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Author's Notes


 
This story is one that is a long time coming.
I've always loved the character of Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin, and in the 70's and 80's I put together in my mind what his history might have been, based on my limited reference material at the time (my hazy memories of the series I watched in the 1960's, reruns of the show I was able to catch, and the U.N.C.L.E. pocketbooks and the U.N.C.L.E. digest magazines). All of this was shaped by my own reading and studies of the Cold War and the history I knew of the Soviet Union and Europe during that time. In the 90's, I've had the opportunity to tell some of these stories. And in 2000 and 2001, I'll have the chance to complete the ten volume series.
"The Changeling" was meant to show the progression in Kuryakin's life, and the influence, in his later years, of Napoleon Solo in his life. And how past, present, and future collide and conspire to shape who we are as individuals and what we might become.
Thank you for sharing this journey with me. Thank you also to Warren Oddsson for his spectacular artwork, and for Cathy Mayo Conley for her hours of editing these volumes.
Lois
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November 1961
 
Illya stared at his reflection in the window. Too thin. Too short. Too young.
Not needed.
Not wanted.
Not good enough.
He closed his eyes, then reopened them. Nothing had changed. He looked the same. America the Beautiful had not changed him. He was still who he was: the outsider, the one who was different. The one without a soul.
Untrustworthy.
Unreliable.
Unstable.
It wasn't going to work. There was no way U.N.C.L.E. was going to accept him. He was tainted. He was corrupt. He was Soviet and he was a defector. They would not wipe their shoes on him. Why bother going through this useless charade? What did he have that they might need or want? Nothing.
With each day that he waited, his grave was dug deeper. Perhaps now was the time to take control and choose his inevitable path down into death's cold embrace. Why drag out the inevitable? Why wait for someone else's bullet to pierce his brain?
There was no longer any reason to continue.
Except for one.
Behind him, the elevator
pinged
softly, and he turned and watched as the doors slid open.
Damn her.
She had made him care.
He squared his narrow shoulders and stepped into the elevator, waiting silently while it slowly made its way to the third floor of the Washington, DC, hospital. It stopped with a jerk, and he slipped out between the doors and down the hall, unerringly making his way to the room where she lay, still recuperating two days after the birth of the child.
There was an anxiousness clutching at his heart that he had not expected, a feeling of foreboding that he wanted to attribute, as many did, to his Russian melancholy, a moodiness that had descended on him many times in the last few months. Often when it came, it was simply a darkness that settled over him, and at other times, a seduction that called to him to take the knife, to stroke it across his bared wrists, to lay back and let his heart pump out his blood until he no longer cared to take another breath.
But that could wait. There was something he needed to do now, one thing entrusted to him, and he was determined to show them—to show
himself—that he could do this.
Frankly, he admitted as he stood outside her door, he was terrified. This was not what he had wanted, yet he was responsible, and he would fulfill his obligations. But the injustice was stinging, his own guilt paraded back and forth each time he looked into her eyes. A father should be there at the birth of his child, should at least be in the hospital, offering moral support. He should be there to hold the child, to speak gentle words to the mother, to praise her for her beauty and admire her for her strength of character, to endure such suffering.
Instead, there had been no father present. Again, as with much in life, Illya knew he was to blame. Life had consequences, and the consequences of his desire to come to America had been harsh, as life was harsh. And so the child—a boy—was dying, and there had been no father to hold him, no father to pace back and forth while waiting for news, no father to hold the mother's hand and wait for the next diagnosis.
With a quick intake of air into his clenched lungs, he pushed open the door and stepped into her room.
The room was darkened, the blinds shutting out the sun and the vibrant autumn day. She looked across to him, her eyes ringed in dark circles, not at all well. She was battling pneumonia, her breathing was labored, and the baby had been born early. Too early, the doctors were saying. Too early.
She reached out her hand in his direction. "Ilyusha," she murmured, her eyes closing as he drew close to her side. "Any news?" she asked softly, in Russian.
"None," he said, bending to kiss her forehead. Five months he had known this woman, but she was already within his heart, entwined about his soul. "I'm sorry, my love. I wish I—"
"What will happen, will happen. We did not plan this. We could not have foreseen this. God will take care of little Pasha. If he lives, we will cherish him. If he does not live, we will grieve, and we will remember his few days with us."
"How can you say this?" Illya whispered, his forehead pressed against the railing of her bed, one hand clutching the cold metal. "I feel such... such anger."
"Anger? Why? Who are you angry with, Ilyusha? God?"
"Yes. If He exists, I am angry at Him. But I am angry at myself It was my greed, my selfishness, that caused this, my —"
She laughed at him, and he raised his head to stare at her, worried that she was delirious or affected by the medication somehow. He was twenty-three years old, a man who had lived too many lives, had killed without a second thought, yet when she laughed at him, he felt as though he were a foolish child who knew nothing.
"My dear Ilyusha," she said, her fingers trailing over his high forehead. "Please tell me how you figure you are responsible for this situation? You have been a rock to me. Your logic, dear one, escapes me."
"Norman would have been here, had it not been for me. Norman would have—"
"What? How could my dear husband have protected me from catching pneumonia? I was being very careful. How could he have stopped the baby choosing to be born so early? How could he have changed the events of the last two days?" Trish Graham bunched the pillow under her head with one hand, not releasing her grip on Illya's hand with her other. "Tell me."
"If not for me, he would have been here," Illya insisted. "It would have made a difference."
"He will come soon," Trish murmured. She smiled and patted his bowed head. "Tell me, Ilyusha, have they let you hold my little one?"
He nodded, startled at the tears on his face. He raised one arm and dried his eyes, looking away as he spoke. "I put on a mask and gown, and they let me hold him. He is so small, so tiny. Seven months to his life, plus two days with us." His voice trailed off. Illya cleared his throat and tried again. "He had wires everywhere, monitoring his heartbeat, listening to his lungs strain for air. His fingers are so small... " He broke off, holding his breath for a moment and willing himself not to cry. "It should not have been me there. It should have been Norman, but instead he is on a plane from England, because he endeavored to help me."
"He wanted to do that," she insisted, then coughed again, the deep rattling sound shaking her body. She took a settling breath when it was over, then looked back at him, trying to sound reasonable and calm. "We had no way of knowing this would happen. Alexander and Norm decided this was the best way to handle the situation with Oxford, that one of them should go in person to see if you could be accredited with a degree, based on your previous studies."
"Then, Alexander Waverly should have gone. He should not have sent Norman, so close to your time." He could hear the ice in his tone, clattering around the room.
"Two months is not close, but I don't want to argue with you right now, Ilyusha. I want to hear more about my son."
Illya nodded, blinking back the tears which persisted despite his efforts.
*****
The baby had died.
Two days later, Illya stood beside Tony Graham as the tiny casket was lowered into the ground. Despite the death he had known throughout his years, it was the first funeral he had ever attended. Part of him felt an irrational wave of paranoia strike his conscious, washing away as his mind provided reassuring answers, then overwhelming him all over again. He wanted to believe the child had been murdered, or poisoned, or the doctors had not been careful enough; that way he could exact revenge on the death.
Instead, he was left to cope with sorrow, with his own grief
He hated this family. He loved this family. The word 'love' was tentative, a bit unsure, but he used it now because he had no other, and it was as close to love as his experiences had led him. Norm and Trish Graham had taken him into their home, and their lives, just days after his arranged 'defection' to the United Network Command, and so to the United States of America. Alexander Waverly had placed him with them, hoping the Head of U.N.C.L.E's large Washington, D.C., office, Norman Graham, and his Russian born wife, Trish, would be able to connect with him.
Illya surprised himself, and, he suspected, surprised them as well. He had found himself drawn in and had let himself become swept away in their lives. It had helped, of course, that Trish had known Nikolai Kuryakin, Illya's father, prior to meeting Norm Graham. In many ways, she knew more of Nikolai than Illya did. But even if that connection had not existed, he felt he would still have been absorbed by them and their three children. Tony was the same age as Illya, studying to be a doctor and hoping to one day work with U.N.C.L.E. as a physician. Tanya was thirteen, a typical American teenage (as far as Illya could tell) who was quite caught up with boys and hit singles and ballet and horses. Misha—Michael—was five. And while he was still a little boy, they had decided to have another child to complete their family.
But the baby had died.
He watched, horrified, as both Norman and Trish Graham bent low and picked up a handful of dirt scattering it over the white casket, crushing the rose petals. Tony's eyes were closed, his hands clenched together before him. Beyond him were Tanya and Misha, standing together with a neighbor woman and her child, frequent guests at the Graham home.
He struggled to keep himself under control. His head pounded from the effort. His throat was tight, making it impossible to swallow.
Illya's gaze traveled to Trish, seeing her still suffering the lingering effects of her illness, marveling at her strength of character to endure a funeral, to smile from behind her tears. All he wanted to do was go home, throw himself on his bed, and cry.
How entirely out of character. If my Soviet keepers could only see me now, they would laugh at what I have become. My emotions are too close to the surface, and ruling my thoughts.
But he couldn't stop them. They crowded at his mind, sorrow and pain clutching at his throat, pressing against his heart, compressing his lungs.
While he struggled to breathe, he saw at last that the cemetery workers had stepped forward, shovels in hand and had begun to fill in the grave. He lifted his head; the mourners had all walked away. He alone stood rooted where he was, too shaken to do anything else.
"Ilyusha, come with us." The voice was gentle, compassionate.
He watched because he was unable to look away. The coffin disappeared beneath the dirt. "Norman, I not understand. Why did this thing happen?"
"I don't know, son." Graham put his arm around Illya, but the Russian pulled away, not willing for this man to console him. "Maybe he'll be happier where he is now, then he would have been with us."
"What do you mean? What is to be happy? I cannot believe you joke. Is serious."
"I'm not making light of it," Norman said softly, replacing his arm on Illya's shoulders and drawing his charge away from the graveside. "I've lost a child, a son I will never know beyond the softness of his cheek and the gasping of his last breath." Illya felt the hand on his shoulder tighten as Graham's voice caught.
They walked in silence over the neatly mowed lawn, stepping around headstones as they made their way back to the road. The sky was overcast and dark with the promise of rain. It was cold, late fall embracing the frosty breath of winter. It had snowed the day the child died, but the snow had vanished as it touched the ground, not wanting to make a commitment to stay.
And like the snow, Illya was ready to leave. These were good people, and his presence had contaminated their home. So how he felt was not important. Feelings were useless barometers to what occurred in life.
Best ignored, buried, or eradicated.
He was still wrestling with his thoughts when they reached the row of limousines, scarcely noticed being passed from father to son, and totally missed the silent words between them. Tony took him by the elbow and steered him toward the second black hired car in the long line, while Norm Graham joined his wife in the first limousine of the procession.
Illya ducked his head and entered the limo, sliding across the seat to stare out the far window. Tony got in behind him, and the door was closed. The car started, following the one before it, and Illya was peripherally aware of the others speaking as they wound through the cemetery grounds.
"Tony, now what happens?" Misha asked suddenly, changing the course of the conversation, and Illya jerked his eyes from the passing headstones to the young child sitting across from him.
"Now we go home, and there will be lots of people coming over," Tony answered, sounding weary.
"I don't get why Mom and Dad are having a party when their baby died," Tanya said, scrubbing one eye with the back of her hand.
"It's not really a party," Tony tried to explain, knowing he had three sets of ears listening to him. "Think of it as a celebration."
"What? How can they be celebrating—"
"Tanya, let me finish. We celebrate friendships and family, people who share the difficult times with us. And we celebrate the memory of the baby, the—"
"I never saw him," Misha interrupted, frowning. "How can I 'member him, when I never saw him?"
"You
saw him, Tony, and Ilyusha saw him." Tanya stared over at him, and Illya ducked his eyes from her intense gaze, guilt again growing.
"That's right," Tony responded. "But even if you didn't see Pasha, you had made a place for him in your hearts, hadn't you?" he asked, using the expression his mother used.
A place in my heart.
Misha nodded solemnly, and Tanya found a smile. "Yeah," she whispered, nodding. "Okay, I get what you're saying."
"Me, too. I think," Misha piped up, then settled back into the car seat. "Tony, how come the seat is backwards like our old station wagon? Huh? How come?"
Illya let the voices fade again, as the ever patient Tony answered yet another question of his young brother, and the car drifted though the streets of the city, never stopping for stop signs or traffic lights as the motorcade was escorted toward the U.N.C.L.E. compound.
*****
In the days after the funeral, things spun from bad to worse. Trish was ill, recuperating at the hospital. There was a woman in the house, an employee who cared for the children and despised Russians, it seemed.
Or at least, despised him. Tony had gone back to university. Norman Graham busied himself at the Washington U.N.C.L.E. office, visiting his wife after hours, whenever he had a chance. Tanya and Michael were at school during the day, then strictly supervised by the woman in the evenings.
Illya stayed in his room, the door shut.
And now this. These papers Graham had given him to fill out.
He stared at them lying untouched on his desk, U.N.C.L.E.'s stylized logo smeared across the top of the first sheet. Five pages of questions prying into his life, asking about his past, asking about things he did not want to answer. Standard forms, Norm had said. Standard questions.
They were to go in the next day's courier package to Alexander Waverly, and then be forwarded to the London office. The London office would give them to Oxford. Norm had smiled at him, absently touching his shoulder, his eyes still sad, still echoing a pain that would resound for weeks and months ahead. "Just do your best to fill them out, son. Most of the questions are easy, straightforward. If you have any problems, just come up to my office and we'll straighten it out."
Illya stared at the sheets now, wondering if he should just crumple them up and throw them in the trash. Why bother dreaming about this? Why bother pushing himself any longer? What right did he have to dream? Was there any point to it? Would it, too, blow up in his face?
Yet the thought of the disapproving frown on Alexander Waverly's face when he opened the courier packet and could not find the completed forms sent Illya to find a pen and then sit at his desk and ready himself for the first question.
Name?
Illya put down the pen after five minutes.
I cannot even answer the first question; how can I expect them to let me into their organization, let alone sponsor me to the university?
His birth name was Illya Nikolayovetch Kuryakin. A man at the CIA office had told him that a month before. He had not known his real name. If he had thought of it, it would have made sense. His father was Nikolai Kuryakin, so his patronymic middle name, of course, would be Nikolayovetch. But he had not thought about it. There had been so many other names, that any idea about a 'real' name was lost. What was 'real' anyway? Perhaps it could only be listed as his 'original' name.
As a young child, he had been called Nickovetch Kuryakin. No first name, just the shortened patronymic and last name. His father had been known in Holland by his code name "Nico", so as his son, Illya had simply been called "Nickovetch" or "Nico's son". A small version of their leader, not a person in his own right.
For most of his twenty-three years, he had been Illya Mikhaylovich Zadkine. The name was given to him by Mikhail Zadkine, a friend of his father's who had taken him in after the war, and in the postwar reregistration in 1949, Zadkine had presented him to the public as his son. Zadkine had paraded him through the KGB halls, had stood proudly, chest puffed out like a peacock as Illya had demonstrated his prowess with a rifle, with a handgun.
Mikhaylovich.
Another lie. A convenient lie, to be sure, as it gave him a name and kept him from the orphanages.
Then in June of 1961, five months earlier, Illya had by all accounts defected and come to America; and Alexander Waverly had asked him to choose a name for the papers, whichever name he wished.
Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin, he had written on the form then, making his decision, not realizing his foolishness in mistaking the patronymic.
With a sigh, he picked up the pen and filled in that name on the first line, staring at the foreign curves of the letters written in the American style, rather than the Cyrillic. Again, not quite right. Masked.
Camouflaged, hiding the Russian in the American. He was growing quickly tired of being American.
1 do not know who I am,
he whispered suddenly.
I suspect this name, too, will be shown to be a lie, and I will stand accused.
Place
of
birth?
Kiev. Soviet Union. He knew that one, writing the name after sounding out the letters.
Birthdate?
Again, the pen went down after several minutes of staring at the word and wondering what he should put. "Date unknown." He tried to remember what he had put on other form he had filled out in Waverly's office.
His adopted father, Mikhail Zadkine, had made up a date but Illya was not comfortable with it. The KGB used it. The GRU had it in his files, but Illya knew it was not true. Or that it only had a one in three hundred and sixty-five chance of being right.
"Date unknown" was the truth. His father couldn't tell him. Around Christmas or the New Year, Nikolai Kuryakin had thought. Sometime in there. As a little child, his father had used January 1, 1939 as a date to count from, but there had not been any form of celebration offered. He had just become a year older than he'd been the previous year.

He wrote in the date, frowning as his hand trembled.
With a fit of rage, he threw the pen across the room, choking back a strangled scream.
He could not do this. He was too tense, too uptight to function properly. Norm Graham would ask him to leave; it was preposterous for him to assume that a strung-out operative would be tolerated in U.N.C.L.E., let alone this man's home. And it was obvious that U.N.C.L.E. did not want him.
"Ilyusha?"
He jumped at the voice at his door, then cursed himself for his reaction.
"Ilyusha? Son, are you okay?"
Son.
Illya's nostrils flared at the word. He was not this man's son. His father was dead. His adopted father was dead, too—the news had been delivered by the CIA operatives. Suicide. Shamed by Illya's apparent kidnaping and murder. Better for Mikhail Zadkine that he had not known the truth—that his adopted son was a defector. At least Zadkine had taken his own life, died by his own hand. When they eventually would find out Illya was a defector—if they did not know already—then the KGB would have taken Zadkine's life.
The door knob turned.
*****
"Vhat?" Illya demanded before Norman Graham's head poked into his room.
"Are you okay?" Graham remained behind the door, reluctant to intrude on Illya's personal space. The young man had so little, that it seemed unfair to begrudge him anything.
"Yes. I apologize. The forms are not ready. I will bring them to you shortly."
"No rush." Graham looked around the comer now, wanting to see him, to gauge how he was doing. In the last week, since the funeral, the young man had withdrawn more and more, seldom leaving the basement room, not wanting to interact with any of them. Illya sat now at the narrow desk, his back straight as a soldier's, his face blank, every trace of emotion ruthlessly hidden. Before him, the forms lay, and a quick glance confirmed that he'd barely begun to fill them out.
"Dinner is in ten minutes, Ursula says."
"I am not hungry." Illya looked back at the forms.
"Can I help with them?" Graham asked, moving into the room, needing to connect with the young man somehow.
Illya stared down at the top paper, flinching when Graham's hand came down on the back of his neck. Despite the gentleness of his touch, the careful placement of his hand, it was clear that other memories assaulted him at the contact. Instead of feeling the affection Norm had hoped to impart, Illya's body was probably remembering the others who had grabbed him at the scruff of his neck, winding their hands in his hair, tugging his head backwards as they spat in his face.
Norman kept his hand still, knowing only too well Illya's past memories and knowing his fears. He didn't lift his hand, but he didn't leave either. Instead, he bent over Illya's back, looking at the form, seeing the first three answers filled in, and realizing the enormous difficulty those three little questions would have caused.
"It's hard to know how to answer these, isn't it?" he asked quietly.
"They are necessary, yes?"
"Yes. Sorry."
Illya rubbed at his forehead, then opened his eyes and read the next question. "Father's name?"
Norm watched him toy with his pen. The question was another one that could go in many directions; it all depended on who he listed as his father. But then, he only had one true father.
"Nikolai Andreiovetch Kuryakin," Norman said, and after a moment, Illya wrote in the answer.
Mother's name?
Yekaterina Dmitriyevna Kuryakina, Illya wrote.
"How is Trish?" the young man asked, suddenly.
"She's coming home tomorrow. Feeling much better," Norman said, smiling at him when he turned to look at the older man. "She asked about you."
"Good. I am... happy she is to be coming back." Illya looked flustered at the rush of emotion he had felt and Norman's smile deepened. It was clear that 'Mother' had come to mean 'Trish' over the past few months, at least in this one's heart, whether he was aware of it or not.
"Why don't you come to the hospital with me to pick her up? She'd like that."
"Is not this a private... thing?" Illya grimaced at his English.
"It's a family thing, Ilyusha. And you are part of our family."
He had been told this ever since his arrival in June. Part of the family. But what if the word meant nothing? He had no context for such thoughts.
Zadkine had never offered him a family life. As a child, when Illya had been taken in by Zadkine, he had been a sharpshooter with a rifle, the top of his class with a hand gun—the top of the adult class in Kiev when he was ten years old. It made sense that Zadkine wanted him. He had something to offer, something that made Zadkine look good in the eyes of the KGB. Forget the fact that this was a young boy who had just seen his father murdered before his eyes.
Country of residence?
U.S.A., Illya wrote in.
Status?
Illya pointed to the word. "Vhat this means?"
"Leave it blank for now. We'll see how Alexander wants to put it."
Home address?
Illya paused, just for a moment, but Graham spoke up with the address of the U.N.C.L.E. Safe House they lived in, and Illya wrote it on the form. At his hesitation, it was likely he'd never known the address before. Or maybe he wasn't sure it constituted a 'home' address.
Current occupation?
Again, Illya sat motionless, his pen posed over the paper.
"Student," Graham prompted, and Illya stared up at him. "Well, you're not an operative, not yet. You're a student—that's why we're doing all this, right?"
"So that I can work for U.N.C.L.E."
"Lusha, you don't need a degree to work for U.N.C.L.E."
"For science section, degree is needed."
Graham pulled around a chair and straddled it. "Not necessarily. You just have to show competence."
Illya's brow furled again, frowning. "Then why is this done?"
"Why are we getting you to fill out the forms?"
"Yes. How will this help U.N.C.L.E.?"
"Lusha, we're doing it for you, not U.N.C.L.E. Down the road, yes, we're hoping that your degree might work in our favor, but right now, this is just for you, to give you a proper resume, one that more strongly represents what you are capable of doing."
"I do not want to cause problems. Look at what has happened—"
"We did nothing we didn't want to do. The baby's death had nothing to do with this." He tousled the longer blond hair. "Believe me."
He saw Illya shrug and saw that he was not yet believed. Illya still had a wary look on his face, as though he suspected he would be called in and interrogated about his role in the affair. Each day, he dressed in the morning, braced and ready to start a day, his clothing neat, his hair combed, and probably his suitcase packed.
For all the good they had done in this boy's life, the past three weeks had undone it all. Even his English had slipped, reverting to old habits of dropping articles. How much else had he dropped, while they were looking elsewhere?
"We need to talk." His hand was on Illya's shoulder, so he felt the shiver at his statement. Rather than continue to tower over the seated young man, he got down to one knee, their eyes level now.
"Yes?" the former Soviet agent asked, looking for all the world like the dangerous man he was. Strange how he could do that, could flip from school boy to assassin, from Waverly's hope for the future to deadly KGB/GRU agent. From son to stranger.
"Son," Norm Graham said deliberately now. "Ilyusha?" he said softly, using the familiar calling name. "It won't always be like this. It will get better. I promise you."
He thought, for a moment, that Illya would fight him further, but he crumbled rapidly, showing both how close to the edge he was, and how desperate for reassurance.
"My soul is empty."
Norm cringed at the anguished whispered words and at what they signified. He tried quickly to think of what to say, how to reassure him. Trish would probably have known the right words, but she was still in the hospital. Norm was finally left with only actions, for words foiled him. He gathered the stiff young man in his arms, holding him, waiting for the tension to release, smiling as Illya's head bent to rest on his shoulder.
"What would it take to fill you up?"
Illya shrugged, eyes closing as he leaned into the embrace.
Norm sighed quietly, knowing what it was the young man needed.
A friend. You need someone your age to talk to. To hang out with.
Tony and Illya got along fine, going out to a nightclub now and again, or boating or biking, but that happened only when Tony was home, which was seldom since his son was in university. Their friendship was one of convenience and proximity. More like cousins than friends.

Illya needed to get working, to meet and interact with peers, to find like-minded men and women to converse with. He wouldn't get it hiding from the housekeeper in the basement bedroom while life passed him by.
With a last squeeze of his shoulder, Norm eased back, smiling at the young man. "Let's go to dinner; I'll help you with the rest of the questions later tonight."
"Is not necessary."
"Is
necessary," Norm responded. "Alexander just called. He wants the application tomorrow in New York. Alexander is going to London on U.N.C.L.E. business, and he would like to take it with him. He wants to deliver this in person to Cambridge and Oxford."
Illya stared at his desktop, hands flat on the desk. "Will you be there, too?" he asked finally.
"No. I was planning to, but I don't want to be away from Trish right now, " he murmured. "It'll be fine. There are some good people there, Illya, and Alexander has been careful to pick who will be helping him in London. There won't be any problems with your application that they can't handle."
"Will I work in London, then?"
"No. Alexander still wants you at the New York office. He'll find a place for you there somehow."
Illya looked up finally, searching Norm's face as though to seek out evidence he was speaking the truth, then he took Norm by surprise by smiling. "Then we will do this thing, yes? We will finish these idiotic questions for the geniuses in the English universities?"
"After
dinner."
"Of course. I am hungry. I am—how do you say it?—a growing boy."
"Come along, then,” Norm said with a laugh. He stood, drawing Illya up with him. "Soup's on."
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January 1962

 
With a bounce off the curb, the cab pulled in front of the brick office building and came to a neck snapping stop.
"Y're here, mister. Six thirty-five." The driver turned around in his seat and stared at his passenger expectantly.
Illya Kuryakin, in turn, stared up at the building he was about to enter. He let his eyes move down the block, skimming over the outer facade of buildings that housed the United Network Command for Law Enforcement. Or was it Law
and
Enforcement. He could never get it right.
"This the right place?" the cabbie asked, still waiting for his money.
In the six and a half months since his arrival in the United States, Illya Kuryakin had visited the U.N.C.L.E. New York Headquarters on several occasions, but always with Norm Graham, never alone, unescorted. And never had he been summoned to appear, before now.
"Yes." Illya opened the back door and slid out of the cab, pulling his suitcase and briefcase with him.
"Six dollars, thirty-five cents," the driver repeated.
It was cold in New York City, a blustery day that had the residents bundled warmly and shuffling along the sidewalks, heads down against the wind. Illya paid the taxi driver, then walked quickly across the street, hardly mindful of the snow that attached itself to his jacket and clung to his hair. The snowfall from a week previous lay pushed to the side of the walkways, gray sludge bearing little resemblance to these white flakes tumbling in the wind.
His suitcase was in his left hand, and he tried to relax his grip on the plastic handle. It was a new case, at least new to him. Trish Graham had brought it out of storage and insisted he take it, now that he had more clothes than his small rucksack could carry. He had chosen what to take with him, his feathers ruffled further as Trish had gone through his choices and made some changes, adding more underwear and another white shirt.
In his right hand was his briefcase, filled with papers and documents, and Norm Graham's addition: a courier bag from the Washington, D.C., office. Norm figured he might as well make himself useful.
Illya stepped through the outer doors of the office building, then pressed the button on the elevator that would take him to the third floor office 'front' where U.N.C.L.E. hid itself behind the pretense of a non-profit charity organization. When Illya had questioned Norm about the facade, the Washington, D.C., agent assured him that charity monies were indeed raised by the phony organization, and appropriate accounting was kept of the funds, all proceeds (plus a hefty donation from U.N.C.L.E.) going directly to a children's charity.
Squaring his shoulders, Illya nodded at the office worker, then stepped past her into the office marked "President". Once inside, he was scanned and monitored, then another door opened and he was ushered into the stainless steel corridors of U.N.C.L.E. New York Headquarters. Two guards frowned in his direction, even though they must have been expecting him or he would never have been allowed inside the building. He schooled his face blank, staring back at them.
For a moment he was back in June, the day after U.N.C.L.E. had kidnaped him in London. He felt the fear that crested over his body, how close he had come to total, unprecedented panic, and tried to push it away, back to the vague set of memories he held over that time. Illya knew what had happened, why Alexander Waverly had done what he had done by faking Illya's death, but he still noted the wave of trepidation that swept his body as he passed through the security perimeter.
The receptionist stood as he approached. "Mr. Kuryakin, welcome to U.N.C.L.E. New York City."
Be polite,
Trish Graham had told him.
"Thank you," he responded quietly, taking the yellow pin from her hands and fastening it on his jacket. "I have a courier bag from Washington, D.C."
"Just leave it here. We'll see it's delivered."
He opened his briefcase, withdrew the thin zipped bag, and passed it to her. She placed it on a wooden tray marked "Mail Room" and then motioned ahead of her.
"This way, please." She turned and left before he had a chance to get his bearings. He picked up his suitcase and followed her. As he walked, he felt eyes on him, looking at his appearance, his suit, his haircut, his 'foreignness'. Two men reached for their weapons as he turned the comer and startled them, but they did not draw their guns.
You'll be safe once inside the building,
Norm Graham had told him.
His heart took awhile to stop thudding wildly in his chest, but he knew his face and body language had not betrayed his panic. This, after all, was what he was used to. KGB and GRU had buildings such as this one. Maybe not as bright or as modem, but there was still the feeling of controlled power in the structure, negotiations behind the closed doors.
The elevator was ready, opening as the receptionist approached, responding to some cue or other. Once inside, she did not touch the controls, but the lift sped upwards to the top floor. It opened to a floor similar to the one he had just left, but there were more guards now, men in dark suits walking quickly in the corridors, the cut of the suit jackets, to his trained eye, hiding the holstered weapons.
He did not have a gun. Not even any weapon hidden on him.
You'll be safe once inside the building,
Norm Graham had told him.
He followed the woman, walking tall, looking neither left nor right, keeping his face to one of blank indifference. She left him at the entrance to Alexander Waverly's office. It hissed open as he stepped forward, and from the security cameras mounted along the corridor, he knew that Alexander Waverly was aware of his approach. His arrival would not be a surprise to the Head of U.N.C.L.E., North America.
"Mr. Kuryakin, please sit down." Alexander Waverly, the phone to one ear, waved him toward a chair across the office, then he continued with his phone call, ignoring the Russian.
Kuryakin put the suitcase down to the side of the entrance, straightened his tie in the reflection from the window, then sat carefully on one of the leather chairs. The last time he had been in this room, he had been waiting for news if he would be allowed to stay in the country. Now he waited for news if he would be allowed to join U.N.C.L.E. Norm Graham had assured him this was the case—why else would Alexander Waverly order him to pack his bags and go to New York. Unless, of course, he was being sent away again.
Yet, that seemed unlikely. He had walked through the halls without an armed escort. The possibility existed that they were so confident of their security that he posed no threat, but Illya felt a degree of pride in that he probably could have gotten into the building without their knowledge. There was always a way, if you studied a problem carefully enough, and he excelled at that sort of thing.
When it came down to it, his skills and training had gotten him in the building—one way or the other. This time, it was through the front door. He was still, it appeared, to be welcomed. The time might yet come when he was hunted down these same corridors, or perhaps returning for some hither unknown act of vengeance. Circumstances had turned on him before, enough so he learned to memories the retreats and faults of the blueprints. Next time, it might not be as simple to enter this building.
He pushed the thought aside.
Alexander Waverly had made a habit of rescuing him and then sending him off for someone else to deal with. It had happened four times now, age ten, age fifteen, age sixteen, and age twenty-two. Always some unanticipated problem arose, changing Illya's course of direction, and rerouting him away from the U.N.C.L.E. office. But, if worse came to worse, if U.N.C.L.E. didn't want him, what would Alexander Waverly's choices be? Send him back to the Soviet Union? To the KGB or the GRU? He wouldn't last long there.
It went without saying that he wouldn't be allowed to live in America, if U.N.C.L.E. did not wish to employ him. It was the basis of his permission to stay in the country. The CIA—maybe he would be handed over to the CIA. They had much interest in him and his background. He'd been through many sessions with them already, evading their questions, defusing their interest in certain areas, and misleading them wherever possible. It was the drugs he disliked. Physical pain he was used to, but the drugs they used robbed a man of his defense, stealing his secrets if asked the right questions. Fortunately, they had not asked the right questions yet.
The door behind him opened and he turned, eyes following the man who entered and crossed quickly to Alexander Waverly's desk. Medium-height, dark hair, dark eyes, wearing what even Illya could recognize as an expensive suit. He was armed, the weapon tucked in a holster under his left arm. He had the air of someone born to wealth, confident and sure of themselves.
He noticed Illya immediately, obviously surprised by his presence in the office. No doubt, the man had thoroughly appraised him by the time he had taken the few steps to Waverly's desk. He handed the Head of Section One a single sheet of paper, then turned and looked in Illya's direction, smiling carefully, sizing him up.
"Hello." The man's voice was smooth, sophisticated, but beneath the level tone was the silent warning that Kuryakin was a stranger in this man's territory, despite Illya's high-level security badge. This man was dangerous, simply because he smiled and hid his animosity behind a veneer of diplomacy and refinement.
Be polite,
Trish Graham had told him.
"Hello," Illya responded, his voice low, then he turned and looked out the window, ignoring the man. For all his own display of indifference, his sweating palms were pressed against his suit pants.
You'll be safe once inside the building,
Norm Graham had told him.
Perhaps. Perhaps not.
Illya watched the other's reflection in the glass, though. The man still stared in his direction thoughtfully, then turned back to Alexander Waverly, who handed him back the piece of paper. He waited a moment, as though expecting the older man to introduce Kuryakin. When Waverly returned to his phone conversation, the Section Two head gave a polite nod to his superior, then turned and left the room.
The man's badge number had read "11", which meant he was the head of Section Two and had access virtually throughout the building. Alexander Waverly was head of Section One, so his badge number was Number "1". When the man had looked over at Kuryakin, one eyebrow had raised slightly when his Number "2" badge was noted. Waverly had always left word for him to be given the same badge, a number reserved for high-level guests and granting him access to every level of the building, the labs, and the conference rooms. He'd asked Norm once why Alexander Waverly gave him that particular badge. He was told that it had to do with the labs, allowing Kuiyakin free rein to observe any of the on-going experiments, yet return to Waverly's office when he wished. It also protected him from being questioned by the security staff—if Waverly said he was okay, then they took the old man's word for it.
"Mr. Kuryakin," Alexander Waverly said now as he hung up his phone and got up from his desk. "Would you like tea? Coffee? I can have it brought in for you."
"No, sir. Thank you."
"Fine. Fine," Waverly muttered, and sat down opposite him on the couch. "Enough of that, then." Sharp eyes assessed him from beneath busy brows. "So... what are we to do with you, indeed?"
It seemed a long time to Kuryakin before Waverly continued, but in all likelihood, it was only a few moments. Illya maintained his outer coolness, but the statement stabbed at already vulnerable emotions. It was as he suspected; he was not wanted. He was superfluous, an extraneous body foisted upon the Network.
Waverly cleared his throat and Kuryakin held his breath. "Fortunately for our offices here in New York, we have need of a man of your scientific and engineering skills, such that I was able to secure a position for you temporarily in our Section Eight office, but I've spoken with Carl Lewiston, Head of Section Four, and you'll be working in tandem with them. There is an overlap." Waverly paused, waiting for him to respond.
"Section Four? What is this, please?" He didn't want to sound ungrateful—hell, he was overwhelmed—but it seemed too good to be true.
"Ah. Yes. I see. Some background is needed, I suppose. Section Four is—Didn't they teach you this at Survival School? It should have been taught," Waverly groused when Kuryakin shook his head mutely.
Perhaps they had. He had not always paid attention to the classes he considered boring.
"Section Four is Intelligence and Communications. Research, computers, that sort of thing," Alexander Waverly said.
"And Section Eight?"
"Research and Development. Our laboratories."
Kuryakin let out the pent-up breath. Okay, this was running smoothly so far. He nodded, then remembered Trish's warning and said quickly, "Thank you, sir."
"Hmm... Quite..." Waverly seemed to be thinking about something else altogether, then came back to the conversation with a start. "Best I can do, right now. I still want you as an agent here, but first they seem to want to monitor your development."
Kuryakin nodded again, then waited for some instruction of what to do next.
Waverly's phone rang, and he got up and went straight to it, leaving Illya at his chair for several minutes. Waverly hung up, then shook his head as it rang again. Before he answered the call, he said, "Mr. Kuryakin, please report to Dr. Lawrence for your physical, then to Section Six for housing assignments." With a quick nod at the young man, Waverly dismissed him and answered his call.
*****
Napoleon Solo stood outside Waverly's office and frowned, staring back at the closed door that separated him from his boss—and from the agent sitting waiting for Waverly and wearing the Number "2" badge. Whoever he was (and Waverly didn't introduce them) he was far too young to be a part of Section One, yet he was wearing a badge from that section. Very odd. The possibility existed, of course, that he was the visiting son of one of the other members, but looking at the agent's coloring, the only real connection might be Harry Beldon and he didn't look like him at all.
For that matter, he might not even be an agent. Maybe just a visitor.
But then why a Number "2" badge? Why not one of the guest badges? Not a badge that entitled the wearer full access to all of U.N.C.L.E. New York. Even Napoleon didn't have that. There were only a few places he didn't have immediate access to, the most notable being Waverly's office. In his absence, it sometimes became necessary for Napoleon to retrieve something from the Section One Chiefs desk or filing cabinet, and each time he had to go through Security and be okayed access.
This young man, this
stranger,
had complete access.
Irritating.
With a resigned sign, Napoleon headed down the corridor toward his own office. Eventually this little mystery would be solved, but for the time being, he had more pressing matters to attend to.
