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About This Book


Two eight-man military units in separate vehicles were sent out on what should have been a routine reconnaissance mission in Kabul that ended horrifically when one unit drove over an antitank landmine. Badger Horley, leader of the SEALs team, and six of his men were severely injured. The eighth man died. The morning before the incident, the route plans were altered without explanation or information on who authorized the new orders. Until the mine exploded, Badger had been uneasy about the last-minute change but hadn’t attached sinister motives. Now the attempt to demolish his team made things personal. Badger and his remaining squad refuse to rest until they discover what perpetrated the tragedy and took out one of their own. For SEALs of steel, satisfactory revenge will not be denied…

Jager Hannover, a former SEAL, has recovered from the damage done when his squad’s truck drove over an antitank landmine more than two years ago. Six other team-mates were also badly injured, the seventh—Mouse—dead, in what their team leader Badger Horley realized later had to be a trap. On the hunt for answers about Mouse’s history and the one who set up the trap, Jager ends up in Vail, Colorado.

He followed Mouse’s best friend here only to discover he’s already disappeared, leaving a trail of death in his wake. Getting himself to this particular place wasn’t easy as it’s also where his parents died in a tragic accident. While on a cross-country road trip, their motorhome went off a corner of the mountain and plunged them to their deaths. Considering the information he’s found thus far, he fears this was no accident.

Allison Monroe is a police officer in Vail, Colorado. Her husband, who was also a cop, died a couple years ago in a skiing accident. Staying in the place where her dreams were shattered has given her time to sort out her grief and evaluate the direction she wants to go with her life. Getting caught up in Jager’s investigation of someone she knows only as a party animal and womanizer isn’t what she intended, but the attraction between the two of them is instant and undeniable. Passion turns to deadly purpose in a race against time when they follow a killer to Santa Fe, where he’s hunting badgers…
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Prologue
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Jager Elstad shifted impatiently. He couldn’t wait for the surprise to happen. He’d been instrumental in making it come about, but a bit of doubt remained if he’d done the right thing.

Geir was slumped in Badger’s living room. Dotty, as if understanding his mood, lay at his side. Jager knew all his friend thought about was finding a way or an excuse to get back to Morning. She and Geir had talked constantly for the last two weeks, but this long-distance stuff sucked.

Finally Badger said, “Geir, are you with us?”

“I’m here,” Geir responded, his voice heavy. “What the hell are we doing now?”

“The same as we always were,” Badger said. “So far we ran Poppy down. We confirmed that our Mouse impersonated Ryan Hanson. The police and NCIS are looking into what happened to the original Ryan.”

“And yet we still don’t know who betrayed us,” Jager growled. “That’s pissing me right off.”

Just then the doorbell rang. Dotty jumped up barking as Kat walked from the living room toward the front door. A muttering of voices was heard there.

Jager looked over to find Geir still staring up at the ceiling. Everybody else knew about the surprise, except for Geir. He’d been like a lovesick teenager since returning from San Diego, so the unit had finally gone behind Geir’s back to make something happen.

Kat walked into the room, and Jager grinned. Beside Kat stood a very hesitant, a very nervous Morning Blossom. Jager looked over at Badger.

Badger studied Morning with interest. Dotty was wiggling at Morning’s legs, her tail wagging furiously. Morning had a hand down on the gentle dog’s head, but her gaze was on Geir.

Jager hopped up. “Whatever else has to be done, it’ll be my mission. You’ve all had your turn to lead one leg of this. Now it’s mine.”

Geir shook his head, but he hadn’t turned to look toward the front doorway. “It’ll be me again. You can’t go alone.”

“You’re not coming with me,” Jager said cheerfully, wondering how long it would take Geir to notice his visitor.

“And why the hell not?” Geir lifted his head and glared at him. “No way in hell I’ll stay—” His gaze locked on Morning Blossom. He bolted to his feet, raced across the room, caught her up in his arms, twirled her around and crushed her against him.

She burst out laughing, her arms wrapped around him as she hung on tight. Dotty barked several times then, when ignored, wandered back to Badger’s side.

Overcome with emotion, Jager had to turn away. He’d helped bring this about, but, at the same time, something made him so very sad. He was the only one alone now. Not that he ever wanted anything like that for himself, but how did he face his six buddies and all their partners and be the odd man out? He shoved his hands into his pockets and said, “I might have to go back to the beginning.”

