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Chapter 1
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THE MOSCOW WIND, HOLDING a cool touch of autumn, brushed Evgeny Yurlov’s face as he jogged up the steps of the average two-story building. The gray block structure nearly melted into the night, save for the flickering light standing guard over the entryway. 

Hollow beeps echoed, harsh in the still of night as he thumbed the code into the keypad. The door gave a mechanical click, and he pushed the door open to reveal a small waiting room. A few cheap pieces of art blighted the walls, and several chairs clustered around a scarred coffee table. 

“Mr. Yurlov.” A shadowed figure rose from one of the chairs and tugged the edge of his suit coat over the gun at his side. “Good to meet you. Makar Alesnarovich Savenkov.” 

Evgeny gave a tight smile, took the man’s offered hand. “The same to you.” 

Savenkov—equaling Evgeny’s height and barrel-chested—tucked his phone into his pocket and motioned to the single door in the room. “I’ll show you to the office.”

Savenkov headed for the door, and Evgeny trailed him, leaving a few paces between them.

The same fake art marked the hallway the man strode down, and he finally came to a halt at a broad door. “He’s expecting you.” Savenkov soundlessly turned the door open but failed to push it wide.

Tension rippled through Evgeny’s shoulders, but he nodded his thanks and brushed through the door.

An older man stood from behind a mahogany desk, his features shadowed by the light thrown from the lamp resting on the far side of the desk. His jaw was firm, his posture rigid as he extended a hand. “Mr. Yurlov, a pleasure to meet you.”

Evgeny grasped the man’s hand. No limp handshake from Slavomir Valeryevich Lavrov. “The same here.”

Lavrov chuckled and retook his seat. “Sit down. Long flight?”

Evgeny settled into the leather wingback fronting the desk and crossed his ankle over his knee. “Only two hours, not bad.” And he’d slept the whole way, thanks to this morning’s workout.

“Ah, good.” Lavrov laced his slim fingers, gaze direct. “This shouldn’t take long. I’ve heard good things about you, both from Tomas Anatolievich and my own research.”

Once again, riding on Dad’s drinking friend’s coattails to get a decent job.

“Given your previous experience, I believe you’d be a good candidate for an opening here.” 

An offer so quickly? It couldn’t be this easy. 

Lavrov leaned back and crossed his arms, his jacket bunching around his chest and shoulders. “Your responsibilities will be much of what you’ve practiced this last year at the other firm, but you’ll be living full-time in Moscow.”

The city where he’d lived so long, where so many friends still lived. The positive attributes of the city.

Lavrov didn’t know the bitterness it also held.

“This would give you a chance at a steady life. Maybe a family.” A smile kicked up one side of the man’s mouth. “I’m sure you’ve found a few girls in your travels.”

Muscles bunched in his jaw. No, he wasn’t the best of men, but he wasn’t the man he’d once been, nor the one Lavrov implied. 

Not since the Lord had saved him.

Lavrov continued. “I can promise ten percent higher on your salary starting off.”

The man had researched his previous salary?

“What do you say, Mr. Yurlov?”

Evgeny drew a slow breath, fingers still on the armrests. No eagerness, even though he was officially unemployed as of yesterday. “I’d like a more detailed job description.” 

Lavrov tipped his head. “In short, security. I need someone who has experience guarding—and you do, judging from what happened a couple of months ago.”

A fluke, only a simple reaction. Anyone would’ve halted the man who’d tried to tackle old Mara Vsevolodovna Shubina to the ground. She’d been his client, after all.

But the setting and characters—namely, a high-scale jewelry store and a billionaire heiress—inflated everything.

And maybe that wasn’t a bad thing. It wasn’t like he was loaded with career options.

“You were the hero of the day, I’ve heard.”

Evgeny wrapped his hands around his bad knee. Unlikely. But if it got him a job ...

Then why was his pulse pounding at his jaw, his shoulders stretched taut?

Lavrov tapped his fingers against each other.

Because this was an interview, not an audition, not a test to prove he was worthy of the Bolshoi’s stage.

He never would be again.

He cleared his throat. “All right. I’ll take it.” 

“Wonderful.” Lavrov rose and rounded the desk. “I’m thrilled to have you join our team.”

Easiest interview ever. His short resume must’ve held up under Lavrov’s scrutiny. Or old Tomas had buttered the man up.

A sigh rose, but he stood and took Lavrov’s offered hand. “What time should I arrive tomorrow?”

“No weekends. Monday morning, seven o’clock. How does that sound?”

Weekends off. So much spare time. “That works. I’ll be here.”

“Great.” The man ushered him to the door, a hand at Evgeny’s back. “If you don’t mind, take the back door. It’s just down the hall.”

“I will.” Evgeny stepped away from the man. Lavrov was awfully warm for the head of a security agency ... or whatever this was. Tomas had been remarkably vague. But now wasn’t the time for questions. Simple employment was enough. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Have a good night, Mr. Yurlov.”

“Goodnight.” Evgeny stepped out of the office and started down the hallway, his steps whispers against the thin carpet.

A door thudded shut, and he whirled, hand brushing the PM at his side.

Just Lavrov’s door.

He released a slow breath and tugged his hand from the gun. Too many months of anticipating attacks on clients.

A job he never would’ve imagined to be his. A job that shouldn’t be his.

