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      I stood in the middle of my Los Angeles apartment, the morning sun casting fragmented shadows through the blinds, dissecting the chaos of blueprints and papers strewn across my rustic, second-hand coffee table. The well-worn wood was barely visible beneath the layers of fabric swatches, paint chips, and scribbled notes. Mugs of half-drunk coffee from yesterday (or was it the day before?) served as paperweights, a testament to the countless nights spent poring over every detail of my projects.

      Really, my entire apartment bore the marks of a life tethered to ambition. Once a pristine canvas of minimalist design, the walls now bore the weight of architectural drawings and mood boards, their corners curling slightly as if reaching out for acknowledgment.

      But I wasn’t thinking about the biggest project of my career like I should have been. No, no, I was too preoccupied with the forwarded Instagram post mocking me through the space and time of the InterWeb.

      I had to do a double-take when my best friend Willow sent it to me, of course, because of the ridiculous costumes. But no, that was Charlie, my boyfriend, dressed as a—was that a wrestler?? Had to be. Who else wears gold leotards? He was holding a young woman in a gold lamé bikini. I tilted my head and studied her again. Blonde, like me, but much more straight-out-the-bottle platinum than the mosaic of honeyed shades I pay a Hollywood salon way too much for. And if I’d ever wondered how much filler one mouth could take, I think she might hold the answer. I thought I recognized her from a recent company event I’d attended with Charlie. Kate or Katie or Kassy or something equally banal.

      The annual sales conference in Austin, TX, ladies and gentlemen. (Honestly, what kind of grown-up adult work event does costume parties? Or was that just my mounting bitterness talking?)

      I stared at the photo, both of them glassy-eyed, cheeks pressed together, his hand on her glittering backside. She definitely filled out that bikini—I mean, if you’re into that kind of thing. I looked at the profile name. @Kissykatie. I wondered if Charlie knew she’d posted this. He wasn’t on social media, lucky jerk. It was so pathetic to post your life online, he often touted. Oh, sweet irony.

      Now, I had to decide what to do with that information. I was both shocked and also not really. It’s not exactly the kind of thing you want to wake up the day you’re leaving for two weeks in Prague. But there was part of me that also realized it was very in-character for him. There had been so many red flags over the past six months Charlie and I had been dating. Too many unanswered texts when he was supposed to be lounging at home. Too many incoming late-night texts when he was lounging with me. I should have known better than to get involved with someone just like my dad—social psychology is such a wench sometimes.

      The ruthless hustle and bustle of L.A. streamed in from the streets below—a city that seemed determined to live in eternal chaos. The cacophony of car horns, the distant wail of sirens, and the relentless murmur of a city that never truly slept seeped through the half-open window, an uninvited yet familiar soundtrack to my conundrum.

      I set down my phone, feeling weirdly numb. I was hurt. I was embarrassed. But maybe I always knew it would end like that. That’s how relationships went, wasn’t it? They never ended well, especially in the City of Angels, so why bother?

      I sipped my black coffee and stared down at the scattered papers outlining the Novák Hotel on the outskirts of Prague’s Old Town. I needed to focus on what mattered—this project. I’d been studying the whimsical structure for weeks now, getting to know every nook and cranny. I drained my coffee mug and instantly craved more. As I did every second of every day lately. Was that a sign I was overworked? I navigated the organized chaos of my apartment, feeling the soft, worn planks of the hardwood floor beneath my bare feet. It was a spacious loft in a converted warehouse, boasting high ceilings and an industrial charm that had been the deciding factor in my decision to rent. But now, the exposed brick walls and ductwork seemed to close in on me. My entire life here in Los Angeles—the physical manifestations of my dreams and ambitions—was closing in on me as of late.

      The kitchen was the one space untouched by the disorder that had claimed the rest of the place. A nod to both functionality and design, the pristine marble countertops reflected the morning light, and the chrome of high-end appliances gleamed. It was a space crafted for culinary adventures, yet most nights, it merely housed takeout containers and facilitated quick, solitary meals.

      I refilled my coffee and went back to the main room. The sun climbed higher, its rays reaching further into the room, illuminating the dust motes dancing in the air. It was a reminder that despite the chaos, there was a certain beauty in the madness.

      

      I glanced at the clock and sighed. It was time to pack for my red-eye out of LAX that night.

      

      My suitcase lay open on my bed like a small island of order amidst the clutter. I meticulously folded each piece of clothing, mentally checking off items from my list. I had two weeks to plan for. Two weeks in the middle of a Czech December—a situation I had no idea how to plan for. I craved control, and even my travel itinerary wasn't spared my compulsive need for organization, so the idea of the unexpected was setting me on edge. I always longed to be one of those free-rolling travelers who could hop a plane with a backpack and a dream and follow the wind. But alas, I was wired far too tightly for that.

