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      As soon as the elevator doors opened, I dashed behind one of the stone columns that supported the grand multi-story ceiling of the main lobby. Peeking around the edge, I made sure my father wasn’t lurking before I made my way across the room, rushing past the fountain near the hotel entry toward the restaurant on the other side.

      I gave the hostess a quick wave as I slipped past her toward the kitchens.

      “Hey Ratty!” I greeted my favorite line cook as he lifted a basket of fresh fries from the fryer. My mouth watered. Oil dripped from the crispy bits of golden potato goodness.

      “Right on time, Lena.” Ratty winked and dumped the fries into a giant metal bowl, tossing them with salt and herbs. He grabbed a plate, scooped up a generous heap, and topped it with an avalanche of cheese. A quick wipe of the plate’s edge, and he slid it across the stainless steel prep bench toward me.

      I popped a steaming hot fry into my mouth and groaned, my eyes rolling back. Ratty did it again. His name was actually Patrick, but the kitchen staff called him Ratty because he resembled the rat from Ratatouille. He took it as a compliment.

      “Two lobster bisques, three everything burgers, one medium rare, one well-done with extra fries!” called out one of the waitresses.

      Ratty wiped his hands on the white apron tied around his waist. “Run along now. Your father will have my head if he sees that plate.”

      I gave him two thumbs up and let him get back to work with a wave of thanks. Holding my plate of delicious treasure close, I tried not to draw attention to myself as I made my way back to the elevators.

      After his last doctor’s visit put the fear of mortality into my father, he’d gone on a health kick and forbidden anything fried or containing cholesterol from our apartment kitchen. One week into his new diet, I was already sick of flavorless everything-free health food. I was ready to rob the nearest pizza joint and dive face-first into a greasy pepperoni pizza.

      The elevator doors opened with a ding just as I approached. I slipped inside. The elevator man pressed the button for the second floor, and the doors closed in front of us. He gave my plate a knowing look, the corner of his lip twitching, but I knew he wouldn’t give away my secret.

      The elevator doors opened on the second floor. I poked my head out and peered down both sides of the hallway. To the left was my father’s office. To the right, the spa where Sophie worked. The hallway was empty. I scurried to the spa and flipped the door sign to CLOSED behind me.

      Mission accomplished. Home free with my smuggled goods.

      I held up my plate as an offering as I entered.

      “Ooh, that smells divine. Hand it over.” Sophie made grabbing motions toward my fries before I’d even sat down.

      “That’s it? Not even a hello?”

      Sophie raised an eyebrow and waved a fry at me in mock salute. She’d worked at the hotel spa as a masseuse for nearly two decades, since before my mother died. In that time, she’d become something like a surrogate older sister, guiding me through my awkward teenage years in ways my father couldn’t.

      The spa was one of the quieter areas of the hotel where we could chat without being disturbed. Everything was by appointment and restricted to guests only, from massages and facials to soaks in the hot spring pools.

      Sophie headed to the drinks cart and started the tea kettle. “Chamomile or mint today?”

      “Chamomile. I need some calming vibes.”

      “Coming right up.” She plopped a tea bag into each cup and topped them off with boiling water.

      “Thanks.” I took the cup of fragrant tea gratefully and sipped.

      “Have you and Joe decided what you’re going to do once you leave for Huntington Harbor?”

      I shoved another fry in my mouth and sighed. This was going to be my last year at home before college in the fall. I’d taken two gap years after high school, telling myself I needed time to figure out what I wanted to do with my life. The truth was, I still didn’t know. But Papa had finally put his foot down about me “drifting,” so Huntington Harbor it was. He had a private jet, so I could fly home to Paradise Peaks on holidays and breaks, but my relationship with Joe was a whole other matter.

      “I don’t know.” I dragged a fry along the plate, mopping up the seasoning. “I’m not opposed to a long distance relationship, but Joe’s getting anxious. He wants more. I can feel it.”

      Joe’s family ran an investment firm in Paradise Peaks, and he was being trained to take over from his father. Trips to visit me at school would be impossible. As it was, he was already pressuring me to sleep with him as a test of my commitment.

      Sophie set down her tea and fixed me with a look. “Define ‘more.’”

      I stared at my fries. “He says if I really loved him, I’d want to. That I’m being a tease by making him wait.” The words tasted sour coming out. “He brought up prom again. How I wouldn’t go back to his place after. Like I owe him something.”

      “You don’t owe him a damn thing.” Sophie’s voice sharpened. “Your body, your choice. Full stop.”

      “I know that. Logically.” I picked at a piece of cheese. “But sometimes I wonder if there’s something wrong with me. All my friends have already… you know. And here I am, twenty years old, and the thought of it just…” I trailed off, not sure how to explain the knot that formed in my stomach whenever Joe’s hands wandered too far.

      “There’s nothing wrong with you, Lena.” Sophie reached over and squeezed my hand. “Some people need to feel safe first. Need to trust someone completely. That’s not a flaw. That’s wisdom.”

      “What if I never feel that way about anyone?”

      Sophie laughed softly. “Oh, honey. When the right person comes along, you’ll know. Your whole body will know. It won’t feel like pressure or obligation. It’ll feel like a question you can’t wait to answer.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her, but I wanted to.

      “You don’t have to do anything unless you’re sure. If he loves you, he’ll wait.” She pointed a fry at me. “Remember, you hold the power here. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet some other guy at that fancy school. Plenty of rich fish in the sea.”

      I felt my cheeks warm. Sophie knew I was a virgin. I’d thought I wanted Joe to be my first, but now that time was running out, I was getting cold feet.

      Not for the first time, I wished I could be as strong and sure of my convictions as Sophie. Her fiery red hair, threaded with silver at the temples, was pinned up in an elegant French twist. People often mistook her for being in her thirties, but she’d confessed to me once that she was closer to fifty. Good genes and better skincare, she’d said with a wink. Next to her effortless elegance, I felt like an unkempt schoolgirl.

      We finished our fries, leaving not even a bit of cheese on the plate. Despite wanting to stay for the latest gossip she’d heard from her clients, I left Sophie so she could prepare for her next appointment.

      While I waited for the elevator, I pulled out my phone and checked for missed messages.

      Joe had been running hot and cold lately. Another glacial phase, apparently. Our relationship was like the Titanic, approaching a hidden iceberg. Or maybe it had already crashed, and we were sinking into frigid depths.

      The only text was from Clara, my cousin and best friend.

      Sorry I missed your birthday. :( We closed the deal ahead of schedule so I’ll be back from Paris soon. Let me know when you’re free, and I’ll throw you a belated birthday party!

      A shout came from the direction of my father’s office. Then something that sounded like glass shattering. I put away my phone, all thoughts of my birthday pushed aside.

      More angry shouting. I recognized my father’s voice, but not the male voice that responded.

      I crept toward the office, stepping gently so they wouldn’t hear my approach. Once I was close enough, I pressed my ear to the door and held my breath.

      “Nothing you say will change my mind,” my father said.

      “You will regret this, Hughes.” The stranger’s voice was calm. Cool. But something underneath made my skin prickle. A dangerous promise wrapped in silk.

      The door flew open.

      I jumped back just in time to avoid falling on my face. My father stepped out, and panic swept across his features when he saw me.

      “Lena, darling! What are you doing here?”

      I hugged him and gave him a peck on the cheek. I noticed the stress lines on his forehead and at the corners of his eyes. My father looked old. Frail.

      “I was bored, so I came down to talk to Sophie.”

      A tall man with dark hair stepped out of the office behind my father.

      He went completely still when he saw me. Not the stillness of surprise. The stillness of a predator sighting prey. No fidgeting, no shifting weight. Just absolute, unnatural motionlessness. Even his chest didn’t seem to move with breath.

      His eyes found mine. For a split second, something surfaced in their depths. A flash of gold, gone so fast I must have imagined it. A trick of the hallway lighting.

