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A Note on Content




Spicy romance ahead—expect heat (🌶️🌶️🌶️), workplace tension, and feelings that get messy before they get better. There are no closed doors here. 

For details, scan the QR code below or visit https://southernheatromance.wordpress.com/content-notes/.

 — Q
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Power doesn't announce itself at Maison Royale. It whispers in Italian leather, gleams in crystal chandeliers, settles into Egyptian cotton sheets with the weight of inevitability. 

Three continents. Countless stories. One promise: discretion, luxury, and the kind of service that makes billionaires feel human and strivers feel like they've finally arrived. From Manhattan penthouses where deals worth millions close over champagne, to Dubai suites where secrets are currency, to Parisian ballrooms where old money meets new ambition—Maison Royale doesn't just host the powerful. It creates them.

But luxury hotels have a secret. Behind the marble lobbies and flawless service, real people work. Dream. Fall spectacularly in love despite every professional boundary designed to prevent it. The concierge hiding his legacy. The event coordinator building her empire. The social media director navigating two worlds. They're not just staff—they're architects of other people's perfect moments while fighting for their own.

This is where enemies become lovers in supply closets and boardrooms. Where fake relationships turn devastatingly real. Where choosing love means risking everything you've built—your career, your reputation, your carefully constructed armor.

Welcome to Maison Royale, where the difference between professional and personal is just one reckless decision.

And everyone makes it eventually.

— Quinn Sterling







  
  
Chapter 1




The Vanderbilt wedding was perfect. 

Vivian Chen stood at the back of the Grand Ballroom, tablet in hand, and watched three hundred guests celebrate Senator Vanderbilt’s daughter’s marriage with the kind of extravagance that made gossip columns salivate. Crystal chandeliers caught the light from two hundred hand-dipped candles. The twelve-piece orchestra transitioned seamlessly from Vivaldi to a jazz standard. Champagne flowed from fountains that had required structural engineering consultations and liability waivers.

Not a single thing had gone wrong.

Which meant Vivian had done her job.

“The cake procession in five,” Marcus Thompson’s voice crackled through her earpiece. Her general manager had been coordinating events longer than Vivian had been alive, and his calm baritone could talk down bridezillas and demanding mothers-in-law with equal efficiency. “Priya’s managing the kitchen staff. Diego’s got the photographer positioned. We’re golden.”

“Copy that.” Vivian scanned the room one more time—habit, instinct, the need to catch problems before they became disasters. The bride laughed at something her new husband whispered. The senator glad-handed donors with practiced ease. Everything sparkled with the kind of money that expected perfection and paid handsomely for it.

Her gaze caught on the programs stacked by the entrance—cream cardstock, embossed gold lettering, expensive and elegant.

Coordinated by Maison Royale Manhattan


For just a moment, Vivian let herself imagine different words: Coordinated by Chen & Co. Luxury Events.

Her company. Her name. Her dream.

The business plan lived on her laptop in a password-protected folder she opened late at night when she couldn’t sleep. Market analysis. Financial projections. Client acquisition strategies. Six months of meticulous planning for the moment she’d walk away from Maison Royale and bet everything on herself.

Six months until she proved her parents’ disappointment wrong.

Six months until—

“Viv, cake’s moving,” Marcus said.

Vivian snapped back to reality. She cued the lighting tech, and the ballroom dimmed to spotlight the five-tier masterpiece rolling toward the dance floor. The crowd gasped appreciatively. The bride’s mother dabbed at tears. 

Perfect.


      [image: ]Two hours later, the last guests trickled out in clouds of expensive perfume and champagne-loosened laughter. Vivian’s team gathered in the service corridor—the backstage to the luxury theater they’d just performed. 

“Another flawless execution,” Marcus said, loosening his tie. At forty-five, he cut an impressive figure in his tuxedo, commanding respect from staff and clients alike. His husband David always joked that Marcus looked like he should be running a Fortune 500 company instead of managing a hotel. “Senator Vanderbilt’s assistant already emailed. They want us for the youngest daughter’s engagement party next spring.”

“Called it,” Priya Sharma said, pulling out her phone to update their social media. At twenty-six, she was brilliant, ambitious, and treated Instagram like a competitive sport. “I got amazing photos of the cake procession. We’re going to trend.”

“Can we not trend?” Diego Ramirez leaned against the wall, still in his head concierge uniform, handsome and exhausted. “I’m too tired for our phones to explode with booking requests.”