Badger stared at him. “Are you serious? Back to Kabul?”

“Do you have any other suggestions? Any other lines to pull?” Jager asked. “I thought for sure we’d find the answers in California, and we came to a dead end there. That was Mouse’s launching point to get into the navy. But we didn’t find another lover there. We didn’t find another person who would want to go after us because of Mouse’s death.”

“Should we contact the stepfather again?” Badger asked.

“No,” Talon said. “He doesn’t know anything. He’s been gone from Mouse’s life for a long time.”

“Well, this is something at least,” Erick said, shaking the cell phone in his hand as he walked into the living room from the kitchen. “I just spoke with Nelson, the San Diego detective handling Poppy’s file.” Erick wore a wide grin, but the gleam in his eyes said a whole lot more. “Their initial investigation so far came up with a name found in some files kept at Poppy’s main residence. The detective wanted to know if it meant anything to us or not. Mouse had a good friend, Freddie Brown.”

“And where was this good friend?” Badger asked.

“In Colorado.”

Talon frowned. “Where in Colorado?”

“Worked in Vail. At one of the big hotels and was a lifty part time.”

“Can we call him? Talk to him on the phone?”

“He disappeared a few days ago. Nobody knows where he is.” Erick’s smile turned predatory. “That’s why the detective called us, to track him down. We have a name and a place.”

“Damn it,” Jager said. Then he froze, and his heart seized. “I’m definitely going. That’s where my parents’ motorhome ran off the road.”

At that moment, Geir returned, carrying Morning Blossom in his arms, his face beaming. He let her down gently on her feet, and she raced across the room and flung her arms around Jager.

He hugged her tight and whispered, “Nice entrance.”

She pushed her hair back, beamed up at him and said, “Thank you. For everything.”

He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “You look after him. That big bear needs somebody.”

She stepped out of Jager’s arms, gave him a misty smile and said, “So do you.” She patted his cheek. “You’re next.”

At that, the men burst out laughing. Jager just glared at her. He shook his head and walked to the front door. “If you get more information, let me know.”

“Where are you going?” Badger called out.

Jager turned. “Hunting in Vail.”

“Brown might not be there anymore.”

Jager waved a hand. “Maybe not, but, if he had anything to do with my parents’ deaths, I will find him.”


Chapter 1
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Jager walked home, just a couple blocks away from Badger’s place, and went inside long enough to grab his go-bag and to retrieve his laptop from his home safe, both of which he deposited at the front door. He checked all the windows and doors, making sure each were locked, then glanced at the stove to make sure everything was off before leaving for a few days.

Grabbing a jacket out of the front closet for the chillier Vail evenings, he picked up his bag and laptop and left.

As Jager drove his second vehicle, a beat-up truck, to the airport to catch any flight heading in the direction of Colorado, his phone went off. He glanced down at the number, smiled when he realized it was Badger and tucked it back into his pocket. Knowing each of these leads brought them closer to the truth, to the serial killer after them—which became more and more dangerous for his friends and their respective new partners—Jager had taken the decision out of their hands as to who should accompany him and had chosen to go on this fact-finding trek alone.

It wasn’t that he had a death wish, and he certainly understood a need for backup, but, right now, he didn’t think that was necessary because he didn’t know anything. His mind was still buzzing with all they’d learned about Mouse, and all they hadn’t learned. A naval investigation had been brought on by Mason looking into Mouse’s deceptive military background. It would send shock waves reverberating through the ranks.

Jager took a left onto the main highway. Already roadside signs for the airport were visible.

What his unit, with or without the navy’s assistance, also needed to do was find the body of the poor man Mouse had replaced. Jager didn’t even want to think about making calls to that family. But it did bring up another very interesting point. Did this man who Mouse replaced have a family?

Regardless, it was hard to imagine someone stealing another man’s identity.

Besides, no one in Badger’s SEALs team had known Mouse or the real Ryan Hanson prior to Mouse’s assignment to their unit. Presumably Mouse had had the same general physical features as his victim or had cosmetic surgery to make the transition. But, since Mouse, in his Ryan Hanson role, was a new recruit to Coronado base, his anonymity had worked for him. Mouse could step into Ryan’s shoes easily.

