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Prologue

	A cynical anti-hero, a murderer who takes pleasure in contemplating the demise of his victims, God forbid that he should be allowed near the pinnacle of power…

	 

	Sorry, I can't get up

	Danila Niimak, an older man, no older than forty, was looking at the newly-formed grave.  A faint tear twitched in his eyes, and he could not believe that what was happening was real. And even though the temporary, grave plate had the date of birth and date of death, and below the name of the deceased, Danila was in a stupor.

	His brain understood everything, but his body, at the level of acquired instincts and cellular metabolism, refused to believe that it was she who was in the tomb. After all, just a few days ago, he, counselor of justice of prosecutor's office in Ivano-Frankivsk region, Danila Niimak once again visited his girlfriend, journalist Nadezhda Avdeeva, in the hospital ward. There she lay “his girlfriend.

	Nothing foretold trouble, the sinking wound in the abdomen was dangerous, but doctors stabilized the wounded woman's condition and things were noticeably getting better. Danila was certain that his life would now change completely. After all, they had paired up to take out the group of people responsible for the murders in Ukraine and Belarus. They had hardly solved the intricate quest and during this time they became so close that he, Danila, for the first time in his life thought that it was time to propose to Nadezhda.

	And lo and behold! He's standing in front of Avdeeva's grave. For a moment, his thoughts broke the tangle of stupor and clearly depicted the man who took his beloved's life. Those few pawns they had disarmed were nothing more than line performers, foot soldiers. And their ringleader, a master criminal, had been the gray cardinal behind all the crimes from the beginning.  It was he who led both his pawns and pulled the strings of the corrupt men like puppets.

	“This ringleader openly mocked the police!” It somehow sprang out of Danila's chest on its own. “This lowlife has robbed me of my future! No matter what, legal or not, I'm going to get the bastard. Right now, my methods and my reputation don't matter to me. The only thing that matters to me is the chain of events: the death of Nadezda, and my punishment of the murderer. And that definitely means that the murderer will be punished!”  

	    Danila's thoughts were interrupted by a voice: “May she rest in peace! How are you, all right?”

	Danila looked around, behind him was his boss, senior counselor of justice, Yuri Popovich. A sturdy man of fifty, in a dark suit and with a bouquet of carnations approached the grave. He crossed himself and put the flowers at the head of the grave. Then he stood again behind Danila and was about to pat Danila on the shoulder, but somehow unnaturally twitched a couple of times, stopped his palm a couple of centimeters from him. Yuri was thinking about something. He was an experienced investigator. He had begun his career as a policeman under the Soviet Union. Generally, in this situation Popovich had as much intensity as Niimak was determined to quit nicotine.

	“Relatively, somehow dryly,'' said the investigator, “so far I do not believe that it does not exist! If it's real, it's an irretrievable loss for me.”

	“Were you close? Do I understand it correctly?” Yuri asked with his hands behind his back.

	“Yes, as close as a man and a woman can be.” Danila turned his head toward his boss and stared at his polished boots. After a short pause, he continued. “But not as frankly as between lovers.”

	“Yes. It's too close, it's too close!”

	 The boss spread his hands in front of him at the unexpected answer and coughed. He was lost and did not know how to continue the conversation. The first part of the sentence struck a nerve, and the second part stunned him. At last, he coughed and crossed himself three times. The people who accompanied Nadezhda to her last journey departed about ten minutes ago, and only Niimak and Popovich, who approached him, remained by the grave.

	In the morning the minister called to our department, Yury started,” told us the latest information.

	“Already begins to press that we caught the wrong man?”

	“No, it's not what you think! The DNA sample from the Dovbush Trail, matches the DNA sample of the man you captured. There is no doubt that he killed the victim.”

	“But there's also no doubt that someone was directing his actions.”

	Yuri nodded in agreement, and Danila pulled out a pack of Parliament and lit a cigarette.  He read the epitaph on Nadezhda's grave once more. He knew she was an atheist, or agnostic, but he didn't expect her to ask, in her will, to write this expression on her tombstone:

	 “Hello, and forgive me for not standing next to you.”

	Danila didn't remember how many times he had read this inscription. Each new time, clinging to the letters, it became more painful for him to realize that only memories remained of his girlfriend. Everything in him revolted against the fact that he had lost a most exceptional woman. Nadezda was a strong-willed woman with a subtle sense of humor at the same time. She was not at all preoccupied with domesticity and had the ability to enjoy the present moment of life.

	Danila took a deep drag on his cigarette and let the smoke out and said:

	“I'm going to get that bastard!”

	“Dear Counselor of Justice!” Yuri tried to change the conversation.”

	“I will find and finish that bastard.” In a voice that could not tolerate objection Danila struck out.

	“It's good that nobody hears us, and we understand each other!” Yuri answered, looking into Danila's eyes. “I don't want to hear about any arbitrariness, I understand. There was too much of it in the Dovbush Trail case, and now all the media attention in the country is focused on us.”

	“I know!”

	“Technically, it's no longer our jurisdiction. The murder was committed in Verkhovina district, and the local prosecutor has already started his work,” Yury began to explain in his spirit…”

	Listening to him, Danila was well aware that this was the only possible course of events. The police could only conduct an investigation if the prosecutor's office had not opened a case. If they did, it was up to the prosecutor to hand over part or maybe all of the investigation to the police.

	“Who is in charge of the investigation?” Yuri interrupted Danila with a question.

	“The same investigator who was in charge of tracking the perpetrator when you wandered around Belarus.”

	“Don't forget about Russia.”

	Yuri shook his head in agreement:

	“They're treating this as a series of crimes and...”

	“These are serial murders! Such things should be called by name.”

	“Yes, serial murders,” confirmed the assistant counselor, “which is quite understandable, since the journalist had a coin in her mouth.”

	“Have the forensic scientists figured out the numismatist yet?”

	Yuri put his hands in his pockets.

