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She reached out and tilted Tiffany’s chin up with a single, manicured finger, forcing her to meet her 

gaze. “You have two choices. You can be my loyal little dog, and I might let you have a scrap of revenge. 

Or,” she paused, her smile widening, “I can make a single phone call and deliver you to Kegan Aguirre. I 

wonder what he does to people who try to murder his fiancée?” 

 

 

Tiffany stared into Giselle’s beautiful, monstrous face, tears of grief and hatred streaming down her 

cheeks. All her pain, all her loss, all her rage, began to twist and curdle, focusing on a single point. A 

single person. 

 

 

Cailin Morton. 

 

 

It was all her fault. If Cailin had never come back, her father would still be alive. She wouldn’t be here. 

She wouldn’t be nothing. 

 

 

More novels on .com 

 

 

Giselle saw the shift in her eyes. The grief being burned away by a new, hotter fire of pure, venomous 

hatred. She smiled, satisfied. 

 

 

The pawn was broken. And now she could be remade into a much more useful, much more dangerous 

weapon. 

 



 

The moment the door clicked shut behind Giselle, a sound tore from Tiffany’s throat. It was a low, 

guttural wail, the sound of an animal caught in a steel trap, the sound of a soul being ripped in two. 

 

 

She slid to the floor, her body wracked with dry, heaving sobs. Her father was dead. She was a prisoner. 

Everything she had ever known or valued was gone, turned to ash. 

 

 

The grief was a tidal wave, but as it receded, it left behind something hard and sharp and ugly. Hate. A 

pure, black, molten hatred that filled the void inside her. 

 

 

It was all Cailin Morton’s fault. 

 

 

The thought was a spark in the darkness, and it quickly grew into a consuming fire. She began to scratch 

at the silk wallpaper with her fingernails, her movements frantic and crazed. She whispered Cailin’s 

name over and over, like a curse, like a prayer to a dark god. Her eyes, once merely spiteful, now glowed 

with the terrifying light of true madness. 

 

 

At that same moment, a woman in a sharp business suit, her face a mask of anxiety, hurried through the 

arrivals hall at JFK. Mia Hayes had caught the first flight out of Chicago the moment she’d heard Cailin’s 

voice on the phone. 

 

 

She jumped into a yellow cab, barking the address for Mount Sinai Hospital. On the ride into Manhattan, 

she sent a flurry of frantic texts. Cailin, what’s going on? Are you okay? Talk to me! 

 

 

The only reply she received was a short, cryptic message: VIP floor. Give them my name. 



 

 

The brevity of it, the lack of any reassurance, sent a chill of dread down Mia’s spine. Cailin’s voice had 

been so weak, so fragile. 

 

 

Cailin was propped up against a mountain of pillows when Mia burst into the room. Seraphina was in 

the process of removing a series of long, silver needles from her arms and neck. 

 

 

The door flew open, and Mia stood there, her carry-on bag still slung over her shoulder. She froze, 

taking in the sight of her best friend. Cailin was so pale she was almost translucent, the vibrant life force 

that had always defined her reduced to a faint, flickering ember. 
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“Oh my god, Cailin,” Mia breathed, dropping her bag. She rushed to the bedside, her voice trembling. 

“What happened to you? The news said it was just a minor injury.” 

 

 

Cailin looked at Seraphina. “Could you give us a moment alone, please?” 

 

 

Seraphina nodded, her expression unreadable. She gathered her equipment and left with the nurse, 

closing the door softly behind her. 

 

 

Mia reached out and took Cailin’s hand. It was terrifyingly cold, and there was no strength in its grip. 

 

 



Cailin looked at her best friend, at the familiar, beloved face filled with panic and concern, and the iron 

wall of composure she had maintained for days finally crumbled. 

 

 

She didn’t try to soften the blow. She didn’t have the strength for it. 

 

 

“I’m dying, Mia,” she said, the words quiet and devastatingly simple. 

 

 

Mia started to laugh, a nervous, jerky sound. “Don’t joke like that, Cail. It’s not funny.” But then she saw 

Cailin’s eyes. She saw the profound, bottomless calm, the utter lack of any fight, and the laughter died in 

her throat. 

 

 

Cailin explained everything. The poison. Dr. Finch’s diagnosis. The irreversible damage. 

 

 

“I have less than fourteen days,” she finished, her voice flat. 

