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			Dedication

			For the women who rise from ashes, love without apology, and build empires from heartbreak, and for the men who learn, stay, and choose love over legacy when everything is on the line.
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			CHAPT​ER 
One

			​Lila – “The Ice King in Armani”

			[image: ]

			LILA

			The first time I met Damien Wolfe, he ruined me.

			Not figuratively. Not poetically. He ruined me like a wildfire tearing through dry brush, quick, scorching, and leaving nothing untouched. Right there on his glass-top desk on the 90th floor of Wolfe Tower, with the Los Angeles skyline glittering behind us like we were stars in a scandal.

			He didn’t speak. Didn’t ask. Just looked at me like I was already his, like I was the first drop of rain after a drought, something he craved but never planned to touch. The air between us buzzed, thick with heat and hunger, and my breath caught like I was standing too close to a fire. Then he kissed me like he needed to rewrite every memory. Like he was erasing every man who’d come before him, replacing them with heat, hunger, and something too urgent to name. His lips traced a path that left heat blooming under my skin. Outside the glass windows, the hum of traffic floated up from Figueroa Street; LA still moving while I was frozen, unraveling. My pulse thundered in my ears, louder than the city, louder than reason. Every sound faded, every thought vanished, until all that remained was the way he made me forget my name, past, and every ghost that came before. His breath seared against my jaw, and when his fingers tangled in my hair, I felt something primal break open inside me, branding me with every breath, every press of his mouth.

			One minute, I was handing him a proposal to fix his brand’s PR disaster. I remember thinking, just for a heartbeat, that if I nailed this, my life could finally shift. I had no idea it would, just not the way I expected. The next, his mouth was on mine, my skirt was around my waist, and I was moaning like I’d forgotten my own name.

			I should’ve pushed him away. Reported him. Walked out.

			But I didn’t. Maybe it was the way his eyes burned like he could see every version of me I tried to hide. Or maybe it was the thrill of doing something reckless, something that made me feel powerful in the moment, even if I knew it would break me later.

			I let instinct win instead, drawing him closer like a magnet I never meant to touch. A warning tried to rise in my throat, a whisper of reason, a flicker of everything I stood to lose, but I swallowed it down, choosing heat over hesitation. Logic dissolved into the charged air between us, swept away by the friction of skin against skin. Want took over.

			The desk was cold against my back. His hands were fire.

			“Tell me to stop,” he growled, voice hoarse, jaw tight.

			I didn’t. Couldn’t.

			And so, he didn’t.

			There was no pause for logic, no space for protection, no time to shed all the barriers between us, not even our clothes.

			

			We just gave in, two storms colliding over the City of Angels, the kind of chaos that never really clears, just circles back at the end when you least expect it.

			When he came, he whispered my name like a curse. I came a breath after, my heels digging into his back, his teeth scraping the curve of my shoulder.

			And then, he pulled out, zipped up, and stepped away like I was a meeting that went too long.

			“You have the job,” he said.

			I stared at him, dazed. My blouse is torn. Lipstick smeared.

			He didn’t look back.

			I stayed frozen for a long beat, breath shallow, knees weak, the edge of the desk digging into the backs of my thighs. My fingers curled into fists, nails biting my palms, grounding me in the sting of what had just happened.

			And just like that, I knew two things:

			One, Damien Wolfe was not a man who played fair.

			And two, I was completely, catastrophically screwed.

			Eight hours earlier, I’d walked into Wolfe Enterprises for my interview, broke but determined. I had exactly $6.17 in my checking account, my rent was two weeks overdue, and my last job had ended in a PR bloodbath when I went public with the fact that my former boss liked to grope interns during lunch breaks.

			The HR assistant was twenty-two, polished, and clearly terrified of Damien Wolfe. “If you get the job,” she whispered, “you’ll work directly under the CEO.”

			“I always work better on top,” I deadpanned.

			She didn’t laugh.

			Neither did the man who stepped into the room five minutes later, all six-foot-four of ice and Armani.

			“You’re late,” Damien Wolfe said.

			

			I glanced at the clock. “I’m literally five minutes early.”

			His blue eyes skimmed over me. “Then you’re late for being early.”

			My jaw dropped. “Are you always this charming, or am I just lucky today?”

			A flicker of something crossed his face. Annoyance? Amusement? A mix of both?

			He handed me a file. “Fix this brand strategy by midnight. Impress me, and you get the job.”

			“That’s nine hours from now.”

			“Then I suggest you work fast.”

			Now, post-desk-sex, post-orgasm, post-career-suicide, I sat alone in the conference room, breathing through the wreckage of what just happened. My skin still tingled, my mind swirled with shame and satisfaction, equal parts wildfire and regret. I pressed a hand to my stomach, irrationally, instinctively. It was nothing, just nerves, maybe. But my fingers lingered there like they were waiting for something. My mother’s voice echoed faintly in the back of my mind, one of her warnings wrapped in silk and steel: ‘Men like that don’t leave, they leave you with something to carry.’

			I shook the thought, but it clung like static. A whisper of a thought crept in, sharp and sudden. No. Not possible. And yet, my hand stayed. Nothing had changed, not really. But something inside me felt... altered. Like his touch had left more than heat behind, like it had planted something I couldn’t quite name yet, but would one day grow into truth., equal parts wildfire and regret, the kind of duality that would come back to haunt me weeks later when two pink lines changed everything.

			Sex with my boss.

			Not just any boss.

			The Damien Wolfe. Billionaire CEO. Media legend. Tabloid favorite with headlines like ‘The Ice King of Downtown’ and ‘L.A.’s Most Untouchable Bachelor.’ Known for firing people mid-meeting and never dating the same woman twice.

			

			I didn’t cry.

			I rewrote his proposal.

