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Chapter One

The Listing
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By the third showing, Noah Bennett knew Hawthorne Point was going to ruin him.

Not financially, because he was already close enough to ruined that one bad listing could hardly claim full credit. Not professionally, because his career had been balancing on a wobbly leg since the day he’d left a larger brokerage and tried to prove he could make a name for himself without smiling through other people’s scraps.

No, Hawthorne Point was going to ruin him personally.

It had too much history.

Too much land.

Too many ghosts.

And absolutely no interest in being sold.

“Is that mold?” the wife asked.

Noah turned from the wall of windows overlooking the lake and found her pointing toward a dark stain along one of the exposed beams in the old main lodge.

Her husband took one step back as if the stain had hissed at him.

Noah smiled, because smiling was ninety percent of real estate and the other ten percent was pretending your feet didn’t hurt.

“That’s water staining from an old roof leak,” he said. “The roof was repaired three years ago. We have documentation on that.”

The husband looked at the ceiling again. “So it was mold.”

“It was water intrusion.”

“That means mold.”

“It means the property will need proper inspections.”

The wife crossed her arms and looked around the lodge with the disappointed expression of someone who had expected rustic charm and discovered actual rust.

“This place looked better online.”

Everything looked better online.

People.

Houses.

Lives.

Noah had built half his career on angles, lighting, and the mercy of golden hour.

He glanced around Hawthorne Lodge, trying to see it the way a buyer might. The bones were beautiful. Stone fireplace tall enough to roast an ox. Original timber beams. Floor-to-ceiling windows facing the lake. Wide-plank floors worn smooth by almost a century of weddings, dances, reunions, summer vacations, and probably more bad decisions than the county records could hold.

But beauty only carried a property so far.

The lodge smelled faintly of dust and lake water. The west deck sagged. Half the cabins needed new plumbing. The marina docks had been patched so many times they looked less built than negotiated. The old inn on the hill needed a full electrical update. And the asking price was ambitious in the same way jumping off a cliff and expecting to fly was ambitious.

The husband gave the room another slow scan.

“So what exactly are they selling?”

Noah kept the smile in place.

“Three hundred and twelve acres of lakefront and wooded land, the historic main lodge, eighteen rental cabins, a private marina, three service buildings, two guest houses, the old event hall, and approximately half a mile of shoreline.”

The wife looked at him.

“And all of it needs work?”

Noah’s smile twitched.

“All of it has potential.”

That was when the husband laughed.

Not cruelly, exactly.

Worse.

Honestly.

Noah felt the sound hit somewhere low in his ribs.

The couple walked ahead into the dining room, whispering to each other in the careful, obvious way buyers did when they thought agents couldn’t hear.

“They want how much?”

“No.”

“Absolutely not.”

“He said historic. That means expensive.”

Noah stayed behind for half a second and looked out at the lake.

The water was flawless today, bright under the June sun, stretching blue and silver between the tree-covered hills. From this angle, Hawthorne Point still looked like the kind of place people drove hours to reach. The kind of place that could change a life. The kind of place that remembered every family who had ever loved it.

His grandfather had loved it.

That was the problem.

Noah could still hear him sometimes. Not in a ghost way. Noah wasn’t dramatic enough for ghosts, no matter what his brother claimed. But in memory, yes. In the scrape of old wood. In the smell of pine needles baking in the heat. In the slap of water against dock posts.

Bennett hands built half this place, Grandpa used to say. Don’t let anyone tell you different.

Noah’s phone buzzed in his pocket.

He ignored it.

The wife stepped back into the room. “We’re going to pass.”

Noah nodded as if this were brand-new information.

“Of course. I completely understand. It’s a very specific property.”

“That’s one word for it,” the husband muttered.

His wife nudged him.

Noah pretended not to hear.

He walked them through the lodge, down the wide front steps, and out into the circular drive where their white SUV waited beneath a maple tree. The gravel crunched under their shoes. Somewhere down by the water, a gull screamed like it had also seen the inspection report.

The husband shook Noah’s hand with the limp grip of a man who had already mentally deleted the property from his life.

“Good luck with it,” he said.

People only said good luck when they meant you poor bastard.

“Thank you,” Noah said. “Have a safe drive back.”

He stood there while they climbed into the SUV, shut the doors, and pulled away without looking back.

The second their taillights disappeared around the bend, Noah dropped the smile.

