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      The iron gates of Trevelyan Estate swallow me whole as I step through them, my small suitcase bumping against my leg like a nervous dog. The drive curves ahead, swallowed by ancient oaks whose branches reach for each other above like desperate lovers. I've never worked in a place so grand, so isolated. I still can’t believe I got this job. When I saw the ad for a reclusive artist looking for a new housemaid, I applied on a desperate whim, never believing I’d actually get a callback.

      I was called the next day, and now here I am.

      The house reveals itself gradually, a looming stone giant with too many windows to count. The path to the front entrance is lined with roses, their thorns more prominent than their blooms. They're beautiful but threatening, much like the house itself.

      A woman waits for me at the door. She's thin and severe, with hair pulled back so tight it seems to be doing the work of a facelift.

      "Ms. Moreno?" she asks, voice clipped and formal.

      "Yes. Iris," I offer, shifting my suitcase to extend my hand. She takes it with cool fingers that barely press against mine.

      "Mrs. Winters. I manage Mr. Trevelyan's household affairs." She doesn't smile, just steps aside to let me in. "You're punctual. That's good."

      The entrance hall soars around me, cathedral-like and chilly. My footsteps echo on marble, announcing my intrusion into this pristine space. Paintings line the walls—dark landscapes, abstract forms that seem to writhe if I look at them too long. I wonder if they're his work.

      "Mr. Trevelyan values his privacy above all else," Mrs. Winters explains as she leads me deeper into the house. "That's why the position includes room and board. He prefers a minimal staff presence, and those who are here should be... unobtrusive."

      "I understand," I say, though I'm not sure I do. What kind of man needs this much space and this much solitude?

      We pass through a series of rooms, each more beautifully appointed than the last. I notice no personal touches, no photographs or mementos. It's like a museum, not a home.

      "Your duties will include cleaning the main living areas, laundry, and basic meal preparation when required. Mr. Trevelyan often takes meals in his studio, so you'll leave trays outside the door. The kitchen staff comes three times weekly to prepare meals that can be reheated."

      I nod, taking mental notes. "And my schedule?"

      "Six days a week, hours flexible as needed. Sundays are yours unless specifically requested otherwise." She stops at a junction of hallways and turns to face me fully for the first time. "Now, the most important rule, Ms. Moreno. The west wing is strictly off-limits."

      Something in her tone makes me pay closer attention. "The west wing?"

      "Mr. Trevelyan's private quarters and studio. You are never to enter without explicit permission, which will be rare. If cleaning is needed there, I will inform you. The doors will be locked, but should you ever find one open, do not enter. Do you understand?"

      Her eyes bore into mine with an intensity that seems disproportionate. It's just a room, I think. But I nod again. "Of course."

      "Good." She seems satisfied, continuing our tour. "Mr. Trevelyan is... particular. He doesn't like to be disturbed. You may go weeks without seeing him."

      "Is he here now?" I ask, unable to contain my curiosity about my mysterious employer.

      "He's always here," she says, and something in those three words sends a shiver down my spine.

      My quarters are at the back of the house—a bedroom with attached bath that's larger than my entire previous apartment. The windows overlook a wild garden that bleeds into dense woods beyond.

      "This is lovely," I say, genuinely surprised by the comfortable accommodations.

      "Mr. Trevelyan believes in treating his staff well," Mrs. Winters says, a hint of something—pride?—in her voice. "Dinner is at six in the kitchen tonight. I'll show you your duties tomorrow morning. There's a house manual on the desk."

      She leaves me alone, the door clicking shut behind her. I sit on the bed—my bed—and let out a long breath I didn't know I was holding. The silence of the house presses against my ears. I've been living in noisy apartments with paper-thin walls for so long that this quiet feels unnatural.

      I unpack my meager belongings, hanging my simple dresses in the spacious closet where they look lost and insignificant. The bathroom has a claw-foot tub that makes me smile—I've always wanted to soak in one of those. Maybe tonight.

