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        CHRISTMAS IN WINTERVALE · BOOK ONE

        Silent Night, Savage Heart

        A dark holiday protector romance

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to Wintervale—where the rich write the rules, the poor disappear, and Christmas sparkles over a graveyard of secrets. Lights. Lies. Legacy. You’re invited.

      

        

      
        Six winters ago, Blake Delano torched a warehouse, and the sins it hid, and put a bullet’s worth of distance between himself and the family that owns Wintervale. He learned to fight for cash, sleep with one eye open, and ignore any order that smells like blood.

      

        

      
        Then Wintervale called.

      

        

      
        Protect the senator’s daughter. Keep her breathing. Don’t ask why.

      

        

      
        Peyton Quinn looks like a society saint in crimson silk, but she’s nobody’s ornament. She’s the secret Kingsley heir the founding families buried. Her blood unlocks board seats, proxy votes, and billions, which makes her the cleanest leverage in town.

      

        

      
        The plan for her is simple: snatch or smear. Sign the power away…or vanish.

      

        

      
        Blake’s job is simpler: stop it.

      

        

      
        He doesn’t rescue, he restrains. He doesn’t woo, he warns. And he’ll split this town in half before he lets them touch her.

      

        

      
        But Peyton isn’t here to be saved. She’s done smiling for cameras and kneeling to power. When the gala lights dim and the snow starts to fall, they’re a match and a fuse—igniting a city that only pretends it’s pure.

      

        

      
        Wintervale will toast to peace. They’ll bring the war.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Wintervale wasn’t built for love.

      It was engineered, brick by brick, for leverage. Powdered with snow to look innocent, wrapped in tradition so tight you’d call it virtue, and stitched together with secrets no one says out loud. You learn to smile here while you count knives.

      Tonight, every blade in town shines at the Frostbourne Estate.

      Oldest house on the hill. Glass blazing like a cathedral. Their first event of the season, the annual Evergreen Ball, turns the ballroom into a hunting ground where politicians, CEOs, and freshly scrubbed “new money” circle in tuxedos and couture, pretending they’re not fucking predators.

      Champagne fizzes in their glasses. Lies float in the air. The orchestra plays some sort of mindless classic, so no one has to hear themselves think.

      I’m a shadow against the paneled wall, vape low between my fingers, back where I swore I’d never stand again.

      I walked away from the Delano name once. Walked away from the handshakes that come with handcuffs. But blood has a long reach, and my uncle knows exactly which vein to tap when he wants my obedience.

      “Wintervale needs you for a job, Blake.”

      Translation: I want you for a job. A girl. A favor. An order.

      Protect the senator’s daughter.

      Don’t ask questions.

      Don’t get involved.

      Clean. Simple. Silent.

      Except nothing in Wintervale stays clean, and I’ve never been good at being silent.

      I take another hit of the vape and let the smoke carve space between me and the buzz of money talking. Across the room, a Kingsley smiles too widely. A Thorne whispers too low. The Evermoores float around the place like they own the oxygen we breathe. The Lennox heir tries to charm the room like he’s rehearsed it for weeks. Same players. New stakes.

      Then I see her.

      Crimson silk. Confident stride. A face that doesn’t beg for attention so much as dares you to look away. She doesn’t scan the room; she grades it. The tilt of her chin says she knows the rules and doesn’t give a fuck about any of them. The mouth says she’ll enjoy the argument.

      And probably can suck a really good dick.

      Yeah, trouble has a distinct shape in this room, and tonight, it’s hers.

      I don’t say the word that curls behind my teeth. I file it. Catalog the details the way I’m trained to—entry points, exits, converging lines of sight. The small tells no one in this room is practiced enough to notice. The way two men in black suits pause when she pivots. I scoff at how bad they are at this. The senator’s staff watches too hard and too obviously. They’re worried.

      They should be.

      With a woman like that to protect, they don’t realize they’re standing in a fireworks factory until someone flicks a match.

      She glides past the Thorne heir and drops him with a glance sharp enough to bleed. Sidesteps a Lennox with a bored smile. If posture could talk, hers is saying, I don’t need protection because I’m the baddest bitch in the room.

      Which, in my experience, means she needs it more than any fucking body.

      My pulse stays steady. My focus doesn’t. Because I know the assignment: observe, assess, intervene only if necessary—although necessary is a flexible word in this town.

