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  Chapter 1 

Alecto


The knife leaves my hand before the thought finishes forming, burying itself center mass just below the sternum. For half a second, the handle quivers before it stills. The sound is small, intimate: steel into dense foam and wood, a muted thunk swallowed by the pines.
There’s no reason to celebrate; I’ve done this probably a million times. I simply walk forward, pull the blade free with a slow, deliberate drag, and wipe the edge on the outside of my thigh. 
There’s no blood today. Most people use training knives for this sort of thing because they are dull enough to bruise bone but not split skin unless you really want them to. I stopped using training knives a long time ago because I want them to. Maybe not yet, but the time is coming soon.
I reset, walking back to the line scratched into the frozen dirt. My breath plumes white in the November air, sharp enough to cut the back of my throat. The ridge behind the compound drops away into gray mist; the kind of cold that settles in your marrow and stays. That’s good because the cold keeps the mind clean.
I draw again, reversing my grip this time. Feint high, drop low, slash across the femoral line on the dummy. The motion is liquid, rehearsed to the point of boredom. Boredom is safety. It’s also a leash.
Mama calls it discipline. Calls it control. Calls it survival.
I call it standing still while the people who hurt us keep breathing.
The movement and precision are mine, earned through long hours of practice. But the instinct…that doesn’t feel like it started with me.
Again and again, I repeat the movements, not wanting to lose my edge.
On the twenty-third repetition, my shoulder protests. It’s a deep, familiar ache from where the zip ties bit into my skin a year and change ago when they had to get creative to keep me still and unable to lash out. I ignore it. Pain is data, not permission to stop. 
For a second—just a second—the cold isn’t the cold anymore. It’s plastic biting into my wrists. Not tight enough to cut circulation. Tight enough to remind me.
My fingers twitch. The knife almost slips. I tighten my grip before the memory finishes forming. Force it back down where it belongs.
The cold returns. Clean. Controlled.
Almost.
That’s what they taught me after. What they didn’t teach me is what to do with the part of me that doesn’t want to stop. The part that wants to finish it.
I rotate the wrist, feel the joint grind, then force another draw. Pushing to be faster and cleaner. Somewhere in the trees a raven croaks once, low and unimpressed.
I switch to live steel. The blade is one of Grandpa’s old ones, a drop-point hunter, with black micarta scales worn smooth by his thumb. I remember him sharpening it in the evenings when we’d go over for dinner. 
He gave it to me right before he and Grandma moved away once he handed the Mullins family business dealings over to Uncle Eron. But I set those tender thoughts aside. Missing family turns the ache into something wet and useless, and I don’t have headspace for tender thoughts or uselessness.
I open a cut on the dummy’s throat. It’s shallow and surgical. The kind of wound that leaks slowly and lets panic do most of the work.
My pulse stays even. Seventy-two beats, if I had to guess. I check it the way other people check the weather, out of habit, not worry.
Footsteps crunch through the dead grass and leaves behind me. I don’t turn because I know the cadence.
Meg stops at the edge of the clearing, arms folded inside an oversized hoodie that makes her look smaller than she already is. She doesn’t speak right away. She never does unless the data demands it.
I throw again. The knife sinks to the guard. I retrieve it without looking at her.
“You’re going to shred that dummy,” she says finally. Her voice is quiet, but there’s no judgement in it, just observation.
“It’s replaceable.”
“So are you.”
I glance over my shoulder to where she’s waiting. In know she’s not a fan of my way of doing things. Hers might be less bloody, but it takes too long. Her glasses reflect the pale sky. She’s holding a tablet, screen dark.
I wipe sweat from my brow with the back of my wrist. “What.”
She taps the tablet awake. Blue light carves shadows under her eyes. She’s been up all night again. Probably longer.
“Financial overlap,” she says. “Drayton’s shell company, Blue Ridge Capital, funneled a little over seven million into a land trust last quarter. The trust then granted conservation easements on three parcels that tried to block two separate resort developments. One of them was ours. Banner Elk phase three, but Mama was successful in getting it squashed.”
There is a shift in my chest-small and contained. Like a match struck inside a closed fist.
“Who controls the trust?”
“Kincaid Preservation Initiative.” She turns the tablet so I can see the org chart. “Founder and sole director: Dr. Jory Kincaid. Environmental attorney. Sits on three federal advisory boards for land-use policy in the Southeast. Testified before Congress twice last year on corridor protection. Public darling of the green movement.”