“You love when our phones explode,” Priya countered.

“I love sleep more.” Diego checked his watch and grimaced. “Speaking of—I need to run. Maya’s with the sitter, and I promised her pancakes for breakfast tomorrow. Which is—“ he checked again, ”—in seven hours.”

“Go.” Vivian waved him off. “Family first.”

Diego flashed her a grateful smile and headed for the exit. Vivian watched him go, thinking about the single father juggling an eight-year-old daughter and a demanding job. Diego never complained, but she saw the exhaustion in his eyes some mornings.

“My parents are visiting next week,” Priya said, still scrolling through photos. “Mom’s already started the ‘when are you getting married’ campaign. I told her I just signed a lease on a one-bedroom in Brooklyn, and she asked if it was big enough for a husband.”

“Is it?” Marcus asked, amused.

“It’s barely big enough for me and my shoe collection.” Priya looked up, suddenly vulnerable. “I love them. But sometimes I wish they understood that this—“ she gestured around the ballroom, ”—is what I want. Not a husband and two kids by thirty.”

“They’ll come around,” Vivian said, though she wasn’t sure she believed it. Her own parents had taken years to stop asking when she’d pursue something “stable” like accounting or law.

“Anyway.” Priya pocketed her phone. “I’m exhausted. See you Monday?”

“Monday.” Vivian hugged her. “Great work tonight. The social media photos are going to bring in clients.”

After Priya left, the ballroom felt cavernous. Just Vivian, Marcus, and the cleaning crew already breaking down tables with efficient precision.

“Drink?” Marcus asked.

“Please.”

They walked to Marcus’s office—a space that managed to be both professional and welcoming, with photos of his husband David scattered among hotel awards. Marcus poured two fingers of excellent scotch into crystal tumblers and handed one to Vivian.

“To another perfect event,” he said.

They clinked glasses. Vivian sipped, letting the burn ground her.

“You’re thinking about your business plan,” Marcus said.

Vivian’s head snapped up. “How—“

“Because I know you. And because you get this look whenever someone mentions Chen & Co. like it’s a real thing instead of something on your laptop.” He settled into his chair, expression gentle. “Six months, right? That’s when you’re planning to leave?”

“If everything goes according to plan.” Vivian sank into the chair across from him. “I’ve been here seven years, Marcus. I’ve coordinated hundreds of events. Built relationships with every vendor in the city. Proven I’m good at this. I’m ready.”

“I know you are.” He studied her over his scotch. “Have you told anyone else?”

“Just you. And only because you caught me updating projections at two in the morning last month.” She traced the rim of her glass. “My parents still think I’m going to wake up one day and realize I should have been a doctor.”

“Their loss. Our gain.” Marcus paused. “For six more months, anyway.”

Guilt twisted in Vivian’s chest. Marcus had mentored her since she was a front desk clerk with big dreams and no connections. He’d promoted her, protected her, taught her everything about luxury hospitality. Leaving would hurt him.

But staying would hurt her.

“I’ll help you find my replacement,” she said. “Train them personally. Make sure the transition is seamless.”

“I know you will. Because that’s who you are.” Marcus set down his glass, and something in his expression shifted. Shuttered. “Viv, we have a problem.”

Her stomach dropped. “What kind of problem?”

“The big kind.” He pulled out a folder, slid it across the desk. “These are the Q3 financials. Maison Royale Manhattan is losing money. Not a little. A lot.”

Vivian flipped open the folder. Numbers swam before her eyes—red ink, declining revenue, profit margins that looked like someone had taken an ax to them.

“But the events department is performing,” she said, scanning the reports. “We’re up fifteen percent year over year. Client satisfaction is at ninety-two percent. We’re profitable—“

“We are. But we’re one department in a hotel with twenty departments, and most of them are hemorrhaging cash.” Marcus leaned forward, elbows on his desk. “The Paris headquarters has been watching. And they’ve decided Manhattan needs intervention.”

“What kind of intervention?”

“The kind that comes with a new CEO. From Paris. Arriving next week.”

Vivian’s mouth went dry. “They’re replacing you?”

“No. They’re bringing in someone above me. Someone to run the entire Manhattan property and report directly to the board.” Marcus’s expression was grim. “His name is Sebastian Mercier. And Viv... I’ve heard stories.”

“What kind of stories?”

