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The lead surgeon pushed past the nurse, his own scrubs dark with blood. He pulled off his latex gloves,
his hands trembling slightly. His eyes, when they met Hilliard’s, were filled with a bleak, utter
helplessness.

“It’s the poison,” the surgeon said, his voice low and strained. “It triggered a massive DIC. Disseminated
intravascular coagulation. She’s bleeding out on the table, faster than we can transfuse.”

He took a deep breath, delivering the final, fatal blow.

“Worse. Our reserves are gone. We are completely out of blood.”

“That’s impossible!” Silas suddenly interjected, his voice sharp with rising panic. “This is Mount Sinai! A
Level One trauma center! The Sinclair family donates tens of millions annually to ensure your vaults are
fully stocked at all times!”

The surgeon closed his eyes, the bleakness in his expression deepening into utter helplessness. “The
vaults are gone, Mr. Sinclair. The explosion at the auxiliary medical storage an hour ago — the Vance
family operatives targeted our supply wing. The entire blood bank was incinerated. There is not a single
drop of matching blood left in this facility.”



The words hit Hilliard like a physical blow. The man who could move markets, who could topple empires
without a second thought, found his broken body trembling uncontrollably against his wheelchair
restraints. His mind went blank, a white wall of static.

“If we don’t get a matching transfusion started in the next ten minutes,” the surgeon said, his voice
dropping to a near whisper, “she won’t die from the poison. She’ll die from exsanguination. She’ll bleed
to death.”

A sound tore from Hilliard’s throat, a guttural, animalistic cry of a creature caught in a trap. He jerked his
head toward his cousin, his eyes shot with red.

“Get the helicopters!” he screamed. “Every single one! Get them in the air! Go to every blood bank on
the East Coast! | don’t care if you have to steal it or buy it! Just get it!”

Julian grabbed the back of Hilliard’s wheelchair, trying to hold him, to ground him. “Hilliard, listen to me!
Ten minutes! We can’t even get out of New York State in ten minutes! It’s impossible!”

Beside them, Silas had his encrypted phone out, his fingers flying across the screen, a blur of motion as
he desperately coordinated with the Sinclair family’s global medical network, trying to secure an
emergency airlift of blood bags from any neighboring facility.

Hilliard forced his wheelchair to spin away from Julian’s grip. He drove the chair right up to the large,
reinforced glass window of the operating room. Leaning forward as far as his braces would allow, he
pressed his face against the cold, unyielding surface, his breath fogging a small circle.

Through the narrow gap in the blinds, he could see her.



Cailin.

She was a small, pale figure under the harsh glare of the surgical lights, surrounded by a sea of red. So
much red. The heart monitor beside her was beeping, the sound slow, agonizingly slow. Each beep was a
lifetime. Each pause, an eternity of terror.

Don’t go... please... I'll give you my life...
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His fractured chest heaved with ragged breaths. Unable to raise his hands to wipe his own face, he let
the tears and the blood from a sudden, stress-induced nosebleed mix together, trailing down his jaw
and staining his collar.

Silas ended his call. His face was a grim, gray mask.

“The Vance family orchestrated a synchronized strike on the New York Blood Center’s main hub as well,”
he announced, his voice heavy with finality. “Any emergency dispatch from unaffected hospitals will
take at least forty minutes. We don’t have ten.”

Hilliard looked up. The grief in his eyes was gone, replaced by a terrifying, feral madness. He threw his
weight forward, deliberately throwing himself off balance to escape the confines of the chair. He
crashed heavily onto the sterile linoleum. The sickening jolt through his fractured sternum was blinding,
but he ignored the agony.



“Julian!” Hilliard screamed, his voice a low, deadly growl. “Your gun! Give me the gun | gave you!”

Julian froze. “Hilliard—"

“Shoot me!” Hilliard snarled, his eyes wild, his paralyzed body thrashing weakly on the floor as he glared
up at the surgeon. “Take my blood! Drain me! Give it all to her! If you don’t save her, | will have Julian
execute every single person in this room!”

