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1. The Seventy-Two Hour Crisis
I looked at the empty hangers in the closet. The silk dresses were gone. Only three plastic dry-cleaning bags remained, drifting in the cold draft from the air vent.

"She took the safe deposit box keys too," Marcus Croft said. He closed the bedroom door. His hand remained on the brass handle. "The hotel cameras in the back alley were shut down for maintenance between three and five. It was planned."

I checked my watch. It was exactly 11:14 PM. We were seventy-two hours away from the polls opening.

"Did she leave a note?" I asked. My voice was flat. I did not let my hands shake.

"No," Marcus said. "Her father called five minutes ago. He knows she is gone. He says if we do not find her by sunrise, he will announce her disappearance to the press. He will also pull the Dupond family's political action committee funding."

That meant eighty million dollars in media buys would vanish before tomorrow's morning news cycle. The campaign would collapse on the finish line.

The heavy wooden door to the suite opened. Julian Vance walked in.

He did not look tired, even though he had spent the last fourteen hours on a campaign bus in Ohio. His dark suit was immaculate. His posture was perfectly straight. His blue eyes locked onto me, then shifted to the empty closet.

"The Secret Service has no record of her leaving the building," Julian said. His voice was low and calm. The coldness in his tone was familiar. He did not show panic. He never did.

"She had a private vehicle waiting," I said. "She bypassed the lobby entirely. This was not a kidnapping, Julian. Catherine chose to walk away."

Marcus stepped forward. "We have twenty-two points to protect in the suburbs. If the public thinks you cannot keep your own fiancée safe, or if her father accuses us of negligence, we lose the lead. We need a crisis plan now, Teresa."

I opened my tablet. I looked at the polling data. The margins in three swing states were within the margin of error.

"A standard press release will not work," I said. "If we say she is ill, the media will demand to see her. If we say she is on a private family matter, her father will call us liars on live television."

Julian walked to the window. He looked out at the lights of Washington. His hands were clasped behind his back.

"Her father wants control," Julian said. "He wants to ensure his family has a seat in the West Wing. If Catherine is not here to secure that seat, he will destroy the campaign to punish me."

"He can do it," Marcus said. "The Dupond network controls forty percent of our major donors. They will freeze their accounts by morning."

The room was silent. I could hear the hum of the refrigerator in the small kitchenette. I could feel the weight of my own past pressing against my temples.

My father had stood in a room like this twenty years ago, watching his political survival slip away before he took his own life. I had promised myself I would never let a campaign destroy me.

Julian turned around. He looked at me. His gaze was intense. He walked over to the desk where I stood.

"You have the same height as Catherine," Julian said.

I kept my face still. "We are both five feet, nine inches. Yes."

"Your hair is the same shade of dark brown," he continued. "From a distance, under the camera lights, you look like her."

"I am your crisis director, Julian," I said. "I am not a body double."

"I am not asking you to stand in the back of a motorcade," Julian said. "I am proposing a solution."

Marcus stared at Julian. "What are you talking about?"

"The Dupond contract was a political agreement," Julian said. "They wanted a wedding before the inauguration to lock in their influence. We give the press a wedding. But not with Catherine."

The silence in the room grew heavier.

"You want me to marry you," I said. It was not a question.

"Yes," Julian said. "We file the license tonight. We hold a private ceremony at the courthouse tomorrow morning. We invite two photographers from the wire services. We present a united front."

"The press knows what Catherine looks like," Marcus said. "They will see the difference immediately."

"We do not use Catherine's name," Julian said. "We tell the truth about the marriage, but we change the narrative. We announce that Catherine and I parted ways weeks ago. We announce that Teresa and I have been in a private relationship for months, and we decided to marry before the final vote to avoid a media circus."

I looked at him. "That is insane. The media will call it a desperate stunt."

"Not if we present the paperwork," Julian said. "We make it a legally binding marriage. It must be real on paper. The public loves a sudden, decisive romance. It projects confidence. It takes the focus off the Dupond family completely."

"And her father?" Marcus asked.

"Her father cannot accuse us of kidnapping if we announce Catherine's departure ourselves," Julian said. "He loses his leverage. He cannot pull his funding without looking like a bitter contrarian who is angry that his daughter was left behind."

Julian stepped closer to me. I could smell his cologne. It was clean and sharp. He did not blink.

"It solves your problem too, Teresa," Julian said. "Your father's name is still associated with the treasury scandal. When I win, the spouse of the President has immense power to clear federal records. You can clear his name. I will give you the authority to do so."

He was offering me the one thing I had spent my entire adult life trying to achieve. Redemption for the Sterling name.

