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The rain insisted against the rooftops of Paris, a relentless rhythm that Theo Valois had come to despise. It was the sound of stagnation, not the soft whisper of inspiration he longed for. His studio, a chaotic reflection of his inner state, felt more like a prison than a sanctuary. On the table, the final notice from M. Renard lay buried under an empty wine bottle, a monument to his impending failure.

"Something, please," he whispered to the void.

Only the rain answered. His creativity had vanished, seeped away into the city's gutters along with his hope. Bills piled up, the gallery's patience had run out, and the blank canvas on the easel mocked him. He felt like a man dying of thirst in the middle of an ocean.

Then, a knock.

It was past midnight. He expected no one. Perhaps Margot, worried again. With a trembling hand, he turned the lock.

A stranger stood on the threshold, soaked through yet poised. Her dark hair was plastered to pale, almost marble cheeks. But it was her eyes that struck him—the grey of a storm-laden sky, holding centuries of weariness and a sharp, immediate intelligence.

"I am in need of shelter," she said, her voice as soft as the rain's patter yet underpinned by a tone of steel. "The rain... it became rather persistent."

Theo's mind raced with caution. Logic screamed to shut the door. But the artist's eye saw the perfect play of light and shadow on her face, the elegant structure of her bones, her posture like an untold story. She was a canvas, waiting.

And for the first time in months, he felt a real urge. It was primal, beyond fear—the call to create.

"Come in," he heard himself say, his voice thick. He stepped aside.

The woman, Céleste, crossed the threshold. The scent of wet wool and the faint, ghostly trace of wild roses entered with her. The door closed softly behind her.

In that moment, Theo knew his life would never be the same, though he could not yet fathom why.

The door clicked shut. Two strangers stood regarding each other in the dim light of the cluttered studio. The rain was outside now, but a new tension had taken its place within.

“You’re soaked,” Theo said, immediately aware of the statement’s absurdity. He fumbled in his pocket, pulled out a clean rag. “Here.”

Céleste nodded her thanks. Her fingers brushed his as she took it. Her skin was startlingly cold—a chill not born of rainwater.

“I am accustomed to being damp,” she murmured, dabbing her face and neck. Her movements were economical, graceful. “But tonight was... particularly sharp.”

Theo twisted the radiator valve to its maximum. “Would you like to sit?” he asked, gesturing to his only chair. His bed was the other option.

Céleste’s gaze swept the room—the canvases, the scattered tubes, the charcoal sketches pinned to the walls. It was the assessing look of a curator. “A painter,” she said, not as a question, but a confirmation.

“I used to be,” Theo replied with a bitter twist of his lips. “Now I’m more of a... bankruptcy management specialist.”

She approached the chair but did not sit. Instead, she reached toward a half-finished landscape on the wall. “It is very loud in here,” she said softly. “So much wanting... and disappointment.”

Theo stiffened. “What?”

The woman turned to him. In her grey eyes, a flicker of reflection, of regret. “My apologies. That was too familiar. I have been alone too long, it seems.”

“So have I,” Theo confessed, though he didn’t know why. He couldn’t stop looking at her. Her wet clothes clung to a slender frame, her pale skin visible beneath the thin fabric. She wasn’t beautiful; beauty was too mundane a word. She was a masterpiece in waiting.

“Where did you come from?” he asked, forcing his voice to steadiness.

Céleste looked past him to the window, to the dark, wet streets beyond. “From far away,” she answered, then let her eyes meet his again. “And perhaps, exactly where I needed to be.”

The answer meant nothing, and yet it shifted something inside him. Not fear, but a sense of recognition. A strange, unsettling familiarity.

“I’m Theo,” he said.

The woman smiled faintly. For the first time. It transformed her face, made her suddenly seem vulnerable. “I know,” she whispered.

And for one heartbeat, Theo believed her.

“I know.”
The two words hung in the air. Theo found no reply. How? Why? The questions swarmed his mind but died on his tongue. Céleste, as if she had stated the most natural fact, turned her attention back to the studio.
She moved slowly, her fingers tracing the edge of a canvas, the dried layers of paint on a palette. Her touch was reverent, almost devotional. Watching her silent appraisal, Theo felt as if he were seeing his own work through a stranger’s eyes for the first time.

“When did you make this?” she asked, pointing to an abstract piece in the corner where colors collided in fury.
“Last summer,” Theo murmured. “My angry period.”
“Not anger,” she corrected softly. “A scream. A scream trapped inside.”
Theo’s breath hitched. That was exactly it.
Céleste turned to him. The low light carved mysterious shadows into her sockets and cheekbones. “Why do you keep the empty one?” she asked, nodding toward the main easel.
“Because looking at it... hurts,” Theo confessed.
“Perhaps,” Céleste said, taking a step closer. Only a meter separated them now. Her chill raised goosebumps on his skin. “It was merely waiting for the right light.”
Theo’s hands couldn’t stay still. Without reaching for a brush, he found a charcoal pencil and reached for a blank sketchbook nearby. His gaze was locked on Céleste’s face.
“Don’t look at me,” she said, but her voice held no prohibition; it was an invitation. “See me.”
Theo held his breath and let the pencil meet paper. The first line flowed as naturally as an inhalation. Then another. Drawing was like breathing—a long-forgotten instinct. The paper began to capture not the likeness of Céleste’s face, but the essence of it. Not the lovely curve of her cheek or her lips, but the expression in those deep, knowing eyes and the shadow of an unfinished sentence that hung at the corner of her slight mouth...