			Made it airtight. Slick. Unignorable.

			And when I handed it to his assistant at 11:57 p.m., I didn’t flinch.

			He wanted fire? I’d show him hell. One day, I’d throw those same words back in his face, when the balance of power shifted and he was standing in the ashes of everything he thought he controlled. I straightened my spine, set my jaw, and slid the proposal across the desk like a dare, because if he was going to treat me like a game, I was damn well going to win it.

			My name is Lila Monroe, and I wasn’t born for quiet; that much was obvious the second I opened my mouth in a boardroom. Confidence, defiance, maybe even recklessness, they were stitched into me like the hem of a well-worn dress, a thread I’d tug on again when everything began to unravel with Damien. I was forged by the grit and grind of a city that doesn’t hand out dreams; it charges you for them.

			I grew up in East LA, daughter of a seamstress and a dreamer. My father said I had a mouth that could bankrupt billionaires. My mother said I needed to learn how to survive in a world that eats girls like me alive.

			So I did.

			I graduated from USC top of my class, interned for a senator, drawn to PR because it felt like the one place where words had weight, where I could rewrite narratives and reclaim the truth. I thought it would be my ticket out, proof that I could shape the world instead of being shaped by it. Later, I torched a fashion conglomerate by exposing its slimy CEO. Did I have another job lined up? No. But I had pride. And that mattered more.

			Until rent hit, bills piled up. My bank account laughed.

			Which is how I ended up at Wolfe Enterprises.

			I’d expected Damien Wolfe to be grumpy.

			I hadn’t expected him to be... unignorable.

			

			By Monday morning, the aftershocks of that night still pulsed beneath my skin. At exactly 9 a.m., I stepped into his office like nothing had happened.

			I walked into his office wearing heels high enough to kill a man, trying to pretend I didn’t feel like my heartbeat was tap-dancing in my throat. Confidence was the costume. Inside, I was one breath away from unraveling. My chest tightened, the air around me suddenly too thick. My fingers fidgeted with the collar of my blouse, the silk suddenly too tight against my throat. I shifted my weight, grounding myself in the press of heels on hardwood, forcing my spine straight when I only wanted to sink into the floor. It was all paired with a blouse I prayed didn’t scream, “I had sex with the boss and didn’t even get breakfast.”

			He didn’t look up from his laptop.

			“Good morning, Mr. Wolfe,” I said sweetly.

			“Ms. Monroe.”

			Not Lila. Not even a smirk.

			Just cold, steel professionalism.

			I smiled wider. “I assume you received the proposal.”

			“Yes. It was adequate.”

			I sat, legs crossed, pulse thudding. “Only adequate? That’s not what your moans said last night.” The words left my lips like a shot of whiskey, burning, bold, impossible to take back. For a split second, I saw the flash of shock in his eyes, and beneath my cool exterior, doubt coiled low in my stomach. Had I gone too far? Had I crossed a line that couldn’t be uncrossed? But I held my ground. If he was going to play cold, I’d play fire. My pulse skipped, but I held his gaze. If I were going to burn, I’d do it in stilettos with my head high.”

			His eyes cut to mine, glacier blue and dangerous.

			“Don’t mistake lust for leniency, Ms. Monroe.”

			I leaned forward. “And don’t mistake silence for submission, Mr. Wolfe.”

			

			For a split second, something shifted in his eyes. Not fear. Not fury. Something closer to awe, like I’d touched a nerve no one else had ever dared to reach.

			There it was.

			The flicker. The flare.

			Heat behind ice.

			He stood, all sleek lines and predator calm.

			“You’re on my schedule from now on. Shadow me for the week.”

			“Why?”

			“So I can keep an eye on what I own.”

			I stood, heart hammering. “I’m not a thing.”

			“You’re mine until I say otherwise.”

			The words snapped like a whip between us, sharp, claiming, unapologetic. My breath hitched, my spine locked, and for one dizzying second, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to slap him or beg him to say it again.

			The words hit like a thunderclap, possessive, raw, and a little too close to the bone. I should’ve been offended. Maybe I was. But the worst part? A traitorous part of me didn’t hate the way it sounded coming from him. And that terrified me more than anything he could’ve said, because wanting to be wanted by a man like Damien Wolfe? That could cost me everything.”

			My mouth opened. Closed. Damn it.

			I should’ve quit.

			Instead, I nodded.

			And walked right into the lion’s den, where the skyline glinted like heaven and hell holding hands, a view I wouldn’t forget, one I’d see again when everything came full circle and I had to decide what kind of woman I truly wanted to be, welcome to Los Angeles, baby, where the dreams are golden and the men are dangerous. And if I ever make it out of this in one piece, maybe I’ll finally believe I belong here too.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Two 

			​Damien: “The Distraction with Legs”
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			The skyline burned orange as morning light poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows of Wolfe Tower, casting molten streaks across the sleek concrete jungle of Downtown LA. Below, the city buzzed to life, the distant wail of a siren on Figueroa, the earthy scent of fresh coffee drifting up from the café across the street, and the faint rumble of traffic weaving its eternal rhythm. It was Los Angeles in its golden hour, a city that never slept quietly, always simmering just beneath the surface. Damien Wolfe stood like a statue at the window, shoulders tense, espresso untouched beside him, jaw locked tight as if it held back the chaos in his head.

			

			He hadn’t slept, not because of guilt or even out of regret. No, it was something darker, a volatile cocktail of obsession and fear, the kind that gnawed at his control until it frayed at the edges.

			Not after what happened.

			Not after the woman who walked into his empire, flipped his rules inside out, and let him bury himself inside her like she was a secret he needed to forget.

			Lila Monroe.

			The name itself clanged like a bell in his mind.

