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A Beautiful Obsession is a gripping contemporary dark
romance that pulls you into a world where power, desire, and
emotional devastation collide. Set in the heart of a ruthless
modern
city, this is not a love story for the faint-hearted.




Damien Cole has built his empire on control — over boardrooms, over
people, over himself. Aria Caine has built her life on truth —
chasing it, exposing it, letting it set her free. When their worlds
violently collide, what ignites between them is neither simple nor
safe. It is consuming. It is painful. It is the kind of obsession
that rewrites a person from the inside out.




They want each other with a ferocity that frightens them both. But
every time they reach for what they feel, someone bleeds. And yet —
they cannot stop. Because walking away hurts more than staying ever
could.




A Beautiful Obsession is a story about two broken,
brilliant
people who become each other's greatest weakness and their only
salvation. It will make you ache, make you rage, and make you
believe
— against every warning — that some loves are simply worth the
destruction they leave behind.




For readers who believe the most dangerous thing you can do is
love someone who matches your every scar.
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The first time I saw him, I should have walked away.




I didn't.




That is the thing about dangerous things — they never announce
themselves with sirens and warning signs. They come quietly.
Beautifully. Dressed in confidence and wearing eyes that see
through
every wall you've spent years building.




Damien Cole walked into my life like he had always owned the space
I
was standing in. And the worst part? Some reckless, foolish part of
me wanted to let him.




I told myself it was just attraction. Chemistry. The kind that
flares
hot and burns out fast. I told myself I was smarter than the pull.
That I had survived harder things than a man with a dark smile and
secrets stitched into his silences.




I was wrong.




What happened between us was never going to be simple. It was never
going to be clean. We were two people carrying wounds we didn't
know
how to name — and somehow, in finding each other, we managed to
press directly on every single one of them.




He called it fate. I called it catastrophic timing.




We were both right.




This is not a perfect love story. There is no version of this where
no one gets hurt. But it is ours — messy, consuming, and more real
than anything I have ever known.




And if I had to do it all over again — knowing every moment of pain
that waited for us — I would still choose him.




God help me, I would still choose him.


  
—
Aria Caine
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Damien K. Mikel is not just a storyteller he is an architect
of worlds you never want to leave.




With a rare gift for crafting characters that feel startlingly real
and plots that grip you by the throat and refuse to let go, Damien
K.
Mikel has established himself as a bold and versatile voice in
fiction. His stories span the full spectrum of human experience 
from
the darkest corners of the heart to the most luminous moments of
triumph and he navigates every genre with the precision of a
craftsman and the soul of a poet.




Whether he is unraveling the complexities of a forbidden romance,
building a psychological thriller that keeps you awake long past
midnight, constructing epic fantasy worlds with their own living
mythology, or diving into the raw pulse of contemporary fiction,
Damien writes with one unwavering intention to make you 
feel.
Deeply. Uncomfortably. Unforgettably.




His characters are never simply heroes or villains. They are human
flawed, layered, wounded, and achingly real. His prose moves like
music: rhythmic in the quiet moments, explosive when it needs to
be,
always deliberate, always intentional. Readers don't just read his
books. They inhabit them.




Damien K. Mikel believes that the greatest fiction does more than
entertain, it holds a mirror to the reader's own soul and dares
them
to look. Every book he writes is a promise: that you will be moved,
that you will be challenged, and that you will close the final page
a
little different from the person who opened it.




He writes for the ones who read to escape, to heal, to feel alive,
and to be reminded that even in the most broken of stories, there
is
always, always something worth holding on to.




Because every great story begins with a single, courageous
truth.
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"The most dangerous creatures are not the ones who show you
their teeth. They are the ones who smile — and make you forget you
should be afraid." 
— Unknown



ARIA




The elevator doors opened on the thirty-second floor, and the first
thing Aria Caine noticed was the silence.




Not the comfortable kind. Not the peaceful, Sunday-morning kind
that
settles over a room like warm light. This was a different breed of
silence entirely. It was deliberate. Curated. The kind of silence
that powerful people constructed around themselves like a second
skin, designed to make everyone who entered feel immediately,
acutely
smaller.




