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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Special Agent Jax Kenin pulled up across the street from Falcon Motors, a luxury car dealership just off the Sunset Strip in Hollywood. He kept the engine running in the old black Chevy Impala because he desperately needed the air-conditioning. It was a hot July night, still in the nineties at eight in the evening, and he was sweating through the chinos and button-down shirt he'd put on for the upcoming meeting.

      He straightened as two people left the dealership. From his surveillance and research over the past three weeks, he knew that the woman, Anna Schneider, was in sales support. The man, Jeffrey Vinton, was a mechanic. He wasn't interested in either of them.

      Who he was interested in was Yuri Pashin, a thirty-year-old Russian male who was responsible for delivering high-end vehicles to wealthy individuals throughout Southern California. He'd made contact with Yuri ten days ago at an acting class where he was posing undercover as an actor. He'd bonded with Yuri through their Russian backgrounds, telling Yuri that his parents had died when he was young, and that he missed speaking Russian with them. That part was true.

      He'd also told Yuri that he had a weakness for poker and that he needed to repay a large debt very quickly, or he could be in danger. That part was not true. But the lie had led to Yuri offering him a one-time job at the dealership. Yuri was supposed to deliver a car to Palm Springs, but it conflicted with an audition he had set up, so he needed a driver, and Jax was happy to step in.

      Tonight, he was supposed to meet Yuri and his boss, a man by the name of Eddie Bozic. If Bozic agreed to hire him, he'd show up at six a.m. tomorrow morning and drive the car down to the desert. Of course, neither Bozic nor Yuri would know that he'd be making a long stop at a nearby garage where his FBI task force would go over every inch of the car. If the vehicle was being used to smuggle drugs, guns, or anything else, they'd find it. This could be the break they needed to get inside a Russian-led spy operation in LA. They'd been catching glimpses of the operation for weeks, but it wasn't until they'd gotten a lead to the car dealership that they'd had something solid to sink their teeth into.

      He shifted in his seat, impatient to get on with the meeting. While he'd learned patience in the five years he'd spent working for the bureau, waiting was still his least favorite thing to do. But for now, he had to go at Yuri's pace. If he got too anxious, he could spook him.

      There was a small part of him that wished the gregarious and friendly Yuri, who had told him about his passion for music and his dream of making it as an actor, was not involved in anything more than selling cars. But that wasn't the case. Regardless of whether or not he liked the guy, he had a mission, and his job wasn't to save Yuri; it was to take down a criminal operation.

      As the clock ticked its way toward 8:25, he suddenly saw the side door fly open. Yuri came running outside, looking frantic and distraught, his suit jacket flying out behind him as a shot rang out. Yuri ducked and swerved, sprinting toward the sidewalk.

      Swearing under his breath, Jax threw the car into drive and took a fast U-turn, pulling up alongside Yuri. Yuri gave him a quick look and then jumped into the passenger seat as another shot hit the car's bumper.

      As Jax sped down the street, he saw a dark figure running toward an SUV parked in front of the dealership.

      "What's going on?" he asked, pressing down on the gas.

      "Bad shit," Yuri gasped. "Get out of here."

      He spun around the next corner on two wheels. "Who's chasing us? Was that your boss? Was that Bozic?”

      "No. Pullman," Yuri said shortly, his breath still coming hard. "He was talking to Bozic on the phone."

      "Who's Pullman?"

      Yuri didn't answer. He seemed to be far more winded than he should have been for such a short run.

      "Are you hit?" he asked, his gaze sweeping across Yuri's body for any sign of blood.

      Yuri's hand moved to his throat. "Can't…breathe."

      "Just try to slow your breath down," he advised.

      "The drink. Shouldn't have had the drink." There was panic in Yuri's eyes as he started clawing at his throat.

      "What drink? What's wrong?"

      Yuri started to gasp. "Pullman…poison."

      "I've got to get you to a hospital," he said, wondering how the hell he was going to do that. The SUV was right on his tail, and this road was heading up into the hills and away from medical care. He needed to change that, but the streets were narrow, and there was a steady stream of traffic coming down the other side of the road.

      The SUV hit his back bumper, and he pressed his foot down harder on the gas.

      "Did you tell Pullman about me?" he asked Yuri.

      "No." Yuri began to cough, then heave, having more difficulty breathing.

      Jax saw a big turn coming up and made a split-second decision that might kill them both, but Yuri's time was running out. He suddenly slammed on the brakes and yanked the wheel hard to the left, spinning around into the opposite lane. And then he was heading straight toward the SUV.

      The driver swerved to the right to avoid a collision. The curve took him over the hilly side of the road, and he plunged through a guardrail and down a hundred-yard drop.

      Jax had no time to see what had happened, racing back toward Sunset, to the nearest hospital. "Hang in there, Yuri. I'm getting you help."

      "I shouldn't have done it. Mother…sick. Needed money."

      "What did you do? Were you moving something in the cars? What was it? Drugs, guns…"

      "Secrets," Yuri gasped.

      "It's a spy operation? Who's in charge?"

      "The Wolf."

      "Who's the Wolf?"

      "Firebird."

      He shook his head in confusion. "What does that mean, Yuri?"

      "Where it started. Where they go," Yuri gasped. "Stay away from there. They'll kill you, like they killed me."

      Yuri fell forward, slumping over the seat belt.

      "Dammit," Jax yelled, slamming his hand on the wheel. As he saw the foam coming out of Yuri's mouth, he knew he was gone. And there wasn't anything he could do about it.

      He grabbed his phone and called his boss. "My asset is dead."