“The kind where he walks into failing properties and makes them profitable again through aggressive restructuring. They call him The Iceman. He’s the board’s cleanup guy—cold, calculating, ruthless about cutting costs.” Marcus pulled up something on his tablet, turned it to face her. “This is what he did to the London property two years ago.”

Vivian stared at the organizational chart. Half the positions had been eliminated. Departments consolidated. Staff reduced by forty percent.

“He can’t do that here,” she said. “We’re the flagship—“

“We’re the failing flagship. Which makes us the biggest problem.” Marcus took back the tablet. “After what happened with his parents’ company, Sebastian doesn’t believe in mixing business with emotion. His father made that mistake, let personal feelings cloud judgment, and it destroyed everything. Sebastian learned from that. People are just line items to him. Numbers on a spreadsheet.”

“His parents’ company?”

“The original Maison Royale Paris. Twenty years ago, his parents were co-CEOs—married couple running the business together. Then the marriage fell apart. Bitter divorce. They couldn’t separate business from personal, started making emotional decisions instead of smart ones. The company nearly collapsed. Sebastian’s father walked away, left his mother with the wreckage.” Marcus’s voice was heavy. “From what I hear, Sebastian vowed never to make the same mistake. Never let emotion interfere with business. Never mix personal with professional.”

Vivian’s hands tightened on her glass. “So he’s a robot.”

“He’s effective. And he’s coming here with a mandate to save this hotel by any means necessary.” Marcus met her eyes. “That means your team, Viv. Diego with his daughter. Priya who just signed that lease. The junior coordinators who are still paying off student loans. If Sebastian decides the events department is overstaffed or the budget is too high—“

“I won’t let him.” Vivian stood, pacing. “We’re profitable. Essential. I have data proving our value—“

“And he’ll have data proving we’re expensive. That we could run leaner, cut corners, operate with fewer staff for higher margins.” Marcus’s tone was gentle but firm. “I’m not saying this to panic you. I’m saying this so you’re prepared.”

Vivian’s mind raced. Her team. Her family. Diego picking up Maya from school. Priya’s Brooklyn apartment. The junior coordinators she’d hired and trained personally.

And her business plan. Six months away from freedom.

“When does he arrive?” she asked.

“Monday. There’s a staff meeting Tuesday morning. He’ll outline his vision for the hotel’s future.”

“His vision for cutting us apart, you mean.”

“Maybe.” Marcus stood, moved around the desk. “Viv, I know what you’re thinking. Don’t do anything stupid to protect us.”

“Stupid like what?”

“Like sacrificing your dream. Your plan. Your future.” He gripped her shoulders. “You’ve worked too hard for this. You deserve to build Chen & Co. Don’t let some corporate hatchet man take that away.”

But Vivian was already shaking her head. “My dream doesn’t matter if my family is destroyed first.”

“Viv—“

“No.” She pulled away, heading for the door. “I have six months to leave on my terms. But first, I’m going to make sure Diego and Priya and everyone else still has jobs when I do.”

“And how exactly are you planning to do that?”

Vivian paused in the doorway, jaw set with determination. “I’m going to prove to Sebastian Mercier that the events department is untouchable. That cutting my team would be the worst business decision he could make.”

“He’s not going to care about passion or loyalty, Viv. He only cares about numbers.”

“Then I’ll give him numbers.” She met Marcus’s worried gaze. “I’ve built something good here. I’m not letting some Iceman destroy it because he’s afraid of feeling things.”

Marcus sighed. “You’re going to go to war with a man who’s never lost.”

“Good.” Vivian’s smile was sharp. “I prefer my enemies where I can see them.”

She left before Marcus could argue, walked through the empty hotel lobby, past the night shift staff, out into the Manhattan night. Cool November air hit her face. The city glittered around her—alive, relentless, full of people fighting for their dreams.

Vivian pulled out her phone, opened the password-protected folder, stared at her business plan.

Chen & Co. Luxury Events

Six months. That was the timeline.

But first, she had a team to protect and a CEO to fight.

Sebastian Mercier had no idea who he was dealing with.


      [image: ]Vivian’s apartment was dark when she stumbled in around two AM, exhausted and wired. She dropped her bag by the door, kicked off her heels, and padded to her laptop. 

The business plan stared back at her from the screen. Months of work. Dreams made concrete. The exit strategy that was supposed to happen on her terms, in her timeline.

