
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Dark Masterpiece

Book Three in the Serendipity Series

 


Brieanna Robertson

 


Smashwords Edition October
2009

 


Amaranth of the Wild
Things is a work of fiction. Names,
characters, and incidents are the products of the author’s
imagination and are either fictitious or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be
reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means,
including information storage and retrieval systems, without prior
written permission from the copyright holder and the publisher of
this book, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a
review. For information, please contact the
publisher.

This e-book is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was
not purchased for your use only, then you should return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

 


Copyright © 2008 by Brieanna Robertson

All rights reserved

 


Published by

Whimsical Publications, LLC

Florida

 


Print book version available at http://www.whimsicalpublications.com

Print ISBN-13: 978-1-936167-03-6

 


Cover art by Traci Markou

Edited by Janet Durbin

 


---------------

 


Also by

Brieanna Robertson

 


Serendipity Series

The Road Less Traveled

Better Than Chocolate

Dark Masterpiece

 


Stand Alone Books

Amaranth of the Wild Things

 


---------------

 


Acknowledgments

 


To those in my field who took a chance on
me, encouraged me, and helped me realize my greatest dreams:

Rene Walden, JT Schultz, Traci Markou, Janet
Durbin, Yvette Lynn, Adelle Laudan and Diana Castilleja.

Thanks again to “My Team,” Jimmy and
Phil,

for providing me with such great material for
Traevyn’s poetry.

 


---------------

 



Chapter One

 


Bullets whizzed past her
head as she ran, dodging the dead Confederate soldiers and evading
the cannon fire. She had to make it to the shadowy figure on the
hill! It was a matter of life or death! She had to give him her art
portfolio or else her cat would die of starvation and Darth Vader
would force her to eat nacho cheese chips! Then she would never be
able to help Luke destroy the Death Star! She ran faster. She had
to make it to the shadow on the hill! DING!

What was that?

DING!

Impending doom!

“Evie!”

Evie jerked her head up from where it had
been lying on the table, her study guide stuck to her cheek. “The
Union slaughtered the rebels at the Battle of Gettysburg right
after Traevyn Whitelaw sold his first painting to San Francisco’s
Museum of Modern Art, where he promptly died of the Spanish
Influenza,” she rattled off.

Evie’s beautiful, blonde friend Meg arched an
eyebrow and she reached out to pull the paper off of her face. “Is
that right?”

Evie blinked the remaining sleep out of her
eyes and touched her cheek where the drool was still cemented. She
made a face and tried to wipe it off. “Man, what time is it?” she
grumbled.

“It’s seven thirty. We have to be to class in
a half hour. I rang your bell twice, but you weren’t answering, so
I just used my key,” Meg replied.

Evie groaned and put her head in her hands.
“Crap! I didn’t get to study for Western Traditions! I was writing
my stupid Art History paper all night long!”

Meg shrugged her slender shoulders and sat
down across from Evie. “You’ll survive.”

“No, seriously.” She met
Meg’s eyes. “Like, I didn’t study at
all. I fell asleep right before I
could.”

Meg smirked. “You know you were muttering
‘Luke, I am your father’ when I came in?”

Evie shook her head and
giggled. “I was having the weirdest dream. I was half
watching Star Wars last night while I studied for US History. I think there was
something in my dream about Vader torturing me by force-feeding me
nacho cheese chips.”

Meg pointed to a bag of half-eaten chips on
the table. “Could these have had something to do with it?”

Evie giggled again and stood, stretching out
her stiff back and groaning. “I’m gonna take a quick shower. I
promise to be fast.” She headed toward her bedroom.

“What was your Art History paper on?” Meg
called.

“I had to pick an artist and write a
biography on him.”

“You picked Traevyn Whitelaw, I assume?” Her
voice was laden with teasing.

“Of course.” Evie came back out into the
living room, carrying her clean clothes. “It was ridiculous. I
couldn’t find anything on the guy. I couldn’t even find a picture.
All I found was that he lives somewhere off the coast of California
and that he used to be married with a daughter, but his wife left
and his daughter died in some kind of accident. So, yeah, I had to
try and write a five page report on that amount of information.
Luckily, I was able to find his career history, but a lot of good
that did me. Thank goodness for friggin’ double spaced formatting
or I‘d really be screwed.”

Meg smiled. “Must be a private guy.”

Evie snorted. “That’s all well and good for
him, but not for my Art History grade.”

“Hey, you’re still going to that thing for
my brother tonight, right?”

“Like I would miss anything that your brother
was at.”

Meg shook her head and rolled her eyes.
“You’re the only girl on the planet who has a crush on Maxim. Most
girls, at least normal ones, go for Jeff.”

Evie smiled as she thought of Meg’s charming
brother. “Jeff’s my second choice.”

Meg giggled and played with the ends of her
sandy hair. “Get in the shower. We’re going to be late.”

Evie turned and headed back down the hall,
nearly stumbling over her fat, gray tabby cat. He meowed promptly.
She frowned. “Did I ever feed you?” He meowed again. “Meg, could
you feed Leo? I think I forgot him last night.” After receiving an
affirmative reply from her friend, she continued on into the
bathroom.

She took a fast shower and threw on a green
shirt and black Capri’s. She didn’t have time to blow dry her
blonde-streaked, brown hair so she just put it in pigtails. Then it
would be wavy for later. She smiled. She had met Meg their freshman
year in college, and ever since, Evie had wanted to be part of her
family. She had three brothers and two of them were the closest
thing to perfection Evie had ever seen. Jeff was the oldest, and he
was very good-looking. He was also charming and charismatic. She
liked Jeff a lot, but she had always preferred Maxim. He was quiet,
shy, and intellectual, but always seemed so gentle. He was also
married…which sucked, but she could still dream. Her entire life
was based on dreams. Besides, she still had Jeff she could go
after.

Meg’s other brother,
Barrett, was the only one she would not consider going after. He was
also, ironically, the only one who wanted to date her. Barrett was
cold and rude and not her type. As much as Evie wanted to marry
into Meg’s family, she would not stoop to the level of
Barrett.

After donning her black-framed, cat glasses
she ran back out into the living room and shoved the necessary
books in her backpack.

“Ready to face the firing squad?” Meg
yawned.

Evie rolled her eyes and led the way out of
her apartment. It would be a miracle if she made it through the
day.

 


* * * *

 


By the time Evie was heading to Meg’s
apartment, she was exhausted. Finals had nearly done her in, and
she had spent the few precious hours between class and Meg’s
brother’s BBQ cramming for the next day’s exams. It was all she
could do to drag herself up the steps and knock on the door.

Meg opened the door, looking perky, as
always, which Evie could never understand. She had rarely seen her
friend look disheveled. Her hair was always in place, her skin
always immaculate, and her blue eyes always bright. It made Evie
sick. Meg was a physics major, for crying out loud. She was
supposed to look nerdy and unattractive.

Meg’s eyes filled with mirth as she looked
at Evie, who was wearing a white sundress with pink flowers on it.
Her hair was down and fell in thick waves around her shoulders.
“Decided to go all out, did you?” she teased, putting her hand on
one slender hip.

“Shut up. I feel like a tired, old hag next
to you.”

Meg frowned and glanced down at her attire.
“I’m wearing blue jeans. Besides, with a rack like yours, I’m sure
you’ll be getting more looks than me.”