“Great,” he said to the empty drive. “Wonderful. Fantastic showing.”

His phone buzzed again.

Then again.

Then rang.

Noah pulled it out and saw his broker’s name.

Marlene.

He considered letting it go to voicemail, but Marlene had the persistence of a raccoon in a restaurant dumpster. Ignoring her only made her louder.

He answered.

“Before you ask,” Noah said, “they loved the concept of leaving.”

Marlene sighed. “That bad?”

“They asked if the water stain was mold.”

“Was it?”

“Marlene.”

“I’m just asking what they asked.”

“They passed.”

“Of course they passed. Everyone passes. That’s why the sellers are panicking.”

Noah leaned against one of the porch columns and looked up at the old lodge. Its stone chimney rose against the sky, stubborn and proud despite everything trying to drag it down.

“They need to lower the price.”

“They need a miracle.”

“A price reduction would be more realistic.”

“Funny you should say miracle,” Marlene said.

Noah straightened.

He knew that tone.

Marlene only used that tone when something was either very good or about to become his problem.

“What happened?”

“I got a call.”

“From?”

“Ethan Cross’s office.”

Noah blinked.

For a second, the lake went very quiet.

Even the gull shut up.

“Ethan Cross,” he repeated.

“The developer.”

“I know who Ethan Cross is.”

Everyone knew who Ethan Cross was, at least in their world. Cross Development had turned dead downtown blocks into luxury lofts, old factories into restaurants, warehouses into boutique hotels, and struggling lakefront parcels into things with gates, fountains, and HOA fees that made normal people sweat.

Noah had never met him.

He had seen photos.

Black suits. Sharp jaw. Private planes. Magazine profiles written by people who used words like visionary when they meant rich.

“What does he want?” Noah asked.

“A private tour.”

Noah looked back at Hawthorne Point.

The sagging deck.

The cracked walkway.

The cabins tucked into the trees like secrets.

His stomach tightened.

“When?”

“Tomorrow morning.”

“That fast?”

“Apparently Mr. Cross doesn’t wait.”

Of course he didn’t.

Men like Ethan Cross didn’t wait. They arrived. They acquired. They changed skylines and ruined tax assessments and made local people say things like it’s good for the economy while quietly wondering where their children were supposed to live.

Noah rubbed his forehead.

“Marlene, if he buys this place, he’ll tear it down.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I absolutely know that.”

“You know what else I know?” she asked. “The sellers are two months from default, the maintenance account is empty, and if this property doesn’t get a serious offer soon, it’s going to auction.”

Noah closed his eyes.

That was the part that kept him awake.

Auction meant vultures.

Auction meant pieces.

Auction meant Hawthorne Point carved apart by whoever had the deepest pockets and the least attachment.

“Maybe Cross is the best option,” Marlene said more gently.

Noah opened his eyes.

Across the lawn, the old event hall sat in the sun, white paint peeling from its columns. His grandparents had danced there once. Before Noah was born. Before his father left. Before his mother started measuring life by what bill could wait until Friday.

Before the Bennett name became something people remembered only when they needed old stories confirmed.

“I’ll show it,” Noah said.

“I already told them you would.”

“Nice of you to ask.”

“I knew you’d say yes.”

“You hoped I’d say yes.”

“No, honey. I knew. You need the commission.”

Noah laughed once, without humor.

“Subtle.”

“Accurate.”

He couldn’t argue.

His rent was late. His car needed tires. His mother’s porch steps had started leaning in a way that suggested they were considering death. His last three closings had been modest, which was a polite real estate word for small enough that the check disappeared before the ink dried.

Hawthorne Point was the kind of sale that could change everything.

It was also the kind of sale that could make him hate himself.

“What time tomorrow?” he asked.

“Nine.”

“I’ll be here.”

“And Noah?”

“What?”

“Wear the blue jacket.”

He looked down at his white button-up, sleeves rolled to his elbows, dust on one cuff from where he’d tested a cabin window that had refused to open.

“Why?”

“Because you look expensive in the blue jacket.”

“I am not expensive.”

“That is why we must create the illusion.”

He huffed.

“Goodbye, Marlene.”

“Comb your hair.”

He hung up before she could continue insulting him with useful advice.

For a while, Noah stood alone in the circular drive with the phone in his hand.

