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      Anchorage, Alaska • Present Day

      “I won’t be sure until I perform an autopsy, but at a glance? He was exsanguinated like the rest.” The coroner had done a preliminary examination of the body and her initial findings weren’t as much of a comfort as one might think.

      Maggie Boone swallowed, trying to keep all expression off her face even as the team of officers were trying to ignore the gruesome crime scene. She faced it head on, taking it all in methodically as she listened to the incoming comments from the CSI team.

      The priest was dead, his body on display in the middle of the sanctuary where he had presumably been slain. So far there was no evidence to suggest he’d been killed and moved. Someone had held him in place on the altar and then posed his body into a crucifix position postmortem.

      This was the seventh victim in the last three months, all staged this way, all exsanguinated. Whoever this bastard was, he hadn’t left behind anything to identify himself. There was a mountain of evidence and yet nothing pointing to a suspect. He wasn’t even sticking to one denomination or one area of the city. He’d killed all over Anchorage and wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down any time soon.

      A tech was taking pictures of the victim, his features tight and somber. Nearby, an officer was questioning the woman who had come for midnight mass and stumbled on the scene. There were others scattered around the ornate room, searching for or cataloguing evidence. Then there was Maggie, standing in the aisle between the pews, absorbing everything around her with cold indifference.

      Maggie had been on a miserable date when she got the call and as such, she was still wearing her little black dress. She’d replaced her red high heels with a more sensible pair of women’s loafers she kept in the trunk of her car. They didn’t quite go with the dolled-up ensemble. Her scarlet lipstick and curled, blond hair was out of place next to the tragedy of a clergyman having been killed, but nobody dared comment on her unprofessional appearance.

      By now, most of them knew Detective Boone by reputation if not personally and knew that she was not the sort of person to take well to brevity in the middle of a crime scene. She was serious, strict, and cold at least as far as her job was concerned. None of them had ever seen her outside of work and she aimed to keep it like that. Her personal life was nobody’s business.

      “When will you have an approximate time of death?” Maggie asked abruptly, breaking the tense silence in the sanctuary.

      The coroner, who was now overseeing as they began to move the body, half-turned to the detective. “I’ll put you at the top of my list, Detective, but you know the drill. Expect my report in a few days at best.”

      Maggie frowned, not liking that response one bit. “Not good enough. I’ve got a serial killer on the loose. The longer⁠—”

      “It takes as long as it takes. You know that,” the coroner shot back.

      Before Maggie could object further, a deep voice with a thick Russian accent broke into the conversation, causing her to jump and spin to face the newcomer.

      “What is this? Why is there politsiya?” he asked, a frown furrowing his dark, heavy brow. He wore the black attire and white collar of a priest, but he was still encroaching on Maggie’s crime scene and she didn’t appreciate that in the slightest.

      “Whoa, hold up, Father.” Maggie moved to intercept him, her hand raised to prevent him from going any further.

      The second her palm came into contact with his torso, a jolt of electricity rushed through her and the priest’s gray eyes dropped to her brown ones as though he’d felt it too. Then they shifted further to the floor, where the victim was still being fitted into a black body bag.

      The priest’s face fell and a string of Russian tumbled from his lips. “Father Abram,” he breathed, sorrow darkening his bearded features. He crossed himself, his fingers brushing Maggie’s as he did so. It was then she realized her palm was still on his broad chest.

      Tugging her hand back as if from a hot stove, the detective hardened her resolve and motioned toward the sanctuary doors. “I’m sorry, Father, but you can’t be here. This is a crime scene now.”

      Those gray eyes found her face again, soft, but imploring. He nodded slowly, obviously still in shock, and allowed her to guide him to the foyer of the church.

      “What’s your name?” she asked, starting him off with an easy question.

      “I am Father Anatoly,” he answered swiftly, his expression shifting from surprise to confusion. “I do not understand. I was at hospital for only a few hours…”

      Maggie turned a page in her notebook and marked down this detail. She found it was easier to focus on the paper than to watch someone coming to grips with a sudden death. She’d seen it plenty of times and it never got any simpler.

      “Can anyone corroborate that?” It was said casually enough, but she still felt him bristle beside her.

      “Many people, Detective,” Anatoly’s tone was chiding. “I have been priest in this area for many years. I am well known at hospital and in neighborhood.”