"It is a business arrangement," I said.

"Completely," Julian said. "We sign a post-nuptial agreement. After one year in office, we file for an amicable divorce. You get your father's legacy restored. I get the presidency."

Marcus looked between us. "It is high risk. If anyone leaks the truth, the administration is dead before the first cabinet appointment."

"We do not leak it," Julian said. "No one outside this room knows. We run this like a military operation."

I looked down at my hands. I had spent years building a wall around my personal life. Now, Julian was asking me to step into the brightest spotlight in the world.

"I have conditions," I said.

Julian nodded once. "Name them."

"I control the press strategy," I said. "We do not do joint interviews unless I write the script. We maintain separate bedrooms. And we sign the legal contract before we walk into the courthouse."

"Agreed," Julian said.

He did not hesitate. His lack of hesitation showed how desperate he truly was, beneath the calm exterior. He was a control freak, and this was his way of wrestling control back from a chaotic situation.

"Marcus," Julian said, his eyes still on me. "Get the campaign lawyers. Tell them we need a standard pre-marital contract with strict non-disclosure clauses. Tell them it must be signed by 3:00 AM."

Marcus nodded. He looked at me with a cold, calculating expression. He did not like losing his position as the primary decision-maker, but he knew this was the only path to victory. He left the room, closing the door behind him.

I was alone with the man who was about to become my husband.

"You do not look happy," Julian said.

"This is a crisis, not a fairy tale," I said. "I do not get happy about logistical nightmares."

"We have seventy-two hours," Julian said. "We need to make the public believe we are in love."

He reached out. His hand touched my chin. His fingers were warm against my skin. He tilted my head up so I had to look into his eyes.

"Let us practice," he said.

I did not pull away. I kept my eyes locked on his. The tension between us was not soft. It was sharp.

"We do not need to practice," I said. "We just need to not look like we want to kill each other."

Julian let his hand drop. A small, cold smile touched his lips.

"That might be the hardest part of the campaign," he said.

At 2:45 AM, Arthur Pendelton, the campaign's chief legal counsel, arrived at the hotel suite. He carried a leather briefcase. His face was pale, his eyes red from being woken up in the middle of the night.

He placed three copies of the agreement on the glass coffee table.

"This is a binding pre-nuptial contract," Arthur said, adjusting his glasses. "It includes a strict confidentiality clause. If either party discloses the true nature of this arrangement, the penalty is twenty million dollars and immediate forfeiture of all assets acquired during the marriage."

I picked up the document. I sat on the edge of the sofa and read every line.

The contract was thorough. It outlined the division of property, the separate bank accounts, and the timeline for the divorce. Clause 14 stated that I would receive full administrative support to review historical files at the Department of Justice starting on January twentieth.

"It is correct," I said.

Julian did not read the document. He had already dictated the terms to Arthur over the phone. He took a heavy black pen from his jacket pocket and signed his name at the bottom of each page.

He handed the pen to me. The metal was cold.

I signed my name beneath his. Teresa Sterling. Soon to be Teresa Vance.

"The courthouse in Annapolis is cleared," Arthur said, taking the signed copies. "We have a judge who is a close friend of the campaign. He will perform the ceremony at 8:00 AM. No public records will be uploaded to the state database until after the election."

"What about the media?" Marcus asked, entering the room from the balcony. He had been on the phone with the donor coordinators. "The Dupond family is quiet for now. But they will see the morning papers."

"Let them see," I said. "I have already drafted the press release. I will send it to our primary contact at the Associated Press at 5:00 AM."

I turned my laptop screen toward Julian.

The headline read: VANCE WEDS STRATEGIST IN PRIVATE CEREMONY AHEAD OF ELECTION DAY.

"The text states that we have been engaged in secret for three months," I explained. "We state that Catherine Dupond left the campaign two weeks ago due to personal differences. We present this as a choice made to protect our privacy."

Julian read the text. He nodded. "It is simple. It leaves no room for speculation."

"It will cause a media storm," Marcus warned. "The commentators will spend the next forty-eight hours analyzing every photo of you two."

"Let them analyze," Julian said. "As long as they are talking about our wedding, they are not talking about Catherine's disappearance or the Dupond family's money."

He stood up and straightened his cuffs. "Get some rest, Teresa. Tomorrow is a long day."

"I will rest when the polls close," I said.

Julian looked at me for a long moment. There was no affection in his eyes, but there was a deep, calculated respect. He knew I was the only person in Washington who could pull this off.

"We leave at seven," he said.

He walked out of the suite, followed by Arthur and Marcus.