I study the photo she’s pulled up. Mid-fifties. Wire-rimmed glasses. Salt-and-pepper beard trimmed academic-short. Smile that says I’m helping the planet, aren’t you impressed?
My lip curls. This is the man Mama had a brief meeting with in late winter. Maybe he is testing the waters again to see if he can push us into a corner some other way.
“He’s the gatekeeper,” Meg continues. “If Vanguard wants to choke development in these mountains without getting their hands dirty, they use him. Regulatory delay is cleaner than eminent domain. And he’s connected to Drayton going back fifteen years. There is board overlap on at least two nonprofits.”
I take the tablet from her. Scroll through the transaction logs she’s annotated in red. Her notes are precise and merciless. My sister doesn’t do sloppy.
“You’re sure?” 
“I’m sure the money moved. The easements tried to kill our timeline, which is also something I’m sure about. I’m sure Kincaid signed every document. The rest…” She shrugs one shoulder. “Inference. But the pattern holds.”
I hand the tablet back with steady fingers. “Inference is enough,” I say automatically—but it isn’t. It’s just enough to make waiting feel like failure.
Meg watches me the way she watches code that’s about to compile wrong. “Mama closed the file.”
“Mama stepped back.” I turn toward the dummy again, rolling my shoulders. Those words just taste wrong. “But I didn’t. I just haven’t been allowed to move yet.”
I’ve been biding my time, playing the good girl while Mama plays CEO. But I haven’t let anything go.
“Alec.”
I don’t answer. I draw the knife once more, slowly, theatrically, so she can see every inch of control. Then I drive it into the silhouette’s throat, all the way to the guard. I hold it there until the resistance gives.
Meg sighs. “If you move on him, Vanguard will know the hunt’s not over.”
“Good.” I twist the blade a quarter turn, then pull it free. “Let them know.”
She doesn’t argue. She knows better. Instead, she says, “He’s careful. Private security. Travel schedule locked down. Home office in Charlotte, but he spends most weekends at a cabin outside of Boone. It’s totally off-grid with solar and Starlink. There are no visible cameras, but that doesn’t mean there are none.”
I nod once as I catalogue the information.
“If you’re going to do this,” she adds, softer, “you need better than inference. You need confirmation.”
“I’ll get confirmation.”
She hesitates for a moment before letting out a breath. “Don’t do it alone.”
I meet her eyes. “I’m not alone. We’re in this together.”
Her mouth twitches in the barest whisper of a smile that disappears just as quickly. “Flattery won’t make me sleep better.”
“I’m not trying to.” In another act of muscle memory, I sheath the knife at the small of my back. “I’m trying to make sure that when I open the next file, it’s the right one.”
Meg looks at the dummy. At the cut throat leaking stuffing, then back at me.
“You’re not her,” she whispers.
“I know.”
“You’re sharper.”
I don’t deny it.
She turns to leave, then pauses. “If you need extraction plans, contingencies, digital footprints scrubbed, all you have to do is ask. Please don’t just disappear.”
“I won’t disappear.” My gaze moves past her toward the ridge, where the mist is burning off and the first rays of sunlight are hitting the highest pines like brass. “I’m going to be very visible when I want to be.”
Meg stares at me for another second. Then, apparently satisfied, she dips her chin, small and final, then walks back toward the main house, tablet tucked under her arm.
I stay where I am, letting the cold sink deeper. My breath still clouds. The raven calls again, farther away now and in the distance, one calls back in answer.
I pull the knife once more. No target this time, just practicing the motion. Draw. Reset. Draw. Reset.
Kincaid. I say the name once, aloud, tasting it. “Dr. Jory Kincaid.”
It fits in my mouth like a bullet fits a chamber. I close my fingers around the handle until the scales bite into my palm. 
The war didn’t end when Mama put the blade down. It just changed hands.
And I was built for this part. Sometimes I wonder if this was always waiting.
Not the knife. 
The part of me that doesn’t stop once it starts.






  
  Chapter 2 

Silas


She throws the knife like she’s trying to kill the memory of holding it. Not the dummy. The motion itself. 
Every draw is clean, every release surgical, but the follow-through carries something extra. Something that wants to keep going past the point of impact. Past the point of reason.
I’ve been watching for somewhere around twenty minutes, but she hasn’t noticed me yet. That’s not carelessness on her part; it’s focus so complete it borders on trance. Focus that makes the rest of the world recede until there’s only the blade, the target, and the next breath you’re willing to spend.
