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Prologue
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Detective Drake Logan was up to his elbows in suds.  His godfather’s restaurant/bar The Tasting Room was filled to capacity and they were short handed.  So instead of enjoying a nice relaxing Beef Stroganoff, he was shanghaied into the kitchen.

“Drago, hurry up with those glasses,” the bartender snarled.

It was like he was sixteen again.  He resisted the urge to tell Ivan to cram it and rinsed the glasses in scalding hot water.  Drying them, he put two dozen shot glasses on a tray and carried them out to the bar.  

Ivan grunted.  He made his way back to his table and to his partner, Mark O’Reilly, who had finished his borsht and was now slurping Drake’s.

“I didn’t want it to get cold.” Mark grinned up at him.

“It’s served cold, you idiot.”

“Drago, I need you.”

Drake sighed and walked back to the kitchen.  “Yes, Marishka? She was his godfather’s head chef, but pretty much ran the entire business.

“Can you clean up tables six through eight?”

“Where’s the bus boy?”

Marishka spat.  “He’s taking his time cleaning up one through five.  I’ve got a line out the door.  Lana is doing her best.  What do you think of our new hostess?  She’s not married.”

She also liked to run his life, and sometimes he even let her.  She was that good of a cook. Drake grabbed a tray and a towel.  “She’s cute.”

Marishka beamed.  He slid a glance over at the hostess.  She was dressed in a beaded gown and was striking enough that the line of customers weren’t getting too rowdy.  He didn’t have the heart to tell her that Lana was conducting a side business while she was seating restaurant customers.

As Drake cleaned off the three tables, in the same time he noticed that the bus boy cleaned off one, Lana had palmed about two hundred dollars in exchange for small packets.  He set the tables and watched discretely when she sat a couple of men in dark suits at the table in front of him.

They spoke freely in Russian, assuming that Drake – who looked as American as you could get, would not understand them.

“The quartz you provided for us last time was top notch Lana. We may be looking to do a bulk purchase.”

“I can arrange that,” she said, smiling sweetly as she handed the men. “As long as my commission is nice and fat.”

They laughed.  “We’ll see what we can arrange, dorogoj.”

Drake stopped back over to his table to let Mark know what was going on.  He discretely pointed out two other tables that had bought the crystal meth off of the hostess.

“You want me to call it in?”

“Yeah, but have the patrolmen waiting outside.  I don’t want to spook the big guys.  I’m going to have our hostess set them up with Houston too see about the big score.”

“How are you going to get her to do that?”

“I’m going to bring her to Nikolai and she can explain to him why she’s trying to get his restaurant closed down.”

“I don’t envy her,” Mark said.  “But can you explain to me why we can never have a decent meal without being interrupted.”

The waitress brought over a plate of beef stroganoff and chicken kiev.  She placed the chicken in front of Mark.  “Eat Drago, before it gets cold.”  She patted him on the cheek and walked away.

“Well, maybe just a bit.”  He shoveled two large forkfuls down, enjoying the tang of the sour cream.  As he chewed, Lana sat the rest of the diners and went back to her podium.  “Wish me luck,” he said.

Mark was already on the phone to the station, speaking in low tones in between bites of chicken.

“Hi,” Drake said, coming up behind Lana.

“Hello yourself.”  She turned a wide smile on him.  It was too bad she was a drug dealer, because she really was his type.

“You’re new here.”

“I just started last week.  I haven’t seen you around.  Do you work here too?”

“You could say that.  Would you come with me for a moment?”  He took her by the elbow.

“Look, I’m a good girl.  I don’t do things like this,” she said when he led her to the back room.

“Like what?”  Nikolai said, looking up from his desk.  “Drago why are you manhandling my hostess?”

“He’s trying to take advantage of me,” Lana said, her eyes brimming with tears.

Nikolai rolled his eyes.

“I caught her selling crystal meth to three of your patrons.”

“What?” Nikolai roared.

“He’s lying,” she cried.  “I wouldn’t sleep with him so now he’s making lies about me to get me fired.”

Drake reached into his jacket pocket and showed her his badge.

She swore profanely in Russian.  Even Nikolai raised an eyebrow at her language.