      Continuing to make notes, Maggie didn’t look up, not until he asked, “Do you know yet cause of death?”

      Her eyes flicked up to his face, narrowing as she considered how to answer, if she even should in the first place. It was the desperation in his gaze, the immense, sincere sorrow that radiated from him, that squirmed its way through a crack in her icy armor. “Preliminary findings suggest blood loss.” The words were out of her mouth before she could stop them.

      Anger, hot but brief, flashed across his visage and a trickle of inexplicable fear squirmed in Maggie’s belly. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought the priest knew something she didn’t. Perhaps that’s what made her ask, “Do you know anyone who would want to harm Father Abram?”

      “Only a monster, detective.” There was no hesitation in his response, but neither was there warmth. “Father Abram ran soup kitchen. He was good man, God-fearing man.” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “Izvinite, I am not myself.”

      Maggie returned to her notes, giving him a second to compose himself before she presented any further questions. It wasn’t like her to offer false hope by making proclamations that she’d catch the bastard. As far as she was concerned, there were no possible words she could utter to bring this man comfort, but for some reason, she felt compelled to try. “At least he’s with God, yes?”

      “Da, without doubt. His faith is now sight.” He let out a little sigh and gave her shoulder a gentle pat. “Sposiba, Detective.”

      Normally, if she was touched, Maggie would recoil. She didn’t permit many inside her personal space, but the gesture was so innocent and priestly, she didn’t mind it as much. “I may have more questions for you. Don’t go far,” she ordered and turned away, heading back toward the sanctuary.

      Before she passed through the heavy wooden doors she paused at the threshold and glanced back at Father Anatoly. His broad back was to her, his shoulders tensed, and a darkness hung over him that sent a shiver down her spine. She hurried away, not sure what it was about him that made her feel both safe and incredibly vulnerable.
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      Anger was not a foreign emotion to Anatoly, but it was not one he liked to dwell on. He would usually dismiss it or focus on prayers until it went away, but tonight, with the news that his fellow priest had been brutally slain, he let it seep into his bones. This was no random killing, no stick up gone wrong, no unfortunate tragedy. Father Abram had been hunted and drained dry as though his life meant nothing.

      Yes, Anatoly was angry and his heart was heavy with grief. He knew what sort of monster had invaded his domain and taken a dear friend, a dear soul, away. Not just from him, but from the flock that he had dedicated his own unlife to protecting. It was a constant struggle, balancing his nature with the monster he’d become over a century ago, and yet he had never made a habit of killing.

      There was no way he could explain any of this to the detective. She would never believe that he was a vampire in the first place, and even if she did, he would then become her prime suspect. No, he would have to play this very carefully to ensure the other leech paid without getting himself tangled up with the police. It was safer if he avoided them, kept to himself and his congregation and yet…

      Anatoly turned, watching as the policewoman strode with purpose through the doors to the sanctuary. She couldn’t have been much older than thirty, but she had the look about her same as those who had seen too much in their short time on this earth. It was clear to him that she was lost, searching for meaning in a haze of sin and vice. Maybe that was why he felt drawn to her or maybe it was the hint of something hidden deep below the surface, something that beckoned to him now.

      His eyes drifted down her figure, studying the way she carried herself. She wasn’t dressed for the job, she was dressed for an evening out, and yet here she was tending to a crime scene as though it were as routine a task as accounting. He nodded to himself, sure that this was not the worst murder she’d witnessed and suddenly, a deep sense of sorrow filled him. Not just for Father Abram’s violent passing, but for the detached detective whose soul was tainted black with all that she had witnessed.

      He continued to watch her from a distance, enraptured by the way she moved and the meticulous manner with which she examined the scene. Then she knelt beside the body and put a gentle hand on Father Abram’s still chest.

      Curious, Anatoly took a few steps closer, wanting to hear what she was saying. As a vampire, his senses were sharper than a mortal’s and even from this distance he could pick out her soft whispers if he concentrated on her voice alone.

      “Rest now, your vengeance is mine to carry.”

      A promise to the dead. A promise she had been careful not to make to Anatoly just moments earlier. He was definitely intrigued, but more than that, he was resolved.

      The priest’s long strides ate up the floor between them until he came to a halt just behind where she was kneeling. “If I may,” he announced his presence, “I have come to decision. I would like to assist your investigation, Detective.”

