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Thirteen Miracles
Every once in a while, a real gem comes along. A beautifully written story that’s warm, invigorating, and maybe even a little bit extraordinary. Thirteen Miracles is one of those stories. Faith-affirming and uplifting without being preachy, Thirteen Miracles is nimble, creative, and fresh. It’s also brimming with engaging, lively characters who learn and grow. Ditto credible dialogue and enough mystery and intrigue to keep you guessing until the last page... Thirteen Miracles is a highly engaging read. It’s a little Narnia, a little This Present Darkness, a little The Shack and a bit Hatchet. All rolled into one. 
~ Five stars from Pages and Paws

Sleeping with Skeletons 

The author takes us on a frightening journey deep into the psyche of a trained killer in this dramatic psychological thriller as we learn about the skeletons she sleeps with...Doralynn Kennedy gives us page after page of an edge of your seat, nail biting, heart racing read ...Kudos to Ms. Kennedy for this amazing can’t put it down must read!

~ Five stars from Long and Short Reviews

Spiders

This was a great ride of a story, twisting easily over and over from funny to scary to romantic, with the suspense kept up throughout.  ~ Five stars from author Molly Ringle
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❦

For my “Dora-mom” and “Nellis-dad,” who lived through Prohibition, the Depression, the Dust Bowl, and two World Wars. 
They made my world a better place. 
For my mom, who once performed melodramas at a hotel named Cliff House. And for my dad; he sacrificed 
countless times for me. You have all left this world 
for the next one, but you’ve never left my heart. 
And for my son, my nieces, and their children; 
you are always in my thoughts and prayers.  
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Caribbean Sea, 1920’s
❦

It began with a hush. 

The wind dropped as if cut. The sails sagged, and the sea turned flat, hammered smooth as silver. Even the gulls were gone. Dice fell silent. Pipes went cold. 

John knew the silence for what it was. His hand tightened on the wheel.

The first gust struck without warning, a whip across the deck. Sails snapped taut with a crack like musket fire. Men staggered, cursing.

“Reef her down!” John bellowed. His voice barely carried over the sudden howl.

The storm fell like a curtain. Rain came in sheets, slashing at faces, blinding eyes. The sea rose in walls, black and slick, each one higher than the last. The Endeavor pitched and groaned, timbers shrieking under the strain.

Lightning pierced the sky, splitting the clouds into a momentary day. Each flash carved the sea into mountains, crests foaming white before darkness swallowed them again. Thunder followed hard on its heels, not in peals but in concussions, hammer blows that shook the mast and rattled the teeth in a man’s skull. The air smelled scorched, alive, as though heaven itself were on fire and had bent low to strike the water. 

The wheel fought him like a living thing, and for the first time since Ruth entered his life, he wondered if the sea had chosen this night to collect its debt. His mother’s face flashed before him, pale against the pillow, but the storm cared nothing for her life or his. It only wanted the ship.

Every snap of canvas sounded like a verdict, every groan of the mast like a bone breaking in his own body. Salt seared his eyes, filled his mouth, but what he tasted most was the bitterness of helplessness. He, who had outrun lawmen and rivals alike, now powerless before wind and water. Part of him still raged to fight, and part of him almost longed to surrender, if only death would come swiftly and not drag his men screaming with him into the dark.

The sea pitched them sideways, slamming barrels loose, ropes snapping like pistol shots. Men ran blind across the deck, curses ripped from their throats and stolen by the wind.

“Hold fast!” John bellowed, his voice vanishing in the roar.

A mast split. The crack was wooden bones giving way. Sails shredded, lashing out like whips. A man screamed, but his cry was cut short when a spar came down and hurled him into the dark.

Briggs fought his way to John’s side. “We’ll tear apart if we don’t heave her into the wind!”

John struggled at the wheel, muscles burning. The ship fought him, bucking like a beast determined to throw its rider.

Lightning lit the convoy; two of his ships were flung sideways, their sails torn, their masts whipping against the sky. One vessel struck a reef broadside, her hull splitting, men screaming as the sea swallowed them whole.

“Hold fast!” John roared. “She’ll see us through!”

But even as the words left his mouth, the mainmast split in two with a report like cannon fire. The deck lurched. Men flew from rigging, their cries cut short as the sea took them. The wheel ripped from John’s grasp, flinging him across the deck.

The next wave came high and merciless. John had time only to draw breath before it closed over him.

Some storms do not end with the water.

Some follow a man ashore

and wait for him in the dark.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1
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❦

One Hundred Years Later

He slowed his car as the house came into view. Cliff House sat alone near Razor’s Edge, overlooking the steep rock shelf and the vast, moving ocean. Its odd angles and jutting turrets made a menacing outline against the roiling black sky and gave it the appearance of patient waiting. He continued his drive, the slowly rotating tires flattening the knee-high weeds and further crumbling the already fragile cobblestones. 

Headlights appeared in his rearview mirror, and he turned. The approaching car made its way up the curves and switchbacks, driving faster than it should.

Apart from the caretakers, no one belonged here. Cliff House was private property. His property. And he protected his privacy and his property. He avoided the wretched place as much as possible. He had other homes, safer homes, but today was different. He watched the car as it maneuvered the isolated road. He doubted it was Miss Oliver. She wasn’t due until tomorrow. 

He had few friends but many enemies. The odds of this being a friend were not in his favor, especially since none of them knew he’d left Madeira. His enemies, on the other hand, always seemed to know where to find him. If they weren’t here already, they soon would be. The recent speculations online made that inevitable. 

He inched the Lexus into a building that once looked more like a showroom than a garage, but now boards were falling off it, and he didn’t care. He parked, leaned over, and pressed a switch. A compartment slid out from under the dashboard like a tongue. He reached in and extracted his newest toy, a Smith & Wesson VTAC.

He stepped into the storm and closed the door against the howling wind, then slipped into the shadows and watched the road through a missing board in the wall. He’d have to do something about that driver.

Cliff House was no place for unexpected visitors. 

It was no place for anyone.

***
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THE NOR’EASTER TORE the ocean apart, tossing waves halfway up the cliff face and over the jagged stones of Razor’s Point, Maine. The road was steep and winding, and it hid her destination until the last switchback. The final curve completed, she received an unexpected jolt as she caught her first clear glimpse of Cliff House. Caroline Oliver stared at the rambling, dilapidated mansion and had the impression that, as she looked up at it, it looked down at her.