“I knew nothing about this,” Nikolai said.

“I know.  I have a few cars on the street to nab the buyers after they leave.  But she’s got a big fish on the line.  Table six is looking to purchase in bulk.”

“That’s a lie,” she said.

“Tell it to the judge,” Drago said in Russian.

Lana’s whole body deflated.  “I want to make a deal.”

“I thought you might.”
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Chapter One
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Pam Krupin hated leaving work after midnight. Harding General was in the “bad part of town,” according to her parents. While it lacked the pretty, manicured lawns they were used to, it did have a certain demilitarized-zone charm. At least, that was what she told herself in the daylight.

She punched out at 2:30 a.m., on the dot. The swing shifts were killing her. It was almost ridiculous to have her hold office hours after midnight. But what the new administration wanted, they got.  It was the price of working at a privately funded hospital who was willing to promote alternative treatments. She blew out a frustrated breath. She just wanted to go home and fall facedown in her pillow.

Passing through sterile white-tiled halls, Pam nodded at the night crew. She took a shortcut out the side door to get to her car. Pulling her trench coat tighter as a chill blew right through her, she kept her head down and hurried toward the parking lot. The light pole at the end of the alley seemed very far away. The hollow echo of her heels in the otherwise quiet alley made her uneasy. The dark, solitary trek had never bothered her before, but there was something odd in the air tonight. Pam kicked through the trash and crunched over glass. At this hour, an eerie quiet smothered the area around the hospital.

“Hey, lady? Got a dollar?”

Pam bit back a yelp as the bundle of trash in the darkness transformed into a man. She reached into her pocket for her Taser but relaxed when he remained crouched and swaying. Feeling a little ridiculous at her paranoia, she dug into her pocket. Pam handed him a crumpled five and some change.

His hands were like catcher’s mitts. One clenched a tattered brown overcoat together. The other folded over the money. His dungarees were grimy with mud and oil and appeared too thin for this cold weather. An old golfer’s beret was secured tightly on his head It allowed a few unruly strands of blond curls to pop out. He was half in the shadows, so she couldn’t make out most of his features. Only that his jawline was firm and unyielding, but grim and unshaven.

“If you need to stay warm, the hospital’s cafeteria will let you sit for a while.” Pam went a little breathless at his green-eyed stare, but it might have been her lungs reacting to the cold air. She steadied her breathing and hoped her asthma wouldn’t act up.

“Thank you,” he said in a hoarse, strangled voice. “You’re a saint.”

“Yeah, that’s me, Saint Pam. Please, do yourself a favor and get inside.” She touched his arm in concern.

“Yes, ma’am,” the man said, tipping his hat. “Good night.” 

Pam brushed the hair out of her eyes as the wind picked up. She could feel his gaze between her shoulder blades, and she lengthened her stride. At the end of the alley, three guys from the parking lot stalked toward her.

“Next time, take the front door,” she muttered to herself. But to be fair, they still would have been waiting for her by her car or at her apartment. They were dressed in long leather dusters. The sleeves, she knew, covered complicated tattoos that told their life stories, marking them as dangerous men. As if she didn’t know that by the way they moved as a unit, like they were the lions and she was a gazelle.

“Hello, moy golubushka.”

“I’m not your darling, Piotr. Does your mother know you’re out this late?” Pam asked, palming her Taser.

“Leave my mama out of this,” he said.

Piotr was the youngest one. His mother owned a tea shop that Pam spent most of her Sunday mornings in. Pam knew Vera would have done anything to keep him unmarked, out of prison, and in a decent job. Instead, he’d followed his friends and the gang life, where prison was his new home. He was determined to be a made man. Unlike the mafia on television, the Russian mob had been started in Stalin’s gulags and was very hesitant to allow new blood into its ranks. It was likely he’d only be a pawn and die young and stupid.

“We’re just here to escort you to your car,” Gregor said.

Gregor was a knuckle-dragging thug. She had seen him running a line of girls, but couldn’t imagine why he was assigned to harass her. He didn’t care about being the Russian John Gotti. He wanted money and flashy cars.

