Second chance 711

Chapter 711:

“Do you know what triggered the margin call?” Cailin asked softly. “It was a twenty-five million dollar
charge at Harry Winston. The moment that transaction hit the ledger, your creditors panicked. They
pulled the plug.”

Charla’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. She pressed her trembling hands against the glass.

“You didn’t just destroy your own life, Charla,” Cailin whispered, delivering the final, lethal psychological
blow. “Your vanity bankrupted your entire family. You burned your own house down for a bracelet you
couldn’t even afford.”

The reality of the destruction crashed down on Charla. The last fragile pillar of her sanity snapped.

Charla dropped the phone. She slammed her fists against the bulletproof glass, screaming incoherently,
her face contorted into a mask of pure, rabid madness.

Cailin hung up the receiver. She stood up, smoothed her white jacket, and walked out of the room,
leaving the screaming monster locked in a cage of her own making.

Four hours later.



The wind howled across the private tarmac at John F. Kennedy International Airport.

A massive Gulfstream G650, bearing the sleek logo of “The Vault,” idled on the runway. The jet engines
whined with contained power.

Cailin stood at the base of the airstairs. She wore a long camel coat against the chill. Elia held her left
hand tightly. Aron and Davy stood beside her, their small backpacks slung over their shoulders.

Kegan stood halfway up the stairs, waiting for them.

Cailin looked out across the vast, empty expanse of concrete.

Parked two hundred yards away, sitting alone on the hood of a black SUV, was Hilliard.

He wore a dark jacket, the collar turned up against the wind. He made no move to approach. He did not
send his guards. He simply sat there, watching the only family he had ever wanted prepare to leave the
continent.

Cailin stared at him across the distance. The physical ache in her chest returned, a dull, persistent throb.
She knew he was letting her go because it was the only way to prove he had changed.

Cailin raised her hand. She did not wave. She simply held his gaze.



Her lips moved, forming the words silently against the wind.

Goodbye, Hilliard.

She turned, took Elia’s hand, and walked up the stairs. The heavy cabin door sealed shut behind her.

The Gulfstream taxied down the runway, its engines roaring as it lifted off into the grey sky, leaving New
York, and the ashes of the Holloway empire, far behind.

The cold, sterile air of the Geneva private airport terminal was a stark contrast to the chaotic storm
Cailin had left behind in New York. Almost five days had passed since she had walked away from a
kneeling Hilliard Holloway on the stage of The Plaza Hotel, leaving the glittering ruins of her old life in
her wake. Now, surrounded by the quiet efficiency of the Swiss, the adrenaline had finally begun to
recede, leaving a hollow, aching exhaustion in its place.

Chapter 712:

Inside the soundproofed VIP lounge, the roar of the Gulfstream’s engines taxiing on the tarmac was
reduced to a low, steady hum. Cailin sat in a plush leather armchair, her amber eyes fixed on the rain-
slicked runway lights. She had left Hilliard standing in the ashes of the Holloway empire, her bags
already packed. She had fulfilled her promise, not just by escaping, but by taking the children to a place
of impenetrable safety.

Her new life had begun.



Kegan sat across from her, swirling a glass of amber liquid that was most certainly not bourbon. He had
traded his usual tactical gear for a discreet, tailored charcoal suit, blending seamlessly into the
environment of old money and clandestine deals. He slid a sleek, encrypted tablet across the polished
mahogany table.

“The final transfer is complete,” Kegan said, his voice a low, steady rumble. “The fifteen percent voting
shares of the Holloway Group are now secured in a blind trust under the children’s names, administered
by a Geneva-based firm. Preston and Jeraldine can’t touch it. You have absolute proxy control.”

“Good,” Cailin said, her voice flat. She pressed her thumb against the tablet’s biometric scanner. The
screen flashed green, displaying a complex portfolio of assets that made her one of the most powerful
private shareholders in North America. She felt nothing. The victory was a cold, tasteless ash in her
mouth.