A breeze moved through the trees. Somewhere beneath it came the faint knocking sound of a loose shutter on one of the cabins. The whole property seemed to breathe around him, old and tired and waiting.

He should have been thrilled.

A buyer like Ethan Cross could solve everything.

The sellers would be saved from foreclosure. Marlene would stop stress-eating peppermints at the front desk. Noah might actually be able to pay down his credit card instead of simply moving the balance around like a shell game.

But all he could picture was the lodge gone.

The cabins gone.

The marina replaced by private slips for people who used lake houses twice a year and complained about spiderwebs.

He walked back inside and locked the front doors.

The lodge settled behind him with a long wooden creak.

“I know,” he said softly.

Then he froze, because talking to houses was not a professional habit.

He locked the deadbolt and stepped back.

His phone buzzed again.

This time it was a text from his mother.

Mom: Did the showing go well?

Noah stared at the message.

Then typed:

Noah: Define well.

Her reply came almost immediately.

Mom: Oh honey.

Noah smiled despite himself.

A second message appeared.

Mom: Come by for dinner. I made too much spaghetti.

She always made too much spaghetti when she knew he was stressed.

Noah: I have paperwork.

Mom: Spaghetti is paperwork for the soul.

Noah: That means nothing.

Mom: It means come eat.

He looked around the empty drive again.

Then back at the lodge.

Tomorrow Ethan Cross would walk through this place.

Tomorrow everything could begin ending.

Noah pocketed his phone, climbed into his aging black sedan, and started the engine. It complained before turning over, because apparently even his car had opinions about his life.

As he drove down the long gravel road, Hawthorne Point disappeared behind him piece by piece.

First the lodge.

Then the event hall.

Then the shining strip of lake.

By the time he reached the main road, only the sign remained visible in the rearview mirror.

HAWTHORNE POINT
EST. 1938
The painted letters were faded.

The post leaned.

A smaller sign hung beneath it, bright and new and almost cruel.

JUST LISTED

Noah looked at it until the curve of the road took it away.

“Please don’t be a monster,” he said to the man he hadn’t met yet.

Then he drove home to eat his mother’s spaghetti and pretend that tomorrow was just another showing.
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Chapter Two

The Developer
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Noah wore the blue jacket.

He hated that Marlene had been right about it.

The jacket did make him look expensive, or at least expensive-adjacent, which was the closest Noah Bennett had ever managed without borrowing something. It was navy, slim-cut, and slightly too warm for a June morning at the lake, but it made his shoulders look better and hid the tiny coffee stain on the left side of his white shirt.

Professional.

Polished.

Like he had not spent ten minutes in his car practicing how to say, Good morning, Mr. Cross, without sounding either too eager or openly hostile.

He arrived at Hawthorne Point at eight fifteen.

Too early.

But the idea of Ethan Cross beating him there made his skin crawl.

The gravel drive curved through dense trees, shaded and damp from last night’s humidity. Morning sunlight spilled through the leaves in broken gold patches, flickering across his windshield as he drove deeper into the property. The main lodge appeared slowly, first the chimney, then the steep roofline, then the wide front porch stretching across the stone facade like open arms.

Noah parked near the entrance and sat for a moment with both hands on the steering wheel.

The property looked better in the morning.

Kinder.

The lake beyond the lodge shimmered pale blue, still touched with mist. The cabins rested quietly among the trees. Even the old marina, with its uneven docks and leaning posts, seemed less like a liability and more like a promise nobody had kept.

Noah exhaled.

“Today,” he told himself, “you are charming, neutral, and emotionally unavailable.”

A squirrel ran across the drive with something in its mouth.

“Exactly,” Noah said. “Like that.”

He got out of the car, checked his reflection in the window, and immediately regretted it. His hair had already decided humidity was an artistic collaborator. He smoothed it back with both hands, gave up, grabbed his leather folder from the passenger seat, and walked toward the lodge.

He unlocked the front doors, turned on lights, opened curtains, and did the small rituals agents performed before a showing: hide the flaws, flatter the strengths, create the illusion that a property had been waiting calmly for its next chapter instead of falling apart in slow motion.

He opened the windows in the great room.

The scent of cedar, dust, and lake air moved through the space.

Better.

He straightened a stack of brochures on the entry table. The top one showed Hawthorne Point from the air, photographed during peak autumn color. It looked magnificent in print. Red and gold trees. Blue water. Stone lodge. Cabins tucked into the hillside. A dream property.

