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​Chapter 1: The Ruin and the Recluse
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The iron-hulled ferry groaned as it punched through the swells of the Atlantic, a low, vibrating shudder that traveled straight up through the worn leather soles of Carys Penhaligon’s boots. Around her, the world was dissolving into an oppressive, uniform gray. The coast of Maine had vanished twenty minutes ago, swallowed by a dense, creeping fog that felt less like weather and more like a physical wall shutting out the rest of the earth.

Carys gripped the cold metal railing of the upper deck, her knuckles turning a stark, bloodless white. She breathed in deeply, desperate for the bracing chill of the salt air to clear the sudden, violent wave of nausea that had been rising in her throat since they cleared the harbor.

It was always worse in the mornings.

She pressed a gloved hand flat against her lower stomach. Beneath the thick wool of her oversized winter coat, her abdomen was still flat, still betraying absolutely nothing to the outside world. But inside, everything had changed. A secret, fragile and monumental, was unfurling within her, dictating every breath she took, every choice she made.

Just hold on, she whispered to herself, the words instantly stolen by the damp wind. Just get to the island.

Harrow Point. The name itself sounded like a warning, a sharp jagged edge cutting into the sea. When the email from the Cross estate had reached her small city apartment three weeks ago, offering a massive, blind commission to restore a historic Victorian conservatory, Carys’s colleagues had told her she was mad to take it. The island was remote, the employer a notorious recluse who refused to speak directly to his contractors, and the winter storms were fast approaching.

But to Carys, the isolation hadn’t been a deterrent. It had been a sanctuary. A place where the noise of the world could be muffled by the waves, where she could hide the life growing inside her until she figured out how to face it alone.

Because she was alone.

Her mind, traitorous and weak in its exhaustion, drifted back to the city. Back to three months ago. The heatwave had been suffocating, paralyzing the grid until the entire metropolis was plunged into total, pitch-black darkness. Carys had been stranded in the cavernous, sweltering lobby of a historic hotel, her chest tight with a sudden, suffocating grief. Her aunt—the woman who had raised her, her last remaining piece of family—had passed away only days prior. The darkness had felt like the physical manifestation of her own internal ruin.

And then, out of the shadows, a stranger had sat beside her.

She never saw his face. In the absolute black of the blackout, there were only sensory anchors. The scent of him—cedarwood, rain, and the faint, bitter edge of dark coffee. The rough, low timbre of a voice that sounded like it hadn’t been used in years, yet held an unexpected, grounding gentleness. He hadn't asked her to be strong. He had simply sat with her in the dark, offering a quiet, steady presence that she had clung to like a lifeline.

What had started as two broken souls seeking comfort in a collapsed world had shifted into something incredibly tender, urgent, and deeply sensual. There had been no sight, only the tactile reality of callsoused hands mapping the contours of her face, the heat of his skin against hers, and a night of profound, quiet solace that had rewritten the fabric of her existence. They had parted before the first gray light of dawn broke the horizon, names unexchanged, faces a mystery. A beautiful, anonymous phantom.

Until a missed cycle and a positive test weeks later turned the phantom into a permanent reality.

A sudden, violent lurch of the ferry broke Carys from the memory. She stumbled, her hip catching hard against the railing. The nausea flared again, sharp and hot. She clamped a hand over her mouth, closing her eyes as she fought down the urge to retch over the side of the boat.

"Rough waters today, miss."

Carys opened her eyes to see the ferry captain, a weathered man in an oilskin jacket, stepping out from the wheelhouse. He looked at her with a mixture of pity and curiosity. Few people traveled to Harrow Point, especially not solitary women carrying heavy, custom-built wooden crates of artisan tools.

"I'm fine," Carys managed, her voice a bit thin. "Just adjusting to the sea."

The captain squinted into the fog ahead, where a dark, jagged shape was slowly beginning to materialize out of the gray soup. "That’s her. Harrow Point. Not many reasons to go out there these days. Not since the accident five years ago."

Carys straightened, pulling her collar up against the damp chill. "The accident?"