Aria had spent six years as an investigative journalist. She had
walked into courtrooms, crime scenes, and the offices of men who
had
bought and buried more secrets than most people had thoughts. She
did
not do small.




She straightened the strap of her bag on her shoulder, lifted her
chin exactly one degree, and stepped forward.




Cole Acquisition Group occupied the entire thirty-second floor of
the
Halcyon Tower, one of Crestholm's most unapologetically expensive
buildings. Everything about the space was intentional. The floors
were pale grey marble veined with black, polished to a mirror
finish.
The furniture was dark, angular, expensive in the way that did not
need to announce itself. Floor-to-ceiling windows consumed the far
wall, offering an unobstructed view of the city below, the kind of
view that was designed to remind you, at all times, exactly where
the
power in the room was sitting.




The receptionist looked up as Aria approached the desk. She was
young, immaculate, with the practiced smile of someone who had been
trained to reveal absolutely nothing.




"Aria Caine," Aria said, before the woman could speak. "I
have a ten o'clock appointment with Mr. Cole."




The receptionist's smile did not waver. "Of course, Ms. Caine.
Mr. Cole is expecting you. I'll let him know you've arrived."




Aria nodded and turned slightly, using the moment to study the room
the way she always did when she walked into a new space. Old habit.
Occupational necessity. She catalogued details the way other people
breathed, automatically and without effort. The placement of the
security camera above the elevator bank. The absence of personal
photographs anywhere on the visible surfaces. The single black
orchid
in a tall glass vase near the window, perfectly alive, perfectly
alone.




Everything in this space had been arranged to project a message.
Control. Precision. Dominance.




She already disliked him, and she had not yet seen his face.




Her editor, Marcus Webb, had handed her this assignment four days
ago
with the particular gleam in his eye that meant he believed it was
either going to make her career or end it, and he was privately
placing his bets on the former.




"Cole Acquisition Group," he had said, sliding a folder
across his desk toward her. "Three anonymous sources, all former
employees, all claiming the firm has been systematically
misrepresenting asset valuations to investors. We're talking about
hundreds of millions of dollars, Aria. If it's real, it's the
biggest
financial misconduct story this city has seen in a decade."




She had opened the folder. The first page had a photograph clipped
to
the top right corner. Damien Cole, photographed at some charity
gala,
standing with the easy authority of someone who had never once in
his
life questioned whether he belonged in a room. Dark hair. Sharp
jaw.
Eyes that were pale enough in the photograph to look almost
colourless, fixed on something just off camera with an expression
that read as boredom but felt, even in a still image, like
something
more complicated.




She had looked at the photograph for exactly three seconds before
closing the folder.




"I'll take it," she had said.




Now, standing in his lobby, she was aware that she was walking into
territory where the usual rules of access and transparency did not
apply. Men like Damien Cole did not grant interviews because they
wanted to. They granted them because their PR teams had calculated
that a controlled conversation was less dangerous than a story
written entirely without their input. He would be strategic.
Guarded.
He would tell her precisely what he wanted her to hear and nothing
else.




She intended to make that very difficult for him.




"Ms. Caine?" The receptionist was standing now, gesturing
toward a corridor to the left. "Mr. Cole will see you now."




Aria picked up her bag, exhaled once through her nose, and
followed.






The office at the end of the corridor was exactly what she had
expected, which meant it was still somehow more than she had
prepared
for.




It was large in the way that spaces built for intimidation always
were, with the desk positioned so that whoever sat behind it had
their back to the city and the light, ensuring that any visitor
would
always be slightly blinded, always slightly at a disadvantage. It
was
a trick as old as power itself and no less effective for being
obvious.




What she had not expected was that Damien Cole was standing.




He was not behind the desk. He was at the window, his back to the
room, one hand in his trouser pocket and the other holding a phone
pressed to his ear. He did not turn when she entered. He spoke
three
more sentences into the phone in a voice that was low enough that
she
caught only the cadence, not the words, then ended the call and
finally turned.




The photograph had not been entirely accurate.




It had captured the jaw, the dark hair, the quality of stillness
that
sat over him like something he wore. What it had failed to capture
was the scale of his presence in a room. He was tall, broad across
the shoulders, and he moved from the window to his desk with the
unhurried certainty of someone who had long ago stopped calculating
how much space he was permitted to occupy. He occupied all of it.
Naturally. Without apparent effort.