      "What the hell happened?" Flynn demanded.

      "I don't know. He ran out of the dealership and jumped into my car as someone took a shot at him. But he wasn't hit. He died from poison. He said something about a drink before he started gasping for air."

      "Where are you now?"

      "On my way to the hospital. I had to get rid of the shooter first. He was in a black SUV. I ran it off the road around Viewcrest Avenue. Don't know if the driver lived through the fall."

      "Did he see you?"

      "Probably."

      "Okay. Go to St. Edward's Hospital. I'll meet you there," Flynn said shortly. "I'll send someone to the crash site."

      "All right." He ended the call and glanced back at Yuri, wishing he'd been able to get more out of him before he died. All he really had was Wolf and Firebird. What the hell did those words mean?
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Jax parked in the underground lot for the Santa Monica offices of his FBI task force. The three-story building had no outside signage and the only company in the building was his specialized unit that worked on special projects outside of the more bureaucratic LA Field Office. The first floor was a fitness room, the second floor housed the office suite, and the third floor was where the techs worked their magic with surveillance devices and cyber research.

      He headed straight to the second floor, where he found several members of his team seated at the rectangular table in the conference room. Wyatt Tanner, a brown-haired man with a short beard sat next to a stunning blonde, Savannah Kane. Across from them was the dark-haired, dark-eyed Diego Rivera, and Caitlyn Carlson, an attractive brunette with speculative brown eyes. The head of the task force, Flynn MacKenzie, a tall blond with sharp blue eyes, stood at the end of the table in front of a wall of monitors, one of which featured the employees of Falcon Motors, including the now-deceased Yuri Pashin and his boss Eddie Bozic.

      As he entered the room, Flynn gave him an assessing look.

      "I'm fine," he said before anyone could ask the question. "And even more determined."

      "Good," Flynn said crisply. "We did some digging while you were at the hospital. Savannah, why don't you start?"

      "First of all, the man chasing you was Eli Pullman," Savannah replied. "He was dead at the scene of the crash."

      "Good." If Eli had seen his face, his cover could have been blown.

      "We've taken control of the investigation and we've read Damon in," she continued.

      He nodded. They were lucky not to have any territorial issues with the local field office, which was run by one of his former Quantico classmates, Damon Wolfe. Jax loved not having to deal with the red tape and scrutiny that Damon was constantly under.

      "Eli Pullman has a long history of criminal activities," Savannah continued, as she brought up the man's rap sheet and photo on another monitor. "He's been busted for everything from assault to drug possession to burglary. He got out of jail three weeks ago and has been staying at a motel off Hollywood Blvd. Diego and I already checked out his room. It was clean—no luggage, no personal items, nothing. Looked like he didn't plan to come back. We're still digging into what he's been doing since then and who he's been seeing."

      "As for Firebird," Wyatt said, drawing Jax's attention across the table. "We believe Yuri Pashin was talking about an exclusive club in the Hollywood Hills. It's owned by a wealthy Russian banker, Alexander Dimitrov. The club was built in the seventies by Alexander's uncle, Constantine Dimitrov, also in the banking business. It was originally called the Russia House and catered to wealthy Russian businessmen and celebrities. The club was closed down after a fire six years ago. It remained that way until six months ago when Constantine's nephew, Alexander, reopened the club under a new name—Firebird. Since then, it has become one of the hottest memberships in town. It's no longer a Russian club, but there are quite a few wealthy Russians who are members, including Eddie Bozic."

      Wyatt paused, as he pulled up photos of the club on the screen. "As you can see, from its opening in 1977 to its reopening this year, a lot has changed," Wyatt continued. "But while the building has been extensively remodeled, the décor is still an homage to the past. The five-star restaurant is open to the public, as is the rooftop deck with pool, spas, and cabanas. But the members have sole access to various other rooms at the club, including a library, poker room, and cigar lounge. There is also a banquet room used for special events. Membership fees start at fifty thousand dollars." Wyatt put up two more photos. "This is Alexander Dimitrov and his beautiful wife, Victoria. Alexander is fifty-two; Victoria is thirty-nine. She's a former model who currently makes a fortune as an influencer on social media. The club is drawing a lot of her friends."

      "I need to get into that club," Jax said.

      "And you have a good shot," Wyatt said. "They're looking for a bartender fluent in Russian."

      "That would be me," he said, pleased at the easy opening.

      "Is your cover intact?" Savannah asked.

      "I think so. All of my meetings with Yuri were at the actor's workshop. The only person who saw me at the dealership is dead."

      "Unless there was someone else inside who you didn't see," Flynn pointed out. "What about Eddie Bozic? You were supposed to meet him, not Pullman."

      "Yuri said Bozic was on the phone with Pullman."

      "Maybe go back to your usual blond hair just in case," Flynn suggested. "And shave the beard."

      He nodded. He was more than happy to ditch the dark-brown hair dye and the beard. "What about the Wolf? Any ideas on that clue?"

      "I looked up Russian names that might mean wolf," Caitlyn interjected. "Vuk, Boris, and Rudolph all mean wolf, but none of those names match anyone at the club."

      "All right," Flynn said. "Jax—hit up the club tomorrow and try to get a bartending job. Wyatt—stay on Dimitrov and dig into the staff and members at Firebird. Savannah and Diego, why don't you focus on the dealership? We need to know every customer who purchased and/or had a car delivered from Falcon Motors in the last few months. Caitlyn—see what else you can dig up on Pashin. We need to know who he's been talking to. Let's get to work."

