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Wealthy Recluse

Chapter 1 – The Estate Nobody Enters

The email arrived at 2:13 in the morning.

Elena Marlowe almost ignored it.

At that hour, most of the messages flooding her inbox were automated payment reminders, desperate client revisions, or advertisements pretending to care about small business owners. She had fallen asleep on the couch in her tiny studio office with landscape sketches spread across her lap and woke to the cold glow of her laptop screen still illuminating the room.

Rain tapped softly against the windows of her downtown apartment while the city outside slept beneath silver mist.

She rubbed her tired eyes and clicked the unread message.

Subject: Private Landscape Commission Inquiry

No company logo.

No assistant.

No decorative branding.

Just a single name.

Vale Estates.

Elena frowned.

The name sounded familiar in the vague way billionaires often did—distant people attached to headlines she never paid much attention to.

The email itself was painfully concise.



Ms. Marlowe,

Your firm has been recommended for a private restoration project requiring complete discretion.

The property is located along the northern coast.

If interested, transportation arrangements can be made immediately.

Compensation is negotiable.

— Damian Vale



No details.

No design brief.

No estimated timeline.

Nothing.

Elena leaned back against the couch cushions and stared at the screen.

“Complete discretion” usually translated into nightmare clients with impossible demands.

Still...

Her gaze drifted toward the overdue invoices pinned beside her desk.

Her small landscape design company had survived three difficult years through stubbornness alone. Most of her projects lately involved boutique hotels, rooftop terraces, or wealthy homeowners wanting “minimalist eco-luxury aesthetics” they had copied from social media.

But large private estate commissions?

Those paid enough to keep businesses alive.

She opened another tab and searched the name.

Dozens of articles appeared instantly.

Tech Billionaire Damian Vale Disappears from Public Life

Vale Systems Founder Sells Majority Shares

The Phantom Billionaire of Blackwater Coast

Most articles were years old.

The photos showed a tall dark-haired man exiting buildings surrounded by cameras, expression cold and unreadable. In more recent images, he looked thinner. Harder. Like someone who had spent too much time alone.

Then the articles stopped entirely.

No interviews.

No appearances.

Nothing.

Almost like he had vanished.

Elena exhaled slowly.

Wealthy recluses were probably difficult clients.

But difficult clients still paid invoices.

She typed her reply before she could second-guess herself.



Two days later, a black luxury SUV collected her from the city before sunrise.

The driver introduced himself only as Harris.

He wore a dark tailored suit and maintained the polite but emotionally neutral demeanor of someone trained not to ask questions.

Elena sat in the backseat with her portfolio case balanced on her knees while the city disappeared behind them.

As the hours passed, roads narrowed into winding coastal highways lined with towering pines and cliffs that dropped sharply into crashing gray ocean below.

Beautiful.

Remote.

Lonely.

Rain clouds rolled low across the horizon, swallowing the morning light.

“You’ve worked for Mr. Vale long?” Elena finally asked.

Harris kept his eyes on the road.

“Several years.”

“And he always hires designers through mysterious midnight emails?”

A faint smile touched the driver’s mouth.

“Mr. Vale prefers privacy.”

“That sounds ominous.”

No response.

Elena looked back out the window.

The farther they traveled, the more isolated the landscape became. Small towns disappeared entirely until only forest and ocean remained.

Then the gates appeared.

Massive wrought-iron barriers rose from stone walls draped in ivy, elegant and imposing against the storm-dark coastline.

The SUV slowed.

Security cameras followed them silently.

The gates opened inward without a sound.

Elena felt an odd tension settle in her chest as they crossed onto the property.

The estate beyond was enormous.

Not flashy in the way wealthy mansions often were.

No gold fountains.

No absurd sculptures.

Instead, the property carried an old-world elegance that felt almost haunted beneath the heavy sky.

Long winding driveways curved through acres of overgrown gardens. Stone pathways vanished beneath weeds. Massive hedges had grown wild and uneven. Empty fountains stood stained by years of neglect.

And at the center of it all sat the mansion itself.

A sprawling glass-and-stone structure perched above the cliffs overlooking the ocean.

Beautiful.

Cold.

Silent.

Like something asleep.

Elena pressed closer to the window.

“This place is incredible.”