	“I don't know, Danila. And I don't think I'll have to find out anytime soon.”

	The chief nodded without answering. Danila's thoughts returned to the moment when he entered the hospital room. He saw the blood on the sheets and heard the incessant beeping of the medical machine. That sound now clearly accompanied him from the moment he walked over to Nadezhda and checked her pulse. Realizing that she was dead, and he was a few minutes too late, he froze, gazing into her pale face. Nevertheless, his stupor quickly passed. The tracker's experience took over. Danila knew he wouldn't get a second chance. He took out his iPhone, exposed Nadezhda, and carefully photographed her body from all sides. Only after that did he call the doctors. He sat down on a chair by the bed, hid his face in his palms, and waited…

	“Are you going back to Ivano-Frankivsk today? Yuri asked.”

	“I have another week of vacation,” he looked the boss in the eye and added, “after what I went through in the Black Dolphin, I should at least get a couple of months paid vacation!”

	“So are you staying here in Mukachevo?”

	Danila looked around at the old graves and looked for the trash garbage can.

	“I don't know!” Danila answered loudly and made his way to the garbage can.

	Unintelligible fragments of phrases reached him. Yuri was still saying something, but his subordinate was not going to pay the slightest attention. He extinguished his cigarette butt on the walls of the metal garbage can and threw it inside, then looked at the grave once more and left.

	“Danila.” Yuri called after him.  “Don't do anything you intend to…”

	 The assistant cut himself off when he realized that the people standing by the other graves were intently staring at him.

	Danila quickened his pace. He had made his decision and would see it through to the end.

	Spites

	It had been a very harsh winter this year, though the April sun was already warm in the springtime, and in the valleys it was transforming the earth with sprouts breaking through and trees with buds bursting with little leaves.  Here, however, there was snow, including on the southern slopes, on the cross-section of the forests and alpine meadows. A man was returning from Mount Spica on the Montenegro massif. There was a lot of frozen snow on the shady side of the mountain in the evening, and the belated hiker had to put crampons on the soles of his mountain boots. He also had an ice axe in his hand for safety, but only used it a couple of times.

	It was quite dark when the man with the large frame backpack entered the White Elephant guesthouse in the Gadzhina tract. The base was at an altitude of fifteen hundred meters and served as a night shelter for experienced hikers. Placing his backpack against the wall, he glanced around the living room. A dozen tables and most of them were vacant. The man took off his outer clothes, hung them on a rack, and walked over to the bar.

	“What do you have in the way of ready salads and hot dishes?” He asked the waitress.

	When he got the answer, he ordered a Chop salad and a portion of banosh on cracklings. He looked around once more and chose a seat by the window. There weren't many tourists yet, as the peak season was still two months away.

	While the man was using the restroom, his order was served. He began to take his time enjoying his meal, observing his surroundings. Most of the people gathered in the dining room would stay here for the night. And one of these tourists would be his prey. The realization of the future put him in a playful mood. The man trembled with anticipation of the soon-to-be deadly game.  He would be remembered by future generations. Perhaps someday, someone will follow his example, trying to replicate what he had achieved. It all begins today, right here in the White Elephant dining room at the Gajina tract.

	After finishing his main course, the man ordered himself a glass of beer. A few sips of the heady beverage made his heart race like a steam hammer. He went to his backpack and pulled out a laminated card. Then he returned to his seat and laid it out on the table, tracing it with his finger as if he were planning tomorrow's hike. Every now and then he tore his gaze away from the map and looked up to find someone's curious gaze directed in his direction. He didn't have to give long. The bait had worked. The lonely girl who sat, as he did alone at a nearby table, smiled slightly, responding to his gaze. So far, it was a timid nibble. We must let the victim swallow the bait deeper. The man looked even more frankly at the girl and gave her a charming smile.

	The trapper had thick, short-cropped blond hair. A solid mountain hiking suit accentuated his athletic physique well. The girl was in short shorts and a light sports shirt. Only now did the man feel the heat of his surroundings. It was very hot in the hotel. He smiled at the girl again, stood up, took off the top of his suit and hung it on the back of his chair. The girl was no longer embarrassed to respond to his glances. He knew clearly that it was time to hook the victim. The realization that the full-breasted one was about to die at his hands gave him a powerful erection. Lest his pants give away his condition with a grown hill, he threw his leg over his leg, then directed his gaze to the map.  Reviewed the route he had taken on the map, thereby diverting his thoughts away from the girl, thus extinguishing the flush in his groin. The general excitement gradually left him.

	The man finished his beer, got up from the table and walked over to the bar. He ordered two large beers and boldly headed to the girl's table. The full-breasted woman looked attentively at her card.

	    “Let me buy you a beer?”

	    “I will not refuse.”

	    “May I sit beside you?” He put two mugs on the table free of the map.

	Then he returned to his table, took his jacket and sat down opposite the girl, throwing the top of his suit over his hips.

	“Have you already mapped out the route where you will be met tomorrow?” He asked, handing her a beer.

	She laughed a little and then explained, “I don't know where I'm going yet. But I'm going back to my room for the night.”

	“We can plan your trip together.”

	“No, I don't want to ruin your plans!”

	“If things go the way I want them to, that busty girl will never make it to this sleepover!” He went over his thoughts in his head, smiling, and then added aloud: “Actually I don't know yet,” he lied, “I'm doing my final walk tomorrow. And after tomorrow to Kharkov.”

	“That's not bad.”

	“Four days ago, at dawn I left this elephant, went to Hoverla, and today at dusk I returned in front of you.”

	The man took a big sip of beer and put the mug on the table and continued: “I do daring things from time to time. Extreme outings like this fill me with a sense of freedom!”

	The girl looked at him with frank adolescent naivety and trusting appreciation, but did not respond. She was not shy, nor was she silent. Simply, she had decided to take a mountain walk to break with past interpersonal relationships. The man read it in her, the hands, the facial expressions in her eyes and knew “she was perfect for his idea.