Now there was a man coming who could destroy everything before she got the chance to leave.

She pulled up a new document. Started typing.

Events Department Performance Metrics - Q1 through Q3

If Sebastian Mercier wanted numbers, she’d bury him in them.

If he wanted to see value, she’d prove her team was irreplaceable.

If he thought he could walk in and dismantle what she’d built—

He’d learn exactly how fierce Vivian Chen could be when protecting her family.

Her phone buzzed. Marcus.

Marcus: Get some sleep. You’ll need your energy for Tuesday.

Vivian: Can’t sleep. Working on our defense strategy.

Marcus: Of course you are. Just remember - don’t let him see how much you care. Men like Sebastian use emotion as a weapon.

Vivian: Then I’ll be ice right back at him.

Marcus: That’s my girl. But Viv? Be careful. I’ve seen Sebastian’s track record. He doesn’t lose.

Vivian stared at her reflection in the darkened window. Exhausted. Determined. Ready for war.

Vivian: There’s a first time for everything.

She turned back to her laptop and kept working.

Outside, Manhattan glittered with possibility and threat in equal measure.

And somewhere in that city, Sebastian Mercier was planning his arrival.

Neither of them knew yet that Tuesday’s meeting would change everything.

That the war they were preparing for would become something else entirely.

That the Iceman and the woman who refused to freeze would collide—and neither would walk away unchanged.








  
  
Chapter 2




Sebastian Mercier’s flight from Paris landed at JFK at six AM on a Monday that felt like every other Monday—grey, cold, and demanding efficiency. By seven, he was in the back of a town car threading through Manhattan traffic. By eight, he stood in the lobby of Maison Royale Manhattan and assessed his newest problem. 

The hotel was beautiful. He’d give it that much.

Marble floors polished to mirror shine. Art deco fixtures that whispered old money. The kind of understated luxury that didn’t shout but commanded respect through sheer presence. Staff in crisp uniforms moved with practiced grace. Everything about the space promised excellence.

Which made the financial reports he’d reviewed on the plane that much more damning.

Sebastian crossed the lobby, cataloging details with the precision of someone who’d turned around failing properties on three continents. Fresh flowers—expensive, daily delivery, unnecessary. Crystal chandeliers—historic, yes, but the maintenance costs were astronomical. Staffing levels that suggested the hotel was operating at full capacity when occupancy was down eighteen percent.

Death by a thousand luxuries.

His gaze caught on a display near the concierge desk—framed photographs of recent events. Weddings, galas, corporate functions. Each image more extravagant than the last. Beautiful people in beautiful clothes celebrating beautiful moments in spaces that probably cost more per hour than most people earned in a month.

One photo stopped him.

A wedding reception. The Grand Ballroom transformed into something out of a fairy tale—candlelight and flowers and a bride laughing with pure joy. The photo captured a moment of perfect happiness.

Sebastian felt something twist in his chest. Unfamiliar. Uncomfortable.

Loneliness.

He dismissed it immediately. Sentiment was a luxury he couldn’t afford. Not anymore. Not after—

“Mr. Mercier?”

Sebastian turned to find a woman in her late twenties, professional, carrying herself with the efficient competence of someone who managed people twice her age. “I’m Amara Adeyemi, your executive assistant. Welcome to Manhattan.”

“Ms. Adeyemi.” He shook her hand—firm grip, direct eye contact, no nonsense. Good. “My office?”

“This way.”

The executive suite occupied the top floor, with views of Central Park that probably justified the obscene rent. Sebastian’s new office was all glass and chrome—modern, impersonal, exactly what he needed. Amara had already set up his workspace: laptop, files, coffee that smelled like it cost more than it should.

“I’ve scheduled your first department head meeting for tomorrow morning,” Amara said, pulling up his calendar on the tablet. “The full staff has been notified of your arrival. And I’ve compiled the reports you requested—financial breakdowns by department, employee retention data, client satisfaction metrics.”

“Excellent.” Sebastian scanned the documents she’d laid out. Numbers told stories if you knew how to read them. And these numbers told a story of slow decay dressed up in expensive linens.

The events department kept catching his eye.

Profitable. Highly rated. Growing year over year.

And spending money like it grew on trees.

He pulled up one event file at random. A wedding from two months ago. The line items made his jaw tighten.

Custom linen rental: $3,000

Hand-calligraphed place cards: $500  

Premium floral arrangements: $8,000

Imported champagne for planning meetings: $400

Champagne. For planning meetings.

