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For my family, who remind me every day what strength, loyalty, and love really look like.

And for the one who steadies me when the world gets loud—you are my calm, my fire, and my reason to keep going.
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Storm dropped her shoulder bag on the entryway table, kicked off her heels, and let the door whisper shut behind her.

The click echoed in the silence like a full stop at the end of a sentence—one she didn’t get to finish.

Her apartment was immaculate. Neutral walls. Clean lines. Soft gold accents. A place for everything, and everything exactly where she’d left it. The scent of jasmine tea lingered faintly in the air, layered with lavender from the diffuser by the window. Her sanctuary. Her reset.

Normally, it worked.

Not tonight.

She shrugged off her coat and moved toward the kitchen with the precise economy of someone who needed her environment to reflect the control she fought to maintain. Her steps were silent over polished hardwood. Beyond the windows, the city glittered—cold, distant, alive. D.C. after midnight had its own pulse: headlights on wet asphalt, a siren far enough away to be theoretical.

She’d planned to unwind, drink wine, and read a few chapters of the novel Honor had practically thrown at her.

Instead, she reached for her phone.

The screen blinked to life.

Subject: Internal Audit Results—Redacted

Timestamp: 03:41 A.M.

Flagged: Urgent Priority

Storm sat on the edge of the kitchen island stool. This was the second automated message of its type today.

After the JPG fallout, she’d instituted strict routing protocols—anything marked Redacted bypassed assistants and came straight to her. Ghost files. The kind only people like her knew how to find.

She opened the attachment.

Page one was boilerplate. Risk language meant to soothe. Page two—budgets, travel logs, nothing out of the ordinary. Storm scanned fast, tagging anomalies out of habit.

Page three stopped her cold.

Clause 9.6b: Temporary Oversight Transfer—Arctic Resource Division

She read it twice. Then again, slower. The Arctic Resource Division was the most valuable, most vulnerable, and most dangerous division of Scout Drilling. 

The clause hadn’t been there before.

Buried in legal elegance, it authorized a temporary but open-ended transfer of operational authority from a federal oversight board to a private “strategic partner.” No names. No accountability. Just enough language to let a conglomerate shed its skin and keep moving under a new shell.

Storm pushed back from the counter, fingers curling into the marble until her knuckles whitened.

She’d seen this move before—not in textbooks, but in the aftermath of incompetence, greed, or malicious intent. Whistleblowers disappearing. Boards skating clean. Environmental claims buried in the Timor Sea. Black-site labor cases erased in Myanmar.

And now they were trying it on her watch, with her brother’s company.

She crossed to the window, pulse ticking faster but steady. She wasn’t panicking. She was calibrating.

The Arctic Resource Division had already raised quiet flags—staff turnover was high, a stalled safety review, two sealed whistleblower complaints locked under NDAs so tight no one could breathe around them.

This clause wasn’t an accident. It was a scalpel slipped between the ribs.

Storm turned back and opened her secure laptop, loving the familiar feel of the device in her hands. She logged in through layered authentication that would’ve made most corporates cry, and cyber security specialists gleeful, and pulled six months of personnel data.

Four seconds to load. Two to see the pattern.

Senior staff reassigned in a single sweep. Not fired. Not rotated. Just ... moved.

Then another hit.

Cole Reardon—Contractor (Status: Active)

Storm frowned.

She knew the name, had seen it time to time throughout her career. She knew the man was ex-military counterintelligence. He’d surfaced once during a flagged clearance review—nothing illegal, but aggressively off-book.

She opened his file.

Half the assignments were blacked out. Even internally.

That wasn’t classified. That was buried.

They’d brought in a fixer. Which meant this wasn’t an HR problem. It was rot. And she was being handed the brush and told to clean it up.

Storm powered down the laptop and poured herself water she didn’t drink. The glass clicked softly against the counter as she stared at her reflection in the dark window—blue eyes sharp, jaw set.

She didn’t look tired.

She looked ready.

“Not. On. My. Watch.”

Her phone buzzed.

Secure Line—Scout Drilling

Storm answered immediately. “Reed, what’s up, big brother.”

His voice came through low and controlled—but she heard the strain under it. The voice he used when he was already ten steps ahead and hated every one of them.

“I’m activating you,” he said. “Officially. Arctic Exploration Project. Aquila Station.”

Storm didn’t speak, but her spine straightened, instincts snapping into place.

“Talk to me.”

