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Chapter 831:

Eleonora stopped at the foot of the bed, looking down at Ashely as if she were a piece of vermin caught
in a trap. There was a cruel, triumphant lilt in her voice when she spoke, though Ashely, pinned under
the surgical lamp, could barely make out her features.

She didn’t ask how Ashely was feeling. She didn’t mention the baby.

She reached into the pocket of her emerald suit and pulled out the ruby bracelet. It was still stained with
Ashely’s dried blood. She dangled it from her fingers, the massive gem catching the light of the surgical
lamp, winking like a malevolent red eye.

“You’re alive. Now talk,” Eleonora said, her voice as sharp and cold as a shard of glass. “What do you
know about this bracelet and the woman who gave it to you?”

Ashely’s mouth was dry. Her mind raced, a frantic scramble for a lie, a story, anything that would buy
her time. She knew, with absolute certainty, that her next words would determine whether she and her
unborn child would ever leave this sterile, windowless room alive.

The surgical light was a merciless sun, pinning Ashely to the bed. She stared at the ruby bracelet
dangling from Eleonora’s fingers, her throat closing up.

She tried to play dumb. A weak, rattling cough escaped her lips.



“I... 1 don’t know what you’re talking about,” she rasped, her voice hoarse and thin. “It’s just... a piece of
junk. | found it in a pawn shop in Brooklyn. A knockoff.”

Eleonora let out a short, contemptuous laugh. The sound was utterly devoid of humor. It was the sound
of a predator enjoying the pathetic struggles of its prey. She gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod to
her daughter.

Isadora stepped forward, her eyes gleaming with a sick, eager excitement. She placed the silver tray on
the bedside table with a soft clink and picked up the syringe.

She held it up to the light, her gloved fingers expertly tapping the glass barrel to dislodge a tiny air
bubble. A single, perfect drop of clear liquid beaded at the tip of the needle.

“This,” Isadora said, her voice a sweet, poisonous whisper, “is a fascinating little compound. A custom-
designed neurotoxin. Its most remarkable property is its ability to pass directly through the placental
barrier.”

Ashely’s eyes widened in horror.

“Just half a milliliter, injected into your IV line,” Isadora continued, a sadistic smile playing on her lips,

“and the little parasite in your womb will experience complete cardiac failure within minutes. You, on

the other hand, will feel nothing more than a slight wave of nausea. A very elegant solution, don’t you
think?”



The air in Ashely’s lungs turned to ice. A primal, animalistic terror seized her. She was no longer a
person; she was a mother, a cornered animal fighting for her young.

She lunged, a desperate, guttural scream tearing from her throat. She tried to grab the syringe, to smash
it, to do anything. But the restraint on her wrist bit deep into her flesh, holding her fast. The metal
buckle scraped against her skin, drawing blood.

She thrashed against the bed, sobbing, gasping for air, her eyes locked on the needle.
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Eleonora moved to the side of the bed. She grabbed a handful of Ashely’s sweaty hair and yanked her
head back, forcing Ashely to look up at her.

“The truth,” Eleonora hissed, her face inches from Ashely’s, her breath smelling of expensive mints and
cold fury. “Or you can lie here and listen to your bastard’s heartbeat stop. You have ten seconds.”

The choice wasn’t a choice. It was an execution. The thought of her baby, her tiny, innocent baby, dying
inside her because of a lie... it was a pain beyond comprehension. Her defenses, her street-smart
toughness, all of it crumbled into dust.

“I'll talk!” she shrieked, the words tearing from her raw throat. “It’s not mine! Don’t hurt the baby,
please!”

The needle, which Isadora had been lowering toward the IV port in Ashely’s arm, paused.



Eleonora released her hair with a grunt of disgust. She pulled a silk handkerchief from her pocket and
meticulously wiped her fingers, as if she had touched something unclean.

“Go on,” she said, her voice flat.