      Dinner is a solitary affair. The kitchen is industrial-grade but warm somehow, with copper pots hanging from a rack and herbs growing in the window. Mrs. Winters has left a plate for me in the refrigerator with a note about reheating. As I eat, I feel the emptiness of the house around me, the dozens of rooms stretching out in all directions, most of them unused. What kind of man needs all this space just to be alone?

      My first day passes in a blur of learning—which products to use on which surfaces, the laundry schedules, where everything is kept. The house is immaculate already. My job seems to be maintaining perfection rather than creating it. Mrs. Winters watches me with hawkish attention at first, then gradually leaves me to my own devices as she sees I'm competent.

      It's on the second day that I feel it for the first time—the weight of unseen eyes. I'm dusting the library shelves, stretching to reach the top shelf, when the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I turn quickly, but the doorway is empty. Still, something tells me someone was just there.

      Later that afternoon, I glimpse him from a window—a tall figure crossing the grounds toward the woods. Even from a distance, his presence is commanding. He walks with purpose, shoulders broad under a dark shirt. I watch until he disappears among the trees, then realize I've been holding my breath.

      That night, I hear footsteps in the hallway outside my room, heavy and measured. They pause outside my door, and I freeze in my bed, heart slamming against my ribs. After what feels like minutes, they continue on. I lie awake for hours afterward.

      On the third day, I'm polishing silver in the dining room when a shadow passes the doorway. I look up quickly enough this time to catch a glimpse—tall, as I'd seen before, with dark hair and the side of a face that bears what looks like a scar running from temple to jaw. He moves past without glancing my way, but somehow I know he's aware of me.

      "Have you seen him yet?" Mrs. Winters asks later, surprising me with the question.

      "Just... glimpses," I admit.

      She nods as if this confirms something. "He'll introduce himself when he's ready. Don't take it personally."

      But it feels personal, especially when I'm in the garden collecting herbs for the kitchen, and I look up to see a curtain fall back into place in one of the west wing windows. Or when I'm scrubbing the marble floor in the entrance hall, and I hear the unmistakable sound of a door closing softly upstairs though I'm supposed to be alone in the house.

      By the end of the first week, I've developed a sixth sense for his presence. I know when he's nearby even before I hear or see any sign of him. It's like a pressure in the air, a charge that makes my skin prickle. Sometimes I find myself lingering in certain rooms, taking extra time with my tasks, almost hoping he'll appear.

      At night, I dream of being watched, but in my dreams, it doesn't frighten me. There's something almost comforting about the attention, about being seen. I’ve always felt invisible, like I could disappear and no one would notice. Here, in this enormous empty house, I've never felt more visible.

      I find myself studying the locked door to the west wing whenever I pass it. What kind of art does he create in there? What keeps him so isolated? The questions pile up, unanswered.

      On Sunday, my day off, I wander the grounds. The gardens give way to woods that seem to go on forever. I find a small stream with a wooden bench beside it and sit, letting the sun warm my face. The feeling comes over me again—that awareness of being observed. I open my eyes and scan the tree line, but see nothing.

      "I know you're there," I say aloud, surprising myself with my boldness.

      No answer comes, but as I walk back to the house, I could swear I hear footsteps behind me, matching my pace but stopping when I stop. I don't look back. Something tells me he doesn't want to be seen, not yet.

      That night, I soak in the big tub, letting hot water and lavender bubbles ease the tension from my muscles. As I'm stepping out, wrapping a towel around myself, I hear it again—footsteps pausing outside my door.

      I stand there, dripping on the tile, heart racing. Part of me wants to fling the door open, to confront him, to end this strange game. But another part, a part I'm not entirely comfortable acknowledging, likes it. Likes being the object of such focused attention.

      I dress for bed slowly, aware of every movement, wondering if he's still there, still listening. I brush my hair in long strokes, the way my mother taught me, counting silently to one hundred. By the time I finish, the presence outside my door is gone, but it lingers in my mind as I slide between the sheets.

      I close my eyes but don't sleep. His face—what little I've seen of it—forms behind my eyelids. The scar, the dark hair, the intensity I felt even from a distance. Guy Trevelyan.

