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  PROLOGUE

  
  




The Heir Everyone Wants Dead

The city never slept—but tonight, it held its breath.

Rain slicked the glass walls of the Calderon Tower, turning the skyline into a blur of fractured light and shadow. From the penthouse floor, Manhattan looked like a kingdom made of knives—sharp, glittering, merciless. Every street below pulsed with life, unaware that a decision made in this building would redraw the balance of power by morning.

Lucien Calderon stood alone at the window, jacket discarded, sleeves rolled to his forearms. Blood stained his cuff—not his. He hadn’t noticed when it happened. He rarely did.

Behind him, the room smelled of gunpowder and expensive whiskey.

“They won’t stop,” someone said quietly.

Lucien didn’t turn. “They never do.”

The voice belonged to Marcus Vale, head of Calderon Security, the only man in the room who wasn’t armed. His hands were empty by choice—a silent show of loyalty. Or fear.

“It was a clean hit,” Marcus continued. “Too clean. This wasn’t a warning.”

Lucien’s reflection stared back at him from the glass. Dark hair falling into his eyes. A bruise blooming along his jaw. His expression unreadable, carved from something harder than anger.

“They want confirmation,” Lucien said. “A body.”

“Yes.”

“And if they don’t get one?”

Marcus hesitated. “They’ll keep trying.”

Lucien finally turned.

The penthouse was a war zone disguised as luxury. A crystal decanter lay shattered on the marble floor. One of the guards was slumped against the wall, unconscious but breathing. Another was missing entirely—taken, or worse.

This was supposed to be the safest place in the city.

Lucien walked to the bar, poured himself a drink with steady hands. He didn’t offer one to Marcus.

“They think killing me will end this,” Lucien said calmly. “They’re wrong.”

Marcus studied him. “Your father’s enemies are multiplying. The board is restless. Your uncles are circling. And your brother—”

“Don’t,” Lucien said softly.

The word landed like a blade.

Marcus stopped. “You know as well as I do—Adrian isn’t hiding his ambition anymore.”

Lucien took a slow sip of whiskey. Let it burn.

Adrian Calderon. Younger by three years. Sharper smile. Cleaner hands. Publicly loyal. Privately ruthless.

The brother who attended galas and charity events while Lucien buried bodies and bought silence.

The brother everyone trusted.

The brother who had just tried to have him killed.

Lucien set the glass down. “Adrian didn’t order the hit.”

Marcus blinked. “You’re sure?”

“He’s not subtle enough.” Lucien’s mouth curved, humorless. “This was orchestrated. Layered. Someone wanted plausible deniability.”

“Your uncles?”

“Perhaps.” Lucien crossed the room, crouched beside the unconscious guard, checked his pulse. “Or the consortium. Or the board. Or all of them.”

Marcus exhaled slowly. “They’re afraid.”

Lucien looked up. “Good.”

Fear was currency. Power was survival.

And Lucien Calderon had been born into a dynasty built on both.

Twenty-eight years earlier, in a private hospital wing overlooking the same city, Lucien had entered the world during a blackout.

The Calderon dynasty had already ruled half the skyline—real estate, shipping, energy, private security, shadow investments that never appeared on balance sheets. His father, Rafael Calderon, had been feared long before he was respected. A man who never raised his voice and never forgave betrayal.

Lucien had been the firstborn son.

The heir.

From the moment he took his first breath, men began planning his death.

The first attempt came when he was seven.

A car bomb meant for his father detonated early, shredding the front gates of their estate in Westchester. Lucien had been riding his bike in the driveway. The explosion threw him ten feet. He survived with a broken arm and a scar across his ribs.

That night, Rafael Calderon sat at Lucien’s bedside and said only one thing.

“Never trust a smile that comes too easily.”

Lucien learned quickly.

The second attempt came when he was thirteen. Poison slipped into a glass of wine during a diplomatic dinner. Lucien watched his tutor collapse at the table, convulsing. He learned to recognize the bitter taste of cyanide and never drank from an unattended glass again.