      Predatory intensity radiated from the way he looked at me. His towering figure seemed to fill the hallway, to swallow the air around him. Every instinct in my body screamed at me to step back, so I did.

      He noticed. The corner of his mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. More like a wolf watching a rabbit freeze.

      “Lena, this is Raphael Antonov, a business associate.”

      His nostrils flared slightly as he breathed in. Assessing me? Dismissing me? Something about it felt oddly intimate, like he was taking in more than just air. Like he was cataloging my scent, filing it away for future reference.

      “I heard you’re twenty now, Lena. Happy belated birthday.” Something about the way my name rolled off his tongue felt like a caress and a threat at the same time. His voice dropped lower, meant only for me. “Such a significant age. So many… possibilities opening up.”

      My father’s face turned a sickly pallor. Whatever hold this man had over him, it scared my father to his core.

      As the properly raised daughter of a hotel magnate, I shook his outstretched hand despite every alarm bell going off in my head.

      The moment our skin touched, heat shot up my arm. His palm was fever-hot, burning against mine like he’d been standing too close to a fire. No one ran that hot naturally. But he showed no signs of fever, just that impossible warmth radiating from his skin like he burned from the inside out.

      He held on a moment longer than necessary, his grip firm but not painful. The pad of his thumb traced across the back of my hand, slow and unhurried, leaving goosebumps in its wake.

      Something stirred low in my belly. Something I didn’t want to examine too closely.

      I caught a hint of his scent. Leather and sandalwood, rich and dark, with something underneath I couldn’t name. Something that made my pulse quicken.

      “Thank you. It’s nice to meet you, Mr. Antonov.” My voice came out steadier than I felt.

      “Please. Raphael.” His gaze tracked my movements even though his head never turned. That unsettling awareness again, like he could sense exactly where I was without needing to look. “I’m sure we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other. I have a feeling your father and I are going to reach an understanding. One way or another.”

      His thumb traced one final circle on my palm before he released me. The gesture felt deliberate. Possessive. Like he was marking territory.

      “Such soft skin.” His voice dropped to a murmur only I could hear. “I wonder if it marks as easily as it blushes.”

      He turned to my father, but his final words were clearly meant for me to hear.

      My palm tingled where he’d touched me. I resisted the urge to rub it against my jeans.

      “I will give you time to reconsider my offer, Richard.” His eyes slid to me for just a moment, a look that made my skin prickle with awareness. “Though I should mention, my patience has limits. And the longer you make me wait, the more… creative my terms become.”

      Was that a threat? I had no idea what type of business my father was involved in with this man, but my gut told me he was dangerous in ways I couldn’t name. The kind of dangerous that made you want to run. The kind that made some traitorous part of you want to stay.

      The elevator arrived. The doors opened with a ding that echoed in the silent hallway.

      Saved by the bell.

      “No need for an escort. I know the way out.” Raphael paused at the elevator doors and turned back to look at me. His eyes traveled down my body, slow and thorough, lingering in ways that made heat rise to my cheeks. When his gaze returned to my face, he smiled. It wasn’t a kind smile. It was the smile of a man who’d just seen something he intended to acquire.

      “Until we meet again, Lena. I look forward to knowing you… better.”

      The doors closed behind him.

      I didn’t exhale until they did.

      “What was that about, Papa?”

      “Nothing you need to worry your pretty head about, Lena.” He cupped my cheeks and gave me a warm smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “Have you been good today? You haven’t been bothering the staff?”

      Whoever that man was, he obviously wasn’t up for discussion.

      “Of course not. I’ve been sorting what I want to bring with me to the dorms.” Even though I was legally an adult, my father still treated me like the little girl who used to run around the hotel playing hide and seek with the housekeeping staff.

      The phone in his office rang, demanding his attention.

      I smiled at him. Business beckoned. My father never had a day off. “I’ll let you get back to work. I still have a lot of packing to do.”

      I rode the elevator up to the private apartment I shared with my father. The top floor was reserved for the presidential suite, but we had the entire floor below it to ourselves and a 360-degree view overlooking Paradise Peaks.

      The deliciously warm and sweet aroma of freshly baked oatmeal raisin cookies greeted me as soon as I walked through the front door.

      Following my nose, I found our housekeeper humming a familiar melody as she drizzled icing over rows of cookies on a cooling rack.

      “That smells like delicious contraband, Marjorie.”

      I grabbed one of the cookies and took a big bite. Moaning in contentment, I savored the buttery rich sugar on my tongue.

      “If your father asks, this is a healthy, well-balanced meal.”

      “How do you figure?”

      “Oatmeal is high in fiber and good for heart health. There’s enough raisins for several servings of fruit. And cinnamon has been proven to lower blood sugar levels.” She ticked off each point on her flour-dusted fingers. “All very healthy and balanced.”

      I nodded sagely at her logic.

      “I’m sure Papa will agree.” I popped the last bite into my mouth and grabbed another cookie off the rack. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Marjorie. You’re a lifesaver.”

      Marjorie had worked for our family since before I was born. After my mother’s death, she was the closest thing I had to a maternal figure. She was as much family as if she were my real grandmother.

      I walked into my room and grimaced at the mountain of clothes still piled on my bed. On the floor beside it, my half-packed suitcase taunted me. This was going to be my first time living away from home, and part of me wanted to take everything.

      Fishing out my bikini, I tossed it back onto the pile. Wouldn’t need it. The beaches in Huntington Harbor were covered in hard pebbles with frigid cold waters. Not a lot of sunbathing in my future.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

      I froze, my hand still outstretched toward the clothing pile.

      Slowly, I turned and looked out my bedroom window. The lake below. The tall pine trees surrounding it. I scanned the tree line, the shoreline, the shadows between the pines.

      Something was watching me.

      Not just watching. Hunting.

      The feeling was primal. Animal. Like prey sensing a predator hidden in the brush. My heart beat faster, my breathing shallow. Every nerve ending sparked with the urge to run, hide, make myself small.

      But run from what? Hide from what?

      The day was calm and windless, the surface of the lake smooth as a mirror. Nothing moved in the forests. No birds startled from the trees. No deer emerged from the underbrush. The silence felt intentional. Heavy. Like the woods themselves were holding their breath.

      In the distance, mountain peaks wore white snow tops that wouldn’t melt until late summer. The view was the same one I’d looked at my entire life.

      So why did it suddenly feel like something was looking back?

      I shook my head. The hotel had one-way windows. My room was too high up for anything to be visible from ground level. I was being ridiculous. Paranoid. Too much time spent watching true crime documentaries with Sophie.

      I forced myself to turn away from the window.

      But the feeling didn’t fade. It clung to my skin like a static charge, like the air before a storm. That prickling awareness that something had changed. That something was coming.

      Despite the sinking sensation in my belly, there was no way anybody out there could see into my room.

      No way at all.
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      I woke up with the strangest feeling that I’d been watched all night.

      The morning light streaming through my bedroom windows should have been reassuring. The familiar view of the lake, the pine forests, the snow-capped mountains in the distance. Everything exactly as it had always been.

      But something had shifted. Some invisible thread had been tugged, and I couldn’t shake the sensation that I was no longer alone in my own life. Like something out there in the dark had marked me.

      I shook my head and threw off the covers. Paranoia didn’t suit me.

      The Hughes Palace Hotel had stood in this valley for over a century. My great-great-grandfather built it as a wedding present for his bride, a woman he’d met while vacationing in Switzerland. He’d come from a family of bankers, but as the youngest son, he wasn’t heir to anything. So he made his own fortune in ferries, shipping cargo and passengers up and down the coast, and poured every penny into creating something that would last.

      The hotel was his legacy. Our legacy.

      I dressed quickly and headed downstairs, taking the staff elevator to avoid my father’s office. After yesterday’s strange encounter with that man, the last thing I needed was another awkward conversation about business matters I wasn’t supposed to worry my pretty head about.