			She’d kissed him back. Clawed her nails into his shoulder. Let him take her raw and unfiltered, with the kind of urgency that didn’t belong in the boardroom.

			And now?

			She strolled into work like nothing happened. Polished. Poised. That mouth curved in a knowing smirk that twisted his insides. Damien blinked, caught off guard by the composure she wore like armor. Was she pretending? Or was he the only one reeling from the night that shattered every rule he’d ever followed? The fact that she seemed untouched while he unraveled made him want to tear the calm right off her face, just to see if she was burning too.

			The distraction with legs.

			Damien’s reflection stared back at him in the glass. Controlled. Cold. Dressed in Armani. Every inch, the billionaire CEO who didn’t do office flings. Who didn’t lose control? Who definitely didn’t fantasize about bending his assistant over the conference table.

			But all he saw was her, that red-lipped grin, the curve of her hips, the imprint of her moans still echoing in his head. Specifically, the way she gasped when he gripped her thighs, the helpless shiver when his lips brushed the hollow of her throat. That memory had seared into his brain, playing on a loop he couldn’t pause or mute, no matter how hard he tried to bury it under meetings and spreadsheets.

			He had a meeting in ten minutes. A critical one, board presentation, top floor. Normally, he’d be sharpening numbers and rehearsing strategy in his head. Today? All he could see was her. Lila’s smirk flashed behind his eyelids every time he blinked, her voice threading through his focus like static in a perfect signal. For the first time in years, Damien felt untethered. The gears of his empire kept turning, but his own precision, the ice-edged efficiency that made him who he was, wavered under the weight of one woman. One night. And the chaos she brought with her.

			And a hard-on like he hadn’t felt since he was twenty-one. It wasn’t just physical, it was laced with the kind of ache that messed with his head, made him question every barrier he’d ever built. The heat was undeniable, but it came twined with something worse: the terrifying realization that control was slipping through his fingers, and he didn’t know how to get it back.

			He’d always been good at compartmentalizing. Building empires meant discipline. Sacrifice. Clean lines and colder logic. He didn’t make the same mistake twice. Not after the scandal two years ago, the one that cost him his last company and nearly shattered Wolfe Enterprises before it began. That betrayal had gutted him. Watching his empire crumble from the inside out, thanks to someone he trusted, had left scars deeper than headlines could capture. It was a lesson scorched into his bones: vulnerability was weakness, and weakness had no place in a boardroom. A mole inside PR. A lover turned saboteur.

			He swore it would never happen again.

			Then came Lila.

			Sassy. Smart-mouthed. The exact brand of chaos his empire couldn’t afford.

			And yet…

			He hadn’t been able to stop watching her.

			Last night, he checked the security feed. The footage was grainy but vivid in all the wrong ways. The glow of the vending machine cast a soft halo around her, turning the break room into something intimate, cinematic. Lila sat curled on the couch, legs tucked under her, the navy-blue throw blanket slipping off her shoulder as she typed furiously. Her lips moved, muttering something to herself, and her brow creased in fierce concentration. Then she smiled. Not a small smirk, not a polite curve of lips, but a real, devastating smile that lit up her whole face.

			Damien’s stomach clenched.

			He watched the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, how she bit her lip when she hovered over a sentence. It was mundane, innocent. And yet it felt like a violation, like he’d stumbled across something sacred. A moment she hadn’t meant to share. The air in his penthouse had grown thick, heavy, charged with something he couldn’t name.

			He’d replayed it. Twice.

			By the third time, he had to close the window before he did something truly reckless.

			Damien dragged a hand over his face, the weight of the memory still pressing on his chest. The footage from last night clung to him, the way she looked under that soft light, lost in her work and unaware of his gaze. She had been curled up on the couch in the break room, laptop balanced on her thighs, lip caught between her teeth as she edited a brand strategy presentation., laptop balanced on her thighs, lip caught between her teeth as she edited a brand strategy presentation. She looked like the hurricane she was, messy, powerful, and completely unaware that she’d already taken over every spare thought he had.

			Damien dragged a hand over his face.

			He couldn’t fire her. Not now.

			But he had to contain her.

			A knock at his door snapped him out of his spiral.

			“Mr. Wolfe,” his assistant said. “The boardroom’s ready. Your schedule’s been updated.”

			“Include Monroe in all sessions this week,” Damien replied without turning. “She’s shadowing me.”

			A pause.

			

			“All of them, sir? Even the Westfield acquisition?”

			“Especially that.”

			He didn’t explain. He never did.

			Damien strode into the boardroom like a man with no weaknesses. But the second Lila looked up from her notes and arched a brow, something in his chest clenched.

			She wore a green silk blouse, tucked into a pencil skirt that made sin look corporate. Damien’s throat dried the second he saw her, and heat bloomed low in his spine, slow and punishing. He shifted in his seat, heart knocking once, hard, against his ribs. His gaze traced the curve of her waist, the dip of her collarbone, before snapping back to her eyes, dangerous, defiant, and glinting like she knew exactly what she was doing to him. And damn it, maybe she did. Her mouth curled like she knew exactly what effect she had. Damien gritted his teeth, a war waging beneath his calm exterior. Part of him wanted to call her out, to reassert the control he was known for. The other part, the darker, hungrier part, wanted to see just how far she’d push him. She wasn’t just a threat to his professionalism. She was a temptation wrapped in silk and fire, and every second he didn’t touch her felt like a dare he was destined to lose.

			She sat poised at the table’s far end, legs crossed. Daring him with her silence. It wasn’t just desire that coiled in his gut; it was something knotted with resentment and admiration. She had power, and she knew it. At that moment, Damien wasn’t sure if he wanted to tame or surrender to her.

			He cleared his throat, but his voice felt too tight, like the tension in his chest was choking him from the inside. “Let’s begin,” he said, even as his pulse raced, an anchor of routine against the chaos she stirred just by existing.

