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Chapter 1 — The Funeral in Black Heels

	The town looked smaller than Ivy remembered.

	Not physically smaller. The streets were still narrow, the old bookstore still leaned sideways beside the bakery, and the sea still breathed against the cliffs in slow, restless waves. But everything felt reduced somehow—as if the years had folded the place inward while she was gone.

	Or maybe she had simply outgrown it.

	Rain clung to the windshield as her taxi crawled down Harbor Lane. Gray clouds pressed low over the coastline, turning the Atlantic into a sheet of hammered steel. Tourists loved Bellmere in summer. They came for sailboats and sunsets and little cafés with handwritten menus.

	In November, the town looked honest.

	Cold.

	Lonely.

	Half-dead.

	The taxi stopped in front of Saint Agnes Church.

	Ivy stared through the glass at the crowd gathered outside beneath black umbrellas.

	Her father’s funeral.

	For a moment, she didn’t move.

	The driver glanced back at her carefully, like he’d recognized her somewhere between the train station and the coast but wasn’t brave enough to ask. Bellmere was like that. People remembered your face long after they forgot your kindness.

	“You okay, miss?”

	No.

	“Yes,” she lied.

	Her voice sounded flat even to herself.

	She paid him, stepped out into the wind, and instantly regretted the heels.

	The black stilettos sank slightly into wet gravel as icy rain kissed her bare knees. She pulled her coat tighter around herself and looked toward the church doors.

	People turned.

	Of course they did.

	Ivy Vale had come home.

	The prodigal disaster daughter.

	The girl who left town at nineteen and never looked back.

	Except now she had.

	Because death was funny like that. It dragged people home whether they wanted to return or not.

	A few faces stood out immediately.

	Mrs. Delaney from the flower shop.

	Old Mr. Holloway with his permanent fishing cap.

	Three women who used to whisper about Ivy’s mother loud enough for everyone to hear.

	None of them approached her.

	Good.

	She wasn’t in the mood for pity disguised as politeness.

	At the top of the church steps stood her younger brother, Eli.

	Twenty years old now.

	God.

	The last time she’d seen him in person, he’d still looked like a kid. Skinny arms. Braces. Oversized hoodies.

	Now he looked exhausted.

	That hit harder than the funeral itself.

	His dark suit hung loose on his frame, and his hair was too long, curling damply against his forehead in the rain. But it was his face that hurt her chest.

	He looked exactly like their father.

	Same eyes.

	Same jaw.

	Same sadness they both pretended not to inherit.

	Eli spotted her and froze.

	For one terrible second, neither of them moved.

	Then he crossed the steps quickly and wrapped his arms around her so suddenly she almost lost balance in her heels.

	“I didn’t think you’d come,” he whispered.

	The words lodged somewhere beneath her ribs.

	She hugged him tighter.

	“Yeah,” she said softly. “I almost didn’t.”

	He laughed once through his nose, the sound breaking halfway.

	“You’re late.”

	“I know.”

	“He would’ve complained about that.”

	Something cold passed through her expression.

	“He complained about everything.”

	Eli pulled back slightly.

	There it was.

	The anger.

	Not loud. Not dramatic.

	Worse.

	Quiet anger survived longer.

	His eyes searched hers carefully. “You okay?”

	No.

	“I’m fine.”

	Another lie.

	Bellmere smelled like saltwater, wet wood, and memories she’d spent nine years trying to drown.

	Inside the church, organ music echoed against stone walls. Candles flickered beside stained glass windows painted in faded blues and reds. Ivy hated how beautiful it all looked.

	Her father would’ve loved this funeral.

	That thought nearly made her laugh.

	Richard Vale had loved appearances more than people.

	He loved polished shoes, expensive watches, and making his family sit perfectly still at dinner while he talked about respect like he invented the concept himself.

	But underneath the polished image lived a man who knew exactly how to make a child feel small.

	Ivy walked slowly toward the front pew beside Eli while whispers followed behind her.

	“She came alone.”

	“She lives in New York now, right?”

	“She looks different.”

	No.

	She looked exactly the same.

	Just harder around the edges.

	The casket stood beneath white lilies near the altar.

	Closed.

	Thank God.

	She couldn’t have handled seeing his face.

	Not because she’d miss him.

	Because she didn’t know if she would feel anything at all.

	The priest spoke gently about loss. About devotion. About family.

