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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      JFK Airport, New York

      Late Monday night

      

      The British Airways flight from London’s Heathrow airport slowly taxied to the stand and came to a gentle stop. Rising from his seat, Bryce carefully packed his laptop and papers.

      The passenger who had been seated across the aisle from him stepped out as Bryce opened the door to his private suite. The plane had just landed, but the guy was already on his cell phone. “Of course you can get the matching wallet, honey. What’s the point of having a YSL handbag if you don’t get the other pieces. I love you. See you soon, sweetheart.”

      The two men exchanged a brief nod in greeting, before Bryce motioned for the other passenger to go ahead of him, toward the exit.

      You’re in more of a hurry than me, buddy. I hope the girlfriend and the money both last.

      His younger brother Matthew jokingly liked to call these sorts of guys, baby millionaires. Like all newborns, they had bright eyes and were attention seeking.

      A pang of jealousy had Bryce forcing a tight smile to his lips. At least the other guy had someone who was waiting for him at home. It had been many years since a friendly female had greeted him as he walked through the front door.

      A senior flight attendant tapped Bryce on the arm. “Mister Royal, I’ve just checked with guest services in the Concorde Suite, and they have advised me your driver will be waiting for you once you have fast tracked through customs. Your VIP personal assistant is already on standby at the gate with your immigration documents ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      Bryce would normally have arranged to make use of one of the House of Royal private jets for such a trip, but his father’s email had been clear. He was booked on a commercial flight out of London that afternoon and he was to tell no one where he was going. As far as his team in Edinburgh were concerned, their boss had gone back to London to conduct negotiations for a new resort acquisition. Only a small number of trusted House of Royal staff members were aware that Bryce was in fact headed home to the US.

      Without the use of one of the company private jets, flying First Class on British Airways was the closest thing to roughing it that a billionaire like Bryce Royal ever got. He breezed through immigration, and his luggage was already being loaded into the trunk of the understated black limousine when he walked through the doors of the VIP lounge a short while later. It had been ten long months since he had last set foot on US soil.

      He stopped and sucked in a lungful of air, then slowly let it out. Calm. Calm. His stomach was in knots. He’d been summoned home at short notice, but he still had no idea as to what awaited him when he arrived at the Manhattan offices of Royal Resorts. Whatever it was, it had his father rattled.

      “Welcome to New York, Mister Royal,” said the driver.

      Bryce stirred from his faltering attempt to settle his nerves.

      “Thank you, it’s good to be home.”

      I just wish this was a personal trip to see family and friends.

      The last time he had seen a member of his immediate family was when his brother Jordan had made a brief, unexpected stopover in London on his way home from Europe some six or so months earlier.

      Climbing into the back of the limo, Bryce turned on his cellphone, and hit the Recent list. He called the number at the top. He wasn’t the least bit surprised when it went straight to voicemail.

      “Hi Dad, I’m here. Flight was good. I’ll email you over some preliminary thoughts on the French and Italian quarterly hotel occupancy numbers.” He hung up and ran his hand roughly over his face. “Damn,” he muttered, before calling the same number again. “Dad, if you get this message, please call me back tonight.”

      He has to know I won’t get any sleep if I don’t know what’s going on.

      He’d been instructed to keep his travel movements a closely guarded secret. He was not to call any members of the family to let them know he was coming. The only person he was allowed to talk to was Edward Royal. But during the brief call he’d had with the head of Royal Resorts USA earlier that morning, his father had simply told him to keep his mouth shut and get himself onboard the next flight to New York.

      His cell beeped and a message appeared.

      
        
          
            
              
        Good to hear you. Talk in the morning. Don’t unpack.

      

      

      

      

      

      Something big was going down at Royal Resorts, and Bryce had a horrible feeling he was about to be thrust right into the middle of it.

      Maybe I should have had a glass or two of the French red on the flight, it would have taken the edge off my nerves. This not knowing is killing me.

      Glancing out the window of the limousine, he caught a final glimpse of the baby millionaire standing on the sidewalk. A long legged, blonde bombshell was wrapped up in his arms, and the guy was grinning from ear to ear.

      Bryce Royal existed in a world where wealth and power went far beyond money, yet he envied the other guy. Tomorrow morning, Bryce would be the one waking up alone.