			Two hours later, he was hard as stone.

			The Westfield acquisition pitch had gone smoothly until she opened her mouth.

			

			“With all due respect, sir,” Lila said, flipping a page. “You’re playing defense, not offense. Your numbers are too cautious. Westfield doesn’t respect restraint. They respect dominance.”

			The room went silent. All eyes flicked between them.

			Damien’s pulse pounded in his ears.

			She wasn’t wrong. Her insight hit him like a punch, swift, sharp, and maddeningly accurate. It sparked something primal in him, not just desire but frustration, maybe even pride. She wasn’t just beautiful; she was brilliant. And that scared him more than he’d admit.

			But damn if he’d let her one-up him in front of his executives.

			“Noted,” he said coolly.

			Lila just smiled, that same smile that ruined him last night.

			After the meeting, he watched from his glass office as she laughed with one of the junior VPs, a smarmy flirt named Harrison who thought cologne was a personality trait.

			Lila tossed her head back. Smiled. Touched Harrison’s arm.

			Damien’s jaw clenched.

			Jealousy hit like a punch to the gut. Irrational. Instant. Unacceptable.

			She wasn’t his. And yet, the possessive heat that shot through his chest betrayed every line he’d drawn, every rule he’d sworn to uphold. He knew better. But knowing didn’t stop the wanting.

			She wasn’t anyone’s.

			But the thought of her laughing for another man made something feral rise in him.

			He slammed his laptop shut. The screen had shown a paused security cam still of Lila in the break room, mid-laugh, her head tilted back as she teased Harrison. The sight of her smile aimed at anyone else was a gut-punch, sharper than he expected.

			Fuck this. Not just her laugh or Harrison’s hand on her arm. It was the unraveling of control and his empire’s tilt when desire started to eclipse discipline. It was jealousy, pure and bitter, laced with the slow-burning panic of feeling something he thought he’d buried for good.

			That night, he had the dream.

			Lila. Naked on his penthouse balcony.

			Wind in her hair. Her back is arching. Her moans sliced through the LA skyline, carried on the warm, electric hum of a city that never really slept. The breeze was thick with jasmine and distant car horns, the soundscape of Los Angeles rising like an audience to witness her unravel beneath him. But it wasn’t just the heat that jolted him awake; it was the yearning, the ache for connection he’d buried for years. She wasn’t just sex. She was vulnerability incarnate, a glimpse of something real that terrified him more than any hostile takeover.

			He woke hard. Furious. Covered in sweat. His chest heaved, heart racing like it had been sprinting through memories he never consented to relive. Confusion knotted in his gut, twisted with the phantom ache of desire and the paralyzing fear that he was losing control. Again. Just like before. Only this time, it wasn’t business on the line. It was something far more dangerous.

			Damien stormed into the shower, turned the water ice cold, and braced his hands on the tile.

			This had to stop.

			She was a liability. A PR scandal waiting to happen. She’d own him the second she realized she could destroy him with a whisper.

			Just like before.

			And yet… he couldn’t let her go.

			Which is why the next morning, he doubled down.

			Assigned her to shadow him.

			From boardrooms to backseats, he mapped his schedule to include her. In the back of the Wolfe Enterprises town car, their legs had brushed once, just a whisper of contact. She didn’t move. Neither did he. But the heat of it lingered long after they parted ways. Their eyes met across the glass table in another meeting, and something unspoken passed between them. A challenge. A promise. A threat. It lived in the pauses, in the static between words. Every moment was a quiet war of restraint and rising tension. Even the elevator rides between meetings were electric. One afternoon, she stepped in after him, the doors sliding closed with a soft thud. They stood inches apart, the quiet hum of descent pressing the tension between them tighter. Her perfume, jasmine and something wicked, wrapped around him like silk. Damien kept his hands clenched at his sides, but his eyes betrayed him, flicking to the shape of her mouth, the pulse at her throat. When the doors opened, they both stood frozen for a second too long before stepping into the hallway, pretending nothing had happened. But his skin buzzed for the rest of the day, an obsession masquerading as management. Every hour bled into the next. Every meeting is a chance to test his restraint. Every moment, an ache he couldn’t contain.

			Control her.

			Contain her.

			Or fall to her.

			He’d built this empire brick by brick, fueled by scars, ice, and vengeance.

			He couldn’t let one woman set fire to the whole damn thing.

			But the problem with fire is this:

			It doesn’t care who it burns.

			And Lila Monroe?

			She was fire, wild, untamed, the kind that didn’t just warm but consumed, like the Santa Ana winds sweeping through Los Angeles, unpredictable, searing, and capable of igniting everything in her path. She burned with the same reckless beauty as the city itself, and nothing in her wake remained untouched.

			And Damien Wolfe… was already on his knees.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Three

			​LILA: IN THE LION’S DEN

			[image: ]

			Damien Wolfe, billionaire CEO and walking emotional hurricane, has decided I need to be his shadow for a week. It’s not just a professional assignment, it’s a power move, a daily reminder of who holds the strings. For him, it’s control. For me, it’s exposure to temptation, scrutiny, and the dangerous possibility that I might fall harder than I already have.

			The fortress was passed over in the wildfires. Untouched while everything around it burned. It stood silent and gleaming, a structure that shouldn’t have survived; maybe that was the point. Like Damien. Like me. Built to endure. Hardened by flames that tried, but failed, to reduce us to ash.

