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Chapter 531:

He walked directly to Cailin. He positioned the umbrella perfectly over her head, instantly cutting off the
freezing rain. With a smooth, practiced motion, Kegan took off his dry, tailored suit jacket and draped it
over Cailin’s shivering shoulders.

“You are trespassing, Mr. Holloway,” Kegan said, looking down at Hilliard kneeling in the mud. His voice
dripped with aristocratic disdain and absolute mockery.

Hilliard saw Kegan’s hands resting on Cailin’s shoulders.

The pathetic, begging despair in Hilliard’s eyes instantly vanished. A violent, feral wave of territorial rage
exploded in his brain. He scrambled up from the mud, his boots slipping, his face twisted in pure
murder.

“Take your hands off my wife!” Hilliard roared, lunging wildly at Kegan.

He didn’t even make it two steps.

The two mercenaries flanking him moved with brutal efficiency. One of them swung the heavy polymer
stock of his submachine gun, smashing it directly into Hilliard’s injured shoulder.



The sickening crack of bone echoed in the rain.

Hilliard’s legs gave out. He crashed hard back into the mud, coughing up a mouthful of rainwater and
fresh blood.

Kegan didn’t even blink. He didn’t look at Hilliard. He gently pulled Cailin closer to his side.

“Let’s go, Cali,” Kegan said softly. “Don’t let this garbage ruin your eyes.”

Cailin did not push Kegan away. She didn’t look back at the man bleeding in the dirt. She turned around
and let Kegan guide her toward the exit.

“Cailin! No! Please!” Hilliard screamed, reaching his hand out toward her retreating back, his voice
tearing into a desperate, horrific shriek.

The only answer he got was the cold, indifferent sound of the rain.

The heavy, armored door of the Maybach slammed shut, sealing Cailin inside the warm, dry cabin.

Kegan did not get into the car.



He handed the large black umbrella to one of his mercenaries. He stood in the pouring rain, the water
instantly soaking his expensive dress shirt. He turned around and slowly walked back to where Hilliard
was lying in the mud.

Hilliard was clutching his bleeding shoulder. He forced himself to roll over, pushing his chest off the
ground. He looked up at Kegan, his dead eyes burning with a toxic, consuming hatred.

Kegan stopped two feet away. He looked down at the former king of Wall Street, a cruel, sadistic smirk
playing on his lips.

“Look at you, Holloway,” Kegan said, his voice easily cutting through the noise of the storm. “You look
like a stray dog that got kicked out into the street.”

“Shut your mouth... you opportunistic parasite,” Hilliard snarled, his teeth stained with his own blood.
He tried to reach out and grab Kegan’s ankle.

Kegan casually took a half-step back, easily avoiding the muddy hand.

“Opportunistic?” Kegan let out a dark chuckle. “Five years ago, when she was bleeding out in a dirty
clinic, carrying your children, | was the one who gave her the money to survive.”

Kegan's eyes turned cold and merciless.
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“When your family hunted her like an animal, | gave her the identity of ‘Cali’. | gave her an empire.”
Kegan’s words were precise, surgical strikes aimed directly at Hilliard’s deepest guilt. “What did you give
her? Betrayal. A cage. A dead daughter. You don’t even have the right to say her name.”

Hilliard’s jaw trembled violently. The truth of Kegan’s words ripped through his chest, paralyzing his
lungs. He grabbed his own hair, letting out a low, agonizing moan of pure defeat.

Kegan reached into his coat pocket. He pulled out a small, black velvet box and held it in front of
Hilliard’s face, slowly popping the lid open.

Resting on the black velvet was a massive, flawless ruby engagement ring. It was the exact same ring he
had thrown away in a fit of rage days ago.

“You thought I'd just leave a trophy of this magnitude in the dirt?” Kegan mocked, his eyes gleaming
with sadistic triumph as he watched Hilliard’s face pale. “My men retrieved it the moment | left. After
all, every weapon should be saved for the moment it can inflict the most damage.”

Even in the dark, gloomy rain, the blood-red stone seemed to glow with a violent, predatory light.