He had lost his mind. Completely.

Julian didn’t hesitate. He dropped to his knees, wrapping his arms securely around Hilliard’s trembling
frame, physically restraining the maddened man.

“Hilliard, for God’s sake, stop!” Julian yelled, his voice thick with unshed tears. “Your blood will kill her
faster! It’s the wrong type! You'll kill her!”

The fight drained out of Hilliard’s body as if his spine had been removed. He went limp in Julian’s arms,
his strength gone, and a sound of such profound, soul-shattering grief filled the corridor that the nurses
flinched away. It was the sound of a man being ripped in half.

And then, from inside the operating room, a new sound.



A long, single, continuous, ear-splitting tone.

The heart monitor.

“V-fib! We're losing her! Charge the paddles!” an anesthesiologist screamed from behind the glass.

Hilliard thrashed in Julian’s grip, desperately using his legs to push himself up against the wall. He threw
the upper half of his broken body against the bulletproof glass, his immobilized shoulders slamming
against the window in a desperate, futile rhythm.

“CAILIN! he screamed, his forehead cracking against the pane, smearing more blood on the glass.
“CAILIN!”

Thump.

The sound of the defibrillator was a dull, sickening impact. Cailin’s lifeless body arched violently on the
table, then fell back.

“No rhythm! Still flatlining!” a nurse cried, her voice breaking.

The world began to spin. Hilliard felt a sharp, tearing pain in his own chest, a physical agony mirroring
the one she was suffering.



He looked at the pale, still form under the lights. He owned the world. He could buy countries, topple
governments.

But he couldn’t buy a single drop of blood to save the only thing that mattered.

The high-pitched whine of the defibrillator charging for a third time echoed in the hallway. Hilliard’s
fingernails dug into the seams of the bulletproof glass, his own blood trickling down the wall.
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Just as the surgeon was about to apply the paddles again, the elevator at the far end of the corridor
chimed.

Ding.

The doors slid open, and a blast of cold, authoritative air swept into the hallway.

Sebastian Sinclair emerged, his silver-handled cane striking the floor with a sharp, definitive tap. He was
flanked by a dozen men in dark suits, their faces hard and impassive, their movements radiating a quiet,
lethal competence. A helicopter’s fading rotor wash could be heard from the roof above.

The old patriarch’s face was a mask of cold fury. He didn’t even glance at the broken man clawing at the
window. His piercing gaze locked onto Silas.



“Report,” Sebastian commanded. His voice was a low, powerful rumble that instantly cut through the
chaos, demanding obedience.

Silas gave a clipped, precise summary of the crisis. The DIC. The desperately needed, impossibly rare
blood match. The ten-minute countdown that was now down to its final seconds.

A flicker of raw pain crossed Sebastian’s face, a grandfather’s anguish for a granddaughter he had only
just found. He would not lose her. Not like this.

He turned to his chief of staff. “Activate the Sinclair Global Emergency Broadcast. Put out a bounty.
Every hospital, every news outlet, every police channel in the tri-state area.”

Hilliard spun around, his eyes wild, bloodshot. He staggered toward Sebastian’s aide.

“Add the Holloway name to it!” he roared, his voice raw. “Ten million dollars! Cash! To anyone who can
provide a perfect blood match! Now!”

The aide’s fingers flew across a tablet. Within thirty seconds, the alert went out, a digital scream for help
backed by an obscene amount of money, spreading through the city’s nervous system via official
channels and the dark web alike.

But time was a relentless, merciless enemy.



Inside the OR, the doctors had given up on the defibrillator. A surgeon was now on top of Cailin,
performing frantic, desperate chest compressions, his whole body rocking with the effort.

Five minutes passed. Nothing. The city was silent. Ten million dollars was a fortune, but it was powerless
against the brutal, unforgiving mathematics of genetic rarity.

Hilliard slumped against the wall, the last of his strength gone. His vision began to blur. He felt his own
soul being pulled from his body, following the flat line on the monitor.

With three minutes left on the clock, the doors of a service elevator on the other side of the hallway slid
open.

