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Dedication
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To my family, the bedrock that gives me wings to fly. And to my readers, for breathing life into the words that once lived only in my silence.

May Isabella and Julian’s journey prove that even in the dead of winter, the heat of the truth always finds a way.

Blurb

Na empire on the brink of collapse. A revenge plot served ice-cold. A passion that could burn them both to the ground.

Isabella Rossi is the heiress to the Chicago skyline. Raised on blueprints and the crushing weight of a century-old surname, she believes her bloodline is bulletproof. But beneath the shimmering glass of her ivory tower, the foundations are rotting.

Julian Vane wasn’t born with a silver spoon. He clawed his way out of the shadows of Gary, Indiana, fueled by a grudge fifteen years in the making. He doesn’t just want the Rossi fortune; he wants the justice that was ripped away when he was just a kid with scars on his back and nothing left to lose.

In the winter of 2026, the heiress and her rival collide at na auction where the final bid isn’t paid in cash—it’s paid in blood.

Isabella needs to save her family’s legacy.

Julian wants to watch it burn.

Trapped between family secrets, corporate backstabbing, and a hit on their lives that forces them into Chicago’s gritty underground, they’ll learn that the line between hate and desire is razor-thin.

In a city where everyone wears a mask, who will be the first to crack?
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CHAPTER 1: A Throne of Glass and Wind
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The Chicago wind in early January 2026 wasn’t just weather; it was a warning. It howled through the canyons of Michigan Avenue, carrying the bite of Lake Michigan and lashing against the triple-paned windows of The Langham. Inside, on the eightieth floor, the air was thick—heavy with the scent of white orchids, expensive cigars, and the metallic tang of power.

Isabella Rossi stared at her reflection in the Carrara marble bathroom mirror. She gripped the edges of the vanity until her knuckles went as white as the stone. She was wearing a burgundy silk dress, tailored with surgical precision to accentuate her rigid posture, hiding the tremors crawling up her legs.

“Breathe, Isabella,” she whispered, her breath ghosting over the heated mirror. “You’re a Rossi. This city’s name is etched into the foundations your grandfather laid.”

She adjusted her sapphire and pearl necklace. The jewelry felt like it weighed a ton. It was more than na accessory; it was proof that Rossi Architects was still kicking, despite the bankruptcy rumors circling like sharks in Chicago’s murky real estate waters. Isabella touched up her dark red lipstick—it looked like a war wound against her pale skin—and headed out to face the auction room.

The chatter in the main ballroom died down for a split second when she walked in. Isabella felt the stares—predatory, curious eyes filled with the kind of fake sympathy that made her want to gag. She walked across the blue velvet carpet, the click of her stilettos swallowed by the opulence of the room.

“Isabella, darling!” Arthur, the lawyer and cousin she still believed was in her corner, approached with a glass of champagne. “You look radiant. But your pulse... I can see it jumping from here.”

“The coffee was strong, Arthur. That’s all,” she lied, waving off the drink. “Where is he?”

She didn’t need to name names. In Chicago, when people talked about “him” in the context of total demolition, everyone knew who they meant.

“Julian Vane hasn’t made his entrance yet,” Arthur murmured, checking his platinum watch. “Maybe the shark decided to hunt in less... sentimental waters tonight.”

Isabella didn’t break her stride. She took her seat in the front row, the leather cool beneath her. Lot 42 was up next. The Michigan Avenue plot where her grandfather had planned the “Monument to Tomorrow.” If she lost that land, she lost her last chance to prove the Rossis were still the kings of Chicago.

Suddenly, the temperature in the room seemed to drop tem degrees. The double oak doors swung open, and the silence that followed was absolute.

Julian Vane walked in with the “main character energy” of a man who knew he owned the very oxygen in the room. He skipped the black-tie dress code; instead, he wore a bespoke black suit with the collar of his white shirt slightly undone. He was the antithesis of Isabella’s old-money luxury. Julian was all steel, concrete, and controlled rage.

He didn’t greet anyone. His gray eyes, as cold as the river ice outside, swept the room until they locked onto Isabella. For a second, the electricity between them was so loud she expected to hear a fuse blow. Julian gave a ghost of a nod—a gesture that was both a greeting and a declaration of war—and sat directly across the aisle.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the auctioneer began, the gavel hitting the podium like a gunshot. “We open Lot 42. The historic Michigan Avenue site. Opening bid: forty million dollars.”

Isabella raised her paddle without missing a beat.

“Fifty million.”

The room buzzed. It was na aggressive jump. Julian, however, didn’t move a muscle.

“Sixty,” he said, his deep, gravelly voice filling the hall.

“Seventy,” Isabella fired back, cold sweat pooling at the small of her back.

“Eighty.”

“Ninety million,” Isabella declared, her voice steady even though her heart was hammering so hard she feared it would burst through the silk of her dress. That was her ceiling. Every cent of the company’s reserve, every penny left of her grandmother’s inheritance.

Julian finally stood up. He walked slowly toward the center of the aisle, hands in his pockets, watching Isabella with a cruel sort of curiosity.

