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Author’s Note


Chapter 1

 Dawson

My
little sister, Kerry-Ann, seems to be a little unsettled about me
going away. Not sure if it’s excitement, because she gets to have
the clinic to herself, or if she’s getting a bad vibe, but either
way, I can’t figure her out, and there’s no point pressing, on
account of her not wanting to stress me out when I’m a foot out the
door to the airport, Europe-bound. It’s not often that I go away,
but when I hear about this cutting edge new orthopedic procedure,
founded by a Russian specialist, I just had to witness it for
myself.

Dr.
Vladimir Smirnova has been around since I was born, and with my
thesis being based on his entire life’s work, I had to hop on a
plane when the invitation came my way. I’ve never been to Russia.
Well, Latvia to be precise, but either way, I’ve been to
Switzerland for a similar venture, and to a handful of other
European countries, but this, this is the most exciting one for me.
Not only do I get the opportunity to study with doctors and
surgeons that have worked with Smirnova, but I also get to witness
this procedure from the operating theater, with my own two
eyes.

If I’m
lucky, I’ll get the opportunity to see several of his works. I
already know that I’ll be included during his rounds, as my old
university professor put a good word in for me. I’ve already sent
Professor Slate a box of the finest Columbian cigars I could find,
and a bottle of the best scotch I know of, in thanks. It’s amazing
what two of the unhealthiest items can grant you, when you send
them to a world-renowned medical professor. That’s not the first
time I’ve done that for Slate, and in my experience, it works every
time. Of course, it doesn’t hurt that I was his most prized student
back in the day.

As I
board the plane, I go to my coach seat in the back, and chide
myself inwardly, once again, for not going with business class.
It’s inherent for me. After spending the last ten years getting my
clinic on its feet, I can’t shake the frugality out of my veins.
With a bank account that could support half a lifetime of income,
and no cumbersome debt, I can afford to be extravagant, but I still
choose not to. When the drink cart rolls by, carrying only boxed
juices and cheap beer, I smirk, thinking I’m missing out. But as I
look out the window and watch the plane float past my homeland, I
wave goodbye, knowing that this trip will be meaningful, and it’s
all worthwhile.

The
melatonin kicks in at precisely the right moment, and I’m out for
most of the flight, only to be awakened by my bladder. After
relieving myself, I pull up a medical periodical from my phone, and
begin reading more about Smirnova’s procedure, refreshing my memory
on key aspects, wanting to be as sharp as possible upon meeting
this mystery man, that I once dedicated a year of research to.
Losing track of time, I hear the pilot come on the overhead
speakers, announcing that we’re about to land, and I
smile.


Kerry-Ann sounds relieved that I’ve landed, when I call her
from my cell phone, while in baggage claim. Albeit gravelly from
sleep, she assures me that the clinic will be fine in my absence,
and I let her go, shuddering as Carson comes on the phone, in an
equally gravelly voice, even though I hear a distinct playful snort
as I hang up. Sure, it bugs me knowing that he’s banging my baby
sister, but as much as I hate to admit it, he’s a good guy. I know
from experience, since he’s a former patient of mine. Carson and
Kerry-Ann met in Afghanistan, when they both served. When Carson
was seriously injured following a militant attack, he was
discharged and sent home, to my care. The surgery to repair his
body was brutal, and it took months of physiotherapy, courtesy of
my sister, who works in my clinic with me. But now, he’s as good as
new…and still banging my sister.

The
hotel I’ve chosen in Riga, a small town in Latvia, is beautiful.
It’s a short cab ride to the hospital, where I’ll be in the
presence of like minds and one famous surgeon, for the next month.
I’m not checked in an hour, when I hear the phone on my bedside
table ring. I’ve picked up a little bit of Russian in anticipation
of this trip, but I’m not certain that it’s enough to survive yet.
Fortunately, the person on the other end, while he has a thick
Russian accent, speaks fluent English.