I sat alone in the quiet room. I looked at the pen on the table. My life was no longer my own. I had entered a pact with a man who would do anything to win.

I walked to the window and looked down at the empty streets. The campaign signs for Vance were posted on every light pole. His face looked back at me from the plastic boards.

In seventy-two hours, he would be the President-elect. And I would be his wife.
2. The Contractual Vow
I did not sleep that night.

The digital clock on the hotel nightstand changed to 6:00 AM.

I stood up from the window sill where I had spent the last three hours watching the streetlights flicker below. My legs were stiff.

I walked into the bathroom and turned on the faucet. The cold water did not wash away the gray circles under my hazel eyes, but it woke me up.

I used concealer to cover the shadows on my skin. I brushed my dark brown hair, pulling it back into a low, tight bun that sat flat against the nape of my neck.

From my suitcase, I selected a cream-colored wool suit. The jacket had sharp shoulders and a single button at the waist. It was professional, expensive, and completely devoid of sentiment.

It was not a wedding dress. It was a professional uniform for a long day of public inspection.

At exactly 6:50 AM, I picked up my leather briefcase and my phone.

My screen was already full of notifications. The press release had gone out to the Associated Press at 5:00 AM.

My inbox had thirty-seven new emails from national political reporters. My phone vibrated with a text from a senior producer at CNN.

I ignored them all and opened the door to the hallway.

Julian Vance stood near the elevators. He wore a dark navy suit with a crisp white shirt and a gray silk tie. His posture was perfectly straight, his broad shoulders squared.

Marcus Croft stood to his left, typing rapidly on a tablet. Arthur Pendelton sat on a nearby bench, a manila folder resting on his knees.

Julian turned his head when my heels clicked against the floor. His piercing blue eyes assessed my suit, my hair, and my expression. He nodded once.

"You look prepared, Teresa," Julian said. His voice was deep, even, and entirely devoid of warmth.

"I am," I said, stopping two feet away from him.

"The press release is spreading," Marcus said, looking up from his screen. His eyes were bloodshot. "Three major networks have already interrupted their morning schedules to report the marriage. The Dupond family has not issued a statement yet, but their lead counsel just called Arthur."

Arthur stood up, smoothing his trousers. "They want to know if this is a stunt. I told them the marriage is legal and binding. I told them we would send the certified copy of the license by noon."

"Good," Julian said. "Let them rage behind closed doors. They cannot pull their funding now without looking like they are sabotaging their own candidate."

The elevator doors opened. We walked inside in silence.

Two black armored Suburbans waited for us in the basement garage.

The security detail opened the door for Julian and me. We sat in the back of the first vehicle. Marcus and Arthur took the second.

The driver started the engine. The heavy metal garage gate rolled upward, and we drove out into the gray Washington morning.

The drive to Annapolis took forty-five minutes.

Julian sat with his hands crossed over his knee. He did not look at me. He looked out the tinted window at the passing concrete barriers and the early morning traffic.

"The media will be waiting when we return to the campaign headquarters," Julian said.

"I have already instructed the press office to schedule a brief statement at noon," I replied. "You will speak for three minutes. I will stand next to you. No questions."

"They will ask about Catherine," he said.

"We will say what we wrote in the release," I said. "Catherine left the campaign to address personal matters. We wish her well. We will not elaborate. If they press, we will state that we deserve privacy on our wedding day."

Julian turned his head to look at me. "Do you think they will believe that?"

"It does not matter if they believe it," I said. "It only matters that we do not change our story. A single, unyielding line is the only way to stop a media hunt."

He studied my face. "You have a highly analytical mind, Teresa."

"My father taught me that public relations is a game of endurance," I said. "The side that blinks first loses."

"Your father was a brilliant strategist before his public disgrace," Julian said.

I felt a physical tightening in my chest. My father's name was still a source of shame in this town, a legacy I was determined to rebuild. "My father is not here. I am."







































































OEBPS/nav.xhtml

  
    Table of Contents


    		1. The Seventy-Two Hour Crisis

		2. The Contractual Vow

		3. Under the White House Lens

		4. The Cipher in the Ledger

		5. Shadows of the Vanguard

		6. The Transition Dinner Fire

		7. Isolation in Maryland

		8. The Breaking of the Ice

		9. Croft's Velvet Grip

		10. The Accusation and the Rift

		11. The Exile of Teresa Sterling

		12. The Smear Campaign

		13. A Desperate Alliance Renewed

		14. The Gala Trap

		15. The Unvarnished Oath




  
  
    Landmarks


    
      
      		Title Page


      		Main Content


    


  