Ashely sucked in a ragged, shuddering breath, her chest heaving. She knew a simple lie wouldn’t work.
Not now. These women were vipers. They could smell falsehood. She had to give them a piece of the
truth. A dangerous, poisoned piece.

She squeezed her eyes shut. “l didn’t buy it,” she sobbed, the words tumbling out in a desperate rush.
“It belongs to Cailin. Cailin Morton. She carries it with her everywhere. It's her most prized possession.”

The name dropped into the sterile silence of the room like a stone.

Eleonora’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows drew together in a sharp, disbelieving frown. Isadora looked
equally stunned.

“Cailin Morton?” Eleonora repeated, her voice dripping with scorn. She stepped forward and grabbed
Ashely’s chin, her grip like a vise. “That pathetic, bankrupt castoff from the Morton family? How in God’s
name would she come to possess a Vance heirloom?”

The pain in her jaw was excruciating, but Ashely didn’t hesitate. To make the lie work, she had to anchor
it to something real. She had to sacrifice Cailin’s deepest secret.



“It’s not from the Mortons!” she cried, her words muffled by Eleonora’s grip. “It was her mother’s!
Seraphina Sinclair! It was the only thing Seraphina left her!”

Seraphina Sinclair.

The name was a spell. A curse. It struck Eleonora like a physical blow. She recoiled, her hand flying away
from Ashely’s face as if she had been burned. She stumbled back a step, her high heel catching on the
floor, making a small, scraping sound.

Her face, usually a mask of cold control, was a canvas of raw, violent emotion. Shock. Disbelief. And
then, a wave of pure, unadulterated hatred that was so intense it seemed to suck the air from the room.

“That... bitch,” Eleonora whispered, the words a venomous hiss. She was staring at the bracelet, her
breathing suddenly ragged and shallow. “After twenty years... she gave it to her daughter.”

Isadora looked at her mother, completely bewildered. “Mother, what are you talking about? Who is
Seraphina Sinclair? Is this Cailin woman a thief, too?”
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Eleonora didn’t seem to hear her. Her mind was working furiously, the pieces of a puzzle she hadn’t
known existed suddenly snapping into place. Cailin’s age. Her sudden reappearance with the Sinclair
family. And this bracelet.

She made the connection. And she came to a fatally wrong conclusion.



The bracelet had disappeared the same night the Vance family’s darkest secret was sealed — a secret
that, if exposed, would unravel everything Nikolai had built. Seraphina had been there. She had known.
And for twenty years, the bracelet’s absence had been a ticking clock, a constant fear that someone,
somewhere, held the key to their destruction. Now it was on the wrist of Seraphina’s daughter. That
wasn’t a coincidence. It was a declaration of war.

She believed that Seraphina had stolen the bracelet twenty years ago to blackmail the Vance family. And
now her daughter, Cailin, was back to finish the job — to use the secret connected to that bracelet to
destroy them.

The thought solidified in her mind, turning from suspicion to certainty. And with that certainty came a
cold, absolute resolve.

Cailin Morton could not be allowed to live. She could not be allowed to speak.

Eleonora took a deep, steadying breath, her composure returning like a mask of ice locking into place.
The storm of emotion vanished from her face, replaced by a chilling, reptilian calm.

She turned to Ashely, her eyes now devoid of any curiosity. They held only the flat, dead look of a
predator who had made its decision.

“Keep her alive,” she said to Isadora, her voice once again clipped and businesslike. “She may still be
useful.”



With that, she turned and strode out of the room. She had to contact her assets in New York. The plan
had to change. This was no longer about punishing Kegan Aguirre. This was about extermination.

The door hissed shut. Isadora glared at Ashely, her disappointment at not being able to use the needle
palpable. She snatched the syringe from the tray and followed her mother out.

Ashely collapsed back onto the pillow, her body trembling, drenched in a cold sweat. She stared at the
sterile white ceiling, the surgical light still burning into her eyes.