He eased out a slow breath. The hallway spilled into what appeared to be a spartan break room, complete with a marked concrete floor, two tables, and a few chairs. A door stood on the far wall, and a man lingered beside it.

Evgeny offered a nod to the guard and pulled the door open to step into a dark alleyway.

Empty, save for a few pieces of trash. Another door, this one of solid steel, stood darkened in the building next door. 

The door clicked shut behind him, turning the alley to midnight. The stars above were cloaked by Moscow’s lights and high clouds, and a distant streetlight flickered.

A chill slid down his spine as a breeze lifted the hair off his forehead.

This was Moscow, but it wasn’t the Bolshoi Theatre.

~~
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How did one picture ruin an entire evening?

Warmth seeped through Sasha Dvornikova’s fingers, courtesy of the steaming mug of tea in her hands.

Maybe the same way a man ruined an entire life.

A simple page turn in a photo album. She should’ve stood. Looked away. Closed her eyes. Anything to avoid the photo of Sofia, cloaked in a beautiful costume, flowers cradled in her arms ... with her brother at her side.

Months, years, had passed, and yet one glance brought it all back, her sins crowding black and strong around his handsome face.

Oh, God, help me. 

“Sasha? Do you need something? More tea?”

She blinked her eyes open as Sofia Kelly approached. A frown marred her pretty features—a frown that shouldn’t show itself tonight when laughter and conversation flowed as freely as Dima’s money had. 

Money gained by drug deals.

Sasha swallowed against her tight throat. “No, not at all.” She lifted the steaming mug. “I have plenty. Thanks.”

Sofia’s brow didn’t clear. “You don’t look well. Headache or something?”

There was no good excuse to explain why she’d sprung from the couch as if it were searing, why she’d stumbled to the middle of the room and fought away memories as if they were vicious attackers.

Because they were.

The heat grew unbearable, and she switched the mug to her other hand, swiping her flaming fingers against her gray pencil skirt. “No ... I’m all right. I’m fine.”

Right.

Sofia raised a brow, then gave a soft laugh and brushed Sasha’s arm. “Maybe some of my specialty can help.” Sofia guided her out of the living room and pointed to the kitchen counter. “Salad, without meat. The best type.” 

Bless her for letting the subject drop. “I’ll—I’ll have to try some. It looks delicious.”

“Thanks. I think it is, at least.” Sofia moved toward the kitchen table where her husband sat with some guys from church. “Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

Unspoken was the offer, the kindness Sofia had shown for so long. She should’ve given up a long time ago, but thank the Lord she hadn’t.

Sasha cleared her throat. “I will. Thanks.” 

Laughter surged from the crowded kitchen table as she wandered to the counter and picked up a plate. A Bible study. Who would’ve guessed what her Friday nights would turn into?

No more flirting and drinking deep into the night, drunk on shots of vodka and Dima’s love.

Her throat wrenched, and she jabbed stainless steel tongs into the mounds of lettuce and fresh vegetables. 

“Eating Sofia’s masterpiece?” Daniil, one of the guys from church, came beside her and began piling his plate high with Olivier salad and kotleti. “She told me about it the moment I walked in, and I promised I’d eat at least half of it.”

Laugh. She had to laugh.

It came strangled. “Well, you’d better get some.” Although Daniil obviously ate more than salad to gain his massive muscles. She let the tongs fall back to the mountain of vegetables. “There’s plenty.”

He glanced at his now-full plate and shook his head. “I’ll have to come back on my next round.” He grinned.

Sasha shook her head—how did one man eat so much?—and slid from the counter. Though the kotleti were wafting all sorts of tantalizing fried meat scents, the salad alone would be fortunate to stay down tonight. 

She drifted past the kitchen table, her fingers biting the plate. All the seats were taken at the kitchen table, so back to the living room it was.

Back to the one place in the Kellys’ apartment that held the poison of the past.

She swallowed hard and squared her shoulders. For once, Dmitri wouldn’t control her life from his grave. 

Her stomach twisted.

Oh, but he did.

The single empty cushion rested next to Oksana, and the cursed photo album still lay across the young ballerina’s trim legs. 

Sasha bit back a groan and sank into the cushion. Help me. 

As long as she kept her eyes averted, she’d survive.

Right?

She balanced her plate on her lap and eased her mug to the carpeted floor as Oksana giggled at something. 

Sasha squeezed her eyes shut. Thank You, Lord, for this food. For this night. Even if Dima had intruded, as always. Please ... please help me to forget. In Jesus’ Name. Amen.

Dima didn’t deserve a milliliter of attention, not when it all should be focused upon the One Who’d saved her.

Jesus.

A slow breath eased out. Eight months. Eight months since she’d finally conceded and attended church. Maybe it’d been a guilty conscience, maybe it’d been Sofia’s persistent phone calls, or maybe it’d been desperation.

Why didn’t matter. 

She’d walked into that church a sinner and left a new creation in Christ. 

“Sofia!” Oksana bolted upright, gripping the photo album, still laughing. “Look at you two!”

Sasha gripped her fork and poked at a grape tomato with more force than necessary. Not again ...

Oksana leaned her shoulder against Sasha’s, a slim finger pointing to a picture. “Aren’t they just adorable?”