      “Father…” There was a note of irritation in her tone as she rose and turned to him, taking hold of his arm and marching him back to the foyer. “If you won’t stay out of the way, I’ll have to ask you to sit in a squad car until we’re done. Am I clear?”

      Her touch was firm and distracting. He was relieved when she removed her hand, though he missed her mortal warmth. Like all vampires, he was drawn to that spark of life. “You understand this is now church matter, too. It would be benefit to have representative of church in your investigation, da?”

      “If the department has need of your services, Father, then we will be in contact.” She sounded as though she’d said those words a thousand times before. Were there really so many people asking to help on her cases? “Please, have a seat and let us do our jobs.”

      Anatoly didn’t appreciate being dismissed, but he understood why she was doing it. He recognized that it wasn’t her decision to make either, that he had been so compelled to offer his services, he’d blundered into offering them to the wrong person. “Very well, I thank you for your time.” He let the matter drop.

      That seemed to satisfy her. She gave him a curt nod and started back toward the crime scene, leaving him alone for a second time that night.

      “Excuse me, Detective,” he called suddenly, realizing something else. “I did not catch your name…”

      She paused, half-turning back to him. The policewoman stared at him, expressionless, for a long moment before she finally said, “Maggie Boone, but you should have my badge number if you want to lodge a complaint.”

      “Not at all, Maggie Boone.” Anatoly smiled, enjoying the feel of her name on his lips. “I will not keep you any longer.”

      They regarded each other for a little longer and then, without another word, she was gone.

      Anatoly let out a sigh and turned his back to the sanctuary entirely. It was clear to him, despite her unwillingness, that he had to be part of this investigation. There was a vampire on the loose, threatening the secret society of supernatural creatures who had existed for centuries right under the noses of most mortals. He had to be stopped, for there was nothing to be gained from killing their prey and even less to be gained from killing a priest.

      Anatoly knew such blood-crazed vampires existed. They had not all died out in the great conflicts of Europe that had driven him to seek the safer region of the Americas. They lingered like feral rats, skittering in the dark, filthy places of the world.

      Under other circumstances, the priest would have minded his own business and kept his distance from the police, but he was not about to let Maggie Boone face down one of these rogue vampires on her own. Whether she liked it or not, she was about to get a new partner.
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      Exhaustion dragged Maggie down, making it difficult to put one foot in front of the other as she climbed the stairs to her apartment. Naturally, the elevator was broken again and so she was stuck trudging up four flights just to get home. By the time she reached the appropriate floor, she had forgotten her hunger and just wanted to collapse into bed for the next sixteen hours.

      She shuffled the remaining distance to her front door and slotted the key into the hole. The lock turned and she jimmied the wooden door open. It caught on the carpet, but she’d gotten used to that and knew to lift so it didn’t scrape too badly.

      A lazy feline trill greeted her, followed by a more insistent meow as her cat realized she was home and that meant it was time for his bowl to be filled. Maggie sighed and dumped her purse and high heels onto the couch as she passed through the living room and into the tiny kitchen. By now, the cat had found her and was rubbing against her legs, trying his damn best to trip her it seemed.

      “Gremlin…” she grumbled at him fondly, but the cat only gazed expectantly up at her. Won over by the white and orange beast’s wide, blue eyes, Maggie went to the cabinet and pulled out the container of dry food. Not long later, the bowl had been topped off and the feline was munching happily, his human servant forgotten.

      “You’re welcome, you bastard.” She shook her head and went to the fridge. It was then she realized she needed to go shopping and that most of the kitchen was barren.

      “Fuck…”

      There were stale donuts left in a box on the counter next to the stove and she decided this was the simplest answer to her hunger. Half way through her pathetic excuse for a meal, she realized she was out of milk. Maggie swore again, tossing the remainder of the pastry into the garbage.

      Her gaze was drawn back to the cat, who now sat washing his paws and face.

      “At least one of us is eating good around here,” she remarked to nobody in particular. She definitely wasn’t speaking to Gremlin, that would have been mental.

      He blinked up at her, then turned with his tail in the air and wandered off.

      Having given up on eating, Maggie left the kitchen as well. She wanted to get out of this dress, close all the curtains against the morning sun, and get some much needed rest.

      She finally kicked off her loafers and started to undress on her way into the bedroom. The clothes landed in a pile on the floor, forgotten as she tugged a shirt on and slipped into the bathroom with the intention of brushing her teeth.

