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CHAPTER 1: The Trunk

	

	Vivian

	It wasn't every day that I found myself sharing a trunk with a dead man.

	A dead billionaire, to be specific.

	And if we were being precise about it: aspiring senator Alistair Drake, wrapped in painter's plastic like a department store return nobody wanted.

	My job was fixing problems. I buried scandals for a living. I did not, as a general rule, get buried alongside them.

	A sack covered my head, thin enough that I could register the difference between light and dark but thick enough to feel like a shroud. It was a flimsy thing, that fabric. But it served as the only partition between forced calm and the kind of hysteria that wanted to claw straight out of my chest.

	I had been raised inside the mafia. My brother Enzo ran the Carver crime family. My uncle Salvatore Rossi was the most powerful don in the country. The first time I witnessed a mob execution, I had been five years old, sneaking through my grandfather's garden when I rounded the corner of the stone fountain and watched him shoot a man with the same composure most people reserved for swatting flies. I remembered standing there trying to sort out what I had seen, because men like that only existed on television.

	The car lurched over something uneven, and I rolled hard into Alistair Drake's body.

	So yes, dead bodies were not a foreign concept to me. That did not make the suffocating urge to scream any less real, or the nausea any easier to hold down. The plastic wrapping around him crinkled when I shifted, and I was grateful, at least, that he wasn't cold yet. He'd been killed less than two hours ago at the Russians' private club, and rigor hadn't begun to set in.

	By my count, we had been on the road for roughly thirty minutes.

	My lizard brain, bless its practical little heart, refused to let me fall apart. Survival first. Grief and vomiting later.

	The central question gnawing at me was simple and enormous at once: why was Ivan Volkov keeping me alive?

	Ivan was not a man you forgot once you had been in a room with him. He was the Moscow mob's enforcer in the specific and total way of someone who had been built for the work, not recruited into it. I had watched him move through the club earlier that evening with the unhurried authority of a man who understood that violence was most effective when it was least theatrical, and the understanding had settled into every gesture he made, the way he held a glass, the way he looked at a room's exits before he looked at its occupants, the particular quality of stillness he carried that was not calm but its precise opposite, a potential so completely contained that it registered as cold.

	His men had pinned me down while others held Alistair, and I had screamed myself hoarse watching Ivan deliver a lethal dose of heroin with the detached efficiency of a man paying a utility bill. There had been a moment, before the needle, when Ivan had looked at Alistair with something that was not cruelty and not indifference but the specific expression of a man completing a task that had long since stopped requiring his emotional participation. That was the thing that had frightened me most. Not the violence. The absence of anything surrounding it.

	When Ivan finally turned to look at me, something had locked up in my throat and my body had gone completely still.

	Then one of his men leaned in and murmured something against his ear.

	Ivan's hand, which had been moving toward me, stopped.

	That was how I ended up here.

	My shoulders burned from my wrists being bound behind my back. I had a few cuts, a bruise blooming along my cheekbone, and scrapes along my palms from where they had shoved me down. All things considered, I was in better shape than the man I was sharing the trunk with, which was a low bar but still a bar.

	Breathing had become a project. The hood restricted airflow, the tape across my mouth made it worse, and the combination of bottled panic and limited oxygen was turning every inhale into a negotiation.

	A siren chirped somewhere close, and the car decelerated sharply before rolling to a stop.

	My heart rate spiked so fast I felt it in my teeth.

	Cops. Maybe.

	The problem with cops was that Ivan Volkov was unpredictable in the specific and dangerous way that men who had nothing to lose tended to be. He was the Moscow mob's enforcer. He would shoot a badge before he let himself be cuffed. An armed trooper with a service weapon was no match for Ivan and the arsenal I had personally watched his crew loading into the club's back corridor earlier that evening.

	Car doors opened and closed.

	Muffled voices filtered through the metal.

	I heard my own breathing, ragged and too loud.

	Every instinct I had been trained with since childhood stalled out at once. I could not thump the back of the seat and risk a firefight. I could not call out and risk being put down before anyone outside could respond. All I could do was lie still against Alistair Drake's plastic-shrouded body and wait.

	Seconds stretched into something that felt much longer.

	The trunk release popped.

	"What the hell?" a man's voice said sharply, somewhere above me.

	"I can explain," Ivan said, his tone carrying that particular brand of smug composure that made my skin crawl.

	"Stay in your vehicle, sir." The second voice was younger, higher, and doing a poor job of hiding its nerves.

	"Come on, sweetheart," the first man said, and it took me a beat to realize he was talking to me.

	The trunk was safer at the moment, but I had no choice because I was rolled over Alistair's body, lifted out of the trunk, and stood up on my feet. My legs nearly gave.

	The man behind me cut the binding at my wrists.

	Arguments broke out all around, overlapping and urgent. I reached up for the hood and felt him stop my hands.

	"Not yet," he said, very quietly, right against my ear.

	I did not understand what I was waiting for. I could not ask. The tape made sure of that.

	"Don't move another inch," the second officer shouted.

	Then I was being moved, fast, steered away from the car. My bare feet hit asphalt and then gravel and then something softer.

