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Chapter 1

[image: image]




The chandeliers gleamed like cut diamonds, catching the light in a thousand fractured pieces that scattered across the vaulted marble walls of the Armitage Estate. It was the kind of ballroom that whispered legacy and old money, a place soaked in a century of secrets, where nothing loud ever happened but everything meaningful did.

Damien Hale stood still in the center of it all, the chaos of high society swirling around him like mist refusing to touch the ground. Men in tuxedos talked about wars they’d never fight in. Women laughed softly into champagne flutes that never emptied. Names were exchanged with glances sharper than any blade, and every smile came at a price.

He wasn’t supposed to be here. He didn’t care.

The invitation had come through a hedge fund manager he didn’t particularly like. A man who owed him. Damien rarely collected favors in person, but tonight... tonight was different. He couldn’t explain why — only that something had pulled him here. And when he’d walked through the arched double doors of the estate, something inside him had gone very still, like the part of his mind that always planned had gone quiet for once.

His fingers curled loosely around a tumbler of something aged and expensive. He hadn’t tasted it.

He was watching her.

At first, it had been by accident — a flicker of color caught at the edge of his vision, a red dress slipping through a crowd of grey and gold. It wasn’t the flash of her dress that made him look twice. It was the way she moved.

She didn’t glide like the others, didn’t pause for idle air kisses and false laughter. She walked like she didn’t belong here and had no intention of pretending otherwise.

He watched her cross the ballroom without urgency. Like she was moving through a memory, not a room.

He took a step forward.

Then stopped.

He didn’t know her. And yet — something in his blood said he did. Not her name, or her story. Not her voice, which he hadn’t yet heard. But he knew her in that terrifying, magnetic way one might recognize a dream they hadn’t yet dreamed.

And for a man like Damien Hale — a man who knew everything about everyone before he even shook their hand — the not-knowing was intoxicating.

He watched her from a distance, as she paused near a painting, her head tilting slightly. Her fingers brushed the edge of a gilded frame. She didn’t speak to anyone. No one spoke to her.

The music shifted, and she turned her head.

Just enough for him to see her face fully.

And the world, as he knew it, tilted.

She wasn’t classically beautiful. She wasn’t the kind of woman you noticed and forgot — no, she was the kind that lived in the spaces between. A sharp, thoughtful gaze. Mouth set like she’d said too many things and regretted every one. There was something fragile about her — but it wasn’t weakness. It was something more dangerous. Like the quiet part of a storm.

He watched her glance around, clearly debating her next move. Her hand reached for her purse. She was leaving.

Panic flared, uninvited.

Damien had never chased anyone in his life.

But he was already moving.

—
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“Leaving so soon?”

The words came out softer than he intended. Not commanding. Curious. Almost... vulnerable.

She turned slowly, and for the first time, looked at him.

Her eyes were light grey. Clear, direct, and just slightly amused.

“I’m not sure the art is worth the noise,” she replied.

He smiled — not the practiced, polite expression he used for boardrooms or interviews, but a real one, caught off guard. She didn’t recognize him. That alone was a miracle.

“You’re not impressed?” he asked.

“Are you?”

He paused. Considered lying. But something in her face made the truth impossible to suppress.

“No,” he admitted. “I think the painting you were looking at is original — but only technically. It’s a safe piece. Decorative.”

A flicker of something — interest, perhaps — passed over her face.

“Decorative,” she echoed. “That’s generous.”

He stepped closer. “You’re not decorative.”

The words came out before he could stop them. They weren’t flirtation. They were instinct.

To his surprise, she didn’t flinch or preen. She just gave a small smile, one side of her mouth curving like a secret.

“I don’t do parties,” she said, as if offering him a piece of truth in return. “I was a plus-one. My friend ditched me for a conversation about crypto and monocles.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “That sounds like a tragic combination.”

She shrugged. “I’ve survived worse.”

“I’m Damien,” he said, holding out his hand. “Not here for crypto. Or monocles.”

She hesitated. Then placed her hand lightly in his.

“Emilia.”

The name settled into him like it belonged there. He knew he’d say it again. And again.