By sixteen, he carried a gun.

By eighteen, he had killed a man.

By twenty-five, he had buried more enemies than friends.

Lucien Calderon was not raised to inherit a company.

He was raised to survive a war.

Back in the present, sirens wailed faintly below the tower.

Marcus’s phone buzzed. He checked it, grimaced. “The board is requesting an emergency meeting. First thing tomorrow.”

Lucien scoffed. “Of course they are.”

“They’ll want reassurance.”

“They’ll want blood,” Lucien corrected. “Mine, preferably.”

Marcus hesitated. “There is… another complication.”

Lucien’s eyes flicked to him. “Speak.”

Marcus lowered his voice. “The woman.”

Silence stretched.

Lucien felt something tighten in his chest. “What woman?”

“The one who was pulled into the situation tonight. At the underground garage.”

Lucien remembered.

The scream. Sharp, startled. The flash of fear in brown eyes as bullets ricocheted off concrete. The way she’d frozen, caught between two armed men, one of them bleeding, none of them hers.

Wrong place. Wrong time.

“Is she alive?” Lucien asked.

“Yes. Shaken, but unharmed.”

“Good.” He exhaled, barely. “She shouldn’t have been there.”

Marcus shifted. “She saw your face.”

Lucien’s jaw tightened.

“She doesn’t know who you are,” Marcus added quickly. “Not officially. But she saw enough to be a liability.”

Lucien turned back to the window.

A liability.

That was the word his father would have used.

“What’s her name?” Lucien asked.

“Seraphina.”

The name landed unexpectedly. Soft. Out of place.

“Last name?”

Marcus paused. “That’s where it gets interesting.”

Lucien turned slowly. “Go on.”

“She doesn’t exist,” Marcus said. “Not cleanly. Her records are fragmented. No immediate family. No strong digital footprint. Someone’s been erasing her.”

Lucien studied him. “Someone?”

“Yes.”

Another player on the board.

Another secret.

“And where is she now?” Lucien asked.

“In protective custody. Temporary.”

Lucien’s gaze darkened. “Bring her here.”

Marcus stiffened. “That may not be wise.”

“I didn’t ask for your opinion.”

“She could be bait.”

Lucien’s mouth curved faintly. “Everything is bait.”

Including himself.

Across the city, Adrian Calderon stood in front of a mirror, adjusting his cufflinks.

He looked immaculate. No blood. No bruises. No sign that his brother had nearly died an hour earlier.

His penthouse was quieter. Cleaner. Designed for appearances.

Adrian smiled at his reflection.

Lucien always did prefer the shadows.

The phone on the counter buzzed. Adrian answered without hesitation.

“Did it work?” a voice asked.

Adrian sighed softly. “Not yet.”

A pause. “You promised—”

“I promised chaos,” Adrian interrupted gently. “And you have it.”

“You said he’d be dead.”

Adrian’s smile didn’t waver. “Lucien Calderon doesn’t die easily.”

“Then we keep trying.”

Adrian picked up a glass of water, took a sip. “Careful. Desperation makes people sloppy.”

“And patience makes people weak.”

Adrian’s eyes hardened. “Lucien is many things. Weak is not one of them.”

Another pause.

“What about the girl?” the voice asked.

Adrian’s fingers tightened around the glass. “What girl?”

“The one who saw him tonight.”

Adrian’s smile returned, slower this time. “Ah. Her.”

“Yes. She’s a problem.”

Adrian considered. “Or an opportunity.”

By dawn, the city would wake to headlines about a “security incident” at Calderon Tower. The truth would be buried beneath PR statements and stock reassurances.

No one would know how close the dynasty had come to bleeding out.

No one but those who mattered.

Lucien stood alone again as the sky lightened over Manhattan. His phone buzzed—a message from Marcus.

She’s on her way.

Lucien closed his eyes briefly.