      The lobby was quiet this early. Morning light poured through the massive windows. Twelve stories of Alpine-inspired architecture rose above me, turrets reaching toward the sky like something out of a fairy tale.

      Sometimes I was still the princess locked in the tower. Waiting for a life that was always just out of reach.

      The click-clack of dog claws on marble announced Maya Pavlova before I saw her. The grande dame rounded the corner from the garden entrance with her herd of eight corgis fanning out around her like a royal entourage. Their stumpy legs churned in perfect formation, tails wagging like furry metronomes.

      “Good morning, Ms. Pavlova.” I ducked behind the front desk and retrieved the bag of dog biscuits I kept stashed there. The corgis knew the drill. Eight fuzzy bodies mobbed my legs, cold noses bumping against my calves, demanding their tribute.

      Winston, the oldest and grumpiest of the bunch, planted himself directly on my feet and refused to move until I scratched behind his ears. Penelope, the princess of the pack, sat prettily and waited for her biscuit to be hand-delivered. The rest descended into adorable chaos, yipping and spinning in circles.

      “Such a lovely morning, Lena.” Maya watched me distribute treats with an approving smile. “You should be out on the patio getting some sun, not working.”

      I hooked my arm through hers and gathered up the leashes, walking her toward the elevator. The familiar scent of her rose perfume wrapped around me like a hug. “Maybe after the front desk staff arrive.”

      Maya Pavlova had been a fixture at the hotel since before I was born. A retired opera singer who’d performed at the Bolshoi in her prime, she’d moved into one of our largest suites upon her retirement. “Better than assisted living,” she always said. I had to agree.

      Even at her age, with her white hair pinned up in an elegant twist, she barely reached my shoulder. But her presence filled any room she entered. Once a diva, always a diva. Her gem-toned silk robe swept the floor with each step, and she carried herself like the royalty she’d once played on stage.

      “Your father really should hire more staff.” She patted my hand with papery fingers. “A proper young lady like you should be out making connections in society, not manning the front desk.”

      “I’ll let Papa know.”

      We both knew I wouldn’t. We both knew he wouldn’t listen if I did.

      “Will you be joining me for afternoon tea?”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      The elevator arrived with a soft chime. I handed over the leashes and waved as the doors closed on Maya and her pack of corgis. Winston gave me one last reproachful look, as if I’d personally betrayed him by not providing a second biscuit.

      Tea with Maya had been our tradition since I was a little girl. My mother had been a concert pianist before she died in a skiing accident when I was four. I barely remembered her now, just flashes of dark hair and the smell of gardenias and hands guiding mine over piano keys. My father couldn’t talk about her, couldn’t even hear me play without leaving the room. So Maya had stepped in, teaching me piano in her suite, her voice soaring over my clumsy chords, patient and encouraging in ways my father never could be. Those afternoons were the closest thing I had to my mother’s legacy, to a grandmother, to someone who believed I could learn.

      “Thanks for covering, Lena.”

      I turned to find Michael rushing toward the front desk, still shrugging into his uniform jacket. His sandy hair was a mess, his cheeks flushed from the cold outside, and he was missing one of his cufflinks.

      “My bus got stuck behind an accident. The whole road was blocked.” He was slightly breathless, apologetic.

      “No problem.” I stepped aside so he could take his position behind the desk. “You know I’d do anything for you, Michael.”

      He flashed me a boyish grin that made his dimples pop. At twenty-four, Michael was the youngest general manager in the hotel’s history. Clever, motivated, always willing to go the extra mile. The staff loved him.

      He also had a crush on me that was painfully obvious to everyone except, apparently, himself.

      “Hey, a bunch of us are checking out that new Italian place by the lake tonight. You should come.” His voice was casual, but I caught the hopeful light in his eyes.

      “Maybe next time. Joe’s coming over.”

      The disappointment that crossed his face was so transparent I almost felt guilty. Almost.

      “Right. Joe. Of course.” He busied himself with the computer, but I caught the way his shoulders stiffened. The tension that crept into his stance.

      Michael was like a brother to me. A really good friend. And even if I’d felt something more, it wouldn’t matter. He was staff. I was the owner’s daughter. Some lines couldn’t be crossed, no matter how much it might hurt to hold them.

      I made an excuse about checking on something and escaped before the silence got any more awkward.

      With nothing to do until tea with Maya, I wandered the hotel looking for ways to help. The housekeeping staff politely declined my offer to fold towels. The restaurant manager assured me everything was under control. Even the maintenance crew waved me off with sympathetic smiles.

      Unwanted everywhere.

      The one place I actually wanted to be was my father’s office. I wanted to ask him about the man from yesterday. About the fear I’d seen in his eyes. About why he looked so old and frail lately, like something was eating him from the inside out.

      But Papa hated being interrupted. And he’d never trusted me with anything important anyway.

      After I graduate, I told myself. After I get my degrees in hospitality and business. Then he’ll have to take me seriously.

      The thought felt hollow, even in my own head.

      I killed the hours until three o’clock rearranging the lobby flowers and reorganizing the lost-and-found closet. Busywork. The kind of thing Papa would have waved me away from if he’d seen me. But it was better than thinking.

      Tea with Maya was a welcome escape.

      Her suite smelled like roses and old books, the afternoon light filtering through lace curtains. She’d laid out a spread of cream cakes and finger sandwiches on delicate china that could have fed a small army.

      “Eat, eat.” She pushed another pastry toward me. “You’re too thin.”

      I wasn’t, but I ate it anyway.

      The cream puff melted on my tongue, light and sweet. Maya launched into stories of her time at the Bolshoi, and I let her voice wash over me. Tales of temperamental conductors who threw batons at sopranos. Backstage romances that scandalized the Moscow elite. Standing ovations so thunderous they rattled the chandeliers. Roses thrown at her feet in such quantities that she could barely see the stage.

      “You should have been there for my final performance of Eugene Onegin,” she sighed, her eyes distant with memory. “The tenor fainted in Act Three. Simply collapsed. We had to drag him off stage and the understudy nearly wet himself with terror.”

      I laughed until my cheeks hurt.

      A different world. A different life. One where talent could take you anywhere, where passion mattered more than blood or inheritance.

      By the time I left, the sun was setting and I was running late to meet Joe.

      I hurried down the service stairs, texting him that I was on my way. No response. Typical.

      The hotel restaurant was quiet for a weeknight. I slid onto a barstool to wait, ordering a sparkling water and trying to ignore the TV mounted in the corner. The news was on, sound muted, captions scrolling across the bottom of the screen.

      I almost didn’t look up.

      But then I saw his face.

      Raphael Antonov filled the screen, looking every bit as dangerous in a tailored suit as he had in my father’s hallway. The caption read: ANTONOV ACQUIRES HISTORIC NYC LANDMARK FOR $666 MILLION.

      I leaned closer, reading the scrolling text. Raphael Antonov, CEO of Volkov Capital, has acquired the historic Blackmore Building in Manhattan’s Financial District. The acquisition marks Volkov Capital’s largest real estate deal to date…

      Volkov Capital. The name tickled something in my memory. Something unpleasant, like a splinter I couldn’t find.

      On screen, Raphael was speaking to reporters, that predatory half-smile playing at his lips. Even through the TV, I could feel the weight of his presence. The way he commanded the space around him without raising his voice. The way everyone else in the frame seemed to lean away from him, unconsciously giving ground.

      I remembered his hand on mine. The impossible heat of his skin. The way he’d looked at me like I was something to be consumed.

      My pulse quickened. I pretended it was fear.

      Just fear. Nothing else.

      “There you are.”

      I startled so hard I nearly knocked over my drink. Joe slid onto the stool beside me, already checking his phone before he even looked at me.

      “Sorry I’m late. Had a meeting that ran over.”

