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        Seraphina

      

      

      

      My hands are numb as I stand at the altar, but I feel a warmth in my chest, an uncomfortable heat that I recognize as guilt. The diamond on my finger catches the light, sending prisms across my cream-colored gown, but the weight of it feels more like a shackle than a promise. Richard waits across from me, his smile patient and kind, everything I told myself I wanted—safe, dependable, boring. The veil hanging from my perfectly coiffed updo can't hide the truth I'm desperately trying to ignore: this is wrong.

      The minister drones on about sacred unions and eternal devotion while my heart pounds so loudly I'm certain the two hundred guests can hear it echo through the cathedral. My bouquet trembles in my grip, white roses and baby's breath that my mother insisted upon because they were "classic." Just like Richard. Just like this whole carefully orchestrated life I've constructed.

      Richard squeezes my fingers, his touch gentle but impersonal, the same way he's touched me for the eighteen months we've been together. His sandy brown hair is neatly combed, his tuxedo perfectly tailored to his unremarkable physique. He is thirty-four, established, respected in the art community as a collector and benefactor. The perfect match for an ambitious gallery director like me.

      We met at a charity auction I'd organized—me auctioning off donated works from emerging artists, him bidding generously on pieces that wouldn't appreciate much in value but would look appropriately sophisticated in his Tribeca apartment. He asked me to dinner afterward. I said yes because he was exactly the type of man I should want.

      "You're a vision," he'd told me on our first date, in the same measured tone he used to discuss interest rates and investment portfolios. He courted me methodically, with reservation-only restaurants and thoughtfully selected wines. When he proposed six months ago, kneeling before me in the private room of Le Bernardin, I said yes because it made sense. Because after Knox...

      No. I won't think about Knox today. I won't think about dark eyes that burned when they looked at me, about hands that gripped rather than held, about a mouth that devoured instead of kissed.

      The cathedral is a masterpiece of planning—white orchids cascade from every pew, string quartet playing Bach exactly as rehearsed, bridesmaids in perfectly matched sage green that complements the hydrangea centerpieces waiting at the reception. My mother beams from the front row, finally seeing her daughter make the "right choice." My father, still somehow intimidated by wealth despite his own success, looks proud that his little girl has secured her place in Manhattan society.

      A drop of sweat traces my spine beneath the silk and lace. This dress cost more than some people's cars, hand-stitched and custom-fitted through six exhausting appointments. It hugs my torso like a second skin before flaring at my hips in a dramatic sweep of fabric and crystals. Beautiful. Expected. Safe.

      Richard's eyes crinkle at the corners as he smiles encouragingly. He thinks I'm experiencing normal bridal nerves. He has no idea that the voice screaming in my head isn't nervous—it's desperate.

      "If anyone has reason why these two should not be joined in matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace."

      The traditional line hangs in the air, and for one wild moment, I imagine shouting out myself. Instead, silence stretches, broken only by someone's discreet cough from the back rows.

      I stare at the clergy's aging face, at the Bible in his hands, at anything except the future waiting to swallow me whole. I've built my career on calculated risks, on knowing exactly when to take a chance on an unknown artist, on balancing passion with practicality. But somewhere along the way, I started choosing only practicality, letting passion die a quiet death.

      "Do you, Seraphina Vale, take this man..."

      The words fill the vast space, and my lips part, the "I do" balanced precariously on my tongue.

      That's when I hear it—the whump-whump-whump slicing through the refined string quartet's rendition of Pachelbel. At first, it's just a distant thrum, easily dismissed as city noise bleeding through ancient stone walls. But it grows louder, insistent, impossible to ignore.

      Richard's brow furrows in confusion, his programming interrupted. The minister falters, losing his place in the time-honored script. My mother's smile freezes, then cracks around the edges.

      The sound becomes an assault now, vibrating the stained glass windows until they hum with colors. Gasps ripple through the congregation as the chandeliers sway gently overhead. My heart, which had been racing with doubt, now thunders with a different kind of panic—or is it anticipation?

      A woman's voice rises above the growing murmurs: "What on earth is that?"

      I know. Even before the screech of metal against stone reaches us from outside, I know with a terrible, wonderful certainty.

