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​​Chapter 1: The Disruption
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The wood shaving curled away from the chisel blade in one perfect spiral, translucent enough to catch the winter light streaming through the workshop's north-facing windows. Gideon held his breath through the final pass, feeling the grain yield under his careful pressure. Twenty years of practice meant he could read the wood's resistance, sense the exact moment before a cut went too deep or a curve turned too sharp.

He set down the chisel and lifted the carved horse head—no larger than his thumb—to examine it in the morning light. The mane flowed in delicate waves, each strand distinct. The nostril flared with frozen breath. The eye held just enough depth to suggest awareness without crossing into the uncanny valley that unnerved children.

Perfect.

Gideon placed it with the other completed pieces on his workbench: fourteen miniature carousel horses, each one unique, each one destined for the children's hospital order that represented three months of planning and three months of execution. Dr. Thornberry had been explicit in her requirements—toys that could withstand institutional cleaning protocols while maintaining enough beauty to provide comfort and distraction. Nothing mass-produced. Nothing that looked like it came from a factory line.

The Gilded Gear had built its reputation on exactly this kind of work.

He checked his watch. Seven forty-three. The team would arrive within the hour, and he'd mapped out the day's tasks with his usual precision. Toby would continue painting the wooden blocks—simple work, but the kid had an eye for color that Gideon grudgingly respected. Rune would finish the mechanical components for the music boxes, those clever little gears that never failed. Helena would manage shipping logistics and client communications, keeping the chaos of the business world away from the creative work.

And Gideon would complete the prototype rocking horse that served as the centerpiece of the hospital order, the item Dr. Thornberry had specifically requested after seeing photographs of last year's work.

Everything was on schedule. Everything was under control.

His office door opened without a knock—Helena's usual approach when she had news he wouldn't like.

"We need to talk," she said, crossing her arms in that way that meant she'd already made a decision and was simply informing him of reality.

Gideon set down the carved horse head with deliberate care. "The shipment?"

"No, the shipment's fine. This is about staffing." Helena pushed her reading glasses up into her silver-streaked hair, a gesture she only used when bracing for an argument. "The board called this morning."

The board. Gideon's jaw tightened. His family's company—what was left of it after his father's death and his mother's abandonment—technically still had nominal oversight of the Gilded Gear, despite Gideon running every aspect of operations for the past five years. They rarely interfered with his work, understanding that his craftsmanship was what kept their legacy alive and profitable.

But when they did interfere, it was never good.

"What do they want?"

"They're sending an intern." Helena said it quickly, like ripping off a bandage. "She arrives this afternoon."

The words hung in the air between them while Gideon processed their impossibility. An intern. Here. During the most critical production period of the year, with a deadline that allowed zero margin for error and a client who depended on perfection.

"No."

"Gideon—"

"Absolutely not." He stood, the stool scraping against the worn floorboards. "We're three weeks from the hospital deadline. I don't have time to babysit some art school graduate who thinks craftsmanship means hot-gluing Pinterest projects."

"She has a degree in sustainable design from—"

"I don't care if she has a degree from Oxford." Gideon paced the small office, his hands clenching and unclenching. "This isn't a teaching workshop. This is a business with actual obligations to actual children who need these toys before Christmas. Do you know what happens if we miss this deadline?"

"Of course I know." Helena's voice carried the patience of someone who'd weathered his moods for three years. "I negotiated the contract. But the board was very clear—this is happening whether you like it or not. Apparently, she's connected to one of the board members, and they want her to have 'hands-on experience with traditional craftsmanship.'"

Connected. That explained everything. Some board member's niece or daughter needed a line on her resume, and Gideon's workshop had been volunteered as the sacrifice.

He turned to the window, looking out at the snow-covered peaks that surrounded their mountain location. The isolation usually felt like protection—a buffer between his work and the world's constant demands. Today it felt like a trap.

"How long?"

"The internship runs through the New Year. Six weeks."

Six weeks. The hospital order would consume the next three, followed by the final quality checks, packaging, and shipping that required another week. That left two weeks for whatever chaos this intern would inevitably create.

"What's her experience?"

Helena consulted her phone. "Ivy Bramblewood, twenty-six, graduated last spring with honors. Portfolio includes furniture design using reclaimed materials, textile work, and some metal fabrication. Her professor's recommendation letter mentions 'innovative problem-solving' and 'infectious enthusiasm.'"

