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Chapter 1
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HER FINGERS TREMBLED, her arm tingling with the strain. Her breath rasped in her throat, aching, burning. 

Evgeny’s face was pale, his eyes closed, his chest heaving. His hand was so far, so still. To touch him one last time ...

Yet it was not to be. Weakness swept over her, and she slumped across his prone body, her eyes sliding shut.

Darkness lowered, Evgeny’s body searing her own, the stage cool under her hands.

Love fought for, but love denied ... love lost.

The applause rose, first as a smatter, then into a continuous din, and the heavy curtain brushed closed.

Sofia Rykova opened her eyes to stare up at the wide expanse above the stage and swallowed against her thick throat.

The bright lights surged back on, cloaking the stage in light.

Evgeny propped himself up on an elbow, and she slid off him. His eyes were somber, but he reached out to brush her cheek, his own fingers shaking. “Well done, princess.” He was barely audible over the applause beyond the red brocade curtain.

She dragged in a breath, but it didn’t fill the void in her chest. 

Evgeny dropped his hand and pushed himself to his feet. She rose on trembling legs, claiming his sweaty hand, and hurried offstage. 

Her ankle twinged, but she ground her teeth. Not tonight.

The corps de ballet, each in their assorted roles, rushed onstage to take their bows. Applause swelled from the crowd, and a wavering smile lifted her lips.

Would the day come when she’d grasp this was reality, not just a dream from which she’d awaken?

Evgeny’s strong arm slipped around her waist, and she sagged against his familiar, lithe form. She cleared her throat to speak over the crowd’s appreciation. “And well done to you too, Evgeny.”

He chuckled. “How could it not be well done, with such a lovely ballerina as my partner?”

The flatterer. She shook her head and lightly clapped for the corps. 

The applause remained steady, interspersed with shouts, and after several minutes, Evgeny led her onstage for their own bows.

Her ankle complained again under her weight, but the crowd thundered its pleasure. She pressed a smile to her face, her lipstick stretching tight under the heat of the stage lights. 

She dipped into a low curtsey, the toe of her pointe shoe slick against the floor. The lights were blinding, but past them were so many people cheering and applauding the heartache they’d witnessed. 

“A rose for you, my Juliet?” 

A laugh tickled her throat as Evgeny held out a single long-stemmed rose. An audience member must’ve thrown the flower onto the stage. 

She grasped the stem and offered a brief curtsey. The crowd resounded its delight. “Thank you.”

Evgeny tipped his head in a courtly nod and lifted her hand to his lips, his deep blue eyes searching her face. “Anything for you.” 

She squeezed his hand—such a charmer onstage—then released it and stepped back to clap for the conductor as he strode across the stage.

After many more bows, the curtain drifted shut as she dropped into one last curtsey. She straightened and pressed a hand to her hammering heart, dizziness tipping her head.

Evgeny seemed untouched by her maladies, as if they both hadn’t gone through a slew of emotions in the last couple hours. He held out an arm. “Ladies first.”

She snorted and headed offstage. Fluorescent light glowed sallow from the hallway leading backstage, far different from the warmth of the stage. Chatter drifted from the dressing rooms, beckoning, but she threw one last look over her shoulder.

The story they’d told had been painful, yet tangible and true in those short moments. Now it was gone, held only in memory.

“Come on, Sofia. I don’t have time for you to stand here, or the rest of the girls are going to run us down.”

She huffed out a breath. Several of the ladies from the corps de ballet were heading backstage, the toes of their shoes clomping against the hard floor. “I’m going, I’m going. You’re not quite as charming as Romeo, you know.”

He laughed under his breath. “Don’t worry. We’ll be back at it soon enough.” He grinned and ducked into his dressing room.

She laughed and hurried to her own dressing room. The stage door had been packed last week, and it’d be the same tonight if the crowd’s size and Igor’s grumbling were any indication.

She pushed her dressing room door open, revealing, as usual, a complete disaster. If only her bag of pointe shoes hadn’t gone missing an hour before the performance. They’d done a good job of hiding under her sweatshirt while she was tearing the room apart.

She plunked down onto the chair in front of her dressing table and loosened the ribbons of her shoes. Her shaking hands made the familiar task harder than it should’ve been, but she wrestled both shoes off and pushed herself back onto trembling legs. 

Her image stared from the mirror, and she narrowed her eyes. No, she’d never be as pretty as some of the other girls, but stage makeup did relieve the thinness of her face.

But she’d need more than makeup at the stage door. A smile would be welcome, even if she’d been wrung out like a dishrag tonight.

She dragged in a breath and smiled as she smoothed her hands down the bodice of her costume. Romeo and Juliet wasn’t quite as technically demanding as other ballets, but it required so much storytelling, so much passion.

How could she not smile when this was her job? 

She breathed a laugh and dropped her costume to a pool of fabric at her feet. Quickly, she pulled on leggings and a sweatshirt. 

She was slipping her flats on when the expected knock came at the door. “I’ll be right there!” She tugged the other shoe on and swept to the door.

Igor stood on the other side of the doorway, a frown lowering his dark features. “There are too many tonight, Sofia. You must stop dancing so beautifully, my precious.”

She smiled and brushed past him as she buttoned her coat. “Don’t worry. I shall attend to them just fine.”

He fell into step beside her. “I know you will, and after that performance, they won’t ever let you go.”

Ah, Igor and his compliments. “And I do believe you talk sweeter after every performance.”

The frown morphed into a brief smile, his strong aftershave filling the air. “That is my job, is it not? To keep all of you happy?”

Not really, but there wasn’t time to answer. The door was already open, and given the clusters of females, Evgeny had beaten her. Every woman fell in love with the debonair, love-stricken Romeo.

However, when she stepped out the door, the crowd surged toward her. She affixed a permanent smile, which wasn’t too hard after many compliments. Person after person extending programs, gushing praises, smiling, laughing.

Finally, she signed the last audience member’s program, her hand cramping and nose freezing. One more smile, and she turned back to the building. Igor’s strident orders of “Leave! No more!” trailed her.