      The massive oak doors at the back of the cathedral burst open. Wind rushes in, carrying rose petals and carefully arranged programs in its wake. A page boy tumbles backward into his mother's lap. The quartet's music dissolves into discordant notes before stopping altogether.

      "There's a helicopter!" someone shouts, unnecessary now that we can all see the sleek black machine lowering itself into the courtyard, its rotors sending hurricane-force winds through the open doorway.

      Richard's hand tightens around mine, no longer gentle but fearful. "What's happening?" he asks, as if I would know. But I do know. My body knows before my mind fully accepts it—the numbness in my hands replaced by tingling awareness, the guilt in my chest transformed into something electric.

      Guests scramble from their seats, some rushing toward the doors to see, others backing away in alarm. My father stands, outrage replacing his pride. My mother's perfect coif wilts in real-time as she clutches her pearls, actually clutches them like a character from a drawing-room drama.

      "Seraphina?" Richard tugs at my hand, trying to pull me away from the altar, to safety, to the back rooms where we can hide until this inexplicable interruption passes. But I'm rooted to the spot, watching as the chaos unfolds in slow motion.

      The helicopter settles, the wind dies down just enough for a single figure to emerge from its gleaming body. Even from this distance, through swirling dust and rose petals and the bodies of fleeing guests, I recognize him immediately. How could I not? No one else stands like that—like they own not just the ground beneath their feet but the very air around them.

      The bouquet slips from my fingers, white roses scattering across the altar steps. The veil that took an hour to secure is torn away by a gust. I should be horrified, embarrassed, angry—but all I feel is alive, truly alive, for the first time in eighteen months.

      "Seraphina!" Richard calls again, his voice fading beneath the thunder of my pulse.

      Because Knox Vance is cutting through my perfect wedding like an avenging angel, his face hard as granite, his eyes fixed on me with such ferocious intent that I can feel them burning through my overpriced gown.

      And God help me, I can't look away.
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      My hands grip the helicopter controls, but inside my chest burns a fire that has nothing to do with guilt and everything to do with rage. Three months of having my security team track her every move, of business meetings cut short when my investigator called, of sleepless nights imagining another man's hands on what belongs to me—all of it ends today. The cathedral comes into view, and I feel my lips curl into something too sharp to be called a smile. Seraphina Vale thinks she can marry some soft-handed art collector? She's about to remember who she really belongs to.

      "Sir, there's nowhere to land," my pilot warns, voice tight with the strain of telling me something I don't want to hear.

      "The courtyard looks big enough," I reply, not taking my eyes off the stone sanctuary where my woman is trying to give herself to someone else.

      "Mr. Vance, that's not⁠—"

      "Take over," I cut him off, releasing the controls. "Circle until I call you." I don't need to look at his face to know he's terrified of disappointing me. Good. Fear keeps people efficient.

      The helicopter descends toward the landscaped courtyard that some wedding planner spent thousands of dollars perfecting. Flower arrangements scatter like autumn leaves in the rotor wash. Perfect. Let chaos reign. Let everyone see that their careful plans mean nothing when Knox Vance decides to take what's his.

      I received the wedding invitation three weeks ago—not addressed to me, of course. My assistant intercepted it from the inbox of a tech journalist who covers my industry. An oversight on Seraphina's part, or perhaps her future husband's. Either way, a fatal mistake. You don't announce to the world that you're taking something from me without consequences.

      The moment I saw her name embossed in gold leaf alongside some nobody called Richard Whittington, something primal cracked open inside me. I've built an empire worth billions, crushed competitors without blinking, survived growing up with nothing but my wits and will, yet seeing her name paired with another man's hollowed me out like nothing else could.

      We hover twenty feet above the courtyard now. Through the windows, I can make out the scene inside—guests in formalwear, flowers climbing columns, and at the altar, a vision in white that knocks the breath from my lungs.

      Seraphina. My Seraphina.

      Her dress clings to every curve I've memorized with my hands and mouth, curves that have haunted my dreams for eighteen months, three weeks, and four days. The bodice hugs her slender waist before the skirt flares dramatically, making her look like something out of a fairy tale. Her honey-blonde hair is twisted up, exposing the delicate nape of her neck where I used to press my lips until she shivered. She's so fucking beautiful it feels like violence.

