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The late afternoon light in Salamanca slanted through the tall, narrow windows of the contemporary gallery perched on the edge of the old city, turning the polished concrete floors into a mirror of molten gold and casting the stark white walls in a glow that felt almost indecent in its purity. The air was thick with the heavy perfume of night-blooming jasmine drifting in from the courtyard outside, mingling with the faint, metallic edge of the city waking up from its long siesta—the distant clatter of a tram, the low hum of traffic on the cobblestone streets below. It was the kind of light that made everything look alive, as if the gallery itself were holding its breath, waiting for something beautiful to happen.

Susan Jenkins stood at the reception desk, her fingers absently brushing the silk scarf at her throat with the same precise, automatic grace she had perfected over decades of navigating art openings and private viewings. Every gesture was flawless, a shield of composure she had worn like armor since her divorce had torn away the last illusion of safety in her marriage. She told herself she was only browsing—nothing more than a woman in her late sixties who still enjoyed the company of color and form. The paintings around her were abstract shards of light and shadow, swirling vortices of blue and gold that pretended to speak of emotion without ever quite naming it. They were beautiful, yes, but they were also cold, detached, like the art world itself—polished, intellectual, and utterly safe.

Yet her eyes kept sliding, traitorously, to the far corner of the room. There he was.

Mark Rivera.

Lean and wiry, with dark curls that looked as if they had been ruffled by the wind on some forgotten rooftop, the kind of man who measured the world in blueprints and silence rather than in polite conversation. His linen shirt clung just enough to the lean, economical muscle beneath, revealing the restless tension of someone who built things that didn’t break—bridges, frameworks, structures that could stand for centuries without a single tremor. He wasn’t looking at the paintings. He was looking at her, or at least at the space where she stood, his dark eyes steady and unreadable, the corner of his mouth curved in the faintest hint of amusement.

Susan had never spoken to him properly. Not really. But she had watched him for months now, drawn by the same cold, liquid certainty that uncoiled low in her belly every single time. *That one is going to ruin me.* Not with violence or grand declarations, but with something quieter, more devastating: the slow, inexorable unraveling of every careful wall she had built around herself. She was sixty-eight. She had spent the last decade of her life alone, her body and heart rusting in the quiet routine of widowhood and art patronage. And yet here she was, feeling the pull of him like gravity—irresistible, terrifying, and utterly alive.

Mark crossed the room without hurry, stopping just inside the delicate space between them so that the clean, woody scent of his cologne—something dark and expensive, like aged cedar and sun-warmed stone—brushed against her skin like a secret. His voice was low, almost lazy, the accent of a man who had grown up in the city but carried himself as if the world were still a blank canvas he could shape. “You look like a woman who’s been waiting for the conversation to begin,” he said, the words wrapping around her like warm smoke. “And I look like the kind of man who starts it himself.”

Susan arched one perfectly groomed brow, the smile that curved her lips slow and dangerous, the kind that had once charmed gallery donors and disarmed critics alike. “Careful, Mr. Rivera. Compliments like that can get a man in trouble with the gallery manager. Especially when he clearly doesn’t know the difference between a label and a lie.”

His mouth curved in response—not arrogance, but the quiet, almost reverent recognition of a truth neither of them had named yet. “Mark. And I do read the labels. I just find them... overrated when the picture itself is this alive.” His gaze flicked to the painting behind her—a throbbing vortex of blues and golds that seemed to pulse with its own secret heartbeat—then returned to her face, unblinking, as if he could see straight through the years she had spent performing composure. “Though the most interesting piece in this room right now isn’t on the wall at all.”

Heat crawled up the back of her neck, slow and insidious. She should have deflected. She should have laughed it off, turned away, found some polite excuse to move on. Instead, the jasmine-scented breeze and the golden light softening the delicate lines around her eyes loosened something deep inside her chest, something she had forgotten existed. Her voice came out softer than she intended, barely above the hum of the city. “Susan.”