*****
"Ilyusha!" Samuel Lawrence greeting Kuryakin with a big smile. "I heard you had finally arrived in the Big Apple. About time."
"Sorry?"
"New York, son. You're in New York."
"Yes. I know I am in New York. What is 'Big Apple'?"
"Nickname for New York."
"Why is this?”
Lawrence shrugged. "I have no idea. Or if I ever knew it, I've forgotten. Regardless, it's not important. Let's get this medical over with and you can get settled in your new quarters. I see they have you slotted for an in-house room. Is that what you want? Don't you want to get a place of your own?"
"Is not the room for me alone?"
"Of course it is. But it's small, there's no kitchen, no way to cook for yourself or entertain.''
"Is not a problem."
"Well, maybe not at the moment, but down the road..."
Illya waited, then prompted, "Vhat is down the road? An apartment building?"
Lawrence stared at him for a moment, then shook his head and said, "Strip down." He gestured toward the table in the small examination room. "You're in New York now, Ilyusha. You should get out and see it. You have no restrictions on where you can go while you work for U.N.C.L.E."
"So, if I am not working, I may leave the building, yes?” Illya asked, removing his jacket.
"Yes, that's right. There are restaurants all over this city."
"Vhy would I go to restaurant, when food is free here?"
"Variety. This is just cafeteria food. You can sample from some of the finest cuisine in New York."
"Food is food. Does not matter." Illya dropped the last of his clothing on a chair and hopped up on the table.
"I thought you were supposed to be smart?" Lawrence frowned at him, staring at the too-thin bare ribs. "I see you've added a few meager pounds to your skinny frame, but you've got a ways to go to get to the base weight for an agent. Didn't Trish feed you?"
"She is excellent cook," Illya said coldly.
"I know she is. I've eaten there many times."
"Then what you are meaning?"
"Another expression. I want to see a bit more weight on you, understand? Spend a bit more time eating and less time reading."
Illya shrugged as though it were not important.
"I'm serious here. I will
not
authorize any move to Section Three without you meeting the physical requirements."
"Does not matter. I go to Section Eight."
"The labs?" Lawrence finished listening to his heart, had him take a deep breath in and out, then put aside the stethoscope. "Interesting move. George Shakely will keep you busy."
"Sometimes, I will work with Section Four."
"Carl Lewiston is the section head. Yes, I can see you working there okay. That's not where you're going to end up, though. You know that, don't you? Waverly is going to do everything he can to get you into Section Two. But you might find the labs fun in the meanwhile."
"Fun?"
Any further conversation was postponed for ten minutes, while Lawrence went through the physical with his patient. Finally, Lawrence returned to the question, as though there had been no interruptions. "Yes, fun. It will satisfy your curiosity, make use of your science skills, and give you time to settle into New York and American culture."
Kuryakin snorted. "American has not culture."
"Don't sell your adopted country short, kiddo. That's snobbery. Maybe in ten years you'll be experienced enough to make that claim, but right now, don't brag about what you don't know."
The reply was cold, mechanical. "Yes, sir."
Lawrence finally put down the chart he was entering data on. "Illya, what you make of these next few months is up to you. You have the smarts for the job. You have the slyness and the ability and the experience to be a top agent. What you don't have is the ability to be an
American
spy. Don't alienate the people you work with. Try to get to know them and find out what makes them tick. So far, your interaction with Americans has been limited to Norm Graham and his family. You're about to meet an entire cross-section of American life, in this building and the moment you set foot out the door onto 42nd Street. When you can talk with them comfortably, when you can walk down the street casually and get lost in the crowd without drawing attention to yourself, then you'll be ready for Section Two."
*****
Illya stood outside the door to his new quarters and punched in the code he'd been given. Section Six, Security and Personnel, had assigned him a room within Headquarters. The door slid open, and he walked inside, placing his suitcase and his briefcase on the bed.
The room was small and Spartan, with no window, but it had all the other necessary features: a single bed, a dresser, a utility bathroom, and a desk and chair to sit at. There was no kitchen area, but he was told he could eat 'on the house' at the twenty-four-hour cafeteria on the lower level.
So this was it. He was here. He was at the United Network Command in New York City. With Alexander Waverly.
He sank down on the edge of the narrow bed, exhaling a shaky sigh of resignation.
Not what he'd hoped for, but better than he had feared. Alexander Waverly still believed that one day he would be a full operative at the United Network Command, so perhaps that was true. For now, he was working again, and for an organization whose mandates he could believe in. He would be in the labs, free to experiment and devise the strategic devices he had so often dreamed of. And with Section Four, he had access to the computers and to research material.
Perhaps this truly was a new beginning.
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December 1963
 
Alexander Waverly stood silently in the room, staring out the window, nodding occasionally as his Chief Enforcement Agent gave his report. One hand rested calmly behind his back, the other clutched his pipe in anticipation.
The time had come.
Finally.
He turned to his prize agent and interrupted the smooth report. "Sum up your request, please, Mr. Solo," he said, impatiently. "What exactly do you need?"
Napoleon Solo grimaced. "To be honest, I'm not sure, exactly, sir. I don't know
what
Thrush is hiding there. I'm not a scientist or a chemist. You've asked me to lead a small team to this warehouse, ascertain the contents of the shipment, then eliminate it. The only information we have is from our agents reporting the arrival of twenty-four barrels containing
some sort
of liquid. Sir, I'm not prepared to give an order to blow up the warehouse or destroy the shipment, without having absolute identification of the chemicals in those barrels, or else we could be destroying half of Manhattan."
"A wise precaution," Waverly said, gruffly, not apologizing for the sarcasm tinging his voice. "There are no scientists in Section Two, however. How do you propose finding out the contents of this shipment?"
"One option is to take a small group of Enforcement agents with me and steal one of the barrels, then bring it back here to be looked at."
Waverly turned from the window to look back at him.
Solo cleared his throat. "However, due to the time involved, there is no guarantee that the shipment would still be there later if we returned to eliminate it. The cargo was delivered two hours ago, and most likely will be gone first thing in the morning. According to our sources, shipments usually clear out within twenty-four hours."
"And undoubtedly, Thrush would notice the theft, and your actions would alert them to U.N.C.L.E.'s knowledge of the warehouse."
"That's the problem. We've been tracking items in and out of that location for over a month now, with some excellent leads on where the merchandise is coming from and where it's headed." Solo dropped into one of the chairs around the conference table. "I'm not sure what the best move is here, which is why I've come to you for advice, sir. Time seems to be a factor."
Waverly stared out the window again, watching the brisk December wind whip at the bare trees bordering the street below them. "There is a third alternative."
It was Solo's turn to nod. "I figured there would be."
"Several more possibilities, actually," Waverly continued as he returned to his desk. "The most obvious answer is the one I recommend. Take a scientist with you to look at the chemicals, make your decision immediately, then proceed with the assignment."
"A boffin? On an assignment?"
"Not our usual methods, I agree," Waverly said, "but the case warrants it. Call Shakely in Section Eight and see which of his chemists are working tonight." The Head of U.N.C.L.E. North America dismissed his Chief agent with a wave of his hand, already turning to other matters.
"Sir, I'm not comfortable with the idea of bringing a Section Eight scientist on assignment."
"I'm putting this through on my authorization, Mr. Solo."
"Yes, sir." Solo stared at him for a moment, then leapt to his feet and headed out of the office.
Waverly glanced up at the closing door, a moment of doubt nagging at his conscience, for he was well aware which scientist was on duty that evening. He would either be vindicated for his affirmation of this U.N.C.L.E. employee or blamed for signing the man's death warrant.
*****
Illya Kuryakin picked up the ham sandwich and took another bite out of it. It tasted different, the bread drier, and a look at the clock told him that he had picked it up in the cafeteria about three hours before. With a resigned sigh, he ate another bite, then pushed aside the rest. He'd eat it later.
He stared at the pen in front of him. He'd been working on how to fit a normal fountain pen with the U.N.C.L.E. transceiver, a bulky contraption that looked about three times the size it needed to be. At the moment, it was not-too-successfully housed in a package the size of a cigarette pack, glaringly obvious to anyone who looked at it twice.
A pen, though. Everyone had a pen and if you could fix it to actually work as a writing instrument, so much the better.
He took a sip of the warm, bubbleless glass of Coke, wondering why it was so flat. Then wondering when he had poured it.
The lab tended to be quiet in the evenings, so it was a good time to work and people generally left
him
alone. He had been assisting in Amsterdam with a case a few weeks before, helping interpret for a rogue Russian agent, then staying behind to go undercover in a local shipping warehouse, to assist the office there. It was his first assignment as an agent, one Waverly had told him would expedite an assignment for New York. Precedent had been set; he'd worked as an agent now.
Well, that was six weeks ago, and he was still in the New York labs. So while he waited for the illusive promise of being an agent for U.N.C.L.E., he would earn his keep trying to get the internal workings of a cigarette pack into a slimline fountain pen.
*****
Napoleon Solo strode down the corridor to the science section of U.N.C.L.E.'s New York Headquarters. He had called ahead to say he was coining and what his request was, but he decided to visit Shakely in person and collect whoever was chosen to accompany him.
George Shakely, his counterpart as head of Section Eight, was waiting for him. Next to him was a tall, slim, young man, dark wavy hair cut short, prematurely graying sideburns on a classically handsome face. He was dressed with impeccably good taste in a navy blue suit, crisp white shirt, gray tie with the U.N.C.L.E. logo on it. Adam Plotnik was in the midst of changing his tie to another gray tie, this one without the identifying symbol on it. A white lab coat was carefully folded over one arm.
"Adam here will be a great asset to your team, Napoleon. He's been working out in the gym, too." Shakely said, moving to get the ringing telephone. "He just happened to drop by when Mr. Waverly called in his request and he immediately volunteered for the job." Shakely left them alone as he took his call.
Plotnik stepped forward and offered his hand to Solo, the firm handshake reassuring. "I'm happy to help, sir. I'm ready to leave now, unless there is something further you need?" He let the question trail, but Solo waved him off
"No, I appreciate your assistance. Have you been filled in on the problem? It is rare to take a Section Eight scientist into the field, I need to know that you are going willingly."
"Yes. You need to identify some chemicals and need my assistance in the field. I'd be happy to offer my expertise. I've been waiting for an opportunity to work in Section Two."
"I appreciate your help. My car is ready to go in the garage. Newton will be waiting for us there."
Plotnik nodded. "Jack Newton, Section Two. Yes, I know his reputation."
"That's the man. He's working with Xavier Garcia these days."
"Excellent."
Solo stepped back to let Plotnik exit before him, but Shakely's abrupt wave stopped him before he could step through the doorway. The Section Eight Chief replaced his telephone receiver and then pressed the intercom and made a request to the lab's receptionist. Only then did Shakely turn to Solo. "There'll be another Section Eight agent joining you."
"If Plotnik is capable to assist me, one scientist is ample."
"This request comes from Section One. Mr. Waverly just requested that another of our men go with you instead of Plotnik. I'd prefer to send Adam Plotnik, as well, as he has been looking forward to the possibility of moving up to Section Two. This would give him some firsthand experience. I'm not prepared to go against Mr. Waverly's orders, but I think Plotnik is the more experienced here of the two." Shakely looked up as the outer door hissed open. "Here's the young man Mr. Waverly suggested."
The scientist who entered the room looked scarcely out of his teens, dark rimmed glasses largely hiding his eyes and his features. His hair was blond and uncombed—at least, it hadn't been combed recently. A stained lab coat was open to reveal a tie-less, wrinkled, once-white shirt with a frayed collar, and a dark pair of suit pants that needed pressing.
Shakely was obviously embarrassed by the man's appearance. "Kuryakin, Mr. Waverly requested that you accompany Mr. Solo on assignment."
Solo recognized him suddenly. The man with the Number "2" badge, from Waverly's office. Sure enough, he still wore it. A Section Eight boffin wearing the Number "2" badge. More mysteries that he didn't have time for.
Kuryakin took off his glasses and turned his blank eyes on Solo. He stood waiting expectantly, as though he were one of those futuristic robots in the science fiction "B" movies waiting for instructions.
Solo stared at him, at a loss of what to say, but it seemed that Mr. Waverly had already made the decision for him. "Kuryakin, is it?"
"Yes.”
"How long have you worked here?"
"One year, eleven months."
That was about when he'd seen him in Waverly's office before. "You don't look familiar." Solo waited a moment, but Kuryakin seemed to feel that no response was required of him.
"Kuryakin has been working solely in the labs here in Section Eight. A great asset to our team, actually," Shakely offered.
Solo looked back at Kuryakin. "Mr. Waverly seems to feel that your assistance is needed on this assignment. Do you have any hesitation about joining a potentially dangerous mission? This normally isn't required of Section Eight lab workers."
"Alexander Waverly requested me?" Kuryakin asked softly, his eyes meeting Solo's for just a moment.
"Apparently so," Solo replied.
"Then I will go." As Kuryakin pulled off his lab coat, the receptionist entered with his suit jacket, an equally rumpled match to his suit pants.
"Mr. Kuryakin,
are you
fully aware of the situation we are heading into?" Solo asked cautiously.
"Yes."
Not a talkative one. "And what might that situation be?" Solo prompted.
Kuryakin blinked as he took in the question, then he responded quickly. "On the telephone, George Shakely told me that you require assistance identifying chemicals Thrush shipped to their warehouse. Time is of essence, as decision needs to be made before Thrush can move them out, change locations of storehouse, or make use of them. According to George Shakely, we are unable to sabotage Thrush's operation without knowing nature of what we are blowing up, or we could inadvertently destroy half of Manhattan in process. Since we cannot help unless we know
exactly
what chemicals involved are, it is necessary to accompany you to Thrush Chemical depot, long enough to make assessment, and leave you to see to disposal of crates immediately thereafter, if it is deemed safe to do so."
"Swell." Solo motioned for him to precede him from the office.
Mr. Waverly, I hope there 's a reason why you want this kid with me.
* * * * *
Kuryakin sat quietly on the rear bench of the U.N.C.L.E. van, trying to listen to the conversation in the front between the driver, Tom Philips, the head of Section Two, Napoleon Solo, and Jack Newton, another Section Two agent. The three men were going over the details they knew so far— much of it information that Kuryakin wanted to know, but the idiot beside him kept talking. Not that Adam Plotnik was stupid; he would have to be brilliant to be accepted into U.N.C.L.E., but it should be clear to anyone who had worked previously in any form of espionage, that this was one individual better left at the base.
"... so I expect to be in Section Three by March or April at the latest."
Kuryakin glanced over to Plotnik, irritated that the man was still talking. The Russian looked away, turning his shoulder slightly to stare out the heavily tinted window to his left.
Newton swivelled around in his seat finally, and addressed the two Section Eight U.N.C.L.E. scientists. "Gentlemen, we realize that normally you would never leave our Headquarters, and I'd like to add my thanks for agreeing to assisting us on this mission. I'd like to explain your involvement. We will be arriving at the warehouse in approximately ten minutes. Philips will park down the block, then we'll go in on foot. We have a lookout posted to the site, who has just radioed in that all is quiet there, and the entire east side of the property, where the loading dock is, appears to be unmonitored. That's where the barrels are. We haven’t seen any surveillance equipment, which confirms our suspicions that these chemicals are not valuable, or are not explosive, at least. We are hoping to get in at either end of the platform, let you have a chance to look at the contents of the barrels, then get out, without sounding any alarms."
"Where's my gun?" Plotnik asked. "I've had training, you know."
Newton shook his head. "That won't be necessary. If we have any indication we are in danger, we'll find another way of doing this."
"Don't worry about me. I can take care of myself. You can leave the kid in the van," Plotnik added, gesturing to Kuryakin. "Why put him in danger?"
Solo turned around as the van came to a stop at their destination. "We've no plan to put anyone in danger. Not if we do this right. Plotnik, you and—"
"Kuryakin," Illya provided.
"You and Kuryakin will wait here in the van until we can secure the area. Newton and I will check the lot and see if it's relatively safe to take you both in." With that, Solo and Newton left the parked vehicle and in the shadows of the street, made their way toward the Thrush-run warehouse. The driver, Philips, went to the hood of the van and lifted it, peering at the engine with a flashlight as though he was experiencing mechanical trouble and had pulled to the side of the road to take a look at it.
Plotnik stared out the window after the two Section Two agents, his brows drawn into a long frown.
After a moment, he spoke, addressing Kuryakin condescendingly. "Just stay here, kid. I'll go see what the situation is."
"Agent Solo said to stay here."
"Then do as he says; it's safer here. We'll call you if we need you."
Kuryakin grabbed hold of the man's sleeve as he attempted to leave the van. "I believe he meant for both of us to stay here."
Plotnik tried to tear his sleeve away. "Then we have different understandings of what the orders were. Let me go."
Now what?
Kuryakin released the man, twisting to see out the window as Plotnik blundered out to the street. He could hear Philips strangled hiss to the man, which also went ignored.
Plotnik gave a sharp whistle, then waved to where the Section Two Agents had gone, jogging towards them.
Kuryakin groaned, already seeing where this was heading. Any pretence of secrecy evaporated as the man clumsily made his way across the street, the overhead lights clearly picking him out as his feeble attempts to dart behind cars only made his presence more obvious.
A shot rang out from the warehouse. Plotnik died instantly at the second volley, his face caught in an expression of surprise as he had mindlessly stood to see what was happening and had taken the bullet through his forehead.
Kuryakin was out of the van and into the bushes before Plotnik's body hit the ground. Thrush agents swarmed from the warehouse property and descended on the van; the U.N.C.L.E. driver and security agent, Philips, was dragged from the vehicle, his U.N.C.L.E. communicator in hand as he made an attempt to call for additional backup. He was shot to death in the street, the transceiver clattering to the road and crushed under a boot. The van was riddled with bullets, then upended, making a loud crash as it slammed to the passenger side, glass shattering.
At the side of the road, Kuryakin crawled through the thick bushes that lined the street, making his way toward the warehouse. Gunfire erupted behind him, and he turned to check the situation, staying low. A second group of Thrush agents emerged from the building to split forces and effectively trap Newton on the northeast side dock. Two had large weapons, a type of rifle Kuryakin was unfamiliar with. Having nowhere to hide, Newton turned out to be a sitting duck for the first bullet to connect with him, but from the way the body twitched as it fell, Kuryakin suspected the agent's corpse was peppered with bullet holes.
A green light flickered, then, like an errant bolt of lightning, crept along the northeast platform. One guard screamed, flinging himself out of the way as a tendril of energy hissed. As quickly as it had appeared, it vanished, and the agents on the docking platform returned inside.
A gun. I need a gun.
He moved further south, keeping to the shadows and the bushes. He had discarded his white coat in the van, using instead his dark suit jacket, the collar turned so as to hide his white shirt. He reached into the dirt beside him, scrubbing the earth across his face and hair and discolouring the shirt further. The night air was crisp; he could smell the evidence of gunfire, he could hear the shuffle of booted feet as the first group of Thrush agents left Philip's body and walked along the road away from him, the undercurrent of muttered orders and curses.
I need a gun. I need a gun.
The cold air singed his lungs, invigorating him, drawing him onward.
He didn't want to think about the green light. Not yet.
The shadows worked to his advantage. There were only two streetlights, one at each end of the long block. Outside the warehouse, a feeble spotlight at the gate illuminated the company's name "New York MultiTask Corp"; several banks of lights dotted the loading platform, but they cast little brilliance outside their small sphere of responsibility.
He was invisible. There was no moon. No stars visible in the clouded sky. No one to record his passage in the brush parallel to the road. No one noticed him.
I need a gun. Where—?
Kuryakin paused, lowering himself to the ground and watching the movements of the guards. He had not yet completed his assignment; he would not go back to Alexander Waverly yet. Solo, the Section Two chief, was still out there. They still did not know what was in the barrels. There was no backup, no sirens cutting through the frosty night air.
He was alone, no longer struggling with choices. For now, he worked on automatic, trusting his instincts. He rose from the bushes and reversed his path. When another round of gunfire broke out, he slipped around the side of the U.N.C.L.E. vehicle and stole Philips' weapon, a double-action revolver, from his lifeless hand, then blended back into the shadows to check the ammunition. He had one clip only, but the weapon was better than
nothing. He was armed. He was complete. It was as if a switch was turned in his brain and he moved without thinking, but knowing.
There were five Thrush guards, traveling together down the center of the street. No traffic came this way, down the side-street at two in the morning. Kuryakin counted the agents, watching the building and the area, but there was evidence of no other guards. The second group had vanished back into the building. There were cars parked along the street, belonging to the people inside the building. He took his knife and slashed the tires as he moved along the line.
Determining that the attention of the Thrush agents was directed away from him, Kuryakin made his way back down the block to where Solo was holed up at the southeast comer of the lot. There was time yet to accomplish the task Alexander Waverly had set for him. Thrush guards were slowly checking out the northeast end of the warehouse, checking all the nooks and crannies to see if Newton had other accomplices.
He lowered himself to the pavement, then watched from beneath a vehicle until he was sure he would not be seen. Timing was everything. Too soon, and he risked alerting them to his presence, and Solo's. Too late, and Solo would be dead and there would be no reason to further risk his own life. The moment came, and Kuryakin sprinted across the road and hid behind a delivery truck parked up at the loading dock. Gun in the rear waistband of his pants, he climbed the ropes horizontally so he could maneuver along the bed of the long truck crab-like rather than risk being seen below it or above it.
He worked his way closer to the barrels, tossing a pebble toward Solo to let him know he was there. The U.N.C.L.E. agent didn't seem to be surprised at his presence, almost as though he had been waiting for Kuryakin's arrival. Solo nodded briefly, gesturing for him to move closer to the barrels, then the Section Two Chief covered him while Kuryakin scrambled to see what was inside the nearest one. He tore off a data sheet taped to the lid, glanced at it quickly, then pried open the barrel top and examined the contents, pulling strips of specially treated papers from his pocket and dipping them in the dark liquid. In less than 30 seconds he was satisfied, shutting the lid and, at first opportunity joining Solo crouched behind a forklift. He thrust the data sheet at Solo and whispered—the next time he got a chance—that the contents were clearly and accurately labeled on the paper.
Their capture was anti-climatic. A canister of knock-out gas landing unceremoniously at their feet, from which there was no escape.
Well, that was a short career,
Kuryakin thought, as unconsciousness claimed him.
*****
Hmmmm?
It took Solo a moment to realize that he was awake. Sitting upright in a chair of sorts. Bound.
Memories filtered in, where he was, what he was doing. He remembered being captured, but had no memory of being brought to this room or manacled to the chair.
Another moment to shake the drugged haze from his brain, blink rapidly, and focus on the demolished Thrush laboratory. Pain hit after that, but it was controllable, confined to his wrists and his ankles where the steel manacles dug in. He coughed, trying to peer about the darkened room, hampered by the cloud of dust floating upward from the debris surrounding him. A noise had jarred him awake, probably the ceiling falling in.
Time seemed to be an important consideration; he took a deep breath and exhaled trying to push the lingering sensations of some drug or other out of his system. His jacket was off, shirt sleeves rolled up, so in all likelihood, he had been injected with something. Damn. Without knowing what it was, he wasn't sure how he'd been compromised.
An explosion nearby shook the laboratory, dislodging more ceiling tiles that came crashing down to the floor. As the dust settled, he could see more through the open doorway, thanks to the unfortunate dim glow of fire from somewhere out in the hallway. There was a counter to his right, a sink at the far end. The counter had glass-doored bookshelves above it, and miscellaneous jars and instruments scattered across the surface. Straight ahead, the doorway, and behind him, a fabric-covered partition blocking the rest of the lab.
From what Napoleon Solo could tell, he was alone; there were no Thrush agents nor scientists, nor could he hear any evidence of life around him, other than the continued relay of explosions that periodically rocked the building.
"I hope that's the cavalry out there," he mumbled, twisting in the chair. The lock binding one wrist opened easily. The electrical padlock had been rendered useless by the power outage.
Two seconds later, he had sprung the other locks and shakily stood up, staring about the laboratory.
Hazy memories and blurred images worked their way into his consciousness, but still without enough information to go on. He remembered voices talking around him as he lay secured in the chair. White-smocked bodies, with notebooks. Two... no, three males and one... only one female... Scientists or doctors or... experimenters.
Solo ducked as another explosion shook plaster down on him. Experimenters. Where had
that
thought come from? Yet even as he considered it, he knew there was a definite conviction that he had been experimented on.
Standing up again, he looked around the room, but there was no evidence of binders nor notepads nor surgical instruments. He glanced at his watch, surprised at the time. Four hours had passed since their capture. Long enough for anything to happen.
What the hell went down here?
A memory surfaced, of a row of black binders on the counter behind him, but even as he turned, he knew they were gone. The scientists had obviously left quickly, but had warning enough to remove the binders, taking with them all their notes and data. It was what mattered to them, but they were foolish or naive enough not to think to remove the holstered gun hanging by Solo's suit jacket on the far wall. He stumbled over to it, groaning inwardly as he saw the other suit jacket hanging beside his.
The U.N.C.L.E. scientist... Damn.
Another explosion rocked the building, threatening to collapse the floor above him. Kuryakin. The mystery man. The crazy scientist. Here somewhere, because his jacket was there on the wall.
Solo turned back, gun firmly in hand, and walked further into the room. Waverly had some sort of stake with Kuryakin, so it would be wise to report accurately on what had befallen the young man. He found the scientist behind the orange partition, bound in a similar manner to how he had been, and in an identical chair. The young man had managed to free one hand and his feet, but was wrestling frantically with the lock binding his right wrist. He froze in the dimness, hooded eyes meeting Solo's, then returned to his struggles as though not expecting assistance.
Another explosion rocked the room, sending a new wave of debris and dust on top of them. Voices in the hallway drew Solo to the door, and he peered around the comer into the blackness. He looked back to see the young man pushing himself up from the chair, freed now, one arm moving quickly to support his ribcage.
No words passed between them; Solo had the gun and a flashlight, and the Section Eight agent, Kuryakin, stayed close behind him as they moved out into the hallway. Other than the hand tight against his lower ribs, Kuryakin gave no indication of being in pain, but, like Solo, was blinking back the effects of the drug.
A high-pitched whine cut through the area and they covered their ears. Ten seconds later, it had stopped just as suddenly as it had started, followed by the loud crack of an explosion, a burst of thunder ricocheting through the building.
Smoke and dust hovered in the air, shimmering clouds lit by the fire behind them at the far end of the narrow corridor. Solo headed in the other direction, ducking under hissing electrical cords hanging from above, stepping over the plaster and cables from the dislodged ceiling tiles, relieved that Kuryakin was following him without direction to do so. As they turned the comer, one route was completely blocked; the entire wing of the building had collapsed. The other direction was not much better; there was extensive rubble, but the slightly askew Exit sign caught Solo's attention, and he motioned for the Section Eight agent to follow him.
They had almost reached the stairwell at the north end of the building when a team of Thrush agents came barrelling into the far end of the corridor, firing at them before Solo had even registered their presence. He brought up his automatic and got off several shots, keeping Kuryakin behind him out of the line of fire as best he could. He hated when innocents were dragged into such things. Kuryakin was obviously still drugged, for he showed little emotion or fear over what was happening. At least he wasn't acting like Plotik had, a false bravado that had gotten him killed. And Newton killed. And probably Philips, although he hadn't asked Kuryakin what had happened to the driver.
A glance back showed the fire behind them was advancing down the corridor, gaining on them. He had to do something before they were irrevocably trapped. Burning to death was not how he intended to go. "Get in there." Solo pushed the young scientist in the hollow beneath the stairs and crouched low, firing the automatic as the stubborn Thrush agents continued to pop around the comer to shoot at him. One enemy bullet finally found its target, hissing across Solo's arm and splaying his fingers open, the gun falling from his grasp. The shock of pain knocked Solo over to his side, fighting to stay conscious, one hand in reflex covering the wound.
He was dimly aware of Kuryakin crawling over him to escape. Solo cursed, even as reason flooded back—Really, what could he expect? This wasn't a trained Enforcement Agent. This was a scientist, one who never should have left his nice cool laboratory at U.N.C.L.E. Headquarters. Too young. Not prepared. Probably terrified—and he had every right to be terrified.
Another round of gunfire and Solo knew he had to move if he expected to survive the next few seconds, The fog in his brain lifted; a familiar sound, his U.N.C.L.E. Special was firing somewhere above his head. That pushed him totally awake. He forced his eyes open, forced himself to sit up, and stared at the young scientist. "I'll take that, thank you, before you hurt yourself," he said, as soon as there was a lull in the gun battle.
Kuryakin handed him the weapon, collapsing slightly against the wall, overcome, no doubt, by what he had just done. Two men lay dead in the hallway.
"Get back in the stairwell. I'll handle this." Solo grit his teeth and grasped hold of the Special, ignoring the blood trickling down his arm. Kuryakin fortunately knew how to handle directions and was back under the stairs, panting with exertion.
The whine was back, growing louder by the second, until the walls trembled. The air hissed and crackled, and a tendril of green energy snaked down the corridor, dispersing the fleeing Thrush agents, then it disappeared, replaced by the glare of flames.
Solo backed into the stairwell. "Help me wrap my arm up," he said urgently, between gritted teeth. "They've turned back for the moment and I need to be ready when they come back if we're going to get out of here. I figure we've got just a few minutes before that fire gets here." He placed the gun on the floor by his right hand and watched as Kuryakin ripped his own shirt into shreds and bound the arm. The wound wasn't bad—just a crease, really—but it was enough to be painful and disagreeable.
With his free hand, he activated his transceiver. "Open Channel D." Solo tapped the transceiver several times, then said again. "Open Channel D. Mr. Waverly."
Waverly's voice echoed in the stairwell.
"Yes, Mr. Solo. Report, please. Second unit reports extensive gunfire and the imminent destruction of the warehouse. Your location, please."
"Not good, sir. We came under attack shortly after our arrival. Newton is dead, as is one of the Section Eight agents—I'm sorry, his name escapes me at the moment."
"Plotnik."
Solo nodded at Kuryakin's quiet voice as he bent over his task of bandaging his arm. "Plotnik, sir. Adam Plotnik."
"Do you and Mr. Kuryakin have the information you need on the chemicals? Should the area be evacuated?"
Kuryakin reached over and took the transceiver from Solo, not noticing the senior agent's look of surprise. "Alexander Waverly, it is I," the Russian said, placing Solo's gun back in his hand. "It is safe to destroy the building. The chemicals will not cause an explosion. There is another source of energy here that I am not familiar with, a weapon perhaps, but I have not seen how it is controlled. To be accurate, it does not appear to be controlled at this time. Do you require further information?"
Solo looked out into the corridor, but it appeared to be vacated. He could feel the heat from the fire as it approached.
"No, Mr. Kuryakin, that answers my immediate concern. Mr. Solo, we have a team standing by to retrieve you if you can make it to the northwest exit. How close are you to that?"
Northwest was, of course, the direction the Thrush agents had come from and had retreated to for the time being. No doubt they were waiting for them just around the comer, knowing the fire would force the U.N.C.L.E. agents out.
"We'll get there. I'll have to shoot our way out though."
"Understood. Mr. Kuryakin, please assist Mr. Solo as necessary. Follow his instructions."
Kuryakin leaned forward to speak into the transceiver, and Solo could see the sweat running down the man's face, dirt and blood mingled with it. "Yes, sir," he said, with a cough. His hand tightened on his ribs, his eyes opening slightly in what the enforcement agent knew was acute pain from whatever injury he had.
Solo pocketed the transceiver. "Not how you thought your day would go, is it?"
Kuryakin stared back at him blankly.
Shock. Great.
"Okay, let's get out of here. We'll take it section by section. There's an alcove at the end of the hallway. We'll go straight there and see what we come up with. There's a chance that the Thrush agents have moved out. Are you ready?" Solo got to his feet, glanced at the expert bandaging of his arm, then stepped out into the corridor.
Behind him, he heard a slight gasp of pain as Kuryakin got to his feet, but he kept moving forward, gun hand extended as they got to the end of the corridor. Before he crossed the open hallway to the alcove, he paused, listening. No sounds. Solo reached back and grabbed hold of Kuryakin's jacket. "Ready? Now!" He half-threw the young Russian out across the corridor into the alcove, diving in after him as bullets tore up the hallway. It only sounded like two guns firing, though, and a quick dart out into the hallway cut down the Thrush agent who had ventured out toward them. The man was dead as he hit the ground, cooperating nicely by releasing his gun. It bounced down the corridor, retrieved easily by Solo.
"Let's go before his friend gets some recruits." He stepped back into the alcove, checking the second gun. "Get up."
"Go ahead," Kuryakin whispered.
"Come on. We can both make it if we run now. The exit we need is only thirty feet from here."
"I can't." Again the tight whisper.
Solo glanced down to where Kuryakin leaned back against the wall, his legs sprawled on the floor.
"That's an order, mister. I know you're probably terrified, but--"
Kuryakin opened his jacket. What the black jacket had hid was evident against the once-white shirt.
Blood. A bullet through his side, from the looks of it.
Shit.
"Can you walk?"
"Go ahead. Alexander Waverly already has information you need from me." Kuryakin closed his eyes, his face white beneath the dirt and sweat.
Solo surveyed the corridor again, then looked back to Kuryakin. "If I leave you here, you might be captured by them. Even if you are only Section Eight, they would still try and get information from you."
"I would say nothing."
"Not good enough." Solo wrestled with what to do, knowing every second he delayed meant the Thrush agent could return with backup. "Here," he said, finally, handing Kuryakin the second gun. "Take this. You know what to do?"
"Yes." Kuryakin froze for a moment, then reached for the weapon. "Yes, I know."
Solo took two steps forward, but something made him look back, just in time to see Kuryakin put the gun to his temple, ready to blow his brains out. With a tight kick, the Chief Enforcement Agent knocked the gun from his hand. "What the hell are you doing?" he whispered as loud as he dared, his voice carrying his shock. "I'm trying to get us both out of here alive!"
Kuryakin's face finally broke from its non-emotional glaze, confusion easily read as Solo picked up the weapon and dropped it in his pocket. "I thought—"
"Come on." Solo cut him off, then leaned down and pulled Kuryakin to his feet. "I don't know what the hell that was about, but we'll get out of this together. Shit, I think you just took ten years off my life."
Being upright was definitely not doing the Russian any good, but he valiantly tried to stay on his feet, one foot stumbling after the other as Solo dragged him down the corridor. Twice Solo had to prop the young man against the wall, leaning back against him to keep him upright as the enforcement agent fired at the opposition.
Kuryakin stayed alert, though, even as he tried to stay conscious. "To your right!" came a hiss by his ear, and Solo fired as he turned, catching the Thrush agent as he came around the comer. As soon as he had turned to look in one direction, Kuryakin had turned the other way, watching his back like a seasoned pro. "Give me the gun."
"Only if you use it on Thrush," Solo said, taking the U.N.C.L.E. Walther from his jacket pocket, then pushing back against Kuryakin, holding him in place with his shoulder as he raised his weapon and fired up the corridor.
"I'll do what I can."
"That's all I ask," Solo muttered, but he could see the struggle it was for the Russian to even raise the weapon with his left hand and fire. At least he was a decent shot, or else beginner's luck was with him. Either way, Kuryakin put two bullets in the middle of each forehead of two Thrush agents as they rounded the comer toward them.
"Thanks," Solo gasped, but the body behind his began to crumple as consciousness faded. Solo grasped the young man around the waist, ignoring the pain tearing through his left arm as he dragged him across the corridor and through the doorway. Once the door closed, there was no light in the stairwell; it appeared any emergency lighting that should have been in place had defected along with the fleeing Thrush agents.
Kuryakin was a dead weight in his arms, and with a growl of frustration, Solo fell back against the stairs, letting him drop to the floor. Another explosion rocked the building, this one sounding like the top floor had crushed the corridor they had just exited from. In the distance, screams and gunfire. At his feet, only silence. His left arm felt like it was on fire, the pain blinding him beyond the darkness in the stairwell.
Solo gasped for breath, coughing in the dust-choked area. With his good arm, he tried to grab hold of Kuryakin, his arm looping across the Russian's chest. Step by step, he dragged them both up to the next level, stumbling as the building continued to fold in on itself as fire devoured what was left. He fell back against the handle of an outer door, staring briefly into the eyes of a startled U.N.C.L.E. agent, who jumped back as the two men fell through the door to land on the floor of the loading platform.
Night sky. Stars and smoke. Sirens. Pain.
And rather stunned almond-shaped eyes. "Need some help?" Paul Yin, one of the U.N.C.L.E. paramedics, asked.
"Please," Solo said as his world began to shake again and his last conscious sight was of the side of the building bulging out and a piece of shingle winging its way straight toward him.
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Solo felt the first tug back to consciousness and struggled to open his eyes, one hand moving to his shoulder holster—or where his shoulder holster was supposed to be. He froze, alerted to danger, and his eyes opened all the way. Sight was blurred and hazy, and he sluggishly tried to make sense of what he was seeing. He apparently was in the back of an U.N.C.L.E. ambulance, strapped in place on a stretcher that was in turn fastened to one wall of the specially constructed van. He apparently had no weapon, nor did he have his shoulder holster, his suit jacket nor his dress shirt. The throbbing pain in his head was being fed by the emergency siren. The throbbing pain in his arm was aggravated by his own movements.

"Lie still, sir." The ambulance attendant glanced over at him, then turned away.
