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WHAT READERS SAY




Shades of Gray (Historical Fiction)
“This book has moved EVERY emotion in me, from page one to the end! I’ve laughed, cried, and often forgotten to breathe! EXCELLENT book!”

"Good enough to hold in my favorites for a reread down the road of time.”

“I’m giving this to my wife to read and know she’ll enjoy it as much as I did!” 

Lacewood (Dual Era Fiction)
“My kind of ghost story.” – BookBub Review

“Beautifully done.”  – Goodreads Review

“Strong storytelling prose.”  – The BookLife Prize, Publishers Weekly

“A lovely story of healing & hope.” – BookBub Review

Deadline (Suspense/Thriller)
“Very engaging. Hard to put down.”  – Billy Allmon, Retired Navy SEAL

“A fast-paced and exciting read, and it’s most highly recommended.” – Readers’ Favorite

“James’s patriotic mystery features solid prose and moves at a rapid pace that will grab readers.” – The BookLife Prize in Fiction










  
  










To my dad—larger than life and
missed more than words can say.
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“The most dangerous secrets are
the ones you carry alone.”



 — Unknown











  
  



Prologue


Shadows bled across the walls as thunder growled beyond the mountains—a warning disguised as nature itself. 

A solitary figure stepped onto the balcony, fingers gripping the iron railing to steady herself against the wind. The lake below, usually calm and glassy, churned in a roiling mass of silver and slate. She shivered as she watched the squall approaching, coming fast.  

Before she could move another gust swept through, tangling her dress around her legs like grasping hands. She stumbled backward into the room, just as the wind ripped the door from her grasp, slamming it shut with a deafening crack.

Once inside, a glance at the clock on the mantel told her she’d stalled as long as she could. Storm or no storm, it was time to go. Gripped by trepidation, she snatched the folded letter from her desk and moved with urgency into the hall. The wind outside howled like a chorus of lost voices, making it seem less like a storm—and more like an omen.

She made it down the stairs without incident and slid the heavy parlor door aside. The moment it opened, a blinding flash lit the room—followed by a thunderclap so violent it felt like the earth itself tore open.

Then came darkness, utter and complete.

Walking forward blindly, she found the back of a chair and grasped it, seeking the stability it offered until she could get her bearings. Using the fireplace as a landmark, she pulled the letter from her pocket with trembling fingers. She wanted to place it quickly and go back to the safety of her room.

At that moment the storm seemed to pause outside, as if the world itself was holding its breath. In the suffocating silence, she felt someone come up behind her.

"Abigail."

The voice, low and close, sent a chill of fear up her spine, yet it was familiar enough to stop the scream rising in her throat.

Before she could respond, arms enveloped her from behind, pulling her into an embrace that was as powerful as it was unexpected. There was strength in the way he held her—an unspoken promise of safety—steady, comforting, and threaded with secrets.

Yet there was something else there, too. Risk. Ruin. A truth too heavy to carry.

“Why are you here?” she asked, her voice tremulous, as she turned around. “What if—”

When he laid a single finger on her lips, she felt him tremble—and that, more than anything, stilled her. She knew it wasn’t from fear and it wasn’t from weakness. He was stronger than anyone she knew; steady when others faltered. 

It had to be the weight of what he carried—a truth too heavy, too sacred, to speak without care.

She remained motionless, breathless with anticipation, knowing whatever he shared next would matter more than she could yet understand.

“Not all things lost are truly gone.” He took a deep, shaky breath. “And not all things hidden are beyond your reach.”

She felt the words settle over her like the darkness—complete, impenetrable, and full of meaning she could not yet grasp.
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Bleary-eyed from the long drive, Dani Vaughn jolted upright when her phone said 2.5 miles to go. 

Thank Goodness. Almost there.

With her attention focused on the curvy road, she made the final left-hand turn into the entrance as instructed, then hit the brakes without thinking.

A gatehouse stood ahead, a postcard-perfect structure of stone and weathered wood, its entry softened by bursts of colorful flowers spilling from landscaped beds. Charming. Unthreatening…

Unless you weren’t expecting it.

And unless you had something to hide.

Her fingers tightened on the steering wheel as she put her foot back on the gas and crawled forward, lowering her window near the bold red sign that commanded: STOP.

Like magic, an attendant appeared from the shadows of the overhang, clipboard in hand, his face unreadable beneath the brim of his hat.

“Hi… Danika H–Hunter,” she said, forcing the name out almost the way she’d rehearsed.

If he noticed her hesitation, he gave no sign. But he studied her a moment longer than necessary before bowing his head over the clipboard, his vigilant eyes concentrating on the list.

A cold sweat prickled at the base of her neck, creeping upward like an icy whisper of doubt.

She hated using the fake name, but it was necessary if she wanted to stay under the radar. Anyway, it wasn’t entirely phony. Hunter was part of her name—usually buried in the middle as a nod to a distant ancestor—but still legitimately hers.

The attendant’s gaze moved over the sheet, then to another, as if verifying something. Danika’s pulse quickened. What was taking so long? She shifted in her seat, spotting a police cruiser in a gravel lot to her right—tucked away, but visible. Concealed but not hiding.

Probably routine.

Probably.

Her eyes flicked to the center console, where the certified letter that brought her here rested. She didn’t need to read it. The wording was etched in her mind, an official threat in careful disguise.

Press credentials “flagged pending review.” The words were vague, but they cut deep. Not an accusation, yet effective enough to erode a decade of trust. “Pending further investigation, access to governmental buildings has been temporarily suspended.”

Temporarily. That was the word they used. But reputations didn’t pause. They unraveled.

