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1. The Vault of Glass
The terminal screen glowed blue. My fingers moved over the physical keyboard.

I inserted the modified flash drive into the primary server slot. A green progress bar appeared on the display.

Sixteen percent.

This server housed the internal acquisition ledgers of Vance Global. These files held the proof that my brother, Arthur, did not steal twenty million dollars from the shipping accounts. Someone inside this building had framed him.

Thirty-two percent.

My hand rested on the cold steel frame of the rack. My palms were damp. I wiped them on my dark trousers. I had spent six months planning this break-in. Six months of studying security shift changes, bribing low-level technicians, and memorizing the blueprints of this neo-gothic tower.

My former fiancé, Marcus, had betrayed my family two years ago. He was the one who orchestrated the hostile takeover of Sterling Shipping, handing our operations over to Julian Vance. Marcus had walked away with millions. Arthur had walked away in handcuffs.

Fifty percent.

The air inside the vault was cold. It smelled of dry ozone and clean filters. This room sat thirty feet beneath the main lobby of Vance Tower, protected by biometric locks and thermal sensors. It had taken me three weeks to copy the access codes from an administrative assistant's keycard during her lunch break.

Seventy percent.

If I could download these ledgers, I could prove the transactions were routed through a shadow account controlled by Julian Vance. I could free my brother.

A soft chime sounded. It did not come from my terminal.

The heavy, reinforced glass door of the vault slid into its frame. The pneumatic seal locked with a heavy metallic click.

The white overhead lights went dark. A yellow standby light turned on near the ceiling.

"You should have used a standard high-speed bypass," a voice said.

I turned around.

A man stood near the exit. He was tall and lean. His slate-gray eyes reflected the yellow standby light. He wore a dark, tailored suit that fit his shoulders exactly. A faint line of white scar tissue showed just above his collarbone, peeking over his dark tie.

Lucian Vance.

He did not have a weapon. He did not have his hands in his pockets. He stood perfectly still, his weight balanced equally on both feet.

"Clara Sterling," he said. His voice was low and flat. "Age twenty-seven. Former heiress to Sterling Shipping. You entered through the freight elevator at nine-fourteen."

I did not pull the flash drive out. I kept my back near the console. "You are supposed to be at the charity dinner in the Loop."

"I do not attend dinners where my board members try to poison my wine," Lucian said. He took three steps toward me. His leather shoes made no sound on the anti-static floor. "And you do not belong in my private vault."

"Your private vault contains stolen evidence," I said. "Your uncle Julian took my family's docks. He put my brother in a federal penitentiary."

"My uncle is indeed a criminal," Lucian said. "But this server is my personal property. The data you are copying belongs to me, not the board."

He stopped five feet away from me. He was close enough that I could see the sharp lines of his jaw. He looked tired, but his posture was rigid. He had a reputation in Chicago for being ruthless. The media called him the Devil of Vance Global. Seeing him now, under the dull amber light, the name fit.

"Are you going to call the police?" I asked.

"No," he said.

"Then let me take the drive and leave."

"The drive is useless to you," Lucian said. He reached into his coat pocket. I tensed, but he only pulled out a small black remote control. He pressed a button.

On the terminal screen, the progress bar stopped at eighty-eight percent. The screen went black.

"I deleted the directory from that node," Lucian said. "The only physical copy of those ledgers is now on an encrypted drive in my desk upstairs. You cannot access it."

My throat felt dry. "I will find another way."

"You do not have time for another way," Lucian said. "Your brother's appeal hearing is in twelve days. If the court does not receive new evidence by then, his twenty-year sentence will be finalized. He will go to a maximum-security facility."

I swallowed hard. "How do you know that?"

"I know everything about the people who try to rob me," he said. "Especially when they have green eyes and a mahogany bob that matches the description of the woman who bought three security bypass codes on the black market last Tuesday."

He walked to the glass wall of the vault, looking out into the dark hallway beyond.

"I have a proposition for you, Clara."

"I do not do business with you," I said.

"You do if you want Arthur to walk out of jail next week," Lucian said. He turned his head to look at me over his shoulder. "My thirty-third birthday is in twenty-one days."

I remained silent. I knew the significance of that date. The financial papers had been discussing it for months.

"The Dual-Trust Rule of 1912," I said.

"Exactly," Lucian said. "Under the terms of my family's original trust, if I am not married by my thirty-third birthday, my voting shares revert to the board of directors. Julian will assume total control of Vance Global. He will liquidate the remaining assets, including your family's shipping docks, and lock me out forever."

"You want me to help you keep your company," I said.

"I want you to marry me," Lucian said.

He spoke the words as if he were reading a cargo manifest. There was no emotion in his voice.

"You are insane," I said.

"I am practical," he said. "We sign a contract tomorrow morning. One year of marriage. You will live in my penthouse. You will accompany me to every public event, every board dinner, and every press conference. We will present a united front to the public and to the SEC."

"And what do I get?" I asked.

