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CHAPTER ONE: THE BRIDE WHO VANISHED
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The moment that splits my life in two does not begin with gunfire or screaming or the sound of glass breaking under boots; it begins with the weight of lace on my shoulders, the way the bodice is stitched too tight as if the dress itself is trying to keep me upright and obedient, the way my pulse keeps knocking against my throat while the doors at the end of the aisle remain closed for half a second too long, just long enough for me to think—not for the first time—that this is not a wedding but an execution performed in silk and diamonds.

The hall smells like white flowers bred to have no scent at all, an expensive emptiness pumped through vents hidden behind gold-leaf molding, and every seat is filled with men whose watches cost more than most cities’ annual budgets, women whose smiles are sharpened to weapons, press clustered discreetly behind velvet ropes because even oligarchs need witnesses when they exchange property, and that is what this is, what I am, wrapped in couture and handed forward like a contract that can breathe.

My father does not look at me as the doors open, because he cannot afford to see what he is doing, because guilt is a luxury he sold years ago along with whatever parts of himself once hesitated, and the man waiting at the altar—my groom, my future, my sentence—tilts his head with a proprietary patience that makes my skin tighten along my arms, a predator perfectly aware that prey will walk to him willingly if everyone else insists hard enough.

The music swells, something classical and relentless, and I step forward because that is what I have been trained to do, because resistance is supposed to happen quietly in the mind and never in the body, because I have learned that saying no simply teaches powerful men how to take yes by force later.

My heels strike marble in a measured rhythm that echoes too loudly in my head, each step a countdown, each breath a shallow theft, and I let my face settle into the serene mask expected of daughters raised to be leveraged, while my fingers curl around the stem of the bouquet hard enough that the thorns press through satin and into skin, a small private pain I can control.

I do not see the first man draw his weapon.

I hear it.

The sound is wrong for this room, wrong for chandeliers and string quartets and polite applause waiting at the end of the aisle, a sharp metallic click swallowed by the music and then a crack that splits the air so violently that the notes shatter, the violin screeching into silence as someone screams, high and raw and untrained.

Time does not slow.

It fractures.

The second shot takes a chandelier, glass exploding downward like ice rain, and suddenly the hall is no longer elegant but chaotic, bodies lunging sideways, chairs scraping, a thousand conversations collapsing into one animal roar as men dive for cover and women clutch at pearls that scatter across the floor like spilled teeth.

My bouquet hits the marble without my permission.

Hands grip my arms, not gentle, not careful, fingers bruising through fabric as the world tilts and I am dragged backward, away from the altar, away from my father who finally looks at me now with something like horror breaking through calculation, away from the man who was supposed to own me and who is already shouting orders at someone, his voice sharp with outrage not concern.

They are masked, all of them, black fabric pulled tight over faces, eyes flat and intent, moving with a precision that cuts through the panic like a blade through silk, and it takes my mind a stunned second to register the most important detail of all, the one that will haunt me later in quieter rooms: they are not grabbing randomly.

They are grabbing me.

A camera flashes, bright and obscene, freezing the moment my heel slips on shattered crystal and I stumble, the moment my mouth opens to scream and nothing comes out, the moment history is written by someone else entirely, and then I am hauled against a hard chest that smells like gun oil and winter, a gloved hand clamped over my mouth so tightly my teeth click together.

I bite.

The man does not react.

Gunfire erupts again, closer this time, disciplined bursts that drive people back rather than mowing them down, violence with a purpose, and someone shouts my name—Katya—my father’s voice tearing loose like it might chase me across the room if he lets it—but it is swallowed by the roar as the masked men move fast, too fast, cutting toward a side exit that I did not know existed until it is wrenched open and cold air slams into my lungs like a blow.

Outside, winter bites.

Moscow is steel-gray and merciless, snow piled dirty along the edges of the courtyard, black vehicles idling with engines purring low and patient, doors already open as if the future has been waiting for me specifically, and the man holding me does not slow when I dig my heels into the ground, does not hesitate when I twist and claw and draw blood through fabric, does not even grunt when my elbow connects with his ribs.

I am thrown into the back of a van so hard that my shoulder slams into metal, breath exploding out of me in a sound I barely recognize as my own, and the door is slammed shut immediately, darkness swallowing me along with the smell of rubber and oil and something chemical that prickles at the back of my throat.

The engine revs.

Someone injects something into my neck.

