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Chapter 1. The Night Call

The call came at three twenty-seven in the morning. I wasn't asleep. In forty-five years of living, I'd learned not to believe in coincidences, and when the phone rings at that hour, there are no coincidences.

"Talk," I said into the receiver without turning on the light.

"Boss, we've got a problem. A big one." The voice of the duty officer, Makarov, was shaking. Makarov is twenty-six. He still believes the world is fair and criminals are stupid. In ten years he'll stop believing the first part. In twenty, the second. If he lives that long.

"What kind of problem?" I was already sitting on the edge of the bed, feeling around for my pants. My wife didn't even stir. She'd learned to sleep through my late-night calls about ten years ago, when she realized this was forever.

"Prison break from a maximum-security colony. Three men. Through the ventilation, over the perimeter. Two hours ago. The corrections people just reported it."

I closed my eyes. Two hours. A hundred and twenty minutes of head start. In a car, that's two hundred kilometers. On foot—maybe twenty, if you're running like a hunted animal, which is exactly what they were.

"Who?" I asked, switching on the light and grabbing my notebook. My wife sighed and pulled the blanket over her head.

"I'll send you photos and files now. First—Artyom Silin, thirty-two, aggravated murder, got fifteen years. Served six. Second—Denis Kuleshov, twenty-eight, armed robbery, twelve years, served four. Third—Igor Nazarov, thirty-four, aggravated assault with a weapon, ten years, served three."

I wrote it all down, and with every name the weight on my shoulders got heavier. A killer. A robber. Another gun-happy thug. Three desperate men with nothing to lose except the freedom they'd just taken back. And they'd do anything not to lose it again.

"Are they armed?" I asked, though I already knew the answer.

"Unknown at this time. But you know how it is—"

"I know," I cut him off. Of course I know. The first thing an escaped convict without money or a car does is find both. And for that, you need force. Weapons. I was already pulling on my shirt, the phone wedged between my shoulder and ear. "Where's the colony?"

"Eighty kilometers from the city, industrial zone. Forest all around."

"APBs sent out?"

"Yes. All districts, all roadblocks, all DPS posts." DPS—traffic police. The first line of defense on every highway.

"Where do you need me?"

"The boss wants the command post set up at the central precinct. Everyone's already on their way."

I looked at the clock. Three thirty-four. Twenty minutes to the precinct. I'd be there by four. The escapees would have nearly three hours of head start by then.

"On my way," I said and hung up.

My wife lifted the edge of the blanket, looked at me with one eye.

"Going to be long?" she asked quietly.

"Don't know," I answered honestly. "Breakout. Three of them."

She nodded and pulled the blanket back over. She didn't ask when I'd be back. She'd stopped asking a long time ago. I kissed the top of her head, grabbed my jacket and my gun, and walked out of the apartment.

The city at night greeted me with empty streets and the yellow glow of streetlamps. I started the car—a department-issue Toyota, nearly two hundred thousand on the odometer, the interior soaked in the smell of coffee and cigarettes from previous owners—and drove. I switched on the radio immediately. They were already broadcasting the alert.

"Attention all units. Three male suspects are wanted. Silin, Artyom Igorevich, thirty-two years old, height one-eighty, stocky build, short dark hair, scar on the left cheek. Kuleshov, Denis Vladimirovich, twenty-eight years old, height one-seventy-five, thin build, light hair, tattoos on both arms. Nazarov, Igor Petrovich, thirty-four years old, height one-seventy-two, athletic build, shaved head, tattoo on the neck. All three considered extremely dangerous. If spotted, do not attempt to apprehend. Report immediately..."

I switched off the radio. I'd memorized the descriptions within fifteen seconds of Makarov reading them. My job is memory. Faces, names, addresses, details. Forty-five years alive, twenty-three in the police. The last fifteen in the major crimes division. I've seen so many faces I sometimes confuse the living with the dead. Seen so much blood I've stopped noticing it. Seen so much evil I've learned to distinguish its shades.