Jager stayed right as the main highway broke into two spurs.

It didn’t help Jager understand how Mouse had pulled off the water thing when he was scared to even walk by water. That one really bothered Jager because the water element was such a major aspect of their SEALs world. The last year of their unit’s missions—the only year that included Mouse—had varied from hostage rescues to taking out terrorists on the watch list to scout or recon missions. They’d skydived and conducted over-the-beach landings and had landed via small rubber craft. On one mission the takedown had been on the high seas. Their unit had chased down a ship in their own high-speed boats and had boarded it at night. Mouse had been with them all the way. And he’d been in the water—occasionally. But, when they’d been focusing on swimming two miles every day to build up endurance, something they had done on a regular basis when stationed close to water, Mouse had been on a firearms training upgrade.

As Jager thought back, Mouse hadn’t had a superstrong constitution and had been plagued with various sicknesses since he’d joined their unit. One time Mouse had been down for over six weeks. Another time got himself badly injured during training. He had been down for months after that.

Still, it pissed Jager off to think they might have been taken in. He tried to keep the hard edge of frustration at bay. Badger had started this mission to find answers because their friend Mouse had died. The rest of the unit had heartily joined in, needing something to focus on. Jager had felt rootless and lost for a long time; this mission had given him a direction.

Watching the others at Badger’s place earlier today, all the guys with their partners, Jager understood he was alone in a way he hadn’t expected to be. He needed something to come home to. Something that would make the last couple years worth all this effort.

Watching Geir fall for Morning Blossom had been an adventure in itself. But that Morning had gotten into trouble because of their mission made Jager even more cautious.

Whoever this ringleader asshole was, the guy wasn’t giving up, wasn’t handing over ultimate control and was in no way letting this go. In fact, it was almost as if he’d refined his methodology, his system. Handing out maximum pain, a phrase the team were mulling over since it first popped up, was something that certainly applied. And to think Mouse had learned that lesson in childhood from his own mother was just heartbreaking, as evidenced by the writing on a wall in his room growing up.

Although the guys in the unit had seen parts of Mouse’s scarred body, they had put it down to an ugly childhood environment. They had had no idea how ugly. Or how close the environment. Yet Mouse had come with a solid rep after having completed BUD/S training. Only now Jager and the rest of the unit knew it was Ryan and not Mouse who’d earned that distinction. Jager struggled to understand Mouse—both the boy and the young man he’d become.

It blew Jager away that such subterfuge was possible within the navy. How had the computer files been doctored? But the only way it worked for Mouse was to take someone’s life. And, for that, Jager ached as he considered Mouse’s desperation.

Poppy had helped Mouse, probably at great personal cost to himself. Poppy would have done anything to make Mouse’s dream of being a SEAL come true. Poppy would have done anything to keep Mouse coming back to him. But, as an adult, Mouse probably saw Poppy as a desperate old man who didn’t want to give up his young lover, and Poppy’s own assistance to make Mouse’s SEAL dream come true had taken Mouse from them all. Jager wondered how long Mouse could have kept up his SEAL charade.

How long would this facade have existed before it blew up in Mouse’s face? And that was even without considering Mouse’s heightened fear of water. Obviously a lot of people overcame their fears and did great things. And maybe Mouse had exaggerated that fear to begin with. He easily kept others believing his fantasies, so maybe that was all part of it.

Taking it slow while he ran through all this mentally, Jager drove into the main entrance at the airport, parked his truck in long-term parking and lucked upon a shuttle heading to the departing flights’ terminals.

Buying a ticket for the next flight to Vail, he made his way to his gate and sat down with his laptop, seeing dozens of messages from his friends. He read them all and smiled. They understood, but they were pissed. Well, let them be pissed.

He sent Mason and Erick an email, asking if they could confirm that the person who had planted the land mine responsible for blowing up their team was in the reported mass grave near Kabul.

An instant response came from Erick. Get your ass back here, and I’ll talk to you.

I’m waiting for my flight, Jager texted. That’s our only option at the moment. I need closure. We all need closure.

His phone rang then. It was Erick.

“You can’t go alone,” Erick growled.

“I’m the only one left,” Jager said. “The only one without somebody else to get hurt and to get involved in our nightmare. I’m the best option. This asshole will get more aggressive if he’s allowed to continue, if not with us and our partners then with the world at large. I’m the only one not partnered up and have less to lose.”