They stood there for a moment, silence stretching comfortably between them. The ballroom noise seemed to dim. Nothing else mattered.

Then someone called his name — loudly, from across the room.

He winced. Turned to glance at the source — a drunken investor waving him over.

When he turned back, she was already slipping away.

“Wait—”

But she was gone.

He moved through the crowd like a current, cutting through silk and perfume and startled glances. He reached the door in time to see the blur of her red dress vanish around the corner of the hallway. He followed, fast.

But when he turned that corner — the corridor was empty.

No trace.

No name.

No second chance.

Only the echo of her voice, her eyes, her name in his head like a drumbeat he couldn’t unhear.

Emilia.

That was all it took.

Just one night.

Just one woman.

Just one moment.

And Damien Hale — who had built empires and burned bridges with equal ease — was wrecked.

He didn’t know where she lived. Who she was. What she did. But he would find out.

He had to.

Because she didn’t remember him.

But he would never forget her.

Damien barely registered the cold as he stepped outside the Armitage Estate into the night air. His coat remained draped over the chair inside. He didn’t feel the chill. His blood was too loud, his thoughts too fast.

She was gone.

And somehow, that felt like failure.

He stood at the edge of the steps, scanning the long drive that cut through the estate’s manicured lawn. Cars lined the circular loop, headlights sweeping through fog, drivers opening doors with mechanical precision. He watched, waited, hoping for a flash of red fabric, a profile, a movement.

But there was nothing.

A black town car pulled out and disappeared through the gates. A couple laughed too loudly near the valet. Somewhere inside, the party swelled again with forced gaiety.

He didn’t belong there anymore. Not without her.

Damien turned sharply and walked to his own car, a sleek black Jaguar parked three rows down. He unlocked it, slid behind the wheel, and sat there.

Still.

Hands on the steering wheel. Unmoving.

He didn’t even know her last name.

He closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat, dragging in a breath. Her voice was still in his ears. Dry. Sharp. Smart.

“Are you?”

“I don’t do parties.”

“Emilia.”

He opened his eyes again. That one word felt like a riddle now. A name, yes, but it didn’t give him enough to go on. There had to be a hundred Emilias in the city. More. Even if he narrowed it down to those who would have been at the Armitage party, it wasn’t like there was a public guest list.

He could call Jules — the investor who’d invited him. The man would know someone who knew someone. But Damien hated owing favors. Hated appearing vulnerable, even to people he held leverage over.

He’d built his entire empire on never needing anyone.

And now here he was — desperate after a ten-minute conversation and a vanishing silhouette in red.

It wasn’t logical.

It wasn’t reasonable.

But it was real.

He drove fast, taking the long way back to his apartment. Not because he didn’t know where he was going — but because something in him needed to be moving. Stillness meant accepting that she was gone. Movement felt like hope.

The city blurred around him — glittering lights, late-night taxis, shadows stretching across sidewalks like old regrets. Somewhere out there, Emilia was walking into her life. A life that didn’t include him.

Yet.

By the time Damien entered his penthouse, the obsessive edges of his mind had already begun to spiral.

He shrugged off his jacket, tossed the keys into the bowl by the door, and headed straight to the bar. No drink. Just leaned against the marble counter, staring through the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the river.

She didn’t recognize him.

That had struck deeper than it should have.

He wasn’t vain — not exactly. But he was used to being seen. Noticed. Respected, if not admired. Yet she’d looked right through him like he was just another man in a well-cut suit.

Maybe that was why he couldn’t let it go. Maybe that anonymity had peeled something raw inside him. Or maybe it was more than that.

Maybe it was how she had listened. How she had met his gaze without fear or calculation. Like she wasn’t there to impress anyone — least of all him.

And now she was a mystery.

And Damien Hale hated unsolved puzzles.

He pulled out his phone and opened the messaging app. For a second, his thumb hovered over Jules’ name.

Then he typed:

DAMIEN: The woman in the red dress from tonight. Who brought her?

A pause. Then:

JULES: Which one?

Damien clenched his jaw.