      That’s if I get any sleep.
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      New York City

      East 93rd Street

      Tuesday morning

      

      “Spike. Here kitty, kitty.” Vivian Holte leaned out the window, beckoning to her housemate’s cat. There were times when having the fire escape located at the front of your apartment was a godsend. Those hot August nights when you just needed to sit outside and try to catch a breeze rather than attempt to sleep in your sweat soaked sheets was one. She’d given up counting the number of times the building’s superintendent had sworn he had ordered them a new AC unit. But like the sparkly unicorn she’d been promised on her ninth birthday, the air conditioner was yet to materialize.

      At five am, on a chilly October morning, Vivian fervently wished her apartment didn’t have any form of balcony, because if it didn’t then the gray tabby which belonged to her friend Grace wouldn’t be happily sitting outside. The cat slowly blinked at Vivian, taunting her.

      “Come on Spike, you precious girl. I have a plane to catch,” she pleaded.

      Spike sniffed her disinterest at hearing Vivian’s predicament. Vivian couldn’t blame her. The pampered kitty wasn’t the one with travel plans. Nor would she be going into the office to meet with her boss before enduring a hair raising taxi ride to JFK airport, not to mention the joy of the soul-sucking check-in queue. The prize for making it through to the departure gate was a six hour flight to LA, seated in coach while sharing stale air with several hundred other passengers.

      No, Spike could sit out here all day long and please herself. The life of a cat was one Vivian envied.

      Rising up on her toes, Vivian swung a leg out the open window, ducking her head as she hoisted herself onto the ledge. Her left foot hovered above the wrought iron grate. She didn’t want to climb out as it would mean having to climb back in. She had a horrible habit of misjudging the gap between the floor and the bottom of her foot. Falling, and ending up a tangled mess on the carpet wasn’t in her morning plans.

      Reaching into her jean pocket, Vivian produced her secret weapon. The one which no cat could ever resist. A sachet of adult tender tuna dinner.

      She ripped the top open and held out the pack, waving it in Spike’s direction. “Look what Vivian has got for you, Spiky girl. Yummy. Come on. Come and eat.”

      When it came to this princess of a feline, Vivian had learned long ago that all human pride must be set aside, and the cat worshipped as a god.

      The window of the room next door slid up and a familiar face appeared. Grace was Spike’s human mother. A twenty-five-year-old Black woman who dominated the investment banking scene by day and enjoyed hot and heavy dates on the other side of their shared bedroom wall by night. Grace leaned out, took one look at Vivian’s offering, and huffed. “You’re not giving her the fancy wet stuff, are you? I told you she was on a diet until she saw the vet at the end of the week.”

      Vivian glared at her friend. “I am giving her whatever it takes to get her back inside before I have to leave. I’m meant to be at the office in less than an hour. Feel free to come and wrangle your fur baby yourself. That’s if you can spare the time.”

      Grace had had a date last night, and if the noises which had drifted through the wall from her housemate’s bedroom had been any sort of indication, it had been a very successful one.

      “What about your date? Don’t tell me he fled before the sun rose. You have to stop hooking up with vampires.”

      Grace grinned. “It was fabulous. And it’s still going.”

      A second head now appeared. This one male; and from the look of his dark cloud-like hair which sat in a halo around his ebony face, he was thoroughly sex and sleep messed. Vivian privately envied her friend the hook up.

      “Let me get dressed and come in to help you. I am very good with cats,” offered Grace’s date.

      The second he disappeared, Grace shot Vivian another wicked grin. “Believe me, Marlon is a master of pussy.”

      That remark sent a provocative image of a man burying his face between Vivian’s legs straight to her half-awake brain. The sachet of cat food crushed between her fingers, and gravy squirted all over her hand.

      I need to get back on the dating scene and soon.

      Her housemate’s raucous laughter was still ringing in her ears when the door of her bedroom opened. She turned to see Grace’s date of last evening enter the room. He was wearing boxers, but they did little to hide his assets.

      Oh great. Now what I am supposed to say to him without it coming out as super creepy. Thanks, Grace.

      He held his hand out. “Here, let me. I’m Marlon. You must be Vivian.”

      A relieved Vivian immediately took him up on his offer and climbed carefully back inside. She had just handed Marlon the cat food when a robe clad Grace wandered into the room. Was there nothing more awkward than making polite conversation with the two people who had kept you awake for most of the previous night while they went hard at it in the room next door?

      I’m not a prude, I’m just a bit jealous.