She wiped at the fogged glass with the sleeve of her jacket again. Those were brake lights. She strained to see through the blurred and streaked windshield. Who could it be? The owner wasn’t due to arrive for a few hours, and, apart from Dolores, the only person who knew she had driven up from Bangor a day early was her contact at Case Pharmaceuticals. But there was a hurricane blowing in. If she waited until tomorrow, she would never get into Cliff House, and she had work to do inside.

Her thoughts went back to her case report. Why had Dolores’ rep been out on the cliffs during the storm? Had he truly fallen over the edge, or had he been pushed? His wasn’t the only suspicious death at the house. The newspapers had been filled with old stories of past tragedies, stories that reached all the way back to the days of Prohibition and the Roaring Twenties.

Caroline thought about the billionaire recluse who owned the sprawling monstrosity that lay before her. Google had returned thousands of hits speculating on why his last lover had committed suicide here almost a decade ago. There were the usual conspiracy theories. They had been revived when Ronald Denny, Caroline’s predecessor, died here. 

The police investigation revealed that Edward Kelly was on a conference call at the time of his girlfriend’s death, but he had no alibi for the day Ronald died. Even though one was ruled a suicide and the other an accident, gossip declared both deaths were staged. The tabloids placed the blame on the strange caretakers, but it was under Edward Kelly’s supervision, if the stories were to be believed. 

There were few who could deny that tragedy lived at the house and followed its owner.

How much did Crown Hotels know, exactly? From a business perspective, purchasing the desolate place made no sense. It could never be a winning proposition for them. It was too isolated. The road frequently flooded and dropped into the sea, and it would cost a fortune to maintain.

She reached forward to check that the defroster and wipers were at their highest setting, momentarily distracted. When she looked up again, it was in time to see the road crumble in front of her and disappear into a gaping black hole. She turned the tires away from the cliff’s edge, but it was too late. The car lurched and tilted, the sound of metal on metal drowning out the noise of the sea and storm. She gripped the wheel and braced for impact, hoping this would be quick and painless.  

She knew she shouldn’t have come to Cliff House, not even for a seven-figure payday.

***
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SHE OPENED HER EYES to darkness, groaned, and moved. Where had all the water come from? And the noise? Water crashed against her side, forcing her into the door. Had she been in an accident? The sensation of icy water moved up her chest and neck, and she shivered. It reached her mouth, and the taste of salt sent her into a coughing fit.

That’s when she realized she was going to drown. She was going to die at Cliff House. Just like Ronald. Just like Edward Kelly’s lover. Just like all the others.

Fear propelled her above the rising water, and she fumbled for the door’s handle. The handle moved, but the door did not. She pounded against the glass, but the weight of the water made movement difficult and weakened her blows.

A muffled explosion penetrated her fear, and the water level dropped slightly. What was that? A gunshot? 

And then there were hands, tearing at her and pulling. Yet she still fought. She always fought. It was the instinct that drove her. Something pricked her cold skin. A ring? A jewel? A stone? And the fight went out of her. Her body went limp, and she was lifted into a night streaked with lightning. A man carried her, his face visible with each flash of the storm. She recognized him from all the files, Internet stories, and newspaper articles. It was Edward Kelly himself, the billionaire recluse with a mysterious past. His face dimmed and blurred, and her head rolled and fell to his shoulder. She closed her eyes and let the man and the blackness take her.

***
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EDWARD STARED AT THE dark-haired woman who lay on one of the guest beds, struck again by Caroline’s resemblance to Ruth. Why had she arrived so early? It was nearly a fatal decision. He turned away and then hesitated, looking back over his shoulder. He was mesmerized by the resemblance. She had the same heart-shaped face. The same thick, dark hair. 

And if he recognized the resemblance, the house would too. 

He glanced at her clothes again. Her white shirt and black skirt had shredded when he’d dragged her from the sinking BMW, and now she shivered in the wet rags. He would have Mrs. Yardley get her into something dry. He bent down and covered her with a blanket. 

Perhaps allowing her to come hadn’t been a foolish plan after all, no matter how risky it was for both of them. As soon as he’d learned about her past, though, he had to meet her. Unfortunately, it had to be at Cliff House.

He lingered a moment longer, then eased the blanket higher over her shoulders and turned for the door. Mrs. Yardley waited outside. 

“She’ll need dry clothes,” Edward said, keeping his voice low. “And something simple to eat. Make sure she takes broth. Nothing more.”

Mrs. Yardley inclined her head, her pale face unreadable. “As you wish, sir.” She looked at the pool of water he was leaving on the floor. “And, if you don’t mind me saying so, sir. You need some dry clothes yourself.” 

The house creaked overhead, as if pleased with its newest guest, and her near miss. 

Edward set his jaw and walked on.

***
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THE SOUND OF A FOGHORN and the soughing wind woke her. Caroline opened her eyes. A wooden canopy twisted over her head, its pattern resembling the strands of a rope. Four matching pillars, perhaps masts from an old sailing ship, shouldered it. She sat and looked around the unfamiliar room. Muted light streamed through the colored mica windows, revealing the rich brocades and textured fabrics of the drapes and furnishings. It was a beautiful room, with ship and sea motifs: wallpapers with boats, anchors, and waves, but it was cold and damp. 

She turned as the door opened, and a woman entered. There was something unsettling about her. Black hair, streaked with silvery white, rose in stiff waves from the sides of her starched cap. Her uniform matched her hair and headpiece: black, white, and stiff. She looked as if she had stepped out of some nineteenth-century photograph, a conjured replica of some long-lost servant from a bygone era. She carried a silver tray with a bowl that steamed and filled the room with the aroma of homemade chicken broth. 

Caroline felt a cold draft from the door and glanced down, realizing she was wearing men’s silk pajamas. “What happened? Have I been kidnapped?” She didn’t recognize the room, didn’t recognize the woman, and couldn’t remember how she had come to be here or why. “Have I been drugged?” 

The woman slowed, coming to a stop at the side of the bed. She smiled, and Caroline felt a shiver trace its way up her spine. There was something evil in that smile. 

“I didn’t drug you, my dear. My master did. You had an accident, and he drug you out of your car to keep you from drowning. Then he had me change your wet clothes to keep you from getting sick. Quite chivalrous, really. Or were you talking about another kind of drug?” 

“Where are my clothes?”

“Ruined beyond repair, I’m afraid. If you’d like, I can fetch what remains of them, but they’re little more than rags at this point.” 

Amusement moved from the corners of the woman’s lips to her eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re more concerned about them than the accident? My master didn’t want you to get sick. I would think most women would enjoy Edward’s concern for their well-being, especially if he’d saved their lives the way he saved yours.”  