“Yes?” I answer, not knowing what to expect on the other end
of the call.

“Doctor Miller?”

“This is he, yes.”

“There is someone here in the lobby to see you, sir. It’s Igor
from Doctor Smirnova’s office.”

Doesn’t anyone use a phone? “I’ll be
right down. Thank you.”

I’m not
expecting anyone from Smirnova’s office to see me. Sure, I have a
special invitation from the doctor himself to view several
procedures and follow him on rounds, but it was never discussed
that I would be visited by any member of his team. I stuff my bags
on the bed, grab my keys, cell phone, wallet and passport, and I’m
on my way.

Igor is
standing by the concierge desk when I announce myself there. He
sticks his chubby hand out for me to shake. He can’t be more than
five feet tall, but he’s a stout man, with sausages for fingers.
Thankful that he also speaks English, I stick my hand out for him
to shake, and he reciprocates. “Doctor Miller. So pleased to meet
you. I have a driver here to take you to see Doctor
Smirnova.”

“Oh,” I say, caught off guard.

“You did not get the message.” Igor states, noticing the
expression on my face.

“No. Sorry, I did not. I just arrived not five minutes
ago.”

“Are you available, sir?”

My eyes
widen and I crane my neck backward. Are you kidding? Doctor
Smirnova is my veritable hero. Nobody else has been able to make
some of the medical breakthroughs he has. If it weren’t for him,
many of my patients would still be unable to walk, let alone play
sports, like two of my patients are, after having their mobility
completely restored, using techniques coined by this genius doctor.
“Absolutely.”

Igor
gestures with his hand towards the door. “Come.”

The
drive through the small village en route to Smirnova’s estate is
gorgeous. A town made up of houses akin to brownstones, only
painted in subtle pastel colors, row by row, along cobblestone
pathways and winding roads. When we reach the gates, Igor says
something into the intercom system and the car is granted entry.
The mansion is imposing, with a guesthouse, long, dark pillars in
front, double doors with a circular, brass knocker, and a garage
that looks more like it belongs under an apartment building. It’s a
generous size, especially since the driver has to take us to the
back, where I see Smirnova sitting under a gazebo, in the back
garden.

“Doctor Smirnova will see you there.” Igor says, dismissing
me, as he drives away with the driver. I feel like I’m caught in a
bad remake of one of the Godfather movies, as I’m dropped off at
the base of the yard, and left to approach Doctor Smirnova alone.
He’s sitting at the gazebo, on a call, using a cell phone against
his ear. His sunglasses are perched on his nose, and he’s speaking
fluent Russian. As I walk to him, he finishes the call, and hangs
up.

“Doctor Miller, I presume.” He says warmly, shaking my
proffered hand.

“Yes, sir. Sir, it’s an honor to meet you.” I say and mean it,
giving him a healthy handshake.

His
smile is noble and modest. “Would you like a drink? Wine? Coffee?
Beer, perhaps? I hear beer in the United States is quite popular
among men.”

I grin.
“Yes, sir, it is. Although, I don’t drink. A glass of water will be
fine.”

A woman
appears, dressed in a black pants suit, and a black and white apron
with fringe, as if from nowhere. And I check to see if she’s got an
earpiece or something, because she literally just…appeared. Kind of
like how the British Queen’s servants are trained to be invisible.
Smirnova simply gestures to her with his hand, and she knows what
to do. It’s…uncanny. No words are even exchanged.

“How was your flight?” he asks casually, gesturing for me to
sit next to him on the cushioned couch inside the
gazebo.

“I slept through most of it.”

“Yes, I tend to do that as well. Although, I try not to travel
as much these days.”

“Me, too. I enjoy being in my clinic, being hands-on with my
patients.”

“You and I have much in common, Doctor Miller.”

“Please…call me Dawson.”