I feel it more than I see it, a sharp sting just below the hairline, fingers holding me still with terrifying efficiency, and I fight it instinctively even as my limbs begin to betray me, muscles going slack, vision smearing at the edges as if someone is wiping the world away with a dirty cloth.

“No,” I manage, the word thick and clumsy on my tongue, more vibration than sound.

A voice answers close to my ear, low, accented, almost gentle in contrast to the brutality of everything else, and the fact that I can hear it at all through the rushing in my head feels wrong, like a violation.

“Sleep,” the voice says. “This part is the worst.”

The van lurches forward.

The last thing I see before darkness folds over me completely is my own reflection in a sliver of mirrored panel opposite the bench seat: white dress torn and blood-spotted, mascara streaking down my cheeks, eyes too bright and wild to belong to a bride, to a woman who was supposed to walk willingly into a gilded cage.

Then even that disappears.

—
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I SURFACE THE WAY A body does when it has been underwater too long, lungs burning, limbs heavy, consciousness dragging itself upward against a gravity that does not want to let go, and my first coherent thought is that I am dead, because the light above me is wrong, too clean, too white, not heaven but something sterile and surgical, humming faintly like restrained power.

My eyes flutter open and closed again as nausea rolls through me in slow, thick waves, my tongue dry and bitter, head pounding with a deep, echoing ache that seems to radiate from behind my eyes, and when I try to move my arms, nothing happens.

Panic snaps sharp and immediate.

I inhale too fast, chest tightening as I realize my wrists are restrained, not painfully but securely, bands wrapped around them and attached to something beneath me, the bed perhaps, or a table, the surface firm and unyielding beneath my back, cool even through fabric.

I force my eyes open again, holding them there this time despite the dizziness, and the room resolves into lines and angles and glass, far too much glass, walls that stretch upward and outward to reveal a vast, open space beyond, screens embedded seamlessly into surfaces, data scrolling in silent columns, cameras tucked into corners with their lenses fixed and unblinking.

This is not a basement.

This is not a warehouse.

This is not any kind of place meant to be hidden by neglect.

It is a fortress.

Cold fear settles low in my stomach as I take in more details in jerky fragments: the absence of windows that open, the way the doors are thick and flush with the walls, the quiet presence of surveillance everywhere, watching without shame, without pretense, the hum of servers somewhere beneath my feet, a sound like a living thing breathing steadily under the structure.

I am wearing different clothes.

The realization hits me harder than it should, a fresh spike of violation layered over everything else, because the wedding dress is gone, replaced by soft gray fabric that covers me from collarbone to ankle, utilitarian and warm, clothing chosen for function not display, and I have no memory of when that change happened, whose hands removed lace and silk and replaced it with this anonymous uniform.

My pulse accelerates, breath rasping shallowly as I test the restraints again, twisting my wrists, pulling, and they do not budge.

“Hello?” My voice comes out hoarse, scraped raw by screaming I do not remember, swallowed by the vastness of the room without echoing back to me.

Silence answers.

I turn my head slowly, cataloging exits, threats, possibilities the way I was trained to do long before today, and that is when I see him.

He stands just inside the glass wall at the far end of the room, partially in shadow, tall and motionless, hands clasped loosely behind his back as if this is a museum exhibit and I am the artifact on display, his presence so still and deliberate that my instincts scream louder than they did in the van.

The light does not reach his face fully, but something about the shape of him is familiar in a way that makes my chest tighten painfully, a memory brushing against the surface of recognition without quite breaking through, and as my eyes adjust, details emerge piece by piece: dark hair cut short, a suit tailored with ruthless precision, posture controlled to the point of violence, the unmistakable aura of someone who is used to rooms rearranging themselves around his will.

He steps forward.

The sound of his shoes against the floor is soft but precise, measured, and with each step the sense of wrongness sharpens until it feels like pressure behind my eyes, because I know him, I realize suddenly, with a clarity that steals what little air I have left, I know that walk, that angle of shoulders, that particular way of occupying space as if it belongs to him by default.

“No,” I whisper, the word tearing out of me before I can stop it.

He stops just beyond arm’s reach, close enough now that the light reveals his face fully, older than the last time I saw it, harder, the softness of youth stripped away and replaced by something honed and dangerous, eyes the same impossible dark I remember from childhood winters, watching me now with an intensity that makes my skin prickle.

