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​Part 1 - The Spark At The Gala
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Crystal chandeliers spilled golden light over the ballroom, a stage of opulence where sequined gowns swept the polished marble and tuxedos gleamed elegantly. Waiters weaved through the crowd with trays of champagne, their silver flutes catching the camera flashes that popped the firecrackers across the room.

At the center of it all, Adrian Cross stood with his wife clinging elegantly to his arm. To the outside world, he was an untouchable billionaire whose smile was currency and whose presence demanded reverence. His wife beamed at the cameras, her beauty curated with a perfect composure. Even then, as he posed, Adrian's attention drifted.

His gaze slid across the room pulling like a magnet and there she was.

Juliette.

The wife of his oldest best friend. Radiant in her gown that whispered against her curves with every step. Her laughter carried lightly above the hum of conversation, striking him harder than the champagne bubbles fizzing against his tongue.

Adrian's chest tightened, his composure faltering for the first time all evening. He masked it with a practiced tilt of his head, but his eyes refused to leave her. He watched as Juliette accepted a glass from a passing waiter, her fingers brushing against the stem with elegance with a secretive smile that seemed to know much.

Then their eyes met across the ballroom.

In that moment, the chaos of the cameras, the murmured gossip and the clinking of glassware fell away. Time held its breath. Her gaze lingered with a steady, unflinching pose. It was not the look of a woman caught off guard. She knew they were staring at each other for too long.

Adrian felt the shift in the air like a silent acknowledgement of something he didn't know existed. His wife's laugh at his side tugged him back to reality, but even as he nodded to a senator's greeting, his mind stayed locked on Juliette.

Later as the crowd thickened and conversations weaved around them, fate conspired, She passed by him, close enough that her perfume trailed behind her with the sensual blend of jasmine and smoke. A brush of her hand, just the barest contact as she reached for another glass from the waiter's tray, grazing Adrian's fingers.

The spark was instant and a jolt ran through him, sharp and alive.

"Excuse me," she murmured, with a soft voice, her eyes flicking to his with a daring glimmer before she moved on.

Then Adrian exhaled slowly, though his pulse thrummed in his throat.

He should have forgotten it and pushed the thought down or in some way made it disappear. But the taste of danger lingered, rich and undeniable, and as he raised his glass to his lips, he knew things were about to change.

And not even the presence of his wife on his arms would keep him from forgetting Juliette's eyes on his.

The conversations wound on like a dull symphony with donors droning about investments, senators with their rehearsed promises and socialites fluttering behind jeweled fans. Adrian smiled through it all polished as a marble, though his mind was miles away. His gaze continued wandering past the glitter, locking once again on Juliette.

She stood with Mark, his best friend and his brother in arms since college. Her lips brushed against Mark's ear, murmuring something that made him chuckle absently before she touched his arm and stepped away.

Adrian's breath caught when, at the edge of the crowd, Juliette turned. Just for him.

A brief pause with a smile too fleeting and sharp with intent to be innocent.

Was it a signal? 

The thought coiled in him, hot and restless. Before he could second-guess, he leaned toward his wife, Malia. Her diamonds glittered as she spoke animatedly with a board director.

"I'll be right back," he murmured, brushing a kiss against her temple, smooth as any husband might. She barely looked up, too absorbed and then she nodded.

That was all the permission he needed.

Adrian slipped through the press of bodies, his tuxedo cutting clean lines in the sea of sequins and suits. His pulse quickened with every step as his eyes followed Juliette's path. She moved toward the corridor leading to the restrooms, her gown shimmering like liquid silver beneath the chandeliers.

The music dulled as he entered the side hall, the hum of conversation fading to silence. Here, the world was narrower with darkened sconces along paneled walls, velvet drapes muffling the sounds of the gala. His footsteps echoed softly on the marble, steady and purposeful. 

Ahead, Juliette slowed. She knew he was there. He felt it in her shoulders, the languid grace of her movement.

When she reached the alcove just before the restrooms, she stopped, resting one hand on the carved wood paneling as though she'd simply paused to adjust herself. Then slowly, she glanced back over her shoulder.

And their eyes locked once again.

"Adrian." Her voice was low and smooth in a silky way, sliding across the tight air. It was not a surprise or even an acknowledgement, but more like an invitation.

He stepped closer, every inch of a man torn between reason and temptation. "Juliette," he said, his voice pitched carefully low, though the tension cracked through it. "Are you-"

Then her smile curved softly. "Following me?"