That document had done more damage than a bullet ever could, dragging her name into watercooler gossip, twisting her work into something suspect, and transforming her own shadow into something she no longer trusted.

The paper on the clipboard rustled.

Danika swallowed hard and studied the landscape with a sweep of her eyes. She noted the gatehouse. The distance from town. The forest like a barrier on all sides.

If danger followed her here, it would have to work for it.

"Ah, here you are, Miss Hunter." The man spoke at last, pen scratching a checkmark next to her name. “One more moment.”

He circled to the back of her car and returned with a yellow tag.

“Take the road to the right and follow the signs. Enjoy your visit.”

Danika nodded, easing her foot onto the gas pedal. The hard part was over… yet relief didn’t come.

Instead, a flicker of unease sparked beneath her skin—like static in the air before a storm splits the sky. She turned right as instructed, passing a weathered wooden sign: Mohonk Mountain House – 2.3 miles.

So close. After hours on the road, after planning and re-planning every detail, she was nearly there. And yet, the nearness brought an unexpected weight. A quiet unease settled, threading through each breath like a warning she couldn’t name.

For a moment, she considered turning around. The thought flickered, then vanished. This place was perfect. Even the security gate felt like a blessing in disguise, offering an extra layer of protection.

As the road narrowed, winding through dense pines and hemlocks, she began to relax. What could go wrong?

This resort was secluded. Safe. A mountaintop haven above the noise and chaos of the world below. Perfect for digging into a story that demanded to be told. She’d come too far and uncovered too much to stop now. 

The threats had rattled her, but they’d also confirmed what she already knew. This story was too big to ignore, too important to abandon, and undoubtedly too dangerous to chase—

Unless you had nothing left to lose.
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Danika refocused on the road just as a sign came into view: No Guiderails for the Next 2 Miles. Her knuckles whitened on the wheel as she steered carefully along the narrow, winding road clinging to the edge of the mountainside.

With every sharp curve, her tension crept higher—like the road wasn’t just testing her driving, but her resolve. She leaned forward, scanning ahead with laser focus, and watched another sign slide by that read: Slowly and Quietly. 

“Slowly and white-knuckily,” she said under her breath, flexing her fingers to coax blood back into her knuckles.

A cool draft brushed her cheek, and Danika realized she’d left the window down after stopping at the gatehouse. She drew in the refreshing air—crisper, cleaner… older. The kind that made her breathe deeper without thinking.

Focusing on the road, she settled into the rhythm of the turns. Her nerves eased at the sight of white boulders lining the edge, blending into the landscape yet standing firm as a natural guardrail. It struck her how something so simple could mean the difference between calm and catastrophe.

As the road carried her higher, the forest began to change—the trees thinning, sky breaking through the canopy. A flicker of anticipation stirred in her chest as she wondered what lay beyond the next rise—and then, there it was.

Mohonk Mountain House emerged as if summoned, rising from the mountain with stunning majesty—part fairytale and part fortress. Towers jutted upward like exclamation points against the sky, their spires flashing glints of burnt red in the afternoon sun.

Not fragile. Not quaint.

Enduring.

The structure held a depth, a history—its beauty masking something far more permanent beneath.

Her head tilted back as she tried to take in the massive building that rose from the mountainside. It looked timeless, like it belonged here, nestled on the rocks in the middle of nowhere. 

Following the signs, Danika eased her car through a stone archway marking the entrance. As she pulled to a stop near the front door, a valet appeared, dressed in a collared forest green shirt.

“Welcome to Mohonk,” he said warmly as Danika stuffed a nearby leather satchel into a larger backpack and climbed from the driver’s seat. His smile was polite and sincere, the kind of smile you’d expect from someone who enjoyed his job. “May we take your bags?”

“Yes, I have three,” Danika said, handing him the yellow ticket she’d received at the gate. “Two of them are a bit heavy. Sorry.”

“Not a problem at all, Miss Hunter,” the valet replied smoothly, as he glanced at the ticket. “We’ll have them to your room shortly.” He wrote something down and then handed her a small valet stub. “Would you like me to take that one as well?” He motioned toward the oversized backpack slung over her shoulder.

Danika shook her head. “No, I’ve got it.”

Inside was everything she didn’t trust to leave behind—her laptop, notebooks, and a worn leather pouch filled with old letters she hadn’t yet found the courage, or time, to read.

“Of course. Enjoy your stay.”

As Danika stepped toward the lodge’s heavy front doors, a low hum of an engine pulled her gaze back to a sleek black BMW gliding in beside her car.

She wasn’t one to notice cars, but everyone else clearly did. Heads turned. The valet attendants stiffened, alert. Even a passing guest straightened his stance and adjusted his tie.

That’s when Danika realized it wasn’t the car that had caught their attention—it was whoever was inside. She waited for the driver’s door to open, and within seconds it did.

The man who stepped out didn’t rush. He moved with deliberate calm, as if the world would wait for him. Dressed in navy blue slacks and a white polo shirt, he carried the kind of quiet confidence that turned heads without trying to.

Danika wasn’t the only one captivated.

“Hello, Mr. DuBois!” the young valet called, practically jogging over. “We didn’t expect you until later in the week. Welcome back!”

The man gave a brief smile. “It’s just Julian, remember?” His voice was low, sure. Controlled.

“Oh yes, sorry, Mr. DuBois… I mean, Julian,” the valet stammered, laughing with nervous energy. “Do you have any bags?”

“In the back.” Julian flipped his keys to the valet, already walking away.

No valet stub. No name tag. No further conversation.