No escape. Sasha chewed the grape tomato with precision, acid spilling over her tongue, and risked a glance.

Not Dima.

“Romeo and Juliet, I think.” Oksana fanned herself dramatically. “Isn’t Evgeny just so handsome?”

Sofia and a man, both smiling, his arm tucked around her waist. Romeo.

And he looked the part. Dark, tall, his smile rogue. Just like the man who haunted her every day.

Her stomach flipped anew, and she plunged her fork into a pile of lettuce. 

Lord, help me. Please help me.

Sofia padded into the room, a baby carrot in hand. However she’d heard Oksana’s squeal over the guys’ thunderous laughter was a mystery. “Did you need something, Oksana?”  

“Look.” Oksana tilted the album up, and Sofia squinted at it. “You look so sweet.”

Sofia rolled her eyes. “Stop.” She took a tiny bite of the carrot and sank onto the armrest. “But I do miss dancing with Evgeny. He was a great partner. I hate what happened.”

“All of us miss him. The ladies, at least.” Oksana fluttered her eyelashes.

Sofia gave a long-suffering sigh and popped the rest of the carrot in her mouth.

Oksana laughed and flipped to the next page. 

Why couldn’t Oksana just close the book? Sasha poked at a rebellious piece of walnut. Moreover, how could Sofia have a picture of Dima after all he’d done to her and Gabe?

Maybe the same reason his memory attacked her thoughts daily.

“So, Sasha, are you coming tomorrow?”

She almost choked on the bite of salad. “Tomorrow?” Saturday, one of those rare days free from endless calls and emails.

Sofia nodded, gaze expectant. “The tournament, remember? We talked about it last week at church.”

The youth armwrestling competition Gabe and Daniil were putting on. Of course. She’d put it in her calendar last week. “Oh yes. Sorry. I’ll be there.”

“Good.” Sofia’s smile reappeared. “It should be really fun. And I even managed to get off.” 

“That’s wonderful.” Sasha knifed the ridiculous walnut again, and Oksana giggled at something else in the album.

Why couldn’t tonight have been full of happiness and fellowship? Everyone else was enjoying each other’s company, smiling, laughing.

She’d never escape.

“Sasha?”

She flinched at Sofia’s voice and scooped up a piece of the stupid walnut. “I’ll definitely be there.” A smile, one she’d practiced in the mirror a thousand times.

Sofia’s eyes narrowed, nearly dimming Sasha’s smile. But she popped the nut into her mouth. “I’m excited to watch.”

Sofia’s expression didn’t clear, but then someone asked where the napkins were, and she turned away.

Sasha sagged back into the couch.

It was too late to even try.

Once again, Dima had taken more than she’d bargained for. 
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THE HOTEL ROOM WASN’T home like his old apartment, but somehow, it was more familiar than the countless rooms he’d slept in over the last year.

Evgeny secured the final button on his dress shirt and straightened his collar. Moscow was home, because the Bolshoi had been home.

He sighed and reached for his PM. Yet his hand paused on the cool grip of the weapon—proof enough those years of his life had fizzled to nothing.

He pried his hand away and turned from the nightstand. No need for the weapon today. And no need to reminisce, given it was too easy to descend into that pit of darkness—darkness the Lord had delivered him from.

He grabbed his phone from the bureau. His first day off in weeks, and after failing to answer Sofia’s texts for the last month, it was probably time to show his face and apologize. Or maybe he’d give Daniil a call. He’d been promising Daniil a workout for months, and he’d never followed up on that either.

Time to stop being a slacker. He pressed the phone to life.

A door slammed shut, and a thud followed somewhere above him.

The door stood still, the deadbolt thrown, the windows secure.

He shook his head and hit Daniil’s number. No threat. And no client to guard.

“Evgeny Vladimirovich Yurlov, when did you decide to come out of hiding? Been long enough, hasn’t it?”

He deserved that. “Good to talk to you, Daniil. How’s it going?” 

“Great. Really great—no, no, that’s fine, Gabe. Don’t move it. It’s fine.” Half of Daniil’s words were muffled by shouts and laughter, and more than half weren’t directed to Evgeny. 

He leaned his hip against the bureau, a smile tugging. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Great. Tournament day.”

“A tournament?” He straightened. Nearly a year without armwrestling—way too long. Weights weren’t the same as pulling a real arm.

“Yep, for the kids. At ten. You should come. We need help.” Daniil paused, and the familiar clank of weights drifted through the phone’s speakers. “Oh, wait, are you even in Moscow?” 

He chuckled under his breath. “Yes. You’re at the gym?”

“Mm ...  shouldn’t the second table be there? So the refs can see?”

Maybe tournament coordinator wasn’t Daniil’s best career choice. “Okay. See you soon.”

“Great—no, maybe right there! I think—”

Evgeny pressed the call to an end and grabbed his coat. Daniil’s gym wasn’t too far from the hotel, and since he had over an hour, no need for a taxi. 

He brushed out of the hotel lobby and dodged a couple of lost tourists on the sidewalk. Daniil and Gabe had started the youth armwrestling club nearly two years ago, and it must’ve grown substantially over the past year to merit a tournament. 

He lifted his face to catch the wind that tossed around a couple of empty bottles on the sidewalk. A day of armwrestling would clear his mind. Exercise—and friends—always helped.