      I wonder what he sees when he looks at me. And why, despite all reason, I want him to keep looking.
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      I've carved out hollows in my own home—spaces between walls, forgotten passages, rooms with one-way glass—all so I can watch her. Iris. Even her name feels sacred in my mind, a prayer I don't deserve to utter. She moves through my house like she's dancing to music only she can hear, her fingers trailing over surfaces I've touched a thousand times, somehow making them new again. Three days she's been here, and already the shadows seem less dark.

      She's in the library now, stretching to reach the highest shelf. Her dress rides up, revealing the soft curve where thigh meets ass. My fingers twitch with the need to touch, to grip, to mark. I press my palm flat against the hidden door, feeling the wood grain bite into my skin.

      Control. I need control.

      When I hired her, Winters looked at me like she knew. Maybe she does. Sixteen years as my housekeeper has given her insights I'd rather she didn't have. But she'd never question me directly. No one does anymore. Not since the accident, not since the scars, not since I became what people whisper about at parties I no longer attend.

      The Beast of Trevelyan Estate.

      If they only knew the truth—that the monster they imagine is nothing compared to what actually lives inside me.

      Iris turns, suddenly alert, her dark eyes scanning the room. She senses me. Something primitive in her recognizes the predator in the shadows. I step back, though I know she can't see through the paneling. Still, her gaze lingers exactly where I stand, and for a moment, I imagine she's looking directly at me.

      Does she feel it too? This pull between us?

      I retreat to my studio, closing the door behind me with a soft click. The space envelops me in familiar smells—oil paint, turpentine, canvas, charcoal. My sanctuary. My confessional.

      And she's everywhere.

      The walls are lined with her—Iris sleeping, Iris reading, Iris walking through the park with sunlight dappling her hair. Three years' worth of obsession hung like a shrine to a goddess who never knew she was being worshipped.

      I remember the first time I saw her. Downtown farmer's market, three years ago. I rarely ventured out even then, but my supplies had run low, and the thought of Winters choosing my pigments made my skin crawl. She'd been standing at a flower stall, fingers caressing a sunflower's petals. The yellow against her olive skin, the gentle curve of her neck as she bent to smell it—I was transfixed.

      I followed her. Not close enough to frighten, just... observing. The way she moved through the crowd, how she smiled at the elderly vendor who slipped an extra apple into her bag, the careful way she counted coins from a worn wallet. I knew before she reached the bus stop that I would paint her.

      The first piece was innocent enough—just her profile against the backdrop of the market. But soon I needed more. I found myself waiting for Saturdays, knowing she'd return to the same market. I learned her routine. The bookstore she frequented. The coffee shop where she'd sit for hours with a single cup of tea, writing in a journal.

      I never approached her. Never let her see me. But I collected her, piece by piece, brushstroke by brushstroke.

      The painting on my easel now is from yesterday—Iris in the garden, head tilted back to catch the sun, throat exposed in a way that makes my teeth ache with the need to mark it. I've captured the softness of her lips, slightly parted, and the shadow her lashes cast on her cheeks. But I can never quite get her eyes right. There's something in them—a sadness, a searching—that eludes me.

      My fingers trace the outline of her neck on the canvas. Still wet. The paint smears, marring the perfection, and something dark uncurls in my chest. Good. She isn't perfect. I don't want her to be. Perfection is static, dead. Iris is vibrant, alive, flawed in ways I'm still discovering.

      A routine has formed already. I watch her in the mornings, observing how she organizes her tasks, the methodical way she moves from room to room. She's thorough but not fussy, efficient without being cold. In the afternoons, I retreat to my studio to paint what I've seen, trying to capture some essential quality that keeps slipping through my fingers.

      At night, I stand outside her door.

      I tell myself it's just to listen, to know she's safe. But the truth burns hotter than that. I want to hear her breathe. Want to know if she talks in her sleep, if she moans, if she touches herself in the dark. The thoughts shame me even as they harden me.

