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  Chapter 1: Welcome to Havenbrook


AVA 
The road to Havenbrook Wellness Retreat wound through three miles of forest before the trees opened up and the main building appeared.
Ava Chen pulled her car to a stop at the edge of the parking lot and stared.
It was beautiful. She'd seen the photos on the website—the timber-and-glass architecture, the manicured grounds, the mountains rising in the background—but pictures hadn't done it justice. The place looked like something out of a magazine. Like a sanctuary.
Like exactly the kind of place where a disgraced physical therapist could hide from her problems for a month.
She turned off the engine and sat there for a moment, hands still on the wheel. Her shoulders ached from three hours of driving. Her eyes were gritty from the sleepless night before—she'd lain awake until four in the morning, staring at the ceiling, wondering if she was making a mistake. Her back was stiff, her neck was tight, and there was a headache building behind her eyes that no amount of water or ibuprofen had been able to touch.
She should get out of the car, check in, start this new chapter of her life.
She didn't move.
Through the windshield, she watched a couple walk across the parking lot toward the main building. They were laughing, leaning into each other, their bodies easy and relaxed. They looked like people who belonged here. People who had money and time and the luxury of spending both on wellness retreats.
Ava didn't feel like she belonged here. She felt like a fraud. An imposter in yoga pants, pretending to be someone who had her life together when the truth was she was barely holding on.
She wrapped her fingers tighter around the steering wheel and made herself breathe. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. The technique she'd taught to hundreds of patients over the years, the one she used on herself when the anxiety got too loud.
It helped. A little.
She loosened her grip. Reached for the door handle.
One month. She could do this for one month.
It had been Leila's idea.
"You need to get away," her best friend had said two weeks ago, sitting across from Ava in her cramped apartment, surrounded by boxes that Ava hadn't unpacked because unpacking would mean admitting she lived there now. "Somewhere beautiful. Somewhere you can breathe."
"I can breathe here."
"You can survive here. There's a difference." Leila had pulled out her phone, started scrolling. "I saw this place online. Havenbrook Wellness Retreat. They're hiring temporary staff for the summer season. Yoga instructors, massage therapists, wellness coordinators." She'd looked up. "They need a PT to run some workshops. You could apply."
"I'm not a PT anymore."
"You're not practicing. That's not the same thing." Leila had set her phone on the table, the Havenbrook website glowing on the screen. "Look at it. It's gorgeous. And it's far away from here, from everything that happened. You could go there for a month, clear your head, figure out what you want to do next."
"I know what I want to do next. I want to get my career back."
"Okay. And how's that going?"
Ava hadn't answered. They both knew how it was going.
Two years since the malpractice lawsuit. Two years since Patricia Holloway had died in her clinic and Ava's life had fallen apart. The case had been dismissed—she'd been cleared of wrongdoing—but it didn't matter. Her reputation was destroyed. No one would hire her. No one would even return her calls.
She'd tried everything. Applied to clinics in three states. Reached out to former colleagues, former professors, anyone who might be willing to take a chance on her. Nothing. Silence. Or worse—the awkward conversations where people said they'd love to help but their hands were tied, their insurance wouldn't cover it, their board had concerns.
She was thirty-one years old, and her career was over.
"Just think about it," Leila had said, reaching across the table to squeeze her hand. "A month in the mountains. Fresh air, beautiful scenery, a chance to do the work you love without all the baggage. What's the worst that could happen?"
Ava had thought about it. And a week later, she'd applied.
And now here she was.
She got out of the car.
The air was different here—cleaner, thinner, scented with pine. She could hear birds singing in the trees. A stream somewhere nearby, water rushing over rocks. It was peaceful. Quiet.
It made her nervous.
She was used to noise. Used to the constant hum of the city, the sirens and traffic and the endless chatter of people living their lives. Silence gave her too much room to think. Too much space for the thoughts she'd been trying to outrun.
She grabbed her bag from the back seat and headed for the main building.
The lobby was as impressive as the exterior.
High ceilings with exposed beams. A massive stone fireplace. Floor-to-ceiling windows looking out at the mountains. Everything was done in natural materials—wood, stone, leather—with touches of green from the plants scattered throughout. It smelled like eucalyptus and something else, something herbal. Calming.
A woman sat behind the reception desk, typing on a computer. She looked up when Ava approached and smiled.
"Welcome to Havenbrook. How can I help you?"
"I'm Ava Chen. I'm starting as a wellness coordinator today."
"Of course! We've been expecting you." The woman—her name tag said JENNY—clicked through something on her computer. "Let me just pull up your file. You'll be in Cabin 12. It's one of our nicest—private, quiet, great view of the valley."
"Sounds perfect."
"Here's your welcome packet." Jenny handed her a folder. "Map of the grounds, schedule of activities, dining hall hours. Dr. Vale—she's our director—will want to meet with you tomorrow morning to go over your responsibilities. Nine o'clock in her office."
