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THE VIOLENT HEARTS SERIES — THE COMPLETE 3-BOOK COLLECTION

I BUILT HER CAGE LONG BEFORE SHE KNEW I EXISTED.

KAZIMIR: I am a man of meticulous plans, and Clio Marsden was always the centerpiece of my grandest design. She thinks our meeting was a tactical accident, a microdot found by the wrong woman at the wrong time. The truth is far more calculating. I watched her from the shadows for a year, waiting for the moment to make her mine. I orchestrated a crisis just to sequester her in my penthouse fortress, intending to break the defiance in her eyes.

What began as a cold necessity devolved into a volatile and brutally sexual power struggle. She is no longer just a scholar; she is my obsession, my property, and my new reality. I am the one who writes the rules of her surrender, and I would single-handedly dismantle my own power structure to keep her. In the end, there is no empire—there is only us.

CLIO: I used to believe in logic and history, but now I only believe in survival. Kazimir Abramov stripped away my freedom and locked me in a world where every breath I take is by his leave. I should hate the monster who trapped me, yet when I was cast into the hands of a man who enjoys the sound of breaking spirits, Kazimir was the only one I wanted to see walking through that door.

I’ve learned a disturbing truth: freedom is a lie when your heart belongs to a cage. I am no longer the victim he found; I am the woman who has learned to bite back. To survive this war, I’ve had to become an active participant in his darkness. I had to choose between the world that abandoned me and the monster who refuses to let me go.

This complete collection includes:


	HEARTS OF GOLD

	HEARTS OF STONE

	HEARTS OF CHAOS



Reader Reactions: "I couldn't breathe during the interrogation scene. Kazimir is the ultimate predator—cold, calculating, and terrifyingly possessive." — ★★★★★ "Seeing Clio find safety in the man who originally kidnapped her was twisted and perfect. The chemistry is off the charts." — ★★★★★ Top Reviewer

The Violent Hearts Series — 3 Books. One Architect. One Scholar. One Obsession. Dark Mafia Romance. Kidnapping. Forced Proximity.

A pitch-black, psychological romance about a ruthless kingpin who engineered a woman's entire ruin just to be the one who saves her.

Contains: Intense violence, explicit sexual content, dubious consent, stalking, and a possessive anti-hero who crosses every line. For readers who crave unhinged protection and dark, twisted devotion.
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HEARTS OF GOLD
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SHE WAS A MISTAKE I HAD NO INTENTION OF FIXING.

My name is Kazimir Abramov. I didn’t seek out Clio Marsden, but once I saw her holding that microdot, I knew she would never leave my sight again. I am a man who takes what he wants, and I have decided she is mine to keep.

I chose to sequester her in my penthouse fortress. It isn't just about the data; it's about the way she looks at me with a defiance I intend to break. What began as a tactical necessity has devolved into a volatile and brutally sexual power struggle.

She thinks she can negotiate her way out of my world, but I am the one who writes the rules. Dominance and surrender are our only forms of communication. Every breath she takes is by my leave, and every touch is a claim. I have no intention of letting my prize escape. She is no longer just a scholar; she is my obsession. I am her new reality.

★★★★★ "I couldn't breathe during the interrogation scene. Kazimir is the ultimate predator—cold, calculating, and terrifyingly possessive." – Reader Review

Book 1 of 3 in the Violent Hearts series—a dark, possessive mafia romance where protection is just another word for ownership. Expect high heat, forced proximity, and a hero who refuses to let go.
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CLIO P.O.V.

The coffee in my mug had gone cold about two hours ago, turning into a sludge that tasted like battery acid and regret, but I drank it anyway. The caffeine was the only thing keeping my eyelids from gluing themselves shut. My home office—a glorified closet I’d managed to jam a desk into—smelled like old paper, dust, and my own stress-sweat.

"Just one more entry, Clio. Then you can sleep," I muttered to the empty room. My voice sounded scratchy, foreign. "Bastard professor wants a miracle on a shoestring budget, he gets a miracle."

I was hunched over a 19th-century ceramic vase that looked like it had been kicked down a flight of stairs before finding its way to my desk. It was supposed to be a straightforward provenance check. Trace the lineage, confirm it wasn't looted from some poor village in the warmongering years, and slap a verification sticker on it so the university could pretend they were ethically sound. The glamour of art history. People think it’s all sipping wine in galleries and discovering Da Vincis in attics. In reality, it’s staring at cracked pottery at 3:00 AM, wondering if you can afford rent next month.

I pushed my glasses up the bridge of my nose, the wire frames digging into the permanent indent there. I rotated the vase, the cool ceramic sliding under my fingertips. Pastoral scene. Shepherd, sheep, rolling hills. Boring. Derivative. The kind of thing a wealthy merchant bought to look cultured without actually having taste.

"This provenance is a dead end. Nothing new to find here."

My finger snagged.

It was tiny. Microscopic, really. A ridge. I stopped breathing for a second. I ran my thumb over the base of the vase again. The glaze was smooth, expert work, but right along the decorative band at the bottom, there was a seam. A join. That shouldn't be there. These things were thrown on a wheel or cast in molds as single pieces, not stitched together like Frankenstein’s monster.

"That's... impossible," I whispered.

I leaned in, squinting against the harsh glare of the desk lamp. "What am I looking at? A repair? No, too perfect."

If this was a repair, it was done by a master forger, not a village potter. The glaze matched perfectly. The aging was consistent. But my finger didn't lie. There was a ridge. My brain, usually a foggy mess of dates and artistic movements, sharpened into a singular point of focus.

"Don't be ridiculous, Clio. It's probably just a firing flaw."

But I knew it wasn't.

I pulled open my desk drawer, the wood screeching in protest, and grabbed my kit. Scalpel. Tweezers. Jeweler's loupe. I slotted the loupe over my eye, the world narrowing down to a magnified circle of painted porcelain. Under the glass, the seam was undeniable. It was a hairline fracture, straight as a razor cut. Artificial.

"Who would hide something in a piece like this?"

My heart did a weird flutter against my ribs. This was the part where I should stop. I should pack it up, call the department head in the morning, and let someone with a higher pay grade deal with a potential forgery or artifact tampering. But curiosity is a disease, and I was terminal.

"Careful, careful, Clio."

I took the scalpel. The metal was cold in my hand. I inserted the tip into the hairline crack. It shouldn't have fit, but it did. I applied the tiniest amount of pressure, the kind you use to peel the skin off a grape.

Click.

The sound was loud in the silence of the apartment. A section of the base, perfectly camouflaged by the painted grass of the pastoral scene, popped open. A false bottom.

"What in God's name...?"

My hands were shaking now. Legitimate tremors. I set the scalpel down and peered inside the cavity. It wasn't empty. Resting in the hollowed-out space, looking utterly alien against the rough, unfinished clay of the interior, was a small, black chip. A microdot. Encased in polymer.

"A microdot? Here?"

I reached in with the tweezers. The object was heavy for its size. Dense. I dropped it onto my palm. It felt slick, modern, dangerous. This wasn't historical. This wasn't some love letter from the 1800s hidden away. This was technology. This was now.

"This isn't just an art piece, is it?" I stared at the tiny black dot. "My God, what have I found?"

I spun my chair around to my computer setup. I had a digital scanner I used for high-res imaging of brushstrokes. It wasn't meant for this, but it was all I had. I fumbled with the connection, my fingers clumsy. "Come on, come on."

I centered the dot under the lens and maximized the zoom on my monitor. The screen flickered, struggling to focus on the reflective surface. Then, it resolved.

Text. Rows and rows of it. Green alphanumeric strings against a black background.

"Financial ledgers? Encrypted?"

I leaned closer, my nose almost touching the screen. These weren't just numbers. They were accounts. Shell companies. Offshore holdings. And names. Names that sounded like a roll call for a federal indictment.

"Organized crime," I breathed out. The words hung there, heavy and terrifying. "That's what this is."

I sat back, the blood draining from my face. I was holding a ledger. A mob ledger. Hidden in a vase I’d checked out from the university archive.

"I need to call someone. The police? No, too dangerous. Who knows who’s on this list?"

My mind was racing, spinning out scenarios, each one worse than the last. I needed to get out of here. I needed to hide this thing.

Then the refrigerator stopped humming.

It wasn't a gradual fade. It was an abrupt, violent cut. The low, constant buzz that was the soundtrack to my life just died. Then the traffic noise outside seemed to vanish. The ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall stopped.

Silence. Absolute, suffocating silence.

"What was that?"

The hair on my arms stood up. It wasn't just quiet; it was vacuum quiet. The air pressure in the room shifted, popping my ears.

"The power," I whispered. "They cut the power."

I stood up, my chair scraping loudly against the floorboards. The sound was like a gunshot. I froze, my eyes darting to the doorway of the office. The hallway was pitch black.

"Don't be paranoid, Clio. It's a blackout. It happens."

But blackouts didn't make the air feel like it was charged with static.

I reached for my phone on the desk. My fingers brushed the screen.

A shadow moved under the front door gap.

It was a sliver of movement, blocking out the faint light from the hallway. Just a flicker. But it was enough. Someone was standing right outside my apartment door.

"They're at the door."

My heart hammered against my throat, a frantic bird trying to break its cage. "Don't move. Don't breathe."

CRACK.

The sound wasn't a knock. It was an explosion.

The front door didn't just open; it disintegrated. Wood splinters flew into the living room like shrapnel. A battering ram. They had used a battering ram on my shitty apartment door.

"NO!" I screamed, the sound tearing out of me before I could stop it.