I notice
that he doesn’t invite me to call him by his first name, but I
gloss over it. We start chatting about the new procedure, when his
servant in black brings a shiny brass tray out, covered in various
drinks, and then I get it. She brought an assortment; she did not
require an order. Included on the tray is a dish full of snacks,
which she places on the table in front of us. Smirnova brings up
Slate, my old college professor, and he shares a funny story of
when they were in some sort of training together.

“I’m truly intrigued to see your new procedure, sir.” I say,
trying to change the subject. Truth be told, I’m a born sponge, and
I want to pull every tidbit of information out of Smirnova, hence
the thousand-hour plane ride here.

“Yes.” He smiles, somewhat modestly. “It will save many lives,
in a manner of speaking. It took many years to perfect.”

“I can appreciate that.” I add, wondering how many cadavers he
went through to reach his goal. I ask him about a particular key
area of this surgery, and we’re interrupted by his servant in black
again. She approaches, as if by magic, and speaks very softly in
Russian to Smirnova. By the look on her face, there is something
wrong. The concern is spread all over.

“Please excuse me, Dawson.” Smirnova says after they finish
conversing.

“Certainly.”

I’m left
to my own reservations, as Smirnova trots into the mansion,
following his servant. I can’t help but wonder what is going on.
His phone did not ring, I notice. Perhaps there is a leak
somewhere, or maybe a family pet is ill…who knows.

As I sit
alone, looking around his ample estate, perusing a lush garden,
full of colorful flowers and shrubs, I’m startled by a woman, who
comes out from the shrubbery beyond the garden. At first, I think
that she’s a landscaper, but when I see her come towards me, and
stick out her hand for me to shake, I figure she’s not.

“Welcome. I am Mila.” She gestures to the door. “My papa has
been very excited to meet you.”

“Oh, you’re Doctor Smirnova’s daughter?” I smile, pumping her
hand.

“Yes, I am the youngest of four.”

“Very nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” She smiles, nodding once. There is a padded chair
across from the cushioned couch, and she sits there. “So, tell me.
How long are you here in Riga for?”

“About a month. I’m hoping to garner as much information from
this trip as possible. Many of my patients would greatly benefit
from this procedure.”

“Ah.” She nods. Her eyes are startlingly blue. Icy blue. Her
hair is stark blonde and straight as a pin, running down her back.
I notice that it moves with the light breeze. She’s quite possibly
the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. “And your practice will
not miss you for this month?”

“My sister is looking after things. She’s a physiotherapist.
And one of the doctors that I went through my residency with is
covering for me surgically. He’s great. I’m not at all worried
about my patients. They will be well looked after.”

“And your wife and family? They will be missing you,
yes?”

“I’m not married, actually. And as I said, my sister is
keeping watch.” I grin, pressing my lips together. Time to change
the subject. “And you? What do you do for a living?”

“I do many things.” She says elusively. “But mostly I look
after my papa.”

My face
falls. “Oh…is your mother…?” I trail off.

“She died a long time ago. When I was small.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” My hand goes to my chest.

She
grins slightly. “Papa will speak like mama is still alive, but do
not be fooled.”

A ‘v’
forms between my brows, but I don’t say anything more. What an odd
thing to tell me. “This is a beautiful place.” I comment, changing
the subject.

“This house has been in our family for many generations. Papa
grew up here.”

“I live in a shoebox compared to this.”

She
smiles. I let my eyes go to her lips for a second, but then avert
my gaze to the shrubbery behind her. “It does not matter how big or
how small it is, as long as it is home to you.”

“This is true.” I frown. “Although, my house could literally
fit in your front foyer.”

Then she
throws me for a loop. “Why don’t you stay here, Doctor Miller?
During your studies with my papa?”

It’s
weird that she’s asking me, yet Smirnova did not extend an
invitation. “Oh, no, that’s fine. I don’t want to impose. I have a
lovely suite in town.”

“Nonsense. You will stay here.”