      As the others left the room, Savannah moved around the table to take the seat next to him. She gave him an empathetic look. "Rough night for you."

      He shrugged. "I've had worse. What I can't figure out is why the poison? Why didn't Pullman put a bullet in Yuri's head when he was in the dealership? But he started with poison. He didn't shoot until Yuri ran."

      "It's a good question," she agreed. "Flynn thought about getting a crew in there, but he didn't want to tip anyone off."

      "That was wise. We show our hand, and the rats will scurry into the woodwork. We need them to think they got rid of their only threat in Yuri." He paused. "There's a chance my car might be on the security camera."

      Savannah smiled. "That was already fixed with a little help from Brandon. He was able to hack into the cameras at the dealership and erase your car."

      "Nice work." Brandon Tarek was one of their brilliant cyber techs.

      "We've got your back. But there's still the possibility someone saw you, Jax, or that Yuri told Pullman or Bozic more about you than you know."

      "Wouldn't matter. He met me under my cover name and background."

      "Well, we should still keep an eye on your alias and see if anyone goes digging."

      "Agreed."

      "Listen, Jax—"

      He saw the look in her eyes and knew what was coming. "I told you and everyone else I'm fine, Savannah."

      "You're always fine. You're always smiling. You're always chill," she drawled. "But you can let down your guard with us. We're a team. We're family. Haven't the last five years shown you that?"

      He nodded, seeing the serious note in Savannah's eyes. "Believe me, I trust the people here more than I trust anyone else in my life."

      "Is there anyone else in your life?" she asked curiously.

      "At the moment, the only person I'm thinking about is one dead Russian. I thought Yuri was a bit player, but he knew enough to get himself killed. And I have to find out what he was involved in before someone else dies."

      "Just make sure that someone isn't you."
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      "Your father will be angry that I asked you to do this, Maya," Phillip Ashton said, his old brown eyes filled with worry and fatigue.

      "This isn't about him; it's about you." Maya Ashton leaned across the small table to put her hand over her grandfather's. He'd lost more weight since he'd moved into the assisted living facility, appearing more fragile than she'd ever seen him. Although, it wasn't really his physical appearance that bothered her, but his increasing mental deficiencies. Since his last stroke, he'd become much more easily confused and distracted. "I'm going to get the truth for you. The journals have helped me understand Natasha better, but I still have a lot of questions about my grandmother."

      "Natasha was a complicated woman. I gave her the life I thought she wanted, but it wasn't enough. In the end, I had to let her go. I believed her freedom would make her happy, but only eight years later, she was dead, and everyone believed she killed herself with drugs. I could never come to terms with that. Over the years, I became convinced that something happened to her. I know that her second husband hired a private investigator, who came up with nothing, but I still have questions."

      She nodded, having already contacted that private investigator. As her grandfather had said, the man had come up with no clues to indicate her grandmother's death had been anything but a suicide.

      "When Natasha died, I should have conducted my own investigation, but I was married to Linda by then, and she would have been hurt by that action."

      "That's understandable."

      "Your father also did not want me to do anything. He just wanted to let it be. He was so angry after she died. They had a troubled mother-son relationship."

      She nodded in agreement. Her father had refused to speak of his mother, saying she'd abandoned him, and he never wanted to hear her name again. But his refusal had only made her more curious about her grandmother, and when her grandfather had suddenly handed her Natasha's journals a few weeks earlier, she'd become as consumed as he was with finding another explanation for her alleged suicide, which didn't really make sense.

      Natasha Petrova had been a glamorous Russian film star of the eighties. She'd overcome a childhood of loss and poverty to come to America, where she had truly achieved the American dream of superstardom. But along with her celebrity came scandal and ultimately a shocking death by suicide. It was a story that needed more details and a better ending. Once it had all that, it would make a fantastic movie, one she wanted to make. But first she had to get answers, and her grandmother had died thirty-six years ago. The trail was very old and very cold.

      "I talked to a different private investigator," she told her grandfather. "He pulled the police reports for me and looked through the other investigator's report, but he decided not to take the case. He didn't think he could come up with any new evidence. He believes the speculation surrounding Natasha's death was just tabloid fodder and not based on any fact. He could be right, Grandpa."

      "Natasha wouldn't have killed herself," Phillip Ashton said with a stubborn glint in his eyes. "I might not have known everything about her, but I am sure of that."

      "It could have been an accidental overdose."

      "I've always felt in my bones that someone else played a role in her death. Maybe they just fed her the drugs, played on her insecurities, or perhaps they did more. But as I near the end of my own life, Maya, I can't help feeling that I let Natasha down. Linda is dead now; I can't hurt her anymore. But I can still hurt you and your father, and I don't want that." He frowned. "Perhaps it was a mistake to give you the journals."

      "It wasn't a mistake, but I am curious—how did you get the journals? You and Natasha had been divorced for years before her death and during that time she wrote in the journals. How did they end up with you?"

      "Oh, I didn't tell you that?" he asked, a gleam entering his eyes. "It was the strangest thing. She put them in a safe-deposit box she had opened during our marriage. I had forgotten all about it. I never put anything in there myself. She had a few pieces of jewelry that she got early on in her career that she wanted to safeguard. Anyway, it was about ten years after her death that I went to close my account at that bank, and they told me the safe deposit box was still there. The journals were the only thing in the box. I took them, thinking one day Rex might want to read through them. Of course, he never did. When I had to move in here, I saw them again and I got nostalgic for the past. I read some of her words, and they almost made me cry. That's when I knew you were the one who would know what to do with them."

