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Five thousand miles away from Atlanta.

 

A young man is killed.

 

A young man with secrets.

 

When Parker’s father asks him to travel to Ukraine to find someone who’s been missing over a decade, Parker flatly refuses. But Miranda can’t say no to Mr. P.

 

And so they board the plane.

 

After a long flight and a futile search, they are about to give up. Until they rouse the ire of a very dangerous group. People with secrets. People who will kill to keep them. People who now want Parker and Miranda dead.

 

You’ll want to read this next adventure, because secrets are about to be revealed.
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Chapter One

 

It was two o’clock in the morning.

The motor of his cycle growled beneath him as fear pounded in his temples.

Faster. Faster. Faster.

The cold November wind whipped his hair over his face, into his eyes and his mouth. Above the highway, streetlights twinkled against the blue velvet of the sky and the river below.

Kiev lay to the left of him, the lights of its majestic old buildings and ancient cupola-topped churches shimmering with the mystique of a beautiful woman attempting to seduce him.

He had always fallen for her charms, though he wished he hadn’t. Tonight he wished he had stayed in his little village and been content.

Too late for those wishes.

He could not think about home now. He could not stop. He had to keep going.

He had to get away.

He had left the club perhaps only fifteen minutes ago. He had taken what he had in his satchel and snuck out the back.

He had thought he had not been seen.

But now, as he raced along the wide highway that bordered the Dnieper River, he knew someone from the club was behind him.

If he could just make it across the river. Back to Troieshchyna and his bleak little apartment, he would be all right. That dingy living space  fourteen stories up in the cheap Soviet era building. Olga deserved better than that. He had wanted to give it to her.

He had failed.

Just as he made it to the straightaway, a shot rang out from behind him.

Sergei. He had followed him.

He swerved, and the bullet missed him.

But he could taste the fear in his mouth.

Where was the politsiya? The police did not patrol this part of town so well as the wealthier sections.

Sergei was the enforcer. A huge man five years his senior. He could beat him to death with his bare hands if he caught him. He could easily shoot him. But it was difficult to aim well on a motorcycle.

Another shot spat over his shoulder. Sergei’s aim was better that time.

The vehicles around him began to slow, the drivers no doubt wondering what was going on. Why was there a gunfight on Naberezhno-Rybalsak in the middle of the night?

He sped up, swerved around a car on his left, another on his right. He took the curve to the bridge as fast as he dared.

He could not fall now.

Focusing on the tall buildings far away in the distance across the river, he ignored his pounding heart.

He could get there. He had to.

His motor roaring, he reached the bridge and swung out onto traffic without yielding. A little Lada blared its horn at him as they nearly collided.

Ignoring the driver’s protests, he zoomed ahead.

He was over the river now. In a month, the water would be frozen and children would come to skate along the banks.

But tonight the Pivnichny Bridge seemed to stretch across the world.

No, it was only a few more kilometers to home.

Would Sergei follow him there? The little flat would not provide much protection. He had not thought of that. Perhaps he should head south and into the forest, toward his old village instead.

He was almost to the left bank now.

He swerved past a Renault on the side closest to the railing. Between the iron barrier and the road lay a path bicycle riders used to travel back and forth across the river to their jobs on the right bank.

He had such a job once. And he had Olga. What would she think of him now?

He would never know.

Another bullet came from Sergei. This time it hit his rear tire. He spun, veered in a circle. He lost his balance and the cycle went down and slid out from under him. The pavement dug into his jeans, tearing his flesh.

No time to think of that now. He put a palm onto the asphalt to lift himself up.

Before he could rise, Sergei was on top of him, the short red curls atop his head glistening in the street lights.

His massive body hovered over him like the prize oak in the Buda village.

“Where is it?” His face was like a snarling leopard.

He would pretend not to know. “Where is what? Why did you shoot at me, Sergei?”

“Where is it?” Sergei shouted, ignoring the ploy.

He tried again. “I do not know what you mean.”

It was not a good answer. He saw the reply come in the form of Sergei’s boot.

He rolled, but not in time. The kick caught him hard in the kidney and he cried out in pain.

Yet somehow, he managed to get to his feet. If it was a fight Sergei wanted, he would give it to him.

He swung and grazed his chest as Sergei stepped back. Then the large man returned a jab.

He ducked, an American move, and Sergei missed.

He swung again, but once more missed the treelike target.

“Sraka!” Sergei growled. “How dare you steal from us? From those who care for you?”

He wanted to deny it, but he could not lie to this man. Looking down at the pavement, he tried to find the words to say.

The hesitation was a mistake. He looked up just as Sergei’s fist flew toward him like a flash of lightning.

It connected with his jaw, shooting incredible pain through his skull. He stumbled back, tasting his own blood in his mouth.

He should not be tangling with Sergei. This man was one of the top fighters in the MMA club where he worked. Sergei’s footwork and balance were impeccable. His blows were like iron.

But he had little choice now.

He swung again and somehow landed a punch to the stomach. The leather of his jacket softened the blow, yet he heard Sergei groan.

And then Sergei’s face became a wall of stone.

“That was your last chance.” Sergei’s arm flew back. The blow sped toward him, too fast for him to duck this time.

He felt the cartilage crunch as Sergei’s knuckles landed against his nose. He crumbled to his knees, blood dripping onto the pavement.

And then he saw it.

His satchel lay along the railing, its strap just beyond reach. Biting back the pain, he crawled forward. Grabbing onto the leather band, with all his effort he pulled himself to his feet.

“What are you doing?” He heard Sergei yell behind him.

Too late. He took the satchel and hurled it over the railing as far as he could.

Into the air it went, then down into the river below. Never to be found again.

Bracing himself against the railing, he turned around. “And now we are even, no?”

Sergei did not reply. Instead he drew his pistol and aimed it at his chest. “You have betrayed us. You know what happens to traitors.”

He did.

There was no reasoning with the man now, if there ever had been.

And so he was not surprised when Sergei pulled the trigger and the final bullet hit him dead center in the chest.

His body recoiled with incredible pain. He felt himself fall backward. Felt his feet leave the pavement. His arms flapped the air like a young bird trying to take flight.

But he was no bird. He could not fly.

Instead he plunged head down into the river. All the way into the depths of the Dnieper.

And disappeared.


Chapter Two

 

With a yawn, Miranda Steele strolled through the entrance hall of Parker’s penthouse and past the illuminated niches holding antique porcelain vases.

“Nightcap?” Parker murmured in her ear, sending tingles down her spin.

“Why not?”

She let him remove her coat. As he hung it in the closet along with his own and headed for the wet bar, she passed the blue marble pillar near the spiral staircase and made her way across the glossy mahogany floor. With a sigh, she flopped down in the corner of one of the two ivory sofas.

Parker poured brandy into a snifter. “Did you enjoy your dinner? You didn’t say much about the food.”

“How can I complain about Chateaubriand?”

Tonight she’d let him indulge in one of his favorite pastimes—feeding her. They had just pigged out on a sumptuous meal with all the trimmings at Parker Towers. She was utterly sated.

Well, maybe not in every way, she thought, eyeing his gorgeous physique.

Parker didn’t reply to her question.

She turned her head to stare at the floor-to-ceiling bookcase against the wall and thought of the first time she’d seen it. When his daughter was in trouble and she’d answered his summons. Parker had been standing there in his shirt-sleeves and Glock, ready for battle.

She’d fallen in love all over again when she’d seen him that day. But so much had happened since then.

It was mid-February—never the best time of year for her—and a month since their last case.

It still haunted them. Most cases did, but this one more than most. Miranda couldn’t shake the empty feeling it had left her with. The dark cold weather Atlanta had been having lately didn’t help. Neither did the memories of her past.

Parker came toward her, handed her a glass.

She took a sip, eyeing his handsome face, his sexy salt-and-pepper hair, his beautiful muscles clad in a tailored dark blue suit.

His expression told her his mind wasn’t on love making or their dinner, but on something more serious.

“What?” she said as he sat down beside her and kissed her cheek.

He narrowed his eyes. “My, you’re the suspicious type.”

“I thought that’s what you loved about me.”

His gray eyes twinkling at her comment, he sat back, arm stretched casually along the back of the sofa. “How as your visit with Dr. Wingate today?”

Had to bring that up. It seemed she was always going to see her shrink. She set the snifter down on the elegant coffee table and checked her cell phone. She was proud of herself for not looking at it once during dinner. But the mention of Dr. Wingate made her think of Mackenzie and the fact that her daughter hadn’t texted her in a week.

Parker’s voice came to her, smooth and low. “Miranda?”

She put her phone down on the table next to her drink. “The doctor gave me a clean bill of health.”

He raised a brow. “Did she?”

“Now who’s being suspicious?” She leaned back, nestling her head against his shoulder.

His lips touched her temple. “What exactly did she say?”

Of course, he wanted a full report. She gave him the short version. “That she can’t see any lingering symptoms of the substance I was given.” The mind control drug that had thrown her for a loop a few cases ago. “And I haven’t had a nightmare in two weeks.”

Which was really something in mid-February.

He nodded thoughtfully. “My shins can attest to that.”

She winced, hating what her subconscious did to him in her sleep. But she hadn’t seen any visions of her past while awake either. Not since the case in the Outer Banks. Maybe she was on the mend for real.

Parker let out a slow breath and set his drink down beside hers. “I know this time of year is bad for you.” It was why he’d taken her out to fancy restaurants all week. “But Los Angeles was exceedingly disturbing. And not just for us.”

He was right. Others had been involved in their last case. The team. Wesson’s sister. Becker and Holloway.

Miranda thought of the words that gangbanger had said to her when he’d had her down on the ground. We’ve been watching you…This was about you. You and your ace detective husband and your team.

She hadn’t seen much of her team since they got back. All of them had taken time off. Becker worked at home a lot since Fanuzzi was now five months pregnant and was still headachy and crabby and feeling more like a beached whale than ever. Holloway’s ex-wife had decided to write a book about her ordeal and Holloway was going to visit her every chance he got. Even Wesson was quiet, though Miranda had spotted her going out to lunch with Cindy Smith a few times.

Miranda had kept to herself, going over reports in her office with the door closed. Or pretending to. A good way to avoid the paperwork and her colleagues at the same time.

The truth was she felt responsible for what her team had gone through.

But they had won. The bad guys were in jail. Ostap Savko was in Federal prison, facing a laundry list of charges. It was over.

Still, there had been carnage.

“We’ve been through a lot the past few months,” Parker said softly.

She turned to meet his gaze. “We’ve been through a lot since we met.”

“My point exactly.”

Her back tensed. She’d heard that tone in his voice before. Bracing herself, she said, “Which is?”

Parker fixed her with a gentle gaze. “I’m wondering if it might be time to retire.”

“What?” She felt as if he’d punched her in the chest.

“Our kind of work takes its toll, Miranda. A heavy one, lately.”

He wanted them to quit? Both of them? In sheer disbelief she stared at his handsome face. And suddenly she saw weariness behind his eyes. Was he talking about her or himself?

Needing fortification, she reached for her glass. “Parker, I don’t—”

Before she could finish the thought, something chimed, sounding like church bells.

It was only the door, but Miranda jumped at the sound. She’d never heard it before. No one came to visit them.

“Are you expecting someone?”

“No.” Scowling at the interruption, Parker rose and went to the door.

After a moment, Miranda heard voices echo in the entry hall. The visitor’s was unmistakable.

Still she was surprised when Parker’s father strolled into the penthouse as if he owned it.

Did he own it? she wondered. She’d never asked. No, Parker wouldn’t have a penthouse in a building his father owned. But it didn’t matter.

As usual, Mr. P was dressed in a charcoal gray business suit and deep red Ascot, looking every bit of the real estate tycoon he was. And yet there was distress in his blue eyes.

“I’m sorry to barge in on you like this,” he said in his rich Southern accent.

Parker started for the bar. “We were just having a nightcap, Father. Would you like one?”

“No. I need to get back. I told Tatiana I was just stepping out for some air.” He ran a hand over his gleaming pure white hair.

“What’s wrong, Mr. P?” Miranda said.

He smiled at her as if he welcomed her perception. Then he sat down on the couch across from her. “The thing is...”

Miranda stiffened. “This isn’t about the loan, is it?”

“The loan?”

“You know.” She waved a hand in the air. “The thing you set up for us. For Becker and Fanuzzi?”

Her best friend and dearest coworker were having a baby and were tight on money, so Miranda and Parker had agreed to pay off their mortgage. But they also agreed to keep it a secret. A few months ago, Mr. P had made it all happen with what Miranda called his “magic trust.” She hoped she’d never have to tell her friend about it. Fanuzzi wouldn’t like being treated like a charity case.

“Oh. You mean the trust. No, no. Neither of them suspects anything. They’re making their payments on time and the money is going into the fund. Earning a very nice interest, too, I must say.”

Miranda relaxed. “Okay. Then what?”

He shook his head. “This is more personal.” Mr. P eyed Parker’s drink as if he were changing his mind about having one.

“You can tell us.” She hoped he wasn’t going to say he’d murdered someone.

Parker set a drink on the table before his father, even though he’d refused it.

Mr. P reached for it, took a stiff swallow, sat back and braced himself with the arm of the sofa. At last his tongue loosened. “You remember I took Tatty back to her homeland for the holidays?”

“To Ukraine.”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t it go well with the in-laws?”

“Oh, it was spectacular. We had a great time in her little village. Tatiana’s family was warm and welcoming. And the food. It could rival some of Chef Basardi’s creations. There was a feast every night and stories and music.”

Miranda smiled at how domestic it all sounded. After Parker’s mother passed away when he was a boy, Parker’s father had become a notorious ladies man. That was, until the voluptuous beauty from Eastern Europe had come along and tamed him.

“So what’s the problem?” she asked.

“Since we got back to Atlanta, Tatty and I have been video conferencing with her family over the Internet.”

“Okay.” That didn’t sound so bad. Unless Tatiana decided she wanted to go back home.

“Our conversations are friendly, just as when we were there. Tatty translates for me, of course. But I—”

“Out with it, Father.” Parker was getting impatient.

Mr. P’s face turned grave. “I always sensed something was wrong. Actually I sensed it when we were there, too. A family secret hidden in the background, something they couldn’t quite forget about, so to speak.”

Family secret? “Do you know what it was?”

Mr. P nodded. “Two days ago, I confronted Tatiana with what I’ve been feeling, and she confessed.”

Oh, no. She had committed murder. “What did she tell you, Mr. P?”

“She has a brother.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

He shook his head again. “He disappeared.”

“When?”

“A long time ago. When he was young.”

“How young?”

“In his late teens, I believe. Apparently the brother and Tatty’s father didn’t get along. One day there was a huge fight. The young man packed his bags and left home.” Mr. P gave Parker a sheepish look.

His own son had done the same thing at that age.

Parker drew in a slow breath. “That doesn’t seem to be unusual behavior for someone of that age.”

“But it is. They never heard from him again. No one has seen him since he left. The family tried to track him down, but couldn’t find him anywhere.”

Miranda sat forward. “He’s never tried to contact anyone in his family?”

“No. There hasn’t been a word.”

“So the family suspects foul play.”

Mr. P raised his palms. “No one knows.”

“That’s too bad.” Miranda hadn’t known there was such sorrow in Tatiana’s past. She liked the woman.

“The family grieves over that young man. They need closure.” He looked up at Parker with pleading eyes.

“I’m sorry for them,” Parker said.

“I promised Tatty I would do all I could to find her brother.”

Slowly Parker lifted a brow. “And how do you hope to fulfill that promise?”

Mr. P set down his drink and spread his hands. “Isn’t it obvious? I have a son who’s one of the best private investigator in the country.”

“In this country,” Parker corrected.

“You’ve been overseas before. Both of you have.”

Not for awhile. And they had both nearly been killed there. But Miranda could relate to losing a loved one. “What do you want us to do, Mr. P?”

“Investigate, of course.”

Parker’s reply was terse. “That would be difficult to do from Atlanta.”

“That’s why you have to go there.”

“To Ukraine?”

“Of course.” He drew something out of his coat pocket. “I purchased two first class tickets for you. You leave tomorrow afternoon.”

Parker scowled at the tickets. “You can’t be serious, Father.”

“It’s for Tatiana, son.”

Mr. P loved his new wife dearly.

She watched Parker’s jaw stiffen. Ignoring it, she turned to her father-in-law. “What’s the young man’s name?”

“They call him Sasha. Sasha Pavlovych.”

“Pavlovych is Tatiana’s surname?” Miranda said.

“No. Her name is Pavlova. Because she’s female. And they call it a patronymic name.” Mr. P waved his hands. “It’s a Ukrainain thing. Complicated.”

Okay. “When did he disappear?”

“Fourteen years ago.”

She let out a slow breath. “So he’s what now? Thirty-two? Thirty-three?”

“I believe so. It’s hard to understand everything the family says.”

Parker drained his glass and got to his feet. “Really, Father. How can you expect us to go halfway around the world to find someone who’s been gone for almost a decade and a half?”

“Because you’re the best. You and Miranda are. If anyone can find him, you two can.” He rose as well, stepped around the table, and pressed the tickets into Parker’s hand. “Please, son. I’ll pay your fee. Double your fee.”

Miranda watched Parker wrestle with himself. So much for retiring.

Parker put the tickets down on the table. “We’ll think about it. I’ll let you know before the flight leaves so you can get an exchange if we decline.”

Mr. P studied his son for a long moment, then straightened his coat. “Very well, son. I must get back to Tatiana before she suspects I’ve been up to something. I didn’t tell her about this. I don’t want to disappoint her. I’ll let myself out.”

And with that, he turned and disappeared down the hallway.

After the door closed, Miranda picked up the tickets. They were for an international flight departing at two-thirty tomorrow afternoon. “We could give it a shot.”

Parker scowled. “It’s just not the right time, Miranda.”

“You’re right.” She tossed the tickets down on the table. “What can we do in a place where we don’t speak the language and have such little information?”

Parker gazed into his lovely wife’s deep blue eyes and understood perfectly what was going on in that sharp mind of hers. She was challenging him. Testing his self-confidence. Testing his sense of justice.

And he knew why.

She was well acquainted with what it felt like to grieve over the loss of a loved one for a very long time. She knew what it was like to endlessly wonder what happened to them, if you would ever see them again. It was what she’d gone through with her own daughter.

She’d never let this rest. And yet, it was that inexorable spirit of hers that had always drawn him to her. They were still kindred spirits. Defenders of the defenseless. Protectors of the innocent. And because they were, he felt himself relent.

He took her into his arms and held her close. “Are you sure you want to do this, Miranda?”

Miranda drew in Parker’s masculine scent and relished the strength of his embrace. She wasn’t any surer about this venture than he was, but she forced a laugh. “What’s a little jaunt across the ocean?”

They both knew it could turn out to be a lot more than that. But they had to go.

“The team?”

Miranda frowned. It had been expensive enough dragging her entire team across country a month ago. She didn’t want Mr. P to pay those travel expenses.

“Let’s do this one ourselves. We can pretend it’s a second honeymoon.”

Parker’s expression remained unchanged. “Very well, then. Let’s start packing.”


Chapter Three

 

After checking in bags heavy with winter clothes the next afternoon Miranda and Parker boarded their plane.

Nine hours to Amsterdam, a three and a half hour layover, three more hours to Boryspil International Airport, and they were in Kiev.

And it was the next day.

As they made their way through the long silver terminals, through passport check and baggage claim, Miranda took in the strange sounding languages around her and the odd lettering in the signs on the walls.

“Is that—Cyrillic?” she muttered under her breath.

Parker followed her gaze. “A script developed in the ninth century by Byzantine theologians. It’s what Ukrainian is written in, yes.”

She hadn’t thought about that when Mr. P gave them the tickets. Suddenly she felt like she had landed on Mars.

They stopped at a currency exchange kiosk, then headed for the car rental booths where Parker got a spiffy looking black BMW 5 Series. As the car pulled up, they stepped out into near-frigid air. Parker tipped a valet after he’d loaded the bags, they climbed in, and took off.

The trees were bare, the fields snow-covered, the sky hazy. A typical East European winter day, she supposed.

Miranda glanced at the temperature on the dash. “Minus four degrees? I didn’t think we were going to Siberia.”

Parker’s lip curved. “That’s Celsius. It’s actually about twenty-five.”

Something else to adjust to. And the speedometer was in kilometers. She rubbed her arms. “Still pretty chilly.”

Parker reached for the control to turn up the heat. “We may have to go shopping for warmer coats when we get to the hotel. We’ll be there in about half an hour.”

She could just imagine what kind of hotel he had selected. This was starting to feel more like a vacation than a case.

Deciding to enjoy the excursion, she sat back and took in the sights.

Like most other airport roads, billboards sprang up here and there along the tree-lined avenue. In her case they didn’t do much good. Miranda couldn’t read them. One was for a car, but she couldn’t make out even what was being advertised on another, except that it was twenty percent off.

After about twenty minutes they reached the outskirts of the city. Here tall gray buildings stood spread out in rows while more billboards greeted them. Lots of Ks and Ys in these, she noted.

They passed more shabby gray buildings then took a long bridge over a river.

Here the landscape turned more colorful and modern. Five- and six-story apartment structures in red brick, shops, a small park or two. Then Parker turned onto a wide cobblestone street and suddenly she thought she was in Paris or London.

No, not with the onion-dome cupolas and splashes of gold over intricate Old World architecture looming in the distance. The sight made her flashback to her childhood. Suddenly she was thinking of “Peter and the Wolf” and stories of a Russian princess her father used to tell her.

Lining the avenue were colorful buildings in light blues, pale greens, and peach with white columns and turrets and arches and quaint balconies. The shops looked upscale, though she still couldn’t read the signs. On the sidewalks, people bundled in heavy coats hurried along with packages tucked under their arms.

Finally they reached the hotel, which was one of Parker’s five-star selections and looked like a palace belonging to some long-ago tsar. The marble lobby was filled with antiques and chandeliers and flowers.

At a curving mahogany counter, a uniformed young woman in a white shirt and dark skirt checked them in and called for a valet to take their luggage.

She even spoke English.

The room, of course, was a suite. There was a sitting room with low back chairs featuring rolling armrests and a fancy gold trim. The upholstery was a rich, dark red-and-blue paisley that looked very Russian. Against a nearby wall stood an ivory fireplace with a gilded mirror over it. A large expensive-looking Oriental urn filled a nearby corner.

She went into the bedroom.

The bed was covered with a dark blue quilt in an intricate brocade. It was large and looked inviting after the long journey.

Miranda peeked into the huge bathroom and saw marble and glass and gold fixtures. Turning, she shook her head at her handsome husband. “You didn’t have to go all out.”

“My father insisted.”

“Sounds like him.” But she knew Parker didn’t protest much.

“It’s fitting for a second honeymoon,” he said as he loosened his tie.

She flopped down onto a settee near the bed and stretched. “So what’s the plan?”

She knew he’d been texting with Mr. P since they left Atlanta. However long ago that was.

“Father’s been in contact with Tatiana’s family. They’re expecting us for dinner tonight.”

“They don’t have to go to the trouble of feeding us. It’s not like we’re their guests.”

“Apparently, they believe otherwise.”

She reached for her phone. “What time is it again?”

“Almost three.”

“In the afternoon?”

“Yes.” He reached for her hand. “There’s time for a nap before we have to leave.”

“Sounds good.”

Her eyes drooping, she let him lift her to her feet and lead her to the bed.

Hmm. Maybe they could get in a little “exercise” before their nap.


Chapter Four

 

Miranda awoke with her arms and legs wrapped around Parker, longing to remain there.

His lovemaking had been so wonderful and satisfying, she hadn’t dreamt at all. Just fallen into a soft snug cloud of contentment.

But soon he moved beneath her and came to life. With a smile as warm as a cozy fire, he pushed a strand of hair away from her face. “Did you sleep well, my darling?”

She waggled her brows at him. “After your ‘lullaby,’ how could I not?”

His smile turned wicked and he drew her close for a sultry kiss. Then he glanced at the clock and checked himself. “It’s too bad there’s no time for an encore.”

“Hold that thought for tonight.” If this jaunt across the ocean did turn out to be a second honeymoon, she’d make it worth the trip.

She gave him a quick kiss, climbed out of bed and headed for the bathroom and a quick shower.

She was out and blow drying her hair in no time.

Wondering what she was going to say to Tatiana’s family tonight, she plodded to the closet and picked out jeans and a pale blue long sleeve blouse. “Is this good enough?”

“It should be fine, but you need to look in the other room,” Parker said, pulling on a pinstripe shirt to go with his black designer jeans.

“Oh?”

She trotted through the door and smiled at what she found draped over the settee. A deep red cable-knit sweater, a matching scarf, leather gloves, and a fur lined goose-down parka. She’d be warm tonight.

“Now this should keep the glow you started going.” She ran to Parker as he entered the room and gave him a kiss. “When did you get all this?”

“My secret,” he grinned.

Okay, she’d let him keep it. But she was guessing there must be a designer shop in the hotel somewhere, and he’d sneaked off to it while she was asleep.

She spotted a bottle of wine on the table. “You’ve been shopping for more than clothes.”

“It’s for our hosts. It’s considered impolite not to bring a gift when you visit someone’s home in this country.”

Miranda didn’t know how Parker knew that, but she knew he’d never stand for being considered impolite.

“It’s about business,” she reminded him.

“Nonetheless.”

As she pulled on the sweater and donned the luxuriously thick coat, she saw he had something else up his sleeve.

Or rather in his hand. It was a white fur hat with what looked like earmuffs sewed on either side. They were flaps.

“Is that what I think it is?”

“What do you think it is?”

“One of those Russian hats?” She’d seen them on TV occasionally.

“It’s called a ushanka. Would you like to try it?” He held it up.

Ushanka, huh? She’d look like a bunny rabbit in it, though she usually didn’t care about looks.

She glanced out the window. The sky was dark and there was snow on the surrounding rooftops. “What’s the temperature now?”

“Minus ten. Fourteen degrees Fahrenheit.”

“Let me have that.” She’d been living in the sunny South too long.

Watching Parker don the black version of the ushanka he’d bought for himself, she shoved her feet into a pair of knee-high boots and grinned at Parker.

“You look like a Cossack.” Tall, virile, excruciatingly handsome.

“Let’s hope we don’t run into any of those.”

Feeling ready to take on an army of Cossacks, she took Parker’s arm and they went out the door. “Let’s see what kind of magic we can work.”

###

Tatiana’s village was about forty kilometers to the northwest, which translated to about twenty-four miles and a forty-five minute drive.

There was night traffic in the city, but once they got out into the rural area, it was dark and cold. The road was so bumpy and icy, at one point Miranda thought they were going to have to get out an push the Beamer up a hill.

Just when she thought they might be lost, she spotted a brightly lit house at the top of a rise.

A snow-laden rooftop covered a large rectangular structure. Running up to it from the road, a long wooden fence cast long shadows on the glistening snow. It didn’t look very stable.

Somewhere a dog barked.

“Is that it?” she said.

“I believe it is, from Tatiana’s directions.”

There were buildings behind the house. Miranda thought she spotted an animal stirring there. It was a small farm. “She grew up in the country.”

“Apparently so.”

“Let’s go see who’s home.”

There didn’t appear to be a driveway, so Parker pulled the BMW to the side of the road and turned off the engine.

Miranda got out of the car and made her way toward what looked like a gate, glad for the sweater and warm coat against the chilly wind. Not to mention the fur hat.

Their boots crunching on the frozen ground, they found a path covered with footprints.

Assuming it had been recently used, they followed it to what looked like the front door. The old brick and plaster and painted shutters told her this place had been here for centuries.

“Here goes nothing,” she muttered under her breath as Parker knocked.

There was shuffling inside and Miranda had to move from one foot to the other while she waited.

At last the door opened. But no one was there.

Then she looked down and saw a small round faced boy who couldn’t have been more than three.

Little fingers in his curly dark hair, he sucked in a breath of astonishment, his eyes growing round.

“Kozak!” he cried, and ran to the other side of the room.

It was a brightly lit square-shaped space done in yellow with an ancient hardwood floor and no furniture. Some sort of entry room. But even from outside Miranda could smell something delicious in the air, no doubt coming from the kitchen.

Her stomach rumbled.

The next moment a woman appeared in the doorway. She looked to be in her mid-forties. Her hair was short and honey blond, but she had the same attractive face and figure as Tatiana. Obviously a relative. She wore a cream colored sweater and a blue flowered skirt.

“Dimochka,” she chided the boy. Then she hurried over to Parker and Miranda.

“Laskavo prosymo. Come in, please. And get out of the cold. Are you the investigators Tatiana is sending us?”

Relieved the woman could speak English, Miranda nodded. “Yes. From Atlanta. The US,” she added to clarify.

The little boy pulled at the woman’s skirt. “Baba. kozak.”

“Nemaye, Dimochka,” she laughed. “My apologies. I was telling my grandson a fairytale about a Cossack prince. He thought the prince had come to life and was at our door when he saw you.”

Miranda gave Parker a nudge. “I told you you looked like a Cossack in that hat.”

Returning a sly look, Parker removed his hat and extended a hand to their hostess. “Dobryy vechir,” he said. “I’m Wade Parker and this is Miranda Steele.” He handed her the bottle of wine.

Smiling, she took it. “Thank you. Yes, yes. I am Anastasia Pavlova, Tatiana’s sister.”

“Glad to meet you,” Miranda said, taking the woman’s hand and wondering where Parker had learned Ukrainian.

Another woman’s voice echoed from a nearby hallway.

Anastasia answered back in her own language, and an older woman appeared wearing a purple dress in a diamond pattern that reached almost to her ankles. The sleeves of her dark sweater were pushed up to her elbows and a drab blue bandana was wrapped around her hair. The lines in her face and shape of her eyes told Miranda this must be Tatiana’s mother.

In her hands she carried a loaf of freshly baked bread with lovely braiding on the top. It smelled wonderful.

She and her daughter exchanged a few more words, then she handed the bread to Anastasia. Anastasia tucked the wine bottle under her arm and took the bread while her mother put both of her palms on either side of Parker’s face.

“Pasynok,” she said, then struggled with the next words. “Our Tatiana’s stepson. And his wife. Welcome.” She reached for Miranda’s hand, squeezed it and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“We are so happy you are here,” Anastasia explained. “You are family.”

Miranda hadn’t expected this kind of a welcome, but she guessed they were related by marriage.

“We’re glad to be here,” Parker replied. “I hope we can be of help.”

The older woman, beckoned them toward another room.

“Come in,” Anastasia said. “You may leave your coats and boots here.”

Miranda turned to a wall and saw a row of hooks laden with winter coats. Beneath them lay a pile of shoes and goulashes on the floor.

As he reached for her coat, Parker leaned close to her ear. “It’s a custom to remove footwear at the door.”

Good thing she’d wore thick socks.

He hung everything up, pulled off his own boots.

“Come,” Anastasia said. “Let us eat.”


Chapter Five

 

They followed their hostesses down a short hall and into a room filled with chattering people and a table laden with food. The whole space was filled with mouth-watering smells.

The walls were papered with large dark red and blue flowers and hung with religious hangings and family photos. Around the table more than a dozen people were gathered, and they all seemed to be talking at once. Anastasia introduced Tatiana’s father, Pavlo Davydovych, her younger sister, Katerina Pavlova, her brother-in-law, her husband, her daughter and son-in-law, an aunt, an uncle, cousins, and even a few neighbors.

They were an Orthodox family, so there was a prayer, and then the feast began.

As the family continued to chatter away, they passed one exotic concoction after another to their guests. There were large platters filled with cheeses and hams and sausages that must have been Kielbasa. Pan fried potato pancakes with lots of sour cream. Borscht, the traditional beet soup, with more sour cream. Cabbage rolls and dumplings. And a scrumptious buttery herb filled dish Miranda realized must have been Chicken Kiev.

The food was on the bland side for her, but the flavors were so rich and interesting, for once she didn’t care. She just dug in.

Good thing she hadn’t eaten much since they’d left Atlanta.

Wine and vodka flowed with the food. When the eating was done, the party moved to a cozy living room with a big fireplace and a piano. There were folksongs and stories and cheese crepes for dessert. Pavlo even tempted Parker into a chess match, which Parker graciously lost. Probably on purpose, though Miranda hadn’t even known he could play chess.

The gathering was more like a family reunion than a missing persons investigation, and Miranda was beginning to think these folks had just wanted to meet Parker. But soon the extraneous guests began to trickle out, and the remaining core family members grew somber.

Finally, a woman sitting on a bench near the fireplace addressed Parker in broken English. “So you have come here to look for my brother, no?”

She was Katerina, Tatiana’s youngest sister, and she seemed to be in her late thirties.

Like her sisters, she was lovely, though on the thin side. Anastasia had explained earlier Katerina was a teacher at the village school. She was also the artistic one, and had painted some of the pictures on the wall, as well as embroidered numerous traditional costumes for her family and friends.

Which had little to do with finding their brother.

Miranda felt Parker straighten beside her on the small couch where they were sitting across from the family.

“That’s what my father requested,” he said.

“How will you begin?” Anastasia asked.

“With you.”

Anastasia blinked in surprise at the answer.

“We need you to tell us everything you can about your brother,” Miranda added.

Looking uncomfortable, Anastasia rose and reached for the dessert dishes. “I thought Tatiana would have done that.”

The mother, whose name was Anya, began chattering in Ukrainian and waving a hand at Anastasia until she put the dishes down and sat back down, staring at her empty hands.

Parker gave everyone a stern look. “We need you to tell us as much as you can about Sasha, even if it’s unpleasant.”

His remark was met by silence.

Miranda decided to get the conversation started with an easy question. “How old was Sasha the last time he was here?”

“Eighteen,” Anastasia replied. “Tatiana was in nursing school in Kharkiv when he left. She was very upset when she found out he was gone.”

“Understandable,” Parker said. “Do you have a picture of him?”

Anastasia said something to her mother. Anya rose and went to a cupboard in the corner. She returned to the couch with a photo album and began turning the pages, a sad smile on her face.

She took several photos from the pages and handed them to Parker. He spread them out on the coffee table so they could look at them together. Holidays when the family was together. Sasha was maybe six or seven in one, ten or eleven in another. Then came some older school photos.

“He could be a moody young man,” Anastasia said. “He had many deep thoughts he did not share with others.”

Miranda picked up one of Sasha by himself and studied it.

The picture must have been taken in the spring or summer. With his hands behind his back, the dark-haired Sasha stood outside the house with lofty green trees in the background. Tall and big-shouldered he wore no smile on his round face. His skin was leathery. From spending a lot of time working outside, she gathered. His eyes were dark and emotionless.

Miranda wondered what had been going on behind them. “He looks like a healthy young man.”

Anastasia smiled sadly. “He was strong as moose. One time our calf got loose in the garden. He did not have a rope, so he picked it up and carried it back to the barn all by himself.”

That was strong.

Miranda took her phone from her pocket. “Do you mind if I snap a picture of these?”

Anya must have understood what she meant and nodded vigorously.

When Miranda finished, she handed the pictures back to the woman, and she put them away.

“Did you report Sasha’s disappearance to the local police?” Parker asked.

Anastasia shook her head. “He was—how you say? Of age. There was nothing they could do.”

“I don’t suppose he had a cell phone?” Miranda asked, though she could guess the answer.

“No, he never had one.”

No possibility to track him that way. Not even if he’d kept it for fourteen years, which would have been unlikely.

Anastasia took a handkerchief from her pocket and pressed it to her cheek. “We all looked for Sasha a long time. Some of our neighbors even hunted for him with their dogs. But we could never find him. We were brokenhearted. He was our little brother. We loved him very much.”

Anya put her hands to her face. “Sérdeńko.”

“My heart,” Anastasia translated in a whisper.

“I’m so sorry,” Miranda said softly. Then she asked the hard question. “Why do you think Sasha left?”

Again Anastasia looked uncomfortable. “We do not know.”

There was a long pause in the room. Then Pavlo mumbled something, shook his head, rose and went to stand in the corner, hands in his pockets, a brooding expression on his face.

Miranda turned to Anastasia. “What did he say?”

She closed her eyes, obvious pain on her face. “He says it was all his fault.”

“And what does that mean?” Parker’s voice was gentle enough to prompt a reply.

“I had graduated and married. Ilya and I were living here with Mama and Papa. It was the last week of July. That morning I got up and went outside to gather eggs for breakfast, as I usually do. I heard arguing.” She gave her father a sad look then continued. “Papa and Sasha were in the barn fighting. Worse than I ever heard them before. Sasha said he was sick of taking care of the chickens and the cow. He wanted something better.”

“Then what happened?”

“Papa shouted at him. Sasha told him he had had enough. He was leaving home for good. He packed his things, got on his bicycle and rode away. And we never saw him again.”

Miranda watched Anastasia wipe a tear from her cheek. It was a sad story, but she had a feeling there was more to it.

Before she and Parker could dig into that, everyone began to talk at once. Pavlo came out of his corner telling his family his version of the story, but his wife and daughters seemed to have another. At least, that was Miranda’s guess. She couldn’t make out a word, except that there were lots of zhe and sh sounds.

She understood now what Mr. P meant when he said it was hard to understand the family.

They hadn’t learned much more about Sasha than they had from him, though it sounded as if the family members were either blaming or defending one another.

Finally Parker got to his feet and raised his hands. “Please. Everyone calm down. We didn’t mean to cause a disturbance.”

Shaking her head, Anya muttered something.

“She says it is a sensitive matter,” Anastasia explained. “She apologizes.”

“We understand. But I’m afraid we’re not making much progress. Miranda and I will go back to our hotel and discuss the matter. We’ll let you know in the morning if we think we can help.” He bowed to Anya, then to the others. “Thank you for a wonderful dinner. Good night.”

With a nod to Miranda he turned toward the door.

Realizing what he was doing, she got up and followed him into the little entrance room where they’d left their coats.

“Do you think this will work?” she said softly as she pulled on her boots.

He held up her coat and she slipped her arms into it. “It’s our only option.”

They could still hear the family arguing as they put on their ushankas and went out the door.

Halfway to the BMW, they heard Anastasia’s voice. “Wait. Please.”

The door opened again and she came trotting out in a coat and scarf she’d quickly wrapped around her head.

Parker stopped and turned to face her. Miranda did the same.

Anastasia reached for her arm. “I am so sorry for my family.”

“It’s all right,” she said, feeling for the woman. “But what Parker said is true. We can’t do much without more information than what you’ve given us.”

Anastasia gazed up into the dark sky as if she were lost. “I do not know what to say. It is all we know.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. The next move was his call.

She watched him struggle with his frustration a moment. The objective investigator in him won out.

“Did Sasha talk to the neighbors about any plans to leave home?” he asked.

Anastasia nodded. “He knew all the neighbors. He might have told them something, though I’m sure they would have said something to us by now.”

“Did he have any close friends he might have confided in, possibly contacted after he left?”

Anastasia thought a moment. “Sasha wasn’t close to anyone. Oh, wait. He had one good friend. Boris Vladimirovych. He still lives in the village. He works at the gear factory.”

It was too late to talk to any of these people tonight. “Can we see them in the morning?”

Anastasia nodded. “Yes. Come for breakfast. I will take you to see all our neighbors and Boris then.”

Parker shook his head. “We’ll come after breakfast. Eight o’clock.”

“They will have left for work.”

“Seven, then. But no breakfast.” Parker didn’t want to get caught up in another time-consuming food fest.

Since he gave her no option, Anastasia nodded. “Very well. I will see you then. Thank you so much, Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele.”

“You’re welcome.”

They shook hands again and Miranda headed for the car with Parker. “In the meantime,” she called to Anastasia over her shoulder. “Try to think of any remark Sasha might have made about where he might have gone.”

“I will.”

As Anastasia returned to the house, they climbed inside the BMW and turned on the heat.

Parker rolled onto the snowy road.

Miranda looked back at the cozy little country house and wondered if the family was still arguing. “I hate leaving like that.”

“I do, too. But they need time to clear their heads and think.”

She agreed. There was too much emotion in the room. And what they were trying to remember had happened so long ago.

After they’d driven several kilometers in silence, she took out her phone and scrolled to Sasha’s picture again. People weren’t smiling in the photos she’d seen on the walls. Probably the culture. But Sasha’s look seemed deliberately solemn. Resentment?

“A young man leaves a close knit family over a fight with his father and doesn’t return for fourteen years?” Didn’t seem likely.

Parker turned onto a better lighted road where apartment buildings loomed in the distance. “They’re hiding something.”

She looked over at him. “You felt it too?”

“I did.”

“Or something very bad happened to him.”

“Yes.”

“But what?”

“We’ll find out more in the morning.”

She hoped he was right. She didn’t want to go back to Mr. P empty handed.


Chapter Six

 

They woke early the next day and headed out in jeans and Ts under sweaters and coats and their now indispensable fur hats.

They hit a nearby cafe where the rustic interior walls were old brick lined with aged photos of people she didn’t know.

Parker ordered delicious strong coffee and egg dishes surrounded by sausage, mushrooms, pork fat, and minced potatoes with onion and leek.

“We need to find a gym to work out,” Miranda said, taking a bite of the tasty concoction.

Parker sipped the cappuccino he had ordered. “I have a feeling we’ll get enough exercise this morning. We’ll need fortification. I don’t intend to have another meal with the family.”

“You didn’t like the food?”

He narrowed an eye at her. “It was wonderful but distracting. This isn’t a pleasure trip. The family needs to understand that.”

Miranda had a feeling Parker was trying not to get too close to these people.

His relationship with his father was complex. Part of it had to do with the young woman Parker had fallen in love with as a teen. Part of it was because, as Parker had confided to her once, that his father had blamed him for his mother’s death.

But all that was long ago. They’d gotten past the serious issues, hadn’t they?

She might not understand their relationship, but she never interfered. Well, except when she’d bought Parker’s family home.

The bill came and she eyed it upside down. More Cyrillic letters. It made about as much sense to her as it would have right side up.

“Can you read that?”

Parker gave her a sly grin. “Enough to know it’s our ticket.”

“And how did you know the Ukrainian you spoke with the family last night?” He’d communicated a lot better than she had without Anastasia’s help.

“I learned a little from Tatiana.”

“Oh? When?” Surely not since they’d left.

“When you were convalescing a year and a half ago.”

She put down her cup. “You mean Lake Placid?”

He nodded. “After we came home, Tatiana came to check on you nearly every day. You were usually asleep. We got to know each other better and she taught me some phrases.”

Miranda had only vague memories from that time. Some good, some horrific. She’d had no idea Mr. P’s wife had been so concerned. She wondered what those conversations must have been like. “But she never told you about her brother.”

“No, she didn’t.”

Miranda wondered if the woman really wanted their help. But she wouldn’t have asked for it then. Not after what she had gone through in Lake Placid.

They finished their coffee, Parker signed for the bill, and they headed out.