			Which, as it turns out, means following him from sunrise to past-midnight, through marble-tiled boardrooms that smell like old money and espresso, through the high-tech hum of strategy rooms, down to concrete-dusted construction sites where sunlight bakes the metal skeleton of his new empire. Even his gym, a chrome-and-glass fortress in West Hollywood, feels more like a Bond villain’s lair than a place to sweat, scented with eucalyptus towels and quiet, primal competition. Add that to the marathon of board meetings, acquisition negotiations, strategy calls, and the sweltering reality of downtown construction sites. I was deep in the heart of Wolfe’s world, one charged glance, one whispered directive at a time.

			It also means brushing against him in narrow elevators, sitting too close in chauffeured SUVs, breathing the same air while trying not to remember how it felt when his breath was against my neck, his hands on my thighs, his body inside me.

			Not remembering is a joke.

			Trying not to feel is the real danger.

			“No, Wolfe, you can’t just slap your name on a skyline and call it legacy,” I said, flipping through a pitch deck as we cruised toward the site of his new tower. “People want emotion. Narrative. A reason to care.”

			He didn’t look at me. Just sipped his coffee and said, “Buildings don’t need feelings, Monroe. They need foundations.”

			“Wow,” I muttered. “That explains so much about you.”

			He turned then, slow and deliberate, one brow raised like I’d dared to light a match in a room full of gas.

			“Careful,” he said, voice low. “You’re playing with fire.”

			“I am the fire, Mr. Wolfe.”

			A pause. A spark.

			Something hungry passed between us.

			And then he looked away.

			By day three, I was unraveling. I kept telling myself it was just the hours, the stress, the constant parade of suits and skyline views that all bled into one. But deep down, I knew it was him. Damien Wolfe wasn’t just under my skin; he was inside my thoughts, tangled in the quiet moments between tasks. I was starting to see past the ice and ambition, catching flashes of something raw beneath his polished exterior. And it scared me how much I wanted to dig deeper, even knowing what that kind of excavation could cost.

			Not because I couldn’t handle the pressure, hell, I lived for pressure. No. It was the tension, the friction, the constant push-and-pull of being near Damien Wolfe and pretending I didn’t want to push him against a wall and either slap him or kiss him.

			Maybe both.

			Probably both.

			The catalyst? A pitch meeting with a high-end developer trying to partner with Wolfe Enterprises on luxury residences.

			The room was full of testosterone and cologne; a pissing contest dressed in designer suits. Damien sat at the head of the table, jaw tight, eyes colder than the espresso he hadn’t touched.

			I stood beside him, flipping through the mock-ups on the projection screen. The architect was smarmy and kept directing his pitch at me, not Damien. Which, honestly, was dumb. Damien Wolfe might be silent, but he didn’t miss a thing.

			When Smarmy said, “I’m sure your assistant can explain it to you later in simpler terms,” Damien’s voice dropped ten degrees.

			“She’s not my assistant,” he said, calm and lethal. “She’s the reason this deal isn’t dead in the water already.”

			My breath caught.

			Smarmy stammered. Damien stood.

			“Meeting over.”

			We were in the stairwell five minutes later because the elevators felt too civilized.

			“You didn’t have to do that,” I snapped, rounding on him as the door slammed shut behind us.

			“Do what?”

			“Humiliate him.”

			

			He took a step closer. “You mean defend you?”

			“You don’t need to defend me. I can handle myself.”

			“I know. That’s the problem.”

			Another step.

			Now we were chest to chest. His breath hit my cheek, warm and laced with something darker. I could smell him, sandalwood and storm.

			“You’re scared of me,” he said, voice like gravel and silk.

			“No,” I said, too fast.

			“You’re scared of what I make you feel.”

			“Stop.”

			“You think I don’t feel it too? Every time you walk into a room, I lose control. And I hate it.”

			I stared at him, something inside me shaking loose.

			“You’re wrong,” I whispered. “I’m not scared of you. I’m scared of how badly I want you.”

			Silence exploded between us.

			Then I turned and left.

			That night, I dreamed of fire.

			Not destruction, but heat. His hands are on my hips. His mouth on my chest. The ache between my thighs stretched wide and desperate as I climbed him like he was oxygen.

			In the dream, we were on the roof of Wolfe Tower, the wind hot and wicked. He kissed me like it was the last breath before drowning. I came apart in his arms, screaming his name against a skyline painted in gold.

			When I woke, my sheets were soaked and my thighs slick.

			Damien Wolfe was in my bloodstream, as tangled into my veins as the LA freeways, impossible to escape even when you know the path is dangerous. He wasn’t just a craving; I felt him in every breath, every pulse, like a tremor beneath the surface of my carefully constructed world, threatening to crack everything wide open.

			And I had no antidote.

			Midweek, he took me to the Wilshire Grand for dinner.

			“Why here?” I asked, staring out at the city from seventy-three stories up. The view stretched forever; LA glittering like spilled diamonds.

			“Because the next time we eat at the tallest building in LA,” he said, “it’ll be one I built.”

			He said it like a vow.

			My heart did something foolish.

			He ordered for me without asking.

			“You’re lucky I like steak,” I said.

			“I know everything about you,” he replied.

			A beat of silence.

			“Including what you moan when you come.”

			My fork clattered.

			“Jesus.”

			“Try again. That’s not what you said.”

			I flushed.

			He smirked.

			Dinner melted into dessert, each bite sweeter under the weight of his gaze. The soft hum of a string quartet played in the background, blending with the low murmur of other diners and the faint clink of crystal. The velvet-lined booth beneath me felt too plush, too intimate, like it was designed for secrets. Every time his knee brushed mine under the table, it felt like a live wire sparking through my veins. The smell of seared filet, butter, and aged wine hung in the air, decadent, rich, and charged with something heavier than appetite. He asked about my favorite place in LA, and I told him about the used bookstore in Silver Lake, where the floor creaks and the air smells like lavender and secrets. He told me about his first job site, pouring concrete under a punishing August sun, long before the suits and headlines. We talked, really talked, and for a minute, it felt like the rest of the world didn’t exist. Just us, high above the city, peeling back the layers we both guarded so fiercely. But a quiet panic bloomed in my chest somewhere between the last bite of crème Brulé and the first sip of wine. I wasn’t just flirting anymore; I was falling. And I didn’t know if I could survive the landing. When dessert became drinks, our fingers brushed over the rim of the same glass, his touch lingering just long enough to ignite the slow-burning buzz low in my belly. Every sip blurred the lines between business and desire until nothing was left but the unspoken promise flickering in the candlelight between us.

