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Chapter 691:

Cailin’s stomach violently contracted. Bile rose in the back of her throat. The sheer, terrifying brilliance
of Charla’s trap finally revealed itself. Charla had not just worn the uniform to kill Amerigo. She had used
the physical altercations they had engaged in over the past weeks — the grabbing, the shoving — to
harvest Cailin’s DNA and plant it on the collar.

O’Connor reached over and pressed a button on a digital recorder.

Cailin’s own voice filled the room, clipped and angry: “I have no interest in watching him burn.” It was
the audio from her phone call with the butler, Charles, heavily edited to sound like a threat.

“Motive. Weapon. DNA on the bloody uniform,” the ADA listed, ticking them off on his fingers. “It’s a
closed loop. We are seeking life without the possibility of parole.”

He pulled a single sheet of paper from his folder and placed a pen next to it.

“This is a plea deal,” the ADA said softly. “Sign a confession for manslaughter right now, and | will
recommend fifteen years. You'll be out before you turn fifty.”

Cailin stared at the piece of paper. The silence in the freezing room stretched for ten agonizing seconds.



Then Cailin began to laugh.

It was not a hysterical laugh. It was a low, grating sound that scraped against the concrete walls. It was
the sound of absolute, freezing contempt.

She raised her head. Her eyes locked onto the ADA, sharp as shattered glass.

“This evidence is too perfect,” Cailin said, her voice dropping to a chilling, steady register. “It reads like a
cheap Hollywood script. Tell me, counselor, if | am the criminal mastermind who bypassed a military-
grade hospital security system and melted the servers with industrial acid...”

She leaned forward as far as the chains would allow.

“...why the hell would | throw the bloody uniform in my own garbage can?”

The ADA’s arrogant expression faltered. His jaw tightened. He opened his mouth to shout, but a massive
commotion erupted in the hallway outside.

The heavy steel door was violently yanked open from the outside.

Callum Vance strode into the interrogation room. He wore a midnight-blue suit and radiated the kind of
power that made police officers nervous. Two junior associates flanked him.



Callum did not look at Cailin. He pointed a manicured finger directly at the ADA’s face.

“Step away from my client immediately,” Callum ordered, his voice echoing like a crack of thunder. He
slammed a document onto the table over the plea deal. “This is a federal injunction halting this
interrogation. If you speak one more word to her without my consent, | will personally drag you before
the ethics committee and strip you of your license to practice law in this state.”

The ADA glared at Callum, but he stepped back from the table.

Cailin let out a slow, shaking breath. The immediate pressure was gone, but the heavy steel chains
around her wrists reminded her that the war had just begun.

The subterranean bail release corridor of the Manhattan Detention Complex smelled of bleach and stale
sweat.

The heavy, reinforced steel doors hummed with a mechanical grind before sliding slowly apart.
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Cailin walked through the threshold. She was still wearing the thin, scratchy grey MDC uniform. Her
hands were free, but the skin around her wrists was rubbed raw, angry red welts standing out against
her pale flesh. Her boots echoed hollowly on the concrete.



Hilliard stood waiting in the shadows of the corridor.

He wore a long, black wool overcoat. The coat hung slightly off-center on his frame, compensating for
the rigid plaster cast encasing his right arm beneath the sleeve. His posture was controlled with visible
effort — the kind of stillness that was not ease, but suppression. The harsh fluorescent lights exposed
the deep, dark circles under his eyes and the violent red webbing of burst capillaries in his sclera. He
looked like a man who had spent the last twelve hours tearing down concrete walls with his bare hands.

The moment Cailin stepped into the light, Hilliard moved.

He crossed the distance in two careful strides. With his left arm, he stripped off his heavy overcoat and
settled it around her shivering shoulders. He did not ask for permission. He used his one functional hand
to pull the lapels tight around her, and then went still — standing close enough that she could feel the
heat radiating from him, his jaw resting lightly against the top of her hair. The gesture was not a
crushing embrace. It was the closest thing to one that a man with three cracked ribs and a fractured
sternum could physically manage.

