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Piper

If there was a specific circle of hell reserved for interior designers, it probably looked exactly like Mrs. Gable’s living room.

“I’m thinking beige,” Mrs. Gable said, sweeping a manicured hand through the air, narrowly missing a priceless Ming vase that I was ninety percent sure was a knockoff from Pier 1. “But not just beige. I want aggressive beige. I want the room to say, ‘I have money, but I am also afraid of joy.’”

I tightened my grip on my clipboard, my knuckles turning white. “Aggressive beige,” I repeated, forcing a smile that made my cheeks ache. “That is certainly... a direction.”

“And the curtains,” she continued, oblivious to the fact that my soul was slowly leaving my body. “I want them to match the cat.”

I looked down at the cat. It was a hairless Sphynx. It looked like a raw chicken breast that had been left out in the sun for three days.

“Flesh-toned curtains,” I said. “Got it.”

My phone buzzed in my back pocket—the 'past due' vibration pattern I knew by heart—but I ignored it. I couldn't lose this job. My bank account currently contained forty-two dollars and a sense of impending doom. Mrs. Gable was my whale. A beige, joy-sucking whale, but a whale nonetheless. If I landed this renovation, I could pay rent on my studio for another three months. If I didn't, I’d be designing cardboard box forts under the I-95 overpass.

“So,” Mrs. Gable said, turning to me with an expectant look. “Can you do it? Can you strip this room of all personality by Tuesday?”

I took a deep breath. I looked at the vibrant teal swatches in my bag—the colors I lived for, the patterns that made a heart sing. I looked at the raw-chicken cat. I looked at Mrs. Gable’s chequebook on the table.

“Mrs. Gable,” I said, channeling every ounce of professional integrity I had left. “I can make this room so beige you’ll feel like you’re living inside a unbaked loaf of bread.”

She clapped her hands. “Perfect! You’re hired. My husband will wire the deposit on Friday.”

Friday. Today was Tuesday. I could survive until Friday. I could eat ramen. I could walk to work to save bus fare. I could—

My phone rang. Not a buzz. A ring. The shrill, piercing ringtone I assigned to only one person: The Lawyer.

Mrs. Gable frowned. “I thought we were discussing oatmeal textures.”

“I am so sorry,” I said, fumbling for the phone. “It’s legal. Very urgent. Life or death. Probably death.”

I scrambled into the hallway, pressing the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Piper Thorne?” The voice was dry, like old parchment. It was Mr. Henderson, my Great-Aunt Maude’s attorney.

“Speaking. Look, Mr. Henderson, if this is about the unpaid parking tickets from 2018, I swear I’m on a payment plan—”

“This is not about parking tickets, Ms. Thorne. It is regarding the estate of Maude Thorne.”

I froze. The hallway seemed to tilt slightly to the left. “Maude? Is she...?”

“She passed away peacefully in her sleep three days ago,” Henderson said. He sounded about as emotional as a GPS navigation system. “I tried to email, but it bounced.”

“My inbox is full,” I whispered. “Storage costs extra.”

Aunt Maude. The woman who wore purple turbans to the grocery store and taught me how to distinguish between eggshell and ecru before I could read. I hadn’t seen her in five years—not since the Great Thanksgiving Fiasco where I accidentally set her gazebo on fire—but she was the only family I had who understood why velvet sofas were a necessity, not a luxury.

A lump formed in my throat, hot and sharp. “I... I didn’t know.”

“The funeral was yesterday. Private service, per her request,” Henderson continued. “However, the reading of the will is this afternoon. At the property. 4400 Willow Creek Lane. You are named as a beneficiary.”

My heart stopped, then restarted at double speed. Beneficiary.

To most people, that word meant grief and closure. To me, standing in a hallway contemplating flesh-colored curtains, it meant a lifeline. Maude wasn’t rich-rich, but she owned that massive, crumbling Victorian house on the edge of town. If she’d left me even a small percentage...

“I’ll be there,” I said.

“2:00 PM. Don’t be late. And Ms. Thorne?”

“Yes?”

“Bring work boots.”



I was late.

I was late, and I was wearing the wrong shoes.