His eyes, she noted, were not colourless. They were a very pale
grey,
the colour of Crestholm's sky in January, and they found her face
with an immediacy that felt less like a glance and more like an
assessment.




He assessed her for exactly the amount of time it took him to reach
his desk and sit down. Then he gestured toward the chair on the
opposite side.




"Ms. Caine." His voice in person was different from what
she had imagined. Quieter. More deliberate, like every word was
chosen and placed with care. "Sit down."




It was not a request. It was also not quite a command. It lived in
the space between the two, which she suspected was exactly where he
preferred to operate.




She sat, crossed one leg over the other, set her bag at her feet,
and
opened her notepad.




"Thank you for agreeing to meet with me, Mr. Cole," she
said. Her voice was level. Professional. She had spent years
perfecting the tone that was polite enough to open doors and firm
enough to communicate that she was not there to be managed. "I'll
try not to take too much of your time."




Something shifted almost imperceptibly at the corner of his mouth.
Not a smile. Something more like the acknowledgement of one.




"My assistant tells me you've requested this meeting three times
in the past two weeks," he said. "That suggests either
considerable persistence or considerable urgency. I haven't yet
determined which."




"Both," she said, without hesitation.




He looked at her steadily. She looked back.




"Then let's not waste either of our time," he said. "What
exactly is it you want to know?"



DAMIEN




He had read her file before she arrived.




Of course he had. Damien Cole did not walk into a meeting
unprepared.
Not with a board member, not with a competitor, and certainly not
with a journalist who had spent the better part of the last two
weeks
attempting to get into his building. The persistence alone had been
enough to warrant attention. Most reporters who came circling
around
Cole Acquisition Group lasted approximately one conversation with
his
legal team before redirecting their energy elsewhere.




Aria Caine had not redirected.




He had found her published work in under ten minutes. Her byline at
the 
Crestholm Sentinel appeared on a catalogue of stories
that were, he had to admit, impressively constructed. A piece three
years ago that had directly contributed to the indictment of a city
council member for embezzlement. A two-part investigation into
predatory lending practices by a mid-tier bank that had resulted in
regulatory action. A profile of a tech entrepreneur that had been
widely praised for what one editorial review described as "a
scalpel-like refusal to be charmed."




Scalpel-like. He had noted that particular phrase.




She was not famous. She was not the kind of journalist whose face
appeared on news panels or whose name trended on social media. She
was the other kind, which in Damien's experience was considerably
more dangerous. She was the kind who worked quietly and thoroughly
and did not stop until she had found what she was looking for.




He had prepared accordingly. He had spoken to his legal team. He
had
reviewed, again, every document and communication that could
conceivably be relevant. He had constructed a version of this
conversation in his head before she walked through the door.




What he had not prepared for was the way she walked through the
door.




He had been on a call when she was escorted in, deliberately,
because
beginning a meeting already seated and mid-conversation was a
positioning choice he made without thinking. It gave him a moment
to
observe before engaging. He was good at observation. Better,
perhaps,
than he was at most things.




She entered the room without looking around. That was the first
thing
he noticed. Most people, when they walked into this office for the
first time, looked. The view drew them, or the scale of the space,
or
the deliberate absence of softness. They looked, and in looking,
they
revealed something.




Aria Caine looked at him.




Directly. Immediately. With the focused, unimpressed attention of
someone who had walked into rooms designed to diminish her before
and
found them, on balance, manageable.




She was not what he had expected. The professional headshot
attached
to her contributor profile had been taken from a slight distance
and
told him very little. In person she was striking in a way that had
nothing to do with conventional arrangement of features and
everything to do with the quality of attention she projected. She
was
medium height, slender but not fragile, with dark hair pulled back
from a face that was almost aggressively composed. Her eyes, when
they met his across the room, were a deep, warm brown that read as
intelligent and guarded in equal measure.




She sat down with a composure that he recognised because he used a
version of it himself, and she opened her notepad, and she said she
would not take too much of his time in a tone that told him, very
clearly, that she intended to take exactly as much as she
required.




Against his better judgement, something in him sharpened with
interest.




