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      Book Description





    

    
      When she stumbles into the labyrinth beneath the city, she uncovers a truth people have killed to keep buried. Now four men bound by loyalty and secrets must decide if she’s a threat… or the one woman they can’t let go.

Beneath the quiet streets lies a hidden world of tunnels, forgotten passages, and a secret society that has ruled from the shadows for generations. No outsider has ever been allowed to see it—until now.

Suddenly she’s caught in the middle of a dangerous game she doesn’t understand. The four men sworn to protect the society’s secrets should silence her… but instead they find themselves drawn to her in ways none of them expected. The deeper she’s pulled into their world, the harder it becomes to tell who she can trust—and who might betray them all.

But someone else is watching from the darkness below.

And the truth she uncovered may be powerful enough to destroy the society… or get them all killed.

In the tunnels beneath the city, the walls aren’t the only things whispering.

    

  

    
      
        
    
        Dedication

    



This one is for my readers. My Brat Pack. My friends. My family. All of you who supported me through my personal issues and writer’s block. Thank you for sticking with me.
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Chapter 1



Rowan




    

    
      Rowan Hart had been gone seven years, and Briar Hollow still looked like a town that could swallow a person whole and call it tradition. The mountains rose as they always had—dark and patient, pressed against the sky as if they’d been holding it up this entire time. The lake flashed between trees, a cold slice of silver. The main road narrowed into the familiar bend where the welcome sign leaned at the same tired angle.

Rowan snorted, the sound sharp in the quiet of her car. “Yeah,” she muttered. “Or spit them out.”

She hadn’t meant to come back. Not really. She’d told herself she was here to handle business. Sign papers. Pack up what was left. Sell the inn and leave before the air started tasting like memory. But the second she crossed the town line, something in her chest tightened like a fist closing.

It didn’t help that the weather was perfect—late summer, golden and warm, the kind of day that made people believe in happy endings. Which Rowan didn’t.

She drove with both hands on the steering wheel, knuckles pale. The town unfurled ahead in small, familiar pieces. The diner. The antique store. The little park where she used to sit on the swings after school and pretend she wasn’t waiting for anyone.

She passed the church. The post office. The hardware store. And then she saw it.

Hart House Inn.

Her grandmother’s inn—her inheritance, her problem, her ninety-day sentence.

It sat at the edge of the lake road, tucked behind tall pines and old stone walls. The porch wrapped around the front like arms meant to welcome people in. White paint peeled in long strips, and the hanging flower baskets were gone, but the sign still swung from its iron hook.

HART HOUSE INN Est. 1924

Rowan’s throat tightened.

She didn’t stop. Not yet. Instead, she kept driving. She needed one thing before she did anything else. Coffee. And five minutes to breathe without her grandmother’s ghost in the passenger seat.

The diner came into view like a checkpoint in enemy territory.

Mabel’s.

Rowan parked two blocks down because she wasn’t stupid. If she parked right out front, the entire town would see her get out of the car like a returning sinner ready for judgment. She got out, anyway. The air hit her like it always had—pine, lake water, sun-warmed asphalt, and the faintest scent of fried food from somewhere.

She shut the door and stared at the diner for a moment, her sunglasses still on. Then she started walking, but halfway there, she felt the sensation of being watched.

Rowan didn’t look around. She kept her pace steady, her posture casual, as if she belonged here. As if she hadn’t left in the middle of the night with a duffel bag and a heart full of shame.

The bell over the diner door jingled when she stepped inside, and warm air and noise washed over her—conversations, silverware, a coffee machine hissing like an old cat. For half a second, the room kept moving normally. Then everything stalled. Rowan felt it like a shift in pressure. As though the whole building had inhaled and held its breath.

She slid her sunglasses up onto her head.

A couple of people stared. A couple pretended not to. A few looked away too fast. She didn’t recognize everyone, but she recognized enough. Her gaze swept across the booths, the counter, the back tables, then she saw him.

Deputy Cole Maddox sat at the counter with a mug of coffee in front of him, elbow resting on the worn laminate. His uniform shirt was dark, sleeves rolled up his strong forearms. His blonde hair was shorter than she remembered, his jaw rough with stubble.

He hadn’t been her boyfriend. Not exactly. Cole Maddox had been her almost. The boy who walked her home. The boy who stood too close. The boy who looked at her like she was something he wanted and something he couldn’t afford to touch.

Rowan’s stomach turned over once, slow and heavy.

Cole’s head lifted, his eyes met hers, and the room went very, very quiet.

It wasn’t dramatic in a movie way. No one gasped. No music swelled. It was worse than that. It was real.

Cole didn’t move at first. He just stared at her as if he couldn’t decide whether to stand up or arrest her. 

Rowan held his gaze, her pulse thudding in her throat. Until Cole’s mouth tightened, and he set his mug down with deliberate care. As if he was controlling the force of his own hands. He turned on the stool and stood.

Rowan didn’t breathe. He was taller than she remembered. Broader. The kind of man who looked like he’d grown into his body through hard work and harder decisions.

His eyes stayed on her as he walked toward her, boots quiet against the floor. Every step felt like a countdown.

Rowan’s fingers curled around the strap of her bag as Cole stopped right in front of her.

Close. Too close. Close enough that she could smell him—coffee, soap, and something clean beneath it that made her mouth go dry.

His gaze flicked over her face, then lower, and then back up. It was quick and controlled, but Rowan felt it like a hand.

“You’re back,” he said. His voice was deeper now. Rougher.

Rowan tilted her chin. “Looks like it.”

Cole stared at her for another beat with an unreadable expression, then he leaned in just slightly. Not enough for anyone else to notice. Enough that she did.

“You shouldn’t have come here,” he murmured.

Rowan’s breath hitched. “Good morning to you, too, Deputy.”

Cole’s jaw flexed. His eyes stayed locked on hers. “Rowan.” The way he said her name wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t angry, either, but it sounded like a warning.

Rowan’s mouth curved, sharp and controlled. “Cole.”

A flicker crossed his face. Something that looked a lot like memory. Or hunger.

Rowan’s skin prickled. She forced herself to step around him as if he wasn’t the center of the room, as if she didn’t feel the heat of his body as she passed. She walked to the counter.

Mabel herself stood behind it, older but still solid, her gray hair in a bun, her eyes bright with the kind of curiosity that fed small towns like oxygen.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Mabel said. “Rowan Hart.”

Rowan gave her a tight smile. “Hi, Mabel.”

Mabel’s gaze flicked over her—hair, clothes, the way she held herself like she’d learned how to take up less space. “You look… grown.”

Rowan’s laugh was quiet. “That happens.”

Mabel leaned in. “Coffee?”

“Please.” Rowan slid onto a stool and felt Cole move behind her. Not leaving. Just… shifting. Like he wasn’t sure where to put himself now that she was here.

Mabel poured the coffee and set it down in front of Rowan. She wrapped her hands around the mug as if she could warm herself from the inside out and took a sip. It tasted like home. It tasted like regret.

“Your grandmother…” Mabel said gently.

Rowan’s throat tightened. “Yeah.”

“I’m sorry, honey.”

Rowan nodded once, not trusting herself to speak.

Mabel patted her hand and moved down the counter while Rowan stared into the coffee. Then she felt it again. Cole’s presence.