Caroline sank back on the bed, too exhausted to sit any longer or spar with this odious woman. “I don’t remember any of that.” 

“Probably because you were unconscious, dear. Edward has been taking care of you. My husband and I are thrilled you’re here. We don’t get many guests at Cliff House nowadays.” She paused, and another unsettling smile twisted her lips. “And we love to entertain. Mr. Yardley and I were born to entertain.”  

“Yourselves or your guests?” Caroline murmured under her breath.

The housekeeper set the tray on the nightstand and pointed to the broth. “Master Edward thought you might need this. If you’d like something to wear, there are women’s clothes in the old armoire. He’ll meet you downstairs when you feel up to it. He’s in the library.” 

Caroline rose to her feet as the woman left the room. Every bone, every muscle hurt. The room rolled, and she sank back on the bed. Maybe she’d find Edward later. Right now, she needed to rest again. 

***
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THE ROOM HAD DARKENED, and long shadows crept across the walls. Caroline crossed the carpet to the wardrobe and ran a shaky hand over the lacquered surface. Under different circumstances, she would have enjoyed the skilled Chinese workmanship and brass hardware of the piece, but right now, she just needed clothes, and this antique held them. She pulled open the doors and stared. Her heart sank as she examined each outfit. Who had owned these, a widow? There were a large number of black dresses, all crowded in together, but each one looked exactly the same.

She pulled the first one she touched from its hanger. When she slipped into it, it nearly reached her ankles. It had a waistline that went several inches past her own, but it had been designed that way, probably in the 1920s. At least it would be comfortable, if nothing else. There was a black cardigan on another hanger, and she wrapped herself in it, grateful for its warmth. She was freezing. Apart from an unlit fireplace, the room didn’t seem to have any noticeable means of heating.

After dressing, she crossed the room and stared out the bank of windows that lined a large alcove. The storm surge had covered what remained of the east road, turning Cliff House into a bleak prison. Wind whistled its way past the aging sills and sashes, and the curtains fluttered, brushing against her arm. She shivered, as much from the feel and movement of the curtains as from the sound and the cold air. She backed out of the alcove. Memories of the accident came streaming back. Memories of why she was here did, too.

There was no way out of Cliff House, and no way in, and that’s what she had hoped for when she’d first set out. Now she wasn’t so sure her gamble was a wise one: Her car, laptop, smartphone, suitcase, weapons. Everything. They were all lost to the sea. The road was washed out, and there was no telling how long that would take to repair. The property was completely cut off, and no helicopter pilot would dare fly into such weather. Not that there would be any place to land. It was all jagged rock and trees. 

It was a good thing she hadn’t been seriously injured in the crash. Help never would have arrived. If Edward Kelly hadn’t pulled her from the wreckage, she would have been as lost as her BMW and possessions. But things had worked out. They’d worked out perfectly, in fact. Maybe now she could find out what was really inside Cliff House and why Case Pharmaceuticals wanted it so badly.

She stood and crossed the carpet again. She needed to find Edward Kelly. She owed him a big thank you. He’d risked his life to save her. Maybe if he’d known who she was, he would have let her drown.

***
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THE HALLWAY SEEMED endless and was filled with antiques, shadows, and creaking floorboards. She had the sensation of walking across a ship’s deck. The floor rolled beneath her feet, rising and falling, almost imperceptibly. The house was like a rocking ship, adrift on a perverse sea. She dismissed the thought as nonsense. It’s the head injury, she told herself, not the house. 

A tapestry fluttered slightly, and she paused, turning to face it. The sea-blue fabric was embellished with an intricate design of ships sailing toward a lush, tropical beach. The striking blend of reds, blues, and greens infused warmth and life into the otherwise dark and dreary passageway. It seemed oddly out of place, as if designed to be that way. A poem, embroidered with a soft brush script, filled the center portion of the tapestry.

Out on the sea

over turbulent waves

the long kept memory

of that distant cave

rose into view

on that crystalline morn

and I gathered

my thoughts

and prepared for shore

casting my cares

on a storm ravaged coast

I followed the past

the mysteries asked

waters and perils

and life evermore

I cast off old fears

and followed once more

She stepped back and stared at the odd poem. Was it a clue to something? It certainly read like a historical account of some past event.

She jumped as a man stepped out of the woodwork, materializing out of the gloom of shadows and clutter that filled the long hallway.

“May I help you, Miss?”

Where had he come from? A secret passageway? She stared at the pale, gaunt figure and shivered. If death had a face, it would have been his. She tried to keep the fear out of her voice. “Yes, please. Could you show me to the library?” 

He inclined his head slightly. “Yes, Miss, of course, but be careful on the stairs. The house doesn’t like strangers.” 
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❦

The door closed behind her, and she found herself staring at Edward Kelly. He was tall, with black hair and dark blue eyes, a neat beard and mustache. His suit was charcoal gray, and it fit him with the kind of perfection that made people straighten their own posture. Nothing in it was loud, no flashy colors, no ostentatious details, yet it carried the air of something impossibly expensive. It was the outfit of a man accustomed to doors opening before he reached them. She knew he intimidated most people, but he didn’t intimidate her. She’d known other men who were similar to him, had almost shot one of them when push came to shove once. 

It was only money and political control that bred such confidence, and he possessed it all: money, control, power. He was the kind of man who sat as lord in board meetings, surveying everyone and everything like pieces on a giant game field. The pieces, the field, they all belonged to him, and he could maneuver them any way he wished. He could play any game he liked. He could sink their battleship, or he could put them on the moon.

All she really wanted from him was access to this house, and what was in it, of course, barring his creepy caretakers and the man himself. She felt antagonistic toward him as she sat, but she would not let him see it. He could have anything he wanted. His looks alone could give him any woman he wanted, even without his billions, but he couldn’t have her. 

Part of her hated him for who he was and what he had. She’d had to fight for everything in her life. Everything had just been given to him. The things that hadn’t been given he had taken by ruthless force and cunning. 

She smiled politely. She would not let him see the resentment she felt toward him, and she was certain he must feel the same bitterness toward her. If there was one thing she knew about him, it was this: Edward Kelly was a man who cherished his privacy, and no place offered more of it than Cliff House. She knew he would never sell, but she could play the game. 

She had a role to perform for Crown Hotels and Dolores, and she would do it. But Crown Hotels was not her real employer, and the company she did work for wanted what was in this house. They thought they knew what it could do, but they didn’t know what it was. It was her job to find out.