Good thing they’d left early. The rush hour traffic turned the forty-five minute drive to the family’s village into over an hour.

But finally, the snowy rooftop at the top of the hill came into view. Overhead ice-coated tree limbs shimmered across a gray sky. As Miranda got out of the car and started crunching toward the house, she saw movement near the rear structure.

Then she heard mooing.

She gave Parker a nod and took a detour down the snowy path that led to the building in the back. As they neared, the livestock odor grew stronger and became punctuated with the cackle of chickens and the grunt of a pig.

Sure enough, it was a barn.

Inside they found Anastasia in a stall sitting on a stool beside a large cow. The animal wore a bored look while it munched on hay from a nearby bin. It was warmer in the structure, but still chilly enough to see wisps of air coming out of the cow’s nostrils.

Anastasia had on a thick wool coat and a scarf over her pretty honey blonde hair.

Her fingers pulled efficiently on the animal’s underside, the spurts of milk making a rhythmic sound against her bucket.

“Good morning,” she said without looking up.

“Sorry we’re late,” Miranda said. “We got caught in traffic.”

“I am late, too. I apologize. I had to help Mama and am behind in my work.”

“How soon can you be ready?” Parker asked, sounding as if waiting for a client to milk a cow was perfectly normal.

“I must take the milk inside and strain it, then I must—”

A man’s voice came from the back of the barn. “Anastasia. I can do that. Go with the detectives. Give them what they need.” Pavlo appeared around the corner. His rustic coat and hat was as rumpled as his face.

Anastasia’s expression said she didn’t hold out much hope for the prospect of talking to the neighbors. But she got to her feet anyway.

“Very well, Papa. We will talk to the neighbors.” She wiped her hands on a rag then turned to Miranda. “Come.”

They followed her back down the path to the gate.

“We can take our car,” Parker offered as she unlatched the lock.

She shook her head. “It is not far. It is better to walk.”

Okay then.

Once again their boots crunched on the snow as they marched along in silence.

First stop was the house of Boris Vladimirovich. But there was no answer. As Anastasia predicted, Sasha’s old friend had already left for his job.

Instead they headed for the next nearest neighbor. After about half a mile, a little less than a kilometer, Miranda estimated, they reached a two story house of pale gray brick with a blue gambrel roof. It had matching window panes, and it looked like something from an ancient children’s story.

Anastasia opened the decorative gate, also in blue, and led them up a walkway to the rustic looking hewn wood door.

She knocked, and a moment later the door opened and a woman in a flowery dress with her dark hair pulled back in a knot appeared.

She and Anastasia exchanged a greeting in their own language. The woman was animated, waving her hands in the air, pressing them to her face and shaking her head.

Finally their hostess switched into translator mode and introduced her and Parker.

“This is Maria Nazarovna. She has been our neighbor all my life.”

“Good to meet you.” Miranda shook hands with the woman.

Maria Nazarovna stared at her as if she were from outer space and uttered more unintelligible words. Miranda wondered if Parker was getting any of this, but he didn’t respond.

“She is surprised anyone is looking for Sasha after all this time,” Anastasia explained.

A normal reaction.

The woman’s hands were in the air again, beckoning them inside, so they obliged her.

They stepped into a cozy warm entryway with walls covered with flowery blue wall paper, rural landscapes, and family photos. It was a similar layout to Anastasia’s house, but a little more upscale, with a small chandelier in the hallway near a staircase. Pink embossed tiles decorated the ceiling.

There was more chatter between the two women, then Maria helped them removed their coats and boots, and led them through yellow curtains in a doorway that divided one room from another. After traversing a narrow hall, they entered an even cozier kitchen.

Here the air was filled with the smell of coffee and something baking in an old stone oven in the wall.

A man of about fifty sat at an old-fashioned laminate table staring out a window and nursing a large cup of the brew.

He turned as the party entered the room.

“This is Roman, Maria’s husband,” Anastasia said, and then switched to Ukrainian and told him who they were and why they were here.

Miranda could almost make out some of the words now, especially detektyvy, detectives.

With a furrowed brow Roman shook hands then gestured for them to sit down. Parker held out the chair for her, but before she could settle in, Maria was placing cups of coffee and pretty bowls of something red and warm in front of them, and gesturing for them to eat and drink.

Miranda opened her mouth, about to say they’d already had breakfast, but Parker shook his head.

Right. Bad manners not to eat what they give you here, and they couldn’t afford any ill will.

Taking the spoon, Miranda scooped up some of the thick substance and put it in her mouth. It was good, tasting like nuts and wheat.

“I believe this is buckwheat,” Parker said after sampling his portion.

“Yes, we eat it often for breakfast.”

Stirring the food around in the bowl, Miranda got the ball rolling before the woman brought out a side of pork. “We understand you knew Sasha well, sir. What can you tell us about him?”

Anastasia translated the question.

Roman rubbed his face with a hand gnarled from farm work and spoke in a solemn voice.

“Sasha was such a good boy,” Anastasia translated. “He would come over in the afternoons after school to help out sometimes. He said he wanted to get away from his sisters.”

Roman and Anastasia exchanged a nostalgic laugh.

Maria said something and put a hand on Anastasia’s shoulder.

Her cheeks turned pink. “Sasha always wanted a brother.”

Parker swallowed a sip of coffee and steered the conversation back to point. “Help out?”

Roman nodded and spoke again as Anastasia continued to translate. “With the chores. I let him tinker with things in the barn. He was mechanically inclined. He fixed my old tractor a number of times.”

Roman laughed.

“He was strong boy,” Anastasia translated. “He used to lift the tires over his head for fun. I told him he should go to school and become an engineer. He had the mind for it.”

That was interesting. But Sasha’s father wanted him to stay on the farm. With his sisters.

“Did he ever say he’d like to go to school?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” Roman answered through the translation. “He talked of going to university in Kiev. He did well enough on his senior exams in our village school to be accepted. He was saving the money we paid him for the chores to go to school.”

Was that where he’d gone when he left, Miranda wondered. “Where do you think he went?”

Roman looked out the window again. “It was such a sad day. I remember your mother running down the street, crying out to us. ‘Have you seen him? Have you seen my Sasha?’ We had not.”

He’d taken the boy’s leaving hard, so it seemed. But he seemed to be hiding something. He needed more prompting, Miranda decided. “Do you think he went to Kiev?”

Roman turned, looked at his wife, and rose from the table. “I do not know. But that is what we assumed.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. His expression told her he was thinking the same thing she was. These people had no real answers. Only speculation.

They were done here.

“Thank you for your time, sir.”

They shook hands again and left the house, leaving their uneaten buckwheat still on the table.


Chapter Seven

 

The next house was another half kilometer down the road. Once again they trudged over the snow and through a gate.

“Bogdan and Sonia Kushnir live here,” Anastasia said as she studied the plain whitewashed structure that looked about two hundred years old.

She knew from looking at it that the occupants weren’t inside, and so she led them around the back to the barn.

There they found a man in a heavy coat and flat wool cap unloading hay from a wooden cart. A dark brown horse harnessed to it.

Miranda eyed the animal’s thick winter coat and leaned towards Parker’s ear. “They still use horses for transportation here?” she whispered.

“Apparently some do.”

The horse snorted at her, his breath making wisps against the snowy white background.

“Dobroho ranku,” Anastasia called out to the man.

Once again, she made the introductions. Bogdan’s palms were dirty from work, so he nodded instead of shaking hands.

Anastasia turned to Miranda. “What would you like to ask him?”

“We need to know anything he can remember about your brother, Sasha.”

At the name, apparently Bogdan didn’t need translation. He shook his head and muttered, then reached for another bale of hay.

Anastasia let out a sigh. “He does not wish to speak of my brother. Or of that time.”

Well, that was helpful.

Miranda poked at the snow with the toe of her boot. She was about to ask the man if he was complicit in Sasha’s disappearance when a woman appeared in the door of the barn.

She wore a thick dark coat and a colorful knit hat on her head, and she carried a basket of eggs on her arm. She must have just gathered them.

“Are these the detektyvy from America?” She set down the basket and hurried over to shake hands.

Apparently the news of their coming had spread throughout the whole village.

“This is Bogdan’s wife, Sonia,” Anastasia said. “And, yes, this is Wade Parker and Miranda Steele from Atlanta, Georgia.”

“Where Tatiana live now.” Sonia’s accent was thick, but she was understandable. “Anastasia taught me English long time ago. I like to practice,” she explained.

Her husband let out a grunt and tossed another bale of hay into the barn.

Sonia was a thin woman with a narrow jaw and dark, deep-set eyes. But Miranda saw kindness in them. “Would you like come inside house?” she said in a musical voice. “Coffee? Holubtsi? How you say?”

“Cabbage rolls,” Anastasia replied.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Parker said. “But we’re here to work.”

Miranda smiled and nodded. She’d rather stand out here in the snow than try to get down any more food, no matter how tasty it was.

“What can you tell us about Sasha, Mrs. Kushnir?” Parker asked.

“Please, call me Sonia.”

“Sonia, then.”

She looked down at a snowy mound with a sad face. “Ah, dear, dear Sasha. Such a sweet boy. We miss him.”

“What do you remember about him?” Miranda prompted.

Sonia smiled sadly. “So many things. He was quiet. Shy. He liked to read science books. About electronics.”

Miranda gestured down the street where they had come. “Your neighbor said he used to fix his tractor.”

“Yes, he had many talents. He was good with herbs, too.”

“Herbs?” Parker said.

“He learned that skill from our mother,” Anastasia explained.

Sonia nodded. “Yes, Anya has a special gift. She passed it to her son.”

“What do you mean?”

Sonia tapped her cheek with her hand. “How can I explain? I know. One time our little Lena was so very sick. Fever, stomach ache. Very bad. So bad, she could not get out of bed. Sasha went into woods and made medicine for her.”

“Out of herbs, you mean,” Parker said.

Sonia nodded. “Yes.”

Miranda frowned. “What kind of herbs?”

“What is it called in English again? Oh, yes. It is called…bell-a-don-na.” Sonia smiled as if pleased with herself for remembering the word.

Belladonna? That was a toxin.

“The next day Lena was well. We were all so happy. Bogdan told Sasha he should go to university and become a doctor. Sasha said he would like that.”

“Do you think he left to do that?” Parker asked.

Suddenly Sonia’s expression grew sour. “I do not know.”

Miranda looked to Anastasia for an explanation.

Closing her eyes, the woman admitted the truth. “Sasha and Lena were sweethearts.”

Grunting something, Bogdan reached for the horse’s halter.

Anastasia’s look turned even more painful. “Lena was brokenhearted after Sasha left. She believed he would come back for her. She waited a long time. The years went by, but of course he never did.”

Miranda glanced at Parker. His thoughts mirrored her own. This could be a lead.

“Where is Lena now?” he asked.

Sonia seemed surprised at the question. “She is married and living in Paris. She went to the Sorbonne. She was always an artist at heart. Like Katerina.”

Miranda’s heart sank as fast as it had soared. Okay, so Lena wasn’t a good lead. Still, if Sasha liked messing with belladonna, after his fight with his father, he could have wandered out into the neighboring forests and poisoned himself with his herbs.

“Did you look for him in the woods?” Miranda asked.

Sonia nodded vigorously. “Oh, yes. We searched for days and days. But no one ever found him.”

They stood a moment, letting the ominous tone of her words sink in.

Once again, they were getting nowhere.

Echoing her thoughts, Parker extended a hand toward the woman. “Thank you for your time, Sonia, Bogdan. We’ll be in touch with the family if we learn anything.”

“I hope you can tell us what happened to the boy.” Sonia sounded as if she didn’t even think he was still alive.

Miranda gave her a nod. “We do, too.”


Chapter Eight

 

They visited several more neighbors and learned little else.

Any of the younger people who had been friends with Sasha had moved away after he left. They caught Boris Vladimirovich home on his lunch break, but he had nothing to add, except that Sasha had confided to him he wanted to go to the university in Kiev and become a doctor or an engineer.

“It looks like we should start hunting for your brother in Kiev,” Miranda said when they reached the gate of Anastasia’s house again.

Parker nodded. “I concur. From what everyone told us that’s the most likely place he went to after he left home.”

Anastasia’s face was grimmer than ever. “I went to Kiev to search for him after he left. I had a few friends there I thought he might have gone to, but they had not seen him. When the Orange Revolution came, I went to the city again to search for him among the protestors. There were so many people in the square. I did not find him.”

“We’ll try, anyway,” Miranda told her. “Maybe we can find a lead.”

“Tatiana says you are the best investigators in the world.”

Parker smiled. “That’s flattering, but please don’t expect us to work miracles.”

“No, I understand.” She looked away, her gaze following the hills along the horizon.

Miranda had that uneasy feeling she’d had last night. Might as well be blunt. “Anastasia.”

“Yes?”

“I have a feeling you’re not telling us something.”

She did not meet her gaze.

“If there’s anything we should know,” Parker said, “you shouldn’t hold back.”

Anastasia rubbed the arms of her coat with her gloved hands. “It is embarrassing.”

“We’ve heard it all before.”

She looked at Parker, then at Miranda with helplessness in her eyes. And then the words tumbled out. “I did not know about it when it happened. I was only ten. One day when I was asking Mama why Sasha left, she told me.”

Her eyes grew moist.

Miranda touched her arm. “You can tell us.”

“She said—she said it a few years before the end of the Soviet era. Russian soldiers had come to town as they did from time to time. It was never a good idea to be in the streets when they were there, but Mama had gone to do some grocery shopping. She was getting into the car when one of the officers stopped her.”

She put a hand to her mouth.

Miranda felt her stomach twist. “What happened?”

“She could not tell me the details. I do not think she remembered them. She did not want to. One soldier took her by the arms and dragged her into the road behind the stores. She said—they took turns with her.”

Tears began to roll down Anastasia’s face.

Miranda took both her hands and held them tight. “Did she report them to the police?”

“How could she? You did not report Soviet soldiers to the police back then.”

“What did she do?”

“The only thing she could. She came home, cleaned herself up, and went about her work. A few weeks later, she realized she was pregnant. You see, she and Papa never knew if Sasha was his.”

Miranda felt as if this strange world was spinning out of control. She knew what that poor woman felt like. She knew all of the things she must have gone through.

“Papa never blamed Mama. He never stopped loving her. He said it was their lot. There was much rejoicing when Independence came. But he never stopped wondering about Sasha.” She drew in a breath. “And when he got angry with Sasha, he would say he was not his son.”

“Is that what their last argument was about?”

She nodded. “He called him the son of a Soviet pig. Sasha was so hurt, he could not take it anymore. And so he left home.”

Miranda stared at Parker.

His face was hard with anger at the men who had attacked a defenseless woman, but his eyes were filled with compassion for Anastasia and her mother. For the whole family.

They had to find Sasha now. Or do all they could to learn what happened to him.

“It sounds to me like Kiev is our best bet,” Miranda said to him.

Parker nodded. “We can start back and try to see someone at the university.”

“Thank you. Do not tell the family what I have said.”

Miranda squeezed her hand. “We won’t. And we’ll keep in touch.”

“I hope you find something.”

“We intend to.”

And with that, she turned and plodded back through the snow to the car with Parker.


Chapter Nine

 

Miranda was silent on the drive back to the city.

Images of that poor woman being attacked by soldiers raced through her mind and became jumbled with those from her own dreadful past.

The dark street in Chicago. Those rough hands that had pushed her down in the snow and ripped her clothes from her. The awful noises he’d made as he’d assaulted her. That black ski mask bobbing over her face, the dark eyes boring into her as she cringed in pain and terror.

And then that musty basement in Jasper County. The vicious killer she’d faced. The vision of him on the Outer Banks. She’d seen the same lust in his eyes.

And Mackenzie. Did her daughter know who her father was? What was that doing to her?

Parker’s squeeze on her hand brought her out of her thoughts.

She shook herself. “Sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for.”

She could see he was taking the news about Sasha hard, too.

She shook her head in disbelief. “That poor young boy. Not to know who your father is. For the man you thought was your father to suddenly disown you.”

“Pavlo was angry,” Parker reminded her. “Obviously, he didn’t mean what he’d said.”

The father had seemed contrite.

“But Sasha didn’t know that.” She stared at the snowy trees in the distance. “The boy might have gone out into the woods and killed himself with those herbs of his.”

Parker drew in a heavy breath. “I think the neighbors would have found the body.”

“Do you?”

“The whole village was searching for him. They had dogs.”

Animals that knew his scent. Parker was probably right. But if the search party had missed the body, they’d never find him now. After fourteen years, there wouldn’t be much left of it. With the cold winters here, even the bones would be gone.

She thought back to their conversation with the family last night. “He left on a bicycle.”

“And they never found that, either.”

“Good point. But it’s a long way to the city. Maybe someone picked him up.”

“That’s possible. Or he might have ridden his bicycle to a train station.”

“And gone where?”

They fell silent.

Miranda had no idea how safe hitchhiking in Ukraine was back then. If someone had given Sasha a ride, he might have killed the young man and dumped his body in some river. Or he might have taken him into town where he went to a university and became a professor of mechanical engineering or electronics.

Even if the worst case had happened, they had to do what they could to find his body. They had to try to give the family some closure, some peace.

“We’ll assume the more positive scenario,” Parker said, a firmness in his voice.

“That Sasha made it to Kiev and got into the university there?”

“Correct.”

It was the best approach. The professional in her knew that. And so while the woman in her grieved for Sasha and his family, she took out her phone and started a search.

“This is interesting,” she said after a moment.

“What?”

“College is cheap here. According to this site, with a scholarship tuition is only a few thousand dollars a year.”

“Still more than a penniless young man from the village without support from his family could afford.”

“True.”

She did another search, but this time the results made her shoulders sag.

Parker made a turn onto a street with heavier traffic where rustic looking store fronts contrasted with drab apartment high-rises in the distance. “What did you find?”

“They sure like to go to school around here. There are over forty institutes of higher learning in Kiev.”

“My.”

“Which one were the villagers talking about, Parker?”

“It might have been any of them. But let’s start with the most prominent ones.”

It was hard to tell which those were from the websites. “Wait. Where are we?”

“Nearing one of the western-most districts of Kiev.”

“Svyat-o-shyn?” She was certain she’d mangled the pronunciation of the word.

Parker narrowed his eyes at the GPS map. “I believe so. Why?”

“There’s something called the Institute for Problems of Material Sciences not far from here.” At least from what she could tell on the site. “It might be where Sasha went, since it’s the closest one to home.”

“But he wanted to get away from home.”

“I mean it would be the first school he’d hit on his way into the city.”

Parker considered that a moment. “I believe that facility would be a research institute.”

“Really?”

“From the name of it.”

With a grunt, Miranda swept around on her phone some more. “You’re right. You need to be a professor or enrolled in another university. Seems to be a lot of research institutes here, too. History, Botany, Physics, Nuclear Research.”

Letting out a groan, she put her phone in her lap.

And then she thought of Anastasia’s tears and those Soviet soldiers and picked it up again.

After a moment, she said, “Looks like there are several universities near our hotel.”

Parker seemed pleased with that. “A reasonable place to start.”

Especially when you had no idea what you were looking for. They were still about fifteen kilometers away, but it felt good to have a destination.

She sat up, brightening. “Okay. First stop, Boris Grinchenko University.”


Chapter Ten

 

As they neared the city, the sky grew cloudy, as if it might snow soon.

Traffic picked up. They passed red two-decker buses that reminded Miranda of England, long yellow taxi-share vans, and noisy eighteen-wheelers. She couldn’t figure out what the blue buses were for, but one thing was certain. The people of Ukraine loved colorful things. A nice contrast to the plain white-and-beige twenty-story apartment complexes that lined one side of the street for miles.

After squinting at billboards she couldn’t read except for the numbers, Miranda let her gaze wander to the walkways below where men and old hunched over women in heavy coats and babushkas plodded along with bags of groceries in their hands.

They made her think of Anya going into town for groceries all those years ago.

Her stomach pulled as Parker took the loop around—a street whose name she couldn’t read on the GPS—and then the view was more of the same. Bare-branched trees and buses, tall buildings and shivering pedestrians on the snow covered sidewalks.

Finally she saw a street sign she could read. They were on Peremohy Avenue. Wherever that was.

She thought of Anastasia coming to the city to look for her brother years ago.

“Orange Revolution. What was she talking about?”

“It was a series of protests over vote rigging. I believe it would have happened the year after Sasha left home. There were charges of corruption and fraud against the government. It was bloodless, unlike some of the later protests.”

“So Sasha probably didn’t die in the protests. If he was there. But wasn’t there some turmoil a few years ago?” She vaguely remembered hearing something about it on the news.

Parker nodded. “As I recall, it wasn’t as bloodless. This country has had a long and turbulent history over the past twelve hundred years. Revolutions and wars, invasions, occupations. Much destruction, much rebuilding.”

She wondered how Parker knew all those facts. “Sasha could have gotten involved in something like that, if he had a political bent.”

“Yes.” There was doubt in Parker’s voice.

“But we have nothing to indicate that.”

“No, we don’t.”

They were stabbing in the dark. Not a good practice. She needed to channel some of Parker’s famous patience.

After another twenty minutes, the buildings grew taller. These structures were better taken care of, as well as set closer to the road. Occasionally they were broken up by shops with colorful roofs lining the streets.

Soon, they were in the middle of a busy intersection surrounded by a myriad of variously shaped glass and stone buildings that reminded her of downtown Buckhead.

Parker made a sharp angled turn, and the landscape changed again.

Suddenly they were surrounded by gorgeous European architecture from the nineteenth century. There were fanciful windows with gothic arches, iron balcony railings, decorative accents on facades, and ornate entryways that seemed to lead to mysterious and beautiful places.

Parker turned down a side road and stopped the car near a lovely pale peach-colored building with symmetrical white concrete trim and flourishes around its stately windows and cornices.

“This is Boris Grinchenko University, I take it?”

“It is.”

She’d only known that because they were in a parking space. “What do we do now?”

“It might be possible to find the registrar’s office.”

“You think they could have a record of Sasha?”

“If he was a student here.”

A big if, but they could ask. “Okay. Let’s see if we can find someone to help us.”

Parker got out and came around to open the door for her. A gentlemen’s habit she could never break him of, even on a case.

“As it’s a university,” he said, “I expect most people on the staff will speak English.”

“I hope you’re right.”

They trudged over the sidewalk and up the white steps that had been cleared of snow, and Parker held the large arched doorway open for her. They stepped inside to a wide hall with whitewashed walls and a dark polished floor.

The place smelled old, and the air was warm and dry, prompting them to remove their fur hats.

Miranda looked up at a huge old-fashioned clock in a recessed area opposite the entryway. It told her it was just before one. Everything was dead still.

This wasn’t an administrative building.

“Classes must be in session,” she said under her breath.

Parker nodded. “Let’s go this way.”

He turned left and headed down the hall under a barrel-vaulted ceiling, where tall arched windows were spaced along one side, overlooking the lane where they’d parked. Tall arched doors stood along the opposite side.

Elegant bronze numbers beside each door told her nothing about what was taking place inside. One-Twelve. One-Fourteen. One-Sixteen. Beneath each set of numbers was a slot for a card. Each card had neatly typed Cyrillic lettering. No clue there.

Suddenly a bell rang, the doors opened in unison, and hordes of youthful students spilled noisily out into the hall, jabbering in unintelligible words.

Miranda held onto Parker so as not to get pushed over by the crowd. “What do we do now?”

“Let’s find a teacher.”

She fought her way upstream toward one of the doors, and when the last few students had exited, she stepped inside.

It was a large room.

Blue chairs were tucked under rows of modern-looking table-like desks placed at an angle. Light poured in from the far wall where windows were hung with elegant peach-colored drapery that would have been more suited to a hotel room instead of a university classroom.

A huge map of Ukraine was spread across the back wall. An equally large world map covered the front wall.

At the desk stood a short roundish man in a herring bone coat with a well trimmed beard and glasses, pecking at a laptop.

Geography professor? Or maybe he trained travel agents.

He looked up and started when he saw her and Parker standing there. Ukrainian words tumbled out of his mouth in a low threatening tone.

Must be saying he was calling Security.

Parker moved toward the man with a casual gait. “Dobryy den’. I’m so sorry to disturb you, sir. Do you happen to speak English?”

Still flustered, the man stroked his tie. “English? Why, of course. What is it you want? You are not students.”

Too old for that.

“We’re private investigators from America,” Miranda said, getting straight to the point.

The man looked more shocked than if she’d said they were spirits from another world come to take him away.

“Private investigators? From America? Is this a joke one of my students is playing on me?”

“Unfortunately, I’m afraid it’s no joke,” Parker told him. “We’re looking for a young man who disappeared a few years ago. We have reason to believe he might have come to Kiev and enrolled in a university.”

Looking bewildered, the professor pushed his glasses up his nose and plopped down into a chair. “The university? How many years ago?”

“About fourteen, as far as we know.”

“That is a long time ago.”

“Yes, we know.”

He rubbed his beard. “He would have to go through admissions. We have a strict enrollment process. Certifications, examinations.”

“We understand he did well in his exams in his village,” Miranda offered.

“He is Ukrainian, then? We have students from all over the world.”

“Yes, he’s from a village about forty kilometers to the northwest.”

The teacher nodded and gazed up at one of his maps, as if he could find the boy there.

Miranda pulled out her phone and held the photo of Sasha out to the man. “This is a picture of him about the time he went missing.”

The professor looked at it, then shook his head. “He looks the same as most other students I teach. They become a blur after a while. Besides, I have been teaching here only five years."

Okay, then. She stuffed her phone back in her pocket.

The professor reached for his laptop. “You should try the Admissions office.”

Parker gave him his most patient smile. “Can you direct us there?”

“Of course.” He hopped up from his chair, went to the window, and pointed. “It’s that building with the white columns. Second floor.”

Graciously Parker nodded. “Thank you for your help.”

And they turned to go.

Miranda didn’t bother giving the professor a card.

He couldn’t have known Sasha.


Chapter Eleven

 

Back outside they passed scores of jeans-and-boot clad students hurrying off to the next class. With backpacks slung over thick coats, they navigated their way through the snowy paths.

Ordinarily Miranda would have stopped to question them, but these kids had probably been four or five when Sasha left home.

Repressing the feelings of futility coursing through her, she marched with Parker over the curving walkway and up the steps to the portico with the white ionic columns.

Once more Parker held the door open for her and they stepped inside. They located a creaky elevator, took it to the second floor, and found a directory on the wall.

Of course, it was in Cyrillic.

“Let’s see if this works.” Parker took out his phone, held it up to the sign and tapped a button.

“What are you doing? Playing with some app?”

“Excellent,” Parker murmured, and with a cagey grin, he showed her his screen.

Miranda was stunned. The app had magically translated the words into English.

Readable English.

“That is way cool.” Then she frowned as she recalled all the facts he’d spouted off in the car about Ukrainian history. “When did you do all this homework?”

His lip turned up. “I did some research last night after you went to bed.”

Sneaky as ever, but right now, she was glad for it. She looked at the phone again. “Here it is. Registrar, Lolita Kuzmivna.”

“I’d say she might be able to help us. Room Two-Twenty.”

Lolita, huh? “Let’s hope so.”

The rooms were numbered haphazardly, and it took a while, but at last they located the door marked Two-Twenty. As old-fashioned looking as the building, it had a pane of frosted glass.

Miranda rapped on it. When she heard a voice within, she opened it.

She’d expected a counter with gatekeepers, but instead she found a slender woman in her mid-thirties sitting at a polished oak desk, staring at her computer screen through dark rimmed glasses.

She was dressed in a severe black suit with a bright orange scarf around her neck for color. Her auburn hair was pulled back at the nape of her neck, and though her makeup was perfect, she wore no jewelry. The name Lolita didn’t seem to fit, but maybe people here thought of that name differently.

Behind her were polished paneled walls and a bookshelf with several heavy volumes.

She removed her glasses and looked up at her guests. For a brief moment, her dark eyes widened with the typical first reaction to Parker’s good looks, then she uttered a string of unintelligible syllables.

“Tak,” Parker said to her.

He must have learned the phrase Lolita had spoken from that research last night.

“I assume you speak English?” he asked.

She nodded regally and gestured to two bright blue chairs in front of her desk. “Why yes, come in. Are you looking to register an international student?”

“Not exactly,” Miranda said.

“Oh?” Her demeanor turned defensive.

Parker gave her his million dollar smile. “Ms. Kuzmivna, we’re so sorry to disturb you. We’re looking for someone who may have been a student here some time ago.”

Back rigid, she sat up, looking as wary as if Parker were a KGB agent from the past. “What is this in regard to?”

“Fourteen years ago, a young man from a village in the northwest went missing. We think he may have come here in an attempt to enter your university.”

Carefully the woman studied Parker, then Miranda. “And what is your interest in this student?”

“We’re private investigators,” Parker explained. “We were hired by his family.”

Lolita looked like she didn’t buy it. “Your accent is not English. Are you American?”

“Yes. We’re from Atlanta, Georgia.”

She drew in a stunned breath. “Why would a Ukrainian family hire investigators from there?”

“We’re related.”

Her back grew even more rigid and she studied them again. With a grim expression, she shook her head. “I am not sure I can give you what you are looking for.”

Miranda’s patience was fading. “All we need to know is whether a young man of eighteen registered for classes here fourteen years ago. His name is Sasha Pavlovych.”

Lolita frowned and turned to her computer. “That is not an uncommon name. Can you tell me anything else about him?”

“He was interested in engines and electronics. He may have wanted to become a doctor.”

Abruptly the woman stopped typing as if she had just come to herself. “Did he have the requisite papers from his secondary school? Did he have his certifications?”

Miranda glanced at Parker and saw the same distress on his face she was feeling. “We don’t know.”

Lolita’s lips pursed in a grim expression. The woman seemed incapable of a smile. “We have a strict screening process here. It is unlikely a young man with no paperwork to demonstrate his academic achievements would have been accepted.”

“Could he have audited a course?” Parker suggested.

She shook her head. “Not without the exams and certifications.”

Miranda’s shoulders sank. “Couldn’t you just—”

“You should try Taras Shevchenko. They are a little more lenient in their entrance requirements. I am sorry I cannot help you.”

And she turned back to her computer and her own work.


Chapter Twelve

 

“We should have asked Anastasia if Sasha requested his records from school.”

“I’m sending her a text to that effect,” Parker said.

They were back on the street in the BMW, stopped at a light. The light changed, Parker put his phone away, and they continued on their way to the next university, passing more old European style buildings, including an embassy and a museum.

Miranda pulled out her phone and did some research. “Taras Shevchenko University is known as KNU. It was founded in 1834 and ranks in the top five hundred universities in the world.”

“Impressive.”

“Yeah. It’s the third oldest university in Ukraine and is named for a renowned poet. But they offer degrees in Mechanics and Mathematics, something called ‘High Technology,’ and Biology and Medicine.”

“All things Sasha seems to have been interested in at the time.”

Maybe they’d get lucky there. Then she read further. “They have about thirty-thousand students.” She sighed aloud. “The needle in the haystack theme continues.”

“Let’s see what we can discover at the registrar’s office.”

They neared a corner and Miranda spotted a structure so gorgeous, it took her breath. Three stories of red stone laden with elaborate white statuary, pale yellow columns, and fanciful balconies. A grand turret sat center stage with more artistry and ornamentation, as if the architect had been obsessed with his own creativity. And all of it was topped with a pretty mansard roof.

“What is that place?”

Parker gazed up, studying it. “That is the Sirotkin House. It is quite lovely.”

“And gaudy.” Though she couldn’t help admire it.

“It was owned by a wealthy local family until the early nineteen hundreds when they had to sell it due to financial hardship. It exchanged hands several times, and finally was purchased by a hotel chain. I tried to book a room for us there, but the renovations aren’t finished.”

Only Parker could sound so matter-of-fact about booking a room in a magnificent palace like that. “More of that research, huh?”

“So to speak.” He turned the corner and his cell buzzed. At the next light, Parker took out his phone again and scowled down at it. “Anastasia says no one ever told them Sasha had requested his school records. She will have Katerina ask.”

“That’s right Katerina’s a teacher there, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“She would have known if his records had been requested, wouldn’t she? Someone would have told her.”

“Let’s wait and see what Anastasia finds out.” He put the phone away again.

Miranda felt as if their best lead was slipping away. She reached for the dash and turned up the heat.

“Chilly?” Parker asked, knowing the answer already.

She pointed at the numbers. “It’s minus seven degrees.”

“That’s about twenty degrees Fahrenheit.”

“Excuse me. It’s a heat wave.” She rubbed her arms.

They both knew it was the frustration that was making her cold.

They went down a few more blocks, soaking up more of the decorative façades.

As the GPS told them they were nearing their destination, they passed a large building painted bright blue, then an orange one. Finally they reached a huge blood-red building with austere columns that seemed to reach to the cloudy sky.

Parker pulled into a diagonal spot across from the building. Before them lay a large park with a tall statue at the end of a walkway.

“This is it?”

“This is Taras Shevchenko University.”

“Is that who that statue is?”

Parker peered through the windshield at the tall iron colored structure. “I believe so.”

No time for sightseeing, though.

They got out and Miranda pulled her coat and hat around her tight as she crossed the busy street with Parker. They dodged the ice on the patterned sidewalk and headed for the massive red columns.

Inside was another large classic hall, with more columns. Unintelligible signs were everywhere, but with a little more finagling with Parker’s translation app, they found their way through the maze of corridors.

Soon they were on the third floor sitting in the office of one Eduard Rebrov.

The office was spacious and filled with furnishings in a light colored wood, along with lots of books and framed diplomas on the wall.

Which Miranda couldn’t read.

Rebrov had a triangular shaped face—a broad forehead tapering down to a narrow pointed chin. His nose was long and pointed, as well, his brows thick and dark. His large head was covered with wavy gray hair, and as he regarded them eagerly with round dark eyes, he reminded Miranda of a bird of prey.

He wore an enthusiastic smile that hadn’t relaxed since they’d come through the door. Obligatory for his role of ushering students into the school, she supposed.

“So is it your son or your daughter who will be matriculating next year?” he said with a bit of British in his Ukrainian accent.

“Neither,” Miranda said. “We don’t have any children.”

He blinked, his grin growing wider. “Do one of you wish to attend the university?” He seemed to relish that idea.

She gave Parker an impatient glance. The man hadn’t been listening when they’d introduced themselves.

She cleared her throat. “As Mr. Parker told you a moment ago, we’re private investigators. We’re looking for a missing young man.”

Now he got it. Finally the smile disappeared and Rebrov sat back in his chair, his birdlike eyes even wider. “Missing? As in kidnapped?”

“We don’t know. All we know is that he left home and wanted to study in Kiev.”

Rebrov put a finger under his nose and thought a moment. “Do you know his name?”

“Sasha Pavlovych.”

“That’s a common name.” He glanced at his computer screen as if he were suddenly afraid of it. “He was a student here at KNU?”

“We’re assuming that,” Parker told him.

“If so, we would have a copy of his passport on file.”

“Passport?” Miranda asked. “He was Ukrainian.”

“All Ukrainians are required to have a passport as verification of citizenship. It is for identification. Like your American social security card.”

Miranda raised her brows. She didn’t realize Sasha would have one of those.

“A few years ago, the government went to biometric passports, so it’s more difficult to fake an ID. If the young man updated his recently, it would be very easy to find in our records. How long ago did he attend KNU?”

“If he registered, it might have been as long as fourteen years ago.”

Rebrov’s shoulders sank. “Biometric passports weren’t available fourteen years ago. I might not be able to go that far back in our records. We purge them every few years. Space considerations. We have over thirty-thousand students here.”

The haystack had just quadrupled, but Miranda was starting to get used to it.

“The young man wanted to become a doctor or an engineer,” she said. “Would that narrow it down?”

“Possibly. What secondary school did the boy attend?”

Parker told him the name of the village and Rebrov got to work on his computer. After a few minutes he shook his head. “I’m not finding anything from that school for a Sasha Pavlovych. No certifications or interview records.”

“What if he didn’t have his school records?” Miranda said. “Couldn’t he have been admitted without them? The registrar at Boris Grinchenko told us you were more lenient in your entrance requirements.”

That made Rebrov chuckle. “I am afraid he was giving you the brush.”

Huh? Oh. “You mean brushing us off?”

Looking a little embarrassed at his mistake, Rebrov nodded. “Yes. Entrance requirements are fairly standardized. Every institute of higher learning requires documents from previous schools.” He raised his palms in a helpless expression. “How else would we determine if the applicant was qualified?”

Miranda sat forward in her chair. “You never make an exception? For someone who was exceptionally bright?”

“This young man was bright?”

“As far as we can tell. He made good marks in school.”

Just then Parker’s phone buzzed. He took it out of his pocket and thumbed the text. His face grew dark. “Sasha’s sister has just confirmed he never requested his records from the village school.”

Rebrov’s thin lips grew even thinner as he shook his head. “I am so sorry. In that case, I am not able to help you.”


Chapter Thirteen

 

In silence they climbed back in the car and drove around the ornate streets with its unreadable signs.

Finally Miranda let out a sigh of defeat. “So Sasha didn’t go to school in Kiev.”

“And apparently nowhere else.”

Saved them from going from institution to institution. But where were they going to go instead?

“What do we do now, Parker?”

The scenario of Sasha being picked up on the road started to run through her mind again.

“We need to think about what he did do.”

She forced herself out of her doldrums. “Okay. He had an ID, his passport.” She tapped her gloved fingers on her lap. “Can’t you hack into a database and track that?”

Parker had brought his laptop. It was back in their hotel room.

“Track him through the passport? If he got in trouble since he left home and has a criminal record, I suppose. But I don’t think hacking is something I’d want to risk here.”

“Yeah, you’re right. The jails around here might not be too friendly.” She rubbed her temples but her brain didn’t want to work.

“I think we need fuel,” Parker said.

Miranda glanced at the clock on the dash. It was past two-thirty. “I guess it’s been a long time since our two breakfasts.”

“One and a half. You didn’t finish your bowl of buckwheat.”

“You didn’t either.”

They drove through more rows of pretty buildings and finally reached a shopping area dotted with a few lofty modern skyscrapers. A little farther down were more rows of tall apartment buildings.

Parker made another turn, and they finally they found a spot that met with his approval.

Miranda couldn’t even read the name of the place, but inside were marble tabletops, elegant rose-colored overstuffed chairs, photos of flowers in golden frames, and low lighting from the glittery sconces on the walls.

Nice.

She didn’t know how Parker deciphered the menu—even with the help of an accommodating waiter who spoke English—but he did. And after a while the waiter returned and set two large plates in front of them.

She inhaled the mouth-watering aroma as she eyed the bed of yellow rice ladled with delicate slices of meat and smothered in a rich brown sauce.

It looked luscious.

She picked up her knife and fork, cut into it, took a bite.

Mmm. It wasn’t very spicy, although there were some green chilies, but it was as rich as Parker himself. She could taste nutmeg and cardamom and black pepper, and other exotic spices she couldn’t identify.

“Is this lamb?” she said after she’d paused for a sip of the wonderful black coffee.

Working on his own plate, Parker studied her with a tender smile. “It’s the chef’s version of Mutton Mandi. I thought you’d enjoy it.”

Mutton Mandi. She’d never heard of it, but she had a new favorite.

“Yum.” She raised her fork to him and put another bite in her mouth, tasting the snap of a chili this time. Delicious.

Even in a strange land five-thousand miles from home, Parker liked to spoil her. His pampering used to make her wary. Now she just enjoyed it. She could finally admit how much she loved this man, and it didn’t scare her a bit.

She dug into the dish and relished every bite. It was a nice break, but her mind kept going back to their case. And the hopelessness of it.

She finished the food and sat back willing answers to come. They didn’t.

Parker pushed his plate away and the waiter came and cleared the dishes. He offered a tempting assortment of desserts, but they opted for more coffee.

Miranda felt like her brain was back in order, so she straightened her shoulders. “Okay, let’s think back to the day Sasha left home. Let’s assume he wants to go to school and hasn’t decided not to send for his records yet. After the fight with his father in the morning, he leaves on his bicycle. If he rides straight to Kiev, how long does it take him?”

Parker poured a bit of cream into his coffee from a tiny silver pitcher. “Several hours at least.”

“So he gets here by noon, let’s say. What does he do first?”

Parker went for the obvious. “He would be hungry.”

“Good point.” A big boy, used to hearty meals at home. After pedaling all that way, it made sense. “He has the money he saved for school, but he has to be careful with it. So he goes to some restaurant that’s not too expensive.”

Parker guessed where she was going. “It isn’t likely the staff at a restaurant would remember him.”

“Unless he frequented the place after that.”

Parker sipped his coffee. “Perhaps. And if we’re thinking very optimistically, perhaps still does.”

Optimistic wasn’t the theme of this hunt, but she’d go with it. “All right. Where does he spend his first night?”

“A youth hostel, most likely.”

Miranda nodded. Anastasia had confirmed he hadn’t stayed with friends here. “Somewhere cheap.”

“Probably.”

“Somewhere near one of the universities maybe?”

Parker considered that a moment, then shook his head. “Those units would probably be already occupied by students.”

“Right.” She took out her phone and scrolled around. “Here’s one for five bucks a night. It’s in the area.”

She handed him her phone and Parker studied the map.

“What do you think?”

He handed the phone back. “It’s worth checking out.”

But his expression told her he didn’t think they’d be that lucky.

Miranda didn’t think so, either. They were back to the needle in the haystack scenario, but they had to do something. It wasn’t like Sasha was going to walk up and introduce himself to them.

She downed the rest of her coffee and got to her feet. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Fourteen

 

The woman who went by the name Irina Voloshyna stood at the edge of the cage, watching the two newest fighters in her mixed martial arts club.

The smaller fighter had the larger one on the ground. Straddling his opponent, he was striking at his face with his fists.

He was slow. The one on the bottom blocked each strike, then grabbed for an appendage, attempting to get an arm bar.

They were weak.

“Hit him!” she screamed. “I want to hear bones crack. I want to see blood.”

The larger man grabbed the opponent’s arm, rolled over with it, producing the desired arm bar. Grimacing in pain, the smaller one tapped.

Irina turned away in disgust.

This was not good enough for any future event, let alone to be sent to America. Those prospects had to be more than tough. They had to be able to crush any adversary and ground him to powder.

She had to prove she could produce such specimens.

The men she dealt with day to day thought she could not handle running the operation of the club she had inherited from her brother several years ago. They were wrong. She would prove it. She would show them what a smart woman could do. She was as ruthless as any of them.

Across the floor of the gym she caught sight of Sergei, her right-hand man. He was watching her, derision in his eyes.

He gave her a signal.

She nodded toward the hallway and exited the gym. A moment later she walked into her office with Sergei behind her.

She loved this office that used to belong to her brother, with its hand carved paneling and rich black-and-gold fern patterns everywhere. It exuded power. Intimidation. Money.