Does she
even live here? Is this going to piss off Smirnova? “I’m…not
sure…”

“It is fine. We have a guest house out back. Nobody is staying
there at the moment. I will have Olga turn down your bed and Igor
will get your things from the hotel.”

Inside
my head I’m screaming. Fuck. I don’t want anything to fuck up my
time with Smirnova. “Shouldn’t you check with your father
first?”

And
before she can answer, Smirnova appears from the back door. His
chest heaves when he sees Mila, and she rises, stock stiff, like a
soldier. “Mila.” Smirnova says, and then he murmurs something to
her in Russian, and she lowers her head for a beat, purses her lips
together, murmurs something back in Russian to him, glances at me
quickly, and scurries to the door where Smirnova just appeared
from.


Fucking…weird.

“I apologize for my absence, Dawson.” Smirnova says. “Please
forgive me.”

“Oh, that’s fine, sir. Your daughter is lovely.” I compliment,
never more confused before in my entire life.

“Yes. Thank you.” He swallows, and for a guy that seems to
never buckle for anything, I see a bead of sweat forming on his
brow. He sits next to me and scratches his forehead with his palm.
“Mila is troubled. For this reason, she cannot be left
alone.”

“Oh.” I can’t keep the creeped-out tone from my voice. She
seemed perfectly normal to me, but what the fuck do I know? I’m an
orthopedic surgeon, not a psychologist.

“I apologize for this. If Mila offended you in any
way.”

“No need to apologize. As I said, she’s lovely.”

After a
beat, he hesitates. “Would you like to stay in my guest
house?”

I’m not
sure if I’m being asked out of obligation; maybe Mila mentioned in
her swift conversation with her father, that she’d extended an
invite…with or without his permission. But, somehow, I get the
feeling, once again, that I’m stuck in a movie. This time The
Shining. And I wonder if I’ll ever get out of here alive. Or the
Eagles song ‘Hotel California’, where you can check out any time
you like, but you can never leave. “No, that’s fine, sir. I have a
very nice hotel suite not far from here.”

“I insist.” He says, sticking out his chest. “I’ll arrange for
Igor to come and get your things.”

“But I’ve already paid for the hotel, sir.”

“Then I’ll make arrangements to get your money
refunded.”

My
stomach is in knots. My palms are sweating. But at the same time, I
don’t want to offend the guy. He’s a genius. He’s effectively been
my mentor and my inspiration since I started college. And most
important, he’s going to save a lot of my patients’ lives, both
present and future. This trip is a milestone in my career, and God
help me if I fuck it up, because I’m being a wimp. “O…okay, sir.
Thank you.”

“Heddie will make sure you have everything you
need.”

“May I go back and get my own things, sir? I don’t have much.”
I ask, wanting to hold on to the last bit of freedom that I
have.

“If you wish.” He nods. “I will have Igor accompany
you.”

I wonder
if it’s a Russian thing or what. The fact that I was brought here,
without my knowledge, and now all but being forced to stay, when
every cell in my body is telling me to run like hell. Do all
Russians enforce such things? Or is it just because Smirnova is
probably the richest son of a bitch in the Russian medical
community. Either way, he’s my ticket to physical freedom for my
patients, and I’m going to have to suck it up. “Sounds good,
sir.”

Igor and
the car appear, as if telepathically summoned, making goosebumps
develop on my arms. And as I walk towards the car when gestured to
do so, I look up, to the second-floor window, and see Mila standing
at the glass. The look on her face is forlorn, like she’s being
held prisoner there. And I wonder if I’m next. Why wasn’t I invited
into the house? Why was his daughter wandering around outside, and
what was said between Mila and her father, to send her scurrying
back into the house?