“You didn’t have to go alone.”

“I haven’t gone anywhere yet,” Jager said cheerfully. “I should be in Vail in a few hours though.” He clicked through the rest of his emails on his laptop. “What about Tesla? Did she get anything else off our bug planted in the arms dealer’s warehouse?”

“No, nothing helpful,” Erick said. “If we could find the real Ryan or find out what happened to him, that’s one thing. But it still won’t answer why?”

“Unless this asshole is somebody from the dead Ryan’s family,” Jager said quietly. “Maybe they saw Mouse masquerading as that person?”

“If only Poppy hadn’t died, we could have gotten a whole lot more information from him.”

“We got a lot there actually. The police will spend months investigating everything they found at Poppy’s house. And they gave us the lead on Freddie Brown.”

“I still don’t like you going alone. You need a partner, backup for when things turn to shit,” Erick said.

Jager smiled but didn’t argue with Erick. “Did they pass on any more information?” Jager asked.

“Well, if you hadn’t taken off, you would have been here when the emails came in.”

Jager groaned. “I did take off. So get over it, and pass on the information.”

“Poppy had a list of everything he did. Names, states, boys. He tried girls but didn’t like it, went back to boys, but didn’t do mass numbers. He kept it to a select few. A couple who were very appreciative of his attention.”

“Like Mouse?”

“Yes, but Poppy appeared to love Mouse. That’s hard to understand how a pedophile can feel anything resembling true love.” Erick’s voice revealed the frustration they all felt. “Mason is handling coordination between the military and the city police. And, of course, NCIS is heavily involved now.”

“Of course they are.” Jager sighed. “Which means they’ll close ranks, and we’ll have no luck getting any information.”

“The biggest question now is, where’s the missing seaman? If Mouse took his place, was this Ryan murdered? Did he take a payout to disappear? And is somebody from the real Ryan’s world wanting justice for Mouse’s death, still thinking it’s their loved one who died in Kabul? Or, like you said, the opposite of that. Possibly targeting Mouse because he took their loved one’s place?”

“And, once again, we have no answers.”

“Well, we’re out of available men,” Erick said, a note of sly humor in his voice. “So, if you’re determined to do this alone, you have to make sure you call for backup when you need it. No vigilante moves. No lone-ranger moves. We’re all here for you. I’m slowly healing. I can run command center. I have nothing else for you at the moment, and every man here in the room with me—and, yes, they’re all still here—is pissed and looking for an outlet.”

“And I felt like an arrow pulled back tight on the bow, waiting for a direction to go. Now I have one.”

“One other thing …” Erick said suddenly. “Poppy did have paperwork showing he got Mouse into the navy without passing any of the tests, and Poppy also had documented the names of those who helped him. And the amount of money he paid. The navy is now in possession of that list.” He paused. “I wouldn’t want to be one of those names on that list right now. In order to get the money himself, he had blackmailed other pedophiles. So far nothing says how Ryan was picked or replaced. But, since he’d already passed BUD/S training, he was an ideal target for Mouse to step into Ryan’s shoes as a fully vetted SEAL.”

Jager stared into the distance. “Jesus, I still find it hard to believe our Mouse did that. Really?”

“Yes, really. It was on Poppy’s computer in a big Excel document. Of course, Poppy’s records go back many, many years, way before Mouse. A massive investigation will go into all Poppy’s victims. But, more than that, of course, NCIS wants to know all about how this hijacking of the navy’s secure database was done and how they can stop it from happening in the future.”

“Did you ever find any proof about my parents’ accident being a double homicide?”

“No, but I highly suspect it was another hit—and, considering the location, maybe this Freddie Brown is responsible or at least knows something.” Erick paused. “Maybe by now he’s another victim.”

“I’ll let you know.” And Jager ended the call. Within minutes his flight was called for boarding. He settled into his assigned seat, still immersed in his thoughts. He and his parents had been close, though he didn’t see them as much as he would have liked as he grew older. Now the motorhome crash had put an end to changing that.

