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CHAPTER ONE

	The Auction

	Vera

	The gavel came down at four minutes past eight, and the room applauded as though something wonderful had just happened.

	Vera Morozova did not applaud. She stood at the back of the Hargrove Galleries salesroom with her arms folded and her catalog rolled into a tight cylinder in one fist, and she watched the Byzantine reliquary cross from its velvet pedestal into the invisible hands of a shell company with a Cayman Islands registration number and a name that translated, roughly, from its Latin root, to the word custody. She had looked up that translation three weeks ago when she first traced the bidder. She had not found it reassuring.

	The reliquary was a twelfth-century gilded silver casket, fourteen centimeters across, with enamel panels depicting the archangels Michael and Gabriel in the flat, hieratic style of the Komnenian court. It was not especially large. It was not especially famous. What it was, in Vera's considered legal opinion, was evidence. The provenance documentation that had accompanied it to this salesroom had a problem that nobody in the room appeared to have noticed, or cared to notice, or found it in their professional interest to notice. The documentation placed the casket in a Venetian private collection from 1204 onward, a date that Vera recognized immediately as the sack of Constantinople and recognized further as the kind of date that tended, in Byzantine antiquities law, to raise questions that auction houses preferred not to answer.

	She had filed a formal query with the Hargrove provenance office six weeks ago. They had replied, in writing, that the documentation had been reviewed by an independent expert and found to be satisfactory. They had not named the expert. She had followed up twice. They had not replied again.

	The casket was now someone else's problem. Specifically, it was the problem of the shell company called Custodia Holdings Ltd., and Vera intended to make it a very expensive problem for them in due course.

	She unclenched her fist from around the catalog and smoothed it against her thigh. The room was emptying now, the bidders rising from their gilded chairs and drifting toward the reception corridor where the champagne was, their conversations dropping to the register people used when they were pleased with themselves. Vera had nothing against champagne. She simply preferred to earn it.

	She pulled out her phone and photographed the lot number board before a white-gloved attendant could remove it. Habit. She photographed the room configuration, the position of the Hargrove representative who had managed the bidding, the door through which the successful bidder's agent had departed. More habit. Her grandmother Sonya had taught her to document before she understood what documentation was for, back when Vera was small enough that the kitchen table where Sonya spread her papers was the height of a world.

	She kept a photograph of Sonya in the inside pocket of her coat. Not her phone, not her bag. Her coat, where it sat against her chest, which was the kind of thing she would never have admitted to anyone, including Petra, who would have found it endearing in a way that would have required Vera to make a cutting remark and they both would have lost twenty minutes.

	The photograph was small and creased at one corner. Sonya at fifty, standing outside a building Vera had never been able to identify, squinting into afternoon light, one hand raised as though she had been about to say something when the shutter opened. She had been a compact woman with strong hands and an expression that people tended to mistake for sternness until she laughed, and then they understood it had been concentration all along.

	Vera straightened her coat, tucked her phone away, and turned toward the corridor.

	The man was standing six feet behind her.

	She knew, afterward, that he had been there for some time. The salesroom had been full when the bidding was active and thinning as it closed, and she had been focused on the lot board, on the catalog number, on the particular quality of contained fury she had been managing for the last forty minutes. She had not looked behind her. She looked now.

	He was tall in the way that people are tall when they have never had to think about it, which is to say he occupied space without apparent effort, and the space around him organized itself accordingly. Dark suit, no tie, the collar open by one button in a way that on most men would have looked careless and on him looked like a decision. Dark hair. A jaw that would have been severe if his mouth had been set any harder. It was not quite set hard. He was watching her with an expression that was, as far as she could determine, entirely neutral, which was its own kind of information, because neutral expressions in rooms like this one were never free.

	She recognized the type. She had made a professional study of the type. Men who collected Byzantine antiquities with that particular quality of stillness either had extraordinary taste or extraordinary resources or both, and in Vera's experience the ones with both were the most dangerous to the objects they pursued, because they were patient in a way that institutions rarely were and persistent in a way that the law could barely keep pace with.

	She did not recognize him specifically. That was unusual. She knew most of the serious collectors in this market, by name if not by face, and the ones she did not know by name she knew by reputation, and the ones she did not know by reputation she knew by their agents, who all eventually passed through the same small constellation of firms. This man she could not place.

	He was still watching her.

	Vera raised her eyebrows by approximately two millimeters, which was her standard response to being watched without introduction.

