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Preface 

	Riley Wright was a ghost long before he ever set foot in Dusty. A former soldier with a past so classified even his third tour in the Middle East barely exists on paper, he was the man sent to handle impossible situations—the kind where survival was never guaranteed. But one mission changed everything. A single shot, a moment of hesitation, and an explosion that left nothing but ash and regret.

After the war, he became something else. A name whispered in the dark. An enforcer known only as Mr. Right—because when he arrived, there was no second chance to get it wrong. But a decade ago, he walked away from that life, disappearing into the shadow of the Two Sisters mountains, where the town of Dusty spun its own myths about the stranger in their midst. A ghost story for misbehaving children. A legend built around a man with blood on his hands and a code in his bones.

Now, the past has come knocking. Natalie Embers thought she was leaving trouble behind when she ran to Dusty, but trouble followed—and it doesn’t knock, it kicks the door in. Dirty cops, death squads, and old enemies are circling, and the only thing standing between them and the innocent is the man they call The Winter Man.

Riley has spent years trying to bury who he was, but some ghosts don’t stay dead. And some men? They were never meant to be saved.

	 


Chapter 1 - Hey, Look! It’s Our Hero 

	The sharp autumn winds blew hard and cold in the elevations of the Colorado Rockies. The fresh, light snow dances in the wind, carrying it high in the updrafts and around the peaks of the Twin Sisters East mountains. It’s urged on ever higher through the vivid opalescent halo encircling the sun. This year, the winter had pushed hard against a frigid autumn, bringing early snow to the mountains and creeping into the valley below.  

	Instinctively, all the animals in Paradise County knew an early winter was coming, and most were prepared for what was going to be a very long, hard winter. And no easier for those living in the small valley town of Dusty, which was nestled between the peaks of the Colorado mountains.  

	With winter comes death and eventually, after enduring through it, there is renewal. It was the yearly cycle of life, unchanged for millions of years. Or, depending on your beliefs, it might only be a few thousand years old, and dinosaur bones were placed in the earth by God as a test of faith.  

	There was something very different about this year though. The merciless bite of winters frigid temperature drop came in unusually early to the northwestern valley in the heart of Colorado. It blew in faster than even the animals and their keen instincts could predict. The bitterness of the wind made joints hurt and gave exposed fingers frostbite within minutes. This would be the winter of death. A winter that came once in a hundred years. A winter that took away the young, the old, or the weak, in order to make the herd stronger when spring eventually came around.  

	Only the very strong, be they animal or human, that have the stamina to live through the frigid mountain winters would survive. This is why there has been only one human living through those bitterly cold seasons, way up in the mountains. Higher than any normal isolationist should or would build a cabin. That human was Riley Wright.  

	He lived in a modest one room cabin nestled high on the eastern slope of one of the two mountain peaks that overlooked the town of Dusty. Secluded and off-grid enough to make it difficult for him or his cabin to be found by anyone who came looking. 

	Riley, to all accounts, was a man who could easily blend into a crowd and not be noticed. But, underneath all of the long hair and the scraggly beard was a ruggedly good-looking, fortyish man who strived to live a simple life that he had built for himself over many years. He worked very hard to keep it a thoughtful and purposefully uncluttered existence. He knew that for his sanity, it must stay that way.  

	In his mind, simplifying your life allowed you to see things clearer. This he learned the hard way. Learning from the multitude of mistakes made in a past life, he had put behind him long ago.  

	During the day, Riley did a lot of hard, physical work doing his chores, then spent hours of quiet contemplation staring into his fireplace while enjoying a sip or two of whiskey. Or enjoying the latest new-to-him book picked up from the second-hand store in town.   

	Riley loved his mountain home and the solitude that came with it. Just him, his routine, and his thoughts. No one to argue with over things that had to be done. Also, no one to blame when something didn’t get done. It was all his responsibility. 