Men poured into the room. Shadows with flashlights that cut through the dust and darkness like lasers. They were big, fast, and silent. No shouting. No "Police, open up." Just the heavy thud of boots and the sweep of tactical lights.

"Run, Clio, run!"

My brain finally reconnected with my legs. I bolted for the kitchen. It was a dead end, I knew it was a dead end, but instinct is a stupid, primal thing. I scrambled across the linoleum, grabbing the first thing my hand touched on the stove.

My cast-iron skillet.

"Get away from me!" I shrieked, swinging the heavy pan blindly into the dark.

A beam of light hit me in the face, blinding me. I swung anyway.

CLUNK.

The skillet connected with something hard. A helmet. The vibration jarred my arm all the way to the shoulder, numbing my fingers. The man didn't even stumble. He just grunted, a low, annoyed sound, like I was a mosquito he had to swat.

"Stay back, you bastards!"

A hand clamped onto my wrist, twisting it with practiced, brutal efficiency. I dropped the skillet. It hit the floor with a deafening clang that signaled the end of my resistance.

"Let me go!"

Another set of hands grabbed my other arm. They slammed me face-first into the counter. My cheekbone crunched against the granite. I gasped, sucking in air that smelled of dust and unwashed men.

"You're hurting me!"

"Stop moving," a voice growled. Not a request.

Zip-ties. I heard the zip before I felt the bite. Plastic cinched tight around my wrists, cutting off the blood flow instantly. They wrenched my arms up high behind my back, forcing my torso down.

"My wrists are burning. Stop! Please!"

I was pinned like a butterfly on a board. Helpless. Useless.

"Clear," someone said.

The heavy footsteps approached. These sounded different. Not boots. Dress shoes. Hard soles clicking on the tile.

I twisted my neck, trying to see through the hair hanging in my face. A man walked into the kitchen. He wasn't wearing tactical gear. He was wearing a suit that probably cost more than my entire education. He looked bored. He stepped over the skillet without breaking stride.

Pavel Orlov. I didn't know his name then, but I would learn to hate it.

He walked straight to the office. He didn't look at me. He didn't look at the men holding me down. He went to the desk, picked up the pieces of the shattered vase I had dropped, and then saw it. The microdot.

He picked it up with a gloved hand, holding it up to the light.

"We have the asset," he said. His voice was calm. terrifyingly calm.

"Asset? I'm not an asset!" I spat, thrashing against the counter. "I'm a person! Who are you?"

He turned to look at me then. His eyes were empty. "Secure her. Clean the site."

"You bastard!"

The men hauled me up. They didn't walk me out; they dragged me. My feet scrambled for traction on the rug as they pulled me through the living room.

"Look what you've done," I sobbed, seeing the destruction.

My bookshelves were tipped over. My research papers—years of work—were scattered across the floor, trampled under muddy combat boots. The vase pieces were crushed into powder. They weren't just taking me; they were erasing me.

"My books! My research! You monsters!"

They dragged me into the hallway. The door to Mrs. Gable’s apartment across the hall was shut tight. I knew she was in there. I knew she could hear this.

"Someone help me!" I screamed, the sound raw and tearing at my throat. "Call the police!"

A heavy, leather-gloved hand clamped over my mouth, smashing my lips against my teeth. I tasted copper. The scream died in my throat, turning into a muffled, panicked gurgle.

Mmph! Mmph!

They shoved me toward the freight elevator. The doors were already open. They threw me inside, the metal walls cold against my arms. We descended in silence, the only sound the ragged noise of my own breathing through my nose.

When the doors opened, the cold night air hit me like a physical blow. The alleyway. It smelled of rotting garbage and exhaust.

A massive black SUV was idling there. It looked like a tank dressed up for a funeral.

"My home is gone," I thought, the realization hitting me harder than the counter had. "This is it."

The back door opened. A hand shoved me from behind. I stumbled into the car, falling awkwardly onto the leather seat because I couldn't use my hands to catch myself. I pushed myself up, scrambling into the corner, pressing my back against the door.

And then I saw him.

Kazimir Abramov.

He was sitting on the other side of the seat, looking like he was on his way to a board meeting or the opera. Black suit. Crisp white shirt. No tie. His hair was black, short, severe. But it was his eyes that froze the blood in my veins. Slate-gray. Dead.

He wasn't looking at me like a person. He was looking at me like I was a package he’d been waiting for. A package that had arrived slightly damaged.

"Who... who are you?" I stammered. My voice was small, pathetic. I hated it.

He didn't answer. He just watched me. The silence in the car was heavier than the silence in the apartment. It was a predator's silence.

He leaned forward. I flinched, pressing harder against the door, but there was nowhere to go. He reached out. His hand was large, his fingers long. He touched my cheek, right where the counter had hit me. His thumb brushed over the skin. It wasn't gentle. It was possessive. Assessing the damage to his property.

I smelled him then. Expensive tobacco. And underneath it, the sharp, metallic tang of gunpowder.

"Don't touch me," I hissed.

He didn't pull back. His thumb traced the line of my jaw.

"Bastard," I spat.

His eyes narrowed. Just a fraction. A flicker of something dangerous ignited in those gray depths. His hand moved from my cheek to my chin. He gripped it. Hard. His fingers dug into my jaw, forcing my head up, forcing me to look him in the eye.

"You belong to me now," he said.

His voice was a low rumble, vibrating through the car. It wasn't a threat. It was a statement of fact. Like saying the sky is blue or water is wet.

You belong to me now.

"I am not your captor," his eyes seemed to say. "I am your owner."

He held my gaze for a second longer, letting the weight of his words crush the air out of my lungs, then he released me. He sat back, adjusting his cuffs.

The car lurched forward.

I turned my head, pressing my forehead against the cold, tinted glass. My apartment building blurred into a streak of brick and light. The city rushed by, indifferent. People were walking their dogs, buying groceries, living their lives. And I was here, in this leather-lined cage, disappearing.

"Are my parents safe?" The thought hit me with sick force. "Oh God, did they hurt them to get to me?"

A tear leaked out, hot and humiliating. I bit my lip until it bled to keep from sobbing. I wouldn't give him that satisfaction.

The drive was eternal. We left the familiar streets, the SUV weaving through the city like a shark through water. Finally, we turned. Down a ramp. Concrete walls. Underground.

"This is a prison," I thought as the heavy steel gate clanged shut behind us.

The garage was vast, sterile, and empty except for a few other high-end cars. The fluorescent lights hummed, casting harsh shadows.

Kazimir got out. He didn't offer a hand. He just nodded to the men.

"Get her," the gesture said.

They hauled me out. My legs felt like jelly. I stumbled, but the grip on my arms held me up. They marched me to an elevator.

Mirrors. The elevator was lined with mirrors.

I saw myself. My hair was a bird's nest. My cheek was already purple. My blouse was torn at the shoulder. And next to me, Kazimir stood like a statue carved out of ice and arrogance. The contrast made me want to vomit. I looked like a victim. He looked like a king.

"Look at me... what I've become."

The doors slid open.

Marble floors. Art on the walls that looked like spilled ink. Silence. A penthouse. But not a home. It was cold. Too clean. It felt like a mausoleum for the living.

Kazimir stopped. He turned to a guard.

"Take her to the Secure Room," he said.

He didn't even look at me. He just walked away, peeling off his jacket as he went.

"Secure Room? What is that?"

The guard shoved me forward. "Move."

We went down a hallway that seemed to stretch on forever. White walls. White doors. Finally, he stopped at one. It looked heavy. reinforced.

He opened it.

The room was small. Padded walls. A single chair. No window.

"No," I whispered. "Please, no."

He pushed me inside. I stumbled, falling to my knees on the carpet.

THUD.

The door slammed shut. The lock clicked.

Electronic. Heavy. Final.

The silence came back. That awful, suffocating silence.

"I can't do this."

The fight drained out of me. The adrenaline that had kept me moving, kept me swearing, just evaporated. I slumped forward, my forehead touching the floor. My hands throbbed in the zip-ties.

"It's over."

I curled into a ball, the tears coming fast and hard now, racking my body with shudders I couldn't control. I cried for my apartment. I cried for the vase. I cried for the life I had ten minutes ago that was gone forever.

I was alone. Completely, utterly alone in a soundproof box in the sky.

Or so I thought.

High in the corner of the room, a tiny red light blinked on a black glass lens. Unblinking. Watching.

I wasn't alone. I was the show.
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KAZIMIR P.O.V.

The screen flickered, a grainy wash of black and white that turned violence into bad cinema. I watched my men drag the woman out of the elevator like a sack of overpriced laundry. She was fighting. Actually fighting. Kicking at shins, twisting her body in a way that screamed desperation or stupidity. Probably both.

Pavel stood next to me, shifting his weight. He smelled like nervous sweat and gun oil.

"Is she contained?" I didn't look at him. My eyes were locked on the monitor, tracking the chaotic bundle of limbs and defiance being hauled down the corridor.

"Yes, boss. She's... feisty."

"Feisty." I tapped a rhythm on the black console, the sound sharp in the humming quiet of the server room. "She broke a guard’s nose. That’s not feisty, Pavel. That’s a liability. Did she break anything else? Anything valuable?"

"Just the nose. And maybe a vase in the foyer when she kicked out."

"Wonderful."

I watched the screen as they shoved her into the interrogation room. She stumbled, hair flying everywhere, but she didn't fall. She caught herself on the table, head snapping up even though she was blindfolded. A queen piece on a board full of pawns. Harder to move, but infinitely more dangerous if you let her breathe.