She was struck by how young he appeared to be, not more than thirty-five. His birth certificate said thirty-three. Yet, if the stories in the lab were to be believed, he was over one hundred by at least three decades. She didn’t believe that nonsense, but her employers did. That was all that mattered. He certainly looked like Captain John Stewart. Stewart had been an infamous rumrunner, and he had built Cliff House during the early years of Prohibition. The man was his great-great-great grandfather on his mother’s side, so it didn’t surprise her that there was a strong familial resemblance. 

She sat in the chair he motioned toward, not dropping her best smile and meek demeanor. 

“Thank you for saving my life, Mr. Kelly. That was a close call. Without you...” She shrugged her shoulders and her voice trailed off. 

Well, at least her gratitude was genuine, even if nothing else about her was. She’d never understood why movies and books romanticized corporate espionage. There was nothing romantic about it at all. It was brutal, unsympathetic, and greedy. It also paid extremely well, and for a girl who’d spent most of her childhood in homeless shelters with alcoholic and drug-addicted parents, money was a strong motivator. She’d learned to numb her conscience when enough cash was involved. It was one more thing she despised about herself.

He took a seat at his desk and examined her carefully. “I trust you’re doing well. You hit your head pretty hard, but Mrs. Yardley says there won’t be any long-lasting effects. She thinks you have a minor concussion, but nothing more.”

Caroline restrained her tongue. How the hell would the woman know that? Even the most inept fool of a doctor would run a few tests before making such an announcement. “I hope my doctor would agree.” 

“I’m sure he would. Mrs. Yardley has many surprising skills.”

“I’m happy to hear that. It’s reassuring.” She made sure not to let any trace of sarcasm slip through.

He suddenly pushed back in his chair and examined her through narrowed eyelids. “What do you say we just cut through all the B.S., Miss Oliver, and get straight to the point? I know you don’t work for Crown Hotels. You work for Case Pharmaceuticals. When you drove up today, I’m sure you had every intention of getting yourself stranded. Why else would you arrive a day early during an approaching hurricane?”

She felt her pulse quicken and her breath catch in her throat, but she made sure her shock didn’t register on her face or in her voice. She’d never been caught once in her entire career. It was a new experience and oddly exhilarating. “I don’t think I’ve heard of Case Pharmaceuticals.” The words were slow and halting.

“Of course you haven’t, and I’ve never heard of Microsoft or Apple.” He looked as annoyed as he sounded. “I have a proposition for you. You’ve proven yourself to others. Now I want you to prove yourself to me. If you can do that, you can work for me. I pay more than Case or any of your previous employers.”

“And who might they be?”

“Wise Industries, Brinkman and Coles, and some contract work for the CIA. I understand you’re a legend in certain circles.”

She leaned back and eyed him with new respect. “More like a byword, Mr. Kelly. Got a cigarette?” She dropped her meek facade and smile. “Mine went down with the ship.”

“I can probably rustle one up.”

“Do that, then, and I could use a beer while you’re at it. Know what brand I like?”

“As a matter of fact, I do, but this house was built with rum, Miss Oliver. Are you sure you wouldn’t prefer that?” 

She considered his words carefully. What was he trying to tell her? “Maybe I would, especially if you think so. I generally find that my host knows more about what he keeps in his house than I do. At least, at first.”

“Rum it is, then. Good choice.”

He strode across the room to the minibar, and she watched him. She had always liked watching leopards in the zoo. She liked the power in their muscles and the grace in their movements. Edward Kelly was like watching a leopard, but big cats were safely locked in cages in her neck of the woods. Now she was the one locked in the cage, and the cat wanted to play with her. She might like playing cat and mouse with Edward Kelly. She continued watching him as he moved back toward her, a glass in one hand and a cigarette case in the other.  

“What is it you want me to do, Edward? How am I supposed to prove myself to you?” She took the shot glass from his hand and brought it to her lips. She downed it with a quick flip of her wrist. It was strong and smooth, like the man who gave it to her. Warmth flooded her. If she really did have a concussion, this was the last thing she needed, but it had instantly numbed her pain and removed the sharp edges from her nerves. In fact, she felt better than she could ever remember. Her need for a cigarette vanished with the pain, and she motioned it away when he offered it to her.

“No, thank you. I changed my mind.” Her words startled her. As a chain smoker, refusing a cigarette was a minor miracle.

“There’s a secret in this house, Caroline. If you’re clever enough to find it, you can ask me for anything you want. Anything within reason. And I’ll give it to you.”

She almost asked, ‘What if I want everything you own? What if I want you?’ but stopped herself. It must have been the liquor. She was greedy, yes, but she wasn’t man-hunting. “What’s in the rum?”

He smiled and folded his arms across his chest. She could tell her question had impressed him. “That’s a secret.”

She smiled back. “And that’s a clue.”

“Maybe it is.”

She stood and set her glass on his desk, resting it on a coaster. “Good. Got any more?”

“Rum or clues?”

“How about answers?” 

“Me first. Why did you use your real name and face? You don’t usually.” 

She shrugged. “That was Case’s idea, and what Case wants...” 

“...Case gets.”

He nodded as if it made sense. She didn’t see how. “I wish you’d explain it to me since you seem to understand what Case was playing at.” 

He turned away, his face unreadable. “Maybe someday. You still need to prove yourself. Do you think you can?” 

She moved across the room without answering. A tapestry on the far wall had caught her attention. It reminded her of the one in the hallway.

The tapestry in the library was not the same scene she had studied in the hall, yet the threadwork spoke the same language. Jungle green, somewhere far from Maine. Sheltered water that looked too clear to be real. A cove cut from rock, shaped like the mouth of a keyhole. Someone had stitched a small skiff into the shallows, the figure of a man rowing, shoulders bent against waves that were no bigger than a child’s hand. In the margin, half-hidden in shadowed thread, ran the same soft script she had seen before.

Out on the sea

over turbulent waves

the long kept memory

of that distant cave...

Caroline drifted closer. She lifted her fingers, then stopped herself before she touched it. She did not want to give him the satisfaction.

“Rum or clues?” Edward asked behind her.

“Clues,” she said. “Unless the rum is a clue.”

“I never said it wasn’t.”

Her mouth felt warm from the last swallow. The warmth had spread into her chest and laid a faint, steady hum under her ribs. She looked at the tapestry again. The scene wanted to open. That was how it felt. As if the weave were a skin and something under it needed air.

“You didn’t hang this for decoration,” she said.

“Some of the house is for show. This room is not.”

