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Chapter 1

    Snow Harper stood on the frost-slung path leading to the Mercer Conservatory and felt the city peel away like paint. Her breath clouded and vanished among the skeletal iron ribs and glass; aside from the muffled hum of distant buses and the occasional barking dog, the world was reduced to the sharp scent of wet earth and something green and stubborn beneath snow. The conservatory was everything her claustrophobic instincts resisted and every balm she needed: a place made to hold, preserve, and coax life through seasons that seemed intent on ending things. It suited her.

    She carried two worn satchels and a tube of rolled paper that contained the commission she'd promised to finish: a portfolio of winter-bloom studies for a small natural history gallery. Her hands, perpetually stained with pigment, found the brass handle of the heavy door as if they had always known the way. Inside, the air was humid and absurdly warm, and little beads of condensation caught in the fringes of her lashes. Snow's spine eased. Being careful had been her default long enough to make the first folds of relaxation unfamiliar; it sat in her like a new sweater, itchy at first, then warming.

    The conservatory breathed in long, slow cycles—hot, then cool; the sound of dripping water a metronome she hadn't known she'd needed. Potted palms lined the path, their fronds dusted with frost that shivered away under the greenhouse's forgiving light. Snow moved with the deliberate quiet of someone practiced at stepping around people's lives—around headlines, around attention. She knew how to sink small and safe, to be useful without anchoring herself to anyone who might pull the ground from underfoot.

    She had arrived far earlier than she said she would. The city news had been a bruise over the last few weeks: a former collaborator had leaked private sketches that had been drawn for no eyes but hers and the paper's. They'd made her into a thing—gossiped over and misread. That kind of exposure had a saltiness that tasted like betrayal. Here, between glass and fern, she could be what she was: a woman who sketched the way moss caught light, who noticed the slant of a leaf's underside and the way a bud's curve told more than a thousand adjectives. She was embarrassed by how much she wanted that anonymity to stick.

    She set her tube of brushes down near a long worktable and unrolled a thin sheet of tracing paper. The first sketches came like a hand reaching for memory: pale graphite lines that remembered the weight of a petal before a single color had been imagined. Detail calmed her—veins in the leaf, the tiny scar where a caterpillar had once munched, the odd, lovely asymmetry of a still-forming bud. Time narrowed to the ritual of seeing and translating. The greenhouse, in its patient generosity, gave her that.

    Footsteps sounded overhead, measured and practical. She kept her head down, because she did not want to be caught painting herself into vulnerability, but the odor of coffee and the faint scrape of a coat drew her gaze up. He was taller than she'd expected and moved like someone who'd never had the luxury of dawdling. Elias Mercer. The name had been attached to a dry, guarded résumé—urban planner, conservator in his own right, a man publicly dedicated to keeping this glass lung breathing. Up close, he was an outline of austerity softened by small things: a five o'clock shadow that made his jaw look deliberately unfinished, sleeves rolled up over lean forearms dusted with soil and blueprint smudges, and eyes that, when they took her in, measured rather than catalogued.

    "You're Snow Harper," he said, as if stating a fact was the same as greeting her. His voice was the kind that could be gentle and still economical, like a well-made bench: servicable, not showy.

    "That's me," she answered, surprised to find steadiness in her tone. "And you must be Elias." Her pencil hovered, inattentive to the line it left, as she studied the way light lost itself in the planes of his face.

    He nodded once and inclined his chin toward the far wing of the conservatory where ferns and orchids reigned. "We keep the north dome closed to the public through winter," he said. "And there are certain hours for work—heat and humidity are scheduled." There was a practical, almost affectionate precision to his words, as if the plants had taught him to love protocols. "You have a studio space in the east alcove. Keys are on the desk."

    She wanted, absurdly, to laugh at how brutally businesslike that was. Instead, she collected the keys as if they were the final props in a performance she hadn't signed up to star in. "Thank you," she said. Her voice felt smaller inside the warm air.

    He glanced at her satchel with a kind of curiosity she couldn't parse. "Your work—" he began, then stopped, as if the rest of the sentence was a bridge he wasn't sure he wanted to cross. "We'll need images for the city's presentation in January," he said finally. "Clear, accurate. Nothing sensational."