A young man cowered in the one of the antique red-and-black guest chairs. Struck speechless, he scrambled to his feet and stared at her with large helpless eyes.

“Sit down.”

She waved a dismissive hand and moved to the mahogany desk in the center of the room, ran her hand over its intricate gold inlay. Her brother’s desk. He had reigned from here. Now she did the same.

She surveyed the things on the desk. Paper, pens, a razor sharp letter opener, her laptop.

She sat, pressing her back into the tufted black leather of the high back chair. It made her feel like a Tsarina.

Ignoring the others, she eyed the intricate carvings of the antique what-not case in the corner. Inside on the glass shelves sat dolls from her childhood. The dark-haired Delphine with her fair porcelain face and her lacy dress. The beautiful blond princess in her white ermine coat and hat. Her collection of matryoshka, the Russian nesting dolls in so many colors. Gifts from her father.

She pressed a button on her phone and music filled the room.

Tchaikovsky. Waltz of the Flowers. Her favorite.

She drank in the lush notes of the harp in the introduction, and then the gentle horns. The tune reminded her of growing up in Moscow in their palace house, the rooms filled with beautiful paintings and gold everywhere. She was her father’s favorite. He gave her everything she wanted. He was gone now, but she would honor his memory.

She would be like him.

With an irritated sigh, she turned off the music and studied the young man in the chair. He was small and weak looking. There was desperation in his eyes. His clothes were worn and dirty. She could smell him across the desk.

Her anger rising, she curled a lip at Sergei. “Is this the best you can do?”

Sergei folded his arms across his huge chest and fixed her with a dark gaze. “It is not as easy as it used to be, Irina.”

She watched the muscles of Sergei’s huge body flex and felt a hunger stir inside her. They had been lovers once, but she had ended it when she was put in charge. She could not let him think he controlled her.

She narrowed an eye at the boy in the chair. “Too skinny,” she said.

Sergei shrugged as if he were discussing the weather. “They are thin these days. They do not get enough to eat.”

Did he not hear her? “We cannot afford to wait until he is fattened up.”

Sergei strolled over to her bookshelf and picked up one of the Ukrainian Easter eggs she kept on display there. He knew the gesture annoyed her.

Irina refused to respond to it.

“He is good with math,” he said pretending to study the egg’s intricate design. “We need such a skill to replace the one we lost.”

The one who had betrayed them. “Does he have a degree?”

Sergei smirked. The answer was obvious. “He wants one.”

Irina narrowed her eyes at him. She was sick of this incompetence, sick of Sergei’s attitude.

“He has potential,” he said, putting the egg down again.

Did Sergei think he was putting one over on her? She would not be fooled. She would not stand for insubordination.

She raised her arm and brought her fist down on her desk with a slam. “Rejected. Get him out of here.”

Sergei picked the young man up by the collar.

Suddenly the boy found his tongue. “I can do well. I can work. I will do anything. Please let me work for you.”

Irina bared her teeth. “Go!”

With a sigh of disgust, Sergei started out the door, dragging the boy with him.

“Let Kostia take him back where he came from. I need to talk to you.”

Sergei left and returned a few moments later.

“What do you want to see me about, Irina?”

“You know what about. The matter at the river.”

“The police have not found a body. It is winter. They won’t find it now.”

She rose and paced to the window, staring out at the roof of the neighboring building.

The police. Once her family was the police. During the Soviet regime, they had power. They could do as they pleased, but that was all changed now. Now the police were her enemy. They were after her. They suspected what was going on here in the club and wanted to stop it. Self-righteous pigs. She had her suspicious, too. She was sure one of her trainers was an undercover officer, but she did not know which one. She could not trust anyone.

“What about his motorcycle?”

“I told you. I destroyed it.”

She spun around and glared at Sergei. “And what about my flash drive?”

He winced, as if surprised by her question. “I told you. It went into the river with him.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am sure. It is gone. He is gone.”

She picked up the letter opener from the desk and pointed it at him. “If you are lying to me, Sergei.”

“I am not lying. How could I lie to my comrade?”

After waving the letter opener a little more, she put it down. “Look for it again. And get me a better prospect.”

She could see disapproval in his eyes as she sat.

But he gave her an obsequious bow. “Yes, Irina.”

And with no more to say, he left.


Chapter Fifteen

 

The streets near the area of the third cheap youth hostel Miranda had found on her phone had lost their charm.

No old-world European architecture here. There was nothing but shops and rows and rows of plain gray apartment buildings.

How many people were living in them? Miranda wondered as she stared up at the morass of windows. Thousands. Was Sasha Pavlovych among them? How were they ever going to find him among the masses?

Parker made a U-turn, drove another kilometer or two, and finally pulled into a tree-lined side street. The bare branches cast strange shadows against a building whose lower floor was covered with graffiti. It seemed a little more sinister than the other two hostels they’d already visited, but not by much.

They found the entrance and stepped onto the dark linoleum floor of a small reception area that reminded Miranda a little of the Bates Hotel.

There was a bell on a chipped counter, but before Miranda could ring it, a pale young man in a heavy olive green sweater appeared from the back. He had thin dark hair, cut short, and was sporting the beginnings of a matching beard.

Holding what looked like a bottle of some soft drink in his hand, he sneered at them as if irritated they had interrupted his nap. Then he rattled off a string of Ukrainian that sounded like cuss words. Friendly guy.

“Excuse me,” Parker said to him in his most ingratiating tone. “Do you speak English?”

The young man seemed insulted. “Of course. I speak very good the English. But that does not change the policy.”

“Which policy?”

“The one I just told you. No couples. We take only single occupants.”

Parker smiled patiently. “We’re not looking for a room.”

The young man set down his drink and wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his sweater. “Then why are you here? That is all we offer.”

“We’re private investigators and we’re looking for a missing person.”

His dark brows shot up into his forehead, his attitude turning to interest. “Private investigators? For sure?”

“Absolutely.”

“Can you help us?” Miranda took out her phone and showed him the photo of Sasha. “Has this person ever rented a room here?”

He cocked his head one way, then the other as he studied the picture. Then he shrugged. “He looks like dozens of dudes who have stayed here.”

“This photo is fourteen years old,” Parker said.

“For sure? How old is this dude you are looking for, man?”

This clerk must have learned his English from American pop movies.

“Thirty-two,” Parker said darkly.

The attendant took a sip from his bottle and made a face as if it were too sour. The sour attitude was back, too. “He will not be here, then. We have mostly students.”

Even at this distance from the universities. “Anyone who’s not a student?” Miranda asked.

The clerk lifted his palms. “As long as they can pay. I go to university, too. I work only afternoon shift.”

Parker tried a different tack. “Do you have anyone on staff who’s been here a good while?”

“Fourteen years, you mean?” He laughed. “No. I am sorry, man. They hire only students.”

Miranda wasn’t giving up. She leaned over the counter. “Don’t you keep records on your guests?”

“Of course, but we do not keep them so long.”

“Could you look anyway? The man’s name is Sasha Pavlovych.”

With a scowl, the surly clerk went to an ancient-looking computer and pecked at the keys. After a few minutes he shook his head. “We only go back one year. No Sasha Pavlovych stayed here since last February.”

Miranda looked at Parker.

He shook his head.

Yeah, she agreed. They weren’t going to get any more out of this guy.

“Thank you for your time,” Parker told the clerk.

They started for the door.

Miranda turned back a moment. “Oh, and I hope you’re not majoring in hospitality services.”


Chapter Sixteen

 

Back out on the street the wind was turning bitter.

With a grunt, Miranda shoved her hands in her pockets and stared at the passing traffic.

“It was a good try,” Parker said gently. “We might be getting close to something that will give us a clue.”

He was humoring her.

“Sasha was young, strong, and had a bit of money,” she said. “That wouldn’t last, so if he didn’t go to school, he’d need to find work.”

“True.”

“He could repair a tractor. Maybe he got a job in a mechanic shop.”

Her mind racing, she started down the sidewalk, looking at displays in the nearby shop windows as if she could find answers there, though she couldn’t read their signs.

She passed a store with sofas and mattresses, a bridal shop, a shop with bassinets and baby things on display. Sasha could be married with kids by now.

She crossed a side street.

A few feet down was a bus stop where two men stood smoking. She trotted over to them, took out her phone, and showed them Sasha’s picture, but they only shook their heads and looked annoyed.

“We need an aging software for this photo,” she grumbled as she moved on.

Parker caught up to her. “I don’t think this is a good way to find a mechanic shop.”

He was right. She was just blowing off steam.

She was about to turn back when she reached the corner and caught sight of a colorful awning over a store window. Through the glass she saw books on display.

She pointed at it. “Bookstore?”

“Apparently.”

“With his interests, Sasha might have frequented a bookstore.”

“He might have.” Parker didn’t sound convinced.

“Let’s try it.” It was another long shot, but she headed for the entrance anyway.

“Very well.” Parker reached for the door and opened it for her.

Inside the smell of coffee and books greeted them, along with a shiny polished floor, and rows and rows of volumes attractively displayed on light colored shelves.

What in the world was she looking for? Though she was surrounded by titles, Miranda couldn’t read a single one.

This must be how it felt to be illiterate. Not very comfortable.

The store was smallish, and several customers in heavy coats were milling about, giving it a crowded feel. So what was the plan?

She didn’t have one.

Straightening her shoulders Miranda picked an aisle and made her way down it.

First, she encountered flat coffee table books placed face out on the shelves. The covers featured monuments and state building. Travel books, she guessed. They probably had pictures, but she didn’t think Sasha would be interested in them.

At the end of the aisle a man in a heavy gray coat and a ushanka was browsing. He studied a row of thick books with black spines embossed in gold. Before Miranda could reach him, he stepped around the corner.

Covers of the books he’d been looking at were on display along the top shelf. Each one had a knight drawing a sword or a hooded dude with a bow and arrow. Fantasy fan.

Probably not Sasha’s taste, from what they knew of him.

She followed Parker into the next aisle where he went to town with his translation app. “This section is obviously cookbooks,” he said quietly under his breath.

Miranda eyed the photos of soups and desserts on the covers. “I can tell you’ve had training.”

He gave her a grimace.

She peaked around the end of the aisle and spotted a corner with brightly colored storybooks. It held a small table and chairs, and had cartoons painted on the walls. The children’s section.

A dark-haired woman stood with her back to Miranda, holding a little boy’s hand as he pointed at the books he liked, chattering to her in Ukrainian.

Miranda smiled. Would this woman know Sasha? Was this his wife and child? One way to find out.

She started for the woman, determined to get answers from her.

Suddenly someone stepped out from a side aisle, and she nearly bumped into him.

He was a tall thin man in a bright blue sweater. Wisps of thin curly gray hair sprang up from his head and over his ears. Friendly looking, he wore gold-rimmed glasses and a kind smile.

He looked like he worked here.

“May I help you?” he said in perfect English.

Guess it was pretty obvious they weren’t from around here. Here we go again, she thought, bracing herself for another failure.

“Dobryy den’,” she said, tentatively trying out the phrase she’d picked up from Parker.

He grinned at her poor pronunciation.

Ignoring the reaction, Miranda pointed toward the woman and little boy. “Do you know those people? Are they regular customers?”

The friendly look turned to a scowl. “Why do you want to know about them?”

Parker came up behind her and cleared his throat.

She caught his signal. She wasn’t doing this right. She started over. “I’m sorry, sir. My name is Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker. We’re private investigators from the Parker Agency in Atlanta.”

Now the man’s brow creased with surprise, but he extended a hand. “Good to know you. I am Misha Bondaruk, owner of this humble shop. Pardon me, but I cannot imagine what you might be investigating in a bookstore.” He glanced back at the woman and boy. “Or whom.”

Guess it did seem odd. “We’re looking for a young man who went missing some time ago,” she explained. “He wanted to go to school here. We’re wondering if he might have frequented your shop then or any time since.”

“Many students come into my shop.”

“We have a photo of him.” Once more, she took out her cell and scrolled to the picture.

Misha took the phone, studied the image, turned it one way, then the other. Then he just stared at it in disbelief. Was that recognition on his face?

With a strange smile, he rubbed his cheek with his long fingers. “My word. Is that Sasha Pavlovych?”

Miranda’s heart nearly stopped.

She looked at Parker. He seemed just as stunned.

“The young man’s name is indeed Sasha Pavlovych,” he said.

“Sasha used to come into this store often. He loved books.”

“So his family and neighbors told us.” Miranda’s heart was beating hard. She couldn’t believe someone had finally recognized the photo.

“It was about a year before the Orange Revolution,” Misha continued. “Fourteen years ago or so. This picture must have been taken back then.”

Parker nodded. “Before Sasha left home.”

“His favorite was the science section, over there.” With a nostalgic look, Misha pointed to a few aisles beyond where they stood.

Miranda never would have found it.

“I befriended him. University life can be stressful. At times students come in here needing someone to talk to. I listen, drink coffee with them, give them my opinion on things. I think of myself as something of a counselor to them.”

And Sasha must have needed that badly. “But Sasha wasn’t a student.”

“No. He was from a village in the northwest. He had run away from home.”

“Sounds like you got to know him well.”

“We had several long conversations about life, philosophy, science. We had him over to dinner a few times. My wife and I. She’s a researcher at KNU in the Biology Department. Sasha was very interested in her work. We tried to help him get into the school. He wanted to go so badly.”

“But he didn’t go.”

Frowning, Misha shook his head. “No. Not as far as I know. He refused to request his records from his secondary school. He said his family would find out where he was if he did. He did not want them coming after him. Something very bad happened between him and his father, but he never told me what.”

The bookstore owner had understood the young man well. “We were hired by the family to find him.”

Misha seemed confused by that. “After all this time?”

Better late than never, Miranda thought. But she didn’t think that would be the right thing to say. “What happened to Sasha?”

With a last tender look at the photo, Misha handed the phone back to Miranda. “I am not sure. He was living in a youth hostel for a while. It was not a good place. Noisy, full of people who steal from you. But it was all he could afford. He was about to run out of money. My wife and I were considering taking him in. I offered him a job here in the store.”

“What happened?”

Misha raise his palms. “He stopped coming in.”

Parker’s expression turned grim. “You don’t know what happened to him?”

“No. After he did not return for several weeks, I tried to contact him at the hostel, but he was no longer there.”

Miranda’s heart started to sink to the polished floor. “Do you think he met with foul play?”

“I do not think so. We would have heard something about it.”

“Where do you think he went, then?”

Misha’s face grew very sad. “He might have gone to the streets. It is what I suspect.”

Her heart sank even lower. “You mean he became homeless?”

“That is what my wife and I assumed. I tried to find him a few times, but could not.”

“Where did you look?” Parker asked.

“Near the train station. Homeless congregate there. Charities often have food trucks for them.”

“Do they live near the train station?”

“Some do. They are very bad places, where the homeless live.”

The idea broke her heart. “He might have gone to a shelter.”

“He might have. I checked there.” He didn’t have to say Sasha wasn’t there. “Many of the young folk are too proud to go to a shelter. They get addicted to drink or to glue or some such substance. Then they refuse help.”

It sounded so bleak. If that was what had happened to Sasha, the odds that he was still alive were slim.

“Thank you for your help, Misha.” Miranda dug a business card out of her pocket and handed it to him. “If you think of anything else, or if Sasha happens to show up out of the blue, give us a call.”

Misha took the card and looked down at it, sadness in his eyes. “I hope you can find him.”

“We do, too.”

They left the store and returned to the BMW.

Feeling numb, Miranda slid into the seat and waited for Parker to come around and get in.

They sat in silence for a long moment, processing what they’d just learned.

Miranda didn’t want to accept the worst case scenario. “Just because Misha didn’t find him,” she said, “doesn’t mean Sasha didn’t go to a homeless shelter. How many of those do they have here?”

“Offhand, I can’t say.”

She reached for her phone. “We should make a list and go to each one.” Though that sounded a lot like their visits to the youth hostels.

Parker squinted up at the darkening sky through the windshield. “I suppose so, but he may still be on the streets if he’s alive. If we’re going to look for him outside, we’re losing light.”

“Okay. We’ll try the direct approach.” She consulted the map on her phone. “The Kiev-Pas-something railway station is about five kilometers away. We can try there first.” She held the screen out to him.

Parker studied it a moment, then nodded. “It’s as good a plan as any.”

“Okay, then. It’s something.”

“It is.”

But as Parker started the car and pulled out into traffic, Miranda could tell he was losing hope.

She didn’t blame him.


Chapter Seventeen

 

Streetlamps were twinkling to life as they headed south through another section of old buildings, these a little less elaborate than the ones near the university.

They turned onto a bridge and Miranda squinted through the windshield. Up ahead she spotted a huge building with a modern gothic-like arc at its center.

“I think that’s it.” Though the signs told her nothing.

“It is,” Parker said. “There’s the food truck.”

As they rolled into the parking area, Miranda got a better look.

In a far corner of the crowded lot, a dozen or so people in thick coats and woolen hats were gathered around a man scooping food from a large kettle into Styrofoam bowls.

Other folks were hurrying past them, carrying bags and cursing at the loiterers who got in their way. At the station’s entrance buses and taxis were lined up, dropping people off.

They found a spot to park, got out, and headed for the truck.

As they neared it, Miranda could smell the Ukrainian fare the man was feeding to the crowd. Steam from the kettle and his mouth made wisps in the air as he barked out unintelligible orders to the recipients. Before long, they began to shuffle away, and by the time Miranda and Parker reached the spot, the group had all but dispersed.

There were only one or two left still eating the soup—or whatever it was—near a high concrete wall.

One of them, a young man in jeans and a long beige jacket, spotted them.

Looking very frightened, he dropped his bowl and headed into a snowy alleyway where several minivans were parked.

Parker leaned close and murmured. “Let’s follow him.”

“Good idea.”

Picking up their pace, they started for the alleyway. But as they reached it, the young man disappeared behind one of the minivans.

“There he is,” Parker said as he reappeared at the opposite end of the passage.

“He’s up to something.”

They hurried past the minivans and along the lane where spiked fences guarded the rear of utility buildings. At the far end of the fence, the young man slipped through an iron gate. They followed him through it, and ended up in an uneven field that opened into a wide area between a cluster of tall ancient-looking apartment houses.

The sun was setting and the temperature dropping. It was almost too dark to see, but they pressed on.

The young man reached a low hill near the building at the far end of the cluster. They hurried toward him, hoping he wouldn’t see them.

Suddenly he bent down and disappeared into some sort of opening.

Huffing over the snow, Miranda followed Parker to the spot.

Parker stared down at the foundation below the brick exterior of the ten-story apartment building. “It looks like an opening to the basement.”

Miranda eyed the rough concrete and the square shaped access with a rusted iron handle. “It’s an entrance meant for utility workers. Is that where he’s living? Under this building?”

“Only one way to find out.” Parker bent down and tugged at the door until it gave way. “Shall we?”

Her stomach tightened at the prospect of climbing in there, but she nodded.

Parker crouched down and ducked inside. Miranda followed him through the small cavity. Inside they straightened and found themselves in darkness.

“What now?” Miranda whispered.

Parker didn’t answer.

The boy might be somewhere in the shadows. But as her eyes grew accustomed to the dark, she spotted a patch of light up ahead. It was moving.

Parker gestured toward it. She nodded, and they began to follow the light.

The air was stale in here, the concrete floor was damp. Water pipes ran along the walls at their heads. Debris crunched under their feet as they went.

It was a little like something out of a horror movie. The scene where the audience shouts at the screen, “Don’t go in there!”

After what seemed like an hour, they reached a section where the wall nearly met a large horizontal pipe, forming a narrow gap. At first Miranda didn’t think they could even get into the space, but somehow they managed to squeeze through it. On the other side they found another jagged corridor.

The young man was nowhere in sight, but they kept going, picking their way through the rubble.

Miranda’s nerves were on edge. She didn’t want to get lost in some underground maze on the other side of the world. But the only alternative was to give up the search for Sasha.

They turned a corner and found themselves in a more open space. At the far end of it a well worn wooden door stood open a few inches.

Light streamed into the space from the opening, hiding the crevices to the right of it. Peering through the crack, Miranda saw more pipes and debris on the floor on the other side.

Was the open door a trap?

They’d have to take the chance. She gave Parker a nod and cautiously moved forward.


Chapter Eighteen

 

The walls were damp with condensation here. And the water pipes were thicker. No doubt part of the infrastructure for the many apartments overhead.

Miranda was almost to the open door when she caught a glimpse of movement in the shadows.

She turned just in time to see a dark shape hurtling straight for her head. Looked like a three-inch lead pipe. Unattached to the structure. With an arm swinging it.

Somebody had been hiding in wait for them.

From the corner of her eye, she saw another shadowy shape going for Parker. Nothing she could do about that.

Just before it reached her head, she grabbed hold of the wrist holding the pipe. She went with the momentum, and down they both went. The makeshift weapon crashed against the concrete, shot from its bearer’s hand, and clattered across the floor.

Miranda shoved her attacker onto the floor and laid an arm across his throat, threatening to choke him.

He began jabbering at her in Ukrainian.

“English, please,” she growled, unleashing her pent-up frustration at the language barrier.

A pair of frightened brown eyes blinked at her. “Amerykanets?”

“Amerykanets detektyvy,” she sneered.

“Detektyvy?” He looked as if he had seen a movie star.

He was just a boy. Miranda studied the long narrow face topped by a head of curly brown hair. His wool cap had fallen off in the scuffle. “What’s your name?”

“Mark.”

“Well, Mark, my name is Miranda Steele and this is Wade Parker.”

“Do not make us leave. It is cold outside.” The words came from Parker’s attacker.

She looked up and saw Parker on his feet, with the young man bent over in an arm lock.

“If you promise not to assault us again,” Parker said in a stern fatherly voice, “we’ll let you go.”

Beneath her, Mark shivered. “Are you with the police? Do not report us. Please.”

Miranda let out a sigh of disgust, let the guy up, and brushed off her coat. “We’re not with the police and we’re not interested in causing you any trouble. We’re looking for a young man who left home some time ago.”

Though he wouldn’t be as young as these two. Not anymore.

“His family hired us to find him,” she added.

Mark blinked at his companion as if that were a strange concept. “Who is he?”

“His name is Sasha Pavlovych. We have a photo.” Once more she took out her phone and scrolled to the picture.

Mark squinted at the picture then shook his head. “I have not seen him. Nanta?”

Miranda held her phone out to the other boy, who was a little chunkier and had managed to keep his cap on his head.

His thick brows drew together, then he too, shook his head. “We do not know him. The others might.”

“Shut up, Nanta,” the boy named Mark told him.

Mark held his hands up in defense. “The detektyvy will not make us leave. They just said so.”

Miranda shot Parker a shocked glance. “There are others here?”

“Yes. Several of us.”

“Shut up, Nanta,” Mark said again.

“It’s all right,” Parker assured them. “We mean you no harm. We’d simply like to speak to your friends.”

Mark gave him a helpless shrug. “Okay. Follow me.”

He led them through the half open door, then down another short labyrinth of passages lined with water pipes until they could hear voices.

As they approached, foul odors hit Miranda’s nose. The smell of spoiled food and unwashed bodies. Along with some medicinal smell she couldn’t identify. She thought about what Misha had told them about glue and drugs. And then Mark opened another door, and she understood why.

About six young people, were lying about on dingy mattresses along one wall. They looked to range in age from late teens to early twenties. No one over twenty-five.

A makeshift stove stood along the opposite wall. A paint chipped table with a cooking device and a cord running up to where they’d tapped into the electrical system. Dirty pots and bottles crowded the tabletop, looking and smelling very unappetizing. A few bare light bulbs hung from a string, also borrowing from the electrical system.

The dank warmth in the room told her it housed the heating system for the apartments above. Probably the sewage system, too.

“These are American detectives,” Mark said with excitement. “They are looking for a missing person and want to talk to all of you.”

“It is not me,” someone said from the floor, slurring the words. “No one would look for me.”

“Me, either.”

The kids on the floor blinked and squinted up at them as if in a daze. They were high.

Parker gave Miranda a wary look. “Let me show them the photo.”

“Sure.” She was tired of doing that, anyway.

He took the phone and held it out to the residents, making sure none of them touched it. “Have any of you seen this young man?”

Sleepily they nodded this way and that, but nobody flashed a sign of recognition.

“He left home fourteen years ago. This picture was taken then.”

“Oh,” said the heavyset boy named Nanta. “He is an old man, then.”

The others laughed.

“He would be thirty-two,” Parker said.

One of the young men lifted a lazy shoulder. “I do not know anyone of that age.”

“Let me see it again,” said the only girl in the group.

She looked like she couldn’t be older than seventeen. She wore dirty jeans, a glittery jacket, and had dark stringy hair. She made Miranda think of Mackenzie. This is how her daughter might have ended up if the Chathams hadn’t taken her in. The thought made her wish she could do something for these poor kids.

“Do you know him, Vika?” Mark said to her.

The girl named Vika sank back on her mattress. “No. I thought I might, but I also do not know anyone of that age. None of us do.”

A low voice came from behind a blanket in the opposite corner. “You lie.”

One of the boys pulled the cover back. “What are you saying, Stas?”

On a mattress away from the rest of the group lay an older man. He had a chunky frame and was clad in a faded plaid shirt and rumpled pants. His hair and beard were long and stringy. He wore an expression of deep weariness, but he managed a scowl for the boy who had pulled back the curtain.

“You know what I am saying. I am over thirty. I have been here before all of you.”

This man’s story must have been even sadder than the others, but he was Sasha’s age.

Miranda took her phone from Parker and marched across the floor, crunching through wrappers and empty cans and plastic bottles.

She held the screen in front of Stas’s face. “Do you know Sasha Pavlovych?”

Stas squinted at the photo for several long minutes. “He was a big boy.”

“He was. His family says he was very strong.”

“Then the recruiters probably got him.” Stas laid back down and pulled the blanket shut.

“Recruiters?” Miranda turned around and stared at the group.

No one answered.

“Recruiters for what?” she demanded.

Still no one said a word. They were afraid of something.

Clearing his throat, Parker took five crisp ten-euro notes out of his pocket. The equivalent of about sixty bucks.

Suddenly every eye turned to him, riveted.

He thumbed the corner of the bills. “We’re willing to pay for information. If it’s accurate.”

The boy named Lex jumped up and snatched the bills out of his hand. “There are men who come from a local club. Tough men, but they are always dressed up in suits and drive nice cars. We call them the recruiters.”

Nanta bobbed his head in agreement. “I thought you were one of them, but they never have a woman with them.” He tried to take one of the bills from Lex, but Lex pulled them away.

Parker gave both the boys a threatening look.

“They look for people to train,” Lex continued. “When they find them, they take them away and we never see them again.”

Were they onto something? Miranda turned to Mark. “Is that so?”

He nodded. “I have seen them, too. But I never talked to them.”

“What do they train them for?” She could imagine. For the sex trade. Her skin bristled.

Mark put his hands in his pockets. “I do not know.”

Had he escaped some fate even worse than the one he was in? She felt sorry for the boy. For all of them. “They didn’t try to recruit you?”

Lex giggled. “They would not take Mark. He is too skinny.”

“Skinny?”

“They want big guys. Strong guys.”

Didn’t sound right for a sex slave. They’d want someone they could easily dominate for that.

Lex rolled his eyes. “It is for the fighting.”

Miranda frowned. “Fighting? Like the army?”

Lex laughed again. “You Americans are so stupid.”

With a quick move, Parker snatched the bills out of his hand. “I’m not paying for insults.”

“Okay, okay. I apologize. We will tell you everything.” He eyed the bills as if they were candy.

“Go ahead. What kind of fighting?”

“All kinds.”

“It is mixed martial arts,” Lex blurted out. “It is a club.”

Miranda blinked at Parker. An MMA club? “Where is this place?”

“Near city center.”

“And what’s the name of it?”

Mark waved a hand in warning. “Do not listen. He is lying.”

Lex gave him a shove. “I am not.”

Mark shoved him back. “You do not know that is where they take the boys.”

“I do. I heard Dan talking to one of them. He promised him he could make him a great fighter. A winner. Maybe if he was really good he could go to America and fight on the television. The man said he would be rich.”

This might be a story hatched by whatever they were smoking down here. Still, it would be worth checking out just to see if the place was real.

“What’s the name of this club?” Miranda asked again.

Now Mark looked panicked. “Do not tell her, Lex. They will come and kill us if you do.”

“We won’t tell anyone where we got the information,” Parker assured them.

Lex held up his fists. “If you do, we will find you and kill you in your sleep.”

From the mattress Nanta smirked. “You will not have to, Lex. Someone from the club will do that for us.”

They all laughed.

What kind of an MMA club was this?

Parker held up the bills. “One more time. The name?”

“It is called Udar,” Mark said.

“Udar?” Sounded like something to do with a cow.

He nodded vigorously. “In English it means ‘Punch’.”

That was enough. They could find it.

Parker gave her a knowing glance. “Thank you for your honesty,” he said to the boys.

And then he tossed the bills up in the air and let them fall.

While the young people scrambled for them, he and Miranda hurried back through the labyrinth and out into the fresh air.


Chapter Nineteen

 

Miranda pulled the car door shut with a thud. “That was disturbing.”

Parker’s look was grim as he climbed in behind the wheel. “Remind me to make a donation to one of the local homeless shelters.”

“I will.” And she’d make one herself.

He began to drive away from the crowded train station.

It had started to snow, and the flakes against the windshield, washed away by the steady swish of the wipers, made the streetlights blur overhead. Traffic was heavy now. Everyone in Kiev was heading home. Those who had homes.

And even in this beautiful city with its ancient streets and golden copulas, she knew only too well that a cozy home life was never a given.

She’d been there, but she’d been lucky. She’d survived. And thanks to the man beside her, she’d found a life with purpose.

Reaching across the seat she squeezed Parker’s hand.

He squeezed back. “Feeling sentimental?”

“I just want you to know how much I love you. And appreciate you.”

Her words made him smile. “I love you, too. You know you’re everything to me.”

“Yeah, I do.” She wanted to go back to the hotel, order champagne and strawberries, crawl into bed, and make love to him all night long.

But they had work to do.

Instead she peered out the window. “Are we going to try to find that club?”

“Do you have a better idea?”

Their source of information wasn’t exactly reliable, but they had no other leads.

“Nope.” She let Parker’s hand go and dutifully reached for her phone. After swiping around for a while, she found an address. “Here it is. Udar. About five kilometers to the northeast.” She couldn’t read the names of the streets.

At the next light, Parker punched the address into the GPS.

They drove back toward the main part of the city, past the endless apartment buildings until the architecture took on the Old-World charm again.

After a while they reached an area with bars and restaurants. City dwellers bundled in warm coats and hats hurried along the sidewalks, heading for an evening out.

Craning her neck, Miranda scanned the signs, trying to make them out. Finally she spotted one with a sketch of a fighting cage and the letters U-D-A-R scrawled over it in an angry font that was supposed to be intimidating.

The place was real.

“There it is. Sure enough, it’s an MMA gym.”

Parker slowed as they drove past. “I don’t see anything unusual from the outside.”

“Looks like an ordinary training gym to me.” A lot like the ones she used to frequent in the States before she met Parker, only a bit nicer. Probably a pricey one.

There were no available parking spots along the street near the club, so they drove around the block. Twice. Then they tried farther down. Finally they found a spot in a dark little side street where iron bars guarded the lower windows of a neoclassical style building.

Miranda could see graffiti scribbled on a nearby wall. At least she thought it was graffiti. Kinda hard to tell with the Cyrillic alphabet.

Parker turned off the car. Instead of getting out, Miranda tapped a fist on her knee.

“What is it?” Parker turned to her with a knowing expression.

“Doesn’t it seem unusual for a mixed martial arts club to recruit homeless kids?”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“A club like that makes money from paying customers. Repeat customers.”

“Perhaps it’s a charitable endeavor. To give young homeless boys legitimate work.”

“Or illegitimate work.”

Parker’s look turned dark. “That thought also crossed my mind. But from the outside the club looks genuine.”

That didn’t prove anything. And if there was something fishy going on, they had no idea what they would be up against inside Udar. “Maybe we shouldn’t ask about Sasha right away.”

His brow rose. “What do you propose instead?”

“Let’s just go in and look around. Act like we’re interested in training.”

“Ask for a tour of the establishment?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Maybe talk to a few customers. Get a feel for the place.” Then she scowled. “They’re going to know we’re American as soon as we set foot inside.”

“Most likely.”

“And they’ll ask questions.”

“Most assuredly.”

She stared out the window at the streetlamp in the next block. “How about this? We can say I’m an American amateur wannabe looking to pick up some techniques to add an edge to my fights. You can be my manager.”

His gray eyes glowed in the low light. “I love the way your mind works.”

She grinned. “I’ll need a name.”

“Any ideas?” Parker seemed to be enjoying this.

“Hmm.” MMA nicknames for women fighters ranged from Rowdy to Preacher’s Daughter to Cupcake. She thought of one of her favorite expressions. “How about Peachy?”

“Peaches,” he corrected with a smile.

She cringed at the sound of it, but nodded. “Sounds good. Let’s see what we can learn.”

“Very well, Peaches. I hope you’ll enjoy my training schedule.”

With a smirk, she got out of the car and started down the sidewalk.


Chapter Twenty

 

The brisk walk to Udar in the cold night air had Miranda’s blood pumping by the time they reached the front door.

They could be close. To what, she had no idea, but if those boys living under the apartment building were telling the truth, they just might find Sasha here.

Parker opened the glass door, and she stepped inside to a gleaming reception counter. Behind the counter, a shimmering curve of white Plexiglas displayed the Udar logo and other slogans in Cyrillic.

A young woman in a white blouse and an equally white smile sat at the desk.

As they entered, she greeted them with a string of gibberish that had to be a sales pitch. The only word Miranda recognized was “Udar.”

“Good evening.” Parker removed his hat and gave her a hesitant smile, pretending to feel awkward. “We were in the area and decided to drop in.”

The woman’s smile widened, and her teeth seemed to sparkle as much as the backdrop. “Ah, Americans, no?"

“Yes, yes,” he chuckled, as if embarrassed she’d realized his nationality so quickly. “That’s where we’re from.”

“How may we be of service to you?” she sing-songed.

“It’s really about my protégée, here.” He gestured toward Miranda. “We’re looking for somewhere she can train while we’re in town.”

Miranda gave her a hopeful grin. “We’d like to look around your facility, see what you have to offer.”

“If we may,” Parker added.

“Of course. I will call someone to escort you.” As she started to rise, a man came around the curve of the wall.

He was a tree trunk. Six-four, ultra bulky, and at least two-hundred pounds. Muscles bulged from the tight knit of his dark gray T-shirt. Blending with the Udar logo on his chest, tattoos graced his biceps, forearms, and the side of his neck. His hair was cut short on the side with a smattering of tight red curls across the top, and he sported a bit of facial hair. His eyes were dark and menacing.

“Oh, Sergei,” the receptionist sang out. “There you are. We have guests from America. They are interested in training.”

He smiled at them as if they were long lost friends and extended a hand. “Welcome to Udar. My name is Sergei Chumak. America? A long way to come.”

Miranda shook with the man, relieved he didn’t break her fingers in his huge grip.

Undaunted, Parker gave the hand a hearty shake. “Actually, we’re vacationing here. I’m Wade Parker and this is Miranda Steele.”

They wouldn’t recognize their real names.

With his dark gaze, Sergei scrutinized first Miranda, then Parker. “An unusual time for a vacation. Most tourists come in the spring or the summer.”

Parker continued to smile. “It was the only time we could get away.”

“I see.”

Miranda noticed a glint of suspicion in Sergei’s eye. Suppressing a sudden rush of nerves, she straightened her shoulders and did her best Ronda Rousey impression. “Well, Sergei, I’m known around the American circuits as Peaches.”

His thick brows rose. “Peaches?”

“That’s right. Wanna make something of it?” She raised her fists.

Parker cleared his throat. “Down, girl. We’re wondering if we can see your facility.”

With an amused glance at Miranda, the big man nodded. “Most certainly. Come with me.”

Parker shot Miranda a don’t-overdo-it look as they followed Sergei around the curve of the wall and into a well-lit, wide open space. High above was a huge glass dome ceiling where you could see the stars.

Down below, the area was filled with a sea of treadmills, recumbent bikes, and weight machines. About a dozen customers were working out, two-thirds of them women. All dressed in a colorful array of tank tops and slim-fitting yoga pants and gym shorts. Most of them wore ear buds, and ignored each other.

Miranda squinted at the faces of the men. None of them looked like Sasha, but they were far away.

Sergei spread an arm in a grand gesture. “This is our general fitness area. We have cardiovascular and strength training. Our equipment is top of line.”

Miranda put a finger to her chin. “That’s cool, but we’re more interested in your mixed martial arts training. You do have that, don’t you?”

“We do. It is upstairs.” He led them up a tall set of shiny wide aluminum steps. As they ascended, Sergei went into salesman mode. “We offer state-of-art equipment and best coaching. Many classes, too. kickboxing, Brazilian jiu jitsu, and MMA. Our trainers will push you to the limit.”

Something about Sergei’s condescending tone irked her, but for now Miranda ignored it. They had to get some information out of this guy.

Here goes nothing, she thought. “I do some amateur fighting.”

“That is right. Peaches. What is your specialty?”

“Muay Thai.”

She’d taken to the techniques of punches and kicks when she was first learning self defense. But her real specialty was a mixed bag of dirty street tricks and whatever worked at the moment. On top of that, the Parker Agency had taught her discipline.

“I’m looking for something unusual to add to my arsenal.”

“Ah, perhaps Sambo.”

“That would be different.”

They had reached the huge open area on the second floor.

Here the air was full of the sweat and grunts of men working out. In one corner a rhythmic whipping sound came from a muscled Titan who was doing power waves with battle ropes. Near the ropes, three big behemoths were pounding away in a forest of sleek black heavy bags hung from iron scaffolding. In the opposite corner, another group of big dudes were working with a trainer on the mats, practicing their stances and jabs.

Miranda strolled over to them and studied the faces. In her mind, she tried to age Sasha’s picture. None of them looked like a match.

“I guess you train mostly locals?” she said, looking for a tell in his reply.

Sergei shifted his weight. “Most of our students are locals, yes.”

He might be hiding something. She couldn’t be sure. “Some of them become famous, don’t they?”

He chuckled. “Some of our students go on to professional careers. I’m not sure if I would call them famous. Is that what you are looking for, Ms. Steele? Fame?”

“Maybe. You mentioned Sambo?” she said quickly to change the subject.

“A combat sport developed in the nineteen-twenties by the Red Army.”

She’d heard of it. It was a particularly vicious style of fighting. “I might be interested in that.”

“Our Sambo trainer is not on the premises right now. He will be in tomorrow. Can you come back?”

“Would you like to come back tomorrow?” Parker gave her a long look.

Did they need to? They certainly hadn’t learned much of anything so far. And keeping up this ruse was risky. What if those homeless boys had made up a story just for the money? They hadn’t seen anyone in suits. If this place was legit, coming back would be a waste of time.

Sergei gave them another one of his ingratiating smiles. “How long will you be in Kiev?”

“We’re not sure yet,” Parker said. “But I wonder if you have a complimentary pass you can offer us as a trial.”

“Of course. Wait here.” With a polite bow, Sergei turned, strolled across the floor, and disappeared into a rear hallway at the back.

As soon as he was out of sight, Miranda whispered to Parker, “Does that guy give you a creepy feeling?”

“He does have an ominous edge, but that doesn’t necessarily prove what we were told tonight.”

He was right. They needed more for that. “Let’s split up and question the patrons.”

“I was about to suggest the same thing.”

Miranda did a turn and caught sight of a full-sized octagon cage in gleaming black. Several large men were stationed around the enclosure watching a couple of guys in a practice bout, and shouting instructions to them.

“Wow,” she said under her breath. “This place is the real deal.”

Parker gave her shoulder a squeeze. “See what you can find out there. I’ll take that area.”

“Okay.”

And with his suave stroll, Parker headed off toward the battle rope section.

Miranda took off her coat, slipped it over her arm, and sidled up to the side of the cage where a man stood watching the action.

He looked maybe twenty-five. Too young to be Sasha, but had he been recruited from the streets? Maybe he’d met Sasha here.

He gave her a glance from the corner of his eye, but didn’t acknowledge her presence.

As the two fighters danced around the ring jabbing at the air, she eyed him carefully.

Dull brown curls peeked out from a knit cap. Dark blue T-shirt and dark gray sweat pants garbed a well conditioned body. He had the cauliflower ears typical of fighters. He had to know something about the inner workings of this place.

She donned a friendly air. “Hi there. What’s your name?”

He turned to her as if he didn’t like being interrupted. His eyes were as dull as his clothes and he wore the I-dare-you-to-hit-me air of a cocky amateur. “Why do you want to know that?”

“Just being friendly. Hey, you speak English.”

“Most do here. I do not like the language.” He turned his attention back to the fight.

One of the fighters was in blue board-shorts, the other in black. The one in black seemed to be chasing the one in blue.

“You come here a lot?”

“Be quiet.”

“Just making small talk. Are you a fighter? I am. Or at least, I’m trying to be.”

He didn’t reply.

Black Shorts got in a kick to the thigh, eliciting a few cheers from the onlookers.

“How long have you been training?”

“A good while,” he said, as if he hoped the answer would make her go away.

“Are you from around here? How did you hear about Udar?”

“You are a very nosey American.”

“Hey, I’m just trying to find out if this is a good place to train.”

He turned to face her, eyes narrowed. “If I were you, I would not come back here.”

A chill went down her spine. Something about the way he said it made her think he meant more than just because she’d lose a bout.

Blue Shorts shot out a punch and missed. Black Shorts took his opponent down to the ground and started pounding on him.

Everyone shouted cheers and instructions.

Suddenly a woman appeared at the far side of the cage. In a tight black rash guard with the Udar logo and black leggings, she started yelling louder than anyone else. She looked like she was about to climb into the cage with the fighters.

The only other female in the place, she was of average height, but thin and muscular. Her long straight black hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she had sharp angular features. Her thin lips were colored with blood red lipstick, and even from this distance Miranda could see rage in her dark eyes.

She screamed at the fighters at the top of her lungs.

“Who is that?” Miranda said to her unwilling companion.

He let out a sneer. “That is Irina Voloshyna. She is the manager. She is very intense.”

That was an understatement. “She runs this place?”

“That is what I said.”

That woman was in charge of this club? Was she a criminal or just a hothead? Hard to tell.

She was just about to ask her good buddy what else he thought of her, when the woman turned her head and caught sight of Miranda across the cage.

Irina’s gaze locked on her in a long sharp glare that made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

At the same time Miranda’s blood started to boil in a deep-seated rage. She didn’t have any logical reason to feel that way. Not yet. There was no evidence of anything.

But she did.

