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​"The best revenge is not to be like your enemy."

— Marcus Aurelius
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CHAPTER ONE
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​

​Morning did not simply arrive at the Kingswell estate; it was permitted.

​The sun crested the horizon, its light filtered through the towering oaks and the reinforced glass of the perimeter fence, eventually touching the marble floors of the grand hallway. Here, the sunlight moved with a slow, heavy grace, illuminating gold frames that held portraits of men who had bought and sold countries before the ink on the treaties was even dry.

​The house sat high above the city, a fortress of limestone and silence. From the outside, it was a monument to old-world elegance. Inside, it was a machine.

​Staff moved through the corridors with the practiced invisibility of shadows. No floorboard creaked; no door slammed. Breakfast was prepared with surgical precision—the scent of fresh espresso and toasted sourdough drifting through the air exactly six minutes before the family was scheduled to appear. Security shifted at the gate, black-clad men exchanging nods in a silent ritual of vigilance.

​This was how power lived: in the absence of noise.

​Alexander Kingswell stood by the floor-to-ceiling windows of the breakfast room, his hands clasped firmly behind his back. Below him, the city was a hazy sprawl of awakening life. To the millions living down there, Alexander was a name on a building or a whisper in a board room. To him, they were a pulse—a rhythm he monitored, exploited, and controlled.

​He did not smile at the view. To Alexander, peace was not an emotion to be enjoyed; it was a resource to be managed.

​The heavy oak doors opened.

​Lucian entered first. At twenty-six, he already moved with the gravity of a man twice his age. His suit was charcoal, tailored so perfectly it looked like armor. He did not speak; he simply nodded once to his father and took his place at the long, stone-carved table. He opened a thin leather folder, his eyes immediately scanning the overnight reports from the European markets.

​Alexandra followed a moment later, her heels clicking a rhythmic, sharp tattoo on the marble. She was already mid-scroll on an encrypted device, her brow slightly furrowed. Information was her currency, and she spent her mornings ensuring the Kingswell secrets were safe and everyone else’s were exposed.

​Isabella arrived with the practiced grace of a queen. She was the family’s public face, the velvet glove over the iron fist. She sat, adjusting her silk blouse, her mind already navigating the social minefields of the day’s charity luncheons—events where more wars were planned than in any bunker.

​Evelyn came in quietly, almost like a ghost. She was the observer, the one who saw the patterns in the carpet and the flickers in a person’s eyes. She sat near the end, her gaze drifting over the staff, noting the slight tremor in a new server’s hand.

​Finally, there was Matt.

​He didn't walk in so much as he appeared, lingering in the doorway for a heartbeat too long. He wore a simple cotton shirt and dark trousers—clothes that looked lived-in, human. He lacked the sharp edges of his siblings. To him, the house didn't feel like a kingdom; it felt like a cage where the bars were made of $300 billion and blood oaths.

​He caught Alexander’s reflection in the glass. His father didn't turn around, but Matt felt the weight of the man’s scrutiny nonetheless.

​"Sit," Alexander commanded.

​The word was quiet, but it filled the room.

​Breakfast was served. Silver clinked against fine china—a rhythmic, metallic sound that was the only music the Kingswells truly understood. For a few minutes, there was a fragile peace. The steam rose from the coffee, and the birds chirped on the iron gates outside.

​Alexander finally turned, his eyes tracking across each of his children like a general inspecting his front line.

​"Today will be busy," he said, his voice dropping an octave.

​No one asked why. In this family, a "busy" day meant the world outside was about to change, and the Kingswells would be the ones holding the pen.

​"The board is shifting," Alexander continued, his gaze lingering on Lucian. "The old alliances are fraying. We do not wait for them to break. We reinforce them before the first crack appears."

​Matt looked down at his plate. He could feel the tension rising, a familiar pressure in his chest. He looked at Rose, who sat near the stairs, her legs folded, watching the scene like a girl reading the final chapter of a book everyone else was just starting.

​"Loyalty," Alexander said, his voice hardening, "is proven with blood. Disobedience is betrayal. And love..." He paused, his eyes landing on Matt. "Love is a distraction we cannot afford."

​He walked to the head of the table but did not sit.

​"The gathering is tonight. Prepare yourselves. Every move matters. Every role is essential."

​He looked at Matt one last time—a look that said Don't embarrass me—before turning and walking out of the room.

​The silence that followed was heavier than the one before. The clock on the wall ticked, a countdown to a storm none of them could see coming.

