just served to make her look even more vulnerable. She looked up at him, startled at the dramatic entrance, then broke into sobs.

      “Viktor!”

      “What happened?” he asked. He needed the facts and he needed them now. A SEAL couldn’t act without intel. He cleared the distance to Monika and pulled her to her feet for a quick hug. Gripping her upper arms, he peered into her eyes. She shook her head mutely, and Viktor saw the devastation carved into her face. Oh fuck. Was Ben gone? “Ben, is he…” dead? Gone before I got to talk to him? Grief nearly drove him to his knees.

      “No…”

      Monika stared at him like she couldn’t believe he was here. He shook her slightly to get her to focus. “Tell me what happened,” he said firmly.

      “They said he was bleeding,” she finally forced out. She gripped the front of Viktor’s coat and twisted the material in her hands. “He was supposed to be at his friend’s house. I don’t understand.” She sounded lost and scared, and Viktor got her to release her hold and pulled her close. “It’s been nearly half a day in here and they won’t let him wake up. He’s being kept in an artificial coma.”

      “What are they doing for him?” he asked. “Is it the head injury?”

      “That’s why…the coma…” she said, her voice heavy with emotions. Pain and worry and confusion—Viktor identified each one. Her body sagged in his grasp, and he held her tight and rocked her as she let everything go and sobbed.

      Okay, he had to change direction here. Had to get her to focus. “Where’re Mom and Dad?”

      “They’re on their way,” she explained. “They were in New York for their wedding anniversary, I didn’t want to… They were… Mom needed the… Jeez… I can’t do this.” She pulled away and slumped onto the nearest chair. “My baby is in there, and we don’t know—we—no one will tell us⁠—”

      Viktor went to his knees in front of her and held her hands, then rested his forehead on her knee. “What was Ben doing…?” He stopped and unconsciously held his breath.

      “I don’t know,” she offered brokenly. “None of us know.” She placed a finger under his chin and tilted his face so she could look at him. “Are you really here?” she asked like she couldn’t quite believe it.

      “I’m sorry,” Viktor apologized. He didn’t know what else to say. She leaned down until her lips were close to his ear.

      “Thank you. For coming,” she whispered. “I’d hoped you were in the country,” she added. He moved to sit next to her and held her close, and together they waited quietly.

      This whole situation, being in a waiting room, wondering what the hell was going on through closed doors was so much like other times when he’d been stalking the hospital for news on an injured teammate. But those times were different, they were SEALs injured doing their job, not some kid who was too young to know better. Ben wasn’t the kind of kid to do stupid shit. He was a straight-A student, top of his class in all his core subjects. He had no reason to be anywhere other than where his mom thought he was. What the hell was Ben doing out in the frigid night?

      The last email he and Ben exchanged had been chatty, about football and the Navy. Was he in trouble? Was he being bullied? Had he decided to walk out on the mountain in minus figures so he died? Nothing in the emails indicated he was in trouble. Was it a girl? He attempted to recall what Monika had said in her last email. Something about Ben being preoccupied, his grades slipping a little, that she didn’t know what was wrong with him, that he was a teenage boy, and would Viktor email Ben and have a chat with him, maybe FaceTime? That had been three months ago. He’d done as she asked, but Ben and he had chatted about football and the Navy, nothing about emotions and delicate things like that. Did he have a girlfriend causing issues? Or a boyfriend? Viktor should have asked more. His self-criticism was cut short when the door marked staff opened with a bang.

      “Monika,” the doctor who pushed the door open spoke quickly, “he’s comfortable and I have every reason to think he should be fine.” He evidently couldn’t wait to get the news out to them. He glanced at Viktor. He opened his mouth as if to say Monika needed privacy or some equally stupid doctor-type thing. Instead Viktor cut him off.

      “Viktor Zavodny, Monika’s brother, Ben’s uncle. Here for Monika.”

      The doctor nodded his understanding, looked at Monika for confirmation, and when she gripped Viktor’s hand tightly, the doc appeared to get the message. He checked the chart, and Viktor didn’t have to be good at reading people to recognize the minute hesitation. Whatever he was going to say wasn’t good news, despite the prognosis of Ben being okay.