	He said, "Ms. Morozova."

	Not a question.

	Her name in his mouth had a precise, careful quality, as though he had practiced the Russian vowels, or had not needed to practice them because they were not foreign to him. The second syllable landed with a weight that most American speakers missed entirely.

	She said, "You have me at a disadvantage."

	"Nikolai Sorokin." He did not extend his hand. "I know who you are. I know what you were looking for tonight. I know you did not find it."

	Vera considered him for a moment.

	She said, "That's a great deal of knowledge for a Thursday."

	Something shifted in his expression. It was not quite a smile. It was the consideration of a smile, the place where a smile might have been if he were a different kind of man.

	She turned and walked toward the corridor.

	❖

	The champagne was acceptable. Vera took a glass because standing at a reception without a glass in hand was the kind of social asymmetry that made people want to ask questions, and she had used up her quota of polite deflection for the evening already. She stood near the tall windows that overlooked Seventy-Second Street and watched the room the way she always watched rooms, which was to say she watched the people who were pretending not to watch each other.

	The Hargrove reception was a predictable assembly. Three or four serious collectors who had come for specific lots and were now engaged in the particular theater of not appearing interested in what they had or had not won. A scattering of museum representatives who were here to observe the market and could not afford to participate in it. Two journalists from trade publications who were here because someone on the editorial desk still believed that coverage of Byzantine art sales was something the readership wanted, which was touching if professionally ill-founded. And then there were the other people, the ones without obvious categories, the ones who came to these rooms the way certain fish come to a thermal vent, drawn by heat they did not fully understand but could not stay away from.

	Nikolai Sorokin was not near the champagne. He was across the room in conversation with the Hargrove director, a compact, silver-haired man named Ellsworth who had been running this department for twenty-three years and who had the particular quality of attention that directors develop when they are speaking with someone whose account number they have memorized. Ellsworth was doing most of the talking. Sorokin was doing most of the listening. Occasionally he asked what appeared, from the quality of Ellsworth's response, to be a question that required more than a polite answer.

	He had not looked at her since the salesroom.

	She looked at him for exactly as long as she needed to form an assessment, which was eleven seconds, and then she looked at the window.

	He was not a collector in the recreational sense. She was certain of that now. The way he had been standing in the salesroom, the way he had clocked her position and let her clock his, the fact that he had known her name and known what lot she had come for and known she had not found what she was looking for: none of that was the behavior of a man who bought beautiful objects because he admired them. That was the behavior of a man who was running a strategy.

	The question was what kind.

	The Sorokin names. She turned it over. She knew it the way she knew most of the significant names in this market, as a surface with edges she had not yet examined closely. Russian acquisition money, third generation at minimum, with a focus that her memory placed somewhere in the Byzantine and early Ottoman period. She had encountered the name in documentation twice, possibly three times, always at a remove, always in connection with pieces that had resolved cleanly at auction and never come to her desk with problems attached.

	Until tonight the name had not been attached to a face.

	She finished her champagne and set the glass on a passing tray and took her coat from the cloakroom attendant, who smiled at her with the particular warmth of someone who had been tipped appropriately on the way in and expected to be treated consistently on the way out. She tipped him again. It was not a complicated moral calculation.

	She was reaching for the door when she heard him behind her a second time.

	"The documentation on lot forty-seven was not falsified."

	Vera stopped.

	She turned slowly, because turning quickly was a gift she was not prepared to give him.

	Sorokin had not followed her to the door. He was standing at a distance that was professionally appropriate, which meant he had calculated it, which meant he was the kind of man who calculated distances. He held a glass of champagne that appeared untouched.

	She said, "That's a rather specific thing to volunteer."

	"It's a rather specific query you filed with Hargrove's provenance office."

	The query had been filed under her firm's letterhead. Not her name. She studied his face and found nothing she had not already seen there, which was the problem. Most people, when they were about to say something revealing, gave some indication. A shift of weight. A change in the cadence of their breathing. Something.

	He gave her nothing.

	She said, "The documentation places the casket in continuous private ownership from 1204. That's the year Constantinople was sacked. Venetian looting from the imperial treasury is well documented. The provenance chain doesn't account for how the piece left the city or who held it between 1204 and the first recorded private sale in 1431. That's a two hundred and twenty-seven year gap, Mr. Sorokin, which in Byzantine provenance law is not a minor oversight."

	"I'm aware of what it is," he said.