Lingering near the doors, Danika scolded herself for the old habit of studying people—and assessing them. But there was something about this man that made turning away impossible. He didn’t move like someone here to unwind and relax. 

He moved like someone who belonged.

Not wanting to be caught staring, Danika turned back toward the entrance. The mountain air pressed against her back like the touch of an unseen presence, making her feel strangely at home. 

The sense of belonging intensified when she passed through the first set of doors, only to be jarred by a sharp awakening of her senses. Not a shiver of intuition, but something tangible. A smell.

A vase of fresh lilacs stood on a side table inside the entryway. Pale purple like the ones her grandmother used to grow right outside the kitchen door. The scent wrapped around her, comforting and calming and rooted in memory. 

The doors closed with a soft click, locking her in quiet. Not silence exactly, but the kind of hush that clings to old churches and cemeteries; a quiet that feels alive. She reached for the next set of doors as something stirred—appreciation, maybe. Or wonder.

Presidents had walked these halls. Diplomats and historical figures, too. And maybe, almost certainly, her great-grandmother. Every return address on the letters tucked in her backpack pointed here. 

She knew almost nothing about the woman who received them—and secretly saved them. Not her age at the time, her status, or her story. Only that she must have once walked these halls—or knew someone who did.

Danika took a deep breath before stepping through. Instinct told her this was more than a doorway—it was a threshold between present and past, where time lingered and the walls held secrets waiting to be heard.
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Danika walked slowly, unsure of which way to turn until she saw the spacious lobby to her left. Everything felt carefully preserved, steeped in tradition, and alive with history. It was impressive without being ostentatious, grand without being overbearing. 

“May I help you?”

A receptionist waved from behind the long wooden registration counter.

Danika walked over, her steps muffled by the thick carpet. “Danika Hunter,” she said. The name didn’t feel natural yet, but it no longer caught in her throat as a lie—and that unsettled her.

The woman’s smile never faltered. “One moment.”

Clicking keys. A soft hum from the monitor. Then: “Ah, here we are. And it looks like you’re affiliated with the conference through GEM-Co, is that right?”

Danika hesitated this time—not long—but enough to feel the heaviness of another half-truth settle over her. She gave a small nod. “Yes.”

You’re not lying, she reminded herself. Technically…

GEM-Co was the name she’d tossed out in desperation weeks ago when the reservation desk said the hotel was fully booked—unless she was tied to a conference group. She wasn’t. She had no idea what the conference was about. But she’d been investigating GEM-Co for nearly two years and knew its influence reached everywhere. It was a gamble—but one she could defend if anyone started asking questions.

Somehow, it worked. She got the room.

“Good. You’re early, which is ideal. Here’s what to expect as security tightens closer to the event.”

As the woman leaned toward the computer, focused on her task, a resort staff member hurried in and whispered something urgent in her ear.

Danika caught a single word: DuBois.

The receptionist’s eyes flicked toward the lobby, then back. “You’re all set,” she said smoothly, giving no indication of anything amiss. “Enjoy your view of the lake, Miss Hunter.”

Danika gave a quick smile. “Thanks,” she said, turning in time to see the elevator doors standing open. She rushed in and reached for the sixth-floor button, her fingers brushing the hand of a man doing the same thing.

“Oh, excuse me,” Danika said, as they both withdrew their hands. “I’m sorry.”

He smiled, his dark eyes catching hers, and for a moment, the small space between them felt charged, as if the air itself had shifted.

It was the man she’d seen outside. Julian DuBois.

"No worries. What floor?" He looked directly into her eyes when he spoke, his voice smooth, like he was talking to someone he’d known for years.

“Sixth,” Danika replied, a faint flush warming her cheeks. His eyes were a deep brown, almost black, framed by lashes too long to ignore. Just like outside, there was something about him she couldn’t pin down. He had that easy, let’s-be-friends smile and a magnetic pull that made it hard to look away… but beneath the charm, he felt too polished. Too practiced. Like someone playing a part.

He hit the button and stepped to the back. “You just arrived?”

She nodded, already regretting the obligatory elevator small talk. “Yes, looking forward to exploring after being stuck in a car all day. A loud beep signaled the second floor.

Oh, your first time?” He looked genuinely surprised to meet someone new to Mohonk.

Another beep as the elevator passed the third floor.

“You must be here for the conference.” He leaned in, eyes locking on hers—liquid intensity, sharp and unwavering—the kind of eyes that don’t just look at you, but through you. 

“Yes, it’s my first time.” Danika ignored the question about the conference. She didn’t want to entangle herself any more than she already had.

The elevator beeped again, and the door slid open, bringing Danika back to the present. She glanced up, surprised to see they were on the sixth floor. 

“I’m Julian.” He stepped forward and held the door with one hand while holding out the other. “Nice to meet you, um, …” He tilted his head and paused, waiting for her to give her name.

“Danika.” She took his hand and dismissed the feeling she was meeting royalty. Based on the reactions of people to his presence thus far, this was not just a regular visitor to Mohonk. “Nice to meet you.”

"The pleasure is all mine.” His voice, smooth and sincere, somewhat stilled Danika’s pounding pulse. “What’s your room number?” He nodded toward her key card. “Odd numbers have mountain views. Even ones have lake views.”

Danika, alert and suspicious, answered without revealing the number. “The desk clerk said it’s a lake view.”

Julian’s smile held, though a flicker crossed his eyes—as if her guardedness had caught him off balance. “Very nice. If you’re a morning person, the sunrises are stunning.” His voice was casual, but laced with something harder to place.

“That sounds perfect for me.” Danika shifted the weight of her bag higher up her shoulder. “Nice meeting you.”