Hilliard’s pupils shrank to the size of pinpricks. His breathing completely stopped.

“| proposed to her,” Kegan stated. His tone was calm, absolute, and carried the weight of a death
sentence.



“She hasn't said yes yet, but it is only a matter of time,” Kegan continued, twisting the knife. “I will give
her the safest fortress in the world. And | will become the true father to Aron and Davy.”

The mention of his sons being raised by this warlord snapped the last remaining thread of Hilliard’s
sanity.

“No! You will never touch them!” Hilliard exploded.

He ignored the blinding pain in his chest. He launched himself up from the mud with terrifying, feral
speed, throwing a wild, desperate punch aimed directly at Kegan’s throat.

Kegan didn’t even break a sweat. He simply tilted his head, letting Hilliard’s fist slice through the empty
air. In the same fluid motion, Kegan drove his knee upward with devastating force, burying it deep into
Hilliard’s stomach.

Hilliard’s eyes bulged. He violently vomited a mixture of rainwater and blood. His body folded in half,
and he crashed back into the freezing mud, completely incapacitated.

Kegan casually adjusted his wet cuffs, looking down at the broken man with absolute boredom.

“Don’t let your pathetic possessiveness blind you to reality,” Kegan warned, his voice dropping to a
lethal, freezing register. “In Europe, | make the rules. If you ever come near her or those boys again, |
will erase the Holloway family from the face of the earth.”



It was not a boast. It was a factual statement from a man who controlled a global shadow army.

Kegan turned and walked toward the waiting Maybach. Just as he reached for the door handle, he
paused and looked back over his shoulder.

“Oh, by the way,” Kegan sneered. “I heard you are throwing a Century Engagement party for Charla
English. Congratulations. A whore and a dog make a perfect match.”
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Kegan got into the car. The heavy engines revved, and the convoy of black vehicles tore out of the
cemetery, leaving Hilliard entirely alone in the storm.

Hilliard lay flat on his back in the mud. The freezing rain hammered against his face, washing the blood
from his lips. He stared up at the black, empty sky.

| will become the true father to Aron and Davy.

The words echoed in his brain like a demonic chant. The crushing despair in his chest began to mutate. It
hardened, solidifying into a dark, psychotic, and absolutely unstoppable obsession.

Hilliard slowly curled his muddy fingers into fists. His fingernails dug so hard into his palms that they
drew fresh blood.



“I will never let you have them,” Hilliard whispered to the rain. “I will tear the world apart first.”

A terrifying, suicidal resolve locked into place in his mind. The Wall Street wolf was dead. A monster had
just been born in the mud.

The next day at noon, the fog over Long Island had cleared, revealing a pale, cold sun.

A massive, obnoxiously bright pink Rolls-Royce Phantom crunched its way up the gravel driveway of the
Holloway estate. The car screamed of new money and desperate attention.

Charla English stepped out of the back seat.

She was wearing a pair of oversized Chanel sunglasses and six-inch Christian Louboutin heels. She had
deliberately chosen a sheer silk blouse with a plunging neckline, making absolutely sure that the dark,
aggressive hickeys on her collarbone were visible to everyone.

She walked up the marble steps with the arrogant, untouchable swagger of a conquering queen.

The head butler stood at the massive oak doors. His face was a mask of polite indifference. He did not
bow.



“Have my luggage taken directly to Hilliard’s master suite,” Charla ordered, not even looking at the man
as she took off her sunglasses.

“l apologize, Ms. English,” the butler replied smoothly. “The master suite is strictly off-limits to
everyone. Your accommodations have been prepared in the East Wing guest quarters.”

Charla stopped. Her jaw tightened. She wanted to scream at the servant, but she forced herself to
swallow the insult. She assumed this was just some archaic, conservative family rule about unmarried
couples.

“Fine,” Charla scoffed, pushing past him into the grand foyer.

She walked down the hallway, her heels clicking loudly on the marble, and stepped into the massive,
two-story main living room.

The moment she crossed the threshold, her entire body froze. The breath was violently sucked out of
her lungs.