	"I wouldn't do that," Ivan called out, pleasant as a dinner invitation.

	"Sir, stay where you are!"

	The gunshot split the night open.

	I dropped to the ground on instinct, catching myself on scraped palms, and ripped the hood from my head without waiting for permission. I choked back the sound that tried to come out of me when I saw the trooper on the ground, his eyes open and fixed on the dark sky above, lit dimly by the ambient glow of the headlights. His hand was still curled loosely around his weapon.

	Footsteps ground into the gravel behind me.

	I moved before I thought about it. I got to the trooper's gun. I got to my feet.

	Ivan's silhouette came through the headlight glare, his features sharpening as he closed the distance between us. He stopped about two feet away and looked at me the way a man looks at a problem he has already solved.

	"Now what do we do with Rossi's niece?" he said, almost to himself.

	"My name is Vivian." I lifted my chin even though my mouth was barely cooperating and the tape residue was still pulling at the corners of my lips.

	One of his men stepped forward and whispered something. Ivan nodded slowly, his eyes returning to me with a kind of idle consideration that was more frightening than anger would have been. That stillness again. That complete and practiced absence of anything extraneous.

	"Feisty women are more trouble than they're worth," he said, "but you fit into my plans well enough. Just not breathing. Sorry—"

	Two shots.

	Ivan's eyes dropped to the holes in his chest with an expression of genuine surprise before the rest of him followed. His man went down beside him before he could raise his weapon.

	I was already running.

	I cleared the shoulder of the road and hit the tree line before the shouting behind me fully registered. Gunfire popped in the dark, and I could not tell if it was Ivan's remaining men or something else entirely. I did not stop to find out.

	I was a trail runner. Had been for years. That was my advantage over men in dress shoes on unfamiliar terrain.

	The disadvantage was that I had no shoes at all. Ivan's crew had stripped them off me when they threw me in the trunk.

	I took cover behind a thick oak and pressed my back against it, chest heaving, and ran my hands over myself to check for blood. Nothing. I was not hit.

	The sounds behind me were shifting. It almost sounded like a full exchange of fire, not a chase.

	I stayed low and started moving again.

	I needed to reach Enzo. My brother would send half the Eastern Seaboard looking for me, which meant I needed to get to a phone before he did something that could not be undone. Salvatore would be past worried by now too. He was the one who had sent me to talk Alistair Drake down from whatever confrontation he had been planning with Ivan, and I was well past our check-in window.

	The highway noise filtered through the trees to my left, close enough that I kept it as my bearing. I would reach a town eventually. There was a family emergency line I had never used before tonight, a number that had been the same my entire life, and I intended to use it.

	It's going to be fine. It's going to be fine.

	I repeated it in a loop and kept moving.

	I tried not to think about the trooper's face. I tried not to think about Alistair Drake in his plastic shroud. A shiver ran deep through my bones that had nothing to do with the night air.

	Maybe it was time to walk away from the fixer life and put my law degree to actual use.

	Alistair had been everything a senate candidate needed on paper: the money, the connections, the wife. His weakness was a male lover he had decided he was no longer willing to hide. He was prepared to divorce Nadia, blow up the campaign, and call it love. The Moscow mob made their position on that clear by sending Ivan Volkov. Alistair's lover had disappeared shortly after.

	I had been hired to contain the damage. Instead, I had become part of it.

	A truck horn blasted somewhere close on the highway, followed by the shriek of brakes, and I exhaled.

	Traffic. Civilization. Almost there.

	Then the hair on the back of my neck rose without warning.

	I spun around.

	A shape separated from the shadows behind a tree, stepping into a thin bar of ambient light, and my arm came up before I finished processing what I was seeing.

	The gun jerked upward out of my grip before I could fire. My arm was wrenched behind me, and I was pulled flush against a chest that felt like it had been constructed for the specific purpose of making escape impossible. A forearm came across my throat with precise, terrible pressure.

	I fought. I kicked. My nails found skin and dug in.

	"Now you're mine to deal with, Vivienka," a voice said against my ear, low and unhurried, like a man who had already decided how the evening ended.

	The pressure increased. My vision narrowed to a pinpoint.

	As the dark closed in, one thought surfaced with perfect clarity.

	It might have been better if Ivan had just finished the job.

	 


CHAPTER 2: The Proposal

	
	Vivian

	I came back to consciousness fighting for air, which was becoming an uncomfortable pattern for the evening.

	"Wake up."

	The voice cut through the fog before my eyes could manage anything useful. I blinked against the sting of something sharp in my nostrils, tears flooding my vision before I could stop them, and the burn streaked up into my sinuses like a lit fuse.

	I twisted away from it, gasping.

	"What was that?" I choked out, my voice coming out wrecked and thin.

	"Smelling salts." The man crouching in front of me rose to his full height and set the small capsule on the coffee table with a quiet click. "You were taking too long."

	I pushed myself upright on the leather couch and took stock of my surroundings while my lungs finished their argument with me. Dark wood paneling. Heavy furniture. A rectangular light fixture overhead throwing warm amber tones across the room through stained glass. It was the kind of space that communicated money without trying to, which somehow made it more intimidating than if it had been trying very hard.