      “Ben’s suffering from hypothermia and, of course, the broken ankle that we have set in a cast. His head injury still gives us cause for concern, and the extent of it is difficult to gauge at this moment. His CAT scan is showing swelling, and it’s our decision at the moment to keep him unconscious to give his brain a chance to heal. He’s being monitored, but there is no reason to think he won’t wake up and everything will be fine.” Monika visibly deflated like all the energy had been sapped from her in one fell swoop. “Would you like to see him?”

      “Can we both…?” She indicated Viktor and the doctor nodded.

      He led them through the staff door and down a short corridor until he reached a final door. With his hand on the doorknob, he stopped. “Don’t be scared by what you see. He has blankets warming him and he’s intubated, but he’s going to be okay.”

      He pushed open the door, and Viktor was faced with a sight he’d hoped never to see: his nephew lying white and unconscious in a hospital bed. A nurse was checking vitals against a chart, but she moved back and away when Monika approached. Monika’s tears were silent now, and she reached for her son’s hand, clasping it gently with her own. Viktor looked at an impossibly still and silent Ben over her shoulder.

      “He’s so pale,” she said softly. Ben’s forehead had two small butterfly bandages, not much external evidence of the trauma inside. She leaned over and placed a kiss on his cheek.

      Viktor hated hospitals. Too many times he’d sat in one with a teammate or watched someone die. Anxiety gripped him firmly alongside the fear that Ben looked so close to death.

      “What if he dies?” Her voice hitched. “I couldn’t bear it,” she murmured.

      “The doc said he should be fine,” Viktor reassured her. “At times like this we need to believe the professionals, trust that they know what they are talking about.” He stared down at Ben’s face and traced the wires to the machine with the reassuring beeps. He had to have as much belief as he was telling his sister she should have.

      “How is it you have so much faith?”

      How did Viktor answer that? How could he explain that without trust and a kind of blind faith, he’d never have become a SEAL? At the end of the day, he was built to trust those more competent than himself.

      “He’ll be fine,” he repeated.

      “Why would he be out so early in the morning?” she began again with a hitch. “I don’t know… What happened…? He’s such a good boy.”

      Viktor held his sister. “I know he is. He’s a bright kid, very focused, and funny. There has to be a reasonable explanation.”

      She looked up at her brother and smiled softly. “He is so excited when he gets an email from you, tells all his friends about his big brave SEAL uncle. Sometimes I think that he treats you like he would have his dad.” She leaned into Viktor, and he held her gently. “Did he tell you he wants to go into the Navy as well?”

      “Yeah, he said. We talk about things. There isn’t a lot he doesn’t know about the Navy, but he was never sure.” Mixed emotions combined inside Viktor. He was Navy, a SEAL, a demolitions expert, a Breacher, and damn good at his job. Would he recommend it to someone else? Someone like Ben, his only nephew? He wasn’t sure he could. So many times he had been close to booking out, an inch higher with a bullet, an IED that exploded thirty seconds behind him. Too much danger for him to ever want anyone he loved to be in that place.

      “You’re already his hero, and he has posters all around the bedroom of ships and SEALs alongside maps of the night sky. Imagine if he signs up to the Navy as soon as he turns old enough.” She half laughed but it ended on a sob. Viktor himself didn’t go around advertising what he did outside his family and friends, but in the inner circle he wore the trident of a SEAL with pride. He never told them what he really did, the things he’d been told to do, but he didn’t have to, there were enough stories out there about SEALs to give Monika and his parents—and Ben—a good idea. She pulled herself away from Viktor’s hold. “This is stupid,” she said tearfully. “I’m not this person. I’m strong for Ben. I have to be.”

      Viktor laid a hand on her shoulder. “You’re the strongest person I know,” he offered softly. “But I’m here as well. I can help.”

      “Aiden Coleman is the family liaison on this,” she began. “Is that going to be awkward?” Viktor stiffened his stance, and she looked up at him with wide eyes. She was the only one in Viktor’s life who knew about Aiden and the hot and heavy connection they’d had two years before. “Are you okay? Viktor? Talk to me?”