 

 

Mia’s mind refused to process the information. It was impossible. A glitch in reality. Tears welled in her 

eyes and began to stream down her face, hot and uncontrolled. 

 

 

“No,” she sobbed, grabbing Cailin, holding her as if she could physically keep her from leaving. “No, 

there has to be a way. What about Hilliard? Kegan? They can fix this, they can…” 

 

 

“I sent them away,” Cailin whispered, her voice muffled against Mia’s shoulder. She gently patted her 

friend’s back. “I can’t let them watch me die, Mia. I can’t.” 



 

 

And then Mia understood. She understood why she was here. She was the only one Cailin would allow 

to see this. The only one trusted with the final, terrible truth. 

 

 

The grief was a physical weight, crushing her. But through the tears, she pulled back, wiped her eyes, 

and looked at her friend. Her beautiful, strong, dying friend. 

 

 

“What do you need me to do?” she asked, her voice thick but steady. 

 

 

A faint, grateful smile touched Cailin’s lips. She knew she had chosen right. She squeezed Mia’s hand, 

her grip surprisingly firm for a fleeting moment. 

 

 

“I need you to help me record something,” Cailin said. “Videos. For my children. For their birthdays, 

their graduations… all the moments I’m going to miss. I want them to have my voice. I want them to 

know how much I loved them.” 

 

 

Her eyes, shimmering with unshed tears, held Mia’s. 

 

 

“And not just for them,” she added, her voice dropping to a near whisper, filled with a complex mix of 

love, rage, and regret. “There are things… things I need to say to Hilliard. Things he can only be allowed 

to hear after I’m gone.” 

 

 

Mia’s sobs were a raw, ragged sound in the sterile quiet of the room. She clung to Cailin’s hand, her 

knuckles white, her body shaking with the force of her grief. 
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“No,” she choked out, the word muffled by tears. “Don’t say that. Don’t you dare give up, Cailin. We’ll 

find a way. Hilliard will find a way.” 

 

 

Cailin’s heart felt like it was being squeezed by a cold, invisible hand. She used her good hand, her left, 

to gently pat Mia’s heaving back. Her own voice was a thin, reedy whisper, but it was steady. 

 

 

“I need you to be strong, Mia.” 

 

 

The simple words cut through the hysteria. 

 

 

“For me. For the children.” 

 

 

Mia’s crying slowly subsided into shuddering breaths. She pulled back, her face blotchy and swollen, and 

looked into her friend’s eyes. What she saw there was a terrifying, heartbreaking calm. It was the calm 

of acceptance. The calm of a decision already made. 

 

 

She knew then that her friend wasn’t asking for a fight. She was asking for help with the surrender. 

 

 

Mia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, taking a deep, shaky breath that hitched in her chest. She 

nodded, a single, jerky motion. 



 

 

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.” 

 

 

“The phone,” Cailin said softly. 

 

 

Mia nodded again. She reached under the firm hospital mattress, her fingers fumbling until they closed 

around the cool, heavy satellite phone. It felt like a brick in her hand, dense with unspoken weight. 

 

 

Her fingers trembled as she unlocked it and found the video recording function. She aimed the lens at 

Cailin, her own reflection a blurry, tear-streaked ghost on the screen. 

 

 

Cailin took a moment. She smoothed a stray strand of hair from her face. She tried to summon a smile 

for the camera, for her boys. It was a weak, fragile thing, but it was there. It was real. 

 

 

She was ready. 

 

 

“Aron, Davy,” she began, her voice cracking instantly on their names. “My babies…” 

 

 

A lump formed in her throat, thick and painful. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to continue. She had 

to do this. 

 

 



“I remember when you were both three,” she said, a genuine warmth flickering in her tired eyes. “You 

found my lipstick and decided to give the new white sofa a… makeover. There were red streaks 

everywhere. You looked so proud of your masterpiece.” 

 

 

The memory brought a ghost of a real smile to her lips, but it was immediately shattered by a violent, 

racking cough that shook her entire frame. 

 

 

“Cailin!” Mia cried out, moving to stop the recording. 

 

 

Cailin held up her hand, a sharp, prohibitive gesture. She waved Mia off, her body convulsing with 

another cough. When the fit finally passed, she sagged against the pillows, her skin an even more 

terrifying shade of pale. But her eyes were still burning with resolve. 

 

 

She took a ragged breath and looked back at the camera. 