The heir everyone wanted dead was still breathing.

And the war had just begun.








  
  
  OPENING SCENE

  
  




The Night I’m Pulled Into His War

I didn’t know his name that night.

I only knew the way the air changed when he stepped into the garage—like something dangerous had entered the room and reality itself had adjusted to survive it.

I was late.

That was the first mistake.

The underground garage beneath the Chelsea hotel was half-empty, all concrete pillars and flickering fluorescent lights. Midnight had passed. The city above roared, but down here everything felt muted, sealed off from consequence.

I tightened my grip on my bag and headed toward my car, heels echoing too loudly for my liking. I hated garages at night. Always had. Too many blind spots. Too many places for shadows to grow teeth.

I was two steps from unlocking my door when the sound hit me.

A gunshot.

Sharp. Deafening. Wrong.

I froze.

My heart slammed so hard against my ribs I was sure it would give me away. Another shot followed, closer this time, ricocheting off concrete. I ducked instinctively, dropping behind my car as shouts exploded somewhere to my left.

“Move!”

Footsteps pounded. A body slammed into a pillar. Someone cursed—low, furious.

I clamped a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

This wasn’t a movie. There was no soundtrack, no dramatic pause. Just chaos. Real, ugly, final.

I should have stayed hidden. Should have curled into myself and prayed.

Instead, I looked.

He came into view like a force of nature—tall, broad-shouldered, moving with lethal precision. Blood streaked his forearm, dark against the black fabric of his shirt. A gun was clenched in his hand, steady, controlled, like it was an extension of his body.

His eyes swept the garage, calculating angles, exits, threats.

Then they locked onto me.

Time fractured.

For one heartbeat, the world narrowed to his gaze—dark, intense, burning with something that wasn’t just violence. Shock flickered there, quick and sharp, followed by a flash of something else.

Recognition.

Not of me.

Of the problem I had become.

“Don’t move,” he said.

His voice was low, command edged with steel. Not shouted. Not panicked. Certain.

Another gunshot rang out, closer now. A bullet sparked off the hood of my car.

I screamed.

The man swore and crossed the distance between us in three long strides, grabbing my arm and hauling me up. I stumbled, barely keeping my balance as he shoved me against the concrete wall.

“Stay behind me,” he ordered.

I didn’t argue. I couldn’t.

He positioned himself between me and the chaos, body a shield, gun raised. Someone appeared from behind a pillar—another man, masked, weapon drawn.

The shot came so fast I barely registered it.

The masked man went down.

Silence crashed into the space he left behind, heavy and ringing.

My knees buckled.

The man in front of me turned, scanning my face. Up close, he was devastating—dark hair falling into his eyes, jaw bruised, stubble shadowing his cheekbones. He smelled like smoke and rain and something dangerously expensive.

“You hurt?” he asked.

I shook my head. My voice wouldn’t work.

Good, he seemed to think. Because he didn’t wait for confirmation.

He grabbed my wrist again and pulled me with him, moving fast, dragging me deeper into the garage. I nearly tripped twice, heels useless against the slick concrete.

“Where are we going?” I finally gasped.

“Somewhere safer,” he said, not looking back.

We ducked behind a black SUV. Another man was slumped against it, bleeding from the shoulder. The sight made my stomach churn.

“Get her out of here,” the injured man rasped.

“No,” the man holding me said instantly.

“She saw you,” the other man shot back. “She’s a liability.”

I flinched.

The word hit harder than the gunfire.

The man’s grip tightened. “She’s not dying here.”

Not dying.

Not safe.

Just not dying.

Sirens wailed faintly above us.

The man turned to me. “What’s your name?”

I swallowed. “Seraphina.”

Something flickered in his eyes again—surprise, maybe. Or calculation.

“Seraphina,” he repeated. “You’re coming with us.”

“That wasn’t a question,” I whispered.

“No,” he agreed. “It wasn’t.”