He leaned on the counter beside her, close enough that his arm brushed hers. Rowan didn’t flinch, but her body noticed.

Her body remembered.

“I heard,” Cole said quietly.

Rowan didn’t look at him. “You would.”

Cole’s gaze stayed on her face, but she could feel it like a weight. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Rowan’s laugh was soft and humorless. “You’re sorry I’m back or sorry she died?”

Cole’s mouth twitched, but it wasn’t a smile. “Both.”

Rowan turned her head then. His eyes were the same color they’d always been—brown, warm, and dangerous when he let himself feel too much. Rowan stared at him.

“You still wearing that badge like it makes you a good man?” she asked.

Cole’s eyes darkened. Rowan’s pulse kicked.

He leaned closer, his voice dropping so low, she felt it more than heard it. “I wear it because I have to.”

Rowan swallowed. “And because you like being in control,” she whispered back.

Cole’s jaw tightened. “Is that what you came back for?” he asked. “To pick a fight with me?”

Her lips parted. She hadn’t come back for him, but he was here, and he was looking at her like she was something he wanted to touch with both hands.

Rowan forced herself to smile. “I came back because my grandmother died,” she said, sweet as sugar. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

He stared at her for a long moment, then his gaze dropped to her mouth. Her breath caught.

His eyes flicked back up, and his voice went rough. “Don’t do that.”

Rowan blinked. “Do what?”

“Act like you don’t know what you’re doing.”

Rowan’s fingers tightened around her mug. She could feel the heat rising in her cheeks. In her chest… and lower.

She leaned in just slightly, the way he had, and her voice turned soft. “You’re the law,” she murmured. “You tell me.”

His breath changed, and he didn’t move, but his eyes did. They traced her face again—slow this time. Intentional. It made her stomach flip, and a long second passed.

Cole’s hand came down on the counter beside her. Not touching her, but close enough, she felt it. There was tension in his fingers, and she could feel how carefully he was holding himself back.

“Rowan,” he said again, and this time it sounded like he was trying not to say something worse.

Rowan’s heart hammered. She wanted to say something sharp and clever. Instead, she heard herself whisper, “What?”

Cole leaned closer. So close, his shoulder brushed hers, and she could feel his breath. His voice was barely there. “You have no idea what you’re walking back into.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Is that a threat?”

Cole’s gaze held hers. “No,” he said. “It’s a promise.”

Rowan’s breath hitched. She should’ve pulled away. She should’ve laughed. She should’ve stood up and left. But something in her—something reckless and raw—stayed. It had been seven years since anyone looked at her as if she mattered. As though she was worth losing sleep over.

Cole’s gaze dropped again, and Rowan’s skin tightened, as though it was bracing for impact. Then…

The diner door jingled hard, and Rowan turned her head.

A man walked in as if he owned the oxygen. Tall. Broad shoulders. Dark hair falling into his eyes. A grease-stained shirt half-tucked into worn jeans. He looked like trouble that had learned how to smile.

Jace Rourke.

Rowan’s stomach dropped. Jace’s eyes found her immediately. As though he’d known. As if he’d been waiting.

His mouth curved into a slow, wicked smirk. “Well,” he drawled, voice loud enough for the whole diner. “Look what the lake dragged back in.”

Rowan’s spine went stiff, and Cole’s body changed beside her—subtle but immediate. As if a switch had flipped.

Jace walked closer, hands in his pockets, gaze fixed on Rowan like she was a dare. He stopped a few feet away, then leaned in slightly, head tilted.

“Rowan Hart,” he said. “I thought you’d never come home.”

Rowan forced her face into calm. “You thought wrong.”

Jace’s grin widened before his eyes flicked to Cole. Then back to Rowan.

“You here to stay?” he asked.

Rowan lifted her coffee mug, took a slow sip, and swallowed. “Ninety days,” she said.

Jace’s gaze dropped to her mouth. Rowan’s skin tightened. His voice turned lazy. “That long?”

Cole’s voice cut in, sharp. “Back off, Rourke.”

Jace didn’t even look at him as Rowan’s pulse began to race because she could feel it. The way the air shifted and the way the whole diner leaned in. Small towns didn’t do secrets well, but they did drama.

Jace stepped closer. Too close. Rowan’s fingers curled around her mug. His voice dropped, just for her. “You still run when things get messy?” he murmured.

Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “You still talk too much?” she whispered back.

Jace’s grin turned darker. “Only when I’m interested.”

Cole moved one step. Just enough that his shoulder brushed Rowan’s.

It was a warning. A claim. And it made Rowan’s breath catch. She looked at Cole, but his eyes were on Jace, hard and controlled. Jace’s eyes were on her, bright with something dangerous.

Rowan’s heart thudded. Two men. Two different kinds of trouble, and she was standing between them like a match held over gasoline. 

She set her coffee down slowly and turned to Cole. Her voice was soft, almost sweet. “Deputy,” she said. “Are you going to arrest him?”

Cole’s jaw flexed. 

Jace chuckled, low and amused.

Rowan looked at Jace. “And are you going to stop him?”

Jace’s gaze held hers. “No,” he said. “But I might make it worth your while.”

Rowan’s skin heated so fast, it was almost embarrassing. Cole’s hand came down on the counter again, harder this time. The sound cracked through the diner like a gunshot.

“Enough,” he said.

Rowan’s pulse jumped, and Jace’s grin widened.

She stood, and both men watched her as if she was the sun as she picked up her bag and dropped a tweny on the counter next to her coffee cup. “I’m going to the inn,” she said.

Cole’s gaze snapped to her face. “You shouldn’t be there alone.”

Rowan’s smile was sharp. “Why? Afraid I’ll get murdered or afraid I’ll remember how to live?”

Cole’s eyes darkened while Jace’s gaze stayed on her like he was stripping her down without touching. Her skin prickled.

She turned and walked toward the door. The bell jingled again as she stepped outside, and the sun hit her face. The air was warm, almost stifling. 

Her hands shook slightly as she reached for her car keys, and she heard the diner door open behind her. She didn’t turn, even as a shadow fell over her shoulder.

Cole’s voice came low, tight. “Rowan.”

Her breath hitched. “Don’t,” she whispered.

He stepped closer. Close enough that his chest nearly brushed her back. Close enough that she could feel the heat from him.

“You don’t get to come back and look at me like that.” His voice was rough. 

She swallowed hard and turned very slowly. Cole was right there, and his eyes were locked on hers. Then his gaze dropped to her mouth, making her pulse kick in her chest. His hand lifted, but he didn’t touch her. He stopped a breath away from her cheek, as if he was testing his own restraint. Her lips parted on an inhale.

Cole’s voice was barely there. “Tell me to stop,” he said.

Her heart hammered, and her skin burned. She should’ve said yes. She should’ve said no. Instead, she whispered, “I didn’t come back for you.”

Cole’s eyes darkened like a storm, and his hand dropped. He leaned in, close enough, his breath brushed her mouth. “Good,” he murmured. “Because if you had,”—his voice went even lower—“I don’t think I’d let you leave again.”

She froze. A thrill went through her so sharp it felt like pain, then he stepped back, the moment snapping like a rope. He looked at her once more—hard, controlled, unreadable. Then walked away.

Rowan stood there, breathless, while the town hummed around her as though nothing had happened. As if her life hadn’t just tilted.