"I'll be there."
"Wonderful." Jenny handed her a key card. "Cabin 12 is down the main path, past the yoga pavilion. You can't miss it. Let me know if you need anything else."
"Thank you."
Ava took the packet and the key card and headed for the door. She was almost there when Jenny called after her.
"Oh—Ms. Chen?"
She turned. "Yes?"
"There was a small mix-up with the cabin assignments. You might find some luggage inside that isn't yours. Don't worry—we're sorting it out. The other guest will be moved to a different unit by this evening."
"Okay. Thanks for letting me know."
She pushed through the door and stepped back into the sunlight.
The path to Cabin 12 wound through the grounds.
Ava walked slowly, taking it in. The yoga pavilion was a beautiful open-air structure with a wooden floor and a roof but no walls. Beyond it, she could see a pool, a meditation garden, a building that looked like it might be a spa. Everything was pristine, manicured, designed to project an image of perfect tranquility.
She wondered how much of it was real.
She'd worked in wellness long enough to know that the industry had a dark side. The promises that couldn't be kept. The pseudoscience dressed up as ancient wisdom. The way vulnerable people were separated from their money in exchange for treatments that didn't work.
She didn't think Havenbrook was like that—she'd done her research before applying—but she'd learned to be cautious. To look beneath the surface.
To trust no one until they'd earned it.
Cabin 12 was at the end of the path, tucked into a grove of trees.
It was smaller than she'd expected—more of a cottage than a cabin—but it was charming. Wooden siding, a porch with two chairs, flower boxes under the windows. The view was exactly as promised: the valley spread out below, green and gold in the afternoon light.
She climbed the steps and swiped her key card. The lock clicked. She pushed open the door.
And stopped.
The cabin was occupied.
Not by a person—not that she could see—but by their belongings. A duffel bag sat on the floor near the couch. A jacket was draped over a chair. On the kitchen counter, a phone charger was plugged into the wall, the cord coiled neatly beside it.
Jenny had mentioned a mix-up. This must be the other guest's stuff.
Ava set her own bag by the door and looked around. The cabin was nice—open floor plan, with a living area, a small kitchen, and a door that presumably led to the bedroom. The furniture was comfortable without being fancy. The walls were decorated with nature prints—mountains, forests, birds.
It was fine. It was more than fine. It was exactly the kind of quiet, peaceful space she needed.
So why did she feel so uneasy?
She crossed to the window and looked out at the view. The valley was beautiful, the mountains rising beyond it, snowcapped even in summer. She should feel grateful to be here. Should feel hopeful, optimistic, ready to start fresh.
She didn't. She felt tired. Hollow. Like she'd been running for two years and had finally stopped, only to realize she had no idea where she was or how to get home.
She closed her eyes. Took a breath.
One month. That's all she had to get through. One month at this retreat, running workshops, helping people with their aches and pains. It wasn't the career she'd wanted. It wasn't the life she'd planned. But it was something. A foothold. A place to stand while she figured out what came next.
She could do this.
She had to.
She decided to explore.
The other guest's stuff would be gone by evening—Jenny had said so—and in the meantime, Ava didn't want to sit in the cabin and stew. She needed to move. To walk. To get a sense of this place she'd be calling home for the next four weeks.
She grabbed the map from her welcome packet and headed out.
The grounds were extensive.
She walked past the yoga pavilion, the meditation garden, the spa. Past a building labeled WELLNESS CENTER and another labeled DINING HALL. Past tennis courts and hiking trailheads and a small amphitheater built into a hillside.
There were other people around—guests, she assumed, based on their expensive athleisure and their air of determined relaxation. A few of them smiled at her. She smiled back but didn't stop to talk. She wasn't ready for that yet.
She found herself at the edge of the property, where the manicured grounds gave way to forest. A sign pointed toward something called the REFLECTION TRAIL. She checked the map—it was a loop, about a mile long. Easy.
She started walking.
The trail was quiet.
The trees closed in around her, filtering the sunlight into green-gold shafts. The air was cool, damp, rich with the smell of earth and growing things. She could hear birds, insects, the rustle of wind through the leaves. Her footsteps were soft on the packed dirt, rhythmic, steady.
It was beautiful. It was peaceful.
It reminded her of hiking with Elias.
She pushed the thought away. Hard. She wasn't going to think about him. Wasn't going to let him into her head, not here, not now. She'd spent two years trying to get over him, and she'd mostly succeeded. He was in the past. He didn't matter anymore.
He didn't.
But the thoughts came anyway.
The hikes they'd taken in the mountains outside the city. The way he'd always walked slightly ahead, then stopped to wait for her at the tricky parts. The picnics they'd had at the summit—sandwiches and fruit and cheap wine in plastic cups. The way he'd looked at her afterward, when they were lying on the blanket watching the clouds, like she was the only person in the world.