Silin, Kuleshov, Nazarov. I repeated the names like a mantra as I drove. In twenty minutes they would become my only job. My only target. My only thought. It's always like that in the first days of the hunt. You eat thinking about them. Sleep, if you sleep at all, seeing their faces. Talk to your wife but hear only their voices in your head.

The central precinct greeted me with every light on the third floor blazing. The operations department. My shop. I climbed the stairs, passing young detectives running with papers and phones. Everyone knew: it had begun. The big hunt. The manhunt. A chase that would end either in capture or in bodies. Theirs or ours.

I walked into the office. My team was already assembled. Six people. Makarov—the youngest, but reliable. Petrova—the analyst, forty years old, twenty in the system, knows the databases better than she knows her own husband. Shirokov—an old-school field detective, two years older than me, his hands shake but his eyes still catch what others miss. Oreshkin—the informant handler, thirty-five, speaks three dialects of prison slang. Savelyev—driver and marksman, thirty-eight, former Special Forces. And Dmitry Ilyich Zuyev—my deputy, forty-two, a former hand-to-hand combat champion, now father of four and my anchor when I start drowning in this swamp.

"Status," I said instead of a greeting, draping my jacket over the back of a chair.

Petrova looked up from her laptop.

"APBs in all districts. Roadblocks on main highways. Patrols reinforced. The colony sent over the personal files. Here."

She handed me three folders. I opened the first. Silin, Artyom. The mugshot stared back at me with empty eyes. Broad face, short-cropped hair, scar on the left cheek—someone with a knife had done that. In the eyes—nothing. Void. I'd seen eyes like that before. The eyes of a man who'd already made his decision. Who'd already accepted he had nothing to lose.

The charge—murder. The victim—a neighbor in a communal apartment, forty-six years old. The motive—a domestic dispute. Silin struck the neighbor in the head with an axe after an argument over loud music. Twelve blows. The forensic report determined the victim had stopped breathing after the third. The remaining nine blows Silin delivered to a corpse.

I closed the folder. Not insane, but no prize either. The fifteen years were well-earned.

Second folder. Kuleshov, Denis. Narrow, nervous face, light hair sticking up, tattoos on both arms—standard prison ink. Armed robbery. Walked into an all-night convenience store with a sawed-off, cleaned out the register, shot out the surveillance camera on his way out. Got caught three days later trying to fence the stolen cigarettes. The sawed-off turned out to be homemade but functional. In his statement, Kuleshov claimed he "just wanted money, wasn't planning to kill anyone." The judge wasn't buying it. Twelve years, maximum security.

Third folder. Nazarov, Igor. Shaved head, cold stare, tattoo on the neck—an eight-pointed star, thieves' code. The charge—aggravated assault. Beat and robbed a taxi driver, broke his jaw and three ribs. The driver survived but spent a month in the hospital. Nazarov took four thousand rubles and a phone off him. Got caught when he was spending that money in a bar whose owner turned out to be the taxi driver's brother. Ten years, appealed the conviction. Didn't help.

I closed the last folder and looked at the city map Shirokov had already pinned to the board. The area around the colony was circled in red marker—the northeast, industrial zone, forest all around.

"What do we have on the escape point?" I asked.

Zuyev walked up to the map, jabbed his finger at the circled zone.

"Colony's here. Old ventilation system—they somehow pried off a grate, crawled through the shaft, came out on the roof, cut through the razor wire, and rappelled down on a makeshift rope. The alarm went up when they came up short at evening roll call. That was at one AM. So their head start is at least two and a half hours, maximum four if they left right after lights-out at twenty-two hundred."

"Dogs?" I asked.

"Sent out, but lost the trail after a kilometer. Forest, dry ground, nothing to go on."

I nodded. Figured. They were either smart or lucky. Or both. The worst is when idiots get lucky.

"Home addresses, anchor points?" I asked Petrova.

She nodded, already typing.