Callum Vance walked out behind Cailin, snapping his leather briefcase shut.

“Fifty million dollars in cash, Mr. Holloway,” Callum said, his tone entirely professional, though a hint of
awe bled through. “It is the highest bail amount set in the history of this district. The judge also attached
a strict travel ban. She cannot leave the state of New York.”

“The money is irrelevant,” Hilliard replied, his voice a low, rough scrape. He kept his left hand at the
small of Cailin’s back, applying just enough pressure to guide her toward the idling, armored Maybach
parked in the restricted loading zone.



The heavy doors chunked shut, sealing them inside the soundproof cabin.

The air inside the Maybach was warm, thick with the scent of cedarwood and expensive leather. The
sudden shift from the freezing, hostile prison to this absolute luxury snapped the last remaining thread
of Cailin’s control.

She violently shoved Hilliard’s arm away.

She ripped the heavy wool overcoat off her shoulders and hurled it directly at his chest. It struck the
plaster cast with a dull knock. Hilliard caught it against his body with his left forearm, his jaw locking
against whatever that impact cost him.

Her breathing turned into ragged, frantic gasps. Her amber eyes burned with a mixture of absolute
exhaustion and blinding rage.

“It was her!” Cailin screamed, the sound tearing at her raw throat. She pointed a shaking finger at the
tinted window. “Charla planted my DNA on that uniform! She killed Amerigo! Your family’s security is a
pathetic joke, and they are going to lock me in a cage for the rest of my life because of it!”
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Hilliard did not flinch. He let the heavy coat fall to the floorboards. He sat perfectly still, absorbing the
full, violent impact of her terror and wrath — not because he was unmoved, but because any sharp
movement sent white fire through his sternum. He watched the tears of pure frustration spill over her
lower lashes, and the sight physically twisted his gut.



He reached across the space between them with his left hand and caught both her wrists in a single,
firm grip, pinning them still against the seat between them. He did not pull her toward him. He could
not. But his thumb pressed against the frantic pulse point at her wrist, steady and deliberate, until her
struggling began to slow.

llI

“l know,” Hilliard whispered. His voice was not soothing. It was dark, guttural, and terrifyingly cold.
know it was her. | have known since the moment | saw the footage.”

Cailin’s struggles ceased instantly. Her body went completely rigid against him.

She pulled her head back just enough to look into his eyes.

“You knew?” Cailin gasped, her voice trembling with disbelief. “If you knew, why did you let her walk
away? Why did you announce to the entire world that you are marrying her?”

Hilliard’s jaw clenched. The muscles in his face turned to carved granite. He slowly released her wrists.

“The decision was made forty hours ago,” he said. “While you were still in holding. | spent six hours
reviewing every avenue of conventional prosecution with Callum. The conclusion was the same every
time.”

He reached into the inner pocket of his suit jacket with measured care, the motion deliberately shallow
to protect his ribs. He pulled out a thick, cream-colored envelope sealed with gold wax. He handed it to
her.



Cailin took it. Her fingers brushed the raised gold lettering. It was an invitation to the “Century
Engagement Gala” of Hilliard Holloway and Charla English, scheduled for this weekend at The Plaza
Hotel.

“These were printed forty-eight hours ago,” Hilliard said, before she could ask. “The public
announcement was staged in coordination with that. Every hour | spent in that interrogation room,
Gavin was executing the external groundwork. By the time you walked out of those doors, the narrative
was already in motion.”

“Why?” Cailin asked, her voice razor-thin. “Forty-eight hours ago you told the entire world | was worth
more than your company. Now you are announcing an engagement to the woman who framed me for
murder. The public does not forget a contradiction like that in two days.”

“That contradiction is the architecture of the trap,” Hilliard replied. “The media narrative is simple:
Holloway cracked under financial pressure. The man who burned his reputation to protect a wife is now
crawling back to a legacy match to save his stock price. It is entirely believable. It is exactly what
everyone already expects of men like me.” His eyes were flat and surgical. “Charla believes it because
she wants to. Vanity is the most reliable blindfold.”

