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Providence, Rhode Island 2013

The old-fashioned clock on the wall ticked softly but to Natasha that familiar sound seemed ominous. She frowned, then turned her head to check the time. Five-thirty. Still light outside. Such a beautiful May afternoon, soft and warm and pleasant. Why then did she sense a menace creeping along, charging the atmosphere with sinister gloom? Restless, she paced her bedroom, her stomach twisted in knots. The premonition of a disaster hung in the air like a suffocating fog. Almost choking on it, she struggled to draw a deep calming breath into her lungs. To no avail. The alarm in her head set all the bells off into a ballistic shrill.  

Danger. Someone I love is in great danger.

A fact she knew deep in her heart. But who? Rose Smith-Jones, her dearest friend and protector? Larry Bronstein, the PI who became her best buddy and confidant?  

Or Dmitry Rostoff, her former employer, the owner of a Rostoff jewelry empire, and the man she so hopelessly and unwisely loved all her life? 

Or maybe the children, Peter and Kat? 

Oh, God, please not the children! 

The brutal fear grabbed her by the throat, and refused to let go.

This weird sixth sense of hers emerged the night Dmitry’s wife Polina attempted to suffocate baby Katia. After that night, Natasha never ignored her premonition. Especially now when that frightening alarm drove her crazy. 

Panicking, she placed a call to Brooklyn. Thank God, Rose appeared to be fine and happy, busy baking pastries for the church tea party.

False alarm.

Her next call to Connecticut left her dissatisfied, because she got Larry's answering service. His cell phone, too, went to his voicemail. Uneasy, jittery, Natasha left him an urgent message. Even though she worried about Larry, deep down she knew he was okay. So, who’s in danger? 

Someone close. Someone in the family.

She almost laughed. She didn't have any family except Rose, and two graves at the Brooklyn cemetery. But her inner voice contradicted.

What about Rostoffs?

She snorted. Get real. They are family, but not mine. 

Yeah? How about Peter and Katia? They are your children, no matter what.

She slumped her shoulders in defeat.

Yes, they both were forever her kids, and she loved them without any reservations. Even after eighteen long years of forced separation, blackmailed into by Dmitry’s mother, Elizabeth, Natasha’s heart ached. Her love for Petya and Katia remained alive and unbounded and overwhelming. Yes, they were her children, even though she didn’t give birth to them. What does it matter? Being a parent doesn’t require shared blood and DNA— just love. Pure, unselfish, and infinite. 

The only person she desperately tried to forget— their father. She failed. Dmitry.

His face swam in front of her eyes. Silver eyes, high forehead, stubborn chin. 

Her heart squeezed painfully in her chest, then trembled against her breastbone. 

She never forgot him, never stopped loving him. 

Her broken heart healed with time, but never fully. Through all the suffering and unbearable losses, her love stubbornly survived. It became her lifeline, her beacon of light, the single constant in the murky sea of ever-changing reality. She lost her faith, had a tenuous hold on her hope, but her love never died. 

Suddenly her migraine exploded, making her nauseous. For a moment she debated taking her medication, but decided against it. The pills made her fuzzy at the edges, and sleepy. She couldn't afford to fall asleep.

Not right now. 

Not until she figured out who was in danger. 

Must stay alert. 

But what could she do? Absolutely nothing. 

Peter lives in Miami, Kat and Dmitry in France. 

What possible way is there to prevent the looming disaster? 

The answer eluded her. She didn’t know how to reach Dmitry, assuming that he agreed talk to her. The uncertainty drove her insane. She struggled against the pain and paced across the floor. She didn’t stop when her vision blurred, then narrowed into a grey tunnel. She needed to decide on a course of action. She must speak with Peter. Surely, he’d take her call. She squinted at the clock. 

Early afternoon. Peter’ll be in the office. 

She winced when she pressed a hand to her left temple, and did her best to ignore the increased pounding in her head. Gingerly, she walked from the bedroom, and trudged ahead. Every step reverberated in her skull like an explosion. The brilliant white bursts of light stabbed her eyes like tiny sharp pinpricks. A thin layer of cold sticky sweat covered her body. She stopped, took a few deep breaths to fight her weakness.

Her thoughts raced in her foggy brain. She pressed a hand to her pounding forehead.

Peter. Have to reach Peter. His card’s in my purse. Must find it. Where is it? 

For the life of her, she didn’t remember where she left it. Kitchen? Living room? Stumbling, Natasha searched every room to no avail. 

Dammit, where is it? 

Finally, she located it hanging on the hook by the front door. Dizzy with relief, she grabbed the leather bag with both hands, then dumped the contents on the floor and raked through the jumble until she found his business card. She almost wept when she spotted the white rectangle with FBI embossed in blue letters. She snapped it up, then hurried to her bedroom, doing her best to ignore the pounding headache. Her hands shook so much that she barely managed to punch in the numbers into the phone. After a short while, the man she talked to once before answered the phone. To her dismay, Peter was unavailable. Damn.

The alarm in her head went ballistic, screaming like a banshee. She asked for Peter’s cell or home number, only to be politely refused. She then pleaded with the man.