      It was typical that on her one free night she’d been called into work. This happened often and she was beginning to think it was on purpose.

      The universe was fucking with her and had been for the last four years. It didn’t matter that she was sick of the shit or that she’d done everything in her power to keep her head down. There were still those in the department who viewed her as a pariah and she really couldn’t blame them. Getting caught having sex with your superior had a way of alienating people.

      Despite wanting to blame her former lieutenant, Declan Cooper, she had owned her mistake, taken the hazing from her peers, transferred to another department, and even gone so far as to switch to the dreaded night shift. None of it mattered. Her reputation as someone willing to sleep her way up the chain of command wouldn’t be so easily shaken. Meanwhile, Declan had become captain and since gotten married. The last she overheard, his new wife was already expecting their first child.

      Maggie swallowed the envious bile that rose in her throat. She shouldn’t be comparing her life to somebody else, and yet here she was, letting her ex live rent free in her head.

      “Fuck,” she swore again, running a hand through her loose hair as she tried to push the dark thoughts of the past away. It was better if she focused on the case anyway; and what of that odd priest she’d met?

      To be honest, she’d turned down his help because it had taken her by surprise. Why would a clergyman want to ride along with a cop? It seemed like their professions weren’t compatible and yet he’d seemed so adamant. Maybe she should consider letting him consult. The least she could do was keep him in mind if his expertise was needed, but she doubted it.

      “I don’t need a priest,” she whispered, unable to keep the annoyance out of her voice. Maggie had gone to church as a child. She remembered Sunday school and learning about the various stories of the Bible, but she’d found little use for those things in her daily life.

      She had learned long ago that putting your faith in anyone was foolish. People in general weren’t trustworthy. They lied, cheated, and abused every chance they got. Yeah, she went on dates, had even toyed with the idea of romance in her twenties, but it had become a necessary ritual to satiate her body’s needs and nothing more. Love was foolhardy, dangerous, and not on her agenda.

      Maggie stood staring at herself in the mirror. She was wearing an oversized t-shirt with the Alaska State Fair design printed across the front. It was old, from one of the years she’d gone as a teen with friends, and for a brief moment, sadness welled in her heart. She couldn’t help but wondered what the priest and congregation must be feeling at the loss of Father Abrams.

      “Father Anatoly,” she whispered, as though to speak his name might be to summon him forth. The sound of her own voice shook the clinging emotion away and with a frown she hardened herself.

      The priesthood, she thought, had the right of it. It was better to be celibate and hide your heart away than to risk trusting it to another. Love was a waste of time, a frivolity that others might afford themselves, but Maggie found she didn’t need.

      Her eyes fell to the lonely toothbrush in its holder and though her determination wavered at how sad it seemed, the detective knew without a doubt that she was better off alone.
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      “Dobryy vecher, Detective,” came a very familiar, very Russian voice.

      Maggie jumped. This damn priest really needed to stop sneaking up on her. What was he even doing at the station anyway? She spun to face him, prepared to ask him that very question, when she spotted her lieutenant standing next to Father Anatoly. A bad feeling lurched in her gut at the sight of them together.

      “Father, Lieutenant…” She greeted them both, her tone clipped. She was in a dreadful mood to begin with as her evening had not gone as planned. Since waking up for her shift things had gone from bad to worse. It was the most Monday of Thursdays she’d ever experienced.

      First, she’d stepped in Gremlin’s puked up hairball. Then the water in her apartment wouldn’t stay hot long enough for her to get completely rinsed off so her shower had mostly been cold. She would have to send in a maintenance order to the building manager the second she had a chance and she was dreading it. Last, but not least, some asshole had bumped into her in the elevator, spilling hot coffee all over the front of her blouse. The only silver lining was at least she hadn’t been wearing white tonight, but she’d still never get the coffee stain out of the turquoise fabric.

      Now, to top it all off, here was her slimy lieutenant with the last person she wanted to deal with: that priest. Judging by the shit-eating grin on his face, Lieutenant Martin was about to make her life hell.

      She caught Anatoly’s gaze drop to her shirt. No doubt he was taking in the still wet stain, but then she realized one of the buttons was undone and her lacey, pink bra was showing through the gap where her breasts naturally stretched the garment. She should have reached up and buttoned it, but Maggie was feeling spiteful and left it, not caring what the clergyman thought of her.