	When he first decided to build his cabin, it had taken Riley a month to adapt to the altitude and the thin air. His body ached, and his muscles went into spasm daily. He found that he couldn’t catch his breath - even when sitting still. His previous overall physical health had helped him to adapt. Now, when he went down into town, he could do things that seemed impossible to others. He could run a mile or lift heavy weights and not feel winded. It was quite a spectacle for people in town to watch Riley when he hiked out of town, his backpack stuffed with supplies that towered a good foot over his head. A feat of strength that seemed impossible for a regular person. 

	He had been living this way for over ten years. Over those years, he had become more feral and wild looking, with distinguished silver highlights beginning to appear at the temples of his shoulder-length hair, along with salt and pepper speckling his infrequently shaved beard.  

	When he did go into town, it was only for necessities. Those items he couldn’t make for himself, like books, pots, pans, toiletries, or hunting supplies. Items like soap or candles he took pride in making himself. He also sold them at local shops in town to help pay for his monthly shopping trip.  

	An outsider or tourist would see this sleepy town of Dusty was all about apple pie, American flag waving, and law-abiding citizens. A picture postcard of what America purported to be. The teachers, policemen, volunteers, vets, conspiracy theorists, and the gun nuts. Even a local cat lady that living down the street, that smelled of lilac and cat litter.  

	The Dusty town hall caretaker raised the stars and stripes every morning and took it down every night, ensuring it never touched the ground. The people of the town would take the time to say ‘hello’ to anyone they passed them on the sidewalk, whether they knew them or not. They also didn't bother locking their doors at night because everyone in town knew that every house had a firearm of some type. Some with the capacity to make larger holes than others.  

	Riley didn’t mind the people in this little town that time forgot. They were polite to him if they had something to say. But they also gave him a lot of space and tried to avoid the ‘Winter Man’. He was the relatively new wives' tale that might have had a grain of truth attached to it. Something that gave the bedtime stories more credibility. And they told increasingly fantastic tales of how he would snatch badly behaved children from their beds by the light of the full moon, never to be seen again.  

	On one of Riley’s treks into town, he met his future employer, Matt Hanson, for the first time. It was in the early days of summer seven or eight years back. Riley was buying arrow tips, packs of wire for rabbit snares, and the latest paperback release from either Stephen King or Dean Koontz, he couldn’t remember. But it so happened they both grabbed the same book from the wire book rack at the same time. Matt made his apologies, which turned into being overly apologetic when he recognized Riley.  

	Back then, Matt and his wife were the new owners of the half-century-old ‘R & R Resort’. A secluded, beautiful parcel of land along Lake Patonka, with 10 visitor cabins and a large two-story main house. It all sat on the most picturesque piece of property outside of Dusty. Very popular with the top tier of the tax bracket, what regular people would call ‘the one percent’. A resort so hidden away that anyone could disappear for a few days and not worry about having their picture taken by paparazzi. A secret place for the rich to relax and glamp.  

	The historic small resort has traditionally been open from April through October. Closing in time to winterize and lock up for the long winter.  

	In the first few years that they owned the resort, there had been a handful of times local teens had broken into the main house, drinking wine from the cellar, smoking weed, and damaging or stealing a great many of the antique pieces that decorated the main floor of the house, then pawning them in town. The handful of times the local police were called out resulted in little follow-up or arrests. 

	“Kids will be kids” or, “We have no leads to follow up on” and, the best, “Your report is low priority at the moment.” These were the excuses Matt was given whenever he inquired about the break-ins. But what they really wanted to say was, ‘Blow your questions out your ass, newcomer.’  

	Getting an internet line installed at the resort for cameras and a security system so far out of town would have been another ten years away or cost tens of thousands of dollars. It was only a few years ago that they’d been able to get even an intermittent internet dish service. This was a big problem for Matt and his wife because, during the winter months, they lived two hours away in the town of Mount Fells. So, they both agreed to look for alternatives to the rising vandalism.  