"Mr. Cross," the captain said, adjusting his cap. "Used to be a big-shot architect in New York. Built skyscrapers, they say. Came back here after his world fell apart. Car crash took his fiancée and left him half-broken. He shut down the main house, let the grounds go to seed, and hasn't set foot off that rock since. Folks say he lives like a ghost in the west wing."

A heavy, familiar ache bloomed in Carys’s chest. Grief recognized grief. It was a language she spoke fluently. Perhaps that was why she hadn't been intimidated by the stern, impersonal contracts signed only with a sharp, bold L. Cross.

"He needs his conservatory restored," Carys noted quietly.

The captain let out a dark, dry chuckle. "The Atrium? That old glasshouse is more ruin than building now. Most of the panels shattered in the big storm last winter. Don’t know why he wants to fix it now. Maybe he’s finally tired of living in a tomb. Or maybe he just wants to give the ghosts a nicer place to sit."

The ferry slowed, its engines groaning in reverse as it maneuvered toward a small, decaying wooden slip. The pier looked as though it were being slowly reclaimed by the sea, the wood green with algae and slick with foam.

Through the shifting veil of fog, Carys looked up. High on the black cliffs overlooking the Atlantic sat the Cross estate. It was a massive, imposing Victorian structure built of dark gray stone, its gables and turrets slicing into the misty sky like broken teeth. It looked entirely uninhabited. No smoke drifted from the numerous chimneys; no warm lights flickered in the towering windows. It was a monument to isolation.

The ferry bumped against the pilings with a dull, heavy thud. The deckhand quickly secured the lines and threw down a rusted metal gangplank.

"End of the line, miss," the deckhand called out, his voice echoing hollowly against the wet stone cliffs.

Carys took a deep, steadying breath, forcing the remaining nausea down by sheer force of will. She turned to the heavy wooden crate she had kept by her side—the crate containing her diamond-tipped glass cutters, her copper foil, her soldering irons, and her carefully wrapped sheets of antique, hand-blown glass. It was everything she needed to work. Everything she needed to survive.

She lifted one side of the heavy crate, but before she could hoist it, the ferry captain stepped in, grabbing the opposite handle. "Allow me, miss. You look a bit pale to be hauling this up the cliff path."

"Thank you," she said softly, grateful for the assistance.

Together, they carried the crate off the boat and set it down on the slick timbers of the pier. The moment her boots touched the solid, wet wood of Harrow Point, Carys felt a strange, inexplicable shift in the air. The temperature seemed to drop five degrees, the dampness sinking straight into her bones.

"The estate truck is usually parked at the top of the path," the captain said, wiping his brow despite the chill. "Though don't expect Mr. Cross to come down and greet you. He employs a caretaker, an old fellow named Thomas, who does the driving. If Thomas isn't there, there's a bell by the gatehouse."

"I'll find my way," Carys assured him, offering a small, tight smile. "Thank you for the safe passage, Captain."

"Good luck to you, Miss Penhaligon," the man said, his tone carrying an ominous weight that made her skin prickle. "You're going to need a lot of light to cut through the dark up there."

The captain and deckhand retreated back onto the ferry, and within moments, the engines roared to life. Carys stood alone on the pier, watching as the boat backed out into the bay. In less than a minute, the fog closed over the vessel, erasing it completely from view. The rhythmic, heavy chug of the engine faded into the distance until there was nothing left but the sound of the gray waves slapping against the rotting wood beneath her feet.

She was entirely cut off from the world.

Turning toward the cliff, Carys looked at the narrow, steep path carved directly into the black rock. It wound upward, disappearing into the mist toward the looming silhouette of the house.

She gripped the handles of her tool crate, testing its weight. It was heavy, but the physical exertion was almost a relief. It gave her something to focus on other than the fluttering anxiety in her chest, other than the phantom memory of a stranger's touch, and the terrifying, beautiful secret she carried beneath her coat.

Step by step, Carys began her ascent into the fog, leaving the rest of her life behind.