Caroline reached into the space between the tapestry and the wall with two careful fingers. She felt a nail head along the upper edge. Old iron. It gave a little, then held. The tapestry did not swing free.

“Then what’s it for?”

“Maybe it’s for you to ask that question.”

She lowered her hand and turned. He had not moved. He was a patient silhouette against the built-in shelves. The shelves were crowded and organized at the same time. Journals bound in leather. Volumes with raised lettering. A ship-in-a-bottle that held a three-masted brig, sails full, sea frozen in blue glass. In the firelight, his face looked young and old by turns, a shifting of planes as the flames drew and sank. She did not trust the trick. She did not trust any of it.

“Your caretakers don’t trust me,” she said.

“Of course they don’t. They don’t trust anyone.”

“And you do?”

“I don’t trust anyone either,” he said, and it didn’t sound like a line. “But it would be nice to find a person who could be trusted.” His voice sounded suddenly old and weary. And lonely.

“Then why bring me here and give me a map?”

“I didn’t say it was a map.”

“That’s how it reads. The poem in the hall. The skiff. The cave.”

He took his time answering. Rain laced against the panes. The wind shouldered the walls with steady, intimate pressure.

“Maps are for places,” he said. “What if this is for a thing?”

“The secret,” she said.

“The house has a few. One of them is useful. Very useful. But dangerous, nonetheless.”

She looked down at the empty shot glass on the coaster. Her palm still tingled from the warmth of the liquor. “You drugged me earlier,” she said.

“In the water? Yes.”

She lifted her eyes. “What did you use?”

“A small amount of ketamine kept in my ring. You would not hold still. I needed you not to drown us both. Well, at least yourself.”

He was looking at her hands, not her face. He was competent with the truth. He was not wasting it.

“What else did you give me?”

“Rum,” he said, and let the corner of his mouth tilt. “Nothing you wouldn’t serve yourself under the circumstances, if you knew where to buy it.”

She crossed back to the tapestry. She didn’t touch the threads. She watched the shadow they cast. There was a wedge of darkness at the right border that was too regular to be just shadow. A seam? She moved two inches. The seam broke, and a thin gleam showed.

“Case wants what they think is here,” she said, still watching the seam. “If I hand it to you, I burn them, and they burn me. If I hand it to them, I burn you. Either way, I burn.”

“That’s one way to think about it.”

“What’s your way?”

“Do the work in the right order,” he said. “Then you can decide who gets burned.”

He took a step toward her. The air shifted. She could smell the sea on his clothes and a faint hint of cologne. Its scent was almost as intoxicating as the rum. Her mind filed the fragrance away without asking her permission. 

“How do you expect me to find anything in a hurricane?” she asked. “The house is not safe.”

“The house won’t fall,” he said. “It just likes to pretend it will.”

He was close enough now to watch as she finally lifted the edge of the tapestry. She did it with two fingertips and a little pressure. Cloth gave. A small metal click sounded in the wood behind the weave. She did not remove the tapestry, merely let it fall back into place and took a single step away. She knew what was behind it.

“You will need a light,” he said. “Mrs. Yardley will have one for you.”

“Does she know what’s here?”

“She knows the house. Do not ask her for permission. Ask her for tools.”

He was finished instructing her. The way he gave the last sentence made that clear. He went back to his desk, opened a drawer, and took out a small black device with a red laminated tag. He pressed it into her palm.

“What is it?”

“Your pass to the doors that do not like you yet. You will still have to be clever. The old locks do not care about plastic.”

“Does the poem matter?”

“It matters if you need courage,” he answered.

She pocketed the device. “What do I get if I find something?”

“You get to ask for anything you want, within reason,” he said, repeating himself with a trace of patience. “If you are clever enough to find the right thing, reasonable becomes a big room.”

He had an answer ready for everything, yet his eyes kept returning to the tapestry. That told her more than his words did.

“I want my phone,” she said, “but it’s at the bottom of the sea.”

“You’re lucky you’re not. But a phone is not an option right now, thanks to the hurricane. Neither is electricity. You will have to use your head.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

He did not smile. “Good. Fear will keep you from making mistakes.”

She left him then and went in search of Mrs. Yardley.

***
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EDWARD THOUGHT ABOUT how she had lingered over the tapestry, her hand hovering just shy of the fabric, as though she expected it to breathe. The house had a way of drawing new blood toward its oldest scars, and he wondered if it was curiosity pulling her or the house itself.

He had told her she would need tools, but he had warned her not to ask for permission. He knew Caroline thought it was a small instruction, but he knew what it really was. A safeguard.

Permission. The very notion was a door the house loved to exploit. Once invited into the language of consent, it twisted obedience into chains. Caroline didn’t need to learn that lesson yet. Better she think him brusque, even arrogant, than realize how thin the line was between autonomy and surrender here.

He remembered the focus of her face as she’d bent closer to the tapestry, her intelligent eyes narrowing at the weave. She was brave, yes. And smart, most definitely yes. But she was unguarded, and in Cliff House, that was almost a death sentence. She had no idea what questions not to ask, what gestures not to make, what words not to say. The house would test her for that. It always did. 

He had fought the impulse to reach for her arm, to pull her away. But he knew what the result would have been. Too soon, too forceful, and she’d bristle. Worse, she might defy him out of spite. No, it was better to let her brush against the danger, to feel the threads hum beneath her fingers, and decide on her own whether she believed his warning.

God help her, he thought, his jaw tightening. And God help me, because I’m no longer sure I can.

***
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THE HALLWAY’S SHADOWS had deepened with evening. The storm had shifted. The wind no longer screamed along the ridge. It lay close instead and pressed its cold breath into window frames and through keyholes. Oil portraits watched her pass. Most of the subjects were strangers. One or two looked like cousins of faces she had seen when she researched the original owner of Cliff House and his ancestors: Men with the same stubborn shape around the mouth that she had already seen on Edward; women with eyes that seemed to catch light and keep it. 

The kitchens were two levels down. She found them by smell. Roast beef, apples, iron, and something sweet that did not belong to sugar. The iron belonged to an old Aga stove that was lit. The crackling of the flame-licked wood filled the room. She recognized the rich aroma of burning oak, like vanilla mixed with spice, but the overpowering sweetness in the air? She could not name that, and it bothered her.

Mrs. Yardley stood at the long table with her sleeves rolled to the elbow. Her forearms were pale and wiry. She was cutting something into uniform pieces. The knife made a neat, wet sound upon the board. Mr. Yardley, gaunt and sinewy, stood by the door with a coil of rope over one shoulder. He did not meet her eyes. He did not need to. She could feel him scanning her, measuring her against a chart he kept in his head.