Sebastian’s pen tapped against the desk. The event coordinator’s name appeared on every inflated expense: Vivian Chen.

He pulled up her employee file. Senior Event Coordinator. Seven years at Maison Royale Manhattan. Started as front desk, worked her way up. Impressive on paper.

But numbers didn’t lie. Her events were profitable, yes, but the margins were thin. Too thin. She was spending money on “client experience” that could be cut without impacting satisfaction scores if managed properly.

She was the kind of coordinator who believed in magic over metrics.

Exactly the kind of thinking that destroyed businesses.

A knock on the door. Amara entered with another file. “Sir, this just came through from Richard Ashford’s office.”

Sebastian’s hand stilled. “What does he want?”

“He’s requested a report on employee satisfaction and retention practices.” Amara set down the document. “Specifically, he wants to see how you plan to maintain company culture while improving profitability. The note says—“ she paused, reading, ”—‘Mr. Ashford believes profit without people is poison.’”

Sebastian’s jaw clenched. Of course Richard would say that. Of course he’d make this about more than just numbers.

“Anything else?”

Amara’s expression shifted. Careful. “The Ashfords will be arriving in two weeks for Investor Week. The full family, including...” She cleared her throat. “Sophie Ashford will be accompanying her father.”

The office went very quiet.

“I see,” Sebastian said.

“Sir, if you need me to make any arrangements—“

“That won’t be necessary.” He turned back to the window, dismissing her. “Thank you, Ms. Adeyemi.”

She left with the kind of discretion that made her invaluable.

Sebastian stared out at Manhattan and felt the weight of everything pressing down.


      [image: ]The memory came unbidden: Paris, three weeks ago, his mother’s office overlooking the Seine. 

Hélène Mercier was sixty-three, elegant, and ruthless when necessary. She’d rebuilt Maison Royale from the wreckage of her divorce and turned it into a luxury empire. Sebastian respected her more than anyone alive.

Which was why her desperation terrified him.

“We’re out of options,” she said, spreading financial reports across her desk. “London is stable. Paris is profitable. Dubai is thriving. But Manhattan—our flagship—is failing. And when the flagship fails, the entire brand collapses.”

Sebastian studied the numbers. She wasn’t exaggerating. “We need capital injection. New investors—“

“There are no new investors. Not with our current trajectory.” Hélène met his eyes. “There’s only one person with enough capital and interest in luxury hospitality to save us.”

“Who?”

“Richard Ashford.”

Sebastian went very still. “No.”

“Sebastian—“

“He was Father’s partner. The company collapsed because of their decisions—“

“The company collapsed because your father let emotion cloud his judgment,” Hélène cut in, sharp as glass. “When our marriage ended, he couldn’t separate personal from professional. Made reckless choices. Trusted the wrong people. Let sentiment destroy sound business practice.” She leaned forward. “Richard remembers. He lost money in that disaster too. He’ll need convincing that you’re not your father. That you can be trusted with his investment.”

“I’m nothing like Father.”

“I know that. You know that. But Richard needs to see it.” She pulled out another document. “He’s agreed to consider investing. But only if you personally turn around the Manhattan property. He wants proof you’ve learned what your father didn’t.”

Sebastian’s hands clenched. “What specifically does he want?”

“Six weeks. You have six weeks to prove Manhattan can be saved. Show improved financials. Demonstrate leadership. Convince him you understand that business requires both profit and people.” Hélène’s expression softened slightly. “Richard’s exact words were: ‘I need to see he’s learned what his father didn’t. That he understands loyalty, commitment, people. That he won’t let emotion destroy good business—or let lack of emotion destroy good people.’”

“That’s a contradiction.”

“That’s Richard. He’s sentimental. But he’s also shrewd.” She paused. “And Sebastian... he’s bringing Sophie.”

There it was.

“Sophie has nothing to do with this,” Sebastian said.

“She’s his daughter. His business partner now. Of course she’s involved.” Hélène’s voice gentled. “I know it’s complicated—“

“It’s not complicated. We ended five years ago. She made her position clear.” Sebastian stood, gathering the documents. “I’ll go to Manhattan. I’ll fix the hotel. I’ll secure Richard’s investment. But my personal history with Sophie Ashford is irrelevant.”

“Is it?”

Sebastian met his mother’s eyes. “It has to be.”

