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She designed his empire's crown jewel.
He designed a life with her in mind.
Some blueprints are forbidden. Some are inevitable. 
A story about love, ambition, and the dangerous architecture of obsession
A Forbidden Billionaire Romance 
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Published By: L. N. Simkhda

For everyone who has ever loved something so much

they kept it alive in the margins of everything else.

And for the buildings that outlast everything.

“Architecture is the learned game, correct and magnificent, of forms assembled in the light.”

— Le Corbusier

“And love is the unlearned game — correct and magnificent and completely without blueprints.”

— Unknown

――――――  ★  ――――――

A U T H O R ’ S  P R E F A C E

――――――  ★  ――――――

“Some stories do not begin with once upon a time. They begin with a Monday morning in January, an elevator that smells of cedar and ambition, and a woman who told herself, one final time, that she was not desperate.”

This story began, as most honest things do, in a moment of need.

I wrote Aria Calloway because I have been her — or something close to her. I have sat in rooms where the work I brought was real and the respect I was given was conditional, and I have smiled through it and held the position under pressure because there was no other option. I wrote her because I believe that the women who refuse to be diminished, who defend the correct thing not because it is theirs but because it is right, deserve a story that sees them completely. Not the professional version. The full version.

I wrote Damien Cross because I have known men who built walls and called the walls wisdom. Men who were not cruel but who were, in the specific and damaging way of people who have been deeply hurt, absent. He is not a fantasy. He is a real thing that exists — the person who can be reached, who can change, who can learn to call instead of sending someone else — if you are patient enough and certain enough and willing to build with them rather than simply around them.

And I wrote Lumen — their daughter, born at 4:47 in the morning on a Thursday in April — because I believe that the best thing two people can build together is not a tower or a firm or a Connecticut hillside house, though all of those matter. The best thing is a life that tells the person inside it: you were expected. You belong here. This light was designed for you.

This novel contains love and loss and a previous wife and a hidden pregnancy and a fire in the Bronx at three in the morning. It contains explicit intimacy — raw and honest and deeply felt — because I believe that physical love, written with full attention, is one of the truest things a novel can offer. It contains grief that was not properly grieved and social responsibility that required public courage and a boardroom that a pregnant woman entered alone and walked out of having won.

It contains, above all, the architecture of two people learning to make room for each other in the structure of everything they had already built alone.

Read it slowly. Read the WOW moments twice. And when you finish the final chapter — when Aria is sitting on the other side of the interview desk, looking at the young architect who has just tilted her head at the painting the same way Aria once did — I hope you feel what I felt when I wrote it:

That everything was always building toward this.

――――  ★  ――――

With love and eleven-foot corridors,

Sirk Mis 

Manhattan, New York — 2026
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PROLOGUE

NewYork-Presbyterian Hospital — 525 East 68th Street, Manhattan

April 17, 2025 — 4:47 a.m.

★

You need to understand something before I tell you how it all began.

I am not a woman who cries easily. I spent twelve years in architecture — a field that routinely places a woman in a room full of men who have already decided she is decorative — and I survived it by being three things simultaneously: brilliant, unreadable, and absolutely unbothered by the opinions of people who had not earned the right to have one.

So when I tell you that I cried at 4:47 in the morning in a delivery room on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, I need you to understand what it means. It means it was the most real moment of my life.

Her name is Lumen. Seven pounds, four ounces. Born in the quietest hour New York City ever allows itself — that grey space between the end of night and the commitment of morning, when even the city holds its breath. She had dark hair — his hair, immediately and unmistakably — and the particular alert expression of a person who had arrived somewhere important and was already assessing the structural integrity of the situation. She gets that from both of us.

Damien was holding my hand. He had been holding my hand for eleven hours, which I tell you because I want you to understand who he actually is underneath the empire and the tailored suits and the controlled exterior that had fooled every journalist and board member and rival who had ever tried to read him. Underneath all of that is a man who will hold your hand for eleven hours without once making it about himself.

He was crying. Not loudly — he is not a loud man. Quietly, with full attention and no performance. Two tears on the sharp planes of his face. His eyes were not the controlled winter-grey of meetings and professional contexts. They were simply open. Completely, entirely, irreparably open.

I watched him hold her for the first time and I thought: every single thing that happened between us — every argument and every distance and every moment I almost walked away — was the exact right sequence of events that led to this room. I would do all of it again. Every piece.

But you need the full picture. You need to understand what it cost to get here, and why it was worth every cent. You need the interview and the kiss and the article and the previous wife and the secret I kept for eight weeks and the fire in the Bronx at three in the morning and the boardroom where I stood alone and the Thursday house on the Connecticut hillside and the girl I was at seventeen in a library in a small town upstate, drawing buildings in the margins of everything and believing — with the whole unearned conviction of the very young — that the world would eventually make room for what she loved.

She was right. But it took all of it to prove it.

Let me take you back.