“Thank you. Nice meeting you.” Danika shifted the weight of her bag higher up her shoulder and turned to the left.

“Nice meeting you, too, Danika,” Julian said, as he let go of the door. “You’ll find there’s a lot to see here.” The elevator door began to close. “More than meets the eye.”

What does he mean by that? Danika mulled over his answer as the door sealed with a soft thud. Is he referring to the rich history of the place? Or something else entirely? 

She turned her head and looked back. And why hadn’t he gotten off the elevator? Wasn’t this the top floor?

Danika scolded herself. Why do you assume everyone has ulterior motives?

Still walking, she glanced at the key envelope, confirming she was at the right door: Room 670. As she tapped it, she made a mental note to do a better job of staying under the radar—like not taking the elevator anymore.

This conference everyone was talking about meant the place was going to be crawling with people. The last thing she needed was to have someone recognize her.

That would ruin everything.
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Danika stepped into the room and let the door whisper shut behind her. She paused, taking a slow turn as her eyes swept the space—absorbing, measuring, savoring. The smile that pulled at her lips came easily, surprising her with its sincerity. 

She’d stayed in luxury hotels across the country and around the world, but this room was different. Not just elegant—intentional. Every detail hummed with quiet history, as though the room had been built not to impress, but to endure.

Victorian luxury and historic charm… that’s what the website had promised. But the clever wording hadn’t prepared her for the feeling that settled over her now. Like she’d stepped into a place her soul already knew. It wasn’t merely classy and tasteful; it was a reflection of everything she loved—a quiet harmony of past and present that reached deep inside.

The carpet beneath her feet was a rich, muted mauve—plush and yielding, muffling her footsteps with velvety softness. She drew in a breath, letting it still the restlessness she’d carried up the mountain.

A fireplace commanded the far wall, flanked by two antique armchairs that appeared both dignified and inviting—quiet witnesses to decades of conversation. A sofa and low coffee table completed the seating area, understated but deliberate.

She crossed to the writing desk beneath the window, a slender-legged piece with a surface that bore the soft scuffs of long use. On the table sat a bouquet of fresh-cut flowers, vibrant against the dark wood, and a small gift bag bearing the resort’s logo. She lifted the note nestled inside and opened it.


Dear Miss Hunter,Thank you for booking your extended 30-day stay with us. We hope you enjoy your upgraded suite as a small token of appreciation for your flexibility. Welcome to Mohonk. Management



The handwriting was warm, personal. One more thoughtful detail in a room full of them. It made the stress of booking during a large conference feel distant, and the significant dent in her bank account worth every penny.

She turned the paper over and noticed the small line at the bottom: Smiley Brothers, Est. 1869—a quiet nod to the Quaker founders of Mohonk. She’d read all about the twin brothers, gentle visionaries who ran the hotel with strict values many had thought outdated. 

Yet those very ideals became the reason it endured. No alcohol. No dancing. No card games in public areas.

Hard to reconcile that strict Quaker culture with the castle-like building she’d just walked into. But then again, this wasn’t a place that had ever tried to fit expectations.

She lifted her gaze to the balcony doors, where the world beyond the glass shimmered with an unspoken promise. With a quiet push, she slipped through, the screen door giving a soft sigh as it closed behind her.

The view stole her breath. She pressed a hand to her heart, as if she could pin the moment in place before it slipped away.

Below, the lake lay like a shard of fallen sky, impossibly still and dark. Its surface mirrored the jagged cliffs above, their ancient stone faces aglow in the afternoon light. Shadows from puffy clouds moved leisurely across the water, revealing more than they concealed.

She leaned forward on the railing, drinking it all in and trying to remember what she’d read about the property. Hard to imagine this peaceful expanse being anything but grand, but its beginnings had been far more modest.

With the help of architects, stonemasons, carpenters, and gardeners, the Smiley brothers had added gardens, gazebos, landscaping, and more than 85 miles of carriage roads to the property that had started as a simple 10-room tavern.

Their work and vision had paid off. It was breathtaking. 

For a few suspended moments, Danika forgot everything else—the reason she’d come, the story tugging at her conscience, the pressure that had driven her here. All of it began to dissolve into the hush. Not vanish entirely, but soften. As if the mountain had taken some of it from her without asking.

Turning back inside, Danika continued to explore, walking into the bedroom that had a matching door and balcony. Somehow her bags had been delivered and stood neatly stacked near the armoire. 

Another fireplace greeted her here, too, no less elegant than the one in the living room. She ran her fingers across its smooth wood mantel, tracing the lines of craftsmanship that belonged to another era. Nothing mass-produced. Nothing rushed. She’d once interviewed a man who called this kind of work “soul-carving.”

She understood that now.

Her gaze fell on the king-sized bed, its crisp white linens promising the kind of sleep she hadn’t had in months. She pictured herself curled there, fire flickering at her feet, the hush of the mountains pressed close against the glass.

It wasn’t cold at the moment, but spring clung to the air. She hoped for evenings cool enough to light a fire—the kind that crackled and filled the room with just a hint of woodsmoke, making the world feel safe.

Stepping back onto the balcony, Danika leaned against the rail, letting the sun warm her face. Below, the resort moved with quiet life: people strolling the trails, their laughter drifting down the hillside. Canoes glided across the lake in graceful arcs, oars dipping in rhythmic motion. Teenagers splashed one another playfully, their joy rising like birdsong.

She glanced over her shoulder at her bags waiting to be unpacked, and then back toward the lake.

No contest.

The trails were waiting.