My 'Power Architect' heels—vintage thrift store finds that looked great but felt like walking on knives—sank into the mud as I sprinted up the driveway of 4400 Willow Creek Lane.

The house loomed over me, a massive, gothic beast of a structure. It had turrets. It had wraparound porches. It had peeling paint that hung in strips like dead skin, and ivy that was slowly strangling the chimney. It was a disaster. It was magnificent.

It was worth, conservatively, half a million dollars just for the land.

I did the math in my head as I yanked my heel out of a particularly aggressive patch of mud. Half a million. Even after taxes and fees... that was freedom. That was my own design firm. That was never looking at a hairless cat again.

I scrambled up the rotting steps to the front porch, breathless. The front door was open.

Inside, the air smelled of dust, lavender, and old secrets. The foyer was grand, featuring a sweeping staircase that looked like it might collapse if you looked at it too hard.

Standing in the center of the room were two men.

One was Mr. Henderson, looking like a tortoise in a three-piece suit.

The other man had his back to me. He was tall. Broad-shouldered. He was wearing a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms that looked like they carried lumber for fun. He had dark hair that was just messy enough to be annoying.

He was tapping a knuckle against the original wainscoting.

“Rot,” the man said. His voice was deep, a low rumble that vibrated in the floorboards. “Dry rot in the load-bearing beams. The crown molding is salvageable, but the plaster is shot. You’d need a Level 5 finish to save these walls.”

I stopped. I knew that voice.

It was the voice of a man who once told me, in front of our entire graduating class, that my design aesthetic was "visual vomit."

The man turned around.

Silas Sterling.

He looked exactly the same as he did in college, only... bigger. More solid. His jawline was still sharp enough to cut glass, and his eyes were still that annoying shade of slate-grey that seemed to judge your very soul. He looked at me, and his eyebrows drew together.

“Piper,” he said. Not a greeting. An accusation.

“Silas,” I shot back, straightening my blazer and trying to look like I hadn’t just mud-wrestled the driveway. “I see you’re still criticizing inanimate objects. How’s that working out for you?”

“Better than your time management,” he said, glancing at his watch. “You’re twelve minutes late.”

“I was delayed by a grief-stricken client,” I lied smoothly.

Mr. Henderson cleared his throat. It sounded like cracking walnuts. “If the reunion is quite finished? We have business to attend to.”

He gestured to a dusty card table set up in the middle of the room. There were three rickety chairs. We sat. The tension between Silas and me was thick enough to spackle a wall.

“Why is he here?” I whispered to Henderson, jerking a thumb at Silas. “Maude didn’t even know him.”

“Actually,” Silas said, opening a folder in front of him. “I’ve been consulting with Maude on the historical preservation of this property for the last six months. We were... close.”

I felt a pang of jealousy. Silas Sterling, the man who thought 'color' was a four-letter word, had been hanging out with my Aunt Maude?

“Shall we proceed?” Henderson asked. He didn’t wait for an answer. He adjusted his glasses and began to read.

"To the local cat sanctuary, I leave my collection of porcelain figurines..."

I zoned out, watching a spider rappel down from the chandelier. Please let there be money. Please let there be money.

"And finally," Henderson droned, "To my great-niece, Piper Thorne, and my dear friend and architect, Silas Sterling..."

My head snapped up. And?

"...I leave the property at 4400 Willow Creek Lane."

I gasped. Silas went rigid.

“Jointly?” Silas asked, his voice tight.

“Jointly,” Henderson confirmed. “Fifty-fifty.”

I did the math again. Fifty percent of half a million. Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. I could work with that. I could definitely work with that. I looked at Silas. He looked like he’d just swallowed a lemon.

“We sell it,” I said instantly. “We put it on the market tomorrow. As is. Investors will eat this place up.”

Silas slammed his hand on the table. Dust motes danced in the air. “Absolutely not. You don’t sell a Queen Anne Victorian to some flipper who’s going to turn it into gray laminate condos. This house is history, Piper.”

“This house is a money pit, Silas! I need cash, not a history lesson!”

“There is a condition,” Henderson interrupted. He was smiling. A small, terrifying smile.

We both froze.