	Ivy stared at the polished wood of the coffin and felt rage simmer quietly under her skin.

	Devotion.

	That was rich.

	Her father had spent years turning love into obligation.

	Phone calls unanswered.

	Birthdays forgotten.

	Control disguised as protection.

	And still everyone in this town called him a good man because he donated money to church roofs and shook hands firmly.

	Funny how easily cruelty survived when dressed well.

	“Ivy.”

	She blinked.

	Eli was handing her a tissue.

	Only then did she realize tears sat on her cheeks.

	She wiped them away quickly.

	Not grief.

	Just pressure.

	Too many memories pressing against old wounds.

	The priest invited people forward to say final goodbyes.

	One by one, they approached the casket.

	Neighbors.

	Friends.

	Business partners.

	People who barely knew him pretending they did.

	When it was Ivy’s turn, her feet suddenly felt heavy.

	She stood before the coffin in complete silence.

	Everyone waited.

	Maybe expecting tears.

	Forgiveness.

	Some cinematic daughter-father reconciliation whispered toward the dead.

	Instead, Ivy looked down at the polished wood and thought:

	You don’t get to hurt us anymore.

	That was all.

	No prayer.

	No goodbye.

	Just relief tangled up with guilt so tightly she couldn’t separate them.

	She stepped away before anyone could read her face.

	Outside, the rain worsened.

	The burial took place on a cliffside cemetery overlooking the sea. Wind tore through black coats while umbrellas shook violently overhead.

	The ocean below crashed against jagged rocks like it was angry too.

	Ivy stood beside Eli as the casket lowered slowly into the ground.

	Thud.

	The sound echoed through her stomach.

	Eli’s shoulders trembled beside her.

	She reached for his hand immediately.

	He gripped hers hard.

	Too hard.

	Like he was holding himself together through bone alone.

	“I don’t know what to do now,” he admitted quietly.

	That broke something inside her more than the funeral ever could.

	Because she knew exactly what he meant.

	Their father had controlled every inch of their lives for so long that now the silence afterward felt terrifying.

	“You breathe first,” she told him softly.

	His eyes filled.

	“Then what?”

	Ivy looked toward the ocean.

	“I’ll figure it out.”

	Even as she said it, she knew it was impossible.

	She had no plan.

	No intention of staying.

	No desire to reopen the wounds Bellmere had given her.

	But Eli looked so unbearably lost that leaving suddenly felt cruel.

	After the burial came casseroles.

	Bellmere believed every tragedy could be softened with baked pasta and pie.

	People filled the Vale house by evening carrying food, flowers, and unbearable sympathy.

	Ivy endured two hours before escaping.

	The house felt suffocating.

	Every room carried echoes of old arguments.

	Her father yelling downstairs.

	Her mother crying behind locked doors years before she died.

	Ivy packing a suitcase at nineteen while Eli begged her not to leave.

	The walls remembered everything.

	She grabbed her coat and slipped out unnoticed.

	Night had fallen fully by then.

	Rain misted softly across empty streets as she walked downhill toward the harbor.

	Bellmere after dark always felt haunted.

	Streetlights glowed weakly through fog. Boats rocked gently in the marina. Somewhere in the distance, music drifted from a bar near the docks.

	Ivy stopped outside Saint Agnes again without realizing she had walked there.

	The church stood silent now.

	Dark except for one glowing candle near the entrance.

	She sat on the stone steps carefully, black heels abandoned beside her, rubbing her aching feet.

	For the first time all day, no one looked at her.

	No whispers.

	No condolences.

	Just cold air and crashing waves below the cliffs.

	“You look like you’re losing an argument with the universe.”

	The voice startled her.

	Deep.

	Calm.

	Male.

	Ivy looked up sharply.

	A man stood a few feet away beneath the church awning, cigarette unlit between his fingers.

	Tall.

	Dark coat.

	Dark hair slightly damp from rain.

	Probably early thirties.

	And unfairly handsome in a way that annoyed her instantly.

	Not polished handsome.

	Dangerously tired handsome.

	Like someone who slept badly and carried too many secrets well.

	He nodded toward the heels beside her.

	“Those things should be considered weapons.”

	Ivy narrowed her eyes slightly. “Are you always this annoying to strangers at funerals?”

	“One funeral, actually.”

	His voice carried the hint of a smile.

