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»Where’s the owner?«

The voice was rough, deep, scraping over my nerves like a blade. Masculine. Commanding. The kind of voice that didn’t ask–it demanded. I set the book down carefully, smoothing my skirt before stepping out from behind the shelves. Stay calm. Professional. The man standing in the middle of my shop was not a customer. Black boots planted wide, motorcycle helmet tucked under one arm. Dark jeans clung to powerful thighs, and his leather jacket was worn in a way that said used, not just for show. His jaw was shadowed with stubble, sharp enough to cut glass, and his eyes Christ. Pale green, almost wolfish. Locked onto me like I was prey. 

»You the owner?«

he repeated, voice dropping lower, rougher. I crossed my arms, pressing my thighs together under my skirt. The shop was suddenly too warm. 

»I am. Paula Carter.«

»Damon Kaine.«

Shit. I knew that name. Kaine Holdings. The corporate raider gutting indie shops up and down the coast. Turning them into soulless franchises. My fingers tightened around my own elbows. 

»If you’re here to make an offer, don’t bother. This place isn’t for sale.«

His lips quirked–not a smile. A challenge. 

»Everything’s for sale, sweetheart.«

The endearment slid over my skin like a touch. Dirty. Intimate. My nipples tightened under my blouse, a traitorous response to that voice, to the way he filled the space, overwhelming the quiet world I’d built. 

»Not this.«

I tipped my chin up. 

»Now, if you’re not buying anything, I’ll ask you to leave.«

He took a step forward. Then another. The scent of him hit me–vetiver and burnt sugar, dark and addictive. My breath hitched as he invaded my space, close enough that the heat of his body pressed against mine. 

»You don’t want me to leave,« he murmured. My heart hammered. Liar. I did. I should. But my thighs trembled. His gaze dropped to my chest, lingering where my nipples pressed against the silk. A slow smirk curled his lips. 

»You sure about that?

The air between us crackled, thick with unspoken tension. Damon didn’t move–just stood there, a predator weighing his prey. My pulse thundered in my ears, but I refused to step back. 

»You own the building now,« I said, voice steady despite the heat crawling up my neck. 

»That doesn’t mean you own me.«

His smirk deepened, a dark amusement flickering in those unsettling green eyes. 

»No?«

He reached out, slow, deliberate, and caught a loose strand of my hair between his fingers. The brush of his skin against mine sent a jolt straight between my legs. 

»Then why do I get the feeling you’d look good on your knees?«

I jerked away, my silver ring biting into my palm as I clenched my fist. The sting grounded me–kept me from doing something stupid, like letting him see how much his words affected me. 

»You can fantasize all you want,« I shot back. 

»But you’re not getting this shop. And you’re definitely not getting me.«

He let out a low chuckle, the sound vibrating through me like a physical touch. 

»You got fire, I’ll give you that,« he mused, pacing a slow circle around me. I could feel his gaze tracing the curve of my waist, the way my skirt hugged my hips. 

»But fire needs direction. Control. Or it burns out fast.«

»Is that supposed to scare me?«

I turned to face him, refusing to let him keep me off-balance. 

»No, sweetheart.«

He stopped in front of me again, so close his breath ghosted over my lips. 

»It’s supposed to tempt you.«

Fuck. My lungs tightened. He wasn’t just talking about the shop anymore. 

»You’re arrogant,« I breathed. 

»Yeah,« he agreed, unbothered. 

»But I’m not wrong.«

His hand lifted again, his thumb dragging over my bottom lip before I could pull away. Rough. Possessive. A claim without permission. I should’ve slapped him. Should’ve told him to go to hell. Instead, my lips parted on a silent gasp, my body betraying me with every shuddering breath. Damon’s gaze darkened, satisfaction curling his mouth. 

»See?«

he murmured. 

»You don’t want me to leave. You just don’t want to admit it.«

The bell above the door chimed, breaking the spell. A customer walked in, oblivious to the electricity in the air. Damon didn’t even glance their way. 

»We’re not done,« he said, voice low. 

»Your lease is void, Paula. But if you ask real nice...« His fingers trailed down my throat, sending goosebumps racing over my skin, »... I might just let you stay.«

Then he stepped back, leaving me breathless, furious–and aching. He strolled toward the exit, pausing at the door to glance over his shoulder. 

»Think about it,« he said, with all the confidence of a man who already knew my answer. The door swung shut behind him. And for the first time, I hated myself for how much I wanted to run after him.

The moment the door closed behind him, my lungs unlocked in a rush. I sucked in air like I’d been drowning, my pulse hammering against my ribs. My skin burned where his fingers had been–my lip, my throat–as if he’d branded me with just a touch. 

»Miss?«

The customer’s hesitant voice yanked me back. A woman in her forties hovered near the counter, clutching a basket of scented candles. Her gaze darted toward the door Damon had just walked through, then back to me, curiosity flickering in her eyes. Shit. I forced a smile, my fingers trembling as I smoothed my skirt. 