      “On a weeknight?”

      “Client dinner.” He flagged down the bartender without looking at me. “Scotch, neat.”

      No real apology. No asking how my day was. Just sliding into the seat beside me like I hadn’t been waiting alone for the past hour.

      Something cold settled in my stomach.

      Dinner was painful. Joe talked about his father’s investment firm, about the deals he was learning to close, about his future. He talked about himself. About his ambitions. About the vacation house his parents were buying in Aspen.

      Our food arrived. We ate. He checked his phone eleven times. I counted.

      I wondered if I’d always been this invisible to him, or if this was new.

      “So.” He set down his fork and looked at me. Really looked, for the first time all evening. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “About what?”

      “Us. The future.” He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small velvet box.

      My heart stopped.

      “We should just do it,” he said. “Get married before you leave for school. Makes sense, right? Lock things down.”

      He opened the box. A diamond ring glittered inside, cold and perfect. Expensive. Practical.

      “Joe…”

      “It’s practical.” He was already nodding, like I’d agreed. Like my answer was a formality. “Long distance is hard. This way we’re committed. Official. Your dad would probably be relieved.”

      I stared at the ring. At him. At the man I’d been dating for two years, who was proposing to me in a hotel restaurant after ignoring me all through dinner. Who’d mentioned my father’s relief before my happiness.

      “That’s not a proposal.” My voice came out steadier than I felt. “That’s a business merger.”

      His face went hard. “What?”

      “Where’s the romance, Joe? The declaration of love? The ‘I can’t imagine my life without you’?” I pushed back from the table. “You didn’t even get down on one knee.”

      “I didn’t think you were the type for all that.”

      “Every girl is the type for all that.” I stood up. “The answer is no.”

      His jaw clenched. That entitled anger I’d been seeing more and more lately. The one that made me feel small when I disagreed with him. “You’re making a mistake, Lena. You think you can do better than me?”

      “I think I deserve someone who actually wants me. Not just someone who wants to lock things down.”

      I walked away before he could respond. My hands were shaking. My eyes burned.

      But underneath the hurt, underneath the humiliation, I felt something else.

      Relief.

      I didn’t want to go back to my room. Didn’t want to sit alone with the echo of Joe’s voice in my head. So I walked. Through the lobby, past the elevators, up the grand staircase with its worn red carpet.

      I took the stairs to my father’s floor, needing the time to compose myself. The hallway was dark, his office door slightly ajar.

      Strange. Papa never left his office unlocked.

      I pushed the door open. “Papa?”

      Empty. The desk lamp cast a pool of yellow light across stacks of paperwork. Nothing unusual, except…

      A folder sat open on his desk. Not tucked away in a drawer like everything else. Just sitting there, like he’d been interrupted mid-review.

      I knew I shouldn’t look.

      I looked anyway.

      APEX LENDING was printed across the top of the first page. Debt Collection Notice.

      My blood went cold.

      I flipped through the pages with trembling fingers. Loan agreement. Interest calculations. Collateral assessment.

      The hotel. Our hotel. Listed as collateral against a twenty-million-dollar loan.

      Twenty million dollars.

      I sank into my father’s chair, the pages blurring before my eyes. This couldn’t be real. We were fine. We’d always been fine. The hotel was profitable, the guests kept coming, we had staff and traditions and a century of history.

      But the numbers didn’t lie. The loan had been taken out three years ago. The interest had been compounding. And now, according to this notice, a payment had been missed.

      The entire balance was due immediately.

      Twenty million dollars we didn’t have.

      And at the bottom of every page, a signature I didn’t recognize. Some corporate officer from a company I’d never heard of.

      Apex Lending. The name meant nothing to me. Just another faceless financial institution, another predator circling a wounded animal.

      They owned our debt.

      They owned us.

      Shoving the papers back into the folder, I headed for the elevator. Dad and I needed to talk.

      The penthouse was quiet when I stepped inside. Too quiet.

      “Papa?”

      He was on the floor just inside the hallway. One hand clutched his chest. The other reached toward me, trembling.

      “Lena…”

      “Papa!” I dropped to my knees beside him. His face was gray, his lips tinged blue. “Someone help! I need help!”

      Marjorie came running from the kitchen. Her scream echoed off the marble floors as she saw him crumpled there.

      “Call an ambulance!” I grabbed my father’s hand. It was cold. So cold, when he’d always been so warm. “Stay with me, Papa. Please, please stay with me.”

      His eyes found mine. For one moment, I saw something there I’d never seen before.

      Regret.

      Then his eyes rolled back and his hand went limp in mine.

      The next hours came in fragments. Paramedics pushing through the door. Marjorie sobbing somewhere behind me. The ambulance ride where I held Papa’s cold hand and watched the machines beep and tried not to scream. The fluorescent glare of the emergency room. Forms to sign. Questions I couldn’t answer. And then waiting. Endless waiting.

      The hospital waiting room was beige. Beige walls. Beige chairs. Beige linoleum that squeaked under rubber soles. I’d been staring at it for hours, memorizing every crack in the paint, every scuff on the floor.

      Somewhere in this building, my father was fighting for his life. Somewhere behind those swinging doors, doctors were doing things I couldn’t imagine, trying to undo whatever had broken inside him.

      And I was sitting here. Useless. Like I always was.

      “Ms. Hughes?”

      I looked up. A doctor in blue scrubs stood before me, his face carefully neutral. The kind of face they must teach in medical school. The one that doesn’t give anything away.

      “Your father suffered a massive stroke. We’ve stabilized him, but…” He paused. That pause was falling. “He’s in a coma. We don’t know when, or if, he’ll wake up.”

      The words hit me like physical blows. Coma. Don’t know. If.

      “Can I see him?”

      He nodded and led me down a hallway that smelled like antiseptic and sorrow. My father lay in a narrow bed, tubes snaking from his arms, machines beeping steadily in the silence.

      He looked small. Fragile. Nothing like the man who’d run the hotel with an iron fist, who’d kept me at arm’s length my whole life, who’d never trusted me with anything that mattered.

      I took his hand. Still cold.

      “I found the papers, Papa.” My voice cracked. “Why didn’t you tell me? Why didn’t you let me help?”

      No answer. Just the steady beep of machines. The hiss of the ventilator. The silence where his voice should have been.

      I stayed until the nurses made me leave. Until the sun came up. Until I had no choice but to return to the hotel and face whatever came next.

      Twenty years old. No business training. No idea what I was doing. A twenty-million-dollar debt hanging over our heads like an axe.

      And somewhere out there, the people behind Apex Lending were waiting.

      The predators had all the time in the world.
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      Her scent wouldn’t leave me.

      Twenty-four hours since I’d stood in Richard Hughes’s office and watched his daughter walk through the door. Twenty-four hours since she’d placed her hand in mine and the wolf had surged against my ribs like a beast trying to claw its way out of a cage.

      Mine.

      The word had exploded through my skull with such force I’d nearly staggered. I’d felt my eyes threatening to shift, felt the wolf’s howl building in my throat. It had taken every ounce of control I’d built over fifteen years to keep my face neutral. To shake her hand like a civilized man instead of dragging her against my chest and burying my nose in her throat.

      Apples and cream. That was what she smelled like. Sweet and soft and utterly untouched. Innocence wrapped in a body that made my cock ache.

      I’d spent the past twenty-four hours trying to drown that scent in work. Contracts. Negotiations. The Blackmore acquisition that should have felt like triumph. None of it mattered. The wolf paced beneath my skin, relentless, demanding I return to that hotel and find her again.

      I gripped the steering wheel harder as I pulled through the gates of Max’s estate. The leather creaked under my fingers. In the rearview mirror, I caught the flash of gold in my own eyes.

      Not now. Not here.

      I forced them to shift back. Forced my fingers to relax.

      Control. I was in control.