I’'m sorry, Cailin, she thought, a single, desperate tear tracing a path through the grime on her cheek. I'm
SO sorry.

She had saved her baby. But in doing so, she had just painted a target on Cailin.

Eleonora was halfway down the sterile, white corridor, pulling her encrypted satellite phone from her
pocket, when the door to the medical room hissed open behind her.

“Wait!”

Ashely’s voice was a raw, desperate cry. She had pushed herself up in the bed, straining against the
restraint that bit into her wrist.



Eleonora stopped but didn’t turn around. “You have nothing left to say that interests me,” she said, her
voice echoing in the empty hall.

“You want to kill her,” Ashely called out, her voice gaining strength, fueled by a new wave of adrenaline.
“But you can’t get to her. Not easily.”
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Eleonora slowly turned, one perfectly sculpted eyebrow raised in amusement. “And you think a
prisoner, chained to a bed, is in any position to offer me advice?”

Ashely took a deep, ragged breath, forcing her mind to work. She was a creature of the black market, a
survivor. She knew how to read people, how to find their weaknesses and exploit them. She had to
make herself valuable.

“Think about it,” Ashely said, her voice sharp and calculating. “Right now, Cailin is surrounded. After
what happened at the hotel, | guarantee every ally she has will have put a fortress around her. You send
a hit squad after her, you won't just fail. You’ll start a war on the streets of Manhattan between three of
the most powerful families in the country. The collateral damage will be catastrophic. The exposure,
even worse.”

Eleonora’s eyes narrowed. The sewer rat had a point. A direct assault was messy. Risky.

“If you want to get to Cailin Morton,” Ashely continued, pressing her advantage, “if you want to get
close enough to silence her quietly, permanently... you need someone she trusts. Someone who can
walk right through that iron wall of security without raising a single alarm. You need an inside woman.”



Eleonora walked slowly back into the room, her heels clicking a slow, deliberate rhythm. She stopped
beside the bed, studying Ashely’s face, searching for the angle, the lie.

“And why,” she asked, her voice a soft, dangerous purr, “should | believe that you would betray your
best friend?”

This was the moment. The performance of a lifetime. Ashely squeezed her eyes shut, and a fresh wave
of genuine, terrified tears streamed down her cheeks. She bit her lip until she tasted blood.

“She put me in danger,” Ashely said, her voice thick with a carefully crafted bitterness. “I'm lying in this
bed, chained up, nearly losing my baby because of her choices. Because she’s reckless and I'm the one
who pays the price. | have to look out for myself now. For my child.”

She looked up, her eyes blazing with a believable, desperate fury. “Help me disappear. Give me a new
identity, a new life for me and my child, somewhere far away from all of this. In return, | will deliver
Cailin Morton to you on a silver platter.”

Eleonora stared at her for a long, silent minute. She didn’t trust this woman. Not for a second. But she
didn’t have to trust her. She just had to use her. The plan forming in her mind was elegant in its cruelty.
A lamb leading another lamb to the slaughter.

“Deal,” Eleonora said, the word cold and final. She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a whisper. “But
know this. If you try to double-cross me, if | sense even a hint of deception, | will have my personal
physician cut that baby out of your stomach while you are wide awake. And | will make you watch.”

She straightened up and walked out of the room without another word.
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Ashely fell back against the pillows, her body limp, her mind screaming. She had bought herself time. A
few days, maybe a week. Now she just had to figure out how to get a message out. How to warn Cailin
that the call was coming from inside the house.

Later that same day, on the other side of the city, Cailin still hadn’t heard from Ashely.

The private elevator opened directly into the living room of Cailin’s new penthouse apartment
overlooking Central Park. The space was a sanctuary of calm, all clean lines, soft textures, and muted
colors.

Cailin sat on a low, cream-colored sofa, a tablet resting on her lap. She was trying to focus on the
quarterly reports from The Vault’'s European division, trying to lose herself in the familiar comfort of
numbers and profit margins.

