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I AM NOT A SAVIOR. I AM THE CONQUEROR WHO BURNS IT ALL DOWN.

My name is Anton Karolyi. They think they have won because Zelda Montgomery is back in her gilded cage. Her father believes his walls can keep me out, that his political influence can erase the stain of my touch. He is wrong.

I spent months in the shadows, not hiding, but planning. I am not coming to negotiate; I am coming to take what is mine.

I will infiltrate his compound. I will slaughter his guards. And when I reach her bedroom, it won't be a reunion of lovers, but a collision of souls who have been forged in the same fire. She chose the monster over her own blood, and I will reward her loyalty with the world.

I will burn her father’s legacy to ash just to see her smile in the glow of the flames.

This ends tonight. We are leaving this city behind, leaving the laws of men behind. We will disappear into a kingdom built on secrets and scars.

★★★★★ "The perfect ending to a brutal trilogy. Anton's possessiveness reached new heights here, and Zelda finally stepping into her power as a queen was so satisfying. The ending on the yacht was everything." – Verified Purchase

Book 3 of 3 in The Little Vices Series — The explosive conclusion where revenge is served cold, and love is the most dangerous weapon of all.
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CHAPTER 1
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ZELDA P.O.V.

My consciousness came back in pieces, dragged up from a dream of fire and ice into a silence so complete it felt like a pressure against my eardrums. I blinked, and a blindingly white, ornate ceiling swam into focus. It was wrong. So fucking wrong. The sterile perfection was a slap in the face, an unwelcome, jarring contrast to the rough-hewn timber and blood-soaked snow that had been my entire world for weeks. This stillness felt like a void after the constant, screeching adrenaline of survival. My hand, acting on its own, instinctively clenched a wrinkle in the sheet beside me, fingers searching for a familiar, rough texture that wasn’t there, finding only the impossible smoothness of high-thread-count Egyptian cotton.

I forced myself to take a deep, slow breath, and the scent that filled my lungs confirmed the nightmare. Underneath the expensive, scentless linen soap was a ghost of lavender. My mother’s favorite sachets, tucked into drawers and closets, a smell I hadn’t registered in years but knew in my bones. And beneath that, the faint, clinical tang of disinfectant. I knew instantly. He brought me back to the first cage. I was in my old bedroom at my father’s estate. I slowly turned my head, the motion stiff and aching, and tracked the controlled, nearly silent whir of the central air conditioning unit kicking on. It was the only sound in the heavily regulated, soundproofed environment, and it was the sound of my childhood prison. A metallic taste, like old medication, still coated my tongue. Hell. This was a different kind of hell.

With a groan, I tried to leverage myself up, but a sharp, hot lance of pain tore through my left shoulder, stealing my breath and making my vision swim with black spots. “Damn it...” I hissed through clenched teeth. I looked down. The gunshot wound had been expertly treated. The stitches were neat, the area was clean, and my arm was immobilized in an expensive sling that, in some sick, aesthetic twist, perfectly matched the pale silk of the nightgown I was wearing. It was a wound my father had polished and framed. Too clean. I touched the bandage delicately with my good hand, feeling the rigid, professional structure beneath the gauze. It was nothing like the field-dressed, often blood-soaked rags from the hunting lodge. This was a tether, a pristine, medical-grade chain.

The memory hit me then, not as a thought but as a physical sensation. The blizzard, the acrid burn of gunpowder in the freezing air, the sudden, paralyzing impact in my shoulder that felt like being hit with a sledgehammer. And then the sound. The gut-wrenching, inhuman roar that ripped from Anton’s throat as his men dragged him over the ridge, a sound of pure, animal rage as he was forced to abandon me. He was screaming my name. Not ‘Zelda.’ It was just raw sound, a vow of annihilation. My hand flew from my shoulder to grip the mattress edge, knuckles white. The snow was red. His blood, or mine? I couldn’t remember. All I could feel was a lingering phantom sensation of freezing cold on my skin, and the memory of his rough, calloused hand dragging me through the snow—not to hurt me, but to save me.

A soft click at the door broke the spell. A private nurse, young and perfectly composed in a crisp, starch-white uniform, entered without knocking. Her smile was a practiced, hollow thing that didn’t reach her eyes. She moved silently across the thick Persian rug, her rubber-soled shoes making no sound at all, and immediately began preparing to check my vitals. I found myself staring at a dust mote floating in a sunbeam slicing through the window, pointedly refusing to make eye contact with her. This polite violation of my autonomy felt so much worse, so much more insidious than Anton’s overt, honest dominance. With him, the violation was a physical declaration of war. Here, it was a psychological smear campaign, waged with quiet smiles and the pretense of care. The sound of her snapping on a pair of latex gloves made my skin crawl.

