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HEARTS OF STONE
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BETWEEN TWO MONSTERS, I CHOSE THE ONE WHO TRAPPED ME FIRST.

My name is Clio Marsden. I used to believe in logic and history, but now I only believe in survival. I am being held by Dimitri Chkalov, a man who enjoys the sound of breaking spirits. I should be terrified of the man who first kidnapped me, yet Kazimir Abramov is the only one I want to see walking through that door.

I’d rather be his prisoner than anyone else’s guest. Freedom feels like a hollow promise when your soul has already been branded by a kingpin.

I feel safer with my original captor. Our separation has proven 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. I am now an active participant in his world.

★★★★★ "Seeing Clio find safety in the man who originally kidnapped her was twisted and perfect. The chemistry in this book is off the charts." – Reader Review

Book 2 of 3 in the Violent Hearts series—an intense journey through trauma and psychological dependency where the monster you know is better than the devil you don't.
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CHAPTER 1
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KAZIMIR P.O.V.

The numbers on the display ticked up too slow. I stared at my own reflection in the polished steel doors, looking for a crack in the mask, but all I saw was the same cold bastard who’d left an hour ago. Except now, my gut was twisting. Not fear. Never fear. It was that low-grade hum of knowing you just walked into a pile of shit. The call had been bullshit. A "transit hub emergency." Right. I tightened my grip on the silver knot of my tie until the silk crunched under my thumb.

The silence in the elevator was loud. Usually, I liked the quiet. It meant control. Tonight, it felt like a scream caught in a throat. My hand hovered near the holster under my jacket, a reflex, not a choice. The ride up to the penthouse felt like it took a goddamn year.

Ding.

The doors slid open.

The smell hit me first. Not the expensive leather and beeswax polish Anika used on the furniture. Copper. Thick, wet copper mixed with the sharp, bitter sting of burnt gunpowder.

I stepped out. My Italian loafer crunched on something hard. Glass. The foyer was a wreck. Shattered mirrors, overturned tables. The chaotic aftermath of a breach.

Viktor was slumped over the overturned marble planter. He was a good man. Trained him myself. Now he was meat. I walked over, keeping my gun low, eyes scanning the shadows. Two shots. One to the head, one to the heart. Precision work. No spray and pray. This wasn’t a gang raid; this was surgery.

I nudged his outstretched hand with my toe. Cold. Rigor hadn't set in yet, but he was gone.

"Pavel," I said to the empty room.

The name tasted like bile. He was the only one with the codes. The only one who knew the camera blind spots. The only one I let get close enough to put a knife in my back. I felt the betrayal settle in my chest, a heavy, cold stone. He didn’t just let them in. He led them.

I moved into the main living area. The silence was absolute, heavy enough to crush a man. My eyes swept the room. The surveillance hub—my eyes on the city, my eyes on her—was a mangled ruin. Screens smashed, black glass weeping wires that looked like gutted intestines. The server racks had been pried open and smashed.

I touched a dangling wire. A spark bit my finger, leaving a faint burn.

"Pavel?" I asked the dead air. "Report. Now."

Nothing. Just the hum of the fridge in the distance and the blood rushing in my ears.

I turned toward the hallway. Toward her suite.

My stride faltered at her door. The heavy oak was hanging off one hinge, splintered around the lock. I gripped the frame, my knuckles turning white, digging into the wood. Under the stench of death, I caught it. A faint drift of jasmine. Her.

Panic isn’t a word I use. It’s for victims. But the feeling that slammed into my ribs was close. Too close.

I stepped inside.

The room was tossed. Lamps broken, drawers ripped out. But my eyes went straight to the floor. The black silk gown. The one I’d ripped off her body just hours ago, desperate to feel her skin, to claim her. It was in a heap near the window. But now it was stained with mud. A heavy boot print stamped right in the center of the bodice.

Someone else had been here. Someone else had stepped on her things. Touched what was mine.

A red haze clouded my vision. My heart hammered against my ribs, a war drum beating a single rhythm: Kill. Kill. Kill.

I checked the bed. Sheets thrown back. Cold. I pressed my hand to the mattress, fingers curling into the silk, desperate for warmth, for a pulse, for anything. Nothing.

Bathroom. Empty.

She was gone.