She’s wearing black tactical leggings and a long-sleeved compression shirt that’s dark with sweat at the small of her back. Long dark hair knotted high, strands escaping like they’re trying to get free too. Her breathing is controlled—four-count in, six-count out—but her eyes are bright in a way that has nothing to do with exertion.
I recognize that look. I’ve seen it on Nyx’s face in grainy security stills from last year, right before she cut Marcus Hale to ribbons.
Alecto is younger. Hungrier. Less certain that stopping is an option. She’s a beautiful blade. But I’m concerned about her ability to control all that anger. 
The knife sinks again. Center mass. She steps forward, retrieves it without flourish, wipes the edge on her thigh even though there’s no blood to clean. Alec’s creating habits and ritual. Attaching anchors to motion.
I shift my weight. The railing creaks under my forearm with just enough sound to carry.
Her head snaps toward me. Not startled. Alert. The knife is already reversed in her grip, edge out, ready to slash or throw. Recognition hits a half-second later. Her shoulders drop a fraction once she acknowledges I’m not the enemy creeping up on her.
“Silas.”
One word. Flat. No welcome, no irritation. Just the fact of my name.
I don’t move closer. “Alecto.”
She turns back to the dummy like I’m scenery. Another draw. Another throw. This one buries even deeper, at least two inches past where the others landed. The handle vibrates.
She keeps her attention on the dummy now that I’ve been dismissed as a target. “You’re early.”
“Gideon said noon. It’s eleven forty-seven.”
She huffs in a way that is almost a laugh, but not quite. “He always rounds up.”
I let the silence sit. She finishes what must be a set for her, ten more throws, alternating grips, then sheathes the blade at the small of her back. 
When she finally faces me fully, her chest is still rising faster than it should after a cooldown. It’s not exhaustion, her eyes are too bright, so it must be adrenaline she hasn’t spent yet.
I don’t step back when she closes the distance. Most people would.
She notices. I can see it in the way her eyes flick, quick and precise, logging the deviation. Then she leans in a fraction closer, her breath hitting the collar of my shirt, and for a fraction too long, she doesn’t step back.
Not hesitation.
Testing. Not intimidation. Not impulse. Deliberate.
I hold where I am.
There’s a shift—subtle, but there. Not in her stance. In the space between us. Like a line being drawn and neither of us stepping off it.
I’m aware of it. That’s the problem.
I shut it down before it has time to turn into anything useful.
“You’re here to talk me down,” she says.
“Nope.”
Her brow lifts slightly. “Then why?”
“To see how far you’ve already gone.”
She scrutinizes me like I might be a target, as if she’s measuring distance, angle, and weak points. “And?”
“You’re precise,” I tell her. “Disciplined, too. But you’re also burning at both ends. That’s the part that worries me.”
She doesn’t try to argue or deny it. Just wipes sweat from her temple with the heel of her hand. “Worried about who?”
“For you. For the people who’ll get caught in the radius when the fire finally jumps the line.”
Her mouth twitches a fraction. “I’m not on fire.”
“You’re smoldering. That’s worse. Smoldering can burn for years before anyone notices the house is gone.” 
“Good,” she snaps. A flicker of remorse ghosts over her features as if she didn’t mean to say it to harshly, but she doesn’t take it back. 
She looks past me toward the ridge. The mist is thinning; pale sunlight cuts through the pines in long, cold blades. When she speaks again, her voice is quieter. “Mama stopped.”
“I know.”
“She thinks stopping makes her safe.”
“She thinks stopping keeps the rest of you safe.”
Alecto’s jaw tightens. “Safe is a luxury we don’t have.”
I don’t contradict her. She’s not wrong.
Footsteps on gravel. Gideon appears at the edge of the house, coming onto the deck, hands in the pockets of his coat, breath fogging. He moves like a man who’s never had to hurry, with long strides and no wasted motion. When he reaches us, he stops beside me, shoulder almost brushing mine. Brotherhood without touching.
He looks at Alecto first. Then, at the dummy. Then at me.
“She tell you?” he asks.
“She didn’t have to.”
He lifts one brow a fraction then turns back to her. “Kincaid.”
Alecto doesn’t flinch. “Meg traced the money. Drayton to the land trust to Kincaid’s signature on every easement that’s tried to block development in three counties. Including ours.”