He dismissed it. Immediately and without sentiment. He was not a
man
who allowed attraction to enter a professional calculation. He was
especially not a man who allowed it to enter a conversation with a
journalist who had come to his office looking for a story that did
not exist.




"Both," she said, when he asked about her persistence.




He looked at her. She looked back. She did not fill the silence,
which told him more about her than the answer itself.




He asked her what she wanted to know.




She opened her notepad, clicked her pen, and began.



ARIA




She asked him the soft questions first.




This was method, not timidity. You gave people the easy questions
at
the beginning because it relaxed them, built a false sense of
rhythm,
made them feel like they had the measure of the conversation. By
the
time the harder questions arrived, they were already committed to a
tone they could not easily abandon without revealing that the shift
had landed.




She asked about the firm's founding, its growth trajectory, its
current portfolio of acquisitions. He answered with the clipped
efficiency of a man who had given the same overview many times and
found it faintly tedious, but he answered fully enough that she
could
not accuse him of being evasive.




He was careful. She could see the carefulness operating behind his
responses like a mechanism, each answer constructed to be
technically
complete and emotionally vacant. He was giving her architecture
without furniture. The shape of a story with nothing living inside
it.




She wrote in her notepad with genuine focus, partly because the
habit
of writing helped her listen more accurately, and partly because
looking down at the page gave her a moment, every few minutes, to
process without his eyes on her.




His eyes were a problem.




She was not accustomed to acknowledging that kind of thing during
an
interview. She was, in fact, specifically trained by years of
professional practice not to acknowledge it. But Damien Cole had a
way of watching her speak that was too attentive to be called
passive
and too controlled to be called predatory. It was something in
between, something that sat at the exact frequency most likely to
interfere with her concentration, and she found it profoundly
irritating that she had noticed it at all.




She turned a page in her notepad.




"I want to ask you about your acquisition of the Mercer Group,"
she said. "Specifically the valuation process that preceded the
deal."




Something happened in his face. Not much. Not enough that a less
careful observer would have registered it. But Aria was a careful
observer, and she saw the almost imperceptible shift in his
stillness, the way a person's body absorbs a word that has landed
somewhere significant.




"The Mercer acquisition was completed fourteen months ago,"
he said. "It's been extensively reviewed and documented."




"I'm sure it has," she said pleasantly. "I'm asking
about the valuation."




"What specifically about it?"




"The methodology your firm used to assess asset worth before the
acquisition was finalised." She kept her voice easy, neutral,
like this was the most unremarkable question she had asked all
morning. "There have been some questions raised about whether
the figures presented to investors accurately reflected the
assessed
value at the time."




He was quiet for a beat. One beat, precisely.




"By whom?" he asked.




"I'm not able to share that at this stage."




"Then I'm not sure I can address a question based on an unnamed
and unverified source."




"That's a very understandable position," she said. "I
want to give you the opportunity to respond before the story goes
further, Mr. Cole. I think that's the fair approach."




He leaned back in his chair, and something in the deliberateness of
the movement made her stomach do something she immediately and
firmly
overruled.




"You're very practiced at this," he said.




It was not a compliment, exactly. It was an observation delivered
with a kind of grudging precision, like he was noting something he
had not fully anticipated.




"I've been doing it for a while," she said.




"And do you always walk into interviews having already decided
on the conclusion?"




She looked up from her notepad. "Do you always deflect a direct
question with a personal observation?"




The silence that followed was the kind that had a texture to
it.




He held her gaze. She held his. Outside the floor-to-ceiling
windows,
thirty-two stories of Crestholm went about its business entirely
indifferent to the fact that something electric and unwanted was
gathering in the air of this office like a storm that had not yet
decided whether it was going to break.




"I haven't decided any conclusions," she said, when the
silence had run as long as she was willing to let it. "I follow
the evidence. That's all I've ever done."




"And what does the evidence tell you so far?"




"That you're a very controlled man who is currently working very
hard not to show that a specific question made you
uncomfortable."




Something crossed his face. Fast. Gone before she could name
it.




"You're direct," he said.




"You're evasive," she returned.




Another silence. This one was different. This one had something
almost like amusement buried beneath its surface, and that was
somehow more destabilising than the hostility she had expected.




                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