 

 

“Be brave,” she whispered, the first of her final instructions. “And be kind. Always be kind to each 

other.” 

 

 

She felt a wave of dizziness wash over her. The effort had taken everything she had. 

 

 

“I need… I need to rest,” she told Mia, her eyelids fluttering. “Before I do Elia’s. And… and Hilliard’s.” 
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“No,” she choked out, the word muffled by tears. “Don’t say that. Don’t you dare give up, Cailin. We’ll 

find a way. Hilliard will find a way.” 

 

 

Cailin’s heart felt like it was being squeezed by a cold, invisible hand. She used her good hand, her left, 

to gently pat Mia’s heaving back. Her own voice was a thin, reedy whisper, but it was steady. 

 

 

“I need you to be strong, Mia.” 

 

 

The simple words cut through the hysteria. 

 

 

“For me. For the children.” 

 

 

Mia’s crying slowly subsided into shuddering breaths. She pulled back, her face blotchy and swollen, and 

looked into her friend’s eyes. What she saw there was a terrifying, heartbreaking calm. It was the calm 

of acceptance. The calm of a decision already made. 

 

 

She knew then that her friend wasn’t asking for a fight. She was asking for help with the surrender. 

 

 

Mia wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, taking a deep, shaky breath that hitched in her chest. She 

nodded, a single, jerky motion. 

 

 

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.” 



 

 

“The phone,” Cailin said softly. 

 

 

Mia nodded again. She reached under the firm hospital mattress, her fingers fumbling until they closed 

around the cool, heavy satellite phone. It felt like a brick in her hand, dense with unspoken weight. 

 

 

Her fingers trembled as she unlocked it and found the video recording function. She aimed the lens at 

Cailin, her own reflection a blurry, tear-streaked ghost on the screen. 

 

 

Cailin took a moment. She smoothed a stray strand of hair from her face. She tried to summon a smile 

for the camera, for her boys. It was a weak, fragile thing, but it was there. It was real. 

 

 

She was ready. 

 

 

“Aron, Davy,” she began, her voice cracking instantly on their names. “My babies…” 

 

 

A lump formed in her throat, thick and painful. She swallowed hard, forcing herself to continue. She had 

to do this. 

 

 

“I remember when you were both three,” she said, a genuine warmth flickering in her tired eyes. “You 

found my lipstick and decided to give the new white sofa a… makeover. There were red streaks 

everywhere. You looked so proud of your masterpiece.” 

 



 

The memory brought a ghost of a real smile to her lips, but it was immediately shattered by a violent, 

racking cough that shook her entire frame. 

 

 

“Cailin!” Mia cried out, moving to stop the recording. 

 

 

Cailin held up her hand, a sharp, prohibitive gesture. She waved Mia off, her body convulsing with 

another cough. When the fit finally passed, she sagged against the pillows, her skin an even more 

terrifying shade of pale. But her eyes were still burning with resolve. 

 

 

She took a ragged breath and looked back at the camera. 

 

 

“Be brave,” she whispered, the first of her final instructions. “And be kind. Always be kind to each 

other.” 

 

 

She felt a wave of dizziness wash over her. The effort had taken everything she had. 

 

 

“I need… I need to rest,” she told Mia, her eyelids fluttering. “Before I do Elia’s. And… and Hilliard’s.” 
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She gasped, choking and sputtering, the shock ripping her from the chemical-induced darkness. Her first 

sensation was the biting cold, the second was the rough texture of rope digging into her wrists. 

 



 

She was tied to a metal chair. 

 

 

The room was vast and dark, smelling of rust and damp concrete. A single, bare bulb hung from the high 

ceiling, casting a harsh, interrogator’s glare directly down on her. Everything beyond its unforgiving 

circle was lost in shadow. 

 

 

“Hilliard Holloway!” she shrieked, her voice echoing in the cavernous space. Panic made her reckless. 

“This is kidnapping! You’ll go to prison for this!” 

 

 

A shape detached itself from the shadows opposite her. Hilliard. He walked into the light, his face a 

calm, unreadable mask. He was holding a pen, idly turning it over and over in his fingers. 

 

 

He ignored her threats completely. 

 

 

He walked to her chair and crouched down, bringing his face level with hers. His eyes were empty. 

Devoid of anger, of pity, of anything human. 

 

 

“Who gave you the poison for Cailin?” he asked, his voice quiet, almost conversational. 

