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DISCLAIMER

 

 

This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, events, and locales appearing in this novel 

are  products  of  the  author's  imagination  or  are  used  fictitiously.  Any  resemblance  to  actual 

persons,  living  or  dead,  business  establishments,  criminal  organizations,  events,  or  locales  is 

entirely coincidental and unintentional.

The Bratva, as depicted in this novel, is a fictional representation used as a narrative device and 

does  not  intend to accurately represent any real criminal organization, group, or ideology. The 

portrayal  of  organized  crime,  violence,  coercion,  and  related  activities  within  these  pages  is 

strictly  for  dramatic  and  storytelling purposes and does not glorify, endorse, or encourage any 

illegal activity.

This  novel  contains  mature  themes  including  but  not  limited  to:  organized  crime,  violence, 

coercion, age-gap romance, morally complex characters, and adult situations. It is intended for 

readers aged 18 and over. Reader discretion is strongly advised.

All  Russian  language  phrases,  cultural  references,  and  geographic  descriptions  are  used  in  a 

fictional  context  for  narrative  purposes.  The  author  acknowledges  that  literary  depictions  of 

Russia  and  Russian-speaking  communities  in  crime  fiction  are  a longstanding genre tradition 

and do not represent the author's views of any people, nation, or culture.

The  relationship  depicted  in  this  novel  develops  between  consenting  adults.  The  power 

dynamics,  possessive  behavior,  and  morally  grey  elements  present  in  the  story  are  fictional 

romantic  tropes  intended  for  entertainment  purposes  only  and  do  not  represent  healthy 

relationship models in real life.

 

If you or someone you know is in a dangerous or abusive relationship, please contact the National 

Domestic Violence Hotline at 1-800-799-SAFE (7233) or visit thehotline.org.
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For A.

 

Who built a room and left the door open.

 

And for every woman who ran —

and discovered that the right destination

was never away.
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"Love was never real to Adriano. In his world, love is weakness. A distraction. A lie men tell themselves before they are buried in blood or betrayal. He built his empire 

 

on one truth only — power belongs to those willing to take it, not feel it.

He does not trust people. He does not believe in mercy. And he certainly does not 

believe in fate.

Until Iris.
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PROLOGUE 

 

The Girl Who Ran

 

The night Iris Calloway turned twenty-two, nobody remembered. 

Not  her  roommate,  who  was  three  drinks  into  a  Thursday  and  laughing  too loudly at someone  else's  joke.  Not  her  mother,  who  hadn't  called  in  six  months  and  probably wouldn't until she needed something. Not the city itself, which roared and glittered outside the cracked window of her apartment like it was celebrating everything that had nothing to do with her. 

She  sat  on  the  fire  escape with her knees pulled to her chest and a mug of chamomile going  cold  in  her  hands,  watching  the  yellow  cabs  slice  through  the  rain-slicked  streets below. New York smelled like diesel and wet concrete and the ghost of someone's takeout. It smelled like a city that didn't care who you were. 

She had always found that oddly comforting. 

Nobody watching. Nobody waiting. Nobody expecting anything from you.

She told herself that was freedom. 

She almost believed it. 

The  notification  came  at  11:47  p.m.  —  not  a  birthday  message,  not  a  call,  not  even  a meme  from  a half-forgotten college friend. It was an email from a law firm she had never heard of, with a subject line that made the cold in her hands move straight into her chest. 

RE: Calloway-Morozov Marriage Contract — Final Confirmation Required

Iris stared at it for a long time. 

Then she read it. 
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Then she read it again. 

The chamomile went fully cold. The rain picked up. Somewhere below, a cab laid on its horn, long and furious, and the sound of it felt like the world screaming at her to wake up, wake up, wake up. 

The  email  was  three  paragraphs  of  legal  language  so  precise  it  felt  like  a  blade.  Her name  appeared  seven  times. Her father's name appeared twice — Viktor Calloway, a man she  hadn't  spoken  to  in  four years, a man she had carefully, deliberately cut from her life like a tumor. A man she thought had no more power over her. 

She had been wrong about that. 

The third name in the document she did not recognize. 