Rowan got into her car and sat for a long moment with her hands on the steering wheel. Then she whispered to herself, “Ninety days.”

And for the first time since she’d crossed the town line…

Rowan wasn’t sure she wanted them to end.
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Chapter 2



Rowan




    

    
      Rowan waited until her hands stopped shaking before she drove. She told herself it was adrenaline. The town. The looks. Cole Maddox standing too close, saying the wrong things in the right voice. Jace Rourke walking in as if he owned her past. It wasn’t anything else. It wasn’t the way her body had responded—heat under her skin, a pulse between her legs like her body didn’t care what her brain wanted.

She took the lake road to the inn. The trees thickened as she drove, sunlight strobing through branches. The lake flashed between trunks, smooth and deceptively calm. There were places along this road where she used to stop as a teenager, barefoot on the rocks, watching the water as if it could wash the town off her. Now she didn’t stop. She kept going until the inn rose out of the trees, pale and quiet. Waiting.

Finally, she parked in the gravel lot in front of The Hart House Inn.

It looked worse up close. The porch rail sagged in places, and one shutter hung crooked. The steps were uneven, and the flower boxes were empty, their soil dried and cracked like old wounds. And still, there was something about it. Something stubborn. As if it had been holding its breath for her.

Rowan killed the engine and sat there, letting the silence press in. No diner noise or town voices. No deputy breathing too close. Just the hum of insects and the distant call of a bird. 

“Okay,” she whispered, forcing herself to move. “Let’s do this.” Grabbing her bag, she stepped out and shut the car door. The sound echoed around her as she climbed the porch steps slowly, testing each one as if it might betray her. The front door was solid oak, the paint worn smooth where countless hands had pushed it open.

Her grandmother’s key felt too small in her palm as she slid it into the lock. The door opened with a reluctant creak. Cool air spilled out, smelling faintly of lemon polish and old wood—and underneath it, something else. Something stale. Like a house that hadn’t been properly lived in for a while.

The entryway was dim, the curtains drawn. Dust floated in the slanted light. The inn’s old chandelier hung overhead, its glass pendants dull. She set her bag down and stood still, letting the quiet settle into her bones. Then she saw it.

A single envelope on the entry table.

Her name written in her grandmother’s handwriting.

Rowan.

Her stomach dropped, and she stared at it like it might bite for several heart-pounding moments before she reached with careful fingers and picked it up. The paper was thick, expensive, and there was no stamp. No date. Just her name. 

She swallowed and opened it. Inside was one sheet of paper, folded once. Her grandmother’s handwriting was neat, slanted slightly right. Familiar.

Rowan,

If you’re reading this, you came back. You’ll want to sell the inn. You’ll want to leave. You’ll tell yourself it’s practical, but you’re not leaving. Not yet. You’re not safe. I’m sorry. I did what I could. Don’t trust the ones who smile.

And don’t let Cole Maddox carry you. He will try.

Love, Gran

Rowan’s hands went cold as she read it again. And again.

Not safe.

Her heart began to pound, and she turned slowly, eyes scanning the quiet lobby as though the words had summoned something. The inn sat still and empty. Nothing moved, but her skin prickled. 

She took a breath, forcing calm into her lungs. “Okay,” she whispered. “Okay.” 

Setting the letter down again, she noticed something else on the entry table. A second envelope. Smaller. This one sealed with no name. Just a symbol drawn in black ink—simple, sharp. A triangle.

Rowan stared at it, and her mouth went dry. She didn’t touch it. Instead, she stepped back, her gaze lifting to the hallway leading deeper into the inn. The corridor was darker than the lobby, the light fading into shadow. The inn felt… wrong. As though it was holding secrets in its walls.

She forced herself to move. Her boots sounded too loud on the old hardwood as she walked down the hallway. The walls were lined with framed photographs—guests on the porch, weddings by the lake, smiling couples in summer clothes.

Her grandmother loved this place, but Rowan hated it.

It had been the center of everything. The gossip. The scandal. The thing that ruined her family’s name.

She reached the closed office door. Hesitating only for a moment, she pushed it open. It smelled like paper and cedar. The desk sat where it always had, worn smooth at the corners. A brass lamp. A ledger book. A set of keys on a hook.

Her chest tightened.

Gran had been here. Working. Fighting to keep the inn alive.

She crossed to the desk and opened the top drawer. It stuck slightly, then slid free. Inside were files, receipts, old brochures, and a small wooden box.

Rowan lifted it out and set it on the desk. The lid wasn’t locked, so she opened it.

Inside was a stack of letters tied with ribbon. And on top… a photograph.

Her breath stopped.

It was a picture of her. Taken from a distance. Not a selfie. Not a posed family photo. She was sixteen, sitting on the porch steps of the inn, looking out toward the lake, but the angle was wrong. The framing too careful. Someone had been watching her.

Her fingers went numb, and she could feel her palms start to sweat as she flipped the photo over. On the back, in block letters:

SHE DOESN’T KNOW YET.

Rowan stared. A cold wave rolled through her. Her heartbeat turned sharp and frantic, and she dropped the photo back into the box as if it burned.

Then she heard it. A sound from upstairs, a soft creak. Like a floorboard settling.

Frozen, her eyes snapped to the office doorway. The hallway beyond was empty, and silence pressed in again.

She swallowed hard and shook her head. 

Old houses made noises, she told herself. Old houses settled. Old wood creaked. But the letter on the entry table hadn’t been there by accident. And the triangle on the envelope…

Rowan didn’t know what it meant, but she knew it wasn’t from her grandmother. She reached into her bag for her phone. No signal. Of course. She laughed once, quiet and brittle. 

“Perfect.”

Shoving the phone back into her bag, she grabbed the keys from the hook. There were dozens. Room keys. Supply closets. Basement locks. Her grandmother had run this place like a kingdom.

She took a deep breath and left the office. She made her way back down the hallway to the stairs. The staircase rose at the end of the corridor, carpet worn thin, banister polished by hands over decades. Standing on the bottom step, she listened carefully. Nothing.

She climbed. Each step creaked as if announcing her presence to the world. The upstairs hallway was darker, the windows smaller. Doors lined both sides—guest rooms, linen closets, the old sitting room.

Rowan’s skin crawled. She didn’t like the upstairs; she never had. Even as a kid, she’d felt like the inn watched her more from up here.

Walking slowly, her footsteps muffled by the carpet, she made it halfway down the hallway before she stopped. 

A door stood slightly open.

Her grandmother’s room.

Rowan stared at it. She was certain her grandmother kept all the bedrooms locked. Always.

Her mouth went dry, and she reached out and pushed the door open. The hinges didn’t squeal. They moved smoothly, as if someone had oiled them recently. The room was dim, and the curtains were drawn. The bed was made perfectly, waiting for a body. But it was the air that made her shiver. It was colder than the hallway.

Stepping inside, she let her eyes adjust, then she saw it. On the bed, laid neatly atop the quilt—another photograph.

Her stomach dropped. This one was recent. She recognized the jacket she’d been wearing today. It was a picture of her walking into Mabel’s diner. Taken through the window. Her face turned slightly, as if she was mid-step. Caught.

Rowan’s breath came out sharp. She grabbed the photo and flipped it over. On the back:

Welcome home, Rowan.