Sitting cross-legged on the priceless Persian rug in the center of the room were two five-year-old boys.
They were wearing tailored, miniature navy-blue suits, silently playing a game with a limited-edition,
solid silver chess set.

Charla’s pupils dilated in absolute horror.



She stared at their faces. The sharp jawlines, the high cheekbones, the deep-set, arrogant eyes. It was
like looking at a terrifying, perfect cloning experiment of Hilliard Holloway.

Her heart hammered against her ribs. The false sense of security she had built up over the last twenty-
four hours completely shattered.
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Jeraldine Holloway was sitting on the sofa next to them. The usually cold, hysterical matriarch was
smiling warmly, carefully peeling the skin off expensive imported grapes and placing them on a silver
plate for the boys.

“Oh, Charla. You’ve arrived,” Jeraldine said. She didn’t look up from the grapes. Her tone was flat,
dismissive, and completely lacked the desperate warmth she used to show Charla.

“Aunt Jeraldine...” Charla stammered, her voice shaking uncontrollably. Her fingers dug into the leather
of her designer handbag. “Who... who are these children?”

Jeraldine finally looked up. Her eyes were cold and sharp.

“Watch your tone, Charla,” Jeraldine corrected her, her voice dripping with absolute aristocratic pride.
“These are Aron and Davy. Hilliard’s biological sons. The primary heirs to the Holloway empire.”

The words hit Charla like a physical blow to the head. The room spun.



Cailin, that filthy bitch... she hid two boys!

Charla’s mind screamed in pure, toxic jealousy. She had risked federal prison to murder Elia, thinking she
had severed Cailin’s only tie to the family. Now she was staring at two living, breathing trump cards that
instantly rendered her useless.

Aron picked up a silver knight from the chessboard. He slowly turned his head. His amber eyes locked
onto Charla, scanning her up and down with the cold, calculating gaze of a predator evaluating a piece
of meat.

“Grandmother,” Davy spoke up. His voice was bright and innocent, but his eyes were lethal. He pointed
a small finger directly at Charla. “Is this the evil old auntie who got jealous and pushed people into the
ocean?”

Charla’s face turned the color of chalk. Panic seized her throat. She looked at Jeraldine, desperate to
defend herself.

“Children say the strangest things,” Jeraldine said smoothly. She didn’t scold Davy. Instead, she shot
Charla a dark, warning glare.

In this house, the bloodline was god. Two pure-blooded male heirs held infinitely more power than a
woman who hadn’t even signed a marriage certificate yet.



Charla instantly realized she was losing ground. She forced her facial muscles to stretch into a
sickeningly sweet, maternal smile. She walked over and knelt on the rug near the chessboard.

“Hello there, sweethearts,” Charla cooed, reaching her hand out to gently pat Aron’s head. “l am Auntie
Charla. We are going to be a family soon. | promise to love you just like your real mommy would.”

Smack!

Aron’s hand shot up with terrifying speed. He slapped Charla’s hand away with a force that stung her
skin.

“Do not touch me with your garbage hands,” Aron stated. His voice was dead flat, completely devoid of
emotion, but his eyes radiated pure, concentrated murder.

Charla gasped, pulling her reddened hand back. Humiliation burned her cheeks. Her long acrylic nails
dug so hard into her palms they nearly drew blood.

She lowered her head, letting her hair fall forward to hide the absolute, psychotic rage twisting her
features.

These two little bastards are going to die, Charla vowed silently.

The war for the Holloway throne had just begun.



That evening, the atmosphere in the Holloway estate’s grand dining room was suffocatingly tense.
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The massive, thirty-seat mahogany table was illuminated by the soft, warm glow of a crystal chandelier.
Aron and Davy were seated in the positions of absolute honor, right next to the head of the table.
Jeraldine sat across from them, doting on their every move.

Charla was exiled to the very end of the long table, physically and symbolically pushed to the absolute
margins of the family’s power structure.

A team of servers, led by a Michelin three-star executive chef, silently placed exquisite French appetizers
in front of the guests.

Charla swallowed her burning humiliation from the afternoon. She plastered a gentle, loving smile on
her face, determined to win Jeraldine’s favor by playing the perfect, nurturing mother figure.