“Mark.” He took her offered hand. His grip was warm, firm, but never crushing—never the demanding pressure of a man who needed to claim. “And I’m not here to pretend this is anything but what it already feels like.”

The air between them thickened, became something living and electric. Neither of them spoke. They simply watched the painting together, two strangers pretending they were still just looking at art. But the way his thumb brushed the back of her hand—once, twice—as if he were tracing the geography of a city he already knew by heart told a different story.

Later, in the private garden behind the gallery, the jasmine grew heavy and heady, its perfume wrapping around them like a lover’s breath. The olive tree bled rose and gold across the ancient stone paving, casting long shadows that danced with the dying light. Mark had brought two glasses of chilled white from the bar, the liquid still icy enough to fog the sides. They sat on the low stone bench, their knees almost touching, the silence between them thick enough to taste—rich, unhurried, alive with the promise of every unspoken thing.

“You keep looking at me like I’m a riddle you’re trying to solve,” Susan said, swirling her glass. The wine caught the light in small, perfect droplets. “Most men decide in the first ten minutes whether I’m worth the mess I’ll make. They look at these wrinkles, these years, and they see the end of something. Or they see a challenge they can conquer and discard.”

Mark set his glass down with deliberate care, the clink of crystal soft against the stone. His eyes met hers, open and mercilessly clear, the kind of gaze that stripped away pretense without apology. “I’m not most men. I build things that don’t break. I don’t rush into anything that might shatter. But right now? Right now I’m trying to decide if you’re worth the time it would take to learn every secret you’re still hiding from the world. The ones you tell yourself are just scars. The ones you think make you unlovable.”

She felt the words like a brushstroke across bare skin—precise, deliberate, painting something beautiful without ever overwhelming it. She had not been courted like this in longer than she cared to remember. Not since the divorce had stripped away every pretense and left her with nothing but the memory of hands that were no longer there, cold now, distant, like the man who had once held her but never truly seen her.

“I haven’t been courted properly in years,” she admitted, her voice barely above the hum of the city and the distant chatter of a group of tourists leaving. “Most people my age assume the conversation is already over before it begins. They see the gray in my hair and the laugh lines, and they decide I’m too soft, too used. You’re making me wonder if maybe I’ve been waiting for the wrong kind of trouble. The kind that promises fireworks instead of the slow burn of someone who actually wants to know the woman beneath the mask.”

His laugh was soft, almost reverent, the sound vibrating through the space between them like a bass note. “Then let’s be the right kind. Slow. No deadlines. Just... us.” He reached out, not quite touching her yet, but close enough that she could feel the heat radiating from his skin, warm and steady like a hearth fire in the cool evening air. “Tell me something real. Not the version you give the gallery manager. Not the version you give yourself. Something only you know—the one that makes your chest tighten when no one’s looking.”

She hesitated, but the jasmine-scented breeze and the golden light softening the lines around her eyes loosened something in her chest she had forgotten existed. A tear pricked at the corner of her eye, not from sadness, but from the sheer unexpected intensity of being seen. “I’m terrified that at sixty-eight, the only thing left worth wanting is... this. Right here. With someone who still looks at me like I’m not already dead inside. Like my body is a museum piece gathering dust, my skin too loose, my curves softened by years of solitude and too many glasses of wine. I feel... invisible. But you look at me as if every line, every imperfection, is a map to a place you want to explore for decades.”

Mark’s hand found hers at last, his thumb tracing the delicate veins on the back of it with a gentleness that felt almost reverent, as though he were memorizing the geography of a city he intended to navigate for centuries. “Then we’ll make sure the only thing you feel is alive. Every single day. No more hiding. No more pretending the body that carried your children and survived heartbreak is a relic. It’s not. It’s mine to touch, mine to worship, mine to learn.”

The kiss came later, after the gallery had closed and the streets outside had grown quiet with dusk. The jasmine had thickened into a heavy, narcotic perfume that clung to their skin like a promise. It was not the first kiss. It was the first one that mattered. Mark’s lips
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