Sweat beaded on his forehead thanks to the faltering grip of summer as he reached Daniil’s gym, and a push of the gym’s door offered a wash of warm, cleanser-scented air. The gym buzzed with activity, children and adults moving about, warming up or talking. Most of the gym equipment was shoved against the walls to clear space for two armwrestling tables in the middle of the room and the rows of chairs standing before them. 

And to the right of the door, a blonde sat behind a table, hunched over a stack of paper.

A smile tilted his lips, and he braced his hands on the white tabletop. “Studious as always, aren’t you?”

Sofia’s head snapped up, confusion crowning her brow. Then her eyes shot wide, and she flew from the table. “Evgeny!” 

He pulled her into his arms and pressed a couple of kisses to her cheeks. She was as slight as always. “How are you, princess? You look beautiful.”

“Oh, no you don’t.” A faint blush colored her cheeks. “But I’m well. And I’m so glad you’re here! But ... why are you here?”

“Already worn out my welcome?”

She swatted his shoulder. “I’m so glad to see you, but I thought you were in St. Petersburg or ... Perm. Somewhere.”

“Yeah.” Both since he’d replied to her text weeks ago. “I got a new job. And Daniil told me there was a tournament, so I had to come.”

“Is this job permanent?” 

“I think so. I hope so.”

She beamed. “Oh, good. I’m so glad you’re back. Come and say hi to Gabe. And Daniil again.”

He fell into step beside her, weaving through the sea of kids and parents. “How is everything? Married life still a honeymoon?” 

“Always. Most of the time, at least.” She tossed a grin. “And the church is doing great. Five new people joined last month.”

“And it looks like the armwrestling club has taken off, too.” There had to be at least twenty-five kids here, and the event hadn’t even begun. 

“The Lord has blessed us. It’s so exciting to watch what He does.” She halted in front of one of the armwrestling tables. “Look who decided to show up!”

Daniil glanced up from a clipboard, and a smile cut across his face. “Evgeny!” He rounded the table and extended a hand. “Sorry about earlier. I probably didn’t make much sense.”

Evgeny clasped Daniil’s thick hand. “No worries. I’m just glad to be here.”

Daniil’s eyes narrowed, and he wrapped his free hand around Evgeny’s bicep. “Not too bad. You know you’re not going to escape without a match or two.”

Evgeny laughed, but then a hand slapped to his back. 

He didn’t even have to turn to know who it was.

Gabe Kelly, grinning as always, smacked his chalk-powdered hand to Evgeny’s and pulled him in for a quick hug. “Such a good surprise to see you. Did Sofia know you were coming and didn’t tell me?” He stepped back, wincing, and cast a guilty glance at her. “Or did she tell me, and I didn’t hear?”

Evgeny chuckled. “No, but I talked to Daniil this morning.” 

Gabe’s gaze slid to Daniil. “So you were talking to Evgeny when we were trying to position the tables?”

“Yeah. Guess I should’ve said something.” Daniil ran his hand down the back of his neck. “Something else happened ... oh, Boris knocked over the chalk.”

Gabe released a slow sigh, but his smile remained. “As you can tell, things have been a little hectic.”

Evgeny crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, this is your first tournament, right?”

“Yeah. And we’re praying really hard it goes off without any other snags.” Gabe picked up the clipboard Daniil had been studying. “So what’s brought you here? Are you staying for good?” 

“Work, and yes, I hope I’m back to stay. It’s been too long.” 

“I agree. Did you come to pull or to watch?” He tossed Evgeny a grin, one he’d offered so many times during those long evening workouts—workouts that’d fleetingly satiated the longing for ballet.

A grin of his own crept over his face. “Both.”

It was good to be home. 

~~
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Was there not a single treadmill in this gym? 

People milled around chairs and armwrestling tables, and racks of free weights lined the walls, joining benches, bars, and other foreign equipment.

No treadmills.

“Sasha, I’m so glad you came!” Sofia stepped out from behind a table and pulled Sasha into a hug. “Thanks for coming.”

She pressed a smile to her lips. “This looks exciting. Where do I sit? Or ... what do I do?” 

Sofia grinned, giving an expansive wave. “Sit anywhere. Or you can stand.”

“Okay.” A few people looked vaguely familiar—probably from church. “Do you need any help?”

“No, I’m okay.” Sofia motioned to a neat stack of papers on the table. “Gabe helped. Thank the Lord He gave me a businessman for a husband. He always knows exactly what we need, doesn’t He?”

“He does.” Which meant this armwrestling competition or tournament or whatever it was had to be something she needed.

At least it was a distraction after last night.

Sofia motioned to the multiple rows of chairs. “It’s about to start, and I wouldn’t miss a front-row seat.” 

Sasha returned Sofia’s smile and headed for the front row. If she were going to be here, she’d be a good sport about it.

Even if church events still had the ability to label her a hypocrite.

She took a seat, fingers straying to her neckline, to the knit that brushed her collarbone. Somehow, God had declared her just as righteous as He’d declared the most upstanding believer.

Because Jesus was her righteousness. 

Thank You.

Gabe stepped in front of one of the tables, beaming, and clapped his hands. “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to our first annual tournament!” 

His shout carried above the uproar of the room, and the conversations slowly died. “I’m so glad everyone could come today and see how our athletes have progressed. Each one of them has worked so hard, and Sofia, Daniil, and I are extremely proud of them.”

