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Chapter One: The First Glance

[image: ]




The gallery hummed with the low murmur of polite voices and the clinking of champagne flutes. Abstracts in bold hues stared back from the pristine white walls, but Julian Blake wasn’t looking at the art. Not really. He stood near the far end of the hall, half-shadowed beneath the track lighting, his tailored charcoal suit impeccable, the crisp line of his collar brushing against the slope of his jaw.

She caught his attention before he even knew she had entered.

At first, it was the sound—heels, too fast, too light—clicking unevenly against the polished floor. Then the brightness of her laugh, unfiltered and real, broke across the space like sunlight slipping past tightly drawn curtains. And then he saw her.

She moved like she hadn’t yet realized the world was watching.

Petite, impossibly so. Her frame was delicate in a way that drew the eye—tight jeans hugging slim legs, a cropped navy sweater slipping off one shoulder to reveal a dusting of freckles. Her honey-brown curls, half-wild, fell down her back like something undone too soon. She held her phone in one hand and a half-finished iced coffee in the other, completely out of place, but entirely unapologetic about it.

Julian turned slightly, adjusting his stance.

She couldn’t be older than twenty-two.

Too young.

He tried to look away, but his gaze betrayed him, drawn back to her mouth as she sipped the last of the coffee through a green straw, her lips parted, glossed, and naturally full. She bit the straw idly, not out of flirtation—no, she didn’t even know he was watching—but out of boredom.

She doesn't belong here, Julian thought. And maybe that's why I can't stop looking.

As if she felt the weight of his stare, her eyes flicked in his direction.

Hazel. Bright, quick, and wary.

She held his gaze longer than was polite.

“Mr. Blake,” a voice beside him broke through. His assistant, Helena, handed him the updated guest list with a pen clipped to the top. “She’s not on the list.”

“I didn’t ask,” he said, not taking his eyes off the girl as she wandered toward a framed minimalist piece. She tilted her head, arms folded across her chest, trying to understand the art the way others were pretending to.

“Should I—?”

“No,” Julian cut in, sharper than intended. Then, more softly, “She’s not causing any harm.”

Helena hesitated. “You just looked like you wanted to say something to her.”

He did. But he didn’t. Not yet.

She lingered near the sculpture installation, crouching low to examine the layered glasswork without realizing the hem of her sweater had ridden up, revealing the pale skin of her lower back. A thin gold chain circled her waist. Barely there. Almost secret.

Julian took a measured sip of his drink.

She wasn’t from this world—of that, he was sure. She didn’t wear the carefully curated apathy of the art crowd. She hadn’t mastered that neutral expression of cultivated disinterest. Her wonder was too open, too visible. She leaned in too close to the pieces, asked too many questions to the older man standing beside her—questions that made the man chuckle and scratch his beard before launching into explanations she didn’t pretend to understand.

She laughed again, softer this time, but still real.

Then she wandered off. Alone again.

And walked right toward him.

Julian’s heart stuttered, and then steadied beneath layers of practiced calm.

Up close, she was even younger. Barely out of school. Still smoothing the edges of adolescence from her features, but with a woman’s shape beneath the soft fabrics and an unguardedness that made his throat tighten.

“Are you Julian Blake?” Her voice was unfiltered curiosity. No hesitation. No reverence.

“I am.”

She squinted slightly. “Your name is on the wall back there. ‘Curated by Julian Blake.’”

He allowed himself a faint smile. “You read the fine print.”

“I always read the fine print,” she said. “It’s where the truth hides.”

Her directness made him pause. “And did you find the truth in the art?”

She twisted her mouth to the side, glancing over her shoulder at the pieces. “No. But maybe I wasn’t looking hard enough.”

He noticed the faint smear of lip balm on her bottom lip, the chip in the corner of her nail polish. She was both carefully careless and entirely unaffected.

“I’m Ellie,” she said, extending a hand.

He took it. Small fingers. Warm. Dry. No rings.

“Ellie...?”

“No last name,” she teased, arching one brow. “Not until you earn it.”

The corner of his mouth lifted involuntarily. She was sharp, playful. She didn’t seem to grasp who he was in this space—how he’d made half the careers present in this room, how his name alone could open gallery doors from Manhattan to Paris.

And still, her gaze didn’t defer.

Julian glanced at the drink in her hand. “I don’t believe we serve iced coffee at this event.”

“I brought it,” she said. “I didn’t realize this was a... champagne-only kind of night.”

“Noticed that, did you?”

“I notice everything.” Her tone was casual, but her eyes searched his face as if she were testing him.

He didn’t speak.

Neither did she.

The silence stretched.

Her eyes dipped to his hands. His left wrist bore a watch with a leather strap—nothing flashy, but polished, classic. His hands were clean, nails trimmed, but strong. Not the hands of someone idle.

“You’re older than I thought,” she said suddenly.

Julian stiffened.

“Not in a bad way,” she added quickly, tilting her head. “Just... older.”

“How old did you think I was?”

She gave him a slow once-over. “Thirty, maybe.”

“And?”

“More like forty?”

He nodded, not confirming, not denying.

Her tone softened. “Still handsome, though.”

Julian looked away then, jaw tight.

This isn’t a game you should be playing, he warned himself.

She leaned in, just slightly, enough for him to catch the faintest trace of vanilla and something warm—amber, maybe.
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