A very expensive dream with plumbing issues.

At eight fifty-three, Noah walked onto the porch.

The drive was empty.

At eight fifty-seven, he checked his phone.

No messages.

At eight fifty-nine, he told himself not to be ridiculous.

At exactly nine, he heard the engine.

Not loud.

Smooth.

Controlled.

The kind of engine that did not struggle uphill or rattle over gravel.

A black SUV appeared around the bend, polished enough to reflect the trees. It moved slowly up the drive and stopped near the lodge. The driver’s door opened first, and a man in a dark suit stepped out.

Not Ethan.

Security, maybe. Assistant, maybe. The man glanced around, expression unreadable, then opened the rear passenger door.

Ethan Cross stepped out.

And Noah forgot, very briefly, how professional neutrality worked.

The photos had not lied, exactly. They had simply failed.

In photos, Ethan Cross looked handsome in the sharp, untouchable way wealthy men often did. Good haircut. Strong jaw. Expensive suit. Controlled smile.

In person, he was something else.

Taller than Noah expected. Broad without being bulky. Dark hair brushed back from a face that looked carved more than born. His suit fit like it had been made on him, which it probably had. Charcoal. White shirt. No tie. Watch at his wrist that could probably pay Noah’s rent for six months.

But it wasn’t the suit or the money or the absurd symmetry of his face that caught Noah off guard.

It was the way Ethan looked at the lodge.

He didn’t scan it like a developer measuring profit.

He stopped.

Actually stopped.

His gaze traveled up the porch columns, the stonework, the weathered beams beneath the roofline. Something shifted across his face too quickly for Noah to name.

Recognition, maybe.

Or grief.

Then Ethan turned his head and saw Noah.

The entire morning narrowed.

Noah had shaken hands with hundreds of buyers, sellers, inspectors, lenders, contractors, appraisers, and people who believed watching three renovation shows qualified them to argue about foundation repair.

He knew how to make eye contact.

He knew how to smile.

He knew how to be pleasant without being personal.

But Ethan Cross looked at him like the moment had weight.

Like Noah was not simply the agent holding the keys.

Like he had walked into a room Ethan had been trying to find.

Noah’s fingers tightened around the folder.

The man from the driver’s seat stepped forward first. “Mr. Bennett?”

Noah blinked himself back into his body.

“Yes.” He descended the porch steps. “Noah Bennett.”

“Caleb Shaw,” the man said. “Mr. Cross’s chief of staff.”

Chief of staff.

Of course.

Noah shook his hand.

Then Ethan came closer.

“Mr. Bennett,” Ethan said.

His voice was lower than Noah expected.

Calm. Warm around the edges. Dangerous mostly because of that warmth.

“Mr. Cross.” Noah extended his hand. “Welcome to Hawthorne Point.”

Ethan took it.

His palm was warm.

His grip firm but not performative.

Noah had the insane thought that Ethan Cross knew exactly how much pressure to apply to everything.

“Thank you for meeting on short notice,” Ethan said.

“No problem. I live close.”

“How close?”

The question was simple.

Noah still felt it land somewhere personal.

“About twenty minutes.”

Ethan released his hand.

“That must be convenient.”

“It is when the property behaves.”

Ethan’s mouth moved, almost a smile.

“Does it often misbehave?”

Noah glanced back at the lodge.

“Constantly.”

This time Ethan did smile.

Not much.

Just enough to change his entire face and make Noah deeply, personally annoyed that billionaires got cheekbones and charm.

Caleb cleared his throat. “We’re on a limited schedule.”

Ethan did not look away from Noah immediately.

Then he nodded. “Of course.”

Noah gestured toward the lodge. “We’ll start with the main building, then walk down to the event hall, cabins, and marina. After that, I can drive you up to the north ridge and service structures if you’d like to see the full acreage.”

“I would.”

Most buyers said that until they realized three hundred acres meant actually seeing three hundred acres.

Noah led them up the steps.

“The lodge was built in 1938,” he began, slipping into his professional voice. “Local stone, original timber, major roof repair completed three years ago. The main level includes the great room, dining hall, commercial kitchen, offices, and lake-facing deck. Upper level has eight guest suites that were used historically for wedding parties and private events.”

Ethan entered behind him and stopped again.

Noah noticed.