“Aron, Davy, is the food to your liking?” Charla asked, projecting her voice down the long table. “If you
enjoy it, Auntie can sit with you every day and make sure you eat well.”

Aron picked up a solid silver knife and fork. He elegantly sliced a small piece of foie gras. He didn’t even
glance in Charla’s direction.



“We are accustomed to the strict standards of our private chefs in Europe,” Aron said, his tone dripping
with aristocratic boredom. “These Michelin-style restaurant dishes might be fine for the general public,
but they lack the exclusive, bespoke touch we prefer.”

Jeraldine’s face tightened slightly. She was clearly displeased and anxious that the grand welcome
dinner wasn’t meeting her precious grandsons’ refined tastes.

Charla saw Jeraldine’s frown and immediately sensed a golden opportunity to play the savior and prove
her worth.

“Well, if that’s the case,” Charla said, standing up enthusiastically, “why don’t | go to the kitchen and
personally oversee a special dish just for you two? I'll make sure it meets your standards.”

Davy paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. A dark, mischievous glint flashed in his amber eyes.

“Really?” Davy asked, tilting his head with a challenging, arrogant smirk. “Back in Europe, we were used
to having a specific French consommé to settle our stomachs before the main course. It has to be
elevated with the essence of white truffles. Is this kitchen even capable of producing something so
refined on such short notice?”

“Of course! It would be my pleasure to make sure it’s done perfectly for you,” Charla beamed, thrilled to
have finally engaged them and eager to show off in front of Jeraldine. She practically ran out of the
dining room toward the massive estate kitchens.

In reality, Charla English had never cooked a meal in her life, nor did she understand the nuances of
high-end gastronomy.



She swept into the state-of-the-art kitchen, where the executive chef and his team were plating the
main course with silent precision.

“Stop what you’re doing,” she commanded, her voice sharp and arrogant. “I need a consommé. The best
you have. And | want you to add a massive amount of truffle flavor to it. The boys specifically challenged
me, and | need them to be overwhelmed by how rich it is!”
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The executive chef, a stern Frenchman with a notorious temper, looked at her as if she were a piece of
dirt on his shoe. He despised new-money clients who thought throwing heavy artificial flavors at a dish
equated to taste. With a barely concealed sneer, he gestured to a sous chef.

“Prepare a broth. And use the commercial-grade truffle oil for Ms. English’s ‘rich’ dish. The strongest
one we have.” He knew the synthetic, overpowering scent would be an insult to any refined palate.

Thirty minutes later, Charla proudly marched back into the dining room.

She carried a silver tray holding two delicate porcelain bowls. A strong, almost chemical scent of truffle
oil wafted through the air.

“Here you go, boys. Exactly as you requested,” Charla smiled, placing the bowls in front of them.



Davy picked up his silver spoon. He leaned forward and took a small sniff of the broth.

Instantly, Davy dropped the spoon. It clattered loudly against the porcelain plate. He threw his hands
over his nose and mouth, making a loud, dramatic gagging sound.

“Oh my god! What is that disgusting smell?!” Davy yelled, his face twisted in exaggerated horror.

Charla’s smile froze. “What’s wrong? It’s white truffle...”

Aron looked down at the bow! with an expression of absolute, freezing disdain. He looked up at Charla,
his eyes filled with the kind of class superiority that only centuries of old money could breed.

“Real, established families only shave fresh white truffles directly over the dish at the table,” Aron
stated, his voice echoing clearly in the silent room. He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms.

“Only tasteless, new-money trash use cheap, synthetic truffle oil to hide the smell of rotting
ingredients,” Aron sneered. “Are you trying to poison us with industrial chemicals? Is this what passes
for ‘high society’ in your family?”

The words hit Charla like a physical slap to the face. The brutal, surgical precision of the class insult
completely stripped away her carefully crafted socialite mask.



“You... you little brats! You’re lying! | had the chef make this exactly for you!” Charla stammered, her
voice cracking, her face turning bright red with fury.

“Enough, Charlal!”