	Meeting Riley that fateful day was the ‘light bulb’ moment for Matt, and he decided to invite Riley to lunch at the local diner and offer him the opportunity to become the winter caretaker. Matt made the argument that residing at the resort would keep Riley out of the unrelenting winter storms that happen almost weekly high on the mountain. He also made the point that no one in their right mind would mess with the legendary 'Winter Man’ at the lakeside cabins. Unless they wanted to be filleted and fed to his army of bears and mountain lions that protected the mountain from poachers and pot smokers. Or so the growing alternate version of the myth went.  

	Matt’s argument was well thought out, and Riley couldn’t dispute the practicality of the offer. It was also an advantage for Riley since, during the winter months, his protein food source was hunted at much lower elevations, and it would make for a shorter trip into town without being too close to people. At the end of their lunch, Matt and Riley shook hands on the impromptu offer.  

	This brought us to the present day - October 31st - and the annual hike down the mountain with his clothes and basic necessities that were stuffed into his backpack while he pulled his sled filled with vegetables he had grown over the previous summer months. He followed the trail along his rabbit snare route and down into the valley.  

	Most years, it was like mother nature’s winter snow would follow him down the mountain within a few days of making the trip. This year, it was very different, with Riley trudging behind the seasonal change, through knee-deep, fluffy snow. The deathly cold and howling wind nipped at his red cheeks the moment he left his cabin. Then, halfway down the mountain, the bitter frostbite nip went away and left just the cold and snow to fight through, in reaching his destination. It was much harder hiking through the knee-high snow than he’d thought it would be; he stopped to catch his breath.  

	Almost on cue, he heard a loud huffing sound and slowly looked to his right to see a large five-year-old stag with a great rack of antlers staring intently at him as if he could see straight into Riley’s soul. He had never seen a buck of his size this close before. It was as if the deer was trying to convey a message to him, but he didn’t have the ability to understand what the animal was saying. With the cold and snow falling around them, they both continued to stand very still while staring at each other, experiencing the moment. Finally, the deer looked away as something caught his attention. He then gave a second look at Riley, huffed, and bounded off hastily and majestically through the deep snow.  

	The coming together of man and beast for that moment wasn’t lost on Riley. He watched the stag dart through the trees and then disappear behind a snow-covered bush. He searched for the meaning of that encounter as it ran over and over through his mind. He had always believed that everything was connected in some way. There have been many events like the one he’d just experienced throughout his life to reinforce this belief.  

	Without warning, Riley was forcibly tackled off his feet sideways into the deep snow as a hungry cougar was trying to sink her teeth and claws through his thick deer hide coat. They wrestled in the snow while her jaws firmly wrapped around his neck. She would have easily pierced his jugular if he hadn’t been wearing his thick, boiled-wool-collared sweater and a dense scarf under his hooded coat.  

	The big cat got the advantage as her full weight on his back left Riley with his face buried in the snow. She didn’t have the grip on his neck she needed for the kill and was not giving up until he exposed his belly for her to rip into with her sharp claws to end his fighting.  

	With all his strength, he rolled over onto the hungry cat, pinning her under him. Then using his hood to protect himself, he head-butted her several times, succeeding only in angering her even more. Then punching over his shoulder, he continuously connected with her face until she managed to squirm out from under him and retreat to a safe distance.  

	They both scrambled to get their footing and face each other in a defensive posture, foretelling another attack was imminent.  

	The big cat locked eyes with Riley as she hissed at him with her ears lying flat against her head, and he stared right back while slowly reaching for his Bowie knife. Both combatants in a show of readiness for the next round in a growling standoff. One not giving an inch to the other. He could almost see the desperation of hunger in its eyes. But Riley wasn’t ready to become cougar scat. Not this year, anyway. He had places to go and commitments to keep.  

	Standing up quickly from the deep snow with his arms held out and knife in his hand, Riley gave his best and loudest howling bear impression. This scared the big cat, who growled and hissed again, but this time submissively.  