★  ★  ★


“She was seven pounds of proof that the hardest things you ever lived through were not punishments. They were the architecture. The load-bearing walls of the life you were always supposed to be building.”
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CHAPTER 1
THE INTERVIEW


[image: ]


432 Park Avenue South, Manhattan — January 14, 2024 — 10:52 a.m.

ARIA

★

The elevator smelled of cedar and cold air and someone's abandoned ambition.

That last one I invented — but I was in the habit of reading spaces the way other people read faces, and the elevator at 432 Park Avenue South had the feeling of a place that had witnessed a great many people arriving full of hope and descending somewhat humbled. The walls were polished steel. The floor was the kind of marble that costs more per square foot than my monthly rent. No music, which I respected. Lobbies that play soft jazz are lobbies that don't trust their own quality.

Forty-seventh floor. Cross Enterprises. I smoothed the front of my charcoal blazer — the most professional thing I owned — and thought about the overdue rent notice in my coat pocket and told myself, for the last time, that I was not desperate.

I was. But that is where every great story begins.

The lobby on forty-seven was cool and deliberately intimidating. White marble veined with gold. A receptionist with the composed precision of someone who had stopped being impressed by this building long ago. And on the far wall — a painting. Massive, eight feet across, slashes of black and deep crimson on raw canvas. Not decorative. A declaration. It said: I am a person of significant interior weather, and I have decided this is the first thing you see when you enter my world.

I was still thinking about what that said about him when he walked in.

You know how sometimes a person arrives in a room and the quality of the air actually changes? Not metaphorically — I mean physically, the way pressure systems change before weather. That is the only accurate description I have for the moment Damien Cross walked through the door.

Tall. Six-foot-two, with the particular height of someone who had never once been aware of it. Dark hair swept back from a face that was all architecture — strong jaw, sharp cheekbones, every feature placed with the controlled precision of someone who understood that details were not optional. His suit was charcoal. Not grey — charcoal. There is a difference. A man who knows the difference has decided that precision matters in everything.

His eyes were grey. The complicated grey of the East River in February — the color that can't quite decide what it's reflecting.

Those eyes found me immediately and assessed me with a precision I recognized. It was the way I looked at buildings. Not the surface. The structure. What is this made of. What will it hold.

I held his gaze and let him look.

"You're younger than your portfolio suggests," he said.

"And you're colder than your press coverage suggests," I said. "Though your press coverage is quite cold to begin with, so that's saying something."

Two seconds of silence. In that silence I experienced the specific sensation of having said exactly the right thing and the exact wrong thing simultaneously and being unable to predict which outcome was coming.

Then something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile. The architectural sketch of one.

"Come in," he said.

His office was not what I expected. The view — forty-seven floors of winter Manhattan, all silver and steel — I had anticipated. The executive desk, massive and hierarchical, I had anticipated. What I had not anticipated was the drafting table in the corner.

A real one. A working one. Drawings flat-pinned and rolled, pencil marks visible from across the room, a coffee ring on the lower left corner that had not been cleaned because the person using it was using it.

I looked at it for three full seconds before I caught myself.

"I trained as an architect," he said, watching me look, "before I became a businessman."

"I know. I researched you. And I think you miss it. I think that's why this position exists the way it does — in-house, not contracted, someone you can work directly beside. You want to watch someone else's process because it's the closest you can get to your own."

The silence that followed was different. Fuller. Like a room after a confession.

He opened my portfolio without ceremony and turned the pages with the total attention of someone who reads buildings the way poets read verse — for what is between the lines. When he reached the Caldwell Community Center, his hand stopped.

"This one," he said. "Tell me."

"Eleven million dollar budget — which in New York architectural terms is a polite joke. I built them natural light in every room because I believe, and this is professional conviction not sentiment, that people who have very little deserve spaces that make them feel like they have everything. Light is not a luxury. Light is dignity. I don't build spaces that tell people they should feel small. I build spaces that tell them they were expected."

He looked at me over the portfolio.

"Where did you learn that?"

"A library in a small town upstate. The librarian arranged the reading chairs to face the windows. I sat in that light for four years and understood, slowly, that the building was telling me I belonged there. I decided that's what I was going to do for other people."

He held my gaze for a long moment. Then he stated the terms. The Harlow Development. Forty floors. Full creative lead. Exclusivity. Full availability. And then a number that made the rent notice in my coat pocket feel like something that had happened in a different life.

I did not let him see what it did to me.

"I'll need to review the contract," I said.

He stood and extended his hand. I took it. His grip was warm and firm — the hand of someone who had built things before he started buying them. We shook once. His thumb pressed — barely, briefly — against the inside of my wrist. A half-second. Gone before I could be certain.

In the elevator going down, alone, I pressed my hands flat against my thighs and thought: something is about to begin. Not a job. Something.

––––––––
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★  ★  ★
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“He looked at me the way I looked at buildings — not at the surface, but at what it was made of and what it would hold. Nobody had ever looked at me like that before. Like I was a structure worth understanding. Like the answer to something he had been calculating for years.”
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CHAPTER 2
THE RULES
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Cross Enterprises, 47th Floor — January 14–15, 2024

DAMIEN

★

I reviewed her portfolio three times after she left.

