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I BUILT HER CAGE LONG BEFORE SHE KNEW I EXISTED.

My name is Kazimir Abramov. I am a man of meticulous plans, and Clio Marsden was the centerpiece of my grandest design. She thinks her entry into my life was an accident, but the truth is far more calculating.

I meticulously orchestrated a crisis to claim her irrevocably. I watched her from the shadows for a year, waiting for the moment to make her mine. Love isn't a choice when you've been engineered to belong to me. Now that the secret is out, I must fight to keep the woman who hates me as much as she desires me.

I will single-handedly dismantle my own power structure to save her. My enforcer thinks she is a weakness, but she is the only thing that makes me feel alive. I would burn my own kingdom just to keep her warm. In the end, there is no empire—only us. She has finally accepted my absolute possession of her.

★★★★★ "I wasn't ready for that revelation. Kazimir literally chose her over his entire legacy. It’s the most beautiful, dark thing I’ve ever read." – Reader Review

Book 3 of 3 in the Violent Hearts series—the final exploration of a love built on deception and the absolute surrender required to survive it.
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CHAPTER 1
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CLIO P.O.V.

The mahogany desk dug into my hip, a sharp, unyielding reminder of where I was. Where he’d put me. The air in the office was still thick with the scent of sex—acrid, musky, and suffocating—but my brain wasn't registering the physical aftermath. My body felt like it belonged to someone else, some other woman who had just been aggressively reclaimed by a monster. My mind was entirely somewhere else. It was locked on the screen in front of me.

PROJECT CLIO.

The folder name glowed with a toxic, radioactive luminescence. My fingers twitched against the polished wood, tracing invisible, frantic patterns. I couldn't breathe. I literally could not get air into my lungs because the weight of the betrayal was sitting on my chest like a concrete slab.

Eight months. The timestamps were right there. He had files on me dating back eight months before the "accident" with the microdot. Before the abduction. Before I ever knew the name Kazimir Abramov, he knew mine. He knew my coffee order. He knew my route to the museum. He knew the brand of tampon I bought.

"This is sick," I whispered, the words scraping against a throat raw from gasping. "You are actually sick."

Kazimir didn't flinch. He was standing by the window, buttoning his cuffs with that infuriating, lethal precision. He looked like he’d just finished a board meeting, not like he’d just bent me over his desk and taken me with a violence that bordered on hatred.

"It is thorough," he corrected, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through the floorboards and straight into my bones. "There is a difference."

I slid off the desk, my legs trembling so hard I almost face-planted onto the marble. I caught myself, grabbing the edge of the wood, and pulled the torn silk of my robe tighter around me. It was a pathetic shield. The silk was ruined, ripped at the shoulder, a testament to his lack of patience, but I cinched it like armor. I needed to hide. I needed to cover the skin he’d just marked because suddenly, feeling his gaze on me made my skin crawl in a way it never had before.

I walked toward the screen. I had to see. I had to know the depths of this depravity.

There was a photo of me at a cafe. I was laughing, head thrown back, a book in my hand. I remembered that day. I was happy. I thought the world was open, that my life was mine to steer. I was a naive idiot.

"You were watching," I said, my voice gaining a sharp, jagged edge. "That day... the espresso... the book... you were there? You were stalking me?"

"Surveillance, Clio. Stalking implies a lack of purpose." He turned then, his slate-gray eyes finding mine. They were dead calm. Predatory. "I always have a purpose."

"Why?" The word exploded out of me. I took a shaky step toward him, my hands balling into fists. "Why me? I’m an art historian! I grade papers on Renaissance pottery! What could you possibly want with me that required a year of... of this?"

I gestured wildly at the screen, at the office, at him. "Did you just pick me out of a catalog? Was I just the right flavor of blonde for your twisted collection?"

The silence that followed was heavy, pressurized. Kazimir took a slow step forward, shrinking the room. He sucked the oxygen right out of the air.

"You were never just 'Clio Marsden, art historian,'" he said, his voice dropping to that guttural register that usually made my knees weak. Now, it just made me cold. "To my family, you have always been... something more."