Her hand trembled, and she backed up her gaze, snapping to the window. The curtains were drawn, but she could see a sliver of light at the edge. She crossed the room quickly and yanked the curtain aside. The window looked out toward the lake. Trees and water. Nothing else. No one.

Rowan’s pulse roared in her ears. She turned away from the window—and stopped dead. The closet door was open a crack. She stared. She didn’t remember it being open, but she hadn’t exactly looked. But now she couldn’t stop looking. Her throat tightened as she stepped closer.

The crack widened as she approached, as if the door was settling. Reaching out, her fingers touched the cold metal knob. She pulled, and it swung open.

Empty. Just hangers. A few spare blankets.

Her knees went weak with relief, and she let out a breath. Then she saw it.

On the closet wall, carved into the wood behind the hangers. A triangle. The same symbol as the envelope downstairs.

Rowan’s blood turned to ice. She stepped back so fast, she bumped into the bed. Her breath came fast.

The inn was not empty. Someone had been here. Someone had been watching her.

She fumbled for her phone again, as if a signal might magically appear.

Still nothing.

Standing in the middle of the room, trying not to panic. She heard it again.

Footsteps.

This time unmistakable. Slow and heavy. Coming from the hallway. 

Her heart slammed, and she turned toward the door.

The hallway beyond was dim, shadows stretching long. The footsteps stopped just outside the room.

Rowan held her breath. A long second passed. Then… a low voice. Male.

“Rowan?”

She froze. She knew that voice. Not Cole or Jace. Softer. Careful.

Eli Bennett.

Rowan’s pulse stumbled. Her body reacted first—relief, warmth, the memory of someone kind, then her mind caught up.

Eli was here. At the inn. Upstairs at night. With no warning.

Rowan swallowed hard. “Eli?” she called, voice tight.

He stepped into the doorway.

He wasn’t wearing a uniform like Cole. No badge. No authority. Just jeans and a dark t-shirt, his soft sable hair slightly mussed as though he’d run a hand through it too many times. His eyes landed on her face and softened before sharpening again because he saw something was wrong. 

“Jesus,” he murmured. “You’re pale.”

Rowan forced a laugh. “I’m fine.”

Eli’s gaze flicked around the room as he took a step inside. Then another. Slow, not threatening, but purposeful.

“I saw your car,” he said quietly. “And I—”

Rowan cut him off. “How did you get in?”

Eli’s mouth tightened. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a key.

She stared. It was an old brass inn key. Her stomach dropped. “Where did you get that?” she demanded.

Eli hesitated. Then he said, softly, “Your grandmother gave it to me.”

Rowan’s skin prickled. “She… what?”

Eli’s eyes stayed on hers. “She asked me to check on the inn,” he said. “Sometimes. Especially at night.”

Her throat tightened. “Why?”

His jaw flexed, and his gaze flicked to the closet wall. Rowan’s breath caught. He saw the triangle and went very still, then his eyes shot back to Rowan’s.

“Did you find the letters?” he asked.

Rowan’s pulse spiked. “You know about them.”

His voice dropped. “Yes.”

Her hands curled into fists. “You’re going to need to start explaining,” 

He took another step toward her, but she didn’t back away. She should have, but she didn’t. Eli Bennett had always been the safe one. The gentle one. The one who looked at her as though she was something precious, not something broken. But right now, in the dim room, with the air cold and the shadows deep—Eli didn’t look safe. He looked… controlled. As if he’d been holding something back for a long time.

Her breath came shallow as he stopped close. Not touching, but close enough she could feel him. His heat, his attention, and his restraint.

“Rowan,” he said softly. “You can’t be here alone.”

Her laugh was sharp. “Funny. Cole said the same thing.”

Eli’s hazel eyes darkened just a fraction. “Cole Maddox doesn’t get to decide what you need.” 

She blinked. That was… not the Eli she remembered. 

Rowan swallowed awkwardly, “And you do?”

Eli’s gaze dropped to her mouth. Making her pulse kick hard. He looked back up.

“I know what you need,” he said, his voice quiet.

Her skin tightened, and heat curled low in her belly, unwanted and immediate.

“Eli,” she whispered.

He stepped closer. Rowan’s back was pressed against the edge of the bed as his hand lifted, but he didn’t touch her. He hovered his fingers near her cheek, as if he was letting her decide.

His voice was barely there. “You’re shaking.”

She swallowed. “I’m not.”

His mouth curved, faint and sad. “You always lie when you’re scared.”

Her throat tightened again. She hated that he remembered. That he saw her.

Eli’s gaze flicked to the door, then back to her.

“Someone’s been in here,” he said.

Rowan’s voice broke, just slightly. “Yes.”

Eli’s eyes hardened. A flash of something dark passed through his expression—something protective and violent.

Rowan’s stomach turned as he leaned closer.

His voice went low. “If I find out who—” He stopped. His jaw clenched.

And Rowan stared at him. “Eli,” she whispered again. This time, his name sounded like a plea.

Eli’s gaze snapped back to her. And there it was. That thing in his eyes. Not just worry or kindness. Something else. Something hungry. Rowan’s breath caught.

His voice dropped even further. “Do you remember,” he murmured, “what you used to do when you couldn’t sleep?”

Her pulse stumbled, and her cheeks heated. She remembered. She remembered sneaking out of her bedroom window at seventeen, walking down the hill to the lake. She remembered Eli finding her there, like he always did. Sitting beside her in the dark. Not asking questions, just staying.

“Yes,” she whispered.

Eli’s gaze stayed on her mouth. “Do you remember what you used to do,” he continued, “when you were trying to make yourself feel something?”

Rowan’s stomach flipped. She remembered that too, too well. She remembered the night she’d kissed him. One kiss, soft at first. Then not. She remembered his hands on her waist, steadying her. She remembered the way he’d stopped—breathing hard—as if he was afraid of what he wanted.

Rowan’s throat tightened. “Eli…”

Eli’s hand finally touched her cheek. His palm was warm, and she went still. His thumb brushed once, slow. “You’re here,” he murmured. “And you’re scared. And you’re trying to pretend you’re not.”

Rowan’s eyes burned as Eli leaned closer. Close enough that Rowan could feel his breath.

His voice went rough. “Let me help.”

Rowan’s pulse thundered. Her hands lifted without her permission, fingers catching the hem of his shirt, gripping lightly. Eli’s eyes flicked down. A low sound left his throat, and her breath hitched. Then…

A loud knock echoed through the inn. Not polite or gentle, but hard and demanding.

Rowan jerked, heart slamming, and Eli’s head snapped toward the door. The knock came again.

And a voice—sharp, angry, familiar. “ROWAN!”

Cole.

Rowan’s blood went cold. Eli’s hand dropped from her cheek, and his expression changed instantly. The softness vanished, replaced by something darker. Something possessive and controlled. 

Rowan stared at him, stunned.

Eli’s voice was quiet. “Of course,” he murmured.

Rowan swallowed hard.

Cole’s voice came again, closer now. “Open the damn door.”

Rowan’s pulse roared. Eli stepped back, his gaze never leaving hers.

“He can’t protect you from this,” he said softly

“What?” she whispered.

Eli’s eyes held hers. “The inn,” he said. “The letters. The symbol.” His gaze flicked to the closet wall again. Then back to Rowan. “He’s part of it.” 

Her stomach dropped. “No,” she whispered.

His voice remained calm. “Rowan,” he said. “Your grandmother didn’t trust him.”

