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THE CAGE IS GONE, BUT I AM TIED TO HIM BY BLOOD AND SNOW

My name is Zelda Montgomery. A week ago, I was a prisoner praying for rescue. Now, I am on the run in a frozen hellscape with the man who stole my life. Anton Karolyi is wounded, stripped of his power, and bleeding out in the snow.

I should have left him to die in the wilderness. I should have run toward the lights of civilization. Instead, I dragged him into this derelict cabin, sealing my fate with his.

The roles have reversed. He needs me to survive, but I need him to kill. The lines between captor and captive have blurred into nothing. In the claustrophobic heat of this lodge, with death hunting us through the trees, the fear is gone.

I no longer fear his violence; I crave the way he claims me to drown out the terror.

We are stripping away the masks. He is the only thing standing between me and a frozen grave. If we survive the winter, there is no going back to the girl I was before.

★★★★★ "The survival aspect added such a gritty layer to their relationship. It’s raw, dirty, and desperate. Watching Zelda take charge while Anton was vulnerable was a great twist. 5 stars for the cabin scenes alone." – Kindle Reader

Book 2 of 3 in The Little Vices Series — A high-stakes survival romance where the wilderness is just as dangerous as the passion burning between them.
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CHAPTER 1
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ZELDA P.O.V.

The world was fire and noise. One second I was in a soundproofed basement that had become my entire universe, the next I was being hauled through a collapsing inferno by the man who put me there. The heat was a physical thing, a monster with scorching breath that stung my face and made the air shimmer like a bad dream. Choking black smoke flooded my lungs, thick and metallic, and every gasp was like swallowing hot gravel. My vision blurred, tears of pure agony streaming from my eyes, and the only constant was the iron clamp of Anton Karolyi’s hand around my bicep. He wasn’t helping me. He was dragging me, his pace relentless, treating me like an inconvenient piece of luggage he refused to leave behind. We stumbled through what used to be a grand hallway, the air thick with the deafening roar of fire consuming priceless art and antique wood. He hauled me right over the jagged, sparkling remains of a crystal chandelier that had crashed to the floor, the shards digging into the thin soles of my slippers. He didn't look back, didn't slow down, didn't give a single fuck that I was choking on his world as it burned to the ground.

"Move! Now, Zelda!" he barked, his voice a raw tear in the fabric of the chaos.

"My lungs are burning!" I rasped, the words scraping my throat raw.

He yanked me harder, nearly dislocating my shoulder as I scraped it painfully against a stone support column. The thin silk of my slip tore, and I felt a hot, bloody smear of heat and soot against my skin. It was just one more layer of pain on top of a hundred others, a debt I couldn't even process. "Keep your mouth shut," he growled, the command absolute. I was not running for freedom. I was running with him, my captor, the monster, the only solid thing in an entire world made of ash and flame. He was my only source of momentum, the only reason my feet kept moving when my brain was screaming at me to just lie down and let the fire take me.

A sudden flash lit the smoke ahead, followed by a series of cracks so loud they felt like they were happening inside my skull. Gunfire. The sound was agonizing, reflecting off the marble walls in a disorienting echo. Anton fired blindly behind us with his free hand, his arm steady, his focus locked on some invisible exit point only he could see. A spray of hot bullet fragments and plaster chipped the wall inches from my ear, and he reacted with the inhuman speed of a predator. He slammed me flat against the wall, using his body and the heavy tactical vest he wore as a shield. The impact knocked the last of the air from my burning lungs. His body was a wall of muscle and armor, pinning me, protecting me. The sheer audacity of it—the man who took my life was now the only thing standing between me and a bullet from my father’s men. The terror was a living thing clawing its way up my throat, but Anton's body pressed against mine, his violent presence, was the only solid reality in the swirling chaos. Then he fired again, his own weapon discharging right next to my head with a deafening blast that made my ear ring with a high, piercing whine.

"Down, you little fool!" he snarled into my hair, his breath hot against my scalp.

"They're behind us!" I screamed, the words swallowed by the roar.

