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Excerpt from Byzantine Gold


The Bronze Age ship from the season before possessed a forlorn, haunted quality, a skeletal merchantman that waited three millennia to be discovered. The same sentiment did not come from the wreck in front of her. No benign cargo vessel, this Dromon warship brought danger and violence and ultimately met with its own violent end. 

She swam past him to the rotted and splintered planks lying scattered on the sand. What little survived had once been the port side of the ship. Exposure to the currents and wood borers destroyed the majority of that portion of the hull. Light dredge work done by Refik and Talat allowed a snapshot view of the construction. Heavier dredging and excavation would uncover greater details. Sections of the prow and stern buried beneath layers of silt were salvageable as was the starboard section of hull. 

Charlotte began taking pictures. A bireme, the vessel had two banks of rowers, separated by a deck. She estimated the length at forty-five meters. With their limited time, she’d only be able to photograph a small area of the prow. She concentrated on the bow spur first. A nasty, elongated weapon used to shatter another ship’s oars, immobilizing it. The near defenseless ship made attack and boarding it easier. 
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Paris-April

Charlotte and Atakan stopped midway on Sacre Coeur’s steep staircase to admire the basilica’s architecture. The Romanesque-Byzantine influence reminded her of historical buildings in Istanbul, their home. With the variegated onion-shaped domes and turrets similar to minarets, the church was one of the more unique city structures.

“So beautiful,” Charlotte said, “like an artifact on top of the skyline. Striking, isn’t it?” Atakan hadn’t said much as they came up the hill. She wasn’t sure if he was impressed or not.

“Reminds me of an Ottoman wedding cake,” he replied.

“Seeing this makes me anxious to start the Cyprus recovery project,” Charlotte said, adding, “Provided they select me for the team.

“They will.”

Atakan embraced her from behind and nuzzled her neck, the uber sensitive side, then rested his chin on her head. She giggled, wrapped her arms around his and pressed deeper into his chest. He rarely showed his romantic side in public. Apparently, the romance of Paris had inspired him. She opened her mouth to say as much, but changed her mind. Why spoil the moment?

“You have a taste for Byzantine style jewelry. The Cyprus shipwreck is from that period. Perhaps the team will get lucky and find a cache of jewelry at the site. You’ll have the opportunity to hold authentic pieces.” He released his embrace and moved next to her. “Shall we?”

A faint shiver trickled down her spine with the loss of his body’s warmth. They continued to the basilica’s entrance and went inside. 

“Let’s go to the dome first,” Charlotte said.

They climbed the narrow, spiral staircase eighty-three meters to the top, holding hands as they strolled along the gallery enjoying the panoramic sight.

Atakan stopped to study the elegant capitals topping the support columns. “Excellent stonework,” he said with his archaeologist’s eye for detail.

She leaned over the railing to people watch. Below her, guides led clusters of tourists to the apse, famous for its golden mosaics and from there to different quiet corners of the basilica to point out the highlights.

“Charlotte, turn around. Smile.” Atakan played with the camera in his phone for a few seconds then snapped a photo. “I’ll be right back. I want one of the Eiffel Tower and Arc de Triomphe.”

She continued to people watch from her birds-eye view. A lone man in a baseball cap walked up the main aisle. He wore sunglasses in spite of the overcast April sky. He kept his hands in the pockets of his bomber jacket and looked straight ahead, showing no interest in the stained glass windows or other architectural features. 

She turned her attention to the constant stream of worshipers who took seats on pews away from the tour groups. Some knelt and prayed, others sat with eyes closed, their hands folded, and listened to the nuns singing. 

A large group of tourists and the lone male approached the chancel, directly below Charlotte. The man stepped aside to allow the guide and her charges to pass. Then, he removed his cap and glasses, looked up at Charlotte, and smiled.

The past terror she’d buried and fought to forget returned with a vengeance. Rocked, she sucked in a fear-driven gasp and reflexively jerked back. 

She shook off the panic. Angry with herself for the way she reacted and pissed that the bastard still had that effect she peered over the rail again. Maybe she was wrong. 

She wasn’t. The same brush-cut hair, the same dimpled smile as he kept his eyes on her, the handsome Slavic face was forever etched in her memory...the face of the man who’d kidnapped and tortured her. 

Heart pounding, she spun, dashed to where Atakan snapped pictures and grabbed his arm. “Quick, Tischenko is here.”