The poor soul. If Igor wouldn’t snap her head off, she’d sign the program—but not after Igor’s decree.

She shoved her icy hands and the marker into her coat pocket as she walked back down the hall. Her room had to be straightened after the shoe fiasco, or the cleaning ladies would shoot her death glares in the morning.

She threw the door open and leaned down to seize Juliet’s off-white gown. The gauzy fabric, slick against her fingers, flowed with movement—a beautiful costume fitting Juliet’s girlishness. 

“Well, Sofia ... you looked beautiful, as you always do.”

She spun. Her brother leaned against the doorjamb.

She pursed her lips and hung the costume up before crossing the room to him. “Are you trying to scare me or something?”

“Maybe. But you shouldn’t be scared.” Dmitri’s arms came around her, and she turned her face so makeup wouldn’t smear his black tux. “I do visit you on a regular basis.” 

Her eyes fell shut, and she tightened her arms around him. What would she do without Dima’s constant encouragement? “You don’t usually try to scare me like that.”

He leaned back, a dark brow raised even as he smiled. “Can’t let you get too comfortable.”

She let out a breath and released him. “Let me just get this place cleaned up a bit, then we can go.”

“Take your time.” 

She picked up a stray bobby pin that’d fallen to the chair. Dmitri was impeccable tonight, his tuxedo tailor-fit, his black hair freshly trimmed. A rogue strand of hair had slipped over his forehead, probably just to tempt a woman to brush it back. 

Dima, ever the lady’s man. She zipped her makeup bag shut. “Is Sasha not with you?”

“Oh, not tonight. She’s mad at me for some reason. I don’t really remember why.”

She quirked a grin as she shoved her warm-up outfit into her bag. “Maybe that’s the problem.” 

He tipped his head carelessly. “How’s the ankle?”

Dmitri could have every girl in Moscow lined up if he wanted, which was probably why Sasha was mad. She shook her head as she reached for her scarf. The rest of the mess could wait. “Nothing serious. I’ll go to physio tomorrow.”

“Good. But be careful with it.” He crossed his arms. “Are you ready for a night out?”

“Not tonight.” She wound her scarf around her neck. Drinking wasn’t a good idea in the middle of the Bolshoi’s season. Besides, Dmitri wasn’t exactly the escort she’d desire if she were of a mind to go out.

“You’re sure?”

“You know I can’t. Not with my schedule.” She snatched up her purse and headed for the hall. Maybe someday there’d be time for frivolities and someone to share that time with—other than her big brother. 

Dmitri switched the lights off and closed the door behind him. A few Theatre employees strode past, shouting at each other as they closed up for the night. Several girls from the corps scurried out of a dressing room, including Oksana, one of the newer hires from the Bolshoi Academy.

Sofia offered a smile as she and Dmitri passed. Oksana returned the expression, but her eyes quickly turned to Dmitri. 

Sofia rolled her eyes at Oksana’s flirty wave. “Stop it, please.”

“What?” Dima’s deep voice was too innocent.

She whacked his arm. “Your flirting.” Freezing air hit her face as she shoved the door open.

He just laughed. “I’m parked over there.” His black-gloved finger pointed away from the sidewalk toward a thin side street packed with cars. 

“You could’ve parked closer.” She burrowed her face in the scarf and shoved her hands into her pockets.

“Or I could let you take the taxi, since you refuse to buy a car.”

“Shut up. I don’t want to deal with a car.”

“You can’t drive anyway.” 

That earned him a swift elbow to his ribs. She could drive, just not very well. And driving was awful, anyway.

Dmitri laughed again, tugging keys out of his pocket as they neared the car. “So you’re stuck with me. This was as close as I could get.” He hit the key fob, and the sports car beeped, flashing its headlights. 

“You should con Igor for priority parking or something.” She skittered to the passenger’s side and yanked the door open. 

Not any better. The inside of the car was filled with the same unforgiving Moscow winter.

“I do have a talent for getting what I want.” Dmitri folded himself into the driver’s seat and turned the key. The engine purred to life. 

Even Dima couldn’t convince Igor of something like that. “Good luck. But turn on the heat, please.” She aimed her sweetest smile at him. “And can we get some food?”

“The engine’s not warm enough.” He eased the car out of the parallel parking space. “And of course we’re getting dinner. Without drinks, per your request.”

“Yes.” She shivered. An entire ballet worked up an appetite.

He threw her a look. “I’d prefer you not to go hungry. I know what happens when you don’t eat after a while.”

“I yell at you.”

“Yes. And you’re doing a pretty good job of it right now.”

She glared at him, but it was too hard to sustain. She leaned her head back against the headrest as he wove through the thick traffic. “It went so well tonight, didn’t it?”

“Mm-hmm.”

She blinked at the passing bright lights. If she could savor those moments onstage where nothing else mattered, where it was only her, Evgeny, and ballet, she’d never grow weary of early morning rehearsals or the everyday aches and pains.

No, ballet wasn’t all jewels and glitter—but it was worth far more.

~~
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Life rolled on. Nothing stopped, nothing changed ... even when his world had slammed to a jarring halt.

The city lights pricked through the dark of night, a night that threatened to swallow up the entirety of the city. Cars slid by on the street below the hotel, each carrying a passenger to his destination.

A demanding buzz cut through the silence, and a sigh gathered as Gabe turned from the window. The phone he’d thrown on the bed had been blowing up these last few days. Stupid thing. 

His sigh broke free as he pivoted back to the window. Probably Mr. Mathers inquiring about another client. Gabe should just pick up the phone and tell the man he was on leave. He was not working right now. He couldn’t.

Yet Mr. Mathers didn’t understand that some things came before work. That making a profit was not the most important thing in life.

Oh, there was so much more to life—and it’d taken this to make him realize it.

He’d been sitting in his new desk chair at the office, printers humming nearby, keyboards ticking from each cubicle. He’d just gotten off the phone with a would-be client, and the phone had rung again. He hadn’t even glanced at the number. 

“Gabriel? I—I have some very bad news.”