“I need a light,” Caroline said.

Mrs. Yardley did not look up. “I assume you also need permission.” 

“No,” Caroline answered. “Mr. Kelly asked me to find a secret and then told me to ask you for tools.”

At that, Mrs. Yardley looked up. She had the kind of smile that showed a person both sets of teeth while telling that person nothing. “Of course he did. He always did like games.”

The housekeeper set the knife down and wiped her hands. She moved to a cupboard and took down a lantern with a thick glass mantle that looked new. She took a small tin from the shelf and shook it. A metal rattle. She handed both across.

“Fuel, matches, and a spare mantle.” 

Caroline frowned. “Do you have something against flashlights?”

“The house does.” Mr. Yardley said quietly. “It prefers the old ways.”

Caroline glanced at him uneasily. This was the second time he’d spoken about the house as if it were alive.

“There is a toolkit by the back stair,” Mrs. Yardley continued. “Use the wedges or a crowbar if the house argues with you, but don’t pry at anything you don’t understand.” 

“I rarely do.”

“You always do,” Mrs. Yardley said, with a faint shift of tone that bordered on amusement. “Do not go past the gallery. The floor is open in places. If you fall through, we will not be able to get you out until morning. If at all.”

“What’s in the gallery?” Caroline asked.

“The past,” Mrs. Yardley said. “And holes.”

Caroline waited. “Anything else?”

“Keep your hands out of the water,” Mr. Yardley said without looking up. “It finds its way in.”

“In the gallery?”

“In the house,” he added, an odd mix of warning and invitation in his voice.

Caroline thanked them and stepped back into the stair corridor, finding a toolkit she hadn’t noticed before. Mr. Yardley moved as she passed, lifting his eyes to her face. They were almost colorless.

“You cannot shut every door behind you,” he said. Then he turned away and blended into the shadows again.

She lit the lantern and climbed one level, turning left into a narrower hall that smelled like damp stone. The lantern gave off a steady globe of light. She tried to breathe slowly and keep the beam from shaking. She was a professional, but this was not the work she knew. She hadn’t noticed any cameras. There were no key cards, apart from the small device in her pocket. Unless it was well hidden, there was no electronic security system she could charm into compliance. The house was older than those tricks and had its own ideas about intrusion. 

She reached the library again and set the lantern and toolkit on the desk for a moment. The flame inside the glass made a slow bell. She went to the tapestry and knelt. When she ran her fingers along the right-hand edge, she found the metal again, a small release that gave beneath pressure. This time, she heard not one click but a series of them. Not loud. Precise. A chain of decisions inside the wall.

The tapestry lifted by a fraction. She slipped her fingers under the lower edge and raised it until she could see the panel behind. Oak. Scarred. The outline of a door cut into the wood with a craftsman’s vanity. No visible keyhole.

The small device that Edward had given her did not have the weight of a key. It was a sensor of some kind or nothing at all. She held it against the wood where the seam crossed the jamb. The device gave a soft chime. She felt the faintest change in pressure, as if the room had inhaled and held its breath.

The panel did not swing. It sank. A hand’s breadth. Air moved across her face, colder than the room and wet. The smell came with it: water that had been trapped a long time in a space that did not see sun. 
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Chapter 3
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❦

She lifted the panel the rest of the way and set the tapestry on her shoulder. The gap was narrow. She used the crowbar to widen the opening enough that she could enter. The passage beyond was cut into the inner wall and then into the cliff itself. She sent the lantern light into the throat of it and saw steps. Carved stone. Steep and shallow. The handrail was a rope, worn smooth and polished by decades of hands. 

She paused a moment and listened. The house breathed behind her. The passage breathed in front of her. Water had a voice farther down that spoke in steady drips and soft, constant motion. The storm outside pressed its shoulder to the stones, and tiny beads of condensation formed on the rope and then ran.

She thought about the poem. Long-kept memory. Distant cave.

“Absolute cliché,” she said under her breath. Her voice sounded too loud in the small space. She felt her mouth go dry. She did not like caves. She liked clear exits, lit elevators, and handrails that did not have a life of their own.

She went anyway.

The steps angled down and to the right on a slow spiral. After the first landing, there was a narrow window cut into the stone. The window looked out on the edge of the cliff. Waves of water heaved and struck rock. The sound came as a solid body, then retreated in a long hiss. She could not see the sea surface. She saw only spray in the lantern light. She moved on.

At the second landing, the stone widened into a small, empty chamber. She hurried through it and went down three more turns, coming to another door made of the same oak as the panel in the library. The door had an iron latch and a bar across it. She lifted the bar. The latch moved without complaint. The door pushed inward, and a chamber opened that was part cave, part human. The land had made the ceiling. People had cut the floor. 

Her breath caught. A pool stood on the left where no pool belonged. The lantern flame glittered against its surface. Water trickled from one edge into a long trough, feeding the channel in a steady thread. Despite the storm above, the water was calm. It had a steady white glow that lit the room as much as her lantern.

She crouched at the edge. The surface mirrored her face, pale and drawn, framed by damp strands of hair. For a moment, she thought she saw someone else looking back. Another woman, dressed in older clothes, eyes wide with the same shock. She blinked, and the vision dissolved into ripples.

The trough that ran away from it moved in a thin, constant stream, carved out so carefully that the stream did not splash. It simply flowed. She held the lantern up and examined the rest of the room. There were shelves. There was a mahogany desk and chair. On one wall, there was another tapestry. This one seemed to have been nailed up to insulate the stone. The scene showed no ships. It showed a spring cut from rock, the poem, and a cup symbol with three drops that she’d noticed in the kitchen above the old Aga stove.  

There was a chest no larger than a breadbox with iron straps along the corners, and there was a framed document on the wall that had been sealed under glass. The glass was old. It had bubbles in it and lines where the material had cooled.  

She set the lantern down and studied the document first. The handwriting was neat. English, but strange in its spellings and long tails. The date at the top read 19... something. The exact year was too worn to read. The title read Ledger of Lots: Waters. Caroline leaned closer. The print was faint. Each entry described a lot with a number, a location, and a remark. Lot 3, from the spring beneath the blue stone. Lot 7, from the cave where the bats do not sleep. Lot 12, from the fall that runs in drought. The remarks were brief and clinical. Cleanses quickly. Does not mix with wine. Tastes of metal unless cut. Short effects. Long effects. No effects on the old. Strong effects on the wounded. Best mixed in rum.