I ended up in the back of a car I didn’t recognize, flanked by men who looked like they belonged in a different world—tailored suits, weapons concealed but obvious to anyone who knew how to look.

The man sat across from me, elbows on his knees, eyes never leaving my face.

I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to stop shaking. “You can’t just—kidnap people.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “I didn’t kidnap you.”

“You dragged me into a car at gunpoint.”

“You were in the middle of a hit,” he replied calmly. “I saved your life.”

I laughed weakly. “By ruining it.”

That earned me a longer look.

“What were you doing in that garage?” he asked.

“Going home.”

“At midnight.”

“Yes.”

“Alone.”

“Yes.”

He exhaled slowly, as if disappointed. “That was reckless.”

“Excuse me?” My fear sparked into something hotter. “I didn’t start a gunfight under a hotel.”

“No,” he said quietly. “But you walked into one.”

The car sped through the city, streets blurring past the tinted windows. I tried to memorize turns, landmarks—anything—but everything looked unfamiliar.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked again.

“Somewhere you won’t get killed.”

I stared at him. “Is that a common problem for people around you?”

A pause.

“Yes.”

The answer settled like ice in my chest.

We stopped at a building that looked like every other luxury high-rise in Manhattan—glass, steel, impossible wealth. Inside, everything was quiet, controlled. Too controlled.

I was escorted through private elevators and long hallways until we reached a penthouse that felt more like a fortress than a home.

The moment the doors closed behind us, I turned on him. “I want to leave.”

“You can’t.”

“You don’t get to decide that.”

He stepped closer, presence overwhelming. “Actually, tonight, I do.”

Anger flared through my fear. “Who are you?”

He held my gaze for a long moment.

“Lucien,” he said. “Lucien Calderon.”

The name meant nothing to me.

The way the men around us reacted did not.

Respect. Fear. Obedience.

I swallowed.

“Am I in trouble?” I asked quietly.

Lucien’s expression softened—just a fraction. Enough to scare me more.

“Yes,” he said. “You are.”

They gave me water. A blanket. Space.

Lucien disappeared into another room, leaving me alone with my thoughts and the echo of gunshots still ringing in my ears.

I paced the living room, bare feet sinking into plush carpet, heart racing. Everything here screamed power—art that looked too expensive to touch, furniture arranged with precision, windows framing the city like a kingdom.

This was his territory.

And I didn’t belong.

Lucien returned, jacket gone, sleeves rolled up. He looked less like a weapon now and more like a man—but the danger hadn’t faded. It had just settled deeper.

“You saw too much,” he said.

I hugged the blanket tighter. “I didn’t want to.”

“I know.” He leaned against the counter. “That doesn’t change anything.”

“What happens now?”

He studied me. “Now, I decide whether you’re a risk.”

My breath caught. “And if I am?”

His gaze didn’t waver. “Then I neutralize the risk.”

The word was clean. Clinical.

I believed him.

“You won’t kill me,” I said, surprising myself with the steadiness of my voice.

“No,” he agreed. “I won’t.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re innocent.”

“That didn’t seem to stop anyone else tonight.”

A muscle jumped in his jaw. “You’re not part of this war.”

“Then why am I here?”

“Because my enemies don’t care.”

The truth of it settled between us, heavy and inescapable.

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

Lucien stepped closer, close enough that I could feel his warmth, smell the faint trace of blood still on his skin.

“For now?” he said quietly. “I want you alive.”

My pulse skidded.

“And after that?”

His eyes darkened. “After that, you become the most dangerous thing in my world.”

I stared at him. “Me?”

“You,” he confirmed. “Because you saw me bleed.”

The words wrapped around my spine like a promise and a threat.

Somewhere deep inside, instinct screamed at me to run.

Instead, I stood my ground.

“I won’t be controlled,” I said.

Lucien’s gaze sharpened. “Everyone is controlled, Seraphina.”

“Not me.”

A slow, dangerous smile curved his mouth. “We’ll see.”