    Her chest tightened at the last word—sensational. She'd been sanded down into that brittle adjective once before. "I do botanical illustration," she said, which wasn't defensive; it was a tether to her own definition. "I render. I don't—" She stopped. Some words were slippery now; you had to chase truth around them.

    He stepped closer, and the angle of his face softened in a way she hadn't seen when he'd spoken. Up close the gray-green in his eyes was more pronounced, thoughtful and a little weary. "Good," he said. "We need that. For the council. For the community." He looked at her as if offering a landscape she might not suspect she could inhabit. "You'll have my…full cooperation. Protocols notwithstanding."

    She wanted to ask the shape of cooperation—if it was open, if it included him—but a rustle near the workbench interrupted. Mara Lin burst through the door with a scarf in a vortex and a grin that undid some of Snow's tight edges. Mara's presence was like hot tea on a winter morning: immediate comfort and a tease of warmth she hadn't realized she'd been missing. Snow's best friend moved through the conservatory like someone who'd lived in neighborhoods where conversations were made audible and noise meant company, not danger.

    "Snow! You look like a painting museum came to life," Mara said, and then she peered at Elias with the curious bluntness that made Snow love and sometimes fear her best friend. "You must be Elias. I'm Mara—Snow's loud, ill-advised favorite." It was a declaration that set Snow laughing, because it broke a protocol she hadn't known she'd been holding to.

    Elias's guardedness flickered into something almost amused. "Mara," he said. "Welcome. I suspect we'll regret any ill advice that involves the conservatory's humidity levels."

    Between Mara's chatter and Elias's restrained, practical attention to the conservatory's schedule, Snow felt both steadied and exposed. The presence of another person who knew her—Mara—was a tether. The presence of a man who held the keys to the place where she would spend the next three months was a different kind of tether altogether, unfamiliar and pulsing.

    She set to work that afternoon with a sense of careful ceremony. Snow sketched the way the light lay on the rim of a pitcher plant, the way a stray flake of snow had tracked a fine, temporary path on the glass above. The conservatory gave her subject after subject, each a small miracle of survival and design. People had tried to convince her that drawing was indulgent; here, it was documentation of a promise. Her pencil moved with an ease that felt like prayer.

    Around sunset, when the whole place glowed the color of steeped tea, someone banged through the outer iron gate. The sound made her look up, and for a hung, stupid second she forgot how fragile her quiet was. Someone had come to watch, to see the woman whose private work had become public property. Her heartbeat knotted.

    Elias appeared at her elbow, hands tucked into the pockets of his coat as if they could hold him steady, and his presence—solid, familiar—was a shield she hadn't asked for but didn't immediately refuse. "They're press," he said, not unkind, but with the kind of resigned caution that suggested this wasn't his first media intrusion. "They'll leave if we ask."

    Snow's first reflex was to shrink, to fold the sketches away and protect the small things that only she was supposed to know. She closed the roll of paper with fingers that suddenly trembled, a tight, irrational panic at being seen in this landscape. Mara stepped forward and planted herself between Snow and the doorway like a small, fierce lighthouse.

    "Give me five minutes," Mara called through the iron gate, and then she smiled in the most disarming way Snow knew. It worked on camera crews. Mara's open, pragmatic warmth put red coats and lens hoods into the realm of current events and depersonalized curiosity. The men with microphones puffed their breath into the cold and started asking questions—about the conservatory, about developer interest, about the woman who drew plants like confessing a secret.

    Snow felt the words wash over her: betrayal, infiltration, scandal. They were the same words that had once ruined the soft architecture of her life. The moment stretched, and she realized she was deciding, in a way she had not decided in months, whether she would allow herself to be frightened away.

    Elias's hand brushed the small of her back as he guided her behind a fern screen toward the east alcove, a touch so deliberate it left warmth like an ember. Snow surprised herself by not snatching away. The contact was not invasive—no claim, only an offered steadiness. His gray-green eyes met hers briefly, and there was no triumph there, only a kind of concern she hadn't been expecting.

    "You're not obligated to be on show," he said quietly, the words thick with rules and something softer. "If it's too much—if you want to go somewhere else for a day—I'll cover your retainer. The conservatory will not press you into spectacle."