      Okay? To see the man he hadn’t seen in two years, the one who wanted it all despite the fact that Viktor wasn’t ready to give even the tiniest part of himself away? He’d kept up to date on Aiden, since Monika passed on information about everyone in town. She didn’t single Aiden out, but why would she? She knew how Viktor felt about attachments, knew he fucked around. She’d known Viktor and Aiden had hooked up two years back, but she’d never talked about it outright. Never pushed him.

      I’m a SEAL now and SEALs don’t do forever. Viktor deliberately ignored the fact that many of his fellow SEALs had actually found love. Joseph found Dale. Dexter was impossibly happy with Em. Viktor considered himself beyond all that. Anyway, committing to one person? What was the point in that? Then you’d miss out on the buffet that was sex with fit, young, gorgeous men and women.

      Shit. Focus. He needed to cut through the crap in his head and freaking focus.

      “I’m fine,” he lied.

      The door opened and Viktor turned to face whoever was coming in. His Mom and Dad stood on the threshold looking from him to Monika to Ben in the bed. They looked right at Viktor, but neither registered his presence as a shock, both so caught up in Ben.

      “We got here as soon as we could,” his mom said. She gathered Monika into a hug and nodded to Viktor over his sister’s shoulder. “I’m so pleased you’re here,” she said. There was no recrimination in her eyes, nothing that spoke of her disappointment that it had been at least six months, if not longer, since they’d all met up. She was too focused on Monika and Ben, and coward that he was, Viktor was fine with that. They would talk later.

      Hopefully a lot later.
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      Aiden arrived at the hospital from the office the next morning and immediately asked for an update from Lizzie at reception. She replied that Ben was comfortable and that Monika’s family was with her. It was enough to have him searching out some fresh air. He didn’t want to intrude on Jakub and Catherine, the right people to support Monika. Grabbing a coffee from the crappy machine in reception, he went out through the swinging doors and into the frigid morning.

      “Dispatch, this is nine. I’m still at the hospital,” he confirmed.

      “Roger, nine. how’s Ben?”

      “Comfortable,” he said firmly. He wouldn’t allow himself to think anything else. Ben was fifteen and had his whole life in front of him.

      “Sheriff wants you to get in and talk to Ben. Can I give him an ETA on that?”

      Aiden considered the information he had, which wasn’t much given he wasn’t family. “I’ll check when I get back in. I’ll need written authority from Ben’s mom to talk to the docs. What’s the latest on our John Doe?”

      “No identification as yet. When they checked the body, there was no wallet or cell phone, nothing tangible to track the guy down. Captain took prints at the scene, and we’ll get back to you if we get a match in the system. Otherwise, it’s checking missing persons lists.”

      “There has to be some kind of connection between Benedikt Zavodny and the John Doe. It can’t be a coincidence that Ben was found not twelve feet from a guy with a bullet in him. Ballistics needs to look at the evidence as well.”

      “We’re on it.”

      “Okay, I’ll give it an hour here, then come back in with an update. Out.” He signed off and pocketed his cell.

      “What John Doe?” someone asked deceptively calmly from behind him. Aiden spun on his heel to face the owner of the growly voice that he recognized from so many X-rated memories.

      Viktor Zavodny. Here. In front of me. God. He looked good. Every memory Aiden had of the man he’d fallen in love with, not once but twice, flooded him in a rush, and he could feel the heat in his cheeks. Thank God his hood shadowed his face as the humiliation of the damned I love you he’d laid out to Viktor moved front and center.

      Aiden cursed himself for being an idiot. Viktor was not only standing right in front of him, but he had overheard Aiden’s side of the conversation, although he could have sworn there was no one here when he’d started his report. And how the hell was it that Viktor was even in the country, let alone up here in Aiden’s town? The big bad SEAL, all dark hair and stubble, had exhaustion bracketing his clear hazel-green eyes. He was a blast from the past that sent tension coursing through Aiden. And the reason Viktor was standing in front of him was so awful. Viktor was bundled up in a dark coat, and Aiden couldn’t see much of the man under the layers. He wondered if Viktor was still all muscles and taut lines, then pulled himself up at the stupidity of what he was focusing on.

      “Zavodny,” Aiden acknowledged. He didn’t elaborate. He was in some kind of shock as his stomach fell and fight or flight was kicking in. At this moment fight was winning. “I’m sorry about Ben,” he added, almost as an afterthought.