“Charlotte—” He followed as she raced down the twisting staircase. Visitors coming from the other direction flattened themselves to the wall, out of her way and his.

When they reached the main floor, Atakan pushed past her and blocked her path. He held her by the upper arms. “Charlotte, stop for a moment. Where did you see him?”

She tried to pull away. “Here—he was walking down the center aisle,” she stressed, searching the faces in the crowd of visitors. 

Tischenko was gone. 

“I tell you, I saw him.”

Atakan continued to hold onto her as he scanned the aisles and pews. “I don’t see anyone resembling him, let alone the man himself.”

“He must’ve realized we’d chase after him. Come on, he can’t have gone far.” She broke from Atakan and hurried along the aisle with the fewest tourists and out the doors.

She hesitated on the portico. The ever-present musician buskers with their open instrument cases and people resting from the long climb littered the basilica stairs.

Her eyes darted from one person to the next. “He’s wearing a black leather jacket and ball cap. He’s not here. Which way do you think he went?” she asked, turning to Atakan. “Maybe toward the metro—Abbesses is the closest stop.”

“If I were running from a crazy woman, I wouldn’t risk

getting caught at a station waiting for a train.”

“I bet he ran through the gardens toward Place Saint-Pierre.” She glanced at her watch. “Almost noon. The square will be swarming with families and lunchtime diners, easy to blend in and get lost.”

She threaded her way through the crowd toward Saint-Pierre. Ahead, a fair-haired man in a black leather jacket walked at a brisk pace by the merry-go-round playing a tinny version of the Star Wars theme. Jogging faster, Charlotte caught up to him and yanked on his arm.

The man looked momentarily stunned.

Not Tischenko.

“Pardon monsieur,” Atakan apologized and took Charlotte aside. “Enough!”

“I—”

“Enough.”

“I’d swear—”

“It was not him at the church.”

She hadn’t thought of Tischenko in months. How likely was it for her to imagine seeing him? But if it was him, he did a great job of vaporizing. 

She laid her head on Atakan’s shoulder for a long moment. He rubbed her back along the spine until the adrenaline rush passed and she calmed.

“You’re hungry,” she said at last, hearing his stomach rumble. “Le Barouder is charming and nearby.”

“No. We’re not eating anywhere in Montmartre. I don’t want to be in the middle of my food and have to chase after you because you think you’ve seen Tischenko again. We’ll find a café by the hotel.”

“Pretend for a minute, I’m right. It’s—”

“If it’s true, his presence here is a coincidence.”

“You don’t believe in coincidence.”

“In this case, I do.” Atakan bent and brushed her lips with a light kiss. “So intelligent and lovely, a pity you are crazy,” he teased.

“That’s what makes life with me exciting,” she said with feigned, wide-eyed innocence.

“I’m not sure exciting is the right word.”

Still uneasy, Charlotte scanned the crowd one last time.

****
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ACROSS THE SQUARE, Maksym Tischenko stepped from the rear of the crepe vendor’s stall. Atakan and the Dashiell woman returned the way they came. Maksym took side streets that didn’t intersect with the one Atakan and Dashiell were on. At the main avenue, he hailed a cab and instructed the driver to take him to Hotel Du Danube, where the couple was staying.
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Chapter Two
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They chose a bistro on Boulevard Saint-Germain, opposite the touristy Café Deux Magots. The waiter offered to seat them outside at a nice table for people watching, a favorite native pastime. Charlotte opted to eat indoors. She didn’t trust the skies not to open and soak them in spite of the dark green canvas awning. 

She ordered a demi-carafe of the house red wine, oeufs mayonnaise, and a salad. Atakan spoke three languages, but not French. For him, she ordered a beer and his new guilty pleasure, a croque monsieur.

As soon as the waiter set his plate down, Atakan dove into the sandwich.

“What would your mother say if she knew you ate ham?”

“She’d chastise me. Not because she truly objects but it’s the proper thing for her to do,” Atakan said between bites.

“What about your dad? I bet the military disciplinarian would give you an earful.”

“He doesn’t care a whit about religious doctrine. He hasn’t set foot near a mosque in years.”
“Is he an atheist?”
Atakan shook his head. “No, not an atheist, but he takes a philosophical approach to faith. He’s an advocate of the old Indian proverb, ‘call to God...but row away from the rocks.’”