I recoiled, my back hitting the edge of the desk. "My family? Leave them out of this. My father was a scholar. He was a good man. He had nothing to do with people like you."

A faint, chilling smirk touched the corner of his mouth. It was the kind of smile a wolf gives a lamb right before the slaughter. "Integrity? You know so little, chayka."

"Don't you call me that," I snapped. "And don't you dare speak his name. He was a man of principle! He taught me everything I know about honor. He was nothing like you. He was safe."

Kazimir didn't argue. He didn't shout. He just walked past me, a wave of heat and expensive cologne washing over me, and reached for the keyboard.

"Watch."

He closed the PROJECT CLIO folder. My stomach lurched. What could be worse than that?

He clicked on an encrypted directory. The password was complex, his fingers flying over the keys faster than I could track. The folder opened.

The label at the top was in bold, Cyrillic script, but the name underneath was in English.

Jonathan Marsden.

My father’s name.

"No," I breathed, shaking my head. "That’s... he’s in your system because you researched him. Because of me."

"Open your eyes, Clio."

He clicked a file. It wasn't a dossier on a target. It was a ledger.

I leaned in, my vision blurring. I blinked rapidly, forcing focus. These were shipping manifests. Dates. Cargo descriptions. Not grain or steel, but art. Byzantine icons. Scythian gold. Items that shouldn't exist on the open market. Items that were stolen, lost, or legally frozen.

And there, at the bottom of the approval column, was a signature.

Elegant. Looping. Distinctive.

My father’s hand.

"These are black market records," I whispered, the nausea rising in my throat like bile. "Illicit trade."

"Your father had a keen eye for value," Kazimir said, his tone clinical, like he was discussing the weather. "Both artistic and monetary. And a knack for discretion. He was our primary channel for moving high-value assets out of conflict zones for twenty years."

"You're lying." The denial was automatic, a reflex. "He was a researcher! He protected history!"

"He sold it," Kazimir corrected ruthlessly. "He was a ghost. A smuggler. A thief in a tweed jacket."

"Stop it!" I covered my ears, but I couldn't block out the truth on the screen. The dates aligned with his 'research trips.' The sudden influxes of cash we had when I was a kid—the renovations, the private school tuition. I always thought it was grants. God, I was so stupid. "He wouldn't... he couldn't have."

Kazimir scrolled down. "He enjoyed the lifestyle, Clio. But he was a gambler. Not with cards, but with risk. He leveraged too much. He borrowed against future shipments that never arrived."

He opened a document. It looked like a legal contract, but the letterhead was the Abramov crest—a double-headed hawk clutching a skull.

It was a promissory note.

The sum was staggering. Millions. An amount of money I couldn't even conceptualize.

"He owed this?" I pointed a trembling finger at the screen. "He owed your family this?"

"He owed us everything. Protection. Access. His life." Kazimir leaned against the desk, crossing his arms. "When the debt became too vast to pay in currency, your father offered a different kind of settlement."

My blood ran cold. The temperature in the room dropped twenty degrees in a second. "What kind of settlement?"

Kazimir looked at me then, and for the first time, I saw something other than cold detachment. I saw possession. Absolute, ancient possession.

"His ultimate collateral," Kazimir said softly. "His legacy. His blood. You."

The world stopped spinning. It just halted.

"What?" The word was a gasp, a nothing sound.

"He signed you over," Kazimir said. "A future draft. When you came of age, when your education was complete... you were to be transferred. To settle the account."

I stared at him. I stared at the man I had slept with, the man I had started to—god help me—trust. The man I thought had saved me from the Chkalovs.

"He sold me?" My voice cracked. "Like... like a vase? Like a piece of furniture?"

"Like an asset," Kazimir said. "The most valuable one he had."

A scream tore through my throat. It wasn't a choice; it was an eruption. "You bastard! You liar!"

I lunged at him. I didn't care that he was a trained killer. I didn't care that he was twice my size. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted to scratch that arrogant look off his face. I went for his eyes, my nails hooked like talons.

He caught my wrists before I even got close. His grip was iron, immovable. He didn't even sway. He just slammed my arms down, pinning them against his chest, forcing me to stand toe-to-toe with him.