Ashely, who had flown to Switzerland ahead of the group to clear their European customs channels and
insisted on escorting them for this final leg of their relocation, paced nervously by the floor-to-ceiling
windows. “I still can’t believe you just... walked away. That was a ten-carat pink diamond, Cailin. He was
on his knees.”

“It was a gilded cage, Ash,” Cailin murmured, closing the tablet. “I just spent five years clawing my way
out of one. I’'m not about to walk right back into another, no matter how pretty the bars are.”

Aron and Davy sat on a long leather sofa, their backs ramrod straight. They weren’t playing games on
their devices. They were monitoring a live feed of the estate’s new multi-layered security system, their
small fingers flying across virtual keyboards. Elia was curled up asleep between them, her small chest
rising and falling rhythmically, the worn stuffed rabbit clutched tightly in her arms. For the first time in
months, she was sleeping without nightmares.



The lounge door opened with a soft, electronic hiss. A woman in a crisp airport uniform entered, bowing
slightly.

“Ms. Morton,” the woman said in accented English. “A package has arrived for you. It cleared all security
and diplomatic customs checks.”

Cailin’s body went rigid. Her eyes darted to Kegan, who was already on his feet, his hand instinctively
moving to the inside of his jacket. “I’'m not expecting anything,” Cailin said, her voice turning to ice.

“The sender insisted it was a matter of utmost urgency,” the attendant replied, unfazed. “The courier is
from the Sinclair Global Strategic Group.”

The name hung in the air like a drop of poison. Cailin’s heart hammered against her ribs. She had
thought leaving the continent would buy her time, that she could control the inevitable confrontation
with the man who claimed to be her grandfather. She was wrong.

“Bring it in,” Cailin commanded, her voice a low, dangerous whisper.

Chapter 713:

Two men in sharp, silver-grey suits entered, carrying a heavy, reinforced briefcase. They placed it on the
table and, with a synchronized click, unlocked it. They stepped back, their faces impassive.

Inside the briefcase, nestled on a bed of black velvet, was not a weapon or a legal document. It was a
single, exquisitely preserved blue diamond necklace, the pendant carved into the perfect shape of a



crescent moon. Beside it lay a sealed medical file and a single, faded photograph of a young woman who
had Cailin’s eyes, standing in front of an ancient European estate.

Cailin stared at the necklace. The one Sebastian Sinclair had shown her in New York. This was not a
request. It was a statement. We know where you are. We can reach you anywhere. The game begins
now.

The silence in the VIP lounge was absolute, broken only by the faint hum of the jet engines outside.

Cailin stared at the crescent moon necklace. It pulsed with a cold, blue light under the lounge’s halogen
lamps. It was a declaration of war, delivered on a velvet cushion. This was Sebastian Sinclair’s opening
move, a calculated display of power designed to remind her that oceans and borders were irrelevant to
a man of his resources.

Kegan stepped forward, his body language radiating lethal intent. He placed a hand on the lid of the
briefcase, his gaze fixed on the two silver-suited couriers. “My client did not request this meeting. Take
your package and leave.”

The lead courier, a man with the cold, impassive face of a veteran operative, did not flinch. He looked
directly at Cailin, bypassing Kegan entirely. “Mr. Sinclair does not believe in meetings, Ms. Morton. He
believes in results. The contents of that medical file are the results of a DNA test you never took.”

Cailin’s breath hitched. A cold dread, sharp and familiar, snaked its way up her spine. “That’s impossible.
| never gave a sample.”



The courier offered a thin, chilling smile. “A strand of hair recovered from the pillow of the guest suite
you occupied at Thornfield Manor, during the winter gathering six weeks prior. A water glass, collected
the same evening by the housekeeping staff and preserved on my father’s standing orders. We have had
your genetic markers since before you ever knew our name.”