A crisp, clear sound broke the dead silence. The click of high heels on linoleum.

A woman stepped out. She wore a custom-tailored camel trench coat and dark sunglasses, moving with
an unhurried, almost lazy grace that was utterly at odds with the frantic desperation in the hallway.

Her hair was a startling, fiery red, and a small, knowing smile played on her lips.

In an instant, a dozen handguns were drawn. The air filled with the soft clicks of safeties being
disengaged as both the Sinclair and Holloway security teams snapped into combat-ready stances, their
muzzles all trained on the newcomer.



Chapter 854:

The woman showed no fear. She didn’t even seem to notice the guns. She slowly, deliberately, removed
her sunglasses, revealing a pair of startlingly bright, and startlingly cold, green eyes.

Her gaze swept past the guards, past Sebastian, and locked onto the broken figure of Hilliard Holloway
slumped against the wall.

“I hear you're looking for a very specific blood donor,” she said. Her voice was light, musical, as if she
were commenting on the weather.

Hilliard’s head snapped up. The dead, empty look in his eyes was replaced by a sudden, blazing light. He
moved like a starving animal lunging for food, shoving his own bodyguards out of the way.

He reached her in two strides, his hand clamping around her wrist. “Who are you?” he demanded, his
grip so tight that she winced slightly.

“Cordelia,” she said, her voice smooth as silk. She artfully omitted her last name. “You can call me
Cordelia.”

From the pocket of her trench coat, she produced a small, laminated medical card. On it, in stark black
letters, was her blood type: the exact, impossibly rare match they had been searching for.



Hilliard didn’t have time to question it, to verify it. He didn’t care if it was a trick. It was the only hope he
had. He spun around, his back to her, and screamed at the operating room doors.

“BLOOD! WE HAVE BLOOD! GET OUT HERE NOW!”

Two nurses burst from the surgical suite, pushing a mobile phlebotomy cart. They practically threw
Cordelia into a temporary donation chair in the hallway, their movements rough and desperate.

Cordelia didn’t resist. She watched as one of the nurses swabbed her arm and slid a thick, 16-gauge
needle into her vein. The sight of her own dark red blood flowing through the clear plastic tubing didn’t
seem to faze her at all.

She turned her head, her cold green eyes finding Hilliard again. He was staring at the blood bag as it
slowly filled, his expression one of desperate, primal reverence, as if he were watching a holy
sacrament.

A slow, triumphant, and deeply unsettling smile spread across Cordelia’s face.

She knew. This blood wasn’t a gift. It was a weapon. A few hundred milliliters of her own life force, and
she would own the king of Wall Street. She would have a chain around his neck that he could never
break.

The dark, ruby-red blood flowed steadily from Cordelia’s arm, filling the sterile plastic bag. It was the
color of life. The color of a debt that could never be repaid.



The moment the first bag was full, a nurse clamped the line. Hilliard snatched it from her hands, holding
it with a desperate reverence, as if it were the Holy Grail itself. He turned and burst through the
swinging doors of the surgical suite.

Inside, the blood was connected to Cailin’s IV line. As the fresh, life-giving fluid began to enter her veins,
the flat, piercing tone of the heart monitor faltered. It was replaced by a weak, thready, but blessedly
regular beep.

She was back. They had pulled her back from the edge.
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In the hallway, Cordelia leaned back in the donor chair, a delicate hand pressed to her forehead, a
convincing performance of slight dizziness. A nurse removed the needle from her arm and taped a small
cotton ball over the puncture site.

Seth Sinclair approached, his face a grim, unreadable mask. He carried a heavy, black Pelican case. He
placed it on the table beside Cordelia with a solid thud.

“Ten million dollars,” Seth said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. He undid the latches, opening the case
to reveal stacks of crisp, banded one-hundred-dollar bills. “The Holloway and Sinclair families honor
their agreements. Thank you for your donation.”

Cordelia didn’t even glance at the money. She slowly, gracefully, buttoned the cuff of her trench coat,
her lips curving into a small, dismissive smile.