“It’s the smart play, covers your ass either way.” A handful of geranium petals taken by the breeze fluttered to the sidewalk. Window boxes overflowing with the flowers hung off iron grates on most floors of nearby buildings. So French.

The pretty diversion of her surroundings gave way to thoughts of Tischenko. She didn’t share Atakan’s certainty the man in Sacre Coeur wasn’t the Ukrainian. She knew what she knew, and she knew she saw her captor. 

Charlotte picked at the cold eggs. “Do all the immigration checkpoints when you’re crossing from one EU country to another have a facial recognition system in place?”

“I see we’re back to discussing Tischenko.”

“I can’t help it.”

“In answer to your question, I imagine the major checkpoints do—airports and such. As for other, smaller checkpoints, for the most part they no longer exist. Border security checks aren’t imposed on citizens of EU countries. They pass freely from country to country within the Eurozone.”

“You flagged his name and identifiers through Interpol. If he did slip through the cracks, he had to use a fake passport.” 

“Yes, I told you when he escaped in Sevastopol, he probably had possession or at least access to cash and false papers. Men like him usually keep a cache of such items in case they need to go to ground.

“Since we’re on the subject, what was your plan when you ran off if you had caught him?” Atakan asked.

“Hold him for the police. He is wanted.”

“What if he had a weapon, a knife for example? What if you got stabbed or injured during a struggle with him before I reached you? How do you think I’d feel?”

Through her jeans, Charlotte absently rubbed the scar left on her hip where Tischenko had cut her. “I didn’t think that far ahead. We’d still have to do something.”

“Yes, like follow him. I have this little invention called a cell phone on me. Wouldn’t the sensible thing be to keep him in our sights while one of us calls the police?”

Atakan was right. She hadn’t used her head. “I hate it when you ask annoying questions.”

She sipped her wine, analyzing the situation. Even if by a weird coincidence, Tischenko just happened to be in Paris, no way he just happened to be in the basilica while they were. Why the sudden appearance? What does he want? He had no reason to come after her, not now. That left Atakan. The man was a paid killer. If he had a contract on Atakan, there was ample opportunity to kill him in Istanbul—more so than here. For Tischenko to track them down in Paris, another motive had to exist. The more she turned things over in her mind, the less convinced she was his presence was professional in nature. That left a personal pursuit. She kept coming back to one as the strongest. Revenge. But, for what?

“Atakan, whenever you talk about your past dealings with Tischenko, it’s in vague terms. Why?”

“My history with him is neither here nor there. Must I remind you we are on vacation?”

“Indulge me.”

“What’s my second choice?”

“Death by nagging.”

“As I suspected.” Atakan finished his beer and signaled the waiter for another. “You haven’t touched your salad.”

She pushed her plate across to him.

“My first encounter with Tischenko resulted in an arrest. It was a long time ago. Since then, we’ve had a couple more contacts, but he only went to prison from the first one.”

“Interesting.”

“Why are you asking about the two of us?”

Afraid he would feel guilty, she never told him what Tischenko said when he carved his initials on her. She regretted telling Atakan now, but based on what he just revealed, a personal vendetta looked more and more possible.

“Before he cut me, he mentioned you by name. He said his mark was a message to you.”

Atakan put his fork down and shoved the salad aside. “It comes as no surprise. But how could you keep such a thing a secret from me of all people?”

“At the time, his reasons for what he did weren’t important. He was gone and I was safe. That’s what mattered to me. I know you. Had I told you, you’d blame yourself in some way and repeating it didn’t accomplish anything positive.”

He absorbed the explanation in silence. The debate between accepting her secrecy or being furious with her evident in his unblinking dark eyes.

“Why chose to tell me now?” he asked at last.

“If he is here—” 

“Which is a big if.”

“He’s after you.”

“Why he picked this place and time, I can’t imagine. But, if that’s true, I’ll admit from his point of view, he believes he has cause.”

“Meaning?”

Charlotte wondered how much he’d divulge, even to her.

Atakan took another long moment to answer. “When he was in prison, he endured a savage assault. The most degrading type of attack a man can have perpetrated against him.”

“Are you insinuating what I think?”

“It was ten years ago. He was almost thirty but looked twenty. With his blond hair, blue eyes, and youthful appearance, he stood out as easy prey.”

Charlotte’s brother received the occasional threat from men he’d arrested and sent to prison. Like they blamed Nick for everything they suffered, Tischenko blamed Atakan.