      Martin had seen it too, and his smirk only widened. “Need a little help with that, Detective Boone?” He started to reach out toward her chest, feigning that he would grab her. His hand didn’t get far.

      Father Anatoly caught the police officer’s wrist, his expression suddenly stern and protective. “Perhaps it would be best if you explained why I am here?” he said in his syrupy accent, releasing the other man.

      “Yeah, Lieutenant, why is he here? I don’t have anymore questions for the father right now.” She finally fixed her shirt, giving her boss a withering glare as she did. The priest’s gaze hadn’t perturbed her, but Martin had always made her feel dirty when she caught him checking her out.

      It was like he thought since she’d bedded her last supervisor, he was next, and as such, he took liberties with her that he might not have with other subordinates. She hated him, but she let the matter go. The last thing she needed was to make a big fuss and bring more shit down on herself, so she kept her mouth shut.

      If Martin noticed her discomfort around him, he kept it to himself. Chances were he simply didn’t care.

      “The father is gonna ride along with you, Boone,” the sack of crap was saying. He indicated Anatoly with a jab of his thumb. “He makes a convincing argument. If someone is targeting preachers and such, there’s no one better to consult than a priest.” That shit-eating grin was back, flashing a crooked row of nicotine-stained teeth.

      Maggie clenched her jaw and glared at Martin. There was no way he really thought a priest was going to be of any use. He was doing this to fuck with her, and for once, she wasn’t going to take it laying down. “With respect, Lieutenant, I’ll manage just fine on my own. I always have⁠—”

      Martin let out a snort, his eyes gleaming with cruelty. “Sure ya have, Boone. I wonder if your last CO would agree?”

      Anger burned through Maggie like a raging wildfire, but instead of punching him in the throat like he deserved, she just stood there, knowing she had no choice but to take it. The blow was low, but it worked exactly as Martin had meant for it to; the fight had gone out of her.

      “Fine, the father rides along tonight—” she started to agree, but then Martin laughed, cutting her off.

      “The father rides along until you solve the damn case, Boone. That’s the deal.” The lieutenant was enjoying this far too much and it showed.

      Beside him, Anatoly was frowning. He seemed to be picking up that his presence was being used against her and to his credit he appeared uncomfortable. “Perhaps⁠—”

      Martin slapped him on the back roughly. “Have a good time, Padre. But don’t get your hopes up, this one’s soul is already damned.” With that he turned away, chortling at his own dark joke.

      Meanwhile, Maggie stood there fuming. She knew it wasn’t really Anatoly’s fault, but she couldn’t help but blame him a little. Hadn’t she told him to let the police do their jobs? Why had he gone around her back? One glance at him and she knew it hadn’t been for any nefarious purpose. He certainly couldn’t have known that her boss was going to bully her into it either.

      No, like everything else in her life right now, the blame rested squarely on Maggie’s shoulders. Her decisions alone had landed her here and now she got to suffer the consequences.

      She stopped glaring at Martin’s office door, which he’d promptly closed when he entered, and shifted her brown eyes to the priest. He was gazing back at her, his expression gentle, curious. As much as she wanted to be angry at him, too, she found it difficult to hold onto. She blew out a disgruntled sigh and shook her head at him.

      “If you’re riding along, you better mind what I tell you and stay out of my way.” Her words were harsher than she intended, but she felt like she needed to build a fortress around herself where Anatoly was concerned. It would have been easy to trust him and that terrified her. “I’m not a babysitter, so don’t expect me to wipe your nose if you get a sniffle. This isn’t a game. It’s life and death, got it?”

      His pale eyes twinkled. If he was offended by her curtness, he did an excellent job of hiding it. “I am no stranger to either, Detective,” he answered, his tone mild.

      The way he had said it sent a shiver down her spine and she realized how true that statement was.

      She cleared her throat, glancing away from him awkwardly. “Okay, great,” she replied, unsure what else to say. “Give me a minute to change my shirt and we’ll get started.”

      Not waiting for a reply, Maggie brushed past Anatoly and headed to the locker room where her set of gym clothes were kept. She’d throw on her department t-shirt and then go on a stake out with a priest. What could possibly go wrong?
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      Anatoly realized too late that he had once again blundered as far as Maggie Boone was concerned. He had thought to take the decision from her hands would be best for both of them, but it became clear witnessing the interaction between Martin and Maggie that his offer was being used to torment her. He had gone from being indifferent to the lieutenant, to being rather disgruntled with the man in just a few short minutes.