“Please, find him. As soon as possible. Ask him to call me back, please.”

Cautiously, the agent asked in a softer tone, “Are you alright, ma’am?”

"No, I'm not all right!" She barely recognized her own voice. "I'm sorry. It just, I’m sick, and worried, and...” She forced herself to take a calming breath. “...and I’m afraid that something’s wrong." 

“Like what?” In a flash, his clear tenor became cop flat.

Like my damn premonition of a looming threat. 

“It’s personal. I need to talk to Peter immediately. It's very urgent. I have to talk to him right now." She did he best not to yell into the phone. “My name is Natasha Smith-Jones. He’ll know who I am.”

"I'll see what I can do, ma'am." He replied curtly, and hung up.

Dear God, please, let him find Peter safe and sound.
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Frowning, Drew disconnected then dialed Peter's private number. The phone rang several times before switching to the answering machine. Damn, his boss didn't pick up his private line. Either he wasn't at home, or something indeed was wrong. Drew cursed himself for not probing deeper. Dr. Smith-Jones sounded concerned and jittery, her voice came out strained and anxious. Genuinely upset. Or scared. Whatever the case, he’d better find Peter soon and let him deal with her. For a reason he failed to name, the agitation and urgency in her deep velvety voice made Drew twitchy. The familiar sensation he usually experienced before things began to turn from sugar to shit tightened his gut. He trusted his instinct. It saved his hide too many times to count. Unable to ignore it now, Drew cursed, fished his car keys from the drawer, and hurried out the office door. 

He arrived at Peter’s house in record time. Considering that he drove like a maniac and the fact he remained in one piece was a small miracle. 

As soon as he braked, two things jumped at Drew, increasing his unease.

First, the absence of Peter’s car in its usual parking place in front of the bungalow. 

Second, a presence of a slick black limo across the street that blocked the way in the opposite direction. An alarm went off in his head. That German monstrosity stuck out like a sore thumb in the middle-class neighborhood. Suspicious as hell.

What’s it doing here? 

The only answer Drew came up with— someone watching Peter’s home. 

Trouble, with a capital T.

He slid his right hand inside his jacket, then loosened the holster straps while contemplating his next step. Call it in? Approach the car on his own? Most neighbors were at work. Kids in schools. Good. In case of an ugly development, there won’t be any innocent bystanders. Or so he hoped. 

He stared at the limo through his windshield. The tinted windows prevented an interior view. Damn. He barely saw the driver’s silhouette. 

How many others inside? And the main question remained, who were they?

Briefly, he wondered if it connected to their last case. That bastard Gonzalez escaped, and remained on the run. Had he taken out a hit? Hired someone to get rid of Peter? Maybe. Probably. But if it was supposed to be an ambush, who in their right mind arrived at the scene in a stretched limo? 

Better call for backup.

Drew dug out his cell as the passenger door of the black car opened. 

Hell. 

His fingers hovered over the phone screen, but something prompted him to wait. The middle-aged man that stepped out of the car, turned his head, and stared at Drew. Tall, broad-shouldered, built like an athlete and dressed like a model from the GQ magazine. 

A cartel boss? A lawyer?

After a short moment, he walked toward Drew’s sedan, his long legs eating up the distance. He reached the driver’s side, stopped, and stared at Drew with pale grey eyes that seemed almost silver. Up close, the guy seemed older, and somehow... familiar. 

I know that face.

Startled, Drew frowned, scrambling his brain. Where had he seen the man before? That distinguished salt and pepper mane, those sharp cheekbones, those piercing eyes. And that commanding presence, almost military but not quite.

Damn, who is he?

Still alert, Drew watched as the older man lifted his hand and lightly tapped the driver’s window. Unwillingly, he pushed the button, lowering the glass just a couple of inches. Still uncertain about the identity of the guy, he decided to play it safe. Before he can utter a word, the man angrily demanded, "What are you doing on my son's driveway?" 
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Deep and faintly accented, the voice suited the guy. Classy seemed to be the apt description. Drew stared at the man for a few moments longer, then let go a breath, and relaxed. 

Heck, no wonder he seemed familiar.

Peter's father, Dmitry Rostoff, the leading force of the famous jewelry empire. His image was constantly splashed all over the media. More dramatic in life that on the cover of the latest Forbes magazine, the older Rostoff stared at Drew with a lazer like precision. Intent, suspisious, his silver eyes appeared to be harder than diamonds. Feeling like a bug under a microscope, Drew fought not to squirm. Ridiculously pissed, he opened the driver’s door, and stepped down.

Infusing as much authority into his facial expression as he could muster, he met the older man face to face. The fact that he had to look up to meet the older Rostooff’s eyes didn’t make him feel any friendlier. 

"Good afternoon, Mr. Rostoff." He schooled his voice into a neutral mode and deliberately let the man see the holster under his armpit. Obviously surprised, the older man lifted a brow, then dropped a glance at Drew’s badge clipped to his belt. When he lifted his gaze again, the ice in his eyes thawed considerably. 

