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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
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