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          KATE

        

      

    

    
      The full impact of the last twelve hours only hits me when Alex Volkov’s private plane comes in for landing over St. Petersburg, Russia. I sit up in the double bed where I’ve been sleeping and look out the round window that’s next to the bed. The sky is a magnificent thin, winter blue. Far below, a city is mapped out on the ground. Judging from the increased pressure in my ears, we’re dropping in altitude.

      I check my watch. It’s seven in the morning in New York City. That makes it two o’clock in the afternoon in St. Petersburg.

      The side next to me is undisturbed, the sheets unruffled and the pillow undented. There’s no sign of Alex. When he ordered me to bed, he was in the middle of a hushed, intense discussion with the guards who boarded the plane with us. The usual guys, Igor, Leonid, Dimitri, and Yuri, were there, as well as a few new faces. Has he been working all night?

      A knock falls on the door, startling me from my thoughts.

      “Kate?” a gruff voice calls from the other side. “We’re landing shortly.”

      Igor.

      I have a good mind to tell him to go to hell, but it’s not his fault I’m locked in here. Taking my anger out on the guard won’t help.

      He knocks again. “Did you hear me? You have to take a seat and buckle up.”

      I rub my eyes in an effort to clear the lingering grogginess. “Give me a few minutes to get dressed.”

      “You have ten.”

      I suspect Alex slipped something into the juice he insisted I drink with my dinner. My sleep was almost comatose. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve been too apprehensive to drift off after the events of last night.

      Last night.

      A shiver creeps over me at the memory.

      After someone delivered my hospital access card to Alex’s house, he had our bags packed in a hurry. Despite my protests, he bundled me into his plane and took me away from my home, my job, my mom, and my friends. For several months maybe. He delivered the blow with reserved regret but unstoppable determination, telling me in no uncertain terms that I no longer have a choice.

      It’s nothing short of a kidnapping.

      Yet that’s not the most troubling thought at the forefront of my mind. It’s the knowledge that someone wants Alex dead. After the failed assassination attempt in New York, his life is still at risk. I thought—I hoped—that whoever shot Igor gave up when they didn’t succeed, but the card delivery indicates otherwise. Whoever is after Alex is going to try again and is willing to do whatever it takes, including using me to get to Alex.

      Not only am I a liability to him now, but my life might also be in danger—and Alex refuses to go to the police. He thinks they can’t help, and maybe he’s right. Other than my card going missing for a few hours, we don’t have any evidence of foul play. Also, there’s the possibility of corruption. I didn’t consider that before, but it’s not uncommon, especially where the Russian mafia is concerned. Alex’s business dealings aren’t exactly clean.

      What a freaking mess.

      Throwing the covers aside, I swing my legs over the edge of the bed. Without the warmth of the soft blanket, goosebumps run over my arms. I’m naked. I vaguely remember Alex undressing me and asking if I wanted a sip of water. After that, everything is a blank.

      I look around for clothes and spot an overnight bag at the bottom of a closet alcove. I’ve never seen a plane like this. The cabin even has a vanity and en-suite bathroom.

      After finishing my shift at the ER last night, I didn’t have time to shower. Everything happened in a whirlwind of action. So now I have a quick shower and dress in the clothes Marusya, Alex’s housekeeper, packed for me. They’re not my own clothes—which would’ve meant my standard casual wear of comfortable jeans, a sweater, and Uggs—but the new ones Alex bought for me. The off-white slacks and matching cashmere sweater are more formal than my usual style, as are the similarly colored high-heeled boots.

      I’m brushing out my hair when the door opens. Alex stands in the frame, still dressed in the black pants and shirt from yesterday. Stubble darkens his jaw, and his hair is messy, the short strands standing in every direction as if he’s dragged his fingers through them several times. Despite those signs hinting at a sleepless night, his gaze is alert, as is his stance. His tall, powerful frame crowds the space, trapping me like a rabbit in a cage.

      Bravely, I maintain our eye contact. I’m not angry at him for trying to keep us safe. What upsets me is how he’s going about it. He took away all of my choices and dragged me onto this plane. His single-minded resolve is nothing if not scary. Only I’m not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing he intimidates me. I normally pride myself on being a self-assured woman, but Alex is in a different league from anyone I’ve known. Just how different, I’m still discovering.

      The cold blue of his eyes matches the color outside the cabin window, yet appreciation warms those frosty blues as he takes me in from top to bottom. “Sleep well?”

      My wounded pride makes me immune to the unspoken compliment. I can’t help getting in a jab. “Why bother to ask when you already know the answer? What did you give me?”

      A smile drifts onto his face, as if he finds my sarcasm amusing, but the strain doesn’t leave his features. “Just something to help you relax. You worked a long shift and needed your rest.”

      I put the brush away. “How considerate. I suppose I need my strength for whatever lies ahead.”

      He doesn’t acknowledge the not-so-subtle hint. Offering me his hand, he says, “Come. We’re about to land.”

      Ignoring his proffered hand, I squeeze past him into the main cabin. The plane dips, making me lose my balance. When Alex grips my elbow to steady me, I yank my arm away and use the backs of the seats as support.

      “Katerina,” he says behind me, his voice carrying a hint of a warning. “I don’t want you to fall and injure yourself.”

      “I can walk, thank you very much,” I say without looking at him.

      The guards sit up front, leaving empty a set of plush leather couches with a foldable table between them. I plop down next to the window, trying not to look at Alex as he folds away the tray table.

      Reaching over me, he grabs the seatbelt and secures the clip.

      “I could’ve done that,” I say, finally meeting his gaze.

      “Yes.” He settles next to me, fastening his own seatbelt. “But I like to take care of you.”

      I grip the armrests of my seat, digging my nails into the leather to prevent myself from doing something disgustingly violent, like slapping him. “Does said care involve kidnapping and drugging? Because that’s what this is.”

      His smile stretches, the gesture patient even as displeasure sparks in his eyes. “In time, you’ll come to understand that I’m acting in your best interest.”

      “My best interest?” I whisper-cry, keeping my voice down so the guards won’t hear. They know Alex is kidnapping me and they won’t lift a finger to help. They don’t need to witness my humiliating, helpless anger. “You’re doing this against my will. Explain to me how forcing me to leave my job and home is in my best interest. Forcing me to abandon my mom.” My voice cracks. “She’s sick. You know she has no one but me.”