In fact, for an instant she wanted to pull the woman into the ring and pound the daylights out of her.

Just then, Blue Shorts wrapped his legs around Black Shorts’ neck and began to squeeze. Black Shorts struggled to his feet, dragging Blue Shorts with him, upside down. He got his bearings and slammed Blue Shorts down to the mat.

Blue Shorts tapped out and the crowd erupted in a loud hubub.

At that moment Miranda spotted Parker and Sergei across the floor making their way toward her. Good time to make a break for it.

Without saying goodbye to the friendly dude, she trotted up to them.

“We’re very impressed with your facility,” Parker was saying as she reached his side.

Sergei gave them both more of his salesman smile. “I am happy to hear that. Will we see you tomorrow?”

“Most likely.”

Sergei handed Miranda two tickets. “These are two three-day passes. Feel free to come when you can. Our Sambo trainer is here from ten to five.”

“Thanks. Looking forward to it.” Miranda looked down at the tickets.

With them was a brochure. A card with the Udar logo was stapled to it, but the text was in Cyrillic.

“Thank you for your help. Good evening.” With that, Parker put a hand on the small of Miranda’s back and led her to the stairs.

They descended quickly, donned their coats, said good-night to the smiling receptionist, and stepped outside.

“I was able to take a peek down one of the halls,” Parker murmured in her ear as they hurried away from the place.

“What did you find?”

“Lockers and shower rooms, supply closets.”

That wasn’t all. “And?”

“And offices. I saw Sergei follow a dark-haired woman into one of them.”

“That was Irina Voloshyna, a guy at the cage told me her name when she came out to watch the practice bout. She’s in charge of the place.”

“So I assumed. She and Sergei seemed to be having a rather intense discussion.”

“That was the word he used for her. Intense.”

Parker nodded darkly as he slowed his pace.

“Do you think they were talking about us?”

“If our hunch is right, it would be the natural thing to do.”

She thought about that a moment. They hadn’t really learned anything concrete. “We could be off. That place was clean as a whistle.”

“Physically.”

“Yes, that’s what I meant. Plus they have a lot of expensive equipment.”

“That costs a lot of money.”

That could be funded from drug sales or human trafficking. Or they just did a lot of business.

“Are we going back there tomorrow?”

Parker came to a halt and watched several couples moving along the sidewalk around them. A man opened a nearby door, and music spilled out into the air. Neon lights in the windows indicated a drinking establishment.

He nodded toward the entrance. “Let’s see if we can talk to some of the locals in the area. Maybe someone else will recognize Sasha’s photo.

“I’m up for that.”


Chapter Twenty-One

 

The bar was crowded, noisy, and smoky.

Miranda hit up the bartender first, but the busy dude didn’t recognize the photo of Sasha on her phone. He did tell her many of Udar’s customers were regulars, though.

With a Ukrainian version of Whiskey Sours in hand, Miranda and Parker made their way through the crowd, chatting up the revelers over the loud music, asking how long they had lived in the area, what they knew about Udar, and if they had ever seen the boy in the photo who would now be thirty-two.

Everyone said Udar was a great place to train and keep fit. None of them knew anything about Sasha or any shady dealings going on at the MMA club.

After an hour and a half, Miranda wanted to drown her disappointment in about six more Whiskey Sours. Instead, she left the club with Parker.

“We’re getting nowhere, Parker,” she complained as she donned her furry hat against the chilly air.

“It’s a difficult case.” His tone was weary.

How long were they going to keep at it? They could spend years trying to find Sasha.

Reading her thoughts, Parker gave her a tender look. “It’s late and we’re tired. Let’s go back to the hotel and get a fresh start in the morning.”

“Good idea.” They had been at it since early this morning.

He took her arm and led her across the street to the sidewalk. In silence they started back toward the spot where they’d left the car. It seemed like a longer distance than when they came. The snow had stopped, but the temperature had dropped again.

As they made their way down the snowy walkway, under the iron filigree balconies on the second and third stories of the classical style buildings, Miranda wondered what it would be like to be a tourist here. She thought of Parker’s comment about retiring. What would it be like to travel around with him with nothing to do?

With Parker, it would be fun. But what about her destiny? The call to help victims and stop vicious criminals was in her blood. She’d always have to answer it. And she knew that call was in Parker’s blood, too.

Their fate was sealed.

They rounded the corner and entered the strip of road where they’d parked the BMW. The lower part of the building, with the bars on the windows and its Ukrainian graffiti, looked more run down than it had before. The street seemed darker and more deserted.

There was an open space on their left, the bricks forming a semi-circular shape in some Roman style archway, leading off into darkness. As they neared it, Miranda thought she saw a shadow on a nearby snowdrift.

Suddenly, a thick woolen-clad arm flew around her, grabbing for her throat.

What the heck?

Her instincts came to life. She blocked the arm with one hand, shot her elbow up in a backward spin, and connected with her attacker’s jaw.

As she spun, from the corner of her eye, she saw two things. First, someone was going after Parker at the same time. Her heart sank, but just like in the basement earlier, there was nothing she could do about it.

Second, she saw her attacker was wearing a black woolen ski mask.

For an instant, the sight plunged her back into her past. That cold dark February night in Chicago when she had been attacked by a man with his face covered like that. Fear and panic and helplessness swam through her.

But she knew that face now. And she knew the man in Chicago was dead. She’d taken care of him. She’d take care of this one, too.

Shaking off the ghosts from the past, Miranda grabbed her attacker’s outstretched wrist, pressed his shoulder back with her free hand, and began throwing knee strikes. She got him in the hip, the gut with the other knee, the kidney.

He jerked out of her grasp, escaping, and recoiled for another punch.

As he moved back, Miranda saw Parker crouch, grab his assailant around the legs, and lift him over his shoulder. The next instant he’d tossed the dude to the ground. She thought she heard ice crack.

The word “mistake” flashed through her brain. She’d let herself get distracted.

She turned her head just in time to see the big man’s knuckles coming at her like a locomotive. He struck her jaw and down she went.

Stars danced in her eyes. The buildings around her seemed to swirl. Through the haze she heard Parker’s grunts and shouts.

“Miranda! The mask.”

The mask. Right. The last thing this guy wanted was for her to see his face.

She struggled to lift her hand to his throat, began pulling at the material. At the same time her knee jabbed at his groin. He punched at her ribs, adding pain to her already aching back. Then he tried to go for her coat. She knew what he was trying to do. Right here in the street.

Not on your life, buddy.

After what seemed like an eternity, she had her fingers under the wool of his ski mask. Almost there. She caught a glimpse of the guy’s jaw. It reminded her of Sergei. She knew it. These dudes were from Udar.

Suddenly a jolting sound pierced the air.

The whine of a siren. Police.

The man jerked up and got to his feet. Parker’s attacker did the same.

They started to run, heading through the shadowy archway.

“Hey, assholes,” she called out. “You can’t get off that easy.”

She looked at Parker and saw his lip was bleeding. She started after the men.

“Don’t,” he barked.

Loud Ukrainian came from a voice behind them.

Miranda turned and saw a tall young policeman getting out of his car and coming for them.

She looked back. The two men had disappeared.

She shook a hand toward the archway. “There,” she said to the policeman. “They went through there.”

“Americans?”

“I don’t think they were. But if you hurry—”

“No. You two.” He pointed at her and Parker.

She glared at the officer. “Yeah, we’re Americans. Americans who were just attacked by two men in black ski masks. You have to catch them.”

He ignored her. “May I see your passports?”

What? “Passports? We’re the victims here.”

Parker came over and touched her shoulder. “Officer, I apologize for fighting in the streets of your fair city, but I can assure you we were defending ourselves.”

The policeman acted as if he were deaf. “Passports, please.”

Miranda stared at Parker. His face was grim. They had no choice but to comply.

While Parker reached inside his coat, she dug into her pocket for her passport and handed it to the cop.

Ukrainian cop.

He was dressed in a heavy black uniform, including a thick jacket and a cap with the typical fur earflaps. The thick sandy blonde curls peeking out from the cap reminded her of Officer Chambers back home. He had an ego, too. They were all alike the world over.

The officer took their passports and opened the back door of his squad car.

Miranda’s mouth flew open. “You want us to get inside?”

“Please. It is too cold to stand out here.”

Yeah, right. She wanted to make a run for it, but Parker’s soothing tone calmed her nerves.

“We’ll be all right,” he said to her quietly. “We’ve done nothing wrong.”

Didn’t they used to send innocent people to the gulag around here? But this was modern Ukraine. Parker was right. They’d be okay.

She slid into the police car. Parker did the same, and the officer shut the door.

He came around the front, climbed in and began to study their documents.

After several long minutes, the officer picked up the microphone on his dash and jabbered into it. A female voice jabbered back. The dispatcher, Miranda assumed.

He said something else, put down their passports, put the car in gear, and started to turn into the road. It was a one-way city street, and they were heading away from the BMW.

A streak of panic shot through Miranda. Where was he taking them?

Parker leaned forward. “Officer, again I apologize, but we’re here on business.”

“Street fighting is a serious offense, Mr. Parker.” He’d gotten their names from the papers.

“I realize that, but I can assure you we aren’t here to make trouble.”

Without replying, the officer turned at a red light, and drove down a passage to the street that went in the opposite direction.

Was he taking them to their vehicle? Nope. He rolled right past the yellow classical building with the bars and graffiti.

Parker’s scowl was grim. “Officer, we’re private investigators from Atlanta, Georgia. The United States. We were hired to find a young man who left home fourteen years ago and never returned. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to hinder our work.”

The officer slowed and made another turn onto a street she didn’t recognize. Not that she recognized any of them.

With a tired sigh, he said, “You can tell all that to the Inspector, Mr. Parker.”

Miranda felt Parker tense beside her. In the dim light they stared at each other.

Inspector? That didn’t sound good.

Not good at all.


Chapter Twenty-Two

 

The police officer cruised through the city streets, turning this way and that, rounding curves, gliding over hills, until they reached a large open area that served as a square.

There he came to a stop and put on his blinker to turn.

Some time back the road had turned to bumpy red brick and Miranda was glad for the break from the jolts.

They were in another historical section of the city. Across the space, a constellation of golden church onion domes gleamed. At the square’s center, clusters of street lanterns were artfully arranged around a statue of a guy on a horse.

Some Ukrainian hero, she supposed.

Along the walkway trees had been planted and their ice encased branches glistened in the street lights. If they had been tourists, this Slavic winter wonderland would have been fun to explore. But right now, the Old-World architecture was setting her nerves on edge.

The officer made his turn and in the distance loomed a large peach-colored building bathed in light. A fancy edifice with four stories and a multitude of arched windows, it exuded power and authority. It had probably been built in the time of the Tsars.

The car rumbled over the brick pavement as the officer headed for a small parking lot near the building.

This was the police station? No, it had to be headquarters.

That didn’t bode well. Suddenly Miranda felt small and vulnerable.

The officer brought the patrol car to a halt and turned off the engine. He got out of the car and opened the back door.

“Come with me, please.”

No use to argue.

With Parker’s comforting hand at her back, she followed the patrolman down the walkway, up a set of stairs, and through a fancy carved door.

He led them down a wide echoing hall dotted with marble columns, up a broad wooden staircase with a carved railing, to a room on the second floor.

The room was long and narrow. It contained a wooden table, padded chairs, and curtains on the windows. The Ukrainian flag stood in one corner.

More like a conference room than a place for police interrogation, Miranda thought as she took a seat.

“The Inspector will be with you shortly,” the officer said. And with a pretentious bow he turned and left, closing the door behind him.

As soon as he was gone, Miranda spun around. “What have we gotten ourselves into, Parker?”

Parker strolled to the tall window and looked out. “I’m not sure we can determine that yet.”

She sat back and closed her eyes, trying not to panic. “They can’t think we’re criminals. If they lock us up, wouldn’t that cause some sort of international incident?”

“Perhaps.” He sounded distant.

“They didn’t take our fingerprints or photos. Yet.”

“True.”

“Maybe we should make a break for it.”

Parker eyed the curtains. “Through this window?”

“How about through that door? Just walk out the way we came in.”

His hands behind his back in a rigid posture, Parker didn’t move. “The officer who brought us in still has our passports.”

Her shoulders sank. She studied Parker’s frame a moment. He had his back to her, hiding his chagrin. And probably a lot of festering anger.

“How’s your lip?”

He turned around and she saw the bleeding had stopped.

“I’m fine.” He came around the table and took her chin in his hand. “You’re getting a nasty bruise.”

“Yeah, that guy was a big one. I think he had a few pounds on your guy.”

His gaze locked with hers. There was pain in his eyes. “I’m so sorry, Miranda.”

“Sorry?”

“For bringing you here. For getting you involved in this.”

She didn’t want him to feel that way. “This is our case, Parker. This is for your father.”

“I don’t believe—”

Before he could finish, the door creaked open and a man entered the room.

He was a short man with a mustache and a slight beer belly, maybe in his early forties, and dressed in dark slacks that were a little on the baggy side. His brown tweed jacket and matching vest seemed a bit oversized as well, as if he’d recently lost weight despite his round girth. He reminded Miranda of a Ukrainian Colombo. Under his arm he carried a stack of manila folders.

They were oddly shaped folders, not exactly legal size, but not regular either. Then Miranda realized they must be the A4 European standard.

How did she know that? She’d been doing too much paperwork lately back home.

Without looking at Miranda and Parker, the man lumbered slowly over to the opposite side of the table, slapped the folders down on it, and took a seat. There were two dark covered pamphlets on top of the folders.

Their passports.

Without a word the man reached for one of the passports and opened it.

As he studied its contents, Miranda eyed the man’s pudgy pear-shaped face. He had thick wavy hair that seemed a little long for an Inspector. The same color as his hair, his sooty brown mustache was thick, as well. Matching brows crowded a narrow forehead lined with furrows from overwork or the stress of difficult cases. The brown tie tucked into his vest had a coffee stain on it.

Not a handsome man, but Miranda suspected he didn’t care much about his looks. He cared about control. Which, at the moment, he had in spades. There were no Fourth Amendment rights here.

At last, the man looked up at them. “The names on these papers are Wade Parker and Miranda Steele.” He spoke in a low pitched Ukrainian accent with a hint of British.

Parker sat back with a casual air. “And you are?” he said, as if he were meeting the man at a cocktail party.

“I am Inspector Denis Gurka. Chief Inspector of the Kiev Municipal Police.” He did not offer a hand.

Parker met his expressionless gaze with an ingratiating smile. “Delighted to make your acquaintance, Inspector. I can hear your accent isn’t purely Ukrainian.”

“I studied in England for a year or so with Scotland Yard.”

“Very impressive. We have friends in England.”

Inspector Gurka’s eyes narrowed. “Do not try to smooth talk me, Mr. Parker.”

Well. That was a fine “welcome to our country.” Miranda could feel Parker bristle beside her.

He leaned forward, summoning all his civility. “Very well, Inspector. I’ll be perfectly honest with you. As I told your officer earlier, we’re private investigators looking for a young man who went missing—”

“I am aware of your story, Mr. Parker. Let me be perfectly honest with you. I am also aware you were at the MMA Club called Udar earlier this evening.”

Miranda stared at Parker, feeling as if the breath had been knocked out of her. They hadn’t mentioned that to the police officer.

“What were you doing there, please?”

“How did you know we were there?” Parker said stiffly.

“Answer the question.”

“Do we have a right to an attorney?”

Miranda watched the Inspector’s chest go up and down for several long moments.

“You are not under arrest, Mr. Parker. Neither of you are.”

They weren’t? Miranda couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. “It sure feels like it.”

Gurka fixed her with a bland gaze. “You are not under arrest—yet.”

What the heck did that mean?

“Once more. Tell me what you were doing at Udar tonight.”

Miranda tapped a finger on the table. “Exactly what Parker just told you. Looking for a young man who went missing fourteen years ago.” She took out her phone and scrolled to the photo. “This man. His name is Sasha Pavlovych. That picture was taken when he was eighteen. He’s thirty-two now.”

Gurka took the phone and studied the picture as if he were inspecting a smelly piece of cheese.

“And why did you select Udar?”

“That’s where the trail led us.”

He returned the phone to her. “What trail?”

Before she could answer, there was a knock on the door. It opened, and a uniformed clerk stepped into the room, handed Gurka another folder, then turned and left.

Gurka opened the folder, studied its contents for a while, and scowled.

Miranda felt sick at her stomach. Was that their arrest warrants? Were they going to be sent to Siberia or something?

After another moment the Inspector spoke again. “I see you both have had quite illustrious careers.”

“Excuse me?”

One by one Gurka took papers out of the folder, turned them around and placed them on the table before them.

He must have had the officer doing research on them. The papers were newspaper articles about some of their cases. London. Los Angeles. Kennesaw.

Suppressing a shudder, she raised her palms. “That’s us.”

Gurka’s gaze narrowed again. “Then why are you interested in Udar? What do you know about the club?”

Parker let out a sigh of resignation. “We got a tip that the young man we’re looking for may have become homeless after arriving in Kiev. We found a group of destitute young people near the train station. They told us about Udar. They said men in suits from the club come to recruit the larger and stronger of them. They said the men promise to make fighters of them and make them wealthy.”

Gurka sat back and rubbed his thick mustache. Was he starting to believe them?

And then she thought of something she should have back in the police car. “What do you know about Udar, Inspector? Do you think something illegal is going on there?”

Instead of answering, Gurka got to his feet and strolled over to the corner where the flag stood. Hands behind his back, he began to mutter as if to himself, though he was speaking English.

“I have lived through the Soviet era, Independence, and several revolutions. When Independence came I was about to enter college. I decided to study Law. I wanted to serve my country. This flag was adopted then. The yellow is for the wheat fields of Ukraine. The blue for its skies and mountains and streams. I loved the new flag. I was idealistic.”

Miranda gave Parker a worried look. What did this patriotic speech have to do with them?

“I have an older sister. She works at the Natural History Museum here in the city. She had a son. His name was Rinat. He was tall and strong. Five years ago Rinat decided he wanted a career as a mixed martial artist. The sport was growing in popularity at the time. He was twenty-two.”

Miranda tensed. Gurka was using the past tense. This wasn’t going to be a happy story.

“He chose Udar as the place to train.”

She knew it.

“He took classes, was assigned a coach, progressed in the sport. He won several amateur championships in Ukraine.”

He fell silent.

“What happened to him?” Miranda asked softly.

“After Rinat was there a little over a year, they asked him to become a trainer. He was thrilled and accepted the job. Then after another few months, they asked him to do another sort of job for them. He came to me and told me about it.”

“What sort of job?” Parker said.

“They wanted him to drive a delivery van for them. Not very often. Once a week or so. They told him he would drive to a particular spot, leave the back of the van unlocked and go to a nearby café. He was to spend half an hour in the café then return to the van and drive it back to the club. They said he could earn a lot of money.”

“They were running drugs,” Miranda said.

Gurka shrugged. “Or illegal firearms.”

“Where was the drop-off?”

“Rinat did not say. A few days later he told me he had said no to the club’s offer. He said they threatened him. He told them he would report them to me. They did not like to hear that. They probably suspected he had already done so.”

“And?”

Gurka drew in a breath, and Miranda saw real pain on his face. “Three days later we found his body near the fountain in Independence Square. They made it look like a random shooting.”

Miranda was stunned. Suddenly instead of outrage and fear, she felt sheer heartbreak for this police inspector. And she felt Parker’s rigid silence beside her. The same emotions were going through both of them. Sorrow, anger, indignation.

“What happened?” she asked in a whisper.

“My office was put on the case and we investigated it thoroughly.”

“Did you find your nephew’s killer?”

“I did and I did not.”

That didn’t make any sense. “What do you mean?”

“The killer left prints at the scene. And blood stains. We found a match in the database for an Ilya Elkovich Dudnik.”

That was a mouthful. “Did you bring him in?”

“He did not exist.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We went to the apartment listed for him in our records and discovered no one by that name had ever lived there. We checked hospitals for birth records, bus stations, train stations, the airport. There was no trace of any Ilya Elkovich Dudnik anywhere.”

“How could that be?”

“His identity was manufactured.”

So Udar was into identity theft as well as the distribution of whatever they were transporting around the city.

Gurka strolled back to his side of the table. “Ever since then I have been investigating that club. Resources have been limited, but we keep surveillance on them as best as we can.”

Parker’s gaze narrowed. “That’s how you knew we were there tonight.”

Solemnly Gurka nodded. “And so I ask you once more. What did you learn at the club Udar tonight?”

Miranda didn’t see a reason to hold anything back now. “We went undercover, so to speak. I posed as an amateur fighter from America and Parker was my manager.”

“And what did you accomplish?”

“Little more than arousing their suspicious, I’m afraid,” Parker said.

“We think they sent two men after us to beat us up.”

“We were unable to capture those men.”

Must have been another patrol car in the area.

Gurka stared down at the table a long moment, pursing his thick lips. Then he stacked up the files and handed Miranda and Parker back their passports. “We are finished here. You are free to go. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

And that was that.

A different officer drove them back to their car. Still shaken Miranda couldn’t wait to get back to the hotel.

She took a long shower, trying to wash away the soreness from her fight and the mortification of being taken in by the authorities in a strange land. But the story of Gurka’s nephew wouldn’t leave her. A young man shot down in his prime because he refused to do a job. His mother must have been beside herself.

The men who attacked them tonight had to be from Udar. The MMA club was a front for some criminal enterprise. And the people behind it would murder to keep it going. They’d been lucky to escape with a few bruises.

As she crawled into bed next to Parker, she held onto him, craving his comfort. He did the same. They fell asleep clinging to each other, seeking solace in each other’s warmth.

For tonight it was enough.


Chapter Twenty-Three

 

The next morning Miranda awoke to find Parker dressed and packing a suitcase.

Brushing the hair away from her face, she sat up in surprise. “What are you doing?”

He placed a rolled up pair of jeans into the suitcase and headed for the closet. “We’re leaving, Miranda.”

“What?”

“After what happened last night, how can you question the decision?”

She scrambled out of bed and hunted for the complimentary hotel robe she’d left on a nearby chair. “How can I question it? We have a job to do.”

“A job we took unwillingly.”

He’d been the unwilling one. “What about Sasha? What about Udar? I think we’re onto something.”

Parker maneuvered a suit coat into a clothing bag. “If the young man got himself involved in a criminal organization years ago, there’s nothing we can do about it now.”

He couldn’t be serious. She took his jeans out of the suitcase and put them on the bed. “We can’t leave now, Parker. We owe it to you father to finish this.”

He crossed to the dresser and opened a drawer. “We owe my father nothing.” He shut the drawer and came to her, held her by the arms, his face grim. “We were almost arrested last night, Miranda. Do you know what prisons are like here? They don’t have the same legal system as the US.”

She knew that. She could see he was worried about her. And she saw that tired look in his eyes again. “Well, what about Tatiana then?”

That made him pause.

This wasn’t the fearless fighter she knew. The man who had faced countless killers to avenge their victims.

She spoke the next words softly. “What about my destiny? Our destiny?”

He held her gaze and she watched a thousand emotions go through him.

Before he could reply there was a knock on the door.

She jumped at the noise. “Did you order room service?”

“No. I had planned to eat on the way to the airport.”

He really did want to leave in a hurry.

She pulled her robe tight and turned, but Parker beat her to the door. He was dressed, after all.

He opened it and found another policeman.

Miranda ran a hand through her hair and went to Parker’s side. Now what?

“Good morning,” the officer said briskly. “Am I addressing Mr. Wade Parker and Ms. Miranda Steele?”

“You are,” Parker said stiffly. “What is this about?”

“Inspector Gurka would like to see you.”

“We saw Inspector Gurka last night.”

“That’s right,” Miranda added. “We had a nice long chat with him. He let us go.”

The officer’s lips thinned. “Nonetheless, the Inspector requests your presence this morning.”

Parker started to close the door again. “I believe I’ll be calling the US Embassy and reporting the Inspector for harassment instead.”

The officer scoffed and shook his head. “You are not under arrest.”

“Oh? Then why are we being taken in?”

“You are not being taken in.”

“Where do you want to take us, then?” Miranda asked.

“You will see when we get there. Inspector Gurka told me your services are needed.”

Huh? What did that mean?

“Give us a few minutes.” This time, Parker did close the door.

Parker pulled her away from the threshold so they wouldn’t be overheard.

Miranda lowered her voice. “We have to go, Parker. This could be about Sasha. Or Gurka’s nephew. Besides, if we don’t, that officer will arrest us.”

“No, he won’t.” Parker looked very determined. And angry. He didn’t like this at all.

“Tell you what. Let’s go and see what he wants. And if it leads to nothing about Sasha by the end of the day, we’ll go home. Deal?”

Parker gazed into the vivid blue eyes of his beloved wife. She would go through hell to save a stranger if she thought right was on her side. He adored her for that. But she’d been through too much lately. And last night, after seeing her attacked on the street, and then the thought of having her taken from him by some unknown official of a faraway land had nearly brought him to his knees. He could not lose her.

She had uncanny instincts. A sixth sense, as it were. But he had instincts, too. And right now they were telling him the search for Sasha Pavlovych would lead to no good.

Yet after a night’s rest, he realized Inspector Gurka had only been doing his job last night. The officer at their door meant them no harm. It was very unlikely they would be arrested. And equally unlikely they’d turn up anything more concerning Sasha by the end of the day. He could postpone the packing until this evening.

Miranda watched Parker’s expression go from stern to yielding. She smiled as she felt his chest rise and heard him sigh.

“Very well.”

She gave him a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be dressed in a flash.”


Chapter Twenty-Four

 

It was another long drive through the city.

The air was as chilly as it had been last night, but the sun was out and the snow and fairy tale architecture of Kiev sparkled all around them.

As promised, the officer did not take them back to the police station.

Instead he drove to the edge of the river and turned south. As he did, Miranda caught sight of a street sign she could read. Naberezhno-Rybalsak. Whatever that meant. The officer continued down several more kilometers until a bridge came into view.

Parker broke the silence. “This is the Dnieper River.”

“That is correct,” the officer replied and fell silent again.

Okay, the river that sliced the city in half, Miranda recalled from the maps she’d seen online and on their GPS. Why were they going there?

From the look on his face, she could tell Parker had the same question.

As if in reply, the officer slowed the vehicle.

Miranda’s nerves went on alert as she craned her neck to peer out the window.

Two more police cars and an ambulance were parked along the river side of the road, their lights flashing. Two policemen were directing the traffic to keep people from stopping to gawk.

Nearby a colorful truck stood with its doors open. A man with a camera on his shoulder was filming a nice-looking woman holding a microphone. A news reporter.

Their chauffeur made a U-turn, pulled onto the stretch of pavement where the other vehicles sat, and came to a stop.

He got out, opened their door and waited for his guests to emerge. “This way, please.”

He led them to a low road barrier at the edge of the asphalt. The three of them climbed over it and trudged down the slope of a snowy field to the icy river bank.

As the reporter’s rapid Ukrainian rang in her ears, Miranda saw what the commotion was about.

She glanced at Parker. His face was hard.

Along the bank, more officers in thick dark coats and hats were gathered around a large lump on the ground. Some were taking photos, others were taking specimen samples. Miranda didn’t have to guess what they were looking at.

They had pulled someone out of the water. Someone who hadn’t made it.

With Parker at her side, she hurried over to the group and looked down. Chills rippled through her.

The body, if you could still call it that, lay on the snow, a bluish, purplish bloated mass. Most of the clothes were gone, and the ice caked on the thick waxy substance that had formed over the skin told Miranda the person had been in the water a good while. As did the mangled face that had been picked at by the fish.

It was unrecognizable.

Wearing a black wool coat that matched his dark mustache, and a black cylindrical astrakhan hat, Inspector Gurka tromped slowly up the bank to his visitors. Looking even grimmer than he had last night, he greeted them.

“Good morning, Ms. Steele, Mr. Parker. Thank you for coming.”

Parker nodded. “Good morning, Inspector.”

Gurka pointed back to the shaken figure he had been talking to. “A man who was ice fishing found the body this morning and called the police. The mass appeared under the ice and got caught in his line.”

Good Lord. That couldn’t have been pleasant.

“It took a team of five more than an hour to break through the ice and get him out.”

Sounded risky, too. “And you think—”

“We cannot identify him, of course,” Gurka said.

But it could be Sasha. Miranda turned to Parker.

The dour lines in his face were deeper in the sunlight. She could tell he was thinking the same thing.

“Whoever it is did not meet with his demise fourteen years ago,” he said.

True. He’d be a skeleton by then. “So he ended up here recently.”

If it even was a he. Couldn’t really tell from the face. The hair and scalp were pretty much gone, too. No way to tell the person’s age.

Miranda inched closer to the mound on the snow. Bracing herself, she bent over to study the form.

The darkened torso was bulky like Sasha, but that could have been from the bloat. What was left of the lips were swollen and distorted. The eyes were missing. And the throat—that didn’t look right, even in this condition.

She pointed down. “There’s something around his neck.”

The techs around her began chattering to each other in Ukrainian. She stepped back as one of them took several pictures of the throat area, then gingerly two others rolled him over. Stuck to bits of what had been the person’s coat was some sort of satchel.

The strap of it had somehow gotten wrapped around the deceased’s neck.

After taking numerous photos and samples, someone cut the strap. A technician carefully laid the bag out on a sheet of plastic another pair had spread on the ground.

With Parker at her side, Miranda peered down at it.

The satchel was large enough to carry a few notepads and a small laptop. It must have been brown leather originally, but the water and mold had turned it to the same grayish-green as most of the body.

It had a single flap, held together with two buckled straps. With gloved hands and a tool he’d gotten from a nearby kit, the technician gently urged the straps open and drew back the flap.

Inside he found some cash, papers that were little more than pulp, a waterlogged cell phone, and something that might actually help.

A passport.

Still on his knees, the tech said something in Ukrainian to Gurka.

“English, please,” Gurka grunted at him. “We have Americans here.”

“Sorry, sir.” He stared up at Miranda and Parker, excitement in his pale blue eyes, a few strands of light blonde hair sticking out from his dark wool cap and blowing in the wind. “I said I think we should take this to the lab for processing. It might disintegrate if we examine it any more here.”

“Good thinking, Anton,” Gurka said. “Bag and identify everything and let me know when you have something.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Wait,” said a second tech, whose hand was still in the bag. “I think I have something else here.”

He pulled out his fist, then held out something made of metal and plastic in his gloved palm.

Miranda looked down at it and her heart began to race. “It’s a flash drive.”

Gurka grimaced. “It is probably unreadable.”

Good point. If it had been submerged in water as long as that body, it wouldn’t do anyone any good.

Parker bent over and took a closer look at the device in the tech’s palm. “I might be able to salvage it.”

Gurka straightened with surprise. “Really?”

“I said might. I can give it a try.”

Miranda pointed at the collection of things from the bag. “Maybe we could get that cell phone working, too.”

Gurka turned to his techs. “Bag up the flash drive and the cell, and I will take them to my office.”

Anton did as he said, carefully marking the bags. Then he handed them to the Inspector.

Gurka gestured toward the lot where the cop lights were still flashing. “My vehicle is over there,” he said to Parker and Miranda. “If you would not mind my driving you to the station.”

As far as transportation, it was fine. Miranda didn’t like the idea of going back to the police station, but if that flash drive told them this body was Sasha Pavlovych, it would be well worth it.

She turned to Parker. “I’m game if you are.”

Despite Parker’s earlier resistance about this case, he nodded and turned to Gurka with a confident air. “We’d be happy to ride with you, Inspector.”


Chapter Twenty-Five

 

It took longer than it should have to drive the few kilometers to police headquarters in Gurka’s black police issue Prius.

The rush hour traffic was in full force, and the twisted path through the tangle of cars and the rows of gilded buildings to the majestic square and the peach-colored edifice took almost forty minutes.

Gurka’s vehicle was unmarked, and Miranda wondered if the Inspector had a set of blue lights he could have used. Probably wouldn’t have done much good. There was no space to squeeze between cars.

And finally they got there.

This time they headed for the third floor of the stately building, and Gurka ushered them into his office.

Gurka’s workspace was larger than Miranda expected for a policeman. And fancier. The walls were papered in a gray textured baroque design. A tall window with heavy tan drapery stood behind a shiny walnut desk covered with papers. A matching credenza sat behind the desk. It was covered with framed photographs. Another Ukrainian flag stood in the corner.

All very governmental.

Gurka stacked up the papers and set them on the credenza to clear off space, then placed the two plastic bags holding the electronics in the middle of the desk.

“We’ll need paper towels and some rubbing alcohol, if you have it,” Parker told him.

Gurka nodded, left the room and returned a moment later with a large stack of brown paper towels, several pairs of plastic gloves, and a tall plastic bottle with Cyrillic lettering and warning labels.

Parker turned to Miranda. “Would you like to handle the cell phone?”

“Sure. I’ll just follow your lead.” Becker usually handled the tech stuff.

“Make yourselves comfortable,” Gurka told them as he took his seat in the high back leather chair behind the desk.

Miranda settled into a cushioned guest chair next to Parker, pulled on a pair of gloves, and got to work.

After donning his own set of gloves, Parker spread a portion of the paper towels in front of them four sheets thick. Then he reached for the bag with the cell phone and handed it to her.

She opened it and pulled out the cell. Water spilled onto the towels soaking them through. The air took on a fishy odor.

Gurka handed her more towels and she wiped up the mess, then set the phone down on a dry spot.

Meanwhile, Parker opened the bag containing the flash drive and dried its exterior.

He studied it a moment then turned to Gurka. “Do you have a small screwdriver?”

“I do.” Gurka opened a drawer and produced a tiny tool.

Taking it from him, Parker gently worked at the case for a few minutes, then at last pried the pieces open, exposing the circuit board inside. He took another paper towel and gently wiped up as much of the moisture as he could.

Then he dabbed the rubbing alcohol on another towel and wiped it some more.

Miranda picked up the screwdriver, and copying Parker’s movements with the flash drive, used it to pry open the cell phone case.

There was a lot more moisture inside the cell case than the drive, and she went through more towels trying to get it up. At last she had the skeleton pieces and circuitry lined up on the paper next to the drive.

“It will take at least an hour for these to dry completely,” Parker said.

At that moment, Miranda’s stomach decided to rumble.

Parker looked displeased with himself. He hadn’t kept up his usual feeding schedule for her. They hadn’t eaten since that lavish lunch yesterday.

“Your officer came to our door before we had breakfast,” he explained.

“How rude of me.” With a polite bow, Gurka got to his feet. “I know of a very nice cafe down the street from here. They have excellent lattes. Why don’t you let me treat both of you?”

He sure was being nice. But why turn down a free meal?

“Sure,” Miranda said.


Chapter Twenty-Six

 

Gurka’s café turned out to be pretty nice.

A cozy spot on the edge of the square near the blue-and-gold domed St. Michael’s cathedral. One of the famous tourist attractions in Kiev, he explained.

Surrounded by whitewashed brick walls and sitting in a booth upholstered in a colorful Eastern European pattern, they stuffed themselves with flavorful borscht laden with cabbage and onions along with the beets, freshly baked rye bread, mouthwatering potato pancakes, and sour pickles. Miranda always drank her coffee black, but she had to admit the Inspector was right abut the lattes here. They were excellent.

With milk swirled into a pretty artistic flower pattern on top, the espresso was strong and rich and delicious.

Gurka stirred a large dollop of sour cream into his soup. “Tell me more about the young man you were hired to find.”

Miranda was surprised by his question, but she didn’t hold back, and neither did Parker.

They told Gurka about Mr. P’s visit to the penthouse the other night, their flight over, the dinner with Sasha’s family, and what the family had told them about the young man who had left home at eighteen.

With a nod from Parker, Miranda told the Inspector the worst part. About the rape of Sasha’s mother and the fight with his father.

“None of them are sure Sasha is his son, but they still love him and want to know what happened to him,” she concluded, reaching for her latte for fortification.

The story of what had happened to Sasha’s mother still unsettled her.

As they finished the meal, Gurka gazed out the window, his short forehead furrowed as if he were questioning the meaning of life.

“Very sad,” he murmured. “Soviet times were not good.”

He looked like he was about to launch into a political diatribe when his cell went off.

Raising a finger he answered it. He spoke to someone in Ukrainian, then hung up and rose to his feet.

“That was Dr. Loboda, our medical examiner. She has some result for us.”

Miranda wiped her mouth and rose while Parker did the same.

That sounded promising.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

The ME’s office was in a different area from the stately government buildings in the square. Gurka drove them several kilometers to the west to a plain brick three-story structure located in a quiet, ordinary looking neighborhood.

From the outside no one would suspect this was the morgue. Unless they could read the signs.

With Parker at her side, Miranda got out of the Prius and followed the Inspector through a back door and down a long hospital-like hall.

They went through a large set of double-doors, and Gurka waved his badge and jabbered to security people in Ukrainian, evidently telling them he had guests and they were to be admitted.

There was more button pushing and badge swiping, but after another minute or so, she and Parker entered the brightly lit autopsy room.

It was similar to other such rooms Miranda had seen.

Around the perimeter stood mobile file bins, chairs, and laptop desks. Plastic bins of various colors were placed here and there, the colors serving as a coding system for items she didn’t want to think about to be disposed of. There were several stainless steel tables with matching washing stations and shelving units that held knives and scalpels and other cutting and digging instruments. Large scales for weighing body parts hung from the ceiling.

The room had a chill to it, but the smell, of course, was the worst part. Ignoring the obnoxious odor, Miranda gazed across the room at the mound lying on one of the tables.

A woman was bent over it. As soon as she saw she had visitors, she covered the body with a thin white blanket, removed her mask and gloves and came over to greet them.

She nodded in a formal way. “Inspector Gurka. Are these the American detectives your team has told me about?”

Gurka gave her a quick nod. “They are. This is Wade Parker and Miranda Steele.” Gurka exchanged a familiar look with the doctor that said despite the formality, they’d worked together for some time. He turned to his guests. “This is Dr. Loboda, our pathologist.”

The doctor gave each of their hands a brisk shake.

Miranda put Dr. Loboda at about thirty-eight or so. She was a tall thin woman with a long narrow face and a no-nonsense expression. She wore her light brown hair pulled back in a tight band at the nape of her neck. In her crisp white lab coat, she had the air of someone not to be trifled with.

“Our American detectives are working a missing persons case,” Gurka said.

Dr. Loboda raised a pencil thin brow. “And you think you have found him?”

Parker gave the woman a solemn smile. “That’s for you to tell us, Doctor.”

Her expression grew somber. “Unfortunately, I cannot tell you much, yet. What I can say is that he is male.”

“Okay,” Miranda said. At least that part matched Sasha.

“He is over here.” She led them across the room to the long silver table where she’d been working. She stared down at it a moment, as if deciding whether to pull back the blanket or not.

Miranda was glad she didn’t. She’d seen enough of the mangled corpse earlier.

“I have only just started, but I felt what I have found so far warranted my phone call.”

“And what have you found?” Gurka asked.

“As it typically does, the Dnieper froze in mid-December this year, so most likely he has been submerged since then. As best I can tell, he was in the water two to three months. And I found a bullet wound in his chest.”

What?

“He was shot?” Gurka sounded surprised.

“Yes.”

The Inspector stroked his mustache, taking that in.

Miranda was shocked. She glanced at Parker and saw anger on his handsome face. Had they come all this way to discover Sasha had been murdered? Although it had always been a possibility, the idea stunned her.

“That was the cause of death?” she asked the doctor. “A gunshot wound?”

Loboda shook her head. “The bullet did not kill him immediately, but he must have fallen into the river a very short time later. His lungs were full of water.”

Fallen or was thrown in.

“After that long, his lungs would have filled with water, anyway,” Parker pointed out.

The doctor gazed at him as if surprised by his knowledge. “Yes, Mr. Parker. But he would have floated for some time. The Dnieper is busy in the fall. Someone would have seen him. I believe he was shot on the river bank or on a bridge. He fell into the Dnieper and sank. The temperature of the water delayed putrefaction until the buildup of methane, carbon dioxide, and hydrogen sulfide brought him to the surface recently.”

“So the cause of death is drowning,” Miranda said.

“Technically. But the bullet wound would have killed him in the next few moments.”

Miranda thought of Gurka’s nephew, shot by some unidentifiable assailant he was certain came from Udar. Her heart broke for both of these victims.

“So your conclusion is homicide?” Gurka said.

“Yes. I do not believe I will find anything to contradict that.”

Parker stared down at the body. “Dr. Loboda, do you know who he is?”

“I have not been able to identify him yet.”

“What about approximate age?” Miranda asked.

“He wasn’t elderly. That is as close as I can get right now.”

She pressed further. “Do you think he could have been around thirty-two?”

The doctor appeared a bit insulted. “As I said, I cannot tell yet. But I will keep trying. That is all I have to report. Now if you’ll excuse me, I must continue my examination of your victim.”

Gurka gave the doctor’s arm a soothing pat. “Thank you, Doctor. Your information is very helpful.” He turned and led his guests out of the building.

As they made their way through the hall and back to Gurka’s Prius, Miranda’s heart sank with a new wave of hopelessness.

Was that Sasha lying back there?

Gurka started the car and exited the lot. Her mind began to fill with doubt.

What if the doctor couldn’t determine anything more about the man from the river? What if they could never identify him? Sasha’s family would be exactly where they were. They would never have the closure they needed.

She wanted to kick something. “What do we do now?”

“I think the electronics might be dry enough,” Parker said a strange kind of calmness in his voice.

Gurka made a turn onto a main street. “Let’s go back to the station and see if you can get them to work.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

Twenty minutes later they were back in the guest chairs in Gurka’s office.

The rubbing alcohol had done the trick and all the components were now bone dry. Miranda had just finished assembling the cell phone, but that was as far as she could get.

She sat back and growled, staring at the thing in her hand. “Of course, after two or three months it doesn’t have charge. No way we can even turn it on.”

Gurka held out a thick hand. “Let me see it.”

She handed the cell to him.

He studied it a moment. “I believe our lab may have a charging cord for this model.”

“It might be wise to change the battery as well,” Parker said.

Gurka nodded. “I’ll check on that in a moment. First I want to see what is on that flash drive.”

Parker held the small silver stick in the palm of his hand. “I’ve done the best I can with it. But I’d be careful about inserting it into a machine, since we have no idea what’s on it.”

He was referring to viruses, some malicious code that could do untold damage if it made its way into the police system.

Gurka reached under his desk for a second laptop to the one already on it. “I have a spare machine. It is not connected to any network.”

The Inspector was full of surprises. “A standalone, then.”

“Yes.” He turned it on and after a moment, it came to life. “Are we game?”

Miranda raised her palms. “We won’t get anywhere just staring at it.”

“Good point, Ms. Steele.” Gurka took the drive from Parker’s hand and inserted it into the computer’s USB port.