"So, you're with the FBI, too."  The sound of his deep voice lost its sharp edge.

"I am."

"Are you a friend of my son?"

"I’d like to think so. Your son makes one hell of an enemy, Mr. Rostoff.” 

I bet the same is true for you. 

“So, I prefer to stay on his good side."

The older man’s eyes sparkled with amusement. "Sorry, I didn't catch your name." 

Drew realized he failed to introduce himself.

A subtle reminder of my less than sterling manners? Oh, well.

"Andrew Blackstone. Special Agent in your son’s unit.”

"Kidnappings," Dmitry murmured, frowning. "Well, Mr. Blackstone, it's nice to make your acquaintance. I didn't have the privilege of meeting many of my son's friends, I'm afraid."

"Likewise, Mr. Rostoff. And we make lousy friends, so no big loss here."

Another quirk of a brow. "How come?"

"Impermanence. Here today, gone tomorrow." Drew shrugged. “Comes with the territory, and makes many of us lousy spouses, and even lousier company."

Dmitry sighed and briefly closed his eyes. 

Impermanence. 

He bet Drew’s casual remark ‘here today, gone tomorrow’ didn’t mean the transfer to another office. No, the young man meant something more permanent and sinister. Like death. 

Cursing silently, he switched his gaze to Peter’s house. 

More than modest, this tiny bungalow seemed a far cry from what he imagined for his son’s home. Dammit, as a Rostoff the boy was entitled to live like a prince. Even refusing the position in the company, Peter’s trust fund generated an income a hundred times more than he earned as an agent. Yet he hadn’t touched a penny. 

Stubborn mule.

Peter’s boyhood home, the Palm Beach oceanfront house, remained vacant even after Dmitry deeded to him. Dmitry understood and applauded his son's independent nature, but at the same time, it troubled him. Because deep in his gut he harbored suspicion. More than self-reliance, it appeared to be a rebellion against everything the Rostoff family stood for. Wealth. Power. Fame.

Peter rejected his inheritance in every sense of the word. He refused to be assosiated with Rostoff & Co. He threw away the career of a corporate lawyer, and enrolled into the FBI academy in Quantico. Now, he held the title of Special Agent in charge of one of the most dangerous units in the FBI. A bitter pill to swallow, but Dmitry tried. For many years. He’d yet to succeed.

He loved his son, but didn't understand him. Perplexed at Peter’s choices, Dmitry still struggled to accept them. He respected his son, always been tremendously proud of him, but still he couldn’t help feeling a little baffled. And a lot worried. The full extent of danger Peter faced daily in the line of duty struck him a moment ago, when Agent Blackstone very casually mentioned the impermanence. His almost offhanded manner sent a ripple of shiver through Dmitry’s body. Fear he rarely experienced, now grabbed him by the throat. 

God, please watch over my boy.

With an effort, he pulled himself away from his troubling thoughts. 

"Would you know where Peter might be, Agent Blackstone? I've waited for more than an hour."

The younger man frowned, pulling his russet brows in a tight line. "I don’t know. As a matter of fact, I came here to check on him."

Dmitry tensed. "Why? Is something happened?"

The Agent shrugged. 

"Something always happens, Mr. Rostoff, but nothing bad today. I hope. Boss got a message, but I couldn't reach him. So I’ve decided to drive over, check it out."

Despite his mounting concern, Dmitry chuckled. "Boss? Is that how you call him?"

The younger man curved his lips into a mischievous smile. "Only when I want to irritate the hell out of him. But technically, he is my boss."

"I see."

Feeling awkward, Drew searched for something to say, just to fill in a silence that stretched uncomfortably between them. Peter’s father beat him to it.

“Well, I don’t see the point of waiting any longer. I’ll come back later.”

Drew jumped in, “He probably ran short on coffee or milk and just went grocery shopping.” Like hell. Peter was missing. He didn't call, didn’t answer his private line or his cell. Something’s terribly wrong. Probably Dr. Smith-Jones’ anxiety rubbing off. He tucked that thought away for now. “I’ll drive around, take a look at his usual places. If I spot him, I’ll let him know that you’re here. Are you staying at the hotel?”

“No. I have a property nearby.”

Of course, you do. I bet it’s a luxurious oceanfront mansion. 

Echoing his thoughts, the older Rostoff continued, “When you find Peter, please tell him that I'm staying at the beach house.” 

Bingo. 

"Just ask him to give me a call, please.”

Was it Drew’s imagination or did the older man really sound almost... forlorn? 

He seemed clearly worried about his son, and like an idiot, Drew casually mentioned the impermanence that went hand-in-hand with their job. 

Moron. Nice job, Blackstone. 

Feeling ridiculously guilty, Drew struggled not to squirm.

"I'll find him, Mr. Rostoff." His gruff reply drew a sharp stare from the older Rostoff. After a moment, he nodded. 

"Thank you, Mr. Blackstone."

"Drew, please. My friends call me Drew."

A faint smile that didn’t reach his eyes, hovered on Rostoff’s lips. "Drew it is.” 

He offered his hand. “Well, I hope to see you again soon."