He just grunted, a harsh, non-verbal sound of pure exertion, his entire being focused on the threat. The acrid smell of gunpowder filled my nostrils, a sick perfume mixed with the smoke. For a moment, we were pinned there, the blistering heat from the approaching fire beginning to melt the synthetic hem of my slip, the plastic stinging my skin. I watched him in that desperate lull. He wasn't panicked. He wasn't even scared. He was calculating, his cold flint eyes scanning the shifting shadows in the smoke, processing trajectories and escape vectors like it was some fucked-up math problem. He was a machine built for this, and I had to trust the machine's programming if I wanted to survive. He ejected the magazine from his pistol with a precise, mechanical click, checked the remaining rounds, and snapped it back into place. That one small, efficient sound cut through the noise, a testament to his unhinged calm.

"Can we go?" I whispered, my voice trembling.

"Wait for the flicker," he said, his voice low and tight. He was watching the rhythm of the gunfire, the muzzle flashes painting the smoke in brief, hellish strokes. "Don't think. Just follow."

Then he moved. We plunged forward again, this time veering through a side door and into the service area of the estate. The change was so abrupt it was dizzying. I was forced to step over the slumped, bloodied body of one of Anton’s guards, the uniform familiar, his face a mess of gore. Anton didn't spare the dead man a glance. He kicked a reinforced steel door open with a brutal crack of sound, and we burst into the industrial kitchens. It was an echoing maze of gleaming stainless steel counters and hissing steam pipes, a shocking, sterile contrast to the burning opulence we’d just left. The smell of stale cooking oil and cleaning chemicals hit me, sharp and jarring. The steel door slammed shut behind us, cutting off the worst of the roar, and the relative quiet was almost as terrifying. This was his world, the guts of the operation, and every step was over someone else's failure, someone else’s corpse.

"Watch your feet," he muttered, yanking me to the side as I slipped on a slick patch of grease on the floor near a deep fryer, my hand slapping against a cold metal counter to steady myself.

"God, no..." I breathed, seeing another body near the pantry.

"This way. Quickly."

He was wrong. We weren't alone. A man in full tactical gear, a black mask covering his face, lunged from behind a prep table. I gasped, a sharp, choked sound, a scream that died in my throat. For a split second—a terrifying eternity—Anton dropped my arm, abandoning me to the chaos. He met the attacker head-on, a brutal, silent struggle in the cramped space. There was no gunfire, just the sickening sound of bodies colliding, of grunts and strained muscle. Anton was feral. He slammed the man's head into the edge of a steel counter. Once. Twice. The third time, the sound was a wet, final crunch. He finished him with a quick, efficient strike that snapped the man’s neck with an audible crack. A splatter of dark blood hit my cheek, cold and startlingly wet. Then he was back, grabbing my arm again, his grip somehow even tighter than before. He didn't say a word, just stared at the dead man on the floor.

"Bastard, look out!" I had tried to scream, but the words had failed me. Now, all I could do was stare at the blood on my skin.

"Quiet, Zelda," he said, his voice a low rasp. His own breath was ragged, heavy. "Dead men can't talk." He wasn't just my captor; he was a predator. A terrifying, beautiful, necessary predator. And I was his.

He kicked open another door at the far end of the kitchen, and the first blast of shockingly cold winter air hit my sweat-soaked body. I shivered uncontrollably, my teeth instantly chattering. The contrast was brutal—from an inferno to a freezer in the space of a heartbeat. He paused at the threshold, his body tense as he scanned the chaotic, flare-lit lawn. The external perimeter was crawling with my father’s mercenaries. The escape had just gone from vertical to horizontal. The hunt was on. I dug my fingernails into the hard fabric of his armor, trying to anchor myself to him as the world tilted again. "God, it's freezing," I whispered, the words puffing out in a white cloud.

"They have flares," he said, his voice flat. "Stay close. Don't breathe deep."

He pulled me out into the night. We were immediately in high, frost-bitten grass, the frozen earth slicing and chafing my bare feet. The pain was immediate and sharp. "Keep down," he ordered, forcing me to crouch almost double as the whistle of suppressive fire zipped through the air just above our heads. We scrambled toward the deep, welcoming darkness of the tree line. Behind us, the manor erupted in a deafening secondary explosion that shook the ground, a fireball blooming into the night sky. The light grew brighter, illuminating us, casting our frantic shadows long and distorted across the lawn. A small, sharp pebble embedded itself in the sole of my foot, a searing point of agony, but I bit my lip and forced the sound down. I didn't dare stop. I couldn't.

"Move, move, move!" he urged, his voice a low growl.