      Catching a glimpse of her bright red cheeks in the mirror, Vivian died a little.

      Grace confiscated the pouch from Marlon. “You’ll have to rely on your charm, honey. Spike is not meant to be having any sort of fatty food this week. Knowing her, she’s already been out begging the neighbors for secret snacks.”

      One of the local Italian grocers loved to feed tidbits to Spike when Grace wasn’t looking. When it came to food, the cat had no shame.

      Vivian’s gaze dropped to her suitcase and carry-on back pack. “If it’s alright with the two of you, I’ll leave you to deal with Spike. I have a flight to catch later this morning, and a billion things to do before then.”

      “I wish I was getting on a plane. I miss travelling. You meet the best of people on the road,” lamented Grace.

      The two women had met on the platform of a train station in Denmark some three years earlier and been a firm part of each other’s lives ever since.

      On her way to the window, Grace stopped and dropped a peck on Vivian’s cheek. “Safe travels hon. See you later in the week. Bring me back some of that Californian sun.”

      “SPF 50 sunscreen says otherwise. You know how quickly my pale skin burns,” replied Vivian.

      New York in October was actually Vivian’s favorite time of the year. The weather was perfect. The heat of the summer was gone, and the horrid tourist crowds had dropped back to their usual level. Her job as a reviewer for a luxury resort and hotel magazine meant travel, but right now, Vivian would much rather be staying in New York and enjoying the last days of Fall than getting on a plane for the West Coast.

      Then again there are those cocktails and warm breezes.

      When Grace’s hand settled on Marlon’s firm rounded ass, Vivian took that as her final cue to leave. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the two of them would be heading back to bed, and another round of noisy lovemaking, as soon as Spike had been retrieved.

      “I’ll see you soon. Oh, and nice to meet you, Marlon.”

      She hoisted her backpack onto her back and drew up the handle of her rolling suitcase. It was an easy four minute walk from their building to the 96th Street Station, but at the other end there was a painful ten minute trudge to the company offices which were located in Greenwich Village.

      Travel light was Vivian’s personal mantra, but with changes in weather, and a brand new luxury resort to review, she was stuck with having to take check in baggage this trip. Delicate evening wear had a nasty habit of getting crushed when shoved into a backpack along with a laptop, keyboard, and a power strip. Rolling clothes into a pack looked great on Instagram when you were heading off on a hike into the mountains but in reality, it plain sucked. The last thing she wished to be doing at the end of a long day of cross country traveling was to be steaming the creases out of her clothes.

      Vivian headed down the stairs and out into the chill of the New York pre-dawn. She had a long day ahead of her.
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      Reaching the offices of Luxury Hotels and Resorts Worldwide in Christopher Street, Greenwich Village, Vivian stopped outside on the sidewalk and took a minute to catch her breath. A lick of sweat slid uncomfortably down her back.

      I’ve got to exercise more. I’m twenty seven and that short walk shouldn’t have me huffing like I’ve climbed Mount Everest.

      She lived a half mile from Central Park, so had no valid excuse for not going for a run or a brisk walk every day. Finding the time in her busy daily schedule to stop and put on her trainers was Vivian’s current pathetic logic for exercise procrastination. The dark truth was somewhat less glamorous.

      Who am I kidding, I’m the problem. I hate all that huffing and puffing.

      Trying to keep up with all those lithe runners and power walkers left Vivian with the feeling she was an abject failure. Whenever she measured herself up against the other women of the upper east side, in their two hundred dollar color block leggings, she couldn’t help but come up short.

      I’ll get back into yoga. I promise.

      At the office front door, she swiped her security card, then dragged her suitcase in. Luxury Hotels and Resorts Worldwide had a nice ring to it, but the only gloss in its New York office was on the front cover of the monthly magazine. Lionel Miller, her boss, was notoriously cheap. No penny was spent without it being closely scrutinized.

      Still, he was a great magazine editor and Vivian was under no illusion that hundreds of other writers and reviewers would give their left arm to be able to set foot in the front door of these dingy offices. Many of her predecessors had gone on to successful careers in the giant media companies located in their bright shiny offices in Lower Manhattan.

      As Vivian stepped through the door and into the small, but open plan space, Lionel rose from behind his desk. There was no one else in the office. Most of LHRW’s handful of staff either worked from home or were currently out on assignment. It was rare for more than one or two of them to be in the office at any one time.

