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If I’m being honest, I wasn’t supposed to be at that charity gala.

Twenty-year-olds do not belong in rooms with crystal chandeliers, tuxedos that cost more than my tuition, or waiters offering champagne I couldn’t pronounce. But the event photographer bailed an hour before the shoot, and my boss at the studio said, “Noah, you’re up. Try not to embarrass me.”

So there I was, adjusting the strap of my too-small camera bag, walking through the marble lobby of the Harridan Hotel like I knew what I was doing.

I didn’t.

The place felt unreal — all soft gold lighting and quiet music and people who probably never tripped over their own shoelaces in public.

I stayed near the wall, taking photos like my life depended on it because, honestly, paying rent next week kind of did.

That’s when the room shifted.

Or maybe it was just me.

Because the moment he walked in, I forgot how to breathe.

Adrian Wolfe.

I didn’t know his name yet, but I knew him the way you recognize lightning before it hits. Tall, dark suit tailored within an inch of its life, shoulders perfectly squared, jaw sharp enough to cut through the hum of the room.

He didn’t smile. Didn’t need to.

People parted around him like he was gravity dressed in black.

I lifted my camera, zooming in just enough to catch his expression — controlled, unreadable, devastating. The kind of face you’d swear belonged on a movie poster for a man you should definitely never fall for.

And then he looked at me.

Not the camera.

Me.

My breath stuttered. My finger froze on the shutter.

His eyes were cold and deep, like storm clouds deciding whether or not to break. Sharp. Assessing. As if he were trying to place me in a world I didn’t belong to.

I dropped the camera a little too quickly, pretending to focus on some lady’s necklace.

Smooth, Noah. Really smooth.

I told myself he’d already forgotten me.

I was wrong.

Because ten minutes later, when the speeches started, I moved closer to the stage to get a better angle — and didn’t realize he was stepping down from the staircase until I collided with something solid and unmoving.

Him.

My camera nearly slipped. My dignity definitely did.

His hand shot out, steadying my arm with surprising strength.
“Careful,” he said, low and calm, voice like velvet dragged over steel.
“I—I’m so sorry,” I stammered. “I didn’t see you.”

He held my gaze for a beat too long, dark eyes flicking briefly to my parted lips before returning to my face.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

No one at events like this ever asked me that.

“Noah,” I said, my voice somehow smaller than I meant it to be.

His jaw flexed, as if he were tasting the name, testing it for weight.

“Noah,” he repeated softly. “You should watch where you’re going.”
A pause.
“These rooms can be... dangerous.”
My pulse kicked.

He released my arm gently — too gently — for a man who looked like he didn’t do anything gently.

Before I could even exhale, a woman in diamonds called his name, and he turned toward her, the moment breaking like glass underfoot.

But as he walked away, he glanced back over his shoulder.

Not at the crowd.
Not at the stage.
At me.
And for reasons I couldn’t explain, a single thought slid through me like a warning:

You’re in trouble.

I tried to go back to photographing the event, but every shot looked shaky, like my camera was suddenly made of gelatin and anxiety. I kept replaying that moment in my head — his hand on my arm, the way he said my name, the way he looked at me like he was trying to decide what to do with me.

And then I made the rookie mistake of glancing toward the stairs again.

He was already watching me.

I looked away so fast I probably gave myself whiplash.
Great. Smooth. Very professional.
I forced myself to blend back into the crowd — not too hard, considering I was basically the smallest guy in the room. Five-seven on a good day, slim enough that jackets never fit right off the rack, and with blond hair that always curled a little at the ends no matter how hard I tried to tame it.

A twink.
That’s the word my friends used, laughing, whenever I wore a tank top or ordered something with extra whipped cream.
“You’re basically a twink-fairy-elf,” my roommate Ethan once said, “just missing wings.”
He wasn’t wrong.
In a sea of tuxedos and jawlines carved by personal trainers, I probably looked like someone wandered in from a freshman dorm tour.

So why had he looked at me?

I tried to stay focused on my job, snapping pictures of donors pretending to care about the silent auction items, but the hairs on the back of my neck kept lifting, little static jolts telling me I was being watched.

When I finally gave in and scanned the room—
he wasn’t where I’d last seen him.
Great. Now I was imagining things.

I moved toward the back of the ballroom to photograph the displays — paintings, sculptures, some glass pieces that looked like they’d shatter if you breathed on them wrong. The lighting back here was dimmer, softer, quieter.