"Let me go!" I shrieked, struggling, kicking at his shins. "Get off me! I hate you! I hate him! I hate all of you!"

"Hate is irrelevant," he said calmly, tightening his grip until my bones ground together. "The contract stands."

"I am not a contract!" I spat in his face. "I am a person! I am a human being!"

"You are an investment," he growled, and the darkness in his eyes swallowed me whole. "I waited, Clio. I waited years. I watched you grow up. I watched you study. I let you ripen. I let you become the woman I needed. A smart investment always yields the best returns."

"Ripe?" I choked on the word. "You talk about me like I’m fruit. Like I’m cattle."

"I talk about you like you are mine." He yanked me closer, his face inches from mine. "Because you are. By right of blood. By debt. And by my will."

"I don't belong to anyone!"

"You belong to Abramov. Always have. Since before you bled. Since before you knew what a man was."

"Bastard!" I screamed it again, desperate for the word to cut him, but it just bounced off his armor. "Don't you dare pretend this is love! Don't you dare say this is fate!"

"It is better than fate," he murmured, his thumb digging into the pulse point at my wrist. "It is a transaction. And it is paid in full."

He spun me around, slamming my back against the desk again. The wood bit into my spine. He leaned over me, caging me with his arms, his body a heavy, warm wall blocking out the light.

"Look at me," he commanded.

I squeezed my eyes shut. "No."

"Look at me, Clio."

His hand clamped onto my jaw, forcing my head up, squeezing until I had to open my eyes or let my jaw snap. I glared at him through a blur of angry tears.

"Did he..." My voice was a broken whisper. "Did he die trying to escape you? To save me? Tell me he tried to fix it."

Kazimir didn't blink. He didn't offer me a single crumb of comfort. "He died peacefully in his bed, Clio. Knowing his debt was secured. Knowing his daughter was taken care of. He died satisfied."

The last piece of my heart shattered. My father. My hero. He hadn't just failed me; he had curated this. He had groomed me for this. Every lesson in art, every language class, every push for excellence... it wasn't for me. It was to increase my market value.

"He knew," I whispered. "He knew this would happen."

"He ensured it," Kazimir said. "A final act of loyalty."

He leaned closer, his breath hot against my ear. "Say it."

"Go to hell."

His hand tightened on my jaw. "Say what you are. Acknowledge the truth. Stop fighting a war you lost ten years ago."

I tried to pull away, but he was everywhere. He was the air I breathed. He was the gravity holding me down.

"Say it, chayka."

"I am..." My throat closed up. I couldn't. I couldn't say the words. It would make it real.

"Collateral," he supplied, his voice hard, unyielding. "Say it."

I looked at the files on the screen. The signatures. The money. The years of surveillance. There was no way out. The door was locked, the windows were bulletproof, and my past was a lie. I was trapped in a cage built by my own father.

My resistance broke. It didn't snap; it just dissolved, leaving me hollowed out and empty.

"I am..." I choked, a tear slipping down my cheek to wet his thumb. "I am collateral."

Kazimir stared at me for a beat longer, searching my eyes, making sure the submission was genuine. He saw the light go out. He saw the fight die.

"Good."

He released me abruptly.

The loss of his contact was physically jarring. I slumped back against the desk, sliding down until my elbows rested on the wood, supporting my weight because my legs were useless.

Kazimir straightened his jacket. He adjusted his cuffs. He ran a hand through his hair, composing himself as if we had just discussed a minor shipping delay.

He walked toward the door. The sound of his footsteps on the plush carpet was soft, rhythmic, inevitable.

He paused at the threshold, hand on the brass knob. He didn't look back.

"Wash up," he said, his voice casual. Domestic. Terrifying. "Dinner will be ready in an hour. Anika is making risotto. Don't be late."

He opened the door.

"You are home now, Clio," he added, the words hanging in the air like a sentence. "Truly home."

The door clicked shut. The lock engaged.

I was alone.

I stared at the closed door. Home.

He called this home.