      I stared at my newly purchased winter gear—puffy coat, shearling-lined snow boots, thick gloves—all recommendations from a popular travel blog. What a departure from the endless summer I lived in. Even in the dead of winter, I usually got by with a light sweater. I was still trying to reconcile the almost comical contrast between the sun-kissed streets outside my window and the snow-dusted cobblestones of Prague that awaited me.

      The sound of the front door to my apartment swinging open broke my trance. Willow, my whirlwind of a best friend, breezed into the room clutching an extra tall to-go coffee, which I imagined contained her signature oat milk latte sprinkled with cinnamon.

      “I guess we no longer knock,” I said dryly.

      “I’m trying to teach you a lesson about leaving your door unlocked. You’re a lifelong Los Angeleno. You should know better, Sienna dear.”

      I sighed melodramatically. “It’s just that life gets so boring. Maybe I was hoping to battle an intruder.”

      She eyed me up and down as though assessing my merit. “Hmm. I don’t think those little arms would stand a chance.”

      I pretended to be affronted and flexed my biceps. “These are Pilates’ arms, thank you very much.”

      She smirked and eyed the clutter on my table. “Working right up until the last minute, I see.” She picked up a blueprint and squinted at the intricate lines before shaking her head and playfully brandishing a snow globe of Prague in my face. “Don’t you have a plane to catch?”

      I playfully batted away the snow globe, which had, in fact, been a gift from her when I told her I had landed the assignment. “Stop that. I’m trying to focus.”

      Willow sighed and set down the globe. “How are you? You know, about Charlie?”

      I fiddled with some papers, unable to look her in the eye.

      “Sienna—”

      “I’m fine,” I said sharply. I exhaled. “I mean, I guess I’m fine. I just—why? You know? Why do people do stuff like that? Lie, cheat?” I shook my head. “Relationships are pointless.”

      “Nooo, you just chose a bad one. Not all guys are like that.”

      “I’ve yet to see contrary evidence. Prove it.”

      Willow laughed.

      “How did you see that picture, anyway?” I asked.

      “Mal Martin—you know that influencer friend of mine? She follows Kissy Kate for some reason, and she recognized Charlie. Texted it to me asking if it was him.” She shrugged. “The tiny online world.”

      “Have I mentioned how much I hate social media?”

      “A time or two. But hey, forget Charlie! He’s an ass, and you’re off to Prague for two glorious weeks. And at Christmas. How freaking romantic is that?”

      I sighed. “I guess. Yeah, I know.”

      “Try to sound a little excited. Remember to have some fun, okay?" She shook the snow globe at me again.

      I swatted her hand and the snow globe away but laughed anyway. “You know it's not a vacation, right? This hotel project is a big deal."

      She plopped down at the kitchen table and took a long pull from her coffee. “All work and no play is not a good look for anyone.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “If you’re about to give me some platitudes about deathbed regrets, please stop. That’s what my Daily Stoic is for.”

      She grinned. “Never. But maybe save time for a little Prague fling, at least. Now that Charlie is out of the picture.” She shimmied her shoulders. “He is out of the picture, right?”

      I pictured his hand on Kissy Katie’s gilded backside and cringed.

      “Yeah. Safe to say the picture has been burned.”

      “Then fling away!”

      I rolled my eyes, deflecting her teasing with practiced ease. "In between saving historic hotels and navigating cultural intricacies, right."

      “Come ON, Sienna. Prague during Christmas? Think of the markets and the carolers and the hot wine. It’s basically a Hallmark movie already written for you to step right into the leading role.”

      “Since when do you care in the slightest bit about holiday romance and Hallmark movies? That’s not on brand.”

      Willow ran a popular ghost-hunter podcast that was all dark and spooky and about as far from sappy holiday romance as you could get.

      She shrugged. “I have my moments. Mainly, when I’m insanely jealous of your trip. You know I’m obsessed with Eastern Europe. Do you have any idea how many gothic castles and vampires are in that part of the world?”

      “That’s more like it.” I pointed a finger at her. “If I meet any, I’ll be sure to give them your number.”

      “You better.” She smiled. “Can I help you do anything?”

      I sighed, looking at my half-packed suitcase. “Soothe my nerves.”

      “Hey, you’re going to do great. There is a reason Billy Bob is sending you on this trip.”

      I smirked at her nickname for my boss, William Roberts. “I guess.”