“The Fixer-Upper Clause,” Henderson read. “The beneficiaries shall inherit the property only upon the successful renovation of the house. The renovation must be completed within thirty days. Furthermore...”

He paused for dramatic effect. I hated him.

“...during the thirty-day renovation period, both beneficiaries must reside on the premises. Together. Every night. If either party leaves, or if the renovation is not completed to the standards set forth in Appendix B, the property will be seized and donated to the Society for Ugly Cats.”

Silence.

I looked at the rotting staircase. I looked at the hole in the ceiling.

Then I looked at Silas Sterling, the man I had hated for six years.

“Live here?” I squeaked. “With him?”

Silas looked at me. His eyes swept over my muddy heels, my chaotic hair, my bright yellow blazer. He looked terrified.

“Thirty days,” Silas muttered. “I can do thirty days.”

“There’s no hot water,” Henderson added helpfully. “And only one bedroom is currently safe for habitation.”

“One bedroom,” I repeated, my voice sounding thin and reedy in the cavernous room. “One. Singular.”

Henderson snapped his briefcase shut with a sound like a guillotine dropping. “Precisely. The master suite in the east wing appears to be the only room where the roof isn’t actively admitting the elements. The rest of the second floor is... compromised.”

“Compromised,” Silas muttered. He was already pacing again, looking up at the water stains on the ceiling like they were personal insults. “That’s a polite way of saying the structural integrity is hanging by a thread and prayer.”

“So, do we have a deal?” Henderson asked, checking his watch. “I have a probate hearing at four.”

I looked at Silas. He stopped pacing and looked at me. For a second, the years melted away. I didn’t see the broad-shouldered stranger in the flannel shirt; I saw the guy who used to sit two rows behind me in Art History, critiquing the lighting in Caravaggio paintings while I tried to stay awake. I saw the guy I’d almost—

No. Not going there.

“Thirty days,” Silas said, his jaw set. “We fix it. We sell it. We split the money.”

“And we never speak again,” I added.

“Best offer I’ve heard all day.”

We both turned to Henderson. We signed the papers. The scratch of the pen on the parchment sounded loud in the silence. It felt less like accepting an inheritance and more like signing a treaty before a war.

Henderson handed us each a heavy, iron key. “Good luck. You’ll need it. Oh, and watch out for the raccoon in the pantry. His name is Bandit. He has tenure.”

And with that, the lawyer walked out the door, stepped gingerly over a puddle of mud, got into his pristine sedan, and drove away.

Leaving us alone.

The silence that descended on the house was heavy. It wasn't a peaceful silence; it was the kind of silence that holds its breath before a scream.

Silas exhaled, a long, weary sound. He turned to me, his face a mask of professional detachment. “Alright. Let’s assess the damage. I’ll check the load-bearing walls and the foundation. You... do whatever it is you do.”

“Excuse me?” I bristled, crossing my arms. “What I ‘do’ is assess the aesthetic potential and spatial flow.”

“Right. Aesthetics.” He said the word like it was a disease. “Don’t worry about the fact that the house might collapse on us; just make sure the throw pillows match the rubble.”

“Function without form is just a prison, Silas.”

“And form without function is a death trap, Piper.”

He turned on his heel and marched toward the kitchen. I stuck my tongue out at his back—a mature, professional response—and followed him.

The kitchen was a crime scene.

Cabinet doors hung off their hinges like broken limbs. The linoleum floor was peeling up in corners, revealing layers of rot underneath. And sure enough, sitting on top of the refrigerator, a raccoon the size of a corgi watched us with beady, judgmental eyes.

“Bandit, I presume,” Silas said, not even blinking. He opened a drawer, inspected the joinery, and grimaced. “Garbage. All of it. We need to gut this down to the studs.”

“Gut it?” I gasped, running a hand over a cabinet door. “Silas, look at this detailing! This is original Victorian millwork. You can’t just demo it. We can sand it, refinish it—”

“It’s water-logged, Piper. It’s swollen. It’s useless.” He grabbed a crowbar that was leaning against the wall—why was there a crowbar?—and wedged it behind a piece of trim. With a sickening crunch, he ripped it away.