	Unexpectedly, the sound of snapping branches could be heard in the distance, and her attention was immediately engaged with it as her ears perked, focusing on what she hoped to be much easier prey. Then, as fast as she attacked, the big cat dashed away through the snow.  

	As the cougar ran away, Riley’s memories took him back to the day he saw a red panda at the zoo adopt the same posture to make himself look bigger. Luckily for Riley, it had worked for him. He obviously looked too big for her to handle on her own without receiving serious injuries to herself.  

	Riley slowly lowered his arms realizing he had broken one of the more important rules he’d learned about this mountain. ‘If you’re on your own, keep yer eyes open and yer head up. Never get distracted. Distractions can get you killed up here.’  

	Getting back to the task at hand, he lifted the sled back onto its skids. Gathering the items that spilled out of his bags and continued his journey down the trail.  

	He soon came upon the half-frozen mountain stream that passed by his cabin and similarly flowed by the resort down below. It was one of the sources for the resort’s fresh mountain water. Riley had walked along this stream many times at higher elevations to hunt and forage and never got close to the resort, but that was before his arrangement with Matt. He used to always try to distance himself from the resort's two-story house. But, over the past few years, he has come to be comforted at the thought of the yearly pilgrimage and residing at the resort over the winter months.  

	In his mind, this arrangement worked. There was a comprehensive and ever-growing Stephen King collection in the resort’s library that he was three-quarters of the way through. Maybe less, if Matt had bought King's two or three new releases this year in his compulsion to keep his collection up to date.   

	On cue, Riley broke through the curtain of trees and into the clearing that faced the cabins along the lake. He instantly recognized Matt working behind the main house with his headphones on and bouncing around. He was listening to the music of his youth while the loud log splitter revved and sputtered cleaving logs into pieces as fast as they were fed into it. This was the one chore Matt liked to do during the fall to make sure his winter guest had enough wood to get him through to spring. ‘Never piss off the help that is doing you the bigger favor’ was a motto he liked to live by.  

	Matts, so focused on his work and his music, didn’t notice Riley trudging through the snow towards him, pulling his sled. Without warning, Riley’s large and callused hand came down on Matt’s shoulder, causing him to jump and shout, “Holy fuck! You are gonna kill me doing that.”. They both had a quick chuckle.  

	“What the hell are you listening to? The ‘Right Said Fred’ album?” Riley joked.  

	“Nah, just some throwback songs from the 90’s. You know Nickleback and some others. Seems like you’re exactly on time as always. But winter beat you down the mountain this year. I’m just finishing up splitting wood. You and I have the same chores to do before we leave you alone. All the supplies are there in the car shed to winterize the cabins’ water lines and the shutters for the windows. We got a new electric oil heater for cabin ten. Be just enough heat to keep the water line and pump from freezing in the cellar this year. Replacing those water lines last spring was very expensive.” Matt replied.  

	Riley reached into his cart and pulled out a heavy burlap bag as he smiled. “It was a great growing season this year, and I have more than I need this winter. Take this and enjoy.”  

	Like a kid at Christmas, Matt excitedly looked in the bag. “YES! Look at the size of that carrot and cabbage. Must be the mountain air. I’ve never seen anything like this before. I gotta know your secret.”  

	Without blinking, Riley proudly said, “Shit”.  

	There was an awkward moment of silence and a visible confusion as Matt was trying to understand what Riley had just said. 'Bear shit? Rabbit shit? His shit?’ raced through his mind.  

	“My mistake. I don’t wanna know,” he replied while Riley stared back at him stone-faced.  

	“Hi, Riley” broke the awkward silence as Haley walked out of the main house with a large box and stowing it in their SUV that was parked by the porch. 

	Head down, Riley gave a meek wave and kept his focus on Matt. He didn’t know her at all except for these brief exchanges every year when he arrived or departed over the seasons.  