»Sorry. How can I help you?«

She set the basket down, but her attention didn’t waver from my face. 

»Everything alright? That man didn’t...?«

»Fine,« I lied, too sharply. 

»Just business.«

The lie tasted bitter. There was nothing just about what had just happened. I rang up her purchase on autopilot, my mind replaying the way Damon’s voice had dropped when he said Think about it. Like it wasn’t a suggestion. Like he knew I’d already be replaying every second in my head, obsessing over the rough drag of his thumb, the way his breath had warmed my mouth. The second the customer left, I sagged against the counter, my thighs pressing together. The damp heat between them was impossible to ignore. A flush crawled up my chest. God, what’s wrong with me? This wasn’t just attraction. It was something darker, something that coiled low in my stomach every time he looked at me like he wanted to devour me. He wasn’t charming. He wasn’t even nice. He was ruthless, possessive–the kind of man who took what he wanted without apology. And my body didn’t care. I exhaled hard, gripping the edge of the counter until my knuckles whitened. The shop was quiet again, the hum of the overhead lights suddenly too loud. I needed air. Needed to move. Needed Then I saw it. A crisp black business card, left deliberately on the polished wood. Damon Cross. No company name. No title. Just a number in bold, stark font. I snatched it up, my fingers tightening. I should’ve torn it in half. Should’ve thrown it in the trash and pretended none of this happened. Instead, I slid it into my pocket, his name burning against my thigh. The bell over the door jingled again–another customer, another interruption. But this time, my pulse didn’t slow. Because I already knew. I was going to call him.
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Chapter 2
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, - Paula's POV The bell above my shop door chimed, but I didn’t look up. My fingers tightened around the invoice I’d been staring at for the last five minutes without absorbing a single word. Damon’s card was still in my pocket, the weight of it distracting, like a guilty secret pressing against my thigh. 

»Miss Carter.«

That voice. Deep, rough, a deliberate scrape of authority. My stomach clenched before I even lifted my gaze. Damon Cross filled the doorway, sunlight haloing his broad shoulders. His black leather jacket creaked as he stepped inside, the sound oddly intimate in the quiet shop. Bergamot and something sharper–gunmetal, maybe–tangled in the air between us. 

»You’re back,« I said, proud of how steady my voice sounded. His lips twitched. Not a smile. A predator’s patience. 

»You didn’t call.«

»I’ve been busy.«

I set the invoice down, smoothing my palms over my skirt. My pulse hammered, betraying me. He prowled forward, slow, deliberate. Each step made my breath hitch. When he reached my desk, he braced his hands on the edge and leaned in, caging me in. His scent–warm leather and danger–wrapped around me. 

»You’re lying,« he murmured. My fingers dug into the wood beneath them. 

»What do you want?«

»I told you. Your building.«

His gaze flicked over me, lingering on the rapid rise and fall of my chest. 

»And maybe more.«

Heat flooded my cheeks. 

»This isn’t a negotiation. I’m not selling.«

»Everything’s a negotiation, Paula.«

He said my name like it was a dirty secret, his voice dropping lower. 

»Tell me you didn’t think about it. Tell me you didn’t replay the way I touched you.«

My throat went tight. Because I had. Too many times. His knuckles brushed my jaw, rough skin against my too-warm flesh. I jerked back instinctively–not fast enough. His fingers caught my chin, tilting my face up. 

»You liked it,« he said, dark satisfaction curling through the words. I swallowed hard. 

»You’re arrogant.«

»And you’re wet.«

His thumb dragged over my bottom lip, pressing just hard enough to sting. 

»Admit it.«

My thighs pressed together, my body betraying me in ways I couldn’t control. He smirked, his fingers sliding down to my throat, his palm hot against my hammering pulse. 

»I know your secret,« he rasped. 

»You don’t want to be in charge. You want to be taken.«

A shaky breath escaped me. I should’ve shoved him away. Should’ve demanded he leave. Instead, my lips parted. His growl of approval vibrated through me. Then his mouth crashed down on mine. I gasped into the kiss, his tongue sliding against mine, demanding, claiming. His free hand fisted in my hair, yanking my head back. The sharp pain only made me moan, my nails biting into his wrist. 

»Fuck,« he muttered against my mouth, »you taste even better than I imagined.«

His teeth grazed my lip, sharp enough to make me whimper. The sound snapped something in him. His grip tightened, his kiss turning brutal. I arched into him, my body screaming for more. Then–too soon–he pulled back. 

»Think about my offer,« he murmured, his thumb sweeping over my swollen lips. Then he was gone. Leaving me shaking. Leaving me ruined. And leaving me with one terrifying thought I was already his.

The air between us crackled, thick with tension and something darker. Something I wasn’t ready to name. Damon’s scent still clung to me–leather, whiskey, and the lingering traces of his possessive touch. My lips throbbed from his bite, my pulse still wild beneath my skin. I forced myself to focus on the paperwork in front of me. The numbers blurred. My fingers trembled as I reached for my coffee, the porcelain cool against my heated palms. A shadow fell over my desk. I didn’t need to look up to know he’d returned. 