      And she's wearing that beauty for someone else.

      My vision edges with red. That dress—that goddamn wedding dress—should have been only for me. She should be walking toward me, those green eyes that change like the weather focused on me alone. Every crystal sewn into that fabric should be catching light for me, every inch of silk covering skin that belongs under my hands, my mouth, my body.

      Eighteen months ago, she walked out of my penthouse with tears streaming down her face, claiming I was "too intense," that I "wanted too much." As if there could ever be too much between us. As if I hadn't seen the way she came apart when I pushed her to her limits, when I showed her exactly how much pleasure her body could take when she surrendered control to me.

      "I can't do this anymore, Knox," she'd said, voice shaking. "I need someone who sees me as an equal, not a possession."

      As if I hadn't worshipped every inch of her. As if I hadn't moved mountains to give her everything she wanted. The gallery space in Chelsea that other directors would kill for? Mine before she even asked. The connection to the Swedish painter she was desperate to represent? Done with one phone call. I gave her the world because she was my world.

      But Seraphina Vale has always been a contradiction—desperate for success but afraid of power, craving intensity but running from it, wanting to be cherished and protected but insisting on independence. She walked away from the one man who understood that contradiction, who knew how to give her everything she needed even when she didn't know herself.

      And now she's standing next to some pale imitation of a man, about to promise him forever. I can see him from here—bland, safe, probably says "please" and "thank you" during sex, if he even fucks her properly at all. The kind of man who would ask permission to touch what's freely given. Pathetic.

      The pilot brings us lower, and I see her register the sound, see her body stiffen in recognition even before she turns. She knows it's me. Of course she does. Just like I would know her footsteps among thousands. We're connected by something deeper than choice or reason.

      "Closer," I order the pilot, who looks at me like I've lost my mind. Maybe I have. "Put us down in the courtyard."

      "Sir, we'll damage the⁠—"

      "Does it look like I give a fuck about their landscaping?" I snarl, and he pales, nodding once before adjusting our descent.

      The chaos below us intensifies as guests pour out the cathedral doors, pointing upward, mouths open in shock or outrage. One man in a tailored suit—the father of the bride, I recognize from my research—is shouting and gesturing wildly. Security guards appear, uselessly waving their arms as if they could ward off a helicopter with hand signals.

      None of them matter. Nothing matters except the woman in white who has emerged from the cathedral doors, her veil gone, her face turned up toward me. Even from this height, I can see the storm in her eyes. Not fear—Seraphina Vale has never feared me—but recognition, resignation, and something else that makes my blood heat. Desire.

      She knows why I'm here. She's known from the moment she heard the rotors.

      We touch down with a jolt that would have my pilot fired if I had the attention span for such trivialities right now. I unbuckle my harness, straighten my jacket—Tom Ford, black, cut to emphasize the body I've honed through predawn workouts and pure determination—and step out into the wind tunnel created by the still-spinning rotors.

      I move through the chaos like it's an extension of myself. People back away, some recognizing me, others simply responding to the force I project with every step. Women clutch at each other. Men try to look ready for confrontation but shrink when my eyes pass over them. I don't bother hiding my purpose—I want everyone to see exactly what happens when someone tries to take what's mine.

      At the cathedral entrance, the groom has appeared, one arm around Seraphina as if he could protect her. From me. The absurdity would be laughable if the sight of his hand on her waist didn't make me want to tear his arm off.

      His mouth moves, probably asking who I am, what I want. As if it isn't obvious. As if the entire wedding party hadn't gone silent the moment I stepped out of the helicopter, the collective intake of breath audible even over the dying rotor wash.

      I advance on them, and to his credit, the man—Richard, according to the invitation—steps in front of Seraphina. A gentleman's gesture, completely inadequate against a predator like me.

      Some of the guests have their phones out, filming. Good. Let them capture this moment. Let them witness what real possession looks like. Tomorrow my face will be splashed across every tabloid and social media platform. Knox Vance, tech billionaire, crashes wedding. My PR team will have aneurysms. My board might call an emergency meeting. My stock might even take a temporary hit.