 

 

A jolt of fear shot through her, but she quickly masked it. She had a story prepared. A good one. 

 

 



“Poison? I don’t know what you’re talking about!” she lied, her voice rising hysterically. “I just wanted to 

teach her a lesson! That assassin, he went rogue! He acted on his own!” 

 

 

Hilliard nodded slowly, as if he believed her. He stood up and walked to a steel table nearby. On it, a 

medical tray held a neat row of gleaming instruments. 

 

 

He picked up a pair of pliers. 

 

 

The sight of the cold, hard steel sent a fresh wave of terror through Tiffany. She began to struggle 

against her bonds, her screams turning shrill and desperate. 

 

 

He walked back to her, the pliers held loosely in his hand. He took her left hand, which was tied to the 

armrest, and with terrifying precision, clamped the jaws of the pliers onto the nail of her little finger. 

 

 

“Who?” he asked again, his voice unchanged. 

 

 

“I don’t know! I swear, I don’t know!” she sobbed, shaking her head wildly. 

 

 

He didn’t say another word. He simply squeezed. 

 

 

The sound of her own nail cracking was obscene. The pain was a white-hot explosion in her hand, so 

intense it stole her breath. A scream tore from her throat, a sound that was no longer human. 



 

 

Hilliard released the pliers. He dropped the bloodied tool onto the concrete floor, where it landed with a 

sharp, metallic clatter. 

 

 

He took a pristine silk handkerchief from his pocket and began to meticulously wipe his fingers, as if he 

had just touched something unclean. 

 

 

Tiffany was a wreck, shaking uncontrollably, snot and tears streaming down her face. The pain in her 

finger was a throbbing, sickening pulse. 

 

 

He reached for her ring finger. 

 

 

Her mind broke. 

 

 

“I’ll talk!” she screamed. “I’ll talk! But I don’t know who it was! It was a middleman, I swear!” 

 

 

Hilliard paused, his cold eyes fixed on her. He gave a slight nod, indicating she should continue. 
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She started talking, the words tumbling out in a frantic rush. She described a man she’d never met, a 

figure in a hoodie, a voice distorted over a burner phone. She gave details about a dead drop in a 

subway station, a payment in untraceable cryptocurrency. Every detail was a lie, but it was a well-

rehearsed, seamless lie. 



 

 

Hilliard listened in perfect silence, his expression unchanging. He was a patient, attentive audience. 

 

 

When she finished, she looked at him, a desperate sliver of hope in her eyes. She thought she had done 

it. She thought she had fooled him. 

 

 

Then Hilliard smiled. 

 

 

It was the most terrifying thing she had ever seen. The smile was filled with a chilling, absolute 

contempt. 

 

 

“That was a good story,” he said softly. “Very detailed. But you forgot one thing.” 

 

 

He took a step closer, leaning down until his lips were near her ear. His whisper was like the rustle of dry 

leaves over a grave. 

 

 

“You forgot that Giselle Vance’s favorite perfume is a limited edition scent. ‘Winter Rose’.” 

 

 

He pulled back, his eyes boring into hers. 

 

 

“And the assassin we captured,” he said, his voice dropping even lower, “he smelled of it.” 



 

 

Tiffany’s pupils shrank to pinpricks. The blood drained from her face. Her carefully constructed world of 

lies had just been annihilated by a single, impossible detail. 

 

 

Hilliard straightened up, looming over her. He bent down and picked the pliers up from the floor. 

 

 

His voice was as cold and unforgiving as a Siberian wind. 

 

 

“Now,” he said, “let’s talk about the Van Doren family.” 

 

 

Tiffany looked into his eyes and saw nothing but a promise of death. She knew, with a certainty that 

froze her soul, that if she told one more lie, she would not leave this warehouse alive. 

 

 

The name hung in the air like a death sentence. 

 

 

Van Doren. 

 

 

A violent shudder wracked Tiffany’s body. The last of her defiance crumbled, leaving only raw, animal 

terror. She knew it was over. But the deep-seated fear of that family, a fear drilled into her since 

childhood, kept her mouth sealed. She could only shake her head, her eyes wide with a silent, desperate 

plea. 

 



 

Hilliard’s patience, already worn to a thread, snapped. He didn’t speak. He simply walked toward her 

other hand, the pliers held ready. 