"Fuck," I breathed out. It wasn't a curse; it was a prayer to a god I didn't believe in.

On the nightstand, next to a book on pottery she’d been reading, was a piece of that ugly ceramic vase she liked. Shattered. I picked up a shard. It was sharp, jagged. I squeezed my fist. Hard. The ceramic bit into my palm, slicing skin. The pain was sharp, grounding. I watched the blood well up, thick and dark, dripping onto the pristine white nightstand.

Good. The pain kept the monster on a leash. Barely.

"Boss!"

I spun around, gun raised before I even registered the voice.

Igor Borislav burst into the room, chest heaving, sweat shining on his forehead. A squad of my loyalists poured in behind him, weapons up, scanning the corners.

"The transit hub..." Igor gasped, seeing the room, seeing the look on my face. "It was a ghost story. Fed through Pavel's secure channel. Diversion."

"I know," I said. My voice sounded like gravel grinding together.

Igor looked at the blood dripping from my hand. He swallowed hard. He knew. "The Chkalovs. It has to be."

"They took her."

I turned back to the room. My men started moving, checking corners, securing the perimeter. Sanitizing the scene. They moved quietly, like they were in a church, terrified of making a sound.

I just stood there, letting the blood drip. Drip. Drip. Drip.

Lev, a junior captain with more ambition than brains, stepped forward. He adjusted his tie, looking nervous but determined. He wanted to look useful. He wanted a promotion.

"Sir," Lev started, clearing his throat. "With all due respect, we need to consider the broader implications..."

I didn't turn around. I stared at the spot on the floor where her dress lay.

"Sir?" Lev pushed. "The Chkalovs undoubtedly took her for the ledger. It's a clear play. Standard leverage. My recommendation is to wait it out. Let the dust settle, then negotiate a trade for the intel. It would minimize further losses to the syndicate, perhaps even allow us to regain Pavel's networks."

I slowly started to wipe the ceramic dust and blood from my hand with my silk pocket square. The white fabric turned crimson.

Negotiate.

The word hung in the air like a bad smell. Negotiate for my breath? Negotiate for my heart?

I turned to face him.

Igor took a subtle step back. He saw the look in my eyes. Slate-gray dead zones.

"Repeat that," I said. My voice was soft. Too soft.

Lev blinked. He missed the shift in the air pressure. He missed the fact that death had just walked into the room and was standing two feet away from him.

"Sir, she's just one girl," Lev said, his voice gaining confidence. "The ledger... that’s the future of the family. We can't let sentiment cloud our judgment." He waved his hand dismissively.

Sentiment.

The world narrowed down to a pinprick. The noise of the city, the shuffling of the men, it all vanished. There was only Lev's throat and my need to close it.

I moved.

I didn't run. I blurred.

One second I was standing by the nightstand, the next my hand was a steel clamp around Lev's windpipe. I lifted him off his feet and slammed him into the wall. Plaster cracked. Dust rained down on his expensive suit.

His eyes bulged. His hands clawed at my wrist, scratching, useless.

"I don't negotiate for what belongs to me," I whispered, leaning in close so he could smell the blood on me. "I simply destroy. Anyone. Who. Touches. It."

I popped the small blade from my sleeve. A distinct snick.

Lev’s eyes went wide. He tried to shake his head, tried to beg, but my grip was too tight.

"Please," he gurgled.

I didn't hesitate. I slashed the blade across his throat. Deep. A jagged red smile opened up under his chin.

Hot blood sprayed over my hand, over the cuff of my shirt. Lev sagged, the life draining out of him in a rush. I let go. He dropped to the floor like a sack of wet cement, twitching, clutching at his neck as the carpet drank him up.

The room was dead silent. Even the air conditioning seemed to hold its breath.

I wiped the blade on my handkerchief, staring at the body. The violence felt good. It felt right. A small payment on the debt the world now owed me.

I looked up. My eyes locked with Igor’s.

He didn't flinch. He bowed his head. Acknowledging the new reality. The businessman was dead. The warlord was here.

"Igor."

"Boss."

"Full-scale mobilization," I said, my voice cutting through the room. "I want every asset deployed. Every informant squeezed until they break. Every Chkalov safe house, every front, and every goddamn family member. Find them."