	“My name is Vadim, and what is your name, such a charming girl?”

	“Pauline, Pauline Vivcharik.”

	“Pleased to meet you. I suggest we switch to you, and have another glass of beer to get acquainted.”

	They clinked glasses, took a couple of sips, and he started talking:

	“Every day from morning to evening I am trapped in the aquarium of the corporate world. That's why I love spontaneous walks on the rocks. You know, since you're here!” He smiled.

	She didn't smile back.

	She didn't answer him with a smile, but she said:  “I don't have much life experience yet. I'd split up with my boyfriend. So, I decided to go out, go for a walk in the mountains.”

	 “I understand. Are you working?”

	“Yes. A good place in Lviv, a chain Aromakava.”

	The conversation went off the beaten path, and he talked a lot more, seeing that the girl was increasingly attracted to him. Not even an hour passed, and he won her sympathy, which was certainly helped by the beer they were drinking. At one point he had to go to the bathroom. He went, and then Pauline also went to the bathroom. He didn't know how he was going to go next, so now was the key moment for him. He slipped his hand into her backpack and did what he came here to do. The girl returned, unsuspecting.

	“If you don't mind, let me take you to Spica Mountain. It's a place with a mystical atmosphere. Here stone blocks are giants up to forty meters high, growing straight out of the ground like bizarre crystals.

	“Funny,” she smiled beamingly, “I'd love to take advantage of your kindness.

	“Then I suggest we leave in an hour after sunrise. A light breakfast and we'll be on our way. Where are you lodged?

	“In a four-bed room with no facilities, toilet and showers at the end of the corridor.

	“What a splendid arrangement, he thought, he must lure her back to his place. “So that in the morning,” he said, “it would be easier to get ready for the hike, I suggest we move to my room. A double room with all the comforts of home.

	“Good,” she wasn't surprised at the suggestion, on the contrary she wanted it, “Vadim. And what room do you have?

	“Thirty-one, on the third floor. Paula, can I help you move your things?

	“I can do it myself!” She smiled again. “I'll go move my things.

	She was now in his hands completely. First he would enjoy her body, and tomorrow, reveling in his impunity, he would lead her to the right rocky ledge. The narrow path is a few dozen meters above the ground. Those who were afraid of heights experienced real terror on that ledge. However, the man wasn't going to mention that to her. He took a shower, wrapped a towel around his thighs, sat down in a chair and waited for his acquaintance.

	No more than a minute passed before Pauline knocked on the door and, without waiting for permission, entered the room in a jacket, hat and with a backpack on her shoulders. She took off her outer clothes and hung them on the coat rack in the hallway.

	Seeing the man in such a cloak, the girl did not hesitate to take a large towel from the double bed and retired to the bathroom. The man sat in an armchair and waited, like a predator waiting to lurk for his prey.  Pauline came out covering her nakedness with a towel. She walked over to the chair, the man took her by the hand and placed her on his lap. He began to kiss her, and she kissed him back. The man could hear his victim's heart beating frantically. He bared her body and began kissing her right and left breasts. The girl's body responded with a slight shiver. The predator picked up his victim and laid her on the bed. Now he began to kiss her belly, going lower and lower…

	It was well past midnight when the girl, weary from her love games, fell asleep in bliss. Not realizing yet that this was the last and most vivid sex she would ever have with such a passionate man in her short life.  

	Prosecutor Lendel

	Danila opened the company car Passat, sat down in the driver's seat and sat perfectly still for some time. Then he shook his head, turned the key in the ignition and started the engine. On the panel I went to the navigation window and entered the address of a friend in Lviv, and then took the road leading from the cemetery to Mukachevo. The radio kept repeating the same information about the murder of journalist Avdeeva. The murderer from the Dovbush Trail has been detained. The murderer from the Dovbush Trail did not act alone. The murderer from the Dovbush Trail took the life of journalist Nadezhda Avdeeva. He turned off the radio, not wanting to listen to what was echoing in his mind. A four-hour drive awaited him, a distance of about two hundred and fifty kilometers. If he pressed on, maybe three and a half. The whole time on the trip he would be struggling with what he had been struggling with for the past week.

	His remorse was worse than the headache, which had gotten worse since he started smoking again. During his bouts of pain and without cigarettes, he could feel something tearing at his temples from the inside. The tobacco smoke dulled the pain at first, but after a while the tension only increased.  He must have known he could save her. If it weren't for the fact that it took him so long to explain himself in front of the officers from the Internal Affairs Department. And worst of all, he was the one who had brought the situation to a point where he had to explain a lot…

	Danila clearly felt the urge to smoke. The pack in his pocket was empty. The glove box was also empty. After driving a few kilometers he saw a gas station on his right Shell. Without thinking, he turned into the parking lot, closed the door, and moved toward the building.

	“Good afternoon. A pack of Parliament for me,” he said to the girl at the counter, “and a bottle of Johnnie Walker.”

	The operator, politely asked Danila to wear a mask, otherwise she wouldn't be able to serve him.

	“Oh! I'm having a rough day, sorry. Sell me the mask as well.”

	The girl first handed him the mask, and only after Danila covered his nose and mouth, handed him cigarettes and alcohol.

	“Marichka,” he addressed the operator by name, as it was written on his name tag, “I'll have another bar of dark chocolate.”

	He paid through his mobile banking and took the cigarettes and liquor, leaving the chocolate on the counter. Danila turned to the door and didn't have time to take a step before Marichka called him:

	“Your chocolate!”

	“It's your chocolate, Marichka!” Without turning around, he said loudly.

	“Thank you and have a nice trip!” He heard him say.