      My uncle called it a favor to an old ally. I call it a leash with a polished buckle. He wants me to do a job with my hands tied behind my back. I wish I had the power to say “fuck no” to your job, your order. But I can’t. Of all the people Silas could have sent me to protect…it’s Lila’s daughter.

      Fuck me.

      She doesn’t see me. Not yet. I prefer it that way. I track her reflection in the window first, safer to learn a person in reverse. Her eyes are the wrong kind for Wintervale: awake. Unimpressed. Not even the chandelier can blind her. There’s grit under that professional makeup job and that silk dress. A history, maybe. A plan, definitely.

      I’m pretty sure that whoever thought they could use her as a pawn made their first mistake.

      I ease off the wall, let the crowd fold around me, become what I need to be in rooms like this: a rumor. The orchestra slides into another classic. An orchestral arrangement of an old ‘90s dance record. It’s hysterical.

      Laughter lifts and drops. A server nearly clips her shoulder with a tray; my hand is there before the crystal can kiss the floor. She glances sideways, curious, unafraid. My touch is gone before she can map it.

      “Careful,” I murmur, more to myself than her.

      The senator’s gaze sweeps the balcony, calculating votes like they’re bulletproof. He thinks his daughter is an asset. Wintervale thinks she’s a headline. I see something else. Something that’s awakening parts of me I thought were dead.

      Shit.

      That ain’t good.

      Don’t get involved, I think to myself.

      Sure.

      I catch the flash of a camera from the mezzanine. Not press. Wrong lens, wrong cadence. Surveillance. Someone’s documenting patterns. My jaw ticks. I mark the angle, the exit, and the margin for error. If this is a message, I’ve already received it.

      She reaches the center of the room, a perfect circle of light, and the crowd tilts toward her the way water finds a drain. She stands there like a dare, and I feel every old muscle memory wake up. Guard. Shield. Ruin what needs ruining. You can dress power in silk and satin, but it still tastes like blood when it breaks.

      Someone to my left says my last name like a test. I don’t turn. I’ve got my eyes on the only thing that matters right now—her.

      Because tonight Wintervale will raise crystal flutes to “peace.” And tomorrow, I’ll break every rule my family wrote to keep the senator’s daughter breathing, whether she wants my protection or not.

      My uncle framed her as an assignment.

      But she feels more like a choice.

      And I don’t apologize for my choices.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Blake

          

        

      

    

    
      The footsteps don’t belong to security or some drunk hedge funder who got lost looking for a bathroom.

      They belong to Domenic Riva.

      I can tell by the cadence—unhurried, practiced, a man who’s learned the world will make space for him or pay for the mistake of not doing it fast enough.

      He steps out onto the terrace in a coat that costs more than most cars in this town. The fabric doesn’t hide what he is—Silas’s smiling executioner. The guy who sends condolences with the same hands that were responsible for the funeral.

      “Blake.” He says my name like it tastes good. It doesn’t. “Enjoying the view?”

      I don’t shift. I don’t give him my full body. I angle just enough to keep Peyton in my peripheral and my hand a thought away from the Glock under my jacket.

      “Private conversation, Dom.”

      “Is it?” His mouth shapes a pleasant curve that never reaches his eyes. He’s worn that expression so often it’s set like concrete—harmless, empty, lethal underneath. “Because from where I’m standing, you’re monopolizing the senator’s daughter. People talk.”

      “Let them.”

      His gaze slides to Peyton. Calculating. Appraising. It’s the same look he gave a restaurant before it mysteriously lost its liquor license. The same look he gave a rival’s warehouse before it miraculously caught fire. This fucker has always been trouble.

      “Ms. Quinn,” he says to her with a polite warmth that could cut a throat. “Your father’s looking for you. Something about a photo with the mayor.”

      “My father can wait.” Peyton’s voice is even, but there’s steel under the silky tone.

      Smart girl. She sees him for who he is.

      “I’m sure he can.” His smile ticks wider. “But you know how these nights are. Timing is everything. Miss the moment, miss the opportunity.”

      There it is—the threat folded into the invitation.

      I step a fraction closer to her and become a wall. “She’ll be inside when she’s ready.”

      Domenic looks at me. Something cold passes through his eyes—acknowledgment, arithmetic, warning. “Silas wants a word. Soon.”

      “I bet he does.”

      “He’s not patient, Blake. You remember that about him, don’t you?”