"Leave me," I said.

Pavel hesitated. "You want backup in there?"

I turned my head slowly. Just enough to catch his eyes. "Do I look like I need backup to handle an art historian, Pavel?"

He swallowed hard. "No, boss."

"Go."

He left. I stayed for a second, watching the feed. The room was soundproof, sterile. She was strapped into the chair now, chest heaving. I could almost feel the vibration of her terror through the floorboards.

A pawn? No. Definitely not.

I adjusted my cuffs. A habit. A grounding mechanism. The gold links felt cool against my wrist. I walked out of the server room, the hum dying behind me, replaced by the silence of the corridor. My shoes hit the floor with a rhythmic, expensive click. I liked the sound. It was the sound of order. The sound of inevitability.

The walk to the interrogation wing was always the same. Cold steel, industrial cleaner, the heavy weight of secrets buried in concrete. Usually, I felt nothing. Just the dull thrum of business. Another rat to squeeze. Another ledger to balance. But today? Today there was a hum in my blood. A little spike of adrenaline I hadn't felt in months.

The Marsden woman. Her file was a testament to a brain that didn't know when to shut off. High IQ, academic accolades, a stubborn streak wide enough to drive a tank through. Breaking a mind like that wasn't a chore. It was a puzzle. And I fucking love puzzles.

I stopped at the heavy steel door. Flexed my hand. Pushed it open.

The thud of the door closing behind me was heavy, final. It sucked the air out of the room.

She was there. Strapped in. The blindfold was gone, and she was blinking against the harsh fluorescent glare. Her hair was a mess of honey-blonde tangles, her clothes torn and dusty from whatever struggle she’d put up in the van. But her eyes.

Green. Intelligent. Terrified.

She tracked me immediately. Her head snapped toward the sound of the door, eyes widening as I stepped into the light. She didn't scream. She didn't beg. She just gripped the armrests of the steel chair until her knuckles turned the color of bone.

I didn't speak. I let the silence do the work. It’s heavy, silence. It presses down on people, makes them fill the void with their own fear. I started walking. A slow, wide circle around her chair.

Click. Click. Click.

My shoes on the concrete. The only sound in the world.

She tried to follow me, her head swiveling, neck straining against the tension. Like a rabbit watching a wolf circle the snare. I could hear her breathing—shallow, fast, erratic. The sound of a heart trying to hammer its way out of a ribcage.

I stopped directly in front of her. Blocked out the light. Cast her in my shadow.

She looked small in the chair. Fragile. But her chin—that stubborn, pointed chin—was tilted up. Defiant.

"Clio Marsden."

I let the name roll out low and gravelly. It wasn't a greeting. It was an accusation.

She flinched. Just a twitch. "Who are you?" Her voice cracked. "I don't... I don't know you."

"Don't you?" I stepped closer. "Do you know who took you?"

"No! I woke up in a van. I don't know anything!"

"Liar."

I reached for the side table. The Chkalov vase sat there, innocuous and empty. A piece of ceramic worth more than most people's lives, and she’d been using it to hide secrets that could burn half the city down. I picked it up, turning it in my hand. The glaze was cool.

"This belongs to Mikhail Chkalov," I said, watching her face. "Art historians should stick to museums, Dr. Marsden. Not pilfering from rival syndicates. It’s bad for your health."

"I wasn't stealing it!" She strained against the straps. "I was appraising it! A client brought it in—"

"Appraising." I set the vase down with a sharp clack. "Hard pressed to believe that, considering the microdot hidden inside the glazing. You didn't just find a vase, Clio. You found a death warrant."

I leaned in. Invaded her space. I could smell her now. Beneath the dust and the metallic tang of the room, she smelled like vanilla and pure, distilled panic. But there was something else. A heat.

"You're a terrible liar," I whispered, my voice brushing against her ear. "Your pulse betrays you. I can see it jumping in your throat."

She jerked her head back, pressing it into the steel headrest. Trying to get away from me. "You bastard," she hissed. "Let me go! You can't just keep me here. This is kidnapping! Do you have any idea who I am?"

I laughed. A low, dark sound that seemed to rattle around the metal walls.

"You think your degree protects you here? You think your tenure matters?" I looked at her, really looked at her. The fire in her eyes was real. She wasn't broken. Not even close. "Little sparrow, you have teeth. I like that."

I reached out. My hand engulfed her jaw. I didn't squeeze, not hard, but the threat was there. Iron fingers against soft skin. I tilted her head back, forcing her to look up at me. To see the monster in the suit.

Her skin was hot. Feverish.

"The Chkalovs?" I murmured, staring into those wide, green eyes. "They would flay the skin from you, little academic. They would torture you for days just to hear you scream. They don't want the information. They want blood."

Her throat bobbed against my hand. A swallow.

"I, however," I said softly, "have different plans. Much more... interesting plans."

I moved my thumb. Just a fraction. Brushed it over her lower lip.

She shuddered. A full-body tremor that started in her chest and ended in her toes. Her breath hitched, a sharp intake of air that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with the sudden, confusing friction of my skin on hers.

I smirked. "See? You feel it too. Don't deny what your body tells you. It’s smarter than you are."

I dropped my hand. The loss of contact was abrupt, leaving a cold space between us.

"Where is it, Clio?" My voice hardened. "The encryption key. The backup. I know you didn't just stumble onto the microdot. You knew where to look. Tell me where the rest is."

"I don't have it," she gritted out.

"Tell me, or I send you back to your charming apartment. I assure you, the Chkalov welcoming committee is still waiting. They aren't as polite as I am. They don't use chairs. They use knives."

She went silent. Her jaw clenched tight enough to crack a tooth. I could see the gears turning behind her eyes—calculating, assessing, looking for an exit that didn't exist. She was weighing the monster in front of her against the monsters outside.

Smart girl.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said finally. But the conviction was gone.

I swore in Russian, low and harsh. "Suka. You're making this much harder than it needs to be. My patience is not infinite, Clio."

I pushed off the table, standing to my full height. The air in the room seemed to shift, the pressure dropping slightly as I put distance between us. I walked to the door, feeling her eyes boring into my back.

"You have tonight," I said, not turning around. "Think about your options. Cooperate, and you live... luxuriously. Within my protection. Refuse, and I open the door and let the wolves in."

I snapped my fingers.

The door opened instantly. Two guards stepped in, faces like stone.

"Untie her," I ordered. "Take her to the penthouse suite. Not the cells."

The guards faltered. Just for a second. They exchanged a look—a flicker of confusion. We didn't put prisoners in the penthouse. We put them in the basement, where the drains were built into the floor.

"Did I stutter?" I asked, my voice dropping an octave.

"No, boss," the one on the left said quickly. He moved to the chair, unbuckling the straps.

Clio rubbed her wrists as soon as she was free. The skin was red, raw. She didn't look at the guards. She looked at me. There was hatred there, yes. But there was curiosity too. She was trying to solve me.

Good luck with that.

As they hauled her up, I stepped back into her orbit. Just for a second. I leaned down, my mouth hovering inches from her ear, close enough to feel the heat radiating off her neck.

"Fuck," I breathed.

She froze.

"You are mine, Clio Marsden. Remember that. Your mind, your body, your defiance. All mine."

I straightened and watched them walk her out. She held her head high, even as her legs trembled.

I waited until the door clicked shut before I moved.

Pavel was waiting in the hallway. He looked unhappy.

"Increase security on the penthouse suite," I said, walking past him. "Double the detail. Sensors on the windows. Motion detectors in the hall."

"The Marsden woman is... more astute than anticipated," I added, almost to myself. "A sharp mind."

Pavel fell into step beside me. "Boss, with all due respect, shouldn't she be in a cell? For security? The penthouse is... open. If she tries to run—"

I stopped. Turned on him. "She belongs where I put her, Pavel. Understand?"

He stiffened. "Understood."

"She’s not a prisoner in the traditional sense. She’s an investment. Don't question me again."

I left him there and took the private elevator up. The ride was smooth, silent. My reflection in the polished doors looked calm. Composed.

Liar.

I walked into my office, the city sprawl glittering through the floor-to-ceiling glass like a carpet of diamonds and grime. I went straight to the bar. Crystal decanter. Amber liquid. I poured three fingers of whiskey and didn't bother with ice.

I stood by the window, the glass cold against my palm. I took a drink, the burn welcome in my throat.

I looked out at the lights, but I didn't see the city. I saw green eyes. I felt the phantom sensation of soft skin under my thumb. The way she’d shivered.

Most people broke. They cried, they begged, they spilled their secrets and then they were useless. But she... she had looked at the fire and stepped closer.

The game had changed. It wasn't just about the ledger anymore. It wasn't just about destroying the Chkalovs.

It was about her. And I was going to win.
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CLIO P.O.V.

The transition from the basement to the penthouse was like stepping out of a grave and into a fever dream. One minute it was raw concrete and the smell of bleach, the next it was plush carpet that probably cost more than my entire tuition, swallowing the sound of my shoes.

The two guards flanking me were silent monoliths. They didn't touch me, but they didn't have to. The air around them felt pressurized. Every step I took was dictated by their pace—synchronized, heavy, inevitable. I tried to map the route, my eyes darting from the abstract art on the walls to the recessed lighting, desperate for a landmark, a fire exit, anything. But the hallways twisted in a way that felt designed to disorient.

My heart was doing this erratic, painful flutter against my ribs. Left, right, elevator, twenty seconds up. I counted the seconds. Twenty seconds in a high-speed lift meant we were high. Stratosphere high.