	Danila got behind the wheel, threw the cigarettes and the bottle on the passenger seat, and then put the key in the ignition. He couldn't get it into the keyhole right away, his hands were shaking violently. He took the whiskey, unscrewed the cap and inhaled the aroma. Then he screwed the cap back on and put the bottle back where it belonged. He lit a cigarette and took a deep drag, imagining the heat spreading through his stomach. After finishing his cigarette he felt much calmer. His hands weren't shaking. Danila started the car and took the road.  The way would lie past Svalyava, through Stryj.  The road was so-so, very winding and one lane in both directions. At kilometer 612, he will have lunch at a bistro. No, he'll have a couple of good sips first, and then he'll have lunch. Danila's head turned, and his gaze fell on his temples. He shook his head, trying to push the intrusive thought away. No, he wouldn't open the bottle, at least not now. He would drive to the 612, park at the bistro, and then pour himself a drink. Just a little, just to get a taste of it. He drove with that thought for a couple of miles until he finally stopped at a picnic area. He grabbed the whiskey and got out of the car, opened the trunk and tossed the bottle into a cardboard box of unwashed shirts. Now the justice advisor was driving to Lvov satisfied with himself. Passing the junction for Svalyava, a number popped up on the display and his phone rang. He looked at the unfamiliar number, pressed a button on the steering wheel, and received the ringing.

	“Yes. I'm listening to you.”

	“Justice Advisor Niimak?” Said the woman in a firm voice. It was a voice he did not know.

	 “Yes, that's me. Yes, I am.”

	“The public prosecutor, Lendel Tymeya, is calling.”

	Danila was slightly surprised, and from the speakers followed:

	“I am now in charge of the case...”

	“I know what your case is!” He cut off.”

	A silence followed.

	“Then maybe you ought to think twice before you snap at me.”

	“Maybe I should, said Danila caustically, but what do you want from me first?

	There was a pause again. The woman prosecutor was too excited to speak. But after ten seconds she pulled herself together and continued:

	“I can see that with you it will not be easy!”

	“It never is.”

	She snorted into the tube.

	He knew her. The first time he saw Tymeya, he was sure he was dealing with a career woman. Later, however, he became convinced that Attorney Tymeya Lendel was not as principled as he thought. He watched her several times as he watched press conferences in which she had to explain what was the result of his actions. Danila Niimak's name, of course, did not fall, mainly because initially the case seemed to be a great achievement of the law enforcement agencies and the prosecutor's office wanted to get all the chestnuts out of the heat with other people's hands. Now, however, the prosecutors had to bitterly regret their decision.

	“I questioned the defendant you caught.

	“Michael Lemka?”

	“The youngest of the brothers, who probably had the least to do with the murders. Unfortunately, neither the mother nor the older brother could be questioned because they didn't survive their encounter with Niimak in Belokorovichi. And they weren't the only ones!”

	“And?” Danila stretched out.”

	“First of all, his last name is not Lemka.”

	“This is quite obvious, Danila, distracted for a couple of seconds, seeing off the motorcycle that flew across the oncoming lane, almost hitting the rearview mirror on his car.” “This woman was not their birth mother; they considered her more to be a spiritual guide. A teacher of righteousness.”

	“I am aware of that. Nevertheless, we have not been able to ascertain the true identity of this man.”

	“Mr. Prosecutor, are you joking, or are you serious?”

	“No, I'm not. DNA analysis confirms that this man was on the Dovbush Trail, but we have nothing on him in any database. Needless to say, he won't cooperate with us.”

	Niimak didn't answer. He waited for the prosecutor to get to the point.

	“He says he'll reveal his identity as soon as we put you guys on to him.”

	“Put his picture on social media, Twitter, Facebook.”

	“For what? What's in it for us?”

	“Seeing his photo will make people feel like they're part of the investigation, then someone will come along who will tell us something useful.”

	Niimak remembered how much the crowdsourcing that Nadezhda organized online after the Dovbush Trail murder had yielded. He mentally cursed, looking at the passenger seat. After all, he assumed that such wandering thoughts would haunt him more than once. And each time he would seek the only salvation he was now finding. He gripped the steering wheel tighter.

	“Perhaps that's what we'll do after all, said the prosecutor to herself under her breath. “But first I want you to talk to him!”

	“I have nothing to talk about!”

	She sighed loud enough for him to hear and added: “I insist!”

	“And what are you waiting for? Danila took a cigarette out of the pack, pushed in the cigarette lighter, waited for it to pop and lit it.”

	“I expect the defendant to talk.”

	“The question is, what will he say?” Niimak said, inhaling the smoke. “He probably won't tell you what you want to hear.

	“But it will be a start, at least.”

	The investigator laughed and said:

	“This guy will ignore me first, then try to kill me. And then he'll end up saying that I'll never feel safe because the people he's tied up with are still out there.”

	“That's a serious threat to you, what are you talking about?”

	“I hear such threats at work almost every day, Madam Prosecutor.”

	“Then don't be shy with your language!”

	Danila let out a puff of smoke, wondering if it was worth wasting time on Michael Lemka or what his real name was. The script would certainly be exactly as Niimak had presented it. This man fanatically adored his adoptive mother, as did his older brother, of course, too. He would do anything to get revenge on whoever killed them. The investigator knew for a fact that nothing would be squeezed out of him, so he couldn't expect any tangible benefit from this meeting.

	“Are you there?” I heard a tone on the loudspeaker.”

	“Yes, I'm here.”

	“So what's your decision?”

	“If you give my commander your intentions in the form of an order rather than a request, I am ready to meet.”

	“I will not do so.”

	Niimak took a deep drag of tobacco smoke and exhaled:

	“I have one condition!”

	“What's that?”

	“I must take part in the investigation!”

	“To be honest, you're not really a good fit.”

	“Really?!” He muttered. “If memory serves me right, I was the one who got on the trail of those three men and caught them!”

	“You shot two of the suspects.”

	“Internal Affairs found that I acted within the bounds of self-defense.”

	“What difference does that make?” The prosecutor insisted.”