Another vehicular accident. In his heart he understood what he would likely find out in Vail when he delved deeper into their deaths. Still, he couldn’t think about that now. He had to direct that fury inside him into something useful. That meant finding this Freddie Brown. Jager checked his watch. It was getting late. If he could calm down enough to sleep, he might get a couple hours on the flight. By the time he arrived in Vail, cleared security, cleared the airport, grabbed his rental and drove to the nearest hotel, he was in time to register at his hotel. At the reception desk he couldn’t help but get started immediately.

“Do you know a Freddie Brown?” Jager asked the receptionist at the front desk again. “I heard he’s not been around for a couple days, but I was hoping he was back by now.” Jager wore his winning smile, but, based on the woman’s reaction, he didn’t think it was very winning or effective.

She gave him a suspicious look. “I don’t know that name.”

“How can I find out if he worked here then?” he asked more officially. “May I speak with the manager?”

The woman looked at the clock and shook her head. “No, he’s gone for the day.”

Jager gave her a bland look. “At eleven o’clock in the morning?”

She gave him the same look back and then smiled sweetly. “Yes, he works from five ’til noon.”

“But it’s not noon yet,” he pointed out.

Her smile firmed, and she brightened up with a cheerful tone. Then said, “Sorry, he’s not here at the moment. If you’d like to leave a message, he’ll get back to you.”

Thanking her politely but refusing to leave a message, Jager walked out of the hotel. He then went to two more. There had to be sixty hotels here. Then there were the bed-and-breakfast establishments, which he would check out too if the hotels were a dead end. He walked into a coffee shop and plunked down on the bench of a booth near the window and stared out. He needed to find someone who knew Freddie, but, so far, Jager had struck out.

He was also working up enough courage to check with the police on the details of his parents’ accident firsthand, but, at the same time, he was loathe to reopen the wound. They’d only been gone six months. They’d been on a road trip they’d planned for years in one of those motorhomes. He was grateful they’d at least had four months together to enjoy their trip. They’d started on the East Coast and were driving all the way across the country. At Vail they were well over three-quarters of the way. But they never got a chance to enjoy some of the most beautiful parts of America. And, for that, he was sorry.

They should have been allowed a chance to finish. Hell, they should have lived well into old age.

He’d heard about the accident, but, like Badger, Jager had just gone back into the hospital for some reconstructive surgery. The flesh on his hands still showed scars from that last surgery. They’d put balloons in his abdomen to grow more skin, then grafted it on the damaged places of his hands. The good news was, the surgeries had all worked. The bad news was, he looked a whole lot like a Frankenstein model with bits and pieces stitched together.

None of it helped when he spoke to people who backed away from him at times. He hadn’t thought of it as being a deterrent to his work because he’d already been in California with Geir. He’d never made a comment. Then why would he? He was his own patchwork kind of guy. And Morning Blossom was very much the kind of woman who wouldn’t say anything either.

So doing this leg of the mission alone had put Jager before the public more often, and it was … interesting to see some of the reactions.

The scar on Jager’s face wasn’t bad; the pink mark was fading. His hands, of course, were a whole different story, but, hey, the damage was mostly higher up. If he wore long sleeves, it wasn’t very obvious. It had been two-plus years since he’d last been in a relationship. That one had come to a particularly painful ending.

While his body was still heavily muscled, Jager didn’t think he was in any shape that a future girlfriend would like, not with the new addition of the scar tissue. He’d lost muscle in so many places that it was ridiculous. As he was thrown through the roof of their truck by the land mine explosion, the truck itself had done further damage. His right thigh was lean and mean and would always be weaker and was disfigured compared to his left. He was also missing his lower left leg.

But then that appeared to be normal among his friends in the unit. Something to do with the way the truck blew up and the way they were sitting that all the surviving men had their legs impacted. He was thankful he wasn’t missing an arm. He couldn’t imagine. And he wasn’t missing anywhere near as many internal organs as Geir was.

Jager himself had lost a kidney and in his case, had much muscle damage and burns.

The burns had been the worst. He had a whole new respect for people who experienced massive burns. What he’d been through had been bad enough. He’d been the navigator at the time of the accident, but the blast had come out of nowhere. Some of the guys had been sitting there quietly. Mouse had been sleeping in the back, jammed up behind the gear they’d all shoved around him.

Jager would never forget waking up to hear what had happened to his friends. And to Mouse … The event had festered inside. When finally back on his feet and mobile enough, Jager had started his own investigation. True to form, he’d gone dark, not telling his friends what he was doing or why. Then he’d found out they were suspicious too, and he’d joined forces with the rest of the team. Rejoining his team felt like a return to the family he’d lost for a time after the land mine accident. Now he’d do a lot to keep that family intact.