      “No. No guessing. You are the best at what you do. So, fly across the world and march into that hotel and tell those people how selling their generations-old family hotel to a major American hotel chain is the best thing for them.

      “Is that supposed to be helpful?”

      “See? That’s why it’s your job and not mine.” She hopped up. “Okay, I have to run. I have an interview across town in an hour. You going to be alright?”

      I smiled. “I am. Thank you.”

      “I expect 24/7 texts about everything that’s happening. Okay?”

      I watched her leave, the remnants of her musky perfume and optimism lingering like a promise. I stepped in front of the mirror. I adjusted my blazer and smoothed my favorite anti-wrinkle linen travel pants. My reflection stared back, poised and professional. I pulled my honey-blonde hair back and secured it into a low bun, then did a final touch-up on my makeup. Taking a deep breath, I grabbed my suitcase, the wheels clicking decisively against the hardwood floor as I stepped out, locking the door behind me. Prague awaited, and with it, the promise of a huge promotion.
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      I wrapped my coat tighter around myself as I stepped from my taxi onto the outskirts of Prague’s Old Town. The bite of the chilly morning shocked my system. The cold clawed its way through my layers, digging into my bones. But I shook it off. I’d made it through a sixteen-hour journey, including a bleary-eyed layover in Frankfurt, where I munched on day-old sandwiches and tried to remember my name. And here I was, finally.

      I wobbled down the cobblestones toward Hotel Novák as I sleepily pulled my suitcase along and tried to catch my bearings. Trans-Atlantic red-eye journeys were no joke.

      But, as I turned the corner, I stopped short.

      Prague's charm was immediate and palpable. Beneath a watercolor sunrise of oranges and pinks, the city unfolded before me like a hand-drawn page from a storybook. Gothic spires reached for the heavens, cloaked in a blanket of soft, powdery snow that seemed to hush the world around it. The Vltava River snaked through the city like a silver ribbon, its surface shimmering under the gentle caress of the winter sun, mirroring the clear, blue sky and the pastel facades of the buildings lining its banks.

      I had studied countless photographs of this ancient city shrouded in mystery, but no guidebook snapshot could compare to what I saw now.

      As a total architecture geek, the cityscape was enough to bring me to tears. The deep history of this place pulsed through every cobblestone, every archway. I felt like I was hurtling through time, each building whispering secrets of a bygone era. The architecture was a patchwork of styles, each more enchanting than the last—from the Baroque flourishes adorning the grand palaces to the Art Nouveau curves gracing the entrances of quaint cafés. Every corner whispered secrets, every narrow alley a mystery to unravel.

      The iconic silhouette of Prague Castle loomed in the distance, perched regally atop a hill, surveying its domain with the dignity of a thousand years. The famous wooden stalls throughout Old Town were still sleeping, but I could see the Christmas preparations unfolding. The faint smell of roasting chestnuts wafted through the air, mingling with the aroma of strong coffee and the subtle sweetness of something freshly baked as the city slowly woke to the embrace of a new day.

      The cold suddenly felt meaningless as I tried to take it all in. There was an undeniable magic in the air, a sense of romance and enchantment that seeped into my very bones.

      My phone buzzed with a message, yanking me from my trance. It was from Willow. "Pics or it didn't happen!" I laughed. That didn’t take her long.

      But I obliged, snapping a few photos of the sunrise over the fairytale landscape. The phone’s camera did it little justice. I shivered as a gust of icy wind tickled my cheeks.

      She wrote back immediately. That is not a real place.

      I laughed and stuffed my phone back into my coat pocket. I agreed—you sorta had to see it to believe it. I carried on toward my destination.

      One more small turn, and I found myself standing in front of the historic Hotel Novák, its grandeur more imposing in person than any blueprint could convey. It loomed before me, a proud testament to a past era, its facade a canvas of ornate carvings and intricate stonework. My gaze traced the elaborate sculptures adorning the hotel's exterior.

      This place was all that had mattered to me for the past month and I had studied every detail I could find. Originally built in the late 19th century as a grand family estate by some distant Habsburg, the hotel exuded an architectural grandeur reminiscent of European palaces of the time. Its ornate exterior, adorned with intricate carvings and statuesque columns, paid homage to the Renaissance revival style. The stately entrance, flanked by polished brass lanterns, welcomed guests into a world where time seemed to pause, inviting them to revel in its timeless elegance.

      If I could bring this piece of history into the Arcadia Group’s portfolio, it was going to catapult my career.

