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“Two souls. One truth. A love that survived the storm.”
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  Foreword



They said love can heal everything.

They never said what happens when love is the illness itself.

It began with rain.

Not the soft kind that kisses your skin, but the violent kind that erases streets, names, and people who thought they’d never be forgotten.

That night, I walked into Voss Tower with a portfolio and a heartbeat full of desperation.

I thought I was meeting a man.

I didn’t know I was walking straight into two.

Damian Voss — the billionaire with a scar like a warning sign and eyes that saw too much.

Eli — the artist hidden behind those eyes, born from poison, pain, and a love too pure for this world.

Two names.

One body.

One impossible love.

I thought I could tell them apart.

Damian’s voice was control and command.

Eli’s was warmth and chaos.

But soon, the lines blurred. The same lips whispered promises from two different souls, and I forgot which heartbeat belonged to which man.

They say truth is light.

But when the light finally came, it didn’t save us — it burned everything.

The gallery. The vows. The storm.

Even me.

What do you do when the man you love looks at you with eyes that don’t remember?

When his hand trembles because he’s fighting the version of himself that loves you more?

When your name becomes a battlefield inside his mind?

There were moments — flashes — when I believed we could make it work.

Midnight pancakes. The scar he let me touch.

A letter never sent.

A ring that fit two fingers, two hearts, one fate.

But fate doesn’t like competition.

It chose one soul.

And it wasn’t mine.

Now I stand before the world, a storm still raging inside me.

They call it madness.

They call it tragedy.

But I call it the only kind of love worth dying for.

Because love like ours doesn’t fade.

It fractures.

It multiplies.

It becomes everything — and everyone — it touches.

And if I could go back to that night — the rain, the glass tower, the scar —

I would still walk through those doors.

Still sign the contract.

Still fall in love with both of them.

Even knowing how it ends.

Even knowing it destroys us all.

Because some loves are not meant to be healed.

They’re meant to be remembered.

Forever.
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The rain was a punishment.

It hammered the cracked sidewalk outside Voss Tower like it had a personal grudge against New York City. I stood under the awning of the coffee shop across the street, clutching my leather portfolio to my chest as if the cardboard tube inside could shield me from what I was about to do.

Sell my soul. Or at least rent it for thirty days.

I checked my phone again. 7:42 p.m. Eighteen minutes late, and Damian Voss didn’t strike me as the kind of man who tolerated tardiness.

I darted across the street, heels splashing through puddles that reflected the neon of a city that never slept. The security guards at the revolving doors didn’t even ask for ID. One look at my soaked coat, the desperation in my eyes, and they waved me through like I was expected.

Because I was.

The lobby was a cathedral of marble and ego. Thirty-five floors above me, the man who could save or destroy everything I’d built waited. I stepped into the private elevator, punched the button for the penthouse, and watched the numbers climb like a countdown to my execution.

The doors slid open into silence.

No receptionist. No assistants. Just a long hallway of glass and steel, lit by recessed lighting that made the city outside look like a toy set. At the far end, a single door stood ajar.

I walked.

My footsteps echoed too loud. My heartbeat louder.

I pushed the door open.

And there he was.

Damian Voss.

He stood at the floor-to-ceiling window, back to me, hands in the pockets of a black suit that probably cost more than my annual rent. The city sprawled beneath him like a kingdom he’d already conquered. Rain streaked the glass, blurring the lights into rivers of gold and crimson.

“You’re late,” he said without turning.

His voice was low, controlled. The kind of voice that didn’t need to be raised to be obeyed.

“I’m not,” I said. “Your watch is fast.”

He turned.

Jesus.

Photos didn’t do him justice. And there were plenty of photos—Forbes covers, Page Six candids, the occasional viral clip of him stepping out of a matte-black Maybach looking like sin in a three-piece suit.

In person, he was taller. Broader. The scar that cut through his left eyebrow was sharper, more jagged than the tabloids let on. His eyes were the pale blue of glacier ice—beautiful and deadly. And right now, they were fixed on me like I was a puzzle he hadn’t decided whether to solve or destroy.