Applause rose, and Sasha added her own polite claps. Kids stood on the far sides of the gym, some pacing, some smiling, some tugging on thick rubber resistance bands. Daniil watched over one group of kids, and another man towered above the other group.

She frowned. Was he from church, maybe? 

Gabe kept speaking, and she shook her head. No ogling men, no matter curiosity’s call. 

Sanctification took time. That’s what the pastor always said. 

Too bad it didn’t happen in a split second.

Another round of applause went up, and she put her hands together. 

Lord, please help me. I’m trying. But it’s so hard ...

Yet she was at an outreach event, not readying for a night out. Tomorrow, she’d be in church instead of nursing a hangover.

The Lord had already worked miracles. No reason He shouldn’t continue.

“No matter what happens today,” Gabe continued, glancing at both groups of kids, “remember that everything we do is to the glory of our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. That’s why this club exists: to proclaim His Gospel and to provide a source of fellowship and fun for our kids.”

Several amens lifted from the audience, and she closed her eyes as Gabe asked the Lord’s blessings upon the day.

Last night had been a failure, but today was a new day. She tightened her jaw. Let me live my life to your glory, Lord. Please.

Gabe closed the prayer, and the gym exploded with activity. Kids went back to chattering and pacing, the adults to laughing and smiling and offering last-minute tips to the competitors. The first match began after a moment, featuring two young girls. 

Sasha leaned back in her chair and lifted her hands to clap. Moral support was why she was here, after all. 

The matches slid by in short order, and within the hour, Gabe announced a fifteen-minute break. Sasha uncrossed her legs and stiffly stood, rubbing her own arm. How did all the kids fight so hard?

One of the older ladies from church waved at her, and she offered a smile just as Sofia stepped into the row. “How are you liking it?” Sofia’s color stood high, her eyes sparkling.

Armwrestling must agree with her. “Um ... very nice. Fun, if you’re strong, I guess.” Unlike her.

Sofia’s lips twitched. “You like it?”

“It’s ... interesting.” Entertaining, at least.

“Great! Then you can try.” Sofia wrapped her hand around Sasha’s arm and tugged her from the seat’s safety. 

What? “Sofia!” Just because she’d enjoyed watching didn’t mean she wanted to participate. “Not for me.”

“Oh, don’t worry.” Sofia led her to a table and rounded to the other side. “I’ll teach you. Gabe’s always telling me about this or that technique. I should know what I’m talking about.”

Sasha frowned. Chalky dust coated much of the vinyl covering of the table. “You’re a ballerina.”

“Okay, fine.” Sofia twisted around, her gaze darting across the gym. “I’ll get Daniil ... no, wait. Evgeny! Come here!”

Her mouth went as dry as the white dust.

Evgeny, Sofia’s Romeo? The man she’d deemed attractive only last night?

Surely not. There were thousands of Evgenys in Russia.

A tall man strode toward them, a smile on his too-nice face.

Cold jolted her. No wonder he’d looked familiar ... a heavier build, shorter hair, but the same man, the same handsome face.

Lord, please no.

“Yes, princess?”  He halted beside the table, rested a hand on it.

An ache rose in her temple. A deep, self-assured voice and that too-smooth, too-easy princess.

A charmer from a kilometer away.

Sofia waved a graceful hand to the table and stepped back. “Show Sasha how to pull. She needs an expert’s advice.” 

“I’m not exactly an expert.”

Sasha curved her manicured nails into her palms. Please no.

“You know more than me.” Sofia grinned. “Oh, Sasha, this is Evgeny—we used to dance together. Evgeny, this is Sasha, one of my dearest friends.”

Sofia’s words should’ve warmed her heart, but nothing could warm the frozen block inhabiting her chest.

“Nice to meet you. Have you ever armwrestled before?” Evgeny’s words came light as he grabbed one of the table’s posts and rested an elbow on the pad.

Why, why, why?

Turn around and leave. March out and refuse to speak to Sofia for a month.

Or live as a Christian woman and forget cattiness. Forget horrendous mistakes with another man.

Help me. 

She dragged in a breath and clasped his chalk-covered palm. His hand swallowed hers. “No. I haven’t.”

“Well, today’s the day.” His smile probably melted every woman’s heart—but not hers. “So you want to grab the peg with your other hand. Your left, in this case, since we’re pulling right-handed. And hold on the entire time, or at least keep contact with it. If you don’t, you’ll receive a foul.”

Would a foul get her out of here?

“First thing is safety. Make sure your elbow’s close to your body. Don’t let your elbow get separated from your body or at an awkward angle like this—” he demonstrated, leaning from the table and twisting his body away— “or you’ll hurt yourself.”

Where was Sofia?

But he had nice forearms; well-muscled, but lean, not bulky. And his hands, strong—

She coughed. Stop. 

“You want to keep everything tucked in. The closer your arm is to your body, the stronger you’ll be.” His voice vibrated with energy—he must be enjoying this.

He was the only one.

“In general, there are two major techniques. The first is a toproll, and the other is a hook.” 

Did she care? No. Not at all. “Okay.” 

As long as she anchored her gaze on the table, not on his face or his strong hand or his muscled forearms, she’d live. 