      Had this been an ordinary case, a crime of passion or a burglary gone wrong, Anatoly wouldn’t have pressed. He’d have allowed Maggie to do her job and just made himself available should she have need of him, but he knew something she didn’t and he was compelled to keep an eye on this woman.

      Despite their rocky start, he was hoping they would come to at least be cordial allies. It became clear as they sat in the nondescript, black sedan that cracking through her armor was going to take a lot more work than he’d originally thought.

      She hadn’t given him specifics about why they were sitting here or said more than a few grunted commands since returning with a fresh shirt. This time, he didn’t allow himself to glance down at her voluminous chest, though the mortal side of him had certainly been tempted by the pretty pink bra. His traitorous mind wondered if she was still wearing it or if it had been changed as well.

      The second the thought came to him, he blushed, ashamed of himself. He didn’t have a lot of experience with women and in fact had never taken any to his bed, even before he was ordained. There had always been other concerns weighing on him, and by the time he found peace within himself, he had been called to the priesthood. Even though he was now technically dead and his vows nullified, he clung to them out of habit and respect.

      Attraction to anyone was a new emotion and while it wasn’t wholly unpleasant, he found its timing to be not only inappropriate, but inconvenient as well. Being in such close proximity to Detective Boone made him suddenly uncomfortable. He could smell the scent of her coconut shampoo and wanted to blame it for his errant thoughts, but he knew better than that. This was merely a temptation to be overcome, and when he put it in that perspective, some of his discomfort faded.

      Anatoly always strove to be a good man. Even as a vampire, he wanted to maintain his kindness and sense of duty and honor. It was too easy to stray from the path of Christ and so he remained ever devout even in death. Or perhaps in spite of it. All he knew for certain was that he didn’t want to fall any further from grace and become as foul a man as the likes of Lieutenant Martin.

      His skin still crawled at the mere thought and he couldn’t help but wonder how it must make Maggie feel. He risked a glance over at her and found her watching the bar entrance in front of them with keen vigilance. She’d barely moved except to tap out a message or two on her mobile phone and he recognized a part of himself in her; she too was dedicated to a path.

      “I do not mean to pry, but does Lieutenant Martin always treat you that way?” The question was out of his mouth before he could think better of it.

      She gave a one-shoulder shrug at first and he thought that would be the end of it, but then she whispered, almost to herself, “I deserve it.”

      Anatoly turned in his seat to stare at her, surprised by the admission. Even though he had just met her, he couldn’t imagine what she might possibly have done to warrant being hassled at work. “I am priest, da? I know little bit about sin and penance, Detective. I can say whatever you have done, it is poor justification for harassment.”

      Now he had her attention. Her head whipped around and her rich, dark eyes glowed with emotion. She opened her mouth, snapped it shut again, and then returned to glaring out the front window.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked a few seconds later without looking at him.

      “Nyet,” he replied, shaking his head no. It was a strange shift in the conversation, but he recognized it as Maggie wanting to change the topic and so he didn’t press the matter any further. “I am not big eater.”

      Silence hung between them again, stale in the air. Anatoly searched for another way to break the stuffy quiet and was surprised when Maggie beat him to it.

      “It’s closing time in ten minutes,” she said, indicating the clock. They had been here for hours already. “If our guy was gonna show up he’d have been here already. There’s a late night diner nearby and I’m starving. What do you say I buy you a coffee?”

      Normally he would decline, but given the situation he was willing to tag along. Though he’d refuse the coffee entirely given the chance. “I will follow your lead, Detective Boone.”

      She smiled faintly at him, the first time he had seen such an open gesture from her, and a strange twinge tingled through his chest.

      “You may regret that later,” she told him wryly. Then she turned away again to start the vehicle, and Anatoly was left to ponder the woman next to him.

      As they pulled away from the curb, he watched her from the corner of his eye. She was still alert, her wariness having returned once the car had rumbled to life. It made her a good driver, but he couldn’t help thinking that it must have been exhausting for her to be so vigilant all the time. Was this part of the job or part of her nature?