	She studied him carefully.

	Something about him felt familiar without explanation. Not his face. More like the energy around him.

	Controlled.

	Quiet.

	Lonely.

	He leaned against the stone pillar beside the entrance but didn’t come closer.

	Good.

	Most men mistook sadness for invitation.

	This one didn’t.

	“You knew my father?” she asked.

	“Everyone knew your father.”

	Not an answer.

	Interesting.

	“You have a name?” she asked.

	He looked toward the ocean instead of her.

	“Adrian.”

	Just Adrian.

	No last name.

	No unnecessary details.

	Ivy should’ve left then.

	Instead, she stayed seated on the cold church steps while rain whispered against rooftops around them.

	“You don’t seem sad enough,” Adrian said after a while.

	Most people would’ve sounded judgmental saying it.

	He sounded observant.

	Ivy laughed quietly without humor.

	“That obvious?”

	“Only to someone familiar with anger.”

	Her gaze lifted to him fully then.

	For the first time, he met her eyes directly.

	And something shifted.

	Not attraction exactly.

	Recognition.

	Like he understood ugly emotions too well to be afraid of them.

	“You shouldn’t speak ill of the dead,” she said lightly.

	“I didn’t.”

	“No,” she admitted. “I did.”

	Silence settled again.

	Comfortable somehow.

	That surprised her most.

	Ivy usually hated silence with strangers. It forced intimacy she didn’t trust.

	But sitting here beside this man while rain soaked the town felt strangely easy.

	Maybe because neither of them pretended grief made people kinder.

	“You ever lose someone and feel nothing at first?” she asked quietly before she could stop herself.

	Adrian’s expression changed almost invisibly.

	“Yes.”

	The single word carried enough weight to silence further questions.

	She pulled her coat tighter.

	“I think there’s something wrong with me.”

	“No,” he said immediately. “There isn’t.”

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“Don’t need to.”

	The wind moved through the church bells overhead softly.

	Ivy stared at him.

	“Then what do you know?”

	Adrian finally lit the cigarette, the flame briefly illuminating sharp cheekbones and tired eyes.

	He inhaled once before answering.

	“I know numbness isn’t the absence of feeling.” Smoke curled into cold air. “Usually it means there’s too much of it.”

	Something painful caught in her throat unexpectedly.

	She looked away fast.

	The ocean blurred slightly.

	Damn it.

	She wasn’t going to cry in front of a stranger.

	Especially not a beautiful stranger with eyes that noticed too much.

	“You always talk like a depressing novelist?” she muttered.

	His mouth twitched faintly.

	“Only in bad weather.”

	For the first time all day, Ivy smiled.

	Small.

	Brief.

	Real.

	And Adrian noticed.

	She could tell by the way he looked at her afterward—carefully, like the expression mattered more than it should.

	A church bell rang somewhere in the distance.

	Midnight.

	Ivy stood slowly, slipping her heels back on with a grimace.

	“I should go before my brother sends a search party.”

	Adrian nodded once.

	Neither moved immediately.

	Then:

	“Ivy.”

	The way he said her name startled her slightly.

	Not flirtatious.

	Not overly familiar.

	Just certain.

	“How do you know my name?”

	A pause.

	“This town remembers people.”

	That answer should not have disappointed her.

	But somehow it did.

	She stepped backward into the misty street.

	“Goodnight, Adrian.”

	“Goodnight.”

	She turned and walked toward the lights of Harbor Lane.

	Halfway down the hill, she glanced back.

	He was still standing outside the church beneath the dim light, cigarette glowing faintly in the dark like a dying star.

	Watching the ocean.

	Or maybe watching her leave.

	


Chapter 2 — Rules for Pretending

	Ivy woke to shouting downstairs.

	At first, she thought she’d dreamed it.

	Then came the sound of something slamming against wood hard enough to rattle the old bedroom door.

	Her eyes opened instantly.

	Gray morning light filtered through thin curtains, washing the room in cold colorless shadows. For one disoriented second, she forgot where she was.

	Then the smell hit her.

	Salt air.

	Dust.

	Old cedar furniture.

	Bellmere.

	Right.

	The funeral.

	Her father was dead.

	And apparently the house was already falling apart.

	Another voice rose from downstairs.

	Male.

	Angry.

	“I’m done waiting, Eli.”