A kinder person would feel some modicum of sympathy for Tischenko. She couldn’t. Nightmares of her ordeal as his captive disturbed her sleep for months after. In the dreams, she was there again, naked, tied spread-eagled on his bed, terrified beyond words. She relived feeling the heat of his body next to hers as he ran the knife over her face and breasts—all the while describing what he planned to do to her. She screamed out in her sleep when the dream knife penetrated her skin, just like she had that night. Atakan would wake her from the nightmare. He’d quietly hold her and reassure her that eventually the terrifying dreams would become less frequent. They came less often now, but when they did return, the terror was real again. 

No, there was no sympathy in her heart for Tischenko and what he experienced in prison. Instead, a tingle of unforgiving vindication rippled through her, horrible as that was.

“This is about revenge,” she said. “I thought that might be the reason.”

Atakan reached across the table and wrapped her fingers in his palm. “Don’t look so worried. As I said, many years have passed and I’m still here.”

“True. However, in case I’m right, and he’s in Paris, I think we should cut our vacation short. We can always come back.”

“No. Whether you’re right or not, I’m not running away. We stay.”

“You are seriously stubborn. A flaw we’ll have to work on curing together,” she teased, trying to hide the deep-seated fear she couldn’t shake.
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Chapter Three
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Maksym used his jacket for a blanket and slept on the floor the last two nights. The bed linens smelled funky. The lingering scent of sweat that laundry soap and starch failed to mask made him queasy. He sat on the lumpy mattress, breathing through his mouth, while he assembled the pistol to rifle carbine conversion kit for his Glock. The unit allowed him to fire forty caliber rounds with more accuracy at this range than the pistol version. He was a good shot but not an expert, and he’d be firing from a downward fifteen-degree angle. 

He’d preferred the room above the bookstore, which was straight across from the Hotel Du Danube’s door. The shopkeeper had questioned Maksym’s reasons for renting the room. He was polite but vague in his answers and offered the shopkeeper a fair sum of money. The man refused and suggested this dilapidated hotel next door. 

As planned, the Dashiell woman saw him at the basilica. He wanted her to know he was in Paris. He wanted her to know who killed her lover. She’d identify him to the police. They’d canvas the area for possible witnesses. They’d question the staff at his hotel who’d verify he was a guest. By then, he’d be long gone. The authorities would alert the airports, train stations, and border crossings, expecting him to flee the country. Instead, he’d hole up under their noses at the fashionable George V, his favorite hotel in the city. 

Finished with the conversion, he dragged a chair to the window to wait. His mind wandered as he passed the time. He studied the façade of the Du Danube, curious if it was once a private residence before being converted. From the layout, he thought the Napoleonic structure was once a private residence. Dashiell must’ve picked the small boutique hotel. Quaint and charming, it’s the sort of place that appeals to women. He saw Atakan as favoring a more contemporary style, larger with more amenities. Those hotels often had doormen who presented a logistical complication for men like Maksym. A callous smile played at the corner of his mouth. Dashiell’s choice eliminated that problem.

He scrolled through the playlists on his MP-3 player to the one that began with Slipknot’s Dead Memories and put the buds in his ears. The list was half over when the couple came into sight at the end of the block. They stopped in front of an antique store’s display window. Atakan pointed and said something to the Dashiell woman, who nodded.

Maksym opened the window and shifted off his chair. He adjusted his position to the correct angle with one knee on the floor and one elbow resting on the sill. Eyes on his target, he estimated the seconds it would take the couple to reach the hotel. But instead of continuing toward the Danube, Dashiell went into the shop and Atakan followed.

Maksym relaxed and took a deep breath. He let it out slowly as he rotated his head in each direction until his neck popped. Several more songs played with the couple still inside. Their interest in antiques confounded him. Didn’t archaeologists get their fill of old junk on a daily basis?

When they stepped onto the sidewalk again, Atakan carried a small box. A cool breeze gusted through the open window, chilling Maksym’s nose and ears. In the military, he’d dealt with snipers. They described how they learned to blot out external distractions. Do not think of how hot or cold you are. Concentrate on target acquisition. Regulate your breathing. Breath control affects aim. The slightest rise and fall of your chest causes the rifle to move. Inhale and exhale normally, sight alignment occurs during the natural pause after you exhale. 