“You’re Lila Harper,” he said. Not a question.

“You know who I am.”

“I know everything I need to know.” He moved toward me, slow and deliberate. “Twenty-four. Graduated Pratt two years ago. Debt: $87,400. Gallery on the edge of bankruptcy. One eviction notice away from living in that rust-bucket Honda Civic parked three blocks away.”

I swallowed. “You forgot the part where I’m about to lose everything I’ve worked for.”

He stopped a foot away. Close enough that I could smell his cologne—something dark and expensive, like smoke and cedar. Close enough that I had to tilt my head back to hold his gaze.

“I don’t forget anything, Miss Harper.”

“Then you know why I’m here.”

He smiled. It wasn’t kind.

“I know you need money. A lot of it. Fast.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folder. Thick cream paper. Gold embossing. “And I know I need something from you.”

He tossed it onto the glass desk between us. It landed with a soft thud.

I didn’t move.

“Open it.”

I did.

Inside was a contract. Thirty pages. Single-spaced. Words like “non-disclosure,” “public appearances,” “exclusive relationship portrayal.” And at the bottom, a number that made my knees weak.

$500,000.

For thirty days.

I looked up. “You want me to pretend to be your fiancée.”

“Correct.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m tired of gold-diggers and board members trying to marry me off to their daughters. A fake engagement keeps them at bay. You’re… convenient.”

“Convenient,” I repeated. The word tasted like ash.

“You’re beautiful enough to sell it. Desperate enough to keep your mouth shut. And you hate me already, which means you won’t get ideas about making it real.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. “You think I hate you?”

“Don’t you?”

I should. God, I should. But standing this close to him, I felt something else entirely. Something that made my pulse race and my palms sweat.

“I don’t even know you,” I said.

“You will.”

He stepped closer. Too close. The air between us crackled.

“One month,” he said. “You smile for the cameras. You hold my hand at galas. You let the world think you’re madly in love with me. And when it’s over, you walk away with half a million dollars and your gallery intact.”

“And if I say no?”

He leaned in, his breath warm against my ear.

“Then Harper Gallery closes next week. And you’ll be painting murals on subway walls for subway fare.”

I hated him.

I hated how easily he’d dismantled my life in thirty seconds. Hated how my body reacted to his nearness. Hated that he was right.

I picked up the pen.

My hand shook.

He watched me, unblinking.

I signed.

The ink looked like blood on the page.

He took the contract, slid it back into the folder, and tucked it away.

“Good girl,” he murmured.

Something twisted low in my stomach.

Then it happened.

His eyes flickered.

Just for a second. The ice melted. The scar softened. His shoulders dropped a fraction, like a weight had been lifted.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

The voice was different. Softer. Uncertain. Almost… kind.

I blinked. “What?”

He rubbed his temple, frowning. “I—sorry. I don’t know why I said that.”

The mask slid back into place. The ruthless billionaire was back. But I’d seen it. A crack in the armor. A glimpse of someone else.

Someone who cared if I was okay.

He turned away, pouring himself a drink from the crystal decanter on the sidebar. Amber liquid. Two fingers. No ice.

“Tomorrow night,” he said, back still to me. “Black-tie gala at the Met. You’ll be on my arm. My people will send a dress. Size four, yes?”

I nodded, though he couldn’t see.

He downed the drink in one swallow.

“You can go now.”

Just like that. Dismissed.

I walked to the door on legs that felt like water.

“Lila.”

I stopped. Didn’t turn.

“Don’t fall in love with me,” he said quietly. “You won’t survive it.”

I left without answering.

The elevator ride down was a blur. The lobby. The rain. The city.

I didn’t notice the man watching me from the shadows of the coffee shop across the street.

Didn’t see the way his hand trembled as he clutched a sketchbook to his chest.

Didn’t hear him whisper my name like a prayer.

Eli.

He’d been there the whole time.

And he was already in love with me.

But Damian didn’t know it yet.