      “Morning. Did you bring me coffee?”

      Vivian dropped her backpack onto the floor beside her suitcase. Righting herself, she took a deep breath. “No, sorry Lionel, I didn’t. Nothing’s open yet.”

      I didn’t exactly have a spare hand to carry hot beverages.

      The craggy faced Lionel peered at her from over the top of his black rimmed glasses, then hummed. “Where are you off to this morning Vivian?”

      She stifled a grin. This was the game her boss played with all the writers on the mornings that they called into the office before setting off on assignment.

      “The brand new Royal Resorts Platinum Collection at Laguna Beach, California,” she replied.

      Lionel dropped back into his chair and let out a soft sigh. “Ah yes, Los Angeles. Home of the…”

      Oh crap, which NFL team is based in LA? Ah, yes!

      “You know I haven’t a clue about football. But I am going to go with the Rams and the Chargers. Two teams, one city,” she replied, letting a sly smile settle on her lips.

      Her gray haired boss chuckled. “I might have to start quizzing you on basketball instead. Or maybe baseball.”

      “Oh please, don’t,” said Vivian, retrieving her laptop from its sleeve in her backpack. Placing it on the nearest empty desk, she flipped it open. Within seconds she was logged into the website which all luxury and travel industry people followed. Leisure Line.

      If you wanted to know all the latest goings on and gossip in the hotel and luxury leisure world, this was the place to come. The rumors on Leisure Line almost always turned out to have a solid amount of grubby substance to them.

      She scanned the newsfeed. The usual stories popped up. There was a sex scandal involving the head of catering and the night manager at a hotel in Orlando. They had been caught red handed while attempting a reverse cowgirl on a kitchen bench.

      Ew, and in the main food prep area. Seriously people. Hygiene issues. Haven’t you heard about getting a room? You had a whole hotel to choose from.

      There was a piece about a rumored takeover of a struggling resort chain in Canada. She made a note of that for future reference.

      “If you are looking for good dirt, there isn’t any this morning. It’s been ages since there was a sordid scandal in the resort world. Though…”

      Vivian glanced up from her laptop as Lionel rose once more from his desk and ambled over to where she sat. There could be no missing the glint of mischief in his green eyes.

      “What?”

      “I’ve heard on the super-secret grapevine that the soft launch of the Royal Resorts Laguna Beach isn’t going as well as could be hoped. Rumblings of staff issues amongst other things. You might want to keep your ear to the ground and see if that’s true.”

      Vivian closed up the lid of her laptop. “I will maintain an impartial view of the resort until I have experienced its service and offerings.” The unofficial magazine mantra slipped easily from her lips.

      Lionel nodded his approval. Luxury Hotels and Resorts Worldwide depended on advertising dollars to survive. If hoteliers thought they were being unfairly judged, they might take their sizeable full page glossy ad budgets elsewhere.

      And we would all be out of a job.

      “Now, I know you have a long day of travel ahead of you, but I need you to focus on this review. Jerry is running late with the piece on the new Japanese ski resort, and I might need to slot your review into the coming issue.”

      Lionel’s late night email asking Vivian to come into the office early this morning finally made sense. Her boss was in a bind, and he was counting on her to help him out.

      As per usual, her fellow correspondent was going to miss a deadline. Knowing Jerry, he was probably tearing around the streets of Tokyo in a street kart and was yet to make it to Nagano City and the nearby snow fields.  Everyone knew the notoriously unreliable Jerry wouldn’t have a job at the magazine if his dad wasn’t a major investor.

      “It will cost you— a bonus pedicure would be nice. At the resort spa. A full hour, and maybe some of those hideously marked up skin care products.”

      On her measly salary, the odd complimentary beauty treatment was the only time Vivian managed to indulge in a spot of personal pampering. If Lionel needed her article done and dusted before the Friday night deadline, it would mean her having to put in a late night or two at the resort. It was only fair that she press him for her own little favor.

      “How much?”

      “How much do you want to have a lead story for the magazine?”

      Her boss growled. “Alright, but nothing over one hundred bucks.”

      “Two hundred and done.”

      “Ok, but make sure you get receipts,” grumbled Lionel.

      Grinning in victory, Vivian slipped her laptop back into her backpack. She then did her usual preflight check. Power charge bank for cell. Check. Cell and back up cell. Check. Credit card and cash. Check.