When the doors slid open, I almost stopped breathing.

Floor-to-ceiling glass. That was the first thing. The entire city of New York was spread out below us like a circuit board of glittering lights, cold and indifferent. We were so high up the cars were just smears of red and white. I pressed my hand against the glass as we passed, feeling the cool vibration of the building. It wasn't a view; it was a statement. Look how small you are. Look how far away the world is.

"Keep moving," one of the suits grunted.

I stumbled forward, my legs feeling like they were filled with lead. We stopped at a heavy, dark wood door that looked like it belonged in a medieval fortress, incongruous against the sleek modernism of the hallway. One guard stepped forward, scanning his eye against a panel I hadn't even noticed. Then he punched a code into a keypad.

Beep. Beep. Beep. Click.

The sound of the locks disengaging was heavy. Expensive. The kind of mechanical thunk that said nobody was getting in, and definitely nobody was getting out.

The door swung open.

I braced myself for another cell. Maybe a chair with straps. Maybe just a dark hole.

Instead, I stepped into an Architectural Digest spread.

The suite was massive. A king-sized bed with silk sheets that shimmered under the ambient lighting. A marble fireplace that looked like it had never been used. And the smell—God, it was suffocating. Lilies. Fresh, white lilies. There were vases of them everywhere, their scent cloying and sweet, masking the sterile, recycled air of the skyscraper.

I took a hesitant step inside, my sneakers sinking into the carpet. It was beautiful. It was terrifying.

Behind me, the door slammed shut.

The sound was a gunshot in the silence. I spun around, rushing the wood, my fingers scrabbling at the handle. Locked. Obviously. I threw my shoulder against it, a pathetic, useless gesture that only sent a jolt of pain down my arm.

"Hey!" I screamed, slapping the wood with my palm. "Hey! You can't just leave me here!"

Silence. Heavy, thick, oppressive silence.

I rested my forehead against the door for a second, squeezing my eyes shut. Get it together, Clio. Panic makes you stupid. Stupid gets you dead.

I pushed off the door and turned to face my cage.

It was a systematic dismantling of my privacy. I went through the room like a crime scene investigator. I checked the vents—reinforced steel mesh, bolted from the inside. I checked the windows—triple-paned, thick as a bank teller's partition. I tapped the glass with my knuckle. It barely made a sound. I was an exhibit in a fish tank.

I moved to the bathroom. It was bigger than my entire apartment. Marble everywhere, a soaking tub deep enough to drown in, a rainfall shower. I opened the cabinets. Nothing sharp. No razors, no scissors, no heavy glass bottles. The toiletries were in soft plastic tubes. The toothbrush was flimsy.

He had sanitized the room. He had baby-proofed my prison.

A wave of nausea rolled through me. This wasn't just containment; this was curation.

I walked into the dressing room and froze.

Rows of clothes. Hangers spaced perfectly apart. I reached out, my fingers trembling as I touched the sleeve of a cashmere sweater. I checked the tag. Small. I checked the jeans. Size 26. I pulled out a silk slip dress. My size.

He didn't just grab me because I found the microdot. You don't have a wardrobe ready for a hostage you grabbed on a whim.

My skin crawled. It felt like ants were marching under my epidermis. He had been watching. For how long? Days? Months? The thought of those cold, slate-gray eyes tracking me while I bought coffee, while I graded papers, while I slept... it made me want to vomit.

"You sick fuck," I whispered to the empty room.

I needed a weapon. I needed something, anything, to break the script he’d written for me.

I went back out to the main room. The bar cart was empty of bottles, just crystal decanters that were glued—actually glued—to the tray. I tugged on one, and the whole cart rattled. Useless.

Then I saw it.

On a side table near the bed, there was a carafe. Heavy glass. Water.

I snatched it up. It had weight. It wasn't much—against a man like Kazimir Abramov, it was practically a toy—but it was solid. I dumped the water into a potted fern, my hands shaking so hard I splashed half of it on the floor.

I gripped the neck of the bottle. It felt cold and hard. Real.

He’s coming back.

I knew it in my bones. He hadn't brought me here to ignore me. He was a predator who liked to play with his food.

I moved to the door. There was a blind spot just to the right of the frame, behind a decorative pillar. I wedged myself in there, the carafe held high, my breathing shallow and ragged.

Wait. Just wait.

I stood there for what felt like hours. My muscles started to cramp. The silence of the room was so absolute I could hear the blood rushing in my ears.

Then, the sound.

Footsteps. Heavy, rhythmic, deliberate. Not the shuffling of the guards. This was the confident stride of a man who owned the floor, the building, the city.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

My grip on the glass tightened until my knuckles turned white. I held my breath, my heart hammering against my ribs like a trapped bird.

Beep. Beep. Click.

The lock disengaged. The handle turned.

The door swung inward.

I didn't think. If I thought, I would have frozen. I just moved.

As soon as the gap was wide enough, I launched myself. I put every ounce of fear, every ounce of rage, every ounce of the adrenaline poisoning my blood into the swing. I aimed for the head. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to break him.

"You bastard!"

The scream tore out of my throat, raw and ugly.

I collided with him.

It was like running full tilt into a concrete pillar. He didn't stumble. He didn't flinch. He just... stopped me.

His hand shot up faster than I could track. He caught my wrist mid-swing, his fingers clamping down over my bones like a steel vice. The shock of the impact jarred my shoulder, snapping my head back.

I gasped, looking up.

Kazimir stood there. He wasn't even breathing hard. His other hand was in his pocket. He looked down at me with those dead, gray eyes, his expression hovering somewhere between boredom and mild annoyance.

"Let go!" I shrieked, twisting my arm, trying to kick him, trying to claw his face with my free hand.

He twisted my wrist. Not enough to break it, but enough to send a bolt of white-hot agony shooting up to my elbow. My fingers went numb. The carafe slipped from my grasp and hit the thick carpet with a dull, pathetic thud.

It didn't even break.

"Pathetic," he murmured.

He stepped into the room. I tried to backpedal, but he didn't let go. He walked me backward, his grip unyielding, forcing me to retreat. He kicked the door shut behind him with his heel.

Click.

The sound sealed the air in the room.

"Get off me!" I swung my left fist at his jaw.

He caught that one too. Effortlessly. He pinned both my wrists in one large hand, forcing them up over my head, and slammed me back against the door.

The wood bit into my spine. The air left my lungs in a whoosh.

And then he was there. Everywhere.

His body pressed against mine, flattening me against the door. He was hard muscle and expensive wool, radiating a heat that felt radioactive. His hips ground against mine, his chest crushing my breasts.

I froze.

My brain short-circuited. For a split second, the fear mixed with something else—something electric and wrong. A jolt of awareness zapped through my nervous system, a biological betrayal that made my breath hitch. He smelled like winter air and sandalwood and danger. It was intoxicating.

I hated it. I hated him.

"Get off," I choked out, but the fight had drained out of my limbs, replaced by a trembling weakness.

He leaned down. His face was inches from mine. I could see the flecks of darker charcoal in his irises. I could feel the warmth of his breath on my cheek.

I turned my face away, squeezing my eyes shut, refusing to look at him. Refusing to acknowledge the proximity.

He didn't like that.

His free hand, the one not pinning my wrists, came up and gripped my jaw. His fingers dug into my cheeks, forcing my head back around, forcing me to look at him.

"Look at me, Clio."

It wasn't a request.

I opened my eyes, glaring at him with everything I had left. "Bastard," I spat.

A low, dark sound rumbled in his chest. It vibrated against my own ribcage. A chuckle. He was laughing at me.

"I admire the spirit," he said, his voice a low gravel slide that wrapped around my spine. "But the execution was sloppy."

He leaned closer, his nose brushing against mine. The intimacy was a violation.

"Next time," he whispered, his lips grazing my ear, "I won't be so gentle."

Gentle? He called this gentle? My wrists felt like they were in a crusher.

"This room is your world now," he said, pulling back just enough to lock eyes with me again. "And I am the only god you need to worry about. Do you understand?"

"Go to hell."

"I own hell, krasotka. And now I own you."

He held me there for another second, letting the weight of his words and his body sink in. Letting me feel exactly how helpless I was. Then, as abruptly as he had pinned me, he let go.

He stepped back, smoothing the front of his jacket.

I slumped against the door, my legs turning to jelly. I slid down the wood until my ass hit the floor, my chest heaving, gasping for air like I’d just surfaced from deep water. I cradled my wrists against my chest. They were already throbbing.

Kazimir looked down at the carafe on the carpet. He nudged it with the toe of his polished oxford.

"I'll have the staff bring plastic next time," he said, his tone conversational, like we were discussing the weather. "Wouldn't want you to hurt yourself."

I stared at the shine on his shoes. I wanted to scream. I wanted to cry. I did neither. I just sat there, shaking, burning with shame and adrenaline.

He walked toward the door, turning his back on me like I was a piece of furniture he’d decided to rearrange.

He paused with his hand on the latch.

"Dress for dinner, Clio," he said over his shoulder. "I’ll be back for you in an hour. Wear the green."

Then he was gone.

The lock clicked.

I was alone again with the smell of lilies and the sprawling view of a city that couldn't hear me scream. I looked at my wrists. Red marks were already blooming on the pale skin, perfect fingerprints.

I crawled over to the bed and collapsed onto the silk, staring at the ceiling.

Wear the green.

He knew what fit. He knew what color looked good on me. He knew I would try to fight.