      "I want to tell her story, Grandpa. I want to get to the truth. I just don't know that I can."

      He smiled. "If there is a truth to find, I believe you will find it. And I think Natasha left those journals in a place that only I could get to, because she trusted me to honor her words."

      "I think so, too. I will definitely do my best."

      "I have no doubt. You're as headstrong and impulsive as Natasha was."

      She actually liked hearing the comparison, because there was certainly no one else in the family who she shared any traits with. She'd often felt like the odd man out: the flaky, imaginative, creative girl, who couldn't quite get it together in a family of overachievers.

      "Natasha didn't quit when she wanted something," her grandfather continued. "Neither do you."

      "My parents and my siblings think I quit everything."

      He gave a careless shrug. "You quit those jobs because you didn't care about them. But when you care about something, you go after it. You want to make movies, and this is your movie."

      "I know it is. So, tonight, I'm going to the Firebird Club."

      Confusion entered his eyes. "What is that place?"

      "It used to be called the Russia House."

      "Oh, that damn club. I hated that place. I only went once, but it felt like a den of evil to me. I told Natasha she should get out of there, but she just laughed and said I didn't understand Russians. Their darkness was just a cover for their great hearts." He paused, his gaze reflective. "I thought the place burned down years ago."

      "It did, but Constantine's nephew, Alexander Dimitrov, rebuilt it and reopened it six months ago."

      "I'm sure this Alexander Dimitrov isn't old enough to know much about Natasha."

      "He's about Dad's age," she said. "He would have been fourteen or fifteen when Natasha died. But the people I really want to talk to are Constantine Dimitrov and Wallace Jagger. I've been trying to get in touch with them, but I can't get past either one's housekeeper. I've done a little digging and they both spend time at the club, especially during chess tournaments, and there is one starting tonight and running all weekend."

      "Wallace was quite the chess fanatic," Phillip conceded, his voice growing cool at the mention of Natasha's second husband. "I can't believe Wallace and Constantine spend time together. I think Natasha slept with both of them. How are they friends?"

      "I don't know that they're friends, but I think the club is the best place for me to try to find them."

      His mouth wrinkled in disgust. "It annoys me that they're living it up at the club while I'm trapped in here like an old man."

      "You're getting better," she said, trying to infuse as much confidence into that statement as she could.

      He gave her a wry look. "You're a lot of things, Maya, but you're not a good liar."

      "Then don't make me be a liar. Do what the nurses tell you to do."

      "I will."

      "Good. And I'll report back on what I learn."

      "All right. Be careful, Maya. I couldn't stand it if you got hurt because of me."

      "Natasha's story is as much mine as it is yours, Grandpa. Her blood runs through my veins. I'm not doing this just for you; I'm doing it for her. Do you remember what she said in her very last entry?"

      He shook his head. "No, I didn't read that far."

      "She said she was in trouble, in danger, that she was more scared than she had ever been before. She was afraid to put the truth on paper, but she hoped one day she would be able to do that." Maya paused. "She never had the chance to tell that truth, but I do. Someone has to know what happened to her."

      "If they do know, they've kept silent a long time."

      "Maybe because everyone stopped asking questions." She got up to leave but before she did so, she leaned down to kiss her grandfather's cool cheek. "I'll let you know what I find out."

      "Before you go, there's something you should know about Wallace."

      "What's that?"

      "He always had an intense need to know that Natasha loved him. There are passages in the journal where she talks about her love for him. If you want his help, you should remind him of that."

      "I will. Anything else? What about Constantine?"

      Her grandfather's eyes darkened. "Theirs was an angry, volatile relationship I never understood. But she had a connection to Constantine, to the Russian roots they shared. They often spoke in Russian, and I couldn't tell half the time if they were mad at each other or falling in love. I think it bothered Constantine that she would not marry him. Perhaps you can use that in some way."

      "Good advice. I'll see you soon." As she walked out the door, she couldn't help thinking that Natasha had certainly had the ability to make men fall in love with her. And it was always a deep, intense, passionate, obsessive kind of love. Had that fierce love come with a murderous hate?
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        * * *

      

      The Firebird Club was busy on Friday evening at seven, with an hour wait list for the restaurant. The main bar was also standing-room only. Jax had been working the bar since three p.m., with a short dinner break at six. He was beginning to appreciate the fact that being a bartender was not as easy a job as he'd imagined.

      In the past three days, he'd mastered most drink orders, having learned a great deal about the fifteen brands of vodka that they carried as well as other specialty Russian drinks. He'd also gotten up to speed on a dozen blended concoctions, some with skinny versions, that were especially popular with the ladies.

      There was definitely a mix of people who frequented the venue, from the sixty-five-and-up group of Russian men and women who had been members of the original Russia House, to the forty and fifty-somethings, who were often the kids of that first group, or had been brought in with a new wave of business success and money. And then there were the younger guests, who were constantly taking photos of their drinks and themselves. He wasn't interested in them at all.

      No, his targets could mostly be found in the main bar or in the members-only rooms downstairs: the library and the cigar lounge. Eddie Bozic was a frequent visitor to both of those private rooms, but Jax had not been able to get close enough to him to get any information.

      However, with the help of his team, he had learned that ten members had bought and received vehicles from Falcon over the course of the last six months: Mark Bellweather, CEO of an AI software startup; Lisa Hamilton, CEO of an event company; Dustin Paul, an A-list actor; Ivan Yastremski, a Russian venture capitalist; Ryland Jagger, the CEO of Jagger Media and his father Wallace Jagger, a retired Hollywood agent; Lindsay Bragin, CEO of a tech group and her father Daniel Bragin; Edward Coleman, a retired former attorney general of California, and Louisa Dimitrova, wife of Constantine Dimitrov, the original owner of the Russia House.