“And then to Oksana. She’s concerned about what Nikolai has told you in this therapy he does,” the third, a bald man with dead eyes, said. Pam didn’t know him, but he sneered the word therapy as if it were a synonym for witchcraft. She heard every nightmare she ever had in his accented Russian. He was the bogeyman and, most likely, Oksana’s best enforcer.

That would explain what each of these men had in common. The petty thief with delusions of grandeur, the pimp on the street, and the bald man whose voice made her insides liquefy: they all worked for Oksana.

Oksana was the exception to the male-dominated rule. She had been a mistress of several vory v zakones over the years. She had buried them all, but not before absorbing their tricks and tips for making a living as a criminal and killing anything that stood in the way. But she had another side. The side that high society knew her by. It wasn’t quite the kindly old grandmother who dabbled in philanthropy in her declining years, but it was close.

“I’ve already told Oksana that I cannot reveal what my clients tell me during our sessions.” Pam and Oksana went way back. When Pam was young and stupid, she’d idolized the glamorous older woman. Dressed in furs and leaking diamonds, Oksana was the grandmother she’d never had, her fairy godmother. But all the little presents and cookies had stopped when Pam hit high school and started going out with her son Stefan. Oksana had grown meaner toward her and withdrawn her affections.

Stefan and Pam were never meant to be, but they remained friends and still kept in touch. Oksana had never fully warmed back up to her but had wound up giving her a job cleaning office buildings while Pam was working her way through grad school.

Oksana had once told her that she should give up Reiki, because no one could get her toilets as clean as Pam did. It was as if Oksana took it as a personal insult that Pam didn’t want to be a neighborhood girl and marry a nice fellow and settle down. As long as it wasn’t her son, of course.

“You’re not a priest or a lawyer. You can spill your guts to the cops,” Piotr said.

Technically, so could the priest and the lawyer, but Pam didn’t think that would help her case any.

“You’re not even a real doctor.” Gregor laughed, advancing. Pam knew she couldn’t let him get close. He outweighed her by a good hundred pounds.

“My doctorate is real,” she said and shot him with the Taser.

Gregor went down to his knees, his strangled scream echoing through the alley.

The older man pulled out a baseball bat from behind his back. “Only had one shot with that. So stupid to make an enemy of us. Now I’m going to break both your knees.”

Tasered the wrong one, dummy.

“You brought this on yourself. We were trying to be nice,” Piotr said.

“Stay away from me,” she said. Her hands groped for her keys. “I’ll take your eyes out.”

The older man laughed. “I like your spunk, shluha. I’ve faced men who would be begging me for mercy by now.”

“Help! Police!”

“Do you think anyone will help you?” The older man swung the bat.

Pam turned and ran, but she was wearing a cute pair of heels that wouldn’t let her sprint. Still, she had to try. Her toes protested when she put her weight on them. The thugs’ footsteps thundered after her as they gave chase. The old man was almost on her. She could hear him wheezing Russian curses. He grabbed her coat and yanked her back.

From the shadows, a bulk pushed him off her and drove the bald man into the wall. Freed, Pam saw the man—the one she had helped—slam his meaty fist into her attacker’s face. Piotr jumped him before she could shout a warning, but without a wasted movement, the man rammed his elbow into Piotr’s nose. Bones crushed. Blood gushed, and Piotr was on the ground next to the still-twitching Gregor.

“Run,” her savior said, grabbing the old man’s bat and ripping it out of his hand before he could wind up for another swing. After jabbing it into the old man’s gut, he threw it down the alley.

Pam looked over her shoulder. The side door to the hospital had locked behind her. The problem was, her car was on the other side of the alley. She could go the long way around, but that would give Gregor and Piotr a chance to recover.

Inching her way past the brutal fight, Pam winced as the two men traded vicious blows to the body. Gregor grabbed her leg as she tried to dart over him. She screamed and kicked out at him. When he wouldn’t let go, she reared back with the other foot and stomped on his arm, breaking off her heel. Pam lost her balance and fell on her backside.

The homeless man finally put the old man down with a gut punch and a hard knee to the face. He turned on Pam, who was scuttling away from the sight.

“Don’t you listen? I said to run.”