	He took the hint and didn't drag it out. But before his eyes stood the sight of the old man sitting in the chair, the former commander of the NKVD unit, call sign Trapper. Stalin's envoy to Ukraine, the monster who had taken the lives of thousands of Ukrainians, whom Niimak had lynched. He shot him right in the head and then he and Nadezhda buried the body in the woods. However, the prosecutor did not know about this. And she never will.

	“I can offer you an experienced officer.”

	“I already have a team, investigator.”

	“This is the team that's been operating from the beginning, isn't it?” Niimak was interested. “How much did you manage to find out with him?”

	There was silence on the other end of the line because the question was rhetorical. Until the investigator and the journalist stumbled on the trail, the chain of murders was a complete mystery. Niimak and Avdeeva, these two were the only ones who could get their hands on anything.

	“We'll talk about that when you get there.”

	“Intriguing. When do I go?”

	“Right now and have a good trip, Counselor of Justice.”

	“Thank you.”

	Danila cut the connection with the interlocutor, then navigated to the address of the regional prosecutor's office in Ivano-Frankivsk. He did not expect miracles from this meeting, but perhaps he would be able to get at least some details that would allow him to act later on his own. He increased his speed, trying not to think about the bottle he had moved into the trunk. The navigator showed that he would be there in four hours and forty minutes. 

	“If I take one small sip, and have a cigarette, it won't go anywhere, it'll be waiting. He, didn't stop, but drove a few more miles, all the while looking at the dwindling time on the road. Eventually, he decided he didn't need to go that fast. He could come to the prosecutor's office later. He had plenty of time to drink and sober up. The fact that he would be driving under the influence of alcohol didn't bother him, from the word go. He turned off at a gas station. Stopped at the dispenser, got out of the car, gave a tenner to the gas station attendant.”

	“Wipe the windshield and the headlights, he explained to the guy and added.” “Fill it up.”

	Went inside, asked the operator to fill the tank to full. Ordered a hamburger and a large Americano. Then visited the restroom.

	He paid, took a bag of food, walked over to the coffee machine, and poured a drink into a double glass.

	On the approach to the precipice

	Vadim walked ahead of his victim, as the art of trekking demanded. He would have preferred to follow her, but the rules were rules “the more experienced person always had to lead the newcomer. He often told Pauline to be more active. But the girl was not quite rested, or rather very tired, after a stormy night. She was Tikhon most of the time, and didn't even respond to his requests or remarks. And this began to get on his nerves a lot. Vadim was inwardly furious and could no longer wait for the end of his plan.

	Looking back at Pauline once more, he noticed that she was having difficulty walking at all. It was a good thing they were close to the precipice. Vadim looked around. Except for a couple of hikers following them, no one else could be seen.

	“Let's take a break for a couple of minutes!” He suggested she take a step away from the trail.

	The girl agreed without hesitation. Vadim hoped to let the people walking behind him pass, so as to avoid unnecessary eyes.  

	After the night's cold, the weather had improved, with only white clouds in the sky. There would be no snow from them, no thunderstorms. All that remained was to enjoy life and enjoy the magic of the mountains. Vadim and Pauline let the group pass, saying hello and smiling. Three guys and a girl walked beside them. It was obvious to them that the stop of the couple ahead of them was initiated by the flushed girl with severe shortness of breath. Vadim looked after the departing tourists. The foursome had just reached a ledge where the rocks were damp, sharp and jagged. A rush of emotion swept over him. A shiver ran through his body at the sight of his victim falling on the pointed rocks. About three hundred feet away from them began a steep ascent. He decided to take his victim's life right on the narrow path before the turn.

	The girl caught her breath and her face took on natural tones

	“How are you feeling? If it's too hard for you, should we cut the hike short?” He asked the girl to keep her busy talking, so she wouldn't have to follow the four of us too quickly.

	“No, we'll walk for the rest of the day.”

	She hadn't realized how wrong she was.

	“Wow,” Vadim exclaimed. “The look on your face and your breathlessness made me think the hike was over.”

	“I'll spend a couple more days in the mountains, she confirmed the seriousness of her intentions with a smile,” then I have some things to do in Lviv.

	“What kind of things?”

	“First of all, my lease expires in a month, I need to start looking for a new apartment.”

	“You might as well do it in a week or two.”

	“Yes, but other than that, it would be a good idea to take advantage of the free time and visit your parents.”

	He pretended to start asking her for details, but he wasn't listening to what she was saying. He took pleasure in knowing that all these plans would be over in just a dozen minutes. Pauline had no future in front of her. Vadim began breathing rapidly, immersed in himself:

	“She will achieve nothing of what she has planned in principle. For I now have the right to decide whether she lives or dies. No, lie, not like that! Not to live unequivocally! The question is how long before..!” He felt a strong erection again, his face poured with blood, so he turned aside so that the girl did not see such a change.

	Through the fog of his thoughts he heard Pauline's distant words:

	“I want to go a lot through the mountains. It's spring now, then summer, fall…” 

	He drifted off into himself again, losing her voice. Vadim looked up at the rocks. The ominous rocks drew him in, and he, had come here, dreaming of killing someone, somewhere in these places. He had already made several empty forays, looking for a suitable spot and a lone tourist.

	Suddenly, he perked up and said: “There will be more opportunities, and more than one. Come on, let's go!”

	She nodded and then moved forward. They walked shoulder to shoulder for a while, then Vadim let her pass. She didn't pay any attention to this, though she should have. The most poignant episode was beginning. Only when they reached the stone wall did he utter:

	“Stop. Let me go ahead of you.”

	“Of course!” She reacted naturally. “But how will we pass each other? A terrible hunch flashed through her mind.

	He took a step toward her, feeling that the moment he had been waiting for was coming.

	“Get against the wall and watch your step, he suggested,” it will be easier for me to get around you that way.