Mouse had pulled a few items up as a barrier to all the noise in the truck, and the guys had stacked the gear more to bug him because he needed silence to sleep. Unlike the rest of them who could drop off and sleep for a good hour, Mouse took a long time to fall asleep. Hence the reason for building a sound barrier.

And one would think this would have been something that would have helped save him. Instead it had ended up being his downfall. They had all been blasted out through the canvas roof of the truck, receiving multiple injuries. In Jager’s case, he’d lost the lower part of his left leg as it had been caught by the metal supports arching over the top of the truck. Same thing happened to his right thigh where slices had sheared off some of the muscle he was still working to get back up to full strength.

But his body would never be as fast, would never be as strong, and, hell, it sure as heck would never be anywhere close to pretty, but it was functional. And, as long as he remembered that, he didn’t mind. All the rest of it was just noise.

Inconvenient noise, and for a long time, depressing noise. He figured he’d be alone for the rest of his life because nobody would want such a scarecrow beside them. But the other men had shown him how wrong, how narrow his thinking was.

He looked up as the waitress walked toward him. She smiled, handed him a menu and said, “Can I get you some coffee?”

He smiled and nodded.

She returned in a few moments with a big mug full of a strong brew. He still hadn’t opened the menu. She looked at him and asked, “Do you want a few minutes?”

He just nodded again. And then returned to staring out the window. At least until somebody slid into the bench across from him. He turned a glare at the new arrival, intending to chase him away. But his gaze landed on a woman.

She gave him a tight smile and said, “I’m Officer Allison Monroe. I understand you’ve been asking questions.”

And he felt everything inside him still. He leaned forward and whispered, “Yes, I have, and?”

Instead of being intimidated, she leaned across the table too. “Maybe you should ask them of me instead.”

He settled back, his lips quirking into a grin. “Sure, no problem. Do you know where I can find Freddie Brown?”

“No. Why do you ask?”

“I heard he disappeared a few days ago,” he said smoothly. “A friend of his passed away, and I wanted to know if he had heard the news.”

“How long ago?” And this time her brows peaked in the center of her forehead, and she studied him.

“Two years ago.”

She settled back. “A little late, aren’t you?”

He shot his hands out from under his shirt cuffs. “I was a little busy.”

Her gaze landed on the fresh bright, tight pink skin on the back of his hands and nodded. “As an excuse, that’s not a bad one.”

And that startled a chuckle out of him. He hadn’t found much to laugh at lately. Yet her direct, not-to-be-intimidated style was one he appreciated. Unique and real, he felt his interest spiking.

“You’ve been asking a lot of questions,” she said smoothly. “One woman in particular wasn’t very happy and called me.”

“I wasn’t ever rude or mean, nor did I cross any line,” he said quietly. “So why is she calling in the cops?”

“In this case, she called in a friend,” Allison said. “And the person you asked is also worried about where Freddie Brown is.”

“Have you opened a missing person’s file?”

“We did after it was reported. But there’s no reason to be too concerned. He’s an adult and could have willfully walked away, no reason to open a file yet. But I’ve been asking around. So far with no luck.”

He leaned back. “Damn.” He sighed and ran his fingers through his hair. “There was also an accident six months ago now.” He didn’t want to examine that date too closely because it just plain hurt. “Any chance I can get an accident report on it?”

“Why?”

“Because”—he took a deep breath and let it out slowly—“my parents were killed.”

At that, sympathy entered her huge chocolate-colored eyes. The deer around here had that same look in their eyes. Hers were huge, caramel to milk-chocolate in hue, depending on the light.

He gave himself a hard mental shake. “They were in a motorhome, doing one of those rental cross-country trips.”

“Older couple?” And she stopped and frowned, trying to think. “Emelia and Jorgen Elstad.”

His face lit up. “Yes. How did you remember that?”

She gave him a sad smile. “Because I was at the accident scene, and your mother was still alive at that point.”

His heart seized. “I didn’t know that,” he whispered.

“So I’m guessing you’re Jager?”

He nodded slowly, hating to feel the tears clogging his throat at just hearing how she already knew his name, and the only way she would know his name was from his mother as she lay dying. “Did she say anything?”