Outside, the city glittered, oblivious.

Inside, I realized the truth.

This wasn’t a misunderstanding.

This wasn’t bad luck.

This was the moment my life split in two.

The night I was pulled into his war.








  
  
  PART I

  
  




ENTANGLEMENT

(Power. Attraction. The Danger Beneath.)

Power doesn’t announce itself.

It settles into the room quietly, reshaping the air until you realize—too late—that nothing inside those walls exists without permission.

Lucien Calderon’s world was built like that.

I learned this on my third morning in his penthouse.

I woke up disoriented, tangled in unfamiliar sheets that smelled faintly of cedar and something darker. The city stretched outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, distant and unreachable, as if Manhattan itself had agreed not to interfere.

For a moment, I forgot where I was.

Then memory slammed back in.

Gunshots. Blood. His voice in the dark.

You’re coming with us.

I sat up, heart pounding, and reminded myself to breathe.

I was not a prisoner.

That was the lie I told myself to stay calm.

Lucien didn’t appear until noon.

By then, I had already learned the rules of the house—though no one had explained them.

The staff spoke softly and moved efficiently, eyes never lingering. Security was everywhere, disguised as architecture and silence. Doors opened when I approached them. Locked when I tried to leave certain corridors.

Freedom with conditions.

Lucien found me standing by the windows, staring down at the city like it might answer my questions.

“You didn’t try to run,” he said.

I turned. He was dressed in black again—tailored, precise, immaculate. The bruise on his jaw had darkened. It made him look more dangerous, not less.

“There was nowhere to go,” I replied.

A corner of his mouth lifted. “Most people try anyway.”

“I’m not most people.”

His gaze lingered, assessing. “No,” he agreed. “You’re not.”

That should have frightened me.

Instead, something in my chest tightened—an awareness I didn’t want.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

“Yet,” I countered, “here I am.”

Lucien stepped closer. Too close. Heat radiated from him, steady and controlled. I hated that my body noticed.

“This situation is temporary,” he said. “Once I determine you’re not a threat—”

“You’ll let me go?” I asked.

A pause.

“I’ll decide what’s safest.”

There it was again. That word.

“Safe for whom?” I asked.

His eyes darkened. “Everyone.”

I learned quickly that Lucien Calderon was a man who never touched without reason.

Which made it worse when he did.

It happened on the fourth night.

A storm rolled over the city, thunder rattling the glass. I couldn’t sleep. I wandered into the kitchen, barefoot, hair loose, wearing one of the shirts they’d given me—silk, expensive, not mine.

Lucien was there, sleeves rolled up, nursing a glass of whiskey.

Neither of us spoke at first.

The silence stretched, charged.

“You shouldn’t walk around like that,” he said finally.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Unaware.”

I bristled. “I’m not afraid of you.”

His gaze dropped to my throat, my collarbone, the way the shirt slipped off one shoulder.

“That,” he said quietly, “is what worries me.”

He crossed the space between us in two steps and stopped himself—just short of touching me.

The restraint was palpable.

“You shouldn’t want this,” he said, voice low. “And I shouldn’t notice.”

“Then why do you?” I asked.

Lucien’s jaw tightened. “Because attraction doesn’t care about timing. Or consequences.”

My pulse raced. “Are you going to touch me?”

“No,” he said immediately.

The word felt like a line drawn in blood.

But his hand hovered near my wrist, close enough that I could feel the heat.

“That doesn’t mean others won’t,” he added. “Which is why you stay close to me.”

A chill slid down my spine.

“Is that protection,” I asked, “or possession?”

His eyes met mine. “In my world, those are often the same thing.”

It wasn’t just Lucien I felt watching me.

There was another presence in the penthouse—subtle, deliberate.

The first time I noticed him, he was standing near the elevator, hands in his pockets, eyes trained on me with unnerving focus.

He was handsome in a colder way than Lucien. Sharper. Lighter hair. A smile that never reached his eyes.
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