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Chapter 1: Five Million or My Brother Dies
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NORA'S POV

The video plays for the third time.

I’ve watched it enough to catalogue every brutal detail with the cold precision that keeps me employed at Sterling Capital: the zip tie cutting deep into my brother’s wrists, the damp concrete wall behind him stained with what might be water or something worse, the way Danny’s left eye is already swelling shut, purple blooming across the skin like ink. His breathing is shallow and panicked, chest rising too fast. The ransom note propped against his knee—five million dollars, forty-eight hours, no police—is printed in clean Arial font, which tells me whoever did this is organized. Professional.

Organized. Professional. And they have my brother.

I close the laptop with more force than necessary. The sharp sound cracks through the silence of my office like a warning.

My office on the forty-second floor of Sterling Capital’s Manhattan headquarters is all glass and clean lines—a fishbowl designed by men who believed transparency was a virtue. Right now, the morning sun is slicing through the floor-to-ceiling windows at a thirty-degree angle, painting a harsh gold stripe across my mahogany desk. It lands directly on the closed laptop like a spotlight, refusing to let me look away.

Five million dollars.

I pull up my personal financials on my second screen. Not because I need to—I have every number memorized—but because numbers are the only thing that have never lied to me.

Personal liquid assets: $340,000. Investments: $1.2 million, none of it touchable without a penalty that would cut the value in half. Credit lines: maxed two years ago when I paid off Mom’s medical bills.

I tap my heel against the marble floor. Once. Twice. Tap-tap-tap. The sharp, repetitive rhythm of a woman doing math she already knows the answer to.

$340,000.

Against five million dollars.

My brother, Daniel Wright, is twenty-three years old and possesses the financial sense of a golden retriever. He borrowed two hundred thousand dollars from a loan shark named Viktor Sokolov at a rate that compounded weekly—weekly, as if he’d designed the terms himself to be maximally catastrophic. I’d warned him. I’d laid out the spreadsheet in excruciating detail. I’d used words I reserved for clients who ignored risk assessments and then acted shocked when the market punished them.

He’d told me to stop treating him like a quarterly earnings report.

And now he’s zip-tied to a chair in what looks like a parking garage in the Meatpacking District, and I am doing math with numbers that don’t add up.

Five million. Forty-eight hours.

I need a different equation.

I stand, smooth my skirt—black, fitted, stopping precisely at the knee—and walk to the window. Forty-two floors below, Manhattan moves with its usual aggressive indifference. Taxis weave through traffic, pedestrians hurry along sidewalks, the relentless mechanical churn of money changing hands continues without pause. None of them know that right now, my entire world has narrowed to a single impossible calculation.

Think, Nora. You didn’t get to CFO of Sterling Capital at twenty-eight by panicking.

I didn’t. I got here by identifying leverage. By understanding that every problem has a structural solution if you strip away the emotion and look at the underlying assets.

So. Assets.

I have a title. I have access. I have—

My office door opens without a knock.

That alone tells me who it is before I turn around.

Only one person in this building doesn’t knock.

SEBASTIAN'S POV

The algorithm doesn’t lie.

That’s the first thing my father taught me before the stroke took his ability to speak and left him with nothing but a will that reads like a punishment. Marry within thirty days of my death, Sebastian, or the voting shares transfer to the board. Not to Marcus—my cousin, who’s spent six years engineering reasons to smile at me in hallways—but to a board that Marcus has spent those same six years quietly filling with his people.

Emotional blackmail from beyond the grave.

Efficient, I think, in the particular way I use that word, which is not a compliment.

It’s 6:47 AM. I’ve been at my desk since four. The executive floor of Sterling Capital smells like recycled air and the ghost of my father’s cigar smoke, which the ventilation system has never fully purged in the three years since he retired. My office is different from the rest of the building—no glass walls, dark walnut paneling, a single window facing north. I don’t need the city’s performance of itself as a backdrop.

I have data.

The HR system populates across my left monitor in clean columns: Name, Tenure, Clearance Level, Public Profile Risk Score. I built the risk assessment model myself two years ago as an exercise in corporate due diligence. It was never intended for this particular application.

The things we build to keep ourselves busy.

I adjust my glasses and run the filter.

Eligibility criteria, weighted by priority:

	No existing romantic entanglements (weight: 0.35)

	Professional credibility sufficient to withstand public scrutiny (weight: 0.30)

	Motivation for financial incentive—real, not performative (weight: 0.25)

	Baseline intelligence sufficient to navigate family events without incident (weight: 0.10)


Three hundred and twelve employees.