"Hmmm..." He coughed suddenly, drawing his knees up as he tried to clear his lungs. Smoke inhalation, he recognized, sucking oxygen as the mask was placed over his face. A few minutes passed before he had everything under control again and could find the presence of mind to turn his head and see what was happening beside him.
The scientist... Kuryakin. Solo nodded to himself, relieved he could find the name in his foggy head. From what he could tell, the paramedics had cut away portions of Kuryakin's clothing and were attempting to deal with the still bleeding gunshot wound. Solo could hear Dr. Samuel Lawrence's voice over the tinny intercom, giving instructions to the attendants as they detailed their findings.
Kuryakin's eyes were open, staring blindly at the ceiling of the van, appearing unaware of the hands on him and the gauze pads being pressed into his side and lower back at the exit wound. His face beneath the oxygen mask was ashen in the indistinct interior light of the ambulance. They had crossed his arms over his chest, IV lines trailing from the back of one hand.
Within ten minutes the van turned into the U.N.C.L.E. garage, turning through the maze until it reached the area closest to the infirmary. The back doors were opened, and, first, Kuryakin's stretcher was removed, his own stretcher following closely.
Solo tried to sit up, but Lawrence pushed him back to the mattress. "Just wait until I have a chance to check you out. Anything other than your arm, a bump on your head, and smoke inhalation?"
He shook his head, not trusting his voice yet.
"We'll check out your partner first, then."
He's not my partner,
Solo wanted to say.
He's a boffin. A scientist. He never should have been there.
But he couldn't say anything about it, since it had been Waverly's decision.
But he 's not my partner.
* * * * *
Once inside the infirmary's emergency room, Solo lay impatiently on the stretcher as Dr. Lawrence looked over his two patients quickly, cataloging injuries and deciding treatment. Both men were conscious, but both had been unconscious when they were placed in the ambulance, although Solo claimed he had just been stunned by the blow to his head, not truly unconscious. Regardless, there were certain procedures that Lawrence was insistent on following with his staff and with the two less-than-cooperative patients.
While the doctor was bent over Kuryakin, Solo carefully sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the stretcher. Aside from a headache and the pain in his arm, he was convinced he was fine. Even the pain in his arm was fading as the painkiller wiped the annoying uncomfortableness away. The oxygen he was receiving through the face mask was helping clear his head, and what he decided he really wanted was a cup of coffee to clear out the smoke-taste in his mouth.
Lawrence glanced back at him and scowled. "Teller! Give me a hand here. Our feared Section Two leader is about to attempt a quick getaway."
"Can I use your phone?" Solo asked, ignoring the droll humor.
"Can it wait a few minutes?"
"Not really. I need to report to Mr. Waverly."
Teller, the U.N.C.L.E. intern, slid in the room, going first to Lawrence's side and adjusting the overhead lamp for the doctor, then Teller was redirected to Solo. "Let's get you cleaned up, sir," the man said, with the confidence of someone used to the restless agitation of enforcement agents.
"Now? Can't it wait?" Solo pulled the oxygen mask from his face. "Hey, Sam, who was handling the backup?"
"No idea. Not my department," Lawrence said, without looking up. "Napoleon, let him check your arm. Teller, get him an ice bag for that bump on his head."
"Yes, sir."
"Well, could someone find out?" Solo asked.
"Find out what?" Lawrence growled, intent on his more withdrawn patient.
"I need to know who was handling the backup."
Teller cleared his throat as he handed Solo the ice bag, then checked the dressing on Solo's arm. "Garcia," he said softly. "Garcia was in charge, sir."
"Xavier? Has he reported in yet?"
Teller shrugged, then took Solo's hand and put the ice bag against his forehead. "Leave it there, sir. And sorry. I just heard it was Garcia leading the second unit. Sam?"
Hands raised, another man's blood staining the sterilized gloves, Lawrence turned to them as Teller pulled Solo's dressing free so the doctor could take a good look at the senior agent’s wound. "Looks fine," Lawrence pronounced, then smiled at Solo and turned back to his primary patient in the emergency area of the infirmary. "No problem there. Should heal up fine, Napoleon. You can chalk that up with your other lucky breaks. You bandaged it well on the scene, which makes my job easier later. And keep that ice on your head."
Solo nodded carefully, remembering Kuryakin's deft fingers in cleaning and bandaging his wound. It occurred to him then that Kuryakin had already been shot at that point and hadn't said a word to him about it while he had bandaged Solo's wounds. There was something irksome about that. "Great, Sam. That's what I wanted to hear—We're pressed for agents right now and I can't afford to be sidelined or restricted to my office. I need to call Mr. Waverly, and then I should go check on what's happening. The mission was under my direction."
"Give me two minutes here, and I'll be right with you." Lawrence turned back to his other patient, the nurse adjusting the light over the man's side. "Close your eyes, son. Count backwards... There we go." The nurse hovering at Lawrence's elbow moved aside a mask, placing it on the tray beside her. She adjusted the light again, the doctor speaking softly to her. While the nurse prepared his equipment, Lawrence said in a louder voice, "Teller, go ahead and redress Mr. Solo's arm. I'm not going to bother with stitches on him. Yes, Napoleon, I know, I heard you; you need to make a phone call. Make it as soon as you're bandaged. Teller, help him with it—I know Mr. Waverly is waiting for a report. And Napoleon, when you're done, just wait a moment before you go tearing off into the hallway looking like that; Janice says that Mildred will be in shortly with some clothes for you."
"Sure." Solo tried to keep still as his wound was cleaned, turning his attention elsewhere. "So, how's Kuryakin?" he asked.
"Nasty wound, but he's out for a few minutes. We'll prep him, then we'll move him to an operating room and stitch him up and hope that wound didn't get infected along the way. He's going to be weak from loss of blood, but he's a strong man in excellent condition and health. He'll bounce back quickly," Lawrence said, stitching the wound, apparently satisfied that any internal damage would heal on its own.
Solo frowned. "You know this guy? He's been down here before? How dangerous is Section Eight these days?" The enforcement agent sat up straighter when he saw the doctor freeze, as though caught in a lie.
Lawrence shrugged off his tension with a laugh, but didn't turn around. "I just meant that you can tell by looking at him that he's kept himself fit."
"He's a scientist. Maybe he gets bored staring into microscopes all day."
"Maybe. You can use the phone on my desk there."
Nice redirection, Sam.
Solo watched the doctor work for a moment, wondering what had made the usually unflappable doctor tense.
So you know young Kuraykin, I see.
When Teller stepped back, satisfied with the bandage, Solo hopped down from the table, one hand still holding the ice bag in place. At least, the dizziness had passed. He was actually feeling fairly decent, and with any luck—for which he was famous—the ice would take care of the bump.
He dialed the four digit number to Waverly's private office. "It's Solo."
"Yes, Mr. Solo. I've just received a report from Mr. Garcia, who is on his way back to Headquarters. He seems satisfied the... infestation ... was contained. His words,"
Waverly added,
"but I felt 'infestation' was an accurate description of this particular satrapy of Thrush."
"I agree. I'm curious about what else was happening in the building besides its use as a warehouse, sir. We were held in some sort of lab, one that appeared to be fully stocked with medical apparatus. There was also a strange... well... weapon of some sort. I'm not sure what it was. Green energy."
"What is Mr. Kuryakin's assessment?"
"We've not had time to speak. Dr. Lawrence is taking care of him right now, cleaning and stitching a gunshot wound."
"He was shot? Why was I not immediately informed? "
Solo's eyebrows rose. He could have sworn that Waverly had jumped up at the news. Over a boffin? "Sir?"
"Have Dr. Lawrence report to me when he's finished with Mr. Kuryakin."
"Yes, sir. I'll check in with Mr. Garcia, and we'll prepare our report for you."
"Do so, Mr. Solo. That will be all."
Waverly hung up a bit quickly, and Solo had the distinct impression that Waverly was possibly embarrassed by his previous reaction to Kuryakin's injury.
As Solo turned to speak with Lawrence, a nurse came in with a clean pressed suit for him, complete with shirt and tie, underwear, shoes and socks. She smiled coyly at him, long mascaraed eyelashes batting his way. "Need help, Napoleon?" 
Lawrence moved to the far side of the operating table, glancing up to see the young nurse. "Mildred, he'll be fine on his own. Can you find some clothes for Kuryakin?"
"Yes, doctor," she said quickly, looking away from Solo, looking at the face of the young man lying motionless on the table, apparently still under the anesthetic. "Who is he? New here? Does he have a set in the enforcement agents' lockers?"
"No. Mr. Kuryakin is Section Eight—get something from Wardrobe. He lives here' he can return them later. His clothes are on the table there—just check his size from the labels."
"He lives here?" Mildred asked, obviously interested. "At headquarters?"
"In one of the dorms."
"I thought they were just for security agents on twenty-four-hour call."
"He spends most of his time in the lab, so Mr. Waverly authorized a room for him."
"Oh."
It made sense, actually, for a boffin to live in the dorm area, Solo thought, as he scooped up his clothes and ducked around the partition to change. The Network's technicians had a reputation for being resourceful and quick-thinking, often required to find solutions for complex problems on short notice.
Lawrence finished cleaning the Russian agent's wounds and preparing him for surgery as Mildred collected his and Kuryakin's damaged clothing . When Lawrence finished, Janice covered the patient with a cotton blanket, tucking it gently around him. As Solo emerged from behind the partition, he caught Lawrence's amused look. Both women were lingering longer than was necessary, smiling down as Kuryakin's blue eyes opened and the Russian looked around the infirmary with the dazed expression of someone still heavily drugged.
"Thank you, ladies," the doctor said. "That'll be all, for now. " Lawrence waited until they had left, the leaned over the young man, smiling softly as the scientist managed to focus on him. "Illya, you're fine. We're going to take you to the surgery to take a better look at the bullet's path and to give you a few stitches. Lie still for a few minutes and let the anesthetic take hold."
A wary nod, and Kuryakin closed his eyes.
"Illya?" Solo whispered to Lawrence as the doctor came over and assisted the enforcement agent in putting on his shirt and doing up the cufflinks. "What does that mean?"
"That's his name. Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin. You haven't met him before?"
"No. Not really. How new is he?"
"Almost two years." Lawrence glanced up at him, then back to Kuryakin. "Was there a problem?"
"No. He did okay today. We got through it all. A few awkward moments, but nothing we didn't weather."
"I don't see why he wouldn’t. His English is excellent now."
"That's not what I meant. I meant he was put in an awkward situation, and he didn't panic."
Other than trying to kill himself, that is.
Solo shivered, putting that whole incident aside for now. First he would talk with Kuryakin, before recording the incident with the gun for his report. He had forgotten about it until now. "I'm going to go see if Garcia is here yet. He should be arriving shortly," Solo said, crisply, as Lawrence helped him into the sling for his arm. "I've got to get going, but let me know Kuryakin's condition when he's fully awake. I need to talk to him before I finish my report. I'll need a copy of his chart, as well," he added.
"I'll notify you when he's out of surgery. It's standard procedure to send the chart to your office," the doctor said, waving him out of the room.
Solo was scarcely out the door when felt the first wave of pain, rippling across his stomach and catching his breath. A few feet later, he was leaning against the wall, trying to keep upright when his body was screaming to double over. One more deliberate step and his legs gave out as wave after wave of pain swept over his body, radiating from the pit of his stomach. He lay on the floor of U.N.C.L.E. Headquarters, curled in a ball, gasping in agony, as the alarm bells clanged in the corridor and doors locked tight in defense. No doubt his collapse had been witnessed on the security cameras.
Somebody shouted. Footsteps pounded toward him. Through the haze of pain, he saw the guards, weapons drawn, looking for who or what had caused his collapse. Then a hand on his shoulder, someone yelling at him, calling his name, but he couldn't catch his breath enough to answer. He could barely make out that it was Todd Webster, a junior agent in Section Two. Solo pulled one hand away from his abdomen, expecting to see it red with blood, but no bullet had caused this pain.
Teller appeared from the infirmary as soon as the doors released, sliding through the doorway and skidding to Solo's side to help him up. Together with the Section Two agent, Webster, Teller assisted Solo inside and lying back down on the stretcher in the infirmary.
The pain was pouring over Solo, spasming his gut, twisting his intestines. Sweat dripped from his forehead, soaking his shirt.
"Napoleon?" Lawrence bent over him. "Just breathe out. Don't hold your breath. Let it out. That's good. Lie still—Let me check my other patient."
Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.
Easier said than done when your insides were being turned outside. But once he lay immobile in the infirmary for several minutes, Solo realized he felt considerably better.
I must have been hit harder than I thought at the warehouse.
Although, much as he tried, he couldn't think of any time he'd been hit in the abdomen, just the upper arm. He took a deep breath and eased upright again, surprised that other than a slight residue tightness across his stomach muscles, he really did feel fine.
"Sam?"
Lawrence looked back at him. "You two have terrible timing," he said, releasing the blood pressure cuff from Kuryakin's arm.
"What do you mean?"
"Just as the alarms went off in the corridor, I saw Kuryakin was doubled over in pain. While I was helping him, the security doors released, so I sent Teller and Janice out to see if medical assistance was needed in the corridor. Janice comes back a moment later to tell me that
you
were out there in severe pain, too."
"What's Kuryakin's problem?"
"I'm not sure. Possibly the alarms startled him and triggered an abrupt reaction, then the pain from the bullet wound flared up when he moved." Lawrence had his hand on Kuryakin's shoulder the entire time he was speaking. "I'm going to put him under for surgery, so if he did any further damage, I'll find out soon enough."
Kuryakin lay on his uninjured side, facing Solo, his eyes closed, still breathing in short pants around the pain that visibly seemed to diminish with every drugged inhalation.
Solo carefully sat up, testing his body, but he did appear to be over whatever it was that had waylaid him. "Sam, I'm going to head out again. If this happens a second time, I'll let you know."
"Do that. Actually, Napoleon, come back here after you've checked in with Xavier and Alexander. I know you're not crazy about the idea, but I'd like to give you a complete physical—try and see if we can find some explanation for that attack you had." When Solo started to protest, he continued, "What if it had happened when you were on assignment?"
How did one argue with that?
Solo nodded reluctantly and hopped down from the stretcher a second time, satisfied that at the present, at least, he was feeling fit—well, as fit as a man with his arm in a sling and a bump on his head could feel.
He made it down the corridor an extra few feet this time before falling to his knees, his forehead almost touching the linoleum. It wasn't as bad as the first attack, but he still couldn't move unaided. Teller had been watching him from the doorway of the infirmary and was at his side in seconds. When it didn't appear to be abating, the intern helped him up and into the infirmary.
*****
Lawrence shook his head slowly, staring at the test results. "Alexander, I don't have a clue what's wrong with them.
Something
is affecting both of them. I had to put Napoleon out so I could get to surgery with Illya."
"How so?"
"I was moving Illya to the surgery area, but Napoleon had another attack, again in synch with Illya. I put Illya under, then went to deal with Napoleon, but his pain had stopped. I ended up putting him under as well, so I wouldn't be running back and forth between the two of them while in surgery. I thought it might be something in the corridor that was triggering Napoleon's attacks, but the third attack was right in the infirmary."
"Some time-delayed drug they were both given?" Waverly frowned, reading the drug toxin report. "No trace of it, but it could be a new drug on the market. Or maybe it's all in their minds. They've been brainwashed to react this way. Mr. Solo did mention they were held in a laboratory of some kind."
"Could be. I'm going to have to do more tests. But for now, I'd like him to stay here."
Waverly nodded. "I'll defer to you on this, Sam." He stood to leave, then paused in the doorway. "Uh... how is Mr. Kuryakin? The surgery?"
Lawrence smiled. "Well, that's the only thing that's gone right here. He'll be fine. The bullet passed right through him without hitting anything major. He'll need some bed rest for a few days, then a light schedule for a week or two."
"Where is he now?"
"In the infirmary. I've got the two men both there so I can keep an eye on them. Napoleon isn’t happy at all at being confined to the infirmary, but we've run another complete set of tests on him, and I've got our labs going over them, Meanwhile, we have a tiger caged, and he's not pleased."
"Is he ambulatory?"
"At the moment. He seems fine, actually. I've cleared my desk in the infirmary for him to use, so he's making calls and trying to keep working. Garcia's in there with him now. If you want to meet with them, do it there instead of in your office."
* * * * *
Napoleon Solo and Xavier Garcia looked up as their superior entered the infirmary. "Sir? Mr. Waverly, have a seat, please," Garcia said, jumping up to pull out a chair for the Head of Section One.
"I'm sorry you had to come down here, Mr. Waverly. I would have come to your office, but the good doctor has restricted me to this room for the time being," Solo added, a trace of bitterness in his voice.
"And with good reason, from what he tells me." Waverly glanced toward one of the beds in the ward and at the man sleeping in it. "How is Mr. Kuryakin?"
Solo shrugged. "Fine, I guess. He's still sleeping off the general anesthetic from his surgery. Haven't really had a chance to talk to him yet, but Sam—Dr. Lawrence—tells me he'll be awake soon."
"Good." Waverly sat down in the offered chair, his eyes still lingering on the Russian scientist. "Your initial report said we lost two men on this assignment."
"Yes, sir." Solo rubbed his forehead, gingerly, his fingers passing over the bandaged lump above his right eyebrow. "Unfortunately, Plotnik ignored my orders to wait in the van until the area was secured, and he decided to join Newton and me as we cased the area. He ended up walking out into the street, triggering an alarm of some kind, I suspect, which in turn sent a group of Thrush agents out of the building. Two or three of them overturned the van parked down the block. I'm not sure how Mr. Kuryakin escaped it."
"I was in the backup unit waiting a half mile from the site. When we lost contact with Solo's group, we decided to try a drive-by and see if we could see any trouble. We found the van overturned with Philip's body near it, Plotnik's body was on the street, and we could see Newton's body inside the Thrush site," Garcia put in. "Looks like Kuryakin had popped one of the windows of the van, and somehow he got out through the back without being detected."
"Why did Mr. Plotnik decide to join you?" Waverly asked.
"I've no idea. Kuryakin might know. They were both under explicit orders to stay in the van. Newton and I were at opposite ends of the loading dock trying to deal with the Thrush agents, when I suddenly saw Plotnik walking down the street. He waved at us, trying to get our attention, with his gun visible in his hand, then he saw the Thrush agents leave the warehouse and tried to aim the weapon at them. He was dead within seconds—single bullet through the forehead. He never got a shot off."
"And Newton?"
"We were trying to save the mess Plotnik had started; I went around the side of the building and Newton was trying to get to the other side, but he was in the open when Plotnik made his move. He didn't have a chance. A few minutes later, I was joined by Kuryakin, and we put up quite a fight before they dropped some gas on us."
"How many agents do you estimate they had?"
Solo shook his head. "Xavier and I have been trying to figure that out. An estimate: ten security, another ten general Thrush minions, and considering there were several labs on the lower level where we were held, another ten or more scientists. Add to that those in charge... I'd say close to 45 in all."
"And how many bodies were recovered, Mr. Garcia?"
"We are working with the fire department, but at present time, only twenty bodies have been recovered from the wreckage."
Waverly took his pipe from his pocket, held it in his hand for a moment, then seemed to remember where he was and put it back in his pocket. "How many were seen fleeing the scene?"
"No more than one car full. There's a strong possibility that one or more carloads got away prior to our arrival."
"Mr. Solo, please explain to me again why you chose to go in the building prior to the arrival of the backup teams?"
Solo felt his headache intensify. "Newton and I moved along the side of the building, sir, simply to get an idea of the number of guards on duty, and to see if we could spot any camera surveillance. Mr. Plotnik then took matters into his own hands and attempted to join us." He glanced over to Kuryakin, just beginning to come out of the anesthetic, his eyes blinking open as he took in his surroundings. Solo looked back at Waverly. "If I may add this, sir... I was not comfortable with the idea of bringing Section Eight scientists with us on assignment. They are not trained in combat, nor in battle tactics. Nor are they certified with weapons or hand-to-hand fighting." He took a deep breath. "I'm sad to say that this mission has only proved my point."
Waverly stood, his body tight with controlled tension. "I suggest you speak with George Shakely regarding this matter. I authorized only
one
of his scientists, Mr. Kuryakin, as his file shows his training matches or exceeds even your own in firearms and hand-to-hand combat. Add to that he has mastered several branches of martial arts and other eastern forms of self-defense."
"Regardless, he doesn't have the experience necessary—"
"Did he conduct himself correctly while on assignment?" Waverly broke in.
"Kuryakin, yes. But Plotnik—"
"I did not authorize Plotnik to go on that assignment," Waverly said, coldly, then turned to leave.
Dr. Lawrence came in from his lab, clipboard in hand as he stared at the top sheet of a mass of papers fastened to it. "Ah, Alexander. I'm glad you're here. Before you go, I'd like you to look at something."
Waverly stood in place, near the door to the infirmary, Teller blocking his path. "Samuel—"
"Only a moment, Alexander. I can give you a demonstration of this, if these tests prove to be correct." The doctor went straight to Kuryakin, pulling out a penlight and shining it in the young man's eyes, then he sat on the side of the bed with his stethoscope pressed to the Russian's chest, listening to his heart and lungs. "Okay. Bear with me, Illya. This won't take long." With a gentle to squeeze to the young man's hand, he got up and motioned to Solo. "How do you feel now, Napoleon? How's your stomach?"
"I noticed it starting to become uncomfortable about ten minutes ago." Solo shrugged. "Nothing serious, just a slight queasy feeling."
"Fair enough. Napoleon, I want to try a little experiment. I'd like you to go stand next to Mr. Kuryakin."
Solo stood and crossed the short distance to Kuryakin's bed.
"How do you feel, Napoleon? Any different?"
"About the same." He paused, then shrugged. "I feel fine, actually. The movement must have helped."
"Okay, now, slowly, walk back to the desk."
Solo returned to where he'd been sitting all afternoon.
"How far would you say that was, Alexander?" Lawrence asked.
"Eight feet. Not far."
"And how do you feel now, Napoleon? How's your stomach?"
"No real change—Well, not much anyway. That queasy sensation is back."
"Now, Napoleon, keep walking away from Mr. Kuryakin, over to the far counter. Teller, go alongside him."
Solo took a few more steps, feeling the muscles tighten across his stomach. He frowned, glancing to Teller's concerned stare.
"Stop, Napoleon," Lawrence directed. "Stay where you are for a moment. How is it now?"
Reluctantly, the enforcement agent admitted to the growing discomfort.
"Illya?" Lawrence asked. "What about you? How are you feeling?"
"I am fine," Kuryakin whispered, his voice still rough from surgery.
Lawrence returned to his side, bending over the bed again. "Illya, this is vital that we get accurate information. The truth, please. How are you feeling? How's your stomach?"
"Distinctly nauseous," Kuryakin answered, his British-tinged accent sounding clipped.
Lawrence stood up, looking over at Solo. "Okay, Napoleon. Another two steps, then stop."
After one step, the first wave of pain hit Solo, by the second step, he thought he was going to pass out. He tried to turn as he heard Kuryakin's involuntary gasp of pain, but was assaulted by dizziness. "What's happening?" he managed to gasp.
Teller grasped hold of his arm, leading him back to the desk, then a few steps beyond that to the agent's empty bed, next to Kuryakin's. "Just lie down, sir. We think this will pass in a few moments." He helped the agent to recline on the mattress, Solo curling around his abused stomach.
Lawrence was still sitting at Kuryakin's side, gently rubbing the young man's back and talking him through the wave of pain he'd experienced. Teller brought over a hypo, which the doctor injected into his patient's hip. "Napoleon, I'm not going to give you anything. Illya's just recovering from surgery, and I want him to remain as relaxed as possible. I'm actually going to knock him out for a few minutes, and we'll try something else."
Solo could feel the pain begin to dissipate as he slowly stretched out on the bed. He glanced over to Waverly and Garcia, still standing where they were a moment ago, then he looked back to the doctor. "Sam? Want to fill me in on what's happening here?"
"Can you sit up yet?" Lawrence asked, without looking over at him. "Illya's unconscious now. See if you can sit up and when you're ready, walk over to Alexander and Xavier."
Almost reluctantly, Solo eased his body upright, then swung his legs over the edge of the bed. With a puzzled frown, he got up, grabbing Teller's arm for balance, then proceeded to walk to Waverly and Garcia, then past them to the far end of the office and back to the desk. "It's not bad. Not like before. But I can still feel it," he said, looking at Lawrence accusingly.
"Let's talk, gentlemen. We have a problem on our hands."
*****
There was a scratchy sound, pen on paper.
Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin once more struggled awake, trying to get his bearings. He was in the infirmary, still, it appeared. It took him a moment to remember the gunshot wound, and another moment to remember the additional concern.
"Hi, there."
He looked over to Samuel Lawrence, sitting beside his bed in a chair. The doctor had been writing on a clipboard, the source of the sound that had woken him.
"How are you feeling?"
I've no idea how to answer that question. 'As compares to what?’ comes to mind.
"Redefine your question," he murmured, hearing the doctor laugh.
"Point taken. How's your stomach? Has the nauseous feeling left yet?"
Kuryakin nodded, moving his head to see Solo on the phone at the doctor's desk. "What's happened?"
"The quick version? Thrush has managed somehow to do something to the two of you, so if you are more than six feet away from each other, the symptoms start. Six to eight feet, nausea begins. Eight to ten feet, severe discomfort. Ten feet or more, profound pain. When you were drugged for surgery, the sensation for both of you eased considerably, but the moment you became conscious, it started again. Simple sleeping pills don't affect it, but anesthetic and other stronger medications seem to do the trick."
"What are you talking about? You're babbling, Sam," Kuryakin mumbled.
"I wish I were, Illya."
Kuryakin frowned at him, eyes widening as he made an attempt to sit up. "You're serious? We are handcuffed together? Can it be altered?"
"Just relax. We're working on it," Lawrence assured him. "The best thing you can do is get better."
Kuryakin stared at Solo on the telephone, jotting notes as he spoke to someone. Sitting in the infirmary, making his phone calls. Trapped. Realization of the scope of the situation flooded him. "Napoleon Solo has to remain in the infirmary, because I cannot leave here?"
"Yes."
"I am like a ... an albatross around his neck." Kuryakin shook in horror. "I can't—Wait, you said drugs disabled the symptoms. If you keep me drugged, he is free to move around—this is correct?"
"Yes, it’s true, but we can't keep you drugged all the time. You've got to heal from this surgery."
"This is not important. I am crippling Solo. This
is
important. He is head of Section Two, Chief Enforcement Officer. I am nothing—"
"Illya, Thrush meant for this to hamper him. We're not sure exactly what they did, or how long this lasts, but we're working on it. Meanwhile, he'll—"
"If you need my permission, go ahead. I'll sign whatever you wish. I do not wish to be a weight around someone's neck."
"And you aren't. Mr. Solo will cope. Won't you, Napoleon?" Lawrence asked, raising his voice.
Solo had hung up the phone and looked across at them now. He rubbed at his forehead before answering. "Won't I what, Sam?"
"You will cope with this."
Solo laughed harshly. "Sure. Why not?"
"Napoleon, I'm serious—"
"So am I." The laugh faded abruptly, leaving his voice cold as ice. "I don't want to give them the satisfaction of winning. We've got all available staff working on this. They did this to me for a reason. They could have killed me, but instead they did this. I want to know why. Why me? Why with him?"
The Russian felt his harsh stare and closed his eyes against the accusation. "I—" Footsteps approached the foot of his bed and stopped.
"Kuryakin?"
He opened his eyes and met the furious face of Napoleon Solo.
"This
isn't
about you." The Chief Enforcement Agent turned and walked away.
Kuryakin gripped the rail at the side of his bed as pain hit suddenly, cutting through the lingering dregs of anaesthetics from his surgery. His stomach felt like it was being twisted, the knife-like thrust into his wounded side taking him to the edge of awareness as a strangled moan escaped his mouth. He could hear Sam Lawrence talking to him, telling him to breathe through the pain, then Solo's voice came by his ear.
"Kuryakin? Illya? Shit. I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. Just— Just—"
The words faded out, Illya gasping as the ringing in his ears threatened to overwhelm him. He tried to catch his breath, to rise above the diminishing pain, but his skyrocketing heart rate made it difficult to do anything other than hold his breath and hang onto the metal railing.
He was distantly aware of the doctor pushing Solo to a chair next to the bed. "Sit there. Don’t move," Lawrence ordered, then the doctor's hand returned to Kuryakin's arm, kneading the tension and gradually helping him return to normal. Or as a normal as someone coming out of surgery after being shot through the side could feel.
Another few minutes passed, and the sensation of pain vanished, leaving him with the aftereffects, his sweat-slicked hands slipping off the bars to lay trembling on the blue cotton blanket. Lawrence left his side then, returning a short time later with a hypo that he injected into the Russian's right hip.
"Illya?"
Kuryakin nodded, looking to the doctor, then turning his head to Solo when he realized it was the Chief Enforcement Agent who had spoken to him. The agent was standing, leaning on the railing, not quite looking at him.
"Listen, uh, I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking. As much as I'm angry with this situation, this isn't your fault. You're as hampered by this as I am. But there's nothing we can do about it at the moment."
"What can I do?" he asked, his throat raw. "If there is some—"
"Don't worry about it," Solo said quickly. "I’m sure they'll figure something out for us."
Dr. Lawrence moved the agent aside and covered Kuryakin with the blankets. "Illya, relax. Get some sleep, heal up so we can start some tests and get you both moving around."
Kuryakin pushed the blankets back. "I'm fine. The effect has left and—"
"No, you aren't fine." Hie doctor frowned down at him. "In a day or so, though, we can have you walking around. Right now, you stay where you are."
Solo nodded and sat down in the chair beside the bed. "And until we find a cure, consider us 'joined at the hip'."
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For two days—actually quite long days, Dr. Samuel Lawrence decided—Napoleon Solo and Illya Kuryakin fought to control their restlessness. Even the endless tests and demonstrations, meetings in the infirmary with scientists and doctors—and Mr. Waverly himself—didn't ease the situation, but only seem to throw it back in their faces over and over again. They were trapped with each other, they were trapped
by
each other, and they were trapped specifically in the infirmary by Kuryakin's injury. Solo paced constantly, either dragging the phone cord with the telephone receiver to his ear, or while speaking to another agent, or just alone, thinking, planning, or whatever was occupying that brilliant mind.
Kuryakin was just as intense, but scarcely moved other than trying to keep his body exercised and encourage his own rapid healing, as though by his effort alone the situation would be resolved. Solo's franticness to get out of the infirmary initially plagued the Russian with guilt, despite any assurances to the contrary. This wasn't just another agent he was inconveniencing by still being alive; this was the
chief
enforcement agent. Waverly's right hand man.
Lawrence paused from his paperwork, wondering if Alexander Waverly had orchestrated the whole event. If not for the death of two other U.N.C.L.E. agents, the doctor would be convinced. Well, if Waverly hadn't planned the 'accident', he certainly had taken advantage of the opportunity.
Almost as though fighting their destiny, it had taken twenty-four hours before Kuryakin and Solo were actually speaking to each another in complete sentences. But then something happened. Nothing outward, just a shift in the atmosphere. During the next twenty-four hours, the two men had the tentative beginnings to the partnership Waverly so desired—not that the Head of U.N.C.L.E. North America would ever have confided that to the doctor. But Samuel Lawrence was an expert in people, and he knew Waverly had been watching both men for several years, waiting for the right moment to introduce them, the right set of conditions.
Solo would have been the problem, under normal circumstances. His clipped orders and lack of interest in anyone as mundane as Kuryakin would have never allowed him to see past the genius of the man, to the inner soul. Solo had always objected to the use of 'innocents' in an operation, preferring the notion that such matters were best left to professionals. Besides, they got in the way and had to be coddled, something he refused to do—except with a female, possibly, if the circumstances were right. In a battle, there were always civilian casualties, it seemed, and he delegated the 'wrapping up' of such matters to others under his command.
But there was something about being virtually imprisoned with someone that made you take the extra time to find out the scope of whom it was you were actually stuck with. Who the 'innocent' was, and how
he
felt about his involvement. Because unless U.N.C.L.E. found a way to unlock whatever invisible chains were binding these two men together, they were looking at a very uncertain future indeed.
Dr. Lawrence looked down at his patient now, fingers tracing the healing wound on Kuryakin's bare side. "How's the pain here?"
Peering at it over his shoulder, Solo winced at the swollen skin, still red from the shooting and the surgery. "Ouch. That's got to hurt."
From his prone position on the bed, Kuryakin glanced from the doctor's face to Solo's. "It is fine.
Is
controllable now." He kept motionless while the doctor applied a new outer dressing. "Yes? I can go?"
Lawrence frowned as he cut a piece of white tape and fastened the gauze to the slim agent's side. "That all depends, Illya."
"Depends? Depends on what?"
"On you. And on Napoleon here."
Solo moved closer, sitting on the edge of the bed. "Go on, Sam. What is my involvement in this?"
Lawrence finished with the second bandage, then sat back and looked at the two men carefully, keeping Kuryakin in place by a threatening warning with his hand. "Okay, here's the deal. Illya, you have two wounds in your side, the bullet going in and the bullet going out. You've been hurt before; you know those types of wounds do not heal themselves overnight. They need time, especially if they're going to heal cleanly and effectively. I know you want to get well as soon as possible, but you also have to pace yourself and not push yourself beyond what your body is ready for. You are no good to Alexander if you do not heal properly. This is not a time to show stoicism. I judge when you're ready to leave the building, not what you tell me."
The doctor stared at Kuryakin until he received a slight nod of acceptance. Then he turned to the Section Two Chief. "Napoleon, you need to lay low, to take each day step-by-step. You need to watch him and make sure he takes everything slow and steady. I know you're both anxious to solve this problem, but, Napoleon, I'm going to have to rely on you to set the pace. Illya will push too hard, risking his recovery time, because that's how he's been trained, and he hasn't learned anything else yet.
You
don't have that excuse."
"Trained where?"
The doctor met his stony gaze. "That's for him to tell you."
"Okay," Solo said, staring down at Kuryakin. "Trained where?"
Kuryakin shrugged. "It is in my file."
"That's not an answer."
"Then speak with Alexander Waverly. It is
my
answer," Kuryakin responded, with little animation.
The doctor drew their attention back. "If you both wish to leave, you may do so. But you must agree to those rules." Both men nodded as he waited for a response. "Okay, then. I'll let you out, but for tonight, at least, you come back here for the evening. I'm putting a 10:30 p.m. curfew on you, just to make sure you're back here on time and get adequate sleep."
"Why?"
"Why?"
Lawrence echoed, with a sharp laugh. "Are you serious, Napoleon?"
"If the only thing wrong with us physically is that we have to keep within 6-8 feet of each other, why are we being restricted?"
"This thing between us—we are not ill, Sam," Kuryakin added, softly.
"In a way, you are. There is something foreign in your bodies that is causing this reaction. You will both be on the sick list while your other injuries heal, and until this is resolved."
"And if it's not resolved?" Solo asked, reaching for his suit jacket.
Lawrence shrugged. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. It's too early to cross that bridge."
There was a moment of silence, then Solo spoke up again. "If he feels well enough, are we free to leave the building?"
"I wouldn't recommend it—"
"Why not?" Solo cut Lawrence off. "As Illya has said, we aren't really sick. We’re just—sort of stuck together for a while. What's to stop us from continuing our jobs?"
The doctor tried to come with an answer, then grinned finally. "If you put it that way—nothing. As long as you respect that Illya has two wounds that need to heal, and you respect each other's circumstances, go ahead. Maybe, just do me a favor and let me know when you're not in the building, just so we can be prepared. I would like to alert the U.N.C.L.E. ambulance as to where to go looking for you." The sarcasm was clear.
"I will alert you personally. Before we leave, though, I wish to go to my quarters here and get other clothes," Kuryakin said, firmly.
"Then it's my turn," Solo continued. "I also want to leave the building and go home. I need to pack some clothes and a few other things if I'm going to be staying here at Headquarters for a short time."
"Then we'll go to my lab and I will check the status of a few experiments."
"Then to my office so I can gather my messages and files. I've already arranged for my calls to be transferred to his lab."
"And there should be desk there, for you," Kuryakin added. "We must check its status before we go."
Lawrence smiled. "Gentlemen, you've convinced me. Make yourselves scarce," he said, as Solo helped Kuryakin up, and the two men scurried past him into the hallway, walking with firm direction toward the elevator. He'd already heard their plans. They knew exactly what they’d be doing in the next few hours, at least, having spent the previous evening planning it out in detail, Solo presenting his orders, then his arguments, then his counter-arguments as Kuryakin politely and deferentially shot them down and presented his own. Both men were in for an interesting time.
*****
Solo unlocked the door to his apartment and turned off the security monitor, feeling himself already unwinding as he stepped into the familiar surroundings. "Be it ever so humble..."
"This is not humble," Kuryakin mumbled, staring around at the leather couches, fireplace, and oak furniture.
Solo smiled. "It's just an expression. Hand me your coat and I'll hang it up, then I'll give you the grand tour."
"That isn’t necessary. Please do not trouble yourself on my account. It's not as if I will be a frequent guest here," Kuryakin said, in the self-depreciating way Solo was becoming used to. No, he wasn't sure if he would ever truly become used to it. It irked him.