Across the room, on a large, soft gray rug, Aron, Davy, and Elia were working together to assemble a
massive Lego Millennium Falcon. The quiet concentration, the occasional soft click of bricks snapping
into place, was the only sound in the room.

The peace was shattered by a sharp, authoritative ding.

The elevator doors slid open.



Gregg and Jeraldine Holloway strode into the room as if they owned it. They were flanked by two
lawyers in dark, severe suits, who carried expensive leather briefcases. The Sinclair security guard
posted outside the elevator trailed behind them, his face flushed with anger and frustration at having
been overridden.

Cailin was on her feet in an instant, her body going rigid. Her face turned to ice. She made a quick, sharp
gesture with her hand, a silent command she had drilled into her children.

Aron immediately understood. He grabbed Elia’s hand and pulled Davy by the arm, hustling his siblings
down a short hallway and behind the heavy, reinforced steel of a hidden safe-room door.

Gregg Holloway stopped in the center of the room, leaning heavily on a silver-handled cane. He
surveyed the apartment with a look of profound disdain, his eyes finally settling on Cailin with
undisguised hostility.

Jeraldine’s face was blotchy, her eyes red-rimmed. “Where are they?” she demanded, her voice shrill.
“Where are you hiding my grandchildren? You have no right to keep them from us!”

Cailin stood her ground, her arms crossed over her chest. A cold, mocking smile touched her lips. “I think
you have the wrong apartment, Mr. and Mrs. Holloway. This is a private residence. | don’t recall inviting
you in.”

“Don’t play games with us, girl,” Gregg snarled. He nodded to one of the lawyers.

The lawyer stepped forward and slapped a thick, bound document onto the glass coffee table. The
sound was a sharp, ugly crack in the quiet room.



“On behalf of the Holloway family,” the lawyer announced in a flat, dispassionate monotone, “we are
filing a petition with the Family Court for full and immediate custody of the three minor children. Given
your recent arrest and documented association with known fugitives and violent criminals, we have
every confidence the court will find you to be an unfit and dangerous guardian.”
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Gregg smirked, a look of smug triumph on his face. “We have friends on the bench, Cailin. Very powerful
friends. Give us the children now, and we can make this quiet. Fight us, and we will drag your name
through the mud until there is nothing left.”

“Holloway blood belongs in a Holloway home,” Jeraldine added, her voice trembling with self-righteous
indignation. “Not with a woman of your... reputation.”

Cailin stared at the ridiculous legal document on the table. She didn’t feel fear. She didn’t feel panic. All
she felt was a surge of pure, unadulterated rage.

She walked to the coffee table. She didn’t even glance at the papers. She picked up a half-full glass of
iced coffee that sat on a coaster nearby.

And with a smooth, deliberate motion, she upended it, pouring the entire contents over the thick legal
document.

The dark brown liquid soaked into the paper, warping the pages, the ink bleeding into an illegible mess.



Gregg and Jeraldine gasped, their faces contorting with shock and fury.

“You seem to have forgotten something,” Cailin said, her voice dangerously soft. She leaned forward,
planting her hands on the table, her eyes like chips of ice.

“Those three children,” she said, savoring each word, “have a legal last name. And it isn’t Holloway. It’s
Sinclair.”

“You insolent witch!” Gregg Holloway’s face was a mottled shade of purple. He raised his cane, the silver
handle glinting under the recessed lighting, and pointed it at Cailin’s face. “You are a vulgar, insane
woman!”

Jeraldine shrieked at the lawyers. “Call the police! Right now! Have her arrested for destroying a legal
document! For assault!”

Cailin simply straightened up, completely unbothered. She picked up a napkin from the table and calmly
wiped a stray drop of coffee from her finger.

“Go ahead,” she said, her voice laced with a cold, dismissive amusement. “File your motion. The Sinclair
family’s legal team will bury you in so much litigation and so many appeals, this case won’t see the
inside of a courtroom for a decade. By then, the children will be in college.”