      I remember a lot. The warehouse. The smoke. Girls with eyes that had forgotten how to be alive. And Merrick Vale’s body coming out on a stretcher while Silas rewrote the story for the press.

      “Tell him I’m working,” I say.

      “He’s aware.” Domenic adjusts cufflinks engraved with someone else’s initials. Not his. A gift. A collar masquerading as jewelry. “Consider this a friendly reminder. The clock is running on a few…projects. Including this one.”

      The air tightens from the hidden timeline I’ve been issued.

      More like a hidden threat.

      The French doors open behind us and bleed music into the cold. Three men step out in matching suits and fan in formation. Not staff. Not venue security.

      Hollow Club muscle.

      The more things change, the more they stay the same.

      I clock two I know—Bruno Castellano and James-something who fetches and carries when Domenic wants distance. The third guy is new. Young. Hungry. Dangerous in the way guys are when they want to make a mark more than they want to live.

      “Gentlemen.” Domenic gestures toward Peyton like she’s a centerpiece. “Please escort Ms. Quinn to her father. He’s worried.”

      “I don’t need an escort,” Peyton says.

      “I insist.” He keeps smiling. “Wintervale gets rough after dark. Even at a gala.”

      Especially at a gala full of these dangerous fuckers.

      The trio drifts closer. Not aggressive yet, just math. Bodies that box us in with an intent that tries to do the rest.

      I run the numbers. There’s four of them and one of me. Peyton is behind my right shoulder. And there’s thirty yards to a clean exit. I’ve got fifteen rounds in the Glock, twelve if I’m stingy. The sound would bring a swarm. It would be messy. Public. Exactly the show Silas doesn’t want.

      Which means Domenic is bluffing.

      Or just dumber than I remember.

      “Here’s how this goes,” I tell him, voice flat. “You call off your barbershop trio. You walk back inside. You tell Silas I’ll check in when I’m ready. And Ms. Quinn finishes her conversation without an audience she didn’t invite.”

      Domenic’s face barely shifts, but his eyes tighten. “You’re making this difficult.”

      “I’m making this clear.”

      Bruno’s hand drifts toward his coat. I track the angle, the distance, the draw speed. I’m not in the mood to be careful. These fuckers are annoying me.

      “Don’t,” I say, and let him hear the part of me I keep leashed. “You know my record, Bruno. You know what happens when someone makes me choose between messy and effective.”

      He hesitates. Good. My reputation is my most valuable currency here. The kid doesn’t, though. He lunges for Peyton like this is his first day on the job. Hell, maybe it is.

      I pivot, catch his wrist mid-reach, and turn. I use clean mechanics. Ligament finds bone and stops. He gasps. I lean until the joint bends to my will, and the kid drops to his knees. His face goes pale.

      “Apologize,” I tell him.

      “What—”

      I turn his wrist another degree. The joint protests. He lets out a strangled scream he’ll remember every time it rains.

      “Apologize to Ms. Quinn for touching her without permission.”

      “I’m—sorry—Jesus⁠—”

      I let him go. He cradles the wrist and tries to breathe through the lesson.

      No one else moves. Domenic is stoic in his overpriced coat. The other two are recalculating the situation. Remembering why Silas wanted me gone and why he dragged me back.

      “We done?” I ask.

      “For now,” Domenic says, smoothing his lapel like this is a minor wardrobe inconvenience. “But Blake…generosity has an expiration date. Second chances aren’t Silas’s style.”

      “Good thing I don’t need one.”

      He starts to leave, pausing long enough to aim a courteous look at Peyton. “Your father is looking for you, Ms. Quinn. Wouldn’t want him to worry.”

      He disappears with his dogs. The kid hugs his wrist and throws me a hard promise with his eyes that he can’t keep.

      Silence returns to the terrace, stitched with music from inside and the whisper of snowfall. One thing about Wintervale that hasn’t changed is that it’s always been a beautiful place. The best-kept secret of New York State. People have no fucking idea.

      I turn to Peyton.

      She hasn’t flinched. Hasn’t screamed. Hasn’t become some sort of damsel in distress who needs smelling salts because I made a man damn near cry on the terrace.

      Interesting.

      She studies me—curious, measuring, something like approval tucked inside the caution. It’s a dangerous mix.

      “You broke his wrist,” she says.

      “Eh, I sprained it or maybe a hairline fracture,” I say casually.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You didn’t ask a question.”