Infectious enthusiasm. Gideon could already picture it—some bubbly twenty-something who'd bounce through his workshop suggesting improvements to systems that had worked perfectly for decades. Someone who'd want to play Christmas music and hang tinsel and turn his professional workspace into a holiday craft fair.

The thought made his chest tight.

"I don't suppose I can refuse?"

"Not unless you want to deal with the board directly." Helena's expression softened. "I know the timing is terrible. But she might surprise you. Her portfolio is actually quite good."

"Good isn't the same as ready for this level of work."

"Neither were Toby or Rune when they started. You trained them."

"That was different. They understood what this place represents. They respected—" He stopped himself, hearing the defensiveness in his own voice. Helena was right, as she usually was, but that didn't make the situation any less frustrating.

The workshop was his father's legacy. Every tool, every technique, every standard of quality traced back to Elias Ashworth's vision of craftsmanship as both art and service. Gideon had spent five years maintaining that vision, protecting it from the shortcuts and compromises that the modern world constantly demanded.

An intern who'd be gone in six weeks couldn't possibly understand that. Wouldn't have time to learn the temperamental band saw or the precise pressure needed for the hand-rubbed finishes. Wouldn't appreciate why every detail mattered, why good enough was never actually good enough when children were the end users.

"When does she arrive?"

"Three-thirty. I'll handle the preliminary paperwork and facility tour. You just need to—" Helena paused, choosing her words. "Try to be welcoming. Or at least not actively hostile."

"I'm never hostile."

"You made Toby cry in his first week."

"That was two years ago, and he painted over a rosewood grain pattern. He learned."

"Yes, through tears." Helena moved toward the door. "This girl is someone's intern placement, Gideon, not a threat to your father's legacy. She's here to learn. The least we can do is not traumatize her before she's had a chance to prove herself."

The door clicked shut behind her, leaving Gideon alone with his carousel horses and his rising irritation. He picked up the tiny carved head again, running his thumb over the smooth curves. Three months of planning. Three months of careful execution. Three weeks until the deadline.

And now he'd be sharing his space with someone who thought sustainable design and infectious enthusiasm qualified her for traditional woodworking.

He set down the piece and reached for his leather apron, the familiar weight settling against his chest like armor. The morning light had shifted, no longer hitting his workbench at the optimal angle. He'd lost twenty minutes to this conversation—twenty minutes he couldn't afford to lose.

Outside his office, the main workshop waited. Forty-foot ceilings with exposed beams. North-facing windows that provided even, natural light. Workbenches arranged in careful zones for different processes—rough cutting, detail work, painting, finishing. Hand-forged tools hung on pegboard walls in precise arrangements that made sense to anyone who understood the flow of creation.

This was his space. His order. His control.

In seven hours, someone would arrive who didn't understand any of it.

Gideon crossed to his primary workbench, where the prototype rocking horse waited in mid-creation. The body was complete—honey-colored maple with a grain pattern that flowed like water. The mane and tail needed another two days of carving work. The saddle required tooled leather and brass fittings. The whole piece needed to demonstrate what the Gilded Gear could achieve, setting the standard for the fifteen additional horses on the hospital's order.

No pressure.

He selected a narrow gouge from his tool rack and positioned himself at the bench. The familiar stance—weight balanced, shoulders relaxed, hands steady—centered him. This was what mattered. The work. The craft. The promise he'd made to sick children through Dr. Thornberry's order.

Everything else was just noise.

The workshop door chimed as Toby arrived, stomping snow from his boots in the entryway. The kid called out his usual greeting, something cheerful that Gideon acknowledged with a grunt. Rune followed ten minutes later, his measured footsteps heading straight for the mechanical wing.

The rhythm of a normal workday established itself. Tools rang against wood and metal. The old player piano hummed quietly in the corner—Rune's doing, something about "workshop ambiance" that Gideon had initially protested but eventually grown accustomed to. Morning light tracked across the floor as the sun climbed higher behind winter clouds.

Gideon lost himself in the horse's mane, carving strand after strand with meditative focus. His shoulders unknotted. His breathing deepened. This was meditation for people who couldn't sit still—the complete absorption in making something beautiful, something that would last, something that mattered.