»You forgot something,« Damon murmured. His voice alone sent a shiver down my spine. I forced my gaze up, meeting his. The storm in his dark eyes hadn’t calmed. If anything, it had intensified. 

»What?«

The word came out breathless. His smirk was slow, deliberate. 

»Your answer.«

»I already gave it to you.«

I lifted my chin, refusing to back down. 

»No.«

His palm slammed down beside my keyboard, rattling the mug. Dark liquid sloshed over the rim, dripping onto the wood. 

»You moaned it into my mouth.«

My face burned. Damon circled my desk, his movements smooth, predatory. Every step tightened the coil in my stomach. He stopped behind me. Too close. The heat of his body pressed against my back, his breath warm against my ear. 

»Tell me no again,« he whispered. 

»Let me hear you lie to my face.«

I swallowed hard. My fingers clenched around the arms of my chair. 

»No.«

A rough chuckle vibrated against my skin. 

»Liar.«

His knee nudged between my thighs, forcing them apart. I gasped as the hard muscle pressed against the apex of my legs, the heat searing through the thin fabric of my skirt. My body clenched, aching, betraying me. 

»Fuck,« he growled, his voice thick. 

»You’re dripping for me already.«

I should’ve shoved him away. Should’ve stood, walked, screamed–anything. But my body refused to obey. His fingers slid into my hair, gripping tight, tilting my head back. His mouth hovered just above mine, teasing, taunting. 

»Say it,« he demanded. 

»I–« His teeth scraped my throat, biting just hard enough to sting. A whimper tore from my lips. 

»You want me to take this building?«

His hand slid down, skimming my collarbone, my ribs, stopping just above the curve of my hip. 

»Or do you want me to take you right here, on this fucking desk?«

The image seared through me–his hands pinning me down, his cock stretching me open, the sound of my own moans echoing off the walls. My breath hitched. 

»Damon–« »Tell me.«

His fingers dug into my flesh. 

»Now.«

I arched against him, my body answering before my mind could catch up. 

»You.«

The admission escaped on a ragged exhale. His growl of approval sent heat spiraling through me. His mouth crashed down on mine, his kiss punishing, possessive. His hands yanked my skirt up, fingers skimming the wet lace between my thighs. 

»Mine,« he snarled against my lips. And God help me, I was.

The memory of his hands on me burned in my skin long after I got home. My apartment was too quiet. Too clean. Too empty. The scent of Damon’s cologne still clung to the fabric of my skirt–dark, musky, him. I hadn’t been able to wash it out. Hadn’t wanted to. I peeled off my blouse, my fingers trembling as I undid each button. The mirror across from my bed taunted me with the reflection of my own flushed skin. My nipples were tight under the lace of my bra. I didn’t need to look to know my panties were soaked. Fuck. I sank onto the edge of the bed, my thighs pressing together. The ache between them was relentless, an insistent throb that had been building since the moment Damon had put his knee between my legs. I bit down on the silver ring piercing my lip, the cold metal grounding me just enough to stop from spiraling. It didn’t work. My fingers trailed down my stomach, slipping beneath the waistband of my panties. I gasped at the first touch–too much. I was already slick, swollen, desperate. I closed my eyes, and Damon was there. His hands pinning mine to the desk. The sharp bite of his teeth on my throat. The way he’d growled when I admitted I wanted him."Mine." My fingers circled my clit, a shudder wracking my body. I imagined his tongue there instead, rough and demanding. His grip tightening in my hair. The scrape of his stubble against my thighs."Tell me no again." I whimpered, curling my fingers deeper, fucking myself with them. My hips jerked, chasing the pressure, the pleasure, the pain of it. I could still feel the heat of his breath against my ear."Liar." I was a liar. I’d wanted him. I still wanted him. Even now, alone in my room, I was coming apart just thinking about him. My back arched, my breath coming in ragged gasps as pleasure coiled tighter, sharper."You’re dripping for me already." A sob tore from my throat as my climax hit, white-hot and brutal. My body clenched around nothing, aching for something I refused to admit I craved. The release was fleeting. The shame wasn’t. I pulled my fingers free, sticky with my own arousal, and stared at them like they belonged to someone else. Someone weak. Someone who shook for a man who had no business owning her. I wiped my hand on the sheets and curled onto my side, the echo of Damon’s voice still in my head."Say it." I pressed my face into the pillow, biting back another sound. Because the worst part? I would have said yes all over again.
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Chapter 3
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The scent of spilled champagne clung to the back office of the boutique, acidic and sharp, soaking into the unpaid invoices strewn across my desk. Sophie had knocked the glass over five minutes ago, her hands flailing as she’d paced, her words cutting deeper with every accusation. 

»You don’t know what he’s capable of, Paula,« she said, her manicured nails digging into the arms of the chair she’d just dropped into. 

»Damon Voss doesn’t invest in businesses. He swallows them whole. And the women?«

Her laugh was bitter. 
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