Evie frowned and covered her breasts
self-consciously. “I would hope you wouldn’t be getting looks from
your brothers in the first place.”

Meg laughed, grabbed her purse, and the two
of them headed through the town of Ashland, Oregon to where Meg’s
brother Jeff lived. He was an attorney and, therefore, had the
nicest house Evie had ever seen. Not a mansion by any standard, but
next to Evie’s tiny one bedroom, it looked like a castle.

They were having the BBQ in his spacious
backyard, celebrating Maxim’s first published novel making the best
seller list.

Maxim deBoer. Even his name seemed magical
to Evie. He was nothing short of a creative genius having just
published his first novel several months ago. She had read it, of
course. It was a romance. To her, any man able to write a romance
novel was amazing. This just further proved her original theory
that Maxim was perfect. There was no other logical explanation.

Jeff answered the door all smiles wearing an
obnoxious Hawaiian print shirt that only he could get away with. He
embraced his sister, then pulled Evie in for a hug, also. “Evie, I
haven’t seen you in forever!” he exclaimed. “How are you?”

She smiled and relished being in his arms
for a moment. He felt so solid and firm, all athletic muscle, and
she really liked the smell of his cologne. Yes, Jeff was definitely
the next best choice. He was always so vibrant and full of
exuberance. She imagined life would never be boring with him. “I’m
good,” she replied. “Tired from finals, but alive.”

He flashed his beautiful grin and took her
hand in his, bringing it up to his lips. “Well, you look
ravishing.” He kissed her fingers, which brought a flush to her
cheeks. He winked at her. “Everyone else is in the back. Can I get
you anything to drink?”

She shook her head and gave a coy smile,
making her way toward the sliding glass back door. Meg was already
out there talking to Barrett, who looked put out, as always. She
scanned the yard and saw Maxim sitting in a deck chair over by the
volleyball net. He was playing with his wife’s hair as she sat next
to him, and conversing with a friend. Evie heaved a sigh. Alyxandra
deBoer. She wished she could hate her, but she couldn’t. Alyx was
gorgeous with thick, black hair and huge, green eyes. She was tall
and slender and full of that lithe muscle that dancers had. She
also happened to be the nicest woman Evie had ever met.

As if on cue, Alyx suddenly caught sight of
Evie and waved her over with a warm smile. Maxim looked over at her
also and grinned, making her blush all the way to her toes. Most
women would find Maxim somewhat nerdy at first glance. He had brown
hair that always seemed to stick up in all directions, and he wore
black-framed glasses that somehow looked stylish on him when they
would look ridiculous on anyone else, except maybe Buddy Holly.
Evie touched her own glasses and smiled to herself. That was
something they had always had in common: nearsightedness. She let
her eyes sweep appraisingly over the object of her affection as she
approached and couldn’t understand how anyone could see him as less
than beautiful. He was just as good-looking as his flamboyant
brother; he just didn’t flaunt it like Jeff did.

“How are you, Evie?” Alyx asked with a smile.
She stood and gave her a hug. “It’s so nice you could come
celebrate with all of us!”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Evie said.
“Having your first novel make the best seller list is quite an
accomplishment.” She looked down at Maxim and grinned.

Maxim gave a shy smile and waved it away as
if it wasn’t important.

Alyx rolled her eyes. “He’s too modest. Evie,
have you met our friend, Javan?” She indicated the blond man she
had been talking to.

Evie nodded. “Once, I think.” She shook his
hand and he flashed her a bright grin. She sighed and lapsed into
thought as she took a seat in one of the deck chairs. She had
always adored Meg’s family and the circle they ran in. Everyone was
always so nice and accepting. She felt warm every time she was
around them, like she belonged somewhere.

“How has college been treating you, Evie?”
Maxim’s soft voice asked.

Her stomach flipped, and she turned to meet
his eyes. “Good… Running me ragged. You know, the usual.” She
smiled.

“You’re an art major, right?”

She nodded, impressed that he had
remembered.

“You should let us see your new work
sometime,” Alyx said. “Maybe you could sell some paintings to my
brother and spice up his boring house.”

Evie grinned and glanced over to where
Alyx’s brother was talking to Jeff at the barbeque. They seemed to
be having an argument over something that suddenly resulted in an
enormous amount of flame spiraling up from the barbeque, which sent
Jeff running. After a moment, he approached the grill, stunned. He
glanced inside, then scowled at Alyx’s brother, who was laughing.
He promptly started to beat him with the spatula.

Evie laughed. Alexi Oncidezzerro, Jeff’s law
partner and quite a stud himself. She gave a thoughtful frown. He
was tall, muscled, and handsome in a very refined sort of way… She
could always go after him.

Evie had always been a geek in school, and
had been made fun of and teased until college. She had never been
one of those slender, blonde goddesses that all the guys went
after. She was very petite and very voluptuous. Her waist was thin
and she was not overweight, but her curves would put an hourglass
to shame. Her hair was thick and dark with blonde chunks and her
face was attractive, but not amazingly so. She was one of those
girls everyone classified as “cute.” Not beautiful, not stunning.
Just “cute.” She was the perfect little sister, best friend type,
not the hot, steamy sex type. She had accepted this long ago, but
somehow, when she was with the deBoers and their friends, she felt
beautiful. They had always made her feel beautiful. And they
validated her passion for art, which was something she rarely
got.

Anyone pursuing the arts
for a career was always looked down upon by those pursuing
normal careers. Med
students, accountants, business majors. But Maxim was a novelist
and Alyx and Javan were actors for the Oregon Shakespeare Company.
The arts were recognized and accepted among the deBoers.

“Evelina.”

Evie bristled and was brought out of her
thoughts by the cold, dead, irritating voice of Barrett deBoer. He
was the only one who ever insisted on calling her by her full name.
She grudgingly looked up at him and sighed. “Barrett.”

He smiled as much as Barrett could smile,
which actually made him look as if his face might crack at any
given moment. He sat down next to her. “You haven’t been to my
store lately,” he said. “It hurts my feelings.”

She forced a smile. “Well, Barrett, I’ve
been busy.” He managed a bookstore downtown, which she avoided at
all costs. Barrett was not like his fantastic family. He barely
smiled and, when he did, it mostly always resembled a slithering
smirk. He was cynical and cold and… Well, he was a jerk. There was
no other way to put it.

“Meg has time to come in and see me,” he
continued, “and she’s a physics major. You’re just an art major and
you have no time for me?”

She scowled. “Surprisingly, I have a lot
that keeps me busy. Even with me being a mere, lowly art major.
Besides, Meg is your sister. She‘s family. She has to put up with
you. I, however, don‘t.”

“Hey! Food’s ready!” Jeff shouted. “Everyone
come and get it!”

“Yeah, if anyone finds hair in their meat
it’s just Jeff’s eyebrows that he singed off!” Alexi called.
Laughter followed.

Evie took the opportunity given and fled,
seeking refuge at the picnic table where Javan, Meg and Alexi were
already sitting. She took a seat next to Meg and did her best to
flash an alluring smile at Javan and Alexi. Alexi smiled back, but
Javan seemed preoccupied with heaping food onto his plate. The
others started to file over and Evie realized in sudden horror that
the seat on the other side of her was still empty. She met Jeff’s
eyes as he set the plate of hamburgers down on the table and tried
to gesture for him to come and sit next to her, hoping to convey
the desperation she felt.