"Who says? I may ask for you in my department, and I've had briefings here before." He knew Kuryakin would have nothing to say to that, and he was right. Solo passed through the various rooms of his apartment, Kuryakin dutifully trailing behind him. He knew what it must look like to the Russian, the decadent waste of space for one man who was seldom home, but it was something he had earned the right to and enjoyed whenever he could.
Illya's place, on the other hand, had scarcely been larger than Napoleon's closet. The small one-room apartment assigned to the young man at headquarters had little in it other than a single bed, a dresser, a table with two chairs, and a small but functional bathroom. Except for a few clothes hanging in Kuryakin’s closet, it was difficult to determine if anyone actually lived there. Even the clothes were castoffs from U.N.C.L.E.'s wardrobe department.
"Sit down," he said, gesturing to his king-sized bed. "I'm going to have a shower, and if you wait here, that should give me just enough line to get to the shower without it hitting." They'd made a few mistakes over the past three hours, and the painful reminders to stay within six-to-eight feet of each other were draining.
"Lie down, if you'd like. Your side must be hurting."
"I am fine. Thank you."
Napoleon opened one wide closet door, staring at the long row of suits hanging there in a 'business' rainbow—from navy, to black, to gray, to white, to beige, then brown. He took out a dark charcoal gray suit and lay it on the bed. He'd already worn it a few times, but it didn't require dry cleaning, so this would be a good day to get another day’s use out of it. Added to the suit, a white shirt, still wrapped in blue paper from the cleaners, and he opened another closet door to reveal a colorful display of ties, choosing a sedate striped one in various grays and reds, one that complemented the dark suit.
"I’ll be about ten minutes; I’m going to shave, too," he said, closing the door to the ensuite. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, calming himself. The Russian boffin was handling everything extremely well, except for his unease when speaking, or being spoken to, about personal matters. At least he wasn't panicking, or acting hysterical, as others might have. It was the disregard for his own state that was distressing at times. The feeling that Kuryakin expected, actually
expected,
to be killed so that Solo might have more room to move around. Perhaps in an emergency they would discuss the possibility, but at this stage of the game they had no way reached that point yet.
He showered quickly, aware of Kuryakin sitting silently on his bed waiting patiently. He shaved and dressed in twice the time the Russian had taken, but he was still moving as rapidly as he could. Packing was easy; he had packed often for an undetermined amount of time, so he rapidly chose the suits, shirts, ties, and underwear that he needed, adding two more pairs of shoes and his toiletry bag to the suitcase. He had learned to pack a lot in a small garment bag, saving himself from carrying a suitcase over a long distance.
They left the apartment by noon and hailed a cab. It was a yellow U.N.C.L.E.-owned car, one usually on the ready outside the secure building where most of the agents lived. All he had to say was "Del Floria's", and the vehicle lurched into the traffic. When they arrived at the dry cleaners, he handed the suitcase to the owner, then turned to Illya. "Let's grab lunch—my treat. I hate meatloaf, and Tuesdays mean meatloaf in the cafeteria."
"Is not so bad." Kuryakin shrugged. "As you wish."
"We meet with Mr. Waverly at two o'clock, and I'd like to go over our report first. Where do you like to eat?" Napoleon asked, heading up the stairs at a careful pace.
Illya stared at him blankly. "Pardon?"
"Any favorite restaurants in the area?"
The Russian shook his head, still looking at him as though he wasn't too sure what the agent had asked.
Napoleon tried again. "Where would you like to go for lunch? Anything in particular? Chinese? Italian? Greek?"
"Does not matter. It is your choice.”
"Well, I'm asking you what
you'd
like."
"But you are—" Kuryakin looked away, biting back the words. "Please, you choose. It will be good, I am sure of it."
"Fine." Solo counted silently to ten. "Stella's Greek House it is," he muttered, turning the younger agent around and pushing him ahead of him along the sidewalk.
*****
Much later, the phone rang in Kuryakin's lab, and Solo picked it up—not that the science boffin had even heard it ring, his face pressed up against a microscope, peering intently at two slides of their blood. The afternoon and evening had passed quickly, moving from location to location, trying to gather together what they would need over the next few days, and trying to catch up with what had happened in their absence. Difficult to do, since they were working out of two different areas. "Solo here."
"Napoleon ..."
The word was drawn out slowly, deliberately, and with an edge of warning to it.
Solo glanced at his watch. Almost midnight.
Already?
They were supposed to have been back to the infirmary by ten thirty. "Ah. Sam. Yes. Well, uh, we’re just heading your way. We came back for the phone."
"I want to go home, Napoleon. I can't go home until you get here, and I can log you both in."
"We’re out the door," Solo promised, catching Kuryakin’s attention and pointing to the clock on the wall.
Kuryakin blinked a few times, then nodded and turned off his microscope. He shrugged out of his lab coat as Solo made a few more promises to Dr. Lawrence, then Kuryakin followed the older man out the door.
"I had no idea it was this late," Solo muttered to his companion. "No wonder I was getting a headache. I haven't eaten since lunch."
"Do you wish to stop by the cafeteria?"
Solo paused at the elevator, punching the down button. "I’ll just have something delivered to the infirmary."
"They do that? Deliver food?" Kuryakin asked, puzzled. "'The sign in cafeteria says that it is eat-in or take-out only."
"If you are the Head of Section Two, they do." Solo shrugged, becoming all too aware that his status made Kuryakin uncomfortable. Kuryakin had hardly said a word during the entire briefing with Waverly, eyes fixed on the round conference table. "It’s no big deal," Solo added, trying to downplay his words. There was a phone on the wall by the elevator, so he dialed the four-digit number to the cafeteria and ordered a roast beef sandwich for himself. "Same for you?" he asked Kuryakin.
"Yes. Please. Thank you," Kuryakin answered, slightly flustered, and Solo turned his head so Kuryakin would not see his slight smile as he hung up the phone and entered the elevator.
Solo studied the younger man as the elevator dropped them two floors, Kuryakin staring ahead at the slit in the elevator doors. It was awkward being stuck together like this, in more ways than he would have thought. For one thing, Solo couldn't really request Kuryakin's file to study, as he would have normally. Well, there was nothing really stopping him from doing just that, but to read it in front of the Russian would be distinctly uncomfortable for both of them. And Kuryakin was reluctant to talk, other than that he was bom in the Soviet Union, was now living in the United States, and had a degree from Cambridge in England and another from Paris. As to where he learned to shoot a gun or fight, there was only a slight shrug in answer. Solo was determined that as soon as Kuryakin was feeling better, he'd drag him down to the gun range to see just how good the young man was as a sharpshooter.
The food arrived just as Sam Lawrence was heading out the door of the infirmary, so the two men commandeered the doctor's desk to eat at. Solo handed one tray to the Section Eight agent. "I ordered juice, coffee, and dessert for both of us," he said unnecessarily, pointing to the items, suddenly feeling awkward.
He'd been making conversation all day and was growing weary of it.
"Thank you." Kuryakin ate quickly, neatly, and Solo duly noted that it was with the ravenous appetite of one who did not always get enough to eat at other times in his life. Another thing to add to the big question mark that was Illya Kuryakin. And Solo had always loved puzzles.
"Did you find out anything today?" Solo tried, after a few minutes of silence. He finished off the first half of his sandwich. "In the lab there?”
Kuryakin shook his head, wiping his mouth with the paper napkin. "I made observations only. As Dr. Lawrence findings have shown, there is a chemical compound introduced into our blood stream. It seems to work by—"
"No vivid details, please," Solo said, holding up a hand. "I'm eating."
Kuryakin noisily sipped at his coffee. He stared vacantly across the room, his forehead furled in thought. Twice, Solo thought Kuryakin was going to say something, but each time he looked away, resigned to silence. Perhaps he was unable to find a way to explain his findings without resorting to gory details. Overall, it had been a tedious, tense, and for Kuryakin who was growing paler as time went along, a long day.
"Sam said we should get to bed fairly soon. How is your injury?" Solo asked.
Kuryakin glanced to him, puzzled. "I just told Dr. Lawrence. Did you not hear me?"
"I know what you told him. I’m just wondering if that was the truth."
Kuryakin looked away, the frown deepening, and Solo took a deep breath and made a stab at the problem.
"Listen, Illya, since we're obviously stuck together for a few days at least, we might as well be honest with each other about how we're feeling. When you're hungry, mention it. If you need to visit the men's room, mention it. If you need to lie down, tell me, for God's sake. You're no good to me in pain."
Kuryakin stared down at the floor, taking a moment to carefully phrase his words before talking. "If I were to die, the situation ends."
"Huh? What's that mean?" Solo asked, choking on his coffee.
"The drug that is causing this, needs a live body for it to work."
"Why?"
Kuryakin started to answer, then glanced to Solo. "There is a medical reason in scientific terms in the report I handed to Dr. Lawrence, but is difficult to tell you in other words."
"Suffice it to say, the drug needs a live body for it to work."
"Yes."
"And if one of us were to die," Solo said, glancing to him for confirmation, "it nulls the reaction for the survivor."
"Yes. I believe this is so. If it becomes necessary, I am, of course, willing to—"
"No," Solo said firmly, then drained the rest of his coffee cup and replaced it on his tray. He pushed the dessert aside, no longer hungry. "For the last time, Illya, I don't intend for you to die. That is not an option for me."
"You are the senior officer. It is logical—"
"No! It is not logical. It is never logical." Solo tried to curb the exasperated tone to his voice, but knew it was probably a lost cause. "I don't know about where you got your other training, but in this organization, we don't hand people guns and expect them to kill themselves, just to make it a bit easier for ourselves. Your life has value."
Kuryakin stood as though to leave, then quickly sat down again, realizing he couldn't.
"Let's call it a night. I'm tired, even if you aren’t," Solo added, before the other man could protest.
*****
Kuryakin nodded and followed him into the large restroom across the hall from the infirmary. The lavatory was just far enough away that neither man could visit it alone. He used the facilities, washed his face and hands, and brushed his teeth, then leaned against the wall of the lavatory/shower area, eyes closed in pain, willing Napoleon Solo to finish his nightly grooming routine. His head was buzzing with thoughts and words, languages mixing together until his stomach felt distinctly nauseous and he had to do some quick deep breathing to keep everything under control.
He thought briefly of calling Norm and Trish, but he didn't know how to talk to them in front of Napoleon Solo. Norm would know already, of course. The report was out there. Maybe even Sam Lawrence would have spoken with Norm, assured him that Illya was fine for now.
Besides what more can I say? Yes, it is true, I have failed on my first assignment for Alexander Waverly? That my very existence is crippling the New York office? That I am worth more to U.N.C.L.E. dead right now, than alive?
And maybe if I had really been killed instead of coming to America, your baby would be alive, Norman. I am cursed, you see.
His headache flared, and he tried to curb the thoughts, rein in his emotions. What should he do? What did Alexander Waverly and the others expect him to do? Were they waiting for him to take the situation for himself, to make the offer? Well, he had. And had incurred Napoleon Solo's anger, it seemed.
"That is never an option!"
Solo had said about his proposal.
Illya covered his eyes with one hand, fingertips kneading his forehead. He took a deep breath, carefully releasing it through pursed Ups. Then what
were
his options? What were they waiting for him to do?
"Hey. Hanging in there?"
Napoleon Solo's soft question breached Illya's awareness and he pushed away from the wall with a sharp nod, eyes forced open and alert.
"Take it slow," Solo cautioned, dark eyes staring at him carefully.
Illya opened the door to the restroom, holding his breath against the pain in his side as he followed Solo through.
*****
The next day passed quickly, in a maze of meetings and conferences that kept Kuryakin out of his labs and in Solo's world. Once they had negotiated a few personal matters—such as, Kuryakin was to walk
beside
Solo, not a few paces behind him, and Kuryakin was
not
to contradict Solo when the enforcement chief introduced him as a section two agent—the day progressed in an orderly fashion.
Late afternoon, Kuryakin followed Solo into Alexander Waverly's office, looking like he would somehow like to make himself invisible. Solo turned and smiled reassuringly. Kuryakin had admitted to him, in a quiet, tight voice, that this was a department head meeting that he felt he had no business attending, hearing things he should not be listening to, yet he knew that if he did not go, Solo could not go, and unfortunately, the head of Section Two was an important part of the caucus.
Waverly waved them both over to his desk. "Mr. Kuryakin, you are welcome to sit here with us. Feel free to participate as you feel comfortable."
"Thank you, sir, but I can sit off to the side. I brought some files to read."
Waverly frowned, his head giving a slight shake. "I would prefer you at the conference table."
"Of course, sir." Kuryakin sat down quickly, and Solo was aware of the eyes staring at the Russian from around the table. Of the ten men currently gathered, it was obvious several did not know about the binding chemical which afflicted Illya Kuryakin and himself.
Waverly took care of that matter, both Dr. Lawrence and the Head of Section Eight giving reports as to the current situation. When the conversation came to him, finally, Solo began his remarks by gesturing toward the hitherto silent guest at their table. "I'd like to start by thanking Mr. Kuryakin, here. He has gallantly made what could be a very difficult situation a lot easier for me to handle. He's been a real assistance to me, and from the first moment of our captivity in the Thrush warehouse, and up to the present time, his level-headed thinking and ability to keep this all together has enabled me to keep up with my own work load. And all this, despite a serious bullet wound to his side which he has endured without a word of complaint. Thank you, Illya."
The Russian blinked, looking over to him in confusion, then nodded awkwardly to the words of appreciation from the other members of U.N.C.L.E.'s top level of department heads. Solo watched his reaction, noting the level of discomfort of the Russian immigrant. He filed it away and turned his attention wholly on the agenda.
We'll talk later,
Kuryakin.
It wasn't until that evening, that Solo had a chance to talk again to the other man privately. They had been issued deluxe guest quarters within the New York Headquarters, consisting of two double beds and a complete bath. At Kuryakin's request, a work table had been brought in, now laden down with files and texts that Kuryakin was pouring over.
Napoleon had been working through a particularly thick stack of Thrush photos for the past hour, pausing now and again to stare thoughtfully at Kuryakin, the
boffin
with his pencil skimming over sheet after sheet of paper, scribbling furiously, a combination of words and formulas, occasionally stopping to use an adding machine, but more often than not, just doing the mathematics on the paper.
No doubt he was brilliant. But there was something else, something that didn't add up. Something that had bothered Solo from that first encounter with the Russian in Waverly's office over a year ago. Like why Kuryakin wore a number "2" badge. Waverly knew him, that was certain. But Kuryakin was closed, giving nothing away, hardly reacting to even his pain. With Waverly, Kuryakin had been deferential, head down, tense, withdrawn, not appearing to have some 'in' with the head of Section One. Yet Waverly had given him the number "2" badge. Interesting.
So who was he? A boffin? Yes, it was obvious he was a scientist. Yet the more Napoleon thought about what happened during their escape from the Thrush-operated warehouse, the more convinced he was that somewhere along the line, Kuryakin had trained to become an agent. Not here, not in America, or Napoleon would have heard of him before. Solo had requested Kuryakin's file, but as yet, it had not been delivered to him, which in itself was unusual.
That afternoon, on the pretense of wanting to check his gun at the shooting range on the lowest floor at Headquarters, Solo had suggested that Kuryakin requisition a weapon and try it out at the next station. Unaware he was being monitored, Kuryakin had registered a perfect score. The Russian hadn't been happy with his gun, though, and had requested a different make, repeating his performance with it.
"Have you ever considered becoming an agent?" Solo asked casually now, still paging through the books of photos.

Kuryakin looked up at him. "Pardon?"
"Have you ever considered becoming an agent?"
"What do you mean?"
"For U.N.C.L.E.? Have you ever thought about becoming a Section Two agent?"
A smile touched the comer of Kuryakin's mouth. "I have considered the possibility, yes."
"So why not?"
"Pardon?"
"Why haven't you pursued it?" Solo asked.
Kuryakin studied the table surface carefully. "Have you read my file?"
"No. To be honest, I haven't had a chance to yet. Should I?"
Kuryakin shrugged. "Maybe yes. Maybe no." He turned back to the text he was reading.
Solo scratched at his chin. He
definitely
had to get a hold of that file. He paused on a photo, then sat up straighten "This guy look familiar to you?" He rotated the picture so Kuryakin could see it.
Kuryakin adjusted his glasses, then nodded. "Yes. At warehouse."
Solo read the information on the back of the photo, then he paged through the stack, locating and removing three other photographs. "These all look familiar. Says here they've been seen together before, so it's a good place to start. They all have strong science backgrounds."
Kuryakin studied the pictures, agreeing. "They are not among those captured at warehouse, or whose bodies were recovered from fire."
"They managed to escape somehow. This guy in particular," Solo said, tapping one photo, "was in the lab where we were held, I think. I don't remember a whole lot about our time then."
Eyebrows furled, Kuryakin stared at the man's face. "He held me down when they administered needle to my abdomen."
Solo almost dropped the photograph. "You remember that? It wasn't in your report."
"Just now I remember it. Not before." Kuryakin turned back to his text book, still frowning at whatever he was reading.
Solo jotted down what Kuryakin had said, then looked back at the young man who was still engrossed in his book. "What do you have there?"
"This? It is idea only that I am thinking. Not to tell yet."
Solo waited, but the Russian offered nothing more. The Chief Enforcement Officer made a call to Section Four to have them follow up on the flagged Thrush agents. He flipped through the rest of the pictures, but none of the other photos looked familiar. The telephone rang, and with a weary sigh, he closed the folder and pushed it away, leaning across to answer the phone. "Solo."
"Napoleon, it’s Sam. I'm just leaving now, and you and your partner there need to call it a night. Doctor's orders. I don't want Illya hunched over a table all night reading."
"I'll pass that on to him, Sam. Good night." He hung up the receiver. "The good doctor says we should stop working and get some rest. Do you want to watch some television? The news is on soon."
"If you wish to watch television, please do. I will not hear it. I have these." Kuryakin held out his hand, palm up, two earplugs resting in the center.
Solo shrugged and flicked on the television. He tried again. "Why don't you call it a night, too?"
"If you do not object, I will read longer." Kuryakin moved across to his bed, settling on top of the mattress, immediately back to reading the thick science textbook he had requested earlier from the Headquarters' Library.
A quiet knock at the door kept Napoleon from responding. The Russian was reading, earplugs in place, and did not appear to hear the door. Napoleon shook his head and got up to answer it, stopping on route to turn down the sound on the television
He opened the door a crack and looked out, smiling at the beautiful young woman standing in the corridor "Betty! What brings you here?"
"What do you think brings me here, Napoleon? I heard you were spending the night, and I thought you might like some company." She smiled up at him suggestively.
"Now, now, Miss Betty Bright, you know the rules. No guests in the agents' quarters here."
"Like that has stopped you before, Napoleon," she said with a laugh, stepping closer.
He shrugged. So he'd smuggled a few women into these rooms before. "Betty, honey, any other night and I'd take you up on it, but I'm beat tonight. We've been working non-stop on this case and I'm just ready to turn in."
Her tone changed suddenly. "Do you have someone else in there? Is Sharon there? I thought you weren't seeing her any more."
"I'm not seeing her. I'm not seeing anyone, Betty. I'm just tired."
"A back rub then," she said, pushing past him into the room, sharp eyes searching, then, deciding they were alone, she turned back to him. "A nice, relaxing back rub." She began to tug at his shirt, drawing him closer.
Napoleon stared at the far bed. No sign of Illya. No sign the far bed had ever been sat on, not a wrinkle nor crease. He glanced to the bathroom, but the door was open and the room was obviously empty.
This was strange.
He pushed Betty away from him on the pretense of removing his shoes. He bent low, glancing under his bed, then under Kuryakin's, finally spotting the Russian underneath his own bed. Illya looked over at him, and smiled. The first smile Solo had seen on the man's face. Kuryakin pointed to the ear plugs in his ears, then ignored the other man and went back to reading his book, using a flashlight.
Betty snagged Napoleon's shirt and drew him back on his bed. There was no way he was going to let her give him a back rub when his partner was under the other bed in the same room. It just wasn't right. It just wasn't—Well...
Betty seemed to be quite insistent that he get a back rub.
What the hell.
*****
"I owe you one."
"I don't understand." Kuryakin had requested that they go down to the labs first thing in the morning, and after paging through a few other books and jotting more notes, talking on the phone to Dr. Lawrence a half dozen times, and making two calls into another lab, Kuryakin was now staring at something under his microscope.
Solo sighed. "About last night? I... well, I don't usually... You really didn't have to..."
Kuryakin looked up at him, obviously puzzled. "There was problem last night?"
"I shouldn't have let Betty into the room."
He shrugged. "Is no problem. Boys will be boys," the Russian said, looking back at his slides.
"Boys will be boys? Where did you learn that expression?"
"Is not right saying? Friend of mine. Tony. He says this." Kuryakin glanced up at him, and seemed to realize Solo was still uncomfortable about the whole thing. "Listen, Napoleon, in my country, is no big thing. Usually we share apartment, five men to one room. Women come to spend night, you look other way. If you have ear plugs, you use them. Or maybe not," Kuryakin added, with a slight grin.
"Nothing happened last night. She just gave me a back rub," Solo hastened to say.
"Either way, not my concern. To fix
this
is my concern." Kuryakin sat back in his chair, arms folded, his dark-rimmed glasses giving him the look of a demented scientist. "We have found something."
"A cure?"
Kuryakin's eyes dropped to his notes. "No. I have only found way to suppress the effect, not to eliminate it."
"So we can stop the effects with medication?"
Kuryakin seemed hesitant in answering. "Yes. For short term only."
"How short is short term?"
"Four hours."
"Great!" Solo's face lit up in a smile. "That's amazing. You did all this?" he asked, staring down at the stack of notes. "So what do we have to do? Take a pill every four hours?"
"One of us has to be... I do not know the right expression. Put right out? Made unconscious. The shot wears off in four hours."
The smile dropped. "Unconscious? How is this different from what Sam talked about before then?"
"There is certain component that, if added to sedative, will allow you to move without even mild discomfort felt previously when I was put under. However, there is four hour time limit. The drug should not be repeated within minimum of six hours."
"Which means two hours of 'awake' time between doses."
"Yes. Not good enough for mission." Kuryakin rubbed at his forehead, and Solo frowned at the weariness of the gesture.
"It's a good start, at least. You've done well," he said softly, wondering how to suggest they take a break.
Garcia appeared at the door of the lab. "Hey, Napoleon. We found your Thrush agent."
"Where?"
Accepting the question as invitation to enter, Garcia came in and dropped into the nearest chair. "Vermont. He was seen near Barker Mountain, a skiing area in the northeast."
"I'm familiar with Barker Mountain."
"Well, he was there, along with suspect number four. We were able to follow part of a shipment rerouted from the warehouse you blew up as far as central Vermont, then we lost the semi-trailer. They never made it as far along the highway to Canada, so they turned off somewhere in between. We did a good search of the vicinity and ended up at Barker Mountain."
"What do we have in that area?"
"Not much." Garcia nodded toward Kuryakin, then ignored him. He spread a map over the desk, and took his pen out to trace an area. "Barker Mountain Resort is a suspected Thrush area or perhaps there is simply a Thrush base near to the town, but we have no proof. Just a suspicion due to the frequent Thrush sightings in the area."
"Maybe they like to ski," Kuryakin said quietly.
"A Thrush resort?" Garcia laughed. "Sure, why not? Point is, there's a lot of them around, and right now, your main suspect and another one on your list are staying at the Barker Lodge. We've just started monitoring any trucks or larger carriers coming into the area, in case there is a base there somewhere."
"We need to draw them out somehow. Get them on our turf." Solo stared at the map.
"What if they saw you there? Alone?" Kuryakin asked. Solo started to voice his disapproval, but Kuryakin pressed on. "If we were to go there together, then they were to see you alone, without me, they would be curious, yes?"
"They would simply think we had found a cure for this." Solo closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. "You've got the right idea, though. Xavier, do you have a list of which Thrush agents have been seen in the area?"
Garcia nodded, reaching into his binder for the complete list and passing it to Solo.
The enforcement agent ran his finder down the list, stopping on one name. "There we go. Perfect."
"Who?" Garcia looked where Solo was pointing. "No way. Are you crazy? She'll kill you—or betray you at fist opportunity."
Solo smiled. "This time, Angelique's going to do us a favor."
Kuryakin stared at the name and frowned. "Who is she?"
Garcia shook his head. "Bad news, man. Bad news."
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Late January 1964—ten days later
The mountains in Vermont in January at night. Brisk. Invigorating.
And damn cold.
The blast of frigid air that hit him when the car door opened took his breath away. Solo coughed, one leather gloved hand covering his mouth, as he got out the driver's side of the black 1963 Porsche 356. He stood tall, eyes taking in the view to his left and then turning and looking appreciatively at the luxury hotel to his right. Solo smiled as he motioned for the warmly muffled valet to take the keys to the sleek sports car, one recently acquired by U.N.C.L.E. and one Waverly had never before authorized for use. With a practiced nod and a twenty-dollar bill in his hand, the enforcement agent gestured for the doorman to said out a bellboy to deal with their luggage in the trunk.
The passenger side door opened and Illya Kuryakin slid from the vehicle with a powerful feline grace that he seemed to have recovered in the last few days. He stood beside the car, an expensive suede jacket resting easily on his shoulders, as though he were born to wealth. Beneath the jacket, he was wearing an ice blue and cream Nordic sweater, designer denim jeans and top of the line boots. Kuryakin didn't look cold, but then he was Russian, Solo reasoned, and this weather was probably par for the course for him. He
did
look properly bored, though, hardly looking around, but appearing resigned to going through the charade.
Solo shook his head ruefully. There were some roles that were meant to be enjoyed, and the money, the car, and the accommodations for this mission more than made up for the last few weeks of virtual confinement. They were staying at the Lake Halcyon Resort on Barker Mountain, a ski resort catering to the rich and famous. The Thrush lodge was a mile down the road, but the main ski village was by the Lake Halcyon Resort and Thrush agents were constantly seen in the restaurants and other facilities of the village.
Solo and Kuryakin entered the pricy resort hotel, strolling toward the reception desk. They casually kept within six feet of each other, not appearing to be making an effort to do so. For this to work, they had to keep the Thrush agents in the area guessing as to whether they had freed themselves from their forced 'partnership' or not.
Solo leaned on the counter while Kuryakin moved to the literature rack a few feet away. "The Ambassador Suite. Name is Solo."
"Ah, yes, Mr. Solo. We have your reservations. Please sign in here." A register book was turned for him to write his signature next to his name and address, already typed in.
He scrawled his name, showed the credit card, and then looked over Kuryakin's shoulder at the skiing information while the host gave instructions and room numbers to the bellboys. From his peripheral vision, he could see the receptionist making a phone call, glancing in their direction as he talked.
"We've been announced," Solo whispered, pointing to something on the flyer Kuryakin was holding. "The receptionist has alerted someone to our arrival."
"Good." Kuryakin handed him the flyer, pretending to be interested in the brochure for a restaurant in the village. "Now what do you wish me to do?" he asked softly.
"You're doing great so far. Just keep it up. Look bored or unimpressed with this."
"That is not difficult." He returned the flyer to the rack.
"This is a five-star hotel. You can't get more luxurious."
"Skiing is outside, not inside."
"The facilities here are top of the line. The ski lift and—"
"Are quite luxurious and opulent, yes? Is not necessary. A waste of money." Kuryakin turned and followed the bellboy, leaving Solo no optical but to follow along after him while not appearing to run,
"Napoleon?" She was waiting for them when they exited the elevator. Right on schedule.
"Angelique. I didn't expect to find you here," he exclaimed, kissing her cheek. "I'm surprised—a good surprise, mind you."
"You are looking well, Napoleon. And who is this pretty one?" she purred, running one manicured finger along Kuryakin's tight jawline. His expression never shifted from its bored, indifferent stare.
"My new partner. Illya, meet Angelique. Angelique, Illya."
Kuryakin nodded, lips not quite touching the back of her hand as he raised it toward his face as though to kiss it. He held it near his mouth, just for a moment, the very gesture teasing and sensual, then released her hand.
She looked him up and down, not hiding her interest. "He's charming, darling. Where have you been hiding him?"
Solo smiled. "Trade secret. But we're here on holiday for the weekend, catching some skiing. I told him about the slopes here, and he didn't believe that we have such good resorts on the East Coast of America."
"Where do you usually ski then?"
"Rarely where it is popular to do so," Kuryakin said, his voice just loud enough for her to hear, with a dangerous undertone that Solo could see attracted her.
"We'll have to get together for dinner tomorrow night," she offered, not taking her eyes from him. "The three of us, of course," she added, smiling. "I'm sure that would be most convenient for you."
"We look forward to it." Solo began to move toward his room.
Kuryakin paused, his head down, then coyly tilted his eyes upward to look at her. Solo watched, amused, as Angelique obviously found the Russian captivating. It was also interesting to note that Kuryakin, despite his distaste for the assignment, was well-versed in the art of seduction. Kuryakin took her hand again, this time pressing his lips lightly against the back of her fingers, unabashedly flirting with her, his accent thickening, adding to his charm. "I wish it were otherwise, but I am tired after journey here, Madame, or I would ask you for drink. It is my loss. But perhaps Mr. Solo is available in my place—a poor substitute, I realize, but nevertheless convenient. Napoleon, do you wish to have drinks with such beautiful young woman tonight?" Kuryakin asked, straightening to look at him, sky blue eyes making the offer, and making it clear he knew what the offer meant.
Solo saw the look of surprise on Angelique's face and knew Kuryakin had played the scene well. "Are you free now?" he asked her, adding his own patented smile to his invitation.
"Are
you
free to come alone, Napoleon?" Angelique responded, frowning slightly. "Tonight?"
"I'm off the clock," Solo replied, purposefully misunderstanding her question. "Give me fifteen minutes to freshen up and unpack, and I'll meet you in the lounge."
"I’ll be there." She paused a moment, as though waiting for him to change his mind, then she spun on her high heels and headed back to the elevator, shapely hips swinging as she walked. She turned back once and looked over her shoulder at them, amused at their lingering stares.
Once inside their suite, Solo glanced around the accommodations appreciatively, then flipped his suitcase onto the bed and unlocked it. "Are you sure about this?" He removed a few high tech gadgets to check for bugs, handing one set to Kuryakin.
"Quite." Kuryakin took the bathroom, while he checked the bedroom. When both men were satisfied that they were clear of listening devices, Kuryakin continued, "It will alert Thrush immediately that we are freed of their chemical tampering, and you will be free to get information you need from that..." Kuryakin paused for a moment as he hung up his jacket, "that woman," he finished.
"You don't like her?"
Kuryakin shrugged. "What is to like? She is Thrush, no? I have no desire to have dinner with her. You may do so on your own." He froze suddenly, as though realizing what his words were saying. "I stand corrected. You are my superior. I was presumptuous to assume—"
"Don't worry about it," Solo said, waving the apology off. "I'd rather you speak your mind."
Kuryakin looked dubious, moving over to his suitcase and opening it.
"I didn't think we'd be trying the drug this soon."
"It will be good short test."
Solo nodded. "When you're ready, then, I'll administer the shot. You might as well be comfortable."
Kuryakin slipped off his shoes and laid stretched out on one of the beds in the room they'd be using. "I'm ready."
"That's it?" Solo smiled when Kuryakin stared back at him. "Just thought you might want to get ready for bed or something."
Kuryakin blinked twice, then shook his head slightly.
Solo carefully gave him the prepared shot and replaced the medical equipment in his suitcase while waiting for the dose to take effect. Kuryakin said nothing, just lay silently staring at the ceiling. "Everything okay?"
The question seemed to take a moment to register, then Kuryakin nodded slowly.
By the time Solo was ready to go, dressed casually in a cable knit sweater and chinos, Kuryakin was unconscious, his breathing slow and shallow. Solo rolled the slim young man onto his side in a 'recovery' position, affixed a monitor to the Russian's upper chest, and covered him with a blanket. A second monitor was affixed to the inside of the door to the suite and activated. With a tap to the corresponding device hooked inside his waistband and resting against bare skin, he could feel the other man's steady, although slow, pulse. Kuryakin would be unconscious for two hours with that dose, and with any luck would drift immediately to sleep rather than wake up and feel the lingering effects of the medication, making him drowsy and disoriented. The monitor also doubled as an intruder alert; it would signal if Kuryakin's body moved at all, or if the door to the suite was opened.
Napoleon took one more look at the agent, then turned off the light and stepped out into the hallway and secured the door behind him. He needed to be back in under two hours, or Illya's sleep—and his own—would be painfully interrupted.
With a resigned sigh, he headed toward the elevator, out of range of the man he'd been next to for the last two weeks.
*****
"I must admit, Napoleon, I'm surprised to see you here alone."
"Why is that?" he asked, nodding to the waiter as the man poured their wine.
"Oh, rumors," Angelique said, brushing them off as nothing.
"Rumors? About me?"
"About you. And him." She laughed. "I've heard you've become
inseparable
from him."
"It depends how you define inseparable. He's my partner, not my lover," Solo responded, sipping the wine and looking steadily at her. "You may dismiss the innuendo and rumors as untrue."
"So how did you get rid of him tonight? Did you kill him off?"
Solo laughed. "You just saw him, didn't you? It was
his
idea, not mine, that I meet with you."
"Despite his obvious charm, I got the impression that he didn't like me."
"But I do. I've... mentioned you before."
"So where is he?"
"By now, he's probably reading a book or sleeping. Not one for the nightlife." He leaned forward, as though passing on a state secret. "You know, he's never even been to a night club in New York."
"Pity. I bet he's a splendid dancer," she murmured, staring into the candle flame.
"I've no idea." Solo offered her a cigarette, then lit it for her.
"How long have you been partners?" she asked. "I thought you worked strictly alone."
"Two weeks."
"So this is new?"
"Yes. Surprised me as much as everyone else.” Napoleon sipped his drink, nodding his appreciation of her choice. "Actually I owe Thrush a favor."
She laughed and crossed her legs. "For what? I may wish to collect."
"I might take you up on that." The U.N.C.L.E. agent gently swirled the expensive wine in his goblet, watching the candlelight reflect off the rich burgundy. He peered up at her without raising his head, as though debating whether or not to say anything. "Two weeks ago, a botched Thrush experiment had Kuryakin and I more-or-less joined at the hip. It was awkward at first, but after it wore off, I discovered how well we worked together, and it looks like it will be a permanent assignment. Please be sure to pass on my appreciation to your bosses." He toasted her, then drank while she stared at him, not concealing her surprise.
"If you are so great together, why are you both here, not off being good little agents?" Angelique asked, finally.
"I found out he likes to ski. Since we've been working without a break for a few weeks, Mr. Waverly thought it might be good for us to get to know each other better before we leave on a longer assignment. I'd prefer to go somewhere with a bit more night life, but we settled on skiing here."
"Did you know I'd be here?"
"I knew you'd been here before."
The conversation continued for another hour, neither side really saying anything, just the usual suggestive language and droll exchanges. He always enjoyed his time with Angelique. Both sides were loyal to their respective teams, but there was a 'time out' called whenever they were together, providing it was clear to both that they were off duty.
He glanced at his watch, never more aware of the passing of time, and saw he had half an hour left. With a yawn and an apology, he left her sitting in the lounge, the entertainer at the piano playing something mellow and appropriate for the late hour.
Once in the lobby, he waited around the corner for scarcely a minute before the bug he had planted at her table activated. She asked for a telephone, and one was brought to her table, and the waiter no doubt standing a discreet distance behind her, guarding the long phone cord. Angelique gave a verbal report to her boss, someone to whom she addressed by the first name of Gregory, assuring him that Solo and Kuryakin were on vacation, and passing on the information that the magnetic drug had worn off sooner than anticipated.
Napoleon smiled, shutting his connection as she terminated the call.
Worn off.
Excellent. That meant that even if they couldn't find a way of stopping the problem, it would resolve itself in time.
Magnetic drug, she had called it. With a much lighter heart than he'd had in some time, Napoleon headed up to the suite.
The room was quiet when Solo entered. He set the alarm and secured the suite for the rest of the night. Only then did he sit on the edge of the bed and check his partner, faintly curious at his continued use of the word, both in speech and thought. A few days previous, Mr. Waverly had read Solo's report on Kuryakin's behavior and performance, then had thoughtfully suggested that Solo consider keeping the young man as his partner when this situation had remedied itself.
Even while he rejected the idea outright at the time, Solo could see the advantages. Kuryakin was brilliant, his work in the labs respected and innovative. His expertise with all weapons was phenomenal, and although he'd been injured, what little Napoleon had seen of his ability to defend himself showed a practiced knowledge of martial arts and a high level of self-defense. He just had a strange edge to
him
that was offsetting the advantages. An alienness. Less to do with being European, or communist, and more to do, he suspected, with whatever background or training he had endured.
Yet maybe it was his very
differentness
that was the draw. As dangerous as he knew Kuryakin must be, there was an 'innocent' within him, equally trapped. Solo was no psychiatrist, but he had studied psychology in college and he knew there were words that described Kuryakin's emotional state. The haunted dull blue eyes both irritated him and intrigued him. Solo was reasonably sure that Kuryakin wasn't Jewish, yet there hung about him the air of one who had been in the concentration camps, someone who'd seen too much death.
There was a strange 'sadness' that permeated Kuryakin, but even that wasn't the right word. Sadness, or maybe resignation at what life had dealt him. Or, was it despair?