"Lunch," Helena announced at noon, appearing with sandwiches and the thermos of coffee she always prepared because Gideon forgot to eat when he worked.

He straightened, surprised to find three hours had passed. The horse's mane now flowed in realistic waves, each strand catching light differently depending on viewing angle. Not finished, but closer.

"Good morning?" Helena asked, setting the sandwich beside his tools.

"Fine."

"You didn't destroy anything."

"Why would I destroy anything?"

"Pre-emptive stress response to the afternoon's arrival."

Gideon bit into the sandwich—roast beef and horseradish, his usual order—and refused to acknowledge how well she knew him. "I'm fine."

"Mmm." Helena sipped her own coffee, watching him with the knowing patience of someone who'd become part friend, part business partner, part unwanted conscience. "Just remember—six weeks. You can handle anything for six weeks."

"I can handle it now."

"By gritting your teeth and radiating disapproval at every naive question she asks?"

"I don't radiate disapproval."

"Gideon. I've watched you make grown men question their life choices with a single look at their work."

He took another bite rather than respond. The sandwich was good—Helena always knew exactly what he needed. But it sat uncomfortably in his stomach, joining the low-grade tension that had settled there since this morning's conversation.

An intern. Here. Today.

Someone who'd disrupt his carefully balanced systems. Someone who'd ask why he did things certain ways, suggest improvements that ignored decades of accumulated wisdom, probably want to rearrange his tool stations to be "more efficient."

Someone who'd fill his quiet workshop with infectious enthusiasm and innovative problem-solving and all the other qualities that looked good on paper but translated to chaos in practice.

Three-thirty. He had three and a half hours to mentally prepare for the invasion.

Gideon finished his lunch in silence, cleaned his work area with methodical precision, and returned to the rocking horse. The mane was done. The tail needed similar attention—another three hours of focused carving to achieve the same flowing realism.

He could lose himself in that. Forget about the afternoon's disruption. Just work.

The gouge bit into maple with satisfying resistance. Shavings curled away like pale ribbons. Time disappeared into the rhythm of creation.

"She's here," Helena said quietly.

Gideon's hand stilled mid-cut. He'd been so focused he hadn't heard the workshop door. Hadn't noticed the change in atmospheric pressure that came with another person entering the space.

He set down the gouge with deliberate care and turned toward the entrance.

A young woman stood just inside the doorway, snowflakes still melting in her auburn curls, hazel eyes wide as she took in the workshop's scale. She wore layered clothing in warm colors—an oversized green cardigan over red thermal, patterned scarf, practical boots—and emanated exactly the kind of energy he'd dreaded.

She was already smiling.

"You must be Gideon," she said, starting forward with an extended hand. "I'm Ivy Bramblewood. I cannot tell you how excited I am to be here. This space is absolutely magical, and I've been following the Gilded Gear's work online for months, and when the board said I'd have a chance to actually learn from you, I nearly cried because your craftsmanship is just—"

She finally paused for breath, hand still extended, smile still brilliant.

Gideon looked at her hand. Looked at her face. Looked back at the unfinished rocking horse that represented everything important about his work and his life.

Then he nodded once, curtly, and turned back to his bench without taking her hand.

"Workstation assignments are posted on the board. Helena will show you the safety protocols. Don't touch anything without permission."

Behind him, he heard the small sound of Ivy's hand dropping. Heard Helena's quiet sigh. Heard Toby's paint brush still moving across canvas—the kid knew better than to get involved when Gideon was in a mood.

He picked up his gouge and bent back to the horse's tail, letting the work consume him while his new intern stood in the middle of his workshop, undoubtedly wondering what she'd gotten herself into.

Six weeks, Helena had said.

It was going to be the longest six weeks of his life.

The workshop settled back into its working rhythm, but something had shifted in the air—something Gideon could feel like pressure before a storm. He kept his head down and his hands steady, carving strand after strand of horsehair with mechanical precision.

But he could hear Ivy moving through the space as Helena conducted the facility tour. Could hear her enthusiastic questions and Helena's patient answers. Could feel her presence like an itch between his shoulder blades.

His next cut went slightly too deep, marring the smooth flow of hair strands.

Gideon stopped, staring at the imperfection—barely noticeable to anyone else, glaring to his trained eye.