The climb up the cliff path was a grueling test of Carys’s remaining physical reserve. The air was thick and heavy, tasting of salt and rotting kelp, coating her lips with a slick residue. Every few paces, the weight of the heavy wooden tool crate threatened to pull her off balance on the wet, uneven stone steps. Her thighs burned, and a cold sweat broke out along her spine, but she refused to stop. She couldn't afford to. If she paused, she feared the sudden waves of vertigo and morning sickness would claim her entirely, pinning her to the rocks.

Just keep moving, she chanted in her mind, establishing a rhythm with her boots. Left, right. Protect the glass. Protect the baby.

When she finally crested the summit, the path flattened out into a sweeping, overgrown plateau. Before her stood the true extent of the Cross estate. Close up, the Victorian mansion was even more intimidating than it had appeared from the water. The dark gray stone walls were weeping with moisture, and heavy iron ivy, black as charcoal, clawed its way up the side of the western turret.

But it wasn't the house that drew Carys’s eye. It was the structure sitting a hundred yards to the east, connected to the main building by a long, enclosed stone gallery.

The Atrium.

Carys let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding, her grip on the crate loosening slightly. Even in its advanced state of decay, it was breathtaking. It was a massive, cathedral-like glass conservatory, a sprawling masterpiece of nineteenth-century ironwork. The sweeping dome rose high into the fog, designed in the shape of a blooming lotus flower.

But the captain had been right; it was a ruin.

Dozens of the curved upper glass panes were completely gone, leaving the exposed iron ribs looking like the skeletal remains of a great whale washed ashore. Other panels hung precariously, webbed with deep, jagged fractures that caught the dull, gray light of the sky. Through the empty frames, Carys could see the interior. The greenhouse was not dead; rather, it was choked by a fierce, wild chaos of vegetation. Overgrown night-jasmine, massive untamed ferns, and thick, woody vines of wisteria had burst out of their stone planters, weaving through the shattered frames as if trying to hold the very structure together with their roots.

"You must be the glass restorer."

The voice, dry and raspy like autumn leaves scraping across pavement, made Carys jump. She spun around, her heart hammering against her ribs.

An elderly man had emerged from the shadow of a stone archway. He wore a faded canvas jacket and carried a heavy iron ring of keys. His face was lined with deep, weathered creases, but his eyes were kind, holding none of the cold suspicion she had expected.

"I'm Carys Penhaligon," she said, adjusting her grip on her crate and forcing her breathing to slow. "I believe Mr. Cross is expecting me."

"Thomas," the man introduced himself, offering a brief, sympathetic nod as he looked at her pale face and the heavy crate. "The caretaker here. I was supposed to meet you at the pier with the truck, but the battery died in the damp. Didn't think you'd make the climb carrying that." He gestured to the wooden box. "Fierce stubborn of you."

"I couldn't leave my tools," Carys replied, offering a faint smile. "The glass inside is antique. It's irreplaceable."

Thomas grunted, though there was a flicker of respect in his eyes. "Well, let's get you inside before the sky opens up again. The master doesn't like people wandering the grounds without purpose."

Thomas took one end of the crate without asking, his surprisingly strong grip relieving half the burden. He led her away from the main house, bypassing the heavy oak front doors entirely, and guided her toward a small, heavy side door that led straight into the base of the conservatory.

The moment Carys stepped inside, the atmosphere shifted dramatically.

The air in the Atrium was warm—intensely so—trapped by the remaining glass and fueled by the dense, breathing jungle of plants. It was thick with the heavy, intoxicatingly sweet scent of blooming night-jasmine, mingled with the sharp, metallic tang of rusted iron and the rich, dark aroma of damp, undisturbed earth. It felt like stepping inside the lung of a living creature.

"This is where you'll be working," Thomas said, setting his side of the crate down on the moss-covered flagstones. "Mr. Cross wants the central dome sealed before the winter frost hits. Says the plants won't survive another freeze, though if you ask me, the weeds are the only things keeping this place standing."

Carys knelt beside her crate, unlatching the brass hooks with trembling fingers. She needed the comfort of her routine. She lifted the lid, revealing the neatly organized rows of her craft. There were the custom-forged soldering irons, the spools of lead came, the bottles of dark chemical patina, and, most importantly, the cradles of custom-ordered glass.