I stepped over Lev’s body, not looking down.

"Bring me anyone who has even looked at her. Bring me their intel. And bring me Pavel, alive, if you can. If not, his head will suffice. I want the city to burn until she is back."

"Understood," Igor said. He was already motioning to the men, barking orders into his headset.

I walked to the secure line on the desk. The phone that sat under a glass case I never thought I'd have to break. I lifted the receiver. The dial tone hummed. I punched in a number I hadn't used in five years.

"Protocol Phoenix," I said.

I hung up.

I walked out onto the balcony. The cold night air slapped my face, biting and sharp. It smelled of exhaust and rain. Below, the city sprawled out like a glittering cancer. Lights, noise, life.

I gripped the railing, the metal freezing against my palms. I looked toward the east. Chkalov territory.

My hand drifted up to my neck. I felt the faint ridges of the scratches there. Scabs forming over the marks she’d left on me. A map of her passion. A map of her fight.

I wasn't going to negotiate. I wasn't going to trade.

They had taken the only thing that made the blood pump through my veins.

I looked out at the city that was about to die.

"Fuck," I whispered.

And I meant it.
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CLIO P.O.V.

Concrete has a specific taste. It’s dusty, metallic, and cold enough to make your teeth ache just by breathing near it.

My eyes cracked open, fighting the heavy, glue-like residue of whatever sedative was still swimming in my bloodstream. The first thing that registered was the throbbing in my temples—a dull, rhythmic hammer striking the inside of my skull. The second was the floor. Rough, uneven, and biting into my cheek.

This wasn’t the penthouse. This wasn’t the thread-count sheets Kazimir insisted on, or the sterile, climate-controlled air of his fortress. This was damp. It smelled like mildew and old copper.

I tried to swallow, but my tongue felt like a piece of dry felt. I scraped it against the roof of my mouth, tasting grit.

"Fuck," I rasped. The sound was barely a whisper, swallowed by the darkness.

I tried to push myself up, instinct taking over before my brain had fully rebooted. My muscles seized. My hands were wrenched behind my back, the sharp bite of plastic zip-ties digging into my wrists. I jerked against them, a useless, frantic movement that only sent a fresh wave of fire up my arms.

Panic, cold and sharp, pierced the drug haze.

I rolled onto my shoulder, blinking rapidly to clear the blur from my vision. It didn't help much. The room was a windowless box, lit only by the ghost of light seeping from under a heavy steel door. Shadows clung to the corners like oil.

Then the memory hit me. It wasn't a gradual recall; it was a violent shove.

Pavel.

His face, calm and detached, holding the needle. Kazimir’s right hand. The man who poured the wine and guarded the door. The traitor.

A shudder ripped through me, violent enough to make my teeth chatter. He’d looked at me with zero emotion, like I was just another line item on a ledger he was balancing, and put me down. He didn’t just betray me; he betrayed Kazimir. He’d broken the one rule that held their violent ecosystem together: loyalty.

"Bastard," I hissed, shifting my weight. The concrete scraped the skin of my cheek, burning.

I wasn't going to just lie here. I couldn't.

I shimmied backward, my heels scrabbling for purchase on the dirty floor until my bound hands bumped against something hard. A support beam. Rusty metal.

I pressed the plastic tie against the sharpest edge of the corrosion and began to saw. It was pathetic, really. My movements were sluggish, my body still heavy with the drugs, and the angle was all wrong. I gritted my teeth, grinding the plastic against the metal until my shoulders burned and sweat pricked at my hairline.

Nothing. Just the grating sound of friction and the increasing rawness of my own skin.

Then, a sound.

Heavy boots on stone. Not the rhythmic, predatory pacing I was used to. These were clunky, echoing steps descending a staircase just outside the door.

I froze. My breath hitched in my throat, trapped.

For a second—one insane, delusional second—my heart leaped. I waited for the door to burst open. I waited for the slate-gray eyes and the terrifying, controlled violence of Kazimir Abramov to fill the space. I wanted him to tear the door off its hinges. I wanted him to kill everyone in the building.

The lock tumbled with a heavy, grinding clank.

The door groaned open, spilling harsh, yellow light into the room. I squinted, turning my head away from the glare.

A silhouette stepped in.