Drew accepted the hand, barely suppressing the wince as strong fingers clasped around his in a firm handshake.

Yeah. We'll do lunch next time I'm in Europe. 

To his utter chagrin, he realized that he said it out loud. As if that snafu wasn’t enough, embarrassing fire spread all over his face. All the way to his ears. 

Damn, probably blushing like a freaking maiden. 

Oh, the curse of a redhead.

Chuckling, the older Rostoff pumped Drew’s hand again, his silver eyes dancing with humor. "I'll be glad to, Drew. And maybe we'll go for a round of golf while I'm in Miami."

With a final nod, Dmitry Rostoff turned and walked back to his limo.

About to slid into his car, Drew paused as the older man called over his shoulder, “Drew?” 

"Yeah?" 

"Stay out of a harm's way, will you?"

Absurdly touched, Drew answered, "I will. And, ah, you do the same."

Without turning, the older guy waved his hand, then disappeared inside the limo. 

Peter's old man is okay. Even for a gazillionaire.
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Peter sat on the sand staring out at the horizon. Placid, the ocean spread in front of him in all its infinite glory. Waves gently foamed at his feet, then rolled back, again and again, the movement unhurried, almost mesmerizing. He always found peace at the beach. Today proved to be an exception. An eerie calmness of the water struck him as ominous. Just an illusion of tranquility. In a blink of an eye, the ocean could change, from the gentle giant to a brutal beast. Nature was unpredictable and tempestuous, but honest. Unlike people. It didn’t suffer fools, nor did it hold secrets. Unlike him. His innermost secret had burst finally out when he pinned Kat against the door and kissed her. Hard. Instead of being mortified at lusting after his little sister, Peter became almost dizzy with relief. It surprised him, confused him. 

Why am I not ashamed? Or terrified?

Kat knew the truth.

Almost wild with desperation after she left, Peter ran out of the house, and jumped into his car. Without any clear destination in mind, he sped north, away from Miami. Away from the house that still smelled like Kat. Away from the three crates still propped against the hallway wall. He wasn’t sure how long he drove. The ride seemed like a blur. One moment he sped down the I-95, and the next—he found himself sitting on the sand, staring at the faint line where the sky and the ocean blended. The beauty of nature failed to touch him today. Beauty does not belong in his life. Nor did faith, hope or love. Kat gave him all three in her Triptych. It  horrified him, unmanned him, shaken him. It stripped him of all defenses, leaving him utterly vulnerable. Naked. Helpless. He almost hated her for this.

He didn’t deserve her gift. 

He was a monster, a pervert, a sick degenerate in love with his own sister, craving her like an addict his next dose. So, no, he most definitely didn’t deserve the gift. Especially, after the way he treated her today. Still sick to his soul, he remembered her reaction when he kissed her. And she responded. 

The worst punishment he’d ever imagined. 

Dying to see those painting, but terrified to see her vision of faith, hope, and love, he left them unopened. He didn't deserve her. He had no right to touch those paintings. He had no right to touch her. 

Damn me, and damn her for allowing me to kiss her. For enjoying it. 

He shook his head. No. She didn’t. He shocked her, ambushed her. She didn't feel anything beyond that. 

But I did. 

A roar of an engine in a distance failed to draw any reaction from him. 

Didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. The car braked, then stopped. A long moment passed, but the engine didn’t engage. Then he heard the unmistakable sound of a door being slammed shut. Someone’s obviously stepped out of the car. It annoyed the hell out of him. 

Whoever it is, better leave me alone.

Being solo at the beach at dusk, he recognized he presented an easy target for any criminal. Peter didn’t move a muscle. The hell with it. 

If it meant for him to die today, so be it. No one escaped their fate. He tried for seven years to no avail.

Too tired, too empty, too spent. He didn’t care anymore. 

The muted footsteps halted a few feet behind him. Peter didn't turn around.

"Nice view," drawled a familiar voice. 

How on earth did Drew find me?

After a moment of silence, Peter turned his head in Drew’s direction.

"What are you doing here?"
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"Hell, I don't know." Drew tugged on his earlobe and shrugged. "Let’s see. My boss and best friend— that’ll be you— suddenly disappeared. Then I got a frantic call from Rhode Island, from an hysterical woman who insisted that something’s wrong. Then your father arrives from Europe, to see his son only to find him unavailable. But, hey, what do I care, right?" 

His last words came out harsh, but he didn’t care. Driving aimlessly around Miami looking for Peter, he imagined all the possible scenarios. None of them good. It didn't help his peace of mind that today their only witness from the last case was scheduled to change custody, transferring from the FBI safe house to a US Marshals’. Originally, the SAC Gordon appointed Drew in charge of the transfer, but at the last moment he decided to switch him with Claire, reasoning that the witness would be more comfortable with a female than male. Make sense, but still. Not happy, but Drew knew it best to relent. But the restlessness drove him crazy. He worried about the abused nineteen-year-old Ukrainian girl who turned the state evidence.  He hated to pass responsibility for the transfer, even to his wife. No doubt about Claire’s capability as an agent. Strong, trained, efficient, she had multiple closed cases under her belt. But, dammit, he still hated it. Dread kept him on edge. Feeling uneasy, Drew tried to dispel the heavy weight in his gut. And failed.