      “What John Doe?”

      “Nothing I can share with you,” Aiden said. He knew the answer pissed Viktor off when the man moved a step closer.

      Viktor tilted his head and his eyes glittered dangerously. “My nephew is lying unconscious in there and my sister is crying for him. So I say again. What John Doe, what was that about ballistics, and how is a dead guy connected to Ben?”

      “I repeat. Sheriff’s business.” Aiden stopped as Viktor stepped deliberately into his personal space. If that was meant to intimidate Aiden, then Viktor needed to know that it wasn’t working. Aiden was well past being daunted by Viktor Zavodny. He’d got over his teenage crush, and he’d sure as hell healed from Viktor walking out on him two years ago. He wasn’t letting Viktor under his skin a third time. He pulled himself to his full height, playing on the fact that Viktor was shorter than Aiden by two or three inches. It didn’t have an effect. Viktor may well be an inch under six foot, but he had a presence about him and a stubborn, inflexible smolder in his eyes. Still, whatever the SEAL brought to this weird faceoff, Aiden could stare him down.

      “As one professional to another,” Viktor began. He sounded so damn calm. “You can tell me exactly what you know that I don’t.”

      Aiden huffed a laugh. “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll be forced to get my whole damn team up here to do my own investigation and track the whole crock of shit you have going on in this town to a higher authority.”

      Temper coiled inside Aiden, and he very nearly stepped back and away from Viktor. Then he stopped himself. He was not going to be overwhelmed here by the sheer bloody-mindedness of someone who he hadn’t seen in two years and who walked out on him so spectacularly.

      “Out of my face, Zavodny. When I know something, I’ll be sure to tell the family.” Very neatly he consigned Viktor to the box marked family. Last thing he wanted was for some idiot who thought he knew what he was doing to interfere in a case by asking him a raft of stupid questions.

      “No. You won’t,” Viktor said. He was deceptively calm, but there was heat in his hazel-green eyes. Fucker was daring Aiden to argue.

      Well hell, I’m not a lovesick idiot in awe of Viktor anymore. I’m over him. I’m a deputy sheriff with a long career in law enforcement and a badge to prove it.

      “Excuse me?” he finally said as politely as he could manage.

      Viktor wasn’t swayed. “I’m your first point of contact. You’ll not bother the family with any of this John Doe crap. You’ll come straight to me. Monika isn’t up to handling anything else at the moment.”

      Aiden balled his hands into fists. Never had the urge to hit Viktor been stronger than at that moment. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” What happened to cool, calm, and collected?

      Viktor pressed a finger into Aiden’s chest. “My nephew is in there having fuck knows what shoved into him to keep him unconscious. You got a John Doe and a problem with guns in this town you can’t control, then you tell me now.”

      “We don’t have a gun problem⁠—”

      “I heard what you said. You have a body with a bullet and therefore a stray shooter involved with my nephew.”

      “We don’t know that there is a connection,” Aiden lied. Of course there was a connection. The statistical probability of Ben and the John Doe being found in the same stretch of snow by chance was so low as to be negligible. But he felt he should get the thought out there.

      He didn’t wait for Viktor to say a word, just pushed past the glowering man and made his way back inside. Coat off, he tracked down even more coffee, then joined Monika and her parents in the vigil for Ben.

      Viktor followed him in, but they didn’t talk. The doc came in and explained more about the procedures they were using with Ben, and for the longest time Aiden focused on talking to the doc and to Monika and pointedly ignored Viktor. If he kept Viktor in his peripheral vision, he reasoned it was because Viktor was a loose cannon who needed to be watched. Nothing at all about checking out all the parts of the man he’d once lusted after to the point of five weeks of madness with the man. When the doc left, it was up to Aiden to steer this conversation the way he needed it to go.

      “I’m sorry to ask this again, Monika, but you’re sure you have no idea why he would be out on the mountain last night?”

      “She doesn’t know,” Viktor interjected.

      “I was talking to Monika,” Aiden said, keeping his voice calm. He could see that it wasn’t going to go well if he gave into to his need to punch Viktor right now.