      Jagger Media was of special interest to him, because Yuri had been repped by the agency. While that might not mean anything since Jagger Media represented hundreds of actors, it was a connection that Jax didn't want to overlook. There was certainly no denying the multiple links between the club and the dealership, but he needed to know how the cars were being used and for what purpose. Unfortunately, he was not getting too far, being stuck behind the bar. So far, the only scandalous conversations he'd been able to overhear had involved someone sleeping with someone else's husband or wife.

      He told himself to be patient. Cases often took months to put together, but he didn't want to wait months. He wanted answers now. Yuri had died in his car, and he felt somewhat responsible for that. At least, Yuri had given him the clue to the club. After seeing the clientele, he thought it was a good bet the operation was being run out of this venue. He just needed to get downstairs. Hopefully, the plan he'd put into motion earlier would get him reassigned.

      As he wiped down the bar, his gaze swept the room, and he bit back a smile as he saw one of his fellow agents make her way into the room. Caitlyn Carlson was dressed to kill in a black minidress and very high strappy heels, her reddish-brown hair falling loosely about her shoulders, her brown eyes sparkling. Caitlyn was as smart as she was beautiful, and he'd always liked her bold ideas and relentless energy. She was not one to sit back and wait, which didn't make her the greatest at undercover work, but if he needed someone to fire up a creative, outside-of-the-box idea, she was one of the first people he'd go to.

      She slid onto the stool in front of him. "I'd like a vodka martini, please."

      "A martini? How about a shot? You should drink vodka the Russian way."

      She shrugged. "Sure. Why not?"

      He poured her a shot of Stoli and then reached into the refrigerator for a pickled cucumber, which he placed on a small plate, and set it next to her shot glass.

      "What is that?" she asked doubtfully.

      "The perfect accompaniment. Trust me."

      She threw her shot down with a little shiver and then stabbed the cucumber with a small fork and took a bite. "Actually, that's not bad."

      "Told you. And you can't stop with just one shot. Always two."

      He poured her another glass. "How's your night going?"

      "Better now," she said with a laugh. "What about you?"

      "It's busy. There's a chess tournament going on in the library all weekend. First round is tonight."

      He kept his tone conversational as he kept an eye out for the staff. While he'd easily made friends with most of the bar employees, the club manager, Sylvia Graham still regarded him with suspicious eyes. Apparently, Ray Shalinksi, the bar manager, was supposed to run new hires through her first, but he had not done that with Jax, and Jax was now in the middle of a territorial war—a war he could have done without.

      "Will you be able to check the tournament out?" Caitlyn asked.

      "It's possible. The other bartender might have car trouble."

      "That would be unfortunate for him." She smiled and threw back her second shot. "I had a good day today. The weather was lovely. After I shopped on Rodeo Drive, I went to Malibu and walked on the beach. The houses along the bluff are amazing. You can see right into them. Some people probably should have closed their curtains. I took some pictures on my walk. They were surprisingly good. I sent them to you."

      Considering he'd asked Caitlyn to dig into the lives of Victoria and Alexander, he was more than interested in checking those photos out.

      "You said you needed a wedge," she continued, as she munched on her cucumber. "I think you might have one."

      And he knew just where to stick that wedge. While he'd been avoiding Sylvia's sharp eyes, he'd been trying to build a friendship with her twenty-three-year-old son, David Graham, who worked as a parking valet. David had access to the cars and was lazy, with a bad attitude. He didn't like working at the club. He didn't seem to care much for his mother, and he liked to gamble. All that made him a good target to turn into an asset. He just needed to find the best way to do that. Hopefully, whatever Caitlyn had discovered would help. "Thanks. I owe you one."

      "I'll put it on your tab. Anything new with you?"

      "Nope. A lot of nothing."

      "Are you sure? You seem to have a fan club at the other end of the bar."

      He grinned, as he took a quick glance at the three twenty-somethings eyeing him from the other end of the bar. Looking back at Caitlyn, he said, "They're influencers. They spend all their time taking photos of their food, their drinks, or themselves. And when they get bored, they flirt. They've been here every night this week."

      "Maybe they're looking for rich boyfriends."

      "I wouldn't doubt it. I thought I was going to have to bring out the defibrillator when they started smiling at one old guy last night. He looked like he'd won the lottery until his wife joined him and sent the girls packing."

      "You must see a lot from your vantage point."

      "I've seen a lot of bad dates, I'll say that."

      "I'll bet. I hate dating, all those awkward first conversations—ugh."

      "Agreed, but what's the alternative?"

      "Stay single forever," she returned.

      "I've considered that option," he said dryly. "I hate all the game play, which I know probably sounds ironic."

      "A bit, but I know what you mean."

      He straightened as he saw Sylvia coming in his direction. "Can I get you another drink?"

      Awareness flashed in Caitlyn's gaze. "No, thanks." She took a twenty out of her purse. "Keep the change."

      "Have a good night," he said, as she slid off the stool and walked away.

      Sylvia was no longer looking in his direction as she engaged in conversation with Ray. They were certainly opposites in appearance as well as temperament. Sylvia had black hair, pale skin, and a sophisticated, brittle look. Ray looked like a linebacker with a square face, broad shoulders, and a stocky build. While Ray was friendly, warm, and had an easy laugh, Sylvia was intense, serious, and always on her guard.