“And the legal angle?” Cailin pressed. “You cannot hand her to a judge?”
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Hilliard’s expression did not change. “Charla still has access to three senior partners at Whitmore &
Reade who have not yet been cut off. Her personal assets were liquidated in the Chapter 407
enforcement, but she retained a small number of legacy legal instruments — retainers paid years in
advance, favors owed. Enough to manufacture procedural delays. Enough to buy herself a twelve-hour



window to board a private flight to a country with no extradition treaty.” His voice dropped to a lethal,
flat drone. “She would survive. That is not acceptable.”

Hilliard leaned closer. The absolute, psychotic obsession in his amber eyes made the air in the car feel
suffocatingly thin.

“To truly destroy a monster,” Hilliard whispered, “you do not fight them in the mud. You elevate them.
You put a crown on their head. You push them to the absolute peak of their vanity and power. And then,
while the entire world is watching...”

He reached out with his left hand and gently brushed a stray lock of hair behind Cailin’s ear.

“...you drop the guillotine.”

Cailin stared at him. The sheer, calculated malice of his plan sent a shiver down her spine. This was not a
legal strategy. This was a public execution.

“I need you to play your part,” Hilliard continued, his eyes never leaving hers. “l need you to look
terrified. | need you to look like a broken woman facing life in prison. Charla needs to believe she has
won completely. It is the only way she will expose her final vulnerability.”

Cailin looked at the gold-embossed invitation in her hands. She looked back at the Wall Street tyrant
sitting beside her.



“And if your guillotine jams?” Cailin asked, her voice turning to ice. “If she slips the trap, | am the one
who burns. | am the one who goes to prison.”

Hilliard did not hesitate. He raised his left hand, his expression taking on the solemn, terrifying weight of
a blood oath.

“If | fail to clear your name,” Hilliard vowed, “I will confess to the murder myself. | will burn the
Holloway Group to the ground, and | will walk into that cell with you.”

Cailin searched his eyes for ten agonizing seconds. She looked for the lie, the manipulation, the
corporate strategy. She found nothing but absolute, suicidal devotion.

Slowly, Cailin extended her hand.

Hilliard gripped her hand with his left, his grip firm despite the tremor of fatigue running through it. His
large, warm palm enveloped her cold fingers. The physical contact sealed a dark, blood-soaked alliance
in the quiet cabin of the car.

His thumb moved carefully across the angry red welts on her wrist. His eyes softened for a fraction of a
second. “Trust me. Just for three more days.”

Cailin pulled her hand back. She turned her face toward the window, watching the blurred lights of the
Brooklyn Bridge streak past.



“Trust requires collateral, Hilliard,” Cailin murmured.

Hilliard pulled his phone from his pocket. He typed one-handed, slowly, the encrypted message going to
Gavin: Initiate Guillotine Protocol. Cut the English supply lines.

Miles away, in the master bathroom of the English family’s rented Upper East Side apartment — the
mansion long since frozen under asset injunction, this smaller unit the last refuge her lawyers had
managed to preserve on a legacy retainer agreement — Charla stood in front of a massive, gilded
mirror.
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She was wearing a sheer silk robe. She watched the news broadcast on a small television mounted in the
wall. The screen showed Cailin Morton being rushed into a Maybach outside the MDC.

Charla’s lips curled into a vicious, triumphant smile.

She turned her attention to the marble vanity. Resting next to her expensive perfumes was a small,
unmarked glass vial containing a clear liquid. It was a highly illegal, synthetic aphrodisiac, potent enough
to bypass any rational thought.

Charla picked up the vial. She gently stroked her flat stomach.

“Just one night,” Charla whispered to her reflection. “Once | have his heir growing inside me, that bitch
will never see the light of day again.”



Three days later.

The sky above the Holloway family’s private mausoleum in upstate New York was a bruised, violent
purple. A torrential downpour hammered the sprawling hundred-acre estate, the heavy rain turning the
manicured lawns into a muddy swamp.