	Pauline pressed herself sideways against the rock, looking down at her feet. Vadim stepped to her left, holding on to her backpack, then to her right shoulder.  He pressed harder against her, she felt his erect cock against her left thigh. She looked up, and in the meantime he was facing her. He wrapped his strong, masculine arms around her shoulders and dug his lips into hers. She felt him shudder and mooch into her nose the way he had several times last night.

	She was taken aback and tried to push him away. It was as if the man had expected such a reaction from the girl, and he took advantage of the moment. He calculatedly adjusted her push to the right of the wall, sending the girl's body straight into the abyss.

	A shrill and long scream echoed between the steep slopes as she fell into the abyss. The murderer watched her and reveled in the moment of ecstasy. He felt an unthinkable ecstasy, approaching orgasm for the second time in seconds. Pauline screamed until her head hit a protruding piece of rock, blood splashing around. The girl flew a little more and then, hitting a small crevice, to Vadim's disappointment, stopped.

	She was lying face up, arms spread wide apart.

	The assassin sucked deeply into the fresh mountain air with his nose and shouted:

	“Help!” He shouted, smiling wildly at the same time. “Help!”

	Later he would explain that he was calling for help because he was in shock. He did not realize that Pauline was dead. Though even from this height, the girl's open eyes were beautiful, to him, she looked adorable at all.

	Vadim looked around. He didn't see the group of tourists, but he knew he had to come to his senses. If they came out from around the corner now and saw him, his face tearing up with a smile of excitement, it would be over.

	“What happened?” Was heard while still in the distance.

	Vadim did not answer. He stood at the edge of the path and looked at his victim. She was good in bed, and now she was simply enchanting. He had never had a double orgasm before. He adored her... 

	“Hey! Did you call for help?!”

	The assassin glanced over the part of the mountain where the sound came from.  A man in his fifties was climbing the slope. His movements were precise. It was an indication of his physical strength, as evidenced by the military-style bandanna. 

	“What's up, you seem okay?” The man asked, stepping out onto the trail.

	“What a stupid question!” It went through Vadim's mind. “You couldn't have not heard the woman scream!”

	 People who asked stupid questions in the face of obvious events particularly annoyed him. The illogical behavior of such individuals was beyond him. He restrained his indignation and uttered on an exhalation:

	 “I … her, he pointed in the direction of the girl lying there. “She…”

	“Oh, God!” The man shouted, looking down. “Call the nearest search and rescue! Call the nearest search and rescue!”

	Vadim closed his eyes, wrapped his arms around his head and sank to the ground. He was not going to call anywhere, he preferred to give a showy shock. It would be much more convincing when the prosecutor's office took up the case. Because it would have to be checked. As always, in the case of a death, an autopsy will be performed, perhaps accompanied by a prosecutor. In this case, the forensic medical examination will establish that the deceased fell from a rock ledge. The hiker walking ahead of her had no time to react. Playing the sufferer, Vadim was proud of himself.

	“What, what number?” The man in the bandana asked, more to himself than to the detached man.

	The numbers of the rescue teams were in his phone, but the killer was not going to help anyone.

	“God! God!” The bandanna man kept repeating, pointing his finger at the phone. “She is, she is!” 

	“Yes. She's dead!” Vadim confirmed mentally. “Isn't the missing part of her skull and hair obvious to you old stump? Half a head missing isn't obvious for stating a person's death! I don't know your name, I'll call you stump, I killed her!” He covered his face with his hands and smiled sweetly. “Last time I didn't feel so good when I hanged Halimov on the Dovbush trail.”

	Lendel and Krymchak 

	 The prosecutor, Tymeya Lendel had expected the investigator to show up by this hour. She stood in the bathroom, looking at herself in the mirror. She paid great attention to how she looked, not at all because she was vain. In her profession, women had to present themselves adequately in order to inspire respect on the one hand and not give the impression of psychopaths on the other.

	Many people she met perceived the prosecutor in this way. After all, examining corpses was not necessarily an occupation for the fair sex. If some woman was leaning over a frozen, feces and blood-stained corpse, there must have been something wrong with her under the dome. They reasoned that way, but they were wrong.

	She looked at her reflection and adjusted her glasses. Her hair, as usual, classic bangs to the side, her hair slightly twisted, trimmed at the back. Plus a dark suit in conservative fashion that was in no way appropriate for a scene examination. Evil behind her back called her “Lady Mary.” At first, she didn't know who she was talking about, and she didn't care much, only then someone told her it was a character from some British soap opera about aristocrats and servants.

	The prosecutor had nothing against it. She had heard more than once that he was acting too arrogantly, and she guessed she would hear more.

	She looked at the phone.

	Still nothing. Investigator Niimak could have at least called if he was running late. Then she realized that they hadn't set a specific hour. The prosecutor unlocked her iPhone and dialed the last number

	“I'm not far away,” Niimak answered without waiting for a question.

	“What does that mean?”

	“Parking, but all the spots are taken?”

	She looked in the mirror. Ever since she'd found out that this particular man had somehow miraculously gotten on the trail from the Belokorovich’s killer, she'd checked him out thoroughly. Apart from a few episodes that completely disqualified him as a police officer, his level of service was average.

	The more she learned about the investigator, the more she was certain that someone had sent him to Belarus on purpose. At first, she suspected someone in Niimak's superiors, but then she decided that no law enforcement officer would sanction such arbitrariness. Some politician must have given the green light. Barely realizing this, she stopped digging into the case. It was not worth bringing trouble on herself just to satisfy her curiosity.

	The whole picture collapsed. Everything would have to start all over again, and the whole point was that until the other killer killed the journalist, everyone was convinced that Niimak had caught the right people.

	“I'll come down for you,” she said.

	“Don't let it bother you. I'll find a place and…”

	“They won't let you in any way.”

	He did not answer, and after a while she heard the sound of an interrupted call. She assumed that he had thereby announced to her that he would be waiting downstairs.