	“Ok, let’s get this done so you can be on your way.” Riley then grabbed the handles of the overburdened sled and pulled it around to the porch of the main house. As he walked away, Matt took a quick sniff of the vegetables in the bag.  

	That afternoon, they both got to work prepping and locking the nine cabins. Shuttering all the windows except for cabin ten. Haley continued packing their car with clothes and supplies to be taken back to their winter house.  

	Late in the afternoon, Riley felt the cool air change quickly but knew it was much harsher up at his cabin. But there was also something very different in the mountain air. Something bone-chilling. He couldn’t exactly put his finger on it. That made him reflect on his earlier experience with the stag and the cougar. And what had he learned from taking in those moments of life and death. This moment of introspection started to awaken some old feelings that had been parked for a while in the deep recesses of his brain. In that moment of heightened self-awareness, he looked around and frantically scanned the tree line and the half-frozen lake to see what had just triggered him.  

	‘Where did that come from? What is this I feel? Is someone watching me?’ raced through his thoughts. It may have been the constant sense of fear that had once occupied every moment and every movement in his past that was coming to life. For now, he had to put aside those thoughts until he could make sense of them. But for now, he had to remain calm and breath through it.  

	After a few moments, he was able to focus again, putting that fear back in check, but he realized it was not something to be ignored for long. That’s how he had been able to stay alive all these years. Trusting his instincts. Recognizing a threat. Then dealing with the threat in a way that kept him and others alive.  

	With the winter prep on the nine cabins finished, Riley got his vegetables and canned goods stored in the chilled and musty cellar in the main house right next to Matt’s very impressive and expensive wine collection.   

	Finally, around supper time, Matt and Riley exchanged a brief handshake as Matt and Haley got into their SUV. Riley then patted the roof and watched as the SUV drove down the long and snowy laneway before disappearing through the woods. He then turned his attention skyward as the dark clouds tumbled over the peak of the mountain and slid down the mountainside towards the cabins.  

	An icy cold breeze came out of nowhere and blew across his face. Instinctively, he knew it was time to hunker down before the expected storm hit.  

	Out of the corner of his eye, Riley spotted movement near the tree line. His eyes darted to it, and for just a split moment, he saw the hind quarters of a deer disappearing into the forest. ‘Was that the same animal? Is this some kind of sign? I wish it was a little clearer what it is.’ he mused as he continued staring at the spot where it vanished into the trees, hoping to see another glimpse of it.  

	Riley closed his eyes and turned his face to the sky. He inhaled deeply and held his breath for a long time before releasing it in a plume of hot breath. Invigorated by the afternoon chores and ready to eat, he headed inside to let the weather do what it wanted, as he knew he would be safe in the warmth of the main house.  

	  

	 

	 


Chapter 2 - Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner  

	The following weeks in the mountain range were cold, with more snow falling than usual, but there was work to be done to fully prepare for the full brunt of what winter was to offer. Snowmobiles and the snow blower needed tuning. He cut and split more wood than what Matt had prepared, because he always underestimated what was needed. 

	With how quickly the snow had come this year, he knew this was going to be an unusually long, cold winter. The kind of winters he imagined from the books that he read in his youth, with images of snow piled up to the eaves trough and kids digging holes and sledding down the hills. Or the fantastic story written by Farley Mowat of being alone, hungry, and unable to escape his fate because of the relentless and continuous storm raging outside. But who was he kidding? This wasn’t the great Canadian prairies in the nineteen thirties. He had the resort land line, satellite phone, food, and now lots of wood. Let's not forget, if he got bored, maybe a bottle or two of wine from Matt’s private wine stash.  

	Riley soon fell into his regular routine of keeping the fireplace stoked before foraging and hunting every few days. Until three weeks in, when it hits. A winter storm with zero visibility that lasted a week and dumped four feet of layered snow.  