The Russian words had jolted him, had churned the coffee in his stomach. “What is it, Sergei?”

The head deacon of Mom and Dad’s church plant had paused for long moments. Then his words had traveled those thousands of miles and shattered Gabe’s world.

“Your parents were found dead early this morning.”

Somehow, he hadn’t lost his breakfast on the desk. Somehow, he’d mumbled something to Sergei, assured him he’d be on the next plane to Moscow.

Then he’d hung up, shaking uncontrollably as he’d choked back sobs that would grip him short minutes later.

It’d been two years since the week he’d visited Mom and Dad, and only this year, he’d gotten enough vacation from work to plan another trip.

Now they were dead. Dead.

The funeral this afternoon had sealed it. Sergei’s reddened eyes and hearty but mute embrace spoke more than words. Every churchgoer, grasping his hands, pressing kisses to his cheeks, offering tearful apologies, drove the reality home.

He’d never see Dad again. Never see Mom again. 

They were gone. 

He lowered his head, his fists clenching as the gaping hole tore at his chest. Tears burned the backs of his eyes—as if he hadn’t cried enough in the past three days.

“Jesus said unto her, I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live ...”

“Yes.” The word rasped over his raw throat. Yes, he had to believe that. Had to cling to that, even when everything else was so muddled. 

He dragged in a breath. They were gone ... but they were alive. Mom and Dad were in heaven with the Savior they’d served so faithfully. And he would see them again, just not on this earth. 

That was comfort. That was truth. But even those faithful promises didn’t stop the questions.

Why? Why would God take such good people? Hadn’t they given their lives to His service and risked so much for the Russian people for more than two decades?

And they’d died in a random burglary?

He turned from the window, swiping at his grainy eyes. “Help me, Lord. I don’t know ...”

He sank onto the bed. He didn’t know anything. How was he supposed to function when his parents lay in their graves—lay in this cold city they’d sacrificed so much for—with two bullet holes in their bodies?     

He groaned and buried his face in his hands.

The Bible said the Lord worked all things out for the good of those who loved Him. 

Even this? 

His throat seized, and his eyes went back to stinging. Dad had preached a sermon on the topic the last time Gabe had been in the city.

“There’s going to come a time when you and I look around us, and we’re not going to understand. But the Lord understands—and He will use every situation, good or bad, for our good. For His glory. And that is why we never despair, why we never fear, and why we always hold firm to our faithful Lord.”

Dad’s voice, deeper than his own and filled with so much compassion, so much love, so much faith.

Mom and Dad wouldn’t be doubting God’s Ways. Dad would be praying. Mom would be singing a hymn. And they’d tell him to do the same.

Yet they couldn’t tell him a thing.

He dragged his hands away from his face. The dull gray curtains framing the window stared back at him. Mom had sewn curtains for his eleventh birthday. She’d been so proud of them, but he’d been gutted to receive such a dull gift.

Why had he ever complained? She’d spent hours on those things, and he’d had the nerve to complain because they weren’t a meaningless toy. 

He squeezed his eyes shut. Reminders lurked everywhere. Just hours ago, as he’d wandered back to the hotel from the cemetery, the stranger walking down the sidewalk had worn a cap just like Dad’s. How many times had Dad tugged a cap on his head, winked at Mom, and said his farewells in a mock Irish accent? 

He flopped onto his back. If only he’d come sooner. If only he’d been here, not halfway across the world peacefully sleeping while they were murdered.

Bile rose in his throat, but something was jabbing into his back. He swallowed hard and reached under himself to grasp his phone and the complimentary newspaper the hotel provided.

Temptation urged him to toss the cursed electronic at the wall, but he pressed the phone to life.

The screen lit, and he sat up. Mr. Mather’s number. Three voicemails in the last two hours. 

Couldn’t the man leave him alone? 

He darkened the phone, set it aside, and numbly snapped the newspaper open.

Just like Dad had every morning.

He gulped and stared at the front page until his eyes cleared.

The Bolshoi Ballet in a production of Romeo and Juliet, the title explained. This must be the entertainment section of the newspaper or something. 

Moscow, along with all of Russia, loved their ballet. Mom and Dad had never had time for such things, but they’d always asked Sofia about it when she’d come over ...

He blinked again, down at the elegant blonde in the picture. 

It couldn’t be her.

The caption. Evgeny Yurlov (Romeo) and Sofia Rykova (Juliet) in the Bolshoi Theatre’s latest production. 

The weakest of smiles tugged at his mouth. Good for her. She’d turned into a true ballerina, just as he’d always said. 

His hand fisted the edge of the paper. Mom had loved Sofia, always wheedling her to eat a little more. Judging from the picture, Sophie hadn’t started eating any more in recent years. All the extra bread or muffins Mom sent home with her hadn’t helped.

He lowered the paper to his lap. They’d been healthy, both of them. They could’ve had many more years on this earth. All to be cut short by two bullets from a random killer.

Tears prickled again.

Not now. He couldn’t.

The church. 

The paper crinkled between his fingers. The little Baptist church in the heart of Moscow, now lacking a human shepherd. Sergei could preach, but he’d never led a church. And Gabe wasn’t about to presume he could do anything for the church, much less stand in Dad’s shoes.

Besides, in four days, he’d be on a plane back to Virginia Beach. He’d probably never return. The States were home now.

He wasn’t a preacher. He was a marketer, a businessman who had no place in the ministry.

“And he said unto them, Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature. He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned.” 

He twisted the newspaper into a cylinder. His few bites of lunch threatened a dramatic return. 

How many times had Dad quoted that verse? He’d loved explaining that being baptized is only in the first part of the verse, not in the second. Baptism doesn’t save, but is rather obedience that follows faith. The Russian Orthodox members had never liked Dad’s argument.

“Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature ...”  

He released the newspaper from its coil. Wasn’t that what he did in America? He’d shared the Gospel with his roommates in college, been involved in a campus ministry, and now, he tried to live faithfully and point others to the Lord in word and deed.

He didn’t have to stay in Russia to serve the Lord. He didn’t have to live in this dark, cold place where murderers lurked to kill innocent people.