“He grabbed my leg.” Pam forced herself to get up. Her pantyhose were shredded, and she was covered in debris from the alley. He had saved her, but the gleam in his eyes wasn’t quite sane.

Her breath stuck in her throat when he came closer. She stumbled back as her ankle buckled. Pam was having a hard time breathing. Now was not the time for an asthma attack. Where is my damn inhaler anyway? Coughing, she batted at her pockets before realizing it was in her purse.

“Aw, honey, I didn’t mean to yell. I’m not going to hurt you.” He spread his hands but continued to walk toward her.

Wheezing for breath, she clamped her hand around her inhaler. “S-s-stay...” away, she tried to say, but there wasn’t any air. Her purse dropped from her shaking fingers. Makeup, spare change, and business cards spilled out over the alley. Sucking on the inhaler, Pam closed her eyes, only to force them back open when the man grabbed her arm. Panicked, she lashed out with a kick, catching him just below his kneecap.

He let go of her as he went to the ground, roaring in pain.

“S-sorry,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. With her keys in one hand and her inhaler in the other, she fled on pure adrenaline until she reached her car.
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Chapter Two
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Detective Drake Logan pushed open the heavy, ornate wooden door into The Tasting Room. The servers were gearing up for the lunch crowd. They acknowledged him with a look or a nod. He limped past the kitchen, practicing his mournful and hungry look. It had worked when he was a kid.

“Who hit you?” Marishka stopped berating her sous-chef on the state of the borsht to gasp in dramatic horror. She stormed over to Drake and held his face between her large hands. “I’ll kill him.”

“It’s nothing, Marishka. Nothing that some kotlety wouldn’t fix.” He gave her a big grin, even though his face hurt.

Marishka was a stunning beauty and a force of nature in the kitchen. She was easily twice his age but showed no signs of stopping. She was also nearly as big as he was. No one gave her any guff, not even his godfather.

“Shave the beard. You look like a reprobate.” She handed him a plate of meatballs, then slapped his hand when he picked one up with his fingers.

Taking the fork, he thanked her in Russian. “Bol’shoe spasibo.”

Marishka beamed at his pronunciation, and he was twelve years old again. There was something about this bar, this neighborhood, that made him feel like he was still hiding from his drunken father.

The meatballs were so good, his eyes nearly crossed as the flavors melted against his tongue. “Why hasn’t Nikolai ever married you?”

“I wouldn’t have him.”

“If I could get a girl to cook like you, I’d rush her to the altar.”

Marishka raised her eyebrow at him, his devilish grin not moving her at all. “You’d be rushing her to the altar for an entirely different reason, Drago.”

“Marishka!”

“Does Nikolai know you are here?”

“Begging in his kitchens? No.” Drake chewed and swallowed. “But he’s expecting me.”

“Then you better not keep him waiting,” she said and decimated a goose carcass with agile knife cuts.

Making quick work of the snack, he put the dish and fork in the sink. With a forlorn look at the lamb that he wasn’t getting a nibble of, Drake limped through the opulent vodka-tasting room, through the small dining area, and to the back office.

“Drago!” his godfather said, rising from behind his desk to give him a hug.

It had been a running joke between them ever since Rocky IV came out. Drake was no more Russian than Dolph Lundgren, but he had been a street punk who liked to use his fists. He’d stopped bullies from picking on Nikolai’s son, Andrej.

“Kriosny otet.” Drake addressed him in Russian, patting the man’s back.

Nikolai had always seemed ageless, but lately, he was beginning to look a little frail. But his white hair was styled with care, and his blue eyes were still bright and cunning. He dressed every day like he was going to a wedding. He probably had more shoes than most women. He smelled like Old Spice aftershave, and Drake again was reminded of his youth.

“Who gave you the shiner? I should see the other guy, no?” Nikolai pinched Drake’s jaw and tilted his head to look at the various cuts and bruises.

“The other guy was Vadim Fomin,” Drake said.

Nikolai snorted. “No wonder you’re limping. Why are you starting trouble with him?”

“That’s what I came to ask you for.”

“Fah,” the old man said, waving his hands. “You only come here as a cop, not as my godson.”