      “None at all,” Monika said quickly. Her eyes were red from crying, her face puffy, and Aiden couldn’t fail to notice just how hard she was clinging to control. Viktor pulled her close into his side and glared at Aiden. He didn’t look emotional or worried, he just looked pissed.

      Undeterred, Aiden continued, “You said he was supposed to be at Cameron’s?”

      “Like they do every Friday night. They take turns staying over. They both have telescopes, and they’re taking an astronomy class after school. They’re good kids.” She added the last like it was a plea for Aiden to understand. Hell, he knew Ben was a good kid—bright, personable, respectful. Aiden wasn’t going to argue with Monika.

      He nodded. “I know he’s one of the good ones,” he said in a gentling tone. He was relieved when she visibly relaxed. Seemed like having a sheriff’s deputy asking her questions was making her question her son and his actions. “The captain is running this, so it’s all in good hands. I’m your liaison and I’m going back outside to update dispatch and check in. I’ll be back soon, and then we’ll find out what is happening.” He didn’t mention the fact he needed to get intelligence on the John Doe and to try and track down who the hell he was.

      Monika smiled tremulously. “Thank you,” she said in a whisper. Aiden shook hands with her parents and left the room, very aware that Viktor was following him. Irritation grew exponentially. He was a deputy and damn good at his job. He did not need a shadow.

      “What?” Aiden snapped as soon as they stood back in the cool, snowy air.

      Viktor said nothing, merely tilted his head in that infuriating way he always did when he was questioning what Aiden was saying. Aiden had seen this expression so often and there was something in the way Viktor could speak volumes without saying a word that wound Aiden up from calm to furious in seconds. Aiden had offered Viktor everything and it had been pushed back at him. The pain was as fresh today as it had been so many times. Temper ignited deep inside him. Why couldn’t he just get over this shit? Viktor must have been worried about Ben, and Aiden forced down the rising anger to make allowances for a family member as he would in any situation like this.

      “I’m going to the office with you,” Viktor announced.

      “No, you’re not,” Aiden answered.

      “I want to be in on this for Ben.”

      “No,” he snapped. ”What do you think a SEAL can do that we can’t? We don’t need your help.” As soon as the words left his mouth, Aiden wished he could pull them back. What made him ask something so damn stupid? He expected Viktor to launch into some great explanation of what happened in the Navy and how he had all the answers. Instead Viktor shook his head.

      “I have…skills,” he finally offered. His tone was less demanding and even respectful. Aiden was instantly on edge, wondering what the hell was going to come out of Viktor’s mouth next. “No disrespect,” he began, “but are you calling in someone to track prints from where Ben was found? Do you have an expert to ascertain if he went into the area from the road or down from the mountain? Was Ben on the hiking trail? Was it a dare? Kids do stupid stuff when they’re that young. I know the area and I could help⁠—”

      Aiden clicked his fingers right in front of Viktor’s face to interrupt him, but Viktor didn’t even blink. “And look, the big bad SEAL is back in town pretending like he cares…” He stopped and cursed loudly. Viktor just being in front of him sent a million emotions coiling inside him that made him become an idiot. “For fuck’s sake, just go back in to your family,” Aiden said firmly. “We have our experts, so let the sheriff’s office deal with this.” Christ. Talk about an unprofessional response. If the captain heard about how he was handling this, he’d get a black mark against his name for sure. He was the levelheaded one in the department, known for his cool and collected calm on cases. One look at Viktor and it had all gone out of the damn window.

      “Did you talk to Cameron? Ben’s friend?”

      “Yes.” Cam had been canvassed by one of the other deputies, but Cam’s perspective could be very important to the Zavodnys. Cam said he knew nothing when asked, he said that Ben had just never shown up the night before.

      “And?” Viktor pressed.

      “Cam couldn’t add anything to the case.”

      Aiden could see Viktor’s brain working overtime and filing away that piece of information.

      “Then I’ll go and check out the scene,” Viktor said firmly.

      Aiden stabbed a finger into Viktor’s chest. “I’m putting you on notice, Zavodny. Support your family, but don’t fuck with me or my office.”

      Viktor thinned his lips and scowled. “There’s someone in the forest with a gun, and for all we know he or she was the cause of Ben being found unconscious and your John Doe ending up dead. Why would you not use all tools you have available?” Viktor looked genuinely perplexed at the idea he wasn’t needed, but Aiden could see how badly this could go down. A SEAL working with the sheriff’s office was not happening. Nor was a damn SEAL team descending on his town.