			Drinks turned into kisses.

			On the rooftop, above the whole damn city, he backed me against the glass, and for one paralyzing second, a ghost from my past flickered behind my eyes. My ex used to press me into walls like this, not out of desire, but to remind me who had the power. He’d smile for the cameras, whisper cruel things just out of earshot. I’d trained myself to flinch at tenderness because it always came with a price. But Damien, he wasn’t smiling. He was searching, devouring, waiting. This wasn’t domination. It was a surrender, and somehow, that made it even more terrifying, and for a split second, I forgot every reason I had to keep my distance. My heart pounded against his chest, loud enough to drown out thought. The dizzying mix of fear and desire curled in my stomach like a storm waiting to break. It wasn’t just physical, it was the ache of wanting something I knew could destroy me. His hands slid up my thighs, and I let myself feel everything.

			“Tell me to stop,” he said.

			I didn’t.

			He dropped to his knees, mouth finding the edge of my panties, his fingers curling around the delicate lace as if he were unwrapping a secret. The cool night air brushed against my heated skin, the city pulsing below us like a second heartbeat. He pressed a kiss to my inner thigh, slow and reverent, his stubble scraping lightly, making me shiver. Then another kiss, closer this time, his breath warm and intentional. His hands gripped my hips with a possessive gentleness, anchoring me against the glass while his tongue traced maddening circles. Every stroke was a tease, a promise, a slow unraveling. My knees trembled, and I reached for his shoulders, grounding myself in the hard line of his body.

			I looked down, and for a split second, our eyes locked. What I saw there stunned me more than his touch, not just hunger, but tenderness. Need. Reverence. A man who wasn’t trying to dominate me, but reach me.

			He moaned against me, low and hungry, as if the taste of me could ruin him, and maybe it did, because in that moment, he wasn’t a billionaire or a boss. He was mine. And I was completely, irrevocably his.

			“Fuck, Lila.”

			His tongue slid over me, slow and devastating. I bit my lip so hard I tasted copper.

			He made me come twice, never once stopping, never once rushing. The velvet heat of his mouth didn’t relent, each pass of his tongue winding tighter inside me like silk pulled across fevered skin. My breath came in stuttered gasps, and my nails curled into his shoulders, clinging to the strength beneath the softness of that moment. He held me through the shudders, face buried in my thigh, as if each tremble of mine was a prayer he needed to answer. His breath was warm, steady, reverent, like he was worshiping not just my body, but the wildfire we had ignited between us.

			When I finally opened my eyes, the stars were brighter.

			So was the danger.

			This wasn’t just lust. It was the terrifying blend of craving and vulnerability that cracked open something I wasn’t ready to face, a part of me that still believed in more, even when every warning screamed to run.

			This was losing control.

			

			And the scariest part?

			I didn’t want it to stop.

			By Friday, something had shifted. And I couldn’t stop the whisper in my head asking if it was real. Was this connection built on truth, or just another story I was telling myself, another man who made me feel seen, only to rewrite the ending in betrayal? I stared out the car window as the skyline blurred past, my hand clenched tight on the door handle, knuckles white. My pulse thrummed beneath my skin, fast and anxious. The air in the SUV felt too thick, like it carried every unspoken fear I didn’t want to name.?

			And I wasn’t the only one who felt it.

			DAMIEN

			Every second with her had become a test of will. By Friday, I wasn’t just noticing her; I was gravitating to her. Watching how she tucked her hair behind her ear when she thought no one was looking. How her fingers danced over her tablet screen during meetings, always purposeful, always alive.

			I hated that I noticed. Hated more than I cared.

			But the truth settled in with every passing glance: Lila Monroe had become the pulse of my days.

			And when her hand brushed mine in the car that morning, and she didn’t pull away? Neither did I.

			For a man like me, that wasn’t an accident. It was a surrender.

			The air between us was less like friction and more like gravity.

			In meetings, we moved in sync.

			In the car, his hand brushed mine. We didn’t pull away.

			In his office, I caught him staring at me. Not like a boss. Like something else. Something dangerous.

			And then he said it.

			“Move in.”

			

			I blinked. “What?”

			“Temporarily. You’re always here. Your lease is up. My penthouse has room.”

			“Are you insane?”

			“Only for you.”

			My breath caught. My mouth opened. No words came out.

			“It’s not sex,” he added. “It’s a strategy.”

			I laughed. “You keep telling yourself that.”

			But even as I walked away, my heart thundered.

			Because part of me, a stupid, reckless part, wanted to say yes.

			Even if it ended in chaos that scorched everything I’d carefully rebuilt, especially now, with the late-night nausea I kept brushing off and a strange, fluttering feeling in my gut that I was too scared to name.

			Even if it left us shattered and gasping, too tangled to tell where the damage started.

			Even if he was the one man who could ruin me completely.

			Because some obsessions?

			You run into.

			And let them consume you.

		


		
			​CHAPTER 
Four

			​DAMIEN: THE DRESS CODE IS LUST
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			DAMIEN

			Los Angeles glinted beneath the glass walls of Wolfe Tower like a secret waiting to be unraveled. Seventy-eight floors above the chaos, I paced.

			I’d built this empire on precision. On control. On never making the same mistake twice.