“Take your money away,” she said, her voice clear and carrying, loud enough for the nearby nurses and
doctors to hear. “l didn’t do this for a reward. | did it because a woman'’s life was on the line.”

Seth’s eyes narrowed. Something about her was wrong. Deeply wrong. But she had just saved Cailin. He
couldn’t challenge her. Not now.

Just then, the doors of a nearby patient room opened. Ashely Trevino, looking pale and gaunt in an
oversized hospital gown, her abdomen still wrapped in bandages, was being “assisted” into the hallway
by two of Eleonora Vance's impassive bodyguards.

Ashely’s eyes immediately fell on the cotton ball taped to Cordelia’s arm, then to the Pelican case full of
cash. Understanding dawned, followed by a wave of pure, unadulterated terror.

Cordelia gave a faint wave of her hand, first to the nurse. “Leave us, please.” The nurse nodded and
hurried away. Then Cordelia turned to Seth, her expression softening into one of polite request. “And
you, Mr. Sinclair. I’d appreciate a moment alone with my friend. We have... a personal matter to
discuss.” Her eyes flicked meaningfully toward Ashely. “Could you maybe get yourself something to
drink, or check the corridor? | promise we won’t be long.”

Seth hesitated, his instincts screaming at him. His gaze darted between Cordelia and the guards flanking
Ashely. But Cordelia had just saved Cailin, and she was politely asking for privacy with a visibly ill woman
she clearly knew. He couldn’t justify refusing. With a curt nod, he picked up the black Pelican case and
strode down the corridor toward the waiting area, his heavy boots echoing until they faded into silence.
The two Vance bodyguards, at a subtle, almost invisible signal from Cordelia, also withdrew, vanishing
around the corner with Ashely’s hospital escort.



The hallway emptied. The only sounds were the distant, muffled beeps of medical equipment and the
low hum of the air conditioning. It was just the two of them.

“What the hell are you people playing at?” Ashely hissed, her voice a low, furious whisper. “Cordelia.
Vance. You poison her, and then you save her? What is this?”

Cordelia leaned in close, her smile turning sharp and cruel. Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial
whisper that only Ashely could hear.

“Hush, Ashely. Don’t get so agitated. It’s not good for the baby,” she murmured, twisting the knife.

Ashely flinched as if struck.
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“That little bit of blood?” Cordelia continued, her voice dripping with contempt. “That won’t cure the
neurotoxin. It just plugged the hole from the knife wound. She’s still dying, just a little more slowly

”

now.

Her cold, green eyes glittered with a mad ambition. “I refused the ten million dollars because | want
something far more valuable. | want Hilliard Holloway to owe me a life. A debt he can never repay. A
debt that money can’t touch.”

The blood drained from Ashely’s face. She understood now. This wasn’t a rescue. It was an infiltration.
Cordelia wasn’t just going to let Cailin die; she was going to use her death to climb into her bed.



“And,” Cordelia added, her voice a triumphant purr, “as long as | am the selfless savior, no one will ever
suspect that the Vance family was behind the attack. No one will ever know we have the antidote.”

Rage, pure and white-hot, surged through Ashely. She raised her hand to slap the smug, beautiful face in
front of her.

Cordelia’s hand shot out, catching Ashely’s wrist in a grip of steel. She twisted, forcing Ashely back
against the wall, her face contorting with sudden, vicious anger.

“Remember your place, Ashely,” Cordelia snarled, her mask of civility gone. “You are our asset now. You
breathe a word of this to anyone, and | will personally ensure that you and that little bastard you're
carrying die in the most painful way imaginable.”

Ashely closed her eyes, defeated. A single, hot tear of humiliation and rage traced a path down her
cheek. She was trapped. A tool for the devil.

The doors to the operating room swung open again. The lead surgeon walked out, followed closely by
Hilliard.

Instantly, Cordelia released Ashely’s wrist. Her face transformed, the vicious snarl replaced by a look of
weary concern. She stood up, as if to greet them.

