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Chapter 1 — The Man Who Didn’t Ask
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The first time Serena saw Blade, he wasn’t smiling.

He leaned against the shadowed end of the bar like he owned it, his black shirt pulled taut over a chest that made the dim light strain to trace his shape. Broad shoulders, scarred knuckles, jaw locked as though even speaking would cost him something. His eyes — darker than sin, colder than mercy — followed her with the kind of stillness that felt more dangerous than motion.

––––––––
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Serena had walked in with her usual air of superiority, the deliberate sway of hips wrapped in a deep crimson dress that hugged her waist and teased at the edge of scandal with its slit. She’d been watched before — by men who thought they could have her and by women who wished they could be her. But Blade’s gaze was different. It didn’t ask. It didn’t plead. It promised.
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Her heels clicked against the polished wood floor, each step measured, her perfume wrapping around her like an invisible warning. She wasn’t looking for company — at least, not the kind that thought they could handle her. But when she passed Blade, she felt the heat of his body, the brush of his presence, and an almost imperceptible tightening in her chest.

––––––––
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“Red looks good on you,” he said, low enough that it felt like his voice had settled against her neck rather than her ear.

––––––––
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She paused, slow, turning just enough to catch the full weight of him — the half-shadow hiding most of his expression, the faint glint of a ring on his right hand, the faint trace of some impossible-to-place danger.
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“You make it sound like I wore it for you,” she replied, her voice edged with silk and steel.

––––––––
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His lip curled, almost a smile but too sharp to be warm. “You didn’t,” he said, straightening to his full height. “But you will.”
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The challenge slipped between them like a lit fuse, and Serena found herself studying him — the slow way he moved closer, the controlled flex of his hand as though imagining it curled around something soft, fragile... hers. She didn’t step back.
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She was used to testing men and finding their breaking point. Blade didn’t break. He advanced.

____
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Serena wasn’t the kind of woman who let anyone close without making them earn it.

But Blade didn’t move like a man who was earning anything — he moved like someone collecting what was already his.
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The crowd in the bar was loud enough to mask their voices, but she felt the air shift the moment he closed the last of the space between them. His shadow swallowed hers, his presence pressing down until the heat from his chest grazed the bare skin of her shoulder.
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“You’re standing in my space,” she said evenly, but her tone wasn’t pure defiance. It was a test.
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“I’m standing,” he murmured, leaning just enough that the faint scrape of his jaw brushed her temple, “exactly where I want to be.”

––––––––
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His hand came up — slow, deliberate — fingers brushing the line of her collarbone as though tracing the boundaries of her composure. Then, without hesitation, his palm wrapped lightly, almost experimentally, around the column of her throat. Not squeezing. Just claiming.
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Her pulse kicked beneath his touch, quick and sharp, but her gaze didn’t falter. “You don’t even know my name,” she breathed.

––––––––
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“I don’t need your name to know you’ll listen,” he replied, the corner of his mouth twitching in something between amusement and certainty. “Names come later. This comes first.”

––––––––
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He let the hold linger just long enough for her to feel the weight of it — not pressure, but promise — before sliding his hand away, fingers grazing her jawline as though he was testing how much of her he could command without force.
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