The words landed like a blade between her ribs. Six weeks ago. Thornfield Manor. She had been a guest
in their house, eating at their table, sleeping in their sheets — and all the while, Sebastian Sinclair had
been quietly, methodically building his case. The violation of it made her skin crawl.

Chapter 714:

The man’s final words caught in her mind like a splinter: My father. She did not need to reach for a file
or force her memory to work. She had known this face the moment he stepped through the door — the
same ice-blue eyes, the same composed, unhurried authority. Silas Sinclair. She remembered him
crossing the threshold of her sitting room at the manor with a silver tray, setting a cup of tea at her
elbow with the quiet efficiency of a man accustomed to wielding both power and courtesy. She had
thought him gracious then. Now she understood the gesture for what it was: the deliberate, intimate act
of a man collecting evidence.

He was not a messenger. He was a general. And he had been standing in her blind spot for weeks.

Cailin’s hand trembled as she reached for the sealed medical file. She tore it open. The pages were filled
with complex genomic sequencing charts, but the final page was brutally simple. A summary, stamped
and notarized by a world-renowned Swiss genetics lab.

MATERNITY TEST RESULTS: PROBABILITY OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN EVELYN MORTON (DECEASED,
GENETIC PROFILE RECONSTRUCTED FROM ARCHIVED TISSUE SAMPLE) AND CAILIN MORTON: 99.999%.



FAMILIAL LINEAGE TEST RESULTS: PROBABILITY OF RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN SEBASTIAN SINCLAIR
(MATERNAL GREAT-UNCLE BY BLOOD) AND CAILIN MORTON: 99.999%. SUBJECT CAILIN MORTON IS
CONFIRMED DIRECT DESCENDANT OF THE SINCLAIR MATERNAL LINE THROUGH SERAPHINA SINCLAIR
(DECEASED).

It was undeniable. A scientific fact. She was Seraphina’s daughter — and that made Sebastian Sinclair
her great-uncle by blood, the last living patriarch of the line she had been born from and raised apart
from. The revelation did not bring a sense of belonging; it felt like the cold, heavy click of a cell door
locking shut.

“What does he want?” Cailin asked, her voice a dead, metallic whisper. She tossed the file onto the
table.

Silas reached into his jacket and produced a second, thinner file. He slid it across the table. “He wants to
give you this. It is the complete, unredacted intelligence report on your mother’s death. The original
police report cited brake failure. That was a lie, fabricated by a corrupt local sheriff who was paid to
close the case.”

Cailin opened the new file. The first page was a high-resolution photograph of a mangled car part. A
brake line. The cut on the metal was clean, precise, and surrounded by a strange, rainbow-colored
discoloration.

“The brake lines were severed with a military-grade thermal laser,” Silas stated, his voice devoid of
emotion. “It was a professional assassination. The report contains my father’s primary suspect. A rival
organization that believed your mother had stolen something from them. Something they are still
looking for.”



Cailin’s stomach twisted into a knot of ice. Her mother hadn’t just been murdered. She had been
executed. And the people who did it were still out there.

“My father offers you a choice,” Silas continued, his blue eyes locking onto hers. “You can take your
children and disappear. He will provide you with new identities, a private island, and a security detail
that will make you a ghost. You will be safe. You will be free. But you will never know why they killed
her.”

He paused, letting the weight of the offer settle.

“Or,” Silas said, his voice dropping to a low, seductive hum, “you can accept your birthright. Come
home. And we will unleash the full financial and physical might of the Sinclair family to hunt down the
men who murdered your mother. We will burn their entire world to ashes.”

Chapter 715:

The choice was a perfect, flawless trap. A life of quiet, fearful running, or a life of violent, bloody
vengeance. Sebastian Sinclair knew exactly what kind of woman she was. He knew which button to
push.

The lounge door hissed open again. The pilot stood in the doorway. “Ms. Morton, we have clearance for
takeoff.”

Cailin looked at the crescent moon necklace. She looked at her sleeping daughter, who bore the same
mark on her shoulder.