Maksym used their techniques to ignore the cold and disregard the noise from the street. His focus stayed fixed on Atakan. Afternoon foot traffic was light. The few pedestrians in the vicinity probably wouldn’t even hear the shot. A suppressor on the conversion unit muffled the sound. 

He sighted-in on Atakan’s chest as the couple approached. A head shot was certain death but more difficult. He didn’t trust his abilities and aimed for the larger target, center mass. He took a normal breath, exhaled, and pulled the trigger.
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Chapter Four
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Atakan cradled the box in the crook of his arm and opened the door for Charlotte, turning slightly as he stepped aside. 

The round went high, hitting him in the shoulder. The box went airborne as he slammed into the door from the impact.

Charlotte heard him groan and turned, stepping back into the doorway. His breathing was rapid and shallow and he clutched his shoulder. “Atakan?”

He pushed off the door. Swaying unsteadily, he shoved her out of the entryway. “Move.” He staggered a few steps and slumped against the frame, the door closing behind him.

“Atakan?” she asked again, confused about what happened to him. His face was contorted in pain, but she couldn’t see why.

“What’s wrong?”

She thought he said, “Shot.”

Charlotte pulled his hand away from his shoulder. She gasped frozen for a split-second by the sight of his bloody palm. Then, she yanked the side of his jacket open. Blood soaked the area around his shoulder. “Oh God—oh God. Help me,” she screamed to the desk clerk. “Call the police...the...gendarmes,” she told the concierge who started over with the clerk. She forgot the staff spoke fluent English. 

She cautiously slid Atakan’s arm on the injured side over her neck, careful to minimize movement, while the clerk slid Atakan’s other arm over his neck. The concierge was on the phone by the time she and the clerk eased Atakan into the lobby sitting room. Her mind raced trying to sort out what she should do next.

She’d taken basic first aid when training for her advanced diver’s certification but she had no idea how to treat a gunshot victim.

“Lay him down,” she said.

“Should I put a pillow under his head?” the clerk asked.

She shook her head. “No...I’m not sure.”

Within the short time it took to move Atakan, blood already drenched the front of his shirt. She remembered reading somewhere that gunshot victims often went into shock.

“Hand me those cushions,” she told the clerk and jerked her head toward the chairs. She knew from her first aid class shock could cause organ damage and even death, if not treated quickly.

The clerk pulled the cushions off.

“Raise his legs.” She wedged the cushions under Atakan’s legs then stripped off her coat and covered him.

“Get me something clean—a towel, a pillowcase, anything,” she said to a wide-eyed maid gaping at the scene.

The girl didn’t move.

“Serviettes! Allez! Vite!” The clerk barked out the orders again. The maid ran and rushed back with a pile of folded towels.

Charlotte grabbed the stack. She ripped open Atakan’s shirt and wiped some of the blood away to see exactly where the bullet struck. 

“Help me roll him toward you,” she told the clerk.

Atakan winced and closed his eyes as they rolled him over far enough for her to slide two towels under the spot where she approximated the bullet exited—if it exited. She guessed it had from the blood on the back of his shirt. They laid him flat again, his body weight serving as a pressure bandage.

She slid her hand inside his shirt, feeling for the entry wound. The bullet hit three fingers below the collarbone. She laid a thick towel over the wound and pressed her palm against it to staunch the flow of blood.

“I think it missed the bone. That’s good, right?” she asked the clerk.

“I do not know, madam.”

The shrill high-low of police sirens wailed in the distance. Behind them, droned the deeper pitch of an ambulance. 

Atakan mumbled assurances to her that he was fine.

“Don’t talk. Stay quiet, save your energy.”

The color had drained from his face and his lips were turning bluish-white. Charlotte felt his forehead. It was clammy to the touch, an early sign of shock.

“Hand me those pillows,” she pointed to the throw pillows on the settee. “I need to raise his legs and feet higher.”

The clerk grabbed the pillows and placed them for her so she didn’t have to remove her hand from over the entry wound.

Atakan’s head lolled to the side and his eyes drifted closed. 

“Stay with me Atakan,” Charlotte told him, patting his cheek lightly with her free hand. Don’t die. I will not let you die. “Stay with me.”

He straightened his head and blinked a couple of times. His eyes opening partway, his lips twitched in a weak effort to smile. 