      I don't care.

      Because as I close the distance, I see Seraphina's eyes—those green-gold eyes that have haunted me for eighteen months—and in them, beneath the shock and anger, I see the truth. She's been waiting for this. For me to come and claim what's mine. For me to prove that I will burn down the world before I let her go.

      "Knox," she whispers as I reach them, and my name on her lips is like coming home.

      Time to remind my woman exactly who she belongs to.
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      The world narrows to a pinpoint when Knox stops in front of me, close enough that his custom cologne—sandalwood and something darker, something uniquely him—floods my senses. Eighteen months evaporate like they never existed. My body recognizes him before my brain can catch up, a rush of heat flooding my cheeks and pooling lower, much lower, than is appropriate at my own interrupted wedding. His eyes lock onto mine, midnight dark and burning with possession, and I hate that after everything, after all this time, one look from Knox Vance still makes me feel like I'm the only woman in the world.

      "What are you doing here?" I manage, my voice a strangled whisper. The question is ridiculous—his purpose is written in every hard line of his body, in the predatory stillness with which he regards me.

      He doesn't answer. Doesn't need to. Behind me, Richard's hand presses against my back, a butterfly touch compared to the gravitational pull Knox exerts just by standing there. He looks exactly the same and completely different—the same powerful shoulders stretching his black suit jacket, the same ruthlessly sculpted jaw now shadowed with a day's worth of stubble, the same intensity that always made me feel simultaneously seen and consumed. But there's something new in his eyes, something dangerous that wasn't there before. Something that looks like eighteen months of rage.

      "You need to leave," Richard says, his voice admirably steady despite the situation. "This is a private ceremony."

      Knox's eyes don't even flicker toward him. It's as if Richard doesn't exist in his universe, as if there's only me.

      "Seraphina." My name in his mouth is both caress and command. "Time to go."

      A hysterical laugh bubbles up from my chest. "Go? I'm in the middle of my wedding, Knox!"

      "No," he says simply. "You're not."

      Around us, the wedding guests form a horrified audience. I catch glimpses of my mother's ashen face, my father's thunderous expression, my bridesmaids huddled together like frightened birds in their sage green dresses. Phones are out, recording this catastrophe for posterity and probably social media. Tomorrow, this will be everywhere—the gallery director left at the altar, or worse, kidnapped by a tech billionaire with control issues.

      "You can't just show up after eighteen months and⁠—"

      "Seventeen months, three weeks, and four days," he corrects me, and the precision of it—the fact that he's counted every single day since I walked out of his penthouse—sends a treacherous shiver down my spine.

      Our fingers brush as he reaches for me, and I feel a spark—static from the dry air and silk fabric, but it jolts me nonetheless. His touch has always been electric, always left me feeling branded.

      "Don't touch her," Richard steps between us, his shoulders squared in a show of protection that might be commendable if it weren't so futile. Knox doesn't even blink. He simply places one hand on Richard's chest and pushes, sending my fiancé—almost husband—stumbling back several steps.

      "Knox!" I hiss, my outrage genuine even as something molten and primal uncurls in my stomach at this display of raw strength. "Stop this! You can't just⁠—"

      His movement is so swift I don't register it until I'm suddenly airborne, the world tilting as my stomach connects with his shoulder and my expensive wedding dress bunches around my thighs. One of his arms bands like steel around the backs of my legs while the other secures my waist.

      "Knox Vance!" I shriek, pounding my fists against his back. "Put me down this instant!"

      He doesn't even grunt at the impact of my blows. Instead, I feel a rumble against my body that might be laughter, and the hand at my waist slides higher, dangerously close to the side of my breast.

      "I love when you say my full name, angel. Makes me feel like a naughty schoolboy being scolded. We'll explore that fantasy later."

      "You're insane!" I cry, but the heat spreading through me has nothing to do with anger and everything to do with the familiar way his body feels against mine, the easy strength with which he holds me, the absolute certainty of his movements. Knox has always moved like a man who doesn't know the meaning of doubt.

      The world bounces and sways as he carries me down the cathedral steps. Gasps and exclamations follow us, along with the unmistakable clicks and flashes of camera phones. Richard is shouting something. Security guards
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