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Author’s Note


Introduction

Diamonds. Secrets. One volatile billionaire showdown.

Sienna Hart is ready to dazzle the world at the industry’s biggest diamond expo — until Ethan Caldwell crashes the spotlight with a brutal challenge and a gaze that cuts deeper than any gem. He’s her family’s rival, the man with a scar as sharp as his reputation, and the very billionaire heir she vowed never to fall for.

What starts as a public feud turns into a simmering private war. The sparks between them aren’t just for show — they’re dangerously real. When a high-stakes theft binds them in an uneasy alliance, ambition collides with old vendettas, and desire refuses to be ignored.

Their chemistry is combustible. Their history? Explosive.This isn’t just a fight for legacy — it’s a fight for control, attraction, and the kind of secret that changes everything.And when the past catches up with a heart-pounding revelation, only one truth remains: Love can be just as sharp as revenge.


Chapter 1

Dazzle and Discord
(Sienna’s POV)

The lights are blinding in that dazzling, red-carpet kind of way — casting a crystalline shimmer across velvet-lined booths brimming with rare-cut gems, platinum filigree, and exclusivity sculpted into sparkle. Diamonds glitter beneath precision-angled spotlights like they’re auditioning for a Vogue cover, their fire rivaled only by the flash of paparazzi lenses. The scent of white peony and vetiver clings to the air, mingling with the tang of polished gold and high-stakes ambition. Behind every smile is a whispered deal, every gown a headline-in-waiting. This isn’t just a diamond expo — it’s Met Gala meets Monaco Grand Prix, and I’m standing center stage.

Everywhere, voices buzz — industry titans murmuring seven-figure deals over champagne flutes, fashion bloggers livestreaming to millions, and gossip swirling like perfume. “Did you see Celeste Drake’s ring? Ten carats, minimum.” “That’s Luca Virelli — yes, the one who just bought half of De Beers.” Snippets fly, sizzling with intrigue and scandal, as if the air itself is laced with secrets waiting to be sold. The crowd shifts like a tide of designer silk and curated power, each glance calculated, every smile weaponized. And then I see him.

“— completely unethical,” Ethan Caldwell’s voice slices through my presentation like a scalpel. He stands just over six feet tall, with broad shoulders that fill out his charcoal Tom Ford suit like it was sewn for him — which, knowing Ethan Caldwell, it absolutely was. His jaw is tight, eyes narrowed with the calculated precision of a man used to commanding boardrooms and battlefields alike. Silver threads at his temples only heighten his cool, lethal magnetism, while a faint scar beneath his left cheekbone suggests he’s earned more than his trust fund. As he adjusts the cuff of his jacket — Rolex subtly glinting beneath — there’s a pause in the air, like the room is holding its breath.

From nearby, a sleek red-lipped guest in a Balmain gown leans in to whisper to her date, “That’s the Caldwell heir. The one who made the Russian syndicate flinch last year.”

Her companion murmurs back, “And the one who dumped Alina DeBeers at her own engagement party.”

But Ethan doesn’t flinch at the attention. He moves with the deliberate calm of a man preparing for a duel, each step polished, practiced. His tailored presence screams old money and polished power — but it’s his expression that arrests the room. Not smug, not amused. Pure challenge. And it’s aimed directly at me.

The audience gasps — some audibly, some with widened eyes that dart between us like they’re watching a live auction of tempers. A man in a sapphire blazer whispers, “Is this part of the show?” while a woman near the back fans herself with a diamond-studded program, muttering, “God, I love drama before dessert.” Near the front row, I spot Helena DeMarco, the matriarch of the European Diamond Consortium, raising one elegantly arched brow as if silently judging the entire affair. I grip the sides of the velvet podium tighter, refusing to let the heat rising in my cheeks betray me.

“Our new Lumira cut meets every ethical standard required by the IGDA,” I say coolly, knowing full well my voice is echoing off the chandeliers. I flick my gaze toward Ethan, daring him to challenge me again, and smooth the edge of my notecards with a deliberate calm I don’t quite feel.

“Required,” he repeats with a slight curl of his lip, stepping forward into the spotlight.

“But not exceeded. Your father’s legacy was built on ambition. Are we witnessing its erosion now — cutting corners to stay relevant? Or is this just the latest chapter in a feud that started decades ago, when your family’s aggressive expansion nearly wiped out half the Caldwell estate in Antwerp?”