She pulled out a small, rectangular sample of cobalt blue glass. She held it up to the light filtering through the cracked dome. The color was magnificent—deep, rich, and clear, casting a vibrant blue shadow across her palm.

"The ironwork is structurally sound," Carys murmured, her professional instincts taking over as she scanned the towering walls. "But the rust is encroaching. The glass leads are completely oxidized. They’ve gone brittle."

"Aye," Thomas sighed, folding his arms. "It hasn't been touched in five years. Not since the wreck. Before that... well, the late mistress loved this place. She and Mr. Cross designed the layout together. It was supposed to be a sanctuary. After she passed, he ordered it locked. Only opened it up last month when the frost threatened to kill the rare orchids she brought back from South America."

Carys looked up at the high, empty iron frames. A profound sense of melancholy hung in the humid air. This wasn't just a greenhouse; it was a physical manifestation of Leander Cross’s grief. He had locked his memories inside this glass cage, letting them grow wild, beautiful, and dangerous, rather than facing them.

She felt a deep, piercing pang of empathy. She knew what it was like to want to lock a room, to want to preserve a moment in time because the reality of the present was too painful to bear. She thought of her aunt's empty rocking chair, of the tiny, folded baby clothes she had secretly purchased and hidden at the bottom of her suitcase—reminders of a future she hadn't planned for and a past she couldn't return to.

A sudden rustle from the upper gallery broke the silence.

Carys froze, her hand still holding the cobalt glass. She looked up toward the narrow, winding iron staircase that led to a second-tier catwalk encircling the dome.

High above, partially obscured by the thick, trailing vines of wisteria, a shadow moved. Carys caught the briefest glimpse of a tall, imposing silhouette standing flush against the iron railing. He was dressed in dark clothing, his form blending seamlessly into the gloom of the unlit upper levels.

Even from this distance, she could feel the intensity of his gaze. It was a heavy, suffocating pressure, an unblinking surveillance that made the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. He was watching her, evaluating her, perhaps resenting her very presence in his private mausoleum.

"Is that...?" Carys began, her voice dropping to a whisper.

Thomas didn't look up. He merely picked up his ring of keys, his face tightening. "That'll be Mr. Cross. He doesn't come down to the floor often. Keeps to the shadows, mostly. I'd advise you to keep your head down, Miss Penhaligon. Do the work you were hired to do, and don't try to look for him. He's a man who prefers to remain unseen."

Carys didn't lower her eyes immediately. She kept her gaze fixed on the upper gallery. But the shadow had already receded, melting back into the dark recesses of the stone corridor that connected the conservatory to the west wing of the house.

A chill, entirely unrelated to the temperature of the greenhouse, rippled through her. She was here to fix broken things, but looking around at the vast, shattered expanse of the Atrium and the lingering ghost of its master, Carys wondered if she had taken on a task far greater than just restoring glass.

She carefully placed the cobalt sheet back into its protective slot and closed the lid of the crate. The heavy thud of the wood echoed through the cavernous space, a solitary sound that signaled the beginning of her isolation. She was trapped on an island with her own growing secret, working in a glass tomb for a man who hid in the dark.

Taking a deep breath of the jasmine-scented air, she stood up. She had to begin.

By late afternoon, the fog had completely devoured what little daylight remained, plunging the Atrium into a premature, murky dusk. Carys had spent hours meticulously sweeping away decades of accumulated debris, dead leaves, and dangerous shards of fallen glass from the base of the central dome. Her back ached with a dull, persistent throbbing, and her hands, even inside her protective leather work gloves, felt stiff from the unyielding dampness.

She stood near her crate, wiping a sheen of perspiration and soot from her forehead with the back of her forearm. The humid heat of the greenhouse was a double-edged sword; it kept her from freezing, but the dense, heavy air made every breath feel like an effort, exacerbating the faint, lingering echo of nausea that had settled in her stomach.

A sharp, metallic click echoed through the vast, quiet space.

Carys stiffened. The sound had come from the heavy oak door connecting the
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