Stressed to the max, and pissed off, he drove for hours, searching for Peter. After an hour or so he decided to trace Peter’s Jeep via a tracking devise all the law enforcement vehicles were equipped with. The hell with an invasion of privacy.

That's how he found him, seventy plus miles North of Miami, at the empty beach. He looked at his friend and silently fumed. 

Sitting here, enjoying the scenery like he has no worry in the world. The bastard.

After a few moments, Peter heaved a deep sigh. "My father is here?" 

His blank eyes seemed almost black. Bottomless. Vacant. His flat voice matched his expression. 

Damn. Something is really off with Peter.

Drew rocked from foot to foot, all his annoyance gone in a flash. "Yes. I met him at your place." 

"Hell, the whole Rostoff clan’s descending on Miami." Peter shook his head. "It's scary."

Drew walked closer then awkwardly deposited his rear end on the sand. "Peter, what is it?"

"Hmm-mm?" Peter’s gaze seemed glued to the horizon; his face devoid of any emotion. "What's what?"

"Something’s eating you, pal. Spill. "

"Eating me." Peter repeated at length, as if savoring each word. "Interesting comparison." Dry and brittle, his chuckle died almost instantaneously.

"Stop acting like that."

"Like what?"

"Like an ass. Talk to me, man."

"I wish I could, my friend, I honest to God wish I could." Peter closed his eyes, then opened them again. "You said you’ve met my father?”

“Yes.”

“So, what do you think of the old man?"

" At first, I thought he was a model or something."

"A model?"

"Yeah, you know, GQ model. He is..." Drew shrugged and tugged at his earlobe. "He's got class, you know.” 

"That's my dad, classy from the head to his wingtips. I wonder what he wants from me."

"I don't know. He didn’t say. He looked tired, said he just landed. I guess you can get jet lag even in business class."

"Probably, but he doesn’t travel commercial. He owns a plane."

"Jesus H! A plane? Seriously?” Drew blinked a couple of times and pulled himself together. “I mean, the guy looks like a normal human being, and... Wow. A plane.”

"He is a normal human being, Drew. Just a wealthy one." Dry amusement coated Peter’s voice.  

Drew winced. "I know, sorry. It just boggles the mind, you know. The guy’s worth more than the National Debt ten times over." Awkward now, he cursed under his breath as he remembered that Peter wasn't a pauper himself. "Anyway, he said he's staying at the beach house, wherever it is, and asked you to call him."

"Okay." Neutral, almost cold. Noncommittal.

"Peter, I think you should call him. Now."

"What's the hurry?"

"Hurry? He flew all the way from Europe only to find you missing. He's worried about you."

"I am quite capable of taking care of myself. No need for him to worry."
Drew snorted, "Yeah, I can see that."
"What's that supposed to mean?" 

A flash of temper. About damn time.

Unable to hold back his irritation any longer, Drew leaned forward, stared into Peter’s molten eyes. "Only that it took me a few hours to find you, safe and sound, not broken and bleeding in some godforsaken gutter. For fucksake, Pete, you are sitting here alone, with a target literally on your back. Should I remind you that Gonzalez is still at large? Or that he put a price tag on your head?”

Peter shrugged, his eyes once again hooded. “So, what?”

"So what? Are you kidding me?”

“No.”

“Why are you acting like a jerk? Don’t you care? "

Peter ran one hand through his hair. "I'm tired, Drew. Just tired. That’s all.”

"Yeah, and I'm the tooth fairy," Drew muttered, watching Peter with great concern. Quietly, he asked, "Has it something to do with your sister's visit?" 

Peter tensed, balled both hands into tight fists, then took a shuddering breath. 

Bull's eye.

"Nothing.” His words lashed out like whip. “Kat has nothing to do with it." 

Drew lifted both hands, palms up. "Okay, all right. Whatever you say.”

"I said my sister has nothing to do with it!" Peter repeated with more force. 

Desperation in his voice rang like a death knell. Drew frowned. Familiar with Peter’s anger—a sight to behold for sure— he twisted to his left and stared into his friend’s face. No, not anger, but anguish. Raw and naked and scary as hell. 

Somber, Drew repeated quietly, "And I said okay." 

But his gut clenched.
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Peter swore softly in Russian, then let out a broken sigh. Slumping his shoulders, he uttered, "I'm sorry, Drew. I'm in a rotten mood, that's all." After a moment of silence, he asked, "How on earth did you find me? And where the hell am I?"

"I traced your car."

Peter jerked as if Drew slapped him. "What?"

"You heard me. You didn't answer your cell, you weren’t at home. What choice did I have? Be grateful I didn’t put a BOLO on your car.” 

Peter spat out a short, foul expletive. Drew grinned.

“That’s more like it, Boss. To answer your second question, you're still in Kansas, Dorothy. About seventy miles north of home."

"Oh, shit." Peter shut his eyes.