The police and paramedics arrived simultaneously. The paramedics waved her to the side and began to treat Atakan. One took his blood pressure while a second moved the towel away to inspect the gunshot. They spoke in rapid French as the first medic removed the cuff and slipped an oxygen mask over Atakan’s nose and mouth. His blood pressure had fallen dangerously low. They feared internal bleeding. 

“How bad is the internal bleeding?” she asked in French, not wanting to alarm Atakan.

The medic who took his blood pressure started to answer her in English.

Charlotte raised her hand, interrupting him. “En Francais.” She slanted a glance down at Atakan and back to the paramedic.

He switched to French and said he couldn’t say for certain. “Il est dans un etat critique.” His condition is critical. Another paramedic brought a gurney in and they loaded Atakan onto it. “Le personnel de la sale d’urgence en savoir plus,” the first paramedic said. The emergency room staff will know more.”

“Where are you taking him?” she asked.

“L’Hopital Americain. You know where it is?” the third medic asked her.

She nodded. “Yes, but can’t I come with you?”

“No, madam. Our personnel only are allowed.”

She held onto Atakan’s immobilized arm, rambling reassurances while they wheeled him out to the ambulance. “You’ll be fine. You’re definitely going to be just fine. I’m right behind you,” she told him, unaware she’d spoken in a mix of French and English.

Atakan reached with his free arm and squeezed her hand.

Charlotte stayed on the sidewalk until the ambulance drove away. 

“Madam, please,” a policeman said and gestured to the door.

Light-headed, she lost her balance and stumbled as the officers led her inside the lobby. Another wave of dizziness overwhelmed her as she struggled to take a deep breath. 

A policeman helped her to a chair. “Put your head between your knees.”

She did as he instructed.

“Try to breathe normally,” he said when she continued to pant. 

Her breathing evened out and she finally calmed enough to sit up. The clerk brought her a cognac in a beautiful crystal snifter. Blood on her palm formed a sparkling crimson prism behind the cuts in the glass. A man was shot on his doorstep. The man’s lover was hyperventilating in his lobby. The room was crawling with cops, and he still made certain to serve the drink in the proper stemware. If the situation weren’t so serious, she’d have laughed.

Although, she didn’t care for the taste of cognac, she took a sip. It tasted sharp and acidic. The warming effect was immediate and comforting when it hit her stomach. The second sip wasn’t as harsh on her tongue and tasted faintly of vanilla and a bit smoky. To her surprise, the drink settled her nerves. She focused and answered the officer’s questions.

When they directed her outside to the spot where Atakan was shot, she positioned herself where he had stood. 

“I’m sorry, I can’t give you more. My back was to the street. I didn’t see how it went down. Everything happened so fast,” she apologized, shivering as the officers made notes. She’d forgotten her coat lying on the floor where the paramedics left it. 

One of officers pointed to the curtains ruffling in the breeze of an open window in the old hotel across the street.

“Chilly day to leave a window open.”

The others agreed and the officer, notebook in hand, ran over to the hotel. 

An astute observation, Charlotte thought. She scanned the cars parked on the one-way street. She tried to remember if they were the same ones as earlier or if any had left. She hadn’t paid attention. A stupid mistake. She should’ve been more aware, especially after the incident at Sacre Coeur.

There was a slim chance Tischenko fired from a moving vehicle, although she doubted it. Perfect timing was necessary. His best opportunity came from a fixed position.

She eyed the rooftops of nearby buildings. Again, pretty tricky shot with the distance involved. With a father, brother, and stepmother all in law enforcement, she knew a thing or two about guns. And, she knew how to shoot. The wound was from a handgun. The range between the roofs and the ground presented a problem. The window appeared the most logical point but that range also seemed too far for a handgun to be accurate. How had Tischenko made the shot?  

A detective unit arrived. After the responding officers gave them the initial information, the detectives instructed them to canvas the area for witnesses. Charlotte reenacted everything from the time she and Atakan left the antique store to when he was shot.

The detective picked up the box from the sidewalk. “Yours?”

Charlotte nodded.

He handed her the jangling box with the shattered Haviland teapot inside.  

She and the detectives returned to the lobby. She told them about Tischenko and described him.

“Interpol or the Ukrainian authorities have pictures of him,” she said. 

“Yes, we know,” the detective said. 

The officer who went to investigate the room with the open window joined them. He’d recovered the gun, a converter kit, and one standard forty caliber shell casing. The description of the guest who rented the room matched Tischenko. He’d paid in cash and indicated he’d check out the next morning. But when the officer entered the room, the man’s personal belongings were gone. The desk clerk said no one left by the front at the time the crime occurred.