Outside the towering wrought-iron gates, a chaotic sea of media vans and satellite trucks idled. Dozens
of reporters huddled under umbrellas, their camera lenses pressed against the iron bars, desperate to
capture the power struggle unfolding at the funeral of Amerigo Holloway.

A sleek, midnight-black Rolls-Royce Phantom glided silently through the rain and stopped directly in
front of the gates.

A bodyguard in a dark suit stepped out, instantly opening a massive black umbrella. He pulled the rear
door open.

Hilliard Holloway stepped into the storm.

He wore a bespoke, pitch-black suit that absorbed the weak light. A single white eustoma flower was
pinned to his left lapel. His face was a mask of carved granite, his jaw locked tight. He ignored the frantic
explosions of camera flashes.

He turned back to the open door and extended his left hand.



A slender ankle, clad in a black velvet stiletto, emerged from the car. Cailin placed her hand in his.

She wore a vintage, tailored black trench coat that cinched tightly at her waist. A small black pillbox hat
sat on her head, a delicate black veil dropping down to cover the upper half of her face. The veil
obscured her eyes, but it amplified the cold, untouchable aura radiating from her body.

The press corps erupted into a frenzy of screaming questions. The heir to the Holloway empire was
publicly escorting the prime suspect in his grandfather’s murder into the family crypt.

Hilliard pulled Cailin close to his left side, transferring the umbrella handle to his left grip with practiced
ease, his right arm remaining motionless beneath the coat’s black sleeve, the rigid line of the cast
invisible but constant, and began walking toward the open gates.

Before they could cross the threshold, the screech of tires tore through the sound of the rain.

A silver Bentley Continental swerved aggressively into the driveway, stopping inches from the media
barricade. The rear door flew open.

Charla English stepped out.

She was not wearing mourning attire. She wore a skin-tight, black haute couture gown covered in
thousands of dark sequins that caught the camera flashes like a disco ball. She wore no coat. She
ignored the rain instantly ruining her perfectly styled hair.
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Charla marched toward the gates, her heels clicking sharply on the wet asphalt. She shoved past a
reporter and aimed herself directly at Hilliard’s left side, fully intending to take her place as the
publicized fiancée.

For a fraction of a second, Hilliard’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. Then the mask reassembled
itself — cold, smooth, impenetrable. The Guillotine Protocol demanded patience. It demanded the
crown be placed before the blade fell. Charla needed to believe she had won. Not here. Not yet.

“Charla.” His voice was flat and quiet, carrying no warmth but also no public venom. “This is a funeral.”

But Charla did not read the signal. She never did.

“How dare you bring her here!” Charla shrieked, her voice shrill and hysterical, carrying perfectly to the
microphones. She pointed a manicured finger at Cailin. “She murdered Amerigo! She doesn’t belong
here!”

The cameras swung. The reporters surged forward against the iron bars. Every microphone strained
toward the scene.

Hilliard was still for exactly two seconds.

He had constructed the Guillotine Protocol with surgical precision — let Charla wear the crown, let her
parade her victory, shatter her at the moment of maximum exposure. He had intended to hold the blade



until the engagement dinner, until the contracts were signed, until there was nowhere left for the
English family to run.

But Charla had just screamed the word “murdered” into thirty-seven microphones at his grandfather’s
graveside.

She had just handed him the blade herself.

The calculus shifted in the space of a single breath. A public capitulation here — absorbing her hysteria,
allowing her to stand at his side over Amerigo’s tomb — would read on every front page tomorrow not
as strategy, but as confirmation. Confirmation that the Holloway heir had chosen his grandfather’s
alleged killer over his own fiancée under duress. The stock would not bleed. It would hemorrhage.

The Protocol was not dead. It was accelerating.

Hilliard did not raise his voice. He turned his head toward the lead operative of the Shadow Squad and
gave a single, slow nod.

Four massive operatives materialized from the rain. They moved with terrifying, synchronized speed,
forming a solid wall of muscle and Kevlar between Charla and the gates.

“Miss English is leaving,” Hilliard said, his voice carrying the specific, quiet register he used for things
that were already decided. “See that she does so without further disruption to my grandfather’s
service.”