Napoleon left his own monitor in place as he washed up and prepared for bed. He was in his pajamas and turning back the covers to his bed when he felt the heart rate change as the powerful sedative began to release Kuryakin. Within a few minutes, Illya's eyes opened. The Russian blinked rapidly as awareness returned, even his unfocused stare showing his level of alertness. He pushed himself over to his back, his striving to fight the drug apparent in the trembling of his muscles as he fought to control them. But it was the reflection of horror in his eyes that Napoleon found unnerving, as though the current situation Illya found himself in was bringing back a memory, or worse, memories, ones the Russian could hardly keep under control, let alone acknowledge.
He responded instinctively. "Illya?" Solo said softly, moving to sit on the edge of the bed. "It's Napoleon. I’m here. Everything's okay. I'm back. Just relax. Go to sleep." His words finally reached the younger man, and he felt Illya grasp hold of his sleeve.
"Vhat?" Kuryakin whispered, desperately trying to focus on Solo in the dim light
"Everything's fine. Everything went well. Go to sleep," Napoleon repeated, his hand resting on the other's arm. For almost a minute, he held Kuryakin's intense stare, aware that he was being assessed, then Illya let go of his arm and relaxed back into the mattress.
"Da,"
the Russian nodded, his eyes closing again.
*****
Somehow, it all fell apart the next morning. In the sunshine and glass alcove of the hotel's restaurant, they sat at the breakfast table, a crystal vase of yellow carnations set on the pale patterned linen table cloth, fine china cups steaming with freshly poured coffee, coordinating linen napkins fanning out to hold polished silver cutlery. The waiter arrived with their food, setting the large tray on a serving table, then placing the individual plates and other orders before them before disappearing into the service area again.
"I do not agree."
Solo sighed and looked up from his notes, frowning at the unsolicited comment. "Pardon me?"
Thin-lipped, Kuryakin sat across the table from him, hands pressed flat against the table, his bacon and eggs breakfast plate as yet untouched. There was something unsettling in the Russian's near invisibility in this environment. Instead of appearing at odds with the wealth of the hotel, Kuryakin still appeared more indifferent to it, able to blend effortlessly into the luxury of their surroundings without being touched by it.
Even the sunlight seemed to amplify the fair skin and blond hair, accenting his features while making him melt into obscurity in the room, his very uniqueness lost in the yellows and pale colors of the decor. Except with the women present. They noticed him. Kuryakin. Small glances became eyes riveted to the blond man with the cornflower blue eyes. They missed nothing, roaming over his clothing, the pale yellow wool sweater over a white shirt, and equally white jeans, his whispy non-styled hair. His air of aristocracy. Solo could hear the questions in their minds. Who was this? A prince? A count? Someone foreign—that was easy to see. This man was different.
And while the women ogled him privately, discreetly, the men ignored him, all but one or two, who watched him from the corners of their eyes, equally captivated.
It was disconcerting, to say the least, and more than a little distracting when he was trying to read. And now this. Kuryakin speaking up—finally—but with a tight-voiced complaint.
The Russian had said little thus far in the morning, listening deferentially as Solo outlined the direction the assignment would go.
Appearing
to listen deferentially. "I do not agree with your plan," Kuryakin said now, his accent heavy, his words measured and slow. "You should not go alone. Is not good."
"It's less complicated this way," Solo responded, curtly, looking back at the local office's last report. He wanted to read the entire paper before he left on the assignment, to catch up an what the Vermont U.N.C.L.E. office had come up with so far. He turned a page in the document, then endured a full minute of the scientist's cold stare, and glanced up at him again. "Is there some problem here? I've set everything up. You're awake, you're feeling okay—You said the drug worked fine, right?" he asked. If the enforcement agent's words were less than civil, he admitted to having a lot on his mind, the least of which was whether this newbie agreed with him or not.
"Yes, the drug worked," Kuryakin echoed, waving off the remark and the question.
"Then what's the problem?" He let the irritation come through his tone, then turned his attention to his own breakfast plate, moving it closer, digging into his Denver omelette as he skimmed through the twenty-five page report. He could hear the nearly soundless huff of frustration as Kuryakin exhaled sharply through his nose. Solo glanced up, fork halfway to his mouth, then froze at his companion's dark expression. "What's your problem?" he repeated.
Kuryakin remained focused on the table's surface, his hands pressed flat as though they wanted to form fists and he wouldn't let them. His voice was low and tightly controlled. He wouldn't look up. "You should not go alone. There is no backup for you."
"I'm just going as far as the lower lodge. It's easy enough for me to say I'm looking for Angelique, to see her about dinner tonight. She as much as told me she was working there."
"Perhaps it is trap."
"Perhaps."
"I do not trust her."
"Neither do I."
Kuryakin let out another quiet noise that this time sounded suspiciously like a growl. "I do not understand. Then why is it you spend time flirting with her? What is point?"
It took Solo a moment to realize that what he was seeing was a man who was as close to livid as he had ever encountered. All carefully contained, of course, but still livid. Cold and angry in a room of soft sunshine.
"The point is that I know what I'm doing, so does she, and we pussyfoot around the borders of our jobs. Whereas I'm convinced of U.N.C.L.E.'s noble role in the world, she is not so convinced by Thrush's. But she plays the game, because it's the only one of any use to her at this time."
"She will betray you."
"Not yet. The stakes aren't high enough. Now, this plan is simple enough. I'm just going to have lunch with her, see what more I can get from her, or from the area. All you have to do is sleep for a few hours so I can go do my job, then I'll come get you and we'll return to New York."
"I am fully capable of assisting you. What use am I
sleeping
when I could be watching your back?"
"I didn't ask for your opinion. Listen, you're just here because we're still attached at the hip. I usually work alone, just like my name. Solo. Unaccompanied. Now eat your breakfast. I'd like to leave once we're through eating." He returned to his meal, ignoring the Russian, making a personal note to make sure he never worked with him again. So much for being partners.
But Kuryakin had to get in one more nearly-inaudible word, this one the same in Russian as it was in English. "Idiot."
Well, at least the man didn’t mince words.
The temperature in the sunny room dropped several degrees.
*****
Solo resolutely turned away from the blanket-shrouded body of Illya Kuryakin, lying curiously in state on the carved oak bed, and walked toward the door of the one-roomed cabin. The Russian was breathing, barely. His chest hardly registered the faint intake and release of air. Kuryakin's face, crowned by a shock of blond hair, was pale against the white pillowcase, intense blue eyes shuttered closed.
He would be warm enough, for the four hours. No chance of hypothermia setting in. The fireplace had heated the cabin nicely, and even though the fire had died, the cabin would take several hours to fully cool down. Kuryakin would be fine. The odds of someone entering the cabin were slim. Two U.N.C.L.E. agents had rented it for them a week previous, the men setting a pattern of skiing each day. No one had disturbed the cabin thus far, nothing suspicious. No reason to think there would be a problem.
And, if worse came to worse, the two agents would return at the end of the day and deal with Kuryakin, in whatever state he was in.
Solo refastened his snow boots, then donned the heavy winter coat as he promised himself that he would be back before anything happened. Four hours. Yes, a lot could happen in four hours, but he would be careful. He checked his weapon, then slipped it in one pocket where he could reach it easily. A glance at the monitor which registered the information from the sensors outside, and he could see there was no one in the vicinity of the cabin. It was safe to leave.
Yet he paused again at the doorway, looking back. It irked him to leave a fellow agent lying helpless like that. Kuryakin could be a pain in the neck, but there was a keen intelligence about the man that was intriguing, added to his physical skills. Both were now impotent, robbed by the drug coursing through Kuryakin's veins, rendering him close to lifeless, all so Napoleon Solo could walk around a free man.
Kuryakin's rally complaint through it all had been a steady belief that he was of more value awake and helping Solo, than shut away.
Mildred, one of the nurse's in the U.N.C.L.E. infirmary, had made an interesting comment earlier in the week, while they watched the drug take hold of the Russian during tests for its potency. She had said that the drug restored Kuryakin’s innocence. When Solo had asked her what she meant, she simply pointed to the unconscious man. It took a moment, but he had understood her, and had seen the peaceful countenance, as though a thousand burdens had been lifted from the Section Eight agent.
Solo moved outside the door, out into the midday sun, and firmly closed the door behind him, locking in, locking away, the man who was not his partner. He turned and moved down the shoveled path, back down to the road which would take him across the mountain to his destination. It wasn't far. The Porsche had been left at the hotel, passed up for an old Ford truck, one that was equipped with chains for the snow-bound off roads.
Just as it had the night before, it felt strange being apart from Kuryakin. Two weeks of constant 'exposure' to the Russian had made an impact on his life, his expectations.
Solo opened the truck door and climbed in, feeling very much as though he was leaving something valuable behind, as though he was walking out of his apartment without his weapon or leaving on a journey without a map or directions.
Even in the truck the cold air nipped at his nose, irritated his eyes and throat. Solo pulled his overcoat closer, taking shelter in its warmth.
He drove back the way he had come, watching for other tire tracks on the road, but his seemed to be the only vehicle besides the other tracks belonging to the agents renting the cabin. A good sign.
He made it back to the main road, turning toward the Thrush lodge, the place where Angelique was staying. It was nowhere near as opulent as the hotel he was booked in, but it had a strong degree of privacy about it, and a large number of cars parked in the lot, considering the total rooms that must be available, unless Thrush was booking all their minions four to a room.
Solo pulled into a spot, and made his way to the entrance.
The doorman had a rifle across his arm, watching him as he mounted the short staircase to the front doors. "Your business?" he asked, as Solo approached.
"I would like to speak with—" The U.N.C.L.E. agent's voice trailed off as the man put his hand to one ear, covering an earpiece that was undoubtedly giving him instructions.
"This way. Sir." The last was added, as though it pained the man to be polite.
He followed the doorman through the entrance to the lobby where the hotel manager came to meet him. "Please have a seat. Mademoiselle Angelique will be with you soon."
"Thank you." He took off his coat, draping it over his arm as sat down on one of the many padded leather couches in the lobby. It was interesting to see different Thrush officials come in from the elevator, take a few steps, see him, then stop, blinking as the they couldn't quite believe what they were seeing. The hotel manager would catch their eye, waving them away, and almost reluctantly they would continue with their business.
Solo was fairly certain he had recognized one or two, but it was rather strange to realize a great many of them recognized
him.
Angelique came down after ten minutes, motioning for him to join her as she wait into the lounge.
"Drink, darling?" The room was tastefully decorated, small and intimate, the dark furnishings rich and textured, seating no more than 20 or 30 guests.
"Thank you.” He ordered his usual, then turned to her. "Nice place. Do you have to be a club member to join?”
"Completely. Unless, of course, you come with a member. Then you can find out about our membership plan.”
Solo laughed. "I don't know. My uncle hates these places."
"Really, Napoleon, you’ve got to cut the apron ties to that old man."
The hour passed quickly, talking about a vacation in Paris the year before when they had, quite literally, bumped into each other in a crowded restaurant. Their reminiscences came to a halt when a waiter came over, informing Angelique that she had a telephone call, and could take it at the bar.
She came back to the table a few minutes later. "Napoleon, darling, I hate to drink and run, but there are some people I have to meet. We'll see each other again, I'm sure. Call me next week; I'll be back in New York."
He rose and kissed her hand. "Do you mind if I finish my drink first?" he asked.
"Be my guest. I'll let the manager know you'll be leaving soon." With a peck on his cheek, she hurried off in a breathless wave of perfume.
Solo took his time getting his coat on, carefully studying the area, knowing he would have to reproduce the layout as soon as he had the opportunity. The doorman saw him almost to the door of the truck, walking briskly behind him as though making sure he really did leave. Solo started the truck, letting it sit a good while to warm up. It was only 1:30 in the afternoon. He still had some time to poke around. He waited until after six men came out and piled into two pickup trucks, gave them a minute or two to pull out ahead of him, then drove out of the lot.
As he approached the main road from the turn off, there was no sign of the other trucks. Even if they had been speeding, the view was clear enough, and there should have been some glimpse of them. Somewhere along the line, they had turned off. Solo pulled over and looked again at his map. No other roads showed from the lodge to the main road, but he was fairly certain he had passed one a short ways back. Putting the truck in reverse, he drove backwards for an eighth of a mile, paused at the turnoff, then went left onto the narrow road. He could always claim he was lost. Just following the car in front of him and mistook that road for the main road.
At least, that was going to be his story.
Less than ten minutes later, he turned directly into another smaller parking lot, where spaces seemed to be at a premium. The lot had room for twenty cars, of which he was number nineteen. No one else seemed to be around, so he parked in the first available spot—where better to hide a dirty pickup truck, but in a parking lot filled with dirty pickup trucks?
The lot was the only thing in sight, parked at the base of the mountain which rose up sharply behind it. Without getting out of his vehicle, he waited for almost twenty minutes and had just left the Ford when a large delivery truck angled up the narrow road. He ducked out of sight behind another vehicle, and watched as it approached a stand of trees. The sole occupant got out and pressed a series of buttons on a low post. The row of evergreens smartly slid to one side along unseen tracks, revealing an entrance to the mountain.
Smiling in appreciation, Solo waited until the driver had returned to his truck and had started through, then quickly hitched a ride on the back as it passed through, pulling himself inside the heavy tarp that covered the back of the truck.
Once inside, the driver stopped again, leaning out of his vehicle to push a button that activated the row of trees, sliding them back into place. The truck rumbled on down a dark corridor; Solo dropped from the back when the driver slowed down to turn a comer. The delivery truck had contained what appeared to be normal food supplies, suggesting a regular run of coffee, milk, bread, and other staples.
The U.N.C.L.E. agent was just about to follow it down one corridor, when a green shaft of light caught his attention from the second corridor. As quickly as it had sparked, it disappeared, amid a round of cheering off in the distance. Its similarity was too close to the green snaking light they had seen at the Thrush warehouse a few weeks before, and Solo wanted another look at what it was, or what had caused the light. Grateful for the crates that lined one side of the tunnel, Solo headed toward the commotion, keeping close to the shadows.
*****
The afternoon sun was fading, the fragile warmth of the day absent in the cabin, the feeble rays blocked from touching where he lay unaware, alone, wrapped like a mummy in protective emergency blankets.
With a ragged shudder, he awoke at last, painfully dragged awake as he blinked his eyes quickly, trying to focus in the strange surroundings, forcing the panic down and away until he was able to make sense of where he was and why he was so cold. It still took a minute or two to figure out why he was there, much longer than was normal, but his mind put together the fractured memory that he had been drugged long before he remembered the actual details of why or by whose hand.
But even when he had put some of the pieces together, it didn't explain the agony in his gut.
Or maybe it did.
Solo wasn't there.
Damn him.
Panic flickered to life, only to die as hope began to stir. Solo wasn't there, but Illya, although he was in pain, was not incapacitated. That meant that either Napoleon was close by, or else the Thrush tampering was wearing off. More likely the latter.
So, first, where was Napoleon Solo?
And second, he thought, pulling himself back to the mission, what should he do next? Stay where he was and wait for the agent to return? Go look for Solo? Or neither... Assume Solo was dead and attempt to continue the mission without him.
It wasn't really a difficult decision. He would continue the mission. And keep an eye out for Solo.
But first, he would have to move. He raised his head as soon as he was physically able to do so. His stomach hurt; it felt like he had been repeatedly, viciously, punched in the abdomen. Unfortunately, he knew that particular feeling from experience, and so could ignore his present condition for now.
Pulling one arm from under the blanket, he looked at his watch. It had been four hours and twenty minutes since Solo had administered the drug. It was only expected to work for four hours, and it was now twenty minutes longer than they had anticipated. Despite that, even with another dose in the first aid kit, it would still be another five hours and forty minutes before he could safely take another shot.
Or ... he looked down to the white first aid kit, set waiting on the night table next to the bed where he lay. Or, he could give himself another shot, anyway. Forget the safety measures. Solo would be angry, yes, but he would be alive and Illya would be dead and wouldn't have to listen to the lecture.
He toyed with the idea, turning over the possibility. It would be such blessed relief to just end this now, before it got any worse. Die helping U.N.C.L.E., a noble gesture, one of significance, even if no one remembered him in a day's time. Seductively alluring.
The only drawback to his plan was: what if Solo was in danger now? There had to be some reason why he hadn't returned to the cabin to deal with Kuryakin. Even that woman, Angelique, would not be enough of a draw to keep him from returning. Napoleon Solo was a man who liked his comfort, and even though the fire in his gut now was no way near the excruciating pain of the previous week, it was still enough to be reckoned with.
Kuryakin pushed off the thermal emergency blankets he was wrapped in and clamored out of the bed, shivering from weakness as much as from the cold weather. He stumbled several steps through the icy cabin, trying to get his bearing and trying to judge his current condition. Straightening up was uncomfortable, but not impossible. He could do it.
It was late afternoon, four o'clock by his watch, and Solo should have been back to get him an hour previous. So, no Solo, and no idea where to look for him on the mountain. For that matter, the enforcement agent could already be back in New York City.
With weak hands, he pulled out his transceiver and set the dial for New York. "It is Kuryakin."
"Code"
"Lifesavers. The green ones only." He paused, then added, "Mr. Waverly's office."
"One moment."
There was a slight delay, then the voice of the Head of Section One came over the tinny speaker.
"Mr. Kuryakin. Report please."
"I am now awake in cabin. Agent Solo is not present."
"Any sign that he has been there and left again?"
"No, sir."
"Are you fit to travel?"
"Yes, sir."
"The proximity factor is not a problem, then?"
"Not serious at this time."
There was a pause as Waverly seemed to consider his options. " We will contact our agents and they should be in touch with you to arrange a pick up. Keep your channel open. ”
"May I begin a search for Agent Solo?"
"If you feel you are able to, yes, please do so. Report in if you have any findings."
Kuryakin glanced at the security monitors as he closed down his transceiver and tucked it in his pocket. He shrugged into the heavy coat, adjusted his scarf and hat, pulled on the thick mittens, then staggered outside. Two steps down the mountain brought distinct pain flickering across Kuryakin’s stomach muscles. Two steps in the opposite direction stopped it. He repeated the pattern, with the same results, although he wasn’t sure what it meant. It should have been easier going down hill than up, but since he knew there was another road up above, Kuryakin gathered his things into a backpack, and headed up the mountain. The pack was uncomfortable, and after journeying only a short way, he decided to lighten it, and turned around to go back to the cabin. Each step brought a new level of pain as he journeyed back to the rustic building.
He bent over, resting his hands against his knees and bracing himself while he took in a few deep breaths. An idea hovered in the back of his mind, and in his shady past, he’d learned to listen to his gut reactions, even if no one else did.
Taking another long breath, he walked the rest of the way to the cabin, ignoring the growing discomfort, what felt like his intestines twisting. He left the extra items inside the doorway, then fixed the pack, hoisting it once again on his back and returned outside. He took a step east. Nothing. The same feeling, no better no worse. He took five more, with no change. From there, he tried to go south, down the mountain, but the pain intensified dramatically. Heading west eased it slightly, but when he began to go uphill, north, it noticeably lessened. Smiling grimly, he went north.
Half an hour later, he reached a road cut along the side of the mountain. If he went east, he was fairly certain it would lead to the Thrush base. West would take him to the resort. In the dying light of day, he had no idea which way to go. Cautiously, he turned around and took several steps south. The pain brought him up short. Okay, so that was still out. West? Still some discomfort. East was a little better, gradually feeling easier as he continued and the road began to wind north.
Well, Napoleon Solo, I hope this is guiding me to you. I’d hate to be killed because of listening to a stomachache.
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Solo groaned, doubled over in the garishly painted outer office of the head of the Thrush satrap. The pain had been slowly building since their four hours ended, until now it was difficult for him to think. At least the arrogant bastard who was running the Vermont Thrush base had left the mustard-colored room, giving Solo at last the opportunity to give in to his desire to swear at the pain that he knew would only get worse as time progressed.
Footsteps heralded the man’s return, so he straightened up and used his handkerchief to dab at the sweat on his brow.
"My apologies," the Thrush boss said, once again sitting down behind the ridiculously massive, dark-stained, mahogany desk. Not a piece of paper was to be seen in the entire office. Aside from the telephone, the desk was bare, making Solo wonder what it was the man actually did. No windows. No filing cabinets.
No adding machines. No security monitors, not even a camera trained on the room, at least as far as Solo could tell. Just a credenza with a crystal pitcher of water and several glasses. So who exactly was this joker?
"I'm sure whatever it was that called you away, it was important," Solo said with false courtesy dripping from his lips. "It must be a big responsibility, running all this."
"Oh, it is," Garisson Groueler agreed, leaning back in his leather, high-backed chair. "Terribly important stuff, you know." He steepled his fingers and stared across at Solo. "So what am I supposed to do with you? I promised your lady friend that I wouldn't kill you, at least not directly."
Score one for Angelique.
"My rented Ford truck is just out in your parking lot; I’d like to get back to it—they needed it returned before dinner. I was following another truck from the lodge and ended up here. Or, would you object if I just asked to be dropped off at the hotel? My weekend vacation is almost up and I need to pack up my things."
"Oh, it would pose a problem, yes," Groueler said, smiling evilly, as all Thrush agents must be taught in summer school. "Had you not decided on the self-guided tour of our facilities, we might have been able to arrange something along those lines, but you invalidated that plan with your rather rash actions."
"Trouble is, I never really saw anything," Solo pointed out. "I got caught, remember? I don't think that should count."
"Yes, that is true. My concern though is what you saw
before
you got caught. Now you say that you entered from ..." Groueler’s voice trailed off, waiting for him to fill in the blank. "I’m sorry, which entrance was that?"
"Does it matter?"
"Actually, yes, it does," Groueler said, as he stood and walked to the credenza, pouring himself a drink of water, the sound of water felling into the crystal glass activating the glands in Solo's dry mouth.
Solo kept his friendly smile pasted on his face while his mind scrambled to find answers. What exactly would it take for this man to let him go? Groueler was a perfect foil; a man who believed himself so far above the game as to be disdainful for all those still playing. "Well, Garisson—May I call you Garisson?"
"Groueler. Mr. Groueler. Please." His captor turned around, his eyes registering his distaste at being called anything but.
"My apologies, Mr. Groueler. I actually entered the building on the back of one of your service trucks. I'm not sure of the entrance number as there was no designation anywhere around. You really need to keep better watch of the vehicles as they pass through your security system. May I suggest cameras mounted to catch the reverse side of any trucks that enter the building?"
"I'll be sure to bring it up at the next staff meeting."
The Thrush facility was built half into the side of the mountain, and Solo wasn't sure how far deep it went. He had waited for almost an hour, but could see little from his location. Before heading back, he had decided to take a quick look into the main cavern, and had set off a rather well-hidden alarm. A band of sirens had sounded, he had been immediately surrounded, and escorted up a level to this office. Despite being detained, everyone appeared almost bored, so low key and unconcerned that he was beginning to suspect that there was nothing actually at the location. At least, not yet. And Groueler wasn't helping any, seemingly content to wait for his answers.
"Where is Angelique?" Solo asked, finally, when the Thrush agent continued to stare at him. "Has someone called her?"
"She is on the telephone in the next room."
"Talking to her mother?"
"Something like that."
"May I speak with her?"
"When she's done."
"Oh, she's calling the shots? She's your boss?"
"No," Groueler growled with sudden emotion. "She is not my boss." He hissed the last word, like a heat-incensed snake.
"Then why do you defer to her wishes?"
"I do not defer to her wishes. This is
my
operation, not hers."
"Then why is she here?"
"I suspect you have something to do with that, Mr. Solo."
"Me?"
"Napoleon." Her voice slithered through the room, rolling on the vowels. "Be nice now." Angelique stood in the entrance. Actually, Angelique never really
stood
anywhere. She posed. She draped herself against the doorjamb. She demanded attention and took it. "You’re being a naughty guest, now aren't you?”
"Is this any way to treat a guest?" Solo asked, with a calculated laugh.
Angelique walked past Groueler without stopping until she reached Solo. She laid a polished fingernail on the side of his jaw, tilting his head up ever so slightly. "Napoleon, darling. Behave yourself. You are fortunate that this is a base in the process of being closed down, but I still had to go to a lot of trouble to arrange for your safe release. The rest, as they say, is up to you."
He held out his handcuffed hands, but she shook her head.
"Not that simple, sorry, darling."
"It rarely is," he responded, with a sigh.
*****
Kuryakin stumbled as he shuffled along the slippery road, dropping to one knee. The pain in his stomach was increasing, causing him to walk slightly hunched over. Something was happening. This route had been fine up to about ten minutes ago, when his stomachache began to intensify with each step.
He shifted back to his feet, grimacing in the frosty air. A glance at his watch said it was almost six o'clock. The last of daylight had faded, until he walked along the road by the light of the moon's reflection on the snow around him, still ample light to see by. No one had contacted him yet, regarding pick up. He wondered if they would.
Another few steps and he stopped, trying to breathe around the sharp pains radiating through his abdomen and intestines. His lips pressed thin, he spun around and walked in the other direction, but there was no let up to the pain. He stepped off the road, heading north up the mountain and within ten steps, he could feel the difference.
Moving around, Solo? Great. Just great.
He stopped in the knee deep drift, trying to catch his breath.
Now what to do? Keep going, or sit and wait?
He despised sitting around waiting.
There were really no other options then, and if he didn't keep moving, he was going to be in serious trouble when it got colder. His clothing was adequate for skiing or hiking, but he wasn't decked out, or equipped to camp overnight.
Uphill, it is.
*****
Hie hood over his head was irritating him, making walking through the snow difficult. His hands were still secured in front of him; they hadn't bothered uncuffing him to let him put on his overcoat again, so he was outside in below freezing weather, clad in his suit jacket. It had been cold enough in the truck, but now the wind was whistling through the expensive fabric.
They stopped finally, about 100 paces from the road, and Solo was roughly pulled down to his knees onto a cement ridge of some kind. With the unmistakable feeling of a gun pressed into his neck, his feet were chained together and secured. The cold weapon pressed further, and he stayed motionless while his handcuffs were removed. But rather than the hoped-for winter coat, instead, his suit jacket and shirt were removed, and he was handcuffed again.
He heard the brittle laughter of the goons who were fastening the handcuffs to a metal link. Finally, they pushed him over and walked away. He counted to five, then reached up and pulled off the hood from around his head, looking around to see just how bad his situation was. Above him somewhere, on a road invisible from where he was, a truck drove off, leaving him.
This was your compromise, Angelique?
Yes, in one sense, he was free. Yes, he was outside the Thrush facility.
However—and it was a big
however—he was chained to the base of what looked to be a ski chair lift tower. In his undershirt. At night, in below freezing weather. With a hell of a stomachache.
He could hear the faint rumble of the lifts as they moved along the track. There was no way anyone could have seen him, even if someone was on the chair lift.
Solo spent the next twenty minutes trying to get the handcuffs off, pushing at the links binding his feet, actually, just trying to keep moving to avoid the bone-chilling cold that would kill him just as certainly as if they had shot him.
But finally, he had to rest. He was exhausted from shivering, from smashing the links against the cement base, trying to find a weakness in them. But the weakness was in himself.
He had gone alone. He had pushed the line and had crossed it. And for what? What had
he
gained, what had U.N.C.L.E. gained from this? Knowing the Thrush base was there
should
have been enough. That information should have made its way back to Section One.
With a growl of frustration, he laid his head on his bare arm, feeling the rough surface, the frigid cement leeching the warmth from his body. Anger thrashed within his body, furious for some expression, but he was already too tired to let it expend its energy, so it remained locked up, trapped along with guilt and the faint echo of remorse for not taking another path. His leg kicked out, wanting to vent itself against the base of the metal tower rising up to the chair lift, but the chain prevented even that, biting into his leg.
He noted bitterly that he could hardly feel the pain.
Damn. Damn. Damn.
"Damn you, Kuryakin."
The words surprised him, forcing him back to awareness.
Why blame the Russian for this? It's not his fault. You did this to yourself. Kuryakin had the brains to know that my plan was skewed, that I hadn't thought it through properly. I took an unnecessary risk—something I would have torn into a junior agent for doing. "There is enough risk in this business, without taking unnecessary, time-wasting chances." How many times have I said that? To how many classes of new agents rising through the ranks?
Why blame Kuryakin?
Why?
Napoleon wondered, his eyes closing.
Well, the least he could do is try to find me. To rescue me from my own stupidity. Isn't that what partners are for?
It might have been interesting being Kuryakin's partner. Now, he'd never know. He drifted off to sleep, snowflakes gently swirling from the overcast sky to cover over his unprotected body.
*****
The pain was easing, almost non-existent. Kuryakin moved quicker, his eyes squinting in the darkness, his limited vision compromised by the light snow beginning to fall. Either Solo was somewhere nearby, or else the 'proximity factor', as Alexander Waverly referred to it, was fading.
A single beep from his pocket halted his trek. He took the transceiver out and saw that he had lost the signal. With a sigh, he turned around and backtracked along his path, feeling the pain increase with each step.
Once he had a decent signal again, he quickly called into HQ and relayed the situation directly to Alexander Waverly.
"When will you rendezvous with the local office? " Waverly asked.
"They have not yet made contact with me."
"They should have. I gave the order when we last spoke."
Kuryakin shrugged, unconcerned. People were generally untrustworthy, especially when they considered
you
to be untrustworthy. "Sir, I believe Mr. Solo is close to where I am. I feel not so pain."
"Do you know where you are?"
Kuryakin squinted again, putting together the rumbling sound to what he was seeing. "There is ski lift, a chair lift here. And I am on a road, narrow, not main road."
There was a rustle of a map, then Waverly’s voice again.
"There is only one chair lift in the area. There are several service roads crossing beneath it. Mr. Kuryakin, each tower supporting the chair lift should be numbered. If you can find a number on one,
we will be able to pinpoint your location."
"First, I will look for Mr. Solo."
"Your safety is our first concern here, Mr. Kuryakin. First let us establish where you are, then we'll worry about where Mr. Solo has gone to."
Kuryakin frowned.
"My
safety, sir? But I am only—"
"You are an U.N.C.L.E. agent, Mr. Kuryakin. Keep that in mind. You are of value."
Waverly disconnected the call.
With an exasperated sigh at the strangeness of this organization, Kuryakin made his way along the road until he was under the lift. It was difficult to tell, but perhaps a vehicle had been along the road recently, to this point only. The deeper grooves looked as though it had sat, then perhaps reversed its route. There was evidence the road he had been walking on was in regular use, but in the half an hour he had walked along it, he had seen no one. He headed to the nearest tower base from the road, about 150 feet downhill and picked up speed as he saw the marks in the snow. More than one person had been down this way recently. Maybe twenty minutes before. The footprints were still visible, even though snow was falling quickly now.
He slid down the steep slope, finding it difficult to walk in the darkness, then lost his balance and rolled to a stop at the cement base. He flung the snow from his face, opened his eyes, and gave a grunt of surprise.
Solo.
But was he alive? And where was his coat? His jacket?
Kuryakin pulled off one mitten, trying to feel the pulse on Solo’s neck. It was there, but weak. He pulled out his transceiver, cursing that it showed no signal. There was an identifying number, as Waverly said there would be, on the tower base. He shrugged off his heavy coat, his other mittened hand brushing the light dusting of snow from Solo's body, then he rolled the agent into it, wrapping it securely around him. He pulled off his fur hat and placed it on Solo's head, tugging it so the agent's cheek rested against it, rather than the cement.
And Solo had laughed before, at his bulky winter coat. The feeble wool coat that Solo had worn may be fine in the city, but the man did not know how to dress for real winter weather. Of which, this was only mild, for one who had been raised as Kuryakin had been.
"Illya?" Solo's eyes had not opened, but Kuryakin was sure he'd heard his name.
"Napoleon? Can you hear me?" He put his face low beside the other's ear, his own ear next to Solo's mouth.
"C-c-cold," came the faint reply.
"I'll warm you. But I must go first for help."
Kuryakin stood. The cold would not bother him for a while yet. The red flannel underwear—what did Solo call it? A union suit?—would keep him warm enough to do what he had to do. Without a look back to the motionless man, he waded up the snowy bank to the road, following back along it until the transceiver showed a signal. Breathless, he gave his message to Waverly, requesting the agents coming to get them also bring a tool to cut off the restraints, then he disconnected the device and returned to Solo. He had not waited for Waverly to say one thing or another. His duty was clear. He would keep the Chief Enforcement Agent alive.
He didn't have much choice how he was going to do that. Both needed warmth. He slid beneath the agent, moving him on top, letting the coat open enough so their chests and torsos met and the coat formed a tent keeping out the wind.
His back ached immediately, pushed against the ice cold cement, the weight of another adding to the discomfort. He worried about Solo's feet, but there was nothing he could do.
At best, it would be twenty minutes before they were found, more likely up to an hour, providing no one tried to stop the rescuers.
Or maybe this would be his final act for U.N.C.L.E. Not saving a man's life, but making sure he did not die alone.
Unable to sleep, his thoughts flitting around him like the dancing snow, he thought of Pasha. Of holding the little baby against his chest, feeling the feeble warmth of the child. Despite what Norm or Trish said, he carried the guilt for the child dying, for not keeping him alive, somehow, for Norm to hold. Such a tiny baby, with a tiny hole in his heart. A blue baby, they called him. Congenital heart defect.
Even now, two years later, it made his own heart ache and he felt the emptiness in his soul.
He would keep Napoleon Solo alive. And maybe, somehow, he would find something to fill the emptiness in his soul.
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Two years later...

January 1966

 
<Post:
"The Deadly Goddess Affair">
Green Mountain National Forest, Vermont 

January 1966
Screeching through the moonless night, the sedan edged away from its pursuers, flying down the winding mountain highway, faithfully following the gleaming yellow road markers to stay on course. Twice it veered away as gunfire shook the already battered frame, threatening to go off the road into the unknown blackness. Each time, the man at the wheel wrestled it back on track.
His companion sat crouched backwards in the front seat, leaning against the dash, quickly loading the ammunition scattered beside him. That accomplished, he twisted his upper body out the passenger window into the icy air and resumed firing at the two cars behind them. The glove compartment easily held twenty more rounds; they had only used eight bullets in the last hour and the chase would end long before they exhausted their supplies.
They had collected their parcel late in the afternoon and headed southwest through Vermont's Green Mountain National Forest. Fortunately, there was little snow and what minimal accumulation there was had been pushed to the side of the road a few days earlier, leaving the roads clear. They had spotted the Thrush tails half an hour ago, just as the sun had set, and the chase had been on for almost twenty minutes. The waiting U.N.C.L.E. helicopters in Bennington had been contacted and help was expected momentarily. Both agents were calm; the situation was under control and would be resolved shortly. All in a day's work.
Napoleon Solo glanced at his watch. It wasn't even five-thirty in the evening yet; with any luck, they should have time to make their reports and still get home before midnight. He concentrated on the curves of the unfamiliar road. The darkness had settled on them quickly; any trace of light in the mountain range had disappeared shortly after the chase began, despite the promise of a full moon rising later. They might even get back on time for him to phone Evelyn and confirm their dinner engagement the next evening.
Solo looked smoothly from the road to the rear view mirror and back again. "Another curve, Illya. Hang on."
Illya Nickovetch Kuryakin ducked back into the speeding vehicle and warmed his freezing hands under his armpits. The thin suit jacket was little protection against the weather, but upon their arrival back in North America, they had been rerouted to meet the courier and had not had time to locate more appropriate clothing. The weather on the Mediterranean island of Circe had been much milder than the New England, January chill.
Kuryakin gave a short laugh. "Persistent bunch, aren't they? For what it's worth, the lead car has Quebec license plates." He peered out the front window, rubbing absently at the dark bruise on his jaw from an encounter with a fist in Circe two days previous. The unexpected blow had sent him over the edge of a cliff into the warm water below, the first of several dunkings he and his dark suit had withstood while on assignment.
Kuryakin readied his gun while his partner made the dangerous curve and then disappeared back out the window and resumed firing. Ten minutes later, the drone of helicopters filled the frosty air and he slid back into the car coughing. "We've got company. Tell them we're in the lead so they know which car not to hit."
"Open Channel H." The receiver crackled in Solo's hand, then resounded with the noise from the helicopter above.
"Grayson here. That you, Solo?"
"Yes. We're in number one position. Two and Three are the unwanted guests tagging along."
"Gotcha."
The miniature radio transceiver went silent and Solo pocketed it awkwardly, sliding it in next to the bulky cigarette package. Whatever the microfiched documents contained in the third cigarette from the back left-hand side were, he had not been made privy to. And, as usual, whether or not Thrush knew what they were, they knew Solo and Kuryakin had
something
and they wanted it badly enough to risk the treacherous mountain roads.
Kuryakin resumed his uncomfortable window seat as the helicopters lit up the side of the mountain with their search beams. "Napoleon, can you speed up a bit? We have a visitor almost on our tail. No sense getting caught by whatever the helicopters dump on them."
"I can't go too much faster. The road isn't great through here."
Kuryakin leaned out, took a few shots at the still-approaching car behind them, and then paused to stare as the vehicle's front hood slowly lifted a few inches. "I don't like the look of this. Step on it!"
"What is it?" Solo asked, but managed to push the speed on a straighter stretch of road the high beams revealed.