      Ray waved his hand around in the air as he spoke. Sylvia folded her arms across her chest as she listened. Finally, she gave a nod and walked away. Apparently, Ray had won that round.

      Jax stiffened as Ray made his way over to the bar.

      "Change of plans, Jax," Ray said. "I need you to work the chess tournament downstairs. Novak has car trouble, and he won't be here for another hour."

      "No problem," he said lightly, not wanting to give away how excited he was to get into the inner sanctum.

      "Just keep your mouth shut down there. The members prefer staffers to be seen and not heard. Sylvia is already on my ass about putting someone new in the room, but on tournament nights, we get a lot of older members who like to order in Russian, and I need someone who speaks the language."

      "I'm your guy."

      "I hope so. When Novak arrives, you can come back here." Ray called one of the waitresses over to the bar. "Shari, I need you to fill in for Jax for a few hours."

      "Great," Shari said, slapping her tray on the bar. "I love to make drinks."

      "And I live to make everyone happy," Ray said with a grin.

      "Where are you off to?" Shari asked, as he stepped around the bar.

      "I have to work the chess tournament. Novak has car trouble."

      "Better you than me. I had to serve in there a couple of weeks ago. It was boring as hell."

      He smiled. "I'm happy to go where I'm needed."

      Leaving the bar, he walked through the lobby, and jogged down the stairs to the first floor, where the library was located. As he hit the hallway, he was surprised to see a pretty brunette snapping photographs of the framed pictures on the wall. As she moved away from the photos, she pointed her camera at the hallway, keeping it running as she moved down the corridor, apparently not caring that cameras were prohibited at the club.

      The woman jumped as a waiter came around the corner. She dumped her camera into her bag, looking guilty as hell. The waiter ignored her, taking his tray of finger foods into the library.

      "You were lucky that wasn't one of the managers," he said, as he walked toward her. "Cameras aren't allowed inside the club. The members value their privacy."

      "I didn't realize," she replied, turning to face him.

      He was startled by the beautiful, shimmering green of her eyes, the long black lashes, the quirky spatter of freckles across her nose. But it was the expression in her gaze that really caught his attention. He was used to people masking their emotions, but everything she was feeling was revealed in her eyes—uncertainty, worry, determination. She was up to something; he just didn't know what. And that made him nervous.
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      "Do you work here?" the woman asked.

      "Yes. I'm a bartender—Jax Kenin."

      "Maya Ashton," she said, flashing him a wary smile.

      "Why were you taking pictures of the photographs on the wall?" he asked curiously.

      "You saw me?"

      "I did."

      "Oh. Well, my grandmother was in some of them. She was a famous movie star in the seventies and eighties. She was actually one of the original members of this place when it was the Russia House. She dated the owner, Constantine Dimitrov, for several years. Her name was Natasha Petrova. Have you heard of her?"

      "It sounds familiar. She died young, right?"

      "Yes, she passed away a day before her thirty-sixth birthday. I'm making a movie about her life and her death, which is why I'm here. I need to speak to Wallace Jagger. He's playing chess tonight. Do you know him?"

      He was surprised to hear that name come off her lips. "I know he's a member. Why do you need to speak to him?"

      "He was my grandmother's second husband. I've been trying to reach him for a while. Instead of waiting for him to call me back, I've decided to take a more proactive approach."

      "You're going to ambush him."

      "I wouldn't call it an ambush," Maya said defensively. "We're just going to have a conversation. And I can't imagine why he wouldn't want to talk to Natasha's granddaughter. I know he loved her at some point." She gave him a pleading smile. "Please don't kick me out. I'm not going to bother anyone."

      "Except Mr. Jagger. Do you really think he'll talk to you in the middle of a chess match?"

      She glanced at her watch. "I have thirty minutes before it starts. And I believe he'll want to speak to me when he realizes that I'm going to prove Natasha's death was not an accident."

      Alarm bells went off in his head. "Wait a second. You're trying to prove your grandmother was murdered?"

      "Possibly."

      "Are you sure he's not the one who killed her?"

      Maya's eyes widened. "No, Wallace wasn't the murderer. Nothing points to him. But I think he might have clues he doesn't realize he has."

      "It still sounds a little dangerous."

      "I'll be fine. Can I go in?"

      He was torn. He didn't want to say no, but he also didn't need Wallace Jagger getting upset. That would prohibit him from striking up a conversation with the older man later in the evening.

      Before he could say anything, Sylvia Graham came around the corner, giving them both a sharp look.

      "The ladies' room is upstairs," he told Maya quickly. "Turn left at the top of the stairs. This area is for members only."

      She started but then went along with him. "Okay, thanks. I got turned around."

      As Maya moved down the hall toward the stairs, he gave Sylvia a brief smile. "Hello, Ms. Graham. How are you tonight?"

      "Fine. Who was that?" she asked sharply.

      He shrugged. "I don't know. She was looking for the ladies' room."

      Her gaze raked his face. "You always seem to be wandering around. Why is that?"

      "I don't know what you mean. Ray asked me to work the chess tournament. I was on my way when that woman asked me where the restroom was."

      Sylvia stared back at him. "Ray told me you're from Shlisselburg."

      "My parents were from there. I was born in Virginia, but I grew up speaking Russian." He paused. "Have I offended you in some way?"

      She appeared taken aback by his direct question. "Why would you ask me that?"

      "I feel like we've gotten off on the wrong foot, and I'd like to change that. I like this job, and I intend to do it well, so if there's anything I need to improve on, please let me know." It was a risk to be blunt, but sometimes being bold was the right play. If he didn't look like he had anything to hide, maybe she'd believe that.