Adriano Morozov. 

There was no photograph. No description. Only a title, buried in the second paragraph like  a  footnote,  like  the  kind  of  detail  you  mentioned  once  and  never  again  because everyone already knew what it meant. 

Bratva.

Iris set down the mug. 

She went inside. 

She packed a bag. 

* * *

She had forty dollars in cash, a duffel bag with three days of clothes, and a plan that was barely  a  plan  —  more  of  a  direction,  really.  Away.  Away  from  the  apartment  her father's money  had  probably  been  funding  without  her  knowledge.  Away  from  the  city  where someone with that name and that title could find her without breaking a sweat. Away from a contract she had never signed, had never been asked to sign, had never been told existed. 
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I  was  sold,  she  thought,  standing  at  the  Port  Authority  bus  terminal  at  half  past midnight,  the  fluorescent  lights  making  everyone  look  vaguely  ill.  I was sold and I didn't even know it. 

The thought should have made her cry. 

It made her furious instead. 

She  bought  a  ticket  to  Albany  with the cash. Not because she knew anyone in Albany. Not  because  she  had  a  plan  beyond  Albany.  But  because it was the next bus leaving, and every  minute  she  stood  still  felt  like  a minute closer to something she couldn't name — a shadow at the edge of her awareness, shapeless and cold and enormous. 

She sat in the back of the bus with her duffel on her lap and her arms wrapped around it like a shield. The man across the aisle was asleep with his mouth open. The woman two rows  ahead had a baby that fussed softly, rhythmically, a sound like a small heart beating too fast. 

Iris watched the city fall away through the rain-streaked window. 

She did not look back. 

She told herself she was brave. 

* * *

She made it eleven days. 

Eleven days of budget motels and diner coffee and keeping her head down, paying cash, using the emergency card she'd hidden in her journal since college — the one account her father didn't know about, the one thing she'd kept that was purely, completely hers. 

Eleven days of looking over her shoulder. 

Eleven  days  of  convincing  herself  the footsteps behind her were coincidence. That the black car parked outside the motel in Utica was just a car. That the man in the grey coat at the  rest  stop  outside  Syracuse  hadn't  looked  at  her  the  way  a  person  looks  at something they've already decided to take. 
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On the eleventh night, she was in a motel outside of Rochester. Small room. Thin walls. The  smell  of  industrial  cleaner  and  old  cigarettes.  She  had  just  gotten  out  of  the  shower when  she  heard  it  —  not  a  knock.  Not  a  voice.  Just  a  silence  that  was different from the silence before it. 

The kind of silence that meant the hallway outside had changed. 

The kind that meant someone was standing very still on the other side of her door. 

Iris  stood  with  her  back  against  the  bathroom  wall,  towel  clutched  to  her  chest,  and didn't breathe. 

The door opened anyway. 

She hadn't deadbolted it. She'd been meaning to every night for eleven days, and every night  the exhaustion had made her careless, and tonight — tonight it meant that the door simply  swung  inward  on  its  hinges  like  it  had  been  invited,  and  the  man in the doorway filled it the way mountains fill a horizon. Like something that had always been there. Like something immovable. 

He did not rush. 

He did not speak immediately. 

He only stood there, one hand resting lightly on the doorframe, and looked at her with eyes  the  color of winter ice — pale, grey-blue, completely still — and the looking itself felt like a verdict. 

He  was  older.  She  registered  that  first,  the  way  you  registered  weather  before  you registered  direction  —  the  silver  threading  through  dark  hair  at  his  temples,  the  lines carved deep around his mouth, the particular stillness of a man who had long ago stopped being  surprised  by  anything  the  world put in front of him. He wore a black coat that cost more than her entire month's rent. He wore it like armor. He wore everything like armor. 

He was, without question, the most terrifying person she had ever seen. 
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He was also, and she hated herself for noticing, extraordinarily beautiful in the way that dangerous  things  were  beautiful  —  glaciers,  storm  systems,  the  moment before lightning strikes. 

"Iris." His voice was low. Measured. Accented in a way that wrapped around her name like  a  hand  closing  gently  around  a  throat.  Not  squeezing.  Just  — present. "You've made me work harder than I prefer." 