Jeff frowned in confusion and mouthed,
“What?” to her.

She tried to point to the seat next to her
again without having to actually stand up and flail her arms like a
flight attendant. Unfortunately, she was unsuccessful. Barrett took
a seat right beside her. She heaved a sigh and flashed Jeff a
disgruntled look.

Jeff finally understood what she’d been
trying to say. He winced and put his hand over his heart. “Sorry,”
he muttered.

Evie started to serve herself, engaging Meg
in conversation so she wouldn’t have to talk to Barrett. Soon
everyone was sitting down and laughing, sharing stories and
pleasant conversation. Jeff gave a speech about Maxim’s book and
how proud he was of his brother, causing Maxim to turn several
shades of red.

Evie listened to Javan and Alyx talk about
the new play they were working on, and Jeff related embarrassing
stories of Maxim. Alyx and Javan recalled humorous stories of a
trip they had taken with Maxim two years ago. These stories were
classics. They were always told. Evie had heard them several times
before, but she never grew tired of them. It was her greatest
dream, next to being an artist, to have a close-knit group of
family and friends. Her family had never really been close. Her
parents were always away on business, and she and her younger
brother really had no relationship at all. Her parents had always
provided for them, but they had never really been close. Not like
Meg’s.

“So Evie, tell us about your painting,” Jeff
said suddenly. “How is it coming? Sell anything yet?”

She smiled and felt her cheeks burn with a
blush. “Oh gosh, no. I’m just trying to make it through school
alive. Besides, I do mostly sketches anyway.”

“You’re going to try and sell your things
after you graduate, aren’t you?” Alyx asked. “You’re so
talented.”

Evie gave a shy smile. “I would like to make
a living out of my artwork, yes.”

Barrett snorted. “There is no future in
being a starving artist,” he muttered.

“Well Evie won’t be a starving artist,” Alyx
retorted. “She is much too talented to be overlooked. She’ll be
making millions and living in Paris while you are still scraping by
on your used paperbacks.”

Barrett scowled at Alyx, but Evie
grinned.

“Still,” Barrett said, “life shouldn’t be all
about work.” He turned to fix his gaze on Evie. “You should get out
once in awhile, have some fun.” He raised a suggestive eyebrow at
her.

She sighed. “I have plenty of fun,
thanks.”

Jeff rolled his eyes. “Barrett, why do you
insist on trying to pick up on Evie? It’s apparent she is not
interested. Why do you continue to harass her?”

Barrett looked at Evie again and smiled.
“Well, because. She’s intelligent.” He gave an indifferent shrug.
“I mean, she’s no perfect ten to look at, but her mind makes up for
any physical imperfections.”

Evie blinked and the table went silent.

“Barrett, you just hit your all time low,”
Meg muttered, flinging her fork down onto her plate in
irritation.

He drew his dark brows together in a frown.
“What? I think brains are much better than beauty. That was a
compliment.”

Evie stood and turned to look at Barrett.
She smiled sweetly. “Barrett, thank you for complimenting me on my
intelligence. It will make the sting of rejection easier for you to
bear knowing that I used my superb judgment in doing this.” She
picked up her half full glass of lemonade and flung it at him. She
then turned and strode away, furious tears burning behind her eyes.
Javan had burst into uproarious laughter behind her over the sticky
liquid dripping from Barrett’s dark hair and undoubtedly bewildered
face. She ignored it and continued toward the house.

“Evie!” Maxim’s voice called after her.
“Evie, hold on a minute.”

She stopped on the deck and folded her arms
as he caught up to her. She turned just enough to see Meg
apparently ripping Barrett another one.

“Evie, I’m sorry about my brother,” Maxim
said. “He’s an idiot.”

She looked up into Maxim’s gentle eyes and
sighed. “It’s all right.”

He frowned. “No, it’s not. Look, Evie,
you’re beautiful. Don’t let anyone ever try to tell you otherwise.”
His smile was soft.

Evie’s heart turned over and gave a small
smile. “Thanks, Maxim.” She wished she could stay a little longer,
but she was sick of Barrett, and she didn’t feel like fighting him
off all night long. Besides, she knew Maxim was only saying those
things because he was nice. “Hey, I’m really tired,” she said. “I
think I’m going to go home.”

He frowned. “Please don’t leave because of
Barrett. He really is a complete imbecile.”

She smiled again. Maxim was so sweet. Alyx
was such a lucky woman. “No, I have to study for my finals
tomorrow.”

“Okay, well thanks for coming.”

She nodded. “Of course! Congratulations on
your book! Tell Meg I’ll see her tomorrow. One of you can give her
a lift home, right?”

He nodded and smiled as she departed.

Evie sighed and made her way through the
house and to her car.

She knew Barrett was a jerk, but he had
still managed to destroy her evening. She knew she wasn’t
beautiful, but she didn’t need it pointed out in front of all the
people she admired the most. It was humiliating. He had embarrassed
her completely.

She got in her car and started toward home.
She wondered if anyone would ever think she was beautiful. She
doubted it. She supposed she would have to get by on her brains and
her talent… Since that was apparently all she had going for
her.

 



Chapter Two

 


Evie had never been more relieved to end a
semester in all her life. She headed for the main entrance of the
building the way a prisoner being set free might head for the
prison exit. It had been a rough, rigorous semester and she was all
too happy to put it behind her.

She stopped in the foyer
and admired the huge oil painting decorating the wall. It was a
Traevyn Whitelaw original. He had graduated from Southern Oregon
University and many of his paintings adorned the walls. This one
was, by far, her favorite. It was entitled Innerworkings of a Creative Soul and
it was basically an abstract of blues, purples and black all
swirling in a cauldron of chaos. Everyone interpreted it as the
artist’s passion, that the painting was how the artist viewed his
own creativity and drive. Basically, he had so much swirling around
inside of him that it was an unorganized and chaotic chasm of
beauty.

Evie had always thought differently. When
she looked hard at the painting she noticed that the black shades
and dark purples seemed to form abstract and contorted shapes that
reminded her of a man screaming. Everyone said the painting was a
reflection of passion and creation. Evie had always felt it was a
reflection of the deepest kind of sorrow. She had no foundation on
which to base her theory. It had always just been what she
felt.

“Evie!” a jolly voice called suddenly. “Oh,
I’m so glad I found you!”

She turned to see her Art History and
Painting professor hurrying toward her. He had a wide grin on his
round face.

“Evie,” he said, “I read your paper on
Traevyn Whitelaw.”

Evie groaned. Great. She’d probably failed
miserably.

Her professor chuckled. “No, no, it was
quite good. Actually, you scored the highest grade in the class.
Traevyn Whitelaw is an elusive artist to write a paper on. I was
very impressed.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

He nodded, still grinning. “Evie, you are my
most promising student. Your love for art is apparent in everything
you do. As you know, I myself taught Mr. Whitelaw when he attended
SOU. We have kept in touch over the years.”

Evie smiled, wondering what this really had
to do with anything. It was fascinating, but the thought of falling
onto her bed and not moving for the next hundred years seemed much
more appealing to her at the moment.