      Sylvia gave him a thoughtful look, then said, "I'll let you know, but if you want to keep your job, you should go do it."

      "I'm on it." He opened the door to the library and stepped inside. As his gaze swept the large room, he was impressed by the rich, luxurious décor. There were floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, filled with Russian and English books. Dark-green love seats were scattered around the room, with small tables and cozy lights highlighting each conversation area, some of which were tucked into private alcoves.

      In addition to the conversation sets, there were twelve square tables in the middle of the room, each adorned with low table lights and a unique chess set. He moved forward, pausing by the nearest table. As his gaze swept the beautifully carved chess set, he was suddenly assailed by uncomfortable memories.

      His heart began to race. He never let those memories into his head. They were too painful. But he couldn't seem to stop the images from flooding his mind.

      The chess set had sat on a table by the living room window. Every weekend, there had been different men at that table, trying to beat the master. But they always lost. Later, when they'd gone, he'd beg for a chance to show off his skills. An indulgent smile would follow. An invitation to join. Lessons that would stay with him long after the game had ended.

      He sucked in a quick breath. God! He could smell the cigar. And it wasn't from the cigar lounge next door; it was in his head. The scent of Old Spice cologne mixed with cigar smoke. And then there was sweet perfume, a lilting voice calling him to come, love in the Russian words flowing from her lips.

      "Jax?"

      He started at the sound of another female voice, this one belonging to Genie Kalnikova, one of the waitresses working the room. "Sorry, did you say something?"

      She gave him an odd look. "You were lost in thought."

      "I was thinking about something else. It's crowded in here."

      "It always is during tournaments. You're taking over for Novak?"

      "Yes."

      "Alan just left, so…"

      "Right." He headed toward the bar. He needed to focus on work, and not on the past.

      For the next several minutes, he filled drink orders, trying to dodge the memories dancing around in his head. Maybe getting this assignment was a bad idea. Having to speak Russian, deal with Russians, had never bothered him before, but the chess…that was bringing up a tidal wave of old emotions, feelings he could not afford. As he hit a temporary lull in drink orders, he glanced toward the door. That's when he saw Maya slip in. She was now angling her way toward a man sitting alone at a chess table. He had silver hair, olive skin, and handsome features that had probably served him well fifty years earlier.

      Now he knew who Wallace Jagger was. He just didn't know what was going to happen next, but he didn't think it was going to be good.

      Should he kick Maya out? It would probably be the best move he could make. He could impress Sylvia and avoid potential drama. On the other hand, he doubted Maya would go quietly, and he might create more drama than he was trying to avoid.

      In that split second of hesitation, Genie reappeared with a long list of drink orders, and the decision was made. He would have to let Maya's ambush play out. He had to admit he was a little curious as to how it would go.
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        * * *

      

      Maya could see the very attractive bartender eyeing her from across the room, but he didn't seem inclined to kick her out. He was certainly a handsome man with thick blond hair and blue eyes, the color of the deepest part of the ocean.

      She smiled to herself at that fanciful thought. She'd been doing a lot of writing lately, thinking about how to describe the characters in the movie she was writing about her grandmother. But that movie wouldn't get made if she didn't focus now. She dragged her gaze away from Jax and turned her attention to Wallace Jagger.

      Wallace's gaze was fixed on the chess set in front of him, as if he were mentally planning out every move. For a brief second, she could see the man her grandmother had described in her journal. Wallace has an intense focus. When he turns his eyes on me, I feel like he can see into my soul, hear my unspoken secrets. I feel so attractive in the depth of his gaze. But I also feel vulnerable. I could love this man, and I think he could love me back, but there is so much he doesn't know about me. His feelings would change if he ever found out.

      She had told Jax she didn't believe Wallace had hurt Natasha. What if she was wrong?

      Deep down, she didn't think Wallace had anything to do with Natasha's death, because there were other paragraphs in Natasha's journal that had spoken of their great love. And Wallace was the only one who had hired a private investigator.

      Her grandfather had told her to remind Wallace of his great love for Natasha, that that was the only way she would be able to get his help, so that's what she would do.

      Seeing several speculative gazes turning in her direction, Maya moved across the room, pulling out the chair across from Wallace and sitting down.

      He gave her a startled look. "Who are you?"

      "I'm Natasha Petrova's granddaughter, Maya Ashton. I need a few minutes of your time, Mr. Jagger."

      His face paled, and his brown eyes darkened with what appeared to be pain. "You're the girl who has been calling my house."

      "Yes. I'm making a movie about Natasha's life, and I need your help."

      "I'm not interested in talking about her."

      "I realize that discussing her might be painful, but I want to tell her story, and you were a big part of her life. I only know bits and pieces from her journal. I'm hoping you can fill in some of the blanks."

      His gaze widened. "Her journals? What journals?"

      "She kept diaries throughout her life, starting as a teenager. She wrote during her marriage to my grandfather, to you, and up until her death. You didn't know that?"

      He stared back at her. "I remember her writing sometimes, but I didn't pay much attention. You have these journals?"

      "I do."

      "What did she say about me?"

      Maya chose her words carefully. "She said she fell in love with you at first sight, that you had a really intense gaze that made her feel both cherished and nervous."

      As Wallace gazed back at her, she could see what her grandmother had meant. There was a mix of emotions in his eyes and one of those emotions was anger. A shiver ran down her spine. Wallace was seventy-six years old, but he didn't seem feeble or weak, but rather dark and a bit dangerous.