      The sight of her corporate card had her sighing. Her own personal credit card was a disaster. Her lovely ex had stolen it a few months ago, then proceeded to rack up some serious spend, including a thousand dollar annual subscription to a dating app for millionaires. Peter’s final see you later, had Vivian’s finances sitting in a five-thousand-dollar hole. Twenty phone calls to her bank and counting, but nothing had yet been resolved.

      Receipts. Review. And if I have time, rumors.

      “Safe travels, Vivian. And the sooner you can send me the review article, the better.”

      “See you next week, Lionel. I’m off to make the ten thirty JetBlue to LA. I’ll have my review to you as soon as I can. But I do think you might need to have a word with Jerry about his deadlines.”

      “Yeah. I will.”

      And hell will freeze over before that happens.

      Outside in the street, Vivian hailed a yellow cab. “JFK please.” Her boss might make his people fly coach, but at least he never made them take public transport while on assignment.

      In the back of the taxi, Vivian popped her headphones on and settled in for the traffic-snarled drive out to the airport. With a six-hour flight plus transfer time to California ahead of her, it was going to be a long, exhausting day. First things first. Her morning ritual had to be observed.

      Get to Starbucks and down a Frappuccino.

      The bright light of sunrise peeked between the tall glass towers of Lower Manhattan. New York might be a jungle, but nothing made her heart happier than watching the golden glow of the morning as the city stirred to life.

      See you Friday NYC. LA here I come.
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      Meanwhile in Lower Manhattan

      

      Draining the last drop of his precious morning espresso from its tiny cup, Bryce Royal grabbed his suit jacket and headed for the door of his serviced apartment. He was almost out into the hall when he stopped and quickly dashed back inside. From the dining table he snatched up a small silver bag.

      “Disaster narrowly avoided,” he whispered.

      Inside the bag were gourmet Jamaican coffee beans. Before Bryce had obeyed his father’s urgent command to come home, he’d ordered two bags to be brought up to his suite at the Royal Resort in Edinburgh. The coffee in America was improving, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

      Living in Europe for the past four years, he’d developed a good nose for great coffee beans. New York coffee was nothing like the beautiful espressos they served in Italy. Bryce showed no mercy to anyone who thought that a Caramel Brulée Latte was a beverage suitable for a fully grown adult to drink. He was an unashamed coffee snob.

      By the time he made his way from the Forty Second floor of the glittering tower on Eleventh Avenue, to the offices of Royal Resorts on the Eighty Fifth floor, the sun had just crept above the horizon. The whisper-quiet elevator took him to the executive floor in a matter of seconds. As he stepped out, Bryce stopped and took in the view which the floor to ceiling windows afforded.

      A billion dollar view for a billion dollar company.

      The city and the Hudson River lay before him. Europe with all its history was superb, but the US and New York in particular would always be home. Nothing on earth could come close to the power and energy of this town. The singer, Frank Sinatra had it right when he’d said he wanted to wake up in a city that doesn’t sleep.

      “It’s good to be home. I just wonder for how long, and under what sort of circumstances,” he muttered.

      During Bryce’s previous trips home to the States, it hadn’t occurred to him that he might actually be homesick, but this morning the pangs of missing family and friends were sharp in his chest. The fear of why his father had ordered him home in such a hurry only added to his already frayed nerves.

      I wish Dad had called me back last night.

      His father’s long-time personal assistant greeted Bryce at the door of the executive suite. The immaculately dressed Janice had worked for Edward Royal for as long as Bryce could remember, and from what he understood, many years before that. She had even been a bridesmaid at his parents’ wedding.

      “Good morning, Janice. How are you this fine day?” he said, dipping into a bow. He would do anything to lighten the dark mood.

      Janice gave him a tight smile in return. “It’s lovely to see you, young Bryce. We miss you here. I’m sorry you didn’t get much notice about this trip.”

      Young? I’m thirty four. And I’m feeling every day of it this morning.

      He bent and brushed the lightest of kisses on her flawlessly powdered cheek. Janice was the epitome of a highly paid Manhattan executive assistant. She arrived at the office each morning in her own chauffer driven town car.

      “I miss being here too. It’s good to be back. Has my father arrived?”

      “Yes. Edward is waiting for you in his office. Is there anything I can get you?”

      Bryce slipped her the bag of coffee beans. “If you could find a home for these and perhaps someone in the catering team to make me an espresso, I would be eternally grateful.”