“It used to be,” Harris said quietly.

That answer lingered.

The SUV stopped beneath a covered entrance where rainwater spilled from dark slate roofs.

Before Elena could reach for her bag, another staff member appeared holding an umbrella over the door.

Everyone here moved quietly.

Efficiently.

Like loud voices were forbidden.

Inside, the mansion was even more striking.

Towering ceilings.

Walls of glass overlooking the stormy sea.

Polished dark wood floors.

Modern architecture softened by old European details.

And yet despite the luxury, the house felt empty.

Not physically empty.

Emotionally empty.

No music.

No warmth.

No evidence of life beyond immaculate maintenance.

Elena followed Harris through long corridors flooded with gray coastal light.

“Mr. Vale is in the west conservatory,” he said.

Conservatory.

Interesting.

At the end of the hallway stood enormous steel-framed glass doors.

Harris opened one silently.

The room beyond stole Elena’s breath.

It was massive.

A two-story indoor botanical conservatory with vaulted glass ceilings stretching high overhead. Rain slid down the panels above while tropical plants climbed stone walls and massive trees rose from polished black planters.

But even here, beauty wrestled with neglect.

Some plants flourished wildly.

Others had clearly been abandoned.

Dead vines curled around rusting iron supports.

Half the lighting fixtures were dark.

Nature fighting abandonment.

At the far end of the conservatory stood a man beside a reflecting pool.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Dressed entirely in black.

He turned slowly at the sound of the door.

The photographs online had not captured him properly.

Damian Vale carried the kind of presence that immediately altered a room without effort.

Not because he was loud.

Because he wasn’t.

Controlled stillness radiated from him with unnerving intensity.

His dark hair was slightly longer than in the articles Elena had seen, touched faintly with silver near the temples. Sharp features. Pale gray eyes.

Exhausted eyes.

The kind belonging to someone who hadn’t rested properly in years.

For one strange second, they simply looked at each other.

Then his gaze shifted toward the portfolio case in her hand.

“Ms. Marlowe.”

His voice was low and calm.

Elena stepped forward.

“Mr. Vale.”

No handshake.

No welcoming smile.

Nothing rude exactly.

Just distance.

He studied her with quiet precision, as though evaluating whether she belonged here.

“You made the trip quickly.”

“You said compensation was negotiable.”

One corner of his mouth almost moved.

Almost.

“I appreciate honesty.”

Elena glanced around the conservatory again.

“You have an extraordinary property.”

“I used to.”

The answer caught her attention immediately.

Not I do.

I used to.

Interesting.

Damian motioned toward the windows overlooking the estate grounds.

“I want the landscape restored.”

Elena walked closer to the glass.

The scale of the property became clearer from above.

Terraced gardens descended toward the cliffs. Ancient trees lined winding paths. Stone courtyards disappeared beneath moss and overgrowth.

It must once have been spectacular.

“What exactly are you looking for?” she asked.

“Life.”

The single word settled heavily between them.

Elena turned slowly toward him.

For the first time, something flickered beneath his controlled expression.

Not arrogance.

Not entitlement.

Something darker.

Loneliness.

He looked like a man standing inside ruins nobody else could see.

Professional instinct sharpened immediately.

Landscaping was never only about plants.

People built gardens around emotions. Around memories. Around identity.

And this estate...

This estate felt like grief.

Damian stepped beside her near the glass wall overlooking the ocean.

“The previous designers focused on aesthetics,” he said. “I’m not interested in aesthetics.”

“What are you interested in?”

For the first time, he looked directly at her.

Not through her.

At her.

“I want the property to feel alive again.”

Rain crashed harder against the glass overhead.

Elena should have felt intimidated standing beside one of the wealthiest men in the country inside a mansion hidden from the world.

Instead, curiosity stirred unexpectedly beneath her exhaustion.

Because beneath Damian Vale’s cold exterior, something felt deeply broken.

And for reasons she couldn’t yet explain...

She wanted to understand it.
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Chapter 2 – A Man Behind Glass
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The rain did not stop for three days.

Clouds smothered the coastline in endless gray while violent waves crashed against the cliffs below Vale Estate. Elena quickly realized the mansion existed in its own isolated world, untouched by ordinary life.

No nearby neighbors.