“Stop!” I yelled, grabbing his arm.

The contact was electric.

His forearm was hard as rock beneath the soft flannel. Heat radiated off him, burning through my fingertips. I snatched my hand back as if I’d touched a hot stove.

Silas froze. He looked down at his arm, then at me. His grey eyes darkened, the pupils blowing wide. For a second, the air between us crackled with something that wasn't annoyance. It was thick, heavy, and dangerous.

“Don’t touch me,” he said, his voice rough.

“Don’t destroy my house,” I shot back, though my voice lacked its usual bite.

“Our house,” he corrected. “And I’m saving it. You can’t save something if you refuse to cut out the rot.”

He tossed the piece of wood onto the floor. It landed with a wet thud.

“I’m going upstairs to check the bedroom,” he said, stepping around me. “Stay here. Don’t touch anything sharp. Try not to annoy the raccoon.”

I watched him go, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. Don’t touch me.

God, I hated him. I hated his arrogance. I hated his dismissal of everything I valued. I hated that he was right about the wood.

But mostly, I hated the fact that when I grabbed his arm, my stomach had done a treasonous little flip.

I spent the next twenty minutes wandering the ground floor, taking mental notes and trying to ignore the creeping sense of dread. The dining room was a disaster. The library smelled like wet dog. The "sunroom" was currently more of a "rain room" due to a shattered skylight.

This wasn't a renovation. It was an excavation.

“Piper!” Silas’s voice boomed from upstairs. “Get up here.”

I sighed, kicked a piece of debris out of my way, and headed for the stairs. I climbed carefully, skipping the steps that looked like they might surrender to gravity, and followed the sound of his footsteps down the long, shadowed hallway.

He was standing at the end of the hall, inside the double doors of the master suite.

I walked in and stopped dead.

Okay. Henderson hadn’t lied. This room was... dry.

It was actually stunning. High ceilings with intricate plaster rosettes that were miraculously intact. A massive bay window that looked out over the overgrown garden. A fireplace with a marble mantel that was only slightly chipped.

And in the center of the room, dominating the space, was a bed.

It was a four-poster beast, carved from dark mahogany, draped in sheets that were grey with dust but looked intact. It was the only piece of furniture in the room.

Silas was standing by the window, looking out. The late afternoon sun caught the sharp angle of his cheekbone, casting half his face in shadow. He looked like a brooding hero on the cover of a novel I would never admit to reading.

“The roof is solid above this section,” he said without turning around. “The flashing around the chimney held up. It’s the only watertight room in the house.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, stepping further into the room. “So... this is base camp.”

“It’s the only camp.” He turned to face me. “I checked the other four bedrooms. The ceilings have caved in on two of them. The other two are filled with black mold.”

I looked at the bed. Then I looked at the floor. Then I looked at the bed again.

“So,” I said, my voice rising an octave. “I’ll take the bed. You can... I don’t know. Build a nest? You seem handy.”

Silas snorted. “I’m six-foot-four, Piper. I don’t fit on loveseats, and I certainly don’t sleep on floors. I have a bad back.”

“You’re thirty years old! You don’t have a bad back, you have a bad attitude!”

“I’m taking the bed.”

“I’m the lady! Chivalry! Ladies first!”

“Chivalry died when you tried to set my thesis model on fire junior year,” he deadpanned.

“That was an accident! It was a very precarious candle placement!”

He crossed his arms, leaning against the window frame. The movement stretched the flannel tight across his chest. I tried very hard not to notice.

“We share it,” he said.

The words hung in the air, vibrating.

“Excuse me?” I choked out.

“The bed,” he said, gesturing to the massive mahogany beast. “It’s a King. Plenty of room. We put a line of pillows down the middle. The demilitarized zone. You stay on your side, I stay on mine. We sleep. We wake up. We work. We repeat for twenty-nine days.”

I stared at him. He looked completely serious. Practical. Logical.

And absolutely insane.

“Share a bed,” I whispered. “With you.”

“Unless you want to sleep in the hallway with the raccoon.”

I looked at the doorway. I imagined the beady eyes of Bandit glowing in the dark. I imagined the drafty, creepy, potentially haunted hallway.