      I took a breath and tried to stay alert as I opened the heavy glass front doors and stepped inside. I was immediately enveloped in a warmth that made me want to fall right asleep, but I forced my spine straight. The lobby was a splendid exhibition of classic luxury, with its soaring ceilings, majestic crystal chandeliers, and marble floors inlaid with elaborate mosaics. Rich, dark wood paneling lined the walls, complemented by lush Persian rugs that cushioned the footsteps of its distinguished guests.

      But as I examined the fine architecture more closely, I could see the subtle cracks and patina. This place needed a little love. Well, that’s why I, on behalf of Arcadia Group, was there. I glanced around for the reception and spotted a sign. It was in Czech—an impossible language Duolingo had shown me—but I pulled out my Google translate and tried. Ah, okay, reception to the left.

      I turned into an enclave and was suddenly plunged into a flurry of staff activity, a backstage glimpse of the hotel's inner workings. A young man with a mop of curly black hair wearing a crisp black-and-white uniform spotted me and rushed over.

      “No, no. Staff,” he said in clipped English. I tried to smile through my weariness.

      “Right, sorry. Reception?”

      He nodded. “This way.” He gently touched my shoulder and steered my weary self in the proper direction. Course corrected, I found myself at the hotel’s front reception, a grand desk of dark wood standing guard before the massive fresco that adorned the back wall. The scene depicted was a pastoral celebration, a timeless idyll captured in a riot of color and movement.

      “Ahoj!” an older man with cropped silver hair wearing a similar black and white uniform hustled out from the back.

      “Ahoj. Mám rezervaci,” I said, feeling like I had marbles in my mouth as I tried to speak the language.

      He smiled knowingly and pulled out a large leather book. I raised an eyebrow. If they were operating on a hand-written system, no wonder they were falling behind.

      “Yes, reservation. Please sign here, yes?” He said in English.

      Then to my relief, he began typing into the computer—even if the model did look terribly out of date. This place desperately needed some modernization.

      I glanced down at the book and saw it was simply a sign-in book.

      “Welcome to Hotel Novák. Your name?” he asked.

      “Sienna Frost. I’m with Arcadia Group.”

      He froze mid-type. Then he looked up at me. “Oh, yes. Right. We are expecting you. We have a special room just for you.” He smiled, but it didn’t reach his pale blue eyes. I didn’t blame him—I probably seemed like the enemy here. The big, bad corporate dragon here to burn it all down—even if I was about the size of an overgrown toddler in her mother’s heels.

      “I am Berco, the hotel manager and concierge. Please, come. I will take you to your room. You must be very tired.”

      “I am, thank you. It’s been a long trip. I’m not even entirely sure what day it is.” I laughed tiredly.

      He smiled warmly and led me through the lobby to the elevators. I couldn't help but jot down mental notes as we walked, the consultant in me already whirring with ideas. My eyes roved over the lobby, taking in the faded tapestries and the worn carpets, seeing not disrepair but a canvas awaiting fresh strokes. There was beauty in its imperfection, stories etched in every crack of the plaster and every creak of the floorboards.

      We rode the elevator in awkward silence, then turned down the hall and finally reached the corner room at the very end of the hall.

      He swiped the key card over the door and opened it. “The Pták Suite for you.”

      “P-tawk?” I tried to pronounce the word.

      “Yes, it means bird. The late Mrs. Novák named it because a group of robins always clustered on the sill outside.”

      I smiled at the whimsical image.

      We stepped into the “bird” suite, and I felt a little flutter, immediately struck by its unique charm. Nestled in the corner of the Hotel, the room offered a panoramic view of the bustling streets of Prague. Large bay windows framed the cityscape, and as promised, a small gathering of robins perched on the sill, adding a fanciful touch to the whole scene.

      The suite exuded an old-world luxury with its high ceilings and ornate moldings. The walls were adorned with intricate wallpaper, a pattern of delicate florals that had perhaps been in vogue decades ago. Heavy velvet drapes in a deep burgundy hue hung from the windows, their color rich but faded in places, hinting at the passage of time.

      An imposing four-poster bed dominated the center of the bedroom, its dark wood frame intricately carved and polished to a shine, albeit with a few nicks and scratches betraying its age. Though plush and inviting, the bedding sported a dated design of pastels and patterns.

      “It’s lovely, thank you,” I said.

      Berco nodded with curt satisfaction.

      “If you are needing of anything, you may calls the front desk from that phone by the bed. Please, enjoy your stay with us.”

      He offered me a proper little bow and then exited.