      “I’m asking now.” She closes the distance I left for her protection. “Who are you really, Blake Delano? And why did those men look at you like you’re either their salvation or their executioner?”

      I could lie. I was raised by liars who call it diplomacy. But she watches me like she’s heard lies all her life, and she’s tired of being insulted with them.

      So I give her something true.

      “Six years ago, I walked away from my family because they were running girls through a south side warehouse. I burned that shit down, and a man died. Silas Delano, my uncle, sent those men tonight. He’s also the one who ordered me to protect you.”

      Her face barely shifts. “Why me?”

      “Because someone wants to use you as leverage. Dead or alive. Signed or silenced. My job is to make sure neither happens until Silas decides what you’re worth.”

      “Silas decides?” She shifts her weight carefully on her stiletto heels. “And what do you think I’m worth?”

      I try not to stare at her perfectly fuckable mouth covered in red lipstick as she asks the question.

      “More than they’re offering to pay me,” I say.

      Something changes in her eyes. Not trust, but recognition that my motives are different from the power brokers at this event.

      “My father’s not actually looking for me,” she says quietly. “Is he?”

      “Probably not.”

      “So that was a kidnapping attempt.”

      “Yes.”

      “Sanctioned by your family?”

      “By part of it.”

      She absorbs that with a calm that tells me tonight’s stunt didn’t surprise her. For her, it may be confirmation and not discovery. “And you stopped it because…?”

      “Because I don’t traffic people. Not anymore. Not ever.”

      “But you’ll protect me for them.”

      “I’ll protect you from them.” I keep my voice steady. The distinction matters. “There’s a difference.”

      “Is there?” She tilts her head, studying me like she’s deciding whether to keep me or cut me loose. “You’re still here on their orders. Still playing their game.”

      “For now.”

      “And when the rules change?”

      “Then I change with them.”

      She laughs once. It’s sharp, humorless. “You know what’s ridiculous? I believe you.” She faces the railing, fingers wrapping the iron like an anchor. “My father’s job has always been a pain in the ass, but this is on another level.”

      “Yeah, it is.”

      She pauses for a moment, her hands resting on the railing. “They’re going to kill me, aren’t they? Or ruin me so thoroughly I wish they had.”

      “Not while I’m breathing.”

      “That’s not as comforting as you think. Men die in Wintervale every day.”

      “I’m difficult to bury.”

      “So was my mother.” Her voice flattens. “She died three years ago. Clear day. Clear road. Forty-eight hours later, it was classified as a ‘mechanical failure.’”

      She doesn’t need to finish. I know the story.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. I mean it.

      “Don’t be. Be useful.” She turns back, and now the steel in her is blazing. “If you’re not one of them—if you’re actually keeping me alive—then I need the truth. Who wants me? Why. And what they think I’m worth dying for.”

      Good question. Dangerous answer.

      Through the windows, the gala keeps doing what galas do. A night of smiles, handshakes, and quiet extortion with champagne flutes. Somewhere in there, Silas is counting pieces like a chessboard, moving them, betting I’ll deliver Peyton to her father and pretend I’m back on the leash.

      He’s wrong.

      “Not here,” I say. “Too many ears. Do you trust me enough to leave with me?”

      “No.”

      “Smart answer, but do it anyway.”

      She holds my gaze for a long beat, weighing outcomes that all taste like loss. Then she nods once.

      “Where?”

      “Somewhere Silas doesn’t own.” I text the only person in this town I can almost trust. “My sister will meet us. She has answers I don’t.”

      “Your sister works for them?”

      “She works for my grandfather. That’s different.”

      “You Delanos love your technicalities.”

      “We have to. It’s how some of us stay human.”

      I offer my arm in an old-fashioned way on purpose. It gives her control. After a heartbeat, she takes it. Her hand is cool, steady.

      We leave the terrace for a side exit that the Hollow Club doesn’t favor, moving through corridors drowned in money. The party hums on behind us, oblivious.

      Frostbourne looks like a promise in photographs.

      Out here, it’s just a house that knows too much.

      The real work starts the second we clear its shadow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Peyton

          

        

      

    

    
      Blake Delano drives like a man being chased by ghosts.

      His car, a black Audi that's seen better years but purrs like it's been maintained with religious devotion, cuts through Wintervale's snow-covered streets with precision that borders on aggressive. No wasted movement. No hesitation at intersections. He knows this town the way predators know hunting grounds.