Charla’s eyes widened in sheer, unadulterated shock. “Hilliard! | am your fiancée! | am an English!”

The operatives did not care. Two of them stepped forward, taking Charla firmly by her bare upper arms.
They did not gently escort her. They moved her backward with the inexorable, mechanical efficiency of
men who had performed this function many times before.

Charla thrashed wildly, screaming obscenities. One of her expensive stilettos snapped off, tumbling into
a muddy puddle. The sequins on her dress scraped against the wet asphalt as she was forced away from
the gates.

The cameras captured every humiliating, degrading second of the spectacle.
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Hilliard did not watch her go. He adjusted his grip on the umbrella with his left hand, ensuring Cailin was
perfectly dry, and guided her through the iron gates.

Deep inside the mausoleum, the air was thick with the smell of damp stone and wilting lilies.

Preston Holloway stood at the head of the massive black marble tomb. He was surrounded by the
remaining board members and family elders. When he saw Hilliard walk in with Cailin, Preston’s face
turned a mottled, furious red.

“Have you lost your mind, Hilliard?” Preston hissed, stepping forward. “You bring a murder suspect to a
family funeral? The stock is already bleeding out!”



Hilliard stopped in front of the tomb. He held Preston’s gaze for a long moment. Then he spoke quietly,
so that only the inner circle could hear.

“The document you are about to see was not the one Cailin destroyed in this room three weeks ago.
That copy died with her refusal. What | am holding is the emergency authentication filed through
Amerigo’s estate counsel forty-eight hours before he was killed — a secondary notarized amendment
deposited directly with the probate court, per the redundancy protocol he established after the Voss
litigation in 2019. His counsel contacted me the morning after his death. Preston. He knew someone
might try to stop this.”

Preston’s mouth opened. Nothing came out.

Hilliard reached into his coat with his left hand and produced a thick legal document bound in blue tape.
He set it on the edge of the tomb, directly in front of Preston, rather than throwing it.

“That is the certified court-filed copy,” Hilliard said. “Cailin Morton is the only recognized guardian of the
Holloway heirs. Her standing in this room is not a matter of your opinion. It is a matter of probate law. If
you wish to contest it, your lawyers know where to file.”

Preston looked at the signature on the document. It was Amerigo’s hand — the cramped, forceful
cursive he had used for sixty years, authenticated by two independent notaries and the seal of the
estate court. His hands shook. He swallowed his rage, knowing a public fight here would trigger a total
corporate collapse.



Cailin stepped forward. She did not look at Preston. She walked to the edge of the black marble tomb.
She took the white eustoma from where it had been pinned to Hilliard’s left lapel and laid it gently on
the cold stone.

Hilliard stood one step behind her, his right arm perfectly still at his side, his left hand loose and open.
He did not speak.

Beneath the black veil, Cailin’s eyes were completely dry. She stared at Amerigo’s carved name. | will
burn the monster who did this to you, she thought silently. But | will do it for me.

Outside the gates, the rain continued to pour.

Charla sat in the back of the silver Bentley, shivering violently. Her sequined dress was smeared with
mud. Her hair was plastered to her skull.

She snatched her phone from her purse and dialed her father, Richard English.
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“He humiliated me!” Charla screamed the moment the line connected, tears of pure, toxic rage
streaming down her face. “He threw me out like a dog in front of the entire city!”

“Calm down, Charla,” Richard’s voice barked through the speaker, tight with anxiety. “We need his
signature on the port contracts tomorrow. Do not ruin this.”



“I am not ruining anything!” Charla shrieked. She looked at her muddy reflection in the window. For a
moment — just a moment — something flickered across her face that was almost like doubt. Then it
was gone. Her eyes burned with psychotic determination. “I am going to Oceancliff tonight. The plan has
not changed. By tomorrow morning, he will be chained to me forever.”

The atmosphere inside the penthouse conference room of the Holloway Group headquarters was toxic.

Richard and Patricia English sat rigidly on one side of the massive glass table. Charla sat between them.
She had changed into a demure, powder-blue designer dress, her hair perfectly blown out. She played
the role of the traumatized, humiliated victim flawlessly, keeping her eyes downcast while her father
raged.

