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Chapter 1: The First Spark
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The storm had been lingering since dawn, painting the London sky in muted greys and dull silvers. Rain fell soft and relentless, streaking windows and puddling in uneven flagstones across the gallery courtyard. Inside the National Gallery, where the world held its breath before history’s brushstrokes, the quiet was cathedral-like.

Damon Wolfe stood still as stone before Caravaggio’s Supper at Emmaus, the same painting he visited every time he returned from abroad. His presence was as imposing as the heavy wool coat he wore, collar turned up, drops of rain still clinging to its edges. He didn’t move. He never needed to. People moved around him.

He wasn’t a man who chased things.

Behind him, the low creak of gallery floorboards warned him before the voice ever did.

“You always stand in front of this one,” came the observation, bright and simple, as if the speaker didn’t realize she had interrupted his silence. “It’s a little sad. But it fits you.”

Damon turned. Slow. Measured. Controlled.

Astrid Lennox was standing three feet from him, her hands clasped behind her back, eyes not on him, but on the painting. She wore a striped jumper two sizes too big, the sleeves almost swallowing her hands. Her rain-damp curls had frizzed at the edges, making her look younger, messier. More alive than anything else in the room. A camera hung around her neck like a child’s locket—smudged, scuffed, loved.

She didn’t look at him.

“It’s not sad,” he said after a long pause. “It’s honest.”

“That’s worse,” Astrid replied, nose wrinkling. “Honest is when someone tells you your teeth are crooked. Sad is when you smile anyway.”

Only then did she glance at him, and her grin—the one that always felt like it belonged somewhere warmer than London—appeared like a secret just for him. Damon said nothing. He rarely did when she spoke. She had a way of flooding quiet with meaning, and for some reason, he never stopped her.

“How did you get in here this early?” he asked, finally turning his gaze back to the painting.

“Connections,” she said with a wink. “The guard at the back door likes my photos.”

“That’s a security breach.”

“Or a creative alliance,” she said, shrugging.

Astrid stepped forward and tilted her head at the painting, studying it. She was too close to him now. He felt it—not physically, but like pressure in the air. She was warmth and chatter and fast-talking brightness, and he was a man who preferred silence to sound, shadows to exposure. They had no reason to orbit each other.

Except that they did.

“You disappeared for two months,” she said, quietly now, the playfulness draining from her voice. “No texts. No visits. Just poof. Like you were allergic to spring.”

“I was working,” Damon said.

“You don’t call that working. You call that disappearing.”

He glanced at her. Her brow was furrowed, not in anger but in honest curiosity, as if she really did want to understand him. That was more dangerous than anything else about her. She didn’t pretend.

“You shouldn’t be here, Astrid.”

“I’m not a child, Damon.”

“You’re nineteen.”

“Nineteen and seven months.”

“That’s not a defense,” he said, turning to move down the gallery. But her footsteps followed like they always did, soft but determined.

“You know,” she said as they walked past a row of Dutch still lifes, “my flatmate says you’re like the human version of a locked door. Quiet, heavy, and annoyingly mysterious.”

He raised an eyebrow.

“And what do you say?”

“I say you’re more like a fire exit. People ignore you until there’s a problem.”

That made him stop. He looked down at her—truly looked—and for a moment, she stopped smiling. Her freckles stood out more in the cold light of the gallery, and her gaze held him with the same intensity she reserved for things she photographed: quiet marvel, reluctant admiration.

“What do you want from me?” Damon asked, not coldly, just plainly.

She paused. Thought.

“Honestly? I just like bothering you. You’re fascinating when you’re annoyed.”

“I’m not annoyed.”

She grinned. “Exactly.”

They continued walking, her boots squeaking on the polished floor. She moved without fear, without the hesitation most had around him. She was the only person he didn’t know how to silence.

At the edge of the Renaissance wing, she leaned against the frame of a doorway and asked, “Can I take your picture?”

“No.”

“Just one?”

“No.”

“But you’ve got the kind of face that looks better when it’s not smiling.”

“That’s not a compliment.”

