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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Savannah

Atlanta held its breath the day I buried my father, Martin Blake. The biggest CEOs in the industry lined the pews, some actually mourning his death, while others silently calculated how swiftly they could claim pieces of the empire he had left vulnerable. These were not mourners. They were vultures in designer suits.

I saw them all. Harold Kensington of Stratton Holdings whispered to his legal team, already trying to poach two of our most profitable accounts. Dahlia Whitmore stood nearby, the same woman who once sat beside my mother at charity luncheons, who kissed my cheeks at galas and told me I could rule the world. She had the nerve to have her lawyers draft a motion challenging my pending role as interim CEO before the coffin was even lowered.

I watched Dahlia’s smile fold into calculation and imagined the contracts she had already started drafting in her head, clauses shaped like little knives.

Seated in the front row were Alejandro Lopez and Lorenzo Baptiste, my father’s oldest friends. Their eyes were watchful, silent, protective. Alejandro’s jaw was a line of granite. Lorenzo’s cane scraped the polished floor once, a soft warning, like a metronome counting time for whatever war was coming next.

Beside me sat the love of my life, Roman Creed. We were in love, undeniably and unapologetically. He was there when my world cracked open in that hospital room, when my father’s heart gave out and mine tried to follow. He held me until the beeping stopped, until I could breathe again, until I remembered who I was.

Now we were closer than ever, shoulders brushing, hands linked tightly, his thumb gently stroking mine. Not for show. Not for comfort. Because we were each other’s anchors. His presence said everything—I’m here. I’ve got you. You’re not alone. He did not say it aloud. He did not need to. His silence was louder than any vow.

He smelled of cedar and a reckless kind of safety, a scent that used to make the world shrink to the size of his arms. My body remembered the ease he had given me, a currency I could never reclaim.

He sat beside me, jaw locked, eyes fixed forward. That man was not just fine. He was the kind of beautiful that disrupted air. Waves laid, goatee sharp, and suit molded to a body built for both sin and salvation. Today, he was all restraint, a storm dressed in black.

I felt him before I looked at him. Roman never needed to speak to fill a room. His presence moved like a low drumbeat, steady and ancient, claiming space without permission.

The church did not breathe. It held its sorrow the way stone holds cold, the kind that seeps through black wool and presses grief until it settles heavy against my skin. The casket lay before us, flowers softening nothing. Death does not care about legacies or the way families fracture in public while pretending they are whole.

People whispered. Lorenzo murmured something to Alejandro. Harold and Dahlia leaned close, speaking as if grief were gossip they could not wait to trade. Camille Fontaine sat several rows back, legs crossed, her gaze calculating, slicing through the room like she owned the lighting.

I was not crying. I could not. My tears had burned off weeks ago, boiled out of me by secrets and betrayals that rewrote my bloodline. I sat tall. Sharp. Unbreakable in public.

A Blake never buckles where the world can see.

The pastor’s voice droned above us, swallowed by stained-glass shadows. I was not listening. I was watching Roman—the way his hands flexed, the way his chest rose in measured breaths, the way every muscle in him looked ready to snap. He hated funerals. He hated endings he could not fight.

When the pastor called for family to speak, I rose. Heads turned. Rumors stirred. Roman’s gaze followed me like a silent vow. I walked to the pulpit, each step striking stone like a metronome of war.

“My father built an empire,” I said. “And every empire has vultures. Before we lower him into the ground, let me be clear. I am not prey.”

A ripple moved through the sanctuary. Camille’s eyes narrowed. Alejandro smirked like he had been waiting. Lorenzo’s cane tapped once in approval. Roman’s lips curved, proud and dangerous.

“The Blake legacy does not end today,” I finished. “It begins again.”

Roman rose when I stepped down, falling into place behind me like a man who knew exactly what throne I was about to claim. I let his thumb find the small pulse at the base of my hand and pretended it steadied my insides. It steadied nothing. Instead, it built a pressure chamber of things unsaid.

The windows cast fractured color onto my black dress, a kaleidoscope of grief and pressure, while I stood like marble, unmoving and unreadable. Light splintered across the chapel like headlines, each shard washing over me and making the room feel unreal, as if my life had been edited into a sharper, colder cut.

The Blake legacy settled onto my shoulders in that sanctuary. It was as heavy as the polished mahogany casket and as cold as the engraved words marking his tomb: MARTIN BLAKE, STRENGTH THROUGH SILENCE. I did not cry. I did not tremble. I straightened my spine and absorbed the weight of the dynasty that now belonged to me.

I inherited more than shares and a CEO title. I inherited sealed files, encrypted drives, and whispered instructions from the men my father trusted most. The weight settled the way a badly tailored coat settles—heavy and precise, demanding posture. I felt the ledger of my life recalibrate, grief folding into duty, mourning into margin statements.