“There,” Céleste whispered, her voice barely audible. “This is why I am here.”

Without looking up, Theo asked, “How long will you stay?” The answer was vital, for he knew he must not stop drawing, not even for a moment.

Céleste’s voice was as soft as the twilight seeping through the window.
“Until dawn.”
The rasp of charcoal on paper was the only sound in the room. Theo had forgotten the rest of the world. There was only line, shadow, and that face.

Céleste stood motionless. Statue-still. Only her eyes were alive, tracking his every movement.

"Continue," she whispered occasionally. "Deeper."

Theo put the pencil down. The sketch was done. Now he wanted the canvas. The big, empty one.

He rummaged through his brushes. He found a tube of ultramarine blue and squeezed it onto his palette. The colour gleamed like a wound in the dimness.

"Yes," Céleste said, her voice holding a note of satisfaction. "That colour. The colour of your dreams."

Theo was startled. How could she know? He had never told anyone.

He dipped his brush into the paint. He laid the first, bold stroke in the center of the canvas. The blue exploded against the white linen.

It was like an electric shock. A tremor ran down his spine. The dam he felt inside broke. It flowed out like a flood.

Stroke by stroke, colour by colour, the canvas came alive. Céleste's silhouette emerged from blues and grey shadows. Behind her, the rainy streets of Paris began to form.

But this wasn't a realistic portrait. It was an explosion of feeling. Loneliness, longing, and a hidden power.

Theo worked in a sweat. He was breathless. But he wasn't tired. He felt more alive than he ever had.

Céleste stepped closer. She stood beside the wet canvas.

"Magnificent," she murmured. But her gaze wasn't on the painting. It was on Theo's face. It was a look of hunger.

Theo dropped his brush. He turned to her. They were both smeared with paint. Céleste's pale skin bore traces of blue.

"Who are you?" Theo asked, his voice hoarse.

Céleste dipped her finger into the wet paint on the canvas. Then she brought it to her lips. Her eyes were fixed on him.

"I am your muse," she answered. But it was no answer. It was a secret.

Through the window, the first hint of pale grey seeped in—the beginning of dawn. Céleste flinched back suddenly. A flicker of pain crossed her features.

"My time is running short," she said.

Dawn had fully broken. Grey light seeped into every corner of the studio.

Céleste was gone.

Theo spun around the room before even registering that the door was still closed. She had vanished, as if evaporated. Only a faint trace of wild roses and the wet paint on the canvas proved she had ever been there.

The canvas. It was finished.

Theo took a step back to look at his work. His breath caught. It was unlike anything he had ever painted. It was alive. It seemed to breathe. The blues and greys danced in Céleste's silhouette, the Parisian streets behind her blurred like a dream.

"How?" he whispered to himself.

It had taken mere hours. He hadn't finished anything in months. Now, this... masterpiece stood before him.

Exhaustion hit him suddenly. His legs trembled. He collapsed into the armchair. He looked at his hands. They were covered in drying blue and black paint.

He remembered where Céleste's cold fingers had touched him. He saw again the moment she brought the paint to her lips.

"Who are you?" he repeated silently.

Outside, Paris was waking up. The sounds of the street began to filter in. A normal day was beginning. But nothing was normal for Theo anymore.

He stood up. He approached the canvas. He touched the paint with his fingertips. It was still damp. Was her touch still there, in the pigment?

Then he noticed it. In the lower corner of the canvas, a small mark was subtly etched into the wet paint. A flower. An intricate, stylized rose.

It wasn't a signature. It was a message.

His phone rang. Theo flinched. It was Margot. Checking in, probably.

Theo ignored the call. He looked at the chair where Céleste had sat. There, on the fabric, was a small, pale stain. Not water. A trace of clear, almost crystalline fluid.

He knelt. The residue smeared on his fingertip. It was cold, as expected.

Had last night even happened? Was he losing his mind?

His eyes drifted back to the canvas. To the rose. This was real. This was proof.

His mouth was dry. He swallowed. Céleste's words echoed in his ears: "Until dawn."

The night was over. But Theo had already begun waiting for the next one.

And when he saw her again, he would learn who she really was.

The day passed in a fog of exhaustion and agitated anticipation. Theo slept fitfully for a few hours, the image of the painted rose etched beneath his eyelids. He ignored Margot’s second call, texting a vague reassurance about a "creative breakthrough." It wasn't a lie, but it felt like one.

He cleaned his brushes meticulously, the ritual failing to calm his nerves. His eyes kept returning to the finished canvas. In the daylight, it was even more potent. It didn’t just depict Céleste; it
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