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The boat slowed as it neared the dock, the wooden boards sun-bleached and worn smooth by years of water and weight. Sunlight danced across the lake, bright as coins flung from some generous god. I clutched my bag tight to my chest and stepped carefully onto the dock, my heel catching on a splintered edge. My heart kicked as I wobbled, catching myself.

The estate loomed above me, a tiered palace of stone and glass wrapped in ivy. It shimmered in the heat, windows catching the sun like blades. The path curved up from the dock, lined in manicured hedges and white roses blooming heavy on their stems.

He was already there.

Theo Laurent stood at the edge of the terrace like he’d been carved there—tall, dark-haired, a streak of silver at each temple catching the light. His shirt was open at the throat, sleeves rolled to his elbows, forearms thick with muscle and dusted with dark hair. He looked like the kind of man who could snap a neck or cradle a brush with the same precision.

He didn’t smile.

"You're the archivist?" His voice was low and rich, touched with something European, hard to place. His gaze raked me from my messy bun to my black dress, my flats, the bag clutched like a shield. "I thought you'd be older."

"I'm... not what you expected?" My voice sounded too thin. I hated how easily it gave me away.

"No. You're better."

He turned on his heel without waiting for an answer, moving up the terrace steps like he didn’t need to check if I’d follow.

I did.

The main doors were carved wood, massive and heavy. He pushed them open and the house swallowed me whole. Cool stone floors stretched underfoot, walls gleamed with old oil and lemon polish. Long corridors opened like veins, everything half in shadow. I heard the distant splash of water, the rustle of wind through high windows.

My breath caught.

"This place is unreal."

He glanced over his shoulder, the barest twitch of a smile on his mouth. "It was built for beauty. Now it needs someone to witness it."

"You mean your work?"

He stopped walking. Turned.

"That, too."

His eyes held mine like a fist around my throat. I couldn’t look away.

"Will I be allowed to watch you paint?" I didn’t know why I asked it. It slipped out, low and too eager.

He watched me for a beat too long.

"Only if you can handle being seen."

A flush crawled up my neck.

I followed him again, deeper into the house, my footsteps small against the wide floor. Every surface gleamed, but not like a hotel. There was wear here. Texture. A life too rich to be put on display for anyone else.

"Is it just you here?"

"Now? Yes." His voice stayed even, but it curled low in my belly. I didn’t know what it meant. I knew I wanted to find out.

He pushed open another door. Inside, tall ceilings arched overhead. Tapestries. Marble. A glimpse of a canvas, half-covered. I saw color and chaos and control.

"Your portfolio was thorough," he said, crossing to a table and flipping open a leather binder. "I like that. Most students are careless. Ambitious but sloppy."

I swallowed. "I’m not careless."

He looked up, eyes sharp. "No. You're not."

My fingers tightened on the strap of my bag. I felt too warm, too small, too bare under his gaze.

"Your job is to organize everything I’ve created. Sketches, studies, paintings, journals. The storage room is extensive. Don’t touch what’s wet. Don’t move anything unless I say so. Don’t ask what’s not yours to know."

"I understand."

"I hope you do."

He turned again, headed toward a hallway that caught the afternoon light like a throat catching breath.

I followed, silent, heart thudding.

He didn’t look back.
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He led me through the garden without saying a word, the gravel crunching under our steps. The hedges curved into perfect arches, heavy with blossoms. Oleander in pink and white, and thick roses the color of bruises. Their scent clung to the air, thick and sweet. The sun pressed hot against my back. I shifted the bag on my shoulder, already sweating through the linen of my dress.

Theo walked ahead, not bothering to slow down. His shoulders moved like he carried something heavier than just his body. Every step seemed deliberate. Claimed.

At the edge of the garden stood a stone structure, older than the main house, its wooden door dark with age. Ivy crept up the sides, but the hinges shone silver in the sun. He paused in front of it, pressed his hand to the worn handle.

“This is the studio,” he said. His voice was quiet but it filled the space between us.

The door groaned open. Heat and the smell of oil hit me at once—linseed, turpentine, something sharper underneath. Sweat and varnish. The scent of work. The air inside felt heavier, not just from the heat but from everything pressed into the walls: time, effort, something close to obsession.

I stepped inside.

Light slanted through wide, high windows, throwing long golden rectangles across the floor. Canvases leaned against every wall, some covered, others showing thick strokes of color, flesh, shadow. One entire wall was stacked with shelves crammed full of brushes, jars, tubes of pigment.

The space vibrated with tension. With something unspoken and waiting.

I hesitated at the threshold. My heels hovered above the stone floor, uncertain. The bag strap bit into my shoulder.

“You move carefully. Like you're afraid to break something,” Theo murmured behind me.

"I'm afraid to touch the wrong thing," I said without turning.

He stepped closer. I felt him before I saw him, the heat of his body warming the back of my neck. His breath touched the curve of my ear.

“Nothing in here is fragile but you.”

I stiffened.

“I’m not fragile.”

"Prove it."

His tone wasn’t mocking. It was a challenge.

He circled me, slow, then gestured toward a plain wooden stool near the window. “Sit. Let me sketch you.”

I blinked. “Right now? Like this?”

“Exactly like this. The way you are when you think no one is watching.”

My heart kicked.

“You’re serious.”

“Utterly.”

I stepped forward, feet echoing on the stone, and set my bag down. My thighs stuck slightly as I sat, the linen clinging. I crossed my legs, folded my hands in my lap, tried not to look like I was posing even though I was.

Theo moved to the table, selected a stick of charcoal, held it between two long fingers like it weighed nothing. He didn’t ask me to smile. Didn’t ask me to tilt my head. Just looked.

I felt him watching me in pieces. My collarbone, the curve of my jaw, the fall of hair I hadn’t bothered to tuck away. He walked slowly, circling, the charcoal scratching faintly as it met the paper. Every pass of his gaze dragged over my skin like a touch he hadn’t given me yet.

I licked my lips. Regretted it.

His jaw tensed. His hand moved faster across the page.

“Breathe through your nose,” he said.

I did.

My nipples prickled beneath my dress. I didn’t know why. The air wasn’t cold. I didn’t shift. I
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