The air crackled with tension, the standoff about to explode into something physical.



CRACK.

The sound of the apartment’s main door being kicked open was like a gunshot. It slammed against the
wall with enough force to splinter the wood of the frame.

Hilliard Holloway strode into the living room, a blizzard of cold fury radiating from him. Julian followed a
step behind, his face a grim, unreadable mask.

Hilliard’s eyes swept the scene in a fraction of a second — the coffee-soaked papers, his apoplectic
parents, the cowering lawyers — and finally landed on Cailin. He saw she was unharmed, and the rigid,
iron-hard line of his jaw relaxed by a millimeter.

He moved to her side in three long strides, placing himself between her and his parents. It was an
instinctive, absolute act of protection. He was a shield. A wall.

“Who,” he said, his voice a low, terrifying rumble that vibrated through the floor, “gave you permission
to set foot in here?”
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Gregg sputtered, momentarily stunned by his son’s appearance. The shock quickly curdled back into
rage. “You let this woman bewitch you!” he accused, his voice shaking. “She’s turning our grandchildren
against us! Renaming them! Erasing our bloodline!”



Jeraldine rushed toward Hilliard, her face streaked with tears, trying to appeal to him as a mother.
“We're just trying to protect your legacy, Hilliard! Your children!”

“My children,” Hilliard cut her off, his voice mercilessly cold, “wouldn’t need protecting if you two hadn’t
been so blind as to welcome a viper into our home in the first place.”

The words, a clear reference to Charla, struck his parents like a physical blow. They both flinched, their
faces falling, their arguments dying in their throats.

Hilliard turned his glacial gaze on the two lawyers, who looked like they wanted the floor to swallow
them whole. He didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. The sheer, unadulterated menace in his eyes was
enough. They both took an involuntary step backward.

He faced his parents again. “Let me be perfectly clear,” he said, each word a perfectly cut diamond of
ice. “When it comes to my children, Cailin Morton has absolute, one-hundred-percent authority. What
she says, goes.”

He leaned in, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial, venomous whisper. “If she says their name is
Sinclair, then their name is Sinclair. And if you ever, ever try to harass her with the court system again, |
will personally execute a short-selling strategy that will wipe out every last share of the Holloway Group
that you still control. | will burn our family’s legacy to the ground.”

Gregg stared at his son, his mouth agape. He saw the madness in Hilliard’s eyes, the terrifying, self-
destructive resolve. He knew it wasn’t a bluff.



Cailin, standing behind Hilliard’s broad back, felt a strange, unwelcome flicker of something in the frozen
landscape of her heart. She crushed it instantly.

She stepped out from behind him. She walked to a side table and picked up a clean, unmarked folder
she had prepared earlier. She tossed it onto the coffee table in front of her former father-in-law.

“l am not a monster,” she said, her voice calm and even. “I am willing to offer a revised co-parenting
schedule.”

Inside the folder was a meticulously drafted agreement. It granted Gregg and Jeraldine two supervised
visits per month. Each visit was not to exceed four hours. All visits would take place at a neutral location,
with a full Sinclair security detail present at all times.

“This is my final offer,” Cailin stated, her tone leaving no room for negotiation. “Sign it, or you will never
see them again. The choice is yours.”

The humiliation was a palpable thing in the room. Gregg and Jeraldine looked at the document, their
faces a mixture of fury and despair. But Hilliard’s silent, menacing presence beside them left them no
alternative.

Gregg’s hand trembled as he pulled a Montblanc pen from his jacket pocket. With a shaky, defeated
flourish, he signed his name. Jeraldine followed, a single tear tracing a path down her cheek as she
added her signature.
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They left without another word, defeated and broken, the lawyers scurrying after them like chastened
dogs.

The apartment was suddenly, profoundly silent. The only sound was the low hum of the air conditioning.