Alejandro slipped me a worn envelope after the service, sealed in wax with my father’s signet. Lorenzo pressed a hand to my shoulder, leaned close, and said, “Watch everyone. Especially the ones smiling too hard.” That was all. No condolences. Just truth wrapped in warning.

The wax left a ghost on my palm, a raised impression I rubbed with my thumb as if touch could unlock what words could not. His whisper lived behind my ribs like an alarm.

Even in silence, they spoke louder than any sermon. Alejandro’s eyes tracked the room like a hawk, sharp and unblinking. Lorenzo leaned forward on his cane, jaw tight, as though he could already smell the rot in the pews. These were men who had built empires beside my father, men who had bled in boardrooms and buried secrets in concrete. If grief weighed on them, they hid it beneath steel.

I did not yet know how often I would measure my moves against their warnings. I catalogued their faces for future reference, stockpiles of loyalty and ledgers of debt. When the cameras left, the men remained, the architecture of their loyalty sketched into the seams of their suit jackets.

My father was not even cold, and already the knives were out. Atlanta did not bury him that day. It crowned me.

The thought landed like a coin on stone: coronation by attrition. I felt the crown settle, jagged and familiar, and it fit me the way business suits always had—a little too tight and unforgivingly precise.

As the last mourner slipped out, Alejandro lingered near the back pew, phone pressed to his ear. His eyes met Lorenzo’s in a way that told me something was already in motion, something I was not invited into yet. Across the aisle, Dahlia leaned toward Harold, lips curling as her gaze flicked to me. Not grief. Calculation.

I felt the envelope in my purse as if it were burning through the leather. I did not open it. Not yet. But my father’s seal had left a faint mark on my palm, and I knew whatever waited inside would demand more than tears.

The hush after funerals is always loud with plans. People file intentions into invisible folders. I felt the world rearrange around the vacancy he had left, bids and whispers replacing lullabies.

He left me a legacy laced with blood and brilliance, and every ally came with a cautionary clause. Some nights I found letters locked in his old safe, some addressed to me, some never meant to be read—mentions of betrayals, quiet strategies, names I recognized from childhood dinner parties now circled in red ink.

I read those letters like prescriptions, dos and don’ts inked in my father’s hand, every comma deliberate. In the margins, he underlined people like hazards. I learned to read his handwriting the way you learn to read maps—for where treasure and traps live.

From that moment forward, every decision I made was dissected. Friends I once trusted began declining invitations. Every loss carved me sharper. Every betrayal forged me harder.

I became steel wrapped in velvet, a storm in stilettos. I wore silence like armor and used doubt as fuel. I built Lane Luxe into a brand empires begged to hire and made sure my last name echoed louder in rooms where women were once expected to whisper.

I learned to let silence do the talking, to let the empty chair speak of absence, and to make contracts glint like armor in meeting rooms.

That was three years ago.

Three years since the day I laid my father to rest and rose in his place. Three years since I stared down a boardroom full of men betting against me and proved them wrong. Three years since Roman and I stood side by side, building dreams out of dust, believing nothing could shatter what we had.

Time is elastic in grief. Three years felt like both a blink and a lifetime. Each quarter I closed felt like a stitch pulling me closer to something resembling peace.

But Atlanta does not stay loyal. It shifts. It betrays. It devours.

Now, as Roman walks back into my boardroom like a ghost made of smoke and regret, I realize something chilling.

This city does not crown queens with grace or ease. It subjects them to trials, each one a crucible designed to test resolve and intention. Atlanta does not welcome royalty. It weighs you, presses you, searches for weakness.

Those who endure do not emerge softened. Survival here transforms you. Pressure forges armor out of pain and disappointment.

You return sharpened. Weaponized. Every scar a receipt for what it cost to stand.
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​CHAPTER 1: Crown Me Queen
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Savannah

***
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I don’t chase men. I chase invoices, orgasms, and silence, whichever one hits first. Invoices arrive paid. Orgasms are private. Silence keeps them from weaponizing what they think they know about you.

And yet, when Roman Creed walked into that glass-walled conference room at 10:02 a.m., exactly two minutes late, I damn near forgot how to breathe.

Not because he was fine. No, fine was too tame a word. He was a problem cut into a suit—beautiful, dangerous, expensive, the kind of man whose presence rewrote oxygen levels. Roman looked like money smelled. Lust stitched into legacy. Every bad habit I had ever managed to overcome, wrapped in cologne that cost more than rent. He moved like power had already bent for him once and would do it again.

And he wore it all like a second skin: calm, cocky, collected.

Three years. That’s how long it had been since I last saw him. Since he disappeared the night, I thought he’d propose. I wore red, expectation painted on my lips, hope trembling on my tongue. He left me with silence, a chilled suite, and a one-line text that said, “I can’t.”

Coward.

I never replied. I never deleted it either.

And now he was sitting across from me like he had the right to breathe the same air I had learned to survive without.