“That’s not true.”

“I do not talk to cops.” He pulled out a vodka bottle and poured two glasses.

“It’s a little early for that,” Drake protested, but smiled at the label: Russki Standart. Well, if he’s going to pull out the imported stuff...

“Cops don’t drink on duty. Russians don’t let drink addle their senses. If you want to ask me questions, you ask me like a Russian, not a cop.” He pulled out a tray from a minifridge filled with assorted cheese, pickles, and meats. He shook a gherkin at Drake before crunching it down.

Drake eased into the armchair next to the desk. “If you insist,” he said and saluted his godfather with the glass. “Za Vas!”

“Cheers!” the old man said, and promptly poured them another one.

Drake wanted to groan, but drank that one and one more before Nikolai relaxed back into his chair. Good thing he’d had the meatballs. Three Russian Standards on an empty stomach and he’d be feeling it. He picked up a chunk of cheese and popped it in his mouth.

“So you were trying to beat a confession out of Vadim?” Nikolai asked.

“The good guys don’t beat confessions out of criminals anymore.”

“That’s what you think.”

“Vadim and two local punks tried to kidnap a pretty doctor. Your name came up,” Drake said, watching intently for a reaction.

“I don’t have to kidnap doctors. I have Medicare.”

“She’s a head shrinker who practices some earthy crunchy Japanese energy healing.”

“Pam? Is she all right? I just saw her yesterday afternoon. Those bastards didn’t hurt her, did they?”

“They never got a chance. I stopped them.”

“Lucky you were there. They tried to grab a girl in broad daylight in front of a cop? Vadim’s not usually that stupid.”

“It was after midnight in the alley.”

“You just happened to be there?”

“I’m on a case. One that has nothing to do with Oksana and her boys.”

Nikolai winced. “She’s a witch. Someone should have put a bullet in her a long time ago.”

“Why does she care what you and the shrink talked about?”

“I don’t know.”

Drake poured two more shots of vodka and encouraged his godfather to drink. He didn’t have a shot in hell of drinking the old man under the table, but he wanted to loosen his tongue a bit.

“What’s the deal with her?”

“I have arthritis. This Reiki, it helps. No bullshit.” He shrugged. “Oksana must think it’s like hypnosis and she’s reading my mind or something.”

“What information could you tell her that would make Oksana send Vadim after someone?”

“I don’t know.”

“How did you meet this doctor?” Drake stared into the shot glass and felt his stomach protest. Still, it was taking away from the pain in his knee.

“She’s from the old neighborhood. Her family moved when she was a kid.”

Drake cocked his head and tried to picture the leggy doctor as an adolescent. He’d like to think he would have remembered a curvy brunette with big eyes and a smart mouth. He was coming up blank. “Who did she hang around with?”

“She dated Stefan Bobrov before his mama put a stop to it.”

Now, that is information I could use. Drake straightened up in his chair. “Oksana didn’t like the doc dating her son? Was it just a matter of no one being good enough for the golden boy?” He thought back to who Stefan used to have on his arm. But there had been a lot of girls, and Drake hadn’t really made it a point to notice. He and Stefan had run in different circles. Stefan had been the czar of the high school, and Drake had been an Irish peasant.

Nikolai shook his head. “She was a good girl. She still is. So you think she’s pretty?”

Drake didn’t like the calculating look in his godfather’s eyes. “She’s all right. A little on the flaky side for me.” He didn’t mention that he had been watching her walk down the alley that night with more attention than he usually gave people. She turned out to be pretty tough too. Kept her head when most other people would have just gotten into the car with the three bozos. And that was how missing people happened. Drake finished his vodka and waved his hand over the glass.

“No more. I’ve got to drive.”

Drake knew he wasn’t going to get anything further out of his godfather no matter how much more vodka they consumed. Either Nikolai didn’t know anything, or he was keeping his cards close to his chest.

“Don’t let the Reiki fool you. She’s got more letters after her name than you will ever have.” The old man waggled a finger at him.

“Good for her. Are you sure there isn’t something you should be telling me? If not as a cop, then as your godson. Oksana has never been concerned about you or your business before. The sudden interest bothers me.”