Because mixing business with personal feelings was what destroyed his father.

And Sebastian had vowed never to make the same mistake.


      [image: ]Back in the present, Sebastian pulled up the events department file again. Vivian Chen’s photo stared back at him from her employee profile—professional headshot, dark hair in a sleek bun, sharp suit, direct gaze that suggested she didn’t suffer fools. 

She looked competent.

The numbers suggested otherwise.

Champagne for planning meetings. Custom linens. Hand-calligraphy. All the expensive touches that clients supposedly “expected” but probably didn’t need.

She was exactly the kind of bleeding heart who’d prioritize feelings over fiscal responsibility.

Who’d argue that “company culture” mattered more than profit margins.

Who’d make his job infinitely harder because she believed in magic.

Sebastian pulled up a cost-cutting proposal and started making notes. The events department could survive with twenty percent budget reduction. Thirty percent if they eliminated redundant positions. Forty percent if they renegotiated vendor contracts and stopped wasting money on “client experience” luxuries that added minimal value.

Vivian Chen would fight him on every cut.

Good.

He preferred his obstacles visible and predictable.

A knock on the door. Amara again.

“Sir, I have the final staff roster for tomorrow’s meeting. Everyone’s been notified. Marcus Thompson asked if you wanted individual meetings before the general session.”

“No. I’ll address everyone at once.” Sebastian handed her the cost-cutting proposal. “Have this printed for distribution. And Amara—I want employee files for the events department. All of them.”

“Including Ms. Chen’s?”

“Especially Ms. Chen’s.”

If she was going to be his problem, he’d arm himself with information.

Amara hesitated. “Sir... a word of advice?”

Sebastian raised an eyebrow. His assistant wasn’t typically one for unsolicited counsel.

“Vivian Chen is well-liked,” Amara said carefully. “Respected by her team. Known for protecting her people. If you position yourself as the enemy—“

“I’m not positioning myself as anything. I’m doing my job.”

“With respect, sir, your job just became significantly harder if the events department sees you as a threat.” Amara held his gaze. “Marcus Thompson has worked here for twenty years. Diego Ramirez is a single father. Priya Sharma is brilliant but young, ambitious. They’re a family. And Vivian Chen is the one they look to.”

“Then Ms. Chen and I will need to have a conversation about what’s best for the hotel.”

“And if she disagrees?”

Sebastian’s smile was cold. “Then I’ll have my first line item to cut.”

Amara looked like she wanted to argue. Thought better of it. Left with the documents.

Sebastian turned back to the window. Manhattan stretched before him—millions of people, thousands of stories, endless complications. Somewhere in this building, Vivian Chen was probably planning her defense. Rallying her team. Preparing to fight him with passion and loyalty and all the sentimental nonsense that felt good but solved nothing.

She had no idea who she was dealing with.

Sebastian Mercier didn’t lose.

He didn’t let emotion cloud judgment.

He didn’t make his father’s mistakes.

And he certainly didn’t let wedding coordinators with expensive taste and bleeding hearts stand between him and saving his family’s company.

Tomorrow, he’d make the situation clear to everyone.

The Maison Royale Manhattan would survive.

Even if he had to drag it to profitability one line item at a time.


      [image: ]That night, Sebastian ate dinner alone in the penthouse suite—a space so luxurious it made his Paris apartment look modest. Floor-to-ceiling windows. Custom furniture. A kitchen he’d never use. Everything designed for comfort he didn’t need. 

He pulled out his laptop and reviewed the files Amara had compiled. Employee records. Performance reviews. Department budgets.

Vivian Chen’s file kept drawing his attention.

Seven years at Maison Royale. Started front desk, promoted to junior coordinator, senior coordinator within five years. Client satisfaction: 94%. Revenue growth: 15% year over year. Manager evaluation: “Exceptional talent. Protects her team fiercely. Sometimes prioritizes people over policy.”

That last line made Sebastian’s lips twitch. Prioritizes people over policy.

Exactly the problem.

He clicked through photos attached to her event files. Each wedding, gala, and corporate function more extravagant than the last. And in the corners of some photos—just visible if you looked carefully—he could see her. Vivian Chen in her element. Directing staff. Adjusting centerpieces. Making magic happen.

She looked... alive.

Sebastian closed the laptop.

Tomorrow would be interesting.

He’d lay out the hard truth: the hotel was failing, cuts were necessary, sentiment wouldn’t save them. The staff would react—shock, anger, resistance. Vivian Chen would probably lead the charge.