	"Then you'll understand why I filed the query."

	"I understand why you filed it," he said. "I'm telling you that the documentation, despite the gap you've identified, is not falsified. The casket's path out of Constantinople in 1204 is traceable. The records are not in any archive you've been permitted to access."

	The noise of the reception moved around them like water around two fixed points.

	She said, "That's a precise claim."

	"Yes."

	"And you're making it because?"

	He looked at her for a moment that lasted, she thought, approximately one beat longer than it needed to.

	"Because I have a proposition for you, Ms. Morozova. Not tonight. I'll have my office contact yours." He set his champagne on a nearby surface without looking at it. "The records you want exist. The access you need does not currently exist for you. I can change one of those conditions."

	She opened her mouth.

	He said, "Not tonight," again, and turned, and walked back into the room with the ease of a man returning to territory he had never left.

	❖

	The cab ride back to her office on the thirty-first floor of a building on Lexington that her firm shared with a tax law practice and a very quiet wealth management company took twenty-two minutes. She spent them with her coat open and her hand resting against the inside pocket where the photograph of Sonya was, not touching it, just knowing it was there.

	Nikolai Sorokin.

	She had looked him up on her phone before the cab reached the first red light. The results were exactly as informative and exactly as uninformative as she had expected: a name attached to a company, Sorokin Cultural Holdings, incorporated in Delaware and registered in New York, London, and Geneva, with a stated focus on art acquisition, provenance research, and cultural repatriation. 

	The website was clean and expensive in the way that websites are when someone has paid a great deal of money to make them appear simple. There was a photograph of him on the About page that had been taken, she estimated, four or five years ago, in an office with the kind of windows she associated with a view that someone had paid for specifically. He looked more or less the same as he had looked forty minutes ago, which told her the photograph was recent enough that he had not changed substantially, and told her nothing else.

	The company had been founded by his father, Grigory Sorokin, who had died three years ago according to a brief notice in the Financial Times that described him as a significant figure in the international art market without specifying what significant meant in that context, which was the kind of careful phrasing that journalists used when they had confirmed information they could not yet print.

	She closed her phone and looked at the back of the driver's seat.

	The records you want exist. The access you need does not currently exist for you. I can change one of those conditions.

	It was a well-constructed sentence. She gave him that. It was precise where it needed to be precise and open where it needed to be open, and it had not told her anything she could use as leverage and had told her one thing that she had been trying to establish for two years, which was that somewhere in the world there were Byzantine provenance records that would answer the question she had been living with since she was twenty-two years old and sitting in a hospital room in Brooklyn watching her grandmother's breathing become unreliable.

	Sonya had told her three things in that room. She had told her that the photograph in Vera's coat pocket was taken outside the Ministry of Culture building in Ankara in 1986. She had told her that the document she had spent her career trying to authenticate had not been a forgery. And she had told her, in the particular voice people use when they are certain they will not be contradicted again, that someone had made very sure the world would never know that.

	Vera had spent eight years of professional training and four years of active practice building the legal architecture to prove it.

	She had spent tonight watching the primary piece of evidence she had identified sell to a company she could not trace for a price she could not challenge in a room full of people who were not going to help her.

	And then a man she had never seen before had appeared behind her and told her he knew what she was looking for.

	The cab stopped outside her building. She paid and got out and stood on the sidewalk for a moment with the November air against her face, cold in the way that New York in November is cold, which is to say with the particular edge of something the city generates independent of the weather.

	Nikolai Sorokin had known her name before he said it. He had known her query. He had known the lot number. He had known she had not found what she came for.

	She thought about what it meant to be known that precisely by someone you had never met.

	She thought about it for exactly as long as she could afford to, which was not long, and then she went inside.

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	The Liability

	Nikolai

	

	Nikolai had known Vera Morozova was going to be at the Hargrove sale before she had known it herself.

	He had a contact inside the Hargrove provenance office who forwarded formal queries to him when the subject matter fell within his area of interest, and the query that had arrived three weeks ago under the letterhead of Morozova Legal Consultants LLC had fallen very squarely within that area. 

	It had identified the correct provenance gap in the lot forty-seven documentation with a specificity that most working lawyers in this field never achieved. It had cited the correct Ottoman archive references, cross-indexed against the right Venetian ecclesiastical records, and it had asked, with the precise confidence of someone who already knew the answer and was formally testing whether the institution would acknowledge it, exactly the right question about the missing two hundred and twenty-seven years.