      I watch him from the passenger seat, cataloging details the way I've been trained since childhood. There’s an unmistakable strength and swagger that he exudes just by breathing that I wonder if he realizes is there. Strong hands on the wheel, no wedding ring, no nervous tells. A small scar above his left eyebrow that's old enough to have faded but deep enough to have hurt. The way his jaw tightens when we pass Wintervale landmarks like the shuttered factory on Ashwood, the anonymous office building on Fifth that houses God-knows-what, says a lot.

      He's running from something. Or toward it.

      Maybe both.

      "You're staring," he says without looking at me.

      "You broke a man's wrist on a terrace and told me my life is currency in a game I didn't know I was playing. I'm trying to decide if you're my best option or my worst mistake."

      "Fair." He takes a corner too fast, correcting with the kind of muscle memory that says he's done this route a thousand times in worse conditions. "For what it's worth, I'm probably both."

      "That's not comforting."

      "It's honest."

      I lean back against leather that's worn soft in places where other bodies have sat, other women like me, I bet. The heating vents blast warm air that smells faintly of coffee and something sharper—gun oil, maybe, or the particular metallic scent that clings to men who've spent time in places where violence is casual.

      My phone buzzes in my clutch. I ignore it.

      It buzzes again. Then again.

      "Your father?" Blake asks.

      "Or someone pretending to care on his behalf." I silence it without checking. "He stopped calling me directly two years ago. Now he has staffers do it. More efficient that way."

      "You don't sound hurt by it.”

      "I stopped being hurt by my father when I was twelve and realized his campaign slogan got more emotional investment than I did. It’s just how things are.”

      Blake's mouth twitches—not quite a smile, but close. "Relatable."

      "Your father was a politician, too?”

      "Worse. A Delano." He slows as we approach Kingsley Square, the massive Christmas tree lit up like a beacon in the center of town. Even at this hour, the square is alive—couples ice skating, late-night shoppers emerging from Wreath & Whimsy with bags full of things they don't need, and tourists taking photos that’ll linger online until next year this time. Normal people doing normal things in a town that's anything but.

      "We're not going to your sister's house, are we?” I ask. It's a rhetorical question.

      "No."

      "Because it's being watched?”

      "Because everything in Wintervale is being watched." He pulls into a side street, parks behind a building I don't recognize. It has a brick facade, minimal signage, the kind of place you'd walk past without noticing unless you knew to look. "Talia's meeting us here. Neutral ground."

      "Neutral?" I raise an eyebrow. "In this town?"

      "Neutral-adjacent. The owner owes me a favor that predates Silas's current plans. We have thirty minutes before someone notices the gap in surveillance."

      “Why do you call him Silas? Isn’t he your uncle?”

      “Just because someone is family doesn’t mean they deserve your respect.”

      Facts.

      He kills the engine. Silence rushes in, broken only by the tick of cooling metal and distant Christmas music bleeding through brick walls.

      I should be terrified of what I learned tonight. I should be calling my father's security team, filing police reports, doing any of the rational things a senator's daughter does when strange men with violent resumes extract her from galas and tell her she's worth killing.

      Instead, I'm calculating.

      Blake said leverage. He said someone wants me alive or signed. He said there's a difference between his family's branches, between orders and protection, between playing the game and changing it.

      He also didn’t flinch when I inferred that my mother's death wasn't an accident. In my soul, I’ve known that truth for three years. Known it in the way you know things you can't prove, the timing too convenient, the investigation too brief, the insurance payout too clean. They ruled it a mechanical failure and closed the case before anyone could hire investigators who might ask inconvenient questions.

      My father remarried months later. She’s a political strategist with the right connections and no emotional baggage. They honeymoon every anniversary in places that photograph well. My father has always been a complete narcissist, but I will never understand how he can continue to live his life as if my mother’s never mattered.

      I kept my mother's journals, her notes, containing some general genealogy research she'd been obsessing over in the months before she died. At first, I thought it was a hobby to keep her mind off of…well, life. But now I’m sure my mother had been searching for something.

      And I think she found it.

      Then she died.

      "You said someone wants me for leverage," I say, turning to face Blake fully, taken aback by the length of this man’s eyelashes, which pop against his angular facial features. Sheesh, he’s hot. "Leverage implies I have value beyond being the senator's daughter. What am I worth, specifically? What did they think I could be used for?"

