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Chapter 1 – The Stranger at the Auction
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The hall buzzed with voices, velvet seats filling with patrons whose jewelry gleamed under the chandeliers. The air was scented with polished wood, expensive perfumes, and the faintest trace of dust from old canvases waiting to be sold. Antique treasures lined the stage, each with a story of its own, waiting for the highest bidder to claim them.

Clara sat toward the back, the worn notebook in her lap marking her as different from the rest. She wasn’t there to bid. She was only there to observe, to sketch faces, to capture moments in words. Her professor had told her that auctions revealed truths about people—their hunger, their pride, their vanity. She had never been in such a place before. She clutched her pen, trying not to appear out of place among the glittering gowns and suits.

And then she noticed him.

The man did not need to call attention to himself, but he had it anyway. He sat in the front row, alone, his broad shoulders filling the chair as though it were too small for him. His hair was streaked with silver, cut neatly but showing signs of age that only made him more distinguished. His suit was dark, understated, perfectly tailored, the kind of fabric that whispered wealth rather than shouted it. His hands, clasped loosely in his lap, looked strong, the kind of hands that had worked once but had not needed to for a long time.

Clara’s pen faltered as she tried to capture the curve of his profile. There was something about his expression—detached, almost weary, as if none of this mattered to him at all. He watched the auctioneer with polite disinterest, yet when he raised his hand, others hesitated to compete. It wasn’t just his money that silenced them; it was the weight of his presence.

Item after item passed, and Clara noticed the pattern. He did not bid on everything. Only certain pieces drew his attention—an antique pocket watch, a collection of rare books, a landscape painting with colors faded by time. Each one, ordinary to most, seemed to stir something in him. He lifted his hand with the smallest motion, and the gavel came down in his favor every time.

Clara wrote in her notebook: He doesn’t chase what everyone else does. He chooses what speaks to him, no matter how small.

The auctioneer’s voice rose with excitement as the final item was unveiled: an oil portrait of a woman from the late nineteenth century. The canvas was cracked, the frame dulled, but the subject’s eyes glowed from the shadows, soft and haunting. The room seemed to hush, everyone studying the woman’s face.

“Shall we begin the bidding at five thousand?” the auctioneer announced.

Hands rose immediately. Prices climbed. Clara leaned forward, watching as numbers leapt higher than any of the previous items. People wanted the painting, badly. She wondered if the man at the front would finally take interest. For a moment, he remained still, as if content to watch the frenzy. But then, with the same calm gesture as before, he lifted his hand.

The room paused. Some lowered their paddles. Others exchanged looks. But a few brave ones kept bidding.

Ten thousand. Fifteen. Twenty.

The numbers rattled in Clara’s mind, each one larger than the last. She pressed her pen harder against the page, her heart inexplicably racing. It wasn’t her money, her decision, her world. And yet, she was caught in it, watching him, waiting to see if he would push further.

At twenty-five thousand, silence fell. No one dared to go higher. The gavel struck.

“Sold.”

Applause followed, scattered but respectful. The man gave a slight nod, as though acknowledging a routine victory. Clara’s gaze lingered on him. She couldn’t help wondering why he had wanted that particular painting, what connection he felt to the woman trapped inside the frame.

When the auction ended, people mingled, their laughter echoing beneath the chandeliers. Clara gathered her notebook, intending to leave quietly, but her curiosity pulled her closer to the stage. She wanted a better look at the painting.

She was not the only one.

The man stood before it, now unwrapped from its protective cover. He studied the woman’s face with an intensity that made Clara hesitate. There was something almost vulnerable in the way he looked at the portrait, as if he wasn’t seeing paint at all but memory.

Clara lingered nearby, pretending to jot notes, though her page remained empty.

“You like it too.”

His voice startled her. Deep, low, calm. He hadn’t turned to look at her, yet he had spoken to her as though he had known she was there all along.

Clara’s pen slipped. “It’s... haunting,” she admitted, her voice softer than she intended.

“Haunting.” He repeated the word, finally glancing at her. His eyes were gray, sharp but not unkind. “Yes. That’s the right word.”