      Liar, the wolf snarled. You haven’t been in control since you caught her scent.

      The Ivankov compound sprawled across fifty acres of forest north of Paradise Peaks. To the outside world, it was simply the private estate of a wealthy businessman. To those of us who ran beneath the moon, it was pack territory. Sacred ground.

      Two of Max’s security wolves flanked the main entrance as I parked. I nodded to them as I passed, catching the subtle tilt of their heads in acknowledgment of my rank. Vor. Second only to the Pakhan himself.

      I’d earned that rank in blood and loyalty. I wouldn’t throw it away for some human girl with eyes like morning sky.

      Not just some girl. Ours.

      I shoved the wolf down and walked inside.

      The compound smelled like pine and old money. I moved through the familiar halls without seeing them, past the oil paintings of Russian landscapes, past the trophy room with its mounted heads, until I reached the study at the back of the house.

      Max was waiting, a glass of vodka already poured for each of us. At sixty-two, Maksim Ivanovich Ivankov still moved like the predator he was. Silver streaked his dark hair, but his eyes missed nothing. He’d built the Ivankovskaya Bratva from a small crew of outcasts into an empire that stretched from coast to coast.

      He’d also saved my life.

      “Raphael Antonovich.” He rose to embrace me, the formal use of my patronymic a sign of respect between us. “Congratulations are in order.”

      I accepted the vodka and raised it in his direction before drinking. The burn was familiar. Steadying.

      “The Blackmore Building,” he continued, settling into his leather chair. “Six hundred sixty-six million. The news is calling you a devil.”

      “Let them.”

      He laughed, a low rumble that reminded me of distant thunder. “I taught you well. From nothing to billions in fifteen years. Your enemies thought you were just muscle. A guard dog with good instincts.” His eyes glinted with pride. “They never saw the wolf beneath.”

      No one ever did. That was the point.

      I took the chair across from him, letting the familiar scent of old books and woodsmoke settle my nerves. This room was where Max had found me at eighteen. Feral. Raging. A wolf without a pack, half-mad with grief and fury.

      The boarding school had cut off my funding the day I turned eighteen. Threw me out with nothing but a duffel bag and a decade of abuse carved into my skin. I’d been shifting for three years by then, alone, terrified each time that I’d lose control the way my father had. That the monster would finally win.

      I’d ended up in a bar fight outside Boston. Four men against one. They hadn’t known I wasn’t human. By the time Max’s people pulled me off them, two were unconscious and one had a shattered jaw.

      Max had looked at the snarling creature I’d become and seen something worth saving. A weapon worth sharpening.

      “You’re distracted tonight.” Max swirled his vodka, watching me over the rim. “Something on your mind?”

      The girl’s face flashed through my thoughts. The way her pulse had jumped in her throat when I touched her. The way she’d tried so hard to hide her fear.

      And her arousal, the wolf purred. She wanted us. Even then.

      “Business,” I said.

      “Ah.” Max nodded slowly. “The Hughes situation. You’ve been patient, Raphael. Very patient. Most men would have moved years ago.”

      “Most men are fools.”

      Patience was the lesson Max had taught me first. Before the business strategy, before the real estate acquisitions, before I’d transformed myself from a broken boy into something powerful enough to destroy the people who’d thrown me away.

      Patience, and control.

      I’d needed both in abundance. Building an empire took time. First the security contracts, providing protection for businesses that couldn’t go to the police. Then the clubs and entertainment venues, washing money through legitimate operations. Finally, real estate. Buildings and land and leverage.

      All of it leading to this moment. To the debt I’d quietly acquired through shell companies so deeply layered that no forensic accountant could trace them back to me. Apex Lending. A name that meant nothing, connected to nothing, owned by no one anyone could find.

      The perfect trap.

      “Paradise Peaks is the next step,” I said. “The hotel. The surrounding properties. Once I control the Hughes legacy, I’ll have everything I need.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed slightly. “And the senator?”

      My grandfather. The word tasted like poison, so I never used it. Senator William Prescott had made his choice thirty years ago when his daughter brought home a Russian painter with wild eyes and no pedigree. He’d made it again when that painter turned out to be something worse than foreign.

      Something with fangs.

      “The boarding school he sent me to wasn’t unique. It was part of a network.” I kept my voice flat. Clinical. “Reform schools. Therapeutic institutions. Places where wealthy families pay to make problem children disappear. My grandfather didn’t just use the network. He invested in it. Shell companies, silent partnerships. He’s been profiting from institutionalized child abuse for thirty years.”

      Max’s expression didn’t change, but I caught the subtle tension in his jaw. Even among wolves, some lines weren’t crossed.

      “Richard Hughes was his fixer. When parents asked too many questions, Hughes made the questions stop. When journalists got too close to the story, they had accidents.” I finished my vodka. “Hughes kept records of everything. The investment trail. The cover-ups. The bodies. And he kept copies at the hotel as insurance.”

      “You’re certain the evidence is there?”

      “Hughes ran his operation from that hotel for decades. Hidden cameras in guest suites. Recording equipment in the walls. He captured every dirty secret that passed through his doors.” I set down the empty glass. “Including proof that my grandfather knew exactly where I was for fifteen years. Knew what was happening to me. And chose to leave me there.”

      Max was quiet for a long moment. He knew my history. Knew what had been done to me by the people who should have protected me.

      “You’re expanding quickly,” he said finally. “Paradise Peaks, Huntington Harbor, now this building in New York. Don’t let ambition become obsession, Raphael. Overreach has destroyed better men than us.”

      “I’m always strategic. Always cautious.”

      The lie came easily. I’d been telling it to myself for days.

      She’s a pawn, I reminded myself. A tool. Nothing more.

      She’s ours, the wolf disagreed.

      My phone buzzed before I could respond. Parsons.

      “What is it?”

      “Sir.” My driver’s voice was clipped, professional. “Richard Hughes was just admitted to Paradise Peaks General. Massive stroke. He’s in a coma.”

      I went very still.

      “When?”

      “Within the hour. His daughter found him. She’s at the hospital now.”

      I ended the call and looked at Max. Something hot and dark was spreading through my chest. Satisfaction. Anticipation. The pieces I’d spent years arranging were finally falling into place.

      Richard Hughes would die. His daughter would inherit nothing but debt. And she would have no choice but to come to me.

      Good, the wolf purred. Let her come. Let her kneel.

      But underneath the satisfaction, something else stirred. Something sharper. I thought of her sitting alone in that hospital waiting room. Twenty years old. No mother. Her father dying. No one to help her, no one to hold her, no one who understood what she was about to face.

      She needs us, the wolf insisted. Go to her. Protect her. She’s ours to protect.

      I ignored him.

      “The first domino just fell,” I said.

      Max refilled our glasses. The vodka caught the lamplight as he poured. He didn’t rush me. He never did.

      I told him everything.

      The debt. The trap I’d laid. The revenge I’d been planning since I was old enough to understand what had been done to me.

      My father had been a wolf. A painter from Moscow with more passion than sense, who’d met a senator’s daughter at a gallery opening and fallen for her between one heartbeat and the next. Fated mates. The bond that was supposed to be sacred.

      They’d married against her family’s wishes. Had a son. For three years, they’d been happy.

      Then my father’s wolf had broken free.

      I didn’t remember much of that night. Just flashes. Screaming. Blood. My mother’s body on the kitchen floor. My father standing over her, still half-shifted, horror dawning in his golden eyes.

      He’d put the gun in his mouth before the police arrived.

      I’d been three years old, hiding in the coat closet, watching through the slats.

      My grandfather had arrived with lawyers and NDAs and enough money to make the whole thing disappear. The official story was a murder-suicide. Tragic. Unexplainable. The senator’s daughter and her unstable foreign husband.

      No one mentioned wolves. No one mentioned the little boy who’d witnessed it all.