	Ivy threw the blankets aside and crossed the room barefoot. She still wore yesterday’s oversized T-shirt, hair tangled from sleep. The old floorboards creaked beneath her feet as she opened the bedroom door quietly.

	The argument carried clearly from below.

	“You said the bank would hold off another month,” Eli snapped.

	“They did. Three times.”

	A pause.

	Then:

	“That isn’t my problem anymore.”

	Ivy moved faster after that.

	The staircase curved toward the foyer where a man in a charcoal suit stood near the front door holding a leather folder beneath one arm. Mid-forties. Balding slightly. Expensive watch.

	Banker.

	Or worse.

	Eli stood opposite him in wrinkled clothes and exhaustion, fists clenched tightly at his sides.

	Neither noticed Ivy immediately.

	“You can’t just show up here the morning after his funeral,” Eli said.

	“I’m not here for sympathy.” The man sighed impatiently. “I’m here because your father owed the bank nearly two million dollars.”

	Silence crashed through the hallway.

	Ivy stopped halfway down the stairs.

	Two million?

	Eli noticed her first.

	His face changed instantly.

	Not relief exactly.

	More like panic.

	“Ivy—”

	The suited man turned.

	Recognition flickered across his features.

	“Miss Vale.”

	“What the hell is he talking about?”

	Nobody answered quickly enough.

	That told her everything.

	A cold feeling spread slowly through her stomach.

	The banker adjusted his grip on the folder. “Your father borrowed extensively against the Vale Marina project over the last several years.”

	“The marina?” Ivy frowned. “That project failed years ago.”

	“Yes,” he replied dryly. “Which is part of the issue.”

	Eli looked sick.

	The banker continued anyway.

	“There are unpaid loans, outstanding contractor fees, and property liens attached to both the marina and this house.”

	Ivy stared at him.

	“No.”

	“I’m afraid so.”

	“No,” she repeated more sharply. “You’re telling me my father somehow lost two million dollars and nobody noticed?”

	The man gave her a look that practically screamed rich families always think they’re untouchable.

	“Your father was very skilled at appearances.”

	That sounded painfully accurate.

	Ivy looked toward Eli slowly.

	“You knew?”

	His silence answered first.

	Then quietly:

	“Not all of it.”

	Anger sparked immediately.

	“You let me walk into this funeral without telling me we were bankrupt?”

	“We’re not bankrupt yet.”

	“Eli—”

	“I was trying to handle it.”

	The words cracked halfway through.

	That stopped her.

	Because underneath the defensiveness was fear.

	Real fear.

	He looked twenty again suddenly instead of pretending adulthood fit him.

	The banker cleared his throat awkwardly. “I’ll give you both some time to discuss matters privately. But unless arrangements are made soon, the bank will begin seizing assets.”

	Assets.

	What a disgusting word for someone’s home.

	He handed Eli the folder before leaving.

	The front door shut.

	Silence.

	Then Ivy exploded.

	“What the hell were you thinking?”

	Eli flinched visibly.

	That only made her angrier.

	“You should’ve called me!”

	“I didn’t want you coming back because of money.”

	“Well congratulations,” she snapped. “Now I’m here because of disaster instead.”

	He looked away sharply.

	The guilt hit instantly.

	Damn it.

	She exhaled hard, rubbing her forehead.

	“Okay,” she said quieter. “Okay. Start talking.”

	Eli sat heavily at the dining room table while Ivy skimmed papers spread before her.

	Numbers.

	Debts.

	Threatening red notices.

	Legal terminology designed to suffocate people slowly.

	The more she read, the colder she became.

	Her father hadn’t just hidden debt.

	He’d buried them in it.

	“How bad?” she asked finally.

	Eli swallowed.

	“The marina failed four years ago.”

	“I know that part.”

	“He kept borrowing money afterward trying to fix it.”

	“Why?”

	“He thought he could save everything.”

	No.

	Ivy knew her father better than that.

	“He thought he could save his reputation,” she corrected.

	Eli didn’t argue.

	That silence spoke volumes.

	The Vale family name mattered obsessively in Bellmere. Their father had spent decades building the illusion of success. Rich family. Historic property. Respected businessman.

	Meanwhile the foundation beneath it all had been rotting quietly for years.

	“How long before they take the house?”

	“A month maybe.”

	Jesus.

	Ivy sank into a chair across from him.