"On the day we sign the marriage certificate, my attorneys will submit the original, unredacted acquisition ledgers to the federal prosecutor," Lucian said. "Your brother will be released within forty-eight hours. The charges will be dismissed with prejudice."

He took a step closer.

"Also," he continued, "at the end of the twelve months, when the trust is legally secured in my name, I will sign the deed to the Sterling shipping docks back to you. Free of debt. You will have your family's business back."

"Why me?" I asked. "You could buy any woman in this city to play your wife."

"The board is watching me," Lucian said. "Julian has private investigators tracking my every move. If I marry a socialite or an actress, they will see through it in an hour. They will look for the financial transactions. They will find the contract."

He paused, his gray eyes locking onto mine.

"But you," he said. "You are Clara Sterling. Your family hates mine. Your brother is in prison because of my family's actions. If we marry, the press will call it a modern tragedy. The board will think I bought your silence, or that you married me to save your family. It is a story they will believe because it is fueled by desperation and greed. They understand those motives."

"It is a lie," I said.

"It is a survival strategy," he corrected.

I looked at the black terminal screen. I thought of Arthur in his grey jumpsuit, sitting behind reinforced glass, his hands shaking as he told me he could not survive another month in that place.

"And if I say no?" I asked.

"Then I walk out of this vault," Lucian said. "I call security. You go to jail for corporate espionage. Your brother stays in prison. Julian sells your family's docks to a foreign conglomerate next month, and I lose my company in three weeks."

He did not sound angry. He sounded like a man stating mathematical truths.

"You do not care about your own ruin?" I asked.

"I care about destroying my uncle," Lucian said. "If I lose my company, I cannot do that. But if I have to burn this city down to take him with me, I will."

His face remained pale under the yellow standby lights. He meant every word.

"What are the rules of this marriage?" I asked.

"We live in separate wings of the penthouse," Lucian said. "We do not touch unless we are in public. We do not share private accounts. You do not ask about my personal schedule, and I do not ask about yours, except when it conflicts with our public appearances."

"No physical contact?" I asked.

"None," he said. "Unless the situation requires it to convince the board. We must make them believe we are obsessed with each other."

"Obsessed," I repeated. The word felt heavy in my mouth.

"They must believe I would risk my empire for you," Lucian said. "And they must believe you would betray your brother's memory for my money."

He reached into his inner pocket and pulled out a physical document. It was printed on heavy, off-white paper. He laid it on the metal server console between us.

"The initial terms," he said. "Read them."

I stepped forward. The paper felt thick between my fingers. The print was clean, detailed, and completely devoid of emotional language. It was a cold corporate merger of two damaged names.

Section four outlined the release of Arthur Sterling. Section nine outlined the transfer of the docks.

"You had this prepared before tonight," I said.

"I knew you were coming," Lucian said. "I allowed you to bypass the security gates. I needed to see if you had the nerve to go through with it."

"You set a trap," I said, my teeth clenched.

"I provided an opportunity," he said. "The choice is yours, Clara. Sign the document, or wait for the police."

I looked down at the paper. My brother's face flashed in my mind. The cold, wet concrete of the docks where we grew up. The family legacy that had been stripped away by Julian's forged signatures.

I reached into my bag and pulled out my pen.

"Do you have a pen?" I asked, though I already had mine ready.

"Use yours," he said. "It makes the signature legal either way."

I pressed the tip of the pen to the signature line at the bottom of the page. My hand did not shake. I signed my name in clear, sharp strokes: Clara Sterling.

I slid the document back across the steel console.

Lucian picked it up. He did not look at my signature. He folded the paper and slipped it back into his jacket pocket.

"The ceremony is in three days," he said. "My public relations team will contact you tomorrow morning at eight. Be ready."

He turned toward the glass door and pressed a button on the wall. The heavy door slid open with a soft sigh of air.

"Where are you going?" I asked.

"To prepare our wedding announcement," Lucian said. He did not look back. "Welcome to the family, Clara."

He walked out into the dark hallway. The door closed behind him, leaving me alone in the silent glass vault.
2. The Devil's Proposal
The hum of the server racks was the only sound left in the room.

I stood alone in the center of the glass vault, my black ink pen still held between my fingers.

The contract was gone, tucked inside the inner pocket of Lucian Vance’s wool coat. I put my pen back into my leather shoulder bag and pulled the zipper shut. The metal teeth of the zipper clicked in the quiet room.

I walked to the glass door. It remained open. Lucian had disabled the security lock from his master console.

I stepped out into the concrete corridor. The lights overhead were bright and white, casting my shadow straight down onto the floor. I walked toward the elevator at the end of the hall.

My boots made a rhythmic sound against the polished floor.

I pressed the button for the lobby. The elevator doors opened instantly. The interior was lined with brushed steel panels that reflected my face. I looked at my reflection. My mahogany hair was neat, but my green eyes showed my exhaustion.

The elevator climbed forty floors without stopping.