DAMIEN: Short dark hair. Grey eyes. No jewelry. Didn’t talk to anyone.

There was a longer pause this time.

JULES: Oh. Think she was with Lila Porter. Art consultant’s assistant or something. I’ll ask.

Art consultant’s assistant.

That made sense. The way she’d looked at the painting. The disdain in her voice. She had taste. Knowledge. She wasn’t faking it.

Damien exhaled slowly. He should leave it at that. Go to bed. Let the memory fade like every other beautiful face he’d ever encountered.

But he didn’t.

He stayed up.

He sat down in his office, pulled out his laptop, and began pulling up names. Art consultants. Firms Lila Porter might work with. He searched public galleries, event appearances, company directories.

Two hours in, he had a possible match.

Emilia Voss.

Her photo was small — a staff page on a boutique art advising firm’s website. The resolution was terrible. But it was her. That unreadable mouth. Those precise eyes.

He leaned back, heart pounding.

There she was.

He hadn’t imagined her.

And now he had her name.

Not just Emilia.

Emilia Voss.

He whispered it aloud, just once, letting it settle on his tongue like a sacrament.

He didn’t sleep that night.

In the days that followed, Damien told himself he would let it go.

He told himself this was infatuation. A chemical misfire. That even obsessions could be reasoned with, outlasted.

But every time he tried, she was there.

In the silence between meetings.

In the pauses before a reply.

In the way he reached for coffee and expected to see her reflection behind him.

He started doing research. Casually, at first. Then less casually.

He knew which coffee shop was closest to her office. Which day she usually worked remotely. He found an interview she gave once to a local magazine — short, modest, forgettable, except for one line:

“Art should make you feel something. Even if it’s ugly. Even if it hurts.”

He read that line at least ten times.

It sounded like her. Honest. Unapologetic.

She was unlike anyone he’d ever known.

He had power. He had access. He could have called the firm, arranged a meeting under false pretenses. But something in him wanted it to be real.

He wanted her to come to him — not because he was rich or clever or relentless.

But because she wanted to.

And yet...

He knew he couldn’t leave it to fate.

Not again.

So he made a decision.

One small move.

He arranged a gallery showing. Something she would be sent to. A client Lila Porter worked with. He used a proxy company name. No direct link to him. A ghost commission, featuring a series of abstract pieces he’d bought years ago but never displayed.

He called it The Moment That Changed Me.

He didn’t know if she’d see the irony.

He hoped she would.
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Chapter 2
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The morning sun spilled through the café’s floor-to-ceiling windows, warming the dark wood tables and stirring the aroma of freshly ground coffee. Emillia Voss sat alone at a corner table, her fingers wrapped around a chipped ceramic mug. She wasn’t here for the coffee — though it was good. She was here to think, to gather pieces of a puzzle she wasn’t yet sure she wanted to solve.

Her tablet lay open, a series of emails and calendar invites blinking at her, but her eyes were distant, focused on the street outside where people moved like clockwork, oblivious to the quiet storm unfolding in her mind.

She replayed the gallery opening over and over.

The way Damien Hale had lingered in the shadows, watching. The flicker of recognition in his eyes when their gazes met, brief but electric. The way he didn’t speak, didn’t approach — yet made his presence impossible to ignore.

She didn’t know what to make of him.

He was a mystery wrapped in the kind of dangerous control she’d spent years learning to avoid.

Her phone buzzed suddenly, breaking the rhythm of her thoughts.

A message from an unknown number.

We need to talk. I know who you are.

She stared at the screen, heartbeat quickening.

Was this a threat? A mistake? Or something else entirely?

Her instincts screamed caution. But curiosity — that insidious force — pulled at her like a tide.

Emillia had spent most of her life keeping people at arm’s length, especially men who operated in shadows as thick as Damien’s. But something about him was different. Something raw. Something... familiar.

Her mind raced through the years she’d spent rebuilding herself after the chaos of her early twenties. The betrayals. The losses. The hard lessons about trust.

She’d vowed never to be vulnerable again.

And yet here she was, on the edge of a decision that could unravel everything.

Emillia tapped her finger against the café table, debating whether to respond. The question wasn’t if she should — it was how.