And Sebastian would remain calm, collected, immovable.

Because that’s what the situation required.

Because mixing emotion with business decisions was how his father destroyed everything.

Because six weeks wasn’t much time to convince Richard Ashford that Sebastian Mercier could be trusted with his investment.

And Sophie would be there in two weeks.

Sophie, who’d left him five years ago with words that still echoed: “You’re brilliant, Sebastian. Successful. Everything you wanted to be. But somewhere along the way, you forgot how to feel. And I can’t love a man who’s forgotten he’s human.”

She’d been wrong then.

She was still wrong.

Emotion was weakness. Vulnerability was liability. Feeling too much was what destroyed his father’s company and his parents’ marriage.

Sebastian had learned from those mistakes.

He’d built himself into someone who didn’t break under pressure. Who made hard choices without flinching. Who could look at a struggling hotel and see solutions instead of stories.

Tomorrow, he’d prove it.

Starting with a confrontation he suspected was inevitable with the one person who seemed determined to make his job impossible.

Vivian Chen, with her expensive taste and her loyal team and her belief that magic mattered more than margins.

This should be simple.

So why did he have the unsettling feeling it would be anything but?








  
  
Chapter 3




The executive boardroom felt like a courtroom. 

Vivian sat between Marcus and Diego, watching department heads file in with expressions ranging from curious to terrified. Word had spread fast—new CEO from Paris, reputation for ruthless cost-cutting, here to “save” the Manhattan flagship. The air hummed with nervous energy.

Priya slid into the seat beside Vivian, phone clutched in her hand. “I looked him up. Sebastian Mercier turned around three failing properties in two years. Staff reduction averaged thirty-eight percent.”

“We’re not failing,” Vivian muttered.

“The hotel is.” Diego’s voice was low. “My sources in accounting say we’re hemorrhaging money. If Mercier cuts staff—“ He didn’t finish. Didn’t need to. They all knew what layoffs meant. Maya’s school tuition. Priya’s new lease. The junior coordinators’ student loans.

Marcus leaned over. “Whatever happens, stay calm. Don’t give him ammunition.”

“I’m always calm.”

Marcus gave her a look that said you’re many things, Viv, but calm under fire isn’t one of them.

The door opened.

Sebastian Mercier entered like he owned the room—which, technically, he did now. Tall, commanding presence, dark suit that probably cost more than Vivian’s monthly rent. Everything about him screamed European money and old-world authority. But his eyes were what stopped her breath.

Grey. Cold. Assessing.

He looked at the assembled staff like they were numbers on a spreadsheet waiting to be calculated.

“Good morning,” Sebastian said, his accent carrying the barest French edge. He didn’t smile. “I’m Sebastian Mercier, your new CEO. I’ll be direct because your time is valuable, and we have significant work ahead.”

He clicked a remote. A presentation appeared on the screen behind him.

Financial reports. Revenue charts. All trending downward in vicious red lines.

“Maison Royale Manhattan is failing,” Sebastian said flatly. “Occupancy down eighteen percent. Revenue down twenty-three percent. Operating costs up twelve percent. At our current trajectory, this property will be insolvent within eight months.”

Silence. Heavy and suffocating.

Vivian’s stomach clenched. She’d known things were bad. She hadn’t known they were that bad.

“However,” Sebastian continued, “this property is salvageable. The Maison Royale brand has value. Our location is prime. Our reputation—when we deliver—is excellent. But to survive, we require immediate and substantial restructuring.”

Another slide. This one made Vivian’s blood run cold.

Budget Reductions by Department: 40%

“Forty percent cuts across all departments,” Sebastian said. “Effective immediately. This includes vendor renegotiations, elimination of redundant positions, and aggressive cost management in all areas of operation.”

Around the table, faces went pale. Diego’s jaw clenched. Priya looked close to tears. Even Marcus, usually unflappable, had gone rigid.

“I understand this is difficult,” Sebastian said, though his tone suggested he understood nothing of the sort. “Change is uncomfortable. But the alternative is closure. I’d rather cut costs than close doors.”

Vivian’s hand shot up before she could stop herself. Marcus’s hand landed on her arm—a warning. She ignored it.


      [image: ]Sebastian clocked the woman’s hand immediately. Dark hair in a sleek bun. Sharp blazer. Direct gaze that burned with barely controlled fury. 