“We’ve got internal compromise indicators,” Reed continued. “Three major anomalies in thirty-six hours. Equipment failures that don’t line up with maintenance logs. A comms breach routed through a secondary relay. And a missing staffer.”

Storm was already moving, turning down the hall toward her bedroom.

“Define missing.”

“Unaccounted for. No body. No exit record. And before you ask—no confirmed fatalities.” A pause. “Yet.”

“Jesus,” she muttered, sliding open her closet.

The go-bag sat exactly where she’d left it. Military gray. Tagged. Ready. She hadn’t touched it in almost a year.

She dragged it out and dropped it onto the bed.

“Who’s on the ground?” she asked.

Another pause. Shorter this time. Tighter.

“Cole Reardon.”

Her hand stilled on the zipper.

Her face didn’t change—but her pulse spiked hard enough to make her jaw set.

“Why are you using a third-party resource? You should have sent me earlier,” she said flatly.

“He’s embedded as an independent security consultant,” Reed said. “Unofficially, he’s our early warning system. I put him in six weeks ago when some of the logistics numbers started looking ... creative. I didn’t send you because, one, you were already on that wrongful dismissal in Florida, and two, this felt dangerous. It goes against the grain to send my youngest sister into danger.”

Storm exhaled through her nose. Of course it did.

“And?”

“And he flagged it,” Reed said. “More than once. He was blocked at the site level. Requests denied. Access delayed. Then yesterday, he missed his scheduled check-in and he’s offline. Completely dark.”

Storm zipped the bag hard.

“Aquila doesn’t stonewall without reason,” she said. “If Cole stopped talking, someone told him to—or made it impossible not to.”

“Exactly.”

She pulled on her storm-rated jacket, movements sharp and efficient.

“Why aren’t you already on a plane?” she asked, even though part of her already knew the answer. “This sounds like a situation Scout Reed would want to oversee himself.”

The silence on the line stretched.

Then Reed said quietly, “Because Honor is pregnant.”

Storm stopped.

“She’s high-risk,” he continued. “Early complications. Doctors have her on restricted movement. I’m not leaving her. I won’t.”

Storm closed her eyes for half a second.

“And I hate that I’m sending you,” Reed added. The CEO voice slipped—just a fraction—into brother, family, something rawer. “I hate it. If there was any other option, Storm, I’d take it.”

“But there isn’t,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “There isn’t. And you’re the only one who can walk in there with the authority to tear the place open without tipping our hand.”

She straightened, resolve settling in like armor.

“Send me everything,” she said. “Full site manifest. Six weeks of incident reports. Raw logs. No filters. I want access stamps, procurement records, and HR clearance pathways. One hour.”

“It’s already compiling.”

“Good,” Storm said, grabbing her encrypted tablet. “Because if someone thinks Aquila is far enough away to get sloppy—”

“They’re about to learn otherwise,” Reed finished.

Her gaze caught her reflection in the mirror. Calm. Focused. Dangerous.

“I’ll bring Cole back online,” she said. “One way or another.”

“I know you will.”

A beat.

“Storm,” Reed added quietly. “Watch your six.”

She slung the duffel over her shoulder.

“Always do.”

“Flight’s at 0600,” he said. “Private charter. Out of Dulles.”

The line went dead.

Storm stood alone for a moment, city muffled beyond triple-pane glass. It had been too long since she’d walked into something broken and been expected to fix it without flinching.

But if Reardon had gone dark, something had already gone very wrong.

And she wasn’t about to let him—or the truth—disappear into the snow.​

****
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The cold in the Arctic wasn’t just a temperature—it was a presence. It crept into clothes, into bones, into the spaces between thoughts. Cole Reardon had been at the seventy-one-degrees-north exploration site for ten days, and he still hadn’t adjusted to the way wind cut sideways through reinforced steel, or how even the recycled air smelled like snow and oil.

He stood at the edge of the central operations deck, boots planted on frost-stiffened metal, watching the chopper come in low over the ridgeline.

Corporate transport. Slick. Overkill for one passenger.

Which meant the replacement suit had arrived.

Cole rolled his shoulders, already annoyed. If this was the VP of Compliance, he’d fake a migraine—or a heart attack, if it came to that. The chopper settled onto the pad, blades whipping snow into tight spirals. The door opened.

And she stepped out.

Not a man. Not a clipboard carrier in a trench coat. Not someone who’d wilt at the first fuel leak.
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