    She studied him—his jaw, set and attentive, the way his posture made a little fortress of conduct—then her mouth remembered a different kind of answer. "I came here to do the work," she said. "If I leave because of people who want to make a circus of it, then they've won twice over. I can't…I won't let them take that from me."

    He watched her for a long beat, as if weighing the shape of her resolve against the weather of his uncertainties. "Then we'll not give them the chance," he said, and the pragmatic warmth behind the words made them an offer rather than a command. "We have staff spaces. We can work out private hours. We'll put up temporary screens if we need to."

    Mara looked between them and winked like she could already see the end of their sentences braided together. Snow felt something loosen in her chest, like a door unlatching after a long season of being bolted. It wasn't trust; it was not that fragile, full thing she kept in the drawer. It was the beginning of an experiment—allowing someone else to share the frame of her work, to see her up close without immediate judgment.

    As dusk deepened into a violet that made the glass sing, Snow set her pencil to a new sheet. Outside, a reporter's voice rose and fell, but inside the conservatory the plant-quiet listened as if no scandal could touch the small, stubborn green lives arranged under its ribs. Snow drew, and in the margins of the paper she made small notes—temperature, humidity, the way a jasmine tightened against the cold. She wrote in a smaller hand: stayed. Stayed because she had to know whether staying would break her or build something new.

    When she finally packed up for the night, Elias lingered by the doorway, hands in the pockets of his wool coat. He looked like someone who had rehearsed this distance and kept to it religiously. For a moment, the winter air between them felt like a terrain neither map could yet chart. Then he cleared his throat. "Lock up at nine," he said. "I'll send Mara a list of hours. And Snow—if you need to go home tonight, I can show you an alternate route, less exposed."

    His concern was practical and small and it landed with weight. Snow held it like a gift she was almost afraid to unwrap. "I'll be fine," she said. Then, because she could not afford to stay mythic forever and because the small softness in his voice deserved an answering tenderness, she added, "Thank you."

    He nodded, and the brief exchange held a current that both of them pretended not to feel. As she stepped out into the cold to find the little rental bungalow she'd take for now, Snow pressed her back to the glass and looked in at the glow of the conservatory. Inside, pockets of warmth glimmered: a lamp over her sheaf of sketches, Mara's boots by the bench, and Elias's outline like a shadow at the doorway. For the first time in months, the idea of being seen felt like a question rather than a verdict.

    She tucked her rolled drawings closer to her side and made a promise she did not say aloud: to finish the commission and to not run merely because the city loved to shout. Trust, she knew, would have to be earned. But for tonight, there was a different, braver word—presence. She would be present.

    Behind the glass, somewhere between the heat of the conservatory and the cold of the street, a note of music began: someone adjusting a radio to a low, scratchy station, then laughter. Snow stayed until the sound settled in her bones and could be carried with her like a small warmth. Then she walked toward home, toward the small room that smelled faintly of tea and oil paint, and toward the quiet of a place where she could sketch mistakes and still be allowed to be whole.

    Something in the east alcove's lamp flickered as she passed the front gate, and for a single, ridiculous instant she imagined her sketches were not only lines on paper but anchors—little maps back to a person she might one day let stay. She told herself, against a history that was patient and exacting, that she could try. The conservatory's glass held the reflection of her own outline, a pale figure against a warm glow, and beyond it, a shadow moved under the brim of Elias's coat.

    She did not know the shape of what might come of this winter. She only knew, with the clarity that sometimes arrives in the first few brushstrokes of a painting, that she had arrived. And someone else had been there to notice. As she walked away, the echo of his steps behind the glass—soft, contained, purposeful—felt like the beginning of an answer she had been too afraid to ask.


Chapter 2

    Snow moved through the conservatory like someone entering a familiar room with new furniture—every corner held a memory shaped into something slightly different. The frost on the inner panes had softened in the early morning light into filigree lace, and the world beyond the glass was a washed, skating gray. Inside, heat hummed against her cheeks; the scent of damp soil and citrus leaves rose like a quiet promise. Her breath fogged, then cleared on the paper as she bent over a tray of tiny pulsatilla seedlings, mapping the curve of each emerging cotyledon with minute, reverent strokes.