“Good morning, Miss Montgomery,” she chirped, her voice as sterile as the room. “How are we feeling today?”

We? The audacity. I am not a fucking collective. My voice was a dry rasp, hoarse from disuse. I had to clear my throat twice just to get the words out. “What’s the date?”

She picked up my right wrist, her fingers cool and efficient against my skin as she checked my pulse. “You just need to rest, dear. Let’s not worry about calendars just yet.”

The condescension lit a fire in my gut. “Where is Anton Karolyi?” I demanded, my voice cracking. “Is he dead?”

“Mr. Montgomery will explain everything,” she said, her tone maddeningly placid as she made a note on a chart. “You’ve been through a terrible ordeal.”

I pulled my arm away from her sharply the second she was done. “I asked you a question. Don’t call me ‘dear’.”

She just gave me that same empty smile and left as silently as she’d come. The moment the door clicked shut, I swung my legs over the side of the bed. The room spun violently, but I gripped the nightstand, waiting for the vertigo to pass. I had to see. I had to know the dimensions of this new cell. I stumbled toward the massive window overlooking the manicured back lawn, my bare feet sinking into the plush carpet. I reached the window and leaned against it, pressing my forehead to the cool glass. And then I saw it. The casing was new, thicker. I dragged a fingernail against the surface, expecting a vibration, a resonance. There was nothing. Just a dull, solid thud. New bulletproof glass. Reinforced. He hadn’t installed it to protect me from the world. He’d installed it to protect me from the one man who would tear through the world to get to me.

The sound I’d been dreading came from the door. A distinct, loud electronic beep, followed by the heavy, grinding sound of a deadbolt sliding home. My father, Dominic Montgomery, entered. He was dressed immaculately in a charcoal suit that probably cost more than a car, his silver hair perfectly coiffed. He looked every bit the concerned, powerful father rushing to his rescued daughter’s side. The performance was flawless.

“Zelda! My sweet girl, you’re awake. Thank God.”

The overwhelming scent of his expensive cologne—bergamot and cedar—filled the room, suffocating the filtered air. He rushed to my side by the window, his expression a careful mask of relief and love. I straightened my spine, instinctively pulling my wounded shoulder back from him, my entire body going rigid. Don’t touch me.

He didn’t get the message. He reached out with a large, soft hand to stroke my hair. I flinched. Not a small twitch, but a violent, full-body recoil, stumbling back against the windowsill as if his hand were a hot iron. For a split second, his expression hardened, a flash of controlled fury in his eyes, before the mask of fatherly concern snapped perfectly back into place.

“You don’t need to be afraid anymore, sweetheart,” he said, his voice a gentle, condescending murmur.

“I’m not,” I muttered, the words tasting like acid. I wasn't afraid. I was fucking furious.

He gently guided me back to the bed, and I let him, conserving my strength. He sat on the edge, leaning in conspiratorially, his voice dropping to a low, comforting rumble that I knew was entirely false. “That animal took so much from you, Zelda. What you endured... the depravity. He is a sickness. But it’s over now. The nightmare is over. You are safe now, daughter. In my home. With your family.”

I just stared at him, looking past the expensive suit and the practiced sincerity. I was never safe here. Not really. Anton’s cruelty was raw and explicit, a physical force I could fight against. My father’s cruelty was hidden, woven into the very fabric of his being, disguised as protection, as legislation, as manufactured public affection. Anton taught me how to fight. Dominic just taught me how to pretend. The chains Anton used were honest because they were acknowledged. This ‘protection’ was a permanent, insidious form of total control, and he had the audacity to call it love. I stared at the perfect, tight knot of his silk tie, focusing on the meticulous detail of his control. I preferred the violence that wasn’t hidden.

I met his gaze, my own expression a flat, unreadable wall. “Did you kill him?” I asked, my voice cold. “Yes or no.”

A cold smile touched his lips. He didn’t answer directly. “We handled the situation. Karolyi has been removed from the equation. The threat to your future is permanently dealt with. He will never bother you again.”

“That’s not an answer,” I bit out, my good hand gripping the sheet so tightly my knuckles turned white. The uncertainty was a spike of pure, panicked dread in my chest. If he’s dead, I’m truly alone. My heart hammered against my ribs, the frantic beat a testament to the fact that my only protector, the only source of visceral life I’d known, might be gone forever.

