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Chapter 1: Collision Course
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The gallery was buzzing with muted chatter and soft classical music as Tessa wandered through the exhibits, her heels clicking softly against the polished marble floors. She had chosen a fitted emerald-green dress, the kind that hugged her curves while maintaining a professional elegance. A delicate silk scarf brushed against her collarbone, and her hair fell in loose waves that framed her face perfectly, softening the sharpness of her jawline.
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Her attention, however, wasn’t on the art. It was on the man across the room.
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Luca leaned casually against the edge of a sculpture pedestal, dark hair slicked back just enough to look effortlessly neat. His tailored navy suit clung to broad shoulders and tapered into a slim waist, highlighting the strength and fluidity of his frame. He wasn’t smiling, not yet—but his eyes were watching, calculating, teasing, as if he knew the effect he had on anyone who dared to meet his gaze.
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Tessa felt it immediately. A flicker in her chest, a tightness in her stomach. She tried to focus on the abstract painting in front of her, but every corner of her vision was invaded by him. He made her pulse thrum in ways she wasn’t ready to admit, and yet—there was a thrill in acknowledging it.
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She moved closer, pretending to admire the strokes of color, but her awareness of him didn’t fade. When he finally tilted his head toward her, their eyes met—and Tessa felt the world shrink. His gaze was intense, deep, almost intimate in its focus.
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“Mmm...” she whispered to herself, catching a quick breath. She hadn’t meant to, but the sound slipped out anyway, soft and involuntary.
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Luca’s smirk deepened. “You noticed me,” he said, his voice low, smooth, carrying a teasing edge that sent a shiver down her spine.
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“I—I wasn’t—” Tessa began, but her voice faltered. She could feel her pulse quicken, the heat rising along her neck and chest. She wanted to look away, and yet every instinct in her body told her to stay.
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He took a step closer, just enough to close the distance but not enough to touch. The proximity was electrifying. She could see the subtle line of muscle along his arm, the faint sheen of cologne that carried the scent of something warm and intoxicating.
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“You’re stunning,” he said, casual, like it was merely an observation rather than a confession of intent. His eyes flicked to her lips, then back to her eyes, and Tessa’s knees almost betrayed her.
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“I—thank you,” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper, breath catching in her throat. Her hands tightened slightly at her sides, one finger brushing against the silky fabric of her scarf.
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He laughed softly, a low, rumbling sound that vibrated in her chest. “Don’t be nervous,” he said. “I like it when a woman is aware of what she does to me.”
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Her body reacted instantly. A shiver ran along her spine, goosebumps rising on her arms, nipples tightening under the fabric of her dress. Her fingers unconsciously moved to adjust the scarf, tugging it slightly over her collarbone, as if to regain some composure—but it did little.
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“You’re dangerous,” she said finally, her voice steadier than she felt. She tried to maintain her poised stance, but the heat of his presence made it impossible.
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“Only if you let me be,” Luca replied, eyes darkening, smoldering. His gaze traveled slowly from her face down the curve of her neck, brushing against the line of her shoulders before resting again on her eyes. “Do you want to test that?”
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Tessa felt a flutter deep in her stomach. She bit her lip, glancing away for a fraction of a second before daring to meet his eyes again. “I—I don’t know,” she whispered, a soft, breathy hmm... escaping her lips.
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Luca’s hand moved slightly, just a flicker of motion toward the edge of the pedestal, a teasing proximity that made her chest ache. She was aware of her pulse, aware of the heat pooling at the base of her stomach, aware of the magnetic pull between them that seemed impossible to resist.
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“Then let’s start slow,” he murmured, leaning in just enough that the warmth of his presence brushed against her cheek. “I like to take my time.”
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Tessa inhaled sharply, goosebumps rising, heart hammering in her chest. “Oh... that...” she breathed softly, her voice trembling with a mixture of anticipation and confusion.
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He smiled, low and knowing. “Good,” he said, a growl of amusement in his tone. “Because I intend to enjoy every second.”
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Her body betrayed her further, a soft shiver running from her shoulders down through her legs. She had no idea how this encounter would unfold, but one thing was certain: she was pinned, emotionally, mentally, and utterly, by the intensity of his gaze and presence.

_____
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Tessa could feel her heart hammering in her chest as Luca subtly closed the gap between them. Not enough to touch, but close enough that every movement seemed magnified, charged with a tension she couldn’t ignore. The hum of the gallery faded into the background, replaced by the steady rhythm of her own breath and the almost imperceptible warmth radiating from him.
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He tilted his head slightly, eyes scanning her face as if memorizing every detail—the curve of her lips, the delicate line of her jaw, the way her collarbone caught the light. Luca’s fingers brushed briefly against the edge of the pedestal, so near Tessa’s hand that she felt a jolt run up her arm.
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“Ohh... yeah...” she whispered softly, almost inaudible, as heat pooled in her stomach. Her fingers flexed against the fabric of her dress, brushing over the curve of her hip in a nervous gesture that also betrayed something else—a growing awareness, a spark she couldn’t ignore.
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Luca’s smirk deepened, amused by her reaction. “You’re aware of me,” he said, voice low, almost a growl. “I can see it in the way your hands move... in the way you breathe.”
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“I... I don’t know what you mean,” Tessa stammered, trying to regain composure. But her pulse betrayed her, quickening with each word he spoke. Her nipples hardened subtly beneath the silky fabric of her dress, sending shivers along her spine.
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“I know exactly what I mean,” he murmured, leaning just enough that his shoulder brushed lightly against hers. The motion was fleeting, yet it sent a thrill cascading down her back. “You feel it too, don’t you? This... pull?”
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Tessa’s breath hitched. “I—maybe,” she admitted softly, a low mmm... escaping her lips. She caught herself, pressing a hand to her chest as if to steady her racing heart.
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Luca chuckled, low and rumbling, leaning a fraction closer. His cologne was intoxicating—warm, a subtle hint of spice mixed with something else she couldn’t name. It made her stomach flutter, her skin tingle, and a low moan slipped from her lips before she could stop it.
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