My eyes drifted back to the monitor. To the reflection in the dark glass of the bezel. A woman stared back at me. She looked like me—same blonde hair, same green eyes—but she was different. Her face was pale, her eyes rimmed with red, her lips swollen.

But it was the look in her eyes that scared me. It wasn't fear anymore. It was a cold, hard realization.

The Chkalovs. The war. The kidnapping. Pavel's betrayal.

It was all theater.

He had orchestrated the threat to make me run to him. He had created the monster so he could be the savior. He had manipulated my terror, my adrenaline, my body, all to seal a deal my father signed before I could drive a car.

I wasn't a girlfriend. I wasn't a lover. I was a receipt.

I pushed myself off the desk. My limbs felt heavy, like they were filled with lead, but I stood up. I pulled the torn robe tighter, knotting the belt with savage force.

The art historian was dead. She died the minute I saw that signature. The girl who believed in integrity and dusty books and coffee dates was gone.

I looked at the bathroom door. The white, sterile light spilled out onto the carpet.

I had to wash up. I had to eat. I had to survive.

Because if I was collateral, then I was going to be the most expensive, dangerous, difficult asset he had ever acquired. He wanted an investment? Fine.

I walked toward the bathroom, my bare feet silent on the floor. I didn't cry. I was done crying.

I was home. And I was going to burn it down from the inside.
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CHAPTER 2
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KAZIMIR P.O.V.

The city outside is a sprawling grid of electric veins, pulsing with the kind of dirty energy that keeps men like me rich and everyone else desperate. I’m standing at the glass, fifty floors up, looking down at the ants, but my focus is entirely on the reflection in the window. specifically, on the woman huddled in the center of my bed.

Clio.

She’s holding the tablet like it’s a live grenade that just had the pin pulled. Her knuckles are white, bleached bone against the dark casing. I can hear her breathing from here—shallow, ragged little gasps that sound like she’s trying to suck oxygen through a straw. It’s the sound of a worldview collapsing. The sound of every lie she’s ever told herself about her nice, safe, academic life getting incinerated.

I don’t turn around. Not yet. I let the silence stretch until it’s thin enough to snap. She needs to sit in the wreckage for a minute. She needs to understand that the debris falling around her isn’t random. I demolished the building.

"Is there..." Her voice is a wreck. It sounds like she’s been screaming for hours, though she hasn’t made a sound since I handed her the file. "Is there anything left of me that wasn't a lie?"

I turn then. Slow. Deliberate. My shoes don’t make a sound on the carpet. I’m a ghost in my own house, a shadow that learned how to bite. I watch her face. Her eyes are bloodshot, wide, glassy. She looks like a deer that just realized the headlights aren't the sun.

"Everything is exactly as I designed it," I say. I don’t raise my voice. I don’t have to. The truth has its own volume.

She flinches. "My father... he sold me."

"A transaction," I correct her. "He had a debt. You were the currency. It’s simple economics, Clio. Don't romanticize it with tragedy."

"Simple economics?" She chokes on the words. "He was my father. He was supposed to... supposed to protect me."

"He protected himself." I walk toward the bed. Every step is calculated to shrink the room, to make her world smaller until it’s just me and her. "And in doing so, he gave you to someone who actually has the capacity to keep you."

She pulls her knees up, trying to make herself small. It’s a prey response. Instinctual. Useless. "Was any of it real? My childhood? My career? All of it... for this?"

"The truth is a luxury you were never afforded." I stop at the foot of the bed, looming over her. "I have always watched you. Since before you knew how to catalogue a Renaissance painting. Since before you knew what a syndicate was."

"You watched me?" Her voice cracks. "Even then?"

"Always."

I move to the armchair across from the bed and sit. I cross my legs. I adjust my cufflink. I am the picture of calm while she is unraveling at the seams. I pull my phone out, tap the screen, and mirror it to the large display on the wall. The Chkalov ledger scrolls up. Endless lines of code, numbers, names. The thing that started this whole fucking mess. Or so she thinks.

She flinches away from the screen like it burns. "The ledger," she whispers.

"You recognize it."

"The Chkalovs..."

"A prop," I say, bored. "Theatre."

Her head snaps toward me. The confusion is palpable. "What?"