“He must’ve escaped out the back. Emergency exit doors located at the end of every floor lead to an iron fire ladder bolted to the rear outside wall.” 

“We’ll search the neighborhood, but I doubt he’s stayed in the area,” the detective told Charlotte. 

“The officer mentioned a converter. What is that?”

“A unit used to give his handgun rifle range capacity.”

“I suppose the convertor and gun aren’t difficult to obtain here if he knows the right people,” she commented.

“Is there a place where that isn’t true?”

“Sadly, no.”
“You can ride with us to the hospital.”
“Thank you, I appreciate it.”

Someone had hung her coat up on the rack in the lobby. She reached to take it from the hanger and paused. Patches of damp blood darkened the lining. On her palms, it had dried to a muddy, red-brown.

“I’ll just be a moment,” she said and went to their room to wash her hands and get a different jacket. 

When she came down, the lead detective walked beside her to their car. “I have one more question. Why Paris? Why today?”

She’d asked Atakan the same thing earlier. The answer was the same then as now. “I don’t know.”
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Chapter Five
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Atakan was in surgery when Charlotte arrived at the hospital. The emergency room staff offered no information on his condition. She’d be updated by the doctors once he was in recovery.

Cell phone use wasn’t allowed in the building so she stepped outside to the hospital gardens to make her calls. She had to notify his parents fast but made one other call first, to her mother. She explained what happened, leaving out some details for the sake of expediency.

“Mom, I need a favor from Frank.”

Charlotte and her wealthy stepfather argued about almost everything from religion to politics to the environment, but he never fought her when she wanted his help. Whatever she asked for, he gave her.

“Anything,” her mother said.

“Atakan’s parents live hours from Istanbul and Ataturk Airport. I need a private jet sent to Izmir Airport to bring them here as soon as possible.”

“Not a problem. I’ll call you after the arrangements are made.”

Charlotte sat on an old fashioned wood and wrought iron bench by a bed of tulips to wait. The soft pink and cream buds had begun to blossom into fat double-leafed blooms resembling peonies. She leaned over the short garden fence and cupped a flower. She’d never seen this variety of tulip. What other types and colors had the gardeners planted? Red, yellow, and purple bell-shaped ones were favored in Istanbul.

She buttoned her coat against the breeze and walked around the other flower beds, her thoughts circling back to Tischenko. Would he try to finish the job and come after Atakan in the hospital? If they put Atakan in ICU, he’d be safe. Security was tighter there than on the floors where patients had unlimited visitors. She’d contact the detectives on his case and ask who they’d recommend as private security. She’d hire around the clock protection.

After her mother called with the information on the private jet, Charlotte made the call she dreaded, to Metin and Nuray Vadim.

Nuray sobbed and handed the phone to Atakan’s father. They’d be at Izmir in an hour and arrive in Paris three-and-a-half hours later. Charlotte hoped Atakan would be out of surgery and in recovery by then. She pushed worse possibilities from her mind. 

Charlotte met Nuray and Metin months earlier. She and Atakan had spent Christmas with her two families in Chicago and then gone to visit the Vadims for the New Year’s celebration. 

Metin and Nuray met her in the waiting room outside ICU. Metin kissed her on each cheek. A puffy-eyed Nuray gave her a brief hug. 

Atakan had his mother’s high cheekbones and long nose. His height came from his father who was shorter than Atakan but taller than average. Charlotte never saw Nuray without the traditional head scarf. She couldn’t tell what her hair was like, but assumed Atakan inherited her hair, since his was straight and coal black. Metin’s was dark brown and wavy, although shot with gray now.

“Please thank your stepfather for the use of the plane. I will repay him, of course,” Metin said.

“He wouldn’t want that, not under the circumstances. He was happy to assist.”

“His generosity is greatly appreciated.”

“I want to see my son,” Nuray said.

“A moment.” Metin held her by the elbow. “How is he?” he asked Charlotte.

“The Admitting surgeon on duty worried the bullet nicked his clavicle causing complications from bone fragments or that it might’ve damaged the shoulder joint. Fortunately, the bullet missed the clavicle and scapula. There’s a great deal of torn muscle tissue in the area and some moderate injury to the nerves under the joint. The surgeon said the nerves will regenerate, but recovery will take time. Atakan lost a lot of blood because of damage to the large vessels around the nerves. They’re keeping him in ICU tonight and tomorrow. Then, if no complications arise, they’ll move him to a private room.”