She said nothing. 

Her jaw was locked. 

"That's all right." He stepped inside. Just one step. Like he was giving her the illusion of space. "I find I don't mind it as much as I expected." 

"Get out." Her voice came out steadier than she deserved. "I'll call the police." 

Something moved through his expression — not quite amusement, not quite contempt. Something that lived in the space between them. "You could," he said. "They would come. They would ask questions. They would write things down." A pause. "And then they would leave." 

Iris pressed harder into the wall. 

He  tilted  his  head,  studying  her  with  those  winter eyes, and the study was unhurried. The study of a man who understood that time was simply a resource he had more of than she did. 

"You're  frightened,"  he  said.  Not  with  satisfaction.  Not  with  cruelty.  Almost  — curiously.  Like  fear  was  something  he  observed  in  others  and  had  long  since  stopped experiencing himself. 

"Yes," she said, because lying felt pointless. 

Something shifted in his face. Barely. The way ice shifts over a deep lake — the surface holds, but something underneath has moved. 

"Good," he said quietly. "Fear is honest. I respect honesty." 
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"You broke into my motel room." 

"You ran from a legal contract." 

"I never signed anything." 

"Your father signed for you." His tone didn't change. "In my world, that holds." 

"I'm not in your world." 

He  looked  at  her.  Really  looked  at  her,  for  the  first  time  —  not  assessing,  not calculating,  but  something  deeper  and  more  unnerving.  Like  he  was  reading  something written behind her eyes that she hadn't known was there. 

"You are now," he said. 

She thought about screaming. She thought about throwing the lamp. She thought about all the fierce, sharp things she could do right now to prove she was not going to be this — not  going  to  be  someone's  transaction,  someone's  contracted  possession,  someone's anything. 

Instead, she said: "What do you want from me?" 

And he was quiet for a moment that stretched long enough to feel like a sentence. 

"That," he said finally, "is the first intelligent question you've asked." 

He  reached  into  his  coat  and  withdrew  a  small,  flat  object  —  a  card,  matte  black,  no name,  only  a  number  embossed  in  silver  —  and  set it on the dresser without coming any closer to her. 

"We leave at seven," he said. "You can come willing, or I can make other arrangements. But you will come, Iris. I suggest willing. It's more comfortable for both of us." He moved toward the door. Paused with his back to her. "And in the future — deadbolt the door. Not against me. I would have gotten through regardless. But there are worse men in the world than me who might find a girl traveling alone." A beat. "Though not many." 

He left. 
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The door clicked shut behind him. 

Iris stood in the silence for a very long time. 

Then, slowly, she crossed the room. 

She picked up the card. 

It  was  heavier  than  it  should  have  been  —  or  maybe that was just her hands shaking, and  the  weight was something else entirely. Something she couldn't name yet. Something that felt, disturbingly, like the first breath after a long time underwater. 

She set it back down. 

She sat on the edge of the bed. 

Outside, the rain had stopped. 

In  the  new  quiet,  she  could  hear  her  own  heartbeat  —  too  fast,  too  loud,  like  it  was trying to tell her something her mind hadn't caught up to yet. Like it already knew what the rest of her was still refusing to admit. 

She looked at the deadbolt she hadn't thrown. 

She looked at the card on the dresser. 

She  thought  about  the  way  he  had  said  her  name  — Iris — like it was something he'd already decided was his. Like the saying of it was a kind of claiming. 

She did not sleep that night. 

At six-fifty in the morning, she picked up her duffel bag, tucked the card into her jacket pocket, and walked outside. 

He was already there. 

Black  car.  Engine  running.  Door  held  open  by  a  man  who  looked  like a wall that had learned  to  stand  upright.  And  Adriano  himself,  leaning  against  the  hood  with  his  arms folded and his gaze already on her, like he'd known exactly when she would appear. 
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Like he'd never doubted it for a moment. 

She hated that. 

She hated, more, that somewhere beneath the fear and the fury and the screaming logic that  told  her  to  run  —  run  again,  run  harder,  run  until  your  legs  give  out  —  some  wild, traitorous part of her had wanted to see those eyes again. 