Gideon releases a steady breath. “He’s not one of the triggermen.”
“No,” she says. “He’s the one who made sure the triggermen had a clean shot at the target.”
Silence stretches. Wind moves through the pines. Somewhere higher up, a hawk screams once and falls silent.
Gideon looks at me. “I need you on this.”
I don’t answer right away. I watch Alecto. She rolls her shoulders, working out a knot, eyes never leaving Gideon’s face.
“I’m not asking you to stop her,” Gideon says. “I’m asking you to keep her breathing while she does what she’s going to do anyway.”
Alecto’s gaze flicks to me, quick and assessing. Waiting for refusal.
I want to refuse. This is a clusterfuck waiting to happen. I’ve only been watching her for a few minutes and I can see the cracks in the façade she’s trying to show the world. She’s a powder keg waiting for a match.
But for Gideon, I will. He’s closer than family, and I made a vow to stick by his side come hell or high water. Blood stands. Bone remembers. 
I meet her eyes. Hold them. “You understand I won’t let you run blind.”
Her chin lifts a fraction. “I don’t run blind. Listen, if you don’t want to help me, that’s fine. I don’t need a babysitter.”
I snort before I can stop myself. “You run hot. Hot makes mistakes.”
“And cold doesn’t?” she shoots back.
“Cold doesn’t hesitate,” I say. “Cold finishes things.”
She studies me for a second too long.
I let her.
If she’s looking for hesitation, she won’t find it.
“I don’t make mistakes.”
“You will. Everyone does the first time they cross from training to live targets. The difference is whether someone’s there to pull you back before the second mistake becomes the last one.”
She doesn’t blink, but lifts her jaw in challenge. “You think you can pull me back?”
“I think I can slow you down long enough to see the entire board before you burn a piece off it.”
Something moves behind her eyes. I’m not sure if it is anger, or maybe a little respect. Hard to tell with her. She’s good at keeping the surface still.
Gideon speaks again, putting authority into his voice and sounding a lot like his daddy. “He’s not your handler, Alec. He’s your shadow. You move, he moves. You stop, he stops. But he sees what you’re too close to see.”
She looks between us. Then back at the dummy. The knife handle still protrudes from its chest like an accusation.
After a long moment, she huffs, “Fine.”
It’s not surrender. She’s agreeing to his terms, but that’s probably just temporary. As soon as her cousin is gone, she’s going to test me.
Gideon nods at me once in a mixture of gratitude and warning. He knows what a handful his cousin is. Then he turns and walks back the way he came. Crossing the deck then the driveway as gravel crunches under his boots until he’s gone.
Alecto and I are alone again.
She pulls the knife free of the dummy. Wipes it. Sheathes it. Then she looks at me—really looks.
“You don’t talk much,” she says.
“Words are cheap.”
“You think I’m reckless.”
“I think you’re young enough to believe rage is fuel instead of corrosion.”
Her lips press into a thin line. “And you’re old enough to know better?”
“Old enough to have watched better people than me burn themselves out trying to prove they could take the hit.”
She steps closer. Some might see it as a threat, but I know she’s just taking my measure. A few heartbeats later, she’s close enough I can smell pine needles, sweat, and the faint metallic bite of steel.
“I’m not them,” she says.
“Nope,” I agree. “You’re worse. They had limits. You’re still looking for yours.”
Her fingers twitch toward the knife at her back. For a second, I think she’ll argue, or draw her knife and stab me. Instead, she tilts her head slightly, studying me the way she studied the target earlier.
“You’re not afraid of me,” she states flatly. Not a question.
“Nope.”
“Why not?”
“Because fear would make me hesitate. Hesitation would get one of us killed. I’d rather be certain.”
Her gaze drops to my mouth for half a heartbeat, barely long enough to register, then back to my eyes. “Certainty is dangerous, too.”
“So is uncertainty.”
She steps back. Turns toward the house and glances back at me over her shoulder. “I’m showering. Then we’re meeting Meg. She has more.”
I don’t move yet. I watch her walk with her spine ramrod straight and stride controlled. Every movement says I’m not running from anything, least of all you.
When she disappears inside, I finally let my shoulders drop a fraction. Gideon was right. She’s not Nyx. 
Alecto’s been around a handful of times over the past six months with Gideon and me. Even in those relaxed situations, I could see the critter underneath, prowling inside the cage she thought no one could see. But this version of her is next-level. This version is all dragon fire and snake venom.