      “Your mother is in good hands.” He cups my hand where I’m clenching the armrest, his big palm warm and dry on my chilled skin. “I don’t expect you to fully understand my world. Nor do I want you to. It’s much too ugly for someone as pure and beautiful as you.” His eyes tighten, that spark of displeasure bleeding into something darker. “Just know that disobedience isn’t an option, not where your safety is concerned. You can throw your little rebellion if it makes you feel better, but it’s not going to change anything. Is that clear?”

      I glare at him as painful emotions churn in my chest. He’s just told me in not so many words that I no longer have a say in my life, that he’s taking away my freedom and right to make decisions. How does he expect me to react? With gratitude? I’m angry and hurt. Most of all, I feel betrayed.

      Tears prick at the backs of my eyes. Before he can see that weakness, I turn my face away.

      Only he doesn’t allow me the reprieve of the limited privacy. Even though he doesn’t force me to look at him, the words he whispers over the shell of my ear won’t let me off the hook. “I asked you a question, Katerina.”

      Taking a breath, I find a semblance of calm and force my voice not to quiver with the tears I’m desperately trying to hold back. “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?” he asks, brushing his lips over my temple.

      I lean away from the touch. “You’ve made yourself crystal clear.”

      This time, he lets me escape. Not that I have anywhere to run or hide. There’s no place to lick my wounds where the many eyes on the plane won’t see. All I can do is pull into myself.

      Unseeingly, I look out the window. This is not the future I envisioned when I told him I was falling in love with him. I’ve read articles about women who were seduced and lured to foreign lands with love, pretty promises, and luxuries, only to find themselves prisoners of the very men who were supposed to save them. The ones lucky enough to escape got to tell their stories.

      You’re such an idiot, Kate. You should’ve known.

      Yes, I should’ve. I should’ve learned from those women’s press interviews and recognized the signs. I knew from the start that Alex might be dangerous, but I never thought this would be my fate, not for one minute.

      I have no one but myself to blame for the mess I’m in. Will I be one of the fortunate few who gets to tell her story? Or will I disappear like thousands of others, slipping through the cracks of a Russian city?

      Alex’s voice penetrates the fog of my tumultuous thoughts. “Hungry?”

      “No, thanks.”

      It’s not as if I’ll be able to eat. Not that it matters. He’ll probably threaten to hand-feed me if I don’t eat everything on my plate, just like he did last night.

      “It’s past lunchtime in Russia, and you haven’t had breakfast,” he says. “I’ll make sure a meal is waiting when we arrive.”

      I don’t reply. What’s the point? He’s made it clear my opinion doesn’t matter.

      After a while, he releases my hand to check something on his phone, and I breathe easier. The anger and worry don’t diminish, but I don’t have a vent for those emotions. I have no choice but to bottle them up inside.

      The buildings grow in size until gray, drab blocks dominate the view through my window. A control tower and runway become visible. Alex braces me with an arm around my shoulders even though the landing is smooth. The minute the plane touches down, he’s on his feet, barking out orders in Russian.

      The men don their jackets and weapons. Alex leans an arm on the overhead baggage compartment above the window, scanning our surroundings with singular attention as the plane taxies to a hangar on the outskirts of the airport.

      Leonid, who’s examining a computer screen, says, “No interference detected.”

      Alex doesn’t take his eyes off the window. “Keep the satellite surveillance active.”

      A convoy of black cars with tinted windows is parked on the tarmac. Men in dark suits with automatic rifles are stationed around the area in a circle. The blatant display of firepower makes my mouth go dry.

      It looks like a war zone or a drug deal about to go down.

      When the plane comes to a standstill, Igor appears with an off-white coat that he hands to Alex. Alex says something to him in Russian as he accepts the coat, at which Igor hurries to open the door.

      “What did you say to him?” I ask, anxious to know what’s going on.

      Alex holds the coat open in silent instruction for me. “I told him to make sure it’s safe before we go outside.”

      Stomach knotting with worry, I look at the armed men through the window as he helps me into the coat. “Why wouldn’t it be safe? Who are those men?”

      “Don’t worry,” he says, turning me to face him. “They work for me.” He adjusts the lapels of the coat before buttoning it up. “Checking things out is just a precaution. I prefer to take nothing for granted.”

      “What does that mean?” I try to read his expression, but he’s good at keeping a poker face. “That they’ll betray you?”

      He takes a scarf from the overhead compartment and winds it around my neck. “Unlikely, but a man like me shouldn’t take chances. Now stop concerning yourself with these matters. I have everything under control.”

      Igor sticks his head around the door. “All clear. We’re good to move.”

      “Come,” Alex says, making his way to the front.

      “Alex,” I call after him.

      He stops to look at me.

      “You need to lay all the cards on the table. This is my life too.”

      There’s no amusement or patience in his smile any longer. “I already told you that I’ll protect you. You’ll have to learn to trust me.”

      Yeah, sure. Treating me like a prisoner has destroyed our trust, and keeping me in the dark won’t help repair what he’s damaged. I want to say as much, but he’s already taking a hat with a wool lining from a coat closet next to the door. He waits until I’ve caught up with him and hands me the hat. When I’ve pulled it over my ears, he gives me a pair of leather gloves the same color as my boots.

      I watch him from under my eyelashes as I pull on the gloves. His stance is rigid. I’ve never seen him so tense, not even when Igor was being treated for the gunshot wound.

      His stress rubs off on me. Whatever he’s expecting isn’t good, and his refusal to explain only makes my anxiety worse.

      A gush of frosty air hits me in the face when he ushers me outside. The winter feels different here than in New York City. This cold penetrates the wool layers of my expensive clothes all the way to my bones.

      Alex throws an arm around my shoulders, sheltering me against his side as he leads me to one of the cars. It’s as if nothing is wrong between us. I try to break free, but he tightens his hold.

      A man standing at attention next to the car opens the passenger-side door in the back. Alex helps me inside and takes the seat next to me. I scoot all the way to the window, leaving space between us. With how I feel about his actions, I’d rather be exposed to the subzero temperature than huddle against him.

      We wait inside the chilly interior of the car while the men carry the luggage from the plane and load it into the trunks. It looks like Marusya indeed packed for several months. When the last suitcase has been loaded, Igor shifts into the front passenger seat of our car while Yuri takes the wheel.

      The engine starts up. As the car rolls forward smoothly, the finality of the situation sinks in, followed by a wave of nauseating fear.

      We’re here.

      There’s no turning back.

      The car picks up speed, transporting me to an unknown future.
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      The drive passes in silence. I stare at the scenery through the tinted window, taking in the apartment blocks that eventually make way for statelier buildings. We follow a broad river for several miles before crossing a bridge. The signposts are in Russian. I have no idea where we’re heading, and the uncertainty adds to my fear.