      “What’s on your mind, Father?” Her voice startled him. Maggie hadn’t taken her eyes off the road and yet she was still aware of his attention. Exhausting.

      He started to ask why she was so tense, but the next thing he knew the world was spinning, flipping over and over as the deafening crunch of metal and shattering of glass drowned out all other sound. It happened so fast he barely registered that they were no longer having a conversation.

      The scent of blood drew his blurry gaze to the driver’s seat where Maggie was hanging upside down from the seat belt. She was unconscious and bleeding from a gash over her eye where her head had connected with something during the crash. The airbag had deployed successfully, protecting her from the dash and steering wheel, but she had still ended up injured.

      Anatoly reached for her, fear and pain pounding through his veins, and gripped her shoulder. “Maggie?” he rasped. His throat felt like sand paper. He tried to rouse her with a firm shake, but all she did was groan.

      “Pizdets…” Anatoly swore.
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      As the world came back to Maggie, she was aware of two things. The first was the extreme pain in her head and the second was the assurance of a firm hand gripping her own. Then slowly everything else began to filter in and she recalled some of what had happened.

      Consciousness had been elusive since hitting her head, but she dimly remembered Anatoly pulling her from the upside down car. His touch had been gentle and respectful, yet it had sent a jolt of warmth through her, even as she’d tried to function on her own. Her body hadn’t cooperated. Even now, her limbs felt uncoordinated and weak.

      As she processed her surroundings, she found the person holding her hand was Anatoly. He was crouched beside her, a frown of concern straining his features. In the distance, she could hear sirens and deduced it had only been a few minutes since the wreck occurred. It seemed like a lifetime had passed.

      “Easy, Maggie,” Anatoly urged, his voice soft. He squeezed her hand and she felt a modicum of strength return with the gesture. “You hit your head. Judging by loss of consciousness I suspect you have concussion.”

      Maggie grunted, pulling her hand away and trying to rise up off the ground. He’d leaned her back against the totaled car and draped his black jacket over her torso. When she pushed the garment away, she realized she had thrown up at some point, too.

      Anatoly’s firm hand on her shoulder kept her from rising. “I do not think you should move, Detective.” His rebuke was as gentle as his touch.

      “The other driver…” she started to say, but stopped when he shook his head.

      “I am afraid they are gone,” he explained.

      Gone. The word echoed in Maggie’s head, making it throb worse than it already did. Her gaze searched what she could see from her lousy vantage point and sure enough, the other vehicle, a trash truck, looked abandoned.

      “What the fuck?” She swore, not caring that she was in the presence of a priest. The situation more than called for a few curse words. If he was offended, he didn’t say anything, and for that, she was grateful.

      Maggie swatted Anatoly’s hand off her shoulder and forced herself to her feet. Head swimming, the ache intensifying, she started limping toward the truck that from the look of the wreckage had struck the rear driver’s side fender.

      She didn’t make it more than a step or two before dizziness overpowered her. Thankfully, Anatoly was there to steady her as she swayed dangerously.

      “Please, Detective, sit and wait for ambulance to come,” he implored, keeping her steady with a strong arm wrapped around her waist.

      Most men she would have pushed away for being so far in her bubble, but there was no discomfort in the priest’s proximity. She knew he was trying to help and that she’d likely be back on the ground if he hadn’t been there. She felt his coat go around her shoulders and wanted to allow him to care for her while they waited for the first responders to arrive, but she couldn’t.

      “I have to look in that truck.” She took a deep breath and stepped out of his grasp.

      Stubbornly, she pushed through the splitting pain in her head and the bout of nausea that assailed her. It seemed to take hours to cross the distance to where the truck had been abandoned when in reality it didn’t take long at all.

      The car had rolled over a couple times before coming to a halt and while it was definitely totaled, the garbage truck would probably haul trash again. It’s front end was smashed, the bumper and headlights toast, but otherwise it had come out ahead between the two. Maggie was glad the car belonged to the department and that her own mode of transportation was safe in the police parking garage.

      As she got closer, she drew her side arm and held it at the ready. The first thing she noted was that the driver’s side door was still open. Whoever had been driving hadn’t stuck around long enough to shut it.

      She frowned.

      Had they realized they hit a cop and then ran away? That seemed foolish, but not unlikely.

      Being cautious, Maggie rounded the open door, aware that anything could be waiting for
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