Kuryakin pressed off some more quick shots, frowning as a dark cylinder rose out of the front of the Thrush car. "I don't know what it is. I can't see it clearly enough. They've got a gadget of some kind lifting from in the hood of the car. Where's the engine and how can they see where they're going?"
"A weapon?" With the speed he was traveling at, Solo had no wish to take his eyes off the road, but he wanted a look at the object. The disquiet in his partner’s voice had said volumes. "Describe it."
"Obviously a weapon, but I'm not sure what it is. If it's a machine gun, we're in trouble. They are still gaining on us. And from this distance, they have a good chance of hitting us with whatever it's firing." He glared up at the helicopters circling above. "What are they waiting for? Take them out, fools!"
The wind whipped Kuryakin's words away as he pushed his body out the window again, clung to the top of the door frame, and fired at the tires, the driver, and the gas line of the car behind them. He ducked down long enough to change guns and to yell, "Swerve right, Napoleon!" before resuming his target practice.
Gas pedal pressed almost to the floor, the car streaked along the winding highway. Solo frowned, his instinct to immediately follow Illya's demand warring with the unknown darkness beyond the shoulder of the road hiding anything from a sharp drop-off to equally dangerous trees.
Swerve right? Are you kidding?
He heard Kuryakin yell again, heard the back window shatter behind him as a ghastly green ray lit up the road. Something slammed into his shoulder, followed by a blinding sting, and he began to fight the car in earnest as it veered out of control. The brakes failed as the car fishtailed on black ice patches; they spun a full 360 degrees to break through the loose gravel and snow piled at the side of the road.
The car's speed slowed rapidly as it went over the short embankment and tore through the brush. At least there was no cliff. Solo tried to steer—short jabs left and right to miss trees and rocks—but the uneven terrain, hidden by the light covering of snow, disappeared from sight altogether when the car's headlights and power cut off. Solo braced himself as they bounced off something and dropped through the air to the shallow creek several feet below.
The sedan came to an abrupt halt, lodged between two boulders. The mountain stream babbled loudly around him, overpowering the hiss from the car's engine. As Solo tried to pry his hands from his death grip on the steering wheel, his attention was shifted to the road above, where first one, then another, fiery explosion lit up the night sky.
The first shock of the accident fading, Solo looked away from the hypnotic fireballs and, still dazed, realized he was alone in the car. He tried to open the driver-side door, but found it wedged closed. He slid down the seat and painfully pulled himself through the passenger window and out of the hissing car.
"Illya? Illya, where are you?" Cold mountain air binned his lungs, and he leaned back against a boulder, coughing and trying not to move his shoulder. He dug into his suit jacket and pulled out the pen transceiver. "Open Channel H."
His transceiver remained silent for several seconds before sputtering to life.
"Solo? Glad you made it, old boy. Grayson here again. We got them both."
"I can see that. Unfortunately, they also got us. Can you shine a light down here? I'm missing a partner somewhere in the vicinity, and he's not answering."
"Sure thing. Set your pen to broadcast your location, and I’ll get Griffith and Anders to shine the beams. I'm coming down to help you look. There's a place up ahead I can put this girl down."
Kuryakin was wandering up near the burning wreckage when they found him, trying to wipe the blood from his face as he stared at the Thrush weapon in the midst of the fire. The heat from the flames seemed to have little deterring effect; he was far more interested in getting at the canon than dealing with his head injury and keeping back from the deadly fire. "What is this thing?" Kuryakin asked eagerly of no one in particular. "Get these flames out so I can take a closer look at it—Any fire extinguishers?” he called out to Grayson, spotting him approaching.
"We'll put it out. Just come back here," Grayson said, taking a firm grip on the smaller agent's arm.
Kuryakin pulled away easily and was back to the wreckage site, as close as the heat would let him. "Napoleon, you should have seen this thing. I've never seen anything like it. What came at us was a laser ray of some kind and—" He swayed, one hand moving to his forehead. "And it—it—
Grayson caught him as his knees buckled. "Steady, there."
"I'm all right." Kuryakin pushed at the restraining arms, trying to get back to the site.
"That car isn't going anywhere yet, Illya. And neither are you until we look at that head wound," Grayson said, with a patience born of dealing with stubborn enforcement agents.
Solo watched blearily, unable to do much more than clutch his injured arm against the pain as Grayson steered his partner away from the flames to sit next to him on a large rock at the side of the road. Blinking back the grit in his eyes, he couldn't make anything out in the blaze other than the nebulous shapes of what had once been a car and two passengers.
Kuryakin sat heavily beside him, momentarily in shock. "The baby is in the fire," he whispered, in Russian, staring at the roaring flames. His head lolled forward as consciousness faded, his determination fighting his body's desire to shut down.
"That's it. Just sit down there and don't move," the pilot said.
Kuryakin's head snapped up, disobeying his order. "Karl, can you arrange for an U.N.C.L.E. semi to transport the car back to New York? I want to have a good look at it. Tell them to be careful in moving it—Have a boffin come along and check it out first. That laser may not be secured now." Kuryakin turned back to look at the burning cars, but the movement was enough to topple him forward against Grayson.
The pilot quickly checked him and seeing as Kuryakin was in no condition to complain, then lifted the limp Russian and hoisted him over one shoulder. "Don’t you worry none, Solo, old boy. Yer little friend is fine. He just bumped his head when he fell out of the car when you went over the bank. He'll be okay. Just be glad he didn't spend more time in that creek he fell into. Hypothermia is no fun."
"I'm well aware of that," Solo said, trying to keep his shivering under control.
"We'll get both of you taken care of before we leave. You have a nasty scratch there yourself. Let's head to my bird and we'll go back to the shop, PDQ."
*****
Despite reaching the helicopter quickly, it was still twenty minutes later before they finally left. Solo leaned back against a stack of canvas bags and tried not to move his left shoulder. Grayson had removed the chief enforcement agent's shoulder harness—which had actually protected him from more serious injury—then the helicopter pilot expertly extracted the glass from Solo's shoulder, bandaged him, and shot him full of painkiller before giving a cheery, "Chin up, bucko," and lifting the helicopter to join the others hovering above.
Kuryakin lay sprawled next to him, his breathing shallow and labored, drifting in and out of consciousness, and Solo shakily held a compress against his partner's head wound, trying to breathe carefully around his own injuries. He had his right arm through the loop of his shoulder harness, keeping the weapon close enough to grab if needed.
It was cold in the back of the unheated helicopter, and Solo awkwardly drew his partner a little closer, hoping to share a little body heat before Kuryakin came fully to his senses and decided the situation didn't warrant it. Illya had no trouble with the practical concept of sharing body heat in freezing temperatures, but he would likely not consider this an extreme enough situation to necessitate it. It was okay if
he
was doing the sharing, as he had done on their first assignment together, but not if he was the one needing it.
Irritating at times, yes, Solo thought with a longsuffering sigh
Baffin Bay had been different. April and Napoleon had kept Illya alive when he was suffering from hypothermia a few months before. Solo was certainly aware of how close they had come to losing him to the bitter cold of the far north.
With another shiver, Napoleon reached over again and tugged the Russian agent closer yet. He was cold, Illya was feverish, a perfect match. Illya could complain all he wanted to later, but by then, with any luck, Napoleon would be warmer. It was all in the wording.
The radio voices echoed back and forth in the cargo area as the U.N.C.L.E. agent tried to calculate how much blood they were losing. Neither wound was life-threatening, but the potential inconvenience was enough to be irritating. Not to mention hampering his date with Evelyn. He could feel some blood trickling down his back from his shoulder injury and the cloth beneath his left hand was already damp from Illya's scalp wound.
Head wounds bleed a lot,
he reminded himself. Besides a multitude of other bumps and bruises, Solo had an aching knee and his right wrist ached from where it hit the dashboard when the car had finally ground to a halt.
When the car had... Shit... Solo patted his left jacket pocket, relieved that the package was still there and amazed that he hadn't thought to check it earlier. He
had
gotten shaken up. Well, he wouldn't mention in his report that his initial concern had been for his partner's whereabouts and not the package's. Mr. Waverly tended to disapprove of such things.
Lately, it seemed, Waverly also tended to pride himself on his unpredictability. And on more than one occasion of late, they had witnessed their boss's temper unleashed—not at them directly, but it was disturbing to see Waverly lose control, even for a moment.
Considering their situation, they were safe from any recriminations from Waverly. They had the package, the Thrush tails had been eliminated, and Grayson was an excellent pilot and was winging them back to New York on schedule. He'd get them where they needed to go. Another hour and they would be landing on the U.N.C.L.E. HQ building and Napoleon could turn the package over to Section One, get their injuries dealt with, and go home.
Solo rummaged through his inside suit pocket and came up with the dented but otherwise intact radio transceiver. He twisted open the pen housing the powerful transmitter and thumbed on the controls. "Open Channel D. Mr. Waverly's office."
There was no response, but the noise in the helicopter and their location in the mountain range would easily account for them not making the connection. The pen transmitters were marvelous pieces of equipment, courtesy of his partner's ingenuity, but they had not be designed for such use. When they got closer to New York City, he would try again.
Medical help would be required, but in all likelihood, Illya would be awake by the time they arrived at Headquarters. As Grayson had said, neither of them were injured seriously. Illya's suit pants were wet from walking across the creek. Both were tired, of course, even before the assignment. Trips through multiple time changes drained one. In their case, the last few weeks had taken them from the Yukon to the Caribbean, back to New York, only to head out the next day to Circe in the Mediterranean, before returning them to New England in time to be rerouted to act as couriers for whatever package had come down from Canada earlier in the day.
Thrush activity continued to take hold in the country of his birth, despite their destroying one Northern base the previous fall, and routing out the hidden Soviet submarine from the waters near Baffin Island. The success of the mission in Canada had only been partial. Another base existed, one they had little firm information on. With a land mass as vast as Canada's was, and largely unpopulated, there was ample space for Thrush to pick an out-of-the-way area and set up shop.
Quebec license plates, Illya had said. Solo made a mental note to contact John McGlouster, the head of Section Two in Canada, in the morning and see if he had any information on the laser weapon. It might be something the Canadian office was tracking.
Solo's head whirled as he fought the drugs to stay awake, his vision blurring in the dim light, wondering what exactly was in the shot Grayson had given him. The pilot's control board, visible from where Solo sat, swam in a whirl of bright colors. Noises echoed and reechoed, static mixed with hints of voice, an isolated phrase of distant speech, harsh crackles that teased his understanding.
The helicopter shifted and he tightened his grip on his partner, wishing they weren't in the back cargo area of the helicopter, but safely strapped in the front seats. Grayson wanted Illya to stay horizontal, propped on his side, as long as he was unconscious. The chopper wasn't heated, other than the feeble vents in the cockpit, and the cold metal beneath them was chilling the chief enforcement agent to the bone. Napoleon's eyes ached from the bitter chill, the pain in his arm throbbing rhythmically with the steady hammering of the helicopter's engines. Considering the drop in temperature, and he wondered if it was snowing in New York City. He'd leave his car at home, then, and take a cab to his date with Evelyn.
Red lights flashed on the control board, the radio chattered static above the sound of the copter. It was getting colder; Napoleon could see his breath in the darkness. There was a tremble beneath his hands, and Illya struggled upright, pushing away from him and moving clumsily to sit next to him. Illya's pale eyes were round and hollow in the red-lit dimness, staring ahead sightlessly. The senior agent put the cloth in his partner's hand, and Illya nodded after a moment and moved it to his forehead.
It was impossible to talk in the loud droning roar of the helicopter. Grayson's voice carried back, though, cursing about something, struggling with the controls as the helicopter dipped and shifted in the air currents.
Then everything settled back into place. The ride leveled, Illya's eyes shut, and the noise faded out, the static dying. It didn't seem as cold. Napoleon felt exhaustion stealing over him.
He was dimly aware that the helicopter touched down at a dark airfield and refueled, then he blinked his eyes open and realized they were in the air again. Beside him, Illya's head had fallen forward, his chin on his chest.
The sway of the helicopter was lulling, rocking them. Napoleon closed his eyes, surrendering to the numbness of sleep.
*****
New York City, 6:50 p.m.
Solo's eyes snapped open at the rapid burst of gunfire and Grayson loudly swearing. It took a few seconds to get his bearing, then he yelled up to the pilot, "What's happening?"
"I don't know. The lights in the city are out," Grayson yelled back.
"What?
Again? Is this another blackout?" New York City had lost all power just two months previous.
"New York's lights are out. I can't raise HQ; static is interfering with the line."
Solo swore softly. "Even if the power is out, the emergency generators should have kicked in. Where are we?"
"This is bloody dangerous." Grayson peered out his side window, searching the building roofs below them. "As far as I can tell, we’re coming in over Brooklyn and drawing fire. I can't see from where."
The helicopter tipped forward suddenly and Napoleon snagged hold of his partner to keep him from sliding away. Illya was only half-conscious, mumbling something Napoleon couldn't hear. Solo squinted at Illya's forehead, but it looked as though any bleeding had stopped. It was still cold in the back of the helicopter, the air uncomfortably chilly to breathe. "Can I help at all?" Solo called up to Grayson.
"Yeah. Get up 'ere. I need a gunner."
Solo eased Kuryakin to lie flat, pulled a tarp over him, and then clambered up and into the empty copilot seat. The controls were standard, yet he was hampered by pain shooting through his left shoulder and the throbbing of his right wrist. "This isn't going to be easy," he muttered.
"It never is," Grayson laughed shortly. "Makes it interesting, though, don’t it?" He pointed suddenly to the dark shadow of a narrow building off to Solo's right. "There's our problem. Look at two o’clock—see them?"
"Roger. Can you get me a bit closer? I'm not in range." From the meager light of the half-risen moon, Solo watched through the sights as Grayson circled the U.N.C.L.E. helicopter around the building. Four of the five men visible on the roof were busy with a large metal cylindrical object that the Chief Enforcement Agent couldn't identify in the darkness. The fifth kept taking pot shots at them with a gun as they closed in on their target.
"Hang on for a minute, Karl." Solo reached for the binoculars and focused on the object. A pulsing green light shot out from one end of the device and snaked across the roof before winking out. One of the men had caught a tendril on his leg and was writhing on the ledge.
"UP!" Solo yelled. "Get us out of here NOW!"
The helicopter shuttered, pulling them rapidly away from the scene, then darted east and north of the area. Solo twisted in the copilot seat to keep the building in the binocular's view but both men clearly saw the orange-white explosion that lit up the cold November sky.
He pointed to it. "A smaller version of that is what hit us earlier tonight."
"Wicked." Grayson frowned; the panel glow ht his face wanly. "We've got a problem, matey. I can't get you boys back to U.N.C.L.E. Headquarters. They have me boxed in and it'll take awhile for the boys on the ground to flush them out. Thrush, or whoever that is shooting at us, is pretty organized down there. And something else major is happening... It's not just Manhattan that's without lights; I haven't seen any power in the area—no lights, nothing. We came in following the Hudson River, and it's the same all over."
Solo glanced out his window at the darkness below them. Only the ships in the harbor gave any lights, that and the headlights of cars. "What about the airports?"
"Well, it's almost seven o'clock," Grayson shouted, tapping at the clock on the control panel. "The New York City airports are diverting incoming flights to other airports not affected. I haven't been able to get through to Kennedy International, but I brought in LaGuardia Field's frequency and they say they are attempting to set up emergency lighting on one runway at least, using water-pump generators as power, but that won't be ready for another half hour or more. Even then, they'll be bringing in the bigger craft who are low on fuel first. Same situation as in November, during the Big Blackout."
"Are the control towers working?"
"They're equipped with auxiliary power, but if the runways aren't lit and there are no navigational aids or radar; there's no point even trying to land."
"Then why can't we land at the U.N.C.L.E. Aircraft Hanger? They have emergency generators. Surely two guys and flashlights are enough to help land a helicopter? We don't need full field lighting."
"Good point, except for one thing—While you were napping, I attempted landing on our New Jersey office to see what was happening, and then I tried the main U.N.C.L.E. Aircraft Hanger. I had to abandon them both as we came under attack each time." Grayson's face was tight with anger. "Frank was shot down already, running interference for us." Frank Griffith was the pilot of the second helicopter, the one who had blown away the cars following them.
They flew in silence .for a few minutes, Grayson adjusting altitude and checking his controls. "Napoleon, the documents you have—urgent or just confidential?"
"Why?"
"If they're urgent, we'll have to take the risk. If not, we have time to reschedule our arrival."
"Why not contact Waverly for instructions?" Solo fished the slim pen transceiver from his pocket.
"I can't get through. U.N.C.L.E. Eastern America has been effectively shut down. No communications, no movement. And it's more than just this power outage. They were planning something anyway—regardless of whether this outage turns out to be a coincidence or not. They were in place, ready to act. They've blocked our escape routes. They’ve crippled our communication devices. The emergency generators at U.N.C.L.E. should have kept us going with no more than a few seconds delay."
"Then what's happening?" Solo felt thick-headed, as though his thought processes were numb from the cold.
"Try your transceiver and see for yourself."
The Section Two agent fingered the send switch on the miniature radio. "Open Channel D." Besides the static, there was no answer. He made several attempts, trying different channels and frequencies. Finally he turned to Grayson, "That's crazy. What could be—".
The attack started all over again as another chopper appeared on their tail. It took five minutes before Grayson was able to bring the Thrush helicopter down over the Atlantic Ocean and they headed back to the coast.
"You see, Napoleon? Every time we use the U.N.C.L.E. frequencies, they’re on us. I had to let you see for yourself."
Solo rubbed his chaffed wrist. "You made your point."
"So what will it be?"
The Chief Enforcement Agent patted his pocket. "We've waited months for most of this stuff; a few more days won't hurt. I believe it's long range information. You're the expert here, Karl. Lead on. What do you suggest?"
"Okay. I have an idea before I get too low on fuel. I know a place northeast of here that you can hide out in. I'll leave you two there for a day or so and come back for you in Wanda."
It was Solo's turn to laugh. "Is she still around?"
"Certainly is. And Frank and I made a few minor alterations... dammit, Frank, why weren't you more careful?... Napoleon, I’m droppin’ you off at my cabin. It’s safe, armed to the teeth, loaded with food and provisions, and out of the way. Try to stay put until I get back. You have about thirty minutes now to get yourself and your partner ready. I’ve got a place where I land right close to the cabin, near a small lake. I’ll help you both get inside, but as soon as it is light out tomorrow, I suggest you immediately try to cover the bird's tracks. I don't see why they’d check up on me, but better to be safe." Grayson glanced to the rear of the chopper, then over to Solo. "On second thought, can you fly this for a few minutes? Stay on this heading."
"No problem, providing no one else comes after us." Solo transferred control to the copilot's station and Grayson made his way back to Kuryakin.
The towering pilot returned several minutes later with a groggy agent in tow and strapped him in the passenger seat tucked sideways behind the pilot's. Kuryakin looked only marginally awake, although managed a crooked sarcastic smile for Solo. Grayson questioned the Russian for a few minutes but the words were lost to Solo in the noise of the aircraft.
"You guys have tough heads," Grayson said, turning back to the cockpit, "but keep an eye on him. A head injury can often collapse on you when you think they're recovered."
"Not Illya," Napoleon said, grinning at his partner. "There's nothing between those ears but solid rock and a computer."
Grayson settled back behind the controls and took over the helicopter, adjusting his voice for Solo's ears only. "Jest if you must, Solo, but I'm serious about watching him. He's still susceptible to shock. He seems to have some bruised ribs, but no other apparent damage. Just be aware that the possibility exists."
Solo's face lost its grin. "You're serious about this, aren't you?"
Grayson didn't look up from his controls. "I was a helicopter pilot for a medical unit in Korea. I've seen a lot of our own men needlessly die after the fact because someone wasn't paying attention to the post op drill or misjudged their triage. Now, to be fair, I spent most of my time while I was talking to him telling him to keep an eye on you. You've lost a lot of blood and your wrist is turning purple. It's badly bruised. Kuryakin knows how to bandage it, so let him."
"It wouldn't be the first time we've patched each other up. But I can do it myself. It's not that bad."
"I'm sure you can, but you can deduce a lot by watching his actions as he dresses the wound, things he might not tell you otherwise. Watch his coordination, especially his hand-to-eye coordination."
"Okay." Solo turned to toss a smile back to his partner, but Kuryakin had his eyes closed, his arms crossed over his chest, holding onto the shoulder straps that held him in place. Maybe it was just the lights from the control panel, but his partner looked distinctly green.
Solo turned back to the dark landscape beneath them. "What would cause a blackout like this? I thought they had fixed the problem that caused it last time."
Grayson waved him silent, fiddling with the volume on the radio controls. The warning broadcast he was picking up from a local station was repeating an alert about the massive power service outage, which had apparently hit the United States northeastern region between 6:30 and 6:42 p.m. that evening. A few areas had power restored, but most of New York State, Connecticut, Massachusetts, Rhode Island, and even into Ontario were still out. The broadcaster did not have many other details, other than saying that locally there had been a power load collapse once again within the Consolidated Edison system, which served much of New York City, and also the Long Island Lighting Company. There was no indication of when power would be back on line. More than six hundred thousand people were presumed to be stranded in the subway system alone.
Grayson changed frequencies, trying to get more information, but it appeared little, as yet, was known as to the cause of the Canada-United States Eastern Interconnection (CANUSE) system shutdown.
"It'll be crazy in the city. The masses are not known for calm thinking in a crisis," Kuryakin's voice carried forward. "Why aren't we there, Grayson?"
Solo glanced back at his partner. "There's no way of getting to headquarters at the moment. Illya, what would cause a power outage like this?"
"Aside from Thrush tampering?" Kuryakin shrugged. "In November it was a power surge somewhere in the transmission lines. There was a cascading effect, tripping the overload relays between the lines."
"Any way of stopping it once it started?"
Kuryakin shook his head, then gritted his teeth and held still for a moment before answering. "They could have closed down particular sections of their systems, or shed the load onto other areas, but decisions like that have to be made instantly. I suppose they could have also reduced the loads by severing ties with interconnecting systems. Once the system is dead, though—" He shrugged, then fell silent.
"And if Thrush or someone else is behind it?" Solo looked back to his partner, but there was no response. He closed his eyes and tried to picture the chaos that New York City would be in. He hadn't been there in November for the Great Blackout, but he'd heard about it. No lights. No subways. No railroads. No airports. The roads would be a tangled mess. The hospitals—how many of them would have emergency generators? Would a mass riot erupt? There was no way of knowing. He had no idea if the city was even remotely prepared for this type of emergency so soon after the last one. Had they time to rebuild their resources?
But U.N.C.L.E. Headquarters was ready. Or at least, they should have been. The equipment was there, but something was preventing it from working. Perhaps an emergency within an emergency. But how many coincidences could you pile together before admitting that something was very much wrong?
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Solo took the cigarette package from his outer jacket pocket and transferred it to his inside pocket, one that buttoned closed. He hadn't told Grayson, but the microfiched information he carried was cleared for Section One only and he had no idea what was on it. It could be as dull as the accounting totals for the previous quarter, or as highly restricted as a report on U.N.C.L.E.'s latest technology or discoveries. All Solo knew was that U.N.C.L.E.'s Eastern Canada office had issued it, passing on their report with the one from the Section One office in England. Even in his position as Head of Section Two for North America, Solo was not privy to the document. Any attempt to open the tiny sealed flask would disintegrate the microfiche within.
He took a deep breath and carefully expelled it through pursed lips, eyes searching the dark landscape below for small telltales of life now that they had steered away from the city. Moonlight reflected on the river, and he realized Grayson was following the winding trail away, flying just high enough to avoid power lines.
A quick glance confirmed his suspicions that the helicopter pilot was uneasy, focused on his flight and on the static-distorted voices on the radio. Grayson was in his early forties, had flown helicopters for most of the past twenty years, but despite his level of experience, there was still a dark aura of tension about him that bespoke his high level of apprehension about their present situation.
Behind Grayson, Kuryakin sat silently, eyes still closed, head resting back, one hand gripping tightly to the restraint holding him upright. "I am fine, Napoleon," he said abruptly, loud enough for his partner to hear. "I just have a headache. A very large headache."
Solo grinned and looked back out the side window. "I'll meet that headache and raise you two," he offered, tapping his own forehead and earning a frown from the Russian. He waved off the unspoken question.
"In all honesty,” Kuryakin responded, after a moment, "I'm more apprehensive of what Sam will say when he finds out I've had yet another head injury. Two in a week."
The U.N.C.L.E. doctor, Sam Lawrence, was constantly monitoring the excessive amount of concussions sustained by U.N.C.L.E. agents in general, and in Solo and Kuryakin in particular. Both agents had sustained head injuries while on their last assignment, Solo's bordering on concussion.
"So we don't tell him," Solo said with a shrug.
"Besides," Kuryakin said, with a shrug, "I don't have a concussion, this time."
"Karl said that you do."
"Really? No, I think not. And if I do, it is a mild one."
"You were unconscious for at least five minutes."
Kuryakin had no response to that. After a moment, he looked back to Solo. "And you? Concussion?"
"I, on the other hand, have no symptoms."
Kuryakin nodded, then closed his eyes again. Solo rested his head against the seat back and inadvertently closed his eyes as the echoing drone of the helicopter lulled him to sleep.
A sudden shift in air pressure alerted him that Grayson had landed the helicopter in the middle of nowhere. Solo blinked himself awake, peering out the windshield but able to see nothing. Once the helicopter's landing lights were off the moon, now high in the sky, was the only source of illumination and he saw that they were in what was probably a meadow, though the ground around them was covered in a fresh dusting of snow.
Grayson helped him out of the helicopter's cabin and the enforcement agent ducked and moved unsteadily away from the twirling rotor blades. The ground was uneven and hard to walk on in the dark. He held his arm close to his chest, bracing himself once clear of the overhead helicopter blades, Solo stopped and waited for Grayson and his partner to join him.
From where Solo stood, trying to get his balance, he could see the now risen moon's light reflecting across the surface of the lake, the surrounding area hidden by darkness. There was no other sign of human habitation, no visible roads, no feeling at all that civilization existed. He glanced at his watch. All somewhere within an hour of New York. Not bad.
"So how much exactly do helicopter pilots make?" Solo mumbled, trying to work out the financial implications of the property. "This can't be cheap."
"It was my father's," Grayson answered, smiling in response. "My uncle originally bought it when he returned from World War II. Dad inherited it from him, then I ended up with it when my father died five years ago." Grayson helped Kuryakin make the jump to the ground, then steadied him and waited while the Russian gripped the side of the helicopter to avoid passing out. "Easy, old chap. Give your head a moment to right itself."
Kuryakin was in a less than lucid phase, hardly seeming aware of his surroundings at all, but when the pilot tugged gently on his arm, he stumbled willingly alongside Grayson, his head down awkwardly as he run, trusting the steady hand at his elbow as they cleared the blades of the helicopter.
They passed Solo and kept moving up the hill following a path among the trees. He followed them, squinting ahead to see where Grayson was heading. A short distance later, he saw it, a lone wooden cabin part way up the slope, one shuttered window and a door facing out across the valley. Grayson had made it to the cabin, assisting a still-dizzy Kuryakin, had unlocked the door and was putting together the makings for a fire by the time Solo made it to the shelter.
Exhausted, Napoleon brushed the powder snow off his suit pants in the doorway, sighed at his ruined leather shoes, and glared across at the pilot. "Nice place. Do we just call a cab when we're ready to leave?"
"Come in and shut the door, Napoleon. In answer to your question, I come and go by helicopter. Either this one or my own, which is back at the U.N.C.L.E. airfield right now." The fire caught as the dry kindling popped and crackled, the sound filling the cabin like firecrackers.
Kuryakin, sitting on the couch, snapped to attention at the noise, reaching for his gun.
"We're fine," Solo said, his voice loud enough to reach through his partner's instinctive response.
Grayson scowled, moving past Solo to push Kuryakin's empty holster aside. "You lost your gun earlier, bucko, but you don't need one here. At the moment, anyway. Here's mine—keep it handy." Grayson put his gun on the table, then opened the bottom drawer of a small table by the couch and withdrew a first aid kit.
"I can fix it," Kuryakin muttered, reaching for the box of supplies.
"No doubt you can," Grayson responded, keeping possession. "But I'll do it this time, so humor me, will you? Both of you," he added, looking over to Solo.
"Karl, we can handle this."
"I realize you're both senior to me as far as ranking goes, Napoleon, but this is
my
cabin, and I feel I have some sort of say here. If I make it back to New York, Mr. Waverly is going to expect me to give an accurate report on your conditions, and I can't do that with both of you acting like nothing is wrong."
Grayson ignored the agents' darting looks and removed the dressing on Illya's temple, exchanging the blood-soaked gauze for a smaller bandage. Kuryakin was sullenly allowing the man’s administrations, his head resting on the back of the coach, looking pale and queasy and wincing as Grayson carefully probed around his ribs.
The helicopter pilot glanced over his shoulder to where Solo still stood wavering by the fire. "Now listen, Napoleon. We're fighting several things here. With him: concussion and injured ribs. I don't think there are any other injuries, but if something shows up, I've got a big medical book on the shelf there."
"I'm fine," Kuryakin muttered, glowering at the big pilot, his pale eyes glowing strangely in the light from the fireplace. "This
has
happened to us before, you realize. Ad nauseam. We can take care of ourselves."
"Right, so Napoleon has told me." Grayson straightened up and crossed over to Solo, directed him to a chair, and checked his shoulder dressings. "As for you: You should really have some stitches there... Hmmm... If for some reason I'm delayed, and you need help, a few miles southeast of here there is a skiing resort. They'll help you get to a town. You'll have to ski there; the supplies are in the front cupboard—skis, boots, poles, everything you'd need. There are no roads around here, not even service roads—like I said, I helicopter in and out. There's a compass in the drawer here, and basically you'll be making your way down to the lake, two miles downhill, then following along the east side of it another few miles until you see the resort." Grayson paused, crouching down in front of Solo and staring into a suddenly vacant face. "Feel faint? Well, you lost a fair amount of blood. Just lean forward until it passes."
Solo felt the blackness whirl around him for a few moments, then gradually his sight cleared and he cautiously raised his head and looked around, smiling reassuringly at his partner’s anxious stare. "I'm still here."
"Where did you think you'd be?” Kuryakin cracked.
"With Evelyn, I'd hoped."
"Idiot."
"Fool."
"Jackass."
"Actually," Solo said, sitting up. "I'm feeling better now."
"So I see." Kuryakin leaned back again, closing his eyes.
Grayson checked the security panel near the door, then turned back to the two men, looking them over one last time. "I've got to get out of here before they track us down. The gun rack is loaded. There's food in the cupboards. Wood stove, and there's plenty of firewood around back. Short wave radio on the table, but put off using it for anything but the Public Warning System bands. Everyone will be using them, so they won't be able to track you. There's a fireproof vault behind the woodbox—put your parcel in there, Napoleon. The combination is: 36-24-34. Good luck." He was out the door still giving instructions and reminding them to cover the copter's tracks in the morning.
As soon as he left, Solo shrugged out of his jacket, put the cigarette package in the vault, and then headed for the kitchen area. The pantry was well stocked, as Grayson had promised. "I need some coffee. What about you? Illya? Hungry?"
"Uh... no."
Napoleon closed the cupboard and looked over at Illya. "Well, now I
am
worried."
"We're quite the pair," the Russian said with a short laugh, leaning back into the pillows. "You’re barely standing up, and I'm not much better."
"You're worse off than I am. I just have a little cut on my shoulder." Napoleon lit the stove, unsealed a container of ground coffee, spooned it into the coffeepot, and set the kettle to boil on the element. He was hungrier than he had anticipated. A quick scan of the canned goods revealed a tin of spaghetti, and he dumped it into another pot on the back burner, stirring it absently, needing the normalness of the chore to steady him. When the water boiled, he poured it into the coffeepot, glancing again at his partner. "Are you sure you're not hungry?"
"Positive." Illya slowly walked to the counter and eased himself onto a high stool. "I'll make some tea."
"There's water ready." Napoleon tossed him a box of tea bags and filled a brown tea pot with boiling water, let it sit for a moment, then emptied it and refilled it.
"I can't believe our luck. I had plans for tonight," Illya said, sighing, leaning on the counter and dunking his teabag in the pot.
"You
had plans? A date?"
A scowl crossed the Russian's face. "Why must you assume all plans involve a date?"
"I am a healthy grown male."
"And I'm not because I don't bed everything in a skirt?"
"I don't go after
everyone
wearing a skirt—not in Scotland, at least," Napoleon put in. "I do have my reputation to consider." He dished the spaghetti onto a plate and frowned at it. "Hmm... not my usual fare, but it will do. So, Mr. Kuryakin, what wondrous plans were shattered?"
"I had a date."
Napoleon stopped chewing and stared at him blankly. "For that, you get to go get the firewood."
"Don't you want to know whom I had a date with?"
"I did earlier, but not anymore. It’s now a moot point. You'll never actually
have
the date, so it doesn't count. And with the blackout, it would have been canceled anyway. What I
would
like to know was what the hell hit us on the road earlier?" He held out his fork and Illya absently took a mouthful, unaware he had done so.
"I don't know what it was. I didn't get that good a look at it. Some kind of energy beam, possibly a laser focus. Xavier, Charlie, and I have been working on something similar but..." He sighed. "Napoleon, why don't we go steal
Thrush's
plans again, instead of them stealing ours? I'd love to see this laser in action."
"We
did
see it in action. Where do you think we got these bumps?"
"I mean, under better conditions." Illya sipped at his muddy-looking tea.
"I saw its big brother on top of a building a few blocks from Headquarters." Between mouthfuls, Napoleon described the large cylindrical cannon and the emerald tendril that had twisted and writhed across the graveled roof of the high rise. "You know, I've seen something like that before. Not as controlled though."
"When?"
"Can't think of it now. Remember a green burst of fire or something once?"
Illya was silent for a while, apparently hypnotized as he swung his cold wet tea bag back and forth on its string. Finally, he let it fly across the counter to land in the sink. "I can't think. Let’s save the world in the morning. Where's the wood?"
"Outside."
"Specifically?"
"Around back."
When Illya stomped back inside twenty minutes later, Napoleon looked up from under the quilt on the single bed he had claimed. The cabin was taking its time to heat up. "What took so long? Karl said it was already cut, under the tarp."
Illya dropped the chopped wood in the bin by the fireplace and walked back outside, returning a few minutes later with a second load, and then a third. He took off the parka he had worn and leaned wearily against the doorframe.
"Illya? Did you run into trouble out there?"
The Russian haphazardly dropped wood into the hearth, turned down one of the oil lanterns, and then stumbled to the couch in front of the fireplace, curling up gingerly under the blankets. "No."
"Are you okay?"
Silence, then a sigh. "Let's just say I was rudely reminded of why I didn't want to eat anything."
Napoleon grimaced in sympathy. "Did you reset the security system?"
"Yes. Now leave me alone."
"I think we should take turns sleeping. One of us should be awake to watch for trouble, and to make sure that you can wake up okay."
A snore answered him.
*****
The sharp crack of a log snapping in the fireplace had Solo half out of the bed before he could identify the sound. He tucked his U.N.C.L.E. Special back into its shoulder harness on the bedpost and checked the fire, throwing a few more logs on the massive hearth. It was only eleven at night; he had nodded off an hour ago, the paperback he had grabbed from the bookcase serving to put him to sleep rather than keep him awake, as was his intention.
Illya lay asleep on the sofa, numerous blankets layered over him, his pale face reddened from the heat of the fire. Napoleon listened to the soft breathing and satisfied his partner was still among the living, fired up the wood stove, reheated the coffee, and put some soup on to heat. He shook Illya’s shoulder slightly, asked a few questions, but Illya didn't seem to be suffering from concussion, so he let him go back to sleep. One of them should get some rest.
The painkiller was wearing off. He ate the hot soup slowly, his thoughts tumbling from the contents of the cigarette package in the vault, to the power outage, to the green laser ray. The soup was filling and far more satisfying than the over-processed spaghetti had been.
He debated about waking Illya up to take a shift as watchman, then decided to just keep the Special under his pillow and get some sleep. Both of them needed it. If someone were to attack them, there was nowhere really to hide anyway. He wondered briefly why he had agreed to Grayson's plan to leave them here in the cabin. Surely there would be somewhere nearer for them to stay than—than—
Actually, he didn't even know what state they were in. New York? Vermont? New Hampshire? Not that it mattered, really. Grayson was their only way out.
And if something happened to Grayson...?
Sleep seemed a long time coming.
*****
Illya woke up shivering, glancing around the cabin and trying to remember where he was. For one crazy moment, he thought he was in Maine, locked in the cold gray storage room at the Thrush medical center, and he wondered why he couldn't see Pasha or hear him breathing. He pushed the blankets back and sat up, eyes searching the darkness for the little baby, but the movement made his head throb, and he froze.
He wasn't in Maine, or anywhere on the run with Pasha. He was somewhere else. Vaguely, he drew on memories of the car chase, the helicopter, the blackout, and Karl Grayson's cabin. He lay back down carefully, and recovered himself.
Listening to the crackle of the fire, his head told him he had been dreaming, and he quickly sorted out reality from the nightmare. His watch said it was two in the morning. His stomach said to not move.