She slowly closed the file. She looked up at Silas Sinclair, her amber eyes turning hard as diamonds.

“Tell your father,” Cailin said, her voice ringing with the cold, clear authority of a queen, “that | will grant
him an audience. But not here. And not in his territory. | will choose the time. | will choose the place.
And | will come with my own army.”

The Gulfstream G650 sliced through the clouds, leaving the jagged peaks of the Swiss Alps far behind.
They were not heading to a private island or a hidden bunker. Cailin had instructed the pilot to fly to a
remote, heavily fortified estate on the coast of northern Scotland — a property Kegan had secured years
ago, far from the prying eyes of global intelligence networks.

The air inside the cabin was thick with unspoken tension. Cailin sat at a large conference table, the
Sinclair intelligence report spread out before her. The grainy surveillance photos and redacted witness
statements painted a grim picture of a shadow war fought in the back alleys of the corporate world.

Ashely sat across from her, nervously shredding a cocktail napkin. “So, what now? You’re just going to
walk into a meeting with this... global puppet master? Cailin, this is a whole different league. The
Holloways were boardroom sharks. These people sound like they have their own military.”

“They do,” Kegan confirmed, leaning against the bulkhead, his arms crossed. “The Sinclair private
security force, ‘The Aegis,’ is comprised almost entirely of ex-special forces. They are loyal, lethal, and
globally deployed.”

“Then I'll need my own,” Cailin stated, not looking up from the file. She tapped the built-in satellite
phone on the table, dialing a heavily encrypted number from memory.



After two rings, a voice answered. “Thorne.”

“Gavin,” Cailin said, her tone all business. “I need a full, off-the-books deployment of the Holloway
Group'’s tier-one assets. The Shadow Squad. | want them on a plane to Aberdeen, Scotland, within six
hours. Full tactical loadout.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Cailin could almost hear the gears turning in Gavin’s
mind. She was no longer a Holloway executive. She had resigned. She was acting as a private citizen.

“Cailin,” Gavin said carefully, “a deployment of that nature requires direct authorization from the CEO.
Hilliard would have to sign off.”

Cailin’s jaw tightened. The thought of asking Hilliard for anything, of being beholden to him in any way,
was a bitter pill. But her children’s safety trumped her pride.

“Then get him on the line,” Cailin commanded.

Chapter 716:

The line went silent for thirty agonizing seconds. Then a new voice broke the silence. A voice that was
low, rough, and sent a shiver of unwanted familiarity down her spine.

“Where are you?” Hilliard asked. There was no preamble. No greeting. Just the raw, possessive demand
for information.



“That is not your concern,” Cailin replied, her voice turning to ice. “l need your private army. | will pay
the standard leasing fee for the operators and equipment, wired directly from my Geneva account.”

Another long pause. The sound of his breathing, heavy and controlled, filled the cabin. “This is about the
Sinclairs, isn’t it? They found you.” It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact.

“I am handling it,” Cailin snapped.

“By walking into the lion’s den,” Hilliard’s voice dropped to a low, vibrating growl. “Do you have any idea
what you’re dealing with? Sebastian Sinclair is not a businessman. He’s a king. He will use your mother’s
memory to chain you to his throne.”

“And you were any different?” Cailin shot back, the words laced with venom. “Your solution was to put a
diamond ring on my finger and lock me in a penthouse. At least he is offering me a sword.”

The line went dead quiet. The silence was so profound, Cailin thought he had hung up. When he finally
spoke, his voice was stripped of all anger, leaving only a hollow, aching sound that twisted in her gut.

“The squad is yours,” Hilliard said quietly. “There is no fee. | will not take money to protect my family.
They will be at the Aberdeen airfield by the time you land. Gavin will be their handler on the ground. He
will report to you.”

He was giving her control. Unconditional control over his most lethal assets. There were no strings
attached. It was an act of pure, unadulterated penance.



“Hilliard...” she started, the word catching in her throat, unsure of what to even say.