“We've stabilized the bleeding,” the surgeon announced, his voice heavy with exhaustion. “Her vital
signs are holding for now. But the toxin is still ravaging her system. She is not out of the woods.”



He looked directly at Hilliard, his expression grim. “We’re moving her to the ICU. We can put her on
ECMO to support her heart and lungs. But without the specific antidote... she has thirty-six hours. At
most.”

The final judgment.

Hilliard’s body swayed. He looked past the doctor, at the gurney being wheeled out. Cailin was a ghost,
her skin translucent, a web of tubes and wires connecting her to the machines that were keeping her
alive. His heart felt like it was being physically torn from his chest.

Cordelia stood to the side, watching him. She saw the raw, soul-deep agony on his face, the way his
entire world had collapsed to the single, dying woman on that gurney.

And in the depths of her cold, green eyes, a spark of twisted, possessive jealousy ignited. She would
have that devotion. She would destroy the woman who held it, and she would take it for herself.
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The Intensive Care Unit was a world of hushed beeps and sterile white light. Cailin lay behind a wall of
glass, a still figure in a sea of machinery. The complex ECMO machine hummed softly beside her bed,
circulating and oxygenating her blood outside her body, a fragile, external lifeline.

Mount Sinai’s Chief of Medicine, a man with tired eyes and a permanent frown, stood before Hilliard
and Sebastian, clutching a thick file of medical charts.



He cleared his throat, wiping a bead of sweat from his brow. “Gentlemen,” he began, his voice carefully
neutral, “the toxin is causing progressive, irreversible damage to the brainstem. We have exhausted
every conventional and experimental treatment at our disposal.”

He paused, choosing his next words with extreme caution. “Continuing ECMO at this stage... it is merely
prolonging the inevitable. Perhaps it is time for the family to consider... compassionate withdrawal of
care.”

Withdrawal. The word was a lit match in a room full of gasoline.

Sebastian rose slowly from his chair, his eyes, cold and gray as a winter storm, fixed on the Chief of
Medicine.

“As long as there is a single breath in her body, every machine in this unit will remain on,” Sebastian
stated, his voice a low, deadly whisper. “If any member of your staff so much as thinks about touching a
single plug, | will personally ensure that their medical licenses are revoked and their careers are erased
from existence. Is that understood?”

The doctor, trembling, could only nod.

Hilliard hadn’t said a word. He stood before the glass, a statue carved from grief, his entire being
focused on the still form of Cailin. The memory of her in the car, coughing up blood, entrusting him with
the intimate details of their children’s lives... it was a continuous, looping torture in his mind.



A soft, feminine voice broke through his trance.

“Mr. Holloway?”

Cordelia stood beside him, holding two cups of coffee. She had changed into a simple, elegant white
dress, her expression one of profound, gentle concern. She swayed slightly on her feet, a calculated
display of weakness from her blood donation.

“You’ve been standing for hours,” she murmured, her voice a soft, soothing balm. “You should have
something warm to drink.”

As she extended a cup toward him, she tried to deftly slip a small, stiff card with her personal phone
number into the breast pocket of his suit.

Hilliard didn’t even turn his head. His gaze remained locked on Cailin. He moved his arm in a short,
sharp, dismissive gesture, like a man swatting away a fly.

Splat.

The paper cup hit the floor, exploding in a spray of scalding hot coffee that splashed across Cordelia’s
expensive leather shoes.



“Get out,” Hilliard rasped, his voice a raw, gravelly thing, stripped of all civility. “And don’t come near me
again.”

The gentle concern on Cordelia’s face froze, then shattered. A flash of pure, humiliated fury lit her eyes
before she expertly masked it, replacing it with the look of a startled, wounded animal.

She bit her lip, whispered a choked, “I’'m so sorry,” and hurried away down the corridor. But the
moment she turned the corner, out of his line of sight, her expression twisted into a mask of pure,
venomous hatred.
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Hilliard was oblivious. His world had shrunk to the space behind that glass wall.

Suddenly, Cailin’s words from the car echoed in his head, sharp and clear.