"The microdot," I say, leaning forward, resting my elbows on my knees. "The one you found in the vase. The one that made you a target. You think that was an accident? You think a sloppy courier just left a syndicate’s entire financial history in a piece of porcelain destined for your desk?"

She stares at me, mouth slightly open. The gears are turning, grinding against the rust of her denial.

"I put it there," I say. "I knew the shipment. I knew the rotation. I knew you were the lead appraiser for the 18th-century acquisition. It was a perfectly laid trap, Clio. And you walked right into it, exactly as predicted."

"You..." She can’t even finish the sentence. "You set me up."

"Precisely."

"My entire life..." She looks around the room, wild-eyed, like the walls are closing in. "A stage?"

"A controlled environment."

"Bastard." The word is a wet hiss. It has no heat. Just despair.

I nod. I’ll take it. "The Chkalovs needed a reason to hunt you. I gave them one. I leaked the intel that the ledger had been compromised. I pointed them right at you."

She covers her mouth with her hand. She looks sick. "You told them... you sent them after me. The extraction attempts... the terror... you watched that?"

"It was a controlled variable," I say, my voice flat. "Their aggression ensured your capture. If I had just taken you from your apartment, you would have fought. You would have been a problem. But because they were hunting you..."

"I ran to you," she finishes, horror dawning on her face. "I let you take me because I thought you were saving me."

"You needed a hero. I was happy to play the part."

"You sick monster." She’s shaking now, violent tremors racking her frame. "The relief I felt... the hope... it was all fake? You manufactured my trauma just so you could fix it?"

"It was efficient."

"People died!" She screams it this time. "The rescue! Your men! The Chkalov enforcers! There was blood everywhere!"

"Acceptable losses." I don’t blink. "Budgetary adjustments. Their lives were the price of your permanent placement in this penthouse. A fair trade, in my estimation."

She stares at me like I’ve just grown a second head. "I am nothing but a transaction to you, aren't I?"

I don't answer that. I don't need to. Instead, I swipe on my phone again. The screen on the wall changes. It’s grainy, black and white footage. Night vision.

It’s a bedroom. Her bedroom. The old one. The one with the shitty radiator and the piles of books. And there, sleeping in the bed, is Clio. Safe. Unaware.

And standing by the window, a dark silhouette against the moonlight, is me.

Clio makes a sound like a dying animal. "That’s... that’s my apartment."

"Six months before the museum job," I tell her.

"You were there." She’s whispering now, terrified. "In my room. While I slept."

"I needed to know the layout. I needed to know your rhythms. How you breathe when you dream."

"You were watching me. Always."

"I know you better than you know yourself, Clio." I swipe again. Files pop up. Psychological profiles. Behavioral analysis. "Your need for intellectual validation. Your defiance against authority figures—daddy issues, clearly. But also..." I pause, letting the words hang. "Your hidden capacity for submission. For passion. I saw it all. You were a specimen."

Smash.

She throws the tablet. It hits the marble floor and shatters, glass skittering across the room.

"Stop it!" She’s screaming, hands over her ears. "Stop talking about me like I’m a fucking lab rat! You stole my life! My mind!"

"I liberated you from a lie."

"Everything I thought made me 'me' was just... data for you."

I stand up. I reach into my jacket pocket. The parchment is old, brittle. I can feel the texture of it through the paper. I walk to the bed and toss it onto the duvet next to her.

"The final piece," I say. "The legal foundation."

She looks at it. She doesn't want to touch it. But she can’t help herself. She picks it up, her fingers trembling so bad the paper rattles. She reads. I watch her eyes scan the legal jargon, the transfer clauses, and finally, the signature at the bottom.

"My father..." Her voice is dead. "He sold me."

"He fulfilled his obligations. Now you must fulfill yours."

"'Transfer of assets'..." She looks up at me, eyes wide, totally hollow. "I'm an asset?"

"You are mine."

She starts to laugh.

It’s not a happy sound. It’s high, brittle, jagged. It sounds like glass grinding in a disposal. She clutches the contract to her chest and just laughs, rocking back and forth. It’s the sound of a mind snapping.