Of course he noticed.

It was difficult not to notice a man like Ethan Cross standing in a shaft of morning light beneath old cedar beams, looking less like he wanted to buy the place and more like he was trying not to touch something sacred.

Caleb walked straight to the brochures.

Ethan looked up.

“These beams are original?”

“Yes.”

“White oak?”

Noah paused.

Most buyers did not ask that.

“I believe so.”

“They came from the property?”

Noah looked at him.

“That’s the local story.”

“What else does the local story say?”

Noah should have kept moving.

He should have said something polished about documentation and historical records.

Instead, because he was apparently determined to be less professional before nine fifteen in the morning, he said, “That Bennett hands built half this place, and nobody should let anyone tell them different.”

Ethan turned toward him.

“Bennett.”

Noah nodded once. “My grandfather worked on the original construction. So did his brothers.”

A silence settled between them.

Not awkward.

Not comfortable either.

Ethan’s gaze moved over Noah’s face with an attention that felt far too thorough for a property tour.

“That must make this listing complicated for you,” he said.

Noah smiled.

There it was.

The opening.

The invitation to admit attachment.

He shut it down.

“It makes me very knowledgeable.”

Ethan’s smile returned, smaller this time.

“Good answer.”

“It was the only one my broker approved.”

That surprised a quiet laugh out of him.

Noah immediately hated how much he liked the sound.

Caleb looked up from the brochure as if laughter had not been on the approved schedule.

Noah turned quickly. “The fireplace is original limestone. It was reinforced in the late nineties. The floors have been refinished multiple times, though they’ll need work again depending on the buyer’s intended use.”

“What would you do with them?” Ethan asked.

Noah looked back. “The floors?”

“The property.”

Noah’s mouth closed.

He had answers for buyers. Easy ones. Profitable ones. Event venue. Boutique resort. Luxury retreat. Corporate compound. Private estate. Mixed-use development, if someone hated joy and loved zoning meetings.

But Ethan had not asked what a buyer could do.

He had asked what Noah would do.

“I’m not the buyer,” Noah said.

“I know.”

“Then what I’d do doesn’t really matter.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

Noah held his gaze.

For a second, he forgot Caleb was there. Forgot the brochure table. Forgot the dust in the sunlight and the asking price and the sellers and Marlene telling him to comb his hair.

He remembered being eight years old, running through this lodge while his grandfather helped repair a railing. Remembered lemonade in paper cups. Remembered his mother dancing barefoot during a Fourth of July event they definitely could not afford to attend but somehow had. Remembered believing places like this lasted forever because grown-ups said words like landmark and legacy.

He looked away first.

“I’d save as much as possible,” he said. “The lodge. The cabins that can be saved. The event hall. The marina footprint. The trails. I’d modernize what needed modernizing, but I wouldn’t erase it.”

Ethan was quiet.

Caleb made a note on his tablet.

Noah saw it and instantly felt stupid.

There. Great. He had just given a developer a sentimental speech. Maybe next he could hand Ethan a box of matches and a map of the most emotionally significant buildings.

“Of course,” Noah added, brisk again, “that would depend on budget, zoning, environmental approvals, and a buyer’s intended use.”

“Of course,” Ethan said.

But his eyes did not mock him.

That was worse.

Noah moved them through the dining hall, then the commercial kitchen, where Caleb asked practical questions about fire suppression, capacity, and code compliance. Ethan asked fewer questions, but better ones.

Not, How many units could fit here?

Not, What can we demolish?

He asked about the original architect. About the waterline history. About whether the community still used the event hall. About which cabins were oldest. About the old stone steps leading from the lodge to the lower lawn.

At one point, Noah caught him running his fingers lightly over a carved mark in a hallway beam.

EC + MB, 1962.

“Local legend says couples carved initials here after dances,” Noah said.

Ethan withdrew his hand.

“Did they?”

“Yes.”

“Did it work?”

“What?”

“Did they stay together?”

Noah looked at the wall of initials. Some deep, some faint, some nearly swallowed by time.

“Probably some of them.”

“Optimistic.”

“Realistic.”

Ethan looked amused. “You think realism includes some happy endings?”

Noah met his eyes before he could stop himself.

“I think realism needs them.”

The air changed.

Just slightly.

Just enough.

Caleb stepped into the hallway. “Ethan, the call with San Francisco is at ten thirty.”