	He had read it twice and set it on his desk and considered it for a long moment before he called his assistant and asked her to compile everything publicly available about the attorney who had filed it. That had been six months ago. The query was from three weeks ago. The two timelines did not match, and there was a deliberate reason for that: Vera Morozova had been on his desk for six months, but only in the way that a file is on a desk, which is to say as a collection of documented facts arranged in an order that allowed him to understand what she was building, how quickly she was building it, and whether she was going to become a problem that required managing.

	He had not expected her to become interesting. That distinction mattered to him, though he was unable to explain precisely why.

	He stood in the Hargrove reception corridor with a glass of champagne he was not drinking and watched Ellsworth, the department director, describe at considerable length the provenance methodology applied to the Byzantine lots in tonight's sale. 

	Nikolai listened with exactly the portion of his attention the conversation required and directed the remainder toward the woman standing near the tall windows on the far side of the room. He was careful about the direction. He was not watching her in the way that people watched people at events like this one, with the glancing, social frequency of someone taking inventory. He was watching her with the sustained, deliberate attention he gave to things that required accurate assessment.

	She was not what he had constructed from the file.

	The file had given him facts: Columbia Law, third in her class. A two-year fellowship at the American Research Institute in Turkey, where she had produced a paper on Ottoman land transfer documentation that had been cited eleven times in subsequent legal scholarship, which was eleven more citations than most papers in that subspecialty ever accumulated. A solo practice established at thirty-one, which was ambitious by any standard. A consistent focus on Byzantine and Ottoman provenance work, the majority of it pro bono, the majority of it resolved in her favor. No significant personal wealth. A Brooklyn apartment maintained for four years. A best friend and paralegal named Petra Volkov who was paid, according to the firm's public filings, a salary that left a gap between income and expenditure that Nikolai had noted and not yet accounted for.

	The file had not given him the quality of her stillness. It had not given him the way she moved through the thinning crowd after the gavel came down, not drifting the way most people drifted from a salesroom where they had lost the lot they came for, but moving with the contained purpose of someone who was already recalibrating, already deciding what came next. It had not given him the way she looked at the lot board with the focused attention of someone reading a legal brief rather than watching an auction, or the way she photographed it afterward with the automatic efficiency of a person for whom documentation was not a task but a reflex.

	And it had not given him the photograph.

	He had not been able to see what it showed. He had seen her reach into the interior pocket of her coat and remove something small, not her phone, not a card, something that she looked at for three measured seconds before returning it with the careful deliberateness that people use for objects that cannot be replaced. He had catalogued the gesture. He had closed it away in the part of his mind reserved for things that were noted and not acted upon, because the contents of that category were not relevant to the operational question he was here to resolve.

	Ellsworth was still speaking. Nikolai said, quietly, "The Ottoman cross-reference documentation on the lot forty-seven review. Who provided the independent assessment?" and Ellsworth redirected as expected into a discussion of the expert process, and Nikolai listened to the name that surfaced, recognized it, and understood two things simultaneously: that the documentation had not been reviewed by anyone with genuine Ottoman archival expertise, and that Hargrove knew it and had proceeded regardless. He asked one more question, received the answer he had anticipated, and excused himself with a brevity that people in these rooms had learned over time to accept without requiring explanation.

	He crossed to the window side of the room. Not toward her. Parallel to her, at a distance calculated to place him within her peripheral field without making approach appear to be his purpose.

	She registered it. He could see the almost imperceptible quality of attention that a careful person deploys when they have noticed something without committing to having noticed it. She did not turn. She did not adjust her position. She simply knew he was there, and she elected to continue standing at the window, which told him that she had already decided not to be the first person in whatever conversation was coming to show their hand.

	He had been watching her for six months in the way that one watches a variable that has not yet declared its direction: with attention, without assumption, and with the patience that his father had always described as the Sorokin family's primary competitive advantage. His father had meant it as a compliment to the bloodline. Nikolai had always understood it as a description of something colder and more deliberate than bloodline suggested, the capacity to wait without appearing to wait, to observe without appearing to observe, to allow a situation to develop to the point of clarity before committing resources to it.

	Vera Morozova had required six months to develop to the point of clarity. He knew her firm's caseload, the three active pro bono matters she was running alongside whatever she was billing to actual clients, the specific Ottoman archive she had been requesting access to through formal channels for fourteen months without success. He knew that fourteen months of formal channel failure had not deterred her, which told him something about her tolerance for institutional obstruction, which was the characteristic most relevant to whether she would be useful to him in Istanbul.