      Blake meets my gaze, and I see the calculation happening behind his eyes on how much to tell, how much to hold back, whether I can handle the truth, or if I'll shatter like the good little political prop I've been raised to be.

      I lift my chin. "I'm not fragile, Blake. And I'm not stupid. My mother died researching something she wouldn't tell me about. My father's been receiving threats he thinks I don't know about. And now your family—sorry, one branch of your family—just tried to kidnap me at a Christmas gala. So either tell me what I'm in the middle of, or let me out of this car so I can figure it out myself."

      "You'd walk away?” He says it like he's testing the theory.

      "I've been planning my exit strategy since I was fifteen. I have three passports, two bank accounts my father doesn't know about, and a go-bag in a locker at Penn Station. So yes, Blake. I'd walk away. The question is whether you'd let me."

      Something shifts in his expression like respect, maybe, or recognition. The look of someone who's met a fellow survivor and knows better than to underestimate them.

      “You're a Kingsley by blood," he says quietly. "Your mother was not Lila Morrison but Lila Kingsley. Disowned granddaughter of Edmund Kingsley. There's a clause in the family trust which has been sealed, dormant, and forgotten by almost everyone except the people who profit from keeping it buried."

      My stomach drops. Not from surprise but confirmation.

      “You could have led with that,” I say.

      “Where would the fun be in that?” he smirks, and it’s the first time I’ve felt levity from him tonight, but nothing about this shit is funny.

      “What kind of clause?"

      "The kind that activates when a verified descendant appears during Christmas week. Proxy votes. Board seats. Control over assets worth more than most countries' GDP." He pauses. "You're the heir they've been trying to erase."

      The words land like stones in dark water—heavy, sinking, pulling everything down with them.

      I’m a Kingsley?

      Now it all makes sense. My mother spent her last months chasing proof of a bloodline she'd been denied her whole life. Proof that meant power. Meant inheritance. A new reality that would shake her life to the core. Our lives.

      “How did this happen?”

      “You want more?”

      “I want everything.”

      “From what I know, your maternal grandmother was Catherine Kingsley. She was disowned by her parents because she married a civil rights activist, which, you can imagine, was a big no-no in 1960s Wintervale. She took her married name, Morrison, which became your mother’s name and then yours. I guess the Kingsley name became a distant and never discussed subject, which is why your mother probably never knew.”

      So they cast out my grandmother for marrying wrong, loving wrong, choosing her own life over their legacy. And when my mother found out, they killed her for it? My poor Mama.

      "They murdered my mother." My voice comes out steady despite the rage burning through my chest. "Because she was going to claim what was hers."

      "Probably." Blake doesn't soften it. Doesn't apologize for the brutality of the truth. "And now you're the loose end. If you die, the clause never triggers. But if you sign over power of attorney to the right people, they control your votes without the mess of making you disappear. Either way, you're currency."

      "And your uncle? Silas? What does he want?"

      "To keep you alive and unsigned long enough to prevent his rivals from consolidating Kingsley control. He needs you breathing, but not powerful. Useful but not dangerous."

      “So a pawn.”

      Blake's jaw tightens. "He sent me because I'm good at keeping people alive who everyone else wants dead. And because he thinks I owe him."

      "Do you?"

      "No." The word is flat, final. "I burned that debt six years ago. Along with everything else."

      My phone buzzes again. This time I check it.

      Unknown Number: Your father's worried. Come back to the gala. We can talk about this reasonably.

      Unknown Number: Running makes it worse, Peyton. You know that.

      Unknown Number: Blake Delano is not your friend. He's a weapon. And weapons don't choose their targets.

      I show him the screen.

      Blake reads the messages, expression darkening. "Domenic. He's persistent."

      "Is he right?" I ask. "Are you a weapon?"

      "Yes." No hesitation. No false modesty. "But weapons can choose when to misfire."

      "That's a hell of a philosophy."

      "It's kept me alive longer than most."

      A knock on the window makes us both tense. Blake's hand moves toward his jacket, then stills when he sees who it is.

      A woman. Tall, elegant, with Blake's dark hair and the kind of sharp, exhausted beauty that comes from fighting battles with people who probably underestimate her on a regular basis. She's wearing a cashmere coat over what looks like business attire, carrying a leather briefcase that probably costs more than my car.

      Blake unlocks the doors.

      She slides into the backseat with the efficiency of someone who's done this before—late-night meetings, secret briefings, conversations that can't happen in places with surveillance.