This was already happening. The disruption. The chaos.

He set down his tools and reached for sandpaper, beginning the tedious process of sanding out his mistake. The afternoon light had shifted. The coffee had gone cold. His shoulders were tight again.

Across the workshop, Ivy Bramblewood laughed at something Helena said—bright and genuine and utterly out of place in his carefully ordered world.

Three weeks until the deadline. Six weeks until she left.

He could survive this. He'd survived worse.

Gideon returned to his work, the rhythm of sandpaper against wood harsh and punishing, and tried not to calculate how many hours remained until closing time.

The sandpaper caught on a rough patch, and he forced himself to slow down, to find the meditative rhythm again. But it was gone. The afternoon stretched ahead like a gauntlet—hours of hyperawareness, of knowing she was there, watching, judging, probably already forming opinions about his methods and his systems.

"Gideon?" Helena's voice, closer now. "I'm setting Ivy up at the painting station for today. Toby's going to show her the prep work for the wooden blocks."

He grunted acknowledgment without looking up.

"And I've given her the safety manual to review. She'll need your signature before she can use any of the power tools."

Another grunt. The sandpaper moved in smooth circles now, erasing the too-deep cut stroke by stroke.

Helena's footsteps retreated, and Gideon finally allowed himself to glance toward the painting station. Ivy sat on one of the high stools, her ridiculous scarf draped over the back, leaning close to examine Toby's work with what looked like genuine interest. The kid was explaining something—probably his color-matching technique—and she was nodding, asking questions that Gideon couldn't quite hear.

At least she'd ended up with Toby. The kid had patience Gideon lacked and an eagerness to share knowledge that would keep her occupied and away from the more critical work.

Away from him.

Gideon returned his attention to the horse, testing the repaired section with his fingertip. Smooth now. The mistake erased. He could continue with the tail carving, rebuild his focus, salvage what remained of the afternoon.

The workshop settled around him—Rune's mechanical tinkering, Toby's soft instructions, the faint classical music from the old piano, and underneath it all, the new presence that changed everything just by existing in his space.

He picked up the gouge, positioned it against the maple, and made the first cut of the next hair strand. Then another. Then another.

One strand at a time. One hour at a time. One day at a time.

Three weeks to the deadline. He could manage anything for three weeks. Then he’ll think about how to manage the remaining three weeks till the end of her internship.
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Chapter 2: First Impressions
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The mountain road had turned to ice two miles back, forcing Ivy's ancient Subaru to crawl at fifteen miles per hour while her GPS cheerfully insisted she'd arrive in "twelve minutes." More like thirty, but she didn't mind. The view was spectacular—pine trees heavy with fresh snow, peaks rising like something from a storybook, and somewhere ahead, the workshop where she'd spend the next six weeks learning from one of the best traditional craftsmen in the country.

She couldn't stop grinning.

The Gilded Gear. She'd been following their work online for almost two years, ever since her sustainable design professor had shown the class photographs of their children's hospital commission. The level of detail, the commitment to quality over speed, the way each piece seemed to have a soul—it was everything Ivy believed craftsmanship should be.

And now she'd actually be there. Working with Gideon Ashworth himself.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Marcus, her former foster brother: Remember to breathe. And maybe don't lead with the Christmas decoration ideas on day one?

Ivy laughed and typed back with one hand while steering with the other: Too late. Already planning the tinsel strategy.

RIP your internship. Tell me about it tonight?

If I survive. Love you.

Love you too. Go be brilliant.

She tucked the phone away as the GPS announced her arrival. The workshop materialized through the snow like something from a dream—a sprawling wooden structure built into the mountainside, with steep-pitched roofs and banks of enormous windows that had to provide incredible natural light. Smoke curled from a stone chimney. Icicles hung from the eaves like crystal decorations.

It was perfect. It was magical. It was exactly where she was supposed to be.

Ivy parked beside a sensible sedan and a vintage pickup truck, grabbed her portfolio bag, and half-walked, half-slid through the snow to the entrance. Her boots crunched on ice. Cold air burned her lungs. She felt completely, ridiculously alive.

The door opened before she could knock, and a woman with silver-streaked hair and warm brown eyes smiled at her.

"You must be Ivy. I'm Helena Copperfield, operations manager. Come in before you freeze."