Breathe. Only breathe.

Lord, help me. 

“A toproll ... Sasha?” 

Her head instinctively snapped up. 

No. 

Too late. Too late to stay the comparison. 

Sharp, Slavic features that lacked Dima’s patrician nose. Hair several shades lighter than Dima’s near-black. But the eyes—nothing like Dmitri’s stormy darkness.

Pure, warm blue. Like the Mediterranean Ocean Dima had promised.

“Did Sofia make you come up here?” 

She flinched. The table. The wall. The floor. Anything other than those blue eyes. “Um ... yes.”

His hand slid from hers, and he tilted a glance behind her. “Princess ...”

“What?” Sofia reappeared, clipboard in hand and a kid at her side. Had she been hiding back there the entire time? “What’s wrong?” She said something to the kid, and he scampered off.

“You made me bore your friend.”

Sofia blinked. “Bore her? She looked excited while she was watching, so I thought she’d like to get into the spirit of things. And no one wants to learn from me. I lose all the time. And now I’m retired from armwrestling.” 

Evgeny laughed, warm and low. “I didn’t know you were ever active in armwrestling.” Those blue eyes swung back to her. “Forgive me, Sasha. I think Sofia’s oblivious. I apologize for subjecting you to an unwanted lesson.”

Her stomach burned. Could he stop using her name? His words were too much like Dima’s. 

How? Because he was a man?

He straightened from the table. He had to have several centimeters on Dima’s once-intimidating height. “Again, I apologize.”

She could speak. “No—no harm done.” Maybe. “Sofia’s just trying to make me into a champion, I suppose.” 

A sassy comment—flirting? 

Her pulse rocketed. No. Please ... please no. 

He tilted his head. “You could be.”

“Unlikely.” Why had Sofia drifted away again? Sure, she was talking to another kid, but couldn’t she stop deserting her? 

“You should try.”

She stiffened, yet his words held no mocking. “Wh-what?”

He shrugged broad shoulders—thicker than Dima’s. “You might enjoy it. I never thought I’d like armwrestling, but I’ve come to love it.”

This conversation needed to end. But her feet remained anchored in place. “Really?”

“Yeah.” He leaned against the table, propped his elbow on it. “I guess it was an escape after my surgery.”

“Surgery?” He bore no visible disability or jagged scar, but then again, he wore a dress shirt and jeans. “What ... what happened?” 

He motioned to his leg. “Knee. The doctors said I was predisposed, and ballet probably wasn’t the best career choice. Not that I would change anything, even now.” His eyes clouded, but he chuckled. “Guess I should be thankful it lasted as long as it did.”

“I’m—I’m sorry.”

He waved her words away. “No need. But that brings me back to my point. Armwrestling. You look strong. Determined. Smart. You could do it.”

Her, strong or determined or smart? 

Never.

“You’re nothing more than a weak, stupid woman. Get out!”

“Think about it. Are you from church?” 

She dragged in a breath. Think about what? Dima’s angry—and true—words? “Um ... yes.” 

“Great. You have a built-in armwrestling club. You’ve never come to the gym?”

She shook her head. “I just came for—for the tournament.” She turned from the table. Maybe he’d catch the message.

“How long have you been at church?”

Was he following her across the room? “About ... eight months.” She slowed her steps, glanced back.

He wasn’t on her heels, was heading away from the audience. “That’s why I’ve never met you before. I haven’t been back for about a year.” He leveled a smile at her, exposing straight, white teeth. “Pleasure to meet you. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

This man would be at church? Please no. 

“Perhaps.” Her voice probably didn’t carry over the ruckus of the gym, but it hardly mattered. 

She collapsed into the cool, supporting metal of the chair. 

Breathe. 

Why hadn’t she just walked away? 

Chills rippled over her back despite the warmth of the room. Was it the same pull that’d allowed Dmitri his crushing hold over her heart? 

She closed her eyes. Please help me.
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Chapter 3
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“I THINK YOUR FIRST tournament was a success.” Evgeny sank onto the couch in Gabe and Sofia’s living area and accepted the mug of kvass Sofia extended.

Gabe chuckled, taking a seat on the matching sofa across from Evgeny. “I think so too. At least the kids seemed to have a good time. And when I stopped fretting, it was great.”

Sofia rolled her eyes as she sat next to Gabe, a mug of kvass in her own hands. “Yeah, you should’ve seen him and Daniil the last few days. I’ve never seen them so nervous.”

“Well, it was a triumph.” Evgeny took a sip of the foamy beverage, and it bit his tongue. “Did you make this yourself, Sofia?”

“It’s that bad?” She wrinkled her nose. “I tried mint this time.”

“No, it’s good.” Some type of fermented rye, but the mint masked much of the sour taste. “Not too much alcohol?”

Gabe snorted. “Just enough to make you pass out after a few sips.” He slid his arm around Sofia and drew her close. “My Sophie brews a mean one.” 

She elbowed him in the ribs. “Come on. Don’t say things like that. Evgeny will think we’re heretics or something.”

“It’s a good Baptist brew.” Gabe grinned and released Sofia. “No, you won’t get drunk. But it’s good for your gut, as Sophie has told me many a time.”

“It is.” She took a pointed sip. “Healthy bacteria.”