He chose to ignore my question, instead gesturing around the room with a proprietary air. “This is the safest room in the city now, Zelda. I’ve had state-of-the-art security measures installed.” He casually tapped the lens of a discrete camera nestled in the corner cornice with his index finger. “Cameras, reinforced windows, a permanent guard posted right outside your door. For your peace of mind.”

You mean no one gets out. This wasn’t a recovery suite; it was a high-value asset holding pen. A cage far tighter and more sophisticated than Anton’s remote basement.

I gave him nothing. No tears, no gratitude, no hint of the storm raging inside me. Just cold, silent composure. His frustration was a flicker in his eyes, a slight tightening of his jaw. Defeated for now, he leaned down and pressed a strained, dry kiss to my forehead. I didn’t move. He left, and the door locked behind him with a sickening electronic clack that was louder than any chain. I waited until I heard the heavy, rhythmic footsteps of the guard outside receding down the hall before I allowed myself to slump back against the pillows, the fight momentarily draining out of me.

My eyes scanned the room. He’d had it meticulously restored to my teenage tastes. Expensive French perfumes lined the vanity. The walk-in closet, I knew without looking, would be stocked with silk slips and designer clothes I no longer had any use for. It felt like a museum exhibit for a person who had died weeks ago in a snow-covered forest. I was a ghost haunting my own past. I reached over to the armchair where the nurse had left a folded emerald silk robe, the kind of useless, slippery fabric I used to love. I crushed it in my fist. The girl who lived in this room was gone, replaced by a survivor forged in violence and claimed by a monster. This was just a costume for the dead.

I struggled to my feet again and made my way to the full-length vanity mirror, using the dressing table for support. The woman looking back at me was pale, clean, and artificially pampered. But her eyes... her eyes were hard. Wide and green, yes, but flinty. There was a coldness in them, a stark, shocking reflection of Anton’s demanding gaze. I had his mark on me, inside and out. I pushed a tangle of copper hair back from my face, my fingers tracing the dark rings under my eyes—the only visible proof of the hunt. I look like her, I thought, but I don’t feel anything she felt.

My hand moved on its own, my fingers pressing gently against my own neck, right over my pulse. I missed the heavy, possessive weight of Anton’s hand there. A gesture that was always about control, but had, ironically, become a strange sort of security. A promise. I ached for that intensity, for the ‘good hurt’ of the lodge, for the brutal honesty of his possession. His pain was cleaner than this peace. My body, I realized with a jolt, was physically addicted to the threat he represented. I mimicked the pressure he used to exert, a gentle squeeze that sent a shiver down my spine, but the quiet self-inflicted pressure was profoundly, disappointingly unsatisfying.

My gaze drifted up, past my own reflection, to the camera in the corner. I stared directly into its discreet black lens, imagining my father on the other end, savoring his renewed control. Watch this, Father. I’m not broken. I’m waiting. I held its gaze and allowed a slow, almost imperceptible smirk to touch my lips. A silent, internal act of defiance meant only for the watcher.

I knew then what I had to do. To survive this place, to last long enough for the storm to arrive, I had to perform. I had to become the broken, rescued daughter he so desperately needed me to be. Quiet. Compliant. Numb. I had to give him the victim to validate his power. I turned back to the mirror and practiced a fragile, distant expression, letting my eyes go slightly vacant, my shoulders slump just so. I was rehearsing. I’ll give him the victim he paid for. The warrior will wait for the breach.

I sat on the edge of the bed, ignoring the dull, constant throb in my shoulder. My mind was already moving past recovery and toward resistance. I knew Anton. He was a man of clinical, brutal promises. He’d told me he would come for me, and Anton Karolyi always, always keeps his promises. My only real hope was the destructive force of the man my father called an animal. I was banking my entire life on his deadly obsession. I ran my uninjured hand under the edge of the plush mattress, not expecting to find a weapon, but simply checking the terrain, searching for vulnerabilities. He will burn it all down. And I will stand in the fire with him.

I whispered his name into the empty, expensive silence. “Anton...” The harsh Russian consonants of ‘Karolyi’ felt like a prayer for annihilation, a violent threat to the sterile peace of this room. I closed my eyes, visualizing his cold, flint-colored gaze—the only image that gave me strength. Come and get me. I wait for the storm.