The heavy double doors swung open.

Hilliard walked in. His right arm, still encased in the heavy, rigid plaster cast, hung at his side like a dead
limb. Every step required deliberate, calculated effort to mask the sheer agony of his fractured sternum
and the extensive burns hidden beneath his sharp, slate-grey suit. He did not move with his usual
relaxed grace; instead, he carried himself with a stiff, imposing stillness, radiating a cold, untouchable
authority. Gavin walked a step behind him, carrying a single leather folder.

Hilliard took his seat at the head of the table, exhaling a shallow breath to avoid aggravating his chest.
He rested his functioning left hand on the glass surface, his plastered right arm resting heavily against
his knee, and looked at the English family.

“You publicly assaulted my daughter!” Richard slammed his fist on the glass. “You dragged her through
the mud at a funeral! And then, less than twelve hours later, you initiate this ‘Guillotine Protocol’ and
cut our supply lines?! Millions in inventory are currently bleeding out on the docks! If this is your way of



breaking the engagement, Holloway, we will go to war and pull every cent of our capital out of your firm
by close of business today!”

Patricia leaned forward, her face pinched with aristocratic fury. “You made us a laughingstock and
pushed our company to the brink in one day!”

Hilliard did not react to the shouting. He let the silence stretch until the anger in the room morphed into
nervous tension over their frozen assets.

He let out a slow, heavy sigh. He rubbed his left temple with his good hand, executing a flawless
performance of a man burdened by impossible choices.

“Richard,” Hilliard said, his voice low and smooth. “The Guillotine Protocol was a necessary maneuver.
Do you truly not understand how the media cycle and the market works?”
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Hilliard leaned forward slightly, suppressing a wince, locking eyes with the older man. “Cailin Morton is
currently the most scrutinized woman in America. If | had publicly embraced Charla at my grandfather’s
funeral while Cailin was present, the press would have crucified us. They would have painted Charla as a
homewrecker dancing on a grave. If the market believed our families were in perfect harmony during
that scandal, both our stocks would have plummeted. | cut your supply lines overnight to create a public
rift — to make the SEC and the media believe we were at war. It was a smokescreen.”

He turned his gaze to Charla. His amber eyes softened into a sickeningly perfect imitation of regret.



“l had my men remove you quickly to get you away from the cameras,” Hilliard lied, his voice dripping
with fake sincerity. “Your dress was... highly visible. | was protecting you. The economic strike was just
theater to protect the English family’s reputation.”

Charla looked up. The anger in her eyes wavered, instantly replaced by a desperate, pathetic need to
believe him.

Hilliard didn’t give them time to process the lie. He pushed the leather folder across the table toward
Richard with his left hand.

“To prove my commitment to this alliance,” Hilliard announced, “I have upgraded the engagement gala.
It will not be held here. It will be held tomorrow night in the Grand Ballroom of The Plaza Hotel. Five
hundred guests. Global media coverage.”

Richard opened the folder. His eyes widened.

“And,” Hilliard added, delivering the kill shot, “to compensate for the temporary freeze on your supply
lines, upon the signing of the marriage certificate, the operational rights to the Holloway deep-water
ports in Rotterdam and Hamburg will be transferred to the English Group.”

The sheer, staggering volume of wealth instantly erased all memory of the mud, the humiliation, and the
morning’s financial panic.

Richard’s face broke into a greedy, sycophantic smile. “Hilliard, my boy. | knew you had a larger strategy.
This more than covers the disruptions at the docks. This is... this is more than acceptable.”



Patricia beamed, reaching out to pat Charla’s hand. “You see, darling? He was just protecting you. Why
don’t you go to the Oceancliff villa tonight? Wait for him there. Make up for lost time.”

Charla blushed, a sickeningly sweet smile spreading across her face. “I'll be waiting, Hilliard.”

The meeting concluded in a nauseating display of fake pleasantries. Because of his injuries, Hilliard
remained seated, nodding to Gavin, who walked them to the private elevator. He watched the doors
slide shut on their smiling faces.

