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Chapter 1 — The Empty Studio
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The studio smelled of turpentine, dust, and something faintly metallic—old brushes soaked too long in solvent, dried paint clinging to jars like memory refusing to fade. Elias stood in the center of the room, hands on his hips, staring at the largest blank canvas he owned.

It loomed over him, unforgiving in its whiteness.

Light poured in through the tall north-facing windows, the kind artists praised for its honesty. Elias had once loved that light. He had chased it across apartments, across cities, choosing every studio by how it fell across a canvas in the afternoon. Now it felt like an accusation.

You have nothing left to say.

He exhaled slowly and turned away, moving toward the small table cluttered with tubes of paint. He picked one up—ultramarine blue—then set it back down without opening it. He had done this ritual every morning for weeks. Walk in. Prepare. Freeze. Leave.

The gallery email sat open on his phone, screen dimming as it waited for him to decide.

Elias, your last exhibition was two years ago. Collectors are asking what you’re working on next.

Two years. He could measure the time not in months, but in silence. In meals eaten alone. In paintings abandoned halfway through, faces blurred into nothing because he couldn’t bear to finish them.

He ran a hand through his dark hair, fingers coming away smudged with charcoal. He hadn’t noticed he’d picked up a stick earlier. A habit—needing something to hold, something that left a mark.

“Focus,” he murmured to himself, though the studio offered no answer.

The problem wasn’t skill. He still had that. His hands remembered how to translate thought into line, emotion into color. The problem was that everything inside him felt muted, as though someone had turned the saturation down on his life.

His gaze drifted to the far wall where older works hung—pieces he hadn’t been able to part with. Lovers entwined in shadow. A man looking back over his shoulder, eyes heavy with longing. Another reaching out, fingertips just brushing someone else’s wrist.

Too honest, a former lover had once said. You don’t paint people. You paint what you want from them.

Elias swallowed and looked away.

That was before he’d learned wanting could cost you everything.

He crossed the room and pulled a chair closer to the blank canvas, sitting without the intention to paint. Just to exist in front of it. He let his shoulders slump, the exhaustion he carried finally visible in the empty room.

The idea had come from Mara, the gallery owner who had represented him since his first small show.

You need a subject, she’d said over coffee, tapping her spoon against porcelain. Not a concept. A person.

“I paint people,” Elias had replied flatly.

“You paint memories,” she’d corrected gently. “Try painting someone who’s actually there.”

A live model.

The thought still made his chest tighten.

Elias had always worked from photographs or imagination. Control mattered to him—the ability to step back, to pause, to walk away when the emotions got too close. A live model meant presence. Breathing. Time that couldn’t be rewound.

And worse—it meant being seen while he looked.

His phone buzzed softly in his hand, pulling him from his thoughts. A new message.

Mara:
I found someone perfect for you. Professional. Experienced. Start with one session. That’s all I’m asking.
Elias stared at the words until they blurred slightly. He could almost hear her voice—firm, affectionate, infuriatingly confident in him when he no longer was.

One session.

He stood abruptly and walked to the sink, splashing water on his face. The mirror above it showed a man in his mid-thirties with tired eyes and a mouth that forgot how to smile. Paint flecked his forearms like evidence of a life half-lived.

“What are you afraid of?” he asked his reflection.

The answer came too quickly.

Feeling something again.

He dried his hands, then forced himself back to the center of the room. The blank canvas waited. Patient. Neutral. It had no expectations. People did.

He picked up his phone and typed before he could overthink it.

Elias:
One session. That’s it.
The reply came almost immediately.

Mara:
You won’t regret it. Tomorrow at ten.
Tomorrow.

His pulse kicked up, sharp and unwelcome. He set the phone down as if it might burn him and began moving around the studio with sudden purpose. He cleaned brushes, reorganized paints, wiped down surfaces that were already clean. If he kept his hands busy, maybe his mind would follow.

He positioned the easel carefully, angling it toward the light. He placed a simple chair a few feet away, then hesitated. Too close? Too far? He moved it again, then again, until frustration bubbled up and he shoved it back where it had been.

“This is ridiculous,” he muttered.

It was just a model. A job. Nothing more.

And yet, as he stood there imagining a stranger occupying that chair, something stirred beneath the anxiety—a faint, unwelcome curiosity. What would it be like to paint someone who could shift, breathe, react? Someone whose presence might disrupt the careful distance Elias had built around himself?

He didn’t like the answer.