Nyx had Shepherd to remind her that there was still something worth coming home to.
Alecto doesn’t believe in home right now. She believes in pressure points. In leverage. In making the people who hurt her family understand what it feels like to be the one pinned down.
I pull my phone from my coat. Open a blank note.
First entry:
Target: Jory Kincaid 
Location priority: Boone cabin (off-grid, weekends) 
Threat assessment: High influence, low direct violence, protected by systems not people 
Alecto risk level: Extreme (self)
I close the note, then I walk toward the edge of the house. She may be the blade, but someone has to decide when and how deep it cuts.
I intend to be the hand that holds the wrist steady.






  
  Chapter 3 

Megaera


The room never quite gets dark. Even at three in the morning, the curved monitors throw cold blue light over the walnut desk, across the legal pads covered in timestamps and transaction IDs, across the cooling mug of coffee number five I haven’t touched since the foam collapsed. 
The only other illumination comes from the narrow floor lamp behind me, warm, deliberately warm, the one Darla insists on because she says blue light before bed is a form of self-harm. I leave it on for contrast rather than comfort. Warm light makes the data feel less like it’s crawling under my skin.
I roll the trackball one click. The map on the center screen zooms in another level.
The Appalachian development corridors are color-coded by status. Green for approved or under construction. Yellow for delayed. Red for dead or indefinitely stalled. The pattern is almost beautiful in its ruthlessness. Almost.
I drag the cursor over the Banner Elk phase-three parcel—the one we almost lost eighteen months ago when the environmental impact statement suddenly wanted to require an additional eighteen-month bat survey for an endangered subspecies no one had previously mentioned. 
The parcel turns green under my pointer, but it could easily have been yellow if it hadn’t been for Mama’s connections, who produced a survey a UNC graduate student had completed six months earlier. I click through to the originating motion: Kincaid Preservation Initiative v. North Carolina Department of Environmental Quality. Filed three weeks after Drayton Energy Holdings quietly acquired a thirty-percent stake in the regional utility provider that would have supplied the resort’s power grid.
Coincidence is possible. Patterns are probable, and we haven’t been so lucky with other sites.
I open a new layer: land-trust easements granted in the last thirty-six months within a hundred-mile radius of Asheville. Purple polygons bloom across western North Carolina and into eastern Tennessee like bruises. I overlay our own holdings in dashed white lines. The contrast is stark. Where our proposed developments die, the purple blooms thickest.
I settle back. The chair groans softly.
Kincaid’s name appears on every significant filing that turned purple. Not always as counsel of record. Sometimes he is only an advisor to the trust, or sometimes buried in the acknowledgments section of a conservation plan. But always there. A signature here, a letter of support there, a single expert declaration that tipped the administrative-law scales.
He doesn’t litigate aggressively. He strangles quietly.
I pull up his public CV again, not because I need to reread it, but because staring at the photograph sometimes helps me see the man behind the curriculum vitae. Wire-rimmed glasses. Neat salt-and-pepper beard. The smile of someone who has never once doubted his own moral coordinates. Below the headshot:
Jory Kincaid, J.D., Ph.D. (Environmental Policy), Founder and Executive Director, Kincaid Preservation Initiative. Former counsel to the Southern Appalachian Conservation Council. Advisor to the U.S. Department of the Interior on corridor ecology. Recipient of the 2022 National Environmental Stewardship Award.
I close the tab. Awards are camouflage.
I switch to the financial overlay. Blue lines trace capital movement from shell to LLC to private foundation to land trust and back again. Karl Drayton’s name appears in six different nodes, always at the capital-injection point. Calder Voss is attached to four of the green parcels, always listed as project manager or lead developer once the easements were secured and the regulatory path cleared.
Three names. Three functions.
Capital. Execution. Gatekeeping.
The structure is elegant. No single point of failure. No obvious kingpin. Just interlocking roles that protect the whole.
I rub the bridge of my nose. My eyes burn. I should sleep. But I won’t, because I know if I try, my brain will just spin with the data and sleep will never come.
She’s showered since the throwing range. Her hair is still damp, and she’s wearing an old UNC sweatshirt that used to be mine. Just inside the threshold, she stops, arms folded, studying the wall of screens like they might bite.
“Anything new?” she asks.