“I spoke with him at the beginning of the
semester about perhaps taking one of my students over the summer as
an apprentice,” her professor continued. “He agreed, and I have
been carefully monitoring everyone since then.” He put his palms
together. “I have decided it should be you, Evie.”

Her eyes bulged and she was sure her jaw
dropped clear to the floor. “W—What?” she squeaked.

“You have the highest grade in class, work
the hardest, and it is apparent that you admire Mr. Whitelaw’s work
very much.”

Admired? She practically worshipped the man.
She had prints of his paintings everywhere in her apartment and the
collector’s edition of his coffee table art book. She was obsessed
with him. His work was beautiful and vibrant, full of deep meaning
and symbolism. In her opinion, he was the greatest artist of all
time, hands down. She blinked slowly, having trouble comprehending
what Professor Roth had just said. “Y—you want me to be
his…apprentice?”

He nodded. “You would live with him for the
summer and learn from the master himself.”

She could barely breathe. Her? Live with and
learn from Traevyn Whitelaw all summer? Just the thought made her
dizzy. She shook her head. “Professor, I—I don’t know what to
say.”

“Say you’ll go,” he urged.

She nodded. Like she would
ever pass up that opportunity!

He grinned again. “Excellent. You leave in
two weeks. I will be contacting you with directions and a list of
things you’ll need to take with you. Congratulations, Evie, you
deserve it.”

With that, he turned and left her standing
there, still completely dazed. It would take her awhile to wrap her
mind around this one. Traevyn Whitelaw… A slow smile spread across
her lips. She bet he was magnificent, full of life and beauty. She
turned and all but fled out the door, wanting to go tell Meg as
soon as possible.

 


* * * *

 


Two weeks later

Evie was beyond irritated. She had been
driving for hours, gotten lost three times and, to top it all off,
she had her annoying seventeen-year-old brother popping gum in the
passenger’s seat. She scowled at nothing as her fingers gripped the
wheel tighter.

Her brother heaved a dramatic sigh.
“Seriously, Evie, just let me go back home. Why do I have to come
on this lame trip with you?”

She sighed. “For the last time, Seth, Mom
and Dad are going to be gone all summer and there’s no one to watch
you.”

“I’m seventeen!” he cried. “I don’t need a
friggin’ babysitter! Why couldn’t you just leave me at home?”

Evie met his eyes for a moment. “Need I
remind you of the last time you were left alone? Mom and Dad came
back early and found two of your friends having sex in their bed
while another lit up a joint in the bathroom!”

Seth huffed. “Is that going
to be held against me forever? At least I wasn’t doing that
stuff!”

She rolled her eyes. “No, you were drunk and
passed out on the sofa.” She shook her head. “Look, I’m not too
thrilled about having to tote you around either! This is my chance
to work with the greatest artist of all time, and I have to bring
my little brother along! I’m not jumping for joy here, but Mom and
Dad had no one else! I called my professor and he said it should be
fine if you come with me. I have no other option and neither do you
so shut up and help me look for this turnoff.”

Seth sat back with an
agitated scowl. Evie sighed. She was not happy about her parents dumping
her brother on her at the last minute. This was the chance of a
lifetime. The last thing she needed was Seth hanging around all the
time. He was a moody teenager. He would just be an annoyance. She
glanced at him with his bleach blonde hair and leather jacket. He
looked like Billy Idol. She was sure that would make a great
impression. Please, Evie, you’re our only
hope. Why did she always fall for that?
She was sure there had to be somebody, anybody else who could have taken Seth. Yet, here she was, stuck with him
all summer. It figured.

She guided her car down the winding coastal
highway and turned onto the remote dirt road that was practically
non-existent. They were somewhere in Big Sur, hours and hours away
from Ashland. She felt like she had been driving for eons and the
last portion of it had been on Highway 1, which was only a two-lane
highway right next to the ocean that twisted and curved for miles.
She had been battling Seth for control of the radio for half the
journey, and he had appealed to her about five times to let him go
back home. She just wanted to get where she needed to go so she
could be away from her brother and away from the road.

The road took her down toward the cliffs
overlooking the ocean, and the trees began to get denser and more
foreboding-looking, their thick branches jutting out in awkward
positions that looked like gnarled fingers. Wisps of fog slithered
through the branches like serpents and Evie suddenly felt like she
had ventured into a horror movie. She continued to drive, the fog
getting thicker as she went along.

“Dude, Evie, this is kind of creeping me
out,” Seth muttered.

Evie rolled her eyes. “It’s just fog.” But
she did have to admit, everything felt dark and foreboding, and
that was an ominous feeling.

Without warning the road widened out and an
enormous, Gothic-looking house came into view. Evie gasped in
surprise and slowed the car to a stop as she stared at the
structure. It was dark, nestled in a grove of eucalyptus trees,
sitting like a lonely sentinel. The architecture much resembled
that of a sixteenth-century manor and she briefly felt like she’d
traveled through time.

“Holy crap,” Seth said. “What kind of guy is
this? A friggin’ warlock or something?”

Evie shook her head to regain her senses and
unbuckled her seatbelt. “Come on, he’s an artist. It makes sense
that his home would be artistic.” But she couldn’t shake the
feeling that there was something horribly lonely and tormented
emanating from the dark edifice.

She got out of the car and started toward
the front door, shivering as the eerie ocean breeze blew gently
across her skin. She heard the forlorn cry of a seagull as she
approached and, behind it, the rhythmic pounding of the ocean
waves. The breeze rustled through the leaves of the eucalyptus
grove. Evie had to take a deep breath to calm her nerves before she
knocked on the heavy, oak door.

“Seriously, Evie, let me go home,” Seth
whispered, stuffing his hands in his jacket pockets. “I can
hitchhike, or take a bus, or something. If you want to stay here in
Edgar Alan Poe land, that’s cool, but I’d rather not if you don’t
mind.”

Evie scowled and shushed him just as the
door swung open. She raised herself taller and prepared a smile,
but it promptly faded upon seeing the man in front of her.

He was very tall and had
thick, black hair that fell in shining strands all the way past his
waist. His hair alone made her stop and marvel. She had never seen
such long hair on a man. At least not on a man who wasn’t a sleazy,
old biker, or a Native American. Then again, maybe he
was Native American… She
wouldn’t know… And his hair wasn’t frizzy and scary like those
eighties rockers. It was shining ebony that looked like it would
feel like silk.

“Can I help you?” he queried.

Evie opened her mouth, but nothing came out.
He was absolutely, breathtakingly…beautiful. Beautiful like art,
like the covers of fantasy books with the rugged, manly, yet
gorgeous hero. His features were harsh, all hard lines and sharp
angles, undeniably masculine, but there was a strange, elegant
beauty around his sensual lips and light green eyes that made Evie
feel like she was looking at a living masterpiece.

Seth cleared his throat discreetly, which
brought Evie out of her stupor, and she gave a nervous cough.
“Excuse me, I am looking for Traevyn Whitelaw,” she murmured.

His facial expression remained impassive,
and he merely shifted his weight in a lazy manner. It was a languid
movement, like a jungle cat stretching. He sighed. “And you
are?”

“Um…I—I’m Evelina Austin,” she stammered.
“I’m—uh—supposed to be studying with Mr. Whitelaw for the summer…
As his apprentice.”

His pale eyes seemed to look her over for a
moment before they fixed on her own. “I am Traevyn Whitelaw,” he
stated.