Her life was a carefully balanced equation of work, independence, and self-preservation. She had spent years building walls so high that no one could scale them without her permission. Damien Hale, with his quiet intensity and dangerous smile, was an anomaly she couldn’t easily categorize.

She recalled the party — the one night they met — like a vivid cutscene from a movie she hadn’t wanted to star in but now couldn’t shake.

He had looked at her like she was the only thing that mattered. She had looked away, distracted by the noise and the weight of her own doubts.

She had forgotten him.

Or so she thought.

But he hadn’t forgotten her.

Now, this message.

Her thumb hovered over the keyboard. Responding might open a door she wasn’t sure she wanted to enter. Ignoring it might leave questions unanswered — questions she was already too curious about.

Finally, she typed: Who is this?

The reply was almost immediate.

Someone who won’t let you forget.

Emillia swallowed. Her fingers trembled slightly.

She considered the risks — the possible exposure, the potential for manipulation. But she also considered the hunger she felt for answers, for closure, for something real amid the smoke and mirrors of her life.

She sent back a simple reply: Alright. I’m listening.

The next days blurred together — meetings, deadlines, and stolen moments of anxious anticipation as Damien’s messages trickled in: cryptic, tantalizing, sometimes blunt.

He didn’t overwhelm her. He respected the boundaries she’d set, but he chipped away at her defenses with a patience that was both infuriating and magnetic.

One afternoon, a message arrived with a time and place: a small, private restaurant downtown, known for its discreet booths and hushed conversations.

Emillia debated canceling. But something told her this was a crossroads — a moment she had to face.

She arrived early, nerves tightening in her chest. The restaurant smelled of aged wood and faint spices. The dim lighting made it easy to disappear, or to be noticed — depending on what you wanted.

When Damien appeared, he looked different outside the gallery’s staged ambiance. Less polished, more real. His eyes held stories — some dark, some raw, some tinged with regret.

He didn’t waste words. He got straight to the point.

“I didn’t forget you, Emillia. I haven’t for years.”

Her breath hitched.

“Why now?” she asked, steady despite the storm inside.

“Because I’m done waiting.”

Emillia sat across from him, the candlelight catching the edge of her wine glass. Damien hadn’t touched his drink. He only looked at her — the way someone looks at a memory they never stopped carrying.

“I don’t remember much from that night,” she admitted, her voice low.

“I do,” Damien replied.

The silence between them stretched, not awkward, but heavy. Full of things unsaid.

“You could have reached out sooner,” she said.

“I could’ve,” he agreed, “but I wasn’t ready. And I didn’t want to come to you as a ghost of that night. I wanted to be a man you’d want to see again.”

Emillia let the words settle, turning them over. It was honest, maybe too honest. There was no arrogance in his tone — only something deeper, something bruised.

“I’ve worked hard to make my life quiet,” she said. “Predictable.”

Damien nodded. “I don’t want to ruin that.”

“Then why show up now?”

“Because I think you felt something too,” he said simply. “Even if you don’t remember it.”

She studied him.

“I don’t know what I felt,” she answered honestly. “I don’t trust easy. And I don’t need saving.”

“I’m not here to save you,” he said. “I just want to be seen.”

Those words hit her harder than she expected.

She knew what it meant to feel invisible, even while standing in the middle of a room. To be admired, used, misunderstood — but never seen.

She leaned back, unsure what to do with the growing ache in her chest.

Damien’s gaze softened. “I won’t push. But I’m not going anywhere.”

Later that night, Emillia stood in front of her bathroom mirror, removing her earrings one by one. Her reflection stared back at her, calm on the surface, but unsettled underneath.

Something about Damien Hale unnerved her.

Not because he was dangerous.

Because he wasn’t pretending not to be.

Because he offered no promises, just presence.

And somehow, that scared her more than anything.

She turned off the light.

Two days passed without a message. She told herself it was good — she needed the space.

But when her phone lit up on the third morning, she didn’t hesitate to open it.

Damien: There’s a piece I want you to see. Private collection. Only one viewer allowed.
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