I don’t turn. “Confirmation. Kincaid’s signature appears on nineteen of the twenty-three most restrictive easements filed in the last four years that directly impacted commercial development applications in the region. Seventeen of those nineteen easements benefited entities with documented financial ties to Drayton and/or Voss.”
She steps closer. “So he’s ours.”
“He’s connected.” I finally look at her. “Connected isn’t the same as culpable in a courtroom. Or on a mountain trail.”
Her mouth tightens. “We’re not going to court.”
“No,” I agree. “But if we move on bad intel, we expose the entire operation. One mistake and the rest of them vanish deeper.”
“Silas already gave me the slowdown lecture.”
“Good. He’s right.”
Alecto’s eyes narrow. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”
“I’m on the side where you come home breathing.” I gesture at the screens. “This is how that happens.”
She looks at the map again. The purple is spreading under the cursor as the refresh pulls new data. She watches it for a long moment.
“How big is it?” she asks. Quieter.
I don’t answer right away. With a click of the mouse, the view zooms out.
The map redraws. The purple polygons stretch from northern Georgia to southwestern Virginia, thin tendrils following proposed interstate expansions, rail corridors, and natural-gas pipelines. Green clusters appear in predictable places—areas already inside established development zones or already owned by friendly holding companies.
I add another layer: political contributions from Drayton-linked PACs to state and federal candidates who sit on natural-resources and transportation committees. Small red dots appear like blood spatter.
Then another: Voss Meridian Holdings’ active projects. More green.
I stop adding layers. The screen is starting to look like static.
“Big,” I say finally. “Big enough that taking out one node won’t collapse the structure. It might even trigger a defensive reorganization.”
Alecto’s jaw flexes. “So we take more than one.”
“That’s the part that worries me.” I turn the chair to face her fully. “You want Kincaid because he’s the first name we have. I understand that. But once we start cutting into it, the system will respond. And we still don’t know where Warrick is. Or Vale. Or whether there’s someone sitting above all three of them.”
She doesn’t blink. “There’s always someone above.”
“Yes.” I let the word hang. “And we’re blind to at least two-thirds of the board.”
Silence stretches between us. Alecto finally moves, crossing to the window to look out at the dark ridge. The glass reflects her silhouette against the glowing screens.
“I can’t wait until the map is perfect, Meg.”
“I know.”
“If we wait too long, they’ll finish what they started.”
“I know that, too.”
She turns back. “Then give me something I can use. Something solid.”
I open the Kincaid file again. Scroll to the most recent easement, the one that killed the second phase of Blackroot’s Tennessee border project.
“His personal residence in Charlotte is a matter of public record,” I say. “But he spends most weekends at a cabin outside Boone. The place is off-grid with solar and a Starlink uplink. There is no visible security footprint on satellite, but that doesn’t mean there is nothing there. The property is held through a blind trust, and Kincaid Preservation Initiative is the named beneficiary if he dies intestate.”
Alecto’s eyes sharpen. “So if he dies, the trust keeps functioning.”
“Exactly.”
She gives a single, quick jerk of her chin. “That’s useful.”
“It’s a vulnerability,” I correct. “Not a gift. If he disappears, someone will notice. Fast.”
“Let them notice.” She pushes off the window frame. “I’m not asking for permission. I’m asking for coordinates.”
For a long moment, I study her. The bright fury is still there, banked but burning. She looks like Mom did in the weeks after she randomly stumbled over Jeremiah Loggains while on a business trip to Charlotte and before Shepherd started staying nights. Before the killing slowed.
“I’ll have a movement profile by tomorrow night,” I tell her. “Travel patterns, known associates, digital exhaust. But Silas—”
“Silas will do his job,” she cuts in. “And I’ll do mine.”
She leaves without another word. The door closes with a soft click, and I turn back to the screens.
The map is still there. Purple bleeding across the mountains like ink in water.
I open a new window. Start a fresh search string:
“Ashcroft Global Capital” + “Appalachian” + “infrastructure investment”
Nothing useful surfaces in the first three pages. I try again with different parameters: shell-company cross-references, sovereign wealth mentions. Still nothing.
But the absence feels deliberate.
I lean forward. Rest my forehead on the cool edge of the desk for just a second.
They didn’t build something this clean by accident. They built it to survive people like us.
I lift my head and open the calendar. Tomorrow I’ll give Alecto her coordinates.
Tomorrow she’ll start moving. And I will keep watching the map, adding layers, looking for the shadow behind the names we already have.
Because this isn’t revenge anymore. This is dissection.