The three of them held their breath as an anti-virus program scanned the drive and told them it was okay.

“We have passed the first hurdle,” Gurka said. He seemed to be enjoying this.

Miranda glanced at Parker and shifted her weight, bracing herself.

“What do we have there, Inspector?” Parker said.

Gurka clicked around and opened the folder of the drive. His face fell. “There is only one file.”

Miranda got up and leaned over to read the screen. It was in Cyrillic.

Gurka let out a cynical laugh. “The name of the file is Names.”

“Do we dare open it?” Parker challenged.

“That is why we are here.” Taking a deep breath, Gurka double-clicked the file.

A grid of rows and columns appeared. It was a spreadsheet. With three long columns filled with Cyrillic letters.

Miranda let out a groan and sank back into her chair.

Gurka scowled at the screen. “The filename was correct. These are names.”

“Names of whom?” Parker wanted to know.

Gurka rubbed his chin. “A very good question, Mr. Parker.”

That was all they needed. Another lead that led nowhere, dashing their hopes to pieces once again. Maybe Parker was right about giving up and going home.

A knock on the door jolted Miranda out of her miserable thoughts.

“Come in,” Gurka called out still staring at the screen.

Miranda turned around in time to see the blond-haired technician from the crime scene enter the office with a folder in his hand. “Sorry to disturb you, sir.”

“No problem, Anton. What is it?”

“I thought you would want to see this right away.” He shuffled to the desk and laid the folder in front of Gurka. He opened the folder, removed a plastic bag, and dangled it in the air.

Gurka scowled. “What is that?”

“We have been working to restore the things found in the satchel from the unidentified body from this morning, sir.”

Gurka took the bag and scrutinized its contents. “A business card.”

“Maybe not any business card.” Miranda dug in her pocket and pulled out the card Sergei had given her last night. She held it next to the bag.

The card in the bag was frayed and faded, but a faint partial image of an MMA fight cage was on the right side of it. It matched the logo on Miranda’s card.

“The deceased had a business card from Udar,” Parker said.

Miranda’s heart beat faster as she imagined one of the men who’d attacked them last night putting a bullet in Sasha near the river.

“And there’s more.” Anton pulled out several papers from the folder.

Looking surprised, Gurka eyed the papers. “You ID’d the body?”

Anton grinned. “Yes, sir. We managed to get the number off the passport and ran it through the system. This is his personal data.”

Miranda sucked in her breath and glanced at Parker. While Gurka studied the papers more carefully they both waited.

At last the Inspector spoke. “His name is Vladislav Stefanyk Zelenko.”

Miranda sank back in her chair, feeling as if she’d been slapped in the face. “Vladislav? Not Sasha Pavlovych?”

“No. I am sorry.”

She felt Parker reach for her hand. She held onto it to steady herself.

“The victim was twenty-four years old. He had an apartment in Troieshchyna.”

“Troiesh—?” She couldn’t pronounce the rest of it.

“It is a large neighborhood east of the city,” Gurka explained. “There is no public transportation to the west side where most jobs are, so rent is cheap there.”

She nodded, looked at Parker. His expression was unreadable, but she knew he was disappointed. And that he was thinking about that deal they’d made this morning.

He’d won.

“Thank you, Anton.” Gurka picked up the cell phone. “See if you can find a battery and a charger for this.”

“Yes, sir.” Anton took the cell and left the room.

Miranda sat in stunned silence, still holding onto Parker’s hand.

“Troieshchyna is about thirteen kilometers away,” Gurka said briskly, glancing at the time on his laptop. “Traffic will not be bad right now. We should get there in about twenty minutes.”

He got to his feet.

Miranda blinked up at the man. He wasn’t going to let them go, was he? But they didn’t have to stick around. This case wasn’t theirs any longer. They could take the metro back to the hotel. If they could figure out the signs.

Gurka grimaced at her hesitation. “Do you mind accompanying me, Ms. Steele? We may find out something about this vile place.” He picked up the plastic bag with the Udar business card, shook it, then put it back into the folder.

“We should follow through,” Parker said quietly.

Miranda turned to stare at him. He wasn’t any more pleased with the lack of progress in finding Sasha, but his sense of justice was kicking in. Whether he had changed his mind about going home, or he just didn’t want to leave any stone unturned, she couldn’t tell.

But Gurka had a point.

Just because that body the police had pulled out of the river wasn’t Sasha didn’t mean they weren’t close to finding him. And if the twenty-four-year-old named Vladislav who had been shot in the chest had anything to do with Udar, they might be closer to finding Sasha than they realized.

She rose. “All right, Inspector. We’ll go with you.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

 

As Gurka promised, traffic was light. Still the ride seemed to take forever.

As they drove across a bridge to the north, Miranda stared out at the wide expanse of the icy Dnieper and thought about being trapped under there for months. Of course, you wouldn’t feel the cold if you were dead, but the thought still made her shudder.

They reached the left bank, and for a while the multi-lane highway held few attractions other than billboards and gas stations. And then they entered an area where all they could see for miles were twenty-story apartment buildings, one after another after another. A homogeneous forest of concrete. Some structures old-looking, others newer.

“There are almost a quarter million residents in this area,” Gurka told them. “But it includes a small industrial section. The people who work there do not have to commute across the river. But I am not sure they consider themselves the lucky ones. The hours can be grueling.”

They rolled under a bridge and did a loop around past a low side wall covered with graffiti.

“Is this a bad area?” Miranda asked.

“It has its problems.”

Nice to know.

After another kilometer, they went through a roundabout where a shabby looking blue building stood along the street behind barren trees.

“Is that our destination?”

“That is a Soviet-era apartment complex. They are mixed in with the modern buildings. No, that is not the address I have.”

Okay. Maybe it was the unfamiliarity of the place, but it seemed to take forever to get anywhere in Kiev.

They went on for another ten minutes with no change in scenery. Finally Gurka took a side street, and pulled into a small lot between two older looking high rises.

He turned off the car and got out.

“Are we going to hunt down the apartment manager?” Miranda asked as Gurka opened the door for her.

“Let us see what we can discover first.”

She liked that idea, but as she caught sight of Parker scanning the area in stoic silence, she realized he wasn’t thrilled with this side excursion.

They made their way inside the building to an apartment on the fourteenth floor.

Gurka banged on the door. “Politsiya!”

He sounded like a Soviet army general.

He barked out something else that Miranda took to be something like, “Open up.” But she didn’t expect an answer.

If poor Vladislav hadn’t paid his rent in two or three months, the place was probably vacant. They’d need to get the manager to look around, after all.

Gurka was about to pound again when the door opened a crack and a slice of a pretty blue-eyed face appeared. She jabbered something to Gurka, sounding very frightened.

“English, please. I have Americans with me.”

“Americans?” She might as well as have said “Martians?”

Opening the door a little wider, she stood on tiptoe trying to see around Gurka’s frame.

He ignored her question. “May we come in? This is about a murder investigation.”

“Oh, no. No.” She sounded as if she knew what he was talking about. She moved backward away from the door, leaving it open.

Gurka gave them a nod and they entered a small living room.

Done in a bland muted brown-and-beige style, everything looked neat, tidy, and very generic. An IKEA type study desk sat in the far corner next to a comfortable looking rollback sofa. A few pencil drawings of flowers hung on the walls.

The woman stood in the middle of the room, pressing a hand against her head, her silhouette framed by the light from a floor-to-ceiling window at the other end.

She had short dark hair and was dressed in gray sweatpants, a matching fleece jacket, and trainers, as if she were about to go for a run.

She turned and stared at Gurka with a hollow look in her large brown eyes. “You have come to tell me he is dead, haven’t you?”

“Who?”

“Vlad, of course. Is he? Is he dead?”

“Do you speak of Vladislav Stefanyk Zelenko?”

She nodded.

Solemnly Gurka put his hands behind his back in an official stance. “Then, yes. I am sorry to inform you his body was found this morning.”

She broke into tears and sank onto the couch.

Her heart going out to the woman, Miranda hurried across the room and sat down beside her. “We are so sorry for you loss.”

The woman couldn’t answer. All she could do was reach for Miranda’s hand and hang onto it as she sobbed.

Parker came to the woman’s side and spoke in his most soothing voice. “We apologize for breaking the news so suddenly, Ms.—”

Wiping her cheeks, she closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe. “My name is Olga. Olga Nikolaevna. I am Vlad’s fiancée. Or I was.” She stared down at the dull brown carpet.

“Ms. Nikolaevna, if you could possibly bring yourself to answer some questions, it would help us immensely.”

Parker was smooth, but Miranda knew he felt for this poor woman. Gurka on the other hand, couldn’t help staring at Parker. He was obviously amazed at how easily the man could get information out of people.

Olga wiped her cheeks with her hands and sat forward. “Of course, I will help. Please sit down. Would you like some tea? Coffee? I have some cake in the kitchen.”

Even grief couldn’t suppress the Ukrainian impulse to feed guests.

“Please do not bother,” Gurka said taking a seat in an armchair across from them. He took out a pad and pen. “Tell me about your relationship with Vladislav Zelenko.”

“My relationship?”

“How did you meet?”

She took a few deep breaths. “We met in college and started dating. We fell in love. I knew he was right for me immediately, but Vlad wasn’t as sure. We both graduated last year and decided to move in together here. I got a job as a radiologist at Medicom.”

“Medicom?” Miranda asked.

“It is a medical clinic on the west bank,” Gurka explained.

Olga’s gaze wandered back to the floor. She was still in shock.

“And what did Vlad do?” Parker prompted softly.

Olga blinked and stared at Parker as if she were coming out of a dream. “Oh. He was a computer technician. He found a good job with a software company after school, but then…” her voice trailed off.

Gurka looked as if he was about to press her, but Parker raised a hand, signaling for him to wait.

After a moment, Olga continued on her own. “One day he met a man at a café. The man told Vlad his company was looking for sharp technical people for a special assignment. He said there could be big potential for Vlad to earn a lot of money.”

Miranda tensed. Sounded like what the men in suits told those homeless kids. And what the people at Udar told Gurka’s nephew. “Did the man offer him a job?”

Olga nodded. “When Vlad told me about it, I thought it sounded—how do you say? Too good to be true. I told him he should think more about it, but Vlad was so excited. He did not listen. He quit his job at the software company and went to work for the man.”

Gurka wrote the information down on his notepad. “When did Vladislav start working for this new company?”

“About a year ago. At first it was simply servicing the staff’s computers. Nothing that would lead to great wealth. Vlad was disappointed. I told him he had been duped, and he should try to go back to the software company.”

“And did he?” Miranda asked.

Olga shook her head. “About six months after he started, they asked him to do a special project. It required long hours at night, and Vlad was very irritable while he was working on it. We argued and he wouldn’t tell me anything about it. But the money did start to come. Suddenly Vlad could afford all sorts of things. He bought me expensive jewelry. Then he bought me a new car, and himself a motorcycle.”

Miranda wondered if that had ended up in the river.

Olga paused to stare out the window, reliving the past in her mind.

Parker gently touched her hand to bring her back to the present. “Did Vlad ever tell you what the project was?”

“He finally did. We had a bad fight. I told him if he did not trust me, we should not get married. That was when he told me they were using his technical skills to alter passports. The biometric kind.”

Miranda frowned at Parker. “What do you mean by alter?”

“He would change the data on the chip. Change the photograph, the fingerprints, and other personal information.”

Miranda’s stomach tightened. “Identity theft.”

“It sounded like it to me.”

“Something must have gone wrong.”

Olga dug her palm into her forehead. “It was all my fault. I told Vlad what he was doing was wrong. I told him it was illegal and he could go to jail. He knew that, but he was afraid not to do what they told him. He was afraid they would hurt him.”

They had hurt him.

After another deep breath, Olga told them the rest of it. “It was this past November. The Friday after Dignity and Freedom Day. Vlad woke up and was so excited. He told me he had found a way out of his trap. He said there was incriminating information a woman kept in her office. That night when everyone was gone, he was going to take the information and go to the police with it. I remember he kissed me and went out the door to work smiling.”

“And?”

She made a helpless gesture in the air with her hands. “And he did not come back. That was the last time I saw him.”

Silence filled the little room.

“I wanted to go to the police. I picked up the phone several times. But I was too afraid. What if these people found out what Vlad had told me and came after me? And then I hoped I was wrong. That Vlad had changed his mind and decided to leave me instead. I kept hoping one day he would walk through the door to get his things.”

Once more her eyes began to fill with tears.

Miranda patted the grieving woman’s hand and turned to Gurka. He had one more question to ask.

After a moment he put his notebook away and sat forward. “Olga Nikolaevna, what was the name of the company Vladislav worked for?”

She raised her head, her eyes bloodshot and watery. “It is an MMA gym in the city. It is called Udar.”


Chapter Thirty

 

“Someone from that club killed Vladislav Zelenko.” Miranda said as she paced the wooden floor.

They were back in Gurka’s office mulling over what they had learned, a veil of depression settling over all of them.

Gurka rocked back in his chair. “I agree, but we have little evidence to point to his murderer.”

“We have circumstantial evidence.” From the guest chair Parker pointed to the flash drive that was still in Gurka’s spare laptop.

Miranda agreed. “That flash drive has to be what Olga was talking about. What Vlad was going to take from Udar the night he disappeared.”

“In America, that would not be enough to convict anyone,” Parker said flatly.

Gurka let out a sigh of frustration. “It is not enough here, either. Not under our new code.”

Miranda scratched at her hair and tromped over to a bookshelf. Not enough? Basically, they had no proof of anything.

A few minutes ago, Dr. Loboda had called to say she had completed the autopsy. She confirmed the cause of death as asphyxia caused by submersion in water. But she noted the bullet wound in the chest and that it had nicked the aorta. The victim would have been dead within five minutes outside the water. Otherwise Vlad had been in perfect health.

The wound was through-and-through so there was no bullet to track down. It was at the bottom of the Dnieper.

Miranda plodded over to her chair and sank down into it. “We don’t even have a crime scene. The body could have been shot anywhere along the river and floated around to the spot where it was found this morning.”

Parker steepled his hands. “So we’ll have to prove Udar’s criminal activity another way.”

There was a knock on the door.

“Come in,” Gurka said.

The technician named Anton entered the room again, carrying the cell phone. “I think I have a charge for this now, sir.”

Gurka pointed to Miranda and Anton handed it to her. She pressed the button on the side and it came to life.

“Good job,” she said to Anton.

The young man’s cheeks went red and he studied his shoes. “I did my best.”

“You did great.” She caught Parker’s sad grin.

Despite the gloom they were all feeling, he was pleased she had learned to praise subordinates after managing the team he’d put her in charge of. Besides, this guy reminded her a little of Becker.

The text on the phone was Cyrillic, of course. But she managed to find the icon for the recent calls.

She pressed it. “When did Olga say was the last day she saw Vlad?”

“The Friday after Dignity and Freedom Day,” Gurka said. “That would have been November twenty-third.”

She stared at the phone a moment, feeling as if she were looking at the call log of a ghost. “He got a call about fifteen minutes before two in the morning the next day. Saturday. Here.” She showed it to Parker then to Gurka.

Gurka scowled at it. “No name. Only a number.”

“Do you have a way of looking it up?” Parker asked.

“I do.” The Inspector turned to his keyboard and his fingers flew over it. He stopped, peered at the screen, typed some more. At last, he sat back in disgust. “It is from what you would call a burner phone.”

Miranda’s shoulders sank. “It’s untraceable then.”

“I am afraid so.” He sounded utterly defeated.

Gurka got up and took a turn around the room to work off the frustration. He stopped at the window to stare out at the square. “In Soviet times the purpose of the police, the militsiya, was to harass the citizens. Now our duty is to protect them. I much prefer this mission, but it is often a difficult one.”

“It always is when you’re in the right,” Parker told him.

Miranda could see he felt for the man. He knew the same frustration. They both did.

“In our old criminal code there was little defense for the accused. Many innocent people went to prison without recourse. But we have made progress in recent years. Now, under our new code, the case will be thrown out if there is not enough evidence for a trial. Plus there still is corruption in our court system. If Udar is powerful enough, they may bribe the judge and go free.”

That didn’t sound like progress. “Is that likely?”

Gurka gave her a dark look. “My investigation into Udar uncovered that the company was started shortly after Independence.”

“It’s been in business that long?”

The Inspector nodded. “We believe it was originally funded from Moscow, by a former KGB official.”

A chill went through her. “What does that mean?”

Parker answered for Gurka. “It means Udar may have connections to the Russian mob.”

What in the world were they getting involved in? Still, there had been two young men shot down in the prime of their lives. Miranda felt indignation start to bubble up inside her. “And so you need proof positive.”

“Exactly. As much as we can get.”

“Have you tried checking the names in that spreadsheet against your department’s database?” Parker suggested.

“Not yet, but I will get Anton to—” Without finishing his sentence, Gurka sat down at his desk, as if a brilliant thought just struck him. He brought up the spreadsheet on his standalone laptop, and began typing. After a moment he sat back as if someone had punched him in the chest. “Bozhe mіy.”

“What is it?” Miranda hopped up and peered at the screen. She couldn’t make heads or tails out of it.

Gurka raised his hand and pointed to a highlighted cell. “I searched for the name Ilya Elkovich Dudnik. And there it is.”

“The man who killed your nephew?”

“Yes.”

“Udar must have given him his manufactured identity.” Miranda turned to Parker. “Is this spreadsheet a list of all the fake names for the fake IDs they created?”

Parker tapped his chin with his finger. “So it would seem. But we still can’t prove it conclusively.”

“So the identity theft angle isn’t to steal funds from innocent people. It’s to mask the real identity of the criminals in Udar’s employ.”

Parker nodded. “If that’s so, you may have a readymade list of criminals right there on your screen, Inspector.”

Miranda agreed. “That’s what Vlad wanted to take to the police.”

Gurka rubbed his mustache as he turned the ramifications over in his mind. At last, he shook a hand at his screen. “There must be more to this data. These are only names. There must be some sort of legend explaining who these people really are and what they do for Udar.”

“And how much money they bring in,” Miranda said.

Gurka growled under his breath. “Mixed martial arts has a reputation for being brutal, but the professional organizations are not criminal. We have other gyms in the city that are perfectly legitimate. But that club, Udar, is a disgrace to the sport. They are harboring killers.”

“Creating them, so it seems,” Parker said.

Gurka turned and pointed a finger at Miranda. “You said you posed as an amateur trainee and her manager.”

“Yeah. So?”

“So you could go back there and use the same tactic to get into the club again. You could get the missing part of this file.”

Miranda could only stare at him.

Gurka stared back. “We know this flash drive came from Irina Voloshyna’s office, do we not?”

They’d told him too much at lunch. “You want us to go into that hot head’s office and steal her data?”

“Borrow it.”

She smirked. “That’s not exactly the kind of evidence that would hold up in a court back home.”

“It would lead us to other evidence, if we knew more precisely what we were looking for. They may have records on drug drops or bank accounts or anything like that. Who knows what you might find?”

Miranda sat down, taking it in. It was darn risky. But to avenge those two young men? To bring their killers to justice? It might be worth it.

Then she turned and saw Parker’s face.

He turned to Gurka with a rock hard expression. “I’m sorry, Inspector. We’ve already put ourselves at too much risk.”

“Of course. I did not mean to impose.” Gurka’s tone dripped with sarcasm. He turned to his screen to close the file.

“Parker,” Miranda said to him softly. “We can’t leave this case this way.”

Parker leaned toward her, fire in his eyes. “At the club we visited last night there were at least a dozen well-trained, physically fit young men. If half of them are working for Udar we would be no match for them.”

Good point. They fought off two, but a whole gang of them?

Gurka brightened. “You are right, Mr. Parker. You will need fire power. And back up.”

He produced a key, opened a drawer with it, and laid two sleek black handguns on the desk before them. From another drawer, he produced several boxes of ammo.

Miranda drew in a breath as she stared down at the weapons. “What are they?”

“Fort-17s. Standard issue for our officers. They are semiautomatic with a thirteen round magazine each.”

She picked one up, checked the chamber, racked the slide, pulled the trigger a few times. “It has a nice feel. I like the grip on the handle.” She put it back down on the desk.

Parker remained silent.

“I will have men stationed around the building. And as I told you, I have a man inside as well. I just need to know what time you will be there.”

Miranda heard a rumble from Parker’s chest. He did not like being pushed.

But finally, he picked up one of the Fort-17s and studied it himself. After a moment, he slipped it into his pocket with the ammo. “Miranda and I need to discuss the wisdom of this venture.”

“Very well.”

“We also need some rest. We’ll go back to our hotel and will let you know what we decide. If you would kindly have one of your officers provide us a ride, we would be grateful.”

“Of course.” Gurka picked up his phone, summoned one of his minions, and after a moment there was a knock on the door.

“Yes, Inspector,” said the same officer who had fetched them this morning.

“Please take Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele back to their hotel.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Thank you, Inspector.” Parker got to his feet, nodded to Miranda.

She shoved the Fort-17 into her pocket with the rest of the ammo and followed him to the door.

“And Mr. Parker,” Gurka said just before they were through it.

Parker turned back. “Yes, Inspector?”

“I want to thank you both in advance for your cooperation.”


Chapter Thirty-One

 

Irina Voloshyna sat at the desk in her office staring at the numbers on her computer screen.

They were fair, decent. But the man she paid tribute to would want more. She wanted more. Everything was riding on tomorrow night.

Her door opened and Sergei entered the room. Had he finally decided to come to work?

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Did you follow them like I told you last night?”

He sauntered over to a chair in his careless way and sat, stretching his long legs out in front of him. “Those two Americans?”

“Of course, those two Americans,” she snapped. “Who else would I be talking about?”

He waved a hand in the air as if batting away a fly. “I had a couple of the recruits do that and rough them up a bit, per your orders. The woman is a fighter. She wasn’t lying about her abilities.”

“You think they are legitimate?”

“For now.”

“You are a fool, Sergei. Americans do not come to us for training.”

He shrugged. “They did not come back to the club.”

Irina huffed at him.

Men. They think they know everything. They are so cavalier, so careless. She could not afford to be careless. “If they do come back, get rid of them.”

“It could be bad for business if I run them off. They might make a stir, bring us undo attention. That would not be good with the event tomorrow.”

That thought gave her pause.

Tomorrow night was the contest in the sports arena in the city. Important for Udar. It would also be the biggest, most important transaction of her life. If it went well, she would be wealthy in her own right, not living off what her brother and father had earned. She would prove herself at last to those above her and below her.

She did not have time for those Americans.

Images flickered on her computer screen. She turned to it and saw a woman in a dark coat with a microphone standing near the Dnieper.

It was the news.

She turned up the sound and listened. The woman’s words made her chest pound.

She let out a growl.

Sergei scowled at her. “What is it now, Irina?”

She flicked a hand toward the screen. “Do you not hear? Did you not know about this?”

“About what?”

“They pulled a body out of the Dnieper this morning.”

Suddenly concerned, Sergei leaned over and watched the screen a moment. He did not say anything.

Irina shot to her feet. “Is it him? Is it?”

“It cannot be.”

This could not be happening. Not now. “Is that Vlad? Did they find him?”

“Shh,” Sergei told her, and listened to the reporter another moment. He shook his head. “The body is unidentified.”

“But they will identify it.”

“Do you know what a body that has been in the water that long looks like?”

“What does that matter?”

“They will not be able to identify him.”

“How can you be sure?”

Sergei only shook his head at her, making her want to slap him.

“What if it is Vlad? What if they find that flash drive?”

“They will not.” Disgusted, he rose and went to the door. “I have work to do.”

“Sergei,” she snapped, furious he would go before she dismissed him.

“Yes, Irina?”

Irina pointed at the computer screen where the news was now covering another story. “If this has any impact at all on our plans tomorrow night, it will be you who will have to answer to our boss.”

His cheek twitched, but he knew better than to strike back. Fixing her with a cold dark stare, he simply shook his head.

“You worry too much,” he said, and went out the door, leaving her alone with her troubles.


Chapter Thirty-Two

 

Back in their luxury suite in the hotel, Miranda had a hot bath and a nice long nap. When she awoke, she noticed a delicious scent coming from the sitting area.

She got up, pulled on a robe and padded into the next room.

Among the princely furnishings she discovered Parker perfectly groomed and dressed in one of his expensive suits. A small table for two stood near the ivory fireplace. He had ordered room service, and there was a sumptuous dinner waiting for her.

If they were going on this hunting expedition tonight, he was going to make sure she was well fed.

She let him seat her in a gilded chair.

After she slid in, he set a plate before her and lifted the silver cover. “Your salad, Madame.”

She laughed. “You make a pretty sexy waiter.”

He grinned slyly as he seated himself across from her and poured coffee. This time dark and rich and with no milk.

She lifted a silver fork and dug into the salad. “Mmm.”

It tasted fresh and was loaded with shrimp, avocado and truffle oil. Must have cost a bunch of Euros or maybe rubles.

She took a sip of the wonderful brew. Though she was enjoying the pampering, she knew what Parker was up to.

His subtext read, Wouldn’t you like to go home and continue our exploration of fine restaurants there?

In response, she played her own little game. As if she were making small talk, she said, “That Inspector Gurka is a real trip, isn’t he?”

“Presumptuous is the word I would use.”

“Yeah.”

Her thoughts turned grim. The events of the day were still swirling in her brain. Vladislav’s body on the snowy bank of the Dnieper. Their trip to the morgue, then to the eastern side of the city. The cries of Vlad’s poor bereft fiancée. The name of the man who’d killed Gurka’s nephew in that spreadsheet.

She had to ask. “So we’re still on the case, right?”

Instead of answering, Parker took her salad plate and replaced it with a dish of delicious looking duck fillet slices over mashed potatoes. She took a bite and found the luscious tender meat drenched in a citrus cream-and-almond sauce with a touch of black garlic.

“This is heavenly, Parker,” she said, wiping her mouth.

“I’m glad you’re pleased.” He poured her more coffee and they ate a while in silence.

Finally Miranda put down her fork. Enough games.

“So?”

Parker’s dark brow rose. “So?”

“The case?”

He settled back in his chair. “Which case are we investigating, Miranda? Vladislav, Gurka’s nephew Rinat, or Sasha?”

Why was he being difficult? “Sasha, of course. It’s what your father hired us to do. But I care about the others, too. Don’t you?”

“Of course, I do. But as much as we want justice, we can’t fight every battle all over the globe.”

“No, just the ones that come to us.”

Parker reached across the table and held her hand for a moment, cherishing her touch. He had to admit he had a bad feeling about tonight. He was worried about her. And there was something else. But as much as he wanted to, he couldn’t tell her about the health checkup he’d had recently, or the text from his doctor that he’d been ignoring. It wasn’t the right time.

Miranda watched Parker’s handsome face and saw something strange in his eyes. Was he hiding something from her? No, he was just trying to protect her, like always.

She got that. Lord knew, she’d been beside herself the times she’d thought she’d lost him on a case.

Once again, she thought of what he’d said back in Atlanta. Retirement might end all that pain and fear. But they’d be shirking their duty, the destiny they’d both been called to.

She gave his hand a squeeze, then picked up her fork as her mind went back to the two victims of Udar. “Vlad’s case was kept hidden, while Gurka’s nephew was out in the open. Why?”

Parker sat back again, cradling his coffee cup. “To make a statement, perhaps.”

“To show others that they’d better not get out of line. This is what happens if you go to the police.” She thought about that and frowned. “Finding Vlad’s body this morning was a fluke. And if this is how Udar deals with people who question their operation—”

“There could be a lot of undiscovered bodies.”

Miranda shuddered at Parker’s ominous words.

She pushed her plate away. “It looks like those homeless boys near the train station were telling the truth. Udar recruits people with promises of riches, then enlists them in their criminal enterprises.”

“We still don’t know for certain if Sasha was ever homeless or if he was even with the people we met near the train station.”

“But he could have been. The older man might have known him. And if that’s so, it’s likely Sasha has been at Udar in some capacity.” The exact type of capacity made her heart ache.

Parker rose, cleared the dinner plates and set another smaller one down in front of her.

She stared at it. Creme brulee garnished with mango and coconut. “Dessert?”

“Try it.”

She lifted the fork and took a bite. It was out of this world. “Oh, man. That’s good.”

Smiling with self-satisfaction, Parker sat down again. “All right, let’s assume Sasha did end up at Udar. There are only three possible scenarios.

“Okay,” she said, licking coconut from the corner of her mouth.

“One, he left voluntarily.”

She grimaced. “Udar isn’t the type of organization you can leave of your own free will. Gurka’s nephew Rinat proved that.”

“No, it isn’t. That leaves us with the other two possibilities. Either Sasha was killed trying to leave, or he’s still involved in the operation.”

The idea took her breath. She sat back and put her fork down in the empty dessert dish with a clink. “For all we know, we could see Sasha at the club tonight. We could walk right past him and not even know him.”

“Assuming we’re going to Udar tonight.”

Miranda raised her chin and met Parker’s gaze. “Yes, assuming that.”

His eyes narrowed. “And if we do, we’re going at the request of Inspector Gurka. Even though Sasha is our priority, our focus tonight would be to execute his objective.”

She let out a slow breath. “To get whatever information goes with that flash drive.”

“Exactly.” He took another sip of coffee. “Are you sure you want to risk it?”

“I don’t think we have a choice.”

Parker grew silent. He didn’t care for her answer.

She wasn’t sure she could pull off getting into Irina’s office, much less pilfering evidence. But she had to try. “So what’s our plan?”

Wrestling with duty and his need to protect her, Parker drew in a slow breath. “We should continue our ruse as amateur fighter and manager, and say we want to look at the facilities more closely.”

“So we’re going?”

Picking up his coffee cup, he nodded.

Miranda felt a wave of both relief and panic. “At least that Sambo trainer won’t be there, thank goodness.”

Now Parker’s lip turned up in a teasing grin. “Are you afraid of a little Sambo training?”

She put her head in the air. “It’s not my style. And it will be better if I don’t have a lesson.”

“I agree.”

She looked at the time on her phone. “How about this? We’ll go there in about an hour and a half. I’ll bring a bag with some workout clothes, saying I’m ready to work with the Sambo trainer. Sergei or whoever else is on duty tonight will tell us we’re too late for the trainer and remind us he leaves at five. I’ll start to pitch a fit. You know. ‘Do you know who I am? I’m Peaches from America.’ That sort of stuff.”

Parker had to smile at the image she was conjuring in his mind. “And I’ll ask to complain to the management. Once I have their attention—”

“I’ll sneak down that hall in the back to Irina’s office.”

“What if she’s there?”

“She probably won’t be at this hour. But we can demand to see her when I pitch my fit to verify.”

Parker nodded approvingly. “That should work. I’ll keep both of them distracted while you get into Irina’s office.”

She was feeling the nerves already, but she gave him a nod. “I can do that.”

“Be careful, Miranda.”

“I will be. You, too.”

“Of course. I want you to promise me something.” He reached across the table for her hand again.

“What?”

He fixed her with his rock hard gaze. “If at any time you feel things are going wrong, you’ll stop and get out of there.”

She didn’t like that idea, but she could see it was the only way she was going to get him to agree to this scheme. “I promise.”

“Very well.” He let go of her hand and reached for his phone. “I’ll call Gurka and tell him we’ll be there at eight.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

 

A parking spot near Udar was even harder to find than the night before.

They had to drive around several blocks for at least fifteen minutes. Finally, when Parker had made the last turn onto the road in front of the club, someone pulled out, and a spot opened up twenty feet from Udar’s entrance.

Parker pulled into it, and they clapped gloved hands together in victory.

Hoping it was a good omen, Miranda got out and made her way to the door with Parker at her side.

Steeling herself for the task at hand as they marched over the sidewalk, she peered into a dark crevice between two buildings. Nobody lurking there. But things would be different if they got jumped tonight.

They both had Gurka’s Fort-17s in their pockets. She’d decided carrying a bag would be too cumbersome, so she’d worn her workout clothes under her coat.

She just had to make sure she kept her coat on once they got into the club so nobody noticed the gun.

As Parker opened the door for her, she looked back and thought she saw one of Gurka’s men in an unmarked car just in front of the shop next door.

They had help tonight. Everything would be okay.

Giving Parker a confident grin, she stepped inside the club and found the same young woman behind the gleaming desk.

Tonight she didn’t look so happy.

Her hair was mussed, and she wore a haggard expression as she spoke to someone on the phone.

“Yes. Yes, right away. I am sorry.” She hung up and blinked at Parker and Miranda in surprise. “Oh. You are back.”

Parker gave her a gracious smile. “We are. Are you busy tonight?”

She began shuffling through papers on the desk. “Oh, yes. We are very busy getting ready for the event tomorrow night.”

“What event?” Miranda asked.

“You do not know? Why, the Eurasian Beat Down.”

Miranda glanced at Parker with a raised brow. “Eurasian Beat Down?”

“Yes, it is a big mixed martial arts event. It is held at the sports complex downtown.”

That was interesting. “Oh? Are some of your people fighting in it?”

Without looking at them, the receptionist put down a stack of papers and reached for another. “Yes. Egor Kluka. He is only third on the card, but he is very good. Irina expects him to win.”

Miranda bet he was scared not to.

But why was someone from Udar entered in a big MMA event? She’d think the place wouldn’t want the attention. Maybe they had to participate to keep up the front.

The receptionist turned toward the entrance to the exercise area just as the giant they met last night came strolling around the curved Plexiglas backdrop.

“Oh, Sergei. There you are. Do you know where the extra flyers are? I need them right away.”

“I will get you some.” Sergei turned and smiled at Miranda and Parker as if they were long lost buddies.

Tonight the bulky tattooed man was dressed in a black, short sleeved mesh shirt that showed off his big muscles. His form-fitting cotton gym slacks did the same, and his tight red curls were slick with gel as if he’d just come from the shower.

The Udar logo on his chest felt like a flashing warning signal to Miranda.

“Ah, my American friends,” he said. “I was afraid you were not coming back.”

Parker smiled back. “But here we are.”

Miranda took a cocky step toward him. “I’m all ready for my Sambo lesson.”

Sergei folded his arms over his massive chest and eyed her up and down as if he were counting her bones and wondering how many he could break. “Are you now? Well, you are in luck. Dmitry decided to work late tonight.”

Miranda suppressed a gulp. “He did?”

Sergei chuckled as if he knew she wasn’t expecting that answer. “Yes, he did. Come. I will introduce him to you.”

Uh oh. She’d forgotten to make a plan B.

As they headed for the stairs, Miranda shot Parker a nervous glance, but he kept his stoic game face in place.

Okay, she could still manage to get into Irina’s office. She’d just have to do it a little differently.

They strolled through the exercise area with the glass dome high overhead and up the silver stairs.

Her new trainer was waiting for her among the black heavy bags.

Dmitry was a little shorter than Sergei, but stockier. He wore a royal blue workout getup stretched over thick muscles. He had black hair and eyes, a long hook nose, thick lips and a short black beard.

He reminded Miranda of a pirate.

As they approached, he eyed her with the hungry look of a shark.

Well, she was no damsel in distress waiting to be rescued from him. She’d deal with whatever he threw at her.

“Good to meet you, Ms. Steele,” he said shaking her hand in a strong grip after she reached him.

“This is Dmitry Sokolov,” Sergei told them. “He is from Moscow. We call him Sokol. It means a fast bird of prey.”

The two men chuckled together.

Correction. Not a shark. A vulture.

“And Ms. Steele is known as Peaches.”

Sokol grinned at her. “How sweet.”

She should have picked a tougher sounding nickname. Better make this look good. “Okay, Sokol. What have you got for me?”

His eyes glowed with amusement. “First, a good workout.”

“Sure thing.”

Oh, boy.

Feeling as if she were stripping naked, Miranda peeled off her coat, revealing the black-white-and-blue sports bra and yoga slacks she’d worn. Good thing she’d come dressed for this.

Carefully she handed the coat to Parker, making sure the gun didn’t slip out of the pocket.

He tucked it over his arm with a confident nod that told her he was in control. He’d make sure she was covered.

Sokol grinned at her. “Let’s start with the battle ropes.”

“Sounds like fun.”

Not so much fun. The next hour was pure hell.

In the far corner of the gym, while Parker looked on, Sokol had Miranda doing double waves, shoulder presses, and power slams with the thick hundred foot ropes until her whole body ached. Then without a break, he took her to the heavy bags and made her do ten rounds. After only a five minute time out, he had her jogging around the edge of the gym floor.

Exhausted, she trotted over to where Sokol was standing with Parker. She bent over, hands on her knees until she caught her breath.

At last she was able to speak. “That was kind of light, but a good workout. Guess I’m done, right?”

Sokol’s chuckle sounded downright sadistic. “Oh, no, Peaches. We are just getting started. I have not shown you any Sambo moves yet.”

“Oh, yeah.” She’d forgotten about that part. “Okay then, show me what you’ve got.”

As her new trainer led her over to the kickboxing ring, Parker pulled her close. “You don’t have to do this, Miranda.”

“I’m okay,” she whispered back. “I can handle it.”

More determined than ever, she climbed into the ring. Though her arms and legs ached, she danced around in the middle of the ring and threw few punches.

“Hands at your side,” Sokol commanded, sounding like a general in the Red Army.

She dropped her fists.

“First I will show you this technique. Lean back slightly, drive the knee up. Like this.” He performed the movement.

“Cool,” she said. It was a nice move.

“Then use the full force of the thigh for a power kick. Like this.”

He grabbed her wrist with the same maneuver she’d used last night when she and Parker were jumped. Then he crouched and came at her hard with his leg.

She twisted out of the wristlock and jumped away in the nick of time.

“Impressive,” he said smiling. Then he got hold of her other wrist and came at her from the opposite side.

Again she managed to evade.

“You are pretty good.” He stepped close to her.

She backed away. “Yeah, I am.”

Suddenly he did a flying leap and caught her in the ribs. Down she went, cussing as she hit the mat.

He was trying to break her down. She was sure of it. Why, she wasn’t certain. Was it just ego? Or had he guessed what they were up to? She wondered what part he really played in Udar’s organization.

Laughing he moved to her and held out a hand. As she took it and let him pull her up, something was familiar in the way he moved.

Was this the guy who had attacked her last night? Was he a ruthless criminal? Did he know who she and Parker really were? The questions raced through her mind as she followed the sadist’s instructions.

He showed her a calf crush, a scissors takedown, and several versions of a hip throw.

When she’d hit the mat for the fourth time, she was ready to cry uncle. “Okay, that’s enough.”

“Is Peaches turning sour?” he mocked.

“I’m just done for the night.” She glanced over at Parker, who had been watching from the sidelines with her coat still safely over his arm.

His jaw was tight. She knew it was hard for him to watch her being thrown around like a sack of potatoes.

She got up and walked over to him. He helped her out of the ring as Sergei appeared.

He grinned at her panting sweaty condition. “How did you like your first training session?”

Parker raised a finger. “Sergei, I’d like to speak with you about your training methods.” He nodded toward Sokol. “You, as well. Is the manager here?”

Sergei gave Parker a hard look. “Irina is not in tonight. I am in charge.”

Sokol jumped out of the ring and sauntered over to them with a cocky air. “Are you questioning my instructional abilities, Mr. Parker?”

Miranda interrupted. “Hey, you guys can stand around here and jaw if you want to. I need a shower.” She pointed toward the opening that led to the hall in the rear. “Are they back there?”

“Yes,” Sergei said. “Feel free to help yourself.”

“Thanks.” She gave Parker an amateur-to-trainee pat on the arm. “I won’t be too long.”

He nodded, sending her the signal that he’d make sure to keep these two occupied.

Wishing she could have taken her coat with her, she trotted across the floor and slid through the archway.

Here we go, she thought.


Chapter Thirty-Four

 

In the well-lit modern hallway, Miranda looked to her left and spotted the women’s shower room. Better check it out just to make this look good.

She made her way over to it and stepped inside. Here she found sparkling white tiles, rows of light blue lockers and shower stalls around a tall divider. The antiseptic smell told her the place had been cleaned recently, but no one was in here.

That was a good sign.

She grabbed a towel from a stack, draped it around her neck, and stepped out into the hall again.

No one was here, either.

She eyed the office door that belonged to Irina Voloshyna, according to the description Parker had given her. After waiting a beat, she took a deep breath and strolled over to it.

No light under the door. That was good.

Casually she put a hand on the knob and glanced down the hall both ways.

Nobody coming. She opened the door a crack.

Sergei had said Irina wasn’t in, but if by chance she was sitting here in the dark, anyway, Miranda would just say she’d gotten lost.

She wasn’t.

Swallowing hard, Miranda stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

The office was dark except for the city lights streaming in through a tall window behind the desk.

Heart pounding, she took out her phone and used it for light as she crept around the desk.

It was made of fancy polished wood, with lots of carving and some gold inlay. The chairs were nice, too, with rollbacks and scrolling armrests and luxurious upholstery. As elaborate as the hotel suite Parker had booked.

This lady might want to look tough, but she sure liked to pamper herself.

Miranda spotted an ornate what-not case in the corner. It was filled with girlish dolls. They looked expensive. Irina Voloshyna, manager of Udar, was a doll collector? Okay.

On the other side of the desk, Miranda eyed the window. It was a classical arch style with dark blue velvet drapery, and adorned with rows of heavy gold tassels. The frame had a gold latch to go with it.

She peered out.

There was a five-foot drop to the roof of the building next door. No one out there looking in.

That was good, too.

She turned to the desk and paused when she saw a sharp letter opener lying on the blotter. She bet Irina liked to threaten her employees with that.

Keep going, she told herself. Focus.

Okay. There was a laptop. After glancing back at the door, she dared to wiggle the mouse. The screensaver stopped and a password field appeared. Where was Parker when she needed him?

No time for that. She gave up on the laptop and began opening drawers.

Tissues, make up, lipstick, hair ties, and a brush. The next drawer held leggings and a handheld mirror. Not too vain, was she?

The next one had pens, pencils, and what looked like a paperback novel. Miranda couldn’t be sure. The title was in Cyrillic.

One more drawer. The one on the right.

She pulled it open.

Bingo.

A set of flash drives were arranged in a neat row in a wooden organizer. No labels or markings. She counted five of them in various colors. What did that mean? Color coding? One for every weekday? If so, they might just be copies of each other.

If she took them all, it would be too obvious. If just one was missing, Irina might think she misplaced it.

As she stared down at them she wondered if Vlad had thought the same thing. If only he’d taken them all.

Okay, Gurka. I may not get you what you want, but at least I tried.

The silver one. It matched the drive they had.

She reached down, snatched it out of the organizer and stuffed it into the side pocket of her yoga pants.

Now to get out of here.

She was just closing the drawer, when the office door flew open and the lights came on.

She didn’t even have time to duck behind the desk.

Irina Voloshyna stood before her, glaring at her, black eyes blazing. “What are you doing in here?”

“I got lost.”

“You did not. Who are you?”