      As if reading my mind, Alex says, “We’re going to Krestovsky Island.”

      I have no desire to look at him, but the sound of his voice pulls my gaze to him in a reflexive reaction.

      “I realize this is all new and strange to you,” he continues. “If you want to know anything, you only have to ask.”

      One question runs on repeat through my mind. “How long before you’ll let me go home?”

      The tall buildings throw shadows over the road that intersperse with the bright winter afternoon sun. They play over his face as we speed along, making the laugh lines etched from his nose to his mouth appear deeper.

      “Katyusha,” he says after a tense beat. “I’m trying to be patient, but don’t push me. Not on this.”

      “Fine.” I shrug. “Why don’t you just tell me what you want me to say? It’ll make the road forward considerably smoother for both of us.”

      He clenches his jaw. “This doesn’t have to be hard on you.”

      “Are you for real?” I twist in my seat, facing him squarely. “What did you expect? That I’d be excited about this trip?”

      “You could be.” He lays his arm on the backrest behind me and rubs a finger over the curve of my shoulder. “Think of this unforeseen getaway as a vacation.”

      I shift to the edge of my seat, escaping his touch. “This is not a vacation, and I’m not in the habit of lying to myself.”

      He lowers his arm to his side. “Your attitude is only making it worse.”

      My attitude? What about his? My nails dig into my palms. “What I think and feel doesn’t matter, right? So why do you even care if it’s new, strange, or scary for me?”

      His eyes crinkle in the corners. “That’s not true, kiska, and you know that. If you want a reminder that I care about you, you don’t have to search very hard. The fact that we’re here spells it out in bold letters, don’t you think? Now stop being difficult. You’re looking for a fight to appease your anger, and it’s not going to happen.”

      I grit my teeth in powerless fury and angry frustration. This isn’t about picking a fight, but there’s no winning this argument with him. There’s no way of making him see the situation from my point of view.

      When he reaches for my hand, I wrap my arms around my body. Rejecting him hurts me, especially when I fear more for his life than for my own, but I don’t know if I can forgive him for what he’s done, not when he doesn’t show a stitch of remorse.

      He drops his hand, letting it rest on the seat between us, close enough for his knuckles to brush against my thigh. “We’re going to a house I own on the island. It’s one of the best neighborhoods in St. Petersburg.”

      I want to ask if that’s supposed to make me happy, but I bite my tongue. Things are bad enough, and further conflict won’t help. We’re talking in circles. A sudden spell of exhaustion washes over me. These bizarre circumstances are emotionally draining. I’m too tired even to think.

      Leaning back, I sink deeper into my seat, escaping my thoughts by focusing on the sights through the window. We cross over another bridge and continue to drive along the river. My jaw drops as I take in the mansions set on generous, snow-covered gardens facing the river. The deeper we drive into the island, the more luxurious the properties become.

      These aren’t houses. They’re palaces, and their gardens are parks.

      One property is so big it takes up the whole block. A green metal roof, maybe oxidized copper, is visible through treetops from behind a high wall. The driver pulls up to eight-foot-high iron gates that swing open as we approach. The garden we pass through is a winter landscape dotted with naked trees. Right in the middle of it stands an imposing four-story sandstone palace with a turret on each corner and decorative balcony rails in front of the windows.

      The tires crunch over the gravel driveway that has been cleared of snow. The car slows to a stop in front of the dwelling. Two cars from our convoy are already parked outside, the men carrying our luggage into the house.

      I turn to look through the back window. Another two cars are entering behind us. Movement in the garden catches my eye. Men dressed in white combat pants, matching snow jackets, beanies, and yellow-tinted anti-glare sunglasses walk along the perimeter of the wall that surrounds the grounds. They’re armed with automatic rifles and knives strapped to their thighs. They’re so well camouflaged, blending into the white scenery and the stark, charcoal lines of the winter trees, that I didn’t notice them until they moved. There must be at least two dozen of them. I stop counting at twenty.

      When I turn back in my seat, Alex is studying me. Yuri and Igor get out. Igor heads toward the back of the mansion while Yuri gets Alex’s door. Freezing cold air barrels into the car, but Alex doesn’t make a move to get out.

      “Ask me,” he says.

      I blink. “Ask you what?”

      He lifts his gaze to the landscape beyond my window. “About the men.”

      I requested that he lay his cards on the table, and I’m not going to waste an opportunity to gain a better understanding of my situation. “What are they? Soldiers? Guards?”

      “They’re here for our protection.”

      Another vague answer. So much for hoping he was finally going to give me something. “Right.” I look through my window. “I suppose a job title doesn’t apply then.”

      “I don’t tag them with a label like soldier or guard.”

      “Or mafia,” I say under my breath.

      “Look at me.” When I obey reluctantly, he continues. “They’re well trained and they’re loyal. That’s what matters.”

      If he says so. “How many of them are here?”

      “Thirty, give or take a few. The rest are training at a base camp on the outskirts of the city. I want my men to keep in shape and up to date with their weapons.”

      “Thirty?” I exclaim. “How many are there in total?”

      “I have two hundred men in this particular line of work in my employ at any given moment. They rotate between here and my offices, taking turns with patrolling, training, and resting.”

      Shivering from the cold that has invaded the car, I glance up at the façade of the house. The building is huge, big enough to house twenty people. “Do they all stay here?”

      He takes my gloved hands and rubs them between his, warming them through the butter-soft leather. “They live in the barracks at the back of the property.”

      I gape at him. “You have a barracks?”

      “It used to be a barn—storage space for foliage and a stable for horses. I had it converted into a dormitory for the men.” He takes my arm. “Come. You’re cold. We’ll talk more in the house. I just wanted to put your mind at ease about the presence of the men before we went inside.”

      Not having a choice, I follow him to the front door, but I refuse his arm when he offers it for assistance. My heart is still aching too much.

      A tall, blond woman, whom I judge to be in her fifties, greets us at the door. Once she’s closed it behind us, she offers Alex a bright smile and launches into rapid-fire Russian.

      He holds up a hand. “English, please. We don’t want Katerina to feel excluded.”

      The woman’s smile is much more reserved as she acknowledges me. “Your girlfriend doesn’t speak Russian?”

      “Not yet,” Alex says, removing his coat. “Katyusha, this is Lena, my housekeeper.” He opens an entryway closet and hangs his coat on a hanger. “She’ll take care of all your needs.”

      Politeness compels me to say, “Pleased to meet you.”

      In turn, she gives me a cool once-over when Alex’s back is turned.