Suit. Expensive. Flashy.

But the frame was wrong. Too thin. Too restless.

The disappointment hit me harder than the fear. It was a physical blow to the gut, leaving me breathless and nauseous. It wasn't him.

"Well, well." The voice was higher than Kazimir’s, lacking that deep, subterranean rumble that vibrated in your chest. "Look what the cat dragged in."

The figure stepped fully into the light, followed by two hulking shapes that took up position by the door.

Dimitri Chkalov.

I knew the face from the files I’d seen in Kazimir’s office. Mikhail’s son. The heir. He looked like a man who spent too much time looking in mirrors and not enough time looking over his shoulder. He was handsome in a generic, manufactured way, with slicked-back hair and a suit that cost more than my student loans but still looked like a costume on him.

He circled me. It was theatrical, a performance for an audience of two silent guards. His eyes raked over me, not with the cold, possessive assessment Kazimir used—like he was appraising a rare artifact—but with a sneering, hungry look that made my skin crawl.

"So, the infamous Clio Marsden," Dimitri said, stopping in front of me. He crouched down, balancing on the balls of his polished shoes. "Kazimir's little bird. Or should I say, former bird?"

I stared at him, my pulse thudding in my ears.

"Such a pity he couldn't keep you safe, wasn't it?" He smirked, a jagged expression that didn't reach his eyes. "A warlord, brought down by an art historian. It’s almost poetic. Welcome to Chkalov hospitality, Professor."

He smelled like vanilla and something sour, like expensive cognac and bad breath.

"You're not him," I croaked. My voice sounded like sandpaper dragging over stone.

Dimitri’s smirk faltered for a microsecond. "Excuse me?"

"You're a cheap imitation," I said, forcing the words out past the dryness in my throat. I locked eyes with him, channeling every ounce of disdain I’d ever felt for the pretentious collectors who treated art like stock options. "A second-rate replacement. Is that all your father could afford? Kazimir wouldn't hire men like you to clean his boots."

It was stupid. It was suicidal. But I needed to know what I was dealing with. Kazimir was ice; you couldn't provoke him because he didn't care about your opinion. But this man? This man preened.

Dimitri’s eyes tightened. The vanity crackled in the air.

"You have a big mouth for a woman tied to a floor," he said softly.

"And you talk a lot for a man who had to pay someone else to do his dirty work," I shot back. "Pavel did the heavy lifting. You just drove the getaway car."

Snap.

His hand moved faster than I expected. The back of his knuckles connected with my cheekbone—a sharp, stinging crack that whipped my head to the side.

White light exploded behind my eyes. The pain was immediate and hot, blooming across my face like a chemical burn. My lip split against my teeth, and the metallic tang of copper flooded my mouth.

I didn't make a sound. I refused to give him that.

I slowly turned my head back to face him. My cheek felt like it was on fire, but my mind was strangely cold.

Kazimir had hurt me. He’d bruised my wrists, he’d forced my body into positions that left me aching, he’d terrified me. But his violence always had a geometry to it. It was structural. It was for a purpose—control, information, possession.

This? This was just a tantrum. This was a child breaking a toy because it didn't do what he wanted.

"Let's see how much you like 'The Butcher' when I'm done with you," Dimitri spat, straightening up and wiping his hand on his pants as if I were the one who was dirty.

"You think he's coming?" I asked, testing the blood on my lip with my tongue.

"I count on it." Dimitri laughed, but it was a high, nervous sound. "But by the time he gets here, there won't be much left to reclaim."

He stepped closer again, his shiny shoe inches from my face. "Where is the ledger, Clio?"

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't play games. The microdot. The files."

"Gone," I lied. My voice trembled, but I held his gaze. "Destroyed. You're too late."

"Oh, little bird." He shook his head, looking down at me with mock pity. "Do you really think I'm that stupid? Kazimir's little genius wouldn't make such a simple mistake as destroying leverage."

He leaned down again, and this time, he reached out. His fingers were cold and clammy as he grabbed a handful of my hair, yanking my head back.

I flinched. My body recoiled instinctively, a visceral rejection of his touch. It felt wrong. Invasive.

When Kazimir touched me, even in anger, it felt heavy. Grounding. Like being held down by gravity. Dimitri’s touch felt like slime.