	He also knew, because the file had told him and the file had been thorough, that her grandmother had died in 2018 in a facility in Flatbush, and that the death notice in the Brooklyn community paper her grandmother's church had published listed Vera as the only surviving family member. He knew this the way he knew most things in the file: as data with edges he had not yet fully examined. He had not thought it necessary to examine them further. He was reconsidering that position.

	The way she had replaced the photograph. The care of it. The three seconds of looking before she put it away, as though she needed to remind herself of something, or as though she was checking in on something, the way people check on things they are responsible for keeping safe.

	He turned his attention back to Ellsworth and asked a question about lot thirty-two that he did not actually want answered, because asking questions about things you were not interested in was one of the methods by which you created the impression that you were not interested in something else entirely.

	He was very interested in lot forty-seven. He was very interested in who had bought it and through which entity and at whose direction. Custodia Holdings Ltd. was a new registration, clean, with no traceable connection to anyone he recognized, which was itself a kind of information. In his experience, the people who were new to this market announced themselves through the quality of their attention and the specificity of their bidding. The people who were not new to it used vehicles that were new but operated them with the institutional confidence of old hands. Custodia Holdings had bid on a single lot, targeted it with precision, and paid eleven percent above estimate without apparent hesitation.

	That was not a new entrant. That was someone who had been in this room, or rooms like it, before.

	He made a note of it on his phone under the contact name he used for acquisition observations, which was not his name and was not connected to any account traceable to him. Then he pocketed the phone and returned his attention to Vera Morozova, who had finished photographing the lot board and was moving toward the edge of the crowd with the purposeful ease of someone who had gotten what she came for, even if what she had gotten was only documentation of a loss.

	He found that he respected that. The documentation of a loss was not nothing. It was, in fact, the foundation of every case he had ever seen built successfully against an institution that believed it could operate without accountability. You documented the loss. You documented it again. You built the record that the institution was counting on not existing, and eventually the record was undeniable, and the institution discovered that the absence of accountability had only ever been a deferment.

	His father had taught him that. His father had also taught him that the people most committed to building that kind of record were the people most dangerous to underestimate.

	He had not underestimated Vera Morozova. He had, he was beginning to understand, possibly underestimated something else entirely, which was what it would be like to be in a room with her and have the intellectual honesty to admit that the file had not prepared him for the specific quality of her presence.

	He did not examine that observation further. He moved to the door instead, because there was a timeline and the timeline required action, and action was something he was considerably more comfortable with than the alternative.

	He moved toward the door. He gave her two minutes, because two minutes was enough time for a person who had been watching exits to believe they were leaving on their own terms.

	Then he followed.

	❖

	His car was waiting on Seventy-Second Street with his driver at the wheel, a man named Alexei who had been with him for six years and who understood, from long experience, that silence after an evening like this one was not an invitation for conversation. The city moved past the windows in the particular way it moved at night, compressed and purposeful, and Nikolai opened his laptop on the seat beside him and began composing the document he had been constructing in outline form for three weeks.

	The terms took forty minutes to finalize. They were not complicated in their architecture, only in their implications. She would accompany him to Istanbul as his fiancée for the duration of the annual Symposium, which opened in ten days and which represented the only viable access point to the restricted private archives that both of them required, each for reasons the other did not yet fully know. She would provide legal expertise and provenance research credibility. 

	He would provide access, social context, and the invitation structure the Symposium demanded. The engagement would hold for the duration of the event and could be dissolved by either party on seven days written notice. A nondisclosure clause with financial penalties that were not intended to be symbolic.

	He reread the document twice and made three minor adjustments to the termination language, because the termination language was the part most likely to be examined carefully by someone with her specific professional training, and he wanted it to be unambiguous.

	Then he closed the laptop and looked out the window and thought about what he was actually doing, which was not what the document described.

	The document described a transaction. What he was actually doing was bringing Vera Morozova inside his perimeter, which was something he had never done with anyone who had a competing interest in the same acquisition target, and which required him to ask himself, with the honesty he applied to assessments that actually mattered, whether the operational logic held under scrutiny.

	It did. She was the most capable independent operator currently working in the Ottoman provenance space. Having her beside him in Istanbul was structurally superior to having her working against him from a position he could not monitor. The engagement cover was necessary for the Symposium's social architecture, which rewarded established partnerships and was skeptical of solitary arrivals. These were sound reasons. He stood behind them.

