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  Canvas Contract


The gallery buzzed with the low hum of polite conversation and the clink of wine glasses. Indella Detwiler pressed her palms against her thighs, feeling the dampness of her nerves through the fabric of her black dress. She had spent months preparing for this night, and now that it was here, she could barely breathe. 
Her paintings lined the white walls in neat rows. Bold strokes of crimson and gold. Soft washes of blue that bled into gray. Each canvas held a piece of her soul, and she watched strangers judge those pieces with casual nods and murmured comments.
"You're doing fine." June appeared at her elbow, two glasses of white wine in hand. She pressed one into Indella's fingers. "Drink. You look like you're about to bolt."
Indella took a sip. The wine was cold and dry. "I feel like I'm about to bolt."
"Don't. Dad would've loved this." June's voice softened at the mention of their father. "He always said you had more talent in your little finger than the whole city combined."
"Dad also said we'd never have to worry about money." Indella winced at her own words. She hadn't meant to say that out loud.
June's expression tightened. "We'll figure it out. We always do."
But they both knew the truth. The gallery was drowning. Their father's medical bills had drained everything, and now the bank was circling like a shark. If they didn't find a solution soon, the Detwiler family legacy would be sold off piece by piece.
Indella scanned the room, searching for potential buyers. She recognized a few faces from the local art scene. Critics and collectors, mostly, along with the usual crowd of people who came for the free wine and left without buying anything.
Then she saw him.
He stood at the far end of the room, separate from the crowd. A tall man in a perfectly tailored dark suit. His hair was dark, his jaw sharp enough to cut glass. But it was his gaze that caught her. Gray and piercing, it moved across the room with the precision of a predator scanning its territory.
When that gaze landed on her, she felt it deep in her chest.
He didn't look away. Neither did she.
"Who is that?" Indella whispered, not taking her eyes off him.
June followed her gaze. "Oh. That's Neman Cardinal."
The name sent a chill down Indella's spine. Everyone in the art world knew Neman Cardinal. The reclusive billionaire who collected masterpieces the way other men collected watches, and whose single purchase could launch an artist into stardom or shatter a career before it began.
"What's he doing here?" Indella asked.
"Looking at your work, apparently." June squeezed her arm. "Don't freak out. Just be yourself."
Easy for June to say. She wasn't the one being studied by the most powerful man in the room.
Neman Cardinal moved through the crowd like a ghost. People parted for him without seeming to notice they were doing it. He stopped in front of each of her paintings, studying them with an intensity that made her skin prickle.
When he reached the large canvas near the center of the wall, he stopped completely. That painting was different from the others. It was raw. Unfinished in a way that felt intentional. A woman's face emerging from a storm of color, her expression caught between pain and ecstasy.
Indella had painted it in a single feverish night after her father's funeral.
She watched Neman's back, trying to read his reaction. His shoulders were still. His hands clasped behind him. He stood there for what felt like an eternity.
Then he turned and walked directly toward her.
"Miss Detwiler." His voice was low and precise. It cut through the gallery noise like a blade.
"Mr. Cardinal." She hoped her voice didn't shake. "I'm honored you came."
"Your work speaks for itself." His gaze held hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. "I'd like to discuss a private commission. Would you join me in the back room?"
It wasn't a question. It was a command wrapped in the thinnest layer of courtesy.
Indella glanced at June, who gave her a small nod. "Of course."
She followed him through the crowd, feeling eyes on her back. The gallery's back office was small and cluttered with frames and shipping boxes. Neman closed the door behind them, and the noise of the party faded to a distant hum.
He didn't sit. He stood in the center of the room, his presence filling every corner. The space felt smaller with him in it, more intimate. Indella was acutely aware of the heat radiating from his body, the way his gaze tracked her every movement.
"I've been watching your career for two years," he said. "Your technique is exceptional. But your latest work shows something more. It shows depth. Pain. Hunger."
Indella's throat tightened. "Thank you."
"I'm not complimenting you. I'm stating a fact." He paused, his gaze dropping to her mouth before returning to her eyes. "I want to commission you to create a private collection for my estate. Twenty pieces. No restrictions on subject or style. Full creative freedom."
Her heart stopped. "Twenty pieces?"
"You'll live at my estate for the duration of the project. Six months minimum. You'll have access to the best materials, a private studio, and complete isolation from distractions." He named a figure that made her knees weak. "That's the advance. The rest upon completion."
Indella stared at him. The number he'd said could save the gallery. Could pay off every debt. Could give her family breathing room for years.
But the terms. Live with him. In his home. For six months.
"I don't understand," she said slowly. "Why me? You could commission any artist in the world."
"I could." His gaze never left hers. "But I don't want any artist in the world. I want you."
The words hung in the air between them, heavy with implication.
"Your work has a rawness that can't be taught," he continued, his voice dropping to a lower register that made something tighten low in her belly. "A vulnerability that most artists spend years trying to fake. You paint from a place of genuine need. I want to see what happens when that need is fully unleashed."
Indella's mouth went dry. "I have obligations here. My family's gallery. My sister."
"Your sister can manage the gallery. I'll ensure she has the resources to do so." He tilted his head, studying her the way he might study a painting. "This isn't just an opportunity, Miss Detwiler. It's a lifeline. I've seen your financial records. I know what you're facing."
Heat flooded her cheeks. "You had no right."