The workshop interior stole Ivy's breath. Exposed beam ceilings soared overhead. Windows flooded the space with soft winter light. The smell hit her immediately—cedar and beeswax and something metallic, all mixing into a scent that spoke of creation and care. Workbenches of varying heights filled the space in organized zones, each one clearly dedicated to specific types of work. Hand tools hung on pegboard walls in arrangements that looked like art installations.

The sheer scale and magic of it made her heart swell. Rows of half-finished toys lined the shelves—a wooden train here, a delicate dollhouse there, a rocking horse that looked like it belonged in a museum. A massive wooden sleigh, clearly a display piece, hung suspended from the rafters.

"It's like Santa's workshop," she breathed, unable to contain her wonder. The words escaped before she could stop them, and she was immediately worried that they sounded childish.

A young man with paint-stained fingers looked up from a nearby workbench and grinned. "That's what everyone says when they first walk in." His grin turned slightly wicked. "Wait till you meet the head elf. He's... particular."

Before Ivy could ask what he meant, Helena cleared her throat gently, drawing Ivy's attention back.

"It's something, isn't it?" Helena helped her out of her snow-dusted coat. "Your timing's good—most of the team is here. Let me introduce you before we dive into paperwork."

A gangly teenager with paint-stained fingers looked up from a workbench covered in wooden blocks. His face split into an easy grin.

"Hey! You're the new intern? I'm Toby." He wiped his hand on his jeans before extending it. "Don't worry, the paint's dry."

Ivy shook his hand, charmed by his enthusiasm. "Ivy. Your color work is beautiful—are you doing those gradients freehand?"

"Mostly. Gideon's super particular about the finish quality, so I've been practicing blending techniques." Toby's pride was obvious. "Want to see the full set when you're done with the tour?"

"Absolutely."

A stocky man with intricate tattoos covering his forearms emerged from what looked like a mechanical workshop area. His dark eyes assessed her with quiet intelligence.

"Rune Blacksmith," he said, his handshake firm. "You'll want to watch yourself around the old machines. They've got personality."

"I love machines with personality," Ivy said. "My dad—" She caught herself. Her foster dad from ages twelve to fifteen. The one who'd taught her that broken things could be fixed, and that patience mattered more than speed. "Someone I knew used to say tools remember how you treat them."

Rune's expression warmed slightly. "Smart man. You'll fit in here just fine."

Would she? Ivy wanted to believe it, but nerves fluttered in her stomach as Helena gestured toward the far corner of the workshop where a tall figure bent over a workbench.

"And that's Gideon Ashworth. He's finishing up some detail work, but let me introduce you."

They crossed the workshop, and Ivy tried not to stare at the works in progress scattered across various stations. Everything was so beautiful—toys that looked like they belonged in museums rather than children's hands. Except children deserved beautiful things too. That's what made this work matter.

The man at the workbench straightened as they approached, and Ivy got her first good look at Gideon Ashworth. Tall and lean with dark hair that looked like he'd been running his fingers through it. Sharp green eyes behind wire-rimmed glasses. Calloused hands that held a tiny carving gouge with absolute precision. A leather apron covered in wood shavings.

He looked exactly like she'd imagined, except somehow more intense. More focused. More...

Intimidating.

"Gideon," Helena said. "This is Ivy Bramblewood, the intern from the board."

"You must be Gideon," Ivy said, stepping forward with an extended hand and her best professional smile. "I'm Ivy Bramblewood. I cannot tell you how excited I am to be here. This space is absolutely magical, and I've been following the Gilded Gear's work online for months, and when the board said I'd have a chance to actually learn from you, I nearly cried because your craftsmanship is just—"

She was babbling. She could hear herself babbling, but the words kept coming because nervous energy had nowhere else to go and he was just staring at her with those sharp green eyes and oh god, she needed to stop talking.

Ivy finally paused for breath, hand still extended, willing him to say something. Anything.

Gideon looked at her hand. Looked at her face. Then turned back to his workbench without taking her hand.

"Workstation assignments are posted on the board. Helena will show you the safety protocols. Don't touch anything without permission."

The dismissal was so complete, so cold, that Ivy's hand dropped to her side before she'd consciously decided to move. Heat flooded her cheeks—embarrassment and something sharper. Hurt, maybe, though she'd barely met the man.