  
  

[image: ]

five




Hoping to avoid another unexpected encounter, Danika bypassed the elevator and found a slate stairway at the end of the hall. Her fingers trailed along the handrail, worn smooth by time and touch. She imagined the hands that had done the same—children, parents, grandparents—generations drawn to Mohonk seeking peace, connection with nature, or simple escape. 

As she descended the final steps, that strange sense of belonging returned. It curled around her like mist: familiar, intimate, and just out of reach. There was something about this place that left her both unsettled and oddly at peace, like standing on the edge of a forgotten memory.

Heading back toward the lobby, she walked slowly, trying to take in everything at once. Paintings lined the walls in stately procession, each enclosed in a gilded frame that reflected the light like soft gold. Though she wasn’t an expert, the brushstrokes, the layered colors, the cliffs rising above blue water—stopped her more than once. These weren’t just decorations. They were echoes of the past.

She paused in front of one that featured a wild, windswept tree on the edge of a cliff. Its limbs appeared twisted in defiance, battered but still standing. Something about it struck her, sharp and sudden, like the wind in the painting had swept through the hall and curled straight into her chest.

The tree’s resilience lingered in her thoughts as she walked on. Strength carved by time—a quality mirrored in the sight that awaited her next. Mohonk’s Central Staircase appeared before her like a sculpture of wood and will. She hadn’t noticed it earlier in her rush to the elevator, and now it revealed itself—elegant, precise, built to last.

Every stair and spindle showed the mark of skilled hands. She reached out, fingertips brushing the carved detail worn smooth by time. Each cut spoke of careful work and a commitment to making something that would endure.

It was more than a staircase. It was an unspoken tribute to the kind of craftsmanship that stands the test of time. Grand, but not imposing. Alive with a quiet kind of history.

“Amazing handiwork, isn’t it?”

The voice slipped in like a breeze through a cracked window—soft, gentle, unexpected.

Danika turned to find an elderly woman in a wheelchair rolling in her direction. Her bearing was somehow regal, her silver hair swept into a loose, dignified twist. She smiled, her eyes bright with warmth and a glint of keen interest.

“It has a way of stealing your breath, doesn’t it?” The woman’s voice seemed familiar, as though they’d known each other in another life. “It's a shameless show-off.” She laughed at her own joke, blue eyes sparkling.

“Yes, it’s…” Danika struggled for the right word.

“Spectacular?” The woman offered.

Danika nodded. “Yes, spectacular.”

“Well, there are 1,411 spindles, in case you’re wondering.” She paused a moment as if reflecting on a memory. “My Robert and I tried to count them once on a rainy afternoon. We got two different numbers and argued about it until the dinner bell rang.”

Danika blinked, eyes flicking up the spiraling structure again. It towered above her now, a marvel of craft and artistry.

“One thousand four hundred and eleven?” she echoed, amazed at the number.

“Well, that’s the number I came up with anyway. Each one crafted by hand. Can you imagine?” Her words felt heavy with history, as though she had seen generations come and go within these walls. “Sometimes I try to figure out how many people have walked up and down these stairs over the years.” She paused, a hint of something wistful flickering in her eyes.

The woman’s deep wisdom resonated in Danika’s bones, stirring an unexpected connection. The silver-haired senior reminded her of her grandmother, who had taught her to cherish small beauties—the curve of a hand-carved spindle, the crackle of a fire.

“Places like this remind us that we’re part of something bigger,” the woman said, as if reading her mind. “Threads in a tapestry that started long before us.”

Before Danika had time to respond, she extended a fragile hand. “You must be new here. I’m Mrs. Winslow.” 

“Nice to meet you.” She took the delicate hand gently in hers. “I’m Danika.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Mrs. Winslow’s voice was as clear as a bell, filled with a quiet strength. “I do love to see people who appreciate the history and craftsmanship of this place. It’s becoming rare these days.”

“I love history.” Danika took a step back and stared up the stairwell from a different angle. Then she turned toward Mrs. Winslow again. “Have you been visiting here a long time?”

“More than sixty years.” She paused a moment. “In fact, I got engaged here… and spent every anniversary here.” As she spoke of her husband, the light in her eyes seemed to soften, the way the sharp edges of the mountains dissolve at sunset. “My husband passed five years ago, but I still come for the summer.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Danika knelt and touched the woman’s hand. “You must have so many dear memories here.”

Mrs. Winslow smiled and nodded. “Indeed, I do.” She leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes. “I swear, sometimes I can hear the rustle of paper and see him reading the newspaper in that armchair over there, waiting for me.”

Then she turned her head and waved at someone in the parlor. “Well, there’s Myrtle, now. Take care, dear.”

With a final smile, Mrs. Winslow glided away in her motorized chair, her presence lingering like a whisper of the past. Danika watched her disappear down the corridor, then turned toward the door and stepped outside.
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The cool mountain air wrapped around Danika the moment she stepped outside—crisp and clean, like a first breath after rain. 

She paused at the edge of the wraparound porch where wooden rocking chairs sat lined up like quiet sentries. Guests filled a few, their low voices and laughter too gentle to disturb the stillness. To her left, water trickled into a koi pond. The fish rose at her passing, mouths kissing the surface, bodies glinting like coins in a fountain.

At the massive stone archway, she slowed, trailing her fingers along the jagged facade that had once welcomed every guest to Mohonk. She didn’t need to close her eyes to hear the echo of carriage wheels and rustling skirts, the excitement of travelers arriving with trunks full of clothing and expectations. 

Traces of the past lingered beneath the surface, almost whispering through the stones. 

The sound of a canoe oar slapping the water stirred her from the trance. The modern world tugged at her sleeve, insistent and loud, while history lingered like a whispered memory, asking not to be forgotten.