	Perhaps it would have surprised her if not for the fact that, digging into Niimak's past, she had learned what kind of man he was. Her immediate supervisor claimed that the red-shirted investigator who walks around in red shirts is unwavering, acts fast, and does more harm than good for the Ukrainian police. However, there were notes of sympathy in Yuri Popovich's voice when Tymeya Lendel spoke to him.

	Then she learned that Niimak had slept with his daughter, and apparently no one in the squad was surprised except the girl's father himself. Colleagues at work spoke of the investigator in virtually the most negative terms and that Danila could not act collectively. He often ignored the rules and, moreover, treated even his closest ones as if they were just random bystanders on the street.

	Tymeya knew that such people were best suited for tracking down assassins.

	She fixed her bangs once more, then nodded and left the bathroom. She walked down the stairs, answering greetings from her coworkers. There was an elevator in the building, but Lendel liked to walk down the hallways. She was a big shot here, and she felt it when prosecutors walked past her. She thought there was nothing wrong with boosting her ego a little. A self-righteous prosecutor is a good prosecutor.

	She went outside, and it didn't take her long to find the investigator. He was standing outside a Black Volkswagen smoking a cigarette. The rumors about his red and black shirts were not exaggerated.

	He looked at her and let the smoke out with the corner of his mouth. The prosecutor walked leisurely toward him, then nodded. She couldn't help feeling there were cans of beer on the passenger seat.

	“Tymeya Lendel,” she introduced herself in order.

	“Interesting name,” the officer greeted her, glancing around. “You married a Hungarian?”

	“A true Hungarian.”

	He nodded, looking at the prosecutor's office building. Puffing on a cigarette.

	“How was the journey?” She asked.

	“To be honest, it sucked.”

	“Did the beer help?”

	He looked at the car, then shrugged.

	“The sight of beer itself doesn't help me much,” he explained. “I'll open it tonight when I get home.”

	Tymeya sighed, wondering how much she could tell him in confidence. In the end, she decided it would be best if she laid all her cards on the table.

	“I'm uncertain whether you'll have a beer tonight.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“Mikhail Lemka beat up one of the inmates.”

	Niimak looked at her indifferently.

	“Unfortunately, he chose a repeat offender who didn't stay passive,” she added. “Neither did his cellmates.”

	“I can only be happy for him. That son of a bitch deserves to be spanked every day.”

	She raised her eyebrows.

	“You know something about that, don't you?”

	“Don't I understand you?” Danila said, though he knew what she was getting at.

	“Was your adventure in Russia connected to a stay in one of the prisons?”

	She looked at his lips, trying to figure out if what she'd heard was true. When just recently she had spoken to a certain police officer, and he had reported that Niimak's gums and many of his teeth had been damaged upon his return from Russia.

	It was difficult to determine because Danila hardly ever smiled, and only spoke without opening his mouth much.  It was also not easy to ascertain anything about this supposed imprisonment.

	“If I ever got into a Russian prison, I'd probably never get out of it,” he answered.”

	“I guess so.”

	He threw the cigarette to the ground, stomped on it, then turned to her.

	“Can we cut to the chase?”

	“Lemka attacked his cellmate because he wanted to get beaten up,” she said. “When he was admitted to the infirmary with multiple wounds, he immediately said that either you would meet him or he would attack again.”

	“Is he willing to kill himself to see me?”

	“It seems so.”

	“Brilliant! Let him do it.”

	“Investigator Niimak…”

	“He won't leak information to us,” Danila objected. “Do you know how much it costs to keep a prisoner a day?”

	“No.”

	Five hundred hryvnias a day. That makes fifteen thousand a month and one hundred and eighty thousand a year. And that's for one person. Do you know how many prisoners there are?

	“About a hundred and twenty thousand.

	Niimak shook his head, and Lendel was silent for a while.”

	“That's how the penitentiary system works,” she answered, hoping to finish the subject. “Now come with me.”

	In saying the words, she did not use an inviting tone. It was an order, and Niimak was quick to accept it. He buttoned his shirt to the penultimate button beneath his neck, and then moved to follow her. This time, Tymeya chose the elevator.

	“Why is he so anxious to see you?” She asked.”

	“Because he is a fanatic.”

	“Is it because of the religion of the Yesse?”

	“No!” Objected Danila. “The fact is that he adored his mother and brother. And now he hates me with the same fury.”

	The investigator glared at her, and she felt uncomfortable. The elevator wasn't the best place to look each other in the eye without tension.

	“You keep looking at me.”

	“Excuse me?”

	“You're looking at my lips!” She said something peculiar, shaking her head.

	He didn't explain, but leaned toward her. But his actions had nothing to do with flirting.

	“Is it better now?” He asked.

	“Yes.”

	For a while all that could be heard was the sound of the elevator moving. Finally, they reached the right floor and the door slowly parted to the sides.

	“I was in the jaw-surgery clinic just after my return home,” explained the investigator as they went out into the corridor. “Would you like to hear the details?”

	“You don't have to.

	She led him into the office and then asked an assistant to make them coffee.

	Niimak sat down in front of the desk and looked around the room, as if unaware that a public prosecutor could be in a tastefully furnished office. Indeed, the prosecutor took care to make the place feel good. She staked out a minimalist interior design, even hanging a few white frames with black text replete with legal winged expressions.

	“Accusare nemo se debet!”

	 No one should blame himself! Read one of them to Niimak. 

	She raised her eyebrows.

	“I have it as a reminder not to get angry about all the nonsense the defendants and their defense attorneys tell me,” Lendel explained, sitting down at the table. “Do you study legal depth out of a hobby?”

	“I like Latin.”

	She looked at him questioningly, wanting to provoke him into a longer statement, but Niimak glanced around the room. She knew he came from a respectable, intelligent family. His father was a famous university professor, and his mother was active in the life of artistic bohemia.