I add a fifth criterion: contractual discretion. Someone who understands that an agreement is an agreement, that terms exist to be honored, that sentiment is not a valid renegotiation trigger.

The list drops to forty-four.

I add a sixth: no prior personal entanglement with the Sterling family.

Thirty-one.

I cross-reference public records. Debt profiles. Loyalty indicators derived from three years of internal communications metadata, which is legal—I made sure of it.

The list drops to six.

I lean back in my chair. My watch—a Patek Philippe that functions less as a timepiece and more as a biometric monitoring system I had custom-integrated—shows a resting heart rate of fifty-eight. Optimal.

I look at the six names.

Five of them are women who’ve impressed me in exactly zero interactions. Competent enough, but competent in the way that a well-maintained piece of infrastructure is competent: functional, predictable, unremarkable.

The sixth name sits at the top of the ranked list.

Wright, Nora E. CFO. Age 28. Tenure: 3 years.

Risk score: 0.12. The lowest in the company.

I’ve been in the same boardroom as Nora Wright forty-seven times. I know this because I have a memory that catalogs information I don’t consciously choose to retain, which is occasionally inconvenient. I know she takes her coffee black, that she arrives eleven minutes before every meeting starts, that she owns exactly four pairs of red-soled shoes and rotates them in a pattern I identified as deliberate in our second month of working together.

I know that she’s the only person in this building who argues with my numbers.

And wins.

I close the HR system. Open her personnel file.

Personal financial profile: precarious. Liquid assets insufficient. A brother with a documented history of poor financial decisions and at least one creditor with organized crime adjacency—flagged by our internal security division eight weeks ago as a passive risk factor.

I read that line again.

A brother with a documented history of poor financial decisions.

I check my watch. 6:51 AM.

She’ll be in her office.

I stand, button my jacket—black, Brioni, all three buttons, always—and walk toward the elevator.

BACK TO NORA'S POV

Sebastian Sterling is six feet three inches of curated intimidation.

I’ve never told anyone this, but the first time he walked into a boardroom I was presenting in, I lost my place in my own deck. Not because he’s attractive—though he is, in the way that certain structures are attractive, all sharp angles and deliberate construction. Not because of the money that trails him like a second atmosphere.

Because he looked at my slide and found the flaw in my projection before he’d even taken his seat.

That was the moment I understood who he was.

He’s standing in my doorway now, gold-rimmed glasses catching the morning light, and his expression is the same one he uses when he’s identified an inefficiency he intends to eliminate.

I’ve never been the inefficiency before.

“Mr. Sterling.” I keep my voice the temperature of a term sheet. “My calendar shows no—”

“Close the door.”

“This is my office.”

“And I own the building.” He steps inside. “Close the door, Ms. Wright.”

The audacity. I hold his gaze for a three-count—long enough to register that I’m complying because I choose to, not because he told me to—and push the door shut behind him.

He doesn’t sit. He looks at my desk, and for one nauseating second I think he can see through the closed laptop to the video file inside it.

“I have a proposition.” He sets a slim folder on my desk. Sterling Capital letterhead. “Sit down.”

“I prefer to stand.”

Something moves behind his eyes. Not irritation—Sebastian Sterling doesn’t do something as human as irritation. It’s more like a system recalibrating.

“As you like.” He opens the folder without sitting either. “I need a wife. Thirty days, contractually defined, publicly visible. In exchange—” He turns a single page toward me. “Five million dollars, transferred within twenty-four hours of signing.”

The number hits me in the sternum.

I don’t let it show.

Five million dollars. I stare at the page. The figure is printed in the same Arial font as Danny’s ransom note, and the coincidence is so precisely, viciously perfect that I want to laugh until I can’t breathe.

“You’re serious,” I say instead.

“I don’t make propositions I don’t intend to execute.”

“You ran a data model.” It’s not a question. I know how his mind works. “You quantified your options and I ranked highest on—what? Discretion? Debt profile?”

The recalibration again. “Among other variables.”

Of course he did. I reach across the desk and turn the folder toward me fully. The contract is eight pages, dense, with subclause annotations in the margins in his handwriting—a tight, vertical script that doesn’t loop or slant, because even his penmanship refuses to be inefficient.

I read. I read the way I read every contract—fast, total, retaining everything.

Clause 2.1: Public displays of affection as directed by party of the first part. Clause 3.4: Shared residential arrangement, primary domicile to be determined. Clause 4.7: Intimacy schedule to be agreed upon by mutual consent, minimum frequency—

I stop.

Look up.

He’s watching me read. Most people pretend not to. Sebastian watches like it’s data collection, which somehow makes it worse.