	On the third day of the storm, the temperature plunged, and the majority of the snowfall for that day was done temporarily, offering Riley a small window of opportunity to get out and check his snares for the possibility of meat for dinner. This omnivore needed his protein. Maybe he would get lucky and snare a couple of rabbits. Or get really lucky and bag that big buck that kept appearing to him. Although he had conflicting thoughts about what he would have done if he ever saw that animal again. But he knew that if he was starving and the opportunity did happen to come along again, there would be no doubt in his mind that he would be eating very well that winter. Recipes for sausage and deer tartar danced through his head. But for now, he kept his sights on things a little more manageable and easier to transport back to the house.  

	All bundled up in his winter hunting gear, Riley was ready to head out. Just as his hand grabbed the doorknob, it happened. A sudden feeling of intense pressure coming from his bladder. Just as it did when he was a child, his head dropped as he turned around to take off his jacket again to make his way to the bathroom.  

	Morning bladder relief always came with the same thought “Why is it when you drink one cup of coffee, three cups come out?”  

	Riley was in the middle of an extraordinarily pleasurable and eyebrow-raising good piss when an unfamiliar sound of the telephone broke through the silence of the house. It surprised him enough that a previously unknown muscle firmly clenched mid-stream, which could only be described as a charley-horse of the taint. Riley made an audible grunt while he doubled over and in pain. He could hear the familiar click of Matt’s ‘90s throwback answering machine and the sound of Matt’s voice. “Thank you for calling the R and R resort. Currently, we are closed for the season, but you can see our website to book for the new year. Or leave a message after the beep, and we will get back to you in the early spring ... BEEEEEP ...”  

	“Hey Riley, it’s Matt. Yeah, I know it’s strange to be calling you out of the blue like this, but we have a favor to ask. A college friend of Haley’s is coming to stay for a few days in cabin ten. Look, I know this is unusual, but she needs to get away from the city, and she says she won’t need anything. Her name is Natalie Embers. It’s just for a week so she can get her head straight, and then she will be gone. Anyway, she will be showing up this afternoon. If you want, you can take a bottle or two of wine from my cellar and cook her up a nice dinner. Ya know what I mean? Ok, bud, hope this doesn’t impose on you too much. Have a good one.”  

	While massaging the cramp in his taint, he muttered to himself, “Fuck”.  

	Always suspicious of anyone unfamiliar, Riley got an uneasy tingle. The thought of someone, especially a woman, to be in his care again raised the hairs on his neck. He shook his head and said aloud, “She’s probably the plus one”. To Riley, Matt’s wife Haley was a beautiful woman. Beautiful women always had a plus one.  

	When he was younger and used to go out clubbing, he recognized that in order to be noticed in the clubs, some women would have a plus one with them. Someone who wasn’t as pretty or cute as them but was a very close friend. Through many club encounters, Riley knew to never - under any circumstance - ever piss off the plus one.  

	As the discomfort in his crotch finally eased, he was again able to finish his piss. Riley decided he would have to deal with the news of a visitor when he returned. 

	With the news of a visitor arriving, he threw on his winter gear again and headed out during the short break in the storm for the three-hour hike to check on his snares deep in the woods.  

	Much later that afternoon, the crisp air was searing Riley’s lungs as he plodded along through the knee-high snow with his prize of two stiff, snared rabbits. It was a good snare day and there would be more than enough meat for two for dinner. This was a very rare occurrence because he usually didn't let anyone interrupt his solitude. But he felt obliged to make a welcome dinner for his unknown guest. ‘Hope she likes rabbit. If not, there’s always vegetables. Crap, I hope she isn’t vegetarian. Nothing worse than a vegetarian staring at you over dinner while you’re trying to enjoy fresh rabbit.’ He thought with a chuckle.  

	He finally came upon the clearing with the cabins laid out before him along the frozen lakeside. Immediately noticing the addition of an unknown car.  

	It’s hard work trudging through the knee-deep snow. The sound of the ice under the snow giving way to his movements was so loud in the deafening silence of the remote resort. With every step, he could feel his thighs burning as he came to the end of his unusually hard trek through the woods.  