She swallowed.

“Who is your companion?”

“Oh, this is my brother, Seth.” She flashed
a nervous smile. “My parents dumped him on me last minute. There
was no one else to watch him all summer. I called Professor Roth
and he told me it should be okay if I brought him with me.”

His dark eyebrows drew together in a frown
and he stood up straight. “Oh he did, did he?”

It was almost a snarl. Evie retreated a step
as his presence seemed to suddenly fill the entire world.

“It is most
certainly not okay,” he spat, his voice a menacing growl. “Let me make one
thing perfectly clear to you, Miss Austin. This apprenticeship
program was not my idea, or my doing. Professor Roth approached me
with it, and it was out of respect and gratitude for him that I
reluctantly accepted. If not for him I would never have made it to
where I am now. So, yes, you will be my apprentice. I will teach;
you will learn what you will. What you do with that knowledge is
entirely up to you. It is not any fault of mine if you fall flat on
your face in your desired career. Professor Roth recommended you,
so you must have some talent, but I want to get one thing straight,
Miss Austin. I have better things to do than entertain a
starry-eyed college student and her delinquent brother.”

Seth frowned. “Hey,” he protested.

“I am doing this out of obligation,” Traevyn
finished, “not by choice.”

Evie stared at him, dumbfounded. He moved
quickly, making her jump, and motioned her inside. She hurried to
obey, grasping Seth’s wrist and hauling him in after her.

“Follow,” Traevyn commanded, shutting the
door.

Evie trailed behind him up a staircase, her
hands shaking horribly. The entire house was so dark, full of
mahogany, black leather furniture, and wrought iron. She could even
see a few tapestries on the walls, but her chance to take a look
was limited as she hurried after Traevyn.

He led them down a hallway to a door, which
he opened. “This will be your room,” he stated. “The boy can have
the one across the hall. You will find it slightly less prepared as
I was not expecting him.” He fixed his eyes on Seth.

Seth retreated behind Evie.

“The kitchen is downstairs
and the guest bathroom is at the end of the hall. If you have a
problem that you can’t seem to solve on your own, my room is at the
far end of the other hall, if you make a left at the top of the stairs instead of
a right. When I feel like teaching, I will find you. Otherwise,
please do your best to stay out of my way.” He turned and strode
back down the hall, disappearing around a corner.

Evie stared, acutely aware of her own
heartbeat drumming in her ears. She swallowed, her mouth dry.

“Evie!” Seth hissed. “Dude, I told you!”

She blinked and looked at him. “That was not
what I expected.” She poked her head in her room and turned on the
light. There was a queen sized bed with a headboard and footboard
of rich oak and a vanity made of the same. The curtains were a
deep, dark purple, as was the bedspread. On one wall hung a thick
tapestry of a Celtic pattern in black and gray. “I feel like I
walked into a Bronte sister novel,” she whispered.

“That guy is freaky,” Seth muttered.

“Seth, go get our bags,” Evie demanded as
she fingered the tapestry.

His eyes bulged. “Are you out of your mind?
That guy probably has a dungeon and a torture chamber. If I get in
his way, he’ll do awful things to me!”

Evie scowled at him. “Then
don’t get in his way!” she cried. “Just go, Seth! I’m
not going back home!
This is an opportunity for my future. I don’t care how much of an
ogre that man is, I’m staying. Now go!”

Seth threw his hands up in the air and
started to grumble incoherently as he made his way back down the
hall.

Evie heaved a sigh and
flopped down on the bed. Her hands were still shaking. She was good
at putting on a front for Seth that she didn’t care how evil
Traevyn Whitelaw was, but the truth was, after that display, she
had no idea how she was going to survive the next three months.
This was not at all what she had expected. She’d pictured Traevyn
Whitelaw as this insanely passionate, yet somehow normal man who
would be patient, show her his technique, and share his life
experiences with her. She had not
expected a devastatingly handsome Heathcliff with
no desire to have her in his home at all. The way he had spoken to
her, like she was an intruder in his entire universe, made her
uneasy. How was she supposed to learn anything when her teacher
didn’t even want her there?

Barrett deBoer’s insensitive words flooded
her mind and made her frown. Maybe she could just get by on her
intelligence, but she doubted it. This man seemed much worse than
Barrett, if that was possible. Maybe if she was some gorgeous
supermodel he would have reacted differently to her presence.

She all but groaned aloud. What she had
imagined was going to be an amazing experience, she was now
convinced was going to suck horribly.

It was going to be a long summer.

 



Chapter Three

 


Evie had never in her whole life felt a week
drag on longer than the past one had. She had barely even glimpsed
Traevyn Whitelaw since their first, rather brutal meeting. When she
had, he had only offered a curt nod. It was getting old. She and
Seth had driven thirty minutes every night to eat at the same pizza
parlor in Monterey because they were afraid to even venture into
the kitchen. The rest of the time they had been living off of snack
cakes and toaster pastries. Not once had Traevyn come to see if
they were all right, needed anything, or were even still there.

There was never any noise in the house. It
was so silent it was eerie, and the chilling fog that encompassed
it in the morning and evening made everything seem gloomy. All of
the floors on the upper story were hardwood, which made everything
colder when the fog came in. Half the time Evie was sitting in bed,
huddled under a pile of blankets. No one could have convinced her
that it was summer if she hadn’t known any better. She felt more
like she was in a prison than in a famous artist’s home.

A knock sounded on Evie’s door as she
attempted to sketch something and she called for Seth to come in.
She knew it was him. Who else would it be? He opened the door, then
shut it with a note of irritation. Evie looked up to see him
standing there with a withered expression on his face.

“This sucks,” he announced.

She arched an eyebrow.

“Seriously, I have watched
so many dumb reality shows on MTV and so many re-runs of
Full House that I think
my head is going to explode. I go to sleep at night and have dreams
of Uncle Jesse.”

Evie smiled as her brother
came to sit on the end of her bed. Considering they had not had any
other human contact for the past week, they were getting along
rather well. Most of the time they watched television in Seth’s
room. When they couldn’t take any more of that, they usually
resorted to playing card games and I
Spy. It had gotten that bad. “Hey, at
least you have a TV,” she reminded him. “When I can’t stand your
company anymore I have to come in here and stare at the
walls.”

He rolled his eyes.

Evie giggled.

“Why are we even still here?” he asked.
“It’s obvious that guy doesn’t give a crap whether we’re here or
not. Come on, Evie, we’re going to die of starvation soon. I am
sick of eating pizza. We’ve been eating it every night for seven
straight days because it’s all we can afford. Sooner or later, our
money is going to run out and then we won’t even be able to get
home! I mean, has he even come to talk about painting?”

She sighed. “No. The most I’ve received is a
Neanderthal-like grunt.”

Seth sighed as well and ran his fingers
through his short hair. “Please, Evie, let’s just go home. This
sucks so major.”

She thought for a moment. Seth had a point.
It was apparent that Traevyn had no intention of ever even
acknowledging their presence. It irritated her. She’d had to quit
her job to come on this trip. Meg was taking care of her cat, and
her parents were paying her rent. Paybacks for springing Seth on
her at the last minute. She should at least be getting money for
being there if she wasn’t getting anything else. What Seth said
about running out of funds was true. If they kept going at the rate
they were, they wouldn’t only be broke, but fat and pimply and
probably sweating pizza sauce.