“It is when I say it.”

Her fingers hovered over her camera, but she didn’t lift it. She knew not to push too far, too fast. But the request still hung there, suspended between them like smoke.

“I didn’t think you’d actually be here today,” she said softly, almost to herself.

“And yet you came anyway.”

“Maybe I missed the sound of silence.”

Damon let the silence settle for a beat before walking past her and toward the exit. The rain was still falling outside. A bus hummed down the street beyond the tall windows. Astrid followed, adjusting the camera strap on her shoulder.

He opened the gallery door, held it, and waited.

She blinked. “That’s new.”

“I’m not entirely without manners.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

But she smiled again as she passed through, her hand brushing his coat sleeve by accident. He didn’t step away.

They stood under the awning together, rain spilling just inches away.

“You’re going to get soaked,” he said.

She lifted her camera and snapped a picture of the wet city. “Good thing I like storms.”

He looked at her again. And for a moment, it wasn’t the gallery or the rain or even the city that held his attention—it was the strange, uninvited realization that her presence wasn’t a disturbance.

It was an echo. One he hadn’t noticed until now.
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Chapter 2: Rain Between Them
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The drizzle hadn’t let up.

London draped itself in fog and damp, softening even the harshest corners. Traffic was slow, the red of taillights bleeding through the mist like lazy fireflies. Damon’s car sat parked across from the gallery, black and gleaming, more elegant than showy. He held the passenger door open without a word.

Astrid tilted her head, skeptical. “Do you do that for everyone or am I special?”

“You’re wet, and I don’t like standing in the rain,” he said, dry as ever.

Still, she climbed in with a grin, water clinging to her curls like silver threads. The car’s interior was warm, hushed, everything in charcoal leather and faint cologne. She sank into the seat like she belonged there, though they both knew she didn’t.

“I thought you’d drive something louder,” she said, glancing at the precise stitching on the dash. “Like one of those ridiculous vintage roadsters that makes everyone stare.”

“I don’t need to be stared at.”

“Shame. You’d make a great villain in an old noir film. Dark coat, darker past, probably drinks his coffee black and hates small talk.”

“I do hate small talk.”

“See? You’re a type.”

He didn’t respond, simply pulled the car into traffic with smooth efficiency. Silence stretched between them, comfortable and full of unsaid things. She hummed softly to a tune in her head, her fingers drumming an invisible beat on her knee.

“Are you taking me somewhere or just kidnapping me in style?” she asked after a few turns.

“I assumed you’d want a ride home.”

“Assumed? Damon Wolfe assuming something? I’m flattered.”

“You’ll survive.”

She gave him an exaggerated sigh, leaning her head against the window. Water ran down the glass in trembling lines, racing like veins. “I was actually planning on heading to Portobello. There’s a bookshop that lets me sit there for hours without buying anything.”

He adjusted the wheel, changed lanes. “Fine. Portobello.”

“Wait, really?”

“I’m not cruel.”

She snorted. “That’s debatable.”

The streets grew tighter as they turned into Notting Hill, pastel buildings rising like candy-colored teeth between brick giants. Damon found a narrow parking spot near the corner of Westbourne Grove and slipped the car into it like a glove. He turned off the engine.

“You’re not coming in, are you?” Astrid asked, arching a brow.

“No.”

“Too many people. Too much whimsy?”

“I don’t follow whimsy into bookstores, no.”

“Well,” she said, opening the door, “in case I disappear inside and never return, know that your brooding glare might be the last thing I ever see.”

“Some would consider that a blessing.”

She grinned and hopped out, camera bouncing against her chest. He expected her to dash off. But instead, she paused beside the car, leaned into the open window.

“Coffee later?” she asked, voice casual.

“No.”

“Tea?”

“No.”

“Brunch with avocado toast and uncomfortable eye contact?”

“No.”

“Right,” she nodded






[image: ]




























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
HISWILD
INNOC NCE

Too Young. Too Free. Too Temptmg
Grumpy Sunshine - Age Gap Romance

KELAKKIYAR SIDDHAR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