Rowan’s throat tightened as she thought of the letter.

Don’t let Cole Maddox carry you. He will try.

Her pulse pounded. Cole’s footsteps thundered up the stairs, and then the doorframe rattled as his fist hit it. She found herself flinching, and Eli stepped toward her once more, leaning in, his mouth so close it brushed her ear. 

His voice was a dark whisper. “If you open that door,” he said, “everything changes.”

Rowan’s breath caught. Eli’s hand slid to her waist. Not gripping or forcing, just claiming space. It made her skin burn, and that throbbing started again between her thighs.

Cole’s voice was right outside now. “Rowan,” he said, lower. Dangerous. “I know you’re in there.”

Her chest rose and fell too fast. Eli’s fingers tightened slightly at her waist. Rowan’s eyes squeezed shut for one second, then she opened them and looked at the door. She wasn’t a girl anymore. She wasn’t sixteen, and she wasn’t running.

She pulled away from Eli just enough to breathe, then walked to the door and yanked it open. Cole Maddox stood in the hallway like a storm given a body. His eyes were thunderous and sparked with electricity as they landed on Rowan before dropping to Eli’s hand—still at her waist. 

Cole’s face went very still, and his voice came out low. “What the hell is this?”

Rowan’s heart hammered, but Eli didn’t move or take his hand away. He simply looked at Cole with quiet defiance and said, softly, “She’s not alone.”

Cole’s gaze snapped back to Rowan. His eyes were dark. Too dark.

She swallowed when Cole took one step forward, but with Eli behind her, she couldn’t back up.

Cole’s voice went rough. “Get away from her.”

Eli’s mouth curved faintly. “Or what?” he asked.

Cole’s jaw flexed.

Rowan’s pulse raced.

The air between them all felt electric. Violent. And underneath it… something else. Something ugly and something old.

Her voice came out sharper than she planned. “Stop.” Both men froze. Rowan stared at them, breath coming fast. “This is my grandmother’s inn,” she said. “My inheritance. My problem.”

Cole’s gaze stayed on her as if he was trying to memorize her face. Eli’s hand finally dropped from her waist, but his eyes didn’t soften.

Rowan’s throat tightened as Cole stepped closer, slow and controlled as always, making her skin prickle with anticipation. He stopped in front of her. Too close for her comfort.

His voice dropped. “Are you okay?”

Rowan’s laugh came out shaky. “No.”

Cole’s eyes flicked over her face, then to the bed. Then to the closet. Then back to her. She could tell when he saw the triangle. She watched his expression change. The lawman disappeared, and the man remained.

His voice went quiet. “Where did you see it?” he asked.

She swallowed. “Downstairs. On an envelope. And… carved in the closet.”

Cole’s jaw tightened.

Eli spoke, voice calm. “So, it’s started again.”

Her stomach dropped to the soles of her feet. “Again?” she whispered.

Cole’s gaze snapped to Eli. “Don’t,” he warned.

Eli’s eyes held his. “You don’t get to tell me not to,” Eli said softly. “Not after what you did.”

Rowan’s breath caught, and her head turned between them.

“What did he do?” she demanded.

Cole’s eyes flashed. “Rowan—”

Eli cut him off. “He lied. He’s been lying since we were kids.”

Cole’s gaze snapped to Rowan. His voice went rough. “I was trying to protect you.”

“That’s what you always say.” Her laugh was bitter, and Cole flinched as if she’d hit him.

Eli’s gaze stayed on Rowan, softer now. “Your grandmother knew,” he murmured. “She knew they were coming back.”

Rowan’s chest tightened. “Who is?” she whispered.

“The thing that happened to your family,” Cole said softly.

Rowan went still. The words hit her like a punch, making her mouth dry and her palms sweaty. “You mean the scandal?” 

Cole’s eyes held hers. “No,” he said. His voice dropped. “I mean the crime.”

Rowan’s blood turned to ice. The hallway suddenly felt too narrow, and the inn felt too quiet. She stared back at Cole, heart pounding. 

“Someone’s been watching me,” she whispered.

Cole’s gaze darkened. “Yes.”

Her voice shook. “Why?”

Cole’s eyes flicked to Eli, and then back to Rowan. “Because you came home,” he said. “And whoever did it last time… knows you’re here.”

Eli stepped closer to Rowan, just slightly, and Cole’s gaze snapped to the movement. The air crackled again. Rowan felt it. Two men, both dangerous in different ways. One who would break rules to keep her safe. One who would break people.

Rowan swallowed. She looked at the triangle carved into the closet wall. And for the first time since she’d returned, Rowan understood something, deep in her bones.

Ninety days wasn’t a sentence.

It was a trap.

And she had just stepped into it.
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Chapter 3



Rowan




    

    
      Rowan didn’t sleep, but she tried.

Sitting on the edge of the bed—Gran’s old room, not hers, because she couldn’t make herself go into the room she’d grown up in—she stared at the shadows until they blurred. The inn creaked around her as if it was breathing. Every sound felt like a warning.

Downstairs, Cole had done a sweep of the first floor. Eli had checked the windows, his movements quiet and practiced in a way that made Rowan’s skin prickle. They’d both acted as though this was normal. As if they’d done it before. As if the inn had always been something you had to defend.

Rowan had asked for answers, but neither of them had given her one. Not really.

Cole had said, Not tonight. Eli had said, Not here. Then they’d both looked at her as though she was the reason the town still had nightmares. Rowan had ended up alone anyway after she’d snapped and told them to leave.

Cole had looked like he wanted to argue. Eli had looked like he wanted to disobey. And then, strangely, they’d both listened.

She told herself that it was a win, but the quiet that followed didn’t feel like peace. It felt like the moment after a door locks. She stood and walked to the window, pushing the curtain aside a fraction. 

The lake was a dark sheet behind the trees, the inn’s porch light glowed weakly, illuminating the steps and the gravel drive. Nothing moved.

She released the breath she’d been holding, just as headlights cut through the trees. A car turned onto the lake road, moving steadily toward the inn.

Her stomach drew tight, and she watched, frozen, as it rolled into the gravel lot and stopped. The engine cut, and for a moment, the world went silent again; then the driver’s door opened. A man stepped out. Even from upstairs, Rowan recognized him.

Dr. Nolan Pierce.

Of course.

Because Briar Hollow didn’t just remember.

It punished.

Nolan walked as if he had nowhere else to be. As though the night belonged to him.

He wore dark slacks and a crisp shirt, with the sleeves rolled up his forearms. No tie. No jacket. The kind of clean, expensive casual that said he could afford to look effortless. He glanced up at the inn, and his eyes found her window immediately. Her breath caught. She hadn’t realized she was visible.

He didn’t wave. He didn’t smile. He simply held her gaze, his face unreadable, then he walked up the porch steps. The front door opened, making Rowan’s pulse spike. She moved fast, leaving the room, her bare feet silent on the carpet as she crossed the upstairs hall and went down the stairs.

The inn’s lobby was dim, lit only by a lamp on the desk and the weak porch light seeping through the front windows. Nolan stood just inside the door he’d closed behind him.

She stopped at the bottom step, and for a long moment, neither of them spoke. Nolan’s gaze swept over her. Not leering. Not kind. Clinical. As if he was assessing damage.