“You’re playing with ghosts, Isabella,” he said, low enough for only her to hear, but loud enough for the silence of the room to amplify his words. “And ghosts don’t build skyscrapers. They just haunt the ruins.”

He turned to the auctioneer.

“One hundred and twenty million. Cash.”

The gavel came down. Thump. The sound of na era ending. Isabella felt the air leave her lungs. One hundred and twenty million was na irrational number—the bid of someone who didn’t want a profit, but na annihilation.

Humiliated and reeling, Isabella stood up before the polite applause for the winner could even start. She had to get out. She needed the Chicago chill to numb the sting of defeat. She ducked through a side hall, dodging Arthur and the pitying looks, and slipped into the service elevator, craving the solitude of the brushed metal.

The doors were closing when a strong hand—knuckles scarred in a way no billionaire’s should be—blocked them. Julian stepped inside.

The space was tiny. Isabella backed up until her shoulders hit the stainless steel wall. His scent hit her like a wave: expensive sandalwood, rain, and something dangerous—the smell of ozone before a lightning strike.

“What do you want?” she hissed, chin tilted up. “Haven’t you collected your trophy yet?”

Julian didn’t answer right away. He slammed the emergency stop button. The elevator jolted and died between floors. The silence was deafening, broken only by Isabella’s ragged breathing.

He moved in, invading her personal space with calculated arrogance. Julian braced his hands on the wall on either side of her head, trapping her in a circle of heat and threat.

“I didn’t want the land, Isabella,” he whispered, leaning in until his lips almost grazed her ear. “I wanted to watch you lose. I wanted to see the exact moment the light died in those spoiled-heiress eyes of yours.”

“Why do you hate me so much?” she asked, her voice cracking. “My family never did anything to you!”

Julian let out a short, dry laugh—a sound so hollow it made her skin crawl.

“That’s where you’re wrong, Bella. Your family didn’t do ‘nothing.’ They did everything. And now, I’m here to collect.” He trailed a finger along her pearl necklace, a touch that felt as sharp as a razor blade. “Enjoy your last night of luxury. Because tomorrow, Chicago is going to find out that Rossi Architects is nothing but na empty shell. And I’m going to be the man who crushes it.”

He punched the button again. The doors slid open to the lobby. Julian walked out without a backward glance, leaving Isabella shaking. With the bitter aftertaste of coffee and defeat in her mouth, she realized the war she thought was about business was actually na execution.
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CHAPTER 2: Blood, Sweat, and Veneer
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The Rossi Architects headquarters was na obelisk of glass and titanium that defied gravity in the heart of the Chicago Loop. To the outside world, the building represented the rock-solid legacy of three generations of architectural geniuses; to Isabella, on that gray morning of January 4, 2026, it looked like a monumental tombstone.

The scent of expensive beeswax and artisanal coffee that usually drifted through the atrium now felt suffocating. Isabella hurried through the lobby, brushing off the nervous greetings from the receptionists. Cold sweat pooled under her grey wool blazer—a dampness that didn’t match the sub-zero temperatures turning the Chicago River into a sheet of ice outside.

As she stepped into her penthouse office, the silence was so heavy she could hear the faint hum of the ventilation system. Arthur was already there, waiting. He sat in one of the Le Corbusier leather chairs, his hands shaking as he gripped a tablet. The cherry tobacco scent he always carried smelled sour today, tainted by the acrid stench of fear.

“Just say it, Arthur,” Isabella commanded, tossing her leather tote onto the mahogany desk. “Yesterday’s auction disaster is already front-page news on the Tribune. What else does fate have in store for us this morning?”

Arthur looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, the dark circles underneath proving he hadn’t slept a wink.

“The reserve fund, Isabella...” his voice cracked. “I went to check the accounts to process the penalty fee for the lost bid. The account is empty.”

Isabella stopped dead in her tracks. The world blurred for a second.

“Empty? What are you talking about? There’s fifty million in liquid assets.”

“Transferred. Three hours after the auction last night.” Arthur handed her the tablet. “The digital signatures belong to your cousin, Ricardo. He’s not picking up his phone. His Gold Coast apartment has been wiped clean. He bailed, Bella. He sold us out.”

Isabella felt her knees give way. She leaned against the desk, the cold wood the only thing keeping her from collapsing. Ricardo. Her own flesh and blood. The man she’d grown up with, the one who knew every secret of her grandfather’s blueprints. The traitor wasn’t hiding in the shadows of Vane Enterprises; he’d been sitting at her Christmas dinner table.

“If this leaks...” she started, her voice a broken whisper.

“If this leaks, Rossi Architects goes belly up before lunch,” Arthur finished, pacing the room frantically. “The creditors will descend on us like wolves. And it gets worse: Julian Vane bought up the short-term debt Ricardo left as collateral.”

A chill ran down her spine. Julian. Always Julian. The man wasn’t just playing chess; he owned the board, the pieces, and the very air she breathed.

“He knew,” she muttered, remembering his touch in the elevator, the scent of sandalwood, and his promise of total ruin. “He didn’t just buy that land for his ego. He knew Ricardo was going to bolt. He bottled up
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