She smiled. “I have an idea.”

He frowned.

“This will either give us some money, or
change his attitude.” She stood with a smirk and headed for the
door. “Either way, it’ll improve our current situation. I’m going
to go find our dungeon master.”

Seth snorted. “Good luck. If you die, I get
your car.”

Evie strode down the dark
hall with its wrought iron candle sconces and made her way to where
the staircase met the top floor. Branching off the other direction
from it was another hallway, his
hallway. She squared her shoulders, raised her
chin in a determined fashion and plunged ahead, wondering where in
the heck she was even going to find him. His house was only about
the size of a small country.

She opened the first door
that she came across, which was an office filled with so many books
that she had to stop and stare. She stepped forward with caution,
forgetting her purpose. She was drawn to the many works before her.
Charles Dickens, Victor Hugo, John Steinbeck and so many others.
She ran her finger gently along a row of them. Well, he was a
well-read ogre. Too bad he didn’t have a book on manners somewhere.
Her fingers grazed the spine of a book that was worn and frayed.
She frowned and peered at the title. Shakespeare’s Sonnets. She smiled
and pulled the book out, flipping through some of the pages. Many
were dog-eared. This book had apparently been read many
times.

“Taking up snooping, are we?”

Evie jumped and whirled, dropping the
book.

Traevyn stood in the doorway, regarding her
with his piercing green eyes. He strode forward and picked up the
book. He snapped it shut with a scowl and placed it back in the
shelf, trailing his fingers across the spine in almost a
caress.

She took a deep breath and tried to calm the
pounding of her heart that his unexpected entrance had caused. “Mr.
Whitelaw,” she began, sounding much braver than she currently felt.
“I have a proposition for you.”

He turned with a frown and folded his arms.
“Do you?”

She nodded. “I want to clean your house.”

He blinked, his frown growing deeper. “You
want to clean my house?”

She nodded again. “I had to quit my job to
come here and my funds are limited, being as I am a ‘starry-eyed
college student’. My brother and I have been living off of pizza,
oatmeal pies, and cream cakes for the past seven days. If we are to
continue in this fine fashion, I will need compensation.”

His expression never changed. He just stared
at her. “And how much do you charge for your services?” he asked,
his voice laced with edgy mockery.

She ignored his tone and folded her arms,
mirroring his posture. “Twenty an hour, once a week.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Twenty an hour, you
say?”

She frowned. “Perhaps that’s too steep for a
famous artist living in a Gothic mansion. What do you think?”

His eyes narrowed. “I think you have a lot
of nerve coming in here, looking through my things, and running
your mouth.” His voice resembled the warning growl of a large
animal.

She met his unrelenting gaze. Her
apprehension of him was quickly dissipating and turning into great
irritation. “That’s funny. I think you have a lot of nerve treating
me and my brother the way you have. Did you think if you ignored us
we would just go away?”

His shrug was flippant. “I was hoping.”

She shook her head, not believing what she
was hearing. “Then why did you even say yes to Professor Roth when
he asked you to do this? Did he hold a gun to your head? The last
time I checked, we lived in America where we had free will and the
power to say no.”

He heaved a sigh, as if it was taking great
patience just to talk to her. “I am doing this as a favor to
Professor Roth. Out of gratitude.”

“You’re saying thank you by being a jerk?
Wow, I guess my parents were sick the day they were supposed to
teach me that life lesson. I mean, correct me if I’m wrong here,
but that entire thing just seems slightly contradictory to me.”

He shrugged again with indifference. “No one
asked you what you thought.”

She stared at him for a
minute. The rage she had felt at Barrett right before she had
drenched him in lemonade rose inside of her like magma. “You know
something?” she said through clenched teeth. “I was so excited when
Professor Roth told me about this trip. I thought that meeting you
would be such an amazing experience, but I don’t even care anymore.
As far as I’m concerned you can take your bad attitude and your
sullenness and shove it!” She put her hands on her hips, her blood
feeling like it was boiling in her veins. “I am sure my brother has
better things he could be doing than watching TV in his prison
cell, and I know I have better things to do. So,
thank you, Mr. Whitelaw. It’s been so invigorating.” She turned to
leave.

“You mean you don’t want me to teach you your
craft?” he drawled after her.

She spun, and glared at him
with defiance. “I don’t need you to teach me my craft. I
know my craft. I’ll be
an artist with or without your help. Besides, I don’t see a whole
lot of teaching going on around here anyway. Unless, of course,
you’re trying to teach me how to be a Grade A prick, because, in
that case, you’re doing wonderfully!” She blazed down the hall,
fuming. The nerve. The outright gall of
that arrogant, no-good—
“Seth!” she shouted, barreling into her room.
“Come on! Pack your stuff! I am not staying here one more
second!”

Seth’s eyes brightened and he leapt off
Evie’s bed. “Seriously? All right! Finally!” He ran out of the room
and back into his own.

Evie threw her suitcase on
the bed and started to shove random stuff into it. She couldn’t
believe the audacity of that man. To act like she was the one to blame for all
this! Like she forced her way into his home and took over or
something! It was ridiculous. She let out a frustrated growl as she
remembered the way his light green eyes had regarded her. As if she
was inferior.

With a scowl, she turned to search for her
sketchpad. She screamed when she saw Traevyn’s figure looming in
the doorway. Good lord! Where had he even come from? She put her
hand over her wildly pounding heart. “What, are you an assassin or
something?” she cried. “Make some noise the next time you decide to
sneak around!” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m leaving, all right? You
don’t have to stand guard.”

He sighed and clasped his hands behind his
back. “Twenty an hour, once a week,” he stated. When she paused
from her erratic slinging of clothing into her suitcase, he met her
eyes. “Twenty-five if you can figure out what to do with the items
in my refrigerator every evening.”

She stared at him, raising herself to her
full height in an attempt to make herself feel as less like a
midget as possible next to his towering frame. She regarded him for
a moment. His face was impassive. He waited for her answer
patiently, and she noticed something in his eyes as he stood there.
Something sad. Something lonely…. It did a funny thing to her
heart, and she felt her anger melt. She nodded slowly. “Deal.”

He gave a curt nod. “Bring your portfolio to
me later tonight. I’d like to look at it.” He turned abruptly on
his heel and strode from the room.

Evie sighed and slumped down on the foot of
her bed. Her head started to hurt. What was that? What had she seen
buried so deep within his eyes? It troubled her and she had no idea
why. She let out an irritated snort and shook her head. “Seth!” she
shouted. “Never mind! We’re staying!”

“What?” he screeched from the other room.
“Oh, no way!”

She lay back on the bed and stared up at the
ceiling. Well, at least she had access to the kitchen now. That was
a definite plus.

“Evie!” Seth cried, flying into the room.
“Come on!”

She sat up with a triumphant grin. “Fear not,
little brother. I just got me a job. Our dungeon master is paying
me twenty-five dollars an hour to clean his house once a week and
make dinner every night.”

Seth frowned and folded his arms. “You come
on this trip to be an apprentice painter and end up being a
housekeeper? That’s degrading, Evie.”

Her eyes widened. “Excuse me? Do I see you
rolling in the Benjamins right now? You want to keep eating cold
toaster pastries? ‘Cause I sure don’t.”