Jeraldine slammed her hand down on the table. The silverware rattled. Her face was dark with anger.

She was already annoyed by Charla’s desperate acting, but seeing her grandsons physically repulsed by
the offering and then hearing Charla yell at them was the final straw.

“If you do not understand basic culinary etiquette and high-class taste, do not embarrass yourself — and
my family — in my dining room!” Jeraldine scolded sharply. “Take this garbage away immediately!”

The servers standing along the walls kept their heads bowed, but Charla could feel their eyes on her. She
could feel their silent, mocking laughter.

Charla stood frozen at the end of the table. Her entire body shook violently. Tears of pure, burning
humiliation welled up in her eyes. She, the heiress of the English family, had just been publicly degraded
and called trash by two five-year-olds.

She looked at Aron and Davy. The two boys stared back at her with wide, innocent eyes that hid a lethal,
mocking triumph.



“l... apologize, Aunt Jeraldine. | am not feeling well,” Charla choked out.
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She turned and practically ran out of the dining room, fleeing the suffocating humiliation. She sprinted
up the stairs to the guest wing, slammed the door of her room, and locked it. She grabbed a heavy
antique brass lamp from the nightstand and hurled it directly into the massive floor-to-ceiling mirror,
shattering the glass into a thousand pieces.

Panting heavily, her eyes wide with psychotic rage, Charla pulled out her encrypted phone.

“l need a top-tier cleanup crew,” Charla hissed into the phone, her voice trembling with murderous
intent, laced with dark, calculating venom. “Two targets. Inside the Holloway estate. | don’t care what it
costs. | need you to start infiltrating their security grid immediately. Find the blind spots in the camera
feeds. Map out the patrol routes. Wait for the perfect, untraceable opening, and dispose of those two
little bastards. Make it look like a tragic, unavoidable accident.”

The Holloway estate’s formal dining room was bathed in the cold, precise light of a late autumn noon.

Sunlight streamed through floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating a long mahogany table set with
imported Belgian linen and heavy silver cutlery. Expensive white roses — three dozen stems at least —
stood in crystal vases every three feet, their sterile fragrance masking nothing of the tension that had
settled into the room’s bones like rot.

Charla English stood near the sideboard, wearing an apron that cost more than most people’s monthly
rent. The fabric was hand-embroidered Italian linen, the straps delicate silk. She had spent forty minutes
in front of a mirror that morning, artfully smudging flour across her forehead and cheek, arranging stray
hairs to suggest exhaustion. Her French manicure remained pristine beneath the cosmetic dirt.



It was all a meticulously crafted performance. The encrypted phone was safely hidden in her room; the
top-tier cleanup crew she had hired the night before had informed her they needed at least forty-eight
hours to bypass the Holloway security grid and map the camera blind spots. Until then, she had to play
the part of a broken, desperately apologetic woman seeking redemption. If Jeraldine and those two
demonic little boys thought she was nothing more than a pathetic, try-hard socialite obsessed with
winning their approval, they would drop their guard. Let them mock her fake cooking — they wouldn’t
see the real blade coming.

“Aunt Jeraldine,” Charla called out, her voice pitched to that specific register of humble warmth she had
practiced for years. “I started at five this morning. Organic ingredients only. | wanted the boys to taste
something made with real love. | know | was foolish yesterday, and | want to make amends.”

Jeraldine Holloway sat at the head of the table, her fingers drumming against her wheelchair’s armrest.
Since the previous evening’s humiliation — the truffle oil disaster, the public scolding — she had
maintained a frost toward Charla that could preserve meat. But now, watching the steaming dishes
emerge from the kitchen on silver carts, her expression remained impassive.

The head butler lifted the first cloche with theatrical precision.

Boeuf bourguignon. The rich, wine-dark scent of properly braised beef filled the room, followed by
escargots de Bourgogne, their garlic-butter perfume curling upward like visible temptation.

Jeraldine’s nostrils flared. Her shoulders did not relax.
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“A display,” she murmured, her voice low and critical. “Let us hope the substance matches the
spectacle.”