      "Talia Delano," she says, extending a hand. "Family attorney, professional cleaner, and Blake's favorite sibling."

      I shake her hand. Her grip is firm, assessing. "Peyton Quinn. Apparently, I'm a Kingsley."

      "Apparently, you're the Kingsley." Talia opens her briefcase, pulls out a folder thick with documents. "Which makes you either the most valuable person in Wintervale or the most endangered. Possibly both."

      "I'm voting both," I say.

      "Smart girl." She hands me the folder. "This is everything I could pull on short notice. Copies of the Kingsley trust documents, the bloodline clause, verification requirements, and timeline for activation. It's not complete, half of this is sealed tighter than classified government intel, but it's enough to understand what you're up against."

      I open the folder. Legal documents swim before my eyes. There are dense paragraphs of ‘whereas’ and ‘hereto,’ signatures and seals, the architecture of power built long ago onto paper.

      But one section is highlighted in yellow.

      Article VII, Section 3: Dormant Heir Clause

      In the event that a direct bloodline descendant of Edmund Charles Kingsley appears and provides genetic verification during the week of Christmas celebration, said descendant shall be granted proxy authority over...

      The list goes on. And on.

      Votes. Assets. Board positions. Control over foundations, real estate, investment portfolios.

      Billions. With a B.

      "Holy shit," I breathe.

      "That's the technical legal term," Talia says dryly. "The activation window opens December 23rd and closes December 31st. Today is the 22nd. Which means⁠—"

      "Tomorrow." My hands are shaking. I force them still. "Tomorrow I become valuable."

      "Tomorrow you become a target," Blake corrects. "You already are one. Tomorrow it just gets official."

      “Why this timeline? What the hell was his fixation with Christmas?” I say out loud.

      “The hell if I know. Old rich men are funny like that.” Talia continues. “If I may ask, Peyton, how much do you know about life here in Wintervale?”

      “I know that my parents met at a political dinner in Wintervale when my father was first starting out in politics. My mother had a deep love for the town, so when they married, they made sure to keep a small house here. That’s why we spent most of the year in DC because of his work, but the majority of our summers here.”

      “Ah, so you’re understanding of the town politics here is from whatever your father has told you.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Well, let me school you. There are three factions that want control of you. The Kingsley family itself, specifically Edmund's current heirs, who don't want their inheritance diluted. The Hollow Club hardliners, who want to use your proxy votes to swing development deals. And various independents who see you as either a threat to eliminate or an asset to acquire."

      "And the Delanos?" I ask. "Which faction are they?"

      "Split." Talia glances at Blake. "Silas wants you controllable. Nonno wants you alive but neutralized. And Blake..."

      She trails off, looking at her brother with something complicated in her expression—concern, maybe, or warning.

      Blake finishes the thought. "I want you free."

      "Why?" I turn to face him fully. "You don't know me. You don't owe me anything. Why risk your family's wrath for a stranger?"

      "Because I've seen what happens when the Delanos decide someone is useful." His voice is quiet, lethal. "I've cleaned up the aftermath. Buried the bodies. Lived with the guilt. And I'm not doing it again."

      The car feels too small suddenly. Too intimate. Blake's confession hangs in the air between us like heavy smoke, impossible to ignore.

      Talia clears her throat. "The practical question is what we do next. Peyton, you have three options. One: Run and disappear before the activation window opens. Two: Sign. Give proxy authority to the faction least likely to kill you and hope they keep their word. Three: Fight. Activate the clause, claim your inheritance, and become a player instead of a pawn."

      "Fighting sounds suicidal," I say.

      "It is," Blake agrees. "It's also the only option that doesn't end with you dead or owned."

      "He's not wrong," Talia adds. "Running just delays the problem. They'll find you eventually. And signing means you're useful only as long as you're compliant. The second you're not..."

      She doesn't finish her sentence. She doesn't need to.

      I look down at the folder in my lap. At the legal architecture of power my mother died trying to claim. At the inheritance, she wanted me to have. At the choice I'm being forced to make before I'm ready. I’ve been met with a lot of challenges in my life, but this one seems monumental.

      "If I fight," I say slowly, "I need more than lawyers and bodyguards. I need leverage of my own. Information. Allies. Proof that I'm more dangerous alive and independent than dead or controlled."