      Last thing we need is a gung-ho idiot getting involved. And, boy, didn’t Aiden want to tell Viktor that. Instead he spoke very calmly, “Thank you for your offer of assistance,” he said through gritted teeth. “But everything is in hand. We would prefer members of the public stay out of the picture.” Aiden left no room for discussion or argument, and the two men stared each other down for the longest time. Aiden was so close he could see the green striations in Viktor’s curiously colored hazel eyes and the uneven stubble that spoke of the exhaustion that was reflected in his bloodshot eyes. “Get some sleep, sailor,” he added, only slightly more kindly. He ruined it by adding, “You look like shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      Viktor didn’t move a muscle until Aiden moved back toward the hospital. He had listened carefully, but it didn’t look as if the sheriff’s office had a clue who the John Doe was or why Ben had been on the mountain. The door to reception shut with a resounding slam, indicating Aiden had gone inside. Only then did Viktor allow himself to curse loudly, his face tipped up to the sky. What have I walked in on? From deciding that one day he would visit his family to find peace and to make his decisions, he had suddenly been dropped slap bang in the middle of a shooting, with an added John Doe. Viktor’s gut told him Ben was somehow an innocent bystander in all this, and he always listened to what his instincts told him. He couldn’t let himself believe that his nephew was doing anything wrong. Viktor should go back inside and sit with his sister, and he wanted to catch up with his mom and dad. Just…he had something to do first.

      Fishing out his cell, he scrolled through his contacts, and his thumb hovered between two names. Luca Fuentes was the resident tech guy for his SEAL team, and most often they worked side by side. He was a friend—someone Viktor trusted with his life and had done so on several occasions. Joseph McKinnon, on the other hand, had links to that organization Sanctuary that protected people backed up by an impressive net of intelligence sources. Also, Joseph owed Viktor a solid after the whole bomb-in-a-plane fiasco. He knew he could get information both ways, but he decided to keep it in-house and dialed Luca first. Just the sound of his teammate’s voice made Viktor relax a little.

      “Three days, Viktor, you can’t be bored already,” Luca grouched when he answered the call.

      “Luca—”

      “No, I don’t want to go scuba diving or snowboarding or climb Mount Everest with you. I just want sleep.”

      “Luca—”

      “Fuck’s sake, man, I’m ten years younger than you and I still need to catch up on sleep. You’re like a fucking machine. Go find a woman or a man or something⁠—”

      “Shut the fuck up and listen. I need your help with something serious.”

      Viktor heard some rustling noises, and then Luca’s voice was back on the line.

      “What?” Luca asked. He still had the tone of someone who expected Viktor to launch into some daredevil adventure and want to drag Luca with him. “You got someone pregnant? Someone trying to kill you? They need help?”

      “Fuck you, Luca. It’s my nephew.”

      Luca gasped theatrically. “You have actual family? All bets in the team were that you were spawned from a government experiment gone wrong.”

      “I have a nephew and a sister in Vermont. And there’s trouble here.”

      “In Vermont in general?”

      “In this town.”

      “Okay, quite apart from the fact you have never once mentioned family, which is something I will come back to, what kind of trouble?”

      “That’s what I need you to find out.” Viktor didn’t add ‘if that’s okay’, he just assumed Luca would have his back, just like he would have Luca’s back at the drop of a hat.

      “Anything specific?” Luca finally asked cautiously.

      “A shooting, a John Doe that the sheriff won’t talk to me about, my nephew in hospital with a head injury, hypothermia, and a broken ankle⁠—”

      “Shit, Zavodny, is he gonna be okay?”

      “He’s a good kid, Luca. We email. I know him. So, can we find out why he is in there fighting for his life?”

      More rustling and this time Luca sounded more alert. “What do you need?”

      “Anything you find. There’s the John Doe, do we have any missing persons? Anything in and around Steepleshend, Vermont, any mention of guns, crime stats, profiles, and the Green Mountains themselves. I remember that there’re some old places up there that were built by survivalists, hunting trails. Find me a reason why a John Doe would get shot on that mountain. I’ll email you names and places you may want to look into in a bit.”