She walked toward the car. 

He said nothing. 

But the corner of his mouth moved. 

Just barely. 

Just enough. 

* * *

She didn't know it yet — couldn't know it — but the moment she chose to walk toward him  instead  of  away,  the  whole  architecture  of  both  their  lives  began,  slowly  and irreversibly, to change.

He didn't know it either.

But the card he'd left on her dresser had been engraved with a phrase on the back, in Russian, that he had never put on a card before.

She had not turned it over.

She would.

And  when  she  did,  she  would understand that Adriano Morozov — the man with the frozen empire and the ice-grey eyes — had written something that a man like him should never, under any circumstances, have written.

A single word.

Мой.
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Mine.
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

The Empire She Was Brought Into

 

The  car  smelled  like  leather and money and the particular silence of men who did not explain themselves. 

Iris  sat  in  the  back seat with her duffel bag on her lap, fingers laced over the top of it, and her eyes fixed on the window as upstate New York blurred past in shades of grey and wet  green.  The  trees came close to the highway in places, pressing in from both sides like walls,  like  the  world  narrowing  to  a  channel  she had no choice but to move through. She had tried, in the first twenty minutes, to track their direction — north, she thought, maybe northwest  —  but the roads had turned enough times and the sky was too overcast to hold any reliable sun, and eventually she had given up on orientation and settled for observation instead. 

The man in the passenger seat — she had named him Wall in her head, because no one had  made  introductions  and  she  wasn't  going  to  ask  —  sat  without  moving.  Not  the stillness of someone relaxed. The stillness of someone trained. His shoulders were even, his hands were in his lap, and every thirty seconds or so his eyes moved to the side mirror in a sweep  that  was  so  practiced  it  had  become  almost  invisible.  The  driver  was  the  same. Different face, same architecture of vigilance. 

Adriano sat beside her. 

Not close. There was a full foot of space between them on the seat, which in the context of a moving car felt like both a courtesy and a kind of taunt — the acknowledgment that the space existed, the implication that it was being maintained deliberately. He had his phone out  and was reading something, scrolling with one thumb, the line of his jaw sharp in the flat  morning  light  filtering  through  the  tinted  glass.  He  looked  like  someone  who  had forgotten  she  was  there.  She  knew,  with  the  specific  instinct  she'd  developed  over 
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She hated him for the performance of it. 

She stared at the window and hated him quietly and thoroughly and tried to think. 

The problem with thinking, she was discovering, was that every reasonable thought led to  the  same  unreasonable  place:  she  was  in  a  car with a man she didn't know, going to a location  she  hadn't  been  told,  the  result  of  a  contract  she  had  not  signed,  arranged  by  a father  she  had  specifically  and  deliberately  excised from her life four years ago. The legal email  was  still  in  her  inbox,  unread  since  the  first  reading.  The law firm's name was one she  had  subsequently  tried  to  search  and  found  almost  nothing  useful  —  just  a  shell address in lower Manhattan and a registered agent who was clearly another shell. The kind of  firm  that  existed  to  sign  things  on  behalf  of  people  who  preferred  not  to  sign  things themselves. 

Her father had sold her. 

She had been turning the fact of that over for eleven days and it still had the quality of something she hadn't fully metabolized. Not because she was surprised — Viktor Calloway was  a  man  she  had  understood,  by  the  time  she  was  fourteen,  was  fundamentally transactional  in  his  view  of  the  people  around  him.  Everything was a resource. Everyone was  a  potential  leverage  point.  She  had  left  when  she  turned  eighteen  because  she  had understood,  with  a  clarity  that  felt  like  cold  water,  that  she  was  next.  That eventually he would find a use for her that didn't account for her as a person. 

She had just not expected it to take four years. 

She had not expected the man it led to to look like this. 

She  looked  at  him  sideways,  keeping  her  face  forward.  He  was  still  reading,  or performing reading, whatever the distinction was. In profile, he was formidable in the way that  certain  landscapes  were  formidable  —  not  threatening,  exactly,  but  impossible  to ignore. The silver at his temples was more visible in this light, the lines around his mouth deeper  than  she'd  registered  in  the  shock  of  the  motel doorway. He was older than she'd 
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She looked back at the window. 