And the patient is still breathing.






  
  Chapter 4 

Alecto


Daddy’s study, turned war room, smells of old cedar and fresh coffee gone bitter. I stand at the long table with Meg’s printouts spread in front of me like a map to blood. Kincaid’s face stares up from the top sheet, smiling that careful, philanthropic smile people use when they know the law will always shake their hand first. 
I trace the Boone cabin’s address with my index finger. A little over sixty miles from here if I take the back roads. Three or so hours in the dark. Less if I push it.
I already know the route. I ran it twice last night in my head while the house slept.
Silas leans against the far wall, arms crossed, watching me the way he watches everything. He is still and unhurried, as if time owes him something. In the ten minutes since he arrived, he hasn’t said a word. He doesn’t need to. His silence is loud enough.
For a man of his size, he’s amazingly unobtrusive. He just stands over there and observes like a gargoyle on a building, seeing and hearing everything.
I flip the page to the satellite stills Meg pulled. The cabin sits on a narrow ridge spur, solar panels glinting like knife edges, gravel drive curling up from the county road. 
I repeat Meg’s briefing: no gate, no visible cameras, and a Starlink dish on the roof. One way in, one way out—unless you want to rappel a forty-foot drop or bushwhack through rhododendron thick enough to swallow a man.
It is a perfect choke point. I tap the photo. “Friday night he’s there. Almost always alone, but there’s no way to know for sure whether he has weekend guests scheduled. Security is a single private contractor who rotates out at 2200. After that, it’s just him, his laptop, and whatever bourbon he keeps in the wet bar.”
Silas doesn’t move. “You’ve already decided.”
“I’ve already planned.” I meet his eyes. “We go in Saturday at 0300. Zip-ties, hood, back of the SUV. Drive him to the secondary site on Mullins land. Once there, I’ll interrogate him and confirm the rest of the names. With those, I’ll be able to finish it.”
He tilts his head just enough to show that he heard every word. “And when the contractor doesn’t report for the Sunday shift?”
“We’ll be gone by then.”
“When the Starlink goes dark?”
“Jammed. Temporary.”
“When his assistant realizes the weekend briefing packet wasn’t opened?”
The first spark of irritation sizzles up my spine. “By then we’ll have what we need.”
Silas finally steps away from the wall. Not aggressive. Just closing distance the way water finds the lowest point. He stops on the opposite side of the table, palms flat on the wood, looking down at the same spread I’m looking at.
“You’re thinking like the men you already killed,” he says quietly. “Fast. Clean. No loose ends. That works when the target is disposable.”
“Kincaid isn’t disposable?”
“He’s not expendable.” Silas taps one finger on the photo of the cabin. Just once with deliberate force. “Loggains was a gun for hire. Crowe was a sadist with a tin badge. Vance brothers were a tagalong and a middleman who thought money bought invisibility. They could vanish and no one with actual power would spend more than a couple of days looking. Kincaid—” He lifts his gaze to mine. “Kincaid vanishes, and the phone calls start at the federal level. Congressional staffers. DOJ contacts. Environmental NGOs with six-figure PR budgets. The kind of people who can turn a missing-person case into a national-security matter inside seventy-two hours.”
My pulse kicks against my throat. “Then we make sure he doesn’t look missing. We make it look like he walked away. Heart attack. Hiking accident. Overdose. Pick one.”
Silas doesn’t blink. “You think a man who’s spent twenty years building regulatory firewalls doesn’t have dead-man switches? Letter-of-intent files time-stamped with instructions to open if he disappears? Financial dead drops? Friends in high places who know exactly what questions to ask if his calendar suddenly has blank weekends?”
“You think I’m moving too fast?” 
“No,” he says. “I think you’re moving exactly the way I did and don’t want you to learn that lesson the way I did.”
I lean forward, palms braced on the table so we’re mirror images of each other. “You’re saying we do nothing.”
“I’m saying we do it right.” His voice stays level, almost gentle. “You want answers. I want him gone, too. But if we rush this and he slips the net, or worse, if he survives long enough to activate protections, then the entire machine turns toward Asheville. They’ll be looking at your mother. At your sisters. Toward this house.”
The room shrinks. Someone turns up the heat, making my skin flush. My lungs squeeze, and breathing becomes difficult. I force my body to relax.
“I’m not afraid of them turning toward us.”