Ethan did not look pleased, but he nodded. “Then we should continue.”

They exited through the rear doors onto the lake-facing deck.

The moment Noah stepped outside, the boards groaned beneath them.

Caleb stopped.

Noah lifted a hand. “The deck is one of the known issues.”

“One of?” Caleb asked.

“One of the visible known issues.”

Ethan walked to the railing.

Noah followed before he could think better of it.

The view opened below them. Sloping lawn, stone steps, glittering lake, marina to the east, cabins scattered along the tree line. In summer, with the sun high and the water bright, Hawthorne Point knew exactly how beautiful it was.

Ethan rested one hand on the railing.

Noah had the unhelpful thought that his hands were unfair too. Strong. Elegant. A small scar near one knuckle.

“What happened to it?” Ethan asked.

“The property?”

“Yes.”

Noah stood beside him, leaving a careful amount of space between them.

“Family ownership got complicated. Maintenance costs went up. Tourism changed. Newer resorts opened with better amenities. Weddings slowed after the event hall developed structural issues. Then the last recession hit them hard. They tried to keep it going with cabin rentals, but the reviews got worse, and repairs got more expensive.”

“Now they need to sell.”

“Yes.”

“And the town is afraid of who might buy.”

Noah gave a short laugh. “The town is afraid of everything. Outsiders. Change. Potholes. New menu items.”

“But they’re afraid of me specifically.”

Noah turned his head.

Ethan was still looking at the lake.

There was no arrogance in the statement. No challenge. Just fact.

“Yes,” Noah said.

Ethan nodded once.

“Are you?”

Noah should have lied.

Lying was not even lying in real estate. It was diplomacy with better shoes.

Instead he said, “A little.”

Ethan finally looked at him.

“Why?”

“Because men like you don’t usually buy places like this to remember what they were.”

For a long second, Ethan said nothing.

Then his expression closed.

Not fully.

Just enough for Noah to see the door he had accidentally touched.

“Men like me,” Ethan repeated.

Noah cursed himself silently.

“That sounded worse than I meant.”

“How did you mean it?”

“I meant developers.”

“You said men.”

“I said developers.”

“You said men like me.”

Noah looked toward the lake.

“Mr. Cross—”

“Ethan.”

That stopped him.

Noah glanced back.

Ethan’s face had softened again, but only slightly.

“If we’re going to walk three hundred acres together,” Ethan said, “you can call me Ethan.”

Noah swallowed.

“That’s probably not necessary.”

“Probably not.”

Neither moved.

The lake slapped softly against the docks below.

From somewhere near the cabins came the distant sound of a screen door banging in the breeze.

Caleb appeared in the doorway behind them. “We should keep moving.”

Noah almost thanked him.

Almost.

Instead, he stepped away from the railing. “The event hall is next.”

They walked down the rear steps to the lawn.

Noah kept the tour moving after that.

Event hall: structural concerns, but beautiful interior.

Cabins: eighteen total, eleven rentable with varying degrees of optimism.

Marina: private docks, fuel storage removed years ago, permitting records available.

Guest houses: one occupied by Rose Whitaker, a ninety-year-old tenant with a lifetime lease clause complicated enough to give attorneys migraines.

At the mention of Rose, Ethan stopped. “Lifetime lease?”

“Yes.”

“Legal?”

“Very.”

Caleb made another note.

Noah narrowed his eyes. “Rose stays.”

Ethan looked at him.

Noah realized how sharp he had sounded.

He did not soften it.

“Any buyer needs to understand that,” he said. “She’s lived here since before I was born.”

“I wasn’t suggesting otherwise.”

“Good.”

Ethan studied him for a beat.

Then said, “Good.”

Noah hated how much that single word relieved him.

They found Rose exactly where Noah expected: on the porch of Cabin Six, wearing purple slippers, smoking what she claimed was not a cigarette if nobody saw her light it.

“Noah Bennett,” she called. “You bring me breakfast?”

“No, ma’am.”

“Then why are you here?”

“With a buyer.”

Rose’s eyes moved to Ethan.

Her eyebrows lifted.

“Well,” she said. “That one looks expensive.”

Ethan, to his credit, inclined his head. “Ethan Cross.”

“Of course it is.”

Noah coughed to hide a laugh.

Rose pointed at him with the cigarette. “Don’t you laugh. He knows what he looks like.”