"You haven't eaten," he said, without looking up from his phone. 

She said nothing. 

"There  is  food  in  the  compartment  in  front  of  you."  His  voice  carried  the  particular cadence  of  someone  accustomed to being heard the first time. Not loud. Just present, the way certain sounds were present — low and certain and already inside the room before you noticed them. "Eat it." 

"I'm not hungry." 

"That's not what I said." 

She  turned  to  look  at  him  directly.  He  was  still  looking  at  his  phone.  The  line  of  his profile didn't shift. "You don't get to tell me when to eat," she said. 

He looked up then. Turned his head and met her eyes, and the looking was unhurried in a way that most people's looking was not — the looking of someone for whom patience was not  a  virtue  practiced  but  a nature possessed. His eyes were pale. Grey-blue, or grey shot through with blue in a certain light, the color of winter ice over deep water, and they were completely, absolutely still. 

"You  haven't  eaten  since  yesterday  afternoon,"  he  said.  "The  diner outside Rochester. Coffee and eggs. You left the toast." A pause, brief and exact. "Eat." 

The  specificity  of  it  —  the  eggs,  the  toast  —  landed  somewhere  between  horror  and something  else  she  refused  to  name.  The  something  else  felt  like  being  seen,  which  was worse  than  being  surveilled,  and  she  understood  the  difference  even  if  she couldn't have explained it immediately. 

"You had someone watching me," she said. 
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"I  had  several  someones  watching  you."  He  returned  to  his  phone.  "You  were remarkably  difficult  to  track  for  someone  who  had  never  done  this  before.  You  should know that." 

"Is that supposed to make me feel better?" 

"It's supposed to be accurate." He scrolled. "Feel whatever you want about it." 

She opened the compartment. Cut fruit in a sealed container, a croissant from a bakery whose  paper  bore  a  name  she  recognized  as  ludicrously  expensive,  a bottle of water. She ate the fruit because she was genuinely starving and because being hungry and principled was still just being hungry. She ate it without looking at him and she did not thank him for it. 

He said nothing about any of it. 

She hated that too, the way he managed her silences and her resistances with the same unhurried  patience  —  neither  rewarding  the  compliance  nor  punishing  the  attitude. Just waiting. The way mountains waited. 

 

* * *

They drove for four hours. 

She fell asleep somewhere in the second hour, her cheek against the cool of the window glass,  because  her  body  had  simply  run  out  of  the  fuel  that  adrenaline  runs  on  and  had cashed in its debt without consulting her. She woke to the car slowing, and blinked into the white  afternoon  light  filtering  through  the  trees,  and  saw  iron  gates  opening  inward  — slow,  heavy,  unhurried,  the  kind  of  gates  that  communicated  a  great  many  things  about who lived behind them without saying any of them aloud. 

Beyond the gates, a private drive wound through dense pine forest. The trees were tall and  close  and  uniformly  dark  even  in  the  middle  of  the  day,  the  kind  of  managed forest that looked wild but wasn't — too even in its spacing, too clean at the understory. The drive curved for nearly half a mile before the house came into view, and when it did Iris pressed her forehead slightly toward the glass to see it better and then made herself stop. 
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She  had  expected  something  cold.  Glass  and  steel.  The  architectural  equivalent  of  a clenched jaw. The visual language of a man who needed the world to understand his power at first sight. 

Instead it was stone — old stone, the deep pewter color of a sky before rain, four stories of it with arched windows and a slate roof and ivy that had grown up the entire east wing to a  height  suggesting  decades  of  careful  neglect.  It  looked  permanent.  It  looked  like something  that  had  decided  it  belonged  to  the  ground  beneath  it  and  had  been  slowly proving  the  point  ever  since.  The  gardens  around  it  were  formal  in structure but slightly wild  at  the  edges  —  topiary  that  had  been  allowed  to  grow  beyond  their  original shapes, boxwood hedges that had developed opinions of their own. It looked, in spite of itself and in spite of everything she'd told herself about the man who owned it, like a place that could be beautiful under the right circumstances. 