“Katya,” he says, and my name sounds different in his mouth, heavier, weighted with things unsaid.

Dima.

Dimitri Volkov.

The boy who used to sneak me sugared bread in the kitchens when the adults were shouting behind closed doors.

The teenager who taught me how to throw a proper punch and told me never to let anyone see me cry.

The man who vanished from my life when Bratva politics hardened into something lethal.

The heir to an empire built on blood and money and secrets.

The last person I would ever have expected to see at the end of my wedding day.

“What did you do?” My voice shakes despite my effort to control it, rage and fear tangling into something sharp enough to cut. “Where am I?”

“You’re safe,” he says immediately, too quickly, and something in his expression tightens as if he knows exactly how inadequate the words are even as he offers them.

I laugh, a short, broken sound that scrapes my throat. “Untie me.”

“Not yet.”

The refusal lands between us like a slap, and heat floods my veins, anger burning through the fog left behind by whatever they drugged me with, because this—this restraint, this calm assertion of control—is suddenly more terrifying than the gunfire, more personal than the abduction.

“You don’t get to do this,” I snap, twisting against the bands again even though I know it’s useless. “You don’t get to take me and decide—”

“I do,” he cuts in, voice low and firm, the dominance in it unmistakable now, filling the room like a physical presence. “I already did.”

My breath stutters, fury spiking so sharp it almost obscures the fear beneath it. “My father will burn the world to find me.”

“He won’t,” Dimitri says, and there is something final in the way he says it, something that makes my skin go cold.

“What did you do?” I repeat, slower this time, dread creeping in around the edges of my anger.

He holds my gaze, unflinching, and when he answers, his voice is steady, controlled, as if he has practiced these words until they no longer shake him.

“Everyone believes you’re dead.”

The room tilts.

For a second, the hum of the servers grows louder, the light harsher, the glass walls pressing in until I can feel my pulse in my fingertips, my toes, every place my body is still allowed to feel, and then the meaning lands fully, brutally, dragging images behind it like shattered glass: my father’s face when the shots rang out, the cameras flashing, the headlines already writing themselves in blood and speculation.

Dead.

“You killed me,” I whisper, the words barely sound at all.

Dimitri’s jaw tightens. “I saved you.”

I stare at him, heart hammering so hard it hurts, and realize with a sick, sinking certainty that whatever cage I have been thrown into, whatever fortress this is, the most dangerous thing about it is not the glass or the locks or the cameras watching my every breath.

It is the man standing in front of me, who looks at me like a problem he was willing to burn the world to solve.

And I have no idea yet how to escape him.
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CHAPTER TWO: DECLARED DEAD
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I do not scream.

That fact surprises me later, when I have time to replay this moment in my head and catalogue my failures like evidence, because every part of me is wired for it, lungs tight and ready, throat burning with words that want to claw their way out, but something about the way Dimitri stands there—unmoving, unflinching, as if he has already absorbed every possible reaction and found them survivable—locks the sound inside my chest where it rattles uselessly.

Dead.

The word keeps echoing, ricocheting off the glass walls, off the screens and the cameras and the immaculate, soulless precision of the room, and I swallow hard, tasting bile and copper, because death is supposed to be final and quiet, not humming with electricity and watched by a man I once trusted with my secrets.

“You don’t get to say that,” I manage, my voice thin and strained, stretched tight over the rising panic. “You don’t get to decide that I’m dead.”

Dimitri exhales slowly through his nose, a controlled release that tells me more than his words ever could, because this—this argument, this resistance—is expected, accounted for, another variable he has already modeled and contained.

“I didn’t decide it,” he says. “I executed it.”

The phrasing is deliberate, clinical, and my stomach clenches violently because it sounds like something he might say about a hostile takeover or an assassination, not about me, not about the life that was mine until masked men tore it away in front of cameras and chandeliers.

“You staged a massacre,” I say, my eyes burning as I scan his face for cracks, for guilt, for anything human. “You terrorized hundreds of people. You—”

“I ended a future that would have killed you,” he interrupts, stepping closer again, and this time I cannot stop myself from flinching as his shadow falls across me, the warmth of his body a jarring contrast to the cold restraint at my wrists. “Do not pretend this was about spectacle. That wedding was a transaction, and you were the asset being transferred.”

I laugh again, sharper this time, hysteria threading through it like wire. “So you stole me instead. Congratulations.”