Rowan’s spine went rigid. “You’re breaking in now?” she asked, voice sharp.

Nolan’s mouth curved slightly, but it wasn’t quite a smile. “You left the door unlocked,” he said.

Rowan’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t invite you.”

Nolan took a step forward.

The light caught his face—clean-shaven, sharp cheekbones, dark hair combed back. His eyes were pale in the low light, a cool gray-blue that had always made Rowan feel as if he could see straight through her.

He stopped a few feet away. Close enough. 

“Your grandmother invited me,” he said.

Rowan went still. “She’s dead,” she said flatly.

“And she planned for that,” he replied.

Rowan’s stomach turned. “Why are you here, Nolan?”

He didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded packet of papers. Her eyes narrowed as he held them out, but she didn’t take them.

Nolan’s voice was calm. “You need to read these.”

She crossed her arms. “I need you to get out of my inn.”

Nolan’s eyes flicked over her posture, taking in her arms across her chest and her hair loose and messy from tossing and turning, before his gaze paused at her throat, then returned to her eyes.

His voice lowered slightly. “You’re not safe here.”

Rowan’s laugh was quiet and ugly. “Oh, for God’s sake,” she snapped. “Did you coordinate that line with Cole?”

Nolan’s gaze didn’t change. “No,” he said. “Cole doesn’t coordinate with anyone. He reacts.”

Rowan’s stomach tightened. Something about the way he said it—like he knew Cole too well—made her skin crawl. She took a step forward. She was close enough now to smell Nolan—clean soap, something expensive, and the faintest trace of rain on fabric, as though he’d stepped out of a different world.

She tilted her chin. “Tell me why you’re here.”

Nolan’s gaze dropped to her mouth, and her breath hitched. It was so quick, she almost convinced herself she had imagined it. But she didn’t. Nolan Pierce had always been like this. Calm. Collected. Polished. The kind of man who didn’t lose control. The kind of man who made you wonder what it would look like if he did. The thought made her heart race and her nipples harden. 

His voice went low. “I’m here because your grandmother’s will is… complicated.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’ve already heard about the ninety-day clause.”

“That’s not the complicated part.”

Her pulse kicked. “What is?”

Nolan exhaled slowly, and then he said, quietly, “You can’t sell the inn.”

She froze. “What?”

Nolan’s eyes didn’t flinch. “You can’t sell it,” he repeated. “Not to anyone. Not at all. Not without triggering a legal dispute that will tie you up for years.”

Rowan’s breath came fast. “That’s not possible,” she said. “It’s mine.”

Nolan’s gaze was steady. “It’s not entirely yours.”

Her blood went cold in her veins. The words hit her like a slap, and she stared at him. 

“What did you just say?”

He didn’t move for a moment, then he held out the papers again.

“Read it.”

Rowan snatched them from his hand, her fingers brushing his. It was just a graze, but Nolan’s hand didn’t pull away immediately. His touch lingered a fraction too long. 

Rowan’s stomach flipped. She hated it, and she hated him for noticing. Looking down at the papers, her eyes skimmed the first page. Legal language. Estate. Deed. Trust. Her breath turned shallow as she read, then she saw it.

A name.

Pierce Family Trust.

Rowan’s vision tunneled, and she looked up slowly. Nolan watched her like he’d been waiting for this moment.

Her voice came out very quiet. “You’re on the deed.”

Nolan’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

Her hands shook, and the blood in her veins turned to ice. “You’re on my grandmother’s deed,” she whispered.

Nolan’s voice was calm, but his eyes weren’t. “Not me,” he said. “My family.”

Her breath came out sharp. Anger surged through her, hot and immediate, washing away the coldness she’d been feeling. Stepping forward until she was right in front of him, she hissed, “Your family is the reason I left this town.”

Nolan’s gaze didn’t break. “And yet you came back.”

Her laugh was brittle. “Because my grandmother died.”

His voice dropped. “And because part of you wanted to.”

She hated that he was right. She hated that he could say it like that. As if he knew her.

Rowan shoved the papers against his chest. “Fix it,” she snapped.

Nolan’s eyes darkened slightly. “Rowan—”

“Fix it,” she repeated, voice shaking now. “I’m not staying here. I’m not living in this place. I’m not—” Her voice cracked, and she swallowed hard.

Nolan’s gaze sharpened, and he stepped closer. Rowan’s back hit the edge of the entry table. The same table where her grandmother’s letter had been waiting. Her breath caught.

Nolan didn’t touch her, but he crowded her. His presence filled the space, heavy and calm. He looked down at her, his eyes cool. 

“Your grandmother didn’t want you to run,” he said quietly.

Her laugh was harsh. “You didn’t know her.”

His mouth tightened. “I knew her better than you think.”

“What does that mean?”

Nolan’s gaze flicked to the staircase, then back to Rowan.

His voice lowered. “It means she was trying to protect you,” he said. “From something you still don’t understand.”

Her pulse thundered, and she tried to push past him. Nolan’s hand shot out and caught her wrist. Not hard, but firm. Rowan froze. The contact lit her nerves on fire. Nolan’s thumb pressed lightly against the inside of her wrist. A pulse point.

Rowan’s breath hitched as she looked down, then up again. Nolan’s gaze was on her face, and for the first time, Rowan saw something in him that wasn’t just control. It was tension. Held back. Like a man gripping the edge of a cliff.

“Let go,” she whispered.

He didn’t. Instead, his voice went quiet. “You’re shaking.” 

Her laugh came out breathless. “Stop stealing Eli’s lines.”

Nolan’s mouth curved faintly. “Eli Bennett doesn’t know what you need,” Nolan murmured.

Her skin prickled, and goosebumps grew on her arms. “Neither do you.”

Nolan’s gaze dropped to her mouth again. This time, he didn’t hide it. He stared.

Rowan’s breath caught.

Nolan’s voice went lower. “I know you better than you think.”

Her pulse raced, and her body reacted, traitorous and immediate, because Nolan was too close. Because his hand was on her wrist. Because his eyes were on her like she was something he’d been forced to quietly want for years.

Rowan’s throat tightened. “Why are you really here?” she whispered.

Nolan’s jaw flexed. For a moment, he looked like he might lie. Then he leaned in. Close enough that Rowan could feel his breath against her cheek.

His voice was a dark murmur. “Because if you don’t listen to me,” he said, “you’re going to get hurt.”

Rowan’s breath shuddered. “By who?” she whispered.

Nolan’s gaze held hers. Then his eyes flicked to the front windows. To the darkness outside. Cold and waiting.

His voice went even quieter. “By the person who’s already been inside this inn,” he said.

Rowan’s blood turned cold.

She stared at him. “How do you know that?”

Nolan’s eyes didn’t blink. “Because I’ve been watching.”

She went still, and her breath stopped. A weight sat on her chest like an anvil as the words sank into her like poison. 

Nolan’s hand tightened slightly on her wrist. Not painful. Possessive.

Her voice came out shaky. “You… what?”

Nolan’s gaze held hers, steady and unapologetic. “I’ve been watching this place,” he said. “For years.”

Rowan’s stomach twisted. “You’re sick,” she whispered.

Nolan’s eyes flashed. “No,” he said. “I’m prepared.”

She tried to pull her wrist away, but he didn’t let her. Instead, he stepped closer. Rowan’s back pressed harder against the table. His body was inches away. Her breath came shallow.