“You put an intimacy schedule in a contract,” I say.

“Ambiguity creates conflict. I eliminate ambiguity.”

“You put a frequency minimum—” I set the pages down carefully, because the alternative is throwing them at his immaculate three-piece suit. “Mr. Sterling. Do you hear yourself?”

“Constantly. I find it more useful than not.”

The heel of my shoe hits the floor. Tap. Once, sharp. A tell I’ve never been able to break, and now I hate him a little for making me do it in front of him.

Five million dollars. Danny has forty-six hours.

I pick up the pen from my desk holder.

And I read the contract again, slower this time. Because the first read is for comprehension. The second read is for leverage.

He watches me do it without speaking. That’s the thing about Sebastian Sterling that most people miss while they’re busy being intimidated by the suit and the silence: he’s patient. Methodical. He will wait as long as the outcome justifies it.

So will I.

It’s on the sixth page—clause 11.3, buried in the termination conditions—that I find my opening. I read it twice to be sure. Then I look up.

“I have an amendment,” I say.

His jaw tightens. A centimeter, maybe less. “The contract is finalized.”

“The contract is an offer.” I hold his gaze and reach, very deliberately, for my own pen—the slim Montblanc I’ve carried since my first promotion. “And I have a counteroffer.”

He goes very still.

I bend over the desk, and in the margin of page six, in the smallest handwriting I am capable of producing, I add a single line to clause 11.3.

Any emotional breach by either party voids this contract in full.

I straighten. Cap my pen. Slide the folder back across the desk.

He picks it up. Reads the margin note. The gold frames catch the light as he looks up at me, and there’s something in his expression I’ve never catalogued before—

Not recalibration. Something else.

“You think I’m going to breach it,” he says.

I smile. My best boardroom smile, the one that has never once reached my eyes.

“I think we should both sign before we find out.”

He looks at me for four full seconds. Long enough to be unusual. Long enough for the morning sun to shift another degree across my desk.

Then Sebastian Sterling uncaps his own pen.

And signs his name on the line.

My heart does something I absolutely refuse to document.

Forty-seven hours until Danny’s deadline. Twenty-nine days until Sebastian’s.

The algorithm has a new variable.

God help us both.
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Chapter 2: He Bought Me for Five Million
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NORA'S POV

The contract arrives at 9:00 AM exactly.

Not 8:58. Not 9:03. Nine o’clock, on the dot, delivered by Sebastian’s assistant—a woman named Claire who has the energy of someone who has witnessed enough to be permanently unsurprised—along with a single cup of black coffee that I didn’t order and didn’t ask for.

He noted how I take my coffee.

I stare at the cup for a moment longer than I should, the steam curling up like a question mark I don’t want to answer.

Then I open the envelope.

The contract has been revised since this morning. Of course it has. Sebastian Sterling doesn’t leave a negotiation half-finished—he goes home, or more likely stays at his desk until the small hours, and engineers a document so airtight that signing it feels less like consent and more like being absorbed into a system that was already running without you.

Forty-one pages. This morning’s version was eight.

I flip to the index.

Section 1: Definitions and Scope. Section 2: Public Conduct Requirements. Section 3: Residential Arrangements. Section 4: Intimacy Parameters. Section 5: Communication Protocols. Section 6: Financial Compensation and Disbursement Schedule. Section 7: Exit Conditions and Breach Definitions.
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Section 4. Intimacy Parameters.
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I turn there first, because I am a professional and professionals identify the highest-risk exposure before reviewing anything else. That’s what I tell myself. It has nothing to do with morbid curiosity.

4.1: Public displays of affection shall be executed as required by visibility conditions, including but not limited to: hand-holding during public appearances (mandatory), kissing for photographic and media purposes (minimum duration: three seconds), physical proximity maintenance in social settings (defined as no more than eighteen inches of lateral distance).

Eighteen inches. He measured it.

4.2: Private conduct within the primary residence shall adhere to boundaries established by mutual written consent, reviewed on a bi-weekly basis.

4.3: Intimacy frequency, where mutually agreed upon, shall be documented in the shared schedule system—

I close the section.

He built a shared calendar for sex.

I stand up, walk to my window, and look at the city for twenty seconds while my internal monologue cycles through several responses I will never say out loud. The morning light feels too bright, too exposing, like the glass walls of my office are suddenly complicit in whatever this is becoming. Then I walk back to my desk, sit down, and continue reading, because I am Nora Wright and I have read worse documents than this and found a way to make them work in my favor.

By the time I reach Section 7, I have thirteen margin notes and a headache that tastes like burnt espresso and rising panic.