And then the way he'd left. No explanation. No warning. Just a conversation one night—if you could call it a conversation—and then he was gone. Out of her apartment, out of her life, out of her future.
She'd called him. Texted. Emailed. Nothing. Silence. Like she'd never existed. Like the two years they'd been together, the engagement, the plans they'd made—like none of it had meant anything.
She'd spent months trying to understand it. What had she done wrong? What had she missed? Had there been signs she hadn't seen, problems she'd been too distracted to notice?
She'd never found answers. Eventually, she'd stopped looking.
She walked faster.
The trail looped back toward the main grounds.
She was about halfway around when she heard footsteps behind her. Another hiker, probably. She moved to the side to let them pass.
The footsteps slowed. Stopped.
"Ava?"
Her blood froze.
She knew that voice. Knew it like she knew her own heartbeat, her own breath. She'd heard it in her dreams for two years—sometimes angry, sometimes tender, always haunting.
No. It wasn't possible. It couldn't be.
She turned around.
Elias Grant stood on the trail behind her.
He looked the same. That was her first thought—stupid, irrelevant, but there it was. He looked the same as he had two years ago, when he'd walked out of her apartment and out of her life without a word of explanation. Same dark hair, slightly too long. Same intense brown eyes. Same jaw, same shoulders, same way of standing like he was braced for impact.
He was staring at her like he'd seen a ghost.
"Ava," he said again. "What are you—what are you doing here?"
She couldn't speak. Couldn't move. Her brain had short-circuited, was stuck in a loop of no no no no no.
"I'm—" She stopped. Swallowed. Tried again. "I work here. I'm a wellness coordinator."
"You work here?"
"Yes. I just started today." Her voice sounded strange to her own ears. Too high. Too tight. "What are you doing here?"
He didn't answer right away. Something flickered across his face—surprise, maybe, or discomfort. Or something else she couldn't read.
"I'm a guest," he said.
"A guest."
"Yeah."
They stared at each other. The forest was silent around them, the birds gone quiet, the wind still.
Two years. Two years since she'd seen him. Two years since he'd ended their engagement and walked away, and now here he was, standing in front of her like no time had passed at all.
She should say something. Should ask him why he was here, what he was doing, how he could possibly be standing on this trail at this retreat at this exact moment.
But her mouth wouldn't form the words.
"Ava—" he started.
"I have to go."
She turned and walked away.
She didn't run.
She wanted to—wanted to sprint down the trail and not stop until she was back in her car, driving away from this place as fast as she could. But she didn't run. She walked. Quickly, purposefully, her legs eating up the distance.
Behind her, she heard him call her name. She didn't stop. Didn't look back.
The trail opened up onto the main grounds. She cut across the lawn toward her cabin, her heart pounding, her mind racing. She could still hear him—his voice, saying her name, the shock in it.
She reached the cabin. Fumbled with the key card, her hands shaking so badly it took three tries to get it into the slot. Finally got the door open and stumbled inside.
She slammed it behind her and leaned against it, breathing hard.
Elias was here. Elias was at Havenbrook. Elias, her ex-fiancé, the man who'd shattered her heart, was a guest at the same retreat where she'd just started working.
This wasn't happening. This couldn't be happening.
She pressed her hands to her face and tried to think.
She was still standing there when she heard the footsteps on the porch.
Heavy. Deliberate. Stopping right outside the door.
A knock.
"Ava."
His voice. Muffled by the wood but unmistakable.
"Ava, please. I need to talk to you."
She didn't answer. Didn't move.
"I know this is—I know this is a shock. It's a shock for me too. I didn't know you'd be here. I swear I didn't know."
She stayed silent. Her back was pressed against the door, her palms flat on the wood. She could almost feel him on the other side—his presence, his weight, the way he was probably standing with his hands in his pockets, the way he always stood when he was uncomfortable.
"I'm not going to leave until you talk to me," he said. "So you might as well open the door."
She closed her eyes. Counted to ten. Then she took a breath and opened the door.
He was standing on the porch, his hands in his pockets—she'd been right about that—his expression uncertain. He looked wary. Almost nervous.
Good. He should be nervous.
"What do you want?" she asked.
"To talk."
"We don't have anything to talk about."
"Ava—"
"You left me." The words came out flat, hard. "Two years ago. You ended our engagement and walked away without any explanation. You didn't return my calls. You didn't answer my texts. You disappeared like I was nothing." She could hear her voice shaking and hated it. "You don't get to show up now and act like we have things to discuss."
"I know. I know, and I'm sorry—"
"I don't want your apology."
"Then what do you want?"
"I want you to leave. I want you to go back to wherever you came from and pretend we never saw each other."