"I can't feel my feet!" I cried, the words torn from me by a sob of pain and cold. The pain was a new kind of hell, but I had to focus on his stride, on matching him step for step, making myself an extension of his body, a piece of him that couldn't be left behind.

I risked a glance over my shoulder. The house, the gilded cage where I had been held, where every touch was a battle and every orgasm a surrender, was gone. It was a monumental funeral pyre, smoke and flames licking the night sky, turning the air orange. There was no going back. Not to the basement, not to the silk sheets, not to the soundproof walls that held all our secrets. It was just the fire, the cold, and the man whose hand was a manacle on my arm, leading me into the unknown woods. A sob of pure, terrified loss hitched in my throat, and I swallowed it down like poison. The world I knew was ashes. This man had burned it down, and now he was the only path out of the ruins.

"The house..." I whispered, mesmerized by the destruction.

"Don't look back, Zelda. Only forward," he commanded, his tone cutting through my shock. "They're closing the gap!"

We finally crashed into the first dense line of pines, the sudden darkness a welcome relief. My legs gave out. I collapsed, my body screaming in protest, every muscle shaking from adrenaline and cold. But there was no rest. He yanked me up by my waist, his movements sharp and demanding. He wasn't offering comfort; he was offering survival. His hands were rough as he pulled me upright, his eyes scanning the woods for pursuit even as he gave me a rapid, clinical check for major wounds. His gloved thumb brushed the now-drying blood smear on my cheek, a silent, pragmatic acknowledgment of my state.

"Don't stop!" he snapped.

"I can't—" I gasped, trying to pull air into my starving lungs.

"You will keep moving! Focus!"

And I did. I had to compartmentalize the pain, shove it into a box and lock it away. Survival was the only thought allowed. He caught me mid-fall as I stumbled over a thick, hidden root, the fragile silk of my slip tearing further, exposing my thigh to the biting air. His arm wrapped forcefully around my chest to keep me upright, his own stride barely breaking. He half-carried, half-dragged me for a dozen yards before setting me back on my feet under the thick canopy of the ancient trees. I could feel his heart hammering against my back, a frantic, powerful rhythm. It wasn't intimacy; it was mechanics. He was just getting his asset to safety. I grabbed a handful of his tactical jacket, holding on so tightly my knuckles turned white. The deep, heavy silence of the woods pressed in, broken only by our ragged breathing and the uncomfortable friction of his protective gear against my bare skin.

"We're going to get lost!" I hissed, the darkness absolute.

"I know the path," he said, his voice radiating a confidence I desperately needed to believe. "Trust me. Keep your footing, damn it."

Suddenly, he froze. Mid-step, he went utterly still, his head tilted as he listened. I held my breath, straining to hear what he heard. A distant, faint baying sound. It could have been tracking dogs, or maybe the low, menacing hum of military-grade drones. The terrifying realization hit me: my father’s hunt was professional, relentless, and using every tool at its disposal. Anton pressed us both into the deep shadow of a large, gnarled cedar tree, forcing us into absolute stillness. Our shared breath misted heavily in the freezing air, our proximity no longer a choice but a necessity. The silence was deafening, punctuated only by the frantic drumming of my own heart against my ribs. To keep me from moving, or maybe to keep a stray strand of my bright copper hair from catching the light, he used his free hand to gently push it back from my face. The touch was feather-light, functional, and utterly terrifying.

The paralyzing cold was seeping into my bones. My exposed toes were completely numb, the initial pain morphing into an alarming lack of sensation. Anton must have felt the violent tremors racking my body. He shifted, pulling off his heavy tactical vest for a moment, the movement exposing him to the elements. He fished inside the hollow of the tree, a pre-positioned cache, and pulled out a dark, thick wool coat. He bundled me roughly but effectively into it. It was oversized and smelled faintly of damp earth and smoke—his scent. His fingers brushed my neck and collarbone as he pulled the collar up, a terrifying, protective intensity in the brief contact. This wasn't kindness. It was asset maintenance. He couldn't let his leverage freeze to death. But God, as I pulled the scratchy wool tight around my face, inhaling the scent of him and the cold earth, it felt profoundly, dangerously intimate.