      Since I’m rooted to the spot, overcome with the grandeur surrounding me, Alex takes charge of unwinding my scarf and unbuttoning my coat. Coming somewhat to my senses, I push off my coat, remove the hat, and comb my fingers through my hair.

      While Lena busies herself with putting my clothes in the closet, I look around the foyer. The opulence is overwhelming. Downton Abbey has nothing on this place. The high, domed ceiling looks like the pictures I’ve seen of Michelangelo’s painting on the Sistine Chapel ceiling, except this one depicts a czar and his court. A double staircase with a golden balustrade runs from both ends of the foyer to meet on the landing. Expensive-looking rugs cover the marble floors, and a red carpet runner decorates the stairs. Chandeliers throw soft yellow light over moss-green walls adorned with Russian baroque art. I’m not a connoisseur, but I’ve picked up bits and pieces in conversations with Ricky, an artist who’s dating my best friend, Joanne—enough to know that if these paintings are originals, which I suspect they are, they must be priceless.

      The housekeeper disappears down a hallway, her sneakers not making a sound on the floor.

      “You look like you’re miles away,” Alex says. “What are you thinking?”

      I wave a hand around the space. “This is very impressive.”

      “This palace belonged to a czar. Later, during the Communist era, it was used to house military officers. When capitalism was reinstated, one of the first oligarchs bought the property and restored it to its former glory. It came back onto the market after the death of its owner, which is when I acquired it.” His voice holds a note of pride.

      I wander to the foot of the staircase, staring up at the patterns on the pressed ceiling. “This is very different from the style of your house in New York City.”

      “To be honest,” he says, his footsteps falling behind me, “I prefer the minimalism and simplicity of the house in New York, but this one has the best location in the city.”

      I turn to face him. “And location is important?”

      He shrugs. “I prefer Krestovsky to the city. Would you like a tour of the house? If you’d rather rest, I can show you around later.”

      In spite of my turmoil, I can’t help but be curious. Besides, if this is where I’m staying for the foreseeable future, I’d better get acquainted with my surroundings.

      “I’d like to see it,” I say.

      Leading the way up the stairs, Alex shoots me a smile from over his shoulder. “Then I shall oblige.”

      As I follow him through corridors and up and down stairs, my astonishment grows. Every room is luxuriously decorated with its own theme, the furnishings fit for a king. Apart from ten bedrooms, each with an en-suite lounge and bathroom, we visit formal and informal lounges, reading rooms, a library, a study, and an indoor heated pool with a skylight. Next to the pool, a gym overlooks the garden. A sauna is nestled into the corner. Working out seems to be on Alex’s list of priorities. Like in his New York home, there’s every imaginable piece of equipment one would expect to find in a gym.

      We finish our tour in a modernly renovated kitchen with stainless steel shelves, where a man is chopping vegetables on an island counter.

      “This is my cook, Timofey,” Alex says. “Tima, this is Miss Morrell. She hasn’t had lunch yet. Since it’s only breakfast time in New York, prepare a light meal and have Lena take it up to the room.”

      Timofey salutes. “Yes, sir. One light meal coming up.”

      “His skill compares to that of a Michelin star chef,” Alex says. “You’re in for a treat.”

      Timofey clicks his tongue. “Michelin? Those stars mean nothing. Me?” He pulls away the collar of his shirt and points his knife at a tattoo of a star on the curve of his shoulder. “I earned this.”

      Alex chuckles. “Don’t mind Tima. He can be overdramatic.”

      I take an immediate liking to the cook. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Timofey. I look forward to trying your food.”

      “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Morell.”

      “Please,” I say, “call me Kate.”

      “Only if you’ll call me Tima.” He swings the knife, splitting a carrot down the middle. “You want something special? You ask Tima. I’ll cook you anything you want.”

      His enthusiasm makes me smile. “I appreciate that.”

      Putting a hand on my lower back, Alex moves me along.

      “Do all of your staff members speak English?” I ask, sidestepping his touch.

      He steers me into a pantry the size of my studio apartment back in New York. “I insist that they take lessons. It’s good to have language skills. But I can’t take credit for teaching Tima to speak English. He was a chef in a high-end restaurant before he came to work for me. Speaking English was compulsory, not only for training, but also for conversing with the clientele.”

      Fragrances of dill and tarragon infiltrate my nose. Bunches of garlic and dried herbs hang on strings from a beam running along the ceiling. “Aren’t chefs normally bound to the kitchen?”

      “In those kinds of restaurants, chefs are often called to the table to be paid a compliment. It’s the highest honor a diner can bestow on a chef. It will reflect negatively on the restaurant owner if a chef isn’t able to thank an important English-speaking customer in his own language.”

      “That’s a bit harsh.” I duck to pass underneath a bouquet of parsley hanging upside-down from the beam. “Does that mean top-end Russian chefs are required to be polyglots like you?”

      He acknowledges the unintended compliment with a crooked smile. “Most people can manage in English.”

      I look around the well-stocked space. The shelves are filled with jars of preserved fruit, pickled vegetables, and honey. A cured ham, partially covered with a linen cloth, stands on a chopping block. Baskets filled with fresh fruit and vegetables hang on hooks from the walls. A bigger one on the floor overflows with bread rolls.

      “You don’t risk a food shortage here,” I say.

      “Tima cooks for the men who live in the barracks.” He crosses his hands behind his back. “In their line of work, they have high caloric demands.”

      I nod like feeding an army of men is a normal household occurrence. “I see.”

      He stands aside, letting me exit ahead of him. “Let’s finish our tour. I have to take care of business, and you need to rest.”

      We go down the hallway and through a dining room with a table that can seat twenty people. Until now, I hadn’t truly comprehended how wealthy Alex is. His house in New York is on the upper end of the scale, but it’s a lot humbler than this palace in St. Petersburg. It seems he has a full-time housekeeper in every house he owns, and there are two hundred men on his security payroll. I don’t even want to know how many people his various businesses employ. Not to mention he smuggled me into Russia on his private plane with no passport or visa. Who can do that?

      Who is the man I fell for in New York City? He’s so much more powerful than I could’ve imagined, and it frightens me. I’m completely at his mercy. We’re on his home territory, and he has all the control. It would be difficult, if not impossible, for a woman with no resources, no passport, no phone or money, and very limited knowledge of Russian to escape from such a powerful man.

      At the top of the first-floor landing, he pauses. “You’re very quiet.”

      “It’s a lot to take in.” And I don’t just mean this house or palace or whatever you call it.

      His expression softens. “You need a little time to adapt, I understand.”