A chill crawled along his spine, and he slammed his eyes shut before his imagination feasted on Mom’s and Dad’s final moments.

Moscow hadn’t always been dark and cold.

He eased out a breath. True, the best days of his life had been spent in this city, filled with happiness and friendship and service to the Lord. He’d rejoiced alongside Mom and Dad so many times as the church had grown one member at a time. As people had matured in their faith, freed of sin’s chains through the power of the Almighty Savior. 

No, Moscow hadn’t always been dark, and it wouldn’t always be.

But it was now.

And in this hour, he needed Someone greater than this darkness, than this drowning grief, than this roiling anger that would consume.

He slid off the side of the bed, and his knees smacked against the thinly carpeted floor. His breath came thick. “Jesus, I need You. I need You.”

Now, in this night, more than ever.
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THE BITTER FEBRUARY air chased Sofia into the Theatre the next morning, and a beaming Oksana greeted her within four meters of the door.

“Sofia! Where’s your brother?”

She snorted, clenching her chattering teeth together. Of course the boisterous welcome was about Dmitri. “He’s working or something.” He was always working. “Don’t get any ideas about him. I don’t want him breaking more hearts, much less yours.”

“Yeah, but he’s handsome.” Oksana, dressed in warm-up sweats, fell into step beside her. “Those eyes. And he’s tall and dark ...” She sighed and fluttered her hand in front of her face. 

“Please.” Sofia brushed into her dressing room and switched the lights on. The room was still a mess. Too bad it didn’t clean itself in the night. “Spare me the details. He’s my brother, you know.” 

“Even better. I have an advantage.” Oksana grinned, halting in the doorway.

Sofia set her bags down, shivering in the too-cool room. “Do you? I’m not setting you up. He’s too old for you.” Not to mention Oksana didn’t stand a chance against Sasha’s beauty.

“That doesn’t matter.” Oksana frowned. “How old is he?”

Sofia grinned as she sat and slipped her shoes off. “Like I said, too old for you.” Thirty-one was way too old for Oksana’s twenty.

“He can’t be over forty. I’ll accept that.”

Sofia cocked a brow as she pulled out last night’s pair of pointe shoes. They could probably make it through rehearsal. “Stop fawning over him. He has enough women falling over him.” 

“Is he coming to your next performance?” 

She shrugged as she bent the pointe shoes. Rather soft, but they’d work. She shoved the shoes into her bag. As for Dmitri ... well, his schedule was unpredictable. “I’m not sure.”

Oksana sighed. “Have mercy, Sofia. A girl’s got to have a little romance. Not everyone gets to dance with Evgeny Yurlov. And kiss him, too!”

Warmth touched her cheeks as she pulled on her ballet slippers and slid her warm-up boots over them. “I have to admit it’s not a difficult task.” 

Evgeny was one of the Bolshoi’s crowning danseurs: his technique flawless, his phrasing impeccable. Every ballerina, whether she conceded it or not, dreamed of dancing with him.

She gathered up her bags. “I’m thankful to have won the role.” She cleared her throat—too bad it didn’t make her blush recede—and stepped past Oksana. 

“I wish I could get a role like that someday.” Oksana heaved out another sigh and followed Sofia down the hall to the studio. Class was in thirty minutes, so she had some time to stretch and warm up after enduring this morning’s blustery wind.

“It will certainly take you a bit more time, Oksana.”

Sofia’s spine tightened at the too-familiar voice. The worst person to encounter this morning—or any morning.

Elena’s footsteps whispered behind her. “Only the finest of ballerinas should be rewarded with such a role.” 

More torment, first for years at school, and now because of contracts with the Bolshoi. 

“Too bad such is not the case.” Elena’s voice came low. 

Oksana paled, and her eyes widened. For once, her mouth stayed shut.

Sofia gripped the straps of her bag, her nails cutting into her palms. How much abuse did she have to suffer from this woman? 

She turned to aim a brittle smile at Elena. “Then I suppose none of us are worthy, since Antonov denied you the role.”

Elena’s mouth compressed into a thin line, but before she could say anything else, Sofia stepped into the studio. She lifted her chin and headed for the far side of the room. How many times had she sworn she wouldn’t react to Elena’s goads?

She dropped her bag to the ground and collapsed beside it. After eight years in the company with the woman and other snippy colleagues, she should be immune.

“Who’s riled you up this time, Sofia?”

In lieu of meeting Evgeny’s gaze, she extended her legs and wrapped her hands around her feet. “Nothing out of the ordinary.” She pressed her face to her knees.

“One try, and I can guess who it was.”

She lifted her head and narrowed her eyes at his tease. “You’re supposed to be warming up.”

He chuckled. “I will. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t angry with me.”

“It’s that obvious?” Stupid Elena.

“Maybe.” He bumped her foot with his. “I got some nice compliments from Davydov on last night’s performance, if that’s any cheer.”

It was always good to receive pleasant tidings from the director of the Bolshoi. “Specifically?”

He smirked. “Mostly my leaps, which isn’t a surprise. But he especially liked the balcony pas de deux.”

She nodded. Maybe she’d see Davydov today, and he’d offer a few direct compliments. The director’s satisfaction was a balm after Elena’s snide comments.

She pushed herself to her feet, and her ankle protested. Annoying thing. She’d have to go to physiotherapy between rehearsals.

Rehearsals in which she’d prove she was worthy of the roles she’d received, no matter what that petty jerk said.  

~~
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Gabe shoved his hands deep into his pockets as he strode down the familiar street, the lump in his throat more choking than ever. He’d walked this street hundreds of times to visit the Dorokhovs—but never without Mom and Dad nearby, whether beside him or back at home.

He dragged in a rough breath and tilted his head to the leaden sky. Home. 

Home was in Virginia Beach, where his spacious apartment lay quiet. 

Or was it here in Moscow, where he’d lived for so long—and where Mom and Dad had lost their lives?

Oh, Lord ... He rubbed at the gnawing ache in his chest. Maybe someday it wouldn’t hurt so badly.