She felt the hair along her arms rise. Best mixed in rum? Had Edward put something in the rum she drank? The thought frightened her, but there was nothing she could do about it except confront him.

She was aware of her own breath. She was aware of the press of the cliff and of a decision that had been made by someone who lived here long ago, written in careful ink, preserved under glass so that a stranger could stand here a hundred years later and put the pieces together. Had it been written by Captain John Stewart, the man who built Cliff House and kept most of the country drunk during Prohibition?

She looked at the chest next. A simple lock held the front. There were scratches along the iron where someone had tried to pry it once and failed. She pressed the small device to the metal, on a silly impulse, and heard nothing. The lock was not electronic. Of course it wasn’t. She checked the hinges. Solid. She ran her hand along the bottom edge and felt a gap that didn’t belong there. The gap ran along a seam hidden in the carving. She pulled. The bottom slid out an inch and stuck. She pulled again, and it eased another inch.

Inside the false bottom lay a small glass bottle in a nest of wool. The glass had a faint blue cast and a cork sealed with wax. There was a mark incised in the wax that she had seen twice now. A simple symbol. A cup with three drops above it. 

She set the bottle down and took a slow breath through her nose. The sweetness from the kitchen rose in her mind again. Not sugar. Something like river stones warmed under sun or the smell that lives under ferns when you turn the dirt and smell the cold beneath the green. Grave dirt. No, not dirt, it was the water. 

Her fingers itched. She did not pull the cork. She was not stupid. She wrapped the bottle in the wool and eased the bottom panel back into place. She picked up the lantern again. She took one step toward the water, and two things happened. The lantern hissed and narrowed, then steadied. And behind her, somewhere up along the passage, she heard another set of footsteps begin to descend.

They did not hurry. They did not sneak. Whoever it was knew there was no need.

Caroline turned and held the lantern a little higher. She did not call out. She thought of Mrs. Yardley’s knives, Mr. Yardley’s rope, and Edward’s patience. She did not want any of those three in a narrow space with her, not without a plan.

The footsteps reached the second landing and paused. Then they came on.

She set the lantern on the desk, slid the bar back into the brackets on the inside of the door, and lowered it into place. The wood took the weight with a sound that traveled into the stone and then died there.

The footsteps continued and paused again. The person on the stairs did not try the panel. Not yet.

Caroline looked at the trough. The water moved along it in a soft thread. There was a dip where a cup would fit.

She sat in the chair and rested her hands flat on the desk so they would stop shaking. Her mouth was dry again. She did not take her eyes off the door.

“Come on then,” she said softly to no one.

On the other side of the wood, the footsteps reached the panel and stopped. The silence that followed was the kind that made the bones of the house speak. Wind. Water. The smallest tick of lantern glass.

Then the latch on the far side lifted and set itself down again. A polite sound. A question. Like the rap on an exam-room door before the doctor enters.

The bar across the door was a simple piece of wood. It would not hold long if someone decided to force it. It might hold long enough to look once more at the room, to take in the lines of cut stone, the pool of water, and the small symbols stitched into the tapestry. A cup with three drops. A map that was not a map. A poem that passed for courage.

She stood and crossed to the tapestry on the cave wall. The nails that held it were not old. The cloth had the damp of recent handling. She lifted one corner and saw, not more stone, but a second door cut low and small, as if for a large child. It had no latch. It had a handle carved in the shape of a shell.

Something moved on the other side of the main door. A shoulder. A breath. The bar made a little sound as the weight tested it.

Caroline set her palm on the shell handle of the small door. The wood was cold, smooth, and slightly slick with condensation.

Behind her, a stone shifted. Caroline spun, lantern raised.

“Easy,” came Edward’s voice. He stepped into the chamber with the casual grace of a man who owned empires. “You’re quicker than I expected.”

She rose to her feet, tightening her grip on the lantern handle. “You were the footsteps.”

“Who else did you think it would be?” His tone carried faint amusement, though his eyes did not. “Mrs. Yardley wouldn’t use the stairs. She doesn’t need to. Never did.”

What strange words. So strange she didn’t know how to respond. Was there an elevator? A dumb waiter? Instead, Caroline gestured at the pool. “What is this place?”

“The soul of the house,” Edward said simply. He came closer, and the light from her lantern fell across his face. For an instant, he looked ancient, a weight in his gaze that didn’t belong to a man of thirty-three. “Or perhaps its wound.”

Caroline gestured at the pool. “I don’t understand.”

Edward’s expression changed. For a moment, the mask slipped, and she saw something almost reverent in his gaze. “This,” he said quietly, “is what I brought back.”

“From where?”

“The Caribbean. A small island off the rum route, half-drowned in reefs. The storm nearly killed me before I reached shore. What I found there kept me alive.”

Caroline blinked. “You’re saying you carried this back? A pool?”

“When the storm left me at the edge of the pool, I thought it was nothing more than a fresh spring. I was mortally wounded: broken ribs, gaping wounds in my chest and abdomen. I was bleeding to death, and I’d never been as thirsty. All I wanted was one last sip of cold water. Instead...I found life. The water clotted my blood, closed the open wounds, and healed my broken bones. In seconds. It preserved me. I should have died a dozen deaths by now, but,” he spread his hands, the gesture more damning than boastful, “you see me as I am.” He gave a wry smile. “I had a flask in my boot, and I filled it. Just a flask. What remained of that small hoard bred everything you see here now.”   

She looked back at the pool, and then at the trough it fed. “All of this came from one flask?”

“Yes.” He knelt at the edge, his reflection breaking on the surface. “The water multiplied. Call it seeding, if you like. A drop here, another there. As though it gave birth to its own kind, or things similar. I didn’t expect it. I don’t understand it. But it happens.”

Caroline felt her pulse quicken.

“I read the ledger, the lots of water that were tested and cataloged.”  

“You’re thorough,” he said. “Yes. There are many records. I’ve made them since the first contamination and its effects. Some new pools were weaker than others. Some were nothing. Some brought temporary relief. You had some of it upstairs when I gave you rum. That strain only has a short-term effect. However, I’ll be surprised if you ever want another cigarette. The diluted pools can heal a wound or steady a hand. But this...” He looked at the pool. “This was different.”

Caroline knelt again, ignoring the cold stone beneath her knees. “Different how?”

“Drink, and you’ll find out.”

She glanced up at him. “That sounds like the sort of offer that ends with poison in fairytales.”