Charla allowed herself a small, hidden triumphant smile. She had spent fifteen thousand dollars of her
dwindling English family funds on this meal, channeled through three shell companies to hide the Le
Bernardin origin. The restaurant’s executive chef had personally supervised the packaging. It was an
expensive smoke screen, but a necessary one to cement her alibi as a harmless, groveling fool.

The double doors opened.

Aron and Davy entered in matching navy blazers, their small frames rigid with the posture of European
boarding school veterans. They did not look at Charla. They moved to their assigned seats — positions of
honor flanking Jeraldine’s right hand — and sat without speaking.

“Darlings,” Jeraldine cooed, instantly transformed. “Auntie Charla has prepared something special for
you. Isn’t that thoughtful?”

Aron picked up his silver fork. He prodded a cube of beef, turning it to examine the cut face. The meat
separated with unnatural uniformity, each fiber aligned like engineered architecture.

He set the fork down. It clicked against the porcelain with deliberate loudness.

“Charla,” Aron said. He did not use any honorific. “Are you certain you prepared this yourself?”



Charla’s smile tightened at the corners. “Of course, sweetheart. | studied Michelin techniques for
weeks.”

“The cutting edge is too uniform.” Aron’s voice carried the flat, instructional tone of a quality control
inspector. “This is industrial sous-vide processing. The thermal immersion circulator leaves a signature
texture. No home kitchen produces this.”

Davy had already produced a tablet from his blazer pocket. His small fingers danced across the screen
with the speed of a concert pianist.

“Manhattan’s Le Bernardin,” Davy read aloud, “processed a takeout order at 10:47 AM this morning.
Client name: English Holdings shell account. Total: $14,847.32.”

He turned the tablet around. The screen displayed the itemized receipt in high resolution.

Charla’s face went through several colors. The flour on her forehead suddenly looked ridiculous — a
child’s costume smudge on a woman playing at domesticity. Her heart skipped a beat, not out of shame
for the lie, but out of genuine shock at how effortlessly these five-year-olds had dismantled her cover
story. If they were this vigilant, the hitmen were going to have a much harder time.

“That’s — that’s absurd,” she stammered. “I selected organic ingredients personally from —"

Aron tapped his smartwatch twice.



The massive LCD screen mounted on the dining room wall — normally used for ambient art displays —
flickered. The pastoral landscape dissolved into grainy security footage.

The estate’s rear service entrance. 11:23 AM. Charla’s personal assistant, a nervous young man in anill-
fitting suit, transferring white cardboard containers from an unmarked van into Holloway silver serving
dishes.

The footage played in silence. The timestamp burned in the corner like evidence in a courtroom.

Jeraldine’s hand closed around her water glass. Her knuckles went white, then purple.

“You used takeout,” she whispered. The whisper grew. “You used takeout to deceive me? In my own
house?”

“Aunt Jeraldine, | only wanted —”
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“Wanted what?” Jeraldine’s voice cracked like a whip. “To make a fool of me? To poison my grandsons
with restaurant slop?”

Charla’s eyes filled with tears — real ones, born of genuine panic. Her entire strategy to lay low and
appear harmless was falling apart in seconds. “l was trying to show my devotion, my willingness to serve
the family —”



The dining room doors opened again.

Hilliard Holloway stood in the frame. He wore a charcoal suit that hung slightly loose on his frame,
evidence of the weight he’d lost since the hospital. The bruise under his eye had faded to yellow. His
gaze swept the room, cataloging the screen, Charla’s flour-smudged face, the untouched plates of
expensive fraud.

He walked to the head of the table. The agony in his sternum was a constant, grinding reminder of his
failure, but the despair had been cauterized, replaced by a cold, clear purpose. The monster born in the
mud now wore a suit. Each step was measured, controlled, but something in his shoulders suggested a
man holding himself back from violence by threads of will alone.

“Hilliard,” Charla breathed. She moved toward him, hands reaching. “You understand, don’t you? | was
only trying to —”

He stepped sideways, avoiding her touch with the efficiency of a man dodging traffic.