Miranda raised her palms. “Just another satisfied customer.”

With a grunt, Irina lunged for her.

Nowhere to run.

Miranda took the towel and tossed it in the woman’s face. While Irina sputtered and struggled with it, she reached for the window latch behind her.

She took one last look at the office and saw no other way out.

Only one way to escape.

She threw open the window, climbed onto the sill, and jumped into darkness.


Chapter Thirty-Five

 

The first thing Miranda felt was cold.

Bitter cold. Like jumping into a frozen lake in the winter.

The sweat from her workout felt like it was turning to icicles on her skin. With a big thud, she landed on her knee, and the concrete dug through her yoga pants, skinning her flesh. But at least the rough surface provided some friction.

Shivering, she rose and took stock of her situation.

The roof she stood on was drenched in darkness, but the lights from the street and bars below gave some illumination. The concrete stretched out before her in a long, rectangular shape. The pitch was low. Less than twenty degrees, she’d guess, sloping just a bit toward the far end for rain runoff. A decorative balustrade about a foot high ran around the edge of the roof. There was snow under the shafts, but the sun that day must have melted most of it away.

She hoped. How to get down from here?

As she was considering the possibilities, a shrill shout came from overhead.

Miranda looked up and saw Irina climbing out the window, coming down after her.

“Suka!” she screeched. “What did you steal? What did you take from me?”

Uh oh.

Miranda took off at a slow run, praying she didn’t slip and fall to her death. Making her way past exhaust vents and chimneys, after what seemed like an eternity, she was at the far edge of the roof.

She peered over the balustrade.

Maybe another five feet down was the span of the glass dome of Udar’s exercise area on the first floor. She blinked hard and made out a wide ledge running around the border of the dome. It even had a handrail. But there was a gap between the ledge and the building she stood on.

Could she make the jump? If she missed she’d go flying down into some alley several stories below.

Behind her, Irina’s footsteps were pounding on the concrete, coming closer.

No choice.

As best she could, she kicked away the snow along the bottom of the balustrade. Then holding tight to the concrete, she threw one leg over, then the other, until she was on the other side, her ankles between the railings.

As she bent her knees, she heard Irina getting closer.

Here we go.

She let go of the balustrade and leapt into the air.

Weee! Peter Pan had nothing on her. The sensation she felt would have been thrilling if this had been a carnival ride—with a belt around her waist for protection.

Right now, it was terrifying.

The dark surface of the dome’s perimeter seemed to zoom toward her. Was she was going to crash into the glass full force? Maybe she should rethink this.

Suddenly she slammed down onto the ledge, nearly knocking the breath out of herself.

But she was here.

And she was okay. No broken bones. Or at least, she didn’t think so.

Now what?

She got up and crouched, took a step forward. She could navigate this ledge.

Inching her way around the paved surface, one hand on the railing, the other stretched out for balance, again she searched for a way to climb down.

As the wide ledge curved around the dome, she peered through the glass. The exercise equipment and customers below were like figurines.

Then she started.

Parker was down there on the first floor. He was still talking to Sergei and Sokol, from what she could make out.

He glanced up, and she could have sworn he spotted her. But there was no time to figure that out.

A shot cracked through the air behind her.

“Suka! Thief!”

Suka. Must be Ukrainian for bitch.

Miranda spun and saw Irina holster the gun she’d just fired. She was about to make the same jump to the circular ledge.

Good grief, that woman was relentless. Miranda hurried around the dome, hoping to find someplace, any place to get down and away from the crazy bitch.

On the other side of the circumference she found it—the low pitched roof of the neighboring building. This one was only about three feet down.

She could make it. If she didn’t slip on the ice clinging to the clay shingles.

No time to think about that. She climbed over the railing, steadied herself once again, and made the leap.

She came down hard, her legs on one side of the lower roof’s apex, her upper body on the other. Her palms had scraped the clay and were bleeding.

Ignoring the pain, she got up, positioned her legs on either side of the peak, and scrambled to the other side of the building. Peering over the edge, she had a rush of vertigo. She had reached the end of the block, and the structure went straight down to the pavement.

Right where she was going if she couldn’t find a way down.

Her breath coming in ragged snatches, she forced herself to think. Before her was a decorative spire that formed a sort of cap to the building. Leaning over it again, she peered into the darkness.

Yes. Just below her was one of those fancy iron-rail balconies. She could hang onto the spire cap and drop right down onto it.

If she got the angle right.

A blast of wind made her shiver again. Then she saw Irina had reached the other end of the roof she was on.

She took hold of the spire cap, lifted her legs, and swung her body over. She dangled there in the air, her aching arms protesting in pain.

She began to swing her body like a trapeze artist. Had to get it right. One. Two.

She closed her eyes and let go.

Her feet hit the floor of the balcony with a clang, and she nearly got the wind knocked out of her as her body slammed against the rails.

But she was okay. She wasn’t a grease spot on the pavement below.

She peered through the bars. There was another matching balcony directly below her. Her luck was turning. That one would be easier to get to.

Hanging onto the rails, she pulled herself over and swung onto the second floor. Easy peasy.

Suddenly another shot rang out from above. Irina stood on the roof just over her, weapon in both hands.

She screamed something in Ukrainian, stuffed the gun into her belt, and started over the cap. The next second she was on the third story balcony right over Miranda’s head.

Miranda hurried to the building’s side, pressed herself against. How was she going to get down now?

If she moved, she’d be in Irina’s line of sight, and the crazy woman would shoot her.

Heart pounding, from where she stood, she peered down over the railing and spotted a canvas awning just below her. It looked steady. Could she make it there?

Irina clattered on the balcony above her.

Do something, she told herself.

She had to risk it. It might not work, but it was better than standing here.

Just as she swung a leg over the railing near the wall, another shot rang out.

She heard Irina squeal.

Wait. That shot hadn’t come from above.

Miranda looked down past the awning and into the dark alley.

A man in a heavy coat with a gun in his hand stood below her, his weapon pointed at the balcony over her head.

Parker.

He hurried to a spot under the awning and held out his arms. “Do it, Miranda.”

Okay. The sound of his voice gave her a boost of courage. She let go of the railing, slipped down onto the awning, and slid right into his arms.

She looked up and saw Irina disappearing over the top of the building.

She pressed her face to Parker’s cheek. Man, he felt good. “What took you so long?”

“The GPS was slow.”

He set her down on the ground, bundled her up in her coat, and they hurried to the BMW, which was waiting for them at the curb.

Safe inside the vehicle, with the heat on high, Miranda reached into the pocket of her yoga pants.

It was still there.

She pulled out the flash drive and held it out to Parker. “Look what I have.”

He had to smile. “I expected nothing less.”

He leaned over to kiss her, then he put the car in drive, and they rushed off into the Ukrainian night.


Chapter Thirty-Six

 

Back inside their hotel suite, a nice hot shower was in order. The bath Miranda had had earlier had been canceled out by her workout-from-hell and sprint over the rooftops.

Dressed in a white terrycloth robe, with her hair wrapped in a towel, she opened the bathroom door and found Parker at the luxury desk in the sitting area, peering at the laptop he had brought from home.

He hadn’t even taken off his suit coat.

She went to the elegant sofa across from him and stretched out on it. “Don’t you want a break after what we’ve been through?”

“I didn’t realize you took breaks.”

Scowling at him, she rolled over onto her stomach. “Speaking of breaks, my body feels like what’s left on the bottom of a potato chip bag.”

That got him out of his seat. “Is anything broken?” Gently he touched her arm.

She sat up, groaned a little with the effort. “I’m okay.”

“Any sprains?” He began to examine her like a doctor.

She reached for his hand. “I’m just sore. I don’t think I’ve got any serious injuries.”

He took her chin in his hand and fixed her with his powerful gaze. “Do you know how hard it was to watch you go through what you did tonight?”

His concern made her smile. “Do you know how hard it was to go through it?”

He didn’t like her flippant answer, but he kissed her tenderly, stroked her hair as lightly as a summer breeze.

Usually she didn’t want him to treat her as if she were made out of China. Tonight was an exception.

As his lips touched her hair, he murmured, “I wanted to jump into that ring and give Sokol a taste of his own medicine.”

Miranda smirked. “I thought I handled him pretty well.”

“You did. As always, you were a valiant warrior.”

She took his hand and pressed it to her cheek. A little too hard. “Ouch.”

“You did that to yourself.”

“I know. I’m a glutton for punishment.”

He turned her hand over. “You’re cut.”

“Yeah. This one, too.” She showed him her other hand, then pulled back the robe to reveal her skinned knees. “That’s what I get for running around on rooftops in the middle of the night.”

“Oh, my darling. I’ll get the ointment.” He went to his bag and fetched a tube of the stuff. Gently he applied it to her palms and knees.

“That feels better.” She kissed the back of his hand. Then she stopped when she saw his stern look.

“When I looked up and saw you through the dome of Udar tonight, I knew I shouldn’t have let you go through with this plan.”

“We didn’t know Irina was there.”

“Sergei lied when he said she wasn’t in. I didn’t see her on the floor.”

Miranda lifted a shoulder and winced. “Maybe she came in some back way.” She didn’t want to argue about it. “So what’s on that flash drive?”

Parker held her gaze for another long moment. He knew she was changing the subject, but he didn’t want to fight after what she’d been through, either.

“Let me show you.” He helped her up in his genteel way and led her over to the desk.

He pulled up a chair for her and they both sat.

Parker touched the mouse, entered his password, and a spreadsheet appeared filled with Cyrillic letters.

“Is that the same file as the one we saw in Gurka’s office?”

“I believe so. But I was able to do this with it.” He brought up an app, entered some text, clicked again.

Suddenly the unreadable text turned to Roman letters.

“Hey, that’s pretty cool.”

The corner of his lip turned up. “I don’t find a use for that application very often, but sometimes it comes in handy.” Then his smile faded. “I’m afraid these names still don’t tell us much.”

Parker did a search and entered the name Ilya Elkovich Dudnik. He clicked the button and the cell became highlighted.

“It’s a copy.” Her shoulders sank. “I was afraid that drive was the same as the one Gurka has. There were five of them in Irina’s drawer, but I didn’t want to risk taking them all. If I’d known she was going to catch me, I would have.”

“You couldn’t have known.” Parker did a search for the name Sasha Pavlovych. The “Not Found” message appeared.

“Tell me about it,” Miranda muttered to the message. “It’s coming up with the same thing we are. Nothing.”

Parker stared at the screen in silence. Miranda could feel the sense of despair going through him.

She thought a moment. “Is Vlad’s name on that list?”

Parker entered variations on Vladislav Stefanyk Zelenko. Vlad Zelenko. Vladislav.

Not found. Not found. Not found.

“Apparently not.” He sounded so tired.

“So this isn’t a list of targets or of Udar’s kills.”

“No. Most likely it’s a list of manufactured identities.”

“That doesn’t help us much.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Parker sat back and closed the file.

“Maybe Sasha never went to Udar.”

“Maybe. I called the Inspector while you were in the shower and informed him of the results of tonight’s mission.”

“Bet he was thrilled.”

“He’s taking it in stride.”

She sat up. “Hey. What about Gurka’s men back at the club? Aren’t they going to arrest Irina for shooting at me?

“One of the officers told me they were under orders not to arrest anyone unless there was proof of criminal activity.”

Miranda smirked. “Chasing someone across rooftops and trying to kill them isn’t a criminal activity?”

“The Inspector meant something to tie them to the murders of Vlad and Rinat, and to prove their criminal enterprises.”

“Yeah, I know.” She got up and started to slide the chair back against the wall. Then she hesitated. “Are you sure there’s nothing else on that drive?”

He opened the folder on the drive and studied it. “There’s only one file. Names.”

Just like the one from Vlad’s satchel the police had pulled out of the river.

Suddenly Parker sat forward. “Let me try something.”

He right-clicked on the white space, did a little maneuvering, and suddenly another file appeared.

Miranda leaned over his shoulder. “What’s that?”

“It was hidden.”

“A hidden file?” And its name was in Cyrillic, of course.

Parker double-clicked it, and a warning screen popped up. “It’s password protected and encrypted.”

She let out a sigh. “So now what?”

“I have an app that can break the password and go through several dozen encryption algorithms, but it will take until the morning to run.”

She was tired of roadblocks. And exhausted in general. That file was probably nothing more than Irina’s grocery list. “Let’s go to bed then.”

“Excellent suggestion.” Parker brought up the app, got it running, and got ready for bed.

As he crawled in beside her, Miranda put her arms around him and pulled him tight. “Thanks for saving my life again tonight.”

“It’s becoming a habit.”

“For me, too.”

“Touché. I propose we both need to try harder to stay alive.”

“I’ll make a note of that,” she yawned.

And with the smell of Parker’s delicious manly scent teasing her nose, she drifted off.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

 

Irina pulled herself up and climbed back through her office window. Inside, she closed the panes, her whole body shivering with rage.

The harsh overhead light made her eyes hurt. She raised her gun, ready to fire at it. Then she lowered her arm. Making a mess right now would do no good. She set the gun down on her desk.

If she kept it in her hand, she would shoot the next person who came to her door.

She wanted to shoot someone. She wanted to go out to the gym and shoot every last one of them. Sergei. Sokol. All the trainees. They were supposed to guard her office while they were in training here, and they had failed miserably.

None of them deserved to live.

Least of all Sergei. “You worry too much,” he had said.

Ha. She knew those Americans were not to be trusted. Who was that woman? What had she taken? Irina hadn’t had time to check before she had grabbed her gun and chased the thieving Ms. Steele out on the rooftops.

And that Wade Parker. The man who shot at her. How dare he?

They would pay for tonight. She would see to that.

She pulled open her top drawer. What had the woman taken?

She knew it.

The other silver flash drive was gone. The match to the one Vlad had stolen last November. Parker and Steele were somehow tied to Vladislav. She could not imagine how.

This was all Sergei’s fault. She eyed the gun, longing to find him and put a bullet in his big chest.

But unfortunately, she needed Sergei. She would need all of them tomorrow night. Besides the men under her were not hers to kill. That was for the man in the US to decide.

A beep went off on her computer. What now?

She should ignore it.

Instead she logged in.

It was an email. From America.

She read through it quickly, and as she did, her heart began to pound so hard she could feel it in her carotid arteries. Her throat constricted. She could not breathe.

Her brother? Arrested? His business shut down by the FBI?

It had happened weeks ago and they were just getting around to telling her?

And then she saw the names at the bottom of the email.

Wade Parker and Miranda Steele. They had played a part in the arrest. Who were these two Americans? Were they FBI agents? What were they doing in Kiev? She read the next few sentences. No, not FBI agents.

They were private instigators.

She sank into her chair. How could it be? How could they have taken down her brother? It did not make any sense.

The flash drive.

Could Parker and Steele find what was on it? No, no one could.

She grunted at herself. Now she was sounding like Sergei. Of course, they could.

She had to do something, but she could not afford to take her attention away from the event tomorrow night.

She got up and started pacing in front of her desk. What to do? What to do?

Wait.

If Parker and Steele did find what was on that drive, they would no doubt be there. They would show up at tomorrow night’s event. At her event.

And if they did…She reached over the top of the desk and picked up her gun again. Slowly she ran her fingers over its smooth black barrel. She was calm now.

She knew what to do. She would become the leader she was born to be.

If Parker and Steele came to the event, she would give them the greeting they deserved.

She would take care of them once and for all.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

 

The next morning Miranda woke to an empty bed and the sound of the shower running.

There wasn’t a suitcase on the bed, but she knew once they got dressed, they were packing up and heading home. They’d take the flash drive over to Gurka’s office and head for the airport.

She lay back on the pillow overcome with an overwhelming sense of failure and defeat. She could still feel the concrete and clay tiles under her feet. The memory of the cold night air made her shiver. What had she been doing, running over rooftops in Kiev in the middle of the night with a madwoman after her?

Maybe she was the crazy one.

And after all they’d been through, they were no closer to finding Sasha than when they started. Maybe they’d been on the wrong track all along.

Maybe Sasha did go into the woods and poison himself. No, he had been in Kiev. But they’d never find him.

All she knew now was that she’d changed her mind. She wanted to go home. She missed Fanuzzi’s Brooklyn accent. She missed Becker. And Wesson. And even Holloway. She couldn’t wait to hear Coco welcome them back with a “Hey, y’all.” She wanted to hear how the babies were doing.

The bathroom door opened, and Parker emerged wearing a white towel around his gorgeous nether regions.

Miranda drank in the sight a moment, then started to get up. She groaned with pain. Pulling back the covers, she eyed the nice dark bruise on her side where that thug Sokol had kicked her last night.

She scowled at Parker. “How come you got out of this unscathed?”

Parker’s eyes twinkled as he reached for the polo shirt and pair of traveling jeans he’d laid out on the bed. “I’m glad to see you back to your demure self this morning.”

She stuck her tongue out at him, then gestured to the casual clothes. “So are we going home?”

“I don’t see a need to stay. We’ve helped Gurka all we can, and our own case is at a dead end. Are you going to fight me on that today?”

Rolling over on her stomach, she shook her head. “Hot dog,” she said. But there was no cheer in her tone.

Surprised at her reaction, Parker gave her a sad smile as he finished dressing. “I’ll call Anastasia and inform her of our decision once we’re on our way.”

“Okay.”

She rolled over again and forced her rebelling body out of bed. She plodded over to the closet to find something comfortable to wear on the plane.

As she was pulling out an old pair of jeans, Parker’s computer beeped.

Quickly Miranda slid into a shirt, buttoned up the pants, and hopped toward the desk in the sitting room as she shoved her shoes on. “Did your app work?”

“It did.” Parker had beat her to the desk and sat down.

She peered over his shoulder as he clicked a button.

The hidden file on the flash drive opened.

“It worked.”

“It did, indeed.”

She studied the screen.

The document was a map, some sort of schematic. An oval shape with lots of little squares. The legend and the markings were in Cyrillic, of course.

She let out a huff. “Can your handy dandy app do something with those characters?”

“It’s a graphic, not text. However—let’s see if this works.”

He enlarged the screen, pushed back his chair and aimed his phone at the picture. It took a moment, but Parker’s translation app finally displayed some readable text on his phone. In English.

Miranda read the title on the document. “‘In Plain Sight.’ What does that mean?”

“Hmm.” Parker slid the screen up and the label on the bottom of the document appeared.

Miranda read the text. “‘All Sports Arena.’ Where’s that?”

He switched to another window on the laptop and found the arena on a map. “Just a few kilometers from here.”

Parker clicked an icon, and the arena’s website appeared.

It was a beautiful modern stadium with a capacity for twenty-thousand. Parker clicked again. Nine rows of headshots appeared. A pair of tough looking men on each row. The text translated and Miranda began to scan it. Main Event. Fight Card.

She sucked in her breath and pointed at the top of the screen. “The Eurasian Beat Down. That’s the event they were talking about at Udar.”

“Yes. And this is the fighter the receptionist mentioned.” He pointed to the third fight on the card. Egor Kluka.

“So what does that have to do with ‘In Plain Sight’?”

Parker switched back to the schematic of the arena, held up his phone again to translate it. Then he pointed to a set of rectangles on the right. “These are loading docks for equipment.”

“To set up the stage?”

“Correct. Lighting, sound, seating.”

“And the cage itself.”

“Yes.” He turned the phone, focusing on the small text in the loading dock area.

Miranda’s heart stopped as she read from his screen. “Two hundred forty kilograms. After Fight Three. Does that mean what I think it does?”

“If we didn’t already have evidence of Udar’s criminal activity, it could mean the time and weight of some delivery.”

“But they wouldn’t be delivering sound and light equipment after the event has started.”

“No, they wouldn’t. It would have to be something else.”

“Drugs,” she said.

“They are generally measured in kilograms,” Parker admitted.

“So that’s what they’re doing ‘In Plain Sight.’ A drug exchange of two hundred and forty kilograms of heroin or cocaine.”

“Which could be worth upwards of twenty-four million dollars.”

She felt Parker’s shoulder tense under her hand.

“Right now that scenario seems very likely.”

Miranda closed her eyes and shuddered. “Of course. ‘In Plain Sight.’ They’re going to do it in the middle of the Beat Down event while security and police are busy inside. They’re going to make it look like some normal delivery so no one will question what they’re doing. Gurka needs to see this right away, Parker.”

“Yes, you’re right.” There was wariness in his voice.

They were supposed to be leaving Kiev.

Before they could discuss any new plans, Parker’s phone rang.

He switched off the translation app and answered it.

It was Anastasia.

“Good morning, Anastasia,” Parker said tenderly. “Miranda is here with me.” He put the phone on speaker and set it on the desk.

Miranda didn’t know what to say to the lady.

The feminine Ukrainian accent came through the phone. “Good Morning, Ms. Steele. I am sorry to disturb you, but I have not heard from either of you in a while.”

“Hi, Anastasia. Sorry about that.” Miranda settled into the chair in the corner to listen and gave Parker a nod. She knew he wanted to handle giving the bad news.

“I apologize for neglecting to get back to you,” Parker said. “But unfortunately we haven’t been able to learn what happened to your brother.”

“Ah. I thought as much.” Her voice sounded so sad.

“We have determined, though, that Sasha did come to Kiev after leaving home. He made friends with a bookstore owner here. But then the owner lost track of him.”

“So he did go to Kiev?”

“Yes. We have confirmed that. The shop owner recognized his photo and knew his name.”

“I see.”

“He also told us Sasha wanted to go to a university here, but he was afraid of requesting his records.”

“He did not want us to find him.”

“Apparently not. I’m sorry.”

Anastasia sighed. “You have done the best you could. It is something. Our poor Alesander. He could be so stubborn.”

Miranda sat up. “Excuse me? What did you just call him?”

“Alesander. Sasha is our pet name for him. I did not mention that when you were here?”

Miranda caught Parker’s eye. “No, you didn’t.”

“Does it matter?” she asked.

“We’re not sure.”

Miranda stared at Parker. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him so surprised.

“Is there anything else about his name you can tell us?” Parker asked gently.

Anastasia paused, obviously embarrassed by her mistake. “There is our family name.”

Miranda’s stomach tensed. “Family name? Isn’t that Pavlovych?”

“No. That is Sasha’s patronymic name. We always go by our patronymic names. It is our custom. We rarely use it, but our family name is Antonenko.”

“Antonenko,” Parker repeated.

“Yes.”

“So Sasha’s formal name is Alesander Pavlovych Antonenko.”

“Or Alesander Antonenko. I am sorry our customs are so confusing.”

Would have been nice to know all this beforehand, but maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference.

Then Miranda watched Parker turn to the laptop. He brought up the Names file, and typed in Alesander Antonenko.

And got a hit.

“It’s all right, Anastasia,” he said as if he were soothing a child.

“Does it make a difference?” Anastasia asked.

“Probably not. We’ll do some double checking, but I don’t expect any different results.”

There was another long pause. “Very well. Thank you both for your help, Mr. Parker, Ms. Steele. At least you have given us something.”

“You’re very welcome.”

“Have a safe trip back to America.” She hung up.

Miranda pointed to the spreadsheet on the screen. “You didn’t want to tell her you just found him?”

“Would you want to know your long lost brother had gotten caught up in a criminal enterprise like Udar?”

She let out a breath. He had a point. “So we leave it at that?”

Parker didn’t answer. He was staring at his screen.

Curious, she leaned over and took another look at the spreadsheet. Parker wasn’t looking at the highlighted cell. He was looking at the one to the right of it.

When she read the name in that cell, Miranda felt as though the floor had dropped out from under her.

“Anatoly Tamarkin?”

Parker seemed as stunned as she felt.

Miranda pressed a palm to her temple. It had been months ago, but she still remembered that name. Anatoly Tamarkin. The name Becker found in an Interpol database last September. The man with the size thirteen shoe who had been a major player in the child sex trafficking operation in Kennesaw. The man who had nearly killed Parker.

“That Anatoly Tamarkin?”

Parker found his tongue. “As I recall, he was from Ukraine.”

“Yeah.” Miranda had to sit down again. “And he was involved in Simon Sloan’s Group 141.” Simon Sloan, their FBI buddy.

“Yes.” Parker’s voice was dark and ominous.

Miranda’s head was still spinning. “Does that mean Udar is connected to Group 141 somehow?”

Parker closed the files, pulled out the flash drive, and shut down the laptop as he got to his feet. “It means we need to get this information to Gurka right away.”

 

 

 

 


Chapter Thirty-Nine

 

Three hours later Miranda was sitting next to Parker in the same rectangular shaped room at headquarters where they’d first met Inspector Gurka.

The man had turned it into a war room, and there were ten or so officers from the Kiev police force sitting about studying the information sketched on whiteboards and the schematic from the flash drive document, which was now projected on the far wall near the flag. Next to it, a photo of the All Sports Arena was displayed.

Rubbing his mustache, Gurka pointed at the schematic of the stadium with a laser pen. “These are the loading docks, on the east side of the building.” He pressed a key on his laptop, and a photo of the corresponding area of the arena appeared. “This is where we believe the exchange will take place.”

“A question?” said an officer in the back of the room.

“Yes, Max?”

“Are you telling us this drug deal will take place after the third fight?”

“That is what we believe after piecing together the evidence Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele have brought us. We think Udar is planning some sort of exchange. We surmise the contraband will be delivered via truck to make it seem like an ordinary delivery.”

“In Plain Sight,” said Max.

“Correct.”

The officer glanced at Miranda with a curious look, as if he couldn’t quite understand how she and her partner had gotten so much intel.

Another officer raised a hand.

“Yes, Vitali?”

“Do we know where this truck is coming from?”

“We do not, but I would guess Odessa. It is the typical source for this amount.”

Grimly, the officer nodded.

“Of course,” Gurka continued, “since we are not certain if our information is accurate, we will have men stationed throughout the area around the stadium the entire evening.”

One of the greener looking officers raised a hand. “How are we going to identify this particular delivery truck, Inspector?”

“It may have an Udar logo or be unmarked. Again, we are not certain.”

An officer with a head of thick sandy blonde curls raised his hand. Miranda recognized him as the one who had brought them into the station a few nights ago.

“Yes, Oleg Romanovych,” Gurka said.

Miranda hadn’t heard his name before. Officer Oleg. Cute.

The young man cleared his throat. “Two hundred and forty kilograms of drugs would not be easy to disguise.”

Gurka paused, taking in the skepticism in his tone. “They may have it hidden in crates or boxes or bags.”

“Or inside sound equipment,” suggested a man from the back of the room.

Miranda eyed him carefully, taking in the dull brown curls under a dark knit cap, the fit body, and the smug attitude. She knew him.

“That is true, Ivan Victorovych.” Gurka gestured toward the man. “Everyone, Officer Victorovych has been working undercover at Udar for several years.”

Right. That was the guy she’d met the first night they went to Udar. The one who’d told her not to come back. He must have been trying to protect her.

“Now that we have a solid lead, I brought him in,” Gurka continued. “He has confirmed what our American detectives learned.”

“I know there is something big going on tonight,” Victorovych told his fellow officers. “Something besides Udar’s entry in the Beat Down event. I was not able to discover many details, but they concur with what Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele have found. Udar typically uses a white van for deliveries. We may see one at the loading docks tonight.”

Everyone started to murmur.

“And what do we do if we see this van?” asked the man who had driven them to the river the other day.

Gurka clapped his hands and brought everyone back to attention. “Once you see the activity we expect, you will close in and make an arrest. But you must be careful and ensure you have backup. These people are vicious criminals. Armed and dangerous. They will kill with abandon if it suits their purpose.”

The room fell silent.

“How will we identify these people as Udar employees?” someone Miranda didn’t recognize asked.

“Officer Victorovych will be able to help with that. And Mr. Parker and Ms. Steele will also be able to identify them.”

Say what? That wasn’t part of the plan.

Gurka pointed at the officer with the sandy blonde curls. “Oleg Romanovych.”

“Yes, Inspector?”

“You will be in charge of Unit One.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Officer Victorovych will be in charge of Unit Two. During the next few hours, I suggest you check your weapons, review the maps, and make sure you are prepared for anything.”

As the officers shuffled out of the room, Parker made his way over to Gurka.

“Inspector?”

Gurka shut off the projector and began gathering papers. “Yes, Mr. Parker?”

“We intended to leave Ukraine after delivering that flash drive.”

“Oh?” Gurka looked at him as if he’d said he was working for Udar. “What about the name in the spreadsheet? The one you said worked for a group the FBI is investigating?”

“That’s the FBI’s business.”

Miranda shoved her hands in her pockets. It was their business, too. But she and Parker would have to work out what to do about it after they got home.

“Besides,” Parker added. “You haven’t been able to give us any further information on Anatoly Tamarkin.”

“Nothing that you do not know already,” Gurka admitted. “So you will not be joining us at the mixed martial arts event tonight?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“All we need is for you to identify the principals. Once that is done, you may leave.” Gurka wasn’t taking no for an answer.

Once more, Parker put on a smooth tone. “As much as we’d like to help, Inspector, how can we? Udar employees know who we are. They know we took their flash drive. Last night the manager, Irina Voloshyna, chased my wife over the rooftops near Udar, shooting at her. She almost killed her.”

Nodding, Gurka rubbed his mustache a long moment. “In that case, we will have to get you both a disguise.”


Chapter Forty

 

It was just before six-thirty that evening.

A crowd of twenty thousand shuffled into the All Sports Arena in downtown Kiev. The crisp winter night air crackled with excitement and the anticipation of mortal combat.

Inside the fans were greeted with a dazzling light show, loud rock music, and huge screens suspended over the cage to televise the action to those in the upper stands.

In a champagne blonde wig cut to her chin line, a pair of dark jeans, and a navy goose down parka with a fur lined hood, Miranda made her way up the stairs to their seats in the nosebleed section. In front of her, Gurka led the way dressed in his black wool coat and his signature astrakhan hat.

Coming up behind her, Parker kept a watchful guard. He also had on jeans and an insulated black leather jacket, but he sported a pair of tortoise shell glasses and a fake black mustache that made him look breath-takingly mysterious.

No hiding those toe-curling good looks.

Gurka located their row and shuffled into the third seat from the aisle. Miranda settled in next to the Inspector, while Parker made a final sweep of the surrounding spectators before taking the seat on the aisle.

He leaned close to her ear. “I don’t see anyone from Udar up here.”

“Me, either.” But then, they didn’t expect to. They’d be down in the dressing rooms, prepping their fighter.

That indicated no one from Udar had gotten word they were coming, thank goodness.

Miranda took off the dark knit cap Gurka had given her as part of her disguise and stuck a finger under the base of the wig to scratch her itchy scalp.

After the meeting that afternoon, the Inspector had taken them to dinner and given them a talk about duty and freedom and protecting his city. It had made her feel guilty and inspired at the same time.

She hadn’t cared for being manipulated into this stakeout any more than Parker had, but she wanted to help catch these criminals. So she hadn’t put up much of a fight. After all, wasn’t this what she and Parker were meant to do with their lives?

Her mind went back to that spreadsheet and the name Alesander Antonenko. What had these people done with Sasha? They would probably never know, but sending them to jail would give her some satisfaction about his disappearance.

And she knew Parker wanted to help put away the woman who’d shot at her last night.

And so they’d caved, Gurka had won, and here they were.

She scanned the backs of the heads in the sea of people below her. She didn’t see anyone familiar. Everyone on Gurka’s team was outside, stationed at various spots, waiting for the truck with twenty-four million dollars of contraband to arrive.

“We are just about to start,” Gurka said to her in an unenthusiastic tone.

He reached into his pocket, checked his cell and passed it to her.

A text from Oleg told him everyone was in position outside. Miranda showed the phone to Parker. He glanced at it and nodded just as the main lights went down.

While the music grew louder, Miranda handed the phone back to the Inspector and settled in for a long night.

Down below, various sections of the audience became illuminated in the yellow and blue of the Ukrainian flag, sparking a loud patriotic reaction.

As the crowd cheered, a man in a suit came to the center of the cage with a microphone. While spotlights danced over the excited spectators, the man screamed into the mic, pumping them up even more.

He spoke in Ukrainian, but Miranda surmised he was telling them something like they were about to witness the greatest event of their lives.

Bikini-clad women began to prance around the cage, announcing the first fight. Down below doors opened, and the first contestant emerged with his entourage to loud cheers from the crowd.

Must be a favorite, Miranda thought. She hadn’t heard of any of the fighters on tonight’s card, except the single name she’d heard at Udar. Egor Kluka.

The fighter’s opponent entered from the opposite side of the arena in a similar fashion, and soon the two stood facing each other in the cage.

The music stopped, the referee gave instructions, the horn blared, and the battle began.

From her vantage point, the pair was smaller than a couple of Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robots, but Miranda could see their moves on the big screens overhead.

The fighter on the right had a dark brown Mohawk. The other’s head was bald. Mohawk was in gray shorts. Baldie’s shorts were black. Both outfits were plastered with flags and advertisements.

The pair danced around the cage, wiggling their bodies and throwing fists in the air, until Mohawk rushed Baldie and landed a punch on the chin. Baldie took a step back, recovered, and answered with a hard kick to Mohawk’s thigh. Mohawk stepped back, came in again.

A few more exchanges and the round was over.

There was a short break and the fight started up again. This time Mohawk was more aggressive and by the end of the round, Baldie had a bloody nose. After the third round, the judges declared Mohawk the winner.

The second fight was between two lightweights, a guy from Italy with tattoos over his back, and a guy from Yugoslavia with tattoos all over his front. Throwing jabs to the body and the head, they bopped and skipped around the cage. A few intermittent leg kicks broke up the monotony, but most of the contest was pretty boring.

This one went three rounds as well, and the judges gave the decision to the front-tattooed Yugoslavian.

As she watched the fans in the crowd cheering the winner, Miranda wondered if the two three-round fights would throw off Irina’s timing.

The next break seemed to last forever, but at last the ladies in bikinis made their appearance, the music died down, and the announcer introduced the contestants for Fight Three.

This was it.

Miranda turned her attention to the big screens, and the Udar logo appeared. She held her breath as she watched a giant of a man trot down the aisle in a black hoodie, swinging his fists in the air for his fans, surrounded by his team and security.

The crowd went wild for the local boy.

Squinting, Miranda could make out Sergei’s tight red curls among the other tree trunks. A range of emotion swarmed in her stomach as she spotted Sokol’s hook nose and black beard. Finally Irina brought up the rear with a confident stride, her black ponytail swishing back and forth across her dark tank top.

There they were, all to support their man, Egor Kluka.

Resolve burned inside her. By the end of the night, every last one of them would be in a Ukrainian jail.

At the end of the aisle Kluka pulled off his hoodie and shook hands with his team. A trainer checked him out, Sokol greased him up, and he climbed into the cage.

The fighter was bigger than Sergei. A heavyweight at two-sixty-five, he was a mass of muscle. His black trunks were splattered with the Udar logo, and every bit of his torso was covered in tattoos. Seemed to be a theme for Udar personnel.

His opponent was introduced to mild cheers and a few boos. He was a huge Swede, a full head taller than Kluka. He stood in his corner, unmoved by the crowd’s reaction.

His well-toned body was fair and free of tattoos, his Nordic hair was light and short, his cauliflower ears were large and looked odd in contrast to his tapered flaxen beard.

Miranda twisted in her seat. Could this guy whip Kluka’s ass? She’d like to see that.

The referee gave his instructions, the fighters touched gloves, the horn blared, and the match began.

They went after each other right away. No waltzing around the cage this time. Fists were flying.

The Swede landed a jab to Kluka’s face, drawing blood. Kluka countered with an uppercut to the jaw. The Swede swung for Kluka’s head and missed. Kluka moved away, but not in time to stop the Swede from charging him.

The next second, he had Kluka in a clinch and down they went. Miranda could hear the body slam all the way up here.

The crowd roared.

For a while the Swede laid his full weight on top of Kluka, socking him in the ribs a time or two. Kluka struggled beneath him, swung at the Swede’s nose.

Suddenly the Swede was on his knees in a full mount, his arms swinging, his fists pummeling Kluka’s face. Ground and pound.

Kluka went limp.

The referee rushed over, stopped the fight, and declared the Swede the winner.

The crowd went wild, most jeering and booing, while the Swede’s supporters cheered.

Awake now, Kluka got up and pranced around the cage, barking and pointing at the referee as if he thought the call was unfair. But soon Sokol put an arm around him and ushered him out of the cage.

As the music came up again, Kluka and team retreated in defeat down the aisle to the southeast end of the arena. The side the loading docks were on.

Miranda saw Irina check the time on her phone.

Had her fighter thrown the fight on purpose to keep them on schedule? Was the truck with the two hundred and forty kilograms of drugs about to arrive?

Beside her, Gurka got to his feet. “It is time.”

It sure was.

She and Parker rose and stepped into the aisle. As if they were heading for the restrooms, they made their way down the steps, through the lobby to the exit. Outside they passed a group of young girls who were smoking and laughing under the lights.

They headed to the spot where their vehicles were parked, passing a few others going to their cars.

With a nod to Gurka as he walked toward his Prius, Parker helped Miranda into the BMW and hurried around the driver’s side.

Inside, he started the car, waited for Gurka to pass him, and they drove slowly around the building to the loading docks.


Chapter Forty-One

 

Lit up with color against the cold night sky, the circular stadium reminded Miranda of a huge spaceship. But as they followed Gurka’s taillights around its glass-and-steel perimeter, she couldn’t keep her stomach from quivering.

Twenty-four million dollars worth of drugs. What would Udar’s people do to protect that? Lie. Cheat. Maim. Kill.

She hoped Gurka and his men were up for whatever they had to face in a few moments.

Parker must have been thinking the same thoughts.

“Weapons,” he said, his voice dark and low.

He’d been quiet all evening, mentally preparing himself for battle, she assumed, as she reached into the glove compartment.

She took out the two Fort-17 loaners from Gurka, checked their cartridges, and handed one to Parker.

“It’s going to be okay,” she told him, slipping the other gun into the pocket of her parka.

“I hope so.”

She could tell he still didn’t like the idea of being involved in this police matter. But his sense of justice wouldn’t let him walk away. Neither would hers.

They rounded the corner.

Under the street lights, a snowy bank on the opposite side rose to a long stone building with a turret at its end. Must be for storage. They passed another elongated building that looked more modern. Far away across the street, classical eighteenth century buildings shimmered in the darkness. The ancient and the modern blended together to form the contemporary European city Kiev was trying to be.

Helping that cause made her feel their work tonight had meaning. Especially after failing at their primary task.

At last the bays of the loading dock came into sight.

The row of dark, ominous looking entryways stood in silence. No activity. A couple of buses were parked off to the side. She could see the hood of an eighteen wheeler behind it. No sound of a running truck engine.

Gurka pulled into a spot across from the dock. Parker found one a few spaces away.

Miranda stared at the empty docks. “I don’t see any trucks in the bays.”

“No.”

“That is what that document meant, didn’t it? That a truck would pull into one of those bays, and people from Udar would unload the contraband, most likely into other vehicles?”

“It’s the most inconspicuous plan.”

Right. In Plain Sight. “Are we early? That last fight ended fast.”

Parker didn’t answer. His sharp eyes were scanning the area. “There’s officer Romanovych standing near his vehicle.”

Miranda turned her head and spotted Officer Oleg, the policeman who had taken them in a few nights ago. He stood in the shadows next to another officer, waiting. For a moment, Miranda thought they were smoking. Then she realized it was their breath.

She glanced at the temperature on the dash. Minus eight, centigrade. “They must be cold.”

“Yes.”

They waited about ten minutes. The next fight was already underway. Icy fingers began to creep up Miranda’s spine. Something was wrong.

Suddenly Parker’s phone buzzed.

He held it up and they both read the text from Gurka.

Activity in the underground car park. Everyone head there now.

Her heart sank. “They changed the plan. What else would Irina do after I took her flash drive?”

She saw Officer Oleg and his partner climb into their vehicle and head off in the opposite direction.

Another vehicle followed.

Parker’s phone buzzed again.

One at a time. We cannot look like a procession.

“Good point,” Miranda muttered.

Parker watched Gurka’s Prius roll slowly past them.

He waited until the car was at the far end of the building, then pulled out of the spot.


Chapter Forty-Two

 

The underground garage was off the north end of the stadium.

Parker eased the BMW along the curve, circling the arena’s huge sloping steel spaceship beams, then headed for a covered ramp plastered with signs in Ukrainian that must have indicated this was where to park.

At any rate, one sign had a big capital P on it.

Miranda held her breath as Gurka’s taillights disappeared into the concrete hole.

Parker slowed a moment, then down the ramp they went, the car bobbing.

After they splashed through a puddle of slush, yellow poles ushered them onto the first level. A row of economy cars sat along a concrete wall plugged into chargers. The garage was dark and sinister looking. The overhead lights didn’t produce much illumination.

They rolled through the shadowy forest of concrete beams and diagonally parked European sedans, and at the end of the row, found a big green sign marked with the number one.

One down, two to go.

Parker turned, and they cruised down another long curving ramp, Miranda’s stomach protesting all the way. At the bottom of the ramp, a dip rocked the car, telling them they had reached the second level. There were few empty spaces here and no activity. Everyone was inside watching the fights.

Gurka’s Prius was disappearing around a far corner.

Speeding up a bit, Parker traversed the succession of shiny bumpers and descended down another ramp.

They reached the third level and came to a halt.

The entrance to the lot was blocked by a row of orange cones and a portable A-frame sign that must have said the floor was full. Hmm.

Squinting into the shadows, Miranda saw a white delivery van with no markings in a spot at the end of the third aisle. A midnight blue Audi sat in the space next to it.

After a moment, two men in black jackets and jeans got out of the van and sauntered to the rear of it. As if they were in no hurry to go anywhere, they leaned against the van and started up a conversation.

One of them was taller and more muscular than the other. He was a hairy dude, his head topped with thick black curls, his face covered with a short black beard, so that only his dark eyes and large nose showed through.

The shorter one was clean shaven and chubby. He wore a black knit cap and moved his arms as if he were cold, which he probably was.

The tall hairy dude took out a cigarette and began smoking while snatches of their low resonant syllables echoed up to the concrete rafters above their heads.

Were these the delivery men from Odessa? Did they have two hundred and forty kilograms of drugs in that van?

Miranda’s flesh tingled at the thought. But where were the people from Udar?

She spotted Gurka’s Prius idling in the only spot on this side of the cones. The Inspector caught Parker’s eye and gestured for them to continue downward to the next floor.

Parker’s jaw went tight.

“We could just knock down that barrier,” Miranda suggested.

Parker shook his head. “Too conspicuous. Best to follow the lead’s orders.”

Okay, she could go along with that after being put in charge of a team.

He rolled forward, and down the ramp they went, into the nether regions of the lower level. After another moment they were on Level Four. It took a while to find a space, but at last they did. Parker pulled into it and shut off the car.

Miranda looked around. No cops anywhere. They had to be around somewhere.