Passing the boat dock, she started up the steady incline toward the famous Sky Top Tower. Sunlight filtered through the trees, casting shifting patterns over the path and moss-covered stones, while to her right, the lake caught the light, sending it back in a scatter of fractured sparks.

When one of the many summerhouses came into view on her right, she paused. She’d seen this simple structure from her room, but hadn’t fully appreciated its impressive simplicity until now. The gazebo-like structure was more than just a shelter or place to rest. It was a masterpiece of art and engineering, seamlessly blending handcrafted beauty with the rhythm of the natural world. Built of rough-hewn logs, it stood as a quiet gesture of stillness. 

Not grand. Not ornamental. Just... present.

Danika stepped inside. The bench was worn smooth beneath her fingers, the air shaded and still. From this vantage, Mohonk Mountain House loomed large and imposing, the whole massive structure mirrored darkly in the still waters of the lake. From within the summerhouse, it looked like staring at a painting, the scene perfectly framed by its wooden beams.

Danika had read about these structures, first built in the 1870s by local craftsmen and farmers. But the descriptions hadn’t done them justice. They weren’t shelters.

They were sanctuaries.

She sat, letting the hush settle around her, and for a moment, she could almost see her great-grandmother here, skirts brushing the floor, gaze drawn to the same distant line of mountains. Had she felt this same calmness? The same sense of serenity?

A breeze stirred the trees, and goosebumps lifted along her arms. She turned quickly, expecting someone to be behind her. 

The trail was empty.

She continued upward, the trail growing steeper as it wound past more of the quiet wooden shelters—each one blending into the landscape, built not to impress, but to belong.

Danika found the surroundings peaceful, though never truly still. Birds called from the trees, insects hummed in the brush, and the wind whispered through the leaves. The resort carried an aura of natural beauty that was constantly alive with sound, yet never loud.

Ahead, massive boulders jutted from the earth like ancient sentinels, unyielding and immovable, the kind of strength forged over centuries. Between them, narrow crevices yawned deep and dark, some bridged by slender wooden walkways that offered heart-pounding views straight into the shadows below.

She paused at one. The view down stole her breath, a dizzying vertical slice of shadow that sent a jolt through her boots and up her spine. So much obscured, layered with mystery, edged in danger. Just like the story she was chasing—riddled with gaps, shell companies, dead ends.

Danika shook off the thoughts pressing in and kept walking as the trail angled higher. Heat coiled in her calves, causing her to pause and take a deep drink of water from the resort’s colorful water bottle. She contemplated detouring to her right to Whittier’s Outlook, but decided to push on instead.

The climb was making something painfully clear: hours at a desk had left her unprepared for even a modest incline. Writing took discipline, but not the kind that built endurance. Chasing paper trails behind a screen hadn’t prepared her for a mountain.

She continued her climb, thankful for the cover of trees and the slight breeze that stirred the leaves. The trail narrowed, then gave way to stairs—granite steps carved straight into the mountain. She leaned forward into the effort, every footfall its own promise: Keep going. Keep digging.

When she finally looked up, the tower was there, still above her, rising on the ridge like a medieval sentinel.

She hadn’t yet reached the summit, but the structure appeared much larger than expected—sturdier, more imposing. Of course it is, she thought. The first tower, built of wood, had been toppled by wind not long after it rose in 1909. The second was claimed by fire. The third, too.

But this one, completed in 1923, had endured. Through storms, wars, and a century of change, it held its ground. Solid in a way that spoke of permanence.

Pushing up the final incline, she lifted her gaze and blinked at the sight. The tower loomed above her, massive and unyielding, as if it had risen straight from the mountain’s bones. Its stone matched the cliffs around it, weathered and ancient, flanked by boulders so immense they looked placed by time itself. It wasn’t just a structure. It was a monument. And it made her feel impossibly small.

She stood still, pulse pounding, taking it in. Then, without waiting to catch her breath, she walked up to the open iron doors and stepped into the cool hush within.

As her eyes adjusted, a massive fireplace emerged on the far wall—cold now, but the space still carried the scent of old smoke. To her left, a stairwell curled upward into shadow. 

Still breathing hard, she started to climb.

Halfway up, she paused at one of the window slits carved into the thick wall—just wide enough to let in a blade of light. Through it, she caught a glimpse of the view waiting at the top. It was enough to make her keep going despite her protesting legs.

And then—light.

The stairs ended and a spectacle unfurled, almost like past and present colliding with the sky. Danika stepped to the edge and felt her hat start to lift in the wind. She held it with one hand, the other gripping the stone parapet. 

Before her stretched valleys stitched with farmland, forests rolling like a rough green quilt, and mountains rising like waves frozen in place. The scale of the scene hit her—not with awe, but with weight. Turning slowly, she took in the sweep of fields and streams, the ridgelines shifting between shadow and light. 

Her gaze drifted back toward the Mountain House. Even from this height and distance, the Victorian structure dominated the landscape, its reflection glimmering in the lake below. The building was immense, almost surreal in its grandeur, as though it had been plucked from another time and dropped here in the middle of the wilderness.

She closed her eyes for a beat, then opened them again as a shaft of sun broke through the clouds, striking the Mountain House in gold and sharpening its edges so that it looked less like a hotel than a fortress carved into the ridge.

She thought about the work and the willpower it had taken to build. Vision. Sweat. Stubborn defiance against everything and everyone that said it couldn’t be done.

Kind of like her.

She had no blueprint. No team. Just a notebook, a laptop, and a web of secrets no one else dared follow.

But something had pulled her here.

Not comfort. Not relaxation.

Truth. 