Vivian Chen.

Of course it was her.

“Yes, Ms. Chen?” He kept his voice level, professional.

She stood. The room’s energy shifted—everyone turning to watch, some with apprehension, others with hope.

“The events department generates thirty-five percent of total hotel revenue,” Vivian said, her voice carrying controlled fury that was almost impressive. “We’re one of your most profitable divisions. Cutting our budget by forty percent will directly impact our ability to deliver the luxury experience our clients expect.”

Sebastian had expected this. Prepared for it. “Your department also has the highest overhead in the hotel. Premium vendor contracts. Excessive spending on non-essential items. Champagne for planning meetings, Ms. Chen? Hand-calligraphed place cards?”

Color flooded her cheeks. “Those aren’t non-essential. They’re what our clients pay for—“

“Clients pay for successful events. Not overpriced stationery.”

“You clearly don’t understand luxury hospitality—“

“I understand profit margins.” Sebastian pulled up another slide—her department’s spending report, every inflated expense highlighted. “Three thousand dollars for custom linens at a single event. Five hundred for calligraphy. Eight thousand for floral arrangements that lasted six hours.” He met her eyes. “That’s not luxury. That’s waste.”


      [image: ]Vivian’s hands clenched at her sides. He’d pulled her files. Dissected her events. Reduced months of work and happy clients to numbers on a spreadsheet without understanding any of it. 

“Our clients expect that level of detail,” she said, forcing her voice to stay level. “They’re paying for luxury. That’s the Maison Royale brand. Those details are what separate us from the Hilton down the street.”

“The Maison Royale brand is survival, Ms. Chen.” Sebastian’s voice went dangerously quiet. “Not fairy tales. Not magic. Survival. Adapt or your position becomes redundant.”

The room went silent. Everyone held their breath.

Vivian felt something snap inside her. The careful control she’d built over seven years. The professional mask she wore to navigate high-society clients and impossible demands. All of it shattered against the cold certainty in Sebastian Mercier’s grey eyes.

She stepped forward. Closer. Into his space in a way that made several people shift uncomfortably.

“My position?” Her voice was sharp enough to cut. “Let me clarify something, Mr. Mercier. I don’t work for you. I work for them.”

She gestured to her team. Diego, jaw tight, trying not to show fear. Priya, blinking back tears. Marcus, watching with the careful attention of someone seeing a car crash in slow motion.

“And I’m good enough at this job that when you fire me, I’ll land on my feet. I have offers. Opportunities. Options.” The words tasted like ash—her secret business plan, her exit strategy, thrown in his face like a weapon. “But Diego has a daughter. An eight-year-old who depends on his salary. Priya just signed a lease on an apartment she saved three years to afford. Marcus has been here twenty years—this hotel is his family.”

She stepped even closer. Close enough to see Sebastian’s eyes darken. Close enough to feel the tension radiating off him.

“So before you reduce people to line items on your spreadsheet,” Vivian said, her voice dropping to something dangerous, “maybe learn their names first. Learn their stories. Learn what’s at stake when you decide someone is redundant.”


      [image: ]Sebastian’s pulse kicked up. 

Not from anger—though there was anger, certainly, at being challenged so publicly. But from something else. Something unexpected.

She was magnificent.

Furious and protective and completely unafraid of him. Her dark eyes blazed with conviction. Her spine was steel. She stood there in her sharp blazer and perfect composure falling apart at the edges, and Sebastian felt something shift in his carefully ordered worldview.

This was Vivian Chen.

Not some bleeding heart who couldn’t manage a budget. Not a coordinator coasting on charm.

A warrior protecting her people.

The realization should have made his job easier. Should have let him dismiss her as emotional, reactive, exactly the kind of problem he needed to eliminate.

Instead, it made everything infinitely more complicated.

Because everyone in the room was watching her like she was their champion. Their voice. The one person willing to stand between them and the Iceman.

And Sebastian had just made her his enemy.

“I know everyone’s names, Ms. Chen,” he said quietly. The room leaned in to hear him. “Including yours.”

The way her breath caught—just slightly, barely visible—told him she’d felt that land. The unspoken threat. The acknowledgment. The recognition that they were now locked in a battle neither could afford to lose.

“Then use them,” Vivian said. “Before you destroy them.”

She turned and walked out.

The door closed behind her with a definitive click that echoed like a gunshot.
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