It’s a low blow. He knows it.

Gasps ripple again through the room. Every photographer in a three-foot radius raises their cameras — paparazzi in designer sneakers elbowing for the perfect shot, their lenses reflecting the dazzle of the jewels around us. Phones shoot up, livestreams go live, and a well-known gossip columnist near the back murmurs, “This’ll be on Page Six before midnight.”

The woman next to her is already typing furiously into her tablet, a headline flashing across the screen: Diamond Expo or Duel of the Billionaire Exes? The air vibrates with the staccato of camera shutters and the low hiss of whispered commentary. One influencer gasps dramatically, phone trained on me. “This is better than Fashion Week.”

This expo isn’t just a trade show — it’s a spectacle, especially this year, with whispers of high-stakes security risks and a string of mysterious thefts already making headlines. And now, we’ve just become the headline act. Ethan’s words are a detonation — and I’m standing in the blast radius.

I lift my chin. “My father taught me to take bold risks for beauty. Not to posture in public like a bored billionaire with nothing better to do.” And right now, the risk isn’t just about my presentation — it’s about defending my family’s reputation from the growing rumors of sabotage and stolen prototypes swirling through industry circles.

A slow smirk edges across his face, like he’s both impressed and irritated that I’ve given as good as I got.

I should stop. I know I should. But there’s something in his eyes — some mix of provocation and restrained interest — that pulls at the very fabric of my control.

He takes another step closer. We’re not even pretending to address the room anymore. This is just between us now.

“Then prove it, Ms. Hart,” he says lowly. “Prove your cut’s worth more than a flashy distraction.”

“Happy to. Though I don’t expect someone who hoards heirlooms like war trophies to appreciate innovation.”

A sharp inhale echoes from somewhere near the front. Ethan’s brow arches slightly, and a faint flicker of something — respect, maybe? — passes through his eyes before vanishing behind his usual steel mask.

The crowd murmurs louder. I hear someone whisper, “Are they going to fight or — ?”

I’m already turning back to the screen behind me, cueing the next slide, when I feel him near again, close enough that I catch the faint scent of sandalwood and steel.

“You’re bold,” he murmurs, only for me to hear, his voice a low hum that brushes the shell of my ear, sending a ripple of warmth down my spine. His head tilts slightly, just enough to make the words feel more intimate, more deliberate. “I’ll give you that.”

I don’t flinch. I just smile. “I’m not here for your approval.”

“No,” he says. “But I think you might be here for my attention.”

My breath catches. It’s subtle, but enough. He sees it.

Before I can retort, a burst of camera flashes surrounds us, followed by a rising tide of chatter. The expo director is saying something, trying to smooth over the PR disaster unfolding.

Too late. The damage — and the interest — is done.

Ethan gives me a look that borders on admiration, though it’s laced with something darker — heat, maybe, or hunger. “Until next time, Ms. Hart,” he murmurs, voice dipped in velvet and warning. He adjusts his cufflinks with slow, theatrical precision, as if sealing the end of a scene only he controls. Then he turns, but not before casting a final glance over his shoulder — smoldering, unapologetic — half challenge, half promise.

Tension coils in the air, sharp as the trace of his cologne — sandalwood, dominance, and something dangerously close to desire — that clings to the space between us like smoke after a spark.

I look back at the crowd, all eyes still on me. But my gaze is locked on his retreating form.

This wasn’t just a professional clash. This was something else.

And if I’m honest with myself — it’s far from over.


Chapter 2

Shadows of the Past
(Ethan’s POV)

The bourbon stings.

Not the taste — I’ve had far better and far worse. It’s the way it burns against the knot lodged in my throat as I stare out at the Manhattan skyline from my office window, the glass reflecting a version of me I don’t always recognize anymore.

The city pulses below like a beating heart I’ve long since stopped syncing with. And tonight, beneath all the glittering spires and ambition, I can feel the past breathing down my neck.

“Let me guess,” Marcus says from behind me, breaking the silence. “You’re brooding, bourbon in hand, staring dramatically at the skyline while replaying your verbal sparring match with the lovely Ms. Hart.”

I don’t turn around. “Is that your professional analysis?”

“It’s either that or you’re planning a hostile takeover using sheer telepathy.” He saunters into view, settling into the leather chair opposite my desk with the kind of ease that comes from knowing all my tells. “Honestly, I prefer the first theory.”