He was quiet for a moment. She could see him struggling—with what to say, how to say it. Some part of her was glad. Let him struggle. Let him feel even a fraction of what she'd felt when he'd walked out.
"I can't do that," he said.
"Why not?"
"Because I'm staying here. In this cabin."
The words didn't make sense. She heard them, but they didn't make sense.
"What?"
"Cabin 12. That's my assignment." He gestured at the luggage behind her—the duffel bag, the jacket, the phone charger. "That's my stuff."
No.
No, no, no.
"There's been a mistake," she said. "They told me this cabin was mine. They said the other guest's stuff would be moved—"
"I talked to the front desk an hour ago. They said there was a mix-up, but it would be sorted out." His jaw tightened. "I guess it hasn't been."
She stared at him. He stared back.
They were both assigned to the same cabin. The same twelve-hundred-square-foot cabin. For however long they were both at this retreat.
This wasn't happening. This could not be happening.
"I'll go back to reception," she said. "I'll get them to move one of us."
"Good idea."
"Stay here."
"I wasn't planning on going anywhere."
She pushed past him, down the porch steps, across the lawn. Her legs were shaking. Her hands were shaking. Everything was shaking.
Elias was here. Elias was her cabin-mate. Elias was back in her life after two years of silence, and she had no idea why.
But she was going to find out.






  
  Chapter 2: The Man in Cabin 12


ELIAS 
Elias Grant had been undercover for six days when his past walked onto the Reflection Trail.
He'd seen her before she'd seen him. Had been walking back toward the main grounds, running through his mental checklist of the day's observations, when a figure appeared on the trail ahead. A woman. Dark hair in a low ponytail. Toned build. Something familiar in the way she moved—the careful placement of each foot, the straight spine, the economy of motion.
He'd slowed down. Squinted against the dappled light.
And then she'd turned around.
Ava.
The name hit him like a punch to the chest. Ava Chen. Here. At Havenbrook. Standing twenty feet away in yoga pants and a fitted top, looking at him with an expression of total shock.
He'd said her name. Heard himself say it. The word came out rough, broken—like he'd forgotten how to speak.
She'd stared at him. He'd stared back. And for a moment—one terrible, frozen moment—neither of them moved.
She looked good. That was the thought that pushed through the shock—irrelevant, inappropriate, but there it was. She looked good. Healthy. Her skin had that glow it got when she was taking care of herself, eating well, sleeping enough. Her hair was longer than he remembered, pulled back from her face in that practical ponytail she'd always worn when she was working.
She looked like she'd moved on. Like she'd built a life without him.
He should be glad about that. He'd left so she could do exactly that—move on, be safe, be free of him and the danger that followed him. He should be relieved to see that it had worked.
He wasn't relieved. He was—
He didn't know what he was. His brain had stopped working. His chest was too tight. His hands had clenched into fists at his sides without his permission.
Two years. Two years since he'd seen her face. Two years since he'd heard her voice, touched her skin, fallen asleep with her body pressed against his. Two years of empty hotel rooms and lonely apartments and the constant, gnawing ache of missing her.
And now here she was.
Then she'd turned and walked away.
He'd followed her. Of course he'd followed her. Had called her name, tried to catch up, tried to find the words to explain what he was doing here, why he'd come, why he'd left her two years ago without a word.
The words hadn't come. They never did, with her.
Now she was at the reception desk, trying to get one of them moved to a different cabin, and he was standing on the porch of Cabin 12, watching through the window, trying to figure out how everything had gone so wrong so fast.
Six days.
He'd been at Havenbrook for six days, building his cover, making contacts, gathering information. He was here to investigate financial irregularities in the retreat's parent company—suspicious transactions, unexplained cash flows, patterns that suggested something more than creative accounting.
His handler had briefed him before he'd arrived. Havenbrook Wellness Retreat was owned by a subsidiary of a subsidiary of a shell company that traced back to a network they'd been watching for months. Money was moving through the system in ways that didn't add up. Data was being transferred between servers that shouldn't be connected. Someone was using this place for something it wasn't designed for.
His job was to find out what.
He'd checked in as a guest. Attended the yoga classes, the meditation sessions, the wellness workshops. Had made small talk with staff and other guests, asked casual questions, kept his eyes and ears open. He was good at this—at blending in, at becoming whoever he needed to be to get close to his target.
He'd been making progress. Had identified several staff members who seemed nervous, had found a locked wing that didn't appear on any of the maps, had noticed discrepancies between what the brochures promised and what the retreat actually delivered.
And then Ava had appeared on the trail, and everything he'd been building had started to crumble.
He shouldn't be this affected.
He knew that. Knew it was unprofessional, knew it was dangerous, knew it could compromise everything he was here to do. He needed to be focused. Clear-headed. In control.
He was none of those things.