      "Agreed," Talia says, seemingly impressed with my response. "Which is why I brought this."

      She pulls out a flash drive, sets it on the center console like it's a live grenade.

      "Your mother's research," she says quietly.

      “She kept a notebook of her research at home. I’ve seen that.”

      “No, not that. This is something else. This is everything she compiled before she died. Genealogy, financial records, correspondence. And something she was going to use to force the Kingsleys to acknowledge her claim."

      My breath catches. "How did you get this?"

      "Your mother was smart. She sent encrypted copies to three different attorneys before she died, with instructions to release them if anything happened to her. I was one of them." Talia's expression is grim. "I've kept it sealed for three years, waiting to see if you'd come looking. Now you have."

      I take the flash drive with trembling fingers. It's small, unremarkable, the kind of thing you'd lose in a drawer.

      It's also the key to everything.

      "There's something else you should know," Talia says. "The Frost Society is watching. They know about the clause. They know about you. And they're divided on whether you're a threat to Wintervale's balance of power or an opportunity to shift it."

      "The Frost Society," I repeat. "The women's club?"

      "The women who run this town while the men think they're in charge," Blake corrects me. "They're more dangerous than the Hollow Club because they're patient. Strategic. They are willing to lose battles to win wars.”

      "And they want me for what?" I think about some of the Wintervale women who may be part of their club.

      "That," Talia says, "is the question keeping me up at night. But my advice? Don't ignore them. The Evermoore matriarch has been asking questions. Careful ones. The kind that means she's planning something."

      The Evermoores are a powerful matriarchal family around here. I didn’t know any of them were that involved in The Frost Society, but honestly, I never paid the club much attention.

      My phone buzzes again.

      Unknown Number: Final warning, Peyton. Come back now, or we come get you. And Blake can't stop all of us.

      I show it to Blake.

      His expression hardens. "They're tracking your phone."

      "I assumed."

      "Then they know where we are." He starts the engine. "We need to move."

      "Where?" I ask.

      He glances at Talia. She nods, some silent sibling communication passing between them. It’s almost like they’re superhero twins with telepathic powers.

      "Frost & Flame," Blake says. "My club. It's not Delano territory—I won it in a fight before I left. Silas has tried to claim it for years, but the deed's in my name and he can't touch it without admitting he doesn't control me."

      "A nightclub," I say flatly. "You want to hide me in a nightclub?”

      "I want to hide you in the one place in Wintervale where violence is expected, cameras don't work, and I control.” He pulls out of the parking space, accelerating into traffic. "You said you wanted to fight. Welcome to your war room."

      Talia leans forward. "I'll keep digging through the Kingsley documents and see if there are any other clauses or loopholes we can exploit. But Blake? She needs genetic verification by the 23rd if we're going to activate the clause. That means a lab, witnesses, and official documentation all done under the radar.”

      "I know a guy," Blake says.

      "Of course you do." Talia sighs. "Try not to get her killed before Christmas. Nonno will never forgive you."

      "Nonno will have to get in line."

      She opens the door, pauses. Looks at me with something that might be sympathy. "For what it's worth, Peyton? Your mother was brave. Stubborn. Brilliant. She would have loved seeing you fight for this. Remember, it’s your birthright.”

      Then she's gone, disappearing into Wintervale's shadows like she was never there. Superhero style.

      Blake and I sit in silence for a moment, the weight of the last hour pressing down on the back of my neck like my oversized childhood pet dog, Wilbur.

      "Thank you," I finally say. "For telling me the truth. For not treating me like I'm breakable."

      "You're not breakable," Blake says. "You're a Kingsley. They don't break. They sharpen."

      "My mother broke."

      "No." He looks at me, and his eyes are dark, certain. "They broke her. There's a difference."

      “Blake–”

      “Yeah?”

      “What does my father know about this?”

      He pauses for a moment to consider the question. “That, I don’t know.”

      He drives.

      I clutch the flash drive like a lifeline and watch Wintervale slide past the windows, Christmas lights, and fresh snow and secrets buried under beauty.

      Tonight I'm just Peyton Quinn, senator's daughter, mama-orphaned heir, the exotic beauty holding onto a rage that's been building for three years.

      But tomorrow the war starts. Tomorrow, I stand my ground and take my place inside one of the most aristocratic, Anglo, elitist families in this town.

      Tomorrow I become a Kingsley.

      And tonight?

      Tonight I learn how to fight.
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