      She took the bag and placed it on her desk. “Leave it to me. Now let’s go and find your father.”

      He followed Janice across the executive reception area and through the open door of his father’s office. Edward Royal, who was standing at the window, turned as his eldest son entered the room.

      When his father beamed at him in the only way that a proud father could, Bryce was suddenly transformed back to being a ten year old boy who had just won at Little League. There was something special about the connection that he shared with his dad, one that made him both proud and uncomfortable, for it didn’t seem to exist for his two younger siblings. He was his father’s first-born son; Edward held onto the traditions which meant that the order of birth of the Royal children still somehow mattered.

      Bryce accepted his father’s hug.

      “So good to see you, son. I’m sorry about the short notice. How was your flight?”

      “Fine. I got plenty of work done on the plane, and I’ll catch up on more today. I emailed you those occupancy reports and my review. Let me know when you’ve had the chance to read them.”

      “Is there anything else you require, Edward?” asked Janice.

      “No, thank you, Janice. I think we have everything. But I would ask for you to please lock off access to this floor for the next hour. I don’t want anyone wandering in here and disturbing us.”

      Janice headed for the door. “Very good. If anyone calls, you are working from home this morning. I will be back in a little while with Bryce’s coffee.”

      As soon as she was gone, Bryce met his father’s gaze. “What’s with all the cloak and dagger? I haven’t even been game to call Mom. What gives?”

      “Have you eaten?” asked Edward.

      Bryce nodded. He’d enjoyed a leisurely breakfast of a fresh omelet and fruit just after four o’clock. His body was still on UK time, and his troubled mind meant he’d barely slept. Normally he would have gone for a walk or hit the Royal Resorts office gym, but his father had been strict with his instructions that he keep his visit home a tightly held secret.

      Royal Resorts was a branch of the House of Royal international luxury conglomerate. The worldwide Royal family company included business dealings in high end travel and leisure, beauty and cosmetics, fashion, watches, and jewelry, as well as selective retailing.  While Edward Royal headed up the US operations of Royal Resorts, he also had board oversight of all the other global hotel and resorts in the House of Royal collection. Bryce’s father was a powerful and at times intimidating man.

      His father gestured to the coffee and plates of food on the office sideboard. “It’s the good resort coffee.”

      Bryce shook his head. “Thank you, no. And while I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, there are more important things concerning me right this minute than a second cup of coffee. So I have to ask, why am I here? You have me worried sick.”

      His father took a seat on the long leather couch which sat in the open space between his desk and the sideboard. Bryce dropped into one of the matching arm chairs opposite. He unbuttoned his immaculately tailored fine wool jacket, making himself as comfortable as his concern would allow. His father wouldn’t summon him home like this unless something was terribly wrong.

      Edward sat forward, clasping his hands together. Bryce’s breath caught.

      Please god, don’t let it be an illness in the family.

      With the immense wealth at the Royal family’s disposal, they could handle most things. But money didn’t always buy happiness or health. There were some challenges in life which couldn’t be cured, no matter how big the balance in a person’s bank account.

      Edward cleared his throat. “The Laguna Beach resort is a ruddy disaster. The early reviews are scathing. We are losing money hand over fist. And your brother seems to have just washed his hands of the whole thing entirely. Jordan’s not even in California, he’s back here in New York hiding away in his apartment. I have the board of Royal Resorts on my back, demanding answers and at the moment I have none to give.”

      Bryce was ready to weep. No one was dying. On the long flight from London, he’d imagined all manner of disasters which might be waiting for him at home. A poor resort launch hadn’t figured in his concerns.

      What a relief.

      Laguna Beach was the brand new, billion-dollar resort in California. And it was in trouble. He’d heard whispers that things weren’t going well on the West Coast but hadn’t honestly been too concerned. Resorts were notorious for having false starts. Even for a company such as Royal Resorts, minor teething problems were nothing new. With hard work and application they were usually dealt with quickly.

      Bryce wisely kept those thoughts to himself. He was acutely aware as to how important this new resort was to the Royal Resorts brand and just as importantly his father. Edward Royal had long held ambitions for the family company to become the preeminent resort provider in the US. The global brand already held many top rankings in Europe and the Far East, but the American market was where the future growth lay. A major misstep now could see the House of Royal plans falter. Edward would never allow that to happen.

