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James Roarke poured himself a shot of whiskey and downed it, his gaze landing on Veilstone Tower in the distance. The massively tall building was the home and business hub of the Coalition. A pretentious name, granted, but every decision made within its walls affected the city and its chosen people. The Coalition ruled the moneyed wealth with an iron grip, not that the plebeians knew that, of course, since the society conducted its business in silence. He had a hunch why he’d been summoned late that night to his grandfather’s retirement chateau, and if it was what he was thinking, everything was about to change.

Just then, his grandfather, David, walked into the den. “I just got word that Howard Havren is dead.”

Let the shitshow begin. “Hello to you, too, Grandfather.”

“The man isn’t even cold yet and there’s already talk on who will fill his position, since he had no heir,” David said needlessly, ignoring the greeting. 

The upper echelon families, including his own, fell into an old money hierarchy. The more generational money you had, the higher you were at the top, and so-on and so forth. Those who had the highest status held the most power. Howard Havren had been the ruthless head of the Coalition, and it was a structure that worked very well for the rich, and very bad for the poor. 

“As expected, Landry Sessions has already thrown his hat into the ring and declared he will be the next king,” David said, stepping beside him to pour his own shot of whiskey. 

“Landry can go fuck himself,” James stated coldly.

“On that, we can agree.”

“Anyone else?”

“Murmurs, but I wouldn’t worry so much about them.”

The one goal James had always had, from the moment he understood how their world worked, was to lead the Coalition. He’d built himself up to sit on that pedestal, and he’d be damned if anyone would knock him off of it, especially Landry Fucking Sessions. The best term James could think to describe him was an idiotic milksop. The Coalition would crumble if he was put in charge, and James refused to let that happen. 

“We cannot let Sessions take control of the Coalition,” his grandfather said, mirroring James’s thoughts. 

“I know.”

“Good.” David walked over to his desk in the corner of the room. “If your father was still alive, I would have submitted his name for successor. Instead, I’ve already submitted yours.”

“If I have to kill Landry, I will,” James stated flatly.  

“His life is not yours to take.”

Not sure where this was going, James studied his grandfather. “What does that mean?”

David gestured to the chair in front of his desk. “Sit. I have to tell you something.”

James settled in the brown leather wingback chair. 

“I was thirteen when Howard was chosen as the next leader,” David said. “My own father was part of the council who chose him. One night, I couldn’t sleep so I headed downstairs to get something to drink, and I remember overhearing him talk about a test that Howard had to pass.”

“What type of test? I’ve never heard this.”

“Of course not, he was the leader the entirety of your life thus far,” David pointed out. “I’m not sure what kind of test. Maybe understanding the business. Loyalty perhaps. Truthfully, your guess is as good as mine. Now, I do know for certain, when the other man who ran against Howard failed, his line was wiped out.”

James tilted his head, processing what his grandfather just said. “Wiped out, as in they were killed? All of them?”

David reached behind him to the bookshelf and grabbed a small leatherbound ledger. He flipped it open and handed it over to James.

“That was my father’s diary,” David said. “Now, the test isn’t documented, but the fate of the man who ran against Howard is.”

James skimmed through the page quickly before going back and reading out loud. “In order to minimize the sense of failure and betrayal by the Coalition, the opposer and his family were eliminated. This was the way to avoid a civil war, and to keep the secrets of the Coalition out of public mouths.”

“You can probably expect the same outcome this time around, as well. Hence the non-important murmurings. Once you and Landry threw your hats into the ring, it spooked everyone else.”

James laid the diary on the desk. “I’m not afraid to die, but it won’t come to that. I will not fail. No one is better equipped to lead the Coalition into the future than me.”

One side of David’s mouth turned up in a wry smile. “Since I am now one of the council members, I can tell you that everyone wants stability in leadership.”

Then he picked up and opened a manilla envelope and proceeded to place photos of six different women down on the desk. 

“What’s this about?” James asked.

“Stability. It’s time for you to marry, so you must choose.”

James let out a deep breath. He had always known that when the time was right, he would have to marry the right woman who would help elevate his status. He didn’t need his grandfather to let him know what the council was looking for. In the Coalition, there was a certain criterion for daughters aspiring to be the wife of the leader. She had to be from money, either old or new. Good breeding stock, of course. Would have had to earn a degree in one of the accepted majors, which usually meant the degree was worthless in the real world but looked good on paper. Trained from birth to know her place within their world, even if she may not be from the Coalition. Her job would be to stay by his side and raise their children in the proper manner. 

It seemed his bachelor days were over. Not that he cared. Women were tools for his ambition. There was no way out of the Coalition, not that he wanted it. His past thirty-three years of life had been building to this point, and he would rule it all. 