I rolled onto my side, curling into a ball. The worst part wasn't the bruise on my arm. The worst part was the lingering ghost of sensation where his body had pressed against mine, and the terrifying realization that for a nanosecond, my body hadn't wanted him to stop.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Get it together. This is a war.

But lying there in his clothes, in his room, smelling his flowers, it felt like the war was already over.
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KAZIMIR P.O.V.

The coffee in my mug was black, bitter, and cost more per ounce than most people in this city made in a week. I swirled it, watching the dark liquid coat the ceramic, feeling the warmth seep into my fingertips while the rest of me stayed ice cold. My personal security hub was a shrine to paranoia. Walls of monitors, servers humming their low, steady hymn of surveillance, the air scrubbed sterile and chilled to preserve the electronics.

And on the central grid of screens: her.

Clio Marsden.

She was pacing the luxury suite like a caged leopard. I’d given her gold, silk, and a view of the skyline that people killed for, and all she did was look for the cracks. I watched her stop at a vent, standing on tiptoes to peer into the grating. Futile. She moved to the window, pressing a hand against the reinforced glass, looking down at the drop that would turn her into abstract art on the pavement.

"Still looking for the escape route, little art historian?" I muttered to the empty room.

My thumb rested on a remote, clicking a button rhythmically, soundlessly. I should be looking at the sector reports. I should be analyzing the shipment routes Pavel had flagged on the side monitor—efficient, boring Pavel. Instead, I was fixated on the way her shoulder blades moved under the silk of the dress I’d forced her into. The 'Project Clio' file had been open on my server for months, long before she stumbled onto that ledger, but seeing the data in flesh and blood was a different kind of variable. She was stubborn. Defiant.

"She truly doesn't understand the depth of her cage," I said, leaning back. The leather chair creaked. "A fascinating specimen, this one."

Pavel’s face popped up on a side feed, looking tired. I ignored him. The ledger was the catalyst, sure. But watching her dismantle the room with her eyes, looking for a weakness that didn't exist? That was the hook.

"Such fire," I whispered, taking a sip of the coffee. It burned going down. "It will be glorious to break."

I set the mug down. Time to play host.

I left the hub and walked into the penthouse dining room. It was a space designed to make people feel small. High ceilings, minimalist art, a chandelier that looked like shattered ice suspended in mid-air. I adjusted my cuffs—custom fit, white silk gliding against my wrist—and ran a critical eye over the mahogany table.

Anika was there, silent as a ghost, placing a silver cloche over a plate. She moved with the efficiency of someone who knew that making noise around me was a career-limiting move.

I walked to the head of the table. A single crumb, no bigger than a grain of sand, marred the pristine white tablecloth. I flicked it away with my forefinger. Gone. Control restored.

"Anika. Ensure everything is... immaculate," I said. My voice was low, vibrating in the quiet room.

"Yes, sir." She didn't look up.

"The salmon, is it to my specifications?"

"Exact temperature, sir."

"Good. Bring the guest now." I checked my watch. "No interruptions, Anika. None. A dinner guest, in my home. How civilized."

"Yes, sir."

She vanished into the kitchen. I stood there, waiting. The illusion had to be perfect. The monster in the bespoke suit playing the gentleman. It was a charade, an absurd theater of dominance, and I was going to enjoy every second of it.

The doors opened. Two of my guards stepped in, flanking her.

Clio.

She stopped at the threshold. The dress was a dark, liquid silk that clung to her curves like a second skin, a stark contrast to the rough metal cuffs securing her hands behind her back. I’d allowed the cuffs to be loose—a courtesy—but they were still there. A reminder. Her honey-blonde hair was a mess, a deliberate act of rebellion against the expensive fabric, and those green eyes were scanning the room like a tactical radar. Exits. Cameras. Weapons.

She looked at me, and for a second, I saw the fear. Then she buried it under a layer of pure, unadulterated hate.

"Such a lovely dress, Clio," I said, stepping forward. "It suits you."

She didn't speak. Her eyes flicked to the keypad by the service door.

"Still searching for a way out, little bird?" I asked, gesturing to the table. "You look... vibrant. The fear becomes you."

"Go to hell," she whispered.

"Come, Clio. Dinner awaits." I pulled out the chair opposite mine. "My guards are quite thorough, I assure you."

She didn't move. She stood there, chin tilted up, shoulders back. A statue of defiance.

I felt a flicker of impatience. I pointed to the chair. "Sit, Clio."

She stared at me.

"Do not make me ask twice," I said, my voice dropping an octave. "The meal will grow cold."

Nothing.

"This is not a suggestion."

Her jaw clenched. I saw a muscle tick in her temple. "I'm not hungry."

"Such stubbornness. Admirable, if futile." I walked toward her. "You are my guest. Act accordingly."

She stayed rooted to the spot.

Fine.

I moved around the table, smooth, predatory. I didn't rush. I didn't need to. I came up behind her, looming, letting my shadow swallow her whole. I placed one hand on the back of the chair she was refusing to sit in. I didn't touch her. I didn't have to. The air pressure in the room shifted. I crowded her space until her scent—something soft and terrified—filled my lungs.

My thumb brushed the wood of the chair. "You will sit," I murmured, right near her ear.

She flinched. Breath hitched.

"Is there a misunderstanding, Clio? My patience is not infinite."

"You can't just—"

"You are in my home. My rules," I cut her off. "Do not test me. Such a small chair for such a large defiance."

She let out a breath that was half-hiss, half-sigh, and sank into the chair. I signaled the guard to uncuff her. He did, and she immediately rubbed her wrists, glaring at the tablecloth.

"Good," I said, returning to my seat.

She picked up the linen napkin. Her fingers were shaking, just a little, but she folded the cloth into perfect, obsessive squares. Unfold. Fold. Unfold. Fold. Her eyes were doing laps of the room again. The sensor in the molding. The keypad.

"You truly believe a keypad will save you?" I asked, picking up my wine glass.

She looked at me, eyes sharp. "I believe in variables. Systems fail."

"My security systems are... comprehensive. Still assessing the battlefield, Professor?"

"Always," she muttered.

"A waste of energy, I assure you. You will learn the futility of it. My walls are higher than your ambition."

I pushed the plate of salmon toward her. "Eat, Clio. You need your strength."

She looked at the food like it was poison.

"The Chkalovs," I said, changing tactics. I didn't care about the food. I wanted her brain. "Crude men. Why hide their ledger in an 18th-century porcelain vase? Explain its historical significance. And be thorough."

She blinked, the academic switch flipping in her brain despite the fear. "What?"

"The vase. Every detail. Do not waste my time with trivialities. I expect an academic dissertation, not a Wikipedia summary." I pointed my fork at her. "Your expertise is why you are here. Use it."

She took a breath. Her fingers picked at a loose thread on the silk sleeve. "It's... it's a genuine Qianlong period Imperial vase," she started. Her voice was shaky, then it firmed up. She retreated into the facts. It was her armor. "The Qianlong Emperor believed himself the Son of Heaven. The imagery is crucial. The dragons, the five-clawed ones, are reserved for the emperor himself."

"Go on," I said, leaning forward, chin on my fist.

"It symbolizes ownership. Dominance. A literal 'seal' on their power. The irony, Mr. Abramov, is not lost on me. Perhaps the Chkalovs wished to mimic your own ambition." She met my gaze, a spark of challenge returning. "The microdot's placement would have been deliberate, a blasphemy to the vessel's true purpose."

I watched her mouth move. I wasn't just listening to the history; I was watching the passion. The intelligence. It made her face light up, erasing the victim and replacing it with something... formidable. I felt a pull in my chest, a tightening in my groin.

"Your mind is... formidable," I said softly.

She stopped. "It's just history."

"A rare treasure, indeed. I find myself... educated."

"And the value of such knowledge?" she asked, voice dropping.

"This is why I chose you, Clio. Tell me more. Everything."

She hesitated. Her hand trembled on the table, the knuckles white. The crystal glass beside her shimmered with the vibration. "If I decode the remaining data," she whispered, "every last byte, the full ledger... can I go home? Just say the word, and it's yours."

The air in the room died.

"If I give you everything, can I be free?" she begged. "Please. Just tell me I can go home."

I looked at her. Really looked at her.

"No."

She recoiled like I’d slapped her.

"You truly do not understand your position, Clio," I said, voice flat. "This is your home now."

"But—"

"There is no 'going home' for you. Not anymore."

Before she could scream, a low thrum vibrated through the floorboards. Sub-audible. My ear twitched. I touched the comms link.

"Status report, Pavel. Now."

"Lobby is compromised," Pavel’s voice crackled, fast, urgent. "Multiple hostiles. Heavy fire. Chkalov hit squad."

"Casualties?"

"Three guards down. They're breaching the elevators."

My blood went cold, then hot. "Seal all exterior access. Initiate Protocol Delta. Do not engage until I give the order."

"Copy."

"Chkalov. Impatient bastards," I snarled.

CRACK.

A thunderclap ripped the air. An explosion somewhere below shook the building. The crystal glasses on the table rattled violently.

I was moving before the sound faded. Chair back. Gun out. Smooth. The host was dead; the killer was here.

"Stay low, Clio!" I barked.

She was frozen, eyes wide.

"Do not move! This is not a game!" I checked the slide on my pistol. Click. "My home is inviolable. They want you. You will be safe. Understand?"

SHATTER.

A sniper round hit the panoramic window. The reinforced glass spider-webbed into a million fractures but held. The sound was deafening.

"Down!"

I lunged. I grabbed her arm—hard—and shoved her to the floor behind the heavy oak table. She yelped as her shoulder hit the wood, but I didn't care. I followed her down, covering her body with mine. A human shield.