“Fine, but still. I mean, what gives him the
right to treat you like a servant when he’s the one who volunteered
to take on an apprentice in the first place?”

She shrugged. “Who cares? Don’t worry about
staying out of his way, either. You want to watch TV in the living
room? Go for it. You want to play your guitar? Do it. You can sit
in the middle of the hall and holler like Tarzan for all I care. If
we have to live here for three months, you can bet we’re not going
to do it like captives. He knew what he was signing on for. Let him
deal with it.”

Seth smiled. “No
more Full House?”

“Not unless you
want to keep having
dreams about Uncle Jesse.”

“Well, he
is a hottie.”

Evie laughed.

Seth chuckled and sat down on the bed next to
her. “What if he gets all bent out of shape and yells at me or
something?”

She snorted. “He’d better not even try it.”
She grabbed her portfolio and started to sift through her sketches,
trying to decide which ones she should show the Master of the House
later that night.

 


* * * *

 


Her pictures never changed. Pictures never
did. They were meant to capture the feelings and sights of a
specific event or time. They remained unchanging, locked within
their perfection. And, try as he might, he could not help but lapse
back into the emotions of old every time he looked at them. He
didn’t know why he tortured himself so much. He was a
masochist.

With a heavy, weary sigh, he set the
pictures aside and went to the French doors in his office. He could
see the ocean crashing against the nearby cliffs and wanted
suddenly, more than anything, to hear the thunderous sound. He
pushed open the doors and stepped out onto the terrace, embracing
the evening fog as it coiled around him. He closed his eyes and
listened to the pounding waves, surging forward like the emotions
in his soul and crashing against the cliffs in a violent crescendo.
A fleeting moment of peace stole into his heart, and he wrapped his
fingers around the cold, black iron of the railing. He relished the
brief moment of tranquility and the sound of the sea.

It was the only thing that ever brought him
solace.

Traevyn’s chaotic thoughts briefly touched
on the young artist in his guest room and the way she had spoken to
him earlier. He had to admit, it had come as a surprise, the way
she had lashed out at him. She was so small and looked so studious.
He had not expected her to hold a powder keg within her. Especially
since she had barely made a peep all week.

He sighed, cursing himself
yet again for allowing Professor Roth to talk him into this whole
foolish apprenticeship idea. He had been a recluse for the past two
years, unwilling and not desiring to share the company of others.
Now he was thrown a fire-breathing art student and an added teenage
boy, and was expected to act as a perfect host? He had to have been
out of his mind to agree to this. And it would have been nice if
Professor Roth had asked him
first before he’d told Evelina that it was all
right for her to bring her brother along.

It was true that he didn’t
want them there. He had grown to not care for people and to hate
intrusion. He felt as if they were invading his privacy, his way of
life. However, as much as he hated to admit it, she’d had a point.
He had been the
one to accept the position. It was his own fault they were there.
She was not the one to blame. She was a stranger. She didn’t know
him at all. She had not expected any of this.

He shoved a hand through his hair in
agitation. Had he really lost all traces of humanity? What was he
turning into? The troll on the bridge? Was he going to start eating
goats soon? He sighed again and turned to go back inside. Well, if
nothing else, he would get dinner out of the whole deal. That was
the only advantage as far as he could see.

 



Chapter Four

 


Evie’s stomach rumbled at the smell of her
own supper. She hadn’t had much to work with, but she had found
enough ingredients to make spaghetti. It wasn’t gourmet cuisine by
any standards, but it was better than pizza and cream cakes.

Seth wandered into the kitchen and grinned
at his sister. “It smells so good in here.” He groaned. “It’s
killing me.”

She smiled in return and began to set the
table. “It’s a miracle I was able to make anything at all. I’m
thinking this guy must eat bugs and rats or something because this
kitchen is barren. The Sahara Desert has more food than this man
does.” She set the spaghetti noodles, sauce, and garlic bread in
the middle of the table and brushed off her hands.

It was a beautiful kitchen, now that she’d
had time to actually look at it. It was large with plenty of
counter space and an island for added room. All of the counter tops
were black marble and the dining room was off to the left in front
of a large window draped in heavy, burgundy curtains. Evie imagined
she probably could have put at least three fourths of her apartment
in the kitchen alone.

“Seth, go find him,” she commanded.

Seth’s eyebrows shot up in the air. “Are you
completely out of your mind?”

She shook her head. “No, we have to let him
know dinner’s ready somehow.”

He snorted and sat back in
his chair. “You go find him. There is no way I’m wandering around this freaky
house trying to find that freaky guy. It’s just not
happening.”

Evie heaved a sigh and put her hands on her
hips. “Seth—”

“No way!” he cried.
“It’s not happening! There’s a Chinese gong in the corner of the living
room. Why don’t you use that?”

She frowned, then a slow smile spread across
her lips. She felt a devilish glint come to light in her eyes.
“While I think having a Chinese gong hanging out in your living
room is rather strange, it could be used to our advantage.” She
strode with purpose toward the living room.

Seth almost fell out of his
chair trying to jump up and run after her. “Evie!” he exclaimed.
“You’re not serious! Are you trying
to piss this guy off?”

Evie located the gong. She picked up the
mallet and flashed Seth an evil grin.

“Holy crap,” he pleaded, looking genuinely
pained. “Seriously, don’t.”

She pulled her arm back, then let it fly.
Seth clapped his hands over his ears as the sound reverberated
through the silent house so loud that the walls seemed to
shake.

“Dinner’s ready!” Evie shouted at the top of
her lungs.

Seth winced. “You’re going to get us
killed,” he grumbled.

She snorted. “Whatever. If that windbag
thinks I’m going to make this easy on him, he’s got another thing
coming.” She turned and headed back into the kitchen where she sat
down and started dishing up her own plate.

Within seconds, Traevyn strode into the
kitchen, a black scowl darkening his handsome face. He opened his
mouth to speak, but Evie stood and shoved a plate in his hands. “I
need you to give me money to go grocery shopping tomorrow unless
you plan on me making something out of the moldy cheese. I will
also need access to a computer so I can find out where the nearest
grocery store is. I’m sure there’s one in Monterey, but I’m not
sure where as Seth and I have only ever seen the pizza parlor.
Whether you wish to eat at the table with Seth and me is completely
up to you, but we will not dine in the basement like common
servants, if that was your idea. You can choose our company or not.
It really doesn’t matter to me.”

He stared at her for a moment, saying
nothing.

“Dinner will be served at seven o’clock every
night. If you’re not here, I will continue to use the gong method.
If the gong method irritates you, I would suggest being here on
time.” She sat down and continued to eat without pause, as if she
was a teacher instructing her hundredth student.

He stared at her for a moment longer, his
scowl even blacker than before. After a few moments of her being
almost positive that he was going to slay her with his eyes alone,
he disappeared into the living room briefly, reappeared, threw two
one hundred dollar bills on the table, loaded up his plate, and
left.

Evie frowned as he walked away. “Well you’re
welcome!” she shouted after him. She took the money and shoved it
in her pocket. “Jerk.”

Seth started to chuckle and Evie couldn’t
help but grin. She had pulled that off better than she ever would
have given herself credit for.

“You’ve got more balls than any guy I’ve ever
met,” Seth said.