“Stay alive, Cailin,” he whispered, and then the line went dead.

Cailin slowly placed the receiver back in its cradle. Her hands were shaking. She hated him for the power
he still held over her, for the simple, undeniable fact that when the wolves were at the door, he was the
first person she called.

She looked out the window at the endless expanse of blue sky. The war with the Holloways was over.
But a new, far more dangerous war was just beginning. And this time, she was not just a pawn. She was
a queen, assembling her board.

The Scottish coastline was a brutal, beautiful masterpiece of jagged black cliffs and churning grey sea.
The estate, known as “The Crow’s Nest,” sat perched on a high promontory, a modern fortress of glass
and dark stone that seemed to have grown organically from the ancient landscape.

Chapter 717:

The moment the Gulfstream’s wheels touched down on the private airstrip, Cailin saw them. A dozen
figures in matte black tactical gear, standing in perfect formation beside a fleet of armored Land Rovers.
The Shadow Squad. They moved with a terrifying, synchronized efficiency, their faces hidden behind
ballistic masks, their presence turning the misty Scottish morning into a high-stakes military operation.

Gavin Thorne stepped forward to greet her as she descended the airstairs. He wore a heavy wool coat
against the biting wind, but his posture was as rigid and formal as ever.



“Ms. Morton,” he said, inclining his head. “The perimeter is secure. My team has swept the estate for
surveillance devices and established a multi-layered counter-surveillance network. You are in a clean
environment.”

“Thank you, Gavin,” Cailin said, pulling the collar of her own coat tighter. She gestured for Kegan to
escort Ashely and the children to the main house. She needed a moment alone with Hilliard’s man.

“What are his orders?” Cailin asked, her voice low, cutting straight to the point.

“My orders come from you, Ma’am,” Gavin replied smoothly. “Mr. Holloway was explicit. | am your
tactical advisor. The squad is your personal guard. Our only objective is to ensure your safety and
execute your commands.”

The answer was too perfect, too clean. Cailin’s eyes narrowed. “And his other orders, Gavin? The ones
he gave you when he thought | wasn’t listening?”

Gavin’s professional mask didn’t slip, but a flicker of something — respect, perhaps — showed in his
eyes. He hesitated for a fraction of a second.

“His only other directive,” Gavin admitted, his voice dropping, “was that if a kill order is given for anyone
who poses a direct threat to you or the children, | am to execute it without question and without
informing you beforehand. He wants the liability, and any potential legal or moral fallout, to rest entirely
on his shoulders.”



The cold, Scottish air burned in Cailin’s lungs. Hilliard was not just giving her a sword; he was offering to
be the man who fell on it for her. The sheer, calculated weight of his sacrifice was suffocating. She was
trying to build a wall between them, and he was smuggling in the mortar, brick by brick.

She gave a curt nod. “Understood. Get your men into position. I’'m expecting a call.”

Inside the main house, the atmosphere was a stark contrast to the military precision outside. A massive
fireplace roared in the great room, casting a warm glow on the minimalist, modern furniture. Ashely was
attempting to coax a smile out of Elia with a cup of hot chocolate, while Aron and Davy were already
interfacing with the estate’s mainframe, their fingers a blur across their keyboards.

Cailin stood in front of the floor-to-ceiling armored glass windows, looking out at the violent sea. She
was waiting.

At precisely 3:00 PM GMT, a secure satellite link lit up the video conference screen on the wall. Cailin
took a deep breath and pressed the “accept” icon.

The face of Sebastian Sinclair filled the screen. He was in his study, the background filled with priceless
artifacts and leather-bound books. He looked older, more fragile than he had in the penthouse, but his
eyes were like chips of blue ice, burning with an intensity that transcended the digital connection.

Chapter 718:

“Cailin,” he said, his voice a gravelly rasp. It was the first time he had used her name.



“Sebastian,” she replied, her tone equally formal, refusing to grant him the title of grandfather.