 

 

“I’ll talk!” she shrieked, the words ripping from her throat. “Don’t touch me! I’ll tell you everything!” 

 

 

He stopped, his eyes as cold and dead as chips of ice. He waited. 

 

 

Her confession came out in a torrent of broken, sobbing words. It was Eleonora Van Doren. She planned 

it all. Giselle was the one who executed it. Giselle contacted her, Giselle provided the poison, Giselle 

designed the cover story of a simple assault gone wrong. 

 

 

Hilliard’s expression didn’t change, but Tiffany felt the temperature in the room drop another ten 

degrees. 

 

 

Desperate to prove her worth, to find some scrap of information that might save her, she offered more. 

 

 

“Giselle… she’s obsessed with you,” Tiffany stammered. “It’s sick. She thinks Cailin is the only thing 

standing in her way. She talks about you constantly.” 

 

 

A look of profound disgust flickered across Hilliard’s face, as if he’d just stepped in something foul. 
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Seeing his reaction, Tiffany thought she’d found a lifeline. She pressed on, embellishing Giselle’s 

psychotic fixation, painting a picture of a woman driven mad by unrequited love. 

 

 

“And she was looking for something,” Tiffany added, her mind racing. “A bracelet. She kept asking if I’d 

seen Cailin wearing a specific bracelet. I don’t know why.” 

 

 

An image flashed in Hilliard’s mind, the simple, elegant bracelet from Cailin’s mother’s effects. He filed 

the information away, his face betraying nothing. 

 

 

“I’ve told you everything I know,” Tiffany pleaded when she was done, her voice raw. “Everything. 

Please, just let me go.” 

 

 

Hilliard stared at her for a long, silent moment. The silence stretched, thin and taut, until Tiffany felt like 

she might scream. 

 

 

Then he spoke, his voice terrifyingly calm. “You think this is over?” 

 

 

The last flicker of hope in Tiffany’s heart died. 

 

 

“You hurt her,” Hilliard said, his voice a low, dangerous growl. “You put your hands on her. You were 

part of the plan that is killing her. Do you really think I would just let you walk away?” 

 

 



He turned his head slightly, nodding to a figure standing in the deepest shadows. 

 

 

A man stepped forward. He was holding a syringe filled with a clear liquid. 

 

 

Tiffany’s eyes widened in horror. She started screaming again, a wild, panicked sound, thrashing against 

the ropes that held her. Another man emerged from the darkness to hold her still. 

 

 

Hilliard turned his back to her, as if she were no longer worth his attention. 

 

 

“This won’t kill you,” he said coolly over his shoulder. “It will just put you to sleep. For a very, very long 

time.” 

 

 

The cold needle pricked her neck. She felt the liquid slide into her vein. 

 

 

“When you wake up,” Hilliard’s voice continued, distant and final, “the Van Doren family will no longer 

exist.” 

 

 

Her struggles grew weaker. Her vision began to blur at the edges. The last thing she saw before the 

darkness swallowed her completely was the cold, unforgiving line of Hilliard Holloway’s back. 

 

 

Hilliard stepped out of the warehouse and into the crisp night air. It did little to cool the fire in his chest. 

 



 

Jackson Reynolds was waiting by the car. 

 

 

“Take her back to that hospital,” Hilliard ordered, his voice flat. “Put her back in her bed. Make it clean. 

No one saw anything.” 

 

 

Jackson nodded. “And then, sir?” 

 

 

Hilliard looked up, his gaze fixed in the direction of the hospital where Cailin lay. There was no triumph 

in his eyes, no satisfaction of vengeance. Only a vast, cold emptiness and a pain so deep it felt like a part 

of his own soul had been carved out. 

 

 

“And then,” he said, “we prepare. It’s time the Van Doren family got a taste of their own medicine.” 

 

 

Cailin’s voice was a fragile thread of sound in the quiet room, but it was filled with a fierce, maternal 

love. 

 

 

“And for your sixteenth birthday, my darling Elia,” she whispered into the phone’s camera, “I want you 

to wear the most beautiful dress you can find. Something that sparkles. I imagine you’ll look just like a 

princess…” 
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Suddenly, the world vanished. 

 



 

One moment she was looking at the soft glow of the phone screen. The next, there was nothing. A thick, 

suffocating blackness pressed in on her from all sides. 

 

 

A small, choked gasp escaped her lips. The water glass she’d been holding slipped from her numb fingers 

and shattered on the floor. 