Julian, ever perceptive, gave a small nod and discreetly backed out of the living room, taking up a post
by the elevator to give them privacy.

Hilliard turned to face Cailin. The cold, ruthless predator was gone. In his place was a man who looked
hesitant, almost vulnerable.

“Are you alright?” he asked, his voice low. “They didn’t...” He reached a hand out, intending to touch her
shoulder, to offer some small comfort.

Cailin flinched back as if his hand were a hot iron. The movement was sharp, instinctive, and utterly
dismissive. The wall of ice slammed back down between them, thicker and colder than before.

“Thank you for your assistance, Hilliard,” she said, her voice polite, formal, and completely devoid of any
emotion — the voice one uses with a helpful stranger. “But this changes nothing.”

Hilliard’s hand froze in mid-air, suspended in the space she had just vacated. A bitter, self-deprecating
smile touched his lips. He slowly lowered his arm, shoving his hand into the pocket of his trousers.



He didn’t leave. The look on his face shifted, the brief flicker of vulnerability extinguished and replaced
by a grave seriousness.

“I didn’t just come here to deal with my parents,” he said, his voice low and urgent.

He took a breath, and the words he spoke next landed in the quiet room like a grenade.

“The FBI’s internal watch list was updated an hour ago. Ashely Trevino has been flagged as a high-risk
fugitive. Her federal custody records have been wiped from the system.”

Cailin’s blood ran cold. Her mind immediately jumped to the Vances, to Eleonora’s cold, greedy stare in
that restroom. They had taken her — she had known it the moment she saw Ashely on that gurney. But
this fast. They had already erased her. They moved with terrifying efficiency.

“They wiped her records already? In just a few hours?”

Hilliard’s expression grew even darker. “My people checked,” he said, his voice grim. “The hotel’s entire
surveillance system for that time block — the lobby, the corridors, the service entrances — has been
wiped. Not just deleted. Wiped. The hard drives were remotely fried with a military-grade decryption
worm. There is no record she was ever there.”

The implication was terrifying. Whoever had taken Ashely had the power not only to orchestrate a
kidnapping in one of the most public places in New York but also to reach inside the FBI’s servers and
rewrite reality.



A wave of dizziness washed over Cailin. She stumbled back, her hip bumping against the sharp edge of
the coffee table. Ashely hadn’t been a random target. She had been taken because of her. To protect
her. Ashely must have said something, or refused to say something, to the Vances.

Hilliard lunged forward instinctively, his left arm shooting out to steady her.
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A sharp, guttural sound of pain was ripped from his throat, a noise he couldn’t quite suppress. He froze,
his face tightening into a mask of agony.

Cailin’s eyes, sharp and observant, immediately snapped to his left shoulder.

The pristine white fabric of his custom-tailored shirt was no longer white. A dark, ugly patch of crimson
was spreading rapidly from beneath the cloth, a wet, vivid stain of fresh blood.

The wound from the fire. The deep tear in his shoulder from the falling, burning beam he had taken for
her. It must have reopened when he kicked in the door.

Her heart gave a painful, violent lurch. It felt like a fist closing around it, squeezing tight. She lifted her
hand, her fingers hovering an inch from the spreading stain, wanting to touch it, to press down on it, to
do something. But she couldn’t. She snatched her hand back as if burned. She turned her face away,
staring at a painting on the far wall.

“You should go to a hospital,” she said, her voice flat, betraying none of the turmoil raging inside her.



Hilliard watched her, saw the subtle tremor in her hand before she pulled it away. A tiny, desperate
flicker of hope ignited in the darkness of his chest.

“It’s nothing,” he said, his voice rough. “As long as you’re safe.”

The sentiment, the raw sincerity of it, was too much. It felt like a debt she couldn’t repay, a chain she
didn’t want. To break the spell, to push him away, she turned her back on him and stalked to the bar.