She laughed and ate the rest of her meal in
silence, thinking about and dreading how she had to take her
portfolio to Traevyn later for his inspection. He was so rude. He
would probably laugh at her and tell her she sucked. It was
nerve-wracking just to think about.

Seth helped Evie clean up after dinner,
which greatly surprised her. She and her brother had always had a
pretty typical sister/brother relationship. They didn’t really have
much in common. Seth liked video games and heavy metal music. He
was your average rebellious, mouthy, lazy, seventeen-year-old boy.
Evie was an artist. She loved anything beautiful. She was
fascinated by color and shape. She also loved poetry and theatre.
Those things were lost on Seth.

For their entire childhood Seth had always
found a way to weasel out of chores and stick Evie with them. The
fact that he had helped her clean up instead of rushing back to the
game console he had brought along made her wonder if he was feeling
all right.

After the kitchen had been picked up, Evie
returned to her room, a cold lump of dread quickly forming in her
stomach. She took her portfolio, which she had arranged three
times, and clutched it in her hands. She squeezed her eyes shut and
tried to will her courage to come back. Sure, she was brave beating
a gong and demanding money, but showing her life to the Lord of the
Dark Tower was a completely different story. She was vulnerable
when it came to her work and, whether he was heinous or not, he was
still the greatest artist of all time. She knew he could slay her
with one unkind word and that thought terrified her.

She took a deep breath and forced herself to
start down the hall. She would get nowhere standing in her room.
Once she reached his hallway, she stopped, trying to steel herself
again. She didn’t even know where he was. She hated that she had to
go looking for him. It was annoying. If he wanted to see her
portfolio, why couldn’t he come and find her?

She headed down the hall and stopped at his
office again. The door was half open and an amber glow was coming
from the room, casting a misshapen shadow on the floor of the hall.
She frowned and peered in a little. She blinked in surprise and
couldn’t help but stare. Traevyn was sitting in a brown leather
chair reading a thick book by candle light. His ebony hair fell all
around him like a blanket, and the light cast intriguing shadows
across his face. It highlighted the dramatic lines and shaded the
hollows, making him look even more menacing and, yet, very sensual
somehow. He reminded her of a medieval knight sitting in his
castle. She swallowed and suddenly found it difficult to breathe.
He was magnificent…

She shook her head and forced air into her
lungs. What in the heck was she doing? Had she lost it? She raised
her hand to the door and knocked lightly.

“Yes?” his erotic voice called.

Evie shivered, then frowned. Good lord, what
was wrong with her? She surely hadn’t thought his voice was erotic
earlier when he had been snarling at her. The man was a nightmare.
Why was she marveling at his beauty and shivering at the sound of
his voice? She opened the door with caution and stepped in,
clinging to her portfolio like a lifeline. “I’m sorry if I’m
intruding,” she murmured.

He glanced up at her and arched an eyebrow.
“A little late for courtesy don’t you think, gong mistress?”

She cracked a smile and thought she might
have seen the slightest twinge around his lips as well. “Why are
you reading in the dark?” she queried.

“I prefer candle light to electric. Electric
is harsh and false. It hurts my eyes at times.”

She blinked. “Can you go out in daylight? I
mean, you don’t, like, turn to dust or anything?”

He heaved a sigh and closed his book, meeting
her eyes. “Do you have a purpose in being here, Miss Austin?”

She smiled in amusement. She couldn’t help
it. She nodded. “You told me to bring you my portfolio.”

He nodded. “Let’s go into my studio.” He
stood and started toward her. “Also, you may use the computer in
this room for whatever you need.” He brushed past her and continued
down the hall.

Evie followed. Her hands shook and she hated
herself for it. Traevyn led her into the room across the hall. He
turned the light on to reveal a room choc full of canvas, paints of
all sorts, and any art supply anyone would ever need. It was a
disaster, chaotic and disorganized. It made Evie smile. It looked
just like her art room.

Traevyn hastily pushed aside the random
papers, paints and charcoal pencils on his desk to clear a spot. He
held his hand out to Evie. “Let me see it,” he demanded.

She hesitated a moment, then held it out to
him gingerly. He took it and opened it, beginning to study the
first piece. Evie couldn’t watch. She turned and began to look
around at the paintings in the room. Many were in various stages of
being finished. She marveled over his use of color and how his
paintings were so vivid. Even the dark ones seemed to resonate with
life, like he had managed to capture his very soul and the canvas
was actually living and breathing. She made a slow circle around
the room, losing all concept of time. She wished she could just
walk into one of his paintings and never come out. Each one looked
like a doorway to a fantastic and magical world.

At the far end of the room was the painting
that hung in the SOU foyer. She stopped in front of it and sighed.
“I love this painting.”

She saw him glance over at her out of the
corner of her eye. “The chaotic cauldron of my creative drive?” he
said, his voice flat.

She wrinkled her nose and frowned. “I never
saw that. No matter what my teachers tried to tell me. I mean, art
is supposed to be open to interpretation, right? I always saw
something different.”

He arched an eyebrow. “Oh really? And what
did you see?”

She ignored the fact that he sounded highly
skeptical and almost sarcastic. She shrugged. “I don’t know. To me,
it always looked like a man screaming.”

His head jerked up and he stared at her.

“Everyone’s always said it’s a reflection of
passion, but it never looked like passion to me. Why would you
choose such dark shades to portray passion?”

He made a slow turn in his chair and placed
his hand over his chest, as if his heart was beating strangely.
“What do you think it represents then?” he asked, his voice
hushed.

“Torture, torment, the worst kind of pain
and sorrow. I mean, the way the black shades swirl together here,
they form a distinct shape. I don’t understand why no one can see
that.” She shrugged and looked down, suddenly realizing what she
was saying and feeling stupid. He probably thought she sounded like
an idiot. Here she was, a junior art student, contradicting what
people who were much more proficient than her claimed. She turned
back around and was surprised to see him staring at her with an
intensity she found more than unnerving. She averted her eyes and
stuffed her hands in her pockets, rounding her shoulders in the way
a shy little kid on the playground did. “What?”

He dropped his gaze back to her drawing, and
clenched and unclenched his fists a couple times. He cleared his
throat. “Nothing,” he rasped. He shook his head. “There is no
denying that you are very skilled. You have a unique style that
should make your work stand out. I do notice that you have more
pencil sketches than anything else. Why is that?”

She looked away. “Painting intimidates me,”
she murmured.

He frowned. “Why? The paintings you have in
here are quite good. Who are your influences?”

She gave a meager smile. “You, mainly.”

He cast her a brief glance, but said
nothing. “We will have to work on this strange fear you have of
canvas and paint. Leave this here. As you will be working in here,
it would be ridiculous for you to have to keep toting it back and
forth.” He stood. “I cannot give you a set time as to when we will
work. I work when inspiration comes and no sooner. However, when
you wish to work, you do not have to ask my permission. Come in
here whenever you like, but leave your projects so I can see them
in their various stages. I will do the same for you.”

She nodded and followed him back out into the
hall.

“Goodnight to you,” he said.

She turned down the hall, her fingers still
toying with her belt loops nervously.

“Miss Austin,” he called.

She turned back to look at him.

He hesitated. “You were right.”

She frowned. “About what?”

“My painting.” He looked down for a moment
before meeting her eyes again. “No one’s ever understood it. No
one’s ever seen it.”
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