	Rain tapped softly against windows while the old house groaned around them.

	“This isn’t even the worst part,” Eli admitted carefully.

	She looked up immediately.

	“What does that mean?”

	He hesitated too long.

	“I found documents in Dad’s office after he died.”

	Every instinct in her body sharpened.

	“What kind of documents?”

	“Contracts. Financial records.” Eli looked pale suddenly. “Things that don’t make sense.”

	“Eli.”

	He stood and disappeared upstairs before returning minutes later carrying a small cardboard box.

	Inside sat folders.

	Receipts.

	Photographs.

	A hard drive.

	Ivy picked up one document slowly.

	Her stomach dropped.

	“What is this?”

	“A payoff ledger.”

	She stared at him.

	Their father’s signature appeared repeatedly beside names she recognized instantly.

	Town officials.

	Inspectors.

	Construction managers.

	Bribes.

	Jesus Christ.

	Ivy flipped through more pages rapidly.

	Illegal land deals.

	Falsified permits.

	Offshore payments.

	Her pulse started pounding harder.

	“If this gets out…” Eli whispered.

	The sentence didn’t need finishing.

	The Vale family name wouldn’t survive it.

	Neither would whatever remained of their father’s reputation.

	And Bellmere loved scandal almost as much as it loved pretending morality mattered.

	Ivy shut the folder hard.

	“Who else knows?”

	“Nobody.”

	“Good.”

	Eli stared at her.

	“That’s your response?”

	“What do you want me to say?” she snapped. “That Dad was secretly a criminal? Because apparently yes.”

	“He was trying to save us.”

	“No,” Ivy said sharply. “He was trying to save himself.”

	The room fell silent again.

	The truth hurt because both of them knew it.

	Their father loved control more than honesty.

	Always had.

	Ivy stood abruptly and walked toward the kitchen window.

	Outside, the ocean churned beneath gray skies.

	Bellmere looked beautiful from far away.

	Up close, it ate people alive.

	“What are we going to do?” Eli asked quietly.

	She didn’t answer immediately.

	Because she genuinely had no idea.

	Her savings weren’t enough to cover millions in debt. Selling the house wouldn’t even fix half of it. And exposing the truth publicly would destroy Eli along with the man already buried in the ground.

	Trapped.

	They were trapped.

	A knock sounded at the front door.

	Both froze.

	Another knock followed.

	Ivy moved first.

	She opened the door expecting another banker.

	Instead, Adrian stood on the porch beneath the cloudy afternoon sky.

	Dark coat.

	Hands in pockets.

	Completely unreadable expression.

	For one irrational second, relief flickered through her chest.

	Which was ridiculous.

	She barely knew him.

	“Hi,” he said.

	“Hi.”

	Rain misted softly behind him.

	Neither spoke immediately.

	Then his eyes shifted past her toward the tense silence inside the house.

	“Bad time?”

	“You could say that.”

	Adrian studied her face carefully.

	“You look angry.”

	“I am angry.”

	“Good,” he replied calmly. “Means you’re still awake.”

	Her mouth almost twitched despite herself.

	Annoying man.

	“What are you doing here?”

	“I came to see your brother.”

	That surprised her.

	“Why?”

	Before he answered, Eli appeared behind her.

	And immediately looked uncomfortable.

	Interesting.

	Adrian noticed too.

	“I can come back later,” he offered.

	“No,” Eli said quickly. “It’s fine.”

	Something passed silently between them.

	Ivy caught it instantly.

	Secrets.

	Wonderful. Exactly what today needed.

	She stepped aside reluctantly.

	Adrian entered the house with the kind of quiet confidence wealthy men carried naturally. Not flashy. Worse.

	Effortless.

	His gaze swept briefly across the scattered paperwork on the dining table.

	Understanding dawned almost immediately.

	“The bank came.”

	Not a question.

	Eli nodded once.

	Adrian looked toward Ivy.

	“That explains the murder in your eyes.”

	She crossed her arms.

	“You enjoying how cryptic you are?”

	“A little.”

	God, he was frustrating.

	Eli rubbed his face tiredly. “I called him yesterday.”

	Ivy blinked.

	“You what?”

	“He owns the Blackwater Hotel.”

	That name she recognized instantly.

	Everyone did.