I exhale through my nose. The Lumira cut. Her eyes — almond-shaped, sharp with challenge beneath impossibly long lashes. The sharpness of her tongue wrapped in that designer-clad poise — her tailored ivory suit hugged her slender frame with unforgiving elegance, heels clicking like punctuation marks on marble. Her hair, a glossy chestnut waterfall, was swept into a no-nonsense knot, though a rebellious curl had escaped to frame one cheek. I hadn’t expected her to fight back, much less to make it feel like a duel.

“She’s her father’s daughter,” I mutter.

Marcus raises a brow. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” Marcus smirks. “Though judging by the fact you’re still ranting about her an hour later, I’d say it’s more of a deeply inconvenient thing. Honestly, I haven’t seen you this animated since the board tried to replace your scotch with kombucha.”

“It is.”

He tilts his head. “Or maybe it’s just inconvenient that she got under your skin.”

I finally look at him. “Don’t start.”

He smiles, eyes glinting with that infuriating mix of empathy and mischief. “Too late. You let her get in your head, and now I’m just here to narrate the fallout. You might as well admit it, Ethan — she rattled your vault.” but there’s a softness in his expression. “You know, Helen’s been gone a long time, Ethan. You don’t need to wear your grief like armor anymore. Remember how she used to scold you for sulking with your whiskey? Said you looked like a tragic Shakespeare character in a boardroom. She’d have rolled her eyes at this skyline brooding routine.”

I flinch. It’s subtle, but he sees it.

“Grief isn’t armor. It’s a tether,” I say, voice low. “Some nights I still hear her laugh — soft, teasing, like when she used to mock my terrible piano playing. It’s the little things that keep her close. If I let those go... I’m afraid I lose the last piece of her entirely.”

Marcus leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Or maybe you finally start living again. You’ve built this empire, raised two strong daughters, survived more than most. Helen wouldn’t want you living half a life.”

Before I can respond, the office door bursts open.

Tessa.

Wearing leather leggings, a cropped hoodie, and the kind of sunglasses that suggest either a hangover or too much attitude — classic Tessa. Last week, she ‘accidentally’ live-streamed a board meeting while testing her drone camera. The week before that, she tried to launch a limited-edition gemstone app that nearly crashed our servers. She struts in like she owns the skyline. “Dad, I need to borrow Marcus.”

I blink. “What for?”

“Can’t say. Classified.” She grins and tosses a wink at Marcus, who groans dramatically.

“Let me guess,” he deadpans. “You’re hacking into Sienna Hart’s company database to see if her sparkle’s real or AI-generated.”

Tessa gasps. “That’s... actually not a bad idea. Though if I do end up hacking her database, I expect at least a plaque — maybe a gemstone named after me. ‘The Tessa: brilliant, fiery, and slightly illegal.’” But no. This is research. Think of it as recon.”

“You’re not going anywhere near the Harts, Tessa.”

She pouts. “I’m not breaking into her vault, Dad. I’m just curious. She’s practically my age, and yet she’s been handed the keys to one of the most powerful names in jewelry. Different worlds, though — she’s the Hart family’s crown jewel, and I’m just the Caldwell heir with a drone and a grudge. I want to see what makes her tick — if it’s real talent or just glittering PR. Just maybe… attending a gallery preview she’s hosting. With a friend. Who happens to be into gemstones. And gossip.”

Marcus looks at me like I should know better than to try stopping her. He’s probably right.

“Fine,” I say. “But Marcus goes with you. And you don’t speak to Sienna.”

Tessa pumps a fist. “Deal.”

As she exits, humming some pop song under her breath, Marcus follows behind, shooting me a look.

“She’s your daughter,” he says.

“Don’t remind me.”

Alone again, I turn back to the window, bourbon forgotten on the desk. The office feels cavernous, the silence almost accusatory. Once, Helen used to fill this space with music — her soft jazz playlists looping while she worked late beside me. Now, every note is gone, and the leather furniture and sharp steel fixtures feel more like armor than décor. Her favorite orchid, long since wilted, still sits in the corner — untouched, but not unnoticed.