 

 

“Cailin?” Mia’s voice was sharp with alarm. “What is it? What’s wrong?” 

 

 

Cailin’s own voice was a strangled whisper, laced with a terror so pure it was paralyzing. “I can’t see, 

Mia. I can’t see anything.” 

 

 

The poison was moving faster than she’d thought. Much faster. 

 

 

Mia scrambled for the emergency call button, her hand shaking so badly she could barely press it. “Help! 

Somebody help!” 

 

 

The door burst open, and a team of doctors and nurses rushed in. Hilliard was right behind them, his 

face a mask of confusion that quickly morphed into horror. He saw Cailin sitting bolt upright in bed, her 

eyes wide and unfocused, staring into a void only she could see. 

 

 

A hand made of ice seemed to clench around his heart, squeezing the air from his lungs. He lunged 

toward the bed, grabbing for her hand. 

 



 

“Cailin, I’m here.” 

 

 

She felt his touch and flinched, a primal instinct to pull away. But her hand wouldn’t obey. It lay limp and 

unresponsive in his grip. 

 

 

A doctor shone a penlight into her eyes. Her pupils were fixed, dilated. “The toxin has reached the optic 

nerve,” he announced, his voice grim. 

 

 

A sound like a wounded animal tore from Hilliard’s throat. He turned on the doctor, his voice a low, feral 

snarl. “Fix it. Now.” 

 

 

Into the chaos, a figure of absolute calm appeared. Seraphina Morrow. 

 

 

She took in the scene with a single, sweeping glance. “Panicking will only make it spread faster,” she 

said, her voice cutting through the noise. She addressed Hilliard directly. “Make her calm down.” 

 

 

She opened her carbon-fiber case, revealing the neat rows of silver needles. 

 

 

“Cailin,” she said, her voice even and soothing. “Listen to me. This is temporary. Trust me. Breathe. Just 

focus on your breathing.” 

 

 



In the terrifying, sightless dark, Seraphina’s voice was an anchor. Cailin clung to it, trying to slow her 

frantic, shallow breaths. 

 

 

Seraphina’s movements were swift and sure. She began inserting the needles into specific points around 

Cailin’s eyes and on her scalp. Each insertion was a sharp, biting pain, but Cailin gritted her teeth, not 

making a sound. 

 

 

Hilliard watched, a profound, gut-wrenching helplessness washing over him. He would have gladly taken 

every single one of those needles himself, would have endured any torture, to spare her this. 

 

 

After a few minutes that stretched into an eternity, Seraphina stepped back. 

 

 

Cailin’s tightly shut eyes trembled, then slowly, hesitantly, opened. 

 

 

At first there was nothing but a blur of indistinct colors. Then, slowly, miraculously, the world began to 

sharpen. Light and shadow resolved into shapes. Shapes resolved into outlines. 
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The first thing she saw, the first thing that came into focus, was Hilliard’s face. It was a landscape of 

pure, unadulterated agony and fear. 

 

 

She could see. 

 

 



A collective sigh of relief went through the room. Hilliard’s shoulders sagged as if the strings holding him 

up had been cut. 

 

 

Cailin looked at him, a storm of emotions swirling inside her, gratitude, anger, a deep, weary sorrow. But 

she said nothing. There was nothing left to say. 

 

 

Miles away, in another hospital, a cheerful night nurse entered Tiffany Reed’s private room to change 

her IV drip. 

 

 

She stopped short. 

 

 

Tiffany was lying in bed, her eyes wide open, staring blankly at the ceiling. The heart monitor beeped in 

a steady, even rhythm, but the EEG machine beside it was nearly flatlined. 

 

 

The nurse checked her vitals, her hands growing colder with each reading. She called the doctor on duty, 

her voice tight with a professional, controlled panic. 

 

 

Tiffany Reed, for all intents and purposes, was gone. All that was left was a breathing, empty shell. 

 

 

Seraphina carefully removed the last of the silver needles, placing them back into their velvet-lined slots. 

 

 

“This is only a temporary solution,” she said, her voice crisp and professional. “The treatment will need 

to be administered daily to keep the effects at bay.” 



 

 

She turned her cool gaze on Hilliard. “She needs to rest. No more emotional agitation.” 