Aron... allergic to peanuts... Davy... afraid of being alone... Elia... strawberry ice cream...

The children.

The thought hit him like a physical blow. They were at the penthouse, with Mr. Davis. They had watched
their mother get stabbed. They had seen the blood. They must be terrified.



Protect them... Don’t let your family consume them...

Her last command. Her final trust.

He straightened up, taking a deep, ragged breath, forcing the grief down, burying it under a sudden,
crushing weight of responsibility. He was a father. He had a duty.

He turned to Julian and Sebastian. “I have to go back to the penthouse,” he said, his voice stronger now,
laced with a new, grim purpose. “The children need me. | can’t fail her. Not again.”

Sebastian gave a single, solemn nod. “Go. | will remain here. Nothing will get past me.”

Julian handed Hilliard a spare sidearm and the keys to an armored SUV. “Be careful. The Vances could
still have people out there.”

Hilliard took one last, long look at Cailin, a silent vow passing between them. | will find the antidote. |
will bring you back.

He turned and strode toward the elevator, his back straight, his shoulders squared. He was a man with a
mission.

Around the corner, Cordelia watched him go, a cold sneer on her lips. She pulled out her phone and
dialed a secure number.



“He’s on his way back to the apartment,” she reported in a low voice to Eleonora Vance. “Plan Awas a
failure. He’s more resistant than we anticipated. We’'ll need to proceed with the alternative.”

The private elevator doors slid open with a soft hiss, revealing the cavernous, silent living room of the
Manhattan penthouse. Hilliard stepped out, his movements heavy, dragging the weight of the last few
hours with him. He had changed out of the blood-soaked suit at the hospital, but he could still smell the
cloying, metallic scent of it on his skin, mixed with the sterile tang of antiseptic.

The apartment was unnervingly quiet. The usual sounds of children’s laughter and play were gone,
replaced by a heavy, oppressive silence. Mr. Davis stood like a sentinel at the entrance to the children’s
wing, his face grim.

“Sir,” the driver said, his voice a low rumble. “They haven’t cried. They haven’t made a sound since we
got back. It's... not right.”

Hilliard nodded, his jaw tight. He took a deep breath, trying to force the muscles in his face to relax, to
form an expression that wasn’t a mask of pure despair.

He pushed open the door to the children’s room. It was dark, save for the soft glow of a single nightlight.

Elia was curled up on her bed, clutching the one-eyed teddy bear Cailin had spoken of. Her small face
was blotchy, tear tracks dried on her cheeks. She had cried herself to sleep.
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Davy sat on the floor, a Rubik’s Cube in his hands, but he wasn’t turning it. He was just staring at the
wall, his eyes vacant, lost in the trauma of the morning.

Aron was at his desk, his small back ramrod straight. A laptop was open in front of him, lines of complex
code scrolling across the screen. He was trying to hack the hospital’s internal network.

Davy’s head snapped up at the sound of Hilliard’s footsteps. His eyes, wide and fearful, immediately
darted to Hilliard’s hands, searching for blood.

Hilliard walked to Elia’s bed, his movements slow and careful. He gently pulled the duvet up to her chin,
his touch so light he was afraid he might shatter her.

“Where is she?” Davy’s voice was a small, trembling thing. He dropped the cube and ran to Hilliard, his
small face tilted up. “Where’s Mommy? Why didn’t she come home with you?”

The question felt like a physical hand squeezing Hilliard’s heart. He knelt, forcing himself to meet his
son’s terrified gaze. The lie tasted like poison in his throat.

“Mommy...” he began, his voice hoarse. “Mommy was hurt, just a little. But she’s very brave. She had to
g0 on a very important, very secret mission. In Europe.”

He reached out to touch Davy’s hair, but the boy flinched away.



“She told me to take good care of you all,” Hilliard continued, his own eyes burning. “She’ll be back as
soon as the mission is over.”

Davy stared at him, his eyes filled with a child’s desperate need to believe. He gave a small, hesitant nod
and scurried back to his bed, pulling the covers over his head.