The room vanished. Creed Tech executives faded. My Lane Luxe Events team blurred into static. Even the city, beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows seemed to hold its breath. For a heartbeat, the skyline became theater, a backdrop for the private war we were pretending was corporate strategy.

Hell, even the air forgot how to behave.

Roman smiled, slow and deliberate, like he already knew the panties under my white silk blouse matched the tone of my lipstick. Deep plum. High drama. Just like me.

“You look... successful,” he said, his voice low and velvety.

“And you still look like heartbreak wrapped in arrogance.” I crossed one leg over the other, my Louboutin heel slicing the air like a silent threat. “But I’m glad you finally learned how to show up for something.”

Polite laughter rippled through the room. My assistant Taylor’s eyes widened behind her screen. Roman’s smirk didn’t hesitate.

Touché.

“Let’s begin, shall we?” I said, sliding my iPad forward. My red nails tapped the glass with a rhythm that said I’m in charge. “The Creed Tech Global Future Summit is in exactly thirty-seven days. My team has secured the venue at The Lorraine, a five-star hotel with panoramic skyline views. Rooftop gala. Live AI installations. An NFT art gallery with curated digital pieces.”

“And the private parties?” Roman asked, his gaze narrowing.

“Exclusive. Invite-only. Tech billionaires and champagne hoes.” I smiled. “All discreet. All branded.”

I let the label land like a coin tossed on a table, a wink and a warning. My words were velvet. The meaning cut.

He leaned back in his chair, arms folding, muscles flexing beneath that navy designer suit. “We’ll need something unforgettable. A statement.”

“Oh, you’ll get unforgettable,” I said, locking eyes with him. “Just don’t expect it to come cheap.”

He looked over me slowly, pausing at my lips, then my collarbone, then the V of my blouse. His gaze lingered there, slow, hungry, amused. The way he looked was a currency I refused to accept on credit. My jaw tightened, and my fingers found the edge of the iPad, anchoring me.

“I’ve never had a problem paying for what I want,” he murmured.

Taylor fumbled her pen while choking on her latte. One of the junior execs coughed. I just smiled sweetly and flipped the page of my pitch deck.

“I invoice weekly,” I said. “Fantasies included.”

The joke landed. Polite laughter grazed the room like confetti, calories spent on the spectacle. Inside, my pulse threaded faster. I could feel him measuring my steadiness, like a dam on the verge of fracture.

Roman’s presence pressed against the glass and steel, against the version of me he remembered leaving behind. He was looking at me like time had folded, like I was still the woman in the red dress waiting for answers.

I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. I let the silence stretch until it remembered who owned the room.

Roman’s gaze lingered too long, and just like that, my mind betrayed me. Three years ago—a hotel suite, a red dress, champagne gone flat, and a text that said, I can’t. No explanation. No closure. For a second, just a second, I felt it again—the silence, the humiliation, the way hope can die without making a sound.

Then it was gone.

I didn’t shatter.

I rebuilt.

I turned heartbreak into leverage and betrayal into a billion-dollar brand.

He’s looking at me like I’m still her, like I never learned how to survive without him.

He’s wrong.

When he finally walked back into my boardroom, smiling like regret had an expiration date, he didn’t recognize the woman he’d created. The girl he left behind was buried. What stood in her place invoiced heartbreak and charged interest.

My pulse betrayed me before my mouth did, a steady drum against my ribs that I prayed no one else could hear. Roman Creed had always known the way my body spoke—the hitch in my breath, the way my eyes lingered too long, the way my knees forgot their job when he was close. I wasn’t giving him that satisfaction today.

I focused on my iPad, nails clicking against the glass like tiny hammers. The sound was my armor. Professional. Impenetrable. But the heat rolling off him was deliberate and measured, like he knew exactly how far to lean before breaking the rules of a business meeting.

It was choreography now, both of us professional in public, predators in the margins. Every small move tested who would blink first.

Stay still, Savannah. Stay sharp.

But old habits are stubborn. They don’t die. They sleep. And when the right voice calls them, they wake hungry.

My mind dragged me back to that hotel suite the way champagne fizzed like promises in a glass, the weight of his hand at the small of my back, the dangerous belief that forever was something you could schedule. I felt the edges of that night scrape against me like glass, and I swore I wouldn’t let it cut me again.

This wasn’t business anymore.

It was war.

And this time, I came to the battlefield armed with stilettos, contracts, and a memory he wouldn’t survive.

I pictured the meeting rooms that had never questioned my authority and wondered which one of us would be accused first when blood hit the floor.

“You did good for yourself,” he finally said.

I raised a brow and let out a dry laugh. “Is that your version of an apology?”

“No. That’s my version of admiration,” he said. “But we’ll get to the apology. In private.”

I laughed again, low and dry. “The only thing you’ll be doing in private is watching me walk away.”

Roman stood, tall and smooth, buttoning his jacket like a man about to wreck something sacred—or maybe like one sealing a promise. He moved like someone who had rehearsed his tells for years, the gesture precise, practiced, the posture
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