He slid his hand back into his pocket. The neighborhood was more dilapidated than it’d been a few years ago, but maybe that was compared to American luxuries. His apartment in the US was at least twice the size of Mom and Dad’s, not to mention it boasted fresh coats of paint, brand-new appliances, and a spotless entryway.

Quite unlike every normal Russian apartment he’d stepped foot in.

No one was out on the street this early—half past six if his watch were correct—and he made quick time to the apartment complex.

He trotted up the front steps that led to the entry to Sergei’s apartment building and punched Sergei’s apartment number into the keypad by the door. It only took four attempts for the system to react, and then a shrill ringing swirled through the morning air.

He clasped his hands behind his back. How many times had he stood here, Dad discussing a new book or relaying a conversation he’d had on the Moscow Metro with a stranger? 

Now, all was quiet save for the whisper of a passing car.

Lord, I miss them so much.

“Good morning?”

A woman’s voice—hopefully Ana’s—drifted from the speaker. “Good morning. This is Gabe Kelly. I hope I’m not too early?”

“Gabe!” Ana’s reply came bright even through the ancient system. “No, of course not! Come right on up. I’ll get a cup of tea started for you right now.”

His throat tightened. “Thank you.” Mom had always had a cup of tea for anyone who stepped in the door.

The door’s lock clicked open, and within a few seconds, he was walking up the bare metal staircase. Cigarette smoke tickled his stuffy nose as he reached the landing. The door on the far right, according to his memory.

He moved to give the door a knock, but before his knuckles touched the wood, the door swung open.

Ana’s plump form filled the doorway, a smile on her round face. “Gabriel! Come in, come in! How are you, my dear boy?” She pulled him into a hug, and the scent of apples and cinnamon enveloped him as surely as her warm arms. Ana didn’t look like Mom at all, but her embrace made his eyes burn just the same.

“I’m all right. How are you?” He eased back after two kisses to his cheeks. 

She waved him toward a tiny table and two chairs. “I’m just fine. Sit down, sit down.” She swiped heavy volumes of Bible commentaries and a concordance off the table as he slipped his shoes off. Ten years in America hadn’t broken the Russian habit. “The water’s almost ready. And Sergei’s just now finishing his shower.”

Gabe padded over to the table and sank into one of the rickety chairs. “You’re too kind, Ana.”

“Nonsense. You’re cold. You’re shivering even with a coat on.” She threw him a fond glance as she poured hot water into a mug. “You’re not used to the Russian cold anymore.” She dunked a tea bag into the cup and set it in front of him.

Mint, given the sharp scent. “No, I guess I’m not.” Though he should be—then he would’ve been here for Mom and Dad. He fingered the tab on the tea bag and cleared his throat. “Virginia Beach is a bit warmer. And thank you for the tea.”

She smiled, but it faded as she took his hand in her hot, calloused one. “Are you really doing all right?”

He tugged the tea bag around the cup and squeezed her hand. How to answer that. How to explain these nightmarish days. “I’ll—I’ll be all right.” He’d have to be.

She nodded, and though her face didn’t clear, she didn’t push him further. “Please let us know if we can do anything for you, anything at all. You’re always welcome here.” She laughed lightly. “Ever since the boys moved out, we’ve been a little lonely.”

He swallowed hard, still swirling the tea bag. Sergei and Anastasia’s twin boys had both married and moved out within three months of each other—if he’d heard correctly during that haze of a visitation. “Thank you for that. I will.”

“Ana, who’s here?” Sergei’s booming voice preluded him, then he strode into the room, fastening the top button of his plaid shirt. His gaze landed on Gabe, and recognition softened his dark eyes. “Gabe. It’s good to see you.” 

Gabe scooted the chair back and stood to grasp Sergei’s strong hand. “It’s good to see you, too.” 

Sergei clapped an arm around Gabe’s shoulders, and that all-too-common stinging returned. Dad must’ve used a similar brand of soap ... or maybe it was just the weight of Sergei’s arm.

“I’m glad you took us up on our invitation. I’m sure Ana’s been telling you how dull it is here.” He flashed a quick smile at his wife.

Gabe cleared his throat of that stupid lump. “She did. It’s more peaceful without Pyotr and Viktor?” The twins had always been rambunctious, drawing Gabe into a number of escapades as a child. Both of the guys had been at the funeral yesterday, having traveled from their new homes in St. Petersburg, but their words were nothing more than blurs.

“Yes, but I find it a bit too peaceful.” Sergei crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m just surprised their wives haven’t thrown them back where they came from.”

Gabe forced a laugh.

“Here, sit down.” Anastasia motioned for them to sit, fluttering her hands. “I’ll make some breakfast. You look hungry.”

No use protesting. “Thanks, Ana.” He returned to the chair, and Sergei claimed the one across from him.

Sergei propped his elbows on the table as Ana pulled a bowl out of the cabinet. “How are you faring?”

Gabe turned his teacup, running his finger along the chipped edge. Best to avoid Sergei’s probing gaze. “I’ve been thoroughly questioned and examined by Ana. She finds me alive.”

She snorted from the stove. “Barely. Look how thin he is.”

Sergei raised an eyebrow but went along with the light conversation. “You are looking a bit thin. Hope you don’t try to go back to pulling your friends.”

Gabe chuckled. “I don’t stand a chance against them. Hardly ever did.” Armwrestling had been the sport of choice all those years ago, and at the funeral, he’d overheard one of his old friends had gone professional.

“You never know.” Sergei released a slow breath, and his eyes grew somber. “And now will you answer me truthfully?”

Ana stilled at the counter.

Gabe closed his eyes. He would’ve been all right if Ana and Sergei weren’t so kind, weren’t so insistent on loving him. If they didn’t remind him every other second of Mom and Dad. 

He could only shake his head.

Ana’s footsteps tapped behind him, then her hand rested on his shoulder. 

“We’ve been praying for you every single day, Gabe, and so is the rest of the church.” Sergei’s voice was low. “Praying for you to find comfort in the only One Who can give us comfort.”