"Stay low, moya zvezda," I growled into her hair. "They will not touch you."

"Get off me!" she panicked, squirming.

"This is what happens when you leave my protection! Do not move. Not an inch. My walls are stronger than their bullets."

Glass dust rained down on us. I pressed a hand to the back of her head, forcing her face into the carpet.

"No prisoners. Understand?" I shouted into the comms. "Report. Casualties."

"Target contained in lobby. We are flushing them," Igor's voice came through.

"Igor, sweep the south perimeter. Let none of them escape this building. They came for what is mine. Slaughter them all."

Under me, Clio went still. She heard it. The order. The brutality.

"This is what happens when you provoke me," I whispered.

The gunfire below slowed, then stopped. Silence. Just the ringing in my ears and the frantic, rabbit-fast beating of her heart against my chest.

I pulled back, holstering the gun but keeping a hand on her. I ran my fingers over her ribs, her shoulders. Checking for damage. My property had to be intact.

"Are you hurt, Clio?"

She gasped, trying to shove my hands away.

"Answer me. Now. Any pain? Tell me."

"I'm... I'm fine," she choked out.

"Such fragility. You are unharmed. Good. The Chkalovs are fools."

I hauled her to her feet. She stumbled, trembling violently, but she ripped her arm out of my grip the second she had balance. Her face was flushed, eyes wild.

"See, Clio? You are safe," I said, brushing glass dust off my sleeve. "Now, you understand the cost of defiance. My protection is absolute."

"Protection?" she screeched.

"Do not mistake my intent. You belong here, under my roof."

"The world outside is far more dangerous than I," I added, stepping toward her.

"This is your fault, you monster!" she screamed, pointing a shaking finger at the shattered window. "You brought this on yourself! You're just another warlord, a glorified criminal!"

I froze. A muscle in my jaw jumped.

"I hate you, Kazimir Abramov! Let me go! Let me go, you bastard! This isn't protection, it's a prison!"

Something in my brain snapped. The tether on my control dissolved.

"You will watch your tongue, Clio."

"Or what? You'll kill me too?"

"I will remind you who owns you."

I crossed the space in a blur. She gasped, scrambling back, but she hit the wall hard. Thump.

I slammed my hands on either side of her head, trapping her. The plaster was cold; I was burning.

"You are mine," I snarled, leaning in until my nose brushed hers. "Do not challenge me. Such words... they invite punishment."

She was breathing fast, shallow little gasps. "You will learn respect."

"Go to hell," she whimpered.

"Look at me when I speak to you." I moved one hand to grip the back of her neck, fingers tangling in her hair, forcing her head up. "Your life, your safety, it all belongs to me. You are a luxury I chose to keep. Do not forget your place."

"I hate—"

"Every breath you take is by my leave. You will learn the consequences of disrespect."

She opened her mouth to argue.

"No more words."

I crashed my mouth onto hers.

It wasn't a kiss. It was a collision. A silencer.

"This is how you will learn," I thought, or maybe I said it against her lips.

"Silence."

My mouth was hard, punishing. I tasted blood—mine or hers, I didn't care. I bit down on her lower lip, not gently. I wanted to bruise. I wanted to mark.

"I will take what is mine," I growled against her mouth. "Such sweetness. Feel this, Clio."

She made a muffled noise of protest, her hands pushing at my chest, but I was immovable. I deepened the kiss, my tongue shoving past her teeth, invading her. It was a ransacking. I tasted the wine, the fear, the adrenaline.

"Open for me," I demanded into her mouth. "Let me in, little rebel. Taste me."

She whimpered, a tiny, strangled sound, but then her hands changed. Her fingers stopped pushing and curled into the lapels of my jacket. Clutching. Holding on.

"Fight me," I taunted mentally. "Give in. You want this."

I felt her surrender. It was a physical thing, a melting of resistance. Her tongue touched mine, shy at first, then frantic.

"Look at me," I commanded, pulling her hair to tilt her head back further, exposing her throat. "All yours. Such a perfect neck."

I groaned, a low, animal sound tearing out of my chest. "Mine. Just this. Fuck. More."

We were devouring each other. Wet, messy, desperate. I ground my hips against hers, letting her feel the hard ridge of my cock through the silk and the wool. There was no hiding it.

"Feel that, little one?" I rasped, breaking the kiss to stare into her dilated eyes. "You are mine. And you want it."

She didn't deny it. She couldn't. She was panting, lips swollen, eyes wrecked.

I buried my face in her neck, teeth scraping the sensitive skin over her pulse. I sucked hard, leaving a mark. A brand.

"My mark. My claim. Beautiful."

I pulled back, hand still fisted in her hair.

"Mine. Say it," I demanded. "You feel this, Clio. Look at me."

She stared, dazed. "Kazimir..."

"Good girl. Remember this. Never forget."

I kissed her one last time—slow, deep, possessive—and then I ripped myself away.

She slumped against the wall, knees buckling. She looked thoroughly ravished. Destroyed.

"Get up," I said, my voice cold again. The fire was banked, locked away behind the steel walls. "Don't collapse on me. Weakness is not permitted."

She steadied herself, hand on the wall, chest heaving.

I turned my back on her. I fixed my cuffs. I squared my shoulders.

"My doctor will examine you," I said, walking to the door. "Ensure there is no damage. No bastard touches what is mine."

I paused at the threshold.

"Prepare the suite, Anika," I called out to the empty corridor. "This is not a request, Clio. My property must remain pristine."

I walked out, leaving her in the wreckage of the dining room, listening to the sound of my own footsteps echoing on the marble. Cold. Controlled. Alone.
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CLIO P.O.V.

I woke up with the phantom pressure of his mouth still branded on mine.

It wasn't a memory I could blink away. It was a physical weight, a ghost sensation of bruising force and terrifying heat that clung to my lips like a second skin. I lunged out of the massive, unfamiliar bed, tripping over the high-thread-count sheets that felt more like a shroud than luxury bedding, and scrambled for the bathroom.

I turned the faucet on full blast. The water hit the marble basin with a violence that matched the chaotic thrumming in my chest. I grabbed a washcloth, soaked it in freezing water, and scrubbed. I scrubbed until the friction burned, until my lips felt raw and swollen, trying to erase the taste of him. Copper. Expensive scotch. Pure, unadulterated dominance.

God, no.

The image of my own face in the mirror stopped me. I looked wrecked. Pale, eyes wide and rimmed with red, hair a tangled mess of honey-blonde static. But it was the mouth that stared back at me that made my stomach turn. It looked... kissed. Thoroughly, brutally kissed. And for a split second last night, before the horror had kicked back in, my body had leaned into it.

Traitor.

I threw the washcloth into the basin with a wet slap that echoed in the silence. My own skin felt foreign, like it had been colonized while I slept. I hated him. I hated Kazimir Abramov with a visceral, clawing intensity that sat heavy in my gut, right next to the nausea. But more than that, I hated the confusion his violence sparked in my nervous system. It was just a kiss. A brutal assault disguised as intimacy. Nothing more.

Wash it away. Get it off me.

I marched out of the bathroom, needing to do something, anything, other than obsess over the tactile memory of a warlord’s tongue. I went straight for the heavy double doors of the suite.

I didn't expect them to open—I wasn't an idiot—but I needed to verify the parameters of my cage. I pushed with all my weight. Nothing. They were magnetically sealed, solid as a bank vault. But there was something new. My fingers brushed against the doorframe and hit smooth, cold glass.

I pulled back. A biometric scanner.

It hadn't been there yesterday. In the few hours I’d been unconscious, he’d upgraded my prison from a luxury suite to a high-tech fortress. A dark, silent eye stared back at me from the wall, waiting for a fingerprint I hadn't authorized.

"Of course," I muttered, my voice cracking. "Why use a key when you can install a retina scanner overnight?"

I slammed my palm against the wood. The thud was dull, absorbing my anger without giving anything back. He knew. He knew I’d try the door the second I woke up. He was probably watching right now on some high-definition feed, sipping his espresso and analyzing my desperation like it was a fluctuation in the stock market.

The wall panel to my left slid open with a soft, hydraulic hiss.

I spun around, heart hammering against my ribs. It wasn't him. It was Anika.

The housekeeper moved like a shadow, silent and efficient. She held a silver tray, but my stomach dropped when I saw what was on it. No coffee. No toast. Just a thick, white silk robe folded with military precision.

"No breakfast?" I asked, the words coming out sharper than I intended. My stomach gave a treacherous, loud growl in the quiet room.

Anika didn’t flinch. Her face was a mask of polite indifference. "The Doctor requires an empty stomach for the baseline, Ms. Marsden."

"What doctor?" I stepped forward, snatching the robe from the tray just to have something to hold, something to crush in my hands. "What baseline?"

"You will be informed as necessary."

"I’m starving, Anika. He can’t just starve me because he feels like playing scientist."

"My orders are to prepare you." She gestured to the bathroom I’d just vacated. "Please bathe. Use the unscented soap. Then put on the robe. Nothing else."

"Prepare me for what?"

"For the examination."

"This is ridiculous." I shook the silk at her, a futile gesture. "I’m not sick. I don’t need a doctor."

"There are fresh towels in the bath," she said, turning on her heel. "Ten minutes, Ms. Marsden."

She left before I could scream, the wall panel sealing her out and sealing me in. I looked down at the robe. It was minimalist, expensive, and blindingly white. It looked like something you’d wear to be sacrificed.

Ten minutes later, I was walking down a hallway I hadn't seen before.