I am not a man who second-guesses assessments. By the time I form a professional opinion it is complete — load-tested, filed. I do not reopen closed decisions any more than I reopen a sealed building. I reviewed Aria Calloway's portfolio three times not because I was second-guessing the professional assessment. I was trying to understand something I had no existing framework for.

Her Caldwell Center design was technically excellent. Three structural problems solved with the simplicity that only comes from deeply understanding a problem before attempting the solution. That was architectural assessment — professional, contained, manageable.

What was not manageable was the conversation.

In forty-one interviews over six weeks, I had asked every candidate the same three questions designed to reveal not what an architect knew but what they believed. Forty candidates told me what they thought I wanted to hear. The forty-first told me about a library in a small town upstate and a librarian who arranged chairs toward the windows — and revealed something I had not been looking for: she had the same reason I did.

She built for the light. She built to tell people they were expected. She had discovered exactly what I had discovered at twenty-three — that architecture was not about buildings. It was about the people inside them.

I had stopped believing anyone else thought about it that way.

She thought about it that way.

I called Dominic at seven the next morning. "Grant the amendment," I said, before he'd finished reporting it. "The creative consultation rights. And Dominic — remind the team. The fraternization policy stands. It always stands."

I need to explain the policy. Because it is not what it appears.

Two years ago I made a single irreversible mistake. Elena — a strategic consultant I had hired during a difficult transition year — had the specific quality of attention that made you feel, when she was listening, like you were the most interesting problem she had ever been given. I trusted her with the real state of the company. The private deliberations. The version of things that existed between the official narrative and the actual architecture.

She used all of it. A competing development firm. Three months of quiet conversations. The litigation lasted six months. The settlement was forty-two million dollars. And the thing without a dollar value was this: I had confused intelligence for trustworthiness, and attention for loyalty. I would not make that category error again.

So the policy was not a regulation. It was a scar I had given myself the dignity of calling a policy.

Aria Calloway was not Elena. Even before her first day — before I had seen her present a proposal to a room or heard her challenge a structural assumption or watched her read a space with the fluency of someone who had been doing it since she was a child — I understood they were not the same person. This did not change the policy. If anything, their difference made the policy more necessary.

She started on Monday. I arrived at the thirty-eighth floor at nine to find her already there — her own drawings across the conference table, the Harlow blueprints beside them, three senior architects looking at her work with the expressions of people who had not expected to be impressed and were now required to revise their expectations.

"The current design treats the mixed-use base as a logistical necessity," she was saying, sketching rapidly on a notepad. "A public atrium here — oriented to pull pedestrian flow through the building — turns the base from a threshold into a destination. The building stops being an address and becomes a place."

Marcus was already leaning in. Jeong was pulling the blueprints closer. I stood in the doorway and watched for sixty seconds before she saw me.

"Mr. Cross." She looked up and did not pause. "I'd like to discuss a structural amendment to the base levels."

I crossed to the table. Looked at the sketch — eight minutes of work, rough, alive. The atrium she was proposing would change the building's relationship with the street at a level the current design had failed to address and that I had known, privately, was the design's central weakness.

She had identified it in eight minutes on her first day.

Two things simultaneously: the professional satisfaction of having hired correctly. And something else, which I gave no name to and filed in the category of things that were not relevant to the current context.

"Wednesday," I said. "Full proposal."

In the elevator going down, I held the close-door button for three seconds longer than necessary and told myself the policy was correct. Necessary. Essential.

The problem with the policy was that it only worked when I was thinking about it.

––––––––
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★  ★  ★
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“The policy existed because I had once confused intelligence for trustworthiness and attention for loyalty. The trouble was that Aria Calloway was showing me — eight minutes into her first day — that intelligence and trustworthiness and attention could occupy the same person simultaneously. And I had no protocol for that.”
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CHAPTER 3
THE WORK AND THE WEIGHT
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Cross Enterprises, 38th Floor — January through March, 2024

ARIA

★

Let me tell you what it is like to work beside Damien Cross.

It is the most professionally exhilarating and personally destabilizing experience of my life, and for six weeks I told myself those were two separate things. I was wrong. But that revelation came later.

The work was extraordinary. The atrium proposal was approved in its full form after six weeks of the most rigorous professional challenge I had experienced since my final thesis review at Columbia. Damien challenged every assumption I made. He asked questions that forced me to rebuild arguments I had thought were complete. He sent documents at eleven p.m. with a single line — "Page seven. Explain your load calculation." — and expected a response by seven the next morning. I gave it every time. Because the load calculation on page seven was the thing I was least certain of and he had found it in the dark from forty-seven floors up and that was both infuriating and magnificent.

He was never wrong when he challenged me. His challenges were not dismissals. They were real questions from someone who intended to build what I was designing, and things that are built have to hold. When I was right, he said so. Two words: "Correct." Or three: "This is right." No elaboration. No performance of approval. Just the plain acknowledgment, and then forward.

I found this, against all my expectations, more affirming than any compliment I had ever received.
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