Seventy miles? 

That means he drove on autopilot for more than an hour. Damn.

"No, shit will hit the fan later, when I call Claire and let her know that you're not dead, just playing hooky."

"I'm not playing hooky. I am officially on vacation.”

"Whatever. You can explain it to her personally, because I'm not going to, especially today."

Peter pressed his lips, frowned. "What's today?"

"Oh, how quickly they forget." Drew infused a hint of sarcasm in his voice. "Today, my friend, your one and only witness in Gonzales’s debacle, is leaving our safe house, transferring to the capable hands of US Marshalls. Little Olesya. Remember her?"

"Of course, I remember Olesya." He would never forget her. A malnourished, pale, broken waif of a girl with lifeless reddish-blond hair and huge terrified eyes. The first time he saw her she reminded him so much of Kat, he lost it. It took Drew and a few SWAT teammates to restrain him. Otherwise, he probably would have killed the apprehended goon. With his bare hands. 

Because he spoke Russian, Olesya talked to him, switching from her native Ukrainian to Russian and back. From that moment on, they established a bond. With his SAC’s approval, he became her handler. And her confidant. Peter managed to persuade her into testifying, promising protection. Today, by forgetting about the transfer, he broke his word. And probably, her trust.

I’ve just been promoted to true bastard.

Peter jumped to his feet, then stopped, and turned-on Drew. "What the hell are you doing here, seating on your ass? You were supposed to oversee the whole proses of transferring."

"Relax. SAC Gordon switched me with Claire. The girl would be more comfortable with another woman in his opinion."

"And you agreed? Just like that? Dammit, Drew!” Agitated, Peter turned in a circle, clutched his hair with both hands until his scalp protested. "Fuck!" Muttering obscenities, he almost shook from the impotent anger aimed at himself.

Drew stood up, dusting the seat of his jeans. "Don't worry, Peter. Claire will do her job. You know she's good."

"That's not the point. I should’ve been there. I should see to it personally."

"You're on vacation, remember?" 

"Fuck that. I'm back on the job."

"You can't, not without Gordon's approval."

"Fuck approval. If Gordon doesn't like it, let him fire me."

"And he will if you barge into his office looking like that." 

Ignoring Drew, Peter sprinted to his car. He wrenched open the driver’s door and almost jumped in, then stopped to get his mind into the game. Something nagged at him, something Drew said...but what? Finally he remembered. "Drew?"

"What?" 

"When did Natasha call?"

“The Doctor Smith-Jones from Rhode Island? "

"Yes.”

"Oh, let's see. About six p.m."

"What did she say?"

"Nothing much. She was upset, kept saying that something was wrong, and insisted on talking to you."

"You said she was hysterical," Peter reminded him.

“You are one sharp SOB, you know that?” Drew grinned from ear to ear, then slid behind the wheel of his car, and gunned the engine. “Welcome back, boss."

And he zipped past Peter, leaving him coughing up dust. 

"Drew! Drew, you sonofabitch!" 

Not wasting any time, Peter jumped in the Jeep, and took off in his friend's wake. 

God help Drew when he catches up with him. 

Asshole. Jerk. Baboon.

Driving with a speed of a hurricane, he rooted one-handedly in the glove compartment for his cell phone, connected the Bluetooth, and placed a call to his father. While waiting to connect, he thought about Natasha. Why did she call? Peter never expected her to contact him after the last time they saw each other. Clearly mad at him, she stated she never wanted to see or hear from any Rostoffs again. Peter planned to let her cool off for a bit, then start his siege anew.

And just like that, Natasha threw his carefully orchestrated plan out the proverbial window. He wondered what prompted her to reach out to him. Frowning, Peter debated calling her right now, but decided against it. First, he must find out about Olesya and her transfer. After that, he’d be able to concentrate on family matters. He’ll call Natasha later. 

But his father—another matter entirely. If Peter failed to contact him soon, Dmitry might turn Miami— and the whole Sunshine state— upside down, searching for him. 

Finally, his father picked up the line. “Dad, it’s me.”

“About time! Where the hell have you been?” A mix of Russian, English, and French curses peppered his cultural voice, and made Peter grin despite his somber mood.

“I love you too, Dad.”

Once Dmitry calmed down, Peter subtly inquired about the reason for his unexpected arrival. “Not that I’m not happy to see you,” he added quickly.

“I delivered Kat's dogs, but frankly, it is just an excuse to see her. I’m worried. She’s all alone in New York.” After a few more grumbles about Kat and her rash decision to relocate, Dmitry took a deep breath. 

Uh-oh.

He knew that sigh. It meant his father braced himself before saying something Peter won’t like.

“I have a serious matter to discuss with you, son. A very serious matter.”

Peter tensed, flexed his hands on the steering wheel. His fear intensified. 

“Okay, I’m listening.”

“No, not over the phone. Why don’t you come to dinner tomorrow? We can talk about it then.” Peter tapped his thumbs against the steering wheel as he  grew more uneasy with each second that passed. Something seemed off, he heard it in his dad’s voice. 