He led us down a steep embankment to a shallow, fast-moving stream. The water was black, rushing over ice-slicked rocks. He stepped in without hesitation, his weapon raised, his eyes constantly sweeping the banks. He expected me to follow. I had to. It would mask our scent, hide our footprints. I stepped into the water. The shock of the frigid current was so intense it stole my breath. It was like a thousand needles stabbing my ankles, my calves, my knees. I gasped, a small, pained whimper escaping my lips, and bit down hard on my lip, the sharp tang of my own blood filling my mouth. I had to be silent. I had to mimic his stealth, his absolute control.

"Hold your silence, Zelda," he hissed from ahead. "Hold it. Just a few more yards."

This pain was purifying. It was burning away the fragile girl I used to be, leaving something harder, something tougher, in its place. I watched his back as he moved through the water, a dark silhouette against the moonlit stream. And for the first time, I noticed it. A small, subtle hitch in his stride. A slight clenching of his jaw when he put weight on his left side. He was hiding it, masking it with his rigid posture and unwavering focus, but the chaotic firefight had taken a toll on him, too. The first crack appeared in his facade of invincibility, and a new kind of fear, cold and sharp, pierced through my adrenaline-fueled haze. If he fell, we both died out here.

We climbed the far bank and scrambled up a steep ridge. From the top, we could see the estate below, a distant, angry orange glow against the horizon. It was all gone. A memory of a gilded cage, now nothing but smoke. The civilized world we'd left behind was completely erased, replaced by the brutal, unforgiving reality of the dark forest. I felt a single drop of cold moisture on my cheek and didn't know if it was mist or a tear. This was a form of terrible freedom. I had nothing left to lose but him.

Anton stood beside me, a motionless shadow. "It was a liability," he said, his voice flat, as if reading my thoughts. "Look away from the light." He turned to me, his face a mask of cold flint and determination in the firelight. He gripped my arm, his thumb pressing hard into the pulse point on my wrist, demanding my full, terrified attention. "Listen to me. We are running from your father now. They will not stop. If you slow down, you will die. If you draw attention, you will die. You are my shadow, nothing more. Do you understand the stakes?"

"I understand, Bastard," I whispered, the name a reflex, but the understanding was bone-deep. The alternative was a cold, lonely death in the wilderness, and the violence he offered felt safer than the terror of that hunt.

Something inside me shifted. Fueled by pure, primal terror, I found a hidden reservoir of strength. He let me lead for a moment, dropping back to watch our rear, testing my obedience, my new resolve. I moved with a desperate, low agility I didn't know I possessed, clawing my way down the slippery, pine-needle-covered slope. I was an animal, driven by the instinct to stay within the protective bubble of his proximity. I wouldn't fall behind. I couldn't.

The heavy, grinding sound of an engine on the dirt road below sent a fresh wave of ice through my veins. "Down!" Anton snarled, reacting instantly. He tackled me, pulling me into a shallow, muddy ditch and covering my body with his own heavy weight. A second later, a blinding spotlight swept over the treetops just above us. I buried my face in his shoulder, inhaling the distinct scent of gun oil, sweat, and something else... old blood. The cold metal of his sidearm pressed into my hip as he shifted to keep his head low. The patrol vehicle rumbled past, its engine a deep, rolling threat that eventually faded into the distance. Pinned under him, his mass my protection, I felt safer than I had at any point since this whole nightmare began.

He rolled off me, but stayed close. I was shaking so hard my bones ached, a deep, cellular tremor that was part exhaustion, part cold, part sheer terror. He pulled me closer, his back to my front, rubbing my arms roughly, generating heat through brute force and friction. The intimacy was desperate and unpolished. He wasn't trying to dominate me now; he was just trying to keep his prize from freezing to death. He pressed my back to his chest, transferring his body heat, his stubble rough against my temple.

"Stop shaking, Zelda," he ordered, his voice a low murmur near my ear. "You’ll drain your reserves."

"I can't help it," I chattered.

His arm tightened around me, pulling the wool coat closer. "Breathe deep. We need to stay warm." We were a single, desperate organism, huddled together against the cold and the hunt.

After what felt like an eternity, we moved again, deeper into the woods, away from the road. Ahead, I saw a dark, irregular opening in a rock face, barely visible behind a thicket of brush. A cave. A shelter. As we approached it, I heard it clearly now—Anton’s breathing was heavy, labored, and unnaturally wet. He shoved me inside the rock fissure first, his movement slow, almost careful. He followed me into the cramped, total darkness, his hand slipping slightly as he braced it against the rock to pull himself in. The cold, mineral scent of damp stone filled the air, but it was drowned out by the alarming sound of his rasping, strained breath in the confined space.