He laughed softly. “Not poison. Not its opposite, either. Something in between. It prolongs life, yes. But it demands a price. A dangerous one. Choices without knowing the consequences are foolish. They might be necessary, but they’re not wise. Case’s board is foolish to think it wants what’s here. It’s more of a curse than a blessing.” He ran his hand through the water, and it clung to him like a caress. “I wouldn’t have allowed you to drink it, even if you had tried. I’m not that cruel. This is not something you take without full knowledge of what it is, and what its consequences are.”

The water rippled as Edward stepped back, as though asking for his touch again. Caroline felt her throat tighten. She thought of Case Pharmaceuticals, of the files on Edward Kelly, of the rumors that had led her here: the impossible youth, the tragedies that clung to Cliff House, the whisper that the fountain of youth was no myth.

“What kind of price?” she asked.

Edward crouched beside her, his voice low. “It doesn’t give without taking. Every drop you drink spares you a wound, a sickness, a year. But it remembers. Sooner or later, it calls in the debt.”

“Who are you really?”

He stood, shoulders squared, eyes steady. “I thought you’d already realized that. I’m the rum runner, Captain John Stewart. I’m the man who built this house. I’m the man Case Pharmaceuticals thinks I am. I’m the man you thought didn’t exist.” 
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SO IT WAS ALL TRUE. 

Caroline’s gaze moved from the man to the pool. 

“But that’s the past,” he continued. “For now, I’m Edward Kelly...until he has to die too. Then I’ll take a new name and start over as someone else. It’s easy when you know the wrong people and have the right amount of money.” 

“The wrong people?” 

“Those without a conscience. They’re not hard to find. They live in every generation and always will.” 

She bristled. “You mean like me?”

“No. You have a conscience. You just don’t realize it yet.”

She stared at the pool. Had this water really been responsible for his words? She didn’t want to believe him. But she could feel it: the strange hum in the air, the way her own reflection had wavered into someone else’s. The place was alive, but did it have a conscience?  

“Why should I believe all of this?” She didn’t understand why she asked it.

“Because it’s true,” Edward said. “But you already know that. Now I’m going to give you a choice. That’s what you’re deciding right now, isn’t it? To decide who you want to serve, your employers or me. Or perhaps just yourself.”

She looked at him, seeing him for the trap that he was. “If I walked away and told no one...”

“Then the house would keep its secret a little longer.” His eyes narrowed. “But you won’t walk away. You want all the answers, and you’ve come too far. People like you never walk away. Besides, Case Pharmaceuticals would never allow you to walk away. They’d kill you if you tried. They probably will anyway.”

A tremor ran through the stone beneath her. Drops spattered from the ceiling into the pool. Caroline tightened her jaw. She hated how right he was.

Edward moved closer and extended a hand. “Come. There’s more to see, but there’s more to fear too.”

Caroline hesitated, then took his hand.

***
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THEY TOOK THE EXIT behind the tapestry. Stone steps curved downward, carved unevenly into the cliff’s belly. Edward led, his lantern casting long shadows that bent against the rock. Caroline followed, the damp air chilling her lungs, every sense stretched taut. She had expected dusty archives and whispers of family secrets. Not this. Not water that bred itself like a living thing. 

“You said you found it in the Caribbean,” she pressed, her voice low. “Tell me again. I’m hitting my head against reason, and it’s hitting back.”

Edward’s pace slowed, his back rigid, as though bracing himself for the pain of an old memory. “It was during Prohibition. I ran rum across the Florida Straits and farther. Everyone did. It was profit and survival. We hugged islands, coves, reefs. But one night, the wind shifted wrong. I had many ships with me on that run, but mine was torn apart by the storm, and the sea wanted me.” 

He glanced back at her, the lamplight cutting sharp planes into his face. “I swam blind. The current pushed me into the cave. There was fresh water dripping from the stone. I drank because it was that or choke on the salt in my lungs.”

“And afterward?”

“As I said, I healed.” He said it simply, as if confessing something indecent. “Cuts closed. Fever broke. Time...paused.”

She swallowed hard. “You carried it home.”

“I carried a flask home. Just enough to test. I thought it would save my mother. I feared it would vanish like a dream. Then, months later, after I built Cliff House, drops I spilled soaked into the ground. Days later, I found rivulets, threads of the same water forming in places I hadn’t left them. Multiplying.”

Caroline’s thoughts spun. Multiplying. Self-replicating. If Case Pharmaceuticals learned this, they wouldn’t just want a sample. They would want Edward’s entire life ripped apart, dissected, drained.

“Why tell me any of this?” she asked.

Edward stopped on the stairs. The lantern flame shivered between them. “Maybe I’m tired of bearing it alone. Maybe because you’ve already guessed half of it. Maybe because Case Pharmaceuticals has. But mainly because, once you start down this path, ignorance is no longer an option. Neither is turning back. The house won’t let you.”

“The house?”

“Not in the way you think.” He set his jaw. “Cliff House wasn’t a mystical guardian in the beginning. It was just stone and timber. But water seeps, spreads. The house drinks it in, and it changed it. That’s why it clings to me, why it clings to anyone who dares stay too long. It remembers because of the water.”

“I’ve heard that before. That water has a memory.”

Edward nodded slowly. “It does, and it gave that ability to the house.”

They continued moving, and the tunnel widened abruptly, opening into a cavernous chamber. The roar of waves filled it, crashing against an unseen opening to the ocean. Salt spray dampened her skin.

Edward lifted his lantern. The light revealed ancient pilings jutting from the stone. Remnants of docks, long abandoned. Chains dangled from iron rings, swaying with the draft. This had once been a hidden harbor, a smuggler’s refuge carved into the cliff.

Caroline stepped closer to the edge, staring into the dark churn of water. “You used this to transport your shipments of rum?”

Edward’s mouth curved, faint and humorless. “I used it to run everything. Rum, yes. But later...other things. Always under the house’s watch.”

“And the water?”

His gaze met hers, steady. “I didn’t need to bring back more water. It was already here. That’s what makes the house more than wood and stone. The water seeped through every beam, every nail, every crack in the cliff. Cliff House isn’t just mine anymore. It’s alive. And now it knows you.”

Caroline shivered, staring at the restless sea. She wasn’t sure if that was a promise of safety or a warning that she would never be free again.
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EDWARD HEARD THE MAN’S boots before Caroline did. He listened to the low scrape on the stair, the calculated pause meant to unsettle. He had known this sort of belligerence before in life, though the face was now only a shadow borrowed by the house. A cheat, a drunk, quick with
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