She hated him. She hated the way her skin heated. She hated the way her body recognized him as danger and still wanted to lean in.

His voice dropped. “You should be afraid,” he murmured.

Rowan’s lips parted. “Of you?” she whispered.

Nolan’s gaze moved over her face slowly. Then down her throat. Then back up. His voice was calm. “Not yet.”

Rowan’s heart slammed as the air around them grew thick with tension. Rowan’s fingers curled into the papers still pressed against his chest.

Her voice came out sharp. “Why are you on the deed?”

Nolan exhaled slowly. “Because my father,” he said, “made a deal with your grandmother.”

Her stomach dropped. “What deal?”

Nolan’s gaze held hers. “One that was meant to keep you alive.”

Rowan’s throat tightened, and she stared at him, breathless. The words didn’t make sense. None of this made sense.

Rowan’s voice cracked. “Keep me alive from what?”

Nolan’s eyes darkened, and he leaned closer. His mouth was inches from hers. His voice was a low whisper. “From the thing your family tried to bury,” he said. “And the thing my family helped cover.”

Rowan’s skin went cold. Then hot. Fear and anger and something else tangled together in her chest. Her gaze dropped to Nolan’s mouth. She didn’t mean to, but she did.

Nolan noticed.

His breath changed. His grip on her wrist tightened just slightly. Rowan’s pulse kicked hard. For one wild second, she thought, he’s going to kiss me, and the thought didn’t horrify her the way it should have. It thrilled her. It terrified her. It made her want to do something reckless just to see if he would.

Rowan swallowed. “You don’t get to touch me,” she whispered.

Nolan’s gaze held hers. “Then tell me to stop,” he murmured, moving in until their faces were but a breath apart. Her breath hitched. The same words Cole had said. The same tone.

Rowan’s heart pounded, and her voice came out low. “Stop.”

Nolan stared at her for a long beat before he let go. Just like that, Rowan’s wrist was free, but the imprint of his hand felt like it was still there.

Nolan stepped back, and she inhaled shakily. She hated that she missed his heat.

His gaze dropped to the papers, then back to her face.

“You have three choices.” His voice was steady again. 

Rowan’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t ask for choices.”

Nolan’s mouth curved faintly. “You never do.”

Her jaw tightened, but he continued, calm as a blade.

“One: you ignore me. You stay here alone. And you pretend you’re safe.”

Her throat tightened.

“Two: you let Cole Maddox wrap you in his badge and his guilt until you can’t breathe.”

Just like that, her pulse sped up again.

“And three?” she asked.

Nolan’s gaze held hers.

His voice dropped slightly.

“You let me handle it,” he said. “The deed. The trust. The people who are circling this place like they’ve been waiting for you.”

Rowan’s breath came out shaky. “And what do you get?” she whispered.

Nolan’s eyes darkened. For the first time, something like honesty cracked through his control.

“You,” he said, his voice low.

Rowan’s stomach flipped, and she felt the wetness between her legs growing. Her cheeks heated, making her even madder at her body’s reaction to him. Anger surging, it was now tangled with the heat of her body, messy and humiliating. 

“You’re not—” she started, then…

A sound outside. A crunch of gravel. Rowan’s head snapped toward the window.

Nolan moved instantly. He stepped between Rowan and the front windows, his body shielding hers without thinking. His hand lifted, palm out, a silent command to stay back.

She froze. Nolan’s gaze narrowed, sharp, but he didn’t look scared. He looked ready.

Rowan’s pulse thundered. “What is it?” she whispered.

Nolan didn’t answer. He moved to the window, careful, and pulled the curtain aside a fraction. Rowan watched his face. His jaw tightened and his eyes hardened. Then he let the curtain fall back.

Her throat went dry. “What did you see?” she demanded.

Nolan turned slowly. His voice was quiet. “Someone left something on your porch,” he said.

Rowan’s stomach dropped as Nolan walked to the door. She followed, trying to concentrate on the tiny grooves in the wood beneath her bare feet to ground herself. 

Nolan opened the door. The porch light cast a weak circle of yellow. On the top step sat a small object. A wooden box.

Rowan’s breath caught. Nolan stared at it for a long moment. Then he crouched and carefully picked it up. He brought it inside and shut the door behind him. Rowan stepped closer as Nolan set the box on the entry table. He looked at Rowan.

His voice was low. “Don’t touch it,” he said.

Rowan’s pulse raced. “What is it?”

Nolan’s gaze held her, then he opened the box.

Inside was a single item.

A key. Old brass. An inn key.

Rowan’s throat tightened. Nolan lifted it carefully, while Rowan just stared at the piece of metal, because she recognized the number tag attached.

7.

Room Seven.

Her blood went cold as Nolan flipped the key over. On the back, carved into the brass: A triangle.

Rowan’s breath came out in a thin, almost pained sound.

Nolan’s gaze snapped to her face. His voice was quiet. “They know you’re here,” he said.

Rowan’s eyes burned with the unshed tears of fear, and her voice shook. “Who?”

Nolan’s jaw tightened, and he stepped closer, pressing Rowan into the table as he leaned in.

“The people your grandmother tried to keep away,” he murmured.

Rowan’s breath hitched as Nolan’s eyes dropped to her mouth again.

His voice went even lower. “And the people,” he added, “who are going to realize you’re not alone anymore.”

Her pulse thundered. She stared at him, and in the dim lobby of the inn, with the key between them like a threat, Rowan realized something she hated.

Nolan Pierce wasn’t here to help her out of kindness.

He was here because he wanted control.

Over the inn.

Over the truth.

Over her.

And the worst part…

Her body liked it.
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Chapter 4



Rowan




    

    
      The key sat on the table between them like a dare. Rowan stared at it until her eyes blurred. Room Seven.

The triangle.

The fact that someone had walked onto her porch in the middle of the night, placed it there, and vanished again without a sound, made her skin crawl. 

Nolan didn’t move. He stood across from her, hands braced on the edge of the entry table, his posture calm—too calm. As though fear was a thing that happened to other people.

Throat tight, voice rough, she murmured, “Someone was just here.” 

His gaze stayed on her face. “Yes.”

Her hands curled into fists. “And you’re not calling the police,” she said.

Nolan’s mouth twitched. “Cole Maddox is the police.”

Rowan’s jaw clenched. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

Nolan’s gaze flicked over her face. Then he looked toward the front windows again, as if listening for movement.

His voice stayed quiet. “If we call Cole,” he said, “he’ll come in here with a badge and a temper and make it worse.”

Rowan’s pulse kicked. “How?”

Nolan’s eyes returned to hers. “Because whoever is doing this wants you rattled,” he said. “Wants you to feel cornered. Wants you to run.”

Her breath came fast.

“And if Cole shows up,” Nolan continued, “you’ll be surrounded by people who pretend they’re protecting you while they’re really watching to see if you break.”

Rowan stared at him. The words hit too close. Briar Hollow had always been like that. A town full of concerned faces and hungry eyes. She swallowed hard, and he straightened, his gaze dropping briefly to the key, then back to Rowan. 

“Your grandmother made a contingency plan,” he said.

Rowan’s throat tightened. “What plan?”

Nolan reached into his pocket again and pulled out another envelope.

Her stomach sank. The same paper as Gran’s letter. This one had Nolan’s name written on it in her handwriting. Nolan set it down on the table beside the key.

