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To my father, who taught me the value of hard work, even when the world felt rigged against us.

To every woman who has ever been underestimated in a boardroom and turned silence into her deadliest weapon.

And to you, the reader, who believes that neither the most rigid system nor the most complex algorithm can withstand the wild card of a great love.

This book is for those who know that the top is a lonely place—until you find someone with the same courage to jump.

SYNOPSIS

A ruthless bet. Two empires at stake. And the one variable no power play could have predicted.

Dominic Thorne is known in Chicago as the “Crisis Architect.” Logical, cold, and relentless, he rules Thorne Tower with na iron fist and a mind that runs like a profit-driven machine. To him, feelings are system glitches, and people are merely assets to be managed. He has never lost a negotiation. Until her.

Claire Sterling is the storm that Dominic’s logic can’t contain. A bold M&A consultant who hides a generational thirst for justice beneath designer suits and na enigmatic smile. She didn’t just come to sign a contract; she came to take back what the Thorne name stole from her family.

When a billion-dollar merger puts them on a collision course, a corporate wager is sealed: whoever secures the South Port revitalization contract within thirty days takes the presidency of the new holding company. The loser? Walks away from their career, forfeits their shares, and disappears from Chicago forever.

Between penthouse meetings, industrial ruin inspections, and dinners fueled by expensive wine and dangerous secrets, their professional rivalry ignites into unbearable sexual tension. While trying to destroy one another, Dominic and Claire discover that in the game of power, the greatest threat isn’t bankruptcy... it’s surrender.

In a city where steel is the law and glass is the facade, they will learn that love is the only system error that cannot be fixed.

In this game of checkmate, who will fall first?
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CHAPTER 1: THE PRICE OF STEEL
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(Point of View: Dominic Thorne)

The Chicago winter wasn’t just a season; it was a ruthless state of mind. From my floor-to-ceiling windows on the sixty-seventh floor of Thorne Tower, I watched snowflakes hurl themselves against the reinforced glass with a violence the average citizen down below—struggling against the gusts on Michigan Avenue—would never understand. Up here, the world was silent. It was a silence that cost millions of dollars a year to maintain, insulated by concrete, steel, and a bank account that never stopped growing, even if my own satisfaction had been stagnant for years.

I turned away from the skyline, my custom-made Italian leather shoes gliding soundlessly across the charcoal virgin wool carpet. This office was my sanctuary of order and absolute control. Every object had a purpose and na exorbitant price tag: from the minimalist brushed-steel sculptures that echoed the city’s industrial grit to the black oak desk that weighed nearly half a ton—my altar for executive decisions. The market knew me as the “Crisis Architect,” the man who bought crumbling empires and rebuilt them with na iron fist and logic that left no room for emotion.

Yet, on this Tuesday afternoon, the crisis I faced didn’t come from a negative balance sheet. It was boredom. Absolute success was a drug that lost its kick over time. I was at the top, and the view, while magnificent, was becoming unbearably lonely.

The black marble intercom on my desk gave a discreet beep, slicing through the surgical silence.

“Mr. Thorne? Ms. Sterling has arrived. She refuses to wait in reception, sir. She says ‘her time is more expensive than the marble in this tower,’” Andrea, my secretary, said, her voice tense—almost na intimidated whisper.

A cold, nearly imperceptible smirk tugged at the corner of my mouth. Claire Sterling. I expected nothing less than a barbarian invasion dressed in haute couture.

“Let her in, Andrea. And clear my schedule for the next two hours. I want no interruptions unless Chicago is literally on fire.”

I didn’t sit down. Instead, I stood in the center of the room and adjusted the cuffs of my Egyptian cotton shirt, feeling the cold weight of my platinum cufflinks against my skin. Three years. That was the exact time since our last professional “collision” in London. Back then, she was a rising consultant—brilliant and dangerous—and I was the heir about to seize my father’s throne by right of conquest. She cost me tem million dollars on a deal closing just because she found a technical loophole in a 1950s bylaw that I, in my arrogance as a young CEO, chose to ignore.

I never forgot the taste of that defeat. It smelled like her: sandalwood, ambition, and a hint of defiance that haunted me on sleepless nights.

The office door swung open. There was no polite knock. Claire Sterling didn’t ask for permission; she simply occupied the space she decided was hers by right of existence.

She walked in wearing a cream wool overcoat that seemed to glow against the dark, masculine palette of my office. With calculated slowness, she slid it off, revealing a form-fitting burgundy dress that was simultaneously professional armor and a visual declaration of war. The dress hugged every athletic curve, every line of a woman who knew exactly the power she wielded. She tossed the coat over the Barcelona leather chair without a second glance, treating my designer furniture like a roadside coat rack.