“You received my package,” he stated.

“I received your declaration of intent,” she corrected him. “You want to use me as a weapon in a war
that started before | was born.”

A sad, bitter smile touched Sebastian’s lips. “Your mother was not a weapon. She was a historian. A
brilliant art appraiser who discovered that our rival, a ruthless syndicate known as the Argent Group,
was funding their operations by trafficking stolen Nazi art. She found their ledgers, Cailin. The proof of
their crimes. She stole it, intending to expose them to the world.”

He leaned closer to the camera, his eyes burning with a cold, ancient rage.

“They didn’t kill her because she was a Sinclair. They killed her because she was a threat to their entire
empire. They hunted her for years. They are the reason you grew up on the run. And now,” he paused,
the weight of his next words hanging in the air, “they know she had a daughter.”

The puzzle pieces of her childhood — the sudden moves, her mother’s paranoia, the constant fear —
slammed into place with sickening clarity.

“The ledgers,” Cailin breathed. “Where are they?”



“That is the question they have been asking for fifteen years,” Sebastian said. “We believe she hid them.
And we believe the key to finding them lies with you. Argent knows you’re alive. They have been
monitoring my family for years, waiting for you to surface. The moment you were arrested for Amerigo
Holloway’s murder, your face was flagged by every intelligence agency in the world. They are coming for
you, Cailin. Not to kill you. But to take you apart, piece by piece, until you tell them where your mother
hid their secrets.”

The screen suddenly split. A new video feed appeared beside Sebastian’s face. It was live security
footage from a camera mounted on the outer gate of the Scottish estate.

A black, unmarked helicopter was descending from the heavy grey clouds, its rotors whipping the sea
spray into a frenzy. It was not a Sinclair aircraft.

“It seems,” Sebastian Sinclair said, his voice turning to pure ice, “that they have already found you.”

The roar of the helicopter’s rotors grew from a distant thrum to a deafening, percussive blast that
vibrated through the stone floors of the estate.

Cailin’s blood ran cold. The threat was no longer a theoretical file on a screen; it was a physical entity,
descending from the sky.

“Kegan!” Cailin’s voice was a whip-crack in the sudden, tense silence of the great room. “Get the
children to the panic room. Now!”



Ashely, her face pale with terror, scooped up a whimpering Elia. Kegan grabbed Aron and Davy, who, for
the first time, looked like scared little boys, not miniature super-geniuses. He hustled them toward a
hidden panel in the wall.

Chapter 719:

On the video screen, Sebastian Sinclair’s face was a mask of cold fury. “My son is en route. His ETA is
twenty minutes. Hold them off.” The screen went black.

Cailin turned to Gavin, who was already speaking quietly into his wrist-comm. “Status report,” she
demanded.

“Hostile aircraft is an unmarked Eurocopter Dauphin, likely modified with military-grade avionics,” Gavin
reported, his voice unnervingly calm. “They are not responding to hails. They’re landing outside the
southern perimeter wall. My men are in position. Squad Alpha is on the roof with anti-materiel rifles.
Squad Bravo is forming a defensive line at the main entrance.”

“They aren’t trying to breach the house,” Cailin said, her mind racing, processing the tactical situation.
“A frontal assault on a fortified position with a dozen ex-special forces inside is suicide. This is something
else.”

As if on cue, the helicopter’s side door slid open. It was not a team of armed soldiers that emerged. It
was a single man in a long, dark coat. He carried no visible weapon. He simply stood on the wind-
whipped cliffside, his back to the sea, and waited.

“What the hell is he doing?” Cailin breathed.



Gavin zoomed in on the man’s face with a high-powered camera. The image was grainy, distorted by the
wind and rain, but the man’s features were sharp, arrogant. “Facial recognition is running... We have a
match. Wallace Sterling. No, that’s not right, the audit mentioned this name confusion. The system is
flagging an alias. His real name is Viktor Argent. He is the grandson of the founder of the Argent Group.
He’s their chief enforcer.”