One photo caught his attention. Long blonde hair and ocean-blue eyes, bringing forth a memory. A party, sometime last year, being thrown for ... he couldn’t remember. Social functions blended together. One of the more psychotic daughters of the upper class had tripped a maid, and laughed as the servant crashed into one of the dessert tables. The beautiful woman from the photo had stepped between the socialite and the crying maid, ordering her to walk away or else. Once the bitch left the scene, the woman helped the servant clean up the mess. It took a lot to impress him, and he watched the woman the rest of the night. Not once did she mingle with the other giggling daughters or break her so-called good girl act. By the end of the night, he had come to realize she truly was a good person with a good heart. 

A rarity in their world.

David pointed to the first photo. “This is Celeste Rogers. Her father owns Rogers Department store off Fifth Street. New money, so her family will be absorbed into the Coalition if you choose her. Studied at Wellington College, earned her degree in—”

“Her,” James interrupted, pointing to the blue-eyed beauty. He had no interest in any of the other women.

His grandfather smiled. “Ah, good choice. This is Kleya Dane. She’s from an exceptional background, and unlike Celeste, well trained in Coalition protocols. Earned her bachelor’s degree in art history. Presently spends her time in soup kitchens and temporary housing for runaway teens.”

From watching her help a servant, he would hazard a guess she didn’t work in those places in order to impress anyone. She truly cared for people. 

“Are you sure?” his grandfather asked.

“Question first. If, for any reason, something happens and I don’t become the successor, will she be killed as well?”

“No. Just our line.”

“Then, I am positive.”

“Very well, I’ll make the arrangements,” David continued. “We’ll set up a meet and greet for you two to get acquainted. And we’ll place the wedding as soon as possible.”

“What about the empty leadership?”

“That’s why you’ll marry as quickly as you can,” his grandfather said dryly. “Like I said earlier, you and Landry will have some kind of test, only you might not realize it’s a test.”

“He’s an imbecile.”

“An imbecile whose family is very wealthy, so don’t count him out.”

“I’m wealthy. I won’t let Landy Sessions take what’s mine.”

“Watch your back, because stabbing it is quite acceptable.”
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“Howard Havren, the CEO of the Veilstone Corporation, died in his sleep last night. He was eighty-five. At this time, the board of directors have given no official notice who will take his place...”

The news report on the television snagged Kleya’s attention as soon as she heard the name of the deceased. The current leader of the Coalition had just died, and she knew there would be a mad scramble to fill that vacancy. The society operated from the shadows, mostly. Making and creating deals that benefited their own interests. Certain criteria had to be met. She, for instance, was considered a Legacy generation. Her own family had been a member from when it had first been founded sometime at the turn of the last century. When railroad tycoons and industrial magnates bankrolled themselves into the stratosphere, and not everyone was allowed into the little clique. The old money bluebloods looked down upon the new money capitalists with disdain.

When her father’s ringtone blared, she knew this was going to be about Howard’s death. Motioning for someone to take her place serving food to the line of people shuffling forward for a hot meal, she peeled off her disposable gloves and connected the call. 

“Yes?” she greeted as she walked away to find a secluded spot. 

“Hello to you, too, Daughter,” her father, Arnold, said. His voice had that nasally high-pitched tone one associated with snobs. “I’m sure you heard the news. You need to come home.”

“Should I dress formally in mourning?” 

“Not in mourning, but formal is required.” Arnold paused for a brief moment, and Kleya knew something else was coming. “We’ll be celebrating your engagement.”

The words crashed through her head like a sledgehammer. Growing up in the Coalition, she always knew her marriage would be arranged for an advantageous match. Although she wasn’t ready to settle down with a husband, she would never disobey a directive from her father. The only thing she hoped for was that she wasn’t to marry Landry Sessions. 

“Who is my fiancé?”

“You’ll meet him tonight at dinner.”

“Very well,” she said. “Would you send a car to pick me up?”

“I’ll send Richard to pick you up at 7:00.”

“Thank you, Father.”

Kleya disconnected the call, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath. Giving herself a moment to savor the tiny bit of freedom she still had left before the sand shifted beneath her feet. Maybe her future husband would allow her to continue helping at the soup kitchen. Maybe he wouldn’t be as horrible as she was expecting.

“Kleya, is anything wrong?” 

Startled, she opened her eyes to see her friend, Lark. “Oh, no. I, uh, need to leave. I’ve been summoned by my father to have dinner at their house.”

Lark’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling. “Family drama.”

Her friend nodded, instantly understanding. One time, Kleya had brought Lark to dinner with her parents. The entire evening, they kept looking at her friend’s brown skin, frowning. It had been horrifying and embarrassing how racist her parents were. 

“Well, if you need me, you have my phone number.”

Kleya reached out and took Lark’s hand in hers. “Thank you for understanding. If, for any reason, I can’t return right away, I’ll make sure you stay funded. You’re my best friend, an inspiration, and the most caring person I know.”

“I’m not your friend because of your money. And stop making it sound like you’re going away for forever.”

“Sorry,” she said softly. “I just want you to know that I believe in you and this center. Once I get my situation settled, I hope to return to help out.”
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