Is he ill? Has Dad been diagnosed with some terrible disease? Dammit.

“Dad, what is it? Are you sick?” 

“No, nothing like that, I promise. I’m fine.” 

Okay, not health related issue, thank God. What, then? 

“Is it something about the company?”

“No, Peter.” After a moment’s hesitation, Dmitry said, “It’s personal. A very important personal matter.”

Personal? A personal matter he refused to talk about over the phone? About Kat? Or him? Or...

Has he found out my ugly secret? No. Impossible. 

If God forbid his father uncovered the truth, he wouldn’t be talking to Peter or inviting him to dinner. He’d kill him with his bare hands. What, then?

The upcoming reading of grandmother Elizabeth's will? That shrew. May she roast in hell. Peter doubted Dmitry considered that a ‘very important personal’ matter. 

But what if Dmitry learned about the latest development? Maybe Elizabeth's attorneys informed him about inviting Natasha to the event?

Peter quickly rejected the thought. 

I bet my evil grandmother insisted on keeping it hush-hush, wishing to spring a shocking surprise on all of us, especially her son.

If Natasha hadn’t contacted him two weeks ago, Peter would still be in the dark. No, Dmitry didn’t know. Something else is going on, something that troubled his father enough to drop everything, and fly to the States. And delivery of Kat’s dogs? Just an excuse. 

Dammit, what is it, then? 

He wished he could talk to his father today, but knew Dmitry wouldn't budge. Stubbornness should be his father’s middle name. If he said tomorrow, then Peter must wait. And dread. 

Hell and damnation. 

Finally, they said their goodbyes. With an effort, Peter shoved the upcoming meeting with his father on a back burner, and concentrated on the matter clawing at his gut. 

Claire. Olesya. 

He floored the gas pedal, cursed under his breath, and kept his eyes on the road. He should’ve been in Miami, overseeing the transfer, not sitting at some godforsaken beach nursing his wounds. 

Drive, you moron, and save your self-flagellation for later.

Darkness fell, dense and confining. Feeling trapped inside of the car, Peter clutched the wheel, and plowed ahead. He sped almost recklessly, but thank God the road appeared to be clear of vehicles except for a couple of cars. His headlights flashed on the street signs as he flew past, mixing them into a single endless ribbon. By each passing mile his unease grew, overwhelming, menacing. Cold dread crept upward, then grabbed him by the throat. Peter frowned. Something was wrong. Very wrong.

As if in slow motion, Kat’s face swam before his eyes. Peter groaned.

Oh, God, Katie. What have I done?

Where was she? Back in New York? What was on her mind? Guilt? Shame? Confusion? The wish to hear her voice made him reach for the phone, but fear and shame stopped his hand. 

What can I say? What’s there to say?

Better to leave it like that. What’s done was done, and nothing can change it.

Katie, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.

Peter blinked several times against the hot pressure building behind his eyelids. 

A brutal fist seized his heart, and painfully squeezed it. 

Don't think about her. Focus on the road. Think about the transfer. 

Like a startling gun shot, the ring of his cell phone made his hands jerk on the steering wheel. As a result, the Jeep swerved sharply sideways. Peter straightened the car, barely avoided plowing into a ditch. A quick glance at the phone screen sent his unease into overdrive. Nothing good came out of the late call from the Special Agent In Charge of the regional FBI. Dreading it, Peter grabbed his cell. 

“Rostoff.”

"I need you here ASAP," SAC Michael Gordon said without preamble.

Instantly alert, Peter asked, "What's wrong?"

"Everything." 

Dammit all to hell and back. 

"I'll be there in..." Peter dared a look out of the window, caught the name of the exit, “... in forty minutes." 

If I fly.

"Hurry, Rostoff. We have a mess. A damn Charlie Foxtrot.” 

Grave and hard, the SAC’s voice knifed though his gut. Gordon’s next question plunged Peter in a state of panic. “Is Blackstone with you?" 

Oh, God. Peter gritted his teeth. "Yes."

“Can he hear us?”

“No, he’s driving in his own car. Why?” 

Silence, then a heavy sigh. "I'll be waiting for both of you."

The fine hair on Peter's neck stood up. Quietly, he asked, "Claire?" 

"Yes." 

His heart stopped. "Alive?" 

"Barely."

He let go a breath and sagged with relief.

Claire is alive. Thank God.

"Olesya?" 

"Dead. Two marshals too." Completely emotionless, that reply sent shivers along Peter’s skin. He knew the SAC Gordon well enough to recognize the bubbling rage hidden under the layer of ice. A pure defense mechanism to cope with grief and guilt. At that moment, Peter didn’t envy the man his job.

“Hurry, for goodness’ sake.” The line went dead.

Peter’s own guilt slammed into him like a sledgehammer. 

I should have been there. I should be the one to oversee the transfer. 

Dammit, he knew that something was wrong. He just didn’t realize the whole scope of the disaster. Too late. For Olesya, and two US Marshals. He just hoped not for Claire.
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Chapter Seven
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Natasha bolted awake and upright from her fitful sleep as if someone slapped her. Her heart drummed a rapid staccato that reverberated painfully through her skull. 