With a grunt of effort, I struggled out of the delicate silk nightgown, letting it pool on the floor like a shed skin. The rougher, less yielding feel of the simple cotton hospital gown underneath was a comfort. I refused to let this luxury, this suffocating comfort, soften the edges he had so carefully carved into me. I lay back down and closed my eyes, no longer trying to sleep but concentrating. I began counting the seconds between the heavy, measured footfalls of the security patrol in the hallway. One... two... three... thump... one... two... three... thump. I focused on the distinct sound of the military-grade boots on the hall runner, memorizing the rhythm, the cadence, the gaps. I was no longer a victim. I was the inside woman, gathering intelligence, mentally mapping the weaknesses in my father’s fortress for the man who was coming to tear it down.

Captivity was terrifying, but this ‘freedom’ is suffocation. I realized that the brutal, unstable life I’d shared with Anton in that frozen wilderness was the only real thing I’d ever had. I would take the chains, the fear, the violence, a thousand times over to be free of the manipulative savior in the bespoke charcoal suit. I choose the monster I know.

Sleep finally began to pull at me, a dark, shallow respite from the pain and the waiting. My last conscious thought was a chilling, comforting image of Anton’s flint-colored eyes, promising inevitable fire and destruction. A faint, unsettling smile curved my lips. I turned slightly onto my uninjured side, unconsciously pressing the pain in my shoulder into the mattress, embracing the discomfort. It was a reminder of the fight. And a promise of the war to come.
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CHAPTER 2
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ANTON P.O.V.

The man in the cracked, dusty mirror is a fucking joke. A hollowed-out shell of what I was, all sharp angles and eyes that look like two holes burned in a sheet. My body is a map of failure, and the main highway is the fresh, jagged scar running a livid track across my ribs. A souvenir from the border. The price of losing her. I trace the raised line of tissue meticulously, the skin still tender, still an insult. A wound like this should kill most men. It only made me focus. I press my thumb hard against the angry red flesh, a test of will against the screaming nerves. I keep pressing until a thin line of blood, dark and sluggish, beads along the seam. Good. The new skin holds. It’s not weakness anymore. It’s armor.

Vadim is in the corner of the derelict safehouse, methodically sharpening a set of tactical knives. The sound of the whetstone grinding against steel is the only punctuation in the damp, plaster-scented silence. He hasn’t said a word in three hours. He doesn’t need to. He saw me bleed out in the snow. He saw me fail. He knows what this is.

"I didn't lose," I say to my own reflection, the words tasting like rust. "I simply retreated to gather the proper tools."

The reflection doesn’t blink. Every fucking ache in my chest is a ghost of her weight, a reminder of the second her father’s men dragged her away while I was too wrecked to stop them. That image is burned onto the back of my eyelids. It’s the fuel for every goddamn thing I’ve done since. Reclaiming what is mine isn’t a mission. It’s the only reason I’m still breathing.

Later, in the piss-poor excuse for a kitchen, I build a fire in a rusted steel drum. The past has to burn before the future can begin. I take a thick stack of documentation—syndicate contacts, old operational permits, a half-dozen forged passports bearing faces I barely recognize—and drop it into the flames. The man who served the syndicate, the asset who answered to shitheels like Mikhail Arlov, dies tonight. The fire curls the edges of a photo, a version of me in a tailored suit shaking hands with some high-ranking boss. The image blackens and turns to ash. I feel nothing. That empire was a cage of a different sort. My only objective now wears green silk and has eyes that could start a fucking war.

"The organization is dead to me," I tell Vadim, who watches the fire with a neutral expression. He just nods. He gets it. My only deliverable now is Dominic Montgomery’s head on a platter, and Zelda back in my possession.

The first month after the border was a blur of absolute agony. I found a back-alley surgeon in a city whose name I’ve already forgotten, a nervous little man who reeked of cheap disinfectant and fear. I remember the white-hot pain of him digging the bullet out of my side, the clean, sharp smell of antiseptic trying and failing to mask the warm, coppery scent of my own blood. He wanted to load me up with painkillers, insisted on days of rest. Fucking clown behavior.

"I require efficiency, not comfort," I’d snarled at him, my knuckles bone-white from gripping the edge of the operating table. "Finish the work."

The physical pain was a gift. It was the only thing loud enough to drown out the memory of Zelda screaming my name as they took her. I used that pain like a whip, forcing a recovery schedule that was brutal and unnatural. Weakness is intolerable. I will not be weak again when it fucking matters.