Evgeny laughed and leaned into the softness of the couch. Some things just didn’t change—Sofia’s healthy eating being one of those. 

A year away hadn’t seemed that long, but something had been sorely missing—good friends.

Maybe that contract ending at the security firm had been a good thing.

He wrapped his fingers around the mug. “So how are things at church? Sofia told me five new people joined.”  

Gabe nodded. “The Lord has blessed us deeply this month, just as He has for so long.”

“That’s great.” And it was about time he got into church—something that’d been missing. Most clients hadn’t been very God-fearing, and the few Sunday mornings off work had offered much-needed sleep.

Though good preaching was probably more necessary than sleep.

“Just yesterday, I had this great conversation with a guy at a Metro station.” Gabe shook his head. “He asked me point-blank how to be saved. Only the Lord could provide that type of opportunity.”

Sofia lowered her eyes, and her thin fingers tightened around her mug.

Evgeny frowned, and silence settled. A year away—and seeming ages since they’d worked together—but it hadn’t been so long he’d forgotten Sofia’s signs of distress. “What’s wrong?”

Gabe glanced over at Sofia, but she shook her head, fingers still tight. “Nothing really.”

“I’m not blind.”

Gabe sighed and took a drink of kvass. “Laws.”

Last time he’d checked, Gabe and Sofia weren’t criminals. “Come again?” 

“You’ve probably heard of the anti-terrorism laws that’ve been signed recently, right?”

Evgeny tipped his head at Gabe’s question. More pressing issues had included keeping clients—and himself—from possible danger. “Somewhat. Are you a terrorist now?”

No grin flashed. “Something like that.”

“What?” The word snapped out. 

Gabe’s shadowed gaze drifted toward the window that overlooked the city. “There’s talk of banning evangelizing, prayer, preaching, singing. Unless, of course, it’s associated with the Orthodox Church or the government approves.”

“No.” Evgeny slammed his mug onto the coffee table a little too hard, making liquid slosh over the rim. What was this, some sort of regression to Soviet times? “That’s ridiculous.”

“Yeah. We’ve gotten away without registering with the state for now, but with these new laws ... it’s only a matter of time.”

“A matter of time until what?” 

“Until the government comes down on the church.” Sofia’s voice was soft.

A curse rose, but he swallowed it back. What was wrong with the government? Well, other than corrupt and power-hungry politicians who populated every government. “What’s the penalty?”

Gabe shrugged. “Fines. Maybe jail time. I don’t know.”

Evgeny’s hands curled into fists. The government had no right to ban people from spreading their religion, no matter what it was. Much less the only true one. “And I don’t suppose any of this will stop you.”

A breath of a smile flashed over Gabe’s face. “They’re not stopping any of us. Sergei’s probably most at risk as pastor. But these laws affect anyone who simply witnesses or offers an invitation to church.”

Sofia dragged in a breath and threaded her fingers through Gabe’s. “And they despise foreign missionaries.” 

Ludicrous. He slashed his hand at Gabe. “You’ve lived here the majority of your life. Besides, we should have the freedom to say what we believe.” 

Yeah, Dad might’ve been a staunch Communist back in the day, but the scars of the USSR were stern teachers.

Gabe chuckled wanly. “Careful. They’ll deport you before long.”

Evgeny shook his head. “Don’t think so. But something has to be done.”

“Pray. Man’s laws have never stopped the people of God from sharing the Gospel. And they’re not going to now.” Gabe tugged his hand from Sofia’s and scooted to the edge of the couch. “So you’ll be at church on Sunday? Even though we’re nearly illegal?”

A smirk tugged. “Even if I weren’t a Christian, I’d be there.”

“Oh dear.” Sofia took a long drink. “I’d almost forgotten how crazy you are.”

“Need some excitement in life, don’t you?” Evgeny grabbed his own mug and tipped it to her. 

Sofia rolled her eyes. “No, thank you. But it sounds like you’ve had plenty of it. Are you still working as a bodyguard?”

“Kind of. My contract ended with the original firm, but a friend of the family had some connections—” Tomas had endless connections, it seemed “—and recommended me for a security position.”

“That’s good. I’m glad you’re back in Moscow for the time being.” Gabe shook his head. “I couldn’t imagine traveling as you did.”

“It was different. And ... it helped.” 

Sofia’s expression softened.

No need to go there. Evgeny took another swig. “So tell me what else I’ve missed.”

Gabe frowned. “Well, a lot of armwrestling. And Daniil got a girlfriend.”

Evgeny nearly choked. “What?”

Sofia giggled. “They’re adorable. Heidi—she’s from Sweden—is such a sweetheart. And an armwrestler, too.”

Daniil ... dating? “I guess that’s good news?”

A smile crept across Sofia’s lips, and she narrowed her eyes. 

He narrowed his right back. “What?”

“How did you get along with Sasha?”

Sasha, with those wide eyes and iron set of her jaw. “I don’t think she got along well with me.” He grinned. “What, are you trying to set us up or something?”

She definitely wouldn’t be the worst choice.

“Sophie ...” Gabe shot her a look.

She waved it away. “No, I wasn’t. I promise.” Yet her eyes danced. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t now. You’d get along, I think.”

Maybe if she’d stop looking as if he were about to bite her head off.  “Who is she? You seem like friends, but I don’t remember her.”   