She told herself to stop noticing. 

A  staff  of  seven  stood  waiting  at  the  entrance  in  a  precise,  evenly  spaced  line,  their postures  carrying  the  particular  uprightness  of  people  whose  professional  lives  involved anticipating  things  before  being  asked.  They  looked  at  Adriano the way very well-trained people looked at the axis around which their world rotated — not with fear, exactly, or not only  with  fear,  but  with  the  heightened  attention of those for whom his approval was the primary data point of any given interaction. 

He  got  out  of  the  car  without  hurry.  Exchanged  several  words  in  low,  rapid  Russian with the man closest to him — Wall, she noted, was apparently called Petrov, based on the way Adriano said his name. Then he turned and looked at Iris, who was still sitting in the car with her duffel bag on her lap, and the look said nothing. It simply waited. 

She got out. 

A  woman  stepped  forward from the staff line. Fifties, silver hair pulled precisely back, posture that announced competence before she'd opened her mouth. Her eyes assessed Iris in  a  single  quick  sweep  that  was  so professional it barely registered as assessment. "Miss Calloway. I'm Marta. I manage the household. I'll show you to your rooms." 
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Rooms. Plural. 

"She  stays  in  the  east  wing,"  Adriano  said,  already  moving  toward  the entrance. "Not the guest quarters." 

Marta didn't blink. "Of course." 

Iris looked at his retreating back. "Do I get a say in that?" 

He  didn't  stop  walking.  "When  you've  earned  one,"  he  said,  and  went  inside, and the door closed behind him with the quiet certainty of a door that had been doing exactly this for a very long time. 

* * *

The  east  wing  rooms  were  —  she  could  not,  in  any  fairness,  call  them anything other than extraordinary. 

A bedroom with fourteen-foot ceilings and a bed that occupied roughly the same square footage  as her entire studio apartment in the East Village. The aesthetic was charcoal and ivory  and  old  dark  wood,  heavy  drapes  in  a  deep  slate  grey  that  pooled  slightly  on  the hardwood floor, furniture that had been made to last rather than to impress, and managed to  do  both.  A  bathroom with a soaking tub large enough to require a decision and heated floors and products arranged on marble shelving she recognized from the kind of magazine she'd  only  ever  read  in  the  waiting  rooms  of  places  she  couldn't actually afford. A sitting room with a fireplace already lit, crackling in the grate as if it had been started an hour ago in anticipation of her arrival, and walls lined floor to ceiling with bookshelves on two sides. A writing desk positioned in front of a window that looked out over the formal garden and its slightly defiant topiary. 

The dressing room had a wardrobe. 

The wardrobe was full. 

She stood in front of it with the door open for a long moment, looking at the clothes — organized  by  type  and  then  by  color,  a  system  of  someone with particular preferences or someone  who  had  hired  someone  with  particular  preferences,  which  was  not  the  same 

 

— 22 — thing.  The  sizing  was  hers.  She  knew  it  without  checking,  the  same  way  she  knew  the toiletries in the bathroom would be the right brands for her skin and the books on the shelf would be the right kind for her tastes, because a man who knew what diner she'd eaten at in Rochester fourteen hours ago was not a man who would get the wardrobe wrong. 

She closed the wardrobe. 

She sat down on the edge of the bed, her duffel on the floor beside her, her hands in her lap, and let the full weight of where she was settle over her like a coat she hadn't chosen. 

She  was  in  his  house.  In  his  wing.  Surrounded  by evidence of how thoroughly he had mapped her — her preferences, her measurements, her history — before she had ever met him.  A  contract  had  been  signed.  A  transaction  had  been  completed.  And  here  was  the merchandise,  sitting  on  six-hundred-thread-count  linens  in  a house with a stone exterior and  full  bookshelves  and  a  fire  lit  in the right room at the right time, which was in many ways worse than the cold prison she'd been building in her imagination on the drive here. Cold prisons you could hate cleanly. This was something more complicated. 

She pressed her fingers against the center of her chest, where the tightness lived. 

She did not cry. 

She had not cried in four years — not since the night she had




























