His hands were shaking. His heart was pounding. His mind kept replaying the moment on the trail—her face when she'd seen him, the shock and hurt and anger that had flashed across her features. The way she'd said you left me like the words were being dragged out of her.
Two years. He'd spent two years trying to forget her. Trying to convince himself he'd done the right thing, that leaving had been necessary, that she was better off without him.
He'd almost believed it.
And now here she was, and all the walls he'd built were collapsing, and he couldn't breathe.
The front door of the main building opened.
Ava came out. She was walking fast, her jaw set, her shoulders tight. She didn't look at the cabin as she crossed the lawn—didn't look in his direction at all—but he could read her body language well enough to know that whatever had happened in there hadn't gone the way she'd wanted.
She reached the porch. Climbed the steps. Stopped when she saw him standing in the doorway.
"Well?" he asked.
"They can't move either of us."
"What do you mean they can't?"
"I mean the retreat is fully booked. There are no other cabins available, no spare rooms in the main building, nothing." Her voice was clipped, controlled. "We're stuck."
"For how long?"
"Until someone checks out. Could be days. Could be the whole month."
The whole month. Thirty days in the same cabin as the woman he'd walked away from. The woman he'd never stopped—
He cut off the thought. He couldn't go there. Not now.
"There has to be another option," he said.
"There isn't. I asked. I argued. I all but begged." She pushed past him into the cabin. "Trust me, if there was any way to get away from you, I would have found it."
He deserved that. He knew he deserved it. But it still landed like a blow.
He followed her inside.
She was standing in the middle of the living room, arms crossed, looking around like she was seeing the space for the first time. Which, he realized, she probably was. She'd only been here a few minutes before she'd left to explore the grounds.
"Okay," she said. "If we're stuck here together, we need ground rules."
"Ground rules."
"Yes. Rules. Boundaries. Ways to make sure we don't kill each other over the next however many days." She turned to face him. "First: we stay out of each other's way. I work during the day, so I'll be gone most of the time. When I'm here, you're not. When you're here, I'm not."
"That's going to be difficult in a one-bedroom cabin."
"Which brings me to the second rule: you sleep on the couch."
He looked at the couch. It was fine—leather, reasonably comfortable-looking—but it was also about six inches too short for his frame. His feet would hang off the end. His back would be destroyed within a week.
"For a month?"
"For however long this takes. Unless you'd prefer to sleep outside."
He would prefer to sleep in the bed. With her. The way they used to, tangled up in each other, her head on his chest, her hair tickling his chin. He remembered the weight of her against him, the way she'd curl into his side in her sleep, the soft sound of her breathing in the dark.
He shoved the thought down. Buried it. Locked it away where it couldn't interfere with what he was here to do.
"Fine," he said. "I'll take the couch."
"Good. Third rule: we don't talk about the past. We don't talk about what happened. We don't talk about—" She stopped. Swallowed. He watched her throat move, watched her compose herself. "We don't talk about us. There is no us. There's just two people who got stuck in the same cabin because of an administrative error."
"Ava—"
"I mean it, Elias." Her voice was hard now, but he could hear the cracks in it. The places where the anger was covering something else. "I didn't come here to rehash old history. I came here to work. To clear my head. To figure out what to do with my life now that—" She stopped again. Shook her head. "I'm not doing this with you. I'm not going to let you pull me back into whatever this is."
"I'm not trying to pull you into anything."
"Good. Then we're agreed." She crossed her arms tighter, like she was holding herself together. "Those are my rules. Take them or leave them."
He looked at her. At this woman who had every right to hate him, who was standing in front of him with her walls up and her defenses high, trying to protect herself from him.
He'd done this. He'd made her this way. He'd taken someone who was warm and open and trusting and taught her to be guarded. To be careful. To expect the worst from people.
From him.
"Okay," he said. "Your rules. I'll follow them."
Something flickered across her face—surprise, maybe, that he'd agreed so easily. Then her expression hardened again.
"Good. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to unpack."
She grabbed her bag from where she'd dropped it by the door and disappeared into the bedroom. The door closed behind her with a firm click.
Elias stood in the living room and stared at the spot where she'd been.
This was a disaster. A complete, unmitigated disaster. He was here to do a job—an important job, a job that could expose a criminal operation and protect a lot of people—and now his ex-fiancée was living in the same cabin, and he couldn't think about anything except the look on her face when she'd seen him.
He needed to focus. Needed to compartmentalize. Needed to put Ava in a box in his mind and deal with her later, after the mission was complete.
He'd done it before. He could do it again.
He sat down on the couch—his bed for the foreseeable future—and pulled out his phone. Opened the encrypted app he used to communicate with his handler. Started typing a message.
Complication. Personal connection to a staff member. Will manage. Investigation continues.
He hit send. Stared at the screen.
He would manage. He had to manage. There was no other option.