Anika led the way, her shoes making no sound on the polished obsidian floor. This wasn't the residential wing. The warmth of the penthouse, the art, the illusion of a home—it was all gone. This corridor was cold chrome and recessed lighting. It felt less like a home and more like the inside of a server bank or a cryogenics lab.

He spares no expense, I thought, tracing the seam of the wall with my eyes. This isn't just a penthouse. It’s a self-contained world. A private ecosystem where he is the only god.

We stopped at another seamless panel. It retracted, revealing a room that made the hair on my arms stand up.

It was a medical suite. Not a cozy private clinic with magazines and fake plants, but a gleaming, sterile operating theater hidden in the sky. Stainless steel counters, monitors with dark screens, an exam table covered in that crinkly paper that always sounds like vulnerability. The air smelled sharp—antiseptic and ozone.

A private hospital? Just for me?

The scale of it made my knees weak. You don't build a medical wing for a temporary hostage. You build this for something you plan to keep alive and under glass for a very long time.

I stepped over the threshold, the cold floor biting into my bare feet. And then I stopped.

Kazimir was there.

He was leaning against a steel counter, ankles crossed, looking like a dark tear in the pristine white reality of the room. He was dressed in a suit that cost more than my student loans, charcoal gray, tailored to hide the violence of his frame but failing completely. His slate-gray eyes locked onto me the second I entered. He didn't blink. He looked like a predator assessing a new acquisition to see if it had been damaged in shipping.

I took an involuntary step back, clutching the silk robe tighter across my chest. "Get out, Kazimir."

He didn't move. He didn't even shift his weight. "Good morning to you too, Clio."

"You can’t be serious," I snapped, my voice shaking with a mix of rage and adrenaline. "Not with you here. This is... I’m not doing this with you staring at me."

"This is a medical examination," he said, his voice a low, level murmur that vibrated through the floorboards.

"Exactly. It’s private."

"My presence is required."

"It is not! This is an invasion." I looked around for Anika, but she had vanished into the background, a statue in a maid’s uniform. "I demand privacy."

"You demand too much," Kazimir said, pushing off the counter. He walked toward me, slowly, eating up the space between us. "You are in my care. Your health is paramount to me."

"My health is none of your business!"

"Everything about you is my business now." He stopped two feet away. Close enough for me to smell him—musk, bergamot, and that crisp, cold scent of winter air that seemed to cling to him. His eyes dropped, raking over the robe, tracking the way the silk clung to my damp skin. It wasn't a sexual look, not exactly. It was anatomical. Possessive. "I need to ensure you arrived... undamaged."

"Bastard," I hissed. "You're sick."

"I am thorough."

The door to the side opened and a man walked in. He was older, graying, with the dead eyes of someone who had stitched up bullet wounds in basements for twenty years. He carried a leather medical bag and wore a white coat that was too clean.

"Doctor Volkov," Kazimir said, not looking away from me. "You may begin."

The doctor bowed his head. A slight, terrifying movement of deference. "Good morning, Mr. Abramov." He didn't look at me. He walked past me like I was a piece of furniture.

"Doctor, please," I said, turning to him, desperate for a shred of professional ethics. "He needs to leave. I’m not comfortable with this."

Volkov set his bag on the counter. "Just follow the instructions, Ms. Marsden. It will be over quickly."

"This is highly unethical!"

"My concern is only for your health, per Mr. Abramov’s orders." He snapped on a pair of blue latex gloves. The sound was like a gunshot in the quiet room.

"You work for him, then," I said, feeling the trap snap shut. "You're not a doctor, you're a henchman with a stethoscope."

"I ensure the well-being of his assets."

Assets. The word hung in the air, stripping away the last of my humanity.

"Step on the scale, Ms. Marsden," Volkov said, gesturing to the metal square on the floor.

I hesitated. My toes curled against the tile. I could feel Kazimir’s gaze on my profile, heavy and heating the skin of my cheek.

"Am I being fattened for slaughter?" I asked, stepping onto the cold metal.

"Just record the data, Doctor," Kazimir said.

"Weight: 124 pounds," Volkov muttered, noting it on a tablet. "Satisfactory."

Satisfactory. Like a cut of beef.

Volkov moved to the exam table. "Sit, please. I need to check your vitals."

I sat on the crinkling paper, wrapping the robe around my legs. He strapped the blood pressure cuff around my arm. It squeezed tight, cutting off my circulation. I could hear the thump-thump-thump of my own heart in my ears, racing like a trapped bird.

"Blood pressure is elevated," Volkov noted, watching the digital gauge. "Dangerously so, Mr. Abramov."

"Her heart has been racing since I stepped into the room," Kazimir said from the corner. His voice was dry, amused. "Record it as a reaction to my presence, not a pathology."

I glared at him, my face heating. "You sick bastard. You enjoy this."

"My presence affects you, Clio. You cannot deny it."

"It’s fear," I spat. "It's loathing. It’s not... anything else."

He smiled. It was a small, sharp thing. "The body does not distinguish between all forms of arousal, only intensity. Your heart beats for me. That is all the data I require."

"You’re wrong."

"Am I?"

"Open the robe, Ms. Marsden," Volkov interrupted, holding a stethoscope.

I froze. I clutched the lapels together, my knuckles turning white. "No. He needs to leave."

"I am a doctor, Ms. Marsden. Privacy will be—"

"Not with him here!" I pointed a shaking finger at Kazimir. "He is not a doctor. He is a voyeur."

Kazimir didn't blink. He crossed his arms over his chest, the fabric of his suit straining across his shoulders. "There is no part of you I haven't already paid to see, Clio. I am the only person in this city interested in keeping you alive. I stay."

My breath hitched. "Paid to see? What... what does that mean?"

"Your history is my ledger," he said enigmatically. "Proceed, Doctor."

I had no choice. If I fought, they would just hold me down. I knew that with a sickening certainty. Slowly, with trembling fingers, I loosened the sash. I let the robe fall open just enough to expose my chest.

The air in the room was climate-controlled to a sterile chill, but I felt scorched. Kazimir’s eyes were on me. He wasn't leering. He was studying. He was memorizing the rise and fall of my breathing, the flush spreading across my décolletage, the way my skin jumped when the cold metal of the stethoscope touched me.

Don't look at him. Don't look at him.

I stared at a crack in the ceiling tiles. I am a statue. I am marble. I am not here.

But I was here. And my body was betraying me, flushing under his scrutiny, nipples hardening against the cool air and the heat of his gaze. It was humiliating. It was a biological treason.

"Lungs are clear," Volkov mumbled. He moved to my wrists, lifting my hands. The bruises from where Kazimir’s men—and Kazimir himself—had grabbed me were fading to a sickly yellow-green.

Kazimir pushed off the wall. He walked over, invading my space, and took my wrist from the doctor. His fingers were warm, rough with callouses that didn't match his bespoke suit. He turned my arm under the light, his thumb tracing the discoloration.

"My marks," he murmured. It sounded like a prayer. Or a claim.

I flinched, trying to pull back, but his grip was iron. "They hurt," I lied. They didn't hurt anymore, just ached, but I wanted him to feel guilty.

"They are fading," he said, ignoring my attempt at guilt. "Soon, only I will remember them."

"He brands me," I whispered, the realization settling in my stomach like lead.

"Continue, Doctor." He dropped my wrist.

Volkov reached into his bag and pulled out a syringe. The light caught the needle, a flash of silver that sent a bolt of primal terror straight through my nervous system.

I gasped, scrambling back on the table, the paper tearing loudly. "No. No needles."

"It’s just a blood draw, Ms. Marsden."

"I can't." My breathing turned shallow, ragged. "I really can't. I hate them."

"Control yourself," Volkov snapped.

"Please... isn't there another way?" I was pleading now, my dignity crumbling in the face of a phobia I’d never been able to conquer. "I don't... I can't do this."

"It is necessary." Volkov uncapped the needle.

I squeezed my eyes shut, turning my head away, my whole body tense, ready to bolt.

Then I felt a weight settle on my shoulders. Heavy. Solid.

Kazimir stood behind me. His large hands gripped my shoulders, thumbs digging into the tension knots at the base of my neck. He didn't push me down; he grounded me. He held me in place against the solid wall of his chest.

"Hold still, Clio," he ordered, his voice a low rumble right against my ear.

I should have fought him. I should have elbowed him in the ribs. But the scent of him—leather and storm—filled my nose, overpowering the antiseptic. The heat of his body seeped into my cold back through the silk.

"Breathe," he commanded.

I took a shaky breath, inhaling him. Why am I leaning into him? It was sick. He was the monster, but in that second, he was the only solid thing in the world.

"Just get it over with," I whimpered.

I felt the pinch. I hissed through my teeth, tears pricking my eyes. Kazimir’s grip tightened, not painfully, just... there. An anchor.

"Done," Volkov said.

Kazimir didn't let go immediately. He held me for a heartbeat longer than necessary, his chest expanding against my back as he breathed. Then he stepped away, and the cold rushed back in.

"Run a full toxicological screen," Kazimir said, his voice back to that terrifying professional flatline. "And cross-reference her DNA with the files I provided."

I opened my eyes, blinking away the moisture. "Files?"

He ignored me. "Her blood type is A negative, Doctor. Ensure the typing matches. I want no errors."

I froze. "How... how do you know my blood type?"

I hadn't told him. It wasn't on my driver's license.

"My research was extensive," Kazimir said, watching the doctor label the vial of my dark red blood. "Her medical history is in my records. Appendix removed at age twelve. fractured radius at sixteen from a horse riding accident. Allergic to penicillin."