After a few minutes of cautious breathing and unpleasant swallowing, Illya groaned and tried to get comfortable on the couch. He had managed to tangle the blankets around his legs, and it was difficult to straighten them up without setting off the nausea. When he felt it safe enough to move again, he eased up to rest on his elbows and peered over to where Napoleon slept on the narrow bed. At least his partner was getting some rest.
Illya looked carefully at the fireplace and amended his verdict, deciding that Napoleon had been awake as recently as an hour ago, as someone had added wood to the fire.
Sitting upright, at this point, seemed to be a bad idea. He lay back down, trying to get his heart rate under control. His pulse beat through his veins, resounding in his skull. He didn't think he had a concussion—at least not a serious one—or Napoleon would be hovering more. Maybe a minor concussion, he realized, since he
had
lost consciousness for at least a brief time. Five minutes, according to Napoleon.
Damn. This was getting to be a nuisance. He wondered briefly if he had anything to use against Grayson to convince him not to report the incident. It was true that Sam was getting more than a little antsy about the number of concussions they were receiving—more importantly, the number
he
was receiving. It seemed if anyone looked at him sideways these days, he was laying on the floor unconscious. On the island of Circe, a few days previous, all it had taken was a sharp rap to his jaw, and he was out for the count.
I'm getting too old for this,
he thought, with a rueful smile.
Twenty-seven years old.
Three weeks ago he had celebrated his birthday, surprised to be alive, confused at the circumstance of his life. He had never envisioning being twenty-two, let alone twenty-seven. He was over the hill.
Okay, maybe not. According to U.N.C.L.E.'s policies, he had thirteen more years before he'd be out of a job if he stayed in Enforcement. The odds of him surviving to age forty were not great. Of course, most agents retired or switched to different departments before that, either from injuries or from promotions. Fifteen percent were killed in the line of duty. Another ten percent died of 'related causes.'
For the most part, it was carelessness that caused the greatest percentage of the deaths. With age, came a sense of recklessness, a feeling of being in control and invulnerable.
It's a wonder Napoleon and I made it through that last mission.
They had both made some rookie mistakes on Circe. Not paying attention to their surroundings. Not posting one as watchman while the other worked. Not disabling an opponent to keep them from coming after them later. Both agents had taken sucker punches.
Unable to sleep, Illya ran through what had happened, trying to rethink their strategy, figure out their mistakes. They had teased each other too much. Unnecessarily. Actually,
he
had been unmerciful to his partner, and he knew he should apologize to Napoleon for some of his remarks, even those made in jest.
He glanced over to where his partner was sleeping, watching the light from the fire flicker over Napoleon's haggard features. He vaguely remembered Napoleon saying something about one of them staying awake on guard, so it was probably his turn now.
Staring at the ceiling of the cabin, watching the feint light from the fireplace dance across the shadows of the open beams, he let his thoughts hover around Pasha, the child cloned from Napoleon Solo. What would he be like now? Probably walking. How much like Napoleon would he be? Alexander Waverly had forbidden Illya access to the child and had demanded he make no attempt to monitor Pasha or his adoptive parents. In the confusion of the moment, Kuryakin had agreed to his directives. For now, anyway.
With a soft sigh, Illya set aside his wonderings and summoned up his internal checklist of things to do.
Weapon.
He turned his head and saw an U.N.C.L.E. Special on the coffee table. It wasn't his, though, and he closed his eyes and tried to remember the last time he had seen his own weapon. He recalled mumbling something about its loss to Grayson and the pilot passing on the information to the ground crew who were cleaning up the wreckage of the Thrush car.
Several minutes of careful breathing freed him to swing his feet off the couch, and he reached across to pick up the Special and checked the magazine to see if there was a round in the chamber of the redesigned Walther P-38. Because of the double action trigger, he could leave the hammer down on the loaded chamber and thus save valuable time if they were under attack.
That accomplished, he moved onto item number two on his checklist:
environment
He padded unsteadily across the room to the fireplace, added another two logs, then took a quick walk around the cabin, noting the doors and windows and the short wave radio.
Item three:
Partner.
A few strides brought Illya to Napoleon's side where he knelt to examine his friend's upper left arm, critical eyes taking in the faint red streaks on the bandage. It appeared to be the same as the last time he had examined it, so the wound had stopped bleeding. Changing the dressing could wait until morning.
Item four:
Food.
Illya debated whether he should eat anything or not, but decided that he should at least try. His body needed the calories if they were going to face any sort of confrontation. He moved to the kitchen area; there was a tin of tomato soup lying on the small counter, an empty pot, a large spoon, and a can opener sat beside it. He shook his head, allowing a smile to flicker at the comers of his mouth.
What? No note, Napoleon, telling me how to make it?
he grinned. Illya opened the tin, grabbed a tablespoon and returned to the couch, eating out of the can rather than wasting time heating it up.
He managed one mouthful, then spent five minutes convincing his stomach to keep it down. Only when it appeared he had won the battle did he lay back down on the couch and give in to the enveloping darkness.
*****
First light came a little after seven; Solo bundled up in Grayson's two-sizes-too-big duffle coat to go sweep the helicopter's tracks and their footprints, but an early morning snowfall and a brisk wind that filled in the indentations, had already done his job. The area was covered in two inches of fresh snow, smooth and barren. He returned to the cabin and stamped around in the frosty air, carrying in firewood and scouting their situation.
He could see the lake from where he stood in the doorway, spreading out before him like a reversed stylized letter 'c', one jut of land pushing into the center. He tried to measure distance, roughly figuring that resort Grayson had mentioned was half way around the mountain.
Illya was still sleeping on the couch, so Napoleon crawled back into his narrow bed and shivered until he warmed up enough to fall asleep.
*****
Sunshine streamed in from the cabin window when Napoleon woke hours later. He stretched slowly, lazily, willing his body to spring out from under the warm, comfortable quilt.
Illya's dry voice cut through the cabin's silence. "What time is it?"
"What's wrong with your watch?"
"Nothing. It's under the blankets."
Solo's feet hit the cold floor, and he scrambled to the meager heat of the fireplace, stoking the dying embers and rebuilding the fire. "It's almost eleven."
"Did you cover the helicopter tracks?" Illya struggled to a sitting position, one hand guardedly touching his head. "I can do it, if not."
"I checked it first thing this morning, but it snowed last night, enough so I didn't have to do anything."
"Good. But you should not have done it with your arm."
"I didn't."
"Good." Kuryakin yawned loudly and glanced around the cabin. "Is there something to drink here?"
"Hungry?”
"If I was hungry, I would have requested some food. I am merely thirsty. After all this time, must I still clarify my dietary requirements around you?" Illya touched his temple again and winced. "What a time to be isolated. Waverly has need of us, and we lie around here vacationing."
Napoleon returned with a glass of water and a few pills. 'Take these." He watched as his partner reluctantly swallowed the tablets. "I'll make us some food and then we can discuss what to do if Karl doesn't show up."
"I'm not hungry. I believe I made myself clear—"
"Yeah, I heard you. However, as you know, if you don't eat, those pills won't stay down, your headache will get worse, and I'll be forced to gag your mouth to avoid listening to your cranky voice."
"I'm not cranky and I'm not hungry." Illya tossed back the blankets roughly. But he ate some of the soup, then threw it up fifteen minutes later. They tended each other's wounds, then Illya plunked himself in front of the short wave and they listened to the reports filter in of power being restored to the entire Northeast States. Apparently none of the feared riots had materialized, and the police even reported a lower crime rate than was normal.
Once the reports started recycling, Illya flicked off the radio and spent the rest of his waking time wandering around the cabin restlessly, alternating between disoriented and snappy, before falling back onto the couch asleep by mid-afternoon. Napoleon made an attempt to ignore the foul mood, assuming it was brought on by the concussion and general frustration.
He was trying not to let his own tension get to him. Napoleon dozed in a rocking chair before the fireplace, reading his paperback while trying to breathe around the stabbing pain in his arm. They had taken a good look at it earlier in the day, and it appeared as though it would heal nicely, in a week or so. Meanwhile, it hurt like the dickens.
Surprisingly, they still had no idea where exactly they were, something that made them both feel disoriented. They were in Grayson's cabin, yes. But what
state? What
mountain
were they perched on? There didn't seem to be any local maps lying around. Not even a list of phone numbers, since there was no phone. No telephone books. No handy brochures saying
which
ski lodge was in the vicinity.
Grayson was truly isolated here, just as he said he was. But the difference was, Grayson had a helicopter and could leave anytime he wanted to, and they didn't.
Illya woke again in the early evening and grudgingly ate some more soup, which stayed down despite the rather anxious look on his face on two occasions. They each took some pain killers for their respective injuries, and Illya rallied long enough to change the dressings on his partner's shoulder, announcing that the wound looked like it was healing without infection. Napoleon's wrist was then examined carefully in the dim light, the bruising now more livid, but it, too, appeared to be a minor inconvenience.
By nine-thirty that night, they were both ready for bed. Napoleon double-checked the short wave radio and the security system, built up the fire and collapsed, bone weary, on the bed, his shoulder still throbbing wickedly, despite the pain medication.
"Grayson didn't come," he remarked into the darkness.
He could hear the sofa creaking as Illya turned over, but there was no answer.
"We haven't heard from U.N.C.L.E.," Napoleon mused. The pen transceiver had remained silent. It was too dangerous to make a call, as long as they were being traced via the transmissions. "If Grayson doesn't come by eleven o'clock tomorrow morning, we should head to the resort he mentioned." Solo glanced to the sofa, at Illya's hair reflecting the fire and the bright eyes staring across the room at him.
"If we must," Kuryakin said finally. "Will your arm be sufficiently healed for such activity?"
"It'll have to be. Will your head?"
Kuryakin turned over again, facing the back of the couch. "At eleven o'clock tomorrow," he said, his voice muffled.
*****
"Remember our first assignment?"
At Illya's question, Napoleon glanced up from watching the oatmeal bubble slowly. The sun was just rising, spilling in the east window, making his partner's hair light up like a beacon. But beneath the crown of light, there was a darkness that he had come to recognize, a melancholy shroud that would periodically engulf his partner, drawing him away, eroding his defenses. Not his abilities as an agent; they were never affected. And not his knowledge, nor his dependability, nor his skill. It was as if an old wound had suddenly risen to the surface, much like the bubbles in the oatmeal, working its way through the man’s life until it reached the surface.
Alerted now, Napoleon took a moment and catalogued his partner's hunched shoulders. He watched the way Illya held the mason jar filled with sugar in his hands and slowly tilted it from side to side, absorbed by the sight of the white grains shivering down the side like sand in an hour glass. The dark circles beneath his downcast eyes. The weariness from his concussion and the pain medication and their isolated circumstances.
It was a measure of this man's trust in him that he saw it at all. They had come far in two years, lived enough for several lifetimes. "Our what?" he asked, biding for time.
"Our first assignment." Illya set the jar of sugar down and opened it.
"What about it? It was a disaster, as I recall. Half froze our butts off, stuck on the side of the mountain, and we spent a week or so in the infirmary at Headquarters." In truth, Napoleon remembered little of those harrowing hours, just the faint memory of warmth touching his icy universe, a human blanket desperate to keep him alive.
"It wouldn't have been a disaster, if you had just listened to me before you took off," Illya said quietly, stirring an indecent amount of sugar into his tea.
It was an old argument, the incident Illya brought up when they had differing opinions, or more correctly, the incident Illya brought up when Napoleon didn't bother to listen to him and he wanted his attention.
Napoleon smiled now, remembering how they had been at first. "Well, maybe if you’d had an ounce of personality then, I would have listened to you. As it was, it was rather hard to relate to a blank face." He tossed a box of powdered milk toward the table. "Here—make up a few cups for breakfast."
"Blank?" Kuryakin asked, after a moment.
Napoleon nodded, a smile touching his lips again at the memory of Illya calmly reading a book beneath his bed. "Blank. An almost total absence of personality." It wasn't true, of course. He had just been unaware of how to interpret the Russian.
When Illya made no response, Napoleon glanced up again, taking in the pensive expression. "Hey, it's just the way it was, then. I'm not saying you're like that now. You're Mr. Personality now."
"I almost left then." The words were spoken scarcely above a whisper, an admission of sorts.
Solo paused before answering, wondering where exactly his partner was going with this. "I didn't know that." He watched the emotions flicker over Illya's averted face. "Why were you going to leave?" he asked, when Illya remained silent. "Was I that much of a bastard?"
"No, not really," Illya said, still seeming distracted by the instructions printed on the powdered milk box. "It just seemed that it was going to be a waste of time trying to get into U.N.C.L.E., to be accepted as an agent. It was obvious I was not going to fit in.”
"You went from the newbie in Section Eight to the Assistant Chief Enforcement Agent of Section Two in one assignment. You broke all records. What more could you have asked for? How fast did you want it?"
Illya stood then and walked to the water jug. "I was there two years already."
"In Section Eight."
"I was there because I was not qualified for Section Two. Or even Section Three."
"That's ridiculous. You were over-qualified, if anything."
"But there were two tiny notations on my file that disqualified me."
"That you were Russian?"
"Yes. And that I was a defector." Illya poured two cups of water into a pitcher, then stirred in the powder.
Solo shrugged. "Semantics. That's not really how it was, and the people who really needed to know, already knew. I think your paperwork is in order now. It doesn't matter now."
Kuryakin shook his head. "You're wrong. It always matters. People are just more willing to look the other way, because I am convenient. To
overlook
it, for the time being, because I am good at what I do and they need me. But if I make a mistake, be assured it will come back like one of those Australian boomerangs you like to play with."
Still stirring the oatmeal, Napoleon looked over at the man who had become his partner due to necessity, then choice, and his friend due to choice, and now necessity. "Is that why you never said much back then? You never offered any personal information. It made you seem as though you had no life outside of U.N.C.L.E. headquarters. We'd worked together for almost a year before I even knew that Norm Graham and his family were important to you."
"Yet, you requested me as a partner." Illya continued to stir the milk mixture, not looking up.
"Hell, you saved my life. Plus, I may be stubborn and opinionated, but I figured I had just met my equal in that department, and after everything I had put you through, if you were willing to work with me on a permanent basis, I was willing to give it a shot. I'm not stupid," he added, almost as an afterthought.
Kuryakin smiled then, shrugging off the discussion—and his mood—as he returned to the table. "So back to our green energy beam—do you think it's the same thing?" Elbows on the pine surface, Illya rested his chin on his fists, a slight frown on his face. "On that first assignment, there was a green light, some kind of energy source, wasn't there? At that warehouse—the one I was assigned to go on a recon with you when I was still in Section Eight? The warehouse blew up; they never found a trace of the weapon. And then a few weeks later, you saw it in that Thrush base in Vermont. Remember?"
Napoleon brushed his hair from his eyes, trying to recall what it was he had seen. "That was over two years ago."
"That was
exactly
two years ago, almost to the day. Seems longer, though, doesn't it?" Illya mused.
Napoleon looked back at him. "You may have something, though. The light I saw had that same strange glow." He nodded, thinking back to the weapon on the office building roof. He
knew
it had sparked a memory; it had been that first assignment.
Illya nodded. "I only saw a glimpse of it at the warehouse that day, but it was the fluorescent aspect of it that I remembered. Like one of your Christmas lights, the ones that flicker."
"It was bigger then. Less controlled. What I saw the day before yesterday was contained and directed."
"Not perfect, though."
"No."
"So they're still working on it."
"Looks like it." Napoleon brought the pot of oatmeal to the table and dished out two bowls. "Illya, you said something strange the other night, and I'm not sure what you meant."
"What did I say?"
"You were looking at the Thrush car that was in flames, and you whispered, 'The baby is in the fire.' What did you mean?"
''What
did I say?"
"The baby is in the fire. What did you mean by that?"
Illya stirred the powdered milk mixture, his face once again the blank mask Napoleon had come to hate through the years. "It meant I had a concussion. What else would it mean?"
"That's what I'm asking." When there was no response, he tried another angle. "Something from your childhood maybe? Last month you were having those nightmares about fire and Kiev burning when you were a little boy."
"That was probably what it was. No other meaning. Napoleon," Illya said, changing the subject. "Two years ago, that Thrush base we were after was in Vermont, on a mountain."
"Right."
"We were in Vermont two days ago. That's where we were attacked."
"True." Napoleon left the empty pot on the wood stove and returned to the table, pausing to ask, "What do you suppose the odds are that we're in Vermont right now?"
"The way our luck has been running lately, I'd say it's quite conceivable that we're perched on the top of a mountain that contains a top secret and deadly Thrush base." Illya dumped a few tablespoons of sugar on his oatmeal.
"Assuming you're right..." Napoleon tapped his fingers on the edge of his mug. 'Where does that leave us?"
"Eating breakfast, waiting for a ride out of here."
"Precisely."
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Thrumming helicopter blades rattled the log cabin's windows, jolting both agents to their feet, breakfast dishes abandoned on the table.

"He's here!" Kuryakin hissed, already halfway to the door, detouring via the coffee table to scoop up his gun. The Soviet agent peered out the window long enough to identify the helicopter as Grayson's, then he threw open the door to the cabin, struggling into his suit jacket. As he watched, the chopper landed unevenly, and he could see the broken flight deck window. "Napoleon, something's wrong."
"If he appears to be alone, go see if he needs anything from here." Solo moved quickly to gather their things together. "Otherwise, wait for me before you head down. We've only got the one gun."
A white handkerchief appeared through the side window of the helicopter, waved once, then drifted to the snow. Kuryakin scanned the skies for further company, then pulled his thin jacket closed against the wind and slid down the hill in his dress shoes toward the helicopter sitting on the edge of the small landing field, its rotor blades spinning perilously close to the trees. He frowned, drawing his weapon and keeping both hands on it as he approached the helicopter. "Karl?" He could barely make out the pilot through the bullet-ridden cockpit windows, and the glare from the snow made it impossible to see into the cabin with any clarity.
Grayson's head lifted and the big man nodded, then doubled over as his whole body seemed to cramp. "I'm alone," he called out. "Got hit with a bullet," he managed, gasping for air before continuing. "I was okay for about fifteen minutes, but I'm hurting now, matey."
Kuryakin stepped up onto the skid, peering inside, inventorying the damage to the craft and its pilot. With a shake of his head, he looked upward at the cloud-strewn skies. "Another aircraft?"
"Yeah. Helicopter. It pulled off my tail about ten minutes ago." Grayson shakily removed a rolled up towel from where he had it pressed against his lower left chest and Kuryakin winced at the ripped, blood-soaked jacket beneath. "The bullet's lodged in my side. Didn't go through." Grayson's face was ashen, forehead bathed in cold sweat. "Damn it, Illya, they got me not long after I left our U.N.C.L.E. New York aircraft base—We secured it yesterday late, but they must have been on alert, waiting for us to leave."
"Where are they now?" Kuryakin asked, crawling into the seat next to him in the flight deck as he tried to get a look at the wound.
"I think I pulled one down," Grayson gasped. "Lucky shot, actually. But they'll know to look in this area, and if we stay here, they'll see the smoke from the chimney. I've got to get you blokes out of here."
The helicopter wobbled as Solo joined them, his eyes glancing from Grayson's blood-stained clothing, over to his partner to read the severity of their situation. "Thrush?" he asked, tightly.
Kuryakin nodded. "Can you fly this thing, or do you want me to?"
"I'll do it. You’re seeing double."
Unfortunately it was true, or almost true. Illya knew his sight hadn’t cleared yet and holding an image was difficult. "You've only got one arm, though."
"I'll muddle through. I can use my other arm a bit."
"Enough?"
"It'll have to be." Solo helped him get Grayson out of the pilot's seat and into the cabin area of the helicopter.
"Never mind me," the British U.N.C.L.E. officer complained as he grit his teeth against a new onslaught of pain. "They could be here any minute if they radioed for help. You've got to get under way." His last words faded out.
Solo called back over his shoulder. "Karl, I've shut up the cabin and covered our tracks quickly. Fire's out, and the wind will carry away any remaining smoke. The wind's blowing pretty hard actually. Where to?" he asked, then repeated it a moment later when there was no answer.
"Karl?" Kuryakin demanded, reaching to squeeze one shoulder.
"HQ," Grayson wheezed, rallying. "New York HQ. Ask them to do a security b-block for you," he stammered. "Th-they should be setup b-by now. Agghh-" Grayson bit back on a scream as Kuryakin pulled open his jacket, then eased away the material to take a look at where the bullet had entered.
The Russian had the first aid box out and quickly pressed a drainage pad over the wound "Hold this," Kuryakin murmured, concentrating on his task, his eyes blinking from his exertion. His head was pounding from leaning over, unfortunately pointing out that despite his personal denial of the facts, he still was fighting the symptoms of a concussion.
Solo ignored the activity behind him and ran a quick one-handed check on the systems. "Okay, we're lifting in a few seconds. Illya, secure yourself somehow. Get the cabin door shut."
Kuryakin moved away from the fallen agent to slide the cabin door closed, then stumbled as the helicopter suddenly lifted. His headache was full blown now from the activity and he could imagine that his partner's was about the same. They weren't in as good condition as they thought they were, but both men were able—and motivated—to keep going.
Grayson was in visible pain, however, his breathing faltering as he lost consciousness. "Easy, Karl," the Russian muttered, trying to hold Grayson steady as Solo brought the helicopter up above the tree level. "Karl, can you tell us where are we? What state? Where is this place?" He grimaced, then slapped the dazed man across the face. "Karl! What mountain are we on?"
There was no response to his coaxing. Kuryakin could hear the crackle of the radio. "Anything?" he shouted to his partner.
"Nothing. Looks like the radio's out." Solo looked back at him, then down to Grayson's still form. "I could use some help up here. I can't fly this one-handed, after all. I need you on the collective pitch lever." The left-handed control was used to change the pitch of the main rotor blades. "What's Karl's condition?" he yelled to his partner. "Do we go to HQ or somewhere closer?"
Grayson's lifesigns weren't good. He was already in shock, his skin cold and clammy, his pulse rate had been rapid when Kuryakin had first found him, but now it was irregular and weak. Even the man's breathing was slowing down. It was a matter of time, and Grayson's was running out.
Kuryakin closed his eyes for a brief second, trying to curb the nausea that threatened. "Let's just say that speed is essential for him." He struggled away from the cabin, off-balance in the shaking helicopter as he moved forward in the craft. "Napoleon, we—"
"Hang on," Solo called out, using both hands to control the chopper, despite the disapproval of his healing arm wound.
The helicopter dipped suddenly as Kuryakin slid into the copilot's seat, flipping through the maps. "What do you want to do? Make a run for it?"
Solo glanced at the controls, at the declining fuel register. "We've got a problem. I think more than the radio was hit. We're out of fuel." The helicopter hovered over the field, already on fumes, stalled from rising further.
A blur of motion to his right caught Kuryakin's attention. "Napoleon, there's a bogey coming in from the southwest! Looks like a Thrush attack helicopter," Kuryakin barked.
"Hang on, Illya. Make sure you're strapped in. I'm going to drop her quick and careful. Make it look like we crashed—I've done this before. It'll look worse than it is. Can you get back to Grayson and secure him?"
"He's dead," Kuryakin shouted back, knowing it was so.
Beside him, Solo swore, his jaw clenched.
"Napoleon, just do what you have to," the Russian said, strapping himself in.
"Hang on, then. I'll do it now."
The helicopter dipped and swayed as he lowered it, releasing the clutch to rely only on autorotation. The unpowered descent was done by disengaging the engine from the rotors and allowing the blades to rotate by air currents alone. Kuryakin hung on as Solo deliberately shook the craft, then allowed it to drop down to land in a crumpled heap. Even grounded, the chopper still trembled, vibrating as the engine fought to keep going, then with a loud clanking noise, it shuddered to a deathly silence broken only by the groans and hisses of the battered craft and the whish-whish-whish of the gradually slowing blades. Oil, gasoline, and other mechanical fluids spilled out onto the fresh snow and filled the clean mountain air with a harsh stench.
Kuryakin freed himself from the restraints and pulled his weapon, then glanced across to his partner, relieved to see Solo shifting in his seat. It looked like the senior agent had bumped his head against the top of the control panel. Illya had whacked the side of his head on the copilot window, but he immediately moved out of sight of the aircraft above, leaning towards his partner.
Gripping his gun in one hand, he exhaled sharply, trying to get his breathing under control, hearing Solo do the same. Both were shaken and had new scrapes and welts, but were alive. "You okay?" he asked, anyway.
"More or less. You?" Solo whispered, holding his previously injured arm over his chest.
"Good enough. Don't want to ride with you in a helicopter anymore, though." Kuryakin turned in his seat to see Grayson and swore; the pilot's bloody body had been thrown out by the impact to land a few yards from the wreckage, one arm almost severed by the crash. Surrounding Grayson was debris from the craft - sections and wheels that had broken off at the crash and cargo that had been hurled out when it hit the ground.
Overhead, the Thrush chopper buzzed low, checking out the situation, the wind from its blades shaking the trees that surrounded the small landing area. Kuryakin had his weapon at ready, listening with closed eyes to the sound of the other aircraft, tracking it as it hovered above them. Both U.N.C.L.E. agents were still well hidden by the angle of the top of the battered helicopter.
"If we’re lucky, they’ll think he was alone in the chopper and died in the crash." Solo's voice was raspy in the tilted craft.
"What about the cabin up the hill?" Kuryakin whispered back. "Won’t they come check it out?"
"Where are they going to land? This was the only place around and we're taking up all of the field. I'm sure they'll send someone to check it out, but it won't be a priority right now. If this is the same craft that was following Karl," Solo faltered on the name of their slain colleague, "they would have known he was alone in the helicopter."
After hovering for several minutes, the Thrush helicopter left, apparently satisfied that they had taken out the pilot. Only then did Kuryakin lower his weapon and the two agents gave in to the adrenaline rushing their systems.
Kuryakin moved carefully, checking out his legs for damage. The helicopter reeked of fuel. His headache was worse, and he swallowed, forcing down the bile that threatened. The crash had jarred him, and he'd hit his head again, not enough to black out, but enough to rattle his brains. "Now what?" he asked, his voice deceptively calm.
"Now we get the hell off this mountain."
"I'm assuming the helicopter is beyond repair?"
"Right. We’ll ski out."
"What about Grayson?" Kuryakin didn’t want to see him. He knew he was lying out there, long past hope, but he didn't want to look at the body again.
"I hate to say this, but we'll have to leave Karl for now." Solo's voice sounded regretful. Tired. "If they fly by to check the place, he's got to be there, or they'll know someone else was here."
His partner was right. It was the best thing to do. The only thing they could do. Kuryakin didn't have to like it. "So we get rid of our footprints and get —"
"Get the hell out of Dodge."
With a shiver of 'otherness' Kuryakin looked across at him and blinked twice. "I understood that."
It took Solo a moment to realize what he meant, and the senior agent paused, staring back at him. "You did?"
"Yeah."
"Capitalistic, TV-addicted American," Solo said with a smirk, moving out again.
"Misha Graham's favorite show." Kuryakin looked away, staring out the shattered side window. For a moment, there was a hint of normalness. Of family and friends. Of another world beside this one of death and betrayal, cloned babies and pulsing green laser light. He released the last of the restraints that held him in place and made his way to the twisted door, then stared across the blood-splattered snow to Grayson's broken body. This, unfortunately, was his present reality.
"We'll make sure he's buried properly later," Solo said, moving past him out of the downed helicopter. "I promise you."
*****
An hour later, Illya swept down the mountain, his skis cutting into the surface crust as he wove his way toward the lake two miles from the cabin. Behind him, Napoleon followed smoothly, able to keep up with him as they slowly made their way downhill. It was a fresh morning, the clean air and natural beauty trying to wipe away the stench of blood and a memory of a lifeless, torn body lying sprawled in the snow.
Another death. Another body.
Illya was so tired of it all.
The medication did little to ease the ever-building headache. He had blackened around his eyes, hoping to cut the glare from the sun on the snow, but still his eyes felt pained, knife blades cutting into his brain from the reflected light. The slight rises and moguls he skimmed over, plus the dips and undulating curves as they wound their way downward, added to the growing nausea he was experiencing.
Road kill. He felt like road kill.
He felt like he was Grayson, torn and lifeless, but he was too stupid to know he was dead and just stay down. Maybe he was. Maybe he was dead. Or...
For a brief moment, he forgot who he was.
His body shifted left, then right, then left, alternating legs, shimmering across the snow, the steady raspy sound reminding him of machine-driven air filling tiny lungs.
The air was cold around him, the light blinding as he flew down the hill. His body knew what to do, what movement to make. It was his mind that was having problems staying with the present.
There had been a baby, so long ago. A little baby. He remembered holding him in his arms, careful of wires and tubes, his nose touching the wisps of fine hair on the top of the infant's head, smelling the baby-ness of him beneath the smell of the hospital. He could feel the pulse, the rasp of lungs, the difficulty the baby was having to keep breathing. The Grahams' tiny son died days later, never living to be a week old. Pasha, they had called him.
The air was cold against his face, his breath trapped beneath the muffler as he plowed through the virgin snow, then up over a short rise, only to schuss downward in an open stretch of hill.
There had been that other Pasha, too, the one he wondered about. Was he alive now, still? Would they tell him if he wasn't? Illya struggled to remember the baby he had stolen from the Thrush clinic the previous spring. Last night, he had dreamed of him, he was certain, but now he couldn't remember what he had dreamed. Maybe the fire. Or running.
The baby...
Was keeping the thought straight really so difficult, or was his mind just clouded from injury, drugs, and exhaustion? Was he unable to think clearly at all, his body handling the simple effort of staying upright while his mind traversed in half-forgotten memories, seeking asylum?
Pasha. The cloned baby who couldn't possibly exist, and did. At first, Illya had thought of Pasha every day, wondering how he was, what would happen to him, but now, just seven months after he had stood in the darkness at a closed Canadian border and handed the baby over to be taken away in obscurity, he realized he had not thought about him in a long time. Until last night. Maybe even the day before. Napoleon said he had spoken of a baby in the fire.
Little Pasha. Little Napoleon.
He laughed, wondering what Napoleon would think if he knew. It was something he had never told his partner, and probably never would tell him. For what did one do with such information? What did one do when faced with the knowledge that a cloned version of themselves was out there, a little baby just now learning to walk?
The slope levelled somewhat and Illya had to use his ski poles to keep moving forward, then he crested another ramp and once again was winging his way downhill, flying across the white crust of snow.
The mountain was hollow and filled with serpents, with death, with Thrush. He hated them. Hated what they represented, the beautiful snow-covered mountain with a disgusting, rotten, evil core. He could feel them beneath his feet, feel the vibration of the huge cannon as they dragged it into place, feel the charged static of the death ray hissing fluorescent green tendrils that threatened to reverberate through his skis, through his boots, to rumble up his body and explode within his brain.
Depressed, are we?
the small portion of his sane mind asked.
Just tired. Too exhausted to care if Thrush blows up this mountain with us on it.
He kept moving, but the depression stuck with him, the serenity of the landscape lost to his vision of death and decay and corruption. Dimly he reminded himself that he had a concussion and was probably having a severe reaction to the stress they were under and the medication he had taken, but the stubborn part of him ignored the warning and kept going. He was not going to give up until he was, like Grayson, bleeding and torn and lying face down in the snow, blood pouring from his open, maggot-filled wounds.
"Illya?"
He had stopped.
"Illya?" Napoleon called, moving around him.
Why had he stopped? A baby crying somewhere.
He closed his eyes and listened. A faint rumbling sound carried on the wind, the ground beneath their feet trembled ever-so-slightly. He glanced over his shoulder, but there was no avalanche descending on them.
"Illya?"
Voices. Yes, definitely, he heard male voices. He raised one hand for silence and his partner complied, also listening now. He opened his eyes and met Napoleon's even stare.
"We're here," he said softly, and they both heard the roar of a truck engine.
*****
They froze in place until the sound of the truck passed into the distance and the rumble happened again. They were at the foot of a short rise that hid them from the road below. Solo pointed to a strand of trees to their right, and they shuffled their way to them silently.
"We need to find the resort first," Solo said quietly. "Regardless of what this is, we have one gun between us and no ammunition." He carefully removed his ski boots one-handed, nodding his thanks to Kuryakin for unsnapping the buckles securing the boot to the ski. From the pack on his back, he removed Grayson's hiking boots that were a size too large but Napoleon put on several pairs of socks to get a better fit. The boots would work better with snow shoes, moving sideways across the mountain.
He motioned for Kuryakin to remove his own skis and tried to keep the concern off his face at his partner's dazed, lost expression. He had to repeat the gesture before the pale blue eyes focussed on him and Kuryakin bent to his task.
Solo glanced up at the sky. Morning had moved to afternoon. They needed to take a longer break and eat, build up their strength to make it to the resort. His arm throbbed. The injury had been over a previous one he had received a year before, and he knew it would be slow in healing, especially given the treatment it was receiving right now. His headache had returned, the brilliance of the sun reflected off the snow not helping matters. Leaning back against the closest tree trunk, he rubbed his arm, grimacing from the sharp jabs that radiated from his forearm and shoulder. Yes, Sam Lawrence would have it in a sling for a month after this. He was severely limited in what he could do with it; he would be severely compromised in a fight of any kind.
Napoleon watched his partner move, seeing the pain and the disorientation still lingering. Illya was only half there, fading in and out, his dilated pupils showing the symptoms of concussion. But resting for long was not an option. There was nothing he could really do for him right now, out here in the open. What they both needed was a refreshing, healing sleep, and Napoleon again indulged himself with thoughts of a hot shower and a comfortable bed.
He had Kuryakin remain where he was, then went on alone up the slight slope to look down on the road below. The truck had already passed by, but it was clear where it had travelled, the tracks visible through the light dusting of snow. He thought the road looked familiar, but there was nothing really to differentiate it from a thousand other roads winding along mountains throughout the northeast States. From this angle, he couldn't tell if this was the entrance he had slipped through two years ago, or perhaps another entrance to the underground facility. There was no proof; only the gut feeling they both had that this was the same mountain, made him confident. Somehow, it
felt
like it was the same mountain.
Of course, neither of them was functioning at one hundred percent. Doc Lawrence would probably have locked them in the infirmary, refusing to listen to their pleas to leave.
But the good doctor wasn't here, Napoleon thought, grimly smiling.
So, they would eat, then go east toward the resort. It would take them the rest of the day to do the 'few miles' that Grayson had mentioned, but from there, they would be able to contact an U.N.C.L.E. base and get help. With any luck, they wouldn't meet any Thrush patrols.
Solo moved back to his partner, smiling at the food Kuryakin had already rescued from their backpacks. "What's all this?" he asked, shocked at the raspiness of his voice.
We're thirty feet from a Thrush facility, and Illya wants to have a picnic.
"I'm hungry. Good sign, right?" Kuryakin said, as he spooned hot tomato soup from the thermos to a cup, then passed it to Napoleon.
Solo held the mug to his nose, breathing in the fragrant smell. Maybe this would offer him enough energy to go the final lap to the resort.
"What's out there?" Kuryakin squatted down to drink his soup. After a few initial large swallows of the soup, he paced himself, sipping on the vitamin-enriched stock.
"A narrow road. One-lane."
"And the truck?"
"It had already passed when I got there."
Illya shrugged, staring off into the distance. "There was an echo. It was empty; it rattled."
"Which means it's headed
away
after leaving a delivery, or it's heading
out
to
get
a pickup. We're travelling west, though, toward the resort."
Illya finished eating before he did, and he watched the Russian walk to the top of the ridge, then crouch down and look over the edge at the road below them. He sat there for almost five minutes before standing and returning to Napoleon.
"What'd you see?"
Kuryakin remained standing, slowly stretching his legs. "I'm just trying to get an idea of what's happening. Something feels off."
"What do you mean?"
"Something's going to happen. Tonight."
"How do you know?"
Kuryakin shrugged, staring off into the distance. "Just a feeling. Nothing more."
"Let's get going. I'd like to get to the resort before dinner."
"Why?" Kuryakin asked. "Do you feel the same urgency, or is it something else?"
Solo laughed. "You mean besides the whole idea of requesting backup, getting warm, purchasing some suitable clothes, a good meal, sleeping on a decent bed—all of that?"
But Kuryakin wasn't smiling. Instead, he crouched down beside his partner, suddenly serious. "Tell me about this area, if we are where we believe we are. What do you remember of the Thrush lodge and the Thrush base in the mountain?”
Solo thought for a moment, then said, "When we came here before, it was about a twenty minute drive to the resort after leaving the highway. If you keep going east along the same road, there's a turnoff, to your left, which goes to the Thrush lodge, a branch-off road with a 'Private Lodging' sign. I followed that until I reached the lodge."
"And how did you find the smaller road that led to the mountain base?"
Solo tried to concentrate on the details of the case. It was all in his report. Trouble was, he hadn't read the report in over two years, and he couldn't just request it from Records. Solo closed his eyes, going back to the memory of his time with Angelique in the lounge, her phone call and sudden departure. He had returned to his car... no, he had left the sports car at the resort and had taken a truck better suited for the roads. There had been a group of Thrush minions who had left from the back of the lodge in two pickup trucks, and he had followed them, stopping when he reached the main road without catching up to them. He knew they must have turned off somewhere.
"There was a branch off road, again to my left, winding out of sight. I didn't see it when I was heading to the lodge, or when I had left it, but I backtracked from the main road and turned into it."