He nodded. If only his throat wouldn’t constrict so tightly. 

Silence hung over the apartment, only the water’s gentle hissing on the stove and his ragged breathing breaking the quiet.

He pried his eyes open and took a slow sip of steaming tea. This was not the time to start crying again, or he’d never stop. 

The tea dribbled down his throat, scalding. He’d forgotten Ana and Sergei loved their tea nearly boiling. “So tell me ... how’s the church?”

Sergei pressed his lips together, but he leaned back and shook his head. “In all honesty, I’m not sure how to run it without your father.”

Of course not. Dad had been a natural leader, a preacher, teacher, businessman, repairman ... all necessities for a missionary who’d braved Russia. No one could be expected to follow in Dad’s footsteps. 

He went back to swirling the tea bag, and Ana appeared at his side with a spoon. He murmured his thanks and accepted it. “I don’t blame you. I don’t know how Dad did what he did for so long.”

Sergei gave a hoarse chuckle. “Neither do I, but he’d be telling us right now that it wasn’t him. The Lord used him and provided for him in so many ways, especially in Sara.”

Mom, who had served so well, had sacrificed so much for all of them. And now ...

The church. Only the church right now.

He turned the spoon. The Lord would have to provide, just as He always had. “What do the expenses look like?” Solid ground.

Sergei’s eyes shadowed, and he looked down at the scarred table. “Our lease payment is due in three weeks.”

Gabe frowned. “The lease?”

“Yes.”

When Sergei didn’t continue, Gabe shook his head. “Dad never mentioned money problems.” No, the church didn’t rake in cash, but thanks to generous members and Dad’s careful handling of the funds, the church had never gone wanting.

A muscle jumped in Sergei’s jaw. “You didn’t ... your parents didn’t tell you?”

He lowered the spoon to the table. “Tell me what?”

“There was an incident at the church last week. A burglary.”

The single sip of tea tossed in his stomach. “A ... burglary?” Like the one Mom and Dad had been victims of? Why hadn’t they told him? 

“Last Sunday night. The office was broken into. I was going to take the money to the bank the next morning.” Sergei winced. “And the last week’s and that morning’s offering were there, too.”

Gabe’s pulse raced. “So the money’s ... gone?”

“Yes.” Sergei rubbed a hand down his clean-shaven jaw, pain reflecting in his eyes. “The man was caught a few hours later, but he didn’t have the money on him.”

Two burglaries in one week, both connected to Mom and Dad. That couldn’t be random, could it? But what would someone want with Mom and Dad? 

“And just to add to that, a couple weeks ago, one of our most generous members passed on from what seemed to be a heart attack. He refused to be hospitalized.” Sergei shook his head. “I don’t think you knew him. He joined about a year ago.”

A year ago. “Ivan?”

Sergei frowned. “Yes. How did you know?”

“Dad mentioned him. Told me the man gave way too much money.” Dad would always say things like that, never one to take funds for granted. And to think a common burglary had caused two weeks’ of offering to vanish? Mom and Dad must’ve been devastated.

“Well, yes, he was one of our most generous members. A fine man. Your father was very close to him, was with him when he died.” Sergei tapped the table with his thick fingers and sighed. “But we’ll be all right. We’ll have enough money to meet the payment. And financial problems are hardly anything in comparison with the loss of ... of another good Christian.”

Gabe fished his teabag out and pressed the spoon to the bag. No need to think on Sergei’s words. Not now. 

A burglary. What the police had said on ... Tuesday, was it? What was today? Friday? 

He took a sip of the tea—scorching again—and slowly swallowed. If there were a burglary at the church, then at Mom and Dad’s apartment ... that was strange. Why hadn’t Dad told him about the incident at church? Yes, it’d happened after their weekly Sunday evening call, but ...

Had Dad known something was wrong? Had he tried to hide something? 

Gabe eased the cup back to the table. “What’s going on here?” His voice emerged raspy. 

Sergei’s shoulders slumped. “I wish I knew, Gabe. I wish I knew.”

Gabe dragged in a quaking breath. “There was a burglary on Sunday night. Then Mom and Dad were killed ... on Monday.” 

Both of them shot through the head, according to the police report. 

He pressed a fist to his mouth, his gut turning. Even the tendrils of fragrant mint were choking.

Ana’s hand settled over his shoulder again, warm and secure.

“Why.” The single syllable came strangled. 

“I don’t know.” Sergei pressed his thumb and forefinger to his eyes. “I can’t think of a single person who would want to harm Jonah or Sara.”

“What about the government, Sergei?” Anastasia’s question was soft.

“I doubt it.”

Gabe swallowed again. “If not the government ...” Who else would bother a small Baptist church?

“The police spoke freely, so I have no cause to question their word. They said there’s been a rash of crime around your parents’ apartment.”

Gabe rubbed a hand under his nose. He’d yet to return to the apartment. Maybe something was there ... if he could stand the memories. “What of the neighbors? Mrs. Kotova still lives next door, doesn’t she? Did she ... see anything?” 

Unlikely in the middle of the night. And she was nearly deaf without hearing aids.

Sergei shook his head. “No. The other two neighbors on the floor weren’t of any help, either. One was out of town, and the other would hardly talk to the police. Said he didn’t hear anything.”

Even with a silencer, a gun wasn’t quiet. “What about the people on the other levels?”

“No one reported anything. They must’ve thought it was just something on the street and didn’t want to get involved.”

He rubbed his aching forehead. “What about security footage?”

“The cameras in the apartment were bashed out by a man wearing a ski mask, and the police couldn’t find anything on the ones on the street.”

He closed his eyes. No. Someone must’ve heard something, seen something. Anything. Mom and Dad’s murderers couldn’t just walk free. It’d be worth a trip to the apartment just to talk to—  

“Don’t, Gabe.”

He glanced up.

Sergei’s gaze was stark. “Don’t go looking for trouble. If you get in the police’s business, they’ll only grow angry and think you’re just a stupid American trying to cause trouble. You can’t make them do any more than they already are. Let them do their job. It was a burglary. That was it.”