Hilliard stood up and turned to face Aron.

The eldest of his children closed the laptop with a soft click. He walked over, his expression unnervingly
calm, his eyes sharp and analytical.

“You're lying,” Aron said. The words were quiet, but they detonated in the silent room.

Hilliard froze.

“I saw how much blood there was,” Aron continued, his voice steady, relentless. “l saw your face. A
person who bleeds that much doesn’t go on a business trip to Europe.”

His small chin trembled, but he held his ground. “And tomorrow is the parent-teacher conference at St.
Jude’s. She promised she would be there. She never breaks a promise.”



The boy’s logic was a steel trap, and Hilliard was caught in it. He looked into Aron’s eyes — eyes that
were a perfect, miniature copy of his own — and knew he couldn’t lie to this child.

He felt a wave of profound, crushing defeat. He walked to the door and gently closed it, sealing Elia and
Davy in with their fragile, temporary peace.

He led Aron out into the vast living room, to the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the glittering,
indifferent lights of Manhattan.

For a long moment, he said nothing. Then his large frame seemed to collapse. He sank to one knee
before his seven-year-old son, his hands gripping Aron’s small, bony shoulders.

“I'm sorry, Aron,” he whispered, and the dam finally broke. A raw, choked sob tore from his throat, and
tears streamed down his face.
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“She’s not in Europe. She’s in the hospital. In the ICU.”

He buried his face in his hands, the words ripped from him in ragged, painful gasps. “The knife... it was
poisoned. The doctors... they said... they said she might not make it through the night.”

Aron went rigid. His small body was as still as stone. His pupils dilated, his breath catching in his throat.
His small hands clenched, grabbing fistfuls of Hilliard’s shirt.



“No,” he whispered, his voice shaking. “You’re lying. Mommy doesn’t die. She promised.”

His composure shattered. The tears he had been holding back burst forth, great, silent drops that
splashed onto the back of Hilliard’s hands.

Hilliard pulled him into a fierce, desperate hug, holding his son as if he were the only solid thing in a
collapsing world.

There, in the cold, glittering darkness of the Manhattan skyline, father and son wept, two broken pieces
of a shattered family, sharing a grief too large for either of them to bear alone.

The only sounds in the vast, empty living room were the low hum of the climate control and the ragged,
suppressed sobs of a father and his son.

Hilliard felt the boy’s small frame tremble against his chest. He stroked his son’s back, a slow, steady
rhythm, a desperate, silent attempt to offer a strength he no longer possessed.

After a long time, Aron’s violent sobs subsided. He pulled back, roughly wiping his tear-streaked face
with the sleeve of his school uniform. He forced himself to stand straight, his red-rimmed eyes holding a
heartbreaking, fragile strength.

“Don’t tell them,” Aron said, his voice thick and nasal, but his tone was firm. “Don’t tell Davy and Elia.”



Hilliard looked down at the boy, his own heart aching.

“Elia won’t be able to handle it,” Aron continued, his jaw clenched. “She’ll break. And Davy... Davy will
do something stupid. He'll try to find the man who did it. I'll... I'll keep the secret for them.”

This seven-year-old boy, forced to become a man in a single, brutal afternoon. Hilliard felt a fresh wave
of pain, but he gave a solemn, respectful nod. He had made a promise to a partner.

“The parent-teacher conference tomorrow,” Hilliard said, his voice rough. “I'll be there. | promise you. A
Holloway will be there.”

Aron looked at him, a long, searching look. The raw animosity was gone, replaced by something more
complex, a reluctant acknowledgment of their shared, terrible burden. He gave a single, sharp nod, then
turned and walked silently back to the children’s room, closing the door softly behind him.

Hilliard stood, staring out at the night sky. He pulled out his phone and dialed Julian, his thumb hovering
over the call button as he prepared to ask for an update from the hospital.

At that same moment, miles away, the ground floor of Mount Sinai Hospital was being invaded.

The automatic glass doors slid open, and a tide of black-clad men swept into the brightly lit lobby. At
their head was Kegan Aguirre.