    She had come for the plants but stayed for the margins—the small notations she made in pencil, the way tangential thoughts found their way into the edges of studies: "light from NE, 9–11am; shade at noon," or "note: stem is brittle after frost—treat gently." Those marginalia were less for anyone else than for herself, a gentle inventory of competence she could return to when the days blurred and she needed proof that she had not forgotten how to care.

    A footstep crunched on the stone path behind her. Snow did not look up immediately; she liked surprises that arrived measured and kind. Elias stood at the curve of the path, a wool collar turned up against the cold, hands cupped around a thermos. He watched the seedlings with the same careful attention she afforded them, as though assessing a plan.

    "Good morning," he said, and the words landed like a courteous wind.

    "Morning," she answered, keeping her voice low, as if the greenhouse itself had ears and she did not wish to wake them more than necessary.

    He crossed the path and set the thermos on the bench, leaving a small ring of condensation that steamed almost instantly. "We took out the central bench this morning. Gives you a better sweep," he offered. He said it like a fact, not a favor, but the implication was clear—he'd thought about her presence here overnight.

    Snow allowed herself a smile—brief, private. "Thank you," she said. She shifted her stool a fraction, making room for him without needing to invite him formally. Something about working close to another person felt like calibrating a new tool: you had to measure the pressure, the angle, the small adjustments that prevented breaking.

    He lowered himself onto the opposite stool with the kind of economy that suggested he preferred his movements efficient rather than showy. Up close, his shadowed cheekbones and the slight crease at the side of his mouth were less fortress, more weathered map. He pulled a folded set of frosted plans from under his arm, their edges softened by use. "I thought you might want to see where we're keeping the new acclimation beds," he said. "You can make those studies adjacent—people tend to respond to images that show change."

    Snow took the papers and felt the thrum of their intended purpose: illustrations that would not only charm but persuade. She flipped through Elias's annotated sheets—the conservatory's footprint, the proposed buffer zones, a list of species critical to survival in winter humidity. His handwriting was methodical, the letters angular and neat, each margin turned into a ledger of small, deliberate strategies. When she looked up, his gaze held for one steady beat longer than necessary.

    "You think people respond better to pictures than promises?" she asked, half-testing, half-weaving.

    "I think people respond to what they can picture themselves in," he said. "A statistic is a number they can dismiss; a habit is something they can imagine folding into their routine. Your art might be the hinge."

    The hinge had weight. Snow felt it in her spine, the way the responsibility of her work suddenly felt looser and heavier at the same time. "So I'm a hinge," she mused. "That sounds noble and precarious."

    "It is both." He tilted his chin toward a damp patch in the ferns. "Those ferns will need staged lighting if we're going to document their frond unfurling. Humidity cycles have to be stable. Do you have a preference for the color of background paper? Ivory? Slate? I want your images to read like invitations, not museum pieces."

    She considered the options, the little technicalities folding into larger considerations—tone, warmth, the way an image can either welcome or instruct. "Ivory for warmth," she said finally. "But a hint of slate for contrast. People respond to warmth. They come where they feel they can belong."

    "Then ivory with slate," he agreed. He sounded like a man arranging bricks, finding the right order to make a doorway.

    A silence spread between them that was neither comfortable nor uncomfortable; it was precisely the sort that inhabits rooms when two people are learning the rhythm of shared breathing. Snow's fingers found the edge of her pupil, and she drew the line of a new sprout. Her hand was steady, but she felt its steadiness as if through a sheet—present but separated.

    The conservatory's radio hissed to life somewhere in the rear, an old vinyl station someone had coaxed from scrap. A song she half-remembered threaded through the palms, and her shoulders loosened, its old cadence nudging something gentler loose inside her. Elias watched her again, that careful look gentled with curiosity. She caught the way his jaw softened when he let his attention rest on something other than organization—an observation did not have to be calculating to be kind.

    "You told the staff to give me private hours," she said, partly as a note of thanks, partly to keep the conversation anchored.

    "I did," he replied. "But if you want a full evening to yourself—no Mara, no visitors—we can lock the north entrance. I can babysit the radio." The small attempt at humor tugged at the corners of his mouth; he was half-awkward, half-willing.

    Snow nearly laughed. "Babysit the radio," she echoed, picturing Elias hunkered against a crackly speaker with a badge of responsible solemnity. It eased something inside her, the tension she was always carrying like a second coat. "That would be very kind. Thank you."
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