Helena touched her elbow gently. "Come on. Let's finish the tour and get you settled."

Ivy followed, hyperaware of Gideon's continued focus on his work as if she'd already ceased to exist. Behind them, Toby's paintbrush whispered against wood. The old player piano hummed something classical. Everything continued exactly as it had before she'd arrived.

Like she hadn't disrupted anything at all.

"Don't take it personally," Helena said quietly as they moved toward the painting station. "Gideon's not great with change, and the board didn't give us much warning about your arrival. He'll warm up once you've proven yourself."

"Right." Ivy forced brightness into her voice. "First day jitters for everyone, I guess."

But Helena's expression said she knew the truth—that wasn't first day jitters. That was active rejection.

The tour continued through the workshop's various zones. Helena explained the workflow systems, introduced her to the quirks of different tools and machines, showed her the supply loft and the finishing gallery and the generator shed that kept everything running during mountain storms. Ivy absorbed it all, asking questions and taking mental notes, trying to ignore the awareness prickling between her shoulder blades.

Gideon was still there, just meters away, probably regretting the board's decision to force an unwanted intern on him during his busiest season.

Great first impression, Ivy.

"So." Helena paused by a workbench near Toby's painting station. "This will be your primary workspace for now. We'll start you on basic tasks—prep work, finishing, quality control—and see where your skills fit best. Toby's going to show you the painting protocols, and I'll need you to review this safety manual before Gideon signs off on your power tool access."

She handed Ivy a worn binder that had clearly been referenced by countless hands. The Gilded Gear's standards were typed on the first page in what looked like a manual typewriter font: Every piece matters. Every detail counts. Every child deserves our very best work.

Something in Ivy's chest tightened. This was why she'd wanted to be here. Not because the work was prestigious or because it would look good on her resume, but because it mattered. Because somewhere, children in hospital beds would hold these toys and find comfort.

"I'll be careful," she said, meeting Helena's eyes. "I promise. I'm not here to mess anything up."

Helena's smile was kind. "I know, honey. And for what it's worth, your portfolio really is excellent. You've got talent and creativity. Just give Gideon time to see it too."

Time. Right. Six weeks total, three of which would be consumed by the hospital deadline. Not exactly a generous timeline for proving herself. Ivy had been briefed on the tight timeline before coming.

Toby bounded over with an enthusiasm that reminded Ivy of a golden retriever. "Ready to learn about wood grain and paint viscosity? Because I have Opinions about both."

Despite everything, Ivy laughed. "Hit me with the Opinions."

The next hour passed in a blur of instruction. Toby showed her his color-matching process, the way he prepped surfaces to accept paint without obscuring the natural wood grain, the specific brushes he used for different effects. His passion was infectious, and Ivy found herself genuinely interested in the technical details.

"The thing about working here," Toby said, demonstrating a blending technique, "is that Gideon has ridiculously high standards. Like, impossibly high. But that's because he actually cares about the kids who'll use these toys. He's not trying to be a jerk—he just can't compromise on quality."

"Even with intern assignments he didn't ask for?"

"Especially with those." Toby grinned. "But don't worry. He made me cry in my first week, and now look at us. We're basically best friends."

"He made you cry?"

"I painted over a rosewood grain pattern. He explained, very thoroughly, why that was unacceptable." Toby's expression turned rueful. "I learned. You will too. Just don't take the grumpiness personally."

Easier said than done when the grumpiness came with such complete dismissal. But Ivy nodded and focused on the demonstration, determined to absorb everything Toby could teach her.

The afternoon light shifted as she worked through practice pieces, getting a feel for the paints and brushes. Her first attempts were decent but not great—the viscosity was different from what she'd used in school, and the brushes required a lighter touch than she was accustomed to. Toby offered corrections with patience and encouragement, treating each mistake as a learning opportunity rather than a failure.

Around them, the workshop hummed with quiet productivity. Rune's mechanical tinkering provided a rhythmic backdrop. The player piano cycled through classical pieces. And at his corner workbench, Gideon carved with focused intensity that never wavered.

He hadn't looked at her once since the introduction.

Ivy told herself it didn't matter. She was here to learn, not to make friends. If Gideon wanted to maintain professional distance, that was his prerogative. She'd prove herself through her work, earn his
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