      It’ll take a lot more than time, but I swallow my retort as he opens a carved wooden door and guides me into a spacious bedroom with a big window that overlooks the front garden. A four-poster bed stands in the middle of the floor. The burgundy velvet bed curtains tied back with golden cords look like something from a medieval scene.

      His voice drops an octave, the deep timbre sending a shiver down my spine. “This is where we sleep.”

      At we, my heart trips over a beat. Does he think our relationship will continue unchanged when he’s made me his prisoner? I don’t even know how I’m going to explain my disappearance to my mom or to my supervisor, June.

      Below in the garden, the men in their white camouflage combat gear scout the property. The gigantic iron gates are closed. From this level, I can make out the spikes on top of the wall that make scaling over it impossible. A surveillance camera is fixed every few yards. Like creepy robots, they turn their heads constantly, scanning the surroundings with electronic eyes. There must be a control room somewhere.

      It’s like being locked up in a prison. I have no way of communicating with the outside world. Yet if I don’t inform my mom and my employer about my impromptu trip, they’ll be worried sick. They may even report me missing. With how meticulous Alex is in everything he does, he must’ve already thought up a plan to explain my absence, but I don’t want to disappear without giving my mom some kind of explanation.

      Whatever I tell her, I can’t admit the truth. I won’t put that burden on her shoulders. Besides, if she learns what Alex has done, she’ll want to leave the clinic where she’s being treated for rheumatoid arthritis. It’s a ridiculously expensive program that Alex is paying for, and she’ll refuse to benefit from the charity of a man who’s kidnapped her daughter. This is her only chance at a better quality of life, and I don’t want to ruin it for her. She’s been in pain for so long, and she deserves this more than anyone I know.

      I hate asking Alex for anything, but I don’t have a choice.

      Schooling my features, I turn away from the disconcerting sight of the unbreachable fortress wall. “Alex?”

      He frowns. “You look tired. Did I wear you out with the tour after our long flight?”

      “Where’s my handbag?”

      A shutter drops in front of his eyes. “You don’t need it for now.”

      Renewed anger heats my blood, indignation burning like a flame in the pit of my stomach. For the sake of my mom, I swallow it down and say evenly, “I need my phone.” The man facing me is dangerous. Ruthless. I remind myself of that fact as I carefully choose my words. “I can’t just vanish without an explanation. I have to call the hospital and my mom. She’ll worry if I disappear. You have to let me speak to them.”

      His easy agreement as he says, “Sure,” and takes his phone from his pocket surprises me. Unlocking the screen with his thumb print, he hands me the device. “I was planning on letting you call later.”

      I take it gingerly, glancing at him from under my lashes as I type in my mom’s number. Instead of giving me privacy, he eavesdrops unabashedly.

      “Put it on speaker,” he instructs, ignoring the cutting look I give him.

      Not wanting him to snatch the phone away, I do as he says.

      The call connects, and the ringtone sounds.

      My mom answers with an uncertain, “Hello?”

      “Hi, Mom.” It’s a battle to keep my voice normal. “It’s Kate.”

      “Katie!” She sounds upbeat. “This is a surprise. I didn’t recognize this number.”

      “I’m calling from Alex’s phone.”

      I briefly meet his eyes. His intense gaze is unnerving.

      “Aren’t you at work?” Worry filters into her tone. “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” I force a smile onto my face, hoping she’ll hear it in my voice. “Don’t worry, nothing is wrong.” Flinching, I brace myself for the lie. “Quite the contrary, in fact. We’ve taken an impromptu vacation.” I’ve never lied to my mom, and I hate both myself and Alex for starting now. “A trip to Russia.”

      “Russia?” she exclaims. “Where in Russia?”

      “St. Petersburg,” I say brightly, trying to sound like an excited tourist. “Alex has a house here.”

      He holds up a finger and shakes his head, indicating I shouldn’t say more.

      “What about your job?” Mom asks.

      I imagine the confusion on her face. “I really needed this vacation.”

      Her voice softens. “Yes, honey. You’re right. You’ve been working too hard.”

      “If you need me…” I swallow, biting back an uninvited bout of tears. “I didn’t activate roaming on my phone.” I give Alex an inquiring look.

      He nods.

      “You can reach me on this number,” I continue.

      “All right,” she says slowly. “But why doesn’t Alex activate the roaming for you?”

      The lies are piling up, drawing tighter around me in a web. Flustered, I look at Alex, who faces me stoically. My brain shuts down, unable to come up with a plausible explanation.

      “You don’t want calls from work,” Alex whispers.

      “I-I don’t want the hospital to bother me on our break,” I say.

      “Oh.” My mom pauses. “That makes sense, but it doesn’t sound like you, honey. You’re normally so dedicated to your job, you even go in on your off weekends when they ask.”

      I tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “That’s exactly why I don’t want them to be able to call me. I’m taking a long, much-needed vacation with Alex to recharge, and I don’t want work problems in the back of my mind.”

      “That certainly is a wise attitude.” Mom sounds considerably more at ease. “I’m glad Alex has such a positive influence on you. I’ve been nagging you for years to take a proper vacation.”

      “Enough about me.” Turning my back on Alex, I face the window. “How are you?”

      “Wonderful. I’m already so much better, and with the new diet, I’m losing weight.”

      “That’s great,” I say, my chest warming with gratitude. All the more reason for keeping up the charade. If the treatment is working, I can’t take this opportunity away from her. “I’m so happy to hear that.”

      Alex lays a hand on my shoulder, tightening his fingers lightly. In the reflection of the glass, I see him extending his other hand, asking for the phone.

      “Listen,” I say, holding back a fresh surge of tears, “I have to go. Promise you’ll call me if you need anything, or if you don’t feel well.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m having the time of my life. Just enjoy your vacation with that generous and amazing man of yours. You deserve it.”

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “I love you.”

      “Love you too, honey. Say hi to Alex for me.”

      I cling to the phone, unable to end the call.

      Turning me toward him, Alex takes the phone gently and pushes on the red button. His gaze isn’t entirely without sympathy when he asks, “Who’s next? Your supervisor?”

      Unable to speak with the tears clogging up my throat, I nod.

      He swipes a thumb over the screen and selects a number. It doesn’t surprise me that he has June’s contact info programmed into his phone. When it rings, he gives me the phone.

      “June Wallers,” my supervisor answers. It’s clear from her brusque but not unfriendly tone that she’s busy and tired.

      My guilt doubles. “Hi, June. It’s Kate.”

      “Kate? Please tell me you’re making your shift at ten. Rose is sick and Lettie is stuck in some mountain resort where the roads are snowed over. It’s chaos here today.”