The corridor seemed to shrink as the scent of her perfume wrapped around him. He was suddenly aware of how fragile the moment was, how a passerby or a misplaced glance, could shatter everything.

And yet he didn't stop moving toward her.

Her hands slipped from the panel, fingers grazing along the edge as though to steady herself, though her eyes betrayed her with no hesitation. 

"Maybe I wanted you to," she whispered.

The words struck him like a match to dry tinder. His chest tightened accompanied with a shallow breath, desire clashing with danger in a storm that thrummed through his veins.

And Adrian, the man who controlled every boardroom, every headline and every move felt utterly powerless. And he knew, Juliette lingered in that shadowed alcove waiting, that if he stepped closer, nothing would be the same again.

Thereafter, the elevator ride was suffocating in its silence, though no one else stood with them. Adrian kept his hands clasped behind his back and his reflection in the gilt mirrors a study in composure. But beneath his starched collar, his pulse hammered.

Juliette leaned lightly against the paneling, her eyes sliding toward him with the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. The weight of her presence filled the space more than words could.

When the doors opened with a soft chime, Adrian gestured her forward. She walked with unhurried grace, her gown whispering against the carpet, and he followed, every step heavy with anticipation.

The suite door clicked open as the muted grandeur of the room waited for them, crystal lamps glowing, the scent of roses arranged for Malia, the billionaire's wife, who was still downstairs. Adrian closed the door behind them with a push, the sound sharp in the hush.

He turned, meeting Juliette's gaze and his throat tightened. This is insanity

"Juliette," he began, his voice rougher than he intended. "We need to talk."

She tilted her head, a spark of amusement lighting her eyes as she slowly removed her wrap, draping it across the nearest chair. "We are here, so talk," she murmured, stepping closer. "Your suite. Your rules."

Her perfume swirled between them feeling intoxicating. Adrian swallowed, nerves coiling tight, though his face betrayed only a shadow of it. "I don't want to dance around this anymore," he said, his voice steadier and more commanding. "Not with you. Not after tonight."

Juliette arched a brow, her lips curving with a dangerous sweetness. "Then stop beating around the bush, Adrian. Say it."

The challenge in her tone struck deep, stripping away the last of his restraint. His mouth curved in a half-smile, sharper than the ones he wore for cameras. He stepped into her space, close enough to feel the warmth of her body radiating against his chest.

"You think I brought you up here for a polite conversation?" His voice dropped, with a dark sense threaded with hunger. "I want to taste you, Juliette. Every secret smile you've been throwing across that ballroom, I want it on my tongue."

Her breath hitched, faint but telling. Color rushed to her cheeks, blooming across her flawless skin. She tilted her chin up, eyes locked on his with a mixture of defiance and surrender.

"What are you waiting for then?" she whispered, her voice unsteady only in the way it quivered with need.

Adrian's hand lifted, brushing a stray strand of hair from her cheek, fingers lingering, tracing the edge of her jaw. The tension between them stretched, humming with inevitability.

He caught her by the waist with a firm grip, pulling her flush against him. Her gasp broke the silence, sweet and breathless, before his mouth claimed hers in a kiss that was not gentle and not questioning, but hungry and commanding. She melted into it with a fervor that stunned him, her fingers curling into his lapel, tugging him closer still.

The suite seemed to shrink around them, the soft glow of lamps blurring as if the room itself had been swallowed by their need. Adrian's hand slid along her back, tracing her gown until he found the zipper. She shivered beneath his touch, her lips parting against his, and he took the invitation greedily, tasting her and devouring her.

"Adrian..." she breathed when they parted, her forehead pressed to his, her voice hushed but laced with need. "I've wanted this... wanted you... longer than I'll ever admit."

She looked into his eyes, and for a moment he saw the mirror of his own conflict, guilt tangled with fire. Then she smiled, softly and daring.

Her gown fell to her hips in a pool of silver satin. He drank in the sight of her, the elegance now raw and exposed. Desire twisted hot in his gut as he laid her back against the couch, his body following hers down, caging her in and claiming her. Her laughter was raw and breathless which melted into a moan as his lips trailed from her mouth to her throat, marking a path of possession he couldn't deny.

Outside, the gala thrummed on. Unaware.

Malia, still sipping champagne in the ballroom, glanced toward the hall with a faint crease in her brow. "Where did Adrian wander off to
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