And then I read clause 11.3.

11.3: This agreement shall be rendered void in its entirety upon material breach of any core term, as defined in Section 1.4.

I read Section 1.4.

Material breach is defined as: willful failure to perform any contractual obligation, including but not limited to public conduct requirements, financial misrepresentation, and disclosure of agreement terms to unauthorized third parties.

There it is. A gap.

A beautiful, architectural gap in his otherwise suffocating structure.

Emotional breach. He didn’t define it. Because Sebastian Sterling, who has quantified every variable in our professional relationship down to my coffee preference and my shoe rotation, cannot quantify emotion. He didn’t include it because to include it, he’d have to acknowledge it exists.

He left a door open. Not intentionally. But the most dangerous exits are always the ones people forget to lock.

I uncap my Montblanc.

The Sterling Capital executive conference room on the forty-fourth floor is designed to make you feel small. Forty-foot ceilings, a table that could seat twenty and currently seats two, floor-to-ceiling windows on three sides. Manhattan sprawls below us in every direction—the financial district, the bridges, the gray-silver curl of the Hudson. It’s meant to remind you that the man sitting at the head of this table owns a view of everything.

Sebastian is already seated when I arrive.

He’s in charcoal today—another three-piece, chalk pinstripe so fine it almost disappears, pocket square folded to a precise quarter-inch. His glasses are different from this morning. Thinner frames. Same gold. His copy of the contract sits in front of him, closed, with a pen laid parallel to its edge at exactly ninety degrees.

Of course it’s at ninety degrees.

“Ms. Wright.” He doesn’t stand. “You’ve reviewed the document.”

“I’ve reviewed your document.” I set my copy on the table and sit, crossing my ankles under the chair. “I have notes.”

“The contract is final.”

“You said that this morning. And yet here we are with forty-one pages instead of eight, so I’d argue the contract is demonstrably not final until both parties sign.”

Something in his jaw shifts. He picks up his pen.

“Section 4.3,” I say.

“The scheduling provision.”

“You built a shared calendar.”

“To eliminate ambiguity.”

“For sex.”

A pause. Not a long one—half a beat, the kind you’d miss if you weren’t watching for it. But I was watching.

“For intimacy parameters,” he says. “As defined in—”

“I know where it’s defined, Sebastian. I wrote thirteen margin notes on this document in under two hours, which means I read it at approximately—” I do the math in my head and deliver it without blinking, “—twenty-one pages per hour, which is faster than your legal team drafted it. So when I tell you that Section 4.3 is a liability, I need you to hear that as the CFO of your company, not as the woman you’ve decided to purchase for thirty days.”

The temperature in the room drops two degrees.

He looks at me over the gold frames.

“You’re not being purchased.”

“The wire transfer in Section 6 suggests otherwise.”

“It’s compensation for—”

“For what, exactly?” I open my copy to Section 6 and read aloud: “Compensation for services rendered in furtherance of the agreement’s objectives.” I look up. “Services. Rendered.” I close the folder. “Your legal team should be embarrassed.”

His pen taps the table once. Once. In three years of working with Sebastian Sterling, I have never seen him tap anything.

Interesting.

“What do you want amended?” he asks.

“Section 4.3 is removed entirely.”

“No.”

“Then rewritten. The calendar stays. The documentation requirement goes.”

He considers this for exactly four seconds. “Agreed.”

“Section 2.7—the clause requiring forty-eight hours advance notice before I can accept independent professional engagements—”

“Non-negotiable. Your public schedule is a variable in the company’s—”

“My career is not a variable in your marriage performance, Sebastian. It’s the reason I have value in this arrangement at all.” I hold his gaze. “If I’m not CFO, I’m just a woman in a nice dress.”

Another pause. Longer this time.

“The notice window reduces to twenty-four hours,” he says.

“Twelve.”

“Twenty.”

“Fifteen, and I’ll stop arguing about the pocket square provision in Section 2.4.”

His eyes drop to his pocket square. “There is no pocket square provision.”

“Not yet.” I pick up my pen. “Are we agreed on fifteen?”

He looks at me for a moment that stretches past professional and into something I don’t have a word for yet.

“Fifteen,” he says. “Don’t touch Section 4.”

SEBASTIAN'S POV

She’s been talking for forty minutes and I’ve agreed to six amendments.

This was not in the model.

The model predicted a seventy-three percent probability that she would review the contract, identify two to three objections based on financial self-interest, negotiate those points, and sign within ninety minutes. Clean. Efficient. Minimal friction.

The model did not account for her.