"I have every right. I don't invest in artists without understanding their full situation." His voice softened, just slightly. "I'm not trying to humiliate you. I'm trying to offer you a way out."
She wanted to be angry. She wanted to tell him to leave, to take his money and his arrogance and his piercing gaze out of her gallery.
But she couldn't.
Because he was right.
"I need to think about it," she said.
"You have until midnight." He pulled a card from his pocket and pressed it into her hand. His fingers brushed hers, lingering for a moment longer than necessary, and the contact sent a jolt through her arm that pooled warm and insistent in her core. "Call me when you've decided."
He left without another word.
Indella stood alone in the cluttered office, the card warm in her palm where his fingers had touched hers. She looked down at it. Simple white cardstock. His name and a phone number. Nothing else.
She found June at the bar, nursing a glass of red wine.
"Well?" June asked.
"He offered me a commission." Indella's voice sounded strange to her own ears. "Twenty pieces. Six months. Live-in."
June's eyes went wide. "That's insane. Amazing. Terrifying."
"All of the above." Indella leaned against the bar. "He knows about our debt. He offered enough to cover everything."
"Then you have to take it."
"I'd have to live with him, June. A complete stranger. A man who had me investigated before we even met."
June was quiet for a moment. "Is he dangerous?"
"I don't think so. But I don't know." Indella looked at the card again, remembering the heat of his touch. "He's intense. He watches everything. When he looks at me, I feel like he can see right through my skin."
"That sounds like a compliment, coming from a man who buys art for a living." June smiled, but her eyes were serious. "Della, we're out of options. The bank called again yesterday. If we don't make a payment by the end of the month, they're starting foreclosure proceedings on the gallery."
Indella closed her eyes. Their father's legacy. The space where she'd learned to mix paints and stretch canvases, where her mother had hung her first finger painting with such pride.
All of it balanced on this decision.
"I'll call him," she said.
June hugged her tight. "You're doing the right thing."
Indella wasn't sure about that. But she was sure about one thing. She couldn't let the gallery die.
She called Neman Cardinal late that night, long after the gallery had emptied and June had gone home. The city was quiet outside her window, and her hand trembled as she dialed.
He answered on the first ring. "Yes?"
"I accept your offer."
A pause. Then, "Good. Be ready tomorrow at noon. I'll send a car."
The line went dead.
Indella stared at her phone. No congratulations. No further discussion. Just a command, delivered and executed.
She spent the rest of the night packing.
Her apartment was small and cluttered with art supplies. She filled two suitcases with clothes, her favorite brushes, and a worn sketchbook that had been her constant companion since college. Everything else could wait.
June came over at dawn with coffee and tears.
"I'm going to miss you," June said, handing her a cup.
"I'll only be a few hours away. And you can visit." Indella wrapped her hands around the warm mug. "Besides, this is temporary. Six months, and then everything will be different."
"Different how?"
Indella thought about Neman's gaze. The way it had held her captive in that back room. The way his voice had dropped when he said he wanted her. The heat that had flooded her body when his fingers touched hers.
"I don't know," she admitted. "But I think that's the point."
A black car pulled up outside her building just before noon. The driver was a silent man in a dark suit who took her bags without a word.
Indella stood on the sidewalk, looking up at her apartment window. The place where she'd painted through countless sleepless nights, cried over her father's death, dreamed of something more.
She got in the car.
The drive took two hours. The city gave way to suburbs, then to rolling hills and winding roads lined with ancient trees. Finally, the car turned through a set of iron gates and onto a long gravel driveway.
The estate rose before her like something from a dream. Modern architecture of stone and glass that somehow felt both ancient and timeless. Gardens stretched in every direction, and in the distance, she could see the glint of water.
The car stopped at the main entrance.
Neman Cardinal stood waiting on the steps.
He was dressed casually today. Dark slacks and a white button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, revealing strong forearms corded with lean muscle. The casualness made him look no less dangerous.
"Welcome home, Miss Detwiler." His voice carried across the driveway. "I trust the drive was pleasant."
Home. He'd called it home.
Indella stepped out of the car, her heart hammering against her ribs. "It was fine."
"Good." He descended the steps and stopped in front of her. Close enough that she could smell his cologne. Something woodsy and expensive that made her want to lean closer and breathe him in. "I'll show you to your studio first. I want you to see where you'll be working."
He turned and walked into the house without waiting for her response.
Indella followed, her suitcases forgotten on the driveway. The driver would bring them. Everything would be taken care of.
That was the thing about Neman Cardinal's world. Everything was taken care of.
She stepped through the massive front doors and into a foyer that soared two stories high. Light poured through a glass ceiling, illuminating marble floors and abstract sculptures that probably cost more than her entire building.
Neman led her through a series of hallways, past rooms she barely registered. His stride was confident, purposeful, and she found herself watching the way his shoulders moved beneath the thin white shirt. Finally, he pushed open a set of double doors and stepped aside.
"Your studio."
Indella walked in and stopped breathing.
The room was enormous. White walls. Skylights. A wall of windows that looked out over the gardens. Canvases stacked in the corner. Racks of paints in every color she could imagine. Brushes. Palettes. Everything an artist could ever want.
In the center of the room stood a single easel.
It was empty.
Waiting.
"Well?" Neman's voice came from behind her, close enough that she could feel the warmth of his breath on the back of her neck.
She
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