      “Has Jordan said anything about what is happening at Laguna Beach?” asked Bryce, suddenly hoping Janice had managed to find someone able to master the coffee beans. His father’s words had changed his mind, he was now in desperate need of that second cup of coffee.

      Jordan Royal had been tasked with bringing the California resort to life and making it a success. And while the middle Royal brother had made some serious errors of judgement when he was younger, most of which had fortunately ended after he’d had a long stint in rehab, the past few years had seen him rise through the ranks of the company to become one of its most trusted executives. Laguna Beach should have signaled his arrival as a future board member of Royal Resorts.

      Edward shook his salt and pepper haired head. “ I want this situation dealt with and fast. But in order to do that, I need a full understanding of the magnitude of the problem. I’ve tried, but I can’t get a sensible answer out of Jordan. He is actively avoiding my phone calls, communicating only via email.Your brother is the reason why I sent for you.”

      Understanding now settled heavily on Bryce’s shoulders. Jordan had matured significantly over the past few years, but when he felt under threat, his old bad habits had a tendency to resurface. He resorted to ducking and weaving his way out of a straight answer. Not to mention ass covering. Bryce loved his brother, but the truth was Jordan’s wild younger years had gifted him with some sharply honed but not admirable skills.

      Jordan. You had been doing so well. What on earth could have happened?

      “So this is why you’ve brought me all the way from the UK? I mean I can take a look at the figures, talk to some people, if you like? Maybe even sit Jordan down and pose the hard questions to him. He might be more open if I’m the one asking.”

      And pigs might fly.

      His father righted himself and got to his feet. He paced back and forth in front of the window, his hands resting on his slim hips. The morning light glinted off his gold and silver cufflinks. For a moment Bryce wondered if his own dark brown hair would look the same at that age.

      He carries the distinguished English gentleman look so well.

      “The Laguna Beach resort is the first of our Platinum Collection properties. It’s meant to be our premium brand. The one which sees Royal Resorts feature in the top one hundred global awards for travel and leisure. At the moment that seems an impossibility,” sighed Edward.

      Bryce bit his bottom lip. He was sorely tempted to mention that one of the resorts he had managed in Italy had been placed at number fifty nine in the previous year’s list. Not a mean feat in any one’s terms, but he kept it to himself.

      This was the US, the biggest leisure market in the world. And the home turf of some of their major rivals in the hotel and resort market. If Royal Resorts could win here, they would be unassailable.

      The words of his father’s short email received yesterday morning now shone bright in his mind. It had been more than a few bullet points of instruction, it had been a cry for help. Bryce had printed it out and repeatedly studied it during the flight home hoping it might give him a clue.

      Come to New York. Urgent. Tell no one where you are going. Can’t risk company jet. British Airways 6pm flight booked. Heathrow Airport, Windsor VIP Suite. Concorde VIP service at JFK. Serviced apartment ready for you. Talk tomorrow, Dad.

      There were few people within the business that Edward Royal fully trusted, and Bryce was privately proud that he was one of them.

      Whatever his father asked of him, he would deliver. “What do you need me to do? As always, I am at your disposal.”

      Edward’s head dropped forward, and his shoulders lifted as he took in a deep breath. When he looked up at Bryce, his face was a study in deep conflict. “I need you to take the jet and go to California and undertake a full investigation. In secret. Find out first-hand how, and why this resort is failing. We have to get it up to being a six star resort and fast. Janice, has you booked in under a false name. I’m really sorry son, but you’ll have to leave this morning. The board members held a brief tele-conference last night while you were en route, and they want answers. I am begging you Bryce, get this mess fixed.”

      His feet had barely touched US soil and he was dog tired, but the job had to be done. Bryce slowly rose from his chair, but a niggle of unease sat heavy in his stomach. If he did this, it would mean going behind his brother’s back.

      Jordan will be gutted when he finds out. And he will. This is going to cause real damage between us. How do we come back from that?

      Things must be dire in California for his father to go to the extreme length of bringing him all the way back from Edinburgh. A billion dollar asset was on the line. Along with his brother’s future in the company if Bryce was reading correctly between the lines.

      Please god, don’t let what I find in California be the reason for Jordan losing his future at Royal Resorts. He’s, my brother. He would see that as an unforgiveable betrayal.

      No matter his private reservations, Bryce had a job to do. His father was counting on him. “I’