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Missing

        In my line of work — thirty years and counting — trouble always smelled the same. It used to reek of smoke-stained offices, wet asphalt, and the iron tang of blood. Now, in 2018, trouble more often smells like ozone off overheated servers and the sterile silence of a room where the only sound is the hum of a computer fan. I'm a former senior investigator for major crimes, fifty-five years old, and I've watched the face of crime change. It stopped being the face of a drunk brawler with a kitchen knife. It became an avatar hiding nothing behind it. But that morning, the twenty-fourth of December, 2018, I didn't yet know that the case before me would become a textbook example of a digital hunt.

The morning didn't start with coffee. It started with the heavy, pressing dread of pre-New Year's bustle — which in our business usually means a spike in domestic stabbings and drunken brawls. But the duty officer laid a folder on my desk that didn't fit the pattern. Missing person. Young woman. Irina Akhmatova. Twenty-nine years old.

I opened the folder. A confident, beautiful woman with a soft smile looked back at me from the photograph. Manager of two fast-food restaurants. Married, eight-year-old daughter. Socially stable, responsible. Women like her don't go on benders a week before New Year's. They buy presents, make guest lists, close out annual reports. When a woman like that vanishes, something extraordinary has happened.

Her husband Dmitry was already waiting in the corridor. I invited him in. The man looked like he hadn't slept in days, though only one night had passed. His face was gray, his hands locked together so tightly the knuckles had gone white. But he held it together. No hysteria in his eyes — only a cold, piercing terror and a readiness to act. That's a good sign. Hysteria is hard to work with. Constructive fear you can use.

"Tell me everything, Dmitry," I said, opening a blank page of the report. "Facts only. We'll save the emotions for later. When did you last see your wife?"

Dmitry drew a deep breath, gathering his thoughts.

"Yesterday, December twenty-third. She left work. She was planning to drive to Tula, to her parents. Had some things to take care of, plus she wanted to see them before the holidays. Left Moscow toward evening. We spoke on the phone."

"What time was the last contact?" I wrote down the date: December 23, 2018.

"21:15," Dmitry answered, precise, without hesitation. "She was on the road. Said everything was fine, she was driving. Her voice was calm, music playing in the background. Nothing alarming. Nothing at all."

"And then?"

"Then I called her around 23:00. Phone was unreachable. I figured maybe she'd lost signal — there are stretches on the highway with bad coverage. But she didn't call back after half an hour, or an hour. I started dialing again and again. 'The subscriber is temporarily unavailable.' Called all night. Went to the police in the morning."

I studied him closely.

"Dmitry, let's be straight with each other. Arguments? Family conflicts? Maybe she wanted some time alone? Debts? Business enemies?"

He shook his head.

"Out of the question. Things between us are good. We have a daughter — she adores her. Irina would never just switch off her phone without telling someone. She's hyper-responsible. If the car broke down, she'd call. If she decided to stay at a motel, she'd call. That's not who she is. Something happened to her."

I believed him. Twenty-nine, successful career, family. Not the profile for a spontaneous disappearance.

"What was she driving?"

"An Audi A4. Brown metallic." He dictated the license plate number.

I made a note: Audi A4. Secondhand market value — around 1.2 million rubles. That alone moved the case out of the "missing person" category into the danger zone. A good car, a woman driving alone, a nighttime highway. The classic recipe for disaster.

"What did she have on her? Cash? Jewelry?"

"A small amount of cash, bank cards. Jewelry — wedding ring, earrings, a chain. Nothing flashy enough to draw attention. But the car itself..."

"I understand," I cut him off. "Do you know her exact route?"

"Yes. She always takes the M-2 highway — the Krym route. Moscow to Serpukhov to Tula."

I walked over to the map on the wall. The M-2. Busy, wide, but treacherous in winter.

"All right, Dmitry. Your report is filed. We're launching the standard protocol now. Don't leave yet — wait in the corridor. I may need clarifications."

The moment the door closed behind the husband, I picked up the phone. The routine began — the kind that looks boring from the outside but eliminates ninety percent of leads.

First order of business: traffic police reports. I contacted the duty office for highway patrol across the Moscow and Tula regions.

"Hey, it's homicide. I've got a missing person. Audi A4, brown, heading Moscow to Tula. Plate number is... Yeah, write it down. Check the accident reports from last night and this morning. Vehicles in ditches, head-on collisions, unidentified bodies on the shoulder."

The answer came fast. No major accidents involving a matching vehicle had been recorded. A few minor fender-benders, but no Audi. No unidentified women admitted to hospitals along the route.

That was bad. If it had been a crash, we'd already know. A car isn't a needle — especially on a federal highway. If she'd gone off the road into trees badly enough to be invisible from the road, that might explain it, but the snow on December twenty-third wasn't deep enough to bury a car completely.

I called in my operative, a young guy named Zhuravlyov. Sharp with modern search systems.

"Lyosha, we're on. Missing person — Irina Akhmatova. Details are in your inbox. I need her phone pinged through the billing records. Last base station, azimuth, time of disconnection. And start shaking down the morgues and hospitals along the entire M-2 corridor from Moscow to Tula. Including Podolsk, Chekhov, Serpukhov."

"Copy," Zhuravlyov said curtly. "What about the volunteers?"

"Get LizaAlert on it. Send them the bulletin. Have them blast it across social media. If that car is parked in some courtyard or on a shoulder somewhere, they'll find it faster than we will. They've got more eyes."

Within an hour, news of Irina Akhmatova's disappearance was coursing through the digital veins of the internet. The photograph of a smiling young woman and a brown foreign-make sedan flickered through news feeds. "Help us find this person."

I called Dmitry back in.

"Dmitry, we're checking every angle. No confirmed accident so far, she's not in any hospital. That gives us reason to hope she's alive. But the phone silence worries me. Try to remember the smallest details of yesterday. What was she wearing? What was her mood before she left?"

Dmitry rubbed his temples.

"Dark jacket, jeans. Her mood... Normal, work mode. She stopped by a Burger King in south Moscow to check on the location, then hit the road."

"Was she driving alone?" I asked the question almost on autopilot. Drivers — women especially — usually prefer to travel alone or with people they know.

Dmitry froze. His gaze went unfocused, as though he were trying to recall something, to connect dots.

"Usually alone. But... she sometimes took passengers. To keep from getting bored on the drive, and to cover gas money. She makes the Tula run a lot."

I felt the spring trip inside me. Passengers. That word changed everything. Inside the sealed capsule of a car hurtling through a dark winter highway, a stranger is a variable you cannot control.

"How did she find passengers? Friends? Coworkers?"

"No, through an app. BlaBlaCar. She used it all the time. Had a high rating, good reviews. She said it was safer that way — they have registration, you can see who you're riding with."

Safer. The word cut my ear. People have grown accustomed to trusting interfaces. They believe that if someone has a profile with a photo and a name, he can't be a killer. The digital illusion of safety.

"Do you have access to her account?" I asked, already understanding this was our main thread.

"I don't know the password," Dmitry said, flustered. "But I know her email."

"Good. That's work for our tech people. But you need to tell me: yesterday, December twenty-third — did she mention picking someone up?"
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