The room spun.

"You're crazy," I whispered. "You... you've been stalking me."

"I acquired you," he corrected. "Stalking implies a lack of ownership. I have been auditing my investment."

"This wasn't an accident," I said, my voice rising. "Finding the microdot. The Chkalovs. None of it. You were watching me."

"For a long time."

I felt sick. Violated in a way that had nothing to do with the robe or the exam. My life—my private, quiet life among old books and artifacts—had been a theater for him. A display case he’d been browsing until he decided to break the glass.

Volkov tapped on his tablet. "She is in excellent physical health, Mr. Abramov. Aside from the elevated stress markers."

He handed the tablet to Kazimir. Not to me. To him.

Kazimir scrolled through the data, nodding slowly. "Satisfactory."

He handed the tablet back. "Leave us."

"Of course." Volkov packed his bag with efficient speed. He didn't look at me. He nodded to Kazimir and walked out.

The heavy door clicked shut. The sound was final. The lock engaging echoed like a gunshot.

I was alone with him.

I scrambled to pull the sash tight, tying it into a knot that I prayed would hold. I tried to slide off the table, but Kazimir moved. He stepped between my knees, planting his hands on the edge of the table on either side of my hips.

He didn't touch me. He didn't have to. He boxed me in with his size, his heat, his sheer presence.

"What do you want?" I breathed, pressing my back against the wall, trying to retreat from the overwhelming reality of him.

He leaned in. I could see the flecks of silver in his slate-gray eyes. I could see the pores of his skin. He was too real, too close.

"You're perfect, Clio," he said softly. "Exactly as the files promised you would be."

"Christ," I choked out. "I am not a file. I am not an artifact."

"You are whatever I say you are."

He reached out. I flinched, but he didn't strike. He brought his hand to my face, his thumb brushing over my bottom lip, dragging it down slowly to reveal the edge of my teeth.

"Do not make me damage you, Clio," he whispered, his eyes tracking the movement of his own thumb against my mouth. "You're too valuable for scars. My property is always pristine."

The threat was wrapped in velvet, but it was sharp enough to draw blood. Valuable. Not loved. Not respected. Valuable. Like a Ming vase.

Rage, hot and white, flared in my chest. It burned through the fear.

I looked him dead in the eye. And I spit.

It hit his shoe. A glob of saliva on the immaculate, hand-polished black leather.

Silence crashed into the room.

My chest heaved. I waited for the backhand. I waited for the shout.

Kazimir looked down. He stared at the spit on his shoe for a long second. Then he looked back up at me. He wasn't angry. He was... amused. A dark, twisted humor danced in his eyes.

He slowly lifted his foot and wiped the toe of his shoe against the calf of his other pant leg, cleaning it with a casual, dismissive grace.

"A feisty one, aren't we?" he murmured. "You think that affects me?"

"It should," I seethed, though my voice trembled.

"My patience is long, Clio. And your defiance is... entertaining. For now."

He pushed off the table, stepping back, giving me air I didn't know how to breathe anymore. He adjusted his cuffs, smoothing the fabric as if nothing had happened.

"Anika will bring you breakfast now," he said, turning toward the door. "Eat everything."

He paused at the threshold, his hand on the steel frame. He looked back over his shoulder, his silhouette dark against the gleaming hallway.

"I want you strong for what comes next."

The door slammed shut.

I sat there on the crinkling paper, in the sterile silence, and stared at the empty space where he had been. My lip still tingled where he had touched it. My skin burned.

I pulled my knees to my chest, burying my face in my hands. I didn't cry. I couldn't. I just shook, vibrating with the terrifying frequency of a realization I couldn't escape.

I wasn't just a prisoner. I was a project. And I had no idea how to survive a monster who had already memorized my blood type before he ever learned my name.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 6
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KAZIMIR P.O.V.

The slide of the Sig Sauer snapped back into place with a sound like a cracking bone. I ran my thumb over the cold, matte steel, checking the action for the third time in five minutes. It was perfect. It was always perfect. But the ritual kept my hands busy while Pavel droned on about the fuck-up on the South Side.

"They hit the distribution hub at 0200," Pavel said, tapping his tablet screen. The blue light washed over his face, making him look like a corpse in the back of the armored SUV. "Five guys. Maybe six. Smashed the inventory, lit a few fires. Sloppy work, boss. They didn't even try to loot the heavy stuff."

I grabbed the cleaning cloth and wiped a microscopic smudge of oil from the barrel. "Sloppy work is loud work. Loud work is desperate."

"They're baiting you," Pavel said. He didn't look up. "Trying to draw you out. Away from the penthouse."

Away from her.

The thought hit me with a spike of irritation that had nothing to do with the lost inventory. The Chkalovs were like rats gnawing at the wiring of a house they couldn't hope to burn down. But the implication—that I was distracted, that I was holed up in my fortress playing house with my new acquisition—pissed me off. It was an insult to my discipline.

"Let them try," I said, my voice low. "They want my attention? They've got it."

"What's the directive?" Pavel asked. "Containment?"

"Extermination." I shoved the pistol into the holster at my hip. "No quarter. They want to make noise? We silence them. Permanently."

The SUV slowed, the heavy tires crunching over the gravel of the warehouse perimeter. I could feel the engine’s vibration through the soles of my Italian leather shoes. It was a grounding feeling. The sterile air of the penthouse, the quiet tension with Clio—it was starting to grate on me. I needed this. I needed the smell of cordite and the snap of breaking bones to clear my head.

I opened the door before the driver fully stopped. The night air bit at my face, cold and smelling of industrial rot and river water.

Igor was waiting by the loading dock, a shadow detaching itself from a stack of shipping containers. He had a strike team with him—three guys, all hard lines and heavy weaponry. Igor gave me a sharp nod. No wasted words.

"Entry point?" I asked, pulling my leather gloves tight. The leather stretched over my knuckles with a satisfying snap.

"Rear access is clear," Igor said. His voice was a gravel slide. "Sensors are dead. We go in quiet?"

"Like ghosts," I said. "No alarms. No witnesses. Leave nothing but a message."

Igor shifted his grip on his rifle. "They won't know what hit them."

"Good." I started walking, my strides long and eating up the distance. "Let them wonder. Let the whispers spread. And let Dimitri Chkalov consider his next move very fucking carefully."

We slipped inside. The warehouse was a cavern of shadows and dust, stacked high with crates of imported electronics and high-end liquor. The air was stale, thick with the smell of spilled oil and the acrid smoke from whatever small fires they’d started and failed to maintain.

I moved through the aisles, silent as a wraith. My team fanned out, invisible in the gloom. Ahead, in the center clearing, I heard them.

Laughter. Crude, loud, stupid laughter.

"Think Abramov's getting soft?" one of them shouted. The sound of shattering wood followed—a crowbar smashing a crate. "No sign of him or his dogs!"

"Who cares?" another voice answered. "Easy money. Dimitri said to make a mess."

I stopped behind a tower of pallets, watching them. Five men. Cheap suits, cheaper weapons. They moved with the confident swagger of idiots who had never seen a real predator.

"Yeah, make him feel it," a third one said, kicking a box of top-shelf vodka. Glass shattered, the smell of alcohol rising sharp and stinging. "Get him away from his little art doll."

My vision narrowed. The world turned into a tunnel of grey and red.

Art doll.

A low, guttural snarl vibrated in my chest, silent but violent. They thought she was a trinket. A distraction. They had no idea. She wasn't a doll. She was a ruin I was rebuilding, a puzzle I was solving, and she was mine.

"Think we got everything?" the fourth one asked. "We should torch this place."

"You won't have time for a light," I whispered to myself.

I moved.

I didn't bother with the gun. I wanted to feel it. I slipped the tactical knife from my belt, the blade matte black and hungry. I closed the distance to the nearest thug before he even blinked.

He started to turn, maybe sensing the shift in the air pressure, but it was too late. I grabbed his hair, yanked his head back, and drove the knife into the soft spot under his jaw. It was a quick, precise flick of the wrist. He made a wet, gurgling sound and went heavy in my arms.

I dropped him. Thud.

"One down," I thought. "Too slow."

The sound of the body hitting the concrete cut through their laughter like a gunshot. The other four spun around.

"Who the f—"

I didn't let him finish. I was already moving, a blur of violence. I discarded the knife. I wanted my hands on them. I wanted to break things.

The second man swung a crowbar. It was a clumsy, wide arc. Amateur hour. I stepped inside his guard, blocked the arm with my forearm—ignoring the dull throb of impact—and drove my fist into his throat. Cartilage collapsed. He went down clutching his neck, gasping for air that wouldn't come.

"He's too fast!" someone screamed. Panic. Delicious, chaotic panic.

Igor’s suppressed rifle coughed twice from the shadows—thump, thump. Two men on the periphery dropped, holes in their chests.

That left the loudmouth. The one who talked about the art doll.

He scrambled back, fumbling for a pistol in his waistband. I crossed the space between us in two strides. He got the gun out, but I caught his wrist, twisting it until the radius snapped with a dry crack. He screamed, the gun clattering away.

I didn't stop. I drove a knee into his gut, doubling him over, then brought my elbow down on his spine. He hit the floor face first, blood spraying from his broken nose.

Silence fell over the warehouse, heavy and sudden. The only sounds were the ragged breathing of the man beneath my boot and the distant, fading wail of sirens that someone, somewhere, must have called.

I pressed my heel into his back, pinning him to the grimy concrete. I leaned down, my voice a rasp of pure lethal intent.
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