      Biting my lip, I drag in another long breath. “I’m so sorry. I have a family emergency. I’m afraid I have to take a leave of absence. I don’t have a choice.”

      “Wow.” A beat of silence follows. “I hope it’s nothing too serious?”

      “I can’t—” Checking myself, I say, “I’d prefer not to discuss it. All I can say is that it’s a private matter.”

      “If it were anyone else, I would have doubts, but you’re one of our best and most serious nurses. For all the times you sacrificed your days off to stand in when we were short-staffed, I can only say take as much time as you need.”

      “Thank you.” Her understanding makes me feel even worse. Glancing at Alex, I say, “I’ll email HR and deal with the necessary paperwork.”

      He nods, giving his silent agreement.

      “Good luck, Kate. I hope you sort out your emergency soon. I’ll tell the girls you say hi.”

      “Thanks,” I mumble.

      Alex takes the phone and ends the call. “I’m sorry, but you can’t be on the phone for too long. This number is secure, but I’m—”

      “Not taking any chances,” I say hollowly.

      “Exactly. Eat something and rest. I’ll check on you again later.”

      “Wait,” I say when he turns for the door. “I need to call Joanne. I agreed to meet her for lunch today.”

      His tone is uncompromising. “Two calls are enough for today.”

      I take a step forward. “I can’t just not show up. She’ll worry.”

      He unlocks the screen and types something. A moment later, the phone pings.

      “What did you do?” I ask. “What did you say to her?”

      Turning the phone toward me, he shows me the screen. I read his text message and Joanne’s reply. He told her the same thing I said to my mom, that we took a spur-of-the-moment vacation and that she can reach me on his phone. He said I’m tired from the flight and sleeping, but that I’ll call her soon. She replied with several gasping emojis, telling him to have fun and to take good care of me.

      “Happy?” he asks.

      I can only look at him.

      “I’ll see you later, Katyusha.”

      When he bends down to kiss me, I turn my face to the side. My feelings are too raw to accept his advances. When he created this imbalance of power, he pushed an obstacle between us. I can’t just give in. My self-respect won’t let me.

      He straightens with a tight smile. “If you need anything, let Lena know. I’ll be home tonight, my love.”

      Not sparing me another glance, he walks through the door.

      It takes me a good moment to come to my senses. Belatedly, I grab a decorative cushion from the loveseat and throw it at the door he closed behind him. It hits the wood with an ungratifyingly soft thump. It’s an immature and pointless display, a sadly ineffective outlet for my cooped-up, frustrated anger. When the door reopens, I’m ready to hurl another cushion at him, but it’s Lena who enters with a tray.

      She walks over to the lounge area by the fireplace and leaves the tray on the coffee table. “Tima prepared French toast and a fruit salad. There’s tea and honey.” Straightening, she asks in a formal tone, “Would you like anything else?”

      “No, thank you,” I say, still battling to get my temper under control.

      Nodding, she briskly leaves the room.

      Movement outside draws my attention to the window. Yuri walks to the car we arrived in and opens the door. Alex exits the house, followed by Leonid and Igor. The four of them get into the car. Dimitri gets into a second car with some of the men who escorted us from the airport. Three cars pull out ahead of their convoy. The five cars roll down the driveway and through the open gates.

      When the entourage is gone, I seize the opportunity. I approach the door and feel the handle. The heavy door swings open without a squeak. I stick my head around the frame. The corridor is empty. Somewhere, a grandfather clock strikes four times.

      Tiptoeing into the corridor, I move quietly but swiftly. The study is one floor down. Thankfully, I don’t see anyone as I climb down the stairs. My heart beats in my throat, but I make it to the study without running into the housekeeper or a guard. I close the door behind me and let out a shaky breath. My pulse jumps with relief at the sight of the landline phone on the desk.

      I hurry across the floor and grab the receiver from the hook even though I have no idea whom I’m going to call. The American embassy? And say what? I don’t know, but I want to test the limits of my imprisonment. I want to know the telephone number of the embassy just in case.

      My hesitation only lasts a second. My best bet is to call Joanne and ask her to look up the number for me. I’ll say I lost my bank card. The lie bothers me even before it’s left my mouth, but I don’t think about it as I punch in her number.

      Before I’m done, a voice sounds in my ear, saying something unintelligible in Russian. Giving a start, I almost drop the phone.

      “Hello?” I say in a hushed tone.

      The man on the other end of the line switches from Russian to English. “Good evening, Miss Morrell. What can I do for you?”

      Swallowing, I ask, “Who are you?”

      His Russian accent is heavy. “I’m Mr. Volkov’s telephone operator. All calls from the house go through a central system.”

      Alex has a landline operator? Hiding my shock, I try to say in a normal voice, “I need to make a call home. Can you please connect me?”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” he says without missing a beat. “I’m only allowed to connect you to Mr. Volkov. Would you like me to dial him for you?”

      “No,” I say quickly, dejection setting in.

      “All right, then. Good evening, Miss Morrell.”

      Stunned, I hang up without returning the greeting. I guess that answers the question about my limitations. How far is Alex willing to go? Why not just lock me in while he’s at it?

      Wait. He wouldn’t. Would he?

      When I leave the study, I’m no longer discreet about wandering through the house. I stride decisively to the front door. Once there, I take a deep breath. I don’t really want to go outside into a garden from which I can’t escape. I just need to know.

      Gripping the doorknob, I turn it. It slips in my sweaty palm. I wipe my hands on my thighs and try again.

      It’s locked.

      I can’t believe it. Why I expected otherwise, I don’t know, but being locked in only adds to the claustrophobia closing in on me. Running from door to door, I try each one, but the verdict is the same. They’re all locked.

      A baffled Tima stares at me as I storm into the kitchen and sprint for the back door. I yank on the handle, pushing with all my might, but the heavy door doesn’t budge.

      “Kate,” he says, his tone apologetic. “Don’t wear yourself out like this. It’s no use, my poor little rabbit. You know it.”

      Leaning with my back against the door, I slide to the floor, finally admitting defeat. There’s no sugarcoating this truth.

      I’m Alex’s prisoner.

      “Come on,” Tima says, discarding the spoon he was stirring something in a pot with and pulling me up by my arm. “Let’s get you back to your room.” He lowers his voice. “You don’t want Lena to see you like this. You can’t show weakness if you want to survive, am I right?”

      I take a closer look at his face. His skin is marred with pockmarks and his nose is knobby. The light is his gray eyes is friendly.

      “Tima, you have to help me.”