The past might be pulling at me, but the present refuses to be ignored. And when my phone buzzes with a priority alert from my acquisitions team, I know the tension with Sienna Hart is only just beginning. The message reads: “Urgent — AurumTech board wavering after Hart & Co. proposal. Media leak suspected.” My jaw tightens. AurumTech was supposed to be locked in — our gateway into next-gen gemstone analytics. If Sienna’s team made a counter-offer, or worse, orchestrated the leak, it means they’ve been playing this longer and dirtier than I thought.

AurumTech isn’t just another acquisition — it’s the linchpin in our strategic expansion into tech-integrated luxury goods. Losing this deal would send shockwaves through investor circles, erode market confidence, and hand a massive competitive edge to Hart & Co. And right now, it’s slipping — fast.


Chapter 3

The Proposal
(Sienna’s POV)

Diamonds don’t usually make me sick to my stomach.

But when my father slides a velvet box across the sleek glass table — his expression smug, like he’s just handed me the crown of some ancient empire — I feel a familiar churn in my gut.

“You’ll wear this to the Langford Gala tonight,” he says, tapping the lid with one manicured finger. “Caldwell will be there. I want him to remember exactly what he’s competing with.”

I stare at the box like it’s ticking. Betrayal, anger, and a hollow sadness war inside me, a cocktail I know too well after years in this family. It’s not just the task he’s asking of me — it’s the way he sees me: a pawn in his endless chess game, polished and poised to sacrifice without hesitation. For a moment, I wonder what it would feel like to be valued for my mind, my ideas, instead of the strategic advantage of my smile. “Dad, you’re not seriously asking me to seduce him for leverage.”

He lifts a brow. “I’m not asking you to do anything you’re not already capable of. You’re a Hart. You understand the stakes.”

“No,” I say, crossing my arms. “I understand manipulation. This isn’t a strategy. It’s exploitation.”

The air in the Hart family boardroom chills a few degrees. Even the diamond-inlaid chandelier above us seems to glitter harder, sharper, as if watching us.

“Your grandfather would’ve done it,” my father says simply, his voice edged with pride. “He once closed a deal by stealing a client’s patent and then selling it back to him with interest. ”Hell, your mother did worse, and she never blinked.” She charmed a mining executive out of exclusive rights over dinner and never lost a wink of sleep over it. Ruthlessness runs in your veins, Sienna. You just haven’t tapped into it yet.”

“Dad!” I can barely contain my exasperation, “This is archaic.”

“So is losing market share to a grieving billionaire who’s suddenly found his edge again,” Dad snaps. “Don’t be naïve. If we don’t keep our foothold, Hart & Co. becomes a footnote.”

My heart is pounding, but not from fear. From fury.

“I’ve spent my life proving I’m more than just a pretty face. If you think Ethan Caldwell will fold because I show up in a low-cut gown and a smirk, then maybe you don’t understand him as well as you think.”

He leans back, steepling his fingers. “Then prove me wrong. Find another way to get him to talk. Make him trust you. Make him need you.”

It’s not a request. It never is.

Later, in the privacy of my office upstairs, I throw the box onto the couch and pace. How many times had I swallowed my instincts for the sake of appearances? For the family? I think of the gala two years ago, when I bit my tongue while Dad brokered a deal behind closed doors, using my presence as window dressing. Or the endless charity luncheons where my ideas about modernizing the brand were politely applauded — and promptly ignored. This wasn’t just about tonight. It was every moment I had traded my voice for loyalty.

“He’s impossible,” I mutter. “Controlling. Old school. And obsessed with this stupid legacy.”

“Which one — your dad or the billionaire with the broody jawline?” I mutter aloud, pacing the length of my office. My voice bounces off the paneled walls, making the question feel even more absurd.

The couch beckons. I flop onto it, glaring at the box like it might explode. I know exactly what’s inside — another gleaming token in the war of appearances. I’ve worn a hundred of them. Somehow, this one feels heavier.

“At this point,” I say with a bitter laugh, “I think they’re competing for the title.”

“Competing for what?” a voice says from the doorway.

I don’t have to look to know it’s Clarissa. She strolls in like she owns the room — graceful, amused, and sharper than any diamond we’ve ever sold.

“At least one of them has better cheekbones,” I say, mostly to myself.

Clarissa arches a brow. “You’re terrible.”

“Terribly right,” I reply, managing a smirk as I sit up straighter.

She’s in full Clarissa mode — Louboutins clicking over marble like punctuation, her bespoke blazer as crisp as her
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