"Give me the ledger, or my men will have their fun first," he whispered, his face hovering too close to mine. "And I promise, they're not as... refined as Kazimir. You won't last long, pretty academic. Your beauty is a liability here."

I looked past him at the guards. Stone-faced. Waiting.

Fear, absolute and freezing, washed over me. This wasn't just captivity. This was destruction. Kazimir wanted to own me. Dimitri wanted to break me into pieces and leave the mess for someone else to clean up.

"I wonder if Kazimir would even recognize you after we're done," Dimitri mused, twisting his hand in my hair, pulling the strands tight against my scalp.

"He'll kill you," I whispered.

"Still longing for your precious warlord?" Dimitri’s eyes danced with malicious glee. "The man who kidnapped you? The man who locked you in a tower? Pathetic. You actually miss 'The Butcher,' don't you? His brand of control must have been so much sweeter."

The truth of it hit me harder than his slap.

I did.

God help me, I did.

I missed the storm. I missed the absolute, crushing certainty of Kazimir’s obsession. He was a monster, yes. But he was a monster with a code. He viewed me as his. You don't break what is yours. You protect it, even if you keep it in a cage.

Dimitri was just chaos. He was a vandal.

"His control," I said, my voice shaking with a rage that surprised us both, "is worth ten of you."

Dimitri’s face darkened. He released my hair with a shove that sent my head cracking back against the floor.

"We'll see." He stood up, smoothing his jacket. "You have until tomorrow to think about your options. The ledger, or the guards. Your choice."

He turned to the men. "Leave her. Let the dark do the work."

He started to walk away.

I struggled up to a sitting position, my chest heaving. "Hey!"

He paused, glancing back over his shoulder.

I gathered every bit of saliva I could find in my dry mouth and spat. It landed on the pristine leather of his left shoe. A pathetic, wet glob.

Silence stretched in the room, tight as a piano wire.

Dimitri looked down at his shoe. Then up at me. His face contorted, twisting into a mask of pure, unadulterated hate.

For a second, I thought he was going to kick me. I braced for the impact, curling my ribs in.

Instead, he smiled. A cruel, thin line.

"You want to play tough? Fine. We'll see how tough you are after a night alone. Thinking about tomorrow. Plenty of time to think about 'The Butcher' and how he couldn't protect you from real fun."

He stepped out. The guards followed.

The heavy steel door slammed shut with a finality that vibrated through the floor. The bolt slid home.

Then the light bulb above me flickered—once, twice—and died.

Darkness, absolute and suffocating, crushed the room.

I squeezed my eyes shut, as if denying the darkness made it less real. The silence rushed in to fill the space, broken only by the ragged sound of my own breathing.

My cheek throbbed. My wrists bled.

I curled into a ball on the concrete, pulling my knees as close to my chest as the zip-ties allowed. I needed to think. I needed a plan.

Bernini, I thought. The Ecstasy of St. Teresa. 1652. Marble. The Cornaro Chapel.

I recited the facts like a prayer, a frantic litany to keep the terror at bay. Caravaggio. Chiaroscuro. The interplay of light and dark.

But the art didn't help. The marble statues were cold and distant. They couldn't save me.

My mind drifted, treacherous and desperate, to a different image.

Kazimir.

I saw him in the dark. The sharp lines of his jaw. The way his hand flexed before he touched me. The scent of him—woodsmoke, ozone, and expensive wool.

I stopped fighting it.

I needed him to be the monster everyone said he was. I needed him to be worse than Dimitri. I needed him to be the devil who would come down here and turn this basement into a slaughterhouse.

I shivered, the cold seeping into my bones. My bare foot brushed against something on the floor.

I paused.

I extended my toe, probing. It was hard. Jagged. Loose.

A piece of metal. Maybe a shard from a broken pipe.

It wasn't a key. It wasn't a weapon. But it was something.

I wiggled my toes, gripping the cold metal, dragging it closer. A tiny spark of adrenaline flared in my chest, burning through the exhaustion.

I wasn't the girl who studied paintings anymore. That girl died the moment Pavel put a needle in her neck.

I had to be like him. Cold. Hard. Ruthless.

I pressed my forehead against the gritty concrete, the taste of blood still lingering on my tongue.
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