“She did, but I didn’t really understand what it meant.”

Jager’s breaths came in choppy bits. “What did she say?”

“Tell Jager to watch his back.”

He bit his lip and stared out the window, willing himself to find a measure of control. He would either burst into tears, knowing his mother had thought of him in her last moments, or he would vent his anger, understanding his mom knew what had happened.

“Did she say anything else?”

Officer Monroe lowered her gaze, and she nodded. “She said to make sure I told you that she loves you.”

He nodded but couldn’t speak—the words were choked up inside.


Chapter 2
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That wasn’t what Allison had expected when she sat down at the table.

Candy, from the hotel, had called to tell her this guy was determined to get answers. There had been something about him. Dangerous, not to her but maybe to Freddie. “Like the guy had an uncut edge to him,” Candy had said. “So I don’t know that there’s anything you can do, Allison, but maybe talk to him? See if you can find out what’s going on. I didn’t tell him that Freddie was missing. I just didn’t know what to say.”

Allison had been happy to talk to him as she was hoping for news on Freddie’s disappearance herself. Instead this guy didn’t appear to know anything. But, when he brought up the car accident, it was all she could do to hold back the tears. Fatalities happened all the time. Death by car accident happened all the time. And she had been at one or two where the person was still alive and had later passed away in the hospital. But, in this case, Emelia had died in her arms. Allison had helped the emergency crew cut her out of the vehicle. She’d been alive then, and Emelia had grabbed Allison’s hand, and they’d stopped the stretcher long enough for her to talk.

“I’m sorry, but she died soon afterward. She didn’t even make it long enough for the ambulance to pull away.”

“They could have done more to save her,” he said, his voice harsh.

She looked at him sadly and shook her head. “No, there was no way. I’m surprised she lived as long as she did. Her chest was badly damaged, and she had a major head injury. She did ask about her husband, but she already knew he was gone. She basically said she wanted to join him.”

The man across from her stared out the window, and she could tell how much the news affected him. “I’m sorry.”

He nodded. “Just when you think you’ve dealt with it, you find out you haven’t dealt with it at all.”

The waitress returned with a cup of coffee for Allison. “How’s my favorite police officer?” she beamed.

Allison chuckled. “I’m doing well. How are you?”

The waitress grinned. “I’m, as always, doing fine. We’re skiing up in the glacier all weekend.”

Allison’s eyebrows rose. “Rich boyfriend again, huh?”

The waitress chuckled. “The only kind to have.” She nodded toward the menu. “Did you make up your mind yet?”

He looked at the menu, and Allison could tell he didn’t give a damn about what he ate at the moment. “What’s the special?” she asked.

“Roast beef sandwiches. And darn good too. Nice sliced beef covered in gravy. Lots of fries on the side. I can add a salad for you too if you want.”

Allison nodded. “Sounds perfect.” She glanced at Jager. “What about you?”

Clearly disinterested and still reeling from the shock of her words, he pulled himself together as she watched him.

A trick she admired. She didn’t think she’d have the presence of mind to do that.

He looked up at the waitress and nodded. “I’ll have that too.”

As if happy that she finally got him to order, she didn’t appear to notice his state and promptly left.

“I guess in a small town like this, she gets to know everybody, particularly in her job?”

Allison nodded. “I think that goes for most small tourist areas. The tourists come and go, but the locals stay behind and reconnect every off-season.”

“I gather you’re here for the skiing?”

She laughed. “No, not at all. I’m not much of a skier. I’m also not much of a cold-weather person,” she confessed.

He stared at her. “So what the hell are you doing here?”

She shrugged. “It’s where I landed.”

“Just because a person lands somewhere doesn’t mean they have to stay there.”

She nodded. “But then there are other reasons for staying. One grows attached to the people.”

She watched as his gaze went straight to her wedding ring finger. A pale band of skin said a ring used to be there but no longer.

He frowned but refrained from asking.

She appreciated that. It was enough to have his personal issues brought up without bringing up her grief too.

“So there’s nothing you can tell me about Freddie?”

“No, I was hoping you would have something to tell me,” she said.

He nodded. “That’s the problem with missing people. Sometimes they want to go missing, and sometimes they went missing by accident or by someone else’s choice.”
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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