“Are we going on foot?”

“Do you see another way up?”

“Guess not.” Miranda got out and pulled her coat around her as she did another scan.

She didn’t see any of Gurka’s men. They must have gone down another level or two in an effort to look like part of the scenery. But they’d all be heading for Level Three soon, right?

Parker nodded toward the corner. “There’s a stairwell.”

He took her arm and they headed over to it.

Up they went, hoping their feet didn’t clang too much on the metal stairs.

On Level Three, they drew their weapons while Parker opened the heavy door to the lot a crack and peered out.

“What do you see?” Miranda whispered.

“The two men are still at the back of the van.”

“Do you recognize them?”

“No.”

“That van has to be carrying the two hundred and forty kilo delivery.”

“I would assume so.”

“Where the heck are Irina and Sergei and the rest of her crew?”

Before Parker could reply, a whistle echoed in the distance. It sounded like some sort of Ukrainian folk song. Miranda scooted closer to the door to get a better view just as a man came sauntering through the cars from the opposite side of the garage.

His long dark leather jacket looked expensive. Though he didn’t need them down here, he flaunted a pair of designer sunglasses. His long brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail, swinging back and forth as he walked. His whole being said cocky.

Was he from Udar? Miranda didn’t recognize him.

As if he’d been out for an evening stroll, he moved to the back of the midnight blue Audi and opened the trunk with a key fob.

In response, the tall bearded smoker stomped out his cigarette, while the shorter one opened the rear of the white van. They exchanged a bit of dialog, then both of them lifted a large sack out of the van and carried it over to the Audi.

It was a big sack. Maybe eighty pounds. Made of burlap, it had red lettering scrawled over the coarse fabric. Ukrainian? Chinese maybe.

Carefully they set it down in the Audi’s trunk.

“That’s it,” Miranda hissed. “That’s got to be the drugs.”

Parker put a finger to his lips.

Scanning the vehicles, she breathed in the cold air and car smells. Where was Gurka? Where was his team? This was it. Now was the time to make the arrest.

Then she realized there was no proof yet those sacks contained narcotics.

Suddenly Officer Oleg stepped out from behind the bumper of a Renault in the next row where he must have been hiding.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” he said in loud clear English that echoed off the walls. For their benefit, Miranda presumed. “May I ask what you are doing down here?”

The brown-haired man in the leather coat turned to Oleg with a grand smile. “We are loading supplies, officer.”

“What kind of supplies?”

The suave man spread his arms. “For our family in the village.”

“Oh? Which village is that?”

The tall hairy guy from the van named a place Miranda had never heard of.

Oleg eyed the back of the van. “You have quite a few of those sacks.”

“Our village is very poor,” said Leather Coat. “As good sons, we must help them.”

How sweet. Miranda could see Oleg wasn’t buying it.

“Do you mind showing me what is in one of those bags?” Oleg reached into his belt and drew out a tactical knife.

The tall bearded guy didn’t answer. Instead, he turned toward the chubby short man in the knit cap.

Chubby looked back at Leather Coat, as if to say, “Your call.”

Finally Leather Coat gave Officer Oleg a slow nod.

Oleg studied the three men a moment, then gestured past the Audi. “Do you mind standing over there, gentlemen?”

With a scowl, the three men shuffled to a nearby support column.

Smart move, Oleg, Miranda thought. That way, they won’t all jump you at once.

Oleg strolled over to the Audi’s trunk. He steadied his knife and made an inch long slit in the top sack.

White stuff spilled out onto the cement floor. Too white and fine to be flour.

She knew it. Cocaine.

Now it really was in plain sight.

Leather Coat’s face turned to stone. He lunged from the pillar, grabbed Oleg’s wrist and gave it a hard twist, trying to knock the knife from his hand.

The officer attempted a kick to the guy’s shin, but Leather Coat was too fast. He twisted his body and the knife clattered onto the concrete floor.

Leather Coat had training. He was from Udar, all right.

Recovering his balance, Oleg stepped back, drew his service weapon, and pointed it at Leather Coat’s chest before he could get to the knife.

“Hands in the air,” Oleg shouted.

Leather Coat ignored the order. Forgetting about the knife, he pulled a gun out of his belt, jumped behind the Audi, and fired before Oleg could.

The officer ducked and rolled under the van.

The shorter guy and the tall hairy one had taken cover between a Citroen and a Fiat across from the van, but they both had drawn weapons, as well.

They squatted down and fired under the van, trying to hit the officer where he’d gone for cover.

“We need to help,” Miranda whispered to Parker.

He nodded, and she felt his body surge with determination.

He opened the door of the stairwell they’d been hiding in, and they stepped out into the chilly air.


Chapter Forty-Three

 

“Keep low.” Parker’s whispered command echoed in her ear.

“Right.” Miranda nodded and bent down to scurry alongside a nearby Peugeot.

As shots echoed across the drive aisle, they made their way to the back wall and along the row of cars, using them for cover. Some of them were parked nose-first, others had backed into their spaces.

“Now,” Parker said to her, and he rushed forward, threw himself over the trunk of a nose-first car, and fired at the tall bearded guy.

The guy sidestepped in time, and Parker’s shot went into the concrete pillar behind him.

Stunned, Bearded Guy glared in their direction, but he didn’t see them. Parker was crouching near the wheel of a red Bugatti. Miranda was behind the car next to it.

Before he could come after them, backup arrived. Three officers emerged from an elevator along the far wall on the right, marching toward the men with the guns.

Another five came from the opposite direction. They were clad in thick blue bulletproof vests and army-like helmets. Suddenly Gurka’s men had become the Ukrainian version of a SWAT team.

They began firing at the three drug dealers. Some of them with what looked like AR15s.

But then, just as suddenly the dealers had back up, too.

Bodies emerged from the parked cars, as if they had been sitting there watching the whole time, waiting for their cue. Udar people.

Miranda counted ten of them. They formed a small army. And some of them had semi automatic rifles, too.

Suddenly the quiet parking garage became a war zone.

From her hiding place Miranda watched in horror as the drug dealers and Udar folk leaned over cars or squatted behind bumpers, firing at the police.

With a huge semi-automatic that looked like a Desert Eagle, Leather Coat punched holes in a nearby vehicle like a rivet gun. An Udar guy fired a rifle toward the line near the elevators, shattering windshields and rear windows.

She couldn’t tell who’d been hit, but she saw several men go down.

The sound was deafening, but Miranda forced herself up and forward, firing at the drug dealers as she went. Her gun was smaller, but a bullet was a bullet.

She hit one guy in the shoulder and he went down.

She slipped between the cars again. The taste of gun smoke in her mouth, she reloaded her pistol, ignoring the crashing and rat-a-tat around her. Her fingers were shaking. She’d been in gunfights before, but never one like this.

She had no idea where Parker had gone.

Somebody fired in her direction and the windshield over her head exploded.

The insurance claims were mounting.

She crouched down and backed up on hands and knees behind the vehicles, working her way farther down along the trunks until she could get a good aim. From the corner of her eye, she saw Parker cross the drive aisle, arm extended, firing all the way. Her breath caught.

He was trying to get closer to the bad guys, to position himself behind them. A strategic move, but it still made her stomach lurch.

She went forward again, duck walking between two cars. Peeking over a hood, she saw three people get out of a nearby Volvo. She knew them all.

Sokol, Sergei, and Irina.

About time they showed up for the party.

As the two men scurried in different directions, Irina began to scream at the top of her lungs. “Shoot them. Kill them all.”

Her. I want her, Miranda thought. She eased herself onto the hood of a car that had backed in to its spot, took aim and fired.

As if by telepathy, the woman ducked out of the way as the bullet whizzed past her and into the Volvo.

The gunfire died down and Miranda heard someone yelling at her from a car behind Irina.

“Ha. It is Peaches and her manager over there. I knew that name was bullshit.” She knew the voice.

Miranda gritted her teeth, biting back a new wave of rage. “I knew you were involved in this, Sokol,” she yelled back. “What are you transporting?”

“None of your business.”

“It is now. What’s in those bags in that van? Flour?”

“Exactly. How clever you are.”

“Now who’s dishing out bullshit? You want me to believe you’re going to bake a bunch of cakes? Are you starting a cooking show?”

Sokol answered with a pop from his gun. A second windshield over her head exploded.

As she crawled away from the broken glass, she heard Parker’s voice ring out from somewhere in the darkness.

“Shooting at a woman is beneath you, Sokol.”

He was pushing the man’s buttons, trying to draw his fire away from her. It worked.

Instead of aiming at Miranda again, Sokol fired into the cars where Parker was lurking.

Pop. Pop. Pop.

Miranda heard Parker cry out. Her heart stopped. Was he hit?

A blast of gunfire came from the entry to Level Three. She turned her head and saw a crouching figure in a black wool coat and astrakhan hat making its way across the concrete.

Gurka?

The Inspector must have been firing the whole time, but there had been too much chaos for her to realize it.

He started to reload, and Sokol’s bullet nicked his arm.

His body twisted and fell to the floor under a bumper.

No!

There was movement across the aisle. Miranda heard shouting in Ukrainian. Another round of shots peppered the air.

She peeked around a tire and saw an Udar brigade forming a wall to shield the tall guy with the beard and the chubby one as they jumped inside the van. Several of the shooters climbed into the back and slammed the doors shut.

Seconds later, the van pulled out of its space without looking who was behind it.

Tires squealing, it sped off toward the exit.

The Audi pulled out next, racing after the van, while a flurry of gunfire from the police chased it.

Staring in shock after the van and the Audi, Miranda watched Gurka scramble to his car, still holding his arm. He climbed inside and took off after the van.

On the other side of the garage, two police cars rolled around the corner and stopped just long enough for Gurka’s men to climb inside. Then they barreled off after the van, as well.

Suddenly it was dead quiet.

All Miranda could hear was her ragged breath and the pounding of her heart.

The people from Udar were gone, but where were the principals? Their Volvo was still here. And where was Parker?

She didn’t dare call out for him, but they had to get out of here fast. She’d get the BMW and come back for him.

How to get back to the stairwell? She’d have to traverse nearly the entire row of cars. It would take forever to crawl back along the wall.

She had to chance skirting the drive aisle. Checking her ammo, she raised her weapon and started around the trunk of the first car. Swinging her gun side to side, she encountered no one.

She was halfway to the stairwell when she heard a voice.

“You are not getting off that easy.”

Irina.

Somehow she’d maneuvered through cars and gotten behind her.

“Listen, bitch.” Miranda began to spin around, ready to shoot.

But the woman was closer than she’d thought. She leapt up from behind a headlight. A black-clad arm flashed in front of Miranda’s face.

She saw it now. The butt of Irina’s gun. It came down hard against her head.

Miranda reeled with terrible pain. She tried to strike out with an elbow, but she missed. Dizzy, she stumbled, her vision blurring. She caught herself against the door of the next car.

Rushing toward her, Irina kicked her legs out from under her, and she collapsed onto the broken glass on the pavement.

Her head swam, her stomach reeled with intense pain.

“Parker,” she murmured.

But Parker wasn’t there.

All her strength left her. There was nothing she could do but lay her cheek against the cold hard concrete and close her eyes.

And then all the lights went out.


Chapter Forty-Four

 

She was floating again.

Drifting along like a cloud on a soft summer day.

No. She was being carried, her body stretched out on a board as if for some funeral ritual.

Was she dead?

She had been dead before. Nearly. She had seen her brother then. Now he was nowhere in sight.

She was cold.

And dizzy. Wherever she was, it was spinning. And it was a dank dark place.

Were they putting her in a crypt?

Then she heard laughter from one of the shadowy corners. A deep, throaty, mocking laughter. She recognized it instantly.

Tannenburg.

He leered at her with his sickly green eyes. “You will not escape me now.”

“No, she will not.” That was from Leon. He was standing behind Tannenburg, and he was laughing, too.

The darkness around her grew fuzzy, misty like fog.

Tannenburg came toward her. “You are going to die now. You know that, do you not?”

She frowned. That wasn’t Tannenburg’s voice.

She opened her eyes and through the fog she watched a pair of thin red lips flapping in front of her face. The teeth looked sharp. The breath smelled stale.

Irina.

Miranda started as the woman reached over her head and ripped off her blond wig.

“Did you think you could fool us with this, you stupid American?” she screeched.

Her words chased the rest of the fog away.

Anger burning inside her, Miranda tried to swing her arm up for a hard punch to that ugly mouth.

But her arm wouldn’t come. She couldn’t move it.

She looked down and saw she was in some sort of hard metal chair, like something from a dungeon. Her hands were fastened behind her.

Panic ripping through her, she blinked and peered into the dark chamber she was in. The ceiling was high, the walls rough concrete. It had a musty smell and no heat. Like a gulag.

Where the hell was she?

The gunfight in the parking garage came back to her. The endless blasts, the smoke, the smashing glass, the car doors riddled with bullet holes. The white van roaring through the exit with the Audi. Gurka and his men racing after it.

And then the butt of Irina’s gun smashing down on her head.

She’d lost. Big time.

She had no idea how long she’d been out. They could have taken her anywhere. She could be in freaking Russia.

Where was Parker?

Get hold of yourself, she thought. She had to calm down. She had to think.

Shifting in her chair, a bolt of pain shot through her head. She forced herself to be still and it subsided into a throbbing ache. The result of the blow.

Irina tossed her blond wig into a corner. “And now you are going to die.”

The woman was insane. She had to get out of here.

Her mind clearing, Miranda twisted her wrists to try to figure out what Irina had bound her with.

Plastic. Zip ties.

And then her fingers touched flesh.

She almost jumped, but she managed to keep herself in check. Her head aching, she craned her neck, and from the corner of her eye she could make out a form.

Parker.

He was in another metal chair, back-to-back with hers. Their hands were bound together behind them.

His glasses were gone. His head was bowed forward as if he were out cold. What had they done to him?

“Him, too,” Irina sneered.

Miranda turned to face her again. “What?”

“Your ‘manager’.” Irina made quote marks in the air. “He is going to die, too.”

Not if she could help it. “You won’t get away with this, Irina. Gurka and his men are onto you and your illegal operations at Udar.”

Irina paced back to her shadowy corner like a caged animal. “Hah. Gurka is gone. My people took care of him and his men.”

The woman had to be bluffing. That couldn’t be true.

But Miranda’s heart sank anyway.

She battled back the sense of defeat as she twisted her wrists behind her and took in more of her surroundings.

Behind Irina she could just make out a door tucked away in a recessed space. It might have been made from wood. Or metal. From this angle, she could just see the handle was wrapped with a heavy chain and padlocked.

High overhead burned a single bare light bulb.

Maybe twenty or so feet up the concrete wall to her side was a high window. It let in only a little light, probably from the streetlamps. It must still be night. Whether it was the same night she was last conscious, she couldn’t tell.

Near the window a narrow vertical pipe ran all the way down and disappeared into the floor. A water system. Might be able to scale it and get out that window.

On the floor near the pipe, an old mattress was rolled up against the wall. She turned her head the other way and saw a dusty old fashioned roll top desk on the opposite wall of the space. It had definitely seen better days. Still it was an odd piece of furniture for a dungeon.

She curled a lip at her captor and decided to pick at her ego. “Did you really think you could get away with a drug deal of that magnitude?”

Irina lifted her hands in the air, eagle like. “I can do anything. I proved it today.”

“Two hundred and forty kilograms of cocaine? Really?”

Irina’s black eyes flashed. She was starting to get to her. “You know that from my flash drive. The one you stole from my office.”

And she’d do it again.

“You are not so high and mighty. You are nothing but a common thief. I should kill you just for that.” With a loud shriek, Irina rushed across the floor and slapped Miranda hard across the cheek.

Her head jerked to the side with the force, her skin flaming, her head pounding. The woman was strong.

But Miranda wasn’t giving up. She was going to face this bitch down and make her tell her everything. “Someone else stole a copy of that flash drive first. His name was Vladislav.”

Irina didn’t seem surprised Miranda knew that. She put her hands on her hips. “Vladislav Zelenko. A worthless piece of scum who deserved the end he got.”

“The police found his body in the river. He’d been shot.”

“That is right.”

She must have seen it on the news.

“Did you kill him?”

Irina smirked. “I do not do such dirty work.”

“Who did, then?”

A dark male voice came from behind her. “I killed him.”

Miranda craned her neck the other way and saw the huge man standing in the shadows in the corner opposite Irina. She could barely make out his form, but his scornful laugh was loud and clear.

Sergei.

Of course. Irina couldn’t have captured both her and Parker without the help of her right-hand man.

“I shot him last November on the Pivnichny Bridge,” Sergei said as if he were ordering lunch. “I watched him fall into the Dnieper. He died like the coward he was.”

His words sickened her. But that was one confession. Maybe she could get more.

She thought of the spreadsheet and all the names on it. “There was a file called Names on the flash drive.”

Irina’s face contorted. “You opened it.”

“Inspector Gurka opened it.”

The sudden burst of hatred in Irina’s eyes gave Miranda hope that Gurka might still be alive.

Give her a name, she thought. See what she does with it. “Ilya Elkovich Dudnik. Who is that?”

This time Irina didn’t flinch. “I have never heard that name.”

“Of course, you have. That’s the man who killed Gurka’s nephew five years ago. Except it was a fake identity.”

Irina shrugged. “They are all fake identities.”

“You take them from dead people and give them to homeless boys you get from the streets, right?”

Irina folded her arms and studied Miranda for a long moment, as if considering whether to reveal Udar’s secrets. She must have decided it didn’t matter now, because she began to talk.

“You are very clever, Ms. Steele. Yes, that is how we work. When a young man comes to us off the streets or from somewhere else, if he proves himself, we change his name and give him a new identity.” She seemed proud of the process.

“And he goes to work for you,” Miranda prompted.

“If he proves himself to be reliable.”

Reliable. If they can frighten him into keeping his mouth shut. “You get these young men involved in dealing drugs and human trafficking. Right?”

Irina let out a sound of disgust. She went to the wall where she had been standing a moment ago and began to spread the rolled up mattress out on the floor. “We pay them well. They have a nice place to live and plenty to eat. They are trained in martial arts. It is a life they could never hope to have without us.”

“So you’re a philanthropic institution.”

“You understand nothing. My father built this business. He was a genius. He worked very hard to make it a success. My father grew up in Kiev, but we moved to Moscow after he rose in service to the General Secretary. We had such a pretty house there. It was where I grew up.”

Miranda thought of the dolls in the cabinet in Irina’s office.

She began to talk about her life in Russia as a child. As she spoke, Irina crossed the floor to the worn roll top desk and removed something from a drawer. A pair of handcuffs. Returning to the mattress, she crouched down and pulled the cuffs around the vertical pipe.

They were intended to hold the victim lying on that bed.

From a nearby duffle bag, she removed a coil of rope and a whip. Then she took a sleek black pistol from her waistband and laid it down on the mattress.

Miranda squirmed in her chair. This sadist had an imagination.

All the while, Irina went on and on about her palace house in the center of Moscow and her dolls and how her father doted on her, even more than her mother. He gave her everything she ever wanted.

She was a spoiled brat.

The panic was coming again. Miranda stared at that gun and wondered if she could get to it.

Suddenly she felt a pressure on her palm.

It was Parker. He was alive. She risked a glance behind her and saw his head was still down. He was playing possum.

Then she realized he was tapping a finger against her palm.

He paused.

She didn’t respond.

He started over. Tap, tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap.

Now she got it. Morse Code. Dah-di-dit dah-dah-dah.

What was he saying?

She forced her mind back to her training. It took a moment, but at last she was able to decipher the letters in her head.

Do…you…remember?

Remember what?

Then she knew what he meant.

In IIT classes they’d learned all sorts of techniques for escaping from restraints. She’d been good at breaking out of zip ties.

She found an inconspicuous patch on Parker’s palm and tapped back. Dah-di-dah-dah. Dit. Dit-dit-dit. Yes.

He tapped back again. Wait for my signal.

She replied. Dit-dit-dit-dah-dit. Verified.

But while she was waiting, she had one more question to ask.

Irina was staring at her with a curious look. Had she seen their fingers moving?

If she had, all Miranda could do now was distract her. She inhaled and blurted out the question she had wanted to ask ever since she’d stepped inside Udar.

“What did you do with Sasha?”

Irina wrinkled her nose. “Who?”

That was right. She’d know Sasha by his formal name. “Alesander Antonenko.”

Irina snorted. “I do not have every name on that list memorized.”

“You don’t recognize it?”

“He must have come to Udar before I took over.”

She’d try the other name they’d found. “What about Anatoly Tamarkin? His name was next to Alesander Antonenko.”

Recognition flashed across her face. “Ah. That man.”

“You know him?”

Her expression darkened. “I know he was trouble for us. His fingerprints got into Interpol. We had to ship him overseas to the US before he was ready. Before the authorities could find him.”

Miranda recalled the data Becker had found on Tamarkin on Interpol. So that was how the name had gotten there.

Irina waved a careless hand in the air. “And so you have your answer.”

“What answer?”

She rolled her eyes. “Each person’s aliases are in the same row.”

Miranda felt as if the woman had slapped her again. “What are you saying?”

“What do you think I am saying? If the two names were on the same row, Alesander Antonenko is Anatoly Tamarkin.”

No. It couldn’t be. Sasha couldn’t be that thug from Kennesaw. The idea was making her dizzy again. But the facts began to burn into her brain.

Big boy. Size thirteen shoe. Sasha’s talent with strange herbs. Had Sasha Pavlovych made that concoction that put his victims through hell? Was he part of Group 141?

“Exactly.” Irina smiled. Realizing the news troubled her, she continued, pointing in the air as if the spreadsheet were projected there. “Alesander Antonenko’s alias is Anatoly Tamarkin. And the name next to that is his next alias. Yakiv Doroshenko. They gave it to him after he got in trouble in the US. He works for the man there. That is how I know about him.”

Miranda could hardly take in what the woman was saying. “What man?”

“The man who was my father’s business partner. The man who financed Udar from the beginning. The man who, now that my father is dead, runs it.”

“Runs Udar? From overseas?”

“Of course, from overseas. We all work for him. We are all accountable to him. Everything funnels up to him. If we fail, he is the one who will make us pay. He is the boss.”

The boss.

The word reverberated through her. The crime boss? As in Russian mob boss? Had she discovered the real leader of Group 141?

“This boss,” she repeated. “Is he Russian?”

Irina sneered at her as if she’d asked the most ridiculous question she’d ever heard. “Of course, he is not Russian.”

Icy fingers began to snake up Miranda’s spine. “Who is he?”

“I know him only as the man in Boston.”

“He’s an American?”

“Have you not been listening? Of course, he is American. He is not unlike your husband there. Very rich. But also very powerful.” Irina wiped her hands on her slacks. “Enough questions. Now I make you pay.”

Miranda barely heard her. Her head was spinning with the things Irina had just told her. Sasha. Tamarkin. Kennesaw. The man in Boston. American. Rich and powerful. It was all starting to make sense now.

Then she realized Irina was shouting at her.

“Listen to me, suka! I know who you are. You are not Peaches, and that is not your manager. He is your husband. You are private investigators. And that is why what happens next will be so much fun.”

Miranda squirmed again. “What are you talking about?”

“I will tell you. First we wake up your husband. I will have Sergei play with you here while he watches.” She gestured to the mattress with the cuffs and the whip and the rope and the gun. “Sergei has a great talent for inflicting pain in places you did not even know you had.”

Miranda swallowed hard.

“That should take a good hour or two. Maybe three. And then you will be in for a treat.” She pointed at Miranda. “It will be your turn to watch as Sergei beats you husband to death in that chair. He will do it slowly. It might take another hour or two. Finally, it will be my turn. I have not yet decided how I will do it, but I will make sure your death is even slower and even more painful than what Sergei will do to you. I will make it last for days.” With a vicious leer, Irina took a step toward her.

A chill went down Miranda’s spine. She forced a laugh. “All that over a spreadsheet?”

Irina grimaced. “To hell with the spreadsheet.”

“Isn’t that what you’re so upset about?”

“Hah. That is nothing. I am going to make you pay for what you did to my brother.”

“Brother?”

Irina began to screech out the words. “My brother, who was put in charge of Udar after my father died. My brother, whose place I took when he left to work for the organization in America.”

Irina had a brother in America? What was she talking about? “I didn’t even know you had a brother.”

“Oh, you know him. His name is Ostaf Savko.”

Miranda’s brain reeled. Ostaf Savko?

The Ostaf Savko who ran a human trafficking ring in Los Angeles? The Ostaf Savko who tried to have her and Parker and her team killed out there a few weeks ago? The Ostaf Savko who was now in federal prison?

It couldn’t be. “Ostaf Savko can’t be your brother. Your name is Irina Voloshyna.” As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she realized her mistake.

It was that patronymic naming convention again. Angry with herself, Miranda worked her hands behind her, twisting the ties to loosen them. She used her fingertips to make sure the clasp was centered between her thumbs.

“You stupid American. My name is Irina Voloshyna Savko. My father was Volokh Savko, a high official in the KGB, until Perestroika came.”

Miranda thought of Gurka’s suspicion about Udar’s founder and his connection to the Russian mob. That man was Irina’s father? Ostaf Savko’s father? No wonder they’d both turned out to be hardened criminals. They were following in his footsteps.

“Enough!” she shouted. “Sergei, wake up the husband. I am going to show this suka how much I despise her.” She rushed toward Miranda, leaned in close and spat in her face.

Then she spread her arms to reach around to undo her arms.

Rage welled up inside her, but it was mixed with sheer panic. Parker, where’s the signal? Parker?

At last she felt Parker tapping again. Dah-dit. Dah-dah-dah. Dit-dah-dah.

Now!


Chapter Forty-Five

 

With all her might, Miranda yanked the zip ties apart.

Behind her Parker did the same.

The next instant, she shot up from her chair and head butted that suka with all her might.

In shock and pain, Irina squealed like a child. She stumbled backward and fell to the floor.

Miranda hurled herself onto her.

Flashing in the corner of her eye was the vision of Parker. He was on his feet and wielding his metal chair at Sergei’s head.

She couldn’t pay attention to it. Instead she began punching as hard as she could.

A right jab to the chin. A left to the ear. Another right. Another left.

Irina wasn’t going to put up with that.

On the last swing, she latched onto Miranda’s arm and pulled it out of the way as she threw a hard punch to the side of Miranda’s face. Miranda’s head sang. She felt blood running down her cheek.

Too late, she realized Irina’s position at Udar was more than a desk job. The woman could fight as well as scream at others in the cage. Before she could recover, Irina threw a leg around her waist, pivoted, and jerked Miranda’s arm up to her face.

Uh oh. Irina was going for an arm bar, a classic MMA submission technique.

But there was no referee in this dungeon. There would be no chance to tap out here. Irina wouldn’t stop until she’d broken bone.

Miranda was assured of that fact from the pain now shooting from her extended elbow. She’d better do something fast before Irina snapped her arm in two.

Her heart pounding, with all the strength she had, she turned her thumb up, relieving some of the pressure, and tried to lift her hips off the floor.

While she struggled for leverage, the sound of grunts and fists pounding came from the other side of the room.

Miranda heard Sergei cry out.

Parker must have walloped him. She wanted to watch, but she had her own problems.

Somehow she got her feet under her. Irina was still trying to bend her arm backward. With a gargantuan effort, Miranda swung herself around—and broke Irina’s hold on her wrist.

She pushed herself up and to her feet. Gasping for breath, her elbow smarting from the extension, she danced away before Irina’s thin arms could lock around her ankles. Then she realized the woman wasn’t reaching for her.

She was going for that gun.

It was lying on the mattress just a few feet away.

Irina must have given up the fun-and-games plan. Now she intended to end things fast.

Hurrying to the mattress, Miranda bent to scoop up the gun.

Irina beat her to it. She grabbed the pistol, scrambled to her feet.

Before she could aim it, Miranda rushed her and grabbed her wrist, pushing the weapon’s barrel away from her face.

Irina let out a screech. “Let go, suka.”

“No, you let go.”

“You will never defeat me. I have a stronger will. You are weak and neurotic.”

She must have been reading up on her. “What are you, a psychologist?”

Irina’s red lips turned up in a grisly smile while her dark eyes took on a strange glow. “I am a vampire.”

And she bent down and sank her teeth into Miranda’s neck.

“Yow.” Miranda tried to hold on to Irina’s wrist, but she couldn’t.

She let go and jammed her palm into Irina’s nose until her jaws relaxed and she was free.

Relatively speaking.

Irina stood before her, holding the gun in both hands and pointing it straight at her heart.

“Sergei,” she shouted over her shoulder. “Take her now. We can still play our games.”

But instead of Sergei, Parker answered.

“Miranda,” he shouted. “Back away!”

She knew what he meant. She took two steps back, caught sight of Parker with Sergei’s weapon in his hand.

Behind him, Sergei lay in the corner, his face covered with blood.

But Parker’s focus was on Irina.

As she turned to face him and shoot first, he took aim, fired once.

The shot hit Irina dead center. She dropped to the floor and her gun clattered onto the concrete.

Heart pounding in her chest, Miranda stared down at her. She was gone.

Then she heard a noise. A growl came from the other side of the room.

Sergei had revived and was on his feet. He reached for the metal chair and held it up, about to slam it on top of Parker’s head. There wasn’t enough time for Parker to react.

As fast as she could, Miranda lunged for Irina’s weapon and scooped it up. She turned and squeezed the trigger just as Parker stepped out of the line of fire.

Her aim was just as good as Parker’s.

The giant who had been Irina’s right-hand man crumpled to the floor the same way his boss had a few seconds ago.

Gasping for breath, blood rushing through her veins, Miranda stared at Parker in the now silent room.

They were alive. She could hardly believe it.

He stared at her in amazement, then he said, “We have to get out of here.”

He was right. All she wanted was to throw her arms around him and kiss him, but there wasn’t time.

Turning around, she found the recess where the door she’d seen earlier was. She picked up the chain and padlock wound through the heavy iron handle.

“How are we going to get through this?”

“Stand back.”

She did, and Parker gave the door a few hard kicks.

It didn’t budge.

She raised her palms in disgust. “We don’t even know where we are.”

“We’re not far from the stadium. I wasn’t out long, but I pretended to be.”

She’d figured as much. But that still wouldn’t get them out of here.

She started to scratch her head then thought better of it. It was too sore. “There has to be a key to that padlock somewhere.”

Parker crossed the room and bent down to search Sergei’s pockets. Miranda did the same with Irina.

They came up empty.

She looked around. The room was about thirty by twenty. Solid concrete walls with no furniture other than the old roll top desk.

“It’s got to be in here.” She hurried over to the desk and had just pulled out a drawer when shouts and banging came from outside.

The chained door began to shiver.

Bam. Bam. Bam. Bam.

She heard Gurka’s voice shouting in Ukrainian. Then Oleg’s.

Bam. Bam. Bam.

“It’s the police.”

“With a battering ram.” Parker pulled her back as the door shattered, and a squadron of SWAT uniforms rushed into the room.

Gurka’s men.

Eyes wide, Officer Oleg, who was at the front took in the two bodies on the floor. “What happened?” he asked.

Miranda glanced at Parker. “It’s a long story.”

But she was glad Oleg was okay.

Then she heard Gurka’s voice, and a wave of relief went through her as the Inspector stepped into the room, making his way through his officers.

Amazement on his gnarled face, Gurka put his hands on Parker, then on Miranda. “You are both safe. Thank Heaven for that.”

“We’re very happy to see you alive, as well, Inspector,” Parker said.

Miranda gave him a smile. “I told you we could take care of ourselves.”

Without answering he turned to stare down at the two lifeless bodies on the floor. “You took care of them, too. You are heroes.” His voice was filled with emotion.

Then Gurka turned to his men and began barking orders at them. Several of them left, and others came in to begin processing the scene.

Miranda gestured at Irina. “She said you were dead.”

Gurka scowled. “She was lying. We managed to take down the delivery van and the Audi. We confiscated all two hundred and forty kilograms of the cargo.”

“Wow.” Miranda eyed the strip of fabric bound around the Inspector’s upper arm where he’d taken a bullet. Gurka was something of a hero himself.

“Irina told us everything,” she said. “All the names in the spreadsheet are fake except the left-hand column. Each row corresponds to a recruit and his aliases. A lot of them were young men they got off the streets.”

Gurka nodded and rubbed his mustache as he watched his men deal with the bodies. “You put a stop to the people who were responsible for Rinat’s death. This will give my sister closure.”

Knowing Vlad’s killer was gone would be a comfort to Olga, his fiancée, too.

Both Vlad and Gurka’s nephew were finally avenged. The evil rein of Udar in his city was over.

The Inspector turned to Miranda. “And your Sasha? Did you learn the truth about him?”

“I think we did.” Though it wasn’t good news.

“We have some questions about that matter,” Parker said. “But we will handle that ourselves.”

Miranda wondered what he had in mind.

“Very well.” Gurka shook hands with both of them. “Thank you for your help. Ms. Steele, Mr. Parker, you two have raised my opinion of American private investigators.”

Miranda laughed. “Glad to be able to do that.”

He smiled back at her with sudden tears in his eyes. “Good work. And good luck to you.”


Chapter Forty-Six

 

The next morning Miranda stood at the gilded mirror in the fancy bathroom of their Kiev hotel suite, dabbing makeup on her swollen cheek. Not much she could do for the lip. What a mess.

Dressed in a handsome traveling suit and looking none the worse for wear, Parker came to the door and stood watching her a moment.

She turned to him with a painful grin. “I’m ready for my close up, Mr. DeMille.”

Parker’s reply was a scowl.

“Heck, Parker. I only know that quote from watching old movies as a kid.” When her mother used to leave her alone in the evenings to go to her job as a cleaning woman in a local hospital.

Parker stepped inside the bathroom and gently took her chin in her hand. “I’m so sorry, Miranda.”

So it was guilt that had him in a foul mood.

She touched his cheek. “It’s part of the job.”

“How’s your head?”

She touched the back of it and winched. Then she shook her head at his look of concern. “I’ll be okay.” She glanced in the mirror at her neck where Irina had bitten her. “I might need a rabies shot, though.”

“I’ll make an appointment for you with Jackson when we get home.”

Dr. Jackson Taggart, Parker’s childhood friend and Chief of Staff at Saint Benedictine Hospital. He saw patients only rarely now.

Parker didn’t need to bother. “I think I’ll be fine.”

He inhaled, deciding not to make an issue of it. “I assume you’re feeling well enough to travel, then?”

“Am I ever.” This time they were going home for real.

She gave him a kiss on the cheek, which only hurt a little, grabbed her makeup bag, and took it into the bedroom where her suitcase was open on the bed for her. She’d already dressed in jeans and a comfortable T-shirt for the flight.

She tossed in the pouch and zipped it up.

Parker took her suitcase into the living area and put it near the door with the rest of the bags he’d already packed. “I’ve called for the bellhop. He’ll be here soon.”

“Okay.” She sank into one of the fancy chairs feeling empty.

Absently, she stared at the little room service table where an hour ago they’d shared their last breakfast in Ukraine. Her thoughts went back to the things she’d learned yesterday. Her brain was still reeling from them.

“Did you hear what Irina told me about Sasha yesterday?”

“I did.”

“Do you think she was telling the truth? Is he really Anatoly Tamarkin?”

Parker took a seat in the opposite chair. “I don’t know.”

“And she said Yakiv Doroshenko was his alias now. And that he works for the man in America who runs Udar.”

He nodded. “The man in Boston. Though he doesn’t run Udar any longer.”

No, he didn’t They’d destroyed Udar. A chill went down her spine. “Parker, do you think—?” she could barely bring herself to utter the words.

“What?”

He was going to make her say it. “That we’ve found the head of Group 141? The guy who’s been after us all this time?”

“I don’t know.” His expression was unreadable.

The bellhop came and took their bags. They rode down the elevator, and headed out the lobby door and onto the busy sidewalk. The sun was shining on the classical buildings and the golden cupolas in the distance, giving the ancient city a magical glow.

Today the nippy air didn’t seem quite as cold.

Parker tipped the bellhop after he loaded the bags, and then ushered her into the BMW. He came around, climbed inside, and took off for the airport.

Miranda sat back and let out a long breath of relief. “We’re on our way home at last.”

Parker made a turn onto a highway with a street sign she still couldn’t read.

“Not exactly,” he said quietly.

She sat up and turned to him. “What do you mean?”

Yesterday he told Inspector Gurka they had unanswered questions and would take care of them. Was that what he was talking about?

He slowed for a traffic light. “I’ve already contacted my father. He and Tatiana are meeting us. If you feel well enough for a detour.”

She spun around in her seat to face him. “Well enough? I’m great.”

The sneaky PI had been going behind her back again. He’d done more than pack this morning.

“Where? Where are we going?”

The light turned and they were halfway down the next block before he answered.

“New York.”


Chapter Forty-Seven

 

Simon Sloan stood at the two-way mirror of the Metropolitan Correctional Center in New York and watched Anatoly Tamarkin being interrogated.

He was a beast of a man. A brute. An animal with the stature of an ox, and a shaved head and tattoos meant to intimidate anyone who got in his way. And he was as uncooperative as ever.

Dressed in his orange jumpsuit, the prisoner leaned back in his chair. His thick inky arms folded over his massive chest, he looked as if he were about to fall asleep.

Sloan felt his blood pressure rising. In all his years with the FBI, he had never hated anyone more. He loathed this man with every fiber of his being.

Tamarkin.

The man who had killed his agent in Atlanta. The man who slaughtered his poor sweet sister-in-law in one of the most gruesome murders Sloan had ever seen. And though he blamed himself for both of their deaths, if it were lawful, he would rush into that interrogation room and strangle the man with his bare hands right now.

But it wasn’t lawful. And they needed information from the thug.

Sloan ran a hand over his face. He was exhausted. After spending the last month racing all over the country on a shoestring budget, chasing worthless leads with nothing to show for it, he was drained.

But tonight he had to be alert. This interview was important.

Sloan had O’Cleary doing preliminary questioning, but though his man was good at extracting information from unwilling prisoners, Sloan didn’t expect much.

So far, there had been three attempts on Tamarkin’s life staged as suicides. Someone didn’t want him to talk. Tamarkin had fought off his attackers, but he still didn’t crack under interrogation. The organization was wasting their time. They didn’t need to shut him up.

Tamarkin was the most tight-lipped prisoner Sloan had ever dealt with.

But after what happened in Los Angeles last month, Sloan knew they had to get something out of him.

Tamarkin had information on Group 141. And Group 141 was turning out to be much bigger than just a few criminal enterprises scattered throughout the southeast. It stretched all the way across the country.

Maybe beyond.

Again Sloan rubbed his palm over his eyes and reached for his paper cup. The prison coffee was eating at his stomach lining, but he needed it to stay awake. He’d hardly slept last night.

He thought of the flame-haired beauty who had occupied his thoughts far too often over the past weeks.

She had such a pretty name. Janelle. It sounded like “Jewel,” and it made his heart sparkle at the sound of it.

Back in LA, while hunting down members of a human trafficking gang, he’d kissed her. And what a kiss it was. He’d kissed other women before, though never anyone who made him want to settle down.

But this kiss. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced. Like a jolt of electricity. Like a lightning bolt from the sky. He could have sworn he’d heard angels singing. That woman did something to his heart he’d never felt before. And it wasn’t just that kiss.

It was her.

He thought of her courage, her clear headed dead-on aim when she fired the shot that had saved O’Cleary’s life. And saved Sloan from the heavy guilt of another loss.

She was a wonder. A downright miracle.

She was a distraction.

Over and over he told himself it was no good thinking about her. He’d probably never see her again.

The last thing he’d expected was a call from her last night at two in the morning.

At the request of her boss, she’d contacted him on the secure phone Sloan had given the man. It seemed Wade Parker and Miranda Steele had been at it again. In Ukraine, of all places. But what Janelle told him they’d discovered had made his head spin. They’d been involved in a twenty-four million dollar drug bust and had broken up a place that had been exporting criminals to the US for years. And now, they had more information.

It could be what he needed to bring down Group 141 once and for all.

That was what he had to focus on now. Not Janelle Wesson. He had work to do.

His phone buzzed. He checked the message. His guests were here.

He downed the rest of his coffee, tossed the cup in the trash, and hurried out of the room.


Chapter Forty-Eight

 

With Parker beside her, Miranda sat in the less than inviting waiting room of the high-rise holding facility in Lower Manhattan that housed everything from Ponzi scheme fraudsters to international terrorists.

Her stomach churned with nerves.

Beside her, Tatiana fidgeted, her arms around her waist while she rocked back and forth in the chair that didn’t rock.

Mr. P was on his feet, pacing back and forth across the plain linoleum floor. “Where is he, Russell?”

“He’ll be here in a moment,” Parker told him with little emotion.

“How can he put my wife through all this waiting? Isn’t this hard on her enough?” Mr. P was used to getting his way.

After the long flight from Kiev, she and Parker had landed at JFK that afternoon and gone to the ritzy hotel suite nearby that Parker had booked for the night.

There they’d grabbed a shower, a quick nap, and a change of clothes. Then they’d met Mr. P and Tatiana in the restaurant for an early dinner and to go over the details of their trip to Kiev, which Tatiana was still reeling from.

The poor woman looked haggard and tired. She’d been up most of the night after Parker called his father and Mr. P woke her up to confess what he’d asked his son to do behind her back.

And that he hadn’t gotten the result he was after.

Mr. P stood staring absently at the vending machine across the room and muttering quietly to himself. “All I wanted was to reunite her family. I wanted to make her happy.”

Miranda dug her fingers into her forehead and pretended to study the poor excuse for an abstract print on the wall. Like Mr. P, she was brokenhearted she couldn’t make that happen.

Was it worse to think your brother was dead or to know he’d become a violent criminal?

Miranda couldn’t say, but they still weren’t completely sure the man in FBI custody was Sasha Pavlovych. They needed Tatiana to verify that.

Or not.

She reached for Parker’s hand. He gave it a squeeze but was otherwise unresponsive. No doubt he was reliving some of their recent experiences. Or maybe the bad memories from his childhood. Arguments and disagreements with his father over his mother, over Parker’s career choice.

Surely Mr. P didn’t blame his son for what had happened to Tatiana’s brother. Did he? She’d rather he blamed her.

The door opened and Simon Sloan himself entered the room.

The wiry dark-haired agent with the movie star looks stood surveying his guests as if they were prisoners. He had on his usual dark suit, his badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck, and he looked just the same as when she’d last seen him in Los Angeles. Except for the dark lines under his eyes.

He must have been putting in some long hours lately, too.

“I didn’t expect to see you, Sloan. I thought you’d send someone to fetch us.” In Miranda’s experience with the man, Sloan liked to throw his weight around.

He scowled at her. “Good to see you again, too, Ms. Steele.”