      “I am helping you,” he says, guiding me to the door.

      “You have to let me out.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Now, that won’t be helping you, little rabbit. That’ll be sending both of us straight to a shallow grave.”
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      The security team jumps to attention when I enter the basement of my office building in the tech district of St. Petersburg.

      “Anything?” I ask, loosening my tie as I walk down the aisle that separates the state-of-the-art workstations.

      Igor and Leonid tail me, their weapons within easy reach, while Dimitri guards the door. With the measures I put in place, we’re safer here than anywhere, but there’s a weakness in the system I can never overlook—humanity. Human beings are fickle, and human nature is always an unreliable and inconstant variable in the equation.

      Like I explained to my pretty, angry kitten on more than one occasion, I’m not taking anything for granted. That’s the only reason I’m not six feet under.

      The head of my security team, Pyotr Nelsky, waits at the wall-mounted monitors in the front of the room, standing in a military pose with his arms plastered to his sides.

      “Nothing, sir,” he says when I reach him, an undercurrent of fear in his tone.

      I slide my gaze toward the flatscreens on the wall, which reflect the status of every workstation. The results of the data each employee is compiling are summarized in code. “Did you get the hospital security tapes?”

      “Yes, sir. We’re going through them as we speak.”

      Going over to one of the monitors, I press the button to wake up the screen. A mosaic of black-and-white photos is puzzled together. These makeshift mugshots are freeze-frames taken from the video feed, singling out the patients who frequented Coney Island Hospital’s ER yesterday.

      At best, the images are blurry. In some of them, only the backs of the patients’ heads are visible.

      Frustration eats at my gut. “What’s the operation status?”

      “We’re in the process of trying to identify all the patients and visitors who were present in the building yesterday,” Nelsky says to my back.

      I turn to face him. “How long?”

      “It may take us a couple of days.” His Adam’s apple bobs as he swallows. “We pulled the records of the patients who signed in. The staff aren’t a problem since they clock in and out for work. It will be harder to trace the visitors and service providers, especially considering that there are camera blind spots.”

      “What are you saying?” I ask, drumming my fingers on his desk.

      He fixes his gaze on a spot over my shoulder, not looking me directly in the eyes. “It will be impossible to draw up a list of everyone who moved through the building in the span of twelve hours.”

      The news infuriates me, not that I expected otherwise. Still, it’s worth a shot. “What about Ms. Morrell?”

      He stumbles over his feet in his eagerness to boot up the second of the five monitors on his desk. “I already put together a visual file for you.”

      He presses a button, pulling up a kaleidoscope of faces, some with Katerina in the picture and others without. Many of the faces are hardly discernible. Others are partially or fully hidden from the cameras.

      “Patient list?” I ask, my irritation growing.

      “Here, sir.” Grabbing a printout from his desk, he offers it to me. “As you’ll see, there are a lot of Russian names, but seeing that the hospital is situated in an Eastern European neighborhood, nothing out of the ordinary jumps out.”

      I scan over the names printed on the paper. The list is long. “Pull whatever records you can find on every one of them. Use my government contacts to speed things up.”

      “We’re already working on it, sir.”

      “Good.” I shove the paper back into his hands. “Report to me on the hour, and let me know the minute anything comes up.”

      The paper trembles in his hand. “Yes, sir.”

      I make my way to the door with long strides. My employees busy themselves as I pass, not daring to meet my eyes. I suppose I have somewhat of a reputation. People fear me, including the ones who feed their families on the generous salaries I pay. Good. In my world, you don’t get very far with kindness. No one is complaining, though. They’ll search long and wide to find better fringe benefits or working conditions.

      The kind of work they do requires the room in which they spend eight hours a day to be underground. The walls, ceiling, and floor are fortified. No radio waves or infrared beams can penetrate the structure. That means the industrial intelligence I keep in this room is safe from unwanted eyes and ears, but it also makes the room blast-proof. A sophisticated system carefully monitors and purifies the air. The lights are bright without being harsh on the eyes, and the temperature never varies from a comfortable twenty-three degrees Celsius. Wallpaper depicting a mountain landscape covers the gray concrete bricks, and trees planted in pots provide greenery. A fountain in the corner creates the tranquil sound of a waterfall. It empties into a pond populated with koi fish. Apparently, the fish have a calming effect on the human psyche. As per the advice of the interior designer who specializes in Zen environments, the air purifier releases minute organic notes of bergamot and citrus into the air. The fragrances are supposedly uplifting and revitalizing. Yeah, there are worse bunkers to work in.

      The metal door shuts behind me with a soft click. Dimitri straightens from where he leans on the wall. Leonid watches me from under hooded eyes.

      “What?” I snap. “If you have something to say, say it.”

      Leonid’s chest expands with a breath. “It’s unlikely we’ll uncover anything via this route. You’ve seen the quality of those tapes. A lot of people walk in and out of that hospital on a daily basis. Anyone could’ve snatched Kate’s access card.”

      Spearing my hands through my hair, I practice the control I’ve mastered through the years to get a handle on my anger. I’ve come to the same conclusion, but I don’t have anything else to go on. “What do you fucking suggest we do?”

      Igor gives me a worried look.

      Silence.

      That’s what I thought. No one has any better ideas. If only I knew who dared to threaten her. If only I knew why.

      “I need answers,” I say through clenched teeth, shoving my hands into my pockets as I circle the space. “Who? Why?”

      “Maybe a competitor,” Igor offers. “Someone who wanted to send a message.”

      It’s not a new suggestion. We’d already considered this possibility after Igor got shot. Where my business is concerned, there’s no shortage of competitors. Power is both a valuable and dangerous commodity in Russia. As the saying goes, the highest trees catch the most wind. Getting to the top takes hard work and dirty fighting, but the real war only starts when you reach that level. Once you’re in the number one spot, you’re a target for every man beneath you on the ladder. You have to fight twice as hard to stay at the top than to get there.

      Threatening a woman who has nothing to do with my business just to send me a message is a low blow, but it’s not uncommon. Women make men weak. Enemies have exploited that weakness since the beginning of time.

      “For now, we wait,” Dimitri says, always the pragmatic one. “It looks like we don’t have much of a choice. Whoever took Kate’s card wanted your attention. Now that he has it, he’ll make known what he wants sooner or later.”

      Twisting the cord of the hospital badge in my pocket around my fist, I caress the name printed on the laminated card with my thumb. I’ve traced the letters so many times with my gaze that when I close my eyes, I see them behind my eyelids. “I’ll be damned if I sit on my ass and sip tea while some ublyudok threatens Katerina.”