Nora Wright negotiates the way she does everything: like she already knows the outcome and is simply waiting for you to catch up. She doesn’t raise her voice. She doesn’t use emotional leverage—no appeals, no implications, nothing soft. She uses precision. She identifies the structural weakness in your argument, inserts her position, and applies exactly enough pressure to make the alternative cost more than the concession.

It’s infuriating.

It’s also the most competent thing I’ve watched anyone do in a negotiation in four years, and I have been in negotiations with the CFOs of three Fortune 100 companies.

She’s on Section 5 now. Communication protocols.

“Clause 5.2,” she says, without looking up from the page. “You want forty-eight hours’ response time for personal communications during business travel.”

“To maintain the appearance of—”

“A functioning marriage. Yes. I read it.” She makes a note. The Montblanc moves in small, controlled strokes. “I’ll accept twenty-four hours for personal communications. Business communications remain subject to standard professional response norms.”

“Define standard professional response norms.”

She looks up. “The same norms you’ve applied to the seventeen emails I’ve sent you in the past three years that you responded to in under four minutes each time.”

I look at her.

She tracked my response times.

“Agreed,” I say. The word comes out before the analysis completes, which is unusual. I register the anomaly and file it.

She nods and flips to Section 7.

This is the section I engineered most carefully. Exit conditions. Breach definitions. The architecture of consequences, because consequences are what keep systems honest. Every clause in Section 7 is airtight, cross-referenced, and reviewed by three separate attorneys.

She reads it without expression.

Then she reads it again.

I watch her eyes move—left to right, precise and fast—and I watch the moment she finds something, because she goes very still in the specific way that means she’s processing something she didn’t expect.

What did she find?

She doesn’t show me. She turns to clause 11.3, reads it, and turns back two pages to cross-reference Section 1.4. She reads that twice as well.

And then she looks up at me.

“I’m satisfied with Section 7,” she says.

She found something.

I don’t know what it is. The contract is airtight—I know every clause. But she found a gap that I didn’t flag, and she’s not showing her hand, which means she intends to use it.

Which means I should be concerned.

My watch registers a heart rate of sixty-six. Eight beats above baseline.

“Are you ready to sign?” I ask.

“One moment.”

She pulls the contract toward her—my copy, not hers—and bends over the page. The angle of her head blocks my view of what she’s writing. Her shoulders are level, her posture perfect, and the pen moves for no more than three seconds.

When she straightens and slides the contract back, her expression is neutral.

I look down at the page.

The margins are clean. Every section I can see from this angle shows nothing unusual.

“Your turn,” she says.

I turn to the signature page. My pen touches the line.

Something is wrong.

The thought surfaces without data, which makes it structurally unsound and therefore dismissible. I have reviewed this contract. My team has reviewed this contract. There is nothing she could have written in three seconds that—

I sign.

The pen completes the motion before the analysis does.

I look up.

Nora Wright is capping her Montblanc. Her mouth is closed. Her expression gives me nothing, nothing, nothing—

Except for the very corner of her lips. The left side. A fraction of a curve that isn’t quite a smile and isn’t quite not one.

“Congratulations,” she says, and stands, and extends her hand.

I stand. Take her hand.

Her grip is firm. Her palm is warm against mine. Her handshake lasts exactly two seconds, and when she releases, the impression of her fingers lingers against my skin for a moment longer than two seconds should justify.

“I’ll have the wire transfer initiated by three PM,” I say.

“I know you will.” She picks up her copy of the contract. “I’ll see you at the residence walkthrough tomorrow. Seven AM.”

“Seven-thirty.”

“Seven.” She walks toward the door. The red sole of her heel catches the light as she moves. “You have a breakfast meeting at eight. I scheduled it three weeks ago. Try to keep up, Mr. Sterling.”

She opens the door and walks out.

I sit back down.

I look at the contract.

I turn to clause 11.3.

And there, in the margin—in handwriting so small it requires me to remove my glasses and bring the page to six inches from my face to read—are nineteen words.

Any emotional breach by either party voids this contract in full. — NW

I set the contract down.

My watch shows a heart rate of seventy-one.

Thirteen beats above baseline.

She wasn’t protecting herself from me.

She was betting on herself.

Nora Wright added a clause that only triggers if one of us feels something. Which means she looked at this contract—at me—and calculated that the most likely breach isn’t financial, isn’t logistical, isn’t a leak to the press.

It’s emotional.

And she wants an exit if it happens.

I put my glasses back on.

I sit with that for a long moment—with the nineteen words she hid in my own document, in



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Modern Love Rules Series

N

Stella Wren





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