“I’m sure he does,” Noah said.

Ethan’s mouth twitched.

Rose looked between them.

Then looked longer.

Too long.

Noah felt heat crawl up his neck.

“Rose,” he warned quietly.

“What? I’m old, not blind.”

Caleb suddenly became fascinated with the cabin roofline.

Ethan seemed far too entertained.

Noah changed the subject by force. “We’re showing the marina next.”

“You do that,” Rose said. “And tell whoever buys this place that if they try to move me, I’ll haunt them before I die just for practice.”

“I’ll make sure that’s in the disclosures.”

“It better be.”

As they walked away, Ethan leaned slightly toward Noah.

“She seems fond of you.”

“She threatens everyone she likes.”

“And people she doesn’t?”

“She calls the county.”

Another laugh from Ethan.

Quiet.

Real.

Noah looked straight ahead and pretended it did nothing to him.

By the time they reached the marina, the sun had burned through the last of the mist. The docks stretched into the lake in uneven lines, weathered boards silver-gray with age. Noah stepped carefully onto the first dock.

“It’s stable,” he said. “Mostly.”

Caleb remained on shore.

Ethan followed Noah.

Of course he did.

The dock shifted beneath their weight.

Ethan’s hand shot out and caught Noah’s elbow.

It happened quickly.

A reflex.

Nothing more.

But his fingers closed around Noah’s arm, firm and warm through the fabric of his jacket, and Noah’s body reacted as if the dock had vanished beneath him.

He looked down at Ethan’s hand.

Then up.

Ethan released him.

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“You said mostly stable.”

“I was being optimistic.”

“Realistic,” Ethan corrected.

Noah’s lips parted.

Then he laughed, despite himself.

Ethan smiled.

The kind of smile that made him look less untouchable and more dangerous.

Noah turned away first, walking farther down the dock before his face could betray him completely.

“This marina used to be full every summer,” he said. “Locals rented slips. Families came back year after year. There was a bait shop over there, though it closed before my time.”

“Did you come here as a child?”

“Yes.”

“With your grandfather?”

Noah stopped near the end of the dock.

The lake spread wide before them.

“Sometimes.”

Ethan came to stand beside him, not too close.

This time Noah noticed the careful distance.

“My grandfather believed places remembered people,” Noah said.

The admission surprised him.

Ethan looked out at the water.

“Do you?”

Noah wanted to say no.

It would have been cleaner.

Safer.

Instead he said, “Some places do.”

The wind moved over the lake, lifting the edge of Ethan’s dark hair.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

Then Ethan said, “My father worked here one summer.”

Noah turned.

“At Hawthorne?”

Ethan nodded. “Construction crew. Repairs after a storm. He was nineteen.”

“You knew that?”

“He told me stories.”

Noah stared at him.

Something in Ethan’s expression had gone distant.

“When I was young, he used to talk about this place like it was paradise,” Ethan said. “He said there was a lodge built from stone and timber, a lake so clear you could see your future in it, and rich people who danced badly but tipped well.”

Noah smiled faintly.

“That sounds like Hawthorne.”

“He always wanted to bring my mother here.” Ethan paused. “He never did.”

The words sat between them.

Soft.

Heavy.

Noah felt the shape of his assumption shifting.

Not gone.

Not forgiven.

But complicated.

And complication was dangerous.

It made people human.

“I didn’t know,” Noah said.

“No reason you would.”

“Is that why you’re interested?”

Ethan looked at him.

His eyes were darker in the sunlight than Noah had realized.

“That’s one reason.”

Noah wanted to ask the others.

He did not.

Caleb called from shore, “Ethan. Ten minutes.”

Ethan’s jaw tightened.

The moment broke.

They walked back in silence.

At the vehicles, Caleb took a call while Ethan lingered near the porch steps. Noah handed him the full property packet, though something told him Ethan had already read every available document twice.

“There are inspection summaries, zoning notes, rent rolls, survey details, and known repair items,” Noah said.

Ethan accepted the folder.

Their fingers brushed.

Barely.

Still, Noah felt it.

“Thank you,” Ethan said.

“Of course.”

“You’re very good at this.”

Noah blinked.

“At what?”

“Making a difficult property feel possible.”

The compliment was simple.

Professional.

It should not have hit so hard.

Noah looked away toward the lodge.

“It is possible. For the right buyer.”
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