      “We’ll get the motherfucker.” Igor’s upper lip curls. “Only a coward hides behind a woman’s skirt.”

      I nod grimly. I won’t rest until I put that cockroach in his grave.

      “What do you want us to do?” Leonid asks.

      “For now? Keep your ears on the ground. Ask around. See if we unknowingly stepped on any toes or if there are any changes in the power hierarchy we’re not aware of.”

      “Yes, boss,” Leonid says. “I’ll talk to some guys in the city I know.”

      “Go with him,” I tell Dimitri. “Igor, you stay with me.”

      Dimitri nods, already following Leonid to the exit.

      When they’re gone, I consider my options. I still hope we’ll get lucky with the hospital tapes, but since we haven’t found anything after ten of my best men and women have gone through every second of the security feed frame by frame, the chances that we’ll pick up something are slim.

      “Fuck.” I kick the chair next to the door, nearly sending it flying. Frustration eats at me like acid.

      “What do you want to do?” Igor asks. “It’s dark. Shall we go back to the house?”

      I’m eager to be with Katerina, but she could do with a little space to get over her anger. In time, she’ll see this is the only way. For now, at least she’s safe.

      Somewhat calmed by the thought, I say, “I’m going to spend a few hours in the office.” I may as well catch up on some work while I’m here. There are new contracts to sign off on and some investment opportunities I’d like to suss out.

      Making my way to the elevator, I take my phone from my pocket to check if there’s a message from Lena. There’s still nothing, just like ten minutes ago when I checked. Before the door opens and I lose my signal in the elevator, I type a quick message and send it to Lena.

      A reply comes a second later. Katerina is napping and all is well at home. Reassured, I pocket the phone, enter the elevator with Igor, and press the button for the top floor.

      My executive assistant, Grigori, is a young man who reminds me of myself at his age. His desk stands in the foyer of the top floor where Igor and I emerge. Grigori always dresses formally and fashionably. Today, he’s wearing a navy suit cut to the latest Italian fashion, paired with a red cravat. Very European.

      Rising to his feet, he bows his head. “Mr. Volkov. Igor. I didn’t expect you.”

      “I didn’t plan on coming in,” I say as I cross the floor. “Messages?”

      “In your agenda, sir. I filtered the unimportant ones. The urgent ones, I emailed to you.”

      “Good. Anything new?”

      Grigori is my eyes and ears when I’m not around. Whenever something happens, like when someone isn’t happy with the way I do things, he lets me know.

      “Nothing new, sir. Would you like me to order tea or dinner?”

      “No, thank you. We’re not staying that long. On second thought, bring a bottle of vodka and a chilled glass.”

      He acknowledges the instruction with another bow.

      Igor takes out his phone and makes himself comfortable in the visitor’s lounge area in the back while I push open the door of my corner office.

      The furnishings consist of a glass desktop suspended on metal cables from the ceiling, a chair in which I’ve spent more hours than in my bed, and several monitors locked away behind a fireproof metal shutter that covers the entire wall facing the desk. A simple lounge area with a sofa and coffee table is set up against the window for meetings. A door on the side leads to an en-suite bathroom. One of my favorite paintings, a piece by David Hockney, hangs on the wall to the left of my desk. Other than that, there are no knickknacks or photos. Nothing to hint at an attachment. As the situation with Katerina has so effectively demonstrated, flaunting your weaknesses only gives your enemies ammunition to use against you.

      While I make myself comfortable behind my desk, Grigori enters with a tray on which a bottle of premium vodka and a glass are sitting. He keeps the alcohol and the glass cold at exactly the right temperature. Once a month, a technician verifies that the bar fridge is set at two degrees Celsius—the optimal temperature for drinking vodka, not a degree more or less.

      Grigori places the tray on the corner of the desk, uncaps the bottle, and pours a double shot while I unlock the fireproof shutter with my thumbprint on the electronic device attached to my desk. When the shutter lifts, Grigori gets the laptop I keep there for when I’m in the office and carries it to my desk.

      “Shall I leave the bottle, sir?”

      “No, thank you,” I say, opening the laptop and booting it up.

      He picks up the tray. “I’ll be here until eight if you need me.”

      I acknowledge him with a nod before he leaves.

      For the next hour, I try to lose myself in work. I’ve always enjoyed the challenges of running a business empire. The hard work and long hours ground me. Having a knack for figures, I enjoy playing the stock market and investing in high-risk projects. The financial part of the business is the most rewarding, especially when the money rolls in.

      At six, a light dusting of snow starts to fall. I was going to give it another hour, but my mind isn’t on work. Shutting the laptop with a sigh, I scrub a hand over my face. I haven’t slept in twenty-four hours. It would be wise to get some rest, but the agitation and gnawing worry won’t let me. The vodka hasn’t taken off the edge as I hoped it would.

      Pushing to my feet, I shove my hands in my pockets and stare at the lights of St. Petersburg shining through a veil of snow. Dinner isn’t until seven. The thought of a warm house, a long shower, and Tima’s food is inviting, but not as much as the idea of seeing my kiska, of touching her—when she lets me again—and reassuring myself that she’s here and safe. It’s that last notion that makes me decide against heading straight home. I should give her another hour like I promised myself. She’ll come around.

      Igor stands when I exit the office.

      Grigori lifts his head. “Good night, sir.” For a moment, his formal mask slips as he says to my guard by way of greeting, “Igor.”

      Well, hell. I would’ve never guessed. Who knew Grigori had a soft spot for my bodyguard?

      If Igor picks up on anything, he doesn’t show it.

      At the reception area downstairs, Igor gets our coats where the clerk had checked them into the coat room. The clerk is gathering his satchel and umbrella, heading out for the day. The night guard is already there to take his place.

      Yuri sits on a sofa near the exit, reading a book. After we go through the security scanners, he shuts the book and gets up to open the door.

      Once we’re seated in the car and the engine is idling for the heater to run warm, Yuri asks, “Home, Mr. Volkov?”

      Rubbing a thumb over my lip, I consider my answer as I look through the window. It takes me a second to make up my mind. “To the graveyard. The Orthodox one on the hill.”

      Igor shoots me a look from the front passenger seat, but he doesn’t ask questions.

      I’ve only been there once in recent years, not long ago. In fact, it was right before I left for New York City.

      The traffic is heavy. We make it around the city and to the hilly part in just under an hour.

      “Wait here,” I tell Yuri, getting out of the car and unfolding my umbrella.

      Igor exits, pulling a beanie over his shaved head. He follows a few steps behind
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