	Drawing closer, Riley wasn’t surprised to smell the sweet fragrance of burning wood in the newcomer's fireplace. There was also something unrecognizable hanging in the air other than the wood being burnt. He ignored this because his mind had already skipped to the task ahead, introducing himself to the mystery woman and then to getting the rabbits thawed and dressed for dinner.  

	Tenaciously, Riley got through the deep snow to the laneway that ran in front of the cabins. He noticed the snow-covered two-level main cabin was adorned by thick crystal-clear icicles, resembling a beautiful European Christmas card. Noting the final puffs of white smoke, indicating little time left to rekindle the fire inside.  

	Riley hung the rabbits on a large nail protruding from one of the pillars that held up the porch. Then walked over to the cabin. 

	Riley raised his hand to knock on the cabin door, then stopped himself when he heard the person inside muttering incoherently along with the familiar sound of ripping paper. Someone on the other side of that door was having a very loud, one-sided argument with themselves. And it sounded like the unfamiliar voice was losing. 

	‘What kind of psychopath talks to themselves?’ he muttered.  

	Ignoring this, he knocked on the door. A surprised ‘yip’ sound could be heard behind the thick pine door, then the sound of breaking glass. Followed by a very loud “Shit!”, then “Hello. Who’s there?”  

	“Hi ... er ... um ... my name is Riley. Riley ... uh ... Wright. Uh, and, um, Matt called to tell me you were coming for a few days ... and ... er ... told me to make you feel welcome and make you some dinner for tonight. So ... I will have everything ready for around six and ... I guess we will see you then. Bye.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and retreated to the main house as fast as his feet could shuffle across the snow and ice.  

	Riley quickly got through the door and excitedly slammed it shut. So hard that the icicles along the roofline tinkled, and some of them broke off, falling into the fresh fluffy snow. He pressed his back against the door with the rabbits in his white knuckled hand and was surprised that he still had the backbone to ask a total stranger to dinner.  

	“Ok. That’s done. Guess who’s coming for dinner? Plus One.” He announced to the empty house. 

	For the rest of that afternoon Riley kept himself busy with preparing and cooking the two snared rabbits from his trapline. This was something he had done many, many times, and almost did it without thinking. A little butter with salt and pepper, along with some herbs from his garden. A very simple and rustic recipe. But this time, he had a guest coming. This time he must make something that was better than a single potato and half rabbit with herbs. Carrots. Yes! His fresh carrots with butter and maple syrup were exactly what he needed to prepare when a stranger was coming to dinner.  

	He stopped what he was doing while thinking about what was about to happen later that night. What was it that he was feeling? Was it nervousness? Well, yes, a bit. With a smattering of terror. He hadn’t been near a woman, plus one or not, for a very long time and felt out of practice in the ways of socializing with someone of the opposite sex. The thought of having to hold a conversation through dinner was, deep down, stomach-turning. But he reminded himself that this was just a favor for the owners, and this woman would be on her own for the rest of her stay. He wouldn’t have to deal with her anymore past dinner unless she needed something. He had been through worse than an uncomfortable few hours of eating with a stranger. Although, at this moment, his mind went blank trying to recall when.  

	Riley had the prep and cooking for dinner well on its way when he decided it was time to select the wine. Shit, this was a problem. He walked down the stairs into the basement that Matt had converted into a wine cellar. There were racks and racks of wine, but he didn’t know anything about wine. So, relying on his instinct, he closed his eyes and reached out, grabbing a bottle of Opus One from Napa Valley. He stared intently at the label, not knowing if he’d chosen right, and decided to grab a backup bottle that was sitting beside the empty space he’d just left in the rack. The winner was a 2000 La Tâche Romanée-Conti Côte de Nuits Grand Cru. Hell, the name was impressively long, so it must be good. Right? Riley also made a mental note to clean the dust from the bottles this winter.  