Something dark flashes behind his eyes, quick and dangerous, and for the first time since I woke, the mask slips just enough for me to glimpse the strain beneath it, the tension coiled tight in his shoulders as if he is holding himself back from something irreversible.

“I took you,” he says quietly, and the way he says it makes my pulse spike. “Yes. Because asking would have gotten you killed.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I do.” His gaze does not waver. “I knew it six months ago. I knew it three years ago. I knew it the moment your engagement was announced and men started moving pieces on a board you were never meant to see.”

My hands curl into fists against the restraints, nails biting into my palms. “Then you should have told me.”

“And what would you have done?” he asks, voice sharp now, edged with something like frustration. “Gone to your father? To the man you were supposed to marry? To the authorities who are already bought and sold?”

“I would have chosen,” I spit. “You took that from me.”

Silence stretches between us, taut and vibrating, and Dimitri’s expression shutters closed completely, whatever he was about to say locked away behind walls I know from childhood were never easy to breach.

“Yes,” he says at last. “I did.”

The admission lands harder than denial ever could.

My breath stutters, chest tightening painfully as the reality of it presses down on me in layers: the abduction, the drugs, the restraints, the declaration of my death delivered like a completed task, and beneath it all the unyielding certainty in his voice that he would do it again if given the chance.

“You think that makes it better?” I whisper.

“No,” he replies without hesitation. “I think it makes it true.”

He turns away from me then, abruptly, as if the conversation has reached a point of diminishing returns, and walks toward a console embedded into the glass wall, his fingers moving with practiced ease as he taps commands into a surface that lights up beneath his touch, data blooming into existence in cascading lines.

The restraints around my wrists loosen suddenly, retracting just enough to allow limited movement without fully releasing me, a calculated concession that makes my teeth grind together because it is another reminder of how completely controlled this environment is.

“Get up,” Dimitri says, not looking at me.

I hesitate, testing the slack in the bands, heart hammering as I push myself into a sitting position, dizziness flaring briefly before subsiding, and swing my legs over the edge of the bed, bare feet touching a floor that is cool and solid and entirely real.

“Where am I?” I ask again, my voice steadier now that my body has something to do besides panic.

“North,” he answers. “Far enough that no one will find you by accident.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you need.”

I stand slowly, muscles stiff, every movement watched by cameras I can feel even if I can’t see them all, and take in the room more fully now that I’m upright, noting the strategic placement of exits, the absence of anything that could be used as a weapon, the way the glass walls are reinforced, layered, designed to withstand impact without shattering.

A prison built by someone who understands exactly how desperate a person can become.

“You expect me to just... live here?” I ask, incredulous, anger flaring anew. “Like this?”

“For now,” Dimitri says, finally turning back toward me, his gaze flicking briefly to the restraints still encircling my wrists before meeting my eyes again. “Until the world forgets you.”

“I won’t,” I say. “I will make noise. I will fight this.”

“I know,” he replies, and there is something almost like approval in his voice. “I would be disappointed if you didn’t.”

That stops me short.

“What does that mean?”

“It means,” he says, stepping closer again, close enough now that I can see the faint scar along his jaw I don’t remember from before, the subtle tension in his hands as if they are always one second away from violence, “that you are not a hostage here in the way you think.”

“Then untie me.”

“Not yet.”

The repetition snaps something inside me.

I surge forward without thinking, the slack in the restraints giving me just enough reach to shove at his chest, my palms slamming into expensive fabric, and for a split second I feel the solid resistance of him beneath my hands before everything changes.

Dimitri moves fast.

One moment he is standing there, the next his grip is on my wrists, twisting just enough to force me back, not rough but unyielding, his body a wall I cannot push through, his face inches from mine, eyes dark and burning with something that makes my breath catch painfully.

“Do not test the limits of this room,” he says softly. “It will end badly for you.”

I struggle, more out of fury than hope, and he tightens his hold just enough to make the message clear, the strength in him effortless and terrifying, and suddenly I am acutely aware of how alone I am, how completely outmatched, how thoroughly he has engineered this situation to leave me with no leverage at all.

“You kidnapped me,” I hiss, my voice shaking now despite my efforts. “You can’t pretend this is anything else.”

He leans in closer, his breath warm against my cheek, his voice dropping to something meant only for me. “I took you away from men who would have used you until you broke and then discarded you. Call it whatever helps you sleep.”

“I won’t sleep.”

“You will,” he says. “Eventually.”