“And what of the church’s burglary? Isn’t that ... odd?”

“They arrested the man sometime Sunday night. He didn’t have the money, but he was in jail when ... when it all happened the next day.”

Gabe’s stomach twisted, and he dropped his head. 

Maybe Sergei was right. Maybe he had no right to go poking around, especially in this country that wasn’t home. He didn’t know better than the cops, and they were still investigating. 

“Please, do listen to him.” Ana’s hand slipped from his shoulder, and she crouched beside him. “You can’t change what’s happened. And thinking it’s more than a burglary is just jumping to unnecessary conclusions. You need to mourn.”

Her watery gaze searched his. Maybe it was all just a case of increasing crime, like Sergei had said. Coming up with a dramatic plot to explain Mom’s and Dad’s murders wouldn’t change anything—especially when it was all conjecture.

He gave a slow nod. “You’re right. And I’ve been doing plenty of that mourning.” Forcing a smile, he looked up at Sergei. “Which is why I’m going to tag around with you.” 

Sergei’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

Gabe pulled in a breath of the sweet air. “While I’m here, I’ll help you out with the church. In whatever way I can.”

Sergei’s expression cleared, and a smile touched his mouth. He stood, scraping the chair back. “Well, come with me. Let’s get to work.”

“Not without breakfast.” Ana’s scold was gentle. “Eat the muffins I’m making, then you two can go. All right?”

“Quickly.” He threw a glance at Gabe. “My Ana spoils us too much, doesn’t she?”

“Shush.” She gave him a teasing slap on the shoulder, but her eyes were soft. “You need a woman to keep you in line.” 

Mom had always taken such good care of Dad and him. Dad has been gone so often, visiting people, evangelizing, or working at the church, and Mom had taught Gabe, led women’s Bible studies, cooked, cleaned, and done thousands of other chores mothers did that no one realized. Thankless chores.

Why hadn’t he ever thanked her more for all she’d done, not just for him, but for Dad, for the whole church?

“How long are you staying?”

Gabe raised his tea to buy a second’s respite. “A few days.” 

Why did those words seem so wrong?

Sergei frowned. “You have a job back in America, correct?”

He heaved out a sigh. He still hadn’t called Mr. Mathers back. “Yeah.”

“You don’t have endless leave, I’m sure.”

“Right.” He was taking vacation time as it was. The company allowed three days for bereavement—most people’s families weren’t halfway across the world.

“So ...?” 

The questions in Sergei’s eyes were probably the same ones swirling through his own mind. “I ... I don’t know.”

What was this about? Whatever he could do for the church was negligible. But the thought of leaving Russia so soon, with so much undone ...

Mom and Dad’s work hadn’t been over. Well, perhaps their personal labors, since the Lord had taken them to heaven. But not what they’d begun.

Ana turned from the stove. “You’re thinking of staying?”

Staying? 

No. Impossible.

But what of the church? What of the people in this city who desperately needed a Savior? 

He’d planned on returning when he was older, when he had enough money to comfortably do so. When Mom and Dad were getting up in age and needed his help.

Burning gathered in his throat. So much for that. They had needed his help, and he hadn’t been here to give it.

Yet here he was—back in Moscow, not of his own choosing, with Virginia Beach and his empty apartment less appealing than ever. 

And work? Aimless, when compared to giving the Gospel to the lost and discipling those who had been found. 

Not that he couldn’t be a missionary at an office job. Or any job.

He slowly turned his teacup. Sergei and Ana were both regarding him, eyes patient. 

He shook his head. “I—I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. But ... I want to help. To find people who are lost and hopeless and give them the Word of God. Tell them of Jesus and His love. That’s what I want.” His grip tightened around the cup, some semblance of certainty drifting through him for the first time in days. “I just want to honor Him. That’s it.”

Was that in Moscow, or back in the States? 

He clenched his jaw. No matter where, Lord, I want to honor You. Even if that’s ... here. 

Here, where Mom and Dad had died faithfully serving the Lord.

Sergei’s mouth turned upward, but a trace of tears shone in his eyes. “Your parents raised you right, Gabe. You’re a fine man.”

He forced a chuckle. “No. Not like Mom and Dad.” Not even close. “But I believe in the power of my Lord Jesus.”

Sergei swallowed hard and blinked a couple times. “He will lead you to honor Him. He promises to guide you, to direct your paths.”

Did Sergei have to sound like Dad right now? “Thank you. I know He will, but ... I just wish His leading were a little bit clearer sometimes.”

“Everything will become clear in time. That’s why we’re commanded to wait upon Him.”

He nodded. But he didn’t have time to wait. His scarce vacation days would be over within a week and a half. 

Lord, what would you have me do?

“Have you visited anyone else, Gabe?” 

He exhaled slowly at Ana’s question. There’d be time later to ponder the future. “Not yet.” But after so many people had turned out for Mom and Dad’s funeral, he ought to visit as many as possible. Or at least write notes, if he could convince himself to pick up a pen and write that much. 

He rubbed at his throbbing temple. First, the sweet old ladies at church. And of course the Dorokhov twins and their respective families. Daniil. His other old friends.

Sofia.

He blinked. Yeah, they’d been good friends before college, but now? She was a star of the Bolshoi Ballet. She probably wouldn’t even remember him. 

But it’d still be nice to congratulate her. Maybe even see her dancing on that grand stage she’d always gushed about.

“Why are you smiling?”

He was smiling? He lifted his tea again. “Just thinking about everyone I need to visit.” 

“Don’t think you have to visit everyone.” Sergei accepted the cup of tea Ana offered. “No one is expecting you to be social after everything that’s happened.”

Yeah, but the kindness he’d received deserved thanks. He’d have to make a list and call countless numbers, then eat lunch with two dozen different people in the few days he had left in Russia. All the while nodding, smiling, acting as if all were well.

Acting as if his entire world hadn’t fractured in a thousand pieces.
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Chapter 3

[image: ]


MAYBE HE had lost his mind. 