Nuray pulled away from her husband’s hold. “I’m going to my son,” she said. She identified herself to the nurse who escorted her into the unit.

“He’s awake but groggy. They have him doped up on morphine,” Charlotte told Metin. 

“I understand. I’d like to see him now.”

Nuray held Atakan’s hand against her chest and stroked his hair with her other hand. He gave her a weak smile and told her not to cry, he’d be fine.

Charlotte sat on the foot of the bed next to Metin.

Tears ran down Nuray’s cheeks as she told Atakan he’d be able to rest better at home. Atakan scooted over a few inches and patted the mattress so she’d sit by him.

“I agree with your mother. You’ll come home,” Metin said.

“Not necessary. If we need to, we’ll hire someone in Istanbul to assist us,” Atakan said.

“Bah, I know how to treat such wounds. I’ve seen many in the army. But, I’ll bring in a physical therapist. You must start strengthening your arm and shoulder quickly.”

“There are many excellent therapists in Istanbul and Charlotte can help me with the dressings at the apartment,” Atakan argued.

“Charlotte is scheduled to work a shipwreck site in a few weeks, is she not?” Nuray asked. “Who will watch over you then?”

“We’re both sa-sassigned to the site,” Atakan replied, slurring under the effects of the strong pain killer. “I don’t have to dive to do my job. I’ll continue my therapy in Cyprus.”

“This is a bad idea,” his mother said in a firm tone. “Home is the best place for you.”

Nuray took a deep breath. She stood and turned. Stern eyes locked on Charlotte. Folding her hands in front of her, she took another deep breath.

Whatever came next wasn’t going to be good. Charlotte never went to parochial school. But she’d heard from those who had this was the posture the nuns took before someone got their knuckles rapped with a ruler.

“You seem a decent young woman, well bred, intelligent with a superior education. My son has always been drawn to clever women. I never approved of the two of you living together. I also understand this is not uncommon in your generation, although far more common in America than Turkey. I accepted your arrangement without complaint.”

“Mother—” 

“But I thought much of your situation on the flight here. I can no longer consent to your continued living together.” Nuray ignored Atakan’s guttural groan. “I fear it may lead to marriage. This I cannot allow. Your presence in his life brings him danger. He’s my child, my only son. I wish you away from him.”

“Mother,” Atakan moaned.

“I will have my say, Atakan. Though her intentions are guiltless, this woman is bad for you. First there was that evil business in Sevastopol, where you had to rescue her,” she pointed a stiff finger toward Charlotte, “from the same man who tried to kill you today.” She aimed the same steely finger at her son.

“Sevastopol wasn’t her fault. She was absucted,” Atakan said, the morphine getting the better of his diction again.

“It does not matter. Either way, she was there both times. She’s the root of the problem.”

“Poppa,” Atakan turned to his father with pleading eyes.

“Nuray—” Metin moved next to Nuray and motioned for his wife to step into the corridor.

Stung by the attack, Charlotte sat mute. She didn’t know what to say in her defense.

The summer before, Atakan had led a team on a high risk assault on Tischenko’s Ukrainian compound to save Charlotte. Tischenko escaped through an underground passage, but all his men were killed in the confrontation. When she and Atakan visited his parents, Nuray never mentioned the rescue operation.

She acted genuinely happy for Charlotte and Atakan. She and Nuray spent a wonderful day together. They’d strolled through Nuray’s thriving orchards for awhile and afterward went to lunch. Nuray brought out family albums with photos of Atakan growing up. Charlotte’s favorite was Atakan at three curled up sleeping in the dog’s bed with the family’s big Shepherd. In another cute one, he was six riding on a neighbor’s donkey. He’d lost some baby teeth and gave the camera a picket-fence smile. 

“Metin took these. He never missed one of Atti’s games whenever he was stationed near home.” She’d indicated a series of a skinny Atakan playing soccer at different ages. “Such a stick of a boy, he’s grown into manhood well,” she said with pride.

Charlotte smiled at hearing the nickname. Atakan never mentioned he’d had one. 

Charlotte thought Nuray liked her. It made the sting of the accusation that much worse.

“Nuray—” Metin put his arm around
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