	The Blackwater sat on the cliffs overlooking Bellmere Harbor like something carved out of old money and storms. Luxury suites. Famous guests. Impossible reservations during summer.

	It practically owned half the coastline.

	And Adrian owned it?

	That explained the coat.

	And the watch.

	And the dangerously calm confidence.

	“You’re Adrian Cross,” she realized slowly.

	He inclined his head slightly.

	“I prefer Adrian.”

	Of course he did.

	Ivy looked between them.

	“Why exactly did my brother call a millionaire?”

	“Former millionaire,” Adrian corrected lightly.

	“That’s not comforting.”

	Eli stood awkwardly. “Adrian was helping Dad negotiate investors for the marina last year.”

	Ivy laughed once without humor.

	“Well that clearly went well.”

	Adrian didn’t react.

	Interesting again.

	Most men hated sharp women. This one looked almost accustomed to them.

	“I’m assuming the negotiations failed,” she said.

	“They did.”

	“Why?”

	A pause.

	Then Adrian answered carefully.

	“Your father was difficult to trust.”

	That was diplomatic enough to be dangerous.

	Ivy stared at him.

	“You knew?”

	“Knew what?”

	“That he was hiding things.”

	Adrian’s silence stretched half a second too long.

	Oh.

	Oh, he definitely knew something.

	Her eyes narrowed immediately.

	“How involved were you with my father’s business?”

	“Not involved enough to save it.”

	Not an answer again.

	This man deserved to be strangled professionally.

	Eli interrupted before she could push harder.

	“We need help.”

	The words sounded humiliating coming from him.

	Adrian’s expression softened almost invisibly.

	“With what specifically?”

	“The debt,” Eli admitted. “And…” He glanced nervously toward the box of documents.

	Adrian followed the look.

	Then slowly:

	“What else did Richard leave behind?”

	Ivy hated how quickly he understood there was more.

	She moved toward the table before Eli could answer.

	“That’s private.”

	Adrian met her gaze evenly.

	“I’m not your enemy, Ivy.”

	“You’re not my anything.”

	Something unreadable flickered across his face at that.

	Gone instantly.

	Fair enough.

	He looked toward Eli again. “How much do you owe immediately?”

	“Three hundred thousand within thirty days.”

	Even saying it aloud made the room feel smaller.

	Adrian leaned back slightly against the counter, thoughtful.

	Rain hammered harder outside.

	Finally he spoke.

	“There may be a way to stabilize things temporarily.”

	Ivy crossed her arms tighter. “And what’s the catch?”

	“There’s always a catch.”

	“At least you’re honest.”

	His eyes shifted to hers again.

	“Usually.”

	The word landed strangely between them.

	Eli looked desperate now. “What kind of way?”

	Adrian hesitated briefly.

	Then:

	“The Blackwater is expanding operations this winter. Events, renovations, investor relations.” His gaze returned to Ivy. “I need someone capable of handling public communications.”

	She blinked once.

	“You’re offering me a job?”

	“I’m offering you leverage.”

	“What’s the difference?”

	“With leverage, you keep your house.”

	Silence.

	Ivy stared at him carefully.

	“You don’t even know me.”

	“I know enough.”

	That annoyed her more than it should have.

	“And why exactly would I work for you?”

	“Because Bellmere already smells blood in the water,” Adrian replied calmly. “Your father’s death won’t stop rumors. But if people see the Vale family connected publicly with Blackwater business, they’ll assume stability instead of collapse.”

	The realization hit slowly.

	Not just a job.

	Protection.

	Image control.

	Pretending.

	Adrian continued quietly.

	“You need time before the town realizes how bad things are.”

	God.

	He was right.

	She hated that.

	Eli looked between them hopefully. “Ivy…”

	She ignored him, eyes locked on Adrian.

	“What do you get out of this?”

	A faint shadow crossed his expression.

	“Let’s call it professional interest.”

	“Cryptic again.”

	“You’ll survive.”

	Ivy studied him carefully.

	The funeral stranger suddenly made more sense now.

	Adrian Cross.

	Hotel owner.

	Wealthy.

	Controlled.

	A man who understood silence because he clearly lived inside it.

	Dangerous combination.

	“What exactly would this job involve?” she asked cautiously.

	“Meetings. Public events. Investor dinners.” A pause. “And occasionally pretending things are simpler than they are.”

	Their eyes held.

	Something electric moved quietly beneath the surface of the conversation.