Gabe crossed his arms. Russian swirled around him, mingling with the distant strains of the orchestra. What had possessed him to buy a ticket—not cheap, either—dress in a suit, and hire a cab to drive him to the Bolshoi Theatre?

Was it to numb the pain? Or was he simply curious about the renovated Theatre?

Or was he here to see Sofia’s dreams come to fruition?

Either way, he had to be crazy to spend so much cash on a ballet. Ballet didn’t make much sense, and of course it was something sappy—Romeo and Juliet.

As if he needed more death, even if it were only on a stage.

His chest squeezed, and he eyed his brown dress shoes. Wouldn’t it have been easier to just sit in the hotel room and stare at the wall? 

He dragged in a breath and pried his gaze up from the floor. The Theatre was spectacular—gold glittered from every inch of the wide arches on the multi-tiered balconies and many doorways. Shining chandeliers hung at even intervals along the balconies’ walls, and overhead draped a massive, crystal-encrusted chandelier in the midst of delicate artwork. Every other spare inch was covered in luxurious red velvet or brocade. 

Mom and Dad would’ve scoffed. Frugality had been deep within their bones, which was the only reason they’d gotten through years of living on a scarce income. 

And here he was, spending more money than he should to see an old friend. 

He’d been out running an errand for Mom that distant spring day—fetching a few groceries, maybe—and Sofia had been standing on the street corner. Her eyes had been wide, her hands wringing at her waist. Lost, or so he’d thought. 

And he, the confident fourteen-year-old, had walked right up to her and asked if she were indeed lost.

She’d surveyed him suspiciously. No, she was not lost, and she most certainly did not need help.

Not the answer he’d anticipated. But he’d wrangled up a smile, wrenched a tract out of his pocket, and handed it to her with an invitation to the Bible study Mom and Dad hosted every Thursday night.

Then, wounded pride and all, he’d hurried home, not expecting to see her again.

But she’d shown up at the Bible study three days later.

A smile flickered, and he smoothed the program against his leg. Little did he know such an awkward meeting would pave the way for friendship.

Friendship that’d come to an abrupt halt when he’d left for the States—and at the time, he’d counted it a good thing. She’d been an unbeliever, and near the end of his time in Russia ...

The lights slowly dimmed, quieting the audience. He and Sofia had both grown up. Now, there was nothing more than friendship—if she even remembered him.

He politely clapped for the conductor, and moments later, the orchestra began playing. He straightened in the padded chair. Now was the time to pay attention, not reminisce on past adolescent feelings. That ticket had been way too pricey to be distracted.

The curtains peeled away to reveal dancers who were presumably the Montagues. Or the Capulets? It’d been a while since reading Shakespeare’s drama in college.

The dancers’ form was admirable—right?—but their costumes left something to be desired. How could those men wear tights, fluffy shirts, and medieval-looking gowns? And makeup, too?

Maybe this was a major waste of money. He leaned his elbow against the armrest as the groups of dancers disappeared back into the wings. Another man came bounding out, and applause smattered through the audience. Gabe managed a few claps for presumably Romeo.

After more leaping, spinning, and medieval characters, Romeo finally exited the stage. The older lady in the seat beside him hummed with appreciation.

Gabe rolled the program into a cylinder. Yep, a waste of good money. What had he been thinking—

And out of the wings fluttered a lithe figure, draped in a simple white and gold dress. Her steps were outrageously light, her arms liquid as she leapt through the air as if she were weightless.

Her blonde head was the only indication that this was Sofia. And the tilt of her head. The sweet smile on her face, the happiness sparkling in her eyes.

A slow breath slipped through his lips. She’d been born to dance like this. 

Applause rose from the audience, and he joined them.

She wasn’t the girl he’d known. No, she was even prettier. Graceful in every movement. Still scrawny, but delicate.

Alive, well, and strong.

Thank You, Lord. Thank You ... for life.

He swallowed hard as she beamed out at the audience and launched into a series of spins, her skirts swirling. Too bad he remembered enough of Romeo and Juliet to know what was coming.

Watching this ballet was going to be harder than he’d thought.
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Sofia dragged in a gasp, heart still pounding, chest still aching as she aimed a wavering smile up at Evgeny. He leaned down and kissed both of her cheeks in the dim light of the wings. “Ah, my Sofia, you were gorgeous as usual. You broke my heart, princess.”

Her smile strengthened. “And my dear Romeo, how dashing you were.” On a whim, she slid her arms around his neck. “It was even better than last night.”

His hands squeezed her waist lightly, his heavy breaths warming her scalp. “We’ll see what Davydov and Antonov say tomorrow.” His voice lowered. “Not that it matters.”

She eased away from him. Compliments were lovely, especially from the director of the Bolshoi or the artistic director of the company, but in the end, she didn’t dance for either man. None of them did.

Elena brushed by, a frown marring her face. As if the woman should sour this night, this night when the line between reality and art, thought and ballet, had morphed into glorious freedom.

Sofia lifted her chin. And just for the woman’s sake, she leaned in to brush a kiss to Evgeny’s cheek. “Good night.”

He gave her a half-grin that made Romeo irresistible. “Good night, princess.”

A smirk tugged at her lips. Elena shouldn’t have that much power, but the woman got under her skin.

No more. Not tonight, at least. 

She rushed into her room, humming Juliet’s melody. As she tugged off her pointe shoes, her ankle twinged. 

As if the thing couldn’t just heal. She rubbed it a couple times, then rolled up her tights to her ankles and tugged on her warm-up leggings.

Within minutes, she was walking down the hall with Igor, her coat swinging open.

“You have shown them all your greatness.” He patted her back warmly. “You’re the Bolshoi’s new favorite, you know.

She let a smile claim her face—even if tears were just as close. Tonight was nothing more than a sheer dream, a dream come true, a dream she’d fought and wept and bled for. “Thank you, Igor.”

“I simply speak the truth.” He halted before the stage door, and with one last smile, he shoved it open. 

Cold swept over her heated cheeks, and she sucked in a breath. Evgeny was already present, loads of girls swarming him as he patiently signed programs.
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