“Holloway estates do not harbor liars,” Hilliard said. His voice was quiet. It was worse than shouting.
“You have confused this house with a stage, Ms. English. You are not an actress. You are not a chef. You
are a parasite we have tolerated too long.”

Charla’s hands fell to her sides. Her mouth opened, closed.



“Since you express such passion for culinary service,” Hilliard continued, “you will demonstrate it
properly. Effective immediately, all private chef services are suspended for your use. For thirty days, you
will prepare one hundred organic meals daily for the estate’s security and domestic staff. You will source
ingredients yourself. You will cook yourself. If any dish fails inspection, or if you are discovered using
assistance —” he paused, letting the silence stretch “— our engagement will be postponed indefinitely.”

Charla’s vision swam. The room tilted. She saw herself in the estate’s industrial kitchen, hands raw from
potato peeling, serving meals to people she had once ordered around like furniture.

The humiliation was physical. It was a weight on her chest, crushing breath. Worse, being confined to
the kitchens under strict supervision would make it nearly impossible for her to coordinate with her
assassins.

“l understand,” she whispered.

Aron and Davy stood in unison. They walked past her without acknowledgment, their small shoes silent
on the Persian carpet. At the doorway, Aron glanced back once. His amber eyes — Hilliard’s eyes — held
nothing but cold assessment.

The message was clear. This was only the beginning.

As the boys left, Julian Holloway passed them in the hall, nodding curtly. He gave the tense scene in the
dining room a single, amused glance.
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“Well, this looks dreadful,” he announced to no one in particular. “I think I'll practice my swing in the
rear garden. The fresh air might clear the stench of desperation.”

He strolled out through a side door, a titanium driver already in his hand.

The Holloway estate’s subterranean kitchen was a cathedral of stainless steel and forced air.

Charla stood at a prep station designed for twelve professional cooks, alone. The industrial lights
bleached her skin to the color of old candle wax. Before her lay mountains of vegetables — fifty pounds
of potatoes, thirty pounds of onions, cases of carrots still flecked with garden soil.

Her hands were ruined.

The French manicure had chipped away entirely. Three fingernails were cracked down to the quick. A
deep slice across her left palm, poorly bandaged with paper towels, seeped blood that kept smearing
across the vegetables.

She gripped a chef’s knife and brought it down hard. The blade bit into a potato, stuck, required
wrenching free.

“Filthy little bastards,” she muttered. The words had become a mantra, repeated with each stroke of the
knife. “Filthy, filthy little bastards.”



The kitchen’s rear exit led to a service alley. Charla dropped her knife, stripped off the stained apron,
and walked out into the afternoon light.

The estate’s rear gardens spread before her, manicured to mathematical perfection. She had walked
these paths a hundred times, always as mistress, never as servant. The perspective shift was nauseating.

Then she saw them.

Aron and Davy sat on a stone bench near the ornamental hedge maze. They had changed into casual
clothes — small jeans, matching windbreakers — and were bent over a laptop, their heads nearly
touching. The afternoon sun caught their dark hair and sharp cheekbones.

Charla’s breath stopped. Her heart began to pound in her throat, a trapped animal throwing itself
against her windpipe.

They did this. They planned this. They destroyed me.

Her eyes swept the garden with desperate, hunting intensity. The tool shed. The maintenance
equipment. Something. Anything.

The heavy-duty weeding drone sat on its charging pad beside the shed — a matte black hexacopter the
size of a coffee table. Its six rotors were folded, but she knew the machine. She had seen it trim the
estate’s perimeter hedges with titanium blades spinning at lethal velocity.



The gardener’s control tablet lay on a nearby bench, screen still lit. The man himself was visible in the
distance, pruning roses with hand shears, his back turned.

Charla moved without conscious decision. Her body knew what her mind had not yet accepted.

She picked up the tablet. The interface was simple — manual override, target selection, thrust
calibration. Her finger trembled as she dragged the selection box over the bench where the boys sat.
The drone’s camera feed showed them in high definition, unaware, vulnerable.

Her thumb hovered over the engage button.

Do it. Do it now. Before they ruin everything else.

She pressed down.