Then I looked at the bed. It looked soft. It looked warm.

“Fine,” I snapped. “But if you snore, I’m smothering you with a pillow. And that’s a promise, not a threat.”

“I don’t snore,” Silas said, pushing off the wall. He walked past me, close enough that I could smell him again—cedar, sawdust, and that crisp, clean soap smell. “I sleep like the dead.”

He paused at the door, looking back at me. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes lingered on my face for a fraction of a second too long.

“Get your bags, Piper. We have a lot of work to do before sundown. The electricity hasn't been turned on yet.”

He walked out.

I stood alone in the center of the bedroom, staring at the bed that was suddenly the most terrifying object in the world.

Thirty days.

Thirty days of tearing down walls, fighting over paint colors, and sleeping three feet away from the only man who had ever made me feel like I was on fire and freezing to death at the same time.

I looked out the window at the overgrown garden, where the sun was beginning to dip below the horizon, painting the sky in violent shades of bruised purple and angry orange.

"Okay, Maude," I whispered to the empty room. "You win."

I took a deep breath, kicked off my torture-device heels, and went to get my bags.

The war for 4400 Willow Creek Lane had officially begun.
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​Chapter 2
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Silas

Structural integrity is not a suggestion. It is a law of physics.

If you compromise the foundation, the walls crack. If you ignore the load-bearing limits, the roof caves in. It is simple cause and effect.

My life was a load-bearing wall. I had built it carefully over the last decade: calm, predictable, monochromatic, and structurally sound. I had my firm in the city, my meticulously organized apartment, and my quiet weekends spent restoring antique furniture.

And then Piper Thorne had walked in wearing a yellow blazer that was bright enough to signal aircraft, and taken a sledgehammer to the whole thing.

I stared at the ceiling of the master bedroom. It was dark. The electricity hadn't been turned on yet, so the room was lit only by the battery-powered camping lantern I kept in my truck for emergencies. The shadows of the crown molding stretched across the plaster like spiderwebs.

“Stop breathing so loud,” a voice whispered from the other side of the bed.

I closed my eyes and exhaled slowly through my nose. “I am breathing at a normal human volume, Piper. If I stop, I die. And then you’ll be stuck in a haunted house with a corpse.”

“You’re breathing... aggressively,” she muttered. “It’s very judgmental breathing.”

I turned my head to look at her.

We had constructed what Piper called "The Great Wall of China" down the center of the King-sized mattress. It was a barricade of four pillows, two rolled-up blankets, and my heavy canvas duffel bag.

On her side of the wall, Piper was a lump under a quilt she had dragged out of a mothball-scented chest in the hallway. Only the top of her head was visible—a mess of honey-blonde hair that looked like it had lost a fight with a static electricity generator.

“Go to sleep, Piper,” I said, turning back to the ceiling.

“I can’t. It’s too quiet. And it smells like old people.”

“It smells like cedar and history.”

“It smells like a ghost is watching me change into my pajamas.”

I stiffened. I tried very hard not to think about Piper changing into her pajamas.

Unfortunately, my brain had a photographic memory. It was a professional asset when recalling blueprints or building codes. It was a liability when recalling the way Piper’s silk blouse had clung to her when she took off that ridiculous blazer. Or the way her jeans fit.

I shifted, the old mattress springs groaning beneath me.

“The house isn’t haunted,” I said, focusing on the facts. “It’s just settling. Thermal expansion and contraction of the wood.”

“You’re such a buzzkill, Silas. Even your ghost stories are boring.” She shifted, kicking the pillow wall. “So. What’s the plan for tomorrow? Since you’ve appointed yourself Supreme Commander of Operations.”

I scrubbed a hand over my face. The stubble on my jaw scratched against my palm. “0600 hours. We wake up. We assess the plumbing. If we can get water to the kitchen without flooding the basement, we have a base of operations. Then, demo.”

“Demo,” she repeated. “You just want to smash things.”

“I want to remove the variables. We can’t design until we know what’s underneath the rot.”

“I want to save the wainscoting in the dining room,” she said, her voice getting drowsy. “Don’t you dare touch it with your crowbar of doom.”