 

 

Hilliard could only nod, his throat too tight to speak. He looked at this strange, cold woman with a 

complex mixture of gratitude and a desperate, frightening dependency. She was the only one keeping 

Cailin from slipping away. 

 

 

Seraphina gave a curt nod and swept out of the room. Mia followed a moment later, giving Hilliard a 

look of profound pity before she left. 

 

 

He was alone with Cailin. 

 

 

She had her eyes closed, her breathing shallow. She had retreated into herself, shutting him out 

completely. He stood by her bed for a long time, a silent, helpless statue. Finally, with a sense of 

crushing defeat, he turned and left the room. He knew he was the last person she wanted to see. 

 

 

As he stepped into the dimly lit hallway, his phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out to read a 

single, encrypted message from his head of security: The target has been returned. The problem is 

neutralized. Clean. 

 

 

The sterile words masked the ruthless efficiency of what had transpired overnight. Following Hilliard’s 

unyielding orders, his shadow operatives had transported a frantic, hyperventilating Tiffany back to her 

private hospital suite through a secured service entrance. Before she could scream or even process her 

surroundings, a gloved hand had clamped over her mouth, and an untraceable neuro-inhibitor had been 

seamlessly injected into her IV line. The synthetic compound was designed to trigger a catastrophic 

cerebral shutdown without leaving a single chemical signature behind. Within seconds, her desperate 



thrashing had ceased, her eyes rolling back as her consciousness was permanently shattered. The 

operatives had then meticulously wiped the room and looped the security feeds, slipping away like 

phantoms. 
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Now, in the harsh light of morning, the corridor outside Tiffany Reed’s room was a scene of controlled 

chaos. A team of specialists huddled around her bed, running tests, their faces etched with confusion. 

They could find no medical reason for her sudden descent into a persistent vegetative state. 

 

 

In the midst of the confusion, a nurse quietly slipped into a supply closet and made a phone call. 

 

 

Ten minutes later, Giselle Van Doren arrived, flanked by two imposing bodyguards. She moved like a 

storm front, pushing past the doctors to get to the bedside. She stared down at Tiffany’s blank, empty 

eyes, her own face a mask of cold fury. 

 

 

The chief of medicine nervously explained that Tiffany had been fine the night before, and that this had 

happened without any warning. 

 

 

Giselle’s first instinct wasn’t grief. It was suspicion. 

 

 

“Who was here last night?” she demanded, her voice sharp as broken glass. 

 

 

The nurses on duty all reported the same thing: only routine checks, nothing out of the ordinary. 

 



 

“Lock this floor down,” Giselle snapped. “And get me every second of security footage from the last 

twelve hours. Now.” 

 

 

She strode to the security office, her bodyguards trailing her like shadows. She sat at the console, her 

eyes scanning the monitors as she rewound the footage, frame by painstaking frame. 

 

 

It all looked perfectly normal. Two nurses pushing a medical cart. A janitor mopping the floors. Nothing. 

 

 

But Giselle’s intuition screamed that something was wrong. The perfection was the flaw. The complete 

absence of anything unusual felt orchestrated, too clean. 

 

 

She played the clip of the nurses again. And again. She zoomed in, slowed it down, her eyes searching 

for any flicker, any jump in the timecode, any pixel out of place. 

 

 

There was nothing. The footage was seamless, perfect. If Hilliard Holloway’s team had been there, they 

had left no trace. 

 

 

Frustrated, she called in her family’s top digital forensics expert. He worked for an hour, running 

diagnostics, analyzing the file’s metadata, searching for any sign of tampering. 

 

 

His conclusion was definitive. “The file is clean, Ms. Van Doren. If it was altered, it was done by a ghost. 

There’s nothing here.” 

 



 

The blood in Giselle’s veins ran cold, but it was a cold of frustration, not certainty. She had a gut feeling, 

a powerful suspicion, but no proof. Without proof, it was just paranoia. Tiffany could have had a stroke. 

A rare, undiagnosed condition. The doctors couldn’t rule it out. 

 

 

She found an empty stairwell, her hands clenched into fists as she dialed her mother’s number. 

 

 

“Mother,” she said, her voice tight with suppressed fury when Eleonora answered. “Tiffany Reed is a 

vegetable.” 

 

 

She quickly relayed the situation: the sudden decline, the baffled doctors, the flawless security footage. 

 

 

“I can’t prove it,” Giselle seethed, “but I feel it. This was Holloway.” 

 