      Once alone in the sanctuary of my room, I approached the window, its panes framing the city like a gallery masterpiece. The view unfolded before me in a breathtaking tapestry of time, each thread woven with centuries of stories, secrets, and silent songs of history—from the cobblestone alleys that snaked through the city to the spires of the Karlův Most, or Charles Bridge, reaching out to the skies like hands in prayer. The Prague Castle sat perched like a crown jewel atop the city—its silhouette starkly contrasted against the morning sky. It was a view so sharply different from LA’s sprawling, electric veins, a city that never seemed to pause for breath. Here in Prague, time appeared to take a leisurely stroll, unfurling the past in a gentle waltz with the present. The architectural nerd in me was already salivating.

      I took a deep breath, the crisp, wintry air weaving through the slightly ajar window. My reflection stared back at me from the glass, a convergence of the professional woman with a clipboard of strategies and the personal side, the part of me that yearned for stories, depth, and connection.

      I turned from the view and set about unpacking. As much as I wanted this to be a carefree vacation, I was here to get things done. And I knew I had my work cut out for me.
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      Ondřej Novák stood by the window of the private family suite, the familiar sights of Prague sprawling beneath him. It was a view stitched into the very fabric of his memories, each building, each street carrying fragments of his family's legacy. His little sister Dominika fidgeted with a vintage hotel brochure, its edges worn, a small tribute to the history they all shared. Across the room, his elder brother Pavel flipped through financial documents, his brow furrowed.

      The mood was tense, charged with the gravity of the decision before them. Pavel was the first to break the silence. His voice was steady, a pragmatic calm in the storm of emotions.

      “It’s a good offer.”

      Ondřej did his best to hold back a biting retort, but a guttural sound escaped his mouth anyway. Pavel and Dominika snapped to look at him.

      Ondřej sighed. “Good is relative.”

      “It’s financial stability for all of us. New beginnings. A chance to break free of this place,” Pavel said.

      “You assume we want to be free of it.”

      Pavel rolled his eyes in that condescending way older brothers do. “This place is dead. Accept it, Ondřej.”

      “Mama and Papa would be in tears to hear you say that,” Ondřej said.

      Pavel’s expression and tone were stony when he said, “Mama and Papa are dead. So it doesn’t matter.”

      Ondřej felt the rage in his gut turn to smoldering embers at his core. Even Dominika looked taken aback. Pavel could be stone-cold sometimes.

      “If you could divorce yourself from your delicate sensibilities for one minute, you would see the tumbling profit margins. The burdensome costs of maintenance for this place. We are bleeding to death, Ondřej. We can’t survive much longer without an infusion. And frankly, I’m tired of living in this ghost hall. I want a different life.”

      Ondřej felt a pang of resistance. The hotel was more than numbers on a page—it was the heart of their family, a beacon of memories and dreams. Yes, their parents were gone a decade now, but their untimely ends didn’t negate what this place had meant to them. If Ondřej had had the capital, he would have bought his siblings out, but sadly, he couldn’t compete with the offer from this Los Angeles company. Even his soft-hearted sister couldn’t say no to the numbers.

      “Can you two stop arguing?” Dominika's voice wavered as she weighed in.

      Her face held an expression that showed she was caught between the allure of new horizons and the pull of a nostalgia that ran deep in her veins.

      “We are not arguing. We are discussing,” Pavel said.

      Dominika turned toward Ondřej. Her dark eyes were compassionate. “I know where you are, Ondřej. I do. I walk up and down these halls and still hear our laughter. Our feet hitting the floor as we chased each other. I can still smell the Christmas pines and the burning fires. They are beautiful memories. But we have to acknowledge the realities we find ourselves in. Pavel is right. We are bleeding money. Numbers are down—have been for a long time—and we can’t maintain this place anymore.”

      Ondřej couldn't contain the torrent of emotions that surged within him. The hotel was their heritage, a living mosaic of generations of Novák dreams and sacrifices. He envisioned its soul, stripped away, its uniqueness smothered beneath a blanket of generic corporate American luxury.

      Ondřej's voice held an edge of desperation he hated as he spoke. "There has to be a way, Pavel. A way that doesn't mean selling."

      Pavel leaned back against the polished mahogany bar, his posture rigid, his expression one of calculated resignation. He ran a hand through his inky hair, the sides starting to sport a few brushes of salt. Ondřej had never seen his brother looking so tired.

      "There is," Pavel said, the words slicing through the tension in the air. "We sell it to Arcadia Group. They have the resources, the capital, to invest in the renovations it desperately needs. The plans they’ve sent aim to simply restore, not destroy.”

      “You believe that? Now, who’s naive?” Ondřej said.

      “I don’t care what you think, brother. You’re one-third of this decision, that’s all.”

      “And what then?" Ondřej challenged, his voice rising. "It becomes just another link in an
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