      Tonight, I hear water running—the old pipes singing as the clawfoot tub fills. The image forms instantly: Iris sinking into steaming water, skin flushing pink, hair piled on top of her head with stray tendrils curling in the steam. I press my forehead against her door, breathing too heavily, hand fisted at my side.

      "I know you're there," she said today, at the stream.

      She was right. I'd followed her, telling myself I needed to ensure she didn't wander too far into the woods. The property has its dangers. But that was a lie. I followed because I couldn't not follow, drawn behind her like she had me on a chain.

      When she spoke, I froze. Did she see me? Know me? But she didn't turn, didn't seek me out with her eyes. Just stated it as fact and continued her solitary walk back to the house. I matched my steps to hers, keeping distance between us, heart hammering so loudly I was certain she must hear it.

      Now, with the bathroom door between us, I imagine her rising from the water, rivulets streaming down her body, between her breasts, over the softness of her stomach. My cock strains against my pants, demanding attention I refuse to give it. Not here. Not like this.

      I return to my studio, locking the door behind me.

      The painting I turn to isn't the one on the easel. It's an older piece, one I've kept covered. Iris, asleep—or so my imagination painted her. Naked except for a sheet twisted around one leg, arm flung above her head, hair spilling across the pillow. I'd constructed it from glimpses: her wrist as she reached for a book, the curve of her calf as she stepped onto a bus, the slope of her neck as she bent to smell flowers.

      My hand moves to my belt before I've made a conscious decision. The leather slides free with a whisper. My zipper follows, and then my cock is in my hand, hot and hard and aching.

      "Iris," I murmur, the first time I've said her name aloud since she arrived.

      I stroke myself, eyes locked on the painting. In my mind, her painted eyes open, see me, want me. Her lips part, not in fear but invitation. She reaches for me, welcomes me into her body, her life, her soul.

      The fantasy builds as my hand moves faster. I imagine her beneath me, around me, those dark eyes never leaving mine as I claim her, mark her, ruin her for anyone else. I imagine her saying my name—not formally, not "Mr. Trevelyan," but "Guy." Maybe even "Beast," claiming the whispered title as her own personal endearment.

      My breathing turns ragged, harsh in the silent room. Pre-cum slicks my hand, making the glide easier, the sensation more intense. I'm close now, teetering on the edge, my entire body taut with approaching release.

      "Mine," I growl at the painting, at the woman who doesn't yet know she already belongs to me. "You're mine, Iris."

      I come with a violence that surprises even me, spurting onto the floor, careful not to desecrate the painting itself. The release is physical only. The deeper need remains unsated, a constant gnawing in my gut.

      After cleaning myself and the floor, I sit heavily in my chair, facing my wall of Irises. What am I doing? This wasn't the plan. The plan was to observe her from a distance, to have her in my home but keep her separate, contained. To paint her with more accuracy now that she was close, but never to interact, never to reveal the depth of my obsession.

      But I underestimated the effect of her actual presence. The scent of her shampoo lingering in rooms she's cleaned. The sound of her humming when she thinks she's alone. The warmth she brings to spaces that have been cold for as long as I can remember.

      I pick up a brush, dip it in crimson, and begin a new canvas. This one isn't Iris as she is, but as she could be—in my bed, in my arms, marked by my hands and mouth. Her eyes heavy-lidded with satisfaction, her lips swollen from my kisses, her throat bearing the imprint of my teeth.

      It's four in the morning when I finish. I stand back, examining my work in the unforgiving light of my studio. It's good—maybe the best thing I've painted in years. There's an honesty to it, a raw need that my technically perfect but emotionally distant gallery pieces never captured.

      I should destroy it. It's too revealing, too explicit in its desire.

      Instead, I hang it with the others, in the corner where I'm most likely to see it when I enter the room.

      A reminder. A promise.

      Sleep eludes me, as it often does. I pace my private quarters, watching dawn creep across the grounds. Soon she'll be awake, moving through my house again, touching my things, breathing my air. The thought both soothes and agitates me.
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