			Then came Lila Monroe.

			The distraction with the lips that made me forget my name. A mouth that fired back as quick as a gunshot. Legs that turned every goddamn elevator ride into a test of will.

			And the worst part?

			

			I didn’t even want to resist.

			Tonight was the annual LA Developer’s Gala. Old money and new ambition packed into one chandelier-lit ballroom, all glitz and no mercy. I didn’t go for the champagne. I went to remind the city who owned the skyline.

			But tonight, I was hosting it.

			Because next year, the tallest building in LA wouldn’t be the Wilshire Grand.

			It would be mine.

			Still under construction. Fifty floors up already. A symbol. A fortress. A monument to never letting anyone get close enough to take what mattered. Every beam, every rivet, every floor that climbed higher into the clouds was another line of defense against vulnerability. I built it tall to keep people out, to stay untouchable. But lately, I was starting to wonder if it was also built to keep one person in, someone who made me feel things I hadn’t allowed myself to feel in years. Maybe this tower wasn’t just a monument to solitude. Maybe, unknowingly, I’d been building a sanctuary.

			And she was going to walk in wearing the dress I sent.

			Red. Custom. Tight.

			She didn’t know it yet, but that dress was war.

			I watched from the security feed as Lila entered the private fitting suite on Floor 50 earlier that day. She glanced at the box. No name. Just a black ribbon and a note: Wear me.

			She hesitated.

			Then smirked.

			Of course, she tried it on.

			I shouldn’t have stayed. Should’ve turned off the monitor the second the zipper moved.

			But I didn’t.

			The red dress hugged her like it was sewn to her skin. Strapless. Daring. Slit to the thigh. She turned in front of the mirror, checking every angle, unaware that I was shirtless in my private suite two floors above, jaw tight, watching her like she was the only thing that had ever made me lose control.

			She stepped closer to the mirror.

			Frowned.

			Her fingers touched her stomach. Barely. Just a brush.

			Something flickered across her face, too fast to name.

			Then she turned, eyes lifting, as if she could feel me watching. My chest tightened. She looked straight through the camera, through the floors, glass, and steel. It wasn’t just lust that hit me in that moment; it was the terrifying thought that she could see the cracks in my armor, the pieces of me I kept hidden. And worse, that I wanted her to.

			She didn’t smile.

			Just left the room.

			And took the dress with her.

			By the time the gala began, the ballroom at the Wilshire Grand was a sea of ambition in designer suits. Deals whispered over flutes of champagne. The future of Los Angeles rewritten in handshakes.

			Then she walked in.

			The air shifted.

			The chatter dulled to a hum as if the room itself paused to make room for her entrance. Light caught the red sheen of her dress, turning her into a living flame moving through marble and glass. My breath caught. It felt like the city below us fell silent for a moment, holding its breath just like I did.

			I didn’t blink. Couldn’t. She was effortless and explosive, a walking contradiction wrapped in confidence and curves. Heat curled in my gut, sharp and immediate. My hands clenched at my sides to keep from reaching out, from closing the distance. It wasn’t just desire, though that thundered through me like always. It was awe. It was the terrifying, exhilarating sense that the most dangerous person in the room wasn’t me.

			It was her.

			Every head turned.

			Not because she was beautiful, though she was.

			Because she burned.

			Hair pinned up like a challenge. Lips redder than the dress. Confidence in every step. She didn’t look like she belonged to anyone.

			She looked like she owned the room.

			And yet, she was mine.

			She spotted me. Crossed the floor like she’d been born on marble. Eyes locked to mine. Each click of her heels was louder than the music.

			“You sent the dress.”

			Not a question.

			“You wore it.”

			“I’m not your doll, Wolfe.”

			I stepped closer. “No. You’re my destruction.”

			A pause.

			Then a whisper. “Good.”

			We danced.

			The string quartet melted into the background, a sensual undertone thrumming beneath our feet. Her hand slid into mine like it belonged there, her other resting gently on my shoulder, fingers warm, grounding. The scent of her, citrus and jasmine, wrapped around me, seeping into my bloodstream, rewiring something deep.

			My palm rested on the small of her back, where her skin radiated heat through the thin silk of her dress. Each slow rotation felt like a tether pulling us tighter, not just in movement, but in meaning. My mind tried to stay focused, on the investors watching, on the conversations I needed to have tonight, but every ounce of attention slid back to her. To the curve of her neck when she tilted her head. To the way she breathed out my name on a sigh between steps.

			There were dozens of people in that ballroom, but only one heartbeat I could hear.

			Not because I asked.

			Because someone else tried to.

			I stepped in before her answer left her lips.

			“He wasn’t your type,” I said as I led her to the dance floor.

			“And you are?”

			“I’m the one who knows your type doesn’t matter when you’re aching by the time the night is over, because you know I’ll be the one to take you apart piece by piece.”

			She didn’t flinch. Just leaned closer. My pulse jumped. Every instinct screamed to grab, kiss, and claim her right there on the dance floor. But I forced my hands to stay at her waist, tamping down the surge. Control. I clung to it like oxygen, because if I let it slip, even for a second, I knew I’d never get it back.

			“I didn’t wear any.”

			My pulse detonated.

			The band swelled. So did the silence between us.

			Every step, every turn, was foreplay.

			Then her breath caught. A moment too long. Her brow creased, just for a second.

			“You okay?”

			She shook her head slightly, as if shaking something off. “Fine. Just... hot in here.”

			But something twisted in my gut. A flicker of concern I didn’t recognize.

			The elevator.

			I slammed the button. The doors opened. We stepped in.

			

			She faced me.

			“Do it,” she said.

			“Do what?”

			“Whatever you’ve been thinking about since I walked in.”

			I kissed her.

			No preamble. No hesitation.