“Agent Sloan,” Parker said ignoring the tension, “this is my father, Wade Russell Parker, Junior and his wife, Tatiana.”

Sloan shook hands, lingering on Tatiana’s. “I’m so sorry to meet under these circumstances, ma’am, but I hope you can be of some help to us.”

“I will try my best.”

“You won’t need to talk to him. We’ve got him in interrogation. You can watch through the two-way. He won’t see you.”

She nodded.

Sloan turned to Parker. “You’ve explained everything?”

Parker nodded and handed Sloan the copy of the flash drive he’d retrieved from his pocket.

Sloan took it with a reverent look atypical of him. “I hope we can get some good data from this.”

“Is that where you found my brother’s name?” Tatiana stared at the drive, sounding a bit hysterical. “He cannot be involved in this criminal organization. He was always such a good boy.”

As Sloan pocketed the flash drive, Miranda put an arm around her. “That’s what we need you to verify, Tatiana. Whatever the truth is, I know you’re strong enough to face it.”

That seemed to help.

Tatiana smoothed the skirt of her dress and straightened her shoulders. “Very well.”

Sloan eyed everyone in the group, then gestured toward the door. “Follow me.”


Chapter Forty-Nine

 

Sloan led them through a set of twisty corridors typical of a penal institution. They turned this way and that, until they reached a green metal door with a red light over it.

Sloan opened it with a keycard and ushered them into a small dark room with semi-cozy chairs, a table and a big window across one wall.

Some sort of electronic curtain blocked the view.

“Would anyone care for anything to drink?” Sloan asked, playing the polite FBI host.

“Let’s just get on with it,” Parker said.

“All right.” Sloan laid a hand on Tatiana’s arm. “Are you ready, Mrs. Parker?”

It sounded odd to hear Tatiana called by that name, but Miranda was more worried about the woman’s mental condition.

Tatiana dug in her pocket for a tissue, then took a deep breath and stepped to the window. “Yes, Mr. Sloan. I am ready.”

Sloan flipped a switch and a large well-lit interrogation room appeared. They were several feet up from the room, and the window gave them a sort of overhead view.

A large man in the standard orange prison uniform slouched in a metal chair across the table from another FBI agent.

O’Cleary. Miranda recognized him from her previous dealings with Sloan. She also recognized his Irish accent.

“How long has this organization you belong to been in existence?” he said. “At least you can give us that.”

The prisoner’s hands and feet were shackled, but he had some leeway for movement. He didn’t budge. Miranda had a feeling this line of questioning had been going on for a while.

And getting zero results.

Miranda eyed the big man’s knobby face, his leathery skin, his bald head and the black spiral-and-spike running over it and down the side of his neck.

She’d seen a lot of large bald Ukrainian men with tattoos like that lately, but the sight of this man set her nerves on edge.

This one was Anatoly Tamarkin. The man who’d nearly killed Parker five months ago. But was he also Sasha Pavlovych? It was hard to fathom.

Turning away from the window, Tatiana shook her head. “I am sorry. I cannot tell. He looks so different.”

She hadn’t seen him since he was eighteen. The man down there certainly looked different from the picture of young Sasha in Miranda’s cell phone.

She caught the frustration on Sloan’s face and put an arm around Tatiana. “Do you think you could talk to him? Are you up for that?”

Mr. P stomped over to his wife’s side. “No, she isn’t. You don’t have to do it, Tatty. Don’t let them make you.”

But Tatiana laid a hand on her husband’s arm. “I want to, my darling. I will do anything to stop the sort of criminal network they are saying my brother is involved in. And if he is, I must know that, too. I must face the truth.”

She picked up her pocketbook from her chair and turned to Sloan. “I am ready. I can talk to him now.”

Sloan eyed the purse. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I need to know what’s in there. It’s protocol.”

Sloan always went by protocol.

Without blinking, Tatiana opened it and held it out to him. “It is pictures I brought from our childhood.”

The old fashioned kind on photo paper.

Sloan took a cursory look at the purse’s contents and nodded. “All right. Come with me.”


Chapter Fifty

 

As they left the viewing room, Mr. P spun around to Parker. “You can’t let her do this, Russell.”

Parker was unmoved. “Are you hiding something, Father?”

“Of course not. How can you say such a thing?”

“Let’s just see what happens,” Miranda told them, feeling like a referee.

O’Cleary’s chair creaked across the interrogation room floor. “Well, guess what, Tamarkin? We just happen to have another visitor for you.”

Miranda peered through the two-way glass and saw the door open as Tatiana and Sloan stepped inside.

Sloan closed the door and both of them stood in front of it, waiting.

Miranda watched the big man’s face. His eyes widened, and his chest moved up and down as if he was suddenly having trouble breathing.

Did he recognize her?

After another moment, Sloan ushered Tatiana to the chair O’Cleary had vacated.

Tatiana sat, her gaze never moving from the man across the table from her.

Tamarkin stared at the woman as if she were from outer space.

At last, Tatiana spoke. “It is me, Sasha. Tatty.”

Miranda watched the big man’s face. He seemed confused. Was he surprised? He hid it well.

He scowled at Sloan. “Who is this woman? I do not know her.”

“Of course, you know me,” Tatiana said. “Do you not remember your big sister?”

Tamarkin’s shackles clanged as he tried to get up. “Take me back to my cell,” he growled at Sloan.

Sloan didn’t move.

Tatiana opened her purse and took out one of the pictures she’d brought. “Do you remember this day, Sasha? It was our last Easter together. I had come home from nursing school to be with our family. Katerina made us such pretty eggs.”

His chest heaving again, Tamarkin stared down at the photo as Tatiana laid it in front of him.

She took out another photo and put it beside the first one. “And this was our last Christmas. We had such a feast around the table. Do you remember Mama’s special bread? Her braided kolach?”

Miranda couldn’t see the picture, but she knew it was the same table where Tatiana’s family had fed her and Parker a big meal.

Tatiana pointed to someone in the picture. “Do you not remember little Lena? Our neighbor? She was in love with you. She pined so for you after you left.”

As he stared in wonder at the photo, Tamarkin’s cheek twitched.

Tatiana took out a third photo. “And this is when you were a baby. Your first birthday. Mama is holding you in her arms. This is me, this is Anastasia, and this is Katerina. We are all smiling and laughing. How happy we all were to have a little brother.”

Tamarkin’s cold hard eyes began to glisten with tears.

Tatiana had been careful to choose photos without their father in them.

But as Tamarkin continued to gape at the pictures, she hit him with her final salvo.

Gently she placed her small hand over his big rough one. “Papa is so sorry he hurt you,” she said in a near whisper. “He was angry that day. He did not know what he was saying. I heard him say so many times, ‘If only I could have that day back,’ he would say. ‘If only I could see my son again’.”

Tamarkin’s head shot up, his eyes flashing. He pulled away from her. “I am not his son. I am Russian.”

Miranda reached for Parker’s hand to steady herself.

It was him. Anatoly Tamarkin was Sasha.

Tamarkin got to his feet and pushed the table away, scattering the photos on the floor. “What do you want from me?” he screamed. “I sent you money.”

Jumping up from her chair, Tatiana blinked at him. “Money? No one sent us money.”

“They sent it for me.”

“No one sent us money, Sasha,” she said again.

Miranda felt Parker go stiff beside her. “In Kennesaw, Tamarkin told me the people he worked for took care of his family. It was a lie. We need to leverage that.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “Wait here.”

Mr. P followed him to the door. “Russell. Where are you going?”

“To get a confession.”


Chapter Fifty-One

 

Parker left the room, and Mr. P returned to Miranda’s side. Without taking his eyes off Tatiana he took in a heavy breath. “I knew she was strong, but I never realized how strong.”

This had been as much a trial for him as it had been for his wife.

Down below the interrogation room door buzzed, and Sloan went to open it. He didn’t look pleased when Parker stepped inside.

They were about to have words until a screech came from Tamarkin.

The big giant was suddenly reduced to a blubbering child. “You have come for me at last!” he shouted at Parker. “I knew you would. I have seen you in my dreams. You sent people to kill me. They failed. Are you here to do the job yourself?”

What in the world was the man talking about?

Ignoring the nonsensical words, Parker took Tatiana’s arm and stepped between her and her brother. “I’m here to ask you a simple question, Sasha. Are you going to remain loyal to people who left your family in poverty? Who lied about it?”

Tamarkin stared at Parker with as much shock as he had those pictures. He began to mutter to himself. “It is not him. He has not come for me.”

“Who are you working for, Tamarkin?” Parker demanded, now using his first alias.

Tamarkin straightened, took a step toward Parker. “It is not him. It is you. You are the enemy. I did not kill you in Kennesaw. I will kill you now.”

Raising his shackled wrists, he lunged at Parker.

Sloan and O’Cleary were on the big man in a flash, though Parker could certainly have taken care of himself.

“We’re done here,” Sloan grunted.

And he and O’Cleary muscled the big man through the door.

As Parker and Tatiana left the interrogation room, Miranda turned to Mr. P.

He looked pale and shaken.

A moment later Parker came through the door. “Tatiana is in the restroom. She said she needs a few minutes to herself.”

“She was very brave,” Miranda said.

“She was.” Parker’s tone told her he was disappointed in himself for not getting the information they needed.

“You did fine,” she said to him. “Sloan and O’Cleary will find out who the man in Boston is.”

“Man in Boston?” Mr. P said from the corner.

“We think he’s the head of the organization Tamarkin works for.” She couldn’t bring herself to call the hardened criminal Sasha.

“Boston?” Mr. P said again.

“Yes. Parker didn’t tell you that last night?”

“No.”

“I thought it best,” Parker said without further explanation.

Tatiana returned from the rest room, her eyes red from crying. And a few minutes later, Sloan stepped into the room. He thanked them for their help and led them out.

There was nothing more they could do, so they left the prison and went back to the hotel.


Chapter Fifty-Two

 

After a light dinner in their room, Miranda sat with Parker in their New York suite, her mind spinning from their visit to the prison.

It was just after nine, five in the morning Kiev time. She was jetlagged and exhausted. Not to mention depressed over what they had learned that afternoon.

Sasha Pavlovych was Anatoly Tamarkin. And the ominous sounding Yakiv Doroshenko, as well. Whoever he was, it was clear he would never betray the organization he worked for.

“What are we going to do, Parker?” Miranda moaned.

Parker sat at the end of the elegant sofa, nursing a glass of red wine.

He had gotten them an executive suite on the twentieth floor with a stunning view of Lower Manhattan. The ice blue and marble decor was ultra modern and ultra chic, with fine upholstery in suede and leather, and clean uncluttered lines. About a hundred and eighty degrees from the gaudy luxury of their hotel in Kiev.

“We’re going home,” Parker said. “I have a flight to Atlanta booked first thing in the morning.”

She stared up at him in disbelief. “What about Sloan? What about Group 141?”

Before he could answer there was a soft knock on the door.

Parker got up and went to see who it was.

As she rose and took the plate of her unfinished meal back to the room service table, she heard Mr. P’s voice. He sounded upset.

“What’s wrong, Father?” Parker asked after Mr. P had stepped inside the suite. “Is Tatiana all right?”

Mr. P was still dressed in his business suit, but he had a strange look in his eyes. “She’s asleep. She insists she’ll be fine.”

He paced over to the window, then back again.

Parker stood waiting for him to explain himself.

At last the older gentleman settled into one of the ice blue leather guest chairs.

He ran a hand over his pure white hair. “Something is troubling me, Russell.”

Parker resumed his seat on the sofa. “It was a troubling afternoon.”

Feeling worried about her father-in-law, Miranda sat down next to Parker.

Mr. P shook his head. “Something specific. In the prison you mentioned a man in Boston.”

Parker seemed surprised at the remark. “Yes. He’s supposed to be the leader of the organization Tamarkin works for.”

“Tamarkin.” Mr. P nodded, still wrestling with the idea that man was his wife’s brother. “How did he know you?”

“I battled him face to face during a case in Kennesaw we worked five months ago.”

“The Dylan Ward Hughes case.”

“Yes.”

Mr. P knew the family.

He rose again and paced over to the credenza. “But Tamarkin recognized you as soon as you came into the interrogation room. He said you had sent people to kill him.”

Miranda watched Parker study his father with an investigator’s eye. “Sloan hasn’t told us very much about Tamarkin’s incarceration, but I surmise there have been attempts on his life.”

“To keep him from talking to the authorities.”

“Yes.”

Mr. P rubbed his chin. “And it would be his boss who would have sent them. ‘The man in Boston,’ as you called him.”

“That is the information we have.”

Mr. P strode back to his chair. Instead of sitting, he stared down at the blue cushions. “Why did Tamarkin think you were the man in Boston?”

“I have no idea.”

Miranda was about to tell Mr. P he needed some rest after what he and Tatiana had been through, when suddenly a jolt went through her.

Her chest heaving, she grabbed onto Parker’s arm.

“Miranda. What is it?”

She took in air, tried to form the words. Her mind was back in Los Angeles, on that smoky movie set where Ostaf Savko had tried to kill them.

She turned to Parker and forced out the words. “In LA. On that movie set. After that explosion. Do you remember?”

Parker frowned. “Of course, I do.”

It had been a sheer horror for both of them, as well as for her team. “It was dark. The air was filled with smoke from the fire. I was rummaging around in the rubble trying to find you. And I saw a man.”

“A man?”

Miranda nodded. “He was tall and well-dressed. Expensive, double-breasted topcoat, perfectly styled hair. Gray. He had a gun in his hand. He tried to shoot me, but the sirens sounded and he left. I think a limo took him away.”

Parker took her hand. “What are you saying, Miranda?”

She met his gaze. “He looked like he was in charge. Like a boss. Like maybe he was the one who had orchestrated that attack.”

Mr. P stepped toward her, staring at her as if she were a ghost. “Do you think he was the man in Boston?”

“Maybe, but—” she couldn’t get the words out.

“But what?” Mr. P insisted.

She turned to her husband. “He was a mean, soulless version, but Parker—he looked like you.”

“Oh, my God. My God.” Mr. P sank into his chair. Elbows on his knees, he covered his white head as he shook it back and forth. “It can’t be. It simply cannot be.”

Miranda felt a sharp stab in her heart. Beside her, Parker sat rock still. What was going on?

They waited.

Finally Mr. P calmed down. He eyed the bottle of Chianti on the coffee table they’d shared at supper. “Do you have anything stronger than that?”

“No.” Parker’s terse reply made Mr. P sit up.

“I have a confession to make, Russell.” He looked up at his son with pleading eyes. Then he turned to Miranda.

Neither of them said a word.

Mr. P rose and went to the window to stare out at the glorious view of New York at night. But he wasn’t taking it in. At his sides his hands opened and closed in agitation. He seemed lost, nervous. Mr. P was never lost or nervous.

Miranda knew he was about to say something terrible.

At last he began to speak in a low quiet tone. “I loved your mother with all my heart, Russell. But our marriage wasn’t always easy. There came a time when I was absorbed in business, away a good bit, and she was lonely. When Evelyn came along, I thought she’d be happier. She was for a while. She loved your sister. We both did.”

Why was he talking about Parker’s mother? Miranda watched Parker reach for his wineglass.

Then he got to his feet and took it across the room and stood at the credenza. “What is this leading to, Father?”

Mr. P raised a hand. “Just let me say it. Your mother and I began to fight. On the phone, when I wasn’t at home. In the bedroom, when I was. She came to my office one time and we had an argument all the employees could overhear through the door.”

Miranda watched Parker’s face turn to granite. Mr. P was painting a picture of his mother he’d never seen before. One he didn’t like.

“We decided to separate for a time. I took a room at Parker Towers and began working all hours of the day and night to keep my mind off my failing marriage. I began to travel. Nashville, Chicago, New York. And then I had an extended business deal in Boston.”

Boston. The word went straight through Miranda’s heart.

“I was looking at a property in construction in Mission Hill when I got a cut from one of the girders. It wasn’t serious, but I went to a clinic for a tetanus shot to be sure. I met a young woman there. Her name was Rose. She worked as a clerk. She was lovely, and so very kind to me. I was touched. I couldn’t get her out of my mind.”

Miranda tensed. She could guess what was coming next.

“I called her and took her to dinner. I was lonely. She was, too. I saw her quite a few times during the weeks I was there.”

From across the room Miranda could feel Parker’s chest rumble.

Mr. P was quiet for several long moments.

At last Parker drained his wineglass and set it on the credenza with a hard clink. “Are you telling me you had an affair with this woman, Father?”

Slowly Mr. P turned around. He looked his son straight in the eye. “Yes, Russell. That’s what I’m telling you.”

The temperature in the room seemed to drop twenty degrees.

Miranda couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t believe it. She knew Mr. P had been a ladies’ man after Parker’s mother passed away, but she never thought he’d cheated on her.

She turned to Mr. P, suddenly not knowing what to think of the man. “What happened?”

Mr. P didn’t take his eyes off his son. “The project fell through and I returned to Atlanta. Eventually your mother and I made up. Forgive me, Russell.”

Parker drew in a tight breath. “It’s my mother who would have to forgive you.”

“She did.”

“She knew?” Parker seemed angrier about that than his father’s indiscretion.

Mr. P started across the room to Parker, then thought better of it and stopped himself. “Yes, I told her. I tried to hide if for years, but eventually it came out. We almost divorced over it, but she was carrying you at the time. Finally we put our differences aside and tried to make our marriage work. I worked less and spent more time at home. I never cheated on her again. Ever. I swear it, Russell.”

Parker seemed unimpressed with Mr. P’s contrition.

Miranda pressed a hand to her head. “Mr. P, are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

“Yes.” Mr. P turned to her as if she were the only one who would listen to him. “I never heard from Rose again. She never contacted me after I left Boston. But if she had told me she was pregnant, I would have sent her support.”

Miranda drew in a breath to steady herself. “You think she got pregnant by you, but didn’t contact you.”

“Yes.”

“So you’re saying—”

“Yes. Yes.” His voice was filled with anguish. “Your man in Boston who looks like Russell—”

She squeezed her eyes and once again saw that well-dressed figure on the smoky hill in LA. “Could be your son.”

“Yes.”

Across the room, Parker let out a bark of disgust. “This is ridiculous, Father. I don’t know what possessed you to tell us these things. You’ve only added stress to a trying day with your confession.”

He was in denial.

Mr. P stared at his son, and Miranda thought she could cut the vitriol in the room with a knife. This must have been what it was like when Parker had had so many battles with his father as a teen.

After a long moment, Mr. P drew in a breath and straightened his coat. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Russell. I’ll leave you in peace.”

And he walked to the door and left without another word.


Chapter Fifty-Three

 

Miranda went limp on the sofa, her mind reeling.

Mr. P cheated on Parker’s mother years ago? How could he do such a thing? Parker worshipped his mother. She’d died when he was sixteen. His most precious possession was her diamond-and-sapphire ring, which he’d given to Miranda as an engagement ring.

It was sitting at home in their safe. She never wore it on a case. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing it. What would that ring mean to them now?

She closed her eyes and tried to objectively envision the man she’d seen through the smoke in Los Angeles. Was that really Parker’s half-brother?

She couldn’t even process the idea. All she knew was they had to do something.

She looked over at her husband, who was still standing at the credenza. “Whoever he is, we have to go after this guy, Parker. We have to find him.”

Parker remained silent.

“If Mr. P is right, if this guy is the head of Group 141—”

Parker glared at her. “Group 141 is a self-generating monster machine. Like roaches, the more you kill, the more they come back.”

She blinked, stunned at his response. “Right. And the only way to stop them for good is to find the leader. The real head of the group.”

Parker went to the coffee table and picked up the Chianti bottle.

Miranda wasn’t sure whether he wanted to drain the rest of its contents or hurl it across the room.

He set it back down. “What my father said tonight has nothing to do with Group 141. He has an overactive imagination, as well as an overactive libido.”

She understood he was hurt and angry. But that didn’t change the situation.

“Whoever he is, I think this guy in Boston is the one who’s been trying to kill us all along. We need to stop him.”

“We don’t know that.”

“I think we do. We need to—”

“We need to go home.”

She couldn’t believe her ears. “Home? We can’t just—”

“We’re going home, Miranda,” he commanded, his look as icy as the décor. “Tonight.”

He turned and marched into the bedroom.

Tonight?

Okay, she got that he didn’t want to stay another night in the same hotel as his father. She couldn’t blame him for that, but he wasn’t thinking clearly.

She followed him into the bedroom and went to where he stood at the closet, pulling out a garment bag.

She touched his arm. “Parker, why don’t we get some rest? We’re both exhausted. Once we’ve had some sleep we’ll be able to think of a way to go after this guy from Boston.”

He put the bag back on the rack and turned to her with a hard gaze. “If this man in Boston is after us, if he wants a fight, let him come. But we’ll fight him on our own turf. I won’t let us be drawn into some trap again.”

Again his words stung her. “What are you saying? Are you giving up?”

Without answering he turned back to the garment bag and began packing his suits into it.

She couldn’t believe it. This wasn’t like Parker at all. “Isn’t it our job to hunt down vicious criminals? Isn’t that what we just did in Ukraine?”

“My priority now is keeping my team safe.” He reached for their suitcases, brushed past her, and opened them on the bed.

He hadn’t said “her” team. And he hadn’t mentioned keeping her safe. He knew what her reaction would be to that.

She followed him to the bed. “Are you saying we shouldn’t have gone to Los Angeles?”

He moved to the chest and began emptying drawers. “We shouldn’t have been so short-sighted. We should have called Sloan at the beginning. He could have handled it.”

Miranda wondered how that would have turned out.

“Parker—”

“Miranda.” He turned to face her. “In Los Angeles we barely escaped with our lives. It was the same in Ukraine. It’s time to let Sloan go after this criminal organization.”

He carried clothes to the bed.

She watched the lines in Parker’s face as he frowned at the clothes he was packing. He looked tired. As if he’d aged five years after what he’d been through tonight.

He was trying to hide it, but she could see he was crushed. He’d always tried to give her a sense of family. Now his own family was crumbling to pieces before his eyes. What would Evelyn say about this?

Of course. He couldn’t deal with a case now. Not even if it involved the leader of Group 141.

And it wasn’t worth fighting over. Not right now. Not after that revelation.

Right now, all she felt was her intense love for him.

She went to the closet and grabbed her own garment bag. “All right, Parker. We’ll go home.”


Chapter Fifty-Four

 

They caught a redeye, and four and a half hours later were back in Parker’s penthouse, in his big comfy bed, their arms wrapped around each other.

After having had a little time to process things, Parker seemed calmer now.

He hadn’t said much on the flight. He had pushed his father’s confession into the recesses of his mind, as people often did when they got bad news. Miranda knew it would take days before he could think rationally about it.

He opened his eyes and gave her his suave smile. “Did I tell you what a valiant warrior you are?”

He was coming back to her, for the moment anyway.

She grinned back. “It’s nice to hear. You’re not so bad yourself.”

He lifted an arm and brushed her hair away from her face. “I’m very glad you did so well in your training classes.”

She laughed. “I’d say we’ve both advanced pretty far since then.”

He smiled, this time soberly. “I love you, Miranda Steele.”

“And I love you.” She scooted close and kissed him.

Then she watched him as he closed his eyes and his breathing grew heavy.

Time for a rest. A well deserved one.

Once again, she thought about what Parker had said about retiring. She definitely wasn’t ready for that, but they’d figure that out later. They’d figure out what to do about his father and about the man in Boston, too. Right now, all she wanted to do was bask in his love.

And that was exactly what she would do.

She snuggled down under the covers and laid her head on Parker’s shoulder.

Feeling confident that together they could face whatever might come, she closed her eyes and fell asleep.


Chapter Fifty-Five

 

After finishing his paperwork at Metropolitan Correctional Center, Simon Sloan took the redeye back to Washington, D.C., caught a few hours sleep in the sparsely furnished studio apartment he rarely used, and was at the J. Edgar Hoover building bright and early the next day.

He went through security and headed to the third floor and the office of Special Agent Barnabas Cooley.

He knocked.

“Come in,” the man inside said.

Sloan entered the office.

It was a utilitarian space. Plain white walls. Standard issue desk, holding little besides a name plate, a pen set, and a coffee mug with the Washington Wizards logo. On the wall behind the desk was a photo of the president and the FBI seal. A bookcase on the opposite wall held Law books and volumes on Military History.

Standing at attention, Sloan saluted the man at the desk. “Special Agent Sloan reporting as requested, sir.”

Cooley grimaced. “Cut the formality, Sloan. Come in and sit down.”

“Yessir.” Sloan took a seat in the stiff chair next to the desk and waited while Cooley eyeballed his laptop screen.

Tall and broad shouldered, Cooley wore the same budget dark suit and tie as his own. Standard Feeb dress. But the shiny blond hair he wore in a short Caesar cut gave him the air of an aristocrat. He’d come from money, an upper crust family in New Hampshire.

Despite their disparate background, Sloan and Cooley had become fast friends back in their Academy days. While Sloan usually bested Cooley in physical tasks, Cooley excelled in anything that required persuasive skills.

At the FBI, Cooley had zoomed ahead of Sloan, climbing the ladder and landing a desk job, while Sloan preferred the hands-on experience of field work. He was no politician.

Five years ago when a rash of child kidnapping and human trafficking cases came to their attention, Cooley and Sloan had drafted the plan for the Custodians. A clandestine operation whose aim was to hunt down and capture the leaders of the organizations behind these crimes.

Sloan had built a team and done the footwork, but it had been Cooley who had pushed the idea through the red tape and committees, and gotten them the approval and manpower they needed for the project.

Sloan reached into his pocket for the flash drive Wade Parker had given him and slid it across the desk to his boss.

Cooley sat back and grinned. “Now this might help us track down some perps.”

“But not the leader.”

Cooley gestured toward his laptop. “I’ve been going over your report here. Seems our detectives have been busy again.”

“Haven’t they? Steele’s the one who got that flash drive. You won’t believe how she did it.”

“So I’ve read.” Sloan had detailed Steele’s rooftop caper in his report. “What they managed to pull off in Kiev is nothing short of mind blowing.”

Reluctantly, Sloan had to nod. “I’d agree with that assessment.”

“It will put a dent in Group 141’s operations for a while.”

“I hope so.”

Cooley read further in Sloan’s report. “‘The man in Boston.’ So you couldn’t manage to get any information out of Tamarkin about his boss last night?”

Sloan let out a frustrated huff. “The man is a rock. He won’t crack under any interrogation technique. He’d rather die. His own sister couldn’t get him to talk.”

“You’re convinced she is his sister?”

“I am. I’m confirming it with DNA, but I’m certain. He almost broke down when she spoke to him.”

Cooley nodded. “We owe the PIs a debt of gratitude for discovering that link. And about the man in Boston. It’s a good lead.”

“We do. I’ll admit Parker and Steele are better than I first thought.”

Cooley narrowed his eyes at Sloan. “But?”

His boss knew him too well. “But they’re civilians.”

“Well trained, experienced civilians.”

“But still civilians. This is our business. We need to take care of it.”

“And how do you propose we do that?”

Sloan had been thinking about that ever since he’d left the interrogation room last night. He had a couple of ideas.

“We can put a round-the-clock watch on Tamarkin. Maybe have someone go under cover in the prison and get close to him. He’s got to be thinking about his family back home. He thought the organization he works for was supporting them. The sister said that was a lie.”

Cooley sat back and rubbed his chin, considering the proposal. “That’s a good idea.”

“So you approve it?”

His friend let out a long slow breath. There was something he wasn’t telling him. Finally Cooley shook his head. “I’m sorry, Sloan. I can’t.”

Sloan blinked at Cooley in shock. “What do you mean, you can’t?”

“I was going to send out a memo later today. Our budget has been cut back.”

Sloan felt like he’d just taken a bullet. “Cut back?”

“We’re not totally defunded. Not yet. But our funds have been limited.”

“Limited? Why?”

“Some senator on the oversight committee seems to be making a fuss about us. Says we’re redundant. We haven’t made enough progress.”

Sloan couldn’t believe his ears. “We’ve made two big arrests. What about the DHS?”

“Homeland Security is staying out of it. It’s political bullshit, Sloan.”

Sloan shot to his feet, his temper rising. “Political? Don’t they know we’re going after dangerous criminals here? Don’t they know kids’ lives are at stake?”

Sloan had never seen such disgust on Cooley’s face. “I’ve done all I can. My hands are tied.”

Sloan began to pace the floor, his mind whirring. “I have another idea. I don’t think you’ll like it.”

“Shoot.”

How to say it? It sounded crazy. It was a little crazy. He stopped at the bookcase and turned to face his friend. “We let Tamarkin go.”

Cooley looked like Sloan had just kicked him in the gut. “You’re right. I don’t like it. Are you insane?”

“Listen to me, now.” Sloan came back to his chair. “We make up some story about not having enough evidence to hold him, or activists giving us heat. Then we let him go, and we tail him.”

His boss scowled. “And what do you hope to accomplish?”

“If we’re lucky, Tamarkin will go straight to the guy in Boston. We’ll have a name. We can close in from there. Surely, once we get the guy in charge of Group 141, the committee will give us the funds we need to bring him down.”

Cooley sat back and chewed on the idea. After a while, he began to shake his head. “I don’t know, Sloan. What if you lose him?”

He had a point. Tamarkin was an experienced and ruthless criminal. Still, Sloan could tell his friend was softening to the idea. “I’m willing to take that risk.”

“It’s a big one,” Cooley said.

“I’ll put three men on Tamarkin’s tail. He may not go to Boston right away, but I think he’ll get there eventually. They’ll watch him twenty-four-seven.”

Cooley pursed his lips. “I can’t give you three men.”

“Two then.”

“I can only spare one.”

Sloan felt his gut churn. “That makes it even riskier.”

“Are you changing your mind about this plan?”

Sloan weighed it over, chafing at the constraints the committee was putting on him. Didn’t they know what they were doing? This was human trafficking. Drugs. More. Apparently not. But he couldn’t let that stop him. If he didn’t do something with Tamarkin, the man would rot in that prison, and they’d never find the guy in Boston.

“No, I’m not changing my mind. I’ll do it with one man.”

“Not O’Cleary.”

“No. I’ve got someone else in mind.”

Cooley looked at him the way he used to when Sloan beat him at the three hundred meter sprint. “Okay. I’ll sign the order and get things rolling. Tamarkin will be free by tonight. I’ll call you with the details.”

“Thank you, Cooley. We’re close on this. It could be the end of Group 141.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Sloan shook his friend’s hand, got up, and went to the door.

“And Sloan?”

Sloan turned back. “Yes, Cooley?”

“If your idea blows up in our face, I’m holding you personally responsible.”


Chapter Fifty-Six

 

Washington DC at night was a mass of monuments and city lights and traffic and clubbers, and yet even with the chill of mid-February, one thing distinguished it from any other city in the country.

The smell of power in the air.

Donovan Santana stood at the bar of a smoky private room off E Street, taking in the soft jazzy background music and the muted blue-and-gold décor, elegant and refined under the low lights.

As he eyed the attendees of the Capitol Hill reception he’d been invited to, he sensed that distinct odor was particularly concentrated in this room.

He could see the lust for it in the causal laugh of a chief of staff, in the hearty handshake of a house leader, in the twinkling eye of a female congresswoman as they all worked each other for support of whatever their pet campaign was at the moment.

Santana sipped his Old Fashion and let the atmosphere seep into his veins.

This was where he belonged. He’d be here soon. One way or another.

Across the room he spotted the oversized man in the tailored suit who’d given him his invitation. Senator Webster Griffith Beasley.

He was chatting with several other congress members. Puffing on one of his imported cigars, Beasley slapped another Washington dignitary across the back, laughing loudly at a shared joke.

The man disgusted Santana. But he was useful.

After a moment, the large man left his group and caught Santana’s eye. He gestured for him to join him.

Santana picked up his drink and crossed the room.

The man led him into a narrow dining area divided from the rest of the room by frosted sliding doors.

“Good evening, Senator,” he said to the man, summoning his best smile.

“Good evening, Donovan. I hope you’re enjoying yourself.”

“I’ve never had a better time,” he lied.

“Pull those doors closed.”

He did as requested and the chatter and music died down.

The Senator pressed his thick lips together as he eyed the hazy forms through the frosted glass. “Our illustrious leaders. Hah, none of them have a clue as to what they’re doing.”

“Precisely,” Santana agreed “Why should we have elected officials? People have too much freedom as it is.”

The Senator pointed at him with his cigar. “And because they do, they get into trouble. Why else is there so much chaos in the world? We need to control the masses.”

Santana smiled and took a sip of his drink. “And that’s what we’re about to do, aren’t we? I assume that’s why you invited me here tonight.”

“You don’t think it’s because I enjoy your company?” The Senator chuckled.

Hiding his disdain, Santana remained silent.

The big man found an ashtray and flicked the end of his cigar into it. “As usual, you are correct. I wanted you to know I’m taking care of that special FBI unit that’s been giving you so much trouble.”

That news surprised him. He didn’t realize the Senator had that much influence. “Thank you, sir.”

“I haven’t put them out of business, yet. But I’ve clipped their wings.”

Good to know. “Is that all?”

Beasley took a drag of his cigar and blew out a smoke ring. “You are sharp. No, that’s not all.” He leaned in close and lowered his voice. “I’m also pleased to tell you that the next phase is to begin.”

It was all Santana could do to keep from letting out a shout of victory. “Do you mean—?”

Beasley’s eyes twinkled. “Yes. I have a date for the arms shipment.”

Santana’s pulse quickened. He hadn’t quite believed the man could pull off his part of their bargain, but he apparently had more pull in foreign countries than he’d thought.

The Senator took out his cell phone and showed him a date on it.

It would be tight, but it could be done. Santana nodded. “I’ll have the place where that shipment is to be received ready by then.”

“And the rest of the plan? Are you ready with that?”

“It’s going as expected.”

The Senator’s gaze narrowed. “Santana, that’s not what I asked.”

Santana finished his drink and set the glass down on a nearby table. “That part will be ready, as well.”

“Good to know. I’ll be in communication with you. I want to know your progress every step of the way.”

“Certainly, sir.”

A cry arose from the other side of the frosted doors, as someone popped open a bottle of champagne.

Beasley shook his jowls in disapproval. “They’re celebrating a pre-mature victory in the House. Those fools are so worried about Iran and North Korea. Little do they know they should be looking right under their noses.”

Santana chuckled.

“Nonetheless it’s time we returned to the soiree before someone suspects we’re up to something.” The Senator reached for the door, as if about to usher Santana back to the main room, then paused. “One more thing.”

“Yes, Senator?”

“The Doroshenko matter.”

Santana scoffed. “That hardly matters at this stage, does it?”

“Still, I would like it taken care of.”

It was a power play. Santana knew he had to comply. Or pretend to.

“It will be handled.”

“Excellent. Oh, one last thing.”

“Yes?”

Again he lowered his voice. This time there was a threat in it. “You cannot fail in this, Santana. If I go down, I’ll take you with me.”

Now Santana’s grin was genuine. The man had no idea what he was capable of.

“Senator Beasley,” he said confidently, “failure is not in my wheelhouse.”

And he pulled the door open himself and returned to the merriment.


Chapter Fifty-Seven

 

Santana took a late flight back to Boston.

He was tired from the long day and the travel, yet he felt exhilarated by the Senator’s news. Soon the dream he had worked for for so long would come true. His mother would have been so proud of him.

He dismissed his chauffeur, gave a nod to the doorman and the concierge as he stepped inside the towering glass building and rode the elevator up to his luxury penthouse on the sixtieth floor.

As he opened the door to his domicile, he wondered whether he should order a lady to help him celebrate.

He pressed a switch on the wall and light streamed over the rich décor of his open-design living space. The vaulted ceiling, the large circular sofa and barrel chairs in pure white Edelman leather, the blackened-steel console, the custom-made rug, all fashioned by top New York designers.

He started toward the stainless steel wet bar, about to pour himself a nightcap and enjoy the view of the harbor through the glass curtain walls, when he started.

Heart pounding, he stared at the figure in the white leather chair near the ivory fireplace.

It took him a moment to find his voice. “What are you doing here?”

After regarding him blandly for a long moment, the man replied in a thick Ukrainian accent. “They let me go.”

Doroshenko.

Santana recalled he had given the man a keycard to his place years ago. He had been one of the homeless boys from the streets of Kiev. He had come to the US as Anatoly Tamarkin to work for the organization. He had tried to leave. He’d stolen a car and tried to change his identity himself. Tom Jones was the name he had used.

Ridiculous.

He’d gotten caught. Santana had gone to Rikers to bail him out himself.

He had intended to eliminate him. But for some reason, he’d taken a liking to the young man. In some ways, he reminded Santana of himself at that age, alone, without family, trying to make a place for himself.

So instead, he took him under his wing for a time. Before he sent him to Kennesaw to work with DeBow. And he’d given him a new name. The one he had now.

Yakiv Doroshenko.

Santana took in Doroshenko’s large frame, the dark clothes, the bald head, the tattoos. The man had been in prison for the last five months. That was where he was supposed to be now.

“What do you mean, they let you go?”

Without moving, he eyed Santana carefully. “They made up some story about not having enough evidence to hold me, and they released me.”

Santana didn’t believe him. “It was a ploy.”

“I know that.”

Feeling disgusted, he turned around, completed the trip to his wet bar, and began to make himself a drink.

In a drawer under the counter he had a Colt 45. The Senator wanted him to get rid of this man in prison to keep him from talking. He had attempted it three times and failed. Now Doroshenko had made it easy.

“Have you led them to me, Doroshenko?”

Something like disappointment came over the large man’s leathery face. “I would not do that. You are like a father to me.”

“In Kennesaw you let yourself get captured.”

Now he became defensive. “It was those detectives. You do not know—”

“I know all about those detectives. How do I know you’re telling the truth?” Slowly he opened the drawer.

Doroshenko eyed his movement. He was not a stupid man. “I rented a car and drove here. I saw someone in an old Buick behind me right away. Outside of Framingham I pulled over for a pit stop, as you call it.”

“And?”

“And the man following me in the Buick had to pull over, too. He had no choice on the highway. I went into the woods. I grew up around woods. I know my way very well.”

“And?” Santana said again.

“And he must have needed a pit stop, too. He followed me.”

Santana waited for the rest.

Finally the man spoke. “And in the morning in a ditch under the trees, they will find a dead FBI agent.”

His fingers on the gun, Santana paused. He thought about the date the Senator had given him tonight. He would need all the manpower he had to pull things together by then.

After that one episode that landed him in Rikers, Doroshenko had always been loyal to a fault. He always did as he was told. And Santana did have something of a soft spot for him. He was the closest thing to a son he would ever have.

There was no need to waste resources.

He closed the drawer and took another glass from the cabinet for his new houseguest.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. He set down the glass and quickly read the text.

It was from overseas. From someone in the company he had founded years ago in Kiev. The shipment from Odessa had been confiscated by the authorities. He would not be receiving his share of that deal. There was more. The company was destroyed. Everything was gone. The police were shutting it down.

Gone? Everything? Shutting it down?

And then he focused on two names that appeared on the screen. Miranda Steele. Wade Parker. They had been working with the authorities in Kiev. Somehow they had been involved in the take down. What were those two doing in Ukraine?

Santana began to quake.

Anger possessed him like a demon. A white hot rage, searing his stomach, burning through his veins, pounding in his heart until he couldn’t breathe. He had to kill them. He had to destroy them now!

And then, just as suddenly a quiet calm came over him as he thought of the Senator’s words tonight. I have a date for the arms shipment.

He took a deep breath and felt his body relax. It would be all right. Everything would be all right.

Of course, he wanted the money from the drug deal, but the manpower was a different story. After the final stages of his plan with the Senator were underway, he wouldn’t need thugs he had to cajole and bribe to do his bidding. That process took too long, anyway.

Soon it would be so much easier.

He put his phone back in his pocket and reached for a bottle. As he poured the whiskey, he thought of his latest side project. The girl in Atlanta he’d been chatting with online.

An idea came to him. Yes. That would work. That would simply be perfection.

He took the drink over to Doroshenko and handed it to him. “You can stay here for the time being. I have work for you.”

Nodding, Doroshenko took the glass and gulped down half of it. “I am here to serve.”

Watching him closely, Santana took a seat across from him. “Good, good.”

“I have much to tell you.”

“I’m listening.”

And as Doroshenko began to relate his latest experience in an FBI interrogation room, Santana was more certain than ever of his plan.

There was that name again. Wade Parker. How that infuriating man had ever managed to find Doroshenko’s sister he would never know. Wade Parker. How he loathed him. It was more than just what he’d done to him. It was an inexplicable hatred.

Santana thought of how many times the man and his wife had escaped him. No more.

“I have a question,” Doroshenko said.

Santana came out of his reverie. “What is it?”

“When I was recruited I was promised the organization would take care of my family. Wade Parker said that was a lie.”

Santana scoffed, bristling at the name again. “And you believe him?”

“I am asking you if it is true.”

He had better tread carefully here. He needed this man’s trust. “If it was promised, then it was done. Haven’t we always treated you well?”

“My sister said they received no money.”

Santana paused a moment. Then he smiled kindly at the man. “It must have been an oversight. I’ll look into it in the morning. If they weren’t paid, I’ll make sure they get all the money you were promised.”

The man’s hard face turned to one of a grateful child. “Thank you, sir.”

He was so simple.

Santana put a hand on his shoulder. “Let’s get you settled in. We start tomorrow morning on a new plan.”

“New plan, sir?”

“Yes, a great one. One that will make history. And you will be a part of it.”

Feeling a new surge of excitement, Santana showed Doroshenko the way to the guest bedroom and closed the door.

Then he went to the wet bar and retrieved his gun. No sense taking chances with the giant in his home. He would sleep with the pistol on his nightstand.

But he couldn’t indulge in fear now. Nothing could dampen the thrill he was feeling.

As he headed into his own room, he paused at the sleek desk that held his laptop and thought of his next conversation with the girl. He would be persuasive, charming. He would get her to do his bidding.

And then?

And then at last, all his plans would come together. He would take care of Miranda Steele and Wade Parker and everyone related to him.

At last, he would have his revenge. At last, he would destroy them all. And he would rule the world.

With a gleeful chuckle, he headed for the shower.
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Dear Reader,

Thank you for reading Vanishing Act, the thirteenth Miranda and Parker Mystery. I’m working hard on the next book now.

If you’d like be among the first to be notified when the book comes out, feel free to join my no-spam newsletter list here. You’ll get some free stories as a bonus.

Thanks again.

I love all my readers and am truly grateful for your support!

Linsey

PS: I love getting reviews.

PPS: Most of my books are now on Amazon exclusively. If you missed a book in the series, did you know you can read Kindle books on your iPad, iPhone, tablet, or Android? All you need is the free Kindle app and an Amazon account. You can purchase the books from Amazon and read them on your iPad or other device with the Kindle app. Pretty cool, huh?
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