But even as he told himself that, he knew it was a lie. Because Ava wasn't just a complication. She wasn't just a personal connection.
She was the only woman he'd ever loved.
And he had no idea how he was going to survive the next month without her figuring out why he was really here.
The knock came around six o'clock.
Elias was on the couch, pretending to read a book he'd grabbed from the shelf, when someone rapped on the cabin door. He stood up to answer it.
A woman was on the porch. Middle-aged, elegantly dressed, with a smooth smile and an air of professional warmth. Her name tag identified her as DR. SERENA VALE - DIRECTOR.
"Mr. Grant," she said. "I'm so sorry to bother you. I'm Dr. Vale—I run the retreat."
"I know who you are." He'd done his research. Serena Vale had been director of Havenbrook for three years. Before that, she'd worked in healthcare administration. Before that, her record got murky. "How can I help you?"
"I wanted to apologize personally for the mix-up with your cabin. I understand it's caused some inconvenience."
"You could say that."
"I'm told you and Ms. Chen have some history together."
He kept his expression neutral. "We were engaged. It ended."
"Ah." Dr. Vale's smile didn't waver. "That does make things awkward. Unfortunately, as I'm sure Jenny explained, we simply don't have any other accommodations available. We're completely booked through the end of the season."
"So I've been told."
"However—" She tilted her head slightly. "There might be a silver lining here."
"I doubt that."
"We have a program. The Partners Reconnection Program. It's designed for couples who are going through a difficult time—working through trust issues, communication breakdowns, that sort of thing. We've had wonderful results with it. Transformative, really."
Elias stared at her. "You're suggesting that Ava and I—"
"I'm suggesting that if you're going to be sharing a cabin anyway, you might as well make use of the resources available to you. The program includes couples counseling, intimacy exercises, guided communication workshops. It's very popular."
"We're not a couple."
"Not at the moment. But you were once. And you're going to be living together for the next month." Dr. Vale's smile widened. "Why not use that time to see if you can find your way back to each other?"
He should say no. Should shut this down immediately, explain that he and Ava weren't interested, that they just wanted to get through the month with minimal contact.
But something stopped him.
His cover. He was here as a guest, attending the retreat's programs. If he refused to participate in something, it would draw attention. Raise questions. Make people wonder what he was really doing here.
And the Partners Reconnection Program would give him access to parts of the retreat he hadn't seen yet. Would put him in contact with staff members he hadn't met. Would give him a reason to be in places and ask questions that might otherwise seem suspicious.
It was a terrible idea. It was also, possibly, a useful one.
"I'll think about it," he said.
"Wonderful. No pressure, of course. But the offer stands." Dr. Vale handed him a brochure. "In the meantime, please let me know if there's anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable."
"I will."
She nodded and left. Elias stood in the doorway and watched her walk back toward the main building.
The Partners Reconnection Program. Couples counseling and intimacy exercises with his ex-fiancée. The woman who currently hated him and had every right to.
This was insane. This was the worst idea he'd ever had.
He was definitely going to do it.
The bedroom door opened.
Ava came out, freshly showered, wearing different clothes. She stopped when she saw him standing by the door.
"Who was that?"
"Dr. Vale. The director."
"What did she want?"
He hesitated. He should tell her about the Partners Reconnection Program. Should explain what Dr. Vale had suggested and let Ava decide for herself whether she wanted any part of it.
But he knew what she'd say. She'd say no. Absolutely not. Over her dead body. And that would be the end of it.
"She wanted to apologize for the cabin mix-up," he said.
"That's it?"
"That's it."
Ava looked at him. He could tell she didn't quite believe him—she'd always been good at reading him, at sensing when he was holding something back. But she didn't push.
"I'm going to the dining hall," she said. "I'll be back in an hour."
"Okay."
She grabbed her key card and left without another word.
Elias stood in the empty cabin and thought about what he was about to do.
He was going to lie to her. Again. Was going to manipulate her into a situation she hadn't agreed to, for reasons he couldn't explain.
It was for the mission. That's what he told himself. He needed access, information, cover. The Partners Reconnection Program would give him all of that.
But there was another reason too. A reason he didn't want to examine too closely.
He wanted to be near her.
He'd spent two years away from her. Two years of empty apartments and meaningless work and the constant, gnawing knowledge that he'd made the worst mistake of his life. And now she was here—angry and hurt and determined to keep him at arm's length—but she was here.
He wasn't ready to let her go again.
He went to the reception desk the next morning.
Jenny was there, same as before, her smile bright and helpful.
"Mr. Grant! How can I help you?"
"I'd like to sign up for the Partners Reconnection Program."
"Oh, wonderful! We've had such great feedback on that program. Let me just pull up the registration." She typed something into her computer. "Now, I'll need to confirm—you and Ms. Chen will be attending together?"
This was the moment. The moment where he committed to the lie.