What woke her? She thought she heard a strange noise. A reality, or dream? Disoriented, she blinked several times, strained her ears. She heard it again, a loud, shrill sound she failed to recognize. 

Where is it coming from?

She scanned the room and frowned. 

Why am I in the living room? 

Except for the faint murmur of the fridge, the house appeared eerily silent, and ominously dark. A cold shiver shot through her. 

Why am I here instead of the bedroom?

Then it all came to her in rush: her premonition, her frantic call to Miami, her conversation with Agent Blackstone. Obviously, while waiting for Peter to contact her, she dozed off, only to be awakened by some noise. Shaky, she gingerly touched her pounding head, wincing at the next shrilling sound. 

What on earth is that? Oh, God, my phone.  

Natasha jumped up, then moaned, pressing both palms against her temples. Her migraine reared up with vengeance, but she ignored the pain. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was the sounds of her ringing phone. 

At last! It must be Peter. 

She quickly groped the lamp, switched it on, and frantically looked around, until she located the receiver tucked under the small green pillow. She grabbed it then pressed the “ON” button. 

"Petya?" Breathless, her voice ricocheted through the silence. 

"Natasha." She sagged with relief. 

Thank God, he’s alive. 

But something in his voice seemed off.  Instantly alert, Natasha asked, "Are you okay, miliy moy? What happened?"

He didn't ask how she knew that something happened. As a boy, he joked that she developed a six sense, calling it her disaster barometer. 

“I am okay, Natasha.” After a heartbeat of heavy silence, he replied, "One of my agents was seriously hurt.”

“Oh, God, I’m so sorry. Is he...will he...”

“She. We don’t know if she’ll survive.”

Natasha closed her eyes, sending a little prayer for the woman. She winced as her enormous relief clashed with a flood of guilt.

Is it selfish of me to be glad that another agent got hurt, but not my Petya? 

She shook her head. Any mother would feel the same. Clutching the phone tighter, she listened to Peter’s somber voice. 

“And my only witness was killed during the transfer to the safe house. God, Natasha, she was nineteen.”

Her heart broke for that poor girl, for the wounded agent, but mostly, for Peter.

Survivor’s guilt. Merciless and cruel. An unbearable burden to carry. 

She knew it only too well. Clearly, Peter blamed himself. 

Poor Petya. 

“I’m so sorry, dear. Can you tell me how it happened?” 

Peter’s ragged breath filled the silence. Then his helpless oath echoed in her ear.

“I’m asking myself the same question. And the only answer is that someone betrayed us. Someone on the inside of the FBI or US Marshall’s.”

“That’s...horrible! What kind of person can do such a thing? For what?”

The brittle sound of Peter’s chuckling scraped along her nerve endings. 

“Money, Natasha. The biggest motivator of all.”

She flinched, glad he couldn’t see her. She, too, accepted money, although not in betrayal. She tried to save the people she loved. But in Peter’s eyes, she knew, she appeared to be guilty. Same for his father.

"Oh, Petya." Her voice broke on a sigh. For a long moment they both remained silent.

Then Peter asked, “Why did you call earlier? Drew said you sounded anxious on the phone. Has something happened?”

The sudden change of subject made her pause. Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about his work troubles anymore. 

“I had a bad feeling, and knew someone I love was in danger. I thought it was you.”

“I’m alright, Natasha.” His voice softened a fraction. “Mad as hell, but otherwise not worse for wear.”

“I’m happy to hear that.” She desperately wanted to ask about Dmitry and Katia, but stopped herself. If something wrong happened with either one of them, Peter will tell her. As if hearing her thoughts, he quietly finished, “Dad and Kat are okay, too.”

Grateful, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the back of the sofa.

Thank God her loved ones were alright. This time her premonition proved wrong.

Or has it?
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Chapter Eight
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Multiplied by desperation, Peter’s anger ate him alive. Keeping his temper in check proved to be an effort of Herculean proportions. Maybe, he shouldn’t call Natasha tonight was his uppermost thought on the long drive home. By the time he dragged himself into the house, his mood had turned volatile. He wished to break something. To destroy. To punish. Hearing Natasha’s voice, he gradually relaxed. Like a soothing balm, her deep low contralto healed his wounds. And pacified him. She always had that effect on him. She always made him feel better even at the worst moments of his life. When he lost his mother, Natasha kept him sane. By just being her. By just being there.

She saved him from plunging into a deep hole of depression, the fact he fully realized years later. Her love and kindness always remained two constants in his life. Until she vanished eighteen years ago. 

How did he manage to survive without her all these years?

How did all of us? 

His thoughts jumped to the present. The disastrous transfer that left three people dead, and Claire badly wounded. The traitor. They had a traitor amongst them. Someone appeared to be leaking information to the cartel. But who?

Someone from the Marshall’s office? The FBI? 

Who is the mole? Who is dirty? Someone from my unit?

Peter knew his agents like himself. He handpicked his special group, trained them personally, trusted them implicitly. Had he made a mistake, a
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