      He'd been a shark in his younger years, ruthless and bold. He'd built first a talent agency and then a media company that had not only created superstars but had on occasion destroyed people.

      "Natasha made me nervous, too," he said, surprising her with his words. "She was so beautiful—exotic, mysterious, passionate—but she had her secrets, and I could never get to them."

      "What kind of secrets?"

      "I don't know. I just knew she held a part of herself back. But she did that with everyone." He cleared his throat. "What do you want to know?"

      "I'd love to know about your marriage, how you met, why your relationship ended."

      "That's not really why you're here," he said harshly. "You want to know who killed Natasha."

      She flinched inwardly at his sharp words but didn't look away. "Yes, I want to know that. You hired a private investigator after she died. His report was inconclusive."

      "Yes, it was, but that didn't change my mind. However, I have no idea who killed her, so if you think I can give you that answer, I can't. Maybe your grandfather knows, or your father. I assume you're Rex's daughter."

      "Yes."

      "What do they have to say?"

      "My father was a teenager when Natasha died. My grandfather has had his suspicions for years, but he could never get to the truth. He's hoping I can do that."

      "What makes you think you can?"

      "Because I'm willing to talk to everyone, and my grandfather was not. He didn't want to speak to you or to Constantine or to anyone who he thought Natasha loved more than him. And I'm guessing you felt the same way. Am I wrong?" she challenged. "Did you try to work with anyone else in Natasha's life to get to the truth?"

      "I didn't know who I could trust. Neither do you."

      "That's the point. I don't have to trust anyone. I can be an objective investigator."

      "You don't think the police were objective?"

      "Were they?" she countered. "I read the reports. It felt like they didn't ask a lot of questions."

      Wallace's gaze shifted as a man came over to the table. He appeared to be in his late forties, with dark hair, dark eyes and a suspicious glint in his eyes.

      "Your opponents are getting prettier," the man said, but there wasn't as much charm in his cool smile as there was in his words.

      "She's not an opponent, just…an old friend," Wallace said.

      "She doesn't look that old. And I'm surprised I haven't met an old friend of my father's," he said pointedly.

      "You must be Ryland," she said.

      "Yes, this is my son," Wallace put in. "Ryland Jagger."

      "It's nice to meet you. I'm Maya Ashton."

      "How do you know my father?"

      "It's not important," Wallace interrupted. "Why don't you get me a drink, Ryland? We're just about done here."

      Ryland hesitated, then said, "Sure, Dad. The usual?"

      "Of course."

      As Ryland moved away, Wallace said, "You need to leave, Miss Ashton."

      "I will go, but I want to give you something." She pulled an envelope out of her purse and pushed it across the table. "My grandmother wrote about you, and I think when you read these pages, you'll understand why I need your help to find out what happened to her. Her story deserves a better ending, don't you think?"

      Pain filled his gaze. "Whether you know the truth or not, Natasha's ending won't change. She'll still be dead."

      "But maybe whoever killed her will finally be charged."

      He shook his head. "It's possible it was just a drug overdose. As much as I wanted to believe otherwise, there's never been more than speculation to suggest another reason. Hollywood loves a good rumor. Most of them aren't true. You should drop this now. It won't do you any good. There's no winning path here. If Natasha OD'd, it's just a sad story. If she was murdered, anyone who tries to unveil her killer could be in danger. Are you willing to take that risk?"

      Goose bumps ran down her arms at his alarming words. "I'll be careful."

      He gave her an odd smile. "Natasha used to say that very same thing to me. She was impulsive and impetuous, and she always wanted more than she had. I told her many times that she was playing with fire. She always responded in exactly the same way, 'I'll be careful'. And then she was dead."

      She swallowed a growing knot in her throat. Maybe she was going down a dangerous road. But she wasn't just doing it for herself; she was also doing it for her grandfather and for Natasha.

      "You better go," Wallace said.

      She followed his gaze, seeing the woman she'd run into in the hallway earlier talking to Ryland. They were both now looking at her. She quickly got to her feet, but she couldn't escape before the woman came over to the table.

      "Excuse me, Wallace," the woman said, giving her a daggered look, before turning to Wallace. "Is this woman your guest? You do know that you have to sign her in."

      "She's not staying," Wallace replied. "She had a question for me that needed to be answered. She wasn't aware that only members are allowed down here, Sylvia. My apologies."

      "I'm sorry," Maya cut in. "I didn't realize the area was off-limits. Thank you, Mr. Jagger," she said, glancing back at him. "I hope you'll think about what I said."

      "I doubt I'll think about anything else."

      As she walked away, her gaze locked with the blond bartender once more. Jax wasn't smiling. In fact, the look on his face seemed far too serious, but she didn't have time to ponder that as the dark-haired woman was dogging her steps. While Ryland had remained behind with his father, the woman was right on her heels as she entered the hallway.

      "One minute," the woman said. "What's your name?"

      She turned around. "Maya Ashton. And you are…?"

      "Sylvia Graham. I'm the club manager. Jax told me you were looking for the bathroom before. Was he lying, or were you?"

      She wasn't quite sure how to answer that. Jax had tried to save her and she didn't want to throw him under the bus. "I was looking for the restroom. I drank a lot of coffee before I came here. I didn't realize that the room where Mr. Jagger plays chess was only for members. He didn't mention that."

      Sylvia didn't look convinced. "Well, don't make that mistake again."

      "I won't. Can I ask you a question?" Since she had this woman's attention, she might as well try to use it to her advantage. If she was the manager here, she could be helpful.

      "Of course," Sylvia said, looking taken aback.

      "My
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