      “One of these names is your nephew?”

      Viktor closed his eyes briefly. “Benedikt Zavodny, spelt with a K,” he said softly.

      “Okay, I’m on it. Keep me in the loop.”

      Pocketing his cell, Viktor shoved his hands in his pockets, regretting not bringing gloves with him from the car and thinking about what he should be doing next. He could stand with Monika in the hospital and stare at Ben or he could be doing something constructive. What next? He didn’t have any information on the John Doe or ballistics, but he had a crime scene he could take a look at and Ben’s friend might know something as to what Ben was doing.

      He recalled Monika said something about Andover Trail. He knew the area well. His favorite running track when he was home and a haven for dog walkers, it was accessed from the road out of the center of town that led up to the pass. It wouldn’t hurt to take a look after the police and whoever was there left a gap for him to get in. He wasn’t the primary tracker in his SEAL team, his specialty was getting into places that couldn’t be gotten into, but he knew his stuff as much as the next guy. The experts there at the moment could have missed something that he might be able to see.

      First though, he had something he needed to do. Ben was supposed to be staying overnight at his friend Cameron’s house, and to Viktor’s mind, that was the best place to start. He knew exactly where Cam Gentry lived, near the elementary school overlooking the green in one of the biggest houses in Steepleshend, only three doors down from Aiden’s house. Viktor had been in the same class as Cam’s uncle at school, a rich fucker who imagined Viktor was an easy target until Viktor showed him otherwise. Ben mentioned Cam a lot in his emails, called him his best friend. Add in the fact that he was supposed to be at Cam’s house, it was the perfect place to start.

      Glancing back at the hospital, he considered what to do next. Aiden was inside there and Viktor didn’t think he could be bothered with all the crap that was between them: the temper, the unspoken recriminations and the regrets, and all the shit that came with meeting up with an old fuck buddy. Taking his cell back out, he shot off a quick text to Monika telling her he was going to talk to Cameron and that he’d be back. He hoped she didn’t look at the text and feel the need to tell Aiden. She’d know why. Sometimes she knew him better than he knew himself. Of course his parents wouldn’t be happy, but then not much he did got parental approval, not since he’d joined the Navy at eighteen.

      He didn’t need it anyway. He was thirty-four, not fourteen.

      Viktor began a steady jog into the main area of town, passing the volunteer fire station, the large sprawling pharmacy and grocery store, none of which had changed much in ten years. He skirted the green and passed in front of the church before finally stopping at Cameron’s house. The house looked empty and instinctively he glanced at his watch to make sure of the day of the week. Definitely a Sunday, so Cameron wouldn’t be at school. He knocked on the door and waited until finally the door opened to reveal a kid the same age as Ben.

      “Cameron?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Viktor Zavodny, I’m Ben’s uncle.”

      He saw the momentary widening of Cameron’s eyes and caught the flush of guilt that suffused his face. “I remember. Ben isn’t here,” he said quickly. Then he bit his lip. “I don’t know anything. He’s in the hospital.”

      “So I’ve been told,” Viktor hedged.

      “Is he…? Can I…?” Cam looked behind himself, then faced forward with a shrug. “Is he okay?”

      “How about I tell you in detail how he is,” Viktor said. “He’s in a coma with a head injury, a broken ankle, and hypothermia.”

      “What?” Cameron said. His reaction was completely genuine, he looked to be in shock and disbelief was etched his face. “No. He can’t be. They didn’t say he was in a coma.” The shock and horror were real, and Viktor immediately trusted his instincts—Cameron knew nothing about Ben being that badly hurt. Undoubtedly whoever had been sent to question Cameron had glossed over Ben’s details and that he was unconscious. In fact, Cameron was staring at Viktor like he didn’t know what to say next, the frown creasing his forehead evidence of a teenager with a lot on his mind.

      Silently Viktor moved closer and placed a hand firmly on Cameron’s shoulder, then pasted his best stern face on. The kid yelped, and his hands came up in a protective stance.

      “Where was Ben Friday night?” Viktor said in his best low growl of intimidation.

      “I don’t know… I… No one… I’m—” Cameron’s voice cracked on a sob.
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