When the doors opened into the main lobby of Vance Tower, the space was empty. The marble floor stretched eighty feet to the glass entrance.

A single security guard stood behind the high reception desk. He looked up as I approached. He did not ask for my identification. He simply pressed a button under his desk, and the turnstile clicked to unlock.

"Goodnight, Ms. Sterling," the guard said.

I did not answer him. I pushed through the metal turnstile and walked out through the heavy revolving doors.

The air outside was forty-two degrees. Rain fell in straight lines from the dark sky, hitting the concrete plaza and splashing against my leather boots.

I walked to the edge of the curb. No taxis were parked along the street at this hour. I pulled my coat tighter around my shoulders and began the twelve-block walk to my apartment in the River North neighborhood.

The rain soaked through the shoulders of my coat within five minutes.

My apartment was located on the third floor of an old brick building. I unlocked the three deadbolts on my door and stepped inside.

The room smelled of dry paper and cold air. I turned on the single lamp beside my desk.

The desk was covered in cardboard folders. Each folder contained documents related to my brother Arthur’s case. There were court transcripts, financial audits of the Sterling Shipping Company, and copies of the forged transfer documents that Julian Vance had used to seize our docks.

I sat down on the wooden chair. My knees felt stiff from the cold walk.

I opened the top folder. Arthur’s mugshot was stapled to the inside cover. He looked thin. His hair was shaved close to his scalp, and he had a dark bruise under his left eye from a physical altercation in the holding facility.

"Three days," I whispered to the empty room.

In three days, I would stand in a church or a municipal building and exchange legal vows with the man who ran the company that had ruined us.

I stood up, walked to the small bathroom, and turned on the shower. I washed the rain and the city grime from my skin. The water was hot, turning the small bathroom white with steam.

I slept for four hours on the mattress in the corner of the room.

At exactly eight o'clock the next morning, my phone vibrated on the wooden floor beside my mattress.

The screen showed an unknown number with a Chicago area code.

I swiped the screen and held the phone to my ear. "Clara Sterling."

"Good morning, Ms. Sterling," a woman’s voice said. She spoke quickly. "My name is Sarah Keller. I am the director of public relations for Vance Global. Mr. Vance instructed me to contact you."

"I am listening," I said, sitting up on the edge of the mattress.

"At ten o'clock today, a black town car will arrive at your address," Sarah said. "It will transport you to the boutique of Simone Laurent on Oak Street. You will meet Mr. Vance there for a wardrobe fitting and a press consultation."

"I have my own clothes," I said.

"Not for the photographs we require," Sarah replied. "The Board of Directors has already flagged the sudden nature of this relationship. Julian Vance has hired a private investigation firm to verify your background. Every detail of your appearance must look consistent with a high-profile engagement."

"I understand," I said.

"Please wear black or dark gray today," Sarah said. "The car will arrive in exactly one hour and fifty minutes. Do not be late."

She ended the call before I could respond.

I got out of bed and dressed in my best black wool trousers and a charcoal silk blouse. I brushed my mahogany hair until it sat in a straight line at my jaw.

At ten o'clock, I walked down to the street. A black Lincoln sedan was idling at the curb.

The driver got out of the car, opened the rear door for me, and closed it once I was seated. The interior of the car smelled of leather and ozone.

We drove through the wet streets of Chicago. The rain had stopped, leaving the asphalt black and shiny.

The car stopped in front of a narrow brick building with a black awning that read Simone Laurent.

The driver opened my door. I stepped out and walked into the boutique.

The interior was quiet. The floors were made of light-colored oak, and the walls were lined with racks of silk, satin, and wool garments.

Lucian Vance sat in a gray armchair near the back of the room. He was reading a printed financial report. He wore a dark blue suit with a crisp white shirt. The collar of his shirt was high enough to cover the scar along his collarbone.

He did not look up when the front door clicked shut behind me.

"You are three minutes late," Lucian said.

"The traffic on State Street was heavy," I said. I walked over to the chair opposite him and sat down.

He closed the folder in his lap. His slate-gray eyes were cold as they studied my face. "Julian has already contacted three federal judges to inquire about your brother's case. He is looking for a connection between my legal team and Arthur's appeal."

"Did he find anything?" I asked.

"No," Lucian said. "I do not use my corporate lawyers for Arthur's petition. I hired an independent firm from Boston. But Julian is suspicious. He knows that you have no financial assets left. He wants to know why I am marrying a woman whose family legacy is bankrupt."

"Then we give him a reason," I said.

A middle-aged woman in a black dress walked out from a curtained room at the back of the boutique. She carried a tape measure around her neck.

"Mr. Vance," she said. "We are ready for Ms. Sterling."

Lucian stood up. He walked over to me and extended his right hand.

I looked at his fingers. They were long and clean. I stood up and placed my hand in his.

His grip was firm and dry. He did not squeeze my hand, but he did not let it go. He pulled me slightly closer until I could smell the wool of his suit and the faint scent of his soap.

"Julian's
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