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The subway stairs swallowed me whole, each step downward pressing the city’s heat from my skin. My fingers twitched at my sides, restless, itching to curl around the strap of a bag I hadn’t brought in years. The basement gallery exhaled damp brick and something sharper—oil paint, linseed, the ghost of turpentine staining my wrists. A critique still echoed in my dreams,  Amateurish. Overwrought. Try again when you find something real to say.  

I hesitated at the threshold, my ribs tightening around cowardice. The crowd inside was a murmur of half-lit faces, shadows flickering under exposed bulbs. A bright, careless laugh cut through the hum, and I dug my nails into my palms. Just observe. No one has to know.  

A server brushed past with trembling wineglasses. I shook my head before he could ask, my throat too tight for refusal. The piano music—all minor keys and aching pauses—wound between conversations like smoke. Pressing my shoulder blades against the wall, I inched forward. My pulse thudded loud enough to betray me. Across the room, ink drawings caught the dim light, their delicate lines making my fingertips ache. Someone jostled my elbow. »Careful,« a voice murmured—not to me, just passing through. I swallowed dust. You don’t belong here.  

Then,  laughter like shattering glass. A knot of people clustered around a tall figure, their voices layered with the ease of those who’d never crumpled under critique. Artists. The real kind. My stomach knotted. I should leave.  Yet my feet carried me toward a canvas near the entrance—harsh strokes, furious and unapologetic. The kind of work that grabbed you by the throat. Just as I exhaled, something cracked open in my chest. Not jealousy. Hunger. A hand settled on my shoulder. »Isla?«  

I flinched. That laugh—low, familiar, the kind that lingered in your bones. Dante Mercer stood inches away, fingers lingering just a heartbeat too long before dropping to his side. His dark eyes traced my face, unreadable, the ghost of a smirk at his mouth. »Didn’t peg you for the type to lurk at your own show.«  

»It’s not—« Mine. Not anymore.  The words clogged my throat. He leaned against the wall beside me, his shoulder grazing mine. Close enough to catch the spice of his cologne—ember and restless energy. »Still carrying that camera?« His gaze flicked to my bag, where my Polaroid peeked out. My fingers tightened on the strap. »Old habits.«  

He hummed, nodding toward his latest piece—charcoal lines sprawling like a rebellion. »What do you think?«  

I wanted to lie. »It’s good.« Too good.  The kind that made the room shrink, the air thinner. Dante exhaled, slow. »Yeah. It is.«  

Arrogant bastard. Then he turned, catching my gaze. »You could be, too.«  

The words landed like a slap. Before I could retort, he pushed off the wall, disappearing into the crowd. My thumb found the scar on my palm—jagged, from a mat board knife years ago. I pressed until the sting drowned out the ache. 

~  
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Lilly Cho’s voice cut through my thoughts. »Careful. That one’s fragile.«  

Her red nails skimmed the wire-and-glass sculpture I’d almost toppled. She took me in—white-knuckled grip on my bag, the flush crawling up my neck—with those surgeon’s eyes. »Glad you came tonight.«  

»Wouldn’t miss it.« The lie soured on my tongue. Her smile sharpened. »Mm. Of course not.« A tilt of her head. »Walk with me?«  

Not a request. We wove through clusters of patrons dissecting brushstrokes, their murmurs pricking my neck like static. Lilly stopped before an unfinished sketch—my sketch. Charcoal smudges, half-formed, reckless. My stomach dropped. »I thought you trashed these.«  

»Waste not.« Her fingertip traced the frame. »You used to paint light like it was breathing, Isla.«  

The memory hit like a sucker punch—dawn light through my studio window, oils catching fire under my brushes. Breathing.  

»We miss that hunger,« she murmured. A strand of hair stuck to my lip gloss. Cherry wax, bitter. »Maybe it wasn’t sustainable.«  

»Bullshit.« She crossed her arms. »You quit when it got hard. Dante didn’t.«  

My spine stiffened. »It wasn’t that simple—«  

»Wasn’t it?« Her brow arched. Across the room, Dante glowed under the lights, effortless. Unbreakable. Lilly pressed a card into my palm. »New show next month. I want your name on the wall again.«  

Gone before I could protest. The card burned in my grip, crisp black letters spelling out a dare. What if I could?  

The lights dimmed. The crowd thinned. Dante’s voice carried,  »She’s thinking about it.«  

I didn’t turn. But my fingers closed around the card until the edges bit deep.
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The classroom door clicked shut behind me—too loud in the hushed space. Twelve faces turned my way, the air thickening with unspoken judgment. Late. Again. My fingers dug into my bag’s leather strap, the familiar texture anchoring me. Charcoal dust and aged wood clung to the room, a scent that seeped into skin. At the front, Dante Mercer stood with his back to the door, one hand braced against the easel, the other dragging charcoal across paper in a motion as natural as breathing. He didn’t look up—but the line he drew darkened, deliberate. A silent rebuke. »Sorry,« I mumbled, though the apology hung unanswered. A girl with stacked silver rings nodded to an empty stool. I slid onto it, my pulse fluttering under my skin. Dante’s rolled sleeves revealed forearms dusted with charcoal, tendons shifting with each stroke. The scent of burnt paper and something richer—vanilla beneath the acrylic—drifted from him. My throat tightened. »Controlled chaos,« he said, voice rough with disuse. »You don’t place a mark. You let it exist.« His fingers skimmed the paper, smudging shadows into life. The class leaned in. »But you still decide where it lands.«  

A whisper rustled nearby, but I couldn’t look away from his hands—scarred knuckles, broad palms, the kind that knew destruction and creation in equal measure. A pencil clattered to the floor beside me, the sound jarring. Dante’s gaze lifted, sliding past the others and settling on me. For a heartbeat, my lungs forgot their rhythm. Then he flicked his attention to the fallen pencil. »Pick it up. Tools matter. Even the ones you aren’t ready for yet.«  
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