The second month was spent in the basement of a warehouse I’d acquired, a place that stank of sweat and iron. I turned it into a gym, a personal hell where I could rebuild myself. The floor was the snowy ridge where I lost her. The heavy bag was Dominic Montgomery’s smug face. My repaired ribs screamed with every deadlift, every pull-up, every punishing punch that split the skin on my knuckles. I didn’t stop. The pain was an anchor, a physical manifestation of my rage. I converted grief into mechanical strength, pushing past limits until my body was no longer a liability but a weapon, honed and ready. Every punch was aimed at Montgomery's throat. Every drop of sweat was a down payment on my revenge.

Now, three months in, the war has begun. Not with guns, but with keystrokes. I’m in a new office, a minimalist lair, sterile and untraceable. A flat screen on the wall plays archived news footage. A high-society gala. Dominic Montgomery, the bastard himself, stands at a podium, a proprietary hand on Zelda’s back. He’s presenting her to the world—his ‘recovered’ daughter. She’s wearing some bullshit designer dress, her copper hair pulled back too tight. Her smile is a fixed, perfect line of utter emptiness. Her eyes are dead. He thinks glass and silk are chains. They are tissue paper.

An animal rage, cold and clean, coils in my gut. Seeing her like that, a porcelain doll in his gilded cage, is worse than seeing her shot. Her vacant expression isn't just sadness. It's a direct challenge to my authority. That is not Zelda. That is a corpse he is parading. I’m holding a ceramic mug of black coffee, and without thinking, my grip tightens until it shatters. The shards dig into my palm, hot coffee and blood dripping onto the concrete floor. I don’t flinch. The pain is a distant hum. She belongs to the darkness, to the chaos we built together. I will remind her of that truth. Soon.

I turn from the screen and walk to a secure terminal. Vadim watches, silent as ever. I enter a twenty-digit code, a string of numbers I memorized a decade ago for a day just like this. The system flashes green, and my Sovereign contingency fund activates. A massive, untouchable cache of wealth, digital infrastructure, and anonymous assets hidden so deep not even Mikhail knew it existed. I am no longer a fixer. I am a sovereign power, with more resources than most small nations, and my entire country is now dedicated to a single purpose: the absolute annihilation of the Montgomery family. After inputting the final command, I meticulously wipe the keyboard, leaving no trace. Money is leverage. Leverage is power. And Zelda is the key that unlocks it all.

The first strike is surgical. I route my access through a server room in Zurich, a humid, claustrophobic little box where a hired digital mercenary sweats profusely under my gaze. He’s good, but he’s terrified. As he should be.

"Untraceable," I tell him, my voice low and flat in the small, hot room. "Or you are traceable only back to a shallow grave. Which do you prefer?"

He doesn't answer, his fingers just fly across the keyboard, the sharp clicks echoing off the walls. I lean over his shoulder, checking the code line by line. It’s perfect. A quiet, total, and irreversible freeze of Montgomery’s highly sensitive off-shore political lobbying accounts. The man’s real power isn’t his name; it’s the network of dirty money he uses to pull strings. I nod once. He hits enter. On the screen, a dozen accounts flatline. Montgomery’s financial walls just turned to dust. A fortress is useless without walls.

Back in my secure office, I use a holographic projector to map Dominic’s entire logistical and security infrastructure. The blue light illuminates my face, my eyes flinty in the glow. His weakness isn’t his compound; it’s his greed. The Montgomery shipping docks—the source of his illegal revenue, the foundation of his dirty empire. That’s the weak point. I use a laser pointer to highlight the precise coordinates of the dock’s security hub, crossing my arms as I assess the timeline. Every move from here on out has to serve one purpose: drawing him out and getting me closer to her.

A week later, I’m watching those same docks through a pair of high-powered binoculars from a concealed spot on a rainy hill. Below, chaos erupts. A perfectly timed ‘accidental’ fire consumes a warehouse, destroying millions in high-value, illegally imported cargo belonging to Dominic’s biggest political donors. The stench of burning diesel and salt water drifts up on the wind, punctuated by the faint, distant screams of sirens. I pull a thermal blanket tighter around my shoulders as rain slicks the scope. Montgomery’s private security detail swarms the area, disorganized and panicked.

"Note the speed of deployment on Sector Seven," I murmur to Vadim, who sits beside me. "Pathetic." They rely too much on their employer’s position, not their own capabilities. They’re lazy. Predictable. It’s a fatal fucking flaw.