No city noise.

No casual visitors.

Only ocean, forest, and silence.

The silence unsettled her most.

Even wealthy homes usually carried traces of warmth—music drifting through hallways, laughter from kitchens, televisions murmuring somewhere in the distance.

Vale Estate had none of it.

Every corridor felt preserved instead of lived in.

Every room immaculate but emotionally untouched.

And Damian Vale moved through it all like a ghost.

Elena stood beneath the covered terrace outside her guest suite early the next morning, holding a cup of coffee while fog rolled over the cliffs below.

From here, the estate grounds stretched endlessly.

Or what remained of them.

She could see glimpses of former beauty hidden beneath neglect.

Stone walkways swallowed by ivy.

Rose gardens overtaken by weeds.

Dry fountains cracked by salt air.

Terraced hedges grown wild and uneven.

It wasn’t ordinary neglect.

That was the strange part.

Abandoned properties usually decayed chaotically.

This place felt different.

Intentional.

As though someone had watched it slowly die and allowed it to happen.

A quiet knock interrupted her thoughts.

Harris stood outside the suite door.

“Mr. Vale is ready for the consultation.”

Elena set down her coffee.

“Does he always wake before sunrise?”

“He rarely sleeps.”

The answer lingered uncomfortably.

She followed Harris downstairs through long glass corridors overlooking the cliffs. Rainwater streaked across the windows while distant thunder rolled over the sea.

The main study sat in the western wing of the estate.

Unlike the cold minimalism of the rest of the mansion, this room felt intensely personal.

Dark wood shelves climbed floor to ceiling.

Architectural sketches lay spread across massive tables.

Leather-bound books filled entire walls.

A fire burned low beneath a marble mantel despite the mild temperature.

And Damian stood near the windows staring out at the storm.

He wore a charcoal sweater instead of the sharp black suit from yesterday, though the softer clothing somehow made him appear even more guarded.

Like armor disguised as comfort.

He turned as Elena entered.

“Ms. Marlowe.”

“Mr. Vale.”

Again, no smile.

No attempt at friendliness.

Only controlled politeness sharpened by distance.

Damian gestured toward the large table at the center of the room where old estate blueprints had been laid open.

“You requested access to the original landscape plans.”

Elena approached slowly.

The drawings were stunning.

Detailed hand-rendered designs of sprawling botanical gardens, reflecting pools, private courtyards, cliffside terraces, and forest pathways woven carefully through the estate.

“This was extraordinary,” she murmured.

“It was.”

Elena glanced up.

Past tense again.

Always past tense.

She studied the plans more carefully.

The gardens had clearly been designed over decades rather than all at once. Different styles blended together—European structure softened by wild coastal elements.

Someone had deeply loved this place.

“Who designed the original grounds?” she asked.

Damian’s expression barely shifted.

“My wife.”

The answer landed softly but heavily.

Ah.

Everything inside Elena suddenly rearranged itself.

The isolation.

The grief embedded into the estate.

The intentional decay.

This wasn’t simply a recluse hiding from the world.

This was a man living inside a mausoleum.

“I’m sorry,” Elena said carefully.

Damian’s gaze returned to the windows.

“She died six years ago.”

No visible emotion accompanied the statement.

Which somehow made it worse.

Elena looked back down at the drawings.

Each page was filled with handwritten notes in elegant script. Flower choices. Seasonal bloom schedules. Lighting details. Small personal comments scribbled in the margins.

The plans didn’t feel professional.

They felt loved.

“You stopped maintaining the gardens after she died,” Elena said quietly.

Not really a question.

A long silence followed.

Finally:

“Yes.”

Rain hammered harder against the glass.

Elena straightened slightly.

“Why hire me now?”

Damian walked toward the fireplace slowly, hands clasped behind his back.

“For years people kept insisting time would help.”

His tone remained calm. Controlled.

“They were wrong.”

The firelight cast shadows across his sharp features.

“I thought isolation would make grief manageable. Instead it made everything...” He paused briefly. “Still.”

Elena watched him carefully.

There it was again.

That strange contradiction inside him.

He spoke with precision, like a man who controlled every emotion through sheer discipline. But beneath it, exhaustion pulsed quietly through every movement.

“When I saw your restoration
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