	And then there was the man himself.

	Dimitri Sokolov stood with his arms loose at his sides, watching me with eyes the color of a frozen lake in February. Six-three, maybe six-four, built like someone had engineered him specifically for the purpose of taking up space in a room and making everyone else feel the deficit. Dark hair fell across his forehead in a way that might have softened another face. On his, it changed nothing.

	I had met him twice before tonight. Once at a dinner where he had spent the majority of the evening glaring at me from across a table. Once in a federal conference room where he had been legally obligated to be civil and had managed it the way a person manages a root canal: technically, and without grace.

	I knew exactly who he was and what he was capable of, which was why the creeping sensation along my spine when his eyes met mine was not entirely anger.

	"You choked me unconscious," I said.

	"Blood choke," he replied, as though the distinction mattered.

	"You could have killed me."

	Something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. "I have complete control over what I do. Besides, I signed a covenant that prevents me from killing you." He paused. "It's inconvenient."

	The covenant. I kept losing track of it in the larger chaos of the evening, but there it was, the one contractual barrier between me and whatever Dimitri Sokolov would otherwise prefer to do with me. The truce brokered between the bratva and the Carver crime family, designed to keep both organizations clear of federal interference, and signed in the kind of ink that cost more than money.

	It was the only reason my neck was still functional.

	He crouched in front of me, bringing his eyes level with mine, and the proximity was not comfortable. "You've handed me a problem."

	"Ivan—"

	"Is dead," he said. "Confirmed."

	"It was self-defense. He killed Alistair Drake and he was going to kill me."

	"I know what happened." He said it without heat, which was somehow worse than if he had been angry. "The problem isn't what you did. The problem is what it leaves behind. Two dead state troopers. A crime scene that needed immediate management. One choice that made sense under the circumstances."

	"Stage it as a traffic stop gone wrong," I said.

	The corner of his mouth moved again. "You arrived at that quickly."

	"It's what it was," I said. "There's not much to construct." I pressed two fingers to my temple where a pulse of pain had set up residence. My mouth felt like I had been chewing on gravel. "Did you drug me?"

	"Mildly."

	"The choke wasn't sufficient?"

	"You needed to stay under while I dealt with the situation you created," he said, with the calm of a man describing light traffic. He straightened, crossed the room, and returned with a glass of water, which he held out without ceremony.

	I looked at it.

	"I went to the effort of reviving you," he said. "Drugging you again would be counterproductive. We have time-sensitive matters to address."

	"What matters?"

	He held the glass closer. "Drink it."

	"What matters, Dimitri?"

	A sound left him that was not quite a sigh but carried the same energy. He touched the rim of the glass to my lower lip in a way that was less of an offer and more of a directive. "Don't make me pour it."

	I took the glass from him, sloshing water over my fingers in the process, and drank. The relief was significant enough that I finished it in four long swallows before I had the presence of mind to be annoyed about it.

	"Good," he said, settling onto the coffee table across from me with the ease of someone who had been expecting this conversation for hours. "Now. You understand what Ivan's death means."

	"The heat lands on you," I said. "He was on your turf."

	"Among other complications." He leaned forward, forearms on his knees. "Ivan Volkov was not only the Moscow mob's enforcer. He was Yuri Volkov's brother. The pakhan of the Moscow organization." He let that sit for a moment. "Yuri will want answers. He will want someone to answer for it. If I hand him the truth, he will not stop at you. He will move against your family. Enzo. Salvatore. Everyone connected to the Carver name."

	I kept my expression even while my stomach dropped somewhere below the floor.

	"You staged the scene," I said. "You've already handled it."

	"I can undo it," he said simply.

	He held out his phone.

	The footage was dark at first, shot from an angle that caught the backs of Ivan and his men. Then the two shots, the scramble, and when I came up off the ground with the trooper's gun, my face was entirely visible. There was no ambiguity about who had fired or where the shots had gone.

	"You stood there," I said, working to keep my voice level. "You watched him about to shoot me and you just stood there."

	He did not deny it. "I had operational reasons for my position."

	"That's a generous way to put it."

	"I also have operational reasons for the proposal I'm about to make," he continued, unbothered. "Which is why I suggest you listen before you respond."

	"Proposal," I repeated.

	"You owe me, Vivian. The scene has been staged, the footage managed, and the story will hold provided we move quickly. What I need from you in return is the establishment of a mutual alibi and a publicly visible reason for your presence in my life over the coming year." He paused. "I need you to marry me."

	I stared at him.

	Then I laughed.

	It came out of me in a rush I couldn't contain, loud and a little unhinged, which was forgivable given the evening I'd had. My ribs ached with it. My head throbbed. Through the blur of involuntary tears I could see Dimitri watching me with the expression of a man waiting for a weather system to pass.

	He was not joking. That was the part that kept the laughter going. He was entirely, clinically serious, and the combination of that fact and the absolute absurdity of the situation was more than my composure could absorb all at
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