All
these questions are in the back of my mind, as I’m driven back to
the hotel. I’m told that the car will wait downstairs while I go
get my things, and I see Igor talking to the concierge as I wait
for the elevator, and I think that he’s arranging for my bill to be
refunded, but I’m not sure. Every hair on my arms and neck is
standing on end as I ride the elevator back up to my room. Pulling
my phone out of my back pocket, I see that Kerry-Ann, my sister,
has called while I was with Smirnova, but I had my phone on
silent.

Sure,
I’ve been around cadavers, and hell, I’ve lost a patient or two
during surgery, and have attended their funerals, but nothing is as
creepy as the feeling that I have inside right now. I think about
Kerry-Ann, all nestled safely at the clinic, attending to our
patients. Her boyfriend, Carson, by her side. And her new friend
Summer, whom she’s told me tons about, likely waiting to hang out
with her, while they exchange notes on their relationships. And
here I am, a million miles away from home, feeling like a quick
death by plane crash would have been lesser punishment than
this.


Kerry-Ann is the only person who can set my mind at ease. She
and I are like yin and yang together, as much as she’ll argue that
point. Not caring about the time difference, I dial her number,
knowing that she’s called me in the last hour. Likely the reason
for her call is much different than mine. Likely she’ll chide me
for checking up on her, even though she called me first. I don’t
enjoy being away from the clinic for any length of time, and she
knows it. But as I listen to the phone ringing on the other end, I
get a cold shiver up my spine.

When my
sister answers, her voice is panicked, contradicting what I expect.
But I ignore it, knowing that my sister can sometimes be a drama
queen, and it could be something as benign as a nuance in Carson’s
behavior, and she needs to talk to me about whether or not she
should worry. “Kerry-Ann, I need to talk to you.” I say after she
says hello. “This guy is class A creepy.”

“Dawson, I can’t talk right now.” She says breathlessly, like
she’s just run a mile.

“What, did you forget the stove on at home or something?” I
tease.

“No, Dawson,” she says, and I hear her voice crack.

Then she
says something that completely upstages the purpose of my
call.

“Summer’s been kidnapped.”


Chapter 2

 Summer

I wake
up in the back seat of some unknown truck, and I hear voices that
sound vaguely familiar. The taste of Chloroform is still on my lips
as I familiarize myself with my surroundings. I’m on my side,
lengthways, and my hands are tied behind my back with what feels
like zip ties. Stupidly, they didn’t put a gag over my mouth, so I
could scream and scare the shit out of the driver any time I want.
My legs are free, too, so I make a mental note to use that to my
advantage, whenever the car comes to a stop, and this asshole comes
to release me.

Growing
up as the only girl among brothers, I’ve learned that the best
thing to do to get an edge is to play dead. So I close my eyes each
time the idiot looks back at me. His name is Dexter, and he works
for Chase, who is my boss, and also, as of late, my boyfriend. He’s
a skinny little runt who tricked me into coming into the back
warehouse, where we make and distribute guns, so he could knock me
out and kidnap me. With Chase’s back warehouse getting broken into
recently, the private investigator that I hired, has told us that
the competitor that we pissed off recently, is behind all this
shit.

I soon
realize that Dexter is on a call, and there isn’t anyone else in
the car with him, foolishly. I can take this guy down with both
hands behind my back…as luck would have it. I just have to wait
until he stops the car. With my eyes hooded, I try to look around,
to see if there is anything useful in here. Dexter is a little
smart, as he placed me in the car, with my head on the passenger
side, so he could keep watch on me. Unfortunately, he’s too busy on
the call and watching the road to be cognisant of what I’m
doing.

The call
is definitely from his maker, as he’s being given clear
instructions to take me to some half-bit warehouse, where they can
make negotiations with Chase. They’re fools if they think they’re
going to get away with this. With Patrick, our P.I., he’s already
figured more than half of it out. And Dexter, although very smart
at making guns, I’ve always sensed that he’s not so smart when it
isn’t about firearms. Case in point: a lone shoe in the hollow
under the driver’s side seat, a book stuffed under the seat, with
only half the title showing, but it’s of the ‘For Dummies’ series,
and a square of duct tape covering an apparent broken back door
lock.