"Silin's mother is alive, sixty-eight, lives in the Zarechye district, Polevaya Street, building seven, apartment twenty-three. Father died ten years ago. There's an ex-wife, but she divorced him before the sentence, lives in another city. Kuleshov's parents are in the region, in a village, about a hundred and fifty kilometers from here. He has a sister, twenty-five, but she hasn't spoken to him in five years, lives in a neighboring district. Nazarov—no father, no mother. Had a brother, but he died five years ago in a car crash. No wife, no kids. Empty."

"Associates, old running buddies, past connections?" I asked.

"Working on it," Petrova said curtly. "I'll have the list in an hour."

I looked at the clock. Four twenty in the morning. The fugitives were out there somewhere. Maybe already in the city. Maybe they'd already found a car. Maybe they'd already left a fresh corpse behind them.

"Makarov, contact the duty officers in every district—have them patrol the areas near the relatives' addresses. Shirokov, send a couple of detectives to Silin's mother's place. Have them sit tight, don't spook anyone. If he shows up, they report immediately but don't engage. Oreshkin, light up your informants—someone may have seen something, someone may have heard something. Savelyev, check all overnight incident reports for the last three hours—car thefts, robberies, fights. Anything that could be connected."

The team scattered like a well-oiled machine. I stayed standing in front of the map, staring at the red circle around the colony. Where would they run? Where do they have to run?

Silin—to his mother. That's his anchor point. A man who killed a neighbor with an axe over loud music is an impulsive, emotional man. He'll run to wherever it's warm. To Mama.

Kuleshov—to his sister? No, she doesn't talk to him. So to his parents. Or not. He robbed a store, he thinks in terms of money. He'll run to wherever the money is.

Nazarov—empty. No anchors. The hardest ones to predict. They're unpredictable. They could go anywhere. But the tattoo on his neck says he's connected to the criminal world. He knows people. He'll run to his own.

"Petrova," I called out. "What connections does Nazarov have in the city? Which of his old crew is walking free?"

She clattered away at the keyboard, then shook her head.

"Most of them are locked up. Two are dead. One—Nikolai Travkin, forty-one, released three years ago, convicted for armed robbery and extortion. Lives on Industrialnaya Street, works at a warehouse."

"Address."

She rattled it off. I wrote it down in my notebook and turned to Shirokov.

"Send another pair of detectives there. Have them wait. Quietly."

The phone rang. I picked up.

"Yeah."

"Boss, it's the duty officer from the Southern district. They found an abandoned vehicle, a Zhiguli, Model Seven, sitting on the shoulder of the highway coming from the industrial zone toward the city. Stolen an hour and a half ago from a residential yard. The owner came out this morning and the car was gone. He filed a report an hour ago."

I felt my heart kick up a notch. First lead. First thread.

"Exact location?"

"Highway M-14, kilometer forty-two, turnoff to Kamenka."

I looked at the map. Kamenka—a small settlement about twenty kilometers from the city. From the colony to that spot—roughly sixty kilometers. They stole a car, drove to Kamenka, and abandoned it. Why?

"What about the car? Any evidence?"

"Dusting for prints. Inside—cigarette butts, empty water bottle. Gas tank's bone dry."

I closed my eyes. They stole a car with no gas. Or it ran out on the way. Meaning they switched rides. Picked up another car in Kamenka. Or someone.

"Check Kamenka. All reports of thefts, assaults, everything. Report to me immediately."

"Copy that."

I hung up and stared at the map again. Kamenka. Why Kamenka? There's nothing there. A village of a thousand people, one street, five shops, two gas stations. Wait. Gas stations.

"Makarov!" I shouted. "Get in touch with the gas stations in Kamenka. Have them check their cameras for the last three hours."

Makarov grabbed the phone. I walked to the window and lit up. First cigarette of the night. The smoke burned my lungs, and I felt a slight dizziness. How much had I slept? Four hours? Five? When was the last time I ate? Last night. Cold pizza from the fridge, because my wife was already asleep and I'd gotten home at ten. Ordinary day.
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