Cailin stared at the screen. The name Sterling had a bitter taste. The echoes of past traumas, of Wyatt
and the control he represented, sharpened her focus. This man was not some petty abuser; he was the
heir to the syndicate that had murdered her mother.

“He’s not here to fight,” Cailin realized aloud. “He’s here to talk. He knows we’re watching. This is a
parley.”

“It’s a trap, Ma’am,” Gavin warned. “They want to draw you out.”

“I know,” Cailin said, her jaw set. “But he came here because he thinks he has leverage. He thinks he
knows something | don’t. | need to know what that is.”

She turned to Gavin. “I’'m going out there.”

“Absolutely not,” Gavin stated, his voice firm. “My orders are to ensure your safety.”

“Your orders are to follow my commands,” Cailin countered, her amber eyes flashing with cold fire. “I
am not asking for your permission. | am giving you an order. | will meet him on the cliff path. You will
have three snipers with a direct line of sight on his head at all times. If he so much as flinches, you turn
his skull into a fine red mist. Am | clear?”



Gavin stared at her for a long, tense moment. He saw the same unyielding, terrifying certainty in her
eyes that he so often saw in Hilliard’s. He gave a single, sharp nod. “Crystal clear, Ma’am.”

Chapter 720:

Cailin walked to the massive oak door. She shrugged off the heavy coat Kegan offered her, stepping out
into the biting wind wearing only a simple black sweater and trousers. The cold was a physical shock, but
it sharpened her senses.

She walked down the stone path, the wind tearing at her hair, her boots crunching on the wet gravel.
The helicopter’s rotors had slowed to a lazy spin, but the air was still thick with the smell of jet fuel and
the sea.

Viktor Argent watched her approach, a slow, predatory smile spreading across his face. He was
handsome in a cruel, sharp-edged way, with pale eyes that seemed to drink in the bleak landscape.

Cailin stopped ten feet away from him, a distance that was both conversational and defensible.

“Ms. Morton,” Viktor said, his voice a smooth, cultured baritone that carried easily over the wind. “Or
should | say, Ms. Sinclair? A pleasure to finally meet the ghost.”

“Cut the theatrics, Argent,” Cailin said, her voice flat and cold. “You came a long way to stand on a wet
cliff. What do you want?”



Viktor’s smile widened. He reached slowly into his coat, a deliberate movement designed to test the
nerves of the hidden snipers. He did not pull out a weapon. He pulled out a small, leather-bound journal.
It was old, the corners worn, the leather cracked with age.

“Your mother was a brilliant woman,” Viktor said, holding up the journal. “Meticulous. She kept a diary.
We... acquired it from the wreckage of her car. It’s filled with the most fascinating details about her
research, her travels... and her daughter.”

Cailin’s heart felt like it was being squeezed in a vise.

“She wrote about a lullaby she used to sing to you as a child,” Viktor continued, his voice dropping to a
conspiratorial whisper. “A simple little tune. But the notes, when translated through a specific numeric
cipher... form a set of coordinates. We believe those coordinates lead to the ledgers we have been
searching for.”

He took a step forward, his eyes gleaming with triumph.

“There’s just one problem,” he purred. “The last page of the diary, the page with the key to the cipher,
was torn out. She must have taken it with her before the crash. But a mind like yours, a memory forged
in trauma... I'm willing to bet that somewhere, buried deep in your subconscious... you know the tune.”

He opened the journal and held it out to her. “Come with me, Cailin. Help us find what is ours, and | will
let you and your children live. Refuse... and my colleagues will not be as polite as | am. We will find that
memory. Even if we have to peel it from your mind one layer at a time.”



The wind howled around them, a mournful, keening sound that seemed to rise from the depths of the
grey sea. Viktor Argent’s offer hung in the air, a perfect, poisoned chalice: her mother’s diary, a key to
the past, in exchange for her future.