And no matter the cost, she wasn’t leaving without it.
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By the time Danika reached the base of Sky Top Tower, the wind had picked up and the light had shifted again—sinking lower, stretching long streaks of amber and gold across the valley. 

She sank onto a weathered bench, propped her feet on a nearby boulder, and tilted her face upward. A hawk spiraled above, riding invisible currents with effortless grace. As she tracked its slow glide across the sky, her mind drifted. Time had that strange way of feeling both endless and fleeting—like the hawk itself, suspended on a current for a breath before floating onward.

It reminded her of how little control she had over the past—and over what came next. 

Soon it would be tomorrow. Then August. Then the holidays… another year. Life didn’t wait for clarity. It moved on, ready or not—even if she was still trying to catch her breath, still chasing answers that always seemed one step ahead.

She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes, letting the sun warm her shoulders. For one still moment, the ache of not knowing all of the answers ahead of time quieted.

When she opened them again, a movement caught her attention.

A man sat on one of the large boulders near her, alone, relaxed, wearing a denim shirt and faded jeans. He wasn’t looking at her. Wasn’t doing anything at all, really, other than soaking in the silence like she was. But there was something about the tilt of his head, the strong cut of his jaw that tugged at the edge of recognition.

Casually, she reached for her phone, fingers moving on instinct. She typed a name: A. Dalton Rivers.

Dozens of headlines and images filled the screen: a glossy movie poster, a sleek car ad, a grainy telephoto shot of him on a yacht. The stories ranged from the scandalous to the absurd, proof of a life dissected, distorted, and sold by the inch to anyone watching.

There was a time when he’d been impossible to miss: red carpets, magazine covers, late-night interviews. He’d been the action icon of a generation, playing a war hero one week, a leading man in a spy thriller the next. 

Then nothing. Silence so complete it became its own story.

She studied her phone again. In the photos, he looked younger—no gray at his temples then. But it was unmistakably him: handsome, magnetic, captivating.

A giddy flutter rose in her chest—ridiculous, really, like she was sixteen again with his movie poster on her wall. She wasn’t a teenager anymore, but the reaction betrayed her. If it really was him, he’d shown up like a plot twist—right when her story needed one.

She glanced at him again. His expression was unreadable from this angle, but there was a quiet confidence in his posture, like a man accustomed to attention. He sat scanning the trees, tilting his head at a songbird, as if trying to place the tune or remember where he'd heard it before.

He didn’t look like a tourist. He looked like he belonged.

Yet his presence couldn’t be a coincidence… 

Could it?

Danika’s thoughts spun. She’d been chasing a story for two years. A story with pieces that refused to fit, trails that vanished without warning. Now, one of the most elusive public figures of the last decade was sitting a few feet away, silent as a shadow.

He shifted.

She stiffened, trying to act natural, but her body tensed like it was bracing for impact.

Moments later he stood, slow and fluid. From the corner of her eye, she watched his gaze sweep the trail, not in a curious way, but tactical. Like someone trained to assess exits.

Danika forced herself to stay still, pretending to be engrossed in the landscape, but she couldn’t help herself. When his boots scuffed the gravel near her bench, she looked up and made eye contact. His gaze lingered—not unfriendly—but not warm, either. Then, the faintest of smiles. Polite. Distant.

“Afternoon,” he said.

His voice was low and smooth, with just enough of a drawl that she no longer doubted his identity. 

Danika swallowed, willing herself to sound normal. “Hi.”

Did he recognize her from that fleeting moment years ago when she’d asked for an interview? Doubtful. It had lasted all of ten seconds, and he’d dismissed a thousand just like it with the same effortless, no.

His contempt for journalists wasn’t just known; it was practically legendary.

In the blink of an eye, he’d turned and walked away, moving with the smooth, deliberate ease of someone who had long been accustomed to attention but mastered the art of avoiding it. A man used to being seen, but never truly known.

She waited. Counted the seconds. One. Two… Ten.

Then she stood and followed. To do what, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t just let him go. Rounding the tower’s base on the back side, she expected to catch sight of him on the next stretch of trail. A glimpse between trees. A footstep ahead.

But there was nothing.

No crunch of gravel. No figure in the distance.

Danika stood still, heart hammering. She didn’t believe in coincidences. Not here. Not now. She’d spent two years chasing a story that never seemed to add up. She’d followed threads that disappeared into shadows—and Dalton Rivers lingered at the edges of them.

She continued to stare, expecting him to appear. But there was no sound. No movement. As if he’d never been there at all.

A ghost? A mirage? A figment of her imagination?

Her gut told her none of the above. This felt like a thread tugging at the edge of something buried deep. The pull was irresistible, but so was the sense that danger stood ready at the other end.
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Danika returned to her room, intent on digging deeper into Dalton Rivers. What connection did he have to Mohonk? And what had driven him to vanish from public view? 

To some extent, his exit from the spotlight is what fascinated Danika the most.

Was it from regret? Humility? Burnout? No one knew for sure, but that didn’t stop people from guessing. If anything, his departure only fanned the flames, causing tabloids to fabricate wild theories that caught fire on social media.

He’d worked hard to lay low, but in today’s world, absence only sharpened the spotlight.

Danika’s thoughts spun, reaching for connections she couldn’t quite see. Her instincts told her he was connected to the story she was already chasing. There had been whispers, hints, pieces of the puzzle just out of reach, like someone was always one step ahead, erasing the trail.

She settled onto the couch and flipped open her laptop. As she waited for it to power on, her gaze fell on her backpack lying on the coffee table. A worn, tattered notebook lay beside it as if waiting to be opened.