I raised my camera—

“You missed a shot.”

I spun so fast I nearly threw my camera across the floor.

Adrian Wolfe stood behind me. Closer than he should have been. Close enough to feel the warmth of his breath near my ear.

“S-sorry,” I whispered, though I wasn’t sure what I was apologizing for.

“That angle.” He gestured toward the sculpture behind me. “The reflection works better from the right.”

I blinked, startled. “You... know photography?”

“No,” he said. “But I know what I like.”

My pulse tripped.

He stepped beside me — not touching, but close enough that the air around me felt warmer, heavier. His presence filled the space like a storm cloud deciding where to strike.

I lifted my camera, slid a few inches to the right, and took the shot.

He leaned in slightly, eyes on the preview screen.
“Hm,” he murmured. “Better.”
Better.
The man probably had an empire, and he was giving me photography notes?
Sure. Totally normal.
“I didn’t catch your last name, Noah,” he said.

“Oh. It’s Reyes.” My voice cracked like I was thirteen again, which was mortifying.

“Reyes,” he echoed, and somehow my last name sounded expensive when he said it. “You’re young.”

“O-okay,” I said weakly. “Thank you?”

His mouth twitched — not quite a smile, but the closest I’d seen.
“That wasn’t a criticism.”
I swallowed. “Then what was it?”

“A fact.”
His eyes held mine.
“And an observation.”
I didn’t know what that meant, but the way he said it made my stomach twist in a way that definitely wasn’t hunger.

A server passed us with champagne. Adrian took one glass, then paused.

He took another.

He handed it to me.

I stared at it like he’d just offered me a winning lottery ticket.

“I’m not— I mean, I’m not supposed to drink while working.”

“You don’t have to drink it,” he said calmly.
“Just hold it, so people stop bumping you like you don’t exist.”
Heat rushed to my cheeks.

“Oh.”
I took the glass, fingers brushing his for half a second.
His expression didn’t change — but something in his eyes did.

That was the moment I realized he noticed everything.
Every detail.
Every weakness.
Every place my guard slipped.
And then he tilted his head, studying me like a puzzle he fully intended to solve.

“Tell me, Noah Reyes...” his voice dropped lower, almost a whisper,
“...why does a boy like you look like he’s afraid to take up space?”
My throat tightened.

Because he was right.

Because I’d spent most of my life hoping not to be noticed.

Because being seen always felt like the first step toward being hurt.

I opened my mouth — no idea what I was going to say.

But before I could answer, the lights in the ballroom brightened, signaling the start of the next speech.

Adrian stepped back, the connection breaking with the shift in light.

He didn’t look at the stage.

He looked at me.

“We’re not finished,” he said softly.
Then he walked into the crowd like a shadow disappearing into fog.
I tried to stay focused on shooting the rest of the event, but after Adrian slipped back into the crowd, I kept catching myself glancing toward every corner, every shadow, every person in a tailored black suit.

He was gone.

Or maybe he wasn’t.

Maybe I was just trying too hard not to look for him.

By the time the speeches ended and the last of the champagne trays disappeared, my nerves were a frayed wire. I stepped out into the hotel’s side terrace to get some air — a little balcony overlooking the city, quiet and dimly lit. Cool night air hit my skin, and I exhaled for what felt like the first time in hours.

I leaned against the railing, rubbing my hands together for warmth. My shirt was thin. I never checked the weather before leaving. Classic.

I lifted my camera to review shots — anything to get my brain off him — when the terrace door clicked open behind me.

I didn’t turn.

I didn’t have to.

Something about the air shifted, like the room inhaled and held it.

His voice slid through the quiet.

“You disappeared.”

My breath caught. I looked over my shoulder.

Adrian Wolfe stepped onto the terrace, the glow of the city behind him. His suit looked sharper in the night air, darker, his presence somehow even bigger outdoors than inside.

“I—I was just taking a break,” I said.

He moved closer. Not too close. Just enough that I felt the gravity of him.

“You didn’t answer my question earlier,” he said.

My heart stumbled. “What question?”

“Why you move like you’re afraid someone will notice you.”

I looked back out at the city, cheeks burning. “That’s... a lot to ask someone you just met.”

“I didn
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	a fitted black button-down, thin and silky

	tailored black trousers

	a simple leather bracelet

	and a small card embossed with a silver A.W.
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	the shirt he chose

	the way it fit

	the way I moved

	the way I froze when I saw him
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