The immediate noise of the hunt faded. Here, in the dark, there was only the sound of his breathing. I turned to speak, to ask what was next, and saw him lean heavily against the damp stone wall. His hand slid down his side, leaving a slick, dark residue on the gray rock. In the dim light filtering from the entrance, I saw it. The undeniable, wet sheen of blood soaking through his charcoal trousers and the side of his tactical gear. He wasn't just tired. He was bleeding. A lot.

The fear of him, the ingrained terror that had been my constant companion for weeks, evaporated in an instant. It was replaced by a much sharper, much more immediate fear for him. If he bleeds out, I die alone in the cold. It was that simple.

"Anton..." I breathed, my voice shaking. "You're bleeding."

He let out a harsh, pained inhalation, a sound he couldn't suppress. "Silence."

"How long?" I demanded, stepping closer. I reached out a trembling hand and touched the wet fabric of his jacket. My fingers came back sticky and red.

My hands moved on their own, a sudden clinical necessity overriding everything else. I reached to tear away the fabric, to see the wound, to assess the damage. He pulled back with a snarl of pain, his eyes narrowing with that dangerous possessiveness I knew so well, even now, even in his compromised state. "Don't touch me!"

"Let me see it, damn you!" I insisted, forcing my hands back toward the wound, ignoring his attempt to block me. It was the first time I had ever asserted any kind of dominance over him, and the shift in power was dizzying.

"You're going into shock!"

"I said, no," he growled, but the command was weak, undermined by the grimace of pain he couldn't hide. His fear wasn't of death; it was of being weak in front of me. That flicker of vulnerability was more telling than any confession.

I looked from my bloodied hands up to his flint-colored eyes. The roles had reversed. The hunter was wounded, and his survival—our survival—now depended on me. I quietly pulled off the heavy wool coat he had given me. My fingers found the torn hem of my silk slip. With a steady, determined rip, I began tearing a clean strip from the fabric. This wasn't love. It wasn't kindness. It was a primal investment. He was my only ticket out of this hell, and I would fight the entire world, even him, to keep him alive.
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CHAPTER 2
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ANTON P.O.V.

The world was white noise and biting wind. Every step was a fucking negotiation with the snow, calf-deep and greedy, sucking at my boots like frozen mud. I shifted Zelda’s weight in my arms. A dead weight. Unconscious, or close enough it didn’t matter. Her head lolled against my shoulder, copper hair spilling over the black wool of my coat, a slash of impossible color against the monochrome hellscape we were trudging through. The jagged line of the horizon was the only landmark, a serrated knife’s edge of black pines against a bruised purple sky. "Hold fast," I bit out, the words ripped from my lungs by the wind. A command for her. For me. For the collapsing universe. "We are not stopping." My breath came in ragged bursts, each one a plume of white smoke, the only proof I was still functioning. I glanced down at my wrist, an instinct born from a lifetime of precision. The crystal face of my Patek was a spiderweb of cracks. The hands were frozen at 3:17. Fucking useless. Rage, hot and pointless, surged in my throat. My gear doesn’t fail. I don’t fail. Yet here I was, with a broken timeline on my wrist and an unacceptable weakness burning in my lungs. "Fuck. Keep moving."

I stopped dead, bracing my back against the rough bark of a pine. The only sound was the shriek of the wind and the frantic, animal thunder of my own heart. I strained my ears, listening for the snap of a twig, the crunch of boots on snow, anything other than the deafening howl of nature trying to kill us. Nothing. The fire back at the estate, the roaring orange beast that had consumed my life’s work, was a distant, muffled crackle now, a ghost on the wind. It confirmed the obvious: everything was gone. And they would be coming. Mikhail’s mutinous fucks or Montgomery’s private army of killers. They were too slow. For now. "Did you hear that?" I whispered, the question reflexive before I remembered the woman in my arms was barely lucid. "No sound. Good. Too slow, Arlov." I scraped a patch of frost off a low-hanging branch with my thumb and pressed the sharp, frozen pine needles into the palm of my gloved hand. Pain was a good anchor. Sharp. Real. It cut through the fog of exhaustion. All I had now was instinct and the silence. And the silence was a liar.