Neither did I.
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The rain hadn’t stopped.

It slashed sideways across Fifth Avenue, turning the city into a watercolor painting someone had left out in the storm. I stood under the awning of Voss Tower’s private entrance, clutching the oversize umbrella a silent driver had handed me like it was a peace offering.

Twenty minutes ago I’d signed my life away for half a million dollars. Now I was waiting for a car that would take me to a penthouse I didn’t want to see.

A black Maybach glided to the curb. The driver—tall, expressionless, earpiece glinting—opened the rear door without a word.

I hesitated.

“Miss Harper,” he said. “Mr. Voss doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Of course he didn’t.

I slid inside. The door shut with a soft, expensive thud. The scent hit me immediately—leather, cedar, and something darker. Something that was unmistakably him.

The partition was up. I was alone.

The car pulled away from the curb, tires hissing over wet asphalt. I watched the city blur past—neon signs bleeding into puddles, umbrellas blooming like black flowers. My reflection stared back from the tinted window: pale, wide-eyed, lipstick smudged from nervous biting.

What the hell was I doing?

My phone buzzed.

Unknown number: Dress arrives tomorrow. 6 PM. Do not be late again. —D.V.

No please. No thank you. Just orders.

I typed back before I could stop myself.

Me: And if I am?

The reply came in under three seconds.

D.V.: Don’t test me, Lila.

I shoved the phone into my coat pocket, heart racing for reasons I didn’t want to examine.

The car turned onto a side street I didn’t recognize, then slowed. The driver’s voice crackled through the intercom.

“Miss Harper, Mr. Voss requests you exit here.”

I frowned. “Here?”

We were in front of a tiny Korean grocery, its handwritten OPEN 24H sign flickering. Rain hammered the awning. There was no penthouse. No doorman. Just a puddle-strewn alley and a cat eyeing me from beneath a cardboard box.

The door unlocked with a click.

I stepped out.

The Payback pulled away before I could protest, taillights disappearing around the corner.

“What the—”

The rain soaked through my coat in seconds. I spun, looking for a cab, a subway, anything.

That’s when I saw him.

He was crouched under the grocery’s awning, hood pulled low, sketchbook pressed against his chest to shield it from the rain. The streetlight caught the edge of his jaw—the same sharp line I’d memorized an hour ago.

But it wasn’t Damian.

The posture was wrong. Shoulders hunched, not commanding. Fingers gentle as they turned a page instead of crushing a contract.

He looked up.

Same face. Same scar through the left eyebrow. Same glacier-blue eyes.

But they weren’t cold.

They were… lost.

“Hey,” he said softly. “You’re getting soaked.”

His voice. God. It was the same timbre, but the edges were rounded. Warm. Like someone had taken Damian’s voice and dipped it in honey.

I took a step back. “Who are you?”

He blinked, rain dripping from his lashes. “I—Eli.” He glanced around, confused. “I don’t… I was just drawing the cat and then—” He looked down at the sketchbook like he’d never seen it before. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m here.”

My pulse thundered in my ears.

Eli.

The name from the contract’s emergency contact list. The one Damian had crossed out with a single, violent stroke of his pen.

“You’re… him,” I whispered.

He flinched. “No. I’m not—” He pressed a hand to his temple, wincing. “I’m not him. Not tonight.”

The cat meowed, weaving between his legs. He bent automatically, scooping it up with one hand while clutching the sketchbook with the other. The motion was so gentle it hurt to watch.

“You’re cold,” he said. Not an order. An observation. “Come here.”

Before I could protest, he shrugged out of his hoodie—black, oversized, smelling faintly of charcoal and coffee—and draped it over my shoulders. It swallowed me whole.

His fingers brushed my collarbone as he adjusted the hood. Electricity shot through me.

I should have pulled away.

I didn’t.

“Thank you,” I said. My voice sounded small.

He smiled. Not Damian’s sharp, predatory smile. This one was crooked. Boyish. Devastating.

“The cat’s name is Goldfish,” he said


































































































