The intelligence I need has to be perfect. I find one of Dominic’s closest financial confidantes holed up in a high-end hotel suite in a neutral city. The interrogation is brief and brutal. He’s tied to a chair, whimpering, the cold scent of the room’s disinfectant disturbed by the raw, wet sound of his fear. He begs, offers me money, names, anything. I’m not interested.

I use a single, surgical movement to slice the binding tape on his mouth, granting him just enough breath to speak before clamping my hand over his jaw. "Tell me the lock code on the secondary safe room. The one where she sleeps." His eyes go wide. "What does she wear? Describe her state. Be precise. Lying ensures agony. Truth ensures silence."

He talks. He gives me everything. Floor plans, security protocols, and the details of her gilded captivity. The information is more valuable than gold. It confirms my timeline. I have to proceed. And I have to proceed quickly.

In a rare moment of stillness, alone in the office, I pull a single, faded copper hair tie from my pocket. I found it in the snow at the border, a small, insignificant thing that has become a fucking lodestone. I hold it carefully, rolling the small silk circle between my thumb and forefinger three times. The imagined scent of her hair—salt, snow, and that expensive perfume she wore—is almost tangible, a ghost in the sterile air. The obsession is no longer just strategic; it’s a sickness, a dependency that threatens to derail my logic with pure, savage need. Quiet. Submit. Mine. The words are a whisper in my own head. Sentiment is a weakness I cannot afford, but the object is a powerful reminder. I swiftly pocket it, shutting the moment down.

The third month, I shift from demolition to psychological warfare. I personally infiltrate the soundproofed bedroom of Dominic’s lead defense attorney, a prick living in a luxury penthouse that reeks of old money and cedar. I move like a ghost through his home, placing a meticulously detailed file on his corruption right on his pillow. I brush a stray thread from the pillowcase, ensuring it’s the very first thing he sees when he wakes up, then vanish into the deep silence of the wealthy neighborhood. Bullets are too fast. Paranoia is a much better weapon. It makes men confess. And confession creates collapse.

Just as I predicted, the pressure works. Vadim reports that Dominic has frantically doubled the outer perimeter patrols at the compound, installing new biometric locks on every door. I look at the updated schematics on my map, a cold, satisfied smile touching my lips. I use a red dry-erase marker to cross out the old security layout. Good. Make it difficult. Make the conquest worthy of my time.

Before I make my final move on Montgomery, I have one loose end to prune. I intercept a man who used to work for me, a man who also took orders from Mikhail. He’s a liability, a link to a past I’ve already burned. I corner him in a damp, garbage-scented alleyway. He doesn’t even have time to register the threat. I use his own silk tie to silence him, pinning him against a brick wall, watching the life drain from his eyes. I retrieve my suppressed weapon before his body even hits the wet pavement. Loose ends are for amateurs.

The final piece of the puzzle clicks into place when I cross-reference Dominic’s private shipping manifests with his confirmed political schedules. He’s planning another high-profile public function, another opportunity to parade Zelda like a trophy. I’ve got a hard deadline. I circle the date on a calendar with a thick, heavy line. I will not let his hands touch her publicly again.

The day before the event, I stand before a three-way mirror in a high-end tailoring shop—one I secretly own. A master tailor makes the final adjustments to a new bespoke charcoal wool suit. It’s my armor. A mask of civilization and control to hide the animal underneath.

"It must move with me," I tell the tailor, the plush weight of the wool a comforting pressure on my shoulders. "Seamless." I execute three sharp, fast movements—a punch, a kick, a draw—testing the fabric’s flexibility. It holds. I nod my approval. "I need no distraction when I take what is mine."

That night, I release the kill shot. A minor but undeniable piece of Montgomery’s financial ledger is leaked to a specific rival politician and a key financial publication. I watch the stock tickers on my display bleed red. The market value of his legitimate assets plummets. The quiet, triumphant ding of the notification signaling the breach is the overture to his ruin. He will not have a penny left to mourn his failure. The asset is leveraged. Now, we begin the execution.

For the first time in months, I’m close. I sit in a surveillance van parked on a dark street, the low rumble of the idling engine a steady vibration under my feet. The air is stale with the smell of old cigarette smoke. On a grainy feed, I see it. A silhouette moving across a third-story window of the Montgomery compound. It’s brief, imperfect, but it’s undeniably her. The urge to ram the gates and burn the whole fucking place down is a violent roar in my head, but I master it. My heart rate remains eerily flat, a testament to my control. Premature action will risk her safety. I lift a half-full cup of black coffee to my lips, but the slight tremor in my hand forces me to set it back down. Soon. Soon, you will be back where you belong.
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