      Senator Prescott had looked at me once. Just once. I remembered his eyes. Cold and distant and already calculating how to minimize the damage.

      Then he’d signed the papers that sent me to boarding school in Vermont. Paid in advance through my eighteenth birthday. A trust fund for expenses. No visits. No contact. No acknowledgment that I existed.

      I was an inconvenience. A reminder of his daughter’s shameful choice. So he’d erased me.

      “And now you’ll erase him,” Max said when I finished. His voice held no judgment. He understood revenge. He’d built his own empire on it.

      “His career. His legacy. His precious reputation.” I stood and walked to the window. The forest stretched dark and endless beyond the glass. “I’ll take everything he values. Let him spend his final years knowing that the grandson he threw away destroyed him.”

      “What about the girl?”

      I didn’t turn around. “What about her?”

      “Don’t play games with me, Raphael Antonovich.” Max’s voice sharpened. “I heard your heartbeat change when you mentioned her. I can smell her on you even now. You want her.”

      Yes, the wolf growled. Want. Need. Claim.

      “She’s leverage,” I said flatly. “Richard Hughes spent his whole life controlling that girl. Sheltering her from anything useful. She doesn’t know how to run the hotel. She doesn’t know about the debt. When he dies, she’ll have nothing.” I turned to face my Pakhan. “Except me.”

      Max studied me for a long moment. His wolf was close to the surface. I could see it in the amber flickering at the edges of his pupils.

      “Human attachments are dangerous,” he said quietly. “You know the rules. Romance creates weakness. Distraction. It gets people killed.”

      “I know.”

      “If she becomes a liability, you’ll have to deal with it. One way or another.”

      The wolf snarled at the implication, but I kept my voice steady. “She’s a tool, Max. That’s all. A means to an end.”

      He held my gaze for three long seconds. Then he nodded and rose to refill our glasses.

      “Good. Then I give you my blessing to proceed. But Raphael.” He pressed the vodka into my hand. “Be careful. The mate bond is not easily ignored. Your father learned that the hard way.”

      I drank without tasting.

      We said our farewells at the door. Max gripped my shoulder, a gesture that meant more than words between us. Then I was back in the car, Parsons pulling away from the compound, the dark trees swallowing the headlights.

      The drive home was torture.

      Her scent clung to my memory like smoke. I couldn’t stop seeing her face. The delicate line of her jaw. The way her lower lip had trembled when she realized who I was. The flutter of her pulse beneath that pale, perfect skin.

      Mine, the wolf insisted. Go to her. She’s alone. Frightened. She needs her mate.

      She wasn’t my mate. She couldn’t be. I wouldn’t allow it.

      I pulled off the highway and sat in the dark for a long moment, hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. The wolf was clawing at my insides, desperate to turn the car around. To find her. To wrap myself around her and never let go.

      This was what my father must have felt. This consuming, irrational need. This certainty that one woman was the center of everything, that nothing else mattered, that he would burn the world to keep her.

      And then he’d lost control. One moment of rage, one flash of the beast, and he’d torn out her throat.

      I remembered the blood. I remembered her eyes, still open, still surprised. I remembered my father’s howl of anguish as he realized what he’d done.

      Whatever curse ran in my blood, whatever monster lived beneath my skin, I would not inflict it on another innocent woman. I would use Lena Hughes. I would break her if I had to.

      But I would not claim her.

      The penthouse was dark when I arrived. I moved through the rooms without turning on lights, my wolf’s vision more than adequate. Past the sculpture gallery where my mother’s pieces stood like ghosts. Past the piano I’d never learned to play. Past all the beautiful, empty things I’d filled this place with, trying to prove I was more than the broken boy they’d thrown away.

      The city glittered beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. Somewhere out there, she was sitting in a hospital room, watching her father die. Alone. Terrified. With no idea that the man who’d orchestrated her ruin was standing in the dark, thinking about her.

      Go to her.

      I poured myself a scotch instead. Checked my messages.

      The surveillance report was waiting. My people had been watching her for months, documenting her routine, her relationships, her weaknesses. I knew her schedule better than she did. Knew about the spa girl she confided in, the opera singer who taught her piano, the cousin she talked to on the phone every Sunday. I knew what she ate for breakfast and how she took her coffee and which route she walked through the hotel every morning.

      I knew everything about Lena Hughes except what it would feel like to have her underneath me.

      Tonight’s update included a detail that made me set down my glass.

      She’d rejected a marriage proposal.

      The boy. Joseph Bishop. Soft hands and old money and a face I wanted to rearrange. I’d seen the photos of them together. The way he looked at her like she was a prize to be won, a trophy for his mantelpiece. The way she smiled at him without ever quite meeting his eyes.

      He’d asked her to marry him over dinner. And she’d said no.

      She’s saving herself. That’s what the file said. That’s what everyone in Paradise Peaks whispered about sweet little Lena Hughes.

      Virgin.

      The word hit my bloodstream like a drug. My cock thickened instantly, straining against my zipper.

      I was in my bedroom before I made the conscious decision to move. The door slammed behind me. I didn’t bother with the lights. Didn’t bother making it to the bed.

      I shoved my pants down and fisted my cock, already leaking at the tip. Thick. Aching. Desperate for something it couldn’t have.

      Ours, the wolf crooned. Untouched. Pure. Ours to ruin.

      I braced one hand against the floor-to-ceiling window and stroked myself hard. Brutal. The way I’d fuck her when I finally got inside that tight virgin cunt.

      Her face materialized behind my lids. Those blue eyes wide with fear and confusion as I spread her legs. That sweet mouth falling open on a cry as I pushed inside her for the first time. She wouldn’t be ready. She’d be too tight, too small, too innocent to take a cock like mine without pain.

      I’d make her take it anyway.

      She’ll cry, the wolf purred. She’ll cry and she’ll beg and she’ll come so hard she forgets her own name.

      My hand moved faster. Rougher. Pre-cum slicked my grip as I fucked my fist, imagining it was her. I thought about forcing her legs apart and burying my face in her pussy. Licking her until she screamed. Making her come on my tongue before I made her come on my cock.

      I thought about her on her knees. Those pretty lips wrapped around me. Tears streaming down her face as I hit the back of her throat.

      I thought about bending her over my desk and pounding into her from behind. Watching her ass ripple with every thrust. Leaving handprints on her hips. Filling her with my cum until it dripped down her thighs.

      She’d never had a man inside her. Never felt a cock stretch her open. Never been fucked until she couldn’t walk.

      I’d be her first. Her only. Ever.

      Ours, the wolf snarled. To break. To ruin. To remake in our image.

      I came with a roar, slamming my fist against the glass. Cum splattered across the window, streak after streak as my cock pulsed in my grip. My vision went red. My fangs punched through my gums. The wolf howled in savage triumph as the orgasm tore through me.

      When it finally stopped, I stood there panting, forehead pressed to the cool glass, my spent cock still in my hand. The city lights blurred through the mess I’d made on the window.

      Fuck.

      I hadn’t come that hard in years. Hadn’t wanted anyone this badly since… ever. I’d fucked my way through half the socialites on the Eastern Seaboard and none of them had made me lose control like this.

      She hadn’t even touched me. Hadn’t done anything except exist.

      This was supposed to be about revenge.

      She was supposed to be a pawn. A weapon. A means to destroy the people who’d destroyed me.

      But the wolf had other plans.

      Mate, he whispered. Whether you claim her or not, she’s ours. And we will have her.

      I cleaned myself off and stood at the window, watching the lights of Paradise Peaks glitter in the distance.

      My reflection stared back at me from the glass. Dark eyes. Hard jaw. The face of a man who’d clawed his way up from nothing, who’d built an empire on patience and ruthlessness, who’d never let anyone close enough to hurt him.

      The face of a predator.

      Somewhere in that hospital, Lena Hughes was about to lose everything. Her father. Her legacy. Her illusion that the world was safe.