	Why Niimak joined the police was a mystery to her and to others. She took the opportunity to let her guest concentrate on the quotes and took a closer look at him. His wounds were still healing on his face, and the bags under his eyes told her he'd been up too much. No wonder. First he survived the horror in the countries of the two dictatorial regimes, Lukashenko and Putin, and then back home.  After being rescued from the hands of assassins, he was pressured by internal control.

	And, the cherry on the cake.” The deliberate execution of a journalist.

	“Are you growing a beard?” She asked.

	“I'm sorry, I don't understand?”

	The prosecutor pointed to the stubble.

	“As you can see,” he answered. “But we didn't meet to talk about that, did we?”

	“You know it's important to me. Sometimes the lack of adherence to the police dress code can get you in trouble to the point of total animosity.”

	“I don't wear a uniform. I look the way I look now. I wasn't going to meet with the Home Secretary, where I might have been offered a promotion!” He retorted, focusing his gaze on her. “And I appreciate your attempt at a distracted conversation, but time is of the essence for me. Maybe I'll finally be able to…”

	There was a knock at the door, and the secretary served coffee. Danila thanked him, as if casually glancing down her cleavage as she leaned in.

	“We have to wait a little while,” Lendel explained, adjusting her glasses.

	“Yeah? Who?”

	“The man I'm running this investigation with.”

	Niimak took out a pack of gum and, unpacking it, offered it to Tymeya.

	“Thank you,” she replied.”

	“They're cinnamon, very good.”

	For a while all that could be heard in the room was his chewing. Tymeya looked toward the door, hoping that Alexander Krymchak would appear as soon as possible. She was tired of the persistent attempts to contact the investigator.

	She decided it would be better if she minded her own business. She turned on the computer and began looking at reports from the region. There had been a high-profile conviction today. The investigation lasted two years. They had sentenced the rapist and murderer of the young girl to a cumulative sentence of twenty-five years in prison. Tymeya hoped that Lemka would not get away with such a sentence. He should get a life sentence, and if no lawyer-Miracle Worker pulls some kind of trick, he probably will.

	Below was a reference to a twenty-two-year-old girl who died in the Carpathian Mountains. She had fallen from a ledge on Mount Spits. Rescuers stressed that she had prepared well for the hike, had good shoes, specialized equipment. She wandered alone.

	Tymeya tore her gaze away from the monitor when a knock sounded on the door.

	“Please come in,” she said.

	Alexander Krymchak stepped inside, looking at the back of his guest with surprise. Danila didn't even look over his shoulder.

	“Investigator Niimak,” Lendel introduced him as the second prosecutor took a seat next to him.

	“Prosecutor Alexander Krymchak.”

	“May we begin?” Hurried Danila.”

	“Of course,” Tymeya answered, and nodded at Alexander.

	He measured the policeman's eyes and leaned back in his chair.

	“It's a simple matter,” he began. “You help me and Michael Lemka, and we'll forget about the fact that the number of shell casings does not match the ones found.”

	Only now Danila looked at the prosecutor.

	“What, it doesn't match?”

	“I looked at your report on the events at Belokorovichi. There should be one more round in the Fort.”

	“You got to be kidding me.”

	“No. Control either missed it or deliberately ignored it. I take it your supervisor knows the officers who…”

	“What kind of nonsense is that?” Niimak asked, spreading his hands. “You call me here to talk to the accused, and now you come up with something absurd.”

	“It's not absurd,” objected Alexander. “And for you, the investigator is a serious problem.”

	Michael Lemka meets with Niimak.

	Niimak was inwardly indignant, though he tried not to show anger. He looked at the prosecutor, chewing his cud leisurely, but would have gladly snapped out of his chair and punched the insolent rooster in the face.

	He didn't know if Krymchak was telling the truth.  So far, it seemed to him that he had correctly counted the number of rounds fired. He also included the bullet that hit the NKVD’s criminal right in the skull before he hit the perpetrators of the murders in the first place.

	“And what do you say to that?” Alexander asked.

	Danila shifted his gaze to the prosecutor, trying to figure out how much he knew. The lady didn't give off any emotion, which made him think she was as surprised as he was.

	He wondered if he could have been wrong. Maybe he'd given the control room bloodhounds the wrong amount. But it was no big deal. Nothing threatened him because of it, contrary to what Krymchak claimed.  Nobody, no crime, at least, that was the way it had always been. There were times when indirect trials sentenced people to long prison terms, but in this situation he didn't have to fear that.

	Niimak turned to Alexander and chewed his gum with eagerness.

	“Is that your answer?” The prosecutor asked.

	“It is.”

	“So you don't deny that…”

	“Is this an interrogation?” Danila echoed him. “I thought you wanted my help.”

	“And we need yours, as you see.”

	Niimak snorted to himself.

	“I don't remember how many times I fired,” he said. “Probably as many as I said, but I can't be sure. It wasn't at the range, you know. And I didn't have the gun in my hand the whole time. So, I guess you'd better talk to the dead people.”

	“I know,” he answered, though. “I also know that the numbers don't add up.”

	“It is difficult to understand you, and even more difficult to explain something to you.” 

	Alexander looked at him with a stooped expression.

	“Then I'll tell you my guesses. It was you who arranged the shooting, and then executed the criminals.”

	“Yes, I killed my eldest son, and then that old woman.”

	“Investigator Niimak,” Lendel said. “Let's keep the facts.”

	“With pleasure.”

	“This is certainly a potential problem for you,” she added. “But we're not going to jump to conclusions.”

	“I am very touched by your concern.”

	Tymeya adjusted her glasses again. Niimak decided there was something appealing about the move. In fact, everything this woman did was attractive. She resembled a puritanical aristocrat, and yet the work she did made one think she was a tough broad.

	“I don't hide that your approach and attitude of cooperation will be an important factor in a comprehensive evaluation of the case,” she added.

	“It's just like with the defendants,” Niimak queried. “The court also takes into account how the defendant behaves during the hearing, doesn't it?”
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