The instant the metal doors clicked together, the fake warmth vanished from Hilliard’s face, replaced by
absolute, freezing apathy. He finally allowed himself to lean back in the chair, a momentary grimace
flashing across his face as the pain in his sternum flared.

Gavin stepped up beside him.

“Sir,” Gavin reported, his voice low. “The security feeds at the Oceancliff villa have been compromised.
Charla’s private detail bypassed the main firewall. They have disabled the lights in the master bedroom
and installed a micro-infrared camera facing the bed.”

Hilliard stared at the closed elevator doors. “And the chemical agent?”



“Confirmed,” Gavin said. “A highly concentrated, synthetic airborne aphrodisiac has been loaded into
the HVAC vent above the bed. It will induce severe sensory disorientation within three minutes of
inhalation.”

Hilliard’s lips curled into a cruel, terrifying sneer.

“Greed makes people blind,” Hilliard murmured. “Send the proxy in. Make sure he wears my cologne.”

Night fell over Long Island.

Chapter 700:

Inside the sprawling Oceancliff villa, Charla lay in the center of the massive king-size bed. She wore a
sheer, crimson silk nightgown. The room was pitch black, save for the faint, red blinking light of the
infrared camera hidden on the vanity.

The air in the room was thick, heavy with a cloying, sickeningly sweet floral scent. Charla’s skin was
already flushed, her pulse racing erratically as the chemical agent flooded her bloodstream.

She heard the heavy oak door of the bedroom click open.

A massive silhouette stepped into the room. The figure was tall, with broad shoulders that perfectly
matched Hilliard’s dimensions. The man immediately reached back and locked the door.



“Hilliard,” Charla breathed, her voice a desperate, drug-laced whine. She writhed against the silk sheets.
“You made me wait so long...”

The dark figure did not speak. He moved toward the bed with heavy, aggressive steps.

He grabbed her wrists, pinning them above her head, and crushed his weight against her.

Charla gasped. The man was rough, almost violent, but the aphrodisiac had completely scrambled her
neural pathways. She smelled the familiar, expensive bergamot and cedarwood cologne. She
surrendered entirely to the darkness, convinced she was securing her crown.

Five hundred meters away, parked on a dark, tree-lined access road, a black surveillance van sat idling.

Hilliard sat in the back of the van, surrounded by glowing monitors. He held a glass of scotch in his left
hand, his ruined right arm resting completely dead on his lap.

He stared at the center screen. The infrared feed showed the glowing, white-hot thermal signatures of
two bodies thrashing on the bed.

Hilliard watched the grotesque display with absolute, clinical detachment. He reached out with his good
hand and pressed the red “RECORD” button on the console. The trap was set.

The crisp autumn wind whipped down Park Avenue.



A black Holloway SUV idled near the curb outside the Dalton School. Hilliard stood on the sidewalk,
wearing a tailored navy cashmere overcoat. He watched the heavy oak doors of the elite private school
swing open.

Aron, Davy, and Elia walked out together. They wore pristine, matching Dalton uniforms.

The moment they saw Hilliard, the children stopped dead in their tracks.

Davy’s small hands balled into fists. He immediately stepped in front of Elia, his chin jutting out in pure,
unfiltered defiance. Aron simply stared at Hilliard, his eyes cold and calculating behind his glasses.

Hilliard felt a sharp, physical ache splinter behind his ribs. He took a slow step forward and crouched
down to their eye level.

“I came to take you home,” Hilliard said, keeping his voice carefully neutral, terrified of spooking them.

Elia shrank behind Davy’s back. She peeked out, her large eyes filled with apprehension. “Bad man,” she
whispered, the words barely audible over the traffic.

Hilliard closed his eyes for a fraction of a second, absorbing the pain.



The passenger door of the SUV opened. Cailin stepped out onto the pavement. She wore a beige trench
coat, her hair pulled back in a severe knot.

The children instantly broke formation and ran to her, burying their faces in her coat. Davy pointed an
accusing finger at Hilliard.