      And I was going to be the one waiting when she fell.

      The wolf settled in my chest, finally quiet. Finally satisfied with the promise of what was to come.

      The hunt had begun.
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      I didn’t belong in this chair.

      My father’s chair. The one at the head of the conference table where he’d held court for thirty years, making decisions that shaped the hotel and everyone in it. The leather still smelled like his cologne. The armrests were worn smooth where his hands had rested.

      Now I sat in his place, facing a room full of lawyers and financial advisors who looked at me like I was a child playing dress-up.

      Seven men sat around this table. Seven men in expensive suits with decades of experience between them. They’d known my father for years. They’d watched me grow up, seen me at holiday parties and charity galas, patted my head and told me how pretty I looked in my dress.

      Now they looked at me like I was a problem to be managed.

      “Ms. Hughes.” The lead attorney, a silver-haired man named Whitmore whose firm had represented the Hughes family for decades, peered at me over his reading glasses. “Are you certain you understand the implications of what we’re discussing?”

      I folded my hands on the table to hide their trembling. “I understand that my father is in a coma and I need to know what happens next.”

      “What happens next is that you assume temporary control of the hotel operations.” He shuffled papers with the air of someone explaining basic arithmetic to a slow student. “Your father named you as successor in case of death or incapacitation. The business will continue as usual with you as operator until he’s of sound body and mind to resume his role.”

      Successor. He’d never told me. Never mentioned it once in twenty years of my life.

      All those times he’d waved me away from his office. All those conversations that stopped when I walked into the room. He’d made me his successor but never bothered to prepare me for it.

      “Now, regarding the current financial situation.” Whitmore nodded to one of the younger associates, who began distributing thick folders around the table. “There are some matters you need to be aware of.”

      “I already know about the Apex Lending loan.”

      The room went still. Whitmore’s eyebrows rose a fraction.

      “I found the collection notice in my father’s office. The night of his stroke.” I kept my voice steady, even as the memory clawed at me. The papers scattered across his desk. His signature on page after page, binding our hotel to a company that operated in shadows. “Twenty million dollars. The hotel as collateral.”

      Whitmore exchanged a glance with one of the accountants. Something passed between them. Surprise, maybe. Or reassessment.

      “Then you understand the severity of the situation.” He shuffled his papers with slightly more respect than before. “Though I’m afraid the picture is somewhat worse than you may realize.”

      Of course it was.

      “Three years ago, your father incurred significant tax penalties. IRS debt.” Whitmore leaned forward. “Rather than liquidate assets or come to us for legitimate financing, he took out a private loan from Apex Lending. The terms were predatory.”

      “How predatory?”

      “The original loan was for ten million dollars. The interest rate is twenty-five percent annually.”

      I stared at him. “Twenty-five percent? That’s…”

      “Usurious, yes. But technically legal for a private commercial loan.” Whitmore’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “With three years of compound interest, the current balance is now approximately twenty million dollars.”

      The number on the collection notice. I’d thought twenty million was the original loan. I’d been wrong. My father had borrowed half that, and the interest had devoured the rest.

      “The loan terms include an acceleration clause,” Whitmore continued. “If a payment is missed, the entire balance becomes due immediately. Your father missed last month’s payment. That’s what triggered the collection notice you found.”

      The collection notice he’d been reading when I walked in on him. The stress that might have caused his stroke. The dominos had been falling before I even knew there was a game.

      “Apex Lending has not yet filed for foreclosure,” Whitmore added. “But they have the legal right to do so at any time.”

      “And if they do?”

      “They would foreclose on the property.”

      The room was very quiet. Every eye was on me, waiting to see if I would break.

      I thought of my mother. Of the stories my father used to tell about how she’d loved this place. How she’d walked through the lobby on their wedding day and said it felt like home. How she’d planted the rose garden in the courtyard and insisted on fresh flowers in every guest room.

      She’d been dead for fourteen years, but sometimes I still caught the scent of roses in unexpected places. Like she was still here, still watching over us.

      I couldn’t lose this hotel. I couldn’t lose her.

      “What are my options?”

      Whitmore launched into a detailed explanation while the accountants shuffled papers and the junior associates took notes. I tried to follow along, but the legal jargon blurred together. What I understood was simple enough.

      The options, as it turned out, were all bad.

      I could liquidate non-essential assets to make payments for a few months, buying time while I searched for a buyer. But selling the hotel meant losing everything my family had built. It meant watching strangers walk through my mother’s rose garden, sleep in the rooms where I’d grown up, tear down a century of history to build whatever they wanted.

      Or I could try to generate enough revenue to make the payments myself. Keep the hotel running, increase bookings, cut costs wherever possible. It was a long shot. The numbers said it was almost impossible.

      But “almost” wasn’t “definitely.”

      “I’m not selling.” I closed the folder and looked around the table at all those skeptical faces. “I’m going to pay off this debt and keep the hotel. Whatever it takes.”

      Whitmore sighed like I was a particularly disappointing pupil. “Ms. Hughes, I understand the emotional attachment, but you have to be realistic about⁠—”

      “I am being realistic.” I stood up, surprising myself as much as anyone else. “This hotel has been in my family for five generations. My mother loved it. My father built his life around it. I’m not going to be the one who lets it go.”

      Silence. Then Whitmore began gathering his papers.

      “We’ll be in touch about next steps.” He stood, and the others followed. At the door, he paused. “Ms. Hughes? Your father would be proud of you.”

      I doubted that. But I nodded anyway.

      The lawyers filed out. I sat alone in the conference room for a long moment, staring at the folders spread across the table. The weight of it pressed down on me like a boulder on my chest.

      A soft knock at the door. Michael leaned in, his expression uncertain.

      “I saw them leaving. Figured I’d check on you.” He stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

      “You okay?”

      The question was so simple, so genuine, that I almost burst into tears. I pressed my palms flat against the conference table and took a breath.

      “I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      “Yeah.” He crossed the room and pulled out the chair beside mine. “I figured.”

      We sat in silence for a moment. Outside, the sun was going down.

      “I never saw any of this,” I said quietly. “The loan, the debt, the IRS problems. Papa never told me anything.”

      “He didn’t tell anyone. I think he thought he could fix it before it became a real problem.” Michael leaned back in his chair. “Your father was complicated. He wanted to protect you from the ugly parts of the business.”

      “By making sure I was completely unprepared to handle them?”

      “I didn’t say it made sense.”

      I laughed despite myself. It came out a little broken.

      “The lawyer said I’m the successor. That I’m supposed to run this place.” I gestured at the folders, the spreadsheets, the mountain of information I didn’t understand. “I don’t even know how to read a profit-and-loss statement.”

      Michael was quiet for a moment. Then he stood and walked to the whiteboard on the far wall, the one my father used for quarterly planning sessions I’d never been allowed to attend.

      “Here.” He picked up a marker. “Let me show you something.”

      For the next hour, Michael walked me through the basics of hotel operations. Revenue streams and expense categories. Occupancy rates and average daily rates and revenue per available room. He explained how seasonal fluctuations affected our bottom line, why corporate bookings were worth more than leisure travelers, how to calculate the break-even point for any given month.

      He drew diagrams on the whiteboard. Flowcharts showing how money moved through the business. Pie charts breaking down our expense categories. A timeline of our busiest periods and the marketing strategies that had worked in the past.

      “See, the trick is to fill the gaps,” he said, tapping the calendar section. “High season takes care of itself. But these shoulder months? That’s where you make or break your year.”

      I scribbled notes as fast as I could. My hand was cramping but I didn’t care. For the first time since Papa’s stroke, something was starting to make sense.

      “Someone should have shown you this years ago,” he said, capping the marker. His voice held a strange edge I couldn’t quite identify. “You’re smart. You would have picked it up.”

      “Papa didn’t think I needed to know.”