A fallen cedar, massive and ancient, created a natural blind, a hollowed-out space beneath its snow-laden branches. Shelter. Temporary. I maneuvered Zelda under the canopy, out of the wind’s direct assault. My movements were stiff, jerky, a machine beginning to seize. I lowered her onto a bed of frozen needles, clumsy as a fucking recruit. A low, tight groan escaped her lips as I jostled her shoulder. Good. Pain meant she was still with me. I ignored the sound and meticulously smoothed the snow and needles under her head, trying to cushion it. The gesture was automatic, a motion to preserve a high-value asset. I resented it instantly. It felt too soft. "One hour," I grunted, leaning back against the trunk, the rough bark scratching the back of my neck. The smell of damp earth and sharp pine pitch was a welcome change from the reek of smoke and cordite. "Maximum. Then we move." She moaned again, a pathetic sound. "Quiet, I said. Control it." The order was for both of us.

I ripped off one of my black leather gloves, the cold biting at my skin immediately. I placed my bare hand on her forehead. Clammy. Chillingly cold. Bordering on shock. I pulled my heavy wool coat tighter around her, tucking it under her body. My own violent shivers started almost instantly, a deep, uncontrollable tremor that racked my frame. A fire was out of the question. A beacon for every son of a bitch with a rifle within five miles. My thumb brushed the delicate curve of her jaw, a moment of contact so alien I terminated it instantly, my fingers moving to the tactical reality of her neck, checking for a pulse. It was there. Shallow, thready, but there. "Zelda." The name felt foreign, a tool I rarely used. "Stay with me. Eyes open." If she collapsed now, if she died out here, it was a catastrophic failure. Personal and professional. She was mine. The thought wasn't rational; it was a spike of pure, black possessiveness. Montgomery wouldn’t get her back. Not even in a body bag. "Don't you dare collapse now."

I needed to scout. A real perimeter check. I pushed off the tree, tried to lock my right leg to stand. It refused. My polished leather boot slipped on a patch of ice hidden by the snow, and a bolt of white-hot agony shot from my thigh straight up my spine. The mental block I’d built during the firefight—the one that said pain is irrelevant, move forward—shattered into a million pieces. A gasp, loud and agonizing, tore from my clenched jaw. I caught myself on the cedar trunk, grinding my teeth so hard I felt enamel scrape. White nausea swam at the edges of my vision. "Damn it." My movement was compromised. Inefficient. A liability. "No. Not yet."

My hand moved blindly down my side, tracing the leg of my bespoke charcoal trousers. The wool was saturated. A warm, viscous wetness that had nothing to do with the snow. I pulled my hand back into the dim light. It was coated in dark, steaming blood. The graze I’d registered in the chaos, the minor impact I’d dismissed, wasn’t a graze. Fucking impossible. A through-and-through. It had been bleeding freely, the adrenaline masking the severity. The warmth of it against the frozen air was sickeningly appealing. I wiped my hand on the clean snow beside me, watching the dark stain bloom, a black flower soaking into the white. Сука. The curse was a low, private hiss. The expensive, ruined fabric was a perfect symbol for the night. My control, my armor, my entire fucking world—shredded and bleeding out in the dirt.

I pulled the combat knife from the sheath on my belt. The surgical-steel blade slicing through the leg of my trousers was unnervingly loud in the quiet woods. I exposed the wound. Jagged. Ugly. A weeping hole in the dense muscle of my thigh, the blood turning black in the moonlight. The cold air hit the raw flesh and sent a fresh wave of shivers through my core. I needed a medic, a clean room, stitches. All I had was ice and pine needles. I analyzed it clinically, suppressing the primal urge to panic. Too deep. But clean exit. I tossed the ruined strip of fabric away, disgusted. I focused on the objective. Survive.

My fingers fumbled in my coat pocket, searching for something, anything. They closed around Mikhail’s signet ring. Soot-caked and still faintly warm from his body heat before I’d left him burning with the rest of my life. I stared at the grim little trophy. My victory felt hollow now, a joke. I’d burned down my own kingdom, killed my own men, all for the woman lying at my feet, and now my body was failing me. Worthless. "I should have killed you sooner, Mikhail." I crushed the ring into my palm, the sharp edges of the insignia breaking the skin, the small, grounding pain a welcome distraction. My ambition had been completely fucking derailed by a carnal obsession, and this was the price.
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