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Chapter 1 – The Meeting That Wouldn’t End
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Talia didn’t notice Stefan right away. She was too busy fussing with her silk blouse, smoothing the cream fabric over her hips as she scanned the gallery’s newest exhibit. The low hum of conversations, the clink of champagne glasses, the occasional murmur of appreciation for a painting — it all blended into a soft background.
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Then, she felt it. That pull.
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A slow, steady awareness crawling up her spine, prickling her skin until she finally turned her head.
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He was leaning casually against the far wall, dark suit fitted like it had been tailored just for him — which, by the look of him, it probably had. His tie was loosened slightly, revealing a hint of a black shirt underneath, and his hands were tucked into his pockets like he had all the time in the world.
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But it wasn’t his clothes that caught her breath. It was his eyes.
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They locked onto hers the moment she turned. No polite flicker away, no casual glance — he held her there, gaze slow and deliberate, like he was already imagining what she’d look like saying his name in a whisper.
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Her fingers twitched against the stem of her glass. She tried to look away, to break the tension, but found herself drawn back almost immediately. He had a way of making her feel seen — not just as another woman in heels at a gallery, but as something rare.
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When he finally moved, it was like the room adjusted to make space for him. Each step was unhurried, confident, but with a weight that made her pulse race.
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By the time he stopped in front of her, she was painfully aware of the soft slide of silk against her skin, the way her blouse seemed warmer under the heat of his gaze.
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“You’re not looking at the art,” he said, voice deep and smooth, the kind that wrapped around you and stayed there.
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Her lips curved in a small smile. “Maybe I found something better to look at.”
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The corner of his mouth tilted upward — not quite a full smile, but enough to make her stomach twist.
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“And what’s that?” he asked, though she could tell he already knew.
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“You’ll have to guess,” she replied, feeling braver than she should.

––––––––
[image: ]


His gaze dipped, taking in the faint sway of her hips, the gentle curve of her blouse as she shifted. Not in a crude way — more like he was memorizing her shape, tracing it in his mind.
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He leaned in just slightly, enough for her to catch a faint scent of something warm and masculine. “I don’t guess,” he murmured. “I know.”
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Her breath caught.
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The noise of the gallery returned in faint waves around them, but neither moved. She had the strange, dizzying feeling that the night was already theirs — that this was only the first step in something she couldn’t stop, even if she wanted to.

––––––––
[image: ]


____
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Stefan’s gaze lingered for a heartbeat longer before he stepped closer, close enough that Talia felt the faintest brush of his suit jacket against her bare arm. It was barely contact, but the warmth of him sank into her skin, spreading like slow fire.
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He tilted his head toward the far side of the gallery, where the lighting was softer and the crowd thinner. “Walk with me,” he said, not as a request, but as if he already knew she would.
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Talia hesitated just long enough to feel the edge of thrill — that moment between choosing the safe path and the dangerous one — then she nodded. “Lead the way.”
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They moved together through the space, their shoulders almost touching. She caught glimpses of him in her peripheral vision: the clean lines of his jaw, the faint curve of his mouth, the way his eyes scanned the room without losing awareness of her for a second.
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When they reached a corner where a tall installation of glass sculptures shielded them from most of the view, he stopped. She rested her shoulder against the wall, pretending to study the art, though her attention was squarely on him.
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“You dress like you know exactly what it does to a man,” he said quietly.
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Her lips curved in a sly smile. “Maybe I do. Or maybe it’s just a coincidence.”
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His gaze swept slowly over her again — the soft cream silk of her blouse, the high-waisted skirt that hugged her hips, the delicate chain at her collarbone. “There’s nothing coincidental about the way you move.”
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Her pulse stuttered. The way he said it — low, deliberate — made her wonder what else he’d noticed.
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A couple passed by, murmuring softly, but neither Talia nor Stefan moved. She could feel the energy between them tightening, like a wire pulled taut.
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He lifted his glass slightly, as if to toast, but his eyes stayed on hers. “If you’re going to keep looking at me like that,” he said, “you should know I’m not the kind of man who pretends he doesn’t notice.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Her fingers tightened around her own glass. “And if I don’t want you to pretend?”
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“Then,” he murmured, stepping close enough that his breath warmed her ear, “we’re going to have a problem. Because I’m not sure I can stop at noticing.”
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Her chest rose sharply, and for a second, she forgot where they were. The low lighting, the soft clink of glasses in the background, the faint brush of his hand against hers as he shifted his weight — it all blurred into a single point of focus: him.
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Before she could reply, a gallery attendant passed by, offering another tray of champagne. Stefan took one and handed it to her without breaking eye contact. She accepted it, her fingers brushing his deliberately this time.
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He smiled, slow and knowing. “Careful,” he said softly. “You touch me like that again, and this night’s going to get very interesting.”
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Her lips parted, but no words came. She just sipped, her pulse thudding in her ears.
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____
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The hum of the gallery softened in that secluded corner, the glass sculptures casting fractured light across Stefan’s face. It made his eyes seem sharper, his expression unreadable, save for the faint glimmer that betrayed just how much attention he was giving her.
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Talia leaned back against the wall, the cool surface a contrast to the slow warmth building in her chest. “You’re very sure of yourself,” she said, swirling the champagne in her glass.
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“I’m sure of what I want,” he replied. “The difference is subtle... but important.”
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“And what is it you want?” Her voice came out softer than she intended.
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His lips curved just enough to make her heart hitch. “Tonight? To see how far I can push you before you stop me.”
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She took another sip, the bubbles sharp on her tongue, and let the silence stretch. “And if I don’t stop you?”
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He leaned his shoulder against the wall beside her, close enough that she caught the faint scent of cedar and something darker, like leather warmed in the sun. “Then I’d have to see what you do instead.”
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A passing group laughed loudly, but neither of them looked away. Stefan’s hand lifted, as though to brush a stray hair from her cheek, but stopped a breath away. That pause — deliberate, waiting — was more charged than any actual touch.
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“You hesitated,” she murmured.
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“Not hesitation,” he said quietly. “Control.”
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Something about the word sent a shiver up her spine.
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She glanced down, just long enough to notice the way his suit jacket shifted, the movement of muscle beneath. “So, you’re holding back?”
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“For now.” His tone made it sound less like restraint and more like a promise.
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Her pulse was a steady drumbeat in her ears. The silk of her blouse felt suddenly too light, too thin, as if his gaze alone could slip through it.
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“What about you, Talia?” he asked. “Are you holding back?”
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The question caught her off guard, not because she didn’t know the answer, but because of how much she wanted to give it. She tilted her head, let her lips curve just enough. “Maybe.”
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He chuckled low in his throat, then finally moved his hand — not to her cheek, but lower, just brushing the side of her arm with his knuckles. It was barely there, but it felt like a spark skipping along her skin.
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Her breath caught.
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“That’s your ‘maybe,’” he murmured. “I think I can work with that.”
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Before she could respond, an announcement over the speakers signaled the start of the evening’s final showing. Stefan straightened, offering his arm as though they were simply two polite acquaintances, not two people on the edge of something dangerous.
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But as she slipped her hand into the crook of his arm, his thumb brushed the inside of her wrist — slow, deliberate — and it felt like he’d just marked her.
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____
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