He releases me abruptly, stepping back as if proximity itself is dangerous, and gestures toward a door I hadn’t noticed before, seamlessly integrated into the wall.

“That wing is yours,” he says. “Bedroom. Bathroom. A workstation. Food will be delivered. You will be monitored. You will not leave the compound.”

“And if I try?”

His gaze hardens. “Then you will learn how much effort I put into keeping you alive.”

The threat hangs there, heavy and undeniable.

I stare at him, chest heaving, mind racing through options that all end the same way, and force my shoulders back, lifting my chin in a gesture of defiance that feels fragile and necessary all at once.

“You can’t keep me forever,” I say.

Dimitri’s lips curve slightly, not quite a smile, something colder and infinitely more unsettling. “No,” he agrees. “Just long enough.”

As the door slides open at his command, revealing a corridor that disappears into shadow, I realize with a sick, sinking certainty that whatever he thinks he has saved me from, the cost is going to be far higher than he is willing to admit.

And I am going to find out exactly what kind of cage this is—even if I have to tear it apart from the inside.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE FORTRESS
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The door closes behind me with a sound that is almost polite, a soft hydraulic whisper instead of the metallic slam my nerves are braced for, and that somehow makes it worse, because it tells me this place was not built to intimidate through obvious cruelty but to normalize captivity so thoroughly that resistance feels irrational, childish, inefficient.

I stand there for a long moment without moving, my palms still tingling from where they struck Dimitri’s chest, my wrists aching faintly where the restraints loosened but did not release, the echo of his voice lodged beneath my skin like a splinter I can’t dig out.

Just long enough.

The corridor stretches ahead of me in clean, brutal lines, walls smooth and matte, the lighting recessed and indirect so there are no harsh shadows to hide in, no corners that feel accidental, every angle intentional in a way that makes my teeth itch, and as I take my first cautious step forward, the sound of my bare feet against the floor feels obscenely loud, the only human noise in a structure that hums quietly with machinery and surveillance.

I walk.

Not because I want to, but because standing still feels like surrender.

The wing Dimitri indicated unfolds gradually, revealing itself not as a cell but as something far more insidious: a private suite designed to anticipate needs I have not yet articulated, a bedroom with a low platform bed dressed in dark, heavy linens that look like they would swallow you whole if you lay down, a bathroom that gleams with stone and glass and fixtures chosen for durability rather than comfort, and beyond it all, through another transparent wall, a room that makes my pulse stutter despite everything else.

A workstation.

It is not a single desk but an array, a curved command center that wraps around the far side of the room, screens dark for now but unmistakably high-end, terminals integrated seamlessly into the architecture, cables hidden, cooling systems embedded beneath the floor, the entire setup radiating potential the way a weapon does even when it isn’t being fired.

My breath catches, sharp and involuntary.

For a second, instinct overwhelms anger and fear alike, my mind lighting up with recognition, curiosity snapping to attention before I can stop it, because this—this is familiar territory in a way nothing else here is, a language I speak fluently even when my hands are shaking.

Then reality slams back in.

Of course he would do this.

Of course Dimitri Volkov would not lock me in a bare room with nothing but four walls and despair; he would give me tools, stimulation, something to occupy my mind while reinforcing the illusion of choice, the sense that I am here because it makes sense, because I am useful.

A controlled environment disguised as freedom.

I cross the room slowly, every step measured, half-expecting the floor to light up with warnings or restraints to snap back into place, but nothing happens, and when I reach the nearest console and rest my fingers lightly on the surface, it wakes beneath my touch, screens blooming into life in a wash of cool light.

Code scrolls.

Not generic placeholders or locked login prompts, but active systems, live feeds, layers of encrypted architecture so complex it makes my scalp prickle, a digital ecosystem that is very much awake and very much dangerous.

My heart begins to pound harder, adrenaline cutting through the residual fog in my head as I lean closer, scanning patterns automatically, recognizing frameworks, proprietary protocols interwoven with open-source elements in a way that suggests a mind both ruthless and creative built this.

This is not a decoy.

This is real.

“You arrogant bastard,” I murmur under my breath, my voice swallowed by the room.

I straighten abruptly, forcing myself to step back, because the temptation is immediate and intense, my fingers already itching to dive in, to trace pathways and test defenses and see where the cracks are, but I know better than to assume this is unguarded, that anything Dimitri gives me access to is accidental.
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