As evening crept in, the studio darkened, shadows stretching across the floor like spilled ink. Elias turned off the overhead lights and stood for a moment in the quiet, listening to the hum of the city beyond the windows.

Tomorrow, someone would walk into this space.

Tomorrow, the emptiness would be interrupted.

He grabbed his coat and paused at the door, glancing back one last time at the blank canvas. For the first time in weeks, it didn’t feel accusing.

It felt expectant.

Elias shut off the lights and stepped into the night, unaware that the man who would sit in that chair tomorrow wasn’t just going to give him a subject—

He was going to change the way Elias saw everything.
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Chapter 2 — The Man Who Walks In
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Elias arrived at the studio an hour early.

He told himself it was to prepare—light, layout, mental focus—but the truth sat heavier in his chest. Anticipation. Unease. A sense that something was about to shift whether he was ready or not.

He opened the windows despite the chill, letting crisp morning air roll in and scatter the lingering smell of solvents. Sunlight filtered through the glass, pale and steady, brushing across the blank canvas he’d left untouched the night before. He stood in front of it for a moment, hands shoved into his pockets, and tried to imagine neutrality.

A body is just form, he reminded himself. Lines. Shadow. Structure.

The thought didn’t calm him.

He adjusted the chair again, then stopped himself before he could overthink it further. The easel was positioned. Charcoal and pencils were laid out in precise rows. Everything was controlled. Safe.

At exactly ten o’clock, a knock echoed through the studio.

Elias froze.

The sound wasn’t loud, but it cut through him, sharp and final. There was no pretending now. No delaying. He crossed the room and opened the door.

The man standing there was not what Elias expected.

Noah was tall, but not imposing—long-limbed in a relaxed, effortless way. He wore dark jeans, worn boots, and a soft gray sweater that clung loosely to his frame. His hair was light brown, slightly tousled, as if he hadn’t tried too hard to tame it. His face was open, expressive, with eyes that held warmth rather than calculation.

He smiled.

“Hi,” he said easily. “I’m Noah.”

The tension Elias had been bracing himself against didn’t snap. It shifted.

“Oh,” Elias replied, intelligent conversation abandoning him. He cleared his throat. “Right. I—yes. Come in.”

Noah stepped inside without hesitation, glancing around the studio with open curiosity. He didn’t treat the space like a shrine or a workplace. He treated it like somewhere he belonged, and that unsettled Elias more than reverence would have.

“This place is beautiful,” Noah said, turning slowly, taking in the high ceilings and scattered canvases. “It feels... quiet. In a good way.”

Elias shut the door behind him. “It’s just a studio.”

Noah’s smile widened slightly, amused rather than offended. “Artists always say that.”

Elias resisted the urge to correct him.

Noah set his bag down near the wall, then looked back at Elias. “So. First session. Anything you want me to know?”

The question was simple. Reasonable.

Elias opened his mouth—and closed it again.

He hadn’t prepared for this part. For conversation. For presence.

“I usually work in silence,” he said finally.

“That’s fine,” Noah replied without hesitation. “If you change your mind, just say so.”

There was no challenge in his tone. No expectation. Just openness.

Elias gestured toward the chair. “You can... sit there for now. We’ll start clothed.”

Noah nodded. “Of course.”

He moved to the chair, settling into it with a natural ease that made Elias acutely aware of every stiff line in his own posture. Noah didn’t fidget. He didn’t pose theatrically. He simply existed—one arm resting on the chair back, legs angled slightly, shoulders relaxed.

Elias picked up a charcoal stick with hands that felt suddenly unfamiliar.

He began to draw.

At first, he focused on mechanics. The slope of Noah’s shoulders. The angle of his jaw. The way his neck curved when he turned slightly to look out the window. Elias kept his gaze professional, distant.

But Noah noticed.

“You don’t look at me like most artists do,” he said quietly.

Elias’s hand stilled. “How do most artists look at you?”

“Like I’m a puzzle they want to solve,” Noah replied. “Or an object they want to control.”

“And me?”

Noah met his eyes, unflinching. “Like you’re afraid of seeing too much.”

The charcoal snapped between Elias’s fingers.

He swore under his breath and set the broken piece aside. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“No,” Noah agreed easily. “But I’m good at reading rooms. People too.”

Elias forced himself to keep drawing, switching to a fresh stick. He didn’t look at Noah as he spoke. “You’re very comfortable here.”

Noah shrugged. “Bodies don’t scare me. Neither do silences. And this is your space—you’re allowed to take up all the air in it.”

The words landed harder than Elias expected.

No
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