––––––––

[image: ]


​AS THE BREAKFAST ROOM cleared, the siblings dispersed like shadows returning to the dark. Lucian left with a folder under his arm; Alexandra was already on a call, her voice low and sharp.

​Matt stood by the table for a long moment, watching a maid clear his father’s untouched plate. The silver reflected the light, cold and mocking. He felt the phantom pressure of Alexander’s gaze still lingering on his neck. To his father, Matt wasn't a son; he was a flaw in the design.

​"You’re doing that thing again," a voice whispered from the corner.

​Matt turned. Rose was still there, perched on a velvet stool near the grand staircase. She was only a child, yet she had the eyes of someone who had seen the end of the world and found it boring.

​"What thing?" Matt asked.

​"Thinking you can breathe better if you just get outside the gates," Rose said, tilting her head. "But the air is the same, Matt. We just own more of it here."

​Matt didn't answer. He couldn't. He turned and walked toward the side exit, where the fleet of black cars waited like predatory fish in a dark pool.

​The Escape

​The drive down the private road was a ritual of shedding skin.

​With every mile that put the limestone walls of the estate further behind him, Matt felt the tension in his shoulders drop. The trees here were too perfect—groomed by men paid to ensure nature never looked wild. It was beautiful, but it was a lie.

​"You always do that," Samuel said from the driver's seat.

​Samuel was a man of few words and steady hands. He had watched Matt grow from a boy who hid in the back seat to a man who tried to disappear in the front.

​"Do what?" Matt asked, leaning his head against the cool glass of the window.

​"Breathe like you’ve been holding it all morning," Samuel replied, his eyes catching Matt’s in the rearview mirror. "Like you’ve been underwater and just found the surface."

​Matt let out a short, dry laugh. "Is it that obvious?"

​"In that house? People perform, Matt. They don't live. They play parts written for them forty years ago." Samuel navigated the heavy black SUV through the massive iron gates as they hissed open. "Out here... the script is a little messier."

​The transition was immediate. The smooth, private asphalt gave way to the cracked, vibrant streets of the city. It was 2004; the world felt loud and analog. Street vendors sold newspapers with headlines about the war and the rising oil prices. Kids in baggy jeans hovered on street corners, and the air smelled of exhaust, cheap coffee, and life.

​"Where to today?" Samuel asked.

​"Nowhere important," Matt said, watching a woman argue with a bus driver. "Just drive. I want to see something that wasn't bought and paid for by a Kingswell."

​They stopped at a red light. A boy, no older than ten, ran past the car, his school bag bouncing against his back as he laughed at a friend.

​The sound of that laughter triggered a memory Matt usually kept buried under lock and key.

​Ten years ago. The hallway outside the study.

​He had been small then. Barefoot on the cold marble, his heart hammering against his ribs. The door was ajar, and the voices of his parents drifted out like poison.

​"Look at him, Elena," Alexander’s voice had snapped—his mother’s name, a rare sound in that house. "He’s weak. He’s short. He looks nothing like a Kingswell. He looks like a mistake."

​Matt had shrunk back against the wall, wishing the shadows would swallow him whole.

​"He is a child," his mother had whispered, her voice trembling but fierce. "And he is our son. You will not break him because he is different."

​"I will prune the branches that don't bear fruit," Alexander replied. "People will laugh at us."

​"People don't matter," she had said, her hand finding Matt’s shoulder in the dark a moment later, pulling him away. "He does."

​"Matt?"

​Samuel’s voice pulled him back to the present. The light was green. The city was moving.

​"I'm fine," Matt lied, his hands curling into fists. "Just... keep driving."

​CHAPTER TWO

​While Matt sought the sun, Lucian Kingswell sought the dark.

​The room was located in the basement of a nondescript warehouse near the docks—an asset held by a shell company three layers deep. It had no windows. The walls were poured concrete, damp and smelling of old iron and industrial-grade disinfectant.

​In the center of the room, a man sat bolted to a metal chair. He was broken, his face a map of bruises, his breath coming in ragged, wet gasps.

​Lucian stood five feet away. He had removed his charcoal jacket, hanging it neatly on a hook. His white shirt sleeves were rolled up with mathematical precision. There was not a single drop of blood on him.

​"You had one job, Elias," Lucian said. His voice was conversational, almost gentle. "I gave you the routes. I gave you the names. I gave you the Kingswell seal of protection."
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