	Unknown to Riley, the bottles he had decided on were, in fact, the very choicest selections in Matt’s cellar. Their placement in the collection was front and center so that when Matt went down to grab a bottle, he could see them in front of him from the bottom of the stairs. Valuable and very hard to get in these parts of the country. To wine connoisseurs, they were highly sought after and came with very high price tags. A bit of a high-end accompaniment for the rustic peasant meal of cooked rabbit, baked potato, and buttery maple syrup carrots.  

	Time seemed to fly by as Riley cooked and cleaned for the arrival of his dinner guest. Happily for him, because whenever he stopped, his gut twisted into knots as he tried to remember his list of fallback questions and topics of conversation to break the ice. That had been his biggest fear when dating. Having nothing of any substance to say, leaving himself and his date stuck staring at each other, knowing there wasn’t going to be any form of happy ending at the end of their date.  

	The sudden and strong knock on the front door cracks throughout the house and right into his ear. His head snapped quickly to look at the door. Involuntarily, a look of panic settled across his face, and his body immediately went into a defensive stance with a carving knife at the ready. He shook off the surprise quickly to compose himself for his dinner guest. Walking to the door, he brushed off some crumbs from himself as he straightened his shirt.  

	At the door, he gathered himself and took a deep breath. Almost as if time had slowed down, like in a romantic movie, he reached out for the doorknob and felt an electric shock before he twisted the knob, opening the door.  

	The door swung open, revealing a stunning brunette in her mid-thirties, with an angelic face. She stood no taller than five foot five, was really fit, and absolutely beautiful. Unconsciously, he mumbled to himself, “Matt married the plus one,” as an awkward smile spread across his face. 

	“Hi ... Hi there! Please, come on in,” Riley said, his voice a bit shaky as if he were speaking to a woman for the first time. Realizing how nervous he sounded, he took a deep breath and continued, this time more composed, “I apologize. Come right in. Dinner will be ready soon. You can place your things on the chair and head into the kitchen.”   

	She hesitantly came in, took off her coat, and handed it to Riley. While bent over undoing the laces of her boots, she looked up at Riley with her big beautiful eyes and said, “Hi, I'm Natalie”.  

	 

	 


Chapter 3 - Here Comes Miss Natalie 

	This is Natalie Embers. She is a multi-talented professional woman: short, gorgeous, and very self-assured. When she entered a room, men took notice, and women questioned their own sexuality. Her eyes - one hazel and one blue, reminiscent of David Bowie - could look right through you and discern your every thought. Natalie has always considered this ability to be her superpower. 

	She had developed an innate ability to profile people instantly. And this was very important to her job. Knowing what her opponent was going to say or do before they even knew it had given her an advantage in her work.      

	She’d grown up in a rural area in western Colorado; her parents, who were very active in the community, had encouraged her to follow in their footsteps. She was supported to participate in as many community activities or clubs as she could. And that’s how, over many years of practice, she became the Durham regional target and quick draw champion. A title her father would boast about until she would turn red with embarrassment.  

	Eventually, she grew up and the little town with its rural life seemed very small. Her ambitions for a more exciting life of travel and other experiences pushed her to leave that quiet life behind. Armed with pure ambition and dreams, she traveled to the nearest city to make as much money as she could to fulfill her dreams.  

	Natalie lived in the large metropolitan city of Redwich. A city like any other in modern-day America. It’s big, bustling, fairly clean, and boasts a very prosperous city core with its many high-rise condos and office buildings.  

	With prosperity came those who were born to exploit, to lie, cheat, and steal to get ahead. A criminal underground. These people controlled most of Redwich and had their hands out for every back-room negotiation and drug deal.  

	Nothing ever happened in Redwich without a monetary share given to an organization called The Firm. The organization had divided the city into five financially equal sections, run by underbosses who would collect the fees and manage their area. Those underbosses would then answer to a man who liked to refer to himself as The Captain.  

	This web of the criminal underground reached out in all directions, ensnaring and using anyone who fit the needs of The Firm at that time.  
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