“It’s warped, Piper.”

“It’s character.”

“It’s water damage.”

She didn’t respond. A moment later, her breathing evened out. It wasn’t aggressive or judgmental. It was soft, rhythmic, and annoyingly peaceful.

I lay there in the semi-darkness, listening to the house creak and groan around us.

I had thirty days.

Thirty days to fix a house that should, by all rights, be condemned. Thirty days to navigate a legal minefield. And thirty days to live in a single room with the one woman who had the unique ability to make me lose my temper in under sixty seconds.

I remembered the day we met. Freshman year. Introduction to Architecture.

She had walked in ten minutes late, carrying a portfolio that was spilling papers everywhere, wearing a scarf that looked like a kaleidoscope had exploded. She had sat next to me, knocked my coffee over onto my pristine sketchbook, and instead of apologizing, she had looked at the brown stain and said, “Actually, that adds a nice organic texture. You should keep it.”

I had spent four years trying to avoid her. She was chaos. I was order. She was abstract expressionism. I was brutalism.

And now, here we were.

I turned on my side, facing away from the pillow wall.

The mattress dipped.

Piper had rolled over. In her sleep, she had thrown an arm out. It landed with a soft thump across the pillow barricade. Her hand—small, with chipped teal nail polish—came to rest inches from my shoulder.

I stared at her hand.

If I reached out, I could touch her fingers.

Don’t, I told myself. Do not engage.

I squeezed my eyes shut. I needed sleep. I needed caffeine. I needed a structural engineer to tell me the roof wasn’t going to kill us in our sleep.

Eventually, the exhaustion of the day won out. The rhythm of the rain starting to tap against the bay window lulled me into a restless, uneasy sleep.



I woke up to the sensation of being strangled.

My eyes snapped open. The room was filled with the grey, watery light of dawn.

Something heavy and warm was draped across my chest. something that smelled like vanilla and rain.

I looked down.

The pillow wall had been breached. The defenses had fallen.

Piper was no longer on her side of the bed. She was curled up against my side, her head resting on my shoulder, her leg thrown over my hip, and her arm draped across my chest, her hand clutching my t-shirt like a lifeline.

She was fast asleep. Her hair was tickling my nose. Her breath was warm against my neck.

I froze.

My body, however, did not freeze. My body, traitor that it was, was fully aware that there was a warm, soft, beautiful woman wrapped around me.

System failure, my brain supplied helpfully. Critical error.

I should push her off. I should wake her up and lecture her about boundaries and the sanctity of the Demilitarized Zone.

But I didn’t moves.

For a moment—just one singular, illogical moment—I lay there. I felt the weight of her. I felt the steady beat of her heart against my ribs.

It felt... solid.

Which was ridiculous. Piper was fluid. She was water. She was the opposite of solid.

She shifted, mumbling something into my shoulder that sounded like “more cheese, please,” and tightened her grip on my shirt.

I grit my teeth. This was torture. This was the universe punishing me for being rigid.

“Piper,” I said, my voice rough with sleep.

She didn't move.

“Piper,” I said louder, giving her shoulder a nudge.

Her eyes fluttered open. They were blue. Not a pale, watery blue, but a deep, vibrant cobalt. She blinked, unfocused.

She looked at my chest. Then she looked up at my chin. Then, finally, her eyes met mine.

Silence stretched between us.

“Morning,” I croaked.

She blinked again. “You’re solid.”

“I work out.”

“You’re warm.”

“I’m alive.”

Realization dawned in her eyes. The sleep cleared. Her cheeks flushed a sudden, brilliant pink.

She scrambled backward like she’d been electrocuted. She rolled away, tangling herself in the sheets, and nearly fell off the edge of the bed.

“Oh my god,” she gasped, clutching the quilt to her chest. “You... you crossed the line! You invaded my side!”

I sat up, propping myself on my elbows. I looked at the decimated pillow wall.

“I think the evidence speaks for itself, Counselor,” I said, pointing to the pillows that were clearly pushed onto my side. “You invaded. It was a hostile takeover.”

“I don’t invade,” she sputtered, pushing her hair out of her face. “I expand. I’m a restless sleeper.”
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