Something about it made her pause, reminding her of the story still waiting to be written. Even as her fingers hovered over the keyboard, a different name surfaced, one wrapped in even more intrigue than Dalton Rivers.

Julian DuBois.

She’d seen him again in Lake Lounge while grabbing coffee. Running into him once might have been a coincidence, but twice felt like something else. He wasn’t the kind of man you overlooked. Conversations stalled when he entered, and every gaze in the room seemed to trail him.

And yet, even as he conversed and laughed and shook hands, something about him felt... rehearsed.

Too polished. Too perfect.

Let’s see. Danika pushed the spacebar and was greeted with the familiar blink of the cursor. Her fingers paused another moment before typing, as she considered the ramifications of typing in Julian’s name. She was safe in her room in a remote mountain retreat using a VPN, but that didn’t mean her online activity wasn’t still being watched.

But what could it hurt? Julian had nothing to do with the political circles she was investigating. He was merely a guest at the same hotel. 

As usual, curiosity and instinct outweighed her sense of caution. Her fingers settled onto the keys, and she typed his name.

The results filled the screen in an instant: articles, press releases, interviews. He was everywhere. A billionaire with a golden reputation, Julian was credited with funding orphanages, disaster relief efforts, and environmental initiatives across the globe. He was lauded as a humanitarian with vision and heart.

Danika continued to scroll, her skepticism mounting. No one is this perfect.

Her skimming stopped when a headline caught her eye: Historic Return of International Peace Conference at Mohonk Mountain House.

She clicked the link. The article detailed a World Summit on Peace and Reconciliation, made possible by funding from Julian H. DuBois III. His donation, described as "staggering,” would help host global dignitaries and heads of state under the banner of unity. 

Danika’s gaze dropped to the date: three weeks away? She’d assumed it was past tense.

So that’s the conference everyone’s talking about.

No wonder the rooms were booked solid and security was tight. The requirement to be affiliated with the conference somehow, like through a Non-Governmental Organization (NGO), made perfect sense now. They didn’t want just anyone on the grounds mingling with heads of state and public figures.

Leaning back, she exhaled. How had something this big escaped her radar? When they’d asked for an affiliation and accepted GEM-Co, she’d figured the event here was just another government retreat—an excuse for bureaucrats to escape D.C. for a few days. Nothing out of the ordinary.

The thought of world leaders descending on this resort filled her with a strange mix of anticipation and unease. For most journalists, this would be a dream come true; a once-in-a-lifetime chance to brush shoulders with power.

But Danika wasn’t chasing a new story. She was trying to finish the one that had already consumed her.

She’d spent years asking dangerous questions, writing stories that didn’t make friends. Dignitaries and diplomats didn’t impress her anymore. If anything, being recognized felt more like a threat than an opportunity.

She wanted to stay in the background. Invisible.

Her eyes returned to the screen.

Julian DuBois. His name was everywhere with glowing profiles, curated quotes, and endless praise. Charming. Generous. Untouchable.

It all fit like an image built for headlines, not truth.

Danika tapped her fingers against the keyboard, unsure whether to dig deeper or back away. She didn’t want to push her luck.

Just as she prepared to turn her attention to Dalton Rivers, a small headline from an obscure trade site caught her eye. The article was dry, heavy with bureaucratic language, but at the bottom was a hyperlink: Public Financial Disclosure Form (PDF).

She clicked and scrolled through the document, her eyes locked onto a single line item: Global Emergency Management Council [GEM-Co] Allocation Recommendation Committee — Julian DuBois III, Chair.

Her breath stilled. The cursor blinked. The walls suddenly felt too quiet.

A rush of memory surged unbidden—blistering sun, the stench of sewage and smoke thick in the air. A community hollowed out by loss, exhausted and angry people waiting for help that never came.

That had been the first time she'd questioned GEM-Co’s narrative.

Her eyes went back to the screen. Julian wasn’t merely a donor or figurehead. He was chair of the allocation committee. The person deciding where billions in taxpayer dollars were sent.

The man whose presence commanded a room, the one she’d first met in the elevator, was linked to the very thing she’d spent two years trying to expose.

Her fingers trembled. She closed the laptop like it might detonate and surveyed the room.

Everything around her changed. The soft lamplight, the inviting hearth, the serene view from the balcony—it all felt different now. A curated calm masking something deeper. 

Danika stood and began to pace, memories flashing like newsreels of her first assignment covering GEM-Co’s overseas relief work. The organization branded itself as a global savior: glossy brochures, smiling children, promises of aid in war zones and natural disaster sites.

But on the ground, the truth was impossible to ignore.

She’d gone to report a success story. Instead, she found rubble where schools were promised, families begging where food centers should have stood.

After filing a fully sourced exposé that stripped away the polish, her editor had replied within minutes: “Not the angle we’re looking for. Drop it.”

But she hadn’t. She couldn’t. 

Danika squeezed her temples, trying to slow down the flood of rushing thoughts as she sat down on one of the chairs by the fireplace.  

At first, she’d tried to rationalize the outlet’s reluctance to publish her piece. Maybe the story was too big, too risky for them. But when she’d shopped it to others, the fallout came fast. Promised assignments vanished. Calls went unanswered. Emails ignored. 

Was it fear? Complicity? Or something more orchestrated?

Not one to back down from a fight, Danika simply pushed harder and dug deeper. But the farther she went, the faster the walls closed in. Her name vanished from freelance rosters at major publications. Reliable sources stopped returning her texts. Most wouldn’t take her calls. 

The message became unmistakable: Stop digging or lose everything.

It wasn’t just a story they’d cancelled.

It was her.
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