			I crushed her against the elevator wall, hand fisting in her hair. Her mouth opened, hungry, greedy, like she’d been starving for this. My fingers slipped beneath the slit in her dress, found smooth, bare heat. She gasped.

			“You weren’t lying.”

			“I never do.”

			I dropped to my knees. The elevator hummed beneath us, the faint buzz of movement amplifying the tension crackling in the narrow space. Her breath hitched, half anticipation, half disbelief, as I gripped her thighs and looked up at her.

			I didn’t rush. I let the seconds stretch, let my palms smooth over the back of her legs with deliberate reverence. She tasted like heat and honey, like something forbidden and elemental. My mouth found her center, slow and exploratory at first, a question offered with my lips, then answered in the way her hips rolled against me.

			The elevator’s mirrored walls trapped every angle, her head thrown back, her hands gripping the railing behind her, knuckles white. I saw everything. Her lips parted around soft, gasping moans, her chest rising with shallow breaths as I traced her with my tongue like I was memorizing a language only she spoke. Her fingers tangled in my hair, tugging just enough to root herself, to say: Don’t stop.

			I didn’t plan to.

			She came apart a little more with each pass, each stroke, unraveling in my hands. My name tumbled from her mouth, broken and breathless, and still I didn’t let up. I worshipped her because she demanded it, deserved it, and nothing else had ever felt this right.

			

			She trembled once, then twice, her thighs tightening around me, and I knew she was close. Her body arched, breath staggered, and when she came, it was with a sound that gutted me, left me harder than I’d ever been, wrecked in the best way. I stayed with her through every tremor, every aftershock, letting her ride the waves against my mouth until her hands fell limp at her sides.

			Then I stood, slow and steady, pressing a kiss to her cheek like a promise I didn’t yet have the words for.

			The elevator kept moving.

			So did something inside me.

			Then she shattered.

			My name left her lips on a breathless sob, and I stood, wiped my mouth, and kissed her like I owned the moment.

			“You always taste like victory.”

			“You taste like trouble,” she whispered.

			The doors slid open.

			She stepped out.

			I stood frozen, pulse hammering, and whispered her name to the empty elevator: “Lila.”

			She didn’t come back to the ballroom. I waited. Pretended to listen to a dozen hollow conversations while scanning every doorway, every flicker of red that wasn’t her. My fingers itched to text her again, to demand she come back, but even I knew better than to try to leash a storm. She was gone. And every second without her felt like the world had tilted just slightly off its axis.

			Didn’t answer my texts.

			I let her go.

			Because this time, I knew something I hadn’t before:

			You don’t chase fire.

			You build a place for it to burn.

			I stood on the roof of Wolfe Tower after midnight. Alone.

			

			The air was sharp with altitude, the wind slicing across my collar like truth, cool and sobering. Below me, the city sprawled in a grid of golden veins, pulsing with life and light, so loud in its silence that it echoed against my bones. Traffic lights blinked far beneath, meaningless to someone standing this high, this detached. But I didn’t feel invincible up here.

			I felt exposed.

			My hands gripped the railing, cold steel biting into my palms, and I closed my eyes against the skyline. The tower swayed ever so slightly, a reminder that even steel and glass, for all their strength, could bend.

			And maybe that was what she was doing to me.

			I replayed her voice, the tremble of her legs around my shoulders, the fire in her eyes when she called me out without fear. I’d built this place to rise above everything. But for the first time, I wished she were beside me, to see it, claim it, and tell me whether the empire I created was worth sharing.

			Wind rushed past my ears, but all I could hear was her laugh.

			And I wondered if this wasn’t the top.

			Maybe with her, the summit was still waiting.

			The skyline shimmered. And for the first time, I didn’t just see dominance or power or legacy.

			I saw her.

			That dress. That fire. That tremble in her hand during the dance.

			And I remembered something I hadn’t let myself think of in years.

			My mother.

			She left when I was twelve. Said she couldn’t do it anymore, couldn’t raise a boy who looked like the man who ruined her.

			I stood in our Echo Park apartment doorway, holding her keys.

			She didn’t say goodbye.

			Didn’t turn around.

			

			Control became my oxygen after that. Even earlier tonight, when I watched her step out in that red dress, when the room stilled around her and every eye in the ballroom bent toward her like gravity itself had shifted; I felt it. That old, cold grip I’d once trusted was cracking at the edges. And tonight, as I gripped her waist on the dance floor, every breath I took reminded me of how fragile that control truly was.

			Buildings were easier than people. They didn’t leave. Didn’t lie.

			My therapist once told me, “Control is the illusion we build to keep from feeling powerless.” Back then, I clung to those words like a blueprint, every calculated move, every risk weighed and sterilized until it couldn’t touch me. But with Lila, nothing felt sterile. She brought color to a world I’d kept grayscale. She was the wild card I never accounted for, and for the first time, I didn’t want control; I wanted her. Messy. Real. Unpredictable.

			Maybe she was right.

			But tonight...

			Tonight, I’d tasted chaos again.

			And I wasn’t sure I wanted to breathe anything else.

			The tower was halfway built. A jagged crown against the skyline. Every steel beam rose like armor. Every windowpane was a piece of the mask I wore.

			But maybe I hadn’t built it to keep people out.

			Maybe I’d built it for her.

			She looks at me like she already knows the worst parts. Like she did the first day we met, when she called me an Armani-wrapped tyrant and still held my gaze like she wasn’t afraid of the fire she’d lit. That moment never left me. And now, it echoes louder than ever, because she doesn’t just see the cracks in my armor. She accepts them.

			And still doesn’t flinch.

			That scares the hell out of me.

			

			I whispered into the skyline, into the glittering echo of Los Angeles dreams:

			“Next year, it’ll be ours.”
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