"Property!" she gasps, tears streaming down her face. "That's what I am! Just property! I’m insane. I must be insane."

I move fast. I’m on the bed, gripping her chin, forcing her head up. Her laughter cuts off with a choke. My fingers dig into her jaw. I need her to feel me. I need her to know this is real.

"Look at me."

She tries to pull away, but I hold her fast. "Let me go. Please."

"You are home, Clio."

"I'm not!" She sobs. "I'm a person! I have a life!"

"Your life before was a prelude," I growl, leaning in close until I can smell the salt of her tears. "This is your purpose. You are integrated now. Every breath, every thought, every fucking inch of you is mine. Do you understand?"

She stares at me. For a second, I see the fight. The spark. Then, it dies.

It’s like watching a light switch flip. The defiance drains out of her eyes, leaving behind a terrible, blank stillness. She stops struggling. Her body goes limp in my hands, a dead weight. She’s not looking at me anymore; she’s looking through me, at the ceiling, at nothing.

"Good," I whisper.

I let go of her chin. She falls back against the pillows like a discarded doll. She doesn't move. She doesn't blink. She just lies there, staring at the ornate plasterwork, clutching the contract that says she belongs to me.

I stand up, straightening my jacket. I feel a hum of satisfaction in my chest. It’s done. The break is complete. Now comes the rebuilding.

I walk to the door, my hand resting on the cool brass. I look back. Still motionless.

"Dinner is in an hour," I say. My voice is casual, like I didn't just dismantle her entire existence. "Anika will assist you. Wear the charcoal silk. The one I bought you."

She doesn't respond.

"Good girl," I murmur.

I step out into the hall and close the door. The click of the latch is the most final sound in the world.

Anika is there, standing by the console table, arranging flowers that don't need arranging. She straightens when she sees me. Her eyes dart to the door, then back to me. There’s a question there, buried deep under layers of servitude. Did you break her?

"Anika," I say, not stopping. "Ensure she is dressed. She is not to leave the bed until then."

Anika nods, her face impassive. "Da, Gospodin."

"No distractions. No unauthorized contact."

"Understood, sir."

I walk past her, down the long corridor, toward my office. The air smells of lilies and lemon polish. It smells like order.

I enter my office and head straight for the bar. I pour a whiskey. Neat. The amber liquid swirls in the glass. I take a sip, letting the burn settle in my gut. Then I sit at my desk and wake the system.

I pull up the logs. Project Clio.

Access confirmed. File transfer complete. User read time: 45 minutes.

She saw it all. Every photo, every report, every calculation. She knows exactly what I did.

"Executed perfectly," I mutter.

I tap the comms. "Igor. Report on perimeter."

"All clear, boss," Igor’s voice crackles back. He sounds bored. Good. Bored is safe.

I look at the screen. There’s a folder labeled "ARCHIVE - SURVEILLANCE." It contains terabytes of data. Years of her life. The stalker’s hoard.

I don't need it anymore. I have the real thing.

I hover my finger over the delete key. I think about Pavel for a split second. The rat. If he were here, he’d have some smartass comment about playing with fire. But Pavel is dead, or might as well be, and I’m the one holding the matches.

I press delete.

The bar loads. Deleting...

Gone.

"No loose ends," I say to the empty room. "No trace."

I lean back, swirling the whiskey. I pull up the live feed from the master suite on the secondary monitor.

Clio is still on the bed.

Wait.

She’s moving.

It’s slow at first. jerky. Like a marionette waking up. She sits up. Her hair is a mess, falling over her face. She looks down at the contract in her hands.

I watch, fascinated. Is she going to cry again? Scream?

No.

She takes the parchment between her fingers. And she tears it.

Rrrrip.

The sound is faint on the audio feed, but clear. She tears a strip off. Then another. She’s methodical. Precise. She’s not ripping it in a rage; she’s dissecting it. Shredding the legal proof of her slavery into confetti.

"Ah," I breathe, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. "There she is."

She drops the pieces on the floor. Then, she stands up. She’s unsteady, but she finds her footing. She smooths her skirt. She pushes her hair back.
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