"Yes," he said. "We're together."
Jenny beamed. "That's so great. I know things must be difficult right now, but I really think this program can help. Dr. Vale has worked wonders with couples in your situation."
"I'm sure she has."
"Let me just get you registered." More typing. "The first session is this afternoon at two o'clock. It's a welcome orientation—you'll meet the other couples, get an overview of the program, that sort of thing."
"Sounds good."
"And I'll update your cabin assignment in the system. Since you're in the program, you'll be listed as a couple rather than individual guests." She smiled at him. "Congratulations on taking this step. I know it's not easy."
No. It wasn't.
He walked out of the main building and stood in the morning sunlight, the registration confirmation in his hand.
He'd done it. He'd signed them up. Had told the staff that he and Ava were a couple, that they were here to work on their relationship, that they wanted to find their way back to each other.
Now he just had to tell Ava.
He looked toward Cabin 12. She was probably still inside, getting ready for her first day of work. Probably had no idea what he'd just done, the situation he'd just put her in.
She was going to kill him.
But maybe—just maybe—she'd also give him a chance to explain. A chance to tell her why he'd really left two years ago. A chance to make things right.
Or maybe she'd just kill him. That was the more likely outcome.
He started walking toward the cabin.
Time to find out.






  
  Chapter 3: We're WHAT?


AVA 
Ava was in the middle of her first staff meeting when her phone buzzed.
She ignored it. She was sitting in Dr. Vale's office with three other wellness coordinators, going over schedules and protocols and guest expectations. This was important. This was the reason she was here—to work, to rebuild, to prove to herself that she could still do the job she'd trained for.
Her phone buzzed again.
And again.
She glanced at the screen. Three messages from a number she didn't recognize.
We need to talk.
It's important.
Come back to the cabin.
She knew who it was. Even without the number saved in her phone—she'd deleted it two years ago, had made herself delete it—she knew.
Elias.
She turned the phone face-down and tried to focus on what Dr. Vale was saying. Something about guest confidentiality. Something about professional boundaries. Important things. Things she should be paying attention to.
Her phone buzzed again.
Please.
She excused herself from the meeting.
The walk back to Cabin 12 took five minutes.
Five minutes of her mind racing, trying to figure out what could possibly be so important that Elias needed to interrupt her first day of work. Five minutes of telling herself to stay calm, stay professional, not let him get under her skin.
It wasn't working.
She was angry. She'd been angry since the moment she'd seen him on the trail, and the anger hadn't faded overnight. If anything, it had grown—had settled into her bones, had become a low, constant hum beneath everything else she was feeling.
He'd left her. He'd walked away without explanation, without closure, without giving her any way to understand what had happened. And now he was here, in her space, texting her like they were friends, like he had any right to demand her attention.
She climbed the porch steps and pushed open the door.
Elias was standing in the middle of the living room. He looked tense—shoulders tight, jaw set, hands shoved in his pockets. When he saw her, something flickered across his face. Relief, maybe. Or apprehension.
"What?" she said. "What's so important?"
"Close the door."
"Why?"
"Because you're going to want to yell at me, and I'd rather the whole retreat didn't hear it."
That stopped her. She looked at him—at the wariness in his expression, the way he was bracing himself for impact—and felt a cold knot form in her stomach.
"What did you do?"
"Close the door first."
She closed it. Crossed her arms. Waited.
He took a breath. "I signed us up for something."
"Signed us up for what?"
"The Partners Reconnection Program."
The words didn't make sense. She heard them, but they didn't make sense.
"The what?"
"It's a program they run here. For couples. Couples who are—" He stopped. Started again. "It's counseling. Workshops. Exercises designed to help people work through relationship issues."
"I know what it is. I read about it in the welcome packet." She stared at him. "Why would you sign us up for that?"
"Because Dr. Vale suggested it. And because—"
"Because what?"
"Because I need a cover."
A cover.
The word landed like a stone in still water, sending ripples through everything she thought she understood about this situation.
"What are you talking about?" she asked.
Elias was quiet for a moment. She could see him calculating—what to tell her, how much to reveal. She'd seen that look before, back when they were together. Back when he'd come home from work and she'd ask about his day and he'd give her that careful, measured pause before answering.
She'd never pushed. Had told herself he was private, that he'd open up when he was ready. Had trusted him to tell her what she needed to know.
She wasn't going to make that mistake again.
"Tell me," she said. "Now. Or I walk out of here and go straight to Dr. Vale and tell her we're not a couple and I have no idea what you're doing."
"You can't do that."
"Watch me."
"Ava—" He ran a hand through his hair. "I'm not here as a guest. I'm here to investigate the retreat."
She blinked. "Investigate?"
"Financial irregularities. Suspicious transactions. There's evidence that someone is using Havenbrook for something illegal, and I'm here to find out what."