"Distance?"
"I backed up the truck until I reached it; it wasn't far, but there was nowhere really to turn around."
"And how far down the smaller road until you reached the parking lot by the entrance to the mountain?"
Solo smiled. His partner remembered more about it than he did himself. He studied Kuryakin as he tried to reckon the time. The Russian seemed distant but functioning. The shaip mind was working on their problem, unhampered, it appeared, by his physical condition. Hie gloom was lifting, at least for the time being.
"Not far," he answered. "It was probably only a few minutes worth of driving."
Kuryakin frowned. "Why would the entrance be that close to a main road?" he muttered.
"Maybe they had no choice with the site."
"Perhaps availing themselves of previous roadwork."
"Or the proximity to the Thrush lodge," Solo added.
"Even the difficulty of bringing in heavy equipment." Kuryakin crossed his arms, pacing back and forth. "Describe the entrance."
"Small parking lot for maybe twenty vehicles, mainly pickup trucks actually—"
"I didn't see a parking lot there," Kuryakin interrupted, looking at the overhang to the entrance below.
"They may have needed it only for the construction crews. The facility didn't appear to be completed when I was there, even though Angelique said it was being shut down. The whole setup was fairly small."
"The truck came from inside the mountain. It seems perhaps there is room for vehicles inside now."
"Due to risk of avalanche at that time—which was a real possibility due to the excessive snowfall that particular year and Thrush's habit of blowing up or torching their bases rather than risk secrets going to the enemy—the decision came from Section One following our assignment here, to observe them, not flush them out. A surveillance of the operation was put in place, as well as pressure on the resort to make use of the far side of their property to put the new ski lifts and slopes. I remember the logistics of flushing out the Thrush lodge was complicated, especially politically, as the lodge was a legitimate operation. Just because Thrush
owned
it, wasn't reason enough to shut it down. Added to that, the fact that I was able to get into the underground facility relatively easy, proved there wasn't a lot happening."
"Then what
were
they doing here then? You said there were three men in each of the trucks you saw, right?"
Solo had to think back on it, but Kuryakin was correct. "Times that by twenty and we have sixty workers."
"Doing what? What were they wearing? How were they dressed? Mining? Construction? Mechanics? Technicians?"
"Mechanics," Solo said immediately. "They looked like grease monkeys."
"Grease what—?"
Napoleon smiled at his partner's look of confusion. "There, I take it back. You're not fully versed in American life yet."
"Better than I was."
Yes, that was true. Illya Kuryakin, the man who stood before him now, was not the same man he had met two years earlier. The blank stare was gone—at least usually—as were the harsh lines on his face, the closed guarded expression. The trapped Russian soul adrift in America.
Now there was life in the man. A wicked sense of humor, as witnessed by his quick evasion of the Circe women who were out to marry him and subsequently pointing them in Napoleon's direction. Added to that, their friendship, their partnership, and their ability to work seamlessly in a crisis. And what often scared the Chief Enforcement Agent the most, Illya's fierce devotion to one Napoleon Solo. One day, it would kill him.
Illya looked at him calmly, knowing he was being appraised, and the confident bastard knew he would pass. For a brief moment, the pain of the day, the heavy depression, was gone, and in its place was a certainty in one thing alone in Kuryakin's universe: Solo trusted him.
It was enough.
Illya turned around and walked back to where their gear was sitting, hoisting the backpack to his shoulders and shouldering his skis. "Then let's get going, if we want to make the resort by dinner. I'm in the mood for salmon."
"And a nice white wine."
"Creamed carrots."
"A baked potato, fully dressed."
"Coffee, special blend."
"And a disgustingly rich dessert."
"Topped in chocolate sauce."
"Illya, not every dessert has to have chocolate sauce on it."
"You say 'tomAto' and I'll say 'tomAHto'," Kuryakin sang as he fell into place following his partner along the edge of the lake.
*****
Two hours later, they reached the resort inn, and that it was Lake Halcyon Resort, the one they had stayed at two years previous, was no longer a surprise.
Kuryakin waited near the entrance with their skis and backpacks under watch from the doorman, while his partner confidently walked to the main desk, placed his credit card on the counter and requested a double room for the night. While the necessary paperwork was being filled out, Kuryakin sank down to the arm of one overstuffed chair, too tired to keep on standing. His eyes cast around the opulent lobby, looking at, but hardly registering, the guests.
He heard a baby crying and turned, but there was no one behind him, no sight of any child in the area.
Solo looked over at him, giving him a 'thumbs-up' gesture that meant, apparently, they had a room. It was strange that Napoleon could blend so well with the wealthy crowd, even in a two-sizes too big jacket, his arm in a make-shift sling and in need of a good shave. Even when he was neatly coiffured and wearing an immaculate tuxedo, Illya still felt like the country bumpkin, like he was wearing a disguise. Yet, when he was not being himself, when he
was
undercover, he could move around in such company with the grace and bearing of a noble count or prince, without any difficulty.
Says a lot about your self-confidence, doesn't it?
he thought with a shake of his head. It was always easier to be someone else.
"Here's the key. The Ambassador Suite, same one we had before," Solo said softly, appearing at his side. "Go on up and check it out. I'll join you in a few minutes and we can make a call to Waverly. Everything appears fine here."
"Where are you going?" Kuryakin asked, frowning.
Solo pointed to the small convenience gift shop. "I'm going to pick up a few things that we'll need. I told them our suitcase were being delivered in a few hours, but I'd like to freshen up before that."
"Our suitcases?"
"I'll get the local office to pick up some things for us. Go ahead; I'll meet you up there."
Kuryakin had the room secured and declared free of listening bugs by the time Solo joined him twenty minutes later, one smaller and two rather large shopping bags in his hands. "What's this?"
Solo dumped the smaller bag on the bed. "Toothbrushes, toothpaste, razors, shaving cream, comb and hair brush, a triple package of socks, another of men's briefs and another of undershirts—purchased at the gift shop. There should be shampoo in the bathroom here."
"There is."
"And this is yours," Solo said, opening the two larger bags and separating the contents on the bed.
"Sweater and dungarees for you, and a shirt, sweater, and slacks for me."
Kuryakin took the items designated for him. The dungarees were a mid brown color and the pullover sweater was similar to one he had owned several years previous, a pale yellow, this one with the name of the resort embroidered in small letters on the upper left. "Shoes?"
"All they had were loafers." Solo tossed him a pair of dark brown loafers and removed from the bag a matching pair of black loafers for himself. "Hopefully no one will notice we have matching shoes."
"I'll try not to let it bother me," Kuryakin mumbled. "Dibs on the shower. I won't be long, then you can drown your sorrows in it, or whatever it is you spend so much time doing in the shower." He raised his hands to spell off any answer. "I don't need to know, thank you."
Solo shook his head and headed to the phone. "First, let's call this in."
*****
It was their first contact with Alexander Waverly since they had encountered problems on the road on their way back from the microfiche pickup, and Solo was almost amused to hear the relief evident in Waverly's voice.
"Where are you, Mr. Solo? Is Mr. Kuryakin there, also?"
"Yes, he's here. We are at the Lake Halcyon resort in Vermont. I just checked us into the hotel, the Ambassador suite, if you need to contact us. We have no communicators, one Walther, minimal ammunition for it. We'll need a full kit of weapons and gear for tonight, plus outdoor hiking wear and appropriate accessories, boots, etc. Our sizes are on record."
"I'll have our Montpelier branch take care of it. Hold the line."
Waverly came back in a minute. "They'll deliver it to your room by 8:00 this evening."
Solo glanced at his watch. It was shortly after three o'clock. "That gives us time to rest up for a few hours before heading out tonight." He quickly filled in the Head of U.N.C.L.E. North America to their last few days, including the death of Karl Grayson. "I'd like to take a look at the progress reports our Vermont office has sent in over the last few years. Also any other data on a type of laser we observed both in January, 1964, and whatever our office has been able to put together about the modifications to the car we confiscated a few days ago."
"And your parcel?"
"Safe," Solo answered, not going into details over the telephone. He glanced over to his partner, patting his right pocket as Kuryakin's eyes opened to look in his direction, then closed again once the unspoken question was answered.
"Very well,"
Waverly said.
"There will be a car left at your disposal. Please return to U.N.C.L.E. Headquarters as soon as you have wrapped up matters there. There's an assignment waiting for you here."
"Yes,
sir." Solo made no mention of their injuries or how long they might be, and a few moments later, he hung up the telephone. "You might as well have your shower," he said to Illya, "then we can catch a few hours sleep, have dinner, and be ready to leave as soon as our supplies arrive at eight. We can check out the Thrush facility then."
"Good."
"Still feel something is going to happen tonight?"
Kuryakin nodded.
"Then we'll check it out. Can you think of anything else?"
Kuryakin shook his head. "My brain actually shut down about an hour ago," he said, heading into the bathroom.
*****
He woke abruptly from a sound sleep, sitting up to stare at the luminous hands on the clock, blinking the weariness from his eyes. He still had two more hours before they would get up for dinner.
What had woken him? He lay back against the pillow, listening to the soft snores of his partner in the next bed, the distant murmur of voices as guests passed in the hall. Then it was quiet again, except for the slight gurgle-hiss of the radiator.
Illya knew what he had heard, but he had dreamed it, the faint cry. He had dreamed it, for some reason, his exhausted mind playing tricks with him. Just a dream.
Unless in the room next to them, there was a new born baby.
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By nine o'clock, rested, bandaged, and fully armed, they were back at the Thrush mountain base, the added adrenaline from the U.N.C.L.E. stamina pills boosting their energy level. Illya grimaced at the fuss Sam Lawrence would make when the doctor discovered they had taken the tablets; it was perhaps not a wise thing to do with concussion symptoms still lingering. Yet, he'd had no difficulty convincing his partner; Napoleon had stared at him in deep thought, weighing their options against possible side-effects over increased efficiency in the short run, and agreed that he also felt a sense of urgency about this mission.
The local U.N.C.L.E. agents had dropped them off at the end of the road to the Thrush base, then had retreated to prepare for any necessary road blocks. Reinforcements had been summoned to assist them.
Illya, his blond hair tucked beneath a black knitted cap, squinted through the shadows as they approached the entrance. Napoleon walked before him, clad in the same black ski jacket and pants the Vermont office had brought them. At least they were warm, suitably dressed for the weather, and had backup this time.
Still, the hairs at the back of Illya's neck were standing on end. He felt wired, beyond what the stamina pills were doing to his system. He stopped as Napoleon pointed out the absolutely straight line of trees along the base of the mountain, hiding the entrance. He looked above them, up the slope of the mountain, his eyes searching through the darkness to the area they had been in that morning. They had been fortunate no patrols had looked their way.
Napoleon moved off to one side, glancing around, getting his bearings. "This was the parking lot two years ago," he said softly. The cleared area had already begun to return to its wild state, with the help of a few strategically planted trees.
Illya crouched down, studying the surface of the narrow road leading to the entrance. "They’ve plowed the road recently. It's been in regular use, but they have made it wider, even since we were here at noonday."
Napoleon joined him. "It's wide enough for the trucks."
"Not a large one. Not a flatbed."
"There was a flatbed inside it years ago. There was some pretty hefty equipment in there," Napoleon mused. "So are they closing shop?"
"Or, they are getting ready to move it closer to civilization." Illya closed his eyes, considering the situation. "Or, maybe, it is not the laser-modified car but something altogether different."
Napoleon laughed. "One crisis at a time, please. Let's pick up our paychecks for this one before we start on another." He scratched at the base of his chin. "Snowfall warning for tonight, so why bother going to all this trouble if they have to do it again tomorrow? They must be plowing for tonight—and soon."
As if on cue, the snow plow returned, three men on it talking to each other above the roar of the engine, obviously pleased with their accomplishment for the day. As it approached the stand of trees, a piercing light came on from high in the evergreens by the entrance, illuminating the snow plow and the general area around it and the two U.N.C.L.E. agents ducked out of sight. After a moment, it cut out, and the stand of trees began to move, sliding to one side and showing the entrance to the cavern.
"There must be camera somewhere, but it needs the bright light to function in the darkness," Napoleon whispered while the snow plow moved into the tunnel.
"No sensors, or it would have already come on."
"Something's going on here. Tonight," Napoleon said, firmly, and Illya willed his heart to resume a normal pace. "The road blocks should be ready to set up by now, but they'll be out of sight. No use spooking any lookouts Thrush has. It's going to be a busy night."
Illya stared at the closing gate, watching the row of trees move laterally across the snow, his nerves racing.
Once he had stood on the edge of the highest diving board at the government sport facility in the USSR. While waiting for his cue to take his turn, he remembered the feeling of the air around his bare damp skin, the pounding of his heart anticipating what he was about to do, his minuscule flinch as the voice barked out for him to dive. Flexing, the board under his feet, the slight bounce as he rose on his toes, the shiver of suspense, then he had moved, up and out, tucking into a ball to somersault twice, then stretching his body ready to cut through the glassy surface of blue water.
He felt like that now, that he was on the edge of the board, waiting, his skin crawling with anticipation.
Ten minutes later, the light suddenly came on, and a moment later the gate moved a few feet and a crew of six men came out and walked around checking the road conditions, then the snow plow backed out again and cleared away the entire entrance to the cavern before disappearing back inside, along with the six men. The gate closed.
"They're moving something big out, all right.” Napoleon made a quick decision. "I'm going to go down the road a short distance, out of range of this satrapy and alert our forces to prepare for a large flatbed truck. It would run through whatever usual road blocks were set up." Alexander Waverly had the Vermont U.N.C.L.E. office on full duty, and they were ready to put the state police forces on stand-by alert. The FBI and army were also waiting for word to said in their troops, if needed. Solo had the distinct feeling they were needed.
"We're going to let them go?" Illya asked.
"We'll get them down the road. We need to let as many of the trucks and personnel leave as possible. Saves us going in and flushing them out. Once out of here, they can only go in one of two directions, and we've got them both covered. Besides, Mr. Waverly didn't want to risk gunfire setting off an avalanche."
Illya nodded, then resumed watching the entrance through his night vision binoculars. Fortunately, Napoleon had been back for several minutes before the light flashed on again, then two guards slipped through the crack in the entrance, looked around, and then the gate creaked open. An army-type jeep came out first, a group of four men on it with automatic weapons, eyes checking out their surroundings as it disappeared around the comer. Thirty seconds later, a large limousine, windows darkened, emerged from the tunnel, wheels spinning slightly as it made contact with the slippery road, then it continued around the bend. Another half a minute, then a truck came, an armed Thrush soldier hanging from each side at the back, sight enhanced by night goggles.
Solo and Kuryakin dropped into place the moment it cleared the comer, ducking to the side of the entrance, hiding behind the thick fake stand of trees. It was nearly a full minute before the flatbed emerged.
On the back, tied down and covered with a black tarp, were three dark shapes, each roughly the size and mass of a car. The semi switched on its high beams and in the flash of brilliance, Solo and Kuryakin made their dash into the darkness of the tunnel. There was a pile of tarps to one side near the entrance and they worked their way under one of them before the next car appeared from deep inside the tunnel and headed for the exit. Two more trucks rumbled by, followed by another jeep.
The entrance door creaked closed. Footsteps passed by where they were hidden, the lone guard half whistling a tune as he headed down the tunnel at a quick pace.
They waited another few minutes, but when no further vehicles or guards could be heard, they emerged from under the tarp, brushed themselves off, and moved down the entrance tunnel. The main area was conspicuously empty, except for a limousine, a Jaguar sports car, and a panel van, only the oil stains and tire tracks showing where the other vehicles and trucks had been parked. The cavern itself was largely natural, but there was evidence of where it had been expanded to fit the needs of the satrapy. Faint voices could be heard down a corridor at the far end of the cavern.
"We've got time yet. They still have some of their people here." Solo indicated a route around the vehicles, into the shadows to one side of the room, where the overhead lights were unable to reach. A darkened secondary tunnel led to an empty cavern. "This is where the green laser light was before," Solo whispered. "They've obviously moved it all out."
Kuryakin nodded, looking around the room, at the silent generators, and the bare walls, stripped of tools and equipment. "There's nothing here." He turned abruptly and walked back to the main cavern, the edginess returning. "Where does that go?"
At the far end of the main area, a short corridor branched off left and right. "The offices I was held in were to the left," Solo whispered as they approached. The long hallway was empty of personnel, a long row of doors extending in each direction.
"You check them, and I'll take the other side," Kuryakin said, and headed to his right, his gun pulled. Behind him he could hear Solo quietly opening and closing doors, checking on the status of the rooms.
Kuryakin passed a stack of boxes, the top one opened with the packing material discarded around it, whatever it had held now missing. The stamp on the side of the box said: "Jackson Lab".
Ahead of him, Kuryakin heard a high-pitched cry again, like the mew of a cat, cut off as though a door around the comer had opened and closed. He shivered suddenly and ducked into a doorway as a white-coated man walked by him, flanked by two Thrush guards. The man was carrying a full-briefcase in each hand, a heavy wool coat draped over his shoulders.
Even seeing him from the back, Kuryakin knew precisely who it was. Dr. Weller. The same deceased geneticist he had traced from Holland to Maine the previous March. Jackson Genetics Laboratory was at Bar Harbor, Maine, and they had been broken into and robbed at that time.
He looked back over his shoulder, but Solo was nowhere in sight. He tightened his grip on the gun and stepped back into the corridor.
*****
Napoleon Solo threw open a door, only to come face to face with a woman he had not expected to see, although he realized a second later that he should have expected her to be here. She was in the process of emptying a desk drawer into a cardboard packing box, and she looked up at him, her anger at being interrupted startling her to silence when she saw it was not the guard she had been expecting.
"Angelique," he said, calmly. "Going somewhere?"
"Not with you, darling," she answered, slowly rising, both hands in clear sight as he kept his gun trained on her.
"Nice office." He glanced around, his gaze coming back to her constantly, his hand steady. Considering how far under the mountain it was, it was a remarkably civil space, tastefully carpeted and decorated, French Provincial furniture and even a potted plant in the comer. The lighting was soothing and faintly pink, not the glaring overhead lighting elsewhere Next to it was the office he had been held in the last time he was at the facility, but the room through the adjoining door was dark.
"It sufficed. The view was terrible though," she said, starting to lower her hands, then returning them to her shoulders when he coughed his disapproval. "Come now, darling, what did you expect me to do just now? You certainly have me ... at a disadvantage," she cooed, one hand slowly moving to the top button of her blouse.
"And I'll be putting you at a greater disadvantage. Turn around, and put your hands behind your back."
"Really, dear, must—"
"Yes, I must." He quickly handcuffed her, then pushed her gently toward the door. "Where were you off to in such a rush?"
"Home for the weekend. New York is ever so much nicer than this place, even in January."
Solo glanced into her box, seeing an unorganized mess of letters, memos and other correspondence, documents, pens, stamps, and other female items such as compacts and lipsticks. "Looks like your purse, only bigger," he retorted
She bristled at that. "Looking in my purse, Napoleon? How rude."
"They didn't give you much time to pack. Looks like everyone else has already cleared out."
"I just got here. I've been out of the country. They said I had thirty minutes to get my things and get out."
"And then what happens?"
She shrugged. "I've no idea. I didn't ask."
There was the sound of people running in the corridors, and Solo kicked the door partway shut as they passed the office door. He moved to the doorway and looked out, but they had moved into the main cavern area. At the far end of the hallway, he could see his partner appear from one doorway and round a distant comer, disappearing from sight. "Who else is still here?"
"No one you'd be interested in. Trust me, darling."
"I'm really in no position to trust you at this particular moment in time. Tell me something that will interest me, something I don't already know."
"Like my cup size?"
"You're a 38 D."
"You peeked. Naughty boy."
"I'm a good judge of... character," he retorted. "So tell me what's happening and we'll join the rush."
"Why can't we leave it that it's in everyone's best interest to be out of here by 10:15 p.m.?"
He glanced at his watch. "Still twenty minutes away."
Her voice was angry now. "We have to be on the main highway by then, you fool! If this place goes, it might very well cause an avalanche down the side of the mountain, burying this entire area."
"What about the lodge? The resort?"
"They'll be fine. They're not considered to be in the path."
"How noble of you." He looked back at his captive, his voice demanding. "So what are they hiding here?"
"Even Thrush makes mistakes, darling. And we no longer need this facility. Too much traffic around here. It used to be such a peaceful place to work in, but construction begins soon on a new resort up the road. We're relocating."
"Why now?"
"The weather forecast is for increased snowfall over the next few weeks. We don't want to get locked in like they did last year. I was in Europe, thank God. I'd have been ready to scream being locked in there for a month."
The sudden blast of an air horn echoed through the cavern.
"Ten minutes to clear the building," Angelique provided. "Automatic warning."
"I thought you had twenty minutes."
"That's to get out of the area. I told you already." Her upper lip was sweating. "We've got to get out of here now."
Solo pulled out his communicator, but he couldn't get a signal underground. He swore and pushed Angelique ahead of him into the corridor, his gun trained at the back of her head. "Don't trust on me being in a good mood," he said thinly, "as I don't know where my partner is." They reached the main corridor, and he dragged her back as a limousine left the building, heading down the exit tunnel. "Who was that?"
"Weller and his crew."
"Weller?"
"Some doctor/scientist guy."
"Specializing in?"
"He's an embryologist, I think they call it."
The name came out of the past. "Ian Weller? The late Dr Ian Weller?"
She smiled suddenly, as though he was an idiot, and refused to say another word, despite his threats.
*****
Kuryakin rounded the comer right into the path of a guard. He slammed his fist into the Thrush agent's mouth before he could call for help, but the burly guard retaliated immediately, two-fisting the side of Kuryakin's head, sending him slamming back into the corridor wall. Illya braced himself against the surface, raising both feet to kick the man backwards as the guard approached. The Thrush agent managed to get to his feet before Illya caught his breath, and the U.N.C.L.E. agent found himself pummelled by deadly fists that his sluggish mind was having trouble anticipating. Finally, the bloody hands stopped, and the guard let him drop to the floor as he turned away to retrieve his gun, which had fallen during the scuffle. Without a moment's hesitation, Illya reached into his boot and lurched to his feet, his knife in his hand as he caught the man's jacket and spun him around to deeply slice him across the chest.
He would have been fine if the second guard hadn't arrived to see what the commotion was. With a groan, Illya thrust the first guard into his companion. Drawing his U.N.C.L.E. Special, he took the new arrival out as the guard stumbled back, a bullet through the center of his forehead.
Before he could fire again, the first Thrush agent attacked, slamming his night stick into the side of Illya's head, the effect feeling like it would take his head off at the shoulders. Illya grabbed at the stick as it came at him again, holding on to it, first shoving it away from him, then yanking it toward him, throwing the Thrush guard off balance. The Russian spun, his right foot kicking out and catching the man on the upper chest, across the previous wound. Kuryakin then completed the martial arts move, his left fist connecting with the man's right eye.
The guard staggered backward, then as Illya struck out at him again, a fist compacted against the U.N.C.L.E. agent's nose, blood spurting, momentarily blinding him. Illya rolled, secured his gun as he tumbled, then a second shot rang out as the guard collapsed on top of him. Gasping for air, Illya clamored to his feet, wiping the blood from his face as he headed down the corridor.
*****
Both agents jumped at the sound of gunfire. Napoleon tried to relax, recognizing both shots as being from his partner's distinctive U.N.C.L.E. Special. Once the limousine had cleared the tunnel, he dragged Angelique down the stairs to the main cavern, now occupied by only the Jaguar and the panel van.
He stopped at the Jaguar. "I'm assuming this is yours."
Angelique shrugged.
"The keys."
She shrugged again.
"Listen, I can hot-wire this car and take it, leaving you here, or you can come with me. The choice is yours."
"In my sweater pocket," she growled.
"Thank you. Now was that so hard?" He fished out the key, wishing he had more time, then pulled out a handkerchief and gagged her. Rather than unlocking the car door she waited by, he opened the trunk and shoved her very ungentlemanly into the cramped quarters.
Another blast from the air horn, his watch confirming it would be the five minute warning. He headed down the corridor where he'd last seen his partner.
*****
Illya Kuryakin found the nurse running down the hall, her overnight bag clenched in one hand. She skidded to a halt when she saw him, fear making her white with terror as she stared at his blood-covered face.
"Please—just let me go. Don't shoot me. I'll go quickly. I'm sorry I took so long but I'll go straight to the van, I promise."
"What did you do?" he barked at her, realizing she assumed he was a guard. "Why are you late?"
"I killed them. Smothered them. I didn't want them to die in the explosion, I didn't think they should suffer, regardless of who they were." She held her head high, as though expecting his discipline for attempting to be merciful—at least that's how she perceived her actions.
"You k-killed all of them?" Kuryakin stammered.
"The older ones.
Ours.
Not theirs. I didn't worry about theirs," she said haughtily.

"Where are they?" he demanded, the weapon in his hand shaking with barely contained rage.
"In the back room."
"How many?"
"Just the one. The others died last week in the experiment. Number Four had the sniffles so he was disqualified. And the newborn is there."
"Show me."
"I have to get out."
The air horn blasted through the corridor, startling them both
"That's the five minute warning," she cried out. "I have to go."
"Show me!" He stepped back, indicating she should go by him back down the corridor the way she had come. "Make it quick and we can both get out of here."
"Oh, for the love of—" The nurse threw down her bag and stormed past him, going to the end of the hallway, punching in her code, and opening the last door.
Kuryakin pushed by her, ignoring as she raced out the door back into the hallway. He reached into the playpen and took out the year old toddler, balanced him on his left hip, then moved his gun to his left hand as he scooped up the tiny newborn child in his right arm. The names were written on the cribs.
He ran out into the hallway as lights began to shut down around them. He could see Napoleon running towards him, the older agent grinding to a halt when he realized what Illya was carrying. Then Napoleon turned around and started back to the entrance. Illya skidded around the comer, past the two dead guards and an equally dead nurse, her gun still in her hand, and by the time he reached the cavern, Napoleon had the Jaguar primed and ready. Illya tumbled into the open door, somehow pulling it shut, then the car spun down the corridor. The entrance gate was still open as they raced toward it, the wheels of the car catching as it hit the snowy road.
"Slow down!" Illya hissed, trying to protect his two charges.
"We're dead if we do," Napoleon shouted back, his injured arm ignored, his hand tight on the wheel as his right hand worked through the gears. "We have to get to the highway, closer to the resort."
"What?"
"Lots of bombs and an avalanche."
The six short words were answer enough. Illya twisted in the front seat, depositing the toddler on the floor between his legs. There was an unnatural silence about the child, silent sobs shaking the infant, who clung to the black skiing pants with one hand while sucking on his other thumb. The newborn was screeching though, his face red, eyes tightly shut, the thin mewing cries shattering the young man who held him awkwardly against his chest. He hadn't had time to grab more than the thin blanket the baby was wrapped in. As soon as he could pry his own hand from the dashboard, he unzipped his jacket, slipped the newborn next to his body, and did the ski jacket up again, one hand supporting the child's neck while the other returned to the dashboard to brace himself. His face was still bleeding, he realized, staring at the dark smears across the back of his hand
*****
The car spun out suddenly on the icy road, spinning dizzily until it halted long enough for Napoleon to hit the gas again. The Jaguar shot down the highway as the first rumbles gave indication that something was happening behind them. They passed the turnoff to the lodge, Napoleon still accelerating until they reached the U.N.C.L.E. barricade.
Off to one side he could see the flatbed truck, the van, the jeeps and the limousines. From the damage to the vehicles and the bullet marks on the U.N.C.L.E. SWAT vans, the Thrush unit had made an attempt to fight.
"Give me your transceiver and I'll call this in," Kuryakin mumbled, smearing blood across his face as he wiped a hand over his brow.
"I can do it if—"
"No. I'll do it. You deal with the locals."
"Stay in the car then," Solo ordered, "it's cold out here." He left the vehicle running, heat on full as he got out and headed over to the Section Chief in charge of the operation. "What's the situation?"
"Looks like we got them all," the man grinned. "Dwight Hill, Section Three Chief, Vermont Montpelier station," he added, holding out his hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you Agent Solo. We don't get many Section Two Chiefs out this way. You've got quite the reputation."
Another agent approached them, speaking into a walkie-talkie. "Sir," he said to Agent Hill, "we've got a report of a minor avalanche down the road. Our lookout near the Thrush lodge there says it's done exactly as Agent Solo said it would, sir, taken out the Thrush satrapy and the road leading to it. We're gonna need some major snow plows to get through there."
"We can leave that to the locals, fortunately. We'll have our hands full here."
Solo counted the cars, missing one limousine and the Thrush geneticist, Weller. "Are these all the vehicles?"
"Yes, sir. Everything that came down this road. There was one other limo that headed in the other direction, but they ran our road block, and we're still in pursuit. Most of our forces were stationed here, as this is the direction the trucks would have to go. The other direction has extremely poor road conditions. The limousine won't get far, sir. Maybe if it had had chains, but not the way it was. It won't happen."
"Don't be surprised. I'm rarely surprised any longer."
Damn, that doctor is going to get away from us again.
"I've got another prisoner for you," Solo said to Hill, watching the Thrush agents being led handcuffed away from their vehicles and shackled to board a yellow bus. "In the trunk." He wait around the back of the Jaguar and unlocked the trunk, carefully helping out an incensed—and very bruised—Thrush agent. She struggled to get her high-heeled shoes back on, refusing his offer to help her. He unraveled the gag and waved goodbye as Hill led her away.
"I'll get you for that, Napoleon Solo," she seethed, staring back at him.
"Consider it payback for two years ago when you abandoned me in my shirt sleeves outside," he called out after her. "At least I'm making sure you have somewhere nice to go to get warmed up. More than you did for me."
Once she'd moved away, he thought about heading over to the covered laser-modified cars, but decided he really didn't care about them right now. They'd be dealt with soon enough. Instead he detoured by the U.N.C.L.E. ambulance, secured a few blankets and some first aid supplies and returned to his borrowed car.
He slipped inside the Jaguar, closing the door to keep the warmth in. "The ambulance attendants want to know if either you or the babies need medical attention."
"No," Illya answered sharply, his expression hard to read in the inadequate lighting of the car.
Napoleon got out of the car long enough to wave off an attendant who was heading their way.
"I've checked them, and they're fine," Illya added, when Napoleon returned inside, the door closed.
"Did you reach Waverly?" the senior agent asked, pushing the car seat back to make more room to work in.
Illya nodded, his head resting against the glass of the passenger window. "Yes." He had both babies on his lap now, the toddler huddling against him and the newborn crying softly.
"And?" Napoleon asked, shaking out the blanket to cover his partner and the two babies as best he could.
"He said they are sending a helicopter for us. We need to drive a few miles south of here to the South Hardwick airport."
"Never heard of it."
"Follow this highway to the 100, then there's a turnoff a few more miles down the road. The plane should be there by the time we get there. He said he sent it as soon as you radioed in that something was happening tonight."
Napoleon adjusted the blanket, wrapping a second me over Kuryakin's legs. "So what is it with you and babies, anyway? This is the second time you've escaped a Thrush facility with a baby in tow. Or should I ask, what is it about you, Thrush, Weller, and babies?" He spread the first aid kit out over the dash board, moistening a square of gauze to clean the blood from his partner's face.
Illya shivered despite the warmth, the stamina pill wearing off. "The little boy is one of the children I thought died in the fire in Maine. The others that survived the Maine fire were killed tonight by their nurse or died in experiments last week."
"What?" Napoleon asked, eyes wide in revulsion. "Why did she kill them?"
"She considered it euthanasia, to spare them suffering in the destruction of the facility."
"Why not rescue them as well?"
"I don't know. I didn't have time to get the notes."
"At least she missed these two."
Illya nodded, reluctant to say more, but his partner picked up on his hesitation.
"Are these two different in some way? Why was she trying to save these, but not the others?"
"She wasn't trying to save these two. She just didn't care if they suffered or not."
The answer boggled Solo's mind. "What are you talking about?"
Kuryakin shook his head wearily as the baby continued to howl. "Napoleon, unless you have some formula and diapers for this baby hidden in that red first aid bag, I suggest you concentrate on driving to the airport. I know from experience that this is only going to get worse."
Solo finished his patch-up work on his partner's face, noting the bruising already starting. "Do you want to know about the laser-modified cars?"
Illya tilted his head toward Napoleon and smiled ruefully. "You know, I really don't care at this moment. They are in our possession, yes?"
"Yes."
"Then once they are safely in our labs, I'll find out more. Right now, they are far from my concern. Keeping my dinner down is topmost."
"Fair enough." Solo fished out a plastic bag that the first aid supplies had come in and made sure Illya had a good grip on it, then adjusted his car seat and, with a brief honk, gently pulled out to the road.
"Oh, before I drift off here..." Illya murmured.
"Yes?"
"Nice move, Angelique in the trunk,"
*****
Twenty minutes later, they arrived at the South Hardwick airport, which consisted of a short landing field and small hanger, just as the U.N.C.L.E. H.Q. helicopter landed. Finding his hands full and his legs unsteady, Kuryakin reluctantly allowed his partner to carry the toddler as they hurried through the lightly falling snow to the dubious warmth of the office. The Montpelier Section Three Chief's wife was there with a few disposable diapers, warmed formula for the newborn, and a bottle of apple juice for the toddler, as well as warm bunting bags for both children. Kuryakin insisted on feeding the babies before they left, Mrs. Hill agreeing that they would not be able to drink properly on the helicopter. The noise itself would frighten them.
With a ragged sigh, Kuryakin finally sank into the rear bench of the helicopter, half an hour later, shifting over as Solo joined him with the toddler. The noise level was frightening the year-old child, who was sobbing on Napoleon's shoulder. Napoleon was trying to calm the child down, but the aftereffects of the stamina pill were beginning to hit him as well, and he blinked owlishly in the dimness of the cabin.
The helicopter lifted and time blurred.
Illya's next conscious thought was that he was cold again. Hie door was open to the helicopter, Napoleon was missing, and for one frightening moment, Illya thought Napoleon had fallen out of the helicopter. But they weren't in the air.
Sam Lawrence poked his head in the helicopter doorway. "You coming?"
"What?"
"You're at HQ." Lawrence pulled himself inside, sitting down where Napoleon had been. "Who is this?" he asked softly, resting his hand on the back of the newborn's bunting bag.
Illya tried to lift his head to say 'no', but dizziness forced him to stay in place.
"I've got no sympathy for you," Sam Lawrence said. "Take a stamina pill on top of concussion, and see what happens?"
"No choice," Illya gasped.
"We've got a stretcher here for you. I'll give you a hand to it."
"I can walk—"
"Yeah, right. Come on, storm trooper, let's get you down to the infirmary. You've got company waiting there, as requested."
He tried to help, ended up collapsing and being assisted to the gurney. They were on top of the U.N.C.L.E. office building, the January wind biting. His head was whirling as he was lowered to the mattress, the baby placed over his chest, and both then secured and covered in blankets.
Time shifted again, and he was being wheeled past a blur of people into one of the infirmary private examination rooms, Sam Lawrence sliding the door shut firmly behind them. The doctor had the toddler in his arms. "Talk to me."
"The children are special."
"Why?"
Because they are cloned.
"I don't know." He knew, though. And he knew who they were cloned from. The signs had been clear above the cribs, although he had neglected to pass the information on when he reported to the Head of Section One. With great care, Illya sat up, breathing deeply to counteract the lingering dizziness. "Alexander Waverly took care of this before, and he said he would handle it now."
"Alexander has already made arrangements. I'll keep this little guy with me until tomorrow, when he'll be picked up. He said to tell you that the family that has the other child agreed to take one more. But he gave me no instructions for the baby you are holding."
Illya slid off the gurney, gently resting the bunting bag on the mattress. He unzipped the bag and lifted the newborn baby into his hands, the tiny arms and legs moving slightly as the baby woke up. "Open the door."
"Illya, why don't—"
"Open the damn door," he repeated.
Lawrence slid it open and Illya walked through, hardly aware of the gasp in horror at his appearance until he caught his own reflection in the mirror. His black ski suit was ripped and torn, his face was bruised, cut, and blood streaked. He held the baby out before him in both hands, although the tiny child barely filled them.
"Ilyusha." He felt Norm Graham at his side, catching him as he stumbled forward.
"Trish?" he whispered.
"I'm here," she said, though he could scarcely see her. He felt her warm hands on his face.
"He is yours," Illya said, putting the baby in those warm hands.
"What?" She cradled the child, looking up at him.
His eyes filled with tears. "He is yours," he said, looking to Norm beside him.
"Who is he?" Norm asked, transferring Illya to his partner's care, as Napoleon supported him, keeping him upright.
"Ilyusha?" Trish looked up at him, eyes wide, tears flooding her face.
It was so hard to find words. To form vowels and consonants. To find what he wanted to tell her. "Kolya," he whispered. "I want you to call him Kolya, for my father."
She stared at him, not understanding, then looked over to her husband.
Norm placed his hand over the baby's forehead, the cap of pale fuzz, his fingers tracing down the tiny features, as he gazed into the pale blue eyes. "And the birth patronymic?" Norm asked quietly, although his eyes told Illya that he already knew, and understood, and accepted.
"The same," Illya said, then folded in on himself, collapsing in his partner's arms. "But make it your name, please," he whispered as consciousness fled. "Please."
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