Rowan stared.

“She wrote you a letter,” Rowan said, disbelief creeping into her voice.

His expression didn’t change. “She wrote me several.”

Rowan’s chest tightened. She wanted to say something sharp. Something cruel. But her tongue felt thick. Nolan slid the envelope toward her. Rowan didn’t touch it.

Nolan’s voice was low. “She asked me to give this to you if you came back.”

Rowan’s breath caught. “Why didn’t you give it to me earlier?”

Nolan’s eyes held hers. “Because you weren’t here earlier.”

Rowan’s hands trembled as she picked up the envelope slowly. It felt heavier than paper should. Her fingers fumbled slightly, betraying her as she pulled out the letter and unfolded it.

Gran’s handwriting filled the page.

Rowan,

If Nolan is standing in front of you right now, it means you’ve already found the triangle. I’m sorry. I wanted to keep you out of this forever, but some things don’t stay buried. Nolan is not a good man. He is, however, a useful one.

If you want to survive what’s coming, you will need someone who can lie with a straight face and never lose sleep over it. That’s Nolan. Do not fall in love with him. Do not let him inside your heart. But if you have to choose someone to stand between you and the dark—choose the man who has lived there his whole life.

Love, Gran

Rowan’s hands went cold, and her throat tightened so hard, she couldn’t breathe.

She read it again, slower.

Nolan is not a good man.

She lifted her gaze to him.

He watched her with that same calm, unreadable expression. As if he already knew what the letter said.

Rowan’s voice came out thin. “She warned me about you.”

Nolan’s mouth curved faintly. “Your grandmother always was intelligent.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You’re not even offended.”

His gaze didn’t flinch. “I don’t require approval.”

Rowan’s pulse spiked. The way he said it—so cold, so matter of fact—sent a strange heat crawling up her spine. She hated herself for it. Why did her body have to betray her mind? 

She set the letter down with shaking hands.

“So, what now?” she demanded. “You stay here? You move into the inn like you own it?”

Nolan’s gaze dropped to her mouth again. Rowan’s breath caught.

His voice went low. “I already told you… my family owns part of it.”

Rowan’s jaw clenched. “I hate you.”

Nolan’s eyes held hers. “I know,” he murmured. For a brief moment, she could have sworn regret flashed in his blue-gray gaze, and her stomach flipped. The words didn’t feel like a victory. They felt like a trap.

Rowan took a step back; this time, Nolan didn’t follow. He stayed where he was, letting her have space. Which somehow felt more controlling than if he’d crowded her.

Rowan turned her head toward the staircase. “I’m going upstairs.”

Nolan’s voice followed her. “You’re not sleeping alone.”

Her spine went rigid. She turned slowly. “What did you say?”

His gaze stayed on her. His voice was calm. “You’re not sleeping alone tonight,” he repeated.

Rowan’s laugh was sharp and breathless. “Oh my God,” she snapped. “Absolutely not.”

Nolan’s eyes narrowed slightly. She didn’t like that look.

His voice stayed even. “You can either sleep with your door locked and spend the night jumping at every sound, or you can sleep knowing I’ll hear someone before they get within ten feet of you.”

She stared at him, and her throat tightened. “You’re acting like you’re doing me a favor.”

Nolan’s gaze held hers. “I’m acting like I’m keeping you alive.”

She should have argued. She should have told him to get out. But the key on the table kept pulling her attention like gravity.

Room Seven. Someone in the dark. Someone close enough to touch her house.

Rowan swallowed hard. “You’re not sleeping in my bed.”

Nolan’s mouth curved slightly. “I wasn’t planning to.”

Her cheeks heated again, desire and lust combining with embarrassment. She hated him. She hated the way he made everything feel like it had a double meaning.

Rowan turned sharply and walked toward the stairs. Her bare feet hit the first step. Behind her, Nolan moved, and she didn’t look back, but she heard him. The steady sound of his footsteps. Following. Not rushing. Not hesitating. Like he’d already decided.

Rowan’s heart pounded as she climbed. The upstairs hallway was darker now, the shadows deeper. The inn felt colder as she walked straight to Gran’s old room and pushed the door open. She stepped inside. The lamp on the bedside table cast a weak pool of light, and the room smelled faintly of lavender.

Her chest tightened. She hadn’t realized how much she missed her grandmother until this moment.

Then Nolan stepped into the doorway behind her, and she turned.

He didn’t enter fully. He just stood there, filling the frame like a boundary.

Rowan’s pulse jumped. “Where are you sleeping?” she asked.

Nolan’s gaze swept the room, his eyes pausing on the bed. Then on Rowan.

His voice went low. “On the floor.”

She blinked. “You’re joking.”

Nolan’s expression didn’t change. “I’m not.”

Her throat tightened. It shouldn’t have affected her, but it did. Something about the image—Nolan Pierce on the floor like a guard dog—made her stomach flip.

Rowan crossed her arms. “You’re ridiculous.”

Nolan’s gaze held hers. “And you’re exhausted.”

Her jaw clenched. She didn’t want him to be right. She was exhausted, and her body felt heavy, nerves raw. She couldn’t keep doing this—being terrified and furious and aroused, all at once. Rowan walked to the dresser and pulled out a blanket from a drawer. She tossed it toward him.

Nolan caught it. His eyes stayed on her.

Rowan’s voice was sharp. “You get one blanket. You do not touch me. You do not—”

“You don’t have to list the rules,” he cut in, calm.

Rowan’s breath hitched. “Oh, I do,” she snapped.

Nolan’s gaze darkened just slightly before he stepped fully into the room and shut the door behind him. The click of the latch sounded too final.

Rowan’s gut tightened, and she felt that dampness between her thighs again. Nolan didn’t move closer. He simply stood there, watching her. Her throat went dry.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” she demanded.

Nolan’s voice was quiet. “Because you’re scared.”

Rowan’s laugh was bitter. “No, I’m angry.”

Nolan took one slow step forward. Her back hit the dresser. He stopped a few feet away. Close enough to feel him. Not close enough to touch. His gaze dropped to her throat. Then to her mouth, making her breath catch in her throat. 

“Anger is easier,” he murmured.

Rowan swallowed. “You don’t know anything about me,” she whispered.

His eyes lifted to hers. “I know you’re trying not to tremble.”

Rowan’s breath came shallow. She hated that he could see it. She hated that he wasn’t wrong. 

“I don’t want to be here.” Her voice broke, just slightly.

Nolan stared at her. Something in his expression shifted. Not softness or kindness. Something colder. Something that looked like decision.

He stepped closer, and her pulse thundered. He stopped right in front of her, his hand lifting. She flinched, but he didn’t touch her face. Instead, he reached past her and placed his palm on the dresser beside her hip, caging her without actually holding her. 

Her stomach flipped as he leaned in. 

“Then don’t be,” he murmured, his voice was a dark whisper.

Rowan stared at him. “What?” she whispered.

His gaze held hers. His voice stayed low.

“Leave,” he said. “Right now. Get in your car. Drive until the town disappears.”

She didn’t move. Because she couldn’t.

Nolan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Go,” he murmured.

Rowan swallowed hard. “I can’t.”

His mouth curved faintly. “There it is.”

Her cheeks warmed. “I have to deal with the inn,” she whispered.

Nolan
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