Why he
would trust putting his precious cargo back here is beyond me, but
here I am, all the same. Focusing on keeping my eyes closed, I
listen intently to the conversation. Dexter’s Bluetooth is sketchy
at best, as his boss’s voice is coming in and out, and he has to
keep asking him to repeat himself. Jackass. As I pretend to still
be suffering from the effects of the chloroform, I feel the truck
slow and then come to a stop, and I ready myself. But then it’s
just a diversion, as he tears off in another direction, citing that
he’s being tailed.

I knew
Chase and Carson would figure it out.

“Yeah, he’s on my ass!” Dexter cries out.

“Well, lose him, you idiot!” the caller shouts.

He looks
back at me, and I shut my eyes quick. “I’m trying! Get me in a
shooting range and I’ll kick ass, but behind the wheel, man, I’m
all thumbs in a car chase!”

“I paid you dearly for this, Dexter! You better pull through
or you’ll be the next one getting kidnapped for ransom, asshole!
And I’ll get way less for you, you loser! It would be way more
beneficial to just kill you.”

“Wait, I think I lost them.” He says breathlessly. I lift a
brow. It can’t be that easy. As Dexter gets cocky with his boss,
not ten seconds later, I hear him slam on the brakes. “Dammit! They
went around the street and cornered me from the other
side!”

I have
to bite my lip, so I won’t laugh. I do snort from my throat, but
thankfully he can’t hear me over his whining. I can’t help it.
First, don’t send someone on a kidnapping chase alone. Shit, even I
know that. Second, make sure the guy you hired to do your bidding
has at least half a brain. Dexter abruptly pulls over, and I bet
money that he’s going to try to run, and abandon ship. “Sorry,
boss.” He says gutlessly, opens the door, and I can hear his feet
taking off on the pavement underfoot.

The
shuffling outside tells me that they caught him. Not to mention the
clear punch I hear, and the cracking of bone, which I’m guessing is
Dexter’s nose. A second later, the door opens, and I lift my head,
feeling that it’s safe. And I see Chase on the other side, shaking
his head. “You okay, darlin’?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just get these things off me.” I lift my
hands, so he can see the zip ties. “He chloroformed me and stuffed
me in here.”

“Yeah, Patrick said it was a double-cross. Carson and I put
two and two together when we couldn’t find you.” Chase explains,
pulling a Swiss Army knife out of his back pocket, and carefully
cutting the tie raps, freeing me. “Luckily the jackass didn’t get
far.”

Chase
helps me up, and I feel like he wants to give me a hug, but he’s
battling with himself, watching Carson knee him in the back, while
holding his arms unceremoniously behind him. Dexter’s cheek is
pressed on the pavement, and as I look around, I see the warehouse
ahead. How sad. He didn’t even make it that far. “His partner’s on
Bluetooth.” I say, gesturing to the vehicle still
running.

“Patrick already called the cops for us. They should be here
any second.” Chase says.

“You should call Kerry-Ann and let her know that you’re
alive.” Carson says, holding Dexter down. “She called when we were
on his tail. I didn’t want to freak her out after I hit the wrong
dang button and picked up on Bluetooth.”

He’s cut
off by the sirens in the distance. I stick my head into Dexter’s
truck and see that the caller has hung up, smartly. They’re
probably finding the quickest way out of town right now, if they
were smart enough to not stay in the warehouse.

“As soon as we’re done here, I’ll take you to the hospital and
get you checked out.” Chase says to me.

“I’m fine.”

“The guy put hazardous fucking chemicals into your mouth,
Summer. You’re getting checked out. I insist.” Chase says. The
conviction in his voice is palpable. He really does love me. Nobody
can be that good an actor. I try to fight it, but a smile comes
across my lips. He takes a step towards me and holds me
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