	Recognition again.

	Two people already exhausted by life before truly knowing each other.

	Ivy looked away first.

	“I don’t trust you.”

	Adrian nodded once like he expected nothing else.

	“Smart.”

	“And if I say no?”

	“Then Bellmere eats your family alive by Christmas.”

	Brutal.

	Honest.

	Again, she hated that he was right.

	Eli spoke softly beside her.

	“We don’t have another option.”

	That was the worst part.

	He was right too.

	Ivy looked around the old dining room.

	Peeling paint.

	Unpaid bills.

	Ghosts sitting in every corner.

	Her father had left them ruins wrapped in expensive wallpaper.

	And now a stranger stood in their kitchen offering survival dressed as employment.

	Finally, she exhaled slowly.

	“What are the rules?”

	Adrian’s gaze rested on her a moment too long.

	Then:

	“Rule one,” he said quietly. “Never lie to me unless you can do it convincingly.”

	A small chill ran unexpectedly down her spine.

	Outside, thunder rolled over the sea.

	


Chapter 3 — A House Full of Ghosts

	The Blackwater Estate looked less like a home and more like the kind of place people disappeared inside.

	Ivy realized that the second Adrian’s car turned through the iron gates.

	The driveway curved along the cliffs overlooking the Atlantic, lined with towering cypress trees that swayed violently in the ocean wind. Rain had stopped an hour earlier, but the world still looked soaked in silver.

	Ahead, the estate emerged slowly through fog.

	Dark stone.

	Massive windows.

	Sharp architecture softened by age and salt air.

	The mansion sat high above the sea like it had been built specifically to survive storms.

	Or hide from them.

	Ivy stared through the passenger window quietly.

	“You live here alone?” she asked.

	Adrian kept one hand loosely on the steering wheel. “Most of the time.”

	Most.

	Interesting word choice.

	The headlights swept across wet gravel as they approached the front steps.

	“I thought hotel owners lived in penthouses and wore turtlenecks,” she muttered.

	A faint smile touched his mouth.

	“I’m deeply sorry to disappoint you.”

	“You already started.”

	That earned her an actual laugh this time.

	Low.

	Brief.

	Distractingly warm.

	God, that sound felt dangerous.

	Ivy looked away toward the cliffs immediately.

	Three days.

	That was the agreement.

	Three days at the estate while she reviewed Blackwater business operations and prepared for the upcoming investor event Adrian insisted was “important for public confidence.”

	Translation:

	Pretend the Vale family wasn’t collapsing.

	Pretend Ivy hadn’t returned to Bellmere carrying enough anger to drown the coastline.

	Pretend Adrian Cross wasn’t watching her like he already knew the parts she hid from everyone else.

	She was beginning to hate how easily he unsettled her.

	The car stopped beneath the stone archway.

	A woman in her sixties opened the front door before they even reached it.

	Elegant posture.

	Silver-streaked hair pinned neatly back.

	Warm brown eyes sharp enough to miss absolutely nothing.

	“Mr. Cross,” she greeted.

	Then her gaze moved instantly to Ivy.

	Ah.

	Assessment.

	Women like her always assessed first.

	“This is Ivy Vale,” Adrian said. “Ivy, this is Margaret.”

	“Housekeeper,” Margaret clarified gently. “Cook. Occasional therapist.”

	“Unpaid therapist,” Adrian added.

	Margaret ignored him beautifully.

	“I made tea,” she told Ivy. “You look freezing.”

	“I think the entire town is freezing.”

	“You’ll fit in fine then.”

	Ivy liked her immediately.

	That felt suspicious.

	Inside, the mansion was warmer than expected.

	Not physically.

	Emotionally.

	The outside looked severe and untouchable, but the interior carried traces of actual life.

	Books stacked carelessly beside fireplaces.

	Records scattered near an old piano.

	Half-burned candles.

	Blankets draped over leather furniture.

	The place felt lived in.

	Lonely, maybe.

	But lived in.

	Still, something lingered beneath the warmth.

	A heaviness.

	Like the house remembered things it couldn’t forget.

	“You can leave your bags there,” Adrian said.

	Ivy glanced around the enormous foyer.

	“Just out of curiosity, how many horror movies start exactly like this?”

	“Most of the good ones.”

	Margaret hid a smile while taking Ivy’s coat.

	“You
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