“We’ve grown close over the past year.” Her gaze dropped, and lines etched across her face again. “Do you remember ... Dmitri’s funeral?”

Her loser brother. “Yeah.”

Sofia’s throat bobbed. “She was there. You might not remember.”

Probably not, given he’d been in his own flood of despair after the injury. “Why was she there?”

Sofia’s eyes swept shut. “Sasha was Dima’s girlfriend.”

That woman had been Rykov’s girl? She didn’t seem his type—light makeup, modest clothing, no flirting. “Really?”

“Yes. And the Lord worked a miracle in her life. She was saved earlier this year.” Sofia’s mouth twitched upward. “Do you like her?”

He lifted a brow. “Are you trying to be a cupid or something?”

“No. But I think you two would look good together, don’t you, Gabe?”

Gabe swirled the last of his kvass around the mug. “Stop scheming.”

She breathed a laugh. “I just want my friends to be happy. And if two of my best friends get together, it wouldn’t be bad, would it?”

No wonder there was something off about the woman. Uneasiness, bordering on the sour tang of fear. 

A drug lord had put it there.

He crossed his arms. “I think it’s best you don’t entangle yourself in my love life.” Not that he had one recently. 

“Okay. I’ll try not to.”

“Princess ...”

She gave an elegant wave. “You just showed her how to armwrestle. No big deal. Who wouldn’t want you to teach them to pull? You’re very good.”

“Too good.” Gabe downed the last of his drink. “Beat me badly, and he hasn’t even been training with us. Which reminds me, you should come hang out with the kids sometime. We meet Tuesday and Thursday evenings.”

“I hope I can. It’ll depend on my schedule.” But he’d find time to work out one way or another. “And hey, you’re stronger than you look. I have a few kilos on you.”

Gabe chuckled. “Good excuse. I need to keep training.”

“You have Daniil coaching you, so you’ll probably beat me soon.” He frowned. “How’s your left, anyway?”

Another of that vile Rykov’s deeds—one that’d caused Gabe to end up in the hospital with a gunshot wound through the shoulder.

Gabe shrugged. “It’s okay. Still hurts and goes numb. But the Lord healed it far above what the doctors expected.” He grinned. “And it doesn’t stop me from pulling with it on rare occasions.”

“Against better judgment.” Sofia set her empty mug on the table next to Gabe’s. “Then he comes home and complains about it hurting and tingling.”

Stupid Rykov. After Sofia had finally explained what’d happened, he would’ve gladly wrung the wretch’s neck. The amount of pain and fear Rykov had put Gabe and Sofia through was untold.

How had Sasha gotten involved with that pathetic excuse for a man? If Rykov had treated his sister so badly—nearly murdered her for his own gain—what’d he done to his girlfriend?

“She’s right, as usual.” Gabe patted Sofia’s knee and stood. “Want some more kvass, Evgeny?”

He straightened. “No, I want to get home sober.” He tossed a wink to Sofia, then knocked the rest of the minty brew back.

“Oh, please. I’m never giving you any more.”

Evgeny stood and handed his mug off to Gabe. “Thanks. I’m just kidding.”

Gabe chuckled as he headed toward the kitchen, mugs in hand. “Would you like to stay for supper? We’d love to have you.”

“No, that’s okay.” After the tournament and a raucous lunch with the kids and parents, they both had to be tired. “Thanks for letting me thieve off your lunch and letting me taste Sofia’s special drink.”

She whacked his arm and fluttered her hands in a shooing motion. “That’s it. Out.”

He laughed and stepped out of the living area. Gabe and Sofia walked him to the door, and after handshakes and hugs and goodbyes, he crossed the hall to trot down the steps to the ground level of the building. 

The cool afternoon air whispered across his features as he pulled the door open, and his hand dropped to his weapon-less hip. 

Habit. He drew his hand from his side, and a sigh seeped out. 

No clients to guard right now. No attacks to watch for.

Desperation had driven him to take Tomas’s offer of a position at a private security firm. Career options were limited outside the ballet world, and he couldn’t step back into that sweet realm. It was too dangerous.

Bodyguarding, Tomas’s craft in the KGB, had come as a welcome challenge. All of the men were retired FSB or military, yet Tomas’s convincing and a wealth of hard work had made up the difference.

And once again, life had taken another unexpected turn, one that couldn’t be undone. 

He lifted his head, up to the heavens cut by the familiar Moscow skyline. 

If only he could go back, back to that other life—the one he’d chosen.

Impossible.

~~
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“Welcome home, brother! We prayed so much for you.”

Evgeny clasped Sergei’s strong hand as the man clapped him on the back. “Thanks. I need all the prayers I can get.” 

The pastor chuckled. “We all do. So you’re back to stay?”

“I hope so.” 

“Good. We’ve missed you. Ana has asked about you many times.” 

The pastor’s wife was one of the sweetest ladies in the world. “I’ll look forward to talking with her. But thanks for that sermon. I’ve missed good preaching.” 

Sergei nodded. “You’re welcome. But it’s not me—it’s the Lord. The Lord and His ever-powerful and perfect Word.” He lifted his Bible.

Maybe the more he listened to good preaching
















































[image: image]











































[image: image]














































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
...m.ﬁ Nﬁ ==
G :35}»3«3@ u a .wmw ww
]

*m

? &






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