She swallowed, meeting his gaze only for a moment before looking back at the portrait. “She looks like she’s keeping a secret.”

The corner of his mouth lifted, not quite a smile. “Perhaps she is.”

Clara shifted her notebook against her chest, unsure whether to stay or retreat. The other patrons gave the man space, as if an invisible line had been drawn around him. She realized how unusual it was that he had even spoken to her at all.

“Do you come to auctions often?” he asked, still watching the painting.

“No,” she said quickly, then steadied herself. “I’m only here for a class project. I’m studying how people behave in places like this.”

His eyes flicked back to her, curious now. “And what have you learned?”

“That some people buy to be seen,” Clara said, surprising herself with her honesty. “And some people buy because they actually care.”

He studied her, then let out a quiet breath. “You notice more than most.”

Clara felt heat rising to her cheeks. She wanted to ask him why he had bought the portrait, what it meant to him, but the question lodged in her throat. It wasn’t her place.

An attendant approached to confirm the purchase details, and the man turned his attention away. Clara stepped back, realizing the conversation had ended as abruptly as it had begun. She slipped out of the hall into the cool evening air, the city lights glittering beyond the grand doors.

Yet her thoughts stayed inside, with the man and the painting.

She walked down the stone steps, clutching her notebook, every detail of him vivid in her mind—the silver in his hair, the calm in his movements, the weight of his presence. She had come to observe strangers for an assignment. Instead, she had found one stranger she could not stop thinking about.

Behind her, the doors opened. She heard the sound of polished shoes against stone. Clara turned, startled, and saw him descending the steps. His coat was draped over one arm, and the night air stirred faintly around him.

For a second, she froze, as though caught doing something she shouldn’t. But he only nodded once in acknowledgment, his gaze passing over her with that same calm detachment.

“Good night,” he said.

The words were simple, polite, but they lingered.

“Good night,” Clara managed to reply, though he was already walking toward a waiting car.

She watched as the driver opened the door, the man sliding inside with effortless grace. The car pulled away, leaving her alone on the steps, the city’s hum filling the silence he left behind.

Clara opened her notebook again beneath the streetlight. Her pen moved quickly, words tumbling out before she could stop them: The stranger at the auction. He buys not what glitters, but what whispers. He carries a fortune as if it weighs on him, not frees him. Who is he?

She closed the notebook and hugged it to her chest. Something told her this was not the last time she would see him. But for now, all she had was the memory of his presence and the unanswered questions he carried with him into the night.

And Clara, though she did not yet know it, had already begun stepping into a story she could not walk away from.
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Chapter 2 – A Chance Meeting in the Rain
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The rain began as a whisper against the rooftops, then thickened into a steady curtain that blurred the city lights. Clara hurried along the cobblestone street, her umbrella a flimsy shield against the downpour. Her notebook, tucked carefully in her satchel, pressed against her side like a secret she needed to protect. She had been walking home from the library, where the echoes of the auction still lingered in her mind. She had written page after page about him, the stranger with silver in his hair, but the words only raised more questions than they answered.

She paused beneath an awning, water dripping from its edge in glistening strands. The night was quieter here, the chatter of restaurants muffled by the rain. She wondered if she should wait it out or risk another block. Then, from the corner of her eye, she saw him.

He stood across the street, tall against the blurred glow of streetlamps, holding no umbrella at all. The rain slicked his dark coat, his hair glistening as water streamed down. He seemed unaffected, as though the weather itself had no claim over him. His gaze was fixed on the window of a small antiquarian bookstore, its display filled with leather-bound volumes that looked older than the city itself.

Clara’s breath caught. Of all the streets, of all the nights—what were the chances?

She hesitated, unsure if approaching would seem foolish. He had spoken to her once, briefly, but that did not mean he would











































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

L Qﬁ‘*‘rl S

HI1S
FORTUNE

An Older Man Younger Woman Love Story

KELAKKIYAR SIDDHAR

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR
KELAKKIYAR SIDDHAR





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