“You should be.” He straightens slightly. “Because they won’t come at you the way the brutes did. They won’t send men with zip-ties and bad intentions. They’ll send lawyers. Auditors. Subpoenas. Frozen accounts. Zoning changes that choke every Blackroot project for the next decade. And when that doesn’t work, they’ll send someone who doesn’t miss.”
A bark of laughter huffs out of me. “You think I can’t handle pressure?”
“I think you’re very good at direct pressure.” He watches me for a beat. “I think you’re not used to indirect pressure. The kind that doesn’t leave bruises but still crushes.”
I push off the table. Pace once toward the window, then back. The ridge outside is black against the last gray of dusk. I can feel him watching every step.
“You’re talking like you’ve seen it,” I say.
“I have.”
“From the outside?”
A pause. Then, a flat, “No.”
He doesn’t explain. He doesn’t need to.
I don’t ask what he did. Because I already know it wasn’t clean. Many of the things he does for Gideon never are.
“You want to wait,” I accuse. My voice stays level, but my pulse doesn’t. Waiting is what Mama did. Waiting is how men like this stay alive long enough to become untouchable.
“I want to watch first.”
“How long?”
“Long enough to know his patterns better than he knows them himself. I want to observe him long enough to find the moment when the armor has a crack. Long enough that when we move, it looks like an accident or suicide or natural causes to everyone who matters.”
I turn. “That could take weeks.”
“Months,” he corrects. “Maybe longer.”
The word lands like a slap. The heat of anger crawls up my skin, but there is something else too. Something that feels dangerously close to being seen.
A sharp ache twists beneath my ribs. Months means distance. Means restraint. Months means trusting that someone else won’t take this from me again.
I step closer. Close enough that I have to tilt my head to hold his gaze. “You don’t get to decide the tempo.”
He doesn’t move when I step closer. That should make it easier. It doesn’t.
The space between us tightens, too small to ignore, too controlled to break. For a second, I lose track of what I was saying. I hate that more than anything he’s said. It doesn’t pass.
It lingers—just under the surface, like something waiting for me to look away again.
“I’m not deciding.” His voice remains even. “Just refusing to follow yours when it’s suicide.”
“I’m not asking you to follow.”
“Then don’t ask me to watch you walk into a kill box.”
The silence thickens—HVAC humming, the old mantel clock ticking in the hall, my heartbeat louder than both. I want to shove him. I want to break something. 
The fact that it might be him… or me… is the problem. I want to push him away and pull him closer. I want both at once and neither, and the contradiction makes my hands curl into fists.
He doesn’t step back or forward. Just stands there, steady and unreadable. 
The air leaves my lungs in a slow hiss. No one has said no to me—not like this—since the warehouse. Not Mom, Gideon, or even Meg, who argues with data instead of refusal.
I search his face for weakness. Or arrogance. Anything I can use to push back. But all I find is certainty.
Something else. Something quieter that looks like recognition. Like he sees the wound under the rage and isn’t repulsed by it.
That unnerves me more than the refusal. I step back first. One deliberate step.
“Fine, we’ll watch.” The words taste like ash.
He hitches his chin slightly, which I take as him accepting my agreement.
“But when the moment comes,” I add, “I’m the one who finishes it.”
Kincaid doesn’t bleed anything obvious. That’s what makes him worse. Men like him don’t pull triggers. They make sure someone else does and sleep like a baby through all of it.
Silas doesn’t argue. He doesn’t need to. The agreement is already written in the space between us.
He turns toward the door. Pauses with his hand on the knob. “One more thing. When we do move, however long it takes, you don’t go in alone. Not because I don’t trust your skill. Because I don’t trust what happens after you pull the trigger.”
I don’t answer, and he doesn’t wait to hear it if I did. The door closes with a soft click.
I stand there a long time, staring at the table. At Kincaid’s smiling face. At the cabin that suddenly looks less like a target and more like a locked box.
I reach out. Trace the ridgeline on the satellite photo with my fingertip.
Silas wants patience. I want fire. But right now, right this second, the only thing burning is the realization that Silas Bowman is the first person who has ever stood directly in front of my rage and refused to flinch.
And that infuriates me almost as much as it steadies me. I exhale a slow, controlled breath, bringing my body to heel, forcing it to shake off the burst of anger.
Then I start gathering the printouts. If he wants to watch, we’ll watch. For now.
But the moment will come. And when it does, I’ll be ready.
Whether he likes the pace or not.
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