"You're—" She couldn't process it. "You're undercover?"
"Yes."
"You're a—what? A cop? FBI?"
"Private contractor. Federal liaison." He shook his head. "It doesn't matter what I am. What matters is that I have a job to do, and I need a cover to do it. The Partners Reconnection Program gives me access to parts of the retreat I haven't been able to get into. It gives me a reason to be in places and ask questions."
"And you need me to be your fake girlfriend to make it work."
"Yes."
She laughed. It came out sharp, brittle. "No."
"Ava—"
"No. Absolutely not." She stepped back from him, shaking her head. "I'm not going to pretend to be in a relationship with you. I'm not going to lie to these people. I'm not going to be part of whatever—whatever this is."
"It's not lying. Not exactly. We were together. We were engaged. We're just—"
"Pretending we still are? Pretending the last two years didn't happen?" She could hear her voice rising, could feel the anger building in her chest. "You walked out on me, Elias. You ended our relationship without a word of explanation. And now you want me to play your loving partner so you can—what? Solve a crime? Be the hero?"
"It's not about being a hero."
"Then what is it about?"
"It's about stopping people who are doing something wrong. People who are hurting others." His voice was steady, but she could see the tension in his body, the effort it was taking him to stay calm. "I know you're angry. You have every right to be angry. But this is bigger than us. This is bigger than what happened between us."
"Nothing is bigger than what happened between us. Not to me." The words came out before she could stop them, raw and honest and more revealing than she'd intended. She saw them land—saw something shift in his expression—and hated herself for saying them.
She turned away. Walked to the window. Looked out at the valley without seeing it.
"I can't do this," she said. "I came here to get away from my problems, not to get pulled into someone else's."
"I know. And I'm sorry. I'm sorry I'm asking this of you." She heard him move closer, stop a few feet behind her. "But I need your help, Ava. I can't do this without you."
"You've been doing fine without me for two years."
"No. I haven't."
She turned around. He was closer than she'd expected—close enough that she could see the lines around his eyes, the tension in his jaw. Close enough that she could smell him—that familiar scent of soap and skin that she'd never been able to forget.
"What does that mean?" she asked.
"It means—" He stopped. Shook his head. "It doesn't matter. What matters is that I need you to do this. I need you to pretend we're together, just for a few weeks. Just until I get what I need."
"And what do I get out of it?"
"I'll tell you everything. When it's over. I'll tell you why I left, what really happened, all of it." He met her eyes. "I'll give you the closure you deserve."
Closure. The word hung in the air between them.
She'd wanted that. For two years, she'd wanted to understand—to know why he'd walked away, what she'd done wrong, whether there was anything she could have done differently. She'd driven herself crazy trying to figure it out, replaying every conversation, every moment, looking for clues she might have missed.
He was offering her answers. All she had to do was pretend to love him for a few weeks.
It was insane. It was the worst idea she'd ever heard.
"Fine," she said.
He blinked. "Fine?"
"I'll do it. I'll be your fake girlfriend or whatever." She held up a hand before he could respond. "But I have conditions."
"Name them."
"First: you tell me everything. Not after—now. I want to know what you're investigating, who you suspect, what you're looking for. I'm not going to be part of this blind."
He hesitated. "Some of that information is classified."
"Then unclassify it. Or find someone else to be your cover."
He looked at her for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Okay. I'll tell you what I can."
"Everything you can. Not what's convenient."
"Okay."
"Second: we keep this professional. I'm not—" She struggled to find the words. "I'm not going to get confused about what this is. It's an act. A performance. When we're alone, we're not together. We're not friends. We're just two people who got stuck in a bad situation."
"Understood."
"Third: when it's over, you leave. You do your investigation, you get your evidence, and then you go. You don't—" Her voice wavered. She steadied it. "You don't stick around. You don't try to make this into something it isn't."
He was quiet for a moment. Something moved in his eyes—pain, maybe, or regret.
"If that's what you want," he said.
"It is."
"Then okay. Those are your conditions."
"Those are my conditions."
They stood there, looking at each other. The cabin was silent around them—no sound except their breathing and the faint rustle of wind in the trees outside.
"So," she said. "What happens now?"
"Now we go to the orientation. We meet the other couples. We start playing the part."
"When?"
"Two o'clock."
She checked her watch. It was almost noon. Two hours to get ready. Two hours to figure out how to pretend to be in love with the man who'd broken her heart.
"Fine," she said again. "I'll be ready."
She started toward the bedroom, then stopped. Turned back.
"Elias."
"Yeah?"
"If you screw me over on this—if you're lying to me, or using me, or if this is some kind of game—I will make your life miserable. I will go to Dr. Vale, and I will tell her everything, and I will watch you get dragged out of here in handcuffs."
"I understand."
"Do you?"
"Yes." His voice was