      “Your father was wrong about a lot of things.” The edge sharpened, then smoothed away as Michael smiled. “But you’re not him. And I think you’re going to surprise a lot of people.”

      I looked at the whiteboard covered in his neat handwriting. At the notes I’d scribbled in the margins of my folder. At the beginning of something that might, just might, be a plan.

      “Will you help me?”

      “Of course.” He said it like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “We’re the hotel family. We look out for each other.”

      “Thank you, Michael. Really.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We’ve got a lot of work to do.”

      He was right. We started that same afternoon, and we didn’t stop.

      The next two weeks passed in a blur of eighteen-hour days.

      I learned to read financial reports over breakfast and review occupancy projections over dinner. I walked the hotel floors every morning, checking on housekeeping and maintenance and guest services. I’d known these people my whole life, but now I saw them differently. Elena in housekeeping wasn’t just the woman who snuck me cookies when I was little. She had the sharpest eye for dust I’d ever seen and managed a team of twelve. Jorge in maintenance wasn’t just the man who fixed my bicycle. He could troubleshoot any system in the building and kept the whole place running. Sarah at the front desk remembered every repeat guest’s preferences without ever writing them down.

      These people had been running the hotel while I floated through it like a ghost. Now I saw them. Now I needed them.

      Meetings with department heads revealed their concerns. Approving purchase orders and reviewing vendor contracts, I discovered that my father had been paying twice the market rate for linens because he’d never bothered to renegotiate the deal. A catering agreement hadn’t been updated in six years. A landscaping contract billed us for services we weren’t receiving.

      Small victories. I collected them like talismans against the looming debt.

      But I needed more than small victories. I needed real money.

      I called every bank that might consider a commercial loan. First National. Paradise Peaks Savings. Three regional lenders Whitmore had suggested. The answer was always the same: too much existing debt, too uncertain an outcome, too risky. One loan officer actually laughed when I told him the amount we owed.

      I reached out to private investors too. Friends of my father’s who’d made fortunes in real estate. A venture capital firm in Denver that specialized in hospitality turnarounds. A retired hotel magnate who’d once told my father he admired what we’d built. Nothing. The debt was too big, the collateral already pledged to Apex Lending, and no one wanted to bet on a twenty-year-old with no experience running a lemonade stand, let alone a five-star hotel.

      Every rejection stung. Every polite refusal was another nail in the coffin.

      So I focused on what I could control.

      A social media campaign targeted corporate retreat planners. Travel agencies got commission bonuses for peak-season bookings. The restaurant added a farm-to-table menu featuring local farms and ranches, and a regional food magazine picked it up for their “Hidden Gems” feature.

      I redesigned our website with Sophie’s help. She knew someone who knew someone who did web design, and he worked for half his usual rate because his grandmother had stayed at our hotel on her honeymoon. Paradise Peaks was like that. Everyone connected to everyone else through invisible threads of history and obligation.

      The numbers started to move. Not enough. Nowhere near enough. But they moved.

      “You’re doing great,” Michael told me one evening, appearing at my elbow with a cup of coffee as I hunched over my laptop in the back office. “The corporate retreat from Seattle just confirmed. Forty rooms for three nights.”

      “That’s…” I did the math in my head. “That’s almost what we need for next month’s operating costs.”

      “Told you. You’re a natural at this.”

      I wasn’t. I was exhausted and terrified and making it up as I went along. But I smiled anyway, because Michael had been my rock through all of this, and he deserved to think his encouragement was working.

      “Any word from Apex Lending?”

      The smile faded. “Not yet. Their lawyers have been quiet.”

      Too quiet. Every day that passed without a demand letter was borrowed time. Like standing in the eye of a hurricane, waiting for the other wall to hit.

      “Maybe they’re giving you a chance to get things in order,” Michael offered.

      “Or maybe they’re waiting for the perfect moment to strike.”

      He didn’t argue. We both knew I was probably right.

      I thought about Raphael Antonov. About the way he’d looked at me in my father’s office, like he was cataloging every weakness. About the heat of his hand on mine, the predatory stillness in his eyes. He wasn’t the kind of man who forgot about a twenty-million-dollar debt.

      The question wasn’t if he would come for what he was owed.

      The question was when.

      I pushed the thought away and checked the clock. Nearly ten. Time for my other job.

      The hospital at night was a different world.

      During the day, it bustled with activity. Nurses rushing between rooms, doctors making rounds, families gathered in waiting areas with their hope and their fear. But after visiting hours, when the corridors went quiet and the lights dimmed to a soft glow, it felt like a place between worlds. A limbo where time moved differently.

      I walked the familiar path to my father’s room, my heels echoing on the linoleum. Past the nurses’ station where Maria looked up from her paperwork and gave me a sad smile. Past the waiting area with its plastic chairs and year-old magazines. Past the room where an elderly woman lay surrounded by family, their voices low and loving.

      No one was waiting for my father. No family gathered around his bed. Just me, coming every night after the hotel closed down and the last guests were settled.

      Papa looked the same as always. Pale. Still. The machines beeped their steady rhythm, tracking heartbeats and oxygen levels and brain activity that the doctors said was stable but unresponsive. He wasn’t getting worse. He wasn’t getting better. He was just suspended.

      I took his hand. Cold, as always.

      “I booked a corporate retreat,” I told him. “Forty rooms. They’re coming next month for some kind of team-building thing. Michael helped me put together a package with the spa and the restaurant.”

      The machines beeped. The ventilator hissed.

      “I found out you were paying twice the market rate for linens. Did you know that? The same vendor has been overcharging you for eight years and you never even questioned it.” I squeezed his hand. “I renegotiated. Saved the hotel twelve thousand a year. You’re welcome.”

      Nothing. Of course nothing.

      I sat back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. The fluorescent lights hummed softly.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about the debt, Papa? Why didn’t you let me help?” The questions I’d been asking for weeks, knowing I’d never get an answer. “You spent my whole life protecting me from things. From everything. And now I’m drowning and you’re not here and I don’t know what to do.”

      My voice cracked on the last word. I pressed my free hand to my mouth and breathed through it.

      “I’m trying so hard. I’m doing everything I can think of. But it’s not enough. The debt is too big and I don’t have enough time and every day I wake up wondering if today is the day they come to take everything away.”

      The machines beeped.

      “I need a miracle, Papa. And I don’t know where to find one.”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket.

      Unknown number. A text.

      You’ve been at the hospital for two hours and forty-three minutes. You should eat something. The cafeteria closes at midnight.

      My blood went cold.

      Another buzz.

      I’ll be in touch soon, Ms. Hughes. We have much to discuss.

      No signature. No name. But I knew exactly who it was.

      He was watching. He’d been watching this whole time. And now he wanted me to know it.

      His hand lay limp in mine. No squeeze of reassurance. No gruff voice telling me I was being dramatic. No dismissive wave sending me back to my room while the grown-ups handled things.

      For the first time in my life, I wished he would dismiss me. Wished he would pat my head and tell me not to worry my pretty little head about it. At least then I’d know he was still here.

      “I miss you,” I whispered. “Even though you never let me in. Even though you kept me at arm’s length my whole life. I miss you, Papa.”

      The ventilator hissed its steady rhythm. The only answer I would get.

      I stayed until the night nurse gently suggested I go home and get some sleep. Until the sky outside the window began to lighten with the first hints of dawn. Until I had no choice but to return to the hotel and start another day of fighting a battle I was slowly losing.

      The numbers were improving. But not fast enough.

      The hotel was still standing. But for how long?

      And somewhere in the back of my mind, a name kept surfacing. The man on the news with the predator’s smile. The man who’d stood in my father’s office and looked at me like I was something to be devoured.

      Raphael Antonov.

      He owned our debt. He owned our fate. And sooner or later, he was going to come collecting.

      I just didn’t know what he would want in return.
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