	What the sound reasons did not explain was the additional three seconds he had spent in the reception room after she said it was a great deal of knowledge for a Thursday, during which he had done nothing visible and processed something that he was not prepared to categorize.

	❖

	His apartment was quiet when he arrived. It was always quiet. He had furnished it with that quality in mind, choosing surfaces and materials that did not conduct sound unnecessarily, and the result was a silence that was not empty but dense, the silence of a space where a great number of things were contained and none of them made noise about it.

	He poured two fingers of vodka at the desk in the study and stood before the east wall of books without turning on the reading lamp. He could navigate the shelves in the dark. He had organized them himself and had not changed the organization in four years, and the location of every volume was as familiar to him as the layout of his own office.

	The Byzantine section occupied the east wall from floor to ceiling. He had begun building it at nineteen, the year his father had taken him into the Moscow office for the first time and explained, with the careful deliberateness he reserved for important things, what the Sorokin family's acquisition interest was and why it had been the primary interest for three generations. The explanation had lasted forty minutes. His father had not repeated it. He had not needed to.

	What his father had told him about Sonya Morozova had taken considerably less time. A name. A year. A single, clean sentence about forged documentation and its consequences. He had delivered it the way he delivered information he considered settled: without texture, without elaboration, with the implicit understanding that the matter was closed and the name was not to be revisited.

	His father had been, in most things, a precise man.

	Nikolai finished the vodka and set the glass on the desk and sent a brief email to his assistant instructing her to confirm the business address of Morozova Legal Consultants and arrange courier delivery of a sealed document by nine the following morning. Then he placed the phone face-down, which was the habit he had developed for decisions that were made and did not require further examination.

	He stood for another moment in the dark study, looking at the east wall without seeing the titles.

	His father had told him the Morozova name was a warning. He had said it once, in the tone he used for things he intended to say only once, and Nikolai had understood it as such and filed it accordingly and had not, until six months ago, had occasion to retrieve it.

	He thought about the photograph. The interior pocket. The three careful seconds.

	Then he turned off the light and went to bed and did not think about it further, because he had made a decision, and the decision did not require him to think about photographs.

	He was almost certain of that.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	The Contract

	Vera

	The document arrived by courier at eight fifty-three in the morning, which was seven minutes before the time Nikolai Sorokin had specified in the covering note, and Vera decided this was probably meaningful.

	She had been at her desk since seven. She was always at her desk by seven, because her office on the thirty-first floor of the Lexington Avenue building faced east and the morning light came through the window at an angle that made the space feel briefly and deceptively generous, and she had learned over four years to use that hour before the phones started and Petra arrived and the business of the day asserted itself with its usual lack of ceremony. 

	She used the hour for thinking, and what she had been thinking about since leaving the Hargrove reception the previous evening was a man who had said her name in Russian without losing a syllable and had then walked away before she could decide what to do with that.

	She had told herself, during the cab ride home and during the forty minutes she had spent at her kitchen table afterward with tea she did not drink, that the thing to do was nothing. Wait for the contact he had mentioned and evaluate it on its terms, the same way she evaluated every professional approach, which was to say with patience and with the specific kind of skepticism she had developed for people who offered access to things she needed and had not explained why they were offering it.

	The skepticism was not unfounded. It was, in fact, the operational lesson of the last four years of her practice, which had brought her into contact with enough people who traded in Byzantine provenance to understand that generosity in this field was almost always structured, which meant it almost always had a cost attached that was not disclosed at the point of offer. She had learned to locate the cost before she agreed to anything. It saved considerable time and, on two occasions she preferred not to dwell on, it had saved considerably more than time.

	So, when the courier envelope arrived and she opened it at her desk and read the document inside, she was not reading for the offer. She was reading for the cost.

	The document was seven pages. It was professionally drafted in a style that suggested corporate legal rather than transactional, which meant whoever had written it was accustomed to constructing frameworks rather than deals, which told her something about how Nikolai Sorokin thought about the arrangement he was proposing. 

	The first three pages established the context and the parties. She was identified by her full legal name and the firm's registration number, which meant he had pulled her business filings, which meant he had done this before she had agreed to anything, which was the kind of detail that deserved to be noted.

	The offer, stated plainly, was this: she would accompany him to Istanbul as his fiancée

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