“It bothers me too. Especially if she’s sending a thug like Vadim Fomin after innocent girls.”

“My partner is heading over to have a word with Oksana now. Maybe she’ll shed a little light on the incident.” He stood up to go. “It was nice seeing you. Thank you for the drinks.” Drake hid a burp behind his hand and made sure he wasn’t swaying.

“Drago, wait.” Nikolai put an arm around his shoulders and walked out with him. “Is Pam going to press charges?”

“She named Gregor and Piotr—the local boys—but she didn’t know Vadim. She described him well enough in her report that I’m going to have a car pick him up for questioning. But nothing’s going to stick. They got all the bruises, and she got away clean. Her word against theirs, and she’ll be persuaded not to take the case further.” The scenario was so familiar that he felt despair well up inside him. Why do I even bother to try to change things? Maybe it was just the vodka talking, but he felt like a hamster on a wheel.

“You’re a good boy. A cop. And my godson. No one from the neighborhood is going to mess with you. You need to protect her.”

“I have my own cases to work on.”

“Yeah, well, it was close enough to help her out last night. If she got away from Vadim, he’s going to come back after her. His pride will demand it.”

“I can’t guarantee I won’t be too late next time. If you have any idea what this is all about, give me some clue.”

“Go talk to Oksana.”

“As soon as my face heals up, I’ll pay her a visit. There’s no sense in advertising the fact that it was me facing off against Vadim last night.”

“Heck with that. You walk in as proud as can be. You put down her boy. Her dog.”

“I don’t need to make an enemy out of Vadim Fomin,” Drake said.

“What? You want to be his friend?”

The old man had a point. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Be careful, Drago. They don’t fool around.”
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Chapter Three
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Sunlight filtered through her closed blinds, and Pam ducked under the warm covers as she anticipated the alarm clock. All her muscles were aching, and she just wanted to stay in bed and hide. But she had appointments, people who needed her to help manage their pain. People who needed to talk to her. The alarm clock rang, and Pam forced herself to face the day.

Her cuts stung as the shower spray hit them, but she felt almost human again after a good hot soak. While she brushed her teeth, she analyzed what had happened last night. Oksana wasn’t going to stop until she was convinced Nikolai hadn’t told Pam anything. Unfortunately, Nikolai was a lonely old man. And the ease the Reiki gave his joints made him talkative. Nothing that anyone could get a conviction with in court, but enough that could open up some cold cases. He liked to bring her presents, little trinkets, or gifts of tea or cakes. He must have been a real heartbreaker in his time.

Looking longingly at her jeans, Pam went for dress slacks and low-heeled loafers as a compromise to her bruised feet and legs. Feeling like a professional, she drove to the hospital, thinking about the old neighborhood. Her parents might hate her working at Harding General because it reminded them of their early years of marriage, when her father was dodging bookies. Pam could calculate the vig before she took a day of algebra.

She knew what drove Piotr to want to belong to a family that would reward loyalty with riches and a shot at the good life. She understood why Gregor wanted power and control. And while she felt a little twinge of guilt about pressing charges, Pam wasn’t about to let the underworld run her life like it had her father’s and brother’s.

She was a little annoyed that the report she made at the police department took all of five minutes and was met with a grunt and a thank-you.

“Good morning, Dr. Krupin,” her secretary said, handing her a stack of patient files. “Your four o’clock canceled, but I filled it with a new patient.”

“Thanks, Joan. Just have them do all the paperwork before you send them in.”

“Doctor Mastandrea was here looking for you too.”

She definitely needed coffee before talking to her administrator. Maybe it was time to get out of the hospital and into her own cushy practice. She could set up in one of the Shoreline towns that had retirees with a lot of disposable income. She could work ten to four, or by appointments only. Pam allowed herself a wistful daydream while the coffee perked. Yeah, and she could eat ramen noodles and sleep in her office until she established a clientele. No, thank you. Besides, it felt like she was doing some good here. Not to mention that she was still paying off her student loans. She toasted her Yale diplomas: bachelor of arts in social work, master’s in psychology, PhD in clinical psychology. She was in debt up to her ears.
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