She grabbed her encrypted phone and dialed Kegan’s number. She needed his intelligence network. She
needed to find the Vances’ secret locations in the city. She needed to get Ashely back.

The call didn’t connect. A cold, robotic female voice answered: “The subscriber you have dialed is not
available.”

She tried again. Same result.

And again. Nothing.

With a growl of frustration, she slammed the phone down on the marble countertop. The sharp crack
echoed in the silent apartment. Kegan, the one person whose resources she desperately needed, was
unreachable. The timing was too perfect to be a coincidence. A profound sense of unease, of being
utterly alone and surrounded, settled over her.



Just then, the heavy steel door to the safe room slid open with a soft hiss. Three small heads peeked
out.

“Are the mean grandparents gone?” Davy asked, and upon receiving a nod, he swaggered out into the
living room, puffing out his chest.

Elia ran to Cailin, wrapping her small arms around her mother’s legs. She looked up, her big, innocent
eyes full of concern. “Are you going to fight the bad people again, Mommy?”

Cailin knelt, stroking her daughter’s soft hair, forcing a smile that felt brittle and fake. “Mommy just has
some work to take care of, sweetie. Everything is fine.”

Aron, however, was not so easily placated. He walked to the bar, his sharp, analytical gaze taking in his
mother’s tense posture and the abandoned phone. He looked from the phone to her face.
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“Are you really going to marry him?” he asked, his voice devoid of any childish inflection. It was the
direct, probing question of an adult. “Uncle Kegan, the man with the fireworks.”

The question sucked all the air out of the room.



Hilliard, who had been silently watching from the doorway, went completely still. His breath caught in
his chest. He stared at Cailin, waiting.

“Because if you marry him,” Aron continued, his small face a mask of anxiety, “he’ll take you back to
Europe, won’t he? And we won’t get to be with you all the time.”

The raw, unfiltered fear in her son’s voice — the fear of abandonment, of losing her — was a physical
blow. It cut through her anger, her pride, her carefully constructed walls.

She pulled Aron into a fierce, tight hug, burying her face in his hair. Her eyes burned with unshed tears.

“Listen to me,” she said, her voice thick with emotion as she looked at all three of her children. “No one.
Not him, not anyone, is ever going to take me away from you. We are a team. Always. Even if it means |
never get married again. Do you understand?”

They nodded, their faces filled with relief.

From across the room, Hilliard heard her words. The iron-hard tension in his shoulders eased. The fists
he had clenched in his pockets slowly uncurled.

He turned and walked silently toward the elevator, the blood from his shoulder dripping a slow, steady
rhythm onto the polished floor. This wasn’t the time to push. This wasn’t the time for his own needs.



She was safe. The children were safe.

Now he had to go hunt the monsters that were circling their home.

In a penthouse across the city, Eleonora Vance ended a call with her head of operations. The intelligence
from their new inside source had been invaluable — the Sinclair guards, Kegan’s private army,
Holloway’s security detail, all precisely as described. But it was the logistical detail that interested her
most: the school drop-off. A predictable routine. Children in the vehicle. A narrow, tree-lined road with
limited exit routes. Perfect.

“Begin phase two,” she said to the shadow standing by the window. “And this time, make sure the blade
is properly dressed.”

The next morning, a dreary, persistent drizzle fell from a sky the color of slate. The city felt gray, washed
out, and vaguely threatening.

Cailin drove, her hands steady on the wheel of a black, armored Range Rover. In the back seat, the
children chattered excitedly about a school field trip, their bright energy a stark contrast to the
oppressive gloom outside.

In the rearview mirror, she could see the other two vehicles of their convoy — identical black Escalades,
one driven by Julian, the other by Seth — maintaining a tight, professional formation behind her.

Stopped at a red light on Madison Avenue, her eyes flickered to the side mirror. A dark gray sedan,
nondescript and unremarkable, with no license plates. It had been behind them for three blocks.



Her stomach tightened.