“You’re still decorating your offices like luxury prison cells, Dominic,” she began, skipping any formal greeting. Her voice was like velvet over razors—a caress that left scars. “Too little color, too much authority. What are you overcompensating for today? The lack of a heart, or just the fact that this building is the only thing that actually holds you at night?”

“Occupying space has never been na issue for me, Claire,” I countered, keeping my voice a low baritone that vibrated in the chilled air. “Unlike you, who seems to need five-inch heels just to avoid being ignored in a boardroom. Why are you here? The board told me you were coming to discuss the merger, not to provide interior design analysis.”

She let out a short laugh, a rich sound that seemed to warm the office for a split second before the ice set back in. She approached my desk, hands resting on the polished surface. Her perfume hit me like a sensory punch.

“Let’s skip the foreplay,” she said, leaning in so close I could see the flames of determination in her brown eyes. “The board at Vanguard Holdings is panicking. They know the merger with my firm, Sterling Partners, is the only way out of the billion-dollar debt your father hid in Thorne Tower’s books before he retired. They want us to ‘marry’ on paper to save the stock price. But we both know the truth, Dominic.”

“And what would ‘your’ truth be, Claire?” I took a step toward her, closing the gap until we could feel each other’s heat, daring her to flinch. She didn’t.

“The truth is that this empire only has one throne. And neither of us was born to be second-in-command. I won’t be your deputy, and you’re too proud to be mine.”

I walked over to the corner bar, feeling the need for something stiff to balance the adrenaline she was injecting into my veins. My fingers brushed the heavy crystal of a Macallan 25 bottle. The amber liquid, poured neat into a crystal tumbler, was the only thing that felt solid in that moment. I didn’t offer her any. On a battlefield, you don’t offer provisions to the enemy before you know if they came to negotiate or to destroy.

“Then we have a stalemate, Claire. The board demands the merger, and we demand total power. What do you suggest? A bidding war? A duel at dawn in Millennium Park?”

“Something far more rewarding,” she said, walking to the window, watching the city lights begin to flicker beneath the blizzard. “The South Port revitalization project. The Mayor is desperate for na investor who isn’t afraid to get their hands dirty. It’s the biggest government contract of the decade. The winner doesn’t just get billions in subsidies; they get total control over the city’s urban development for the next tem years.”

She turned back to me, her eyes gleaming with na almost feverish challenge.

“Here is my corporate wager: Whoever secures the signed contract and closes the financing with the international consortium within thirty days takes over as the sole CEO of the new holding company. The loser? Resigns from every executive position, sells their shares at current market value, and vanishes from the Chicago landscape forever.”

The silence that followed was absolute. I could hear the pulse of my own blood in my temples. It was na insane proposal. She was putting tem years of hard work on the line for a shot at absolute power. And me? I was gambling my family’s legacy and my own name. If I lost to her, I wouldn’t just be na ex-CEO; I’d be the man who lost Chicago to a Sterling.

“Are you willing to lose everything for the sake of na ego, Claire?” I set the whiskey glass on the desk. The oaky bite still burned on my tongue. “You know I have the political connections. You know this city bows to my last name.”

“Chicago bows to power, Dominic. And your last name is na anchor of old scrap metal. Mine is the future.” She took one final step, standing just inches from my chest. I could see the tiny freckles on her nose—the only human detail she allowed the world to see. “Thirty days. No low blows under the sheets. No personal sabotage. Just raw business intelligence. Do you accept the pact?”
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CHAPTER 2: THE WHITE QUEEN
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(Point of View: Claire Sterling)

The air in the Thorne Tower’s high-speed elevator was thin and cold, much like the man I had just left behind. The brushed-steel doors slid shut with a hydraulic hiss, sealing me off from the sixty-seventh floor and Dominic Thorne’s piercing gaze. Only then did I allow the air trapped in my lungs to escape in a shaky breath. My hands, which had been a steel grip moments ago, were now trembling slightly. I shoved them into the pockets of my cream wool overcoat, forcing back the facade of absolute control that served as my daily armor.

Idiot. I scolded myself, staring at my reflection in the polished steel panel. Dominic Thorne had pushed me to the edge, forcing me to bet everything on a poker game where he clearly held a marked deck.

“Are you alright, Ms. Sterling?” Marcus’s deep voice, tinged with a South Side accent, pulled me back to reality as I stepped into the marble lobby. He was watching me through the rearview mirror of the Bentley parked just ahead.

Marcus wasn’t just my driver. He had been my father’s best friend back in their factory days—the man who carried him home when he was fired without cause, and the man who helped me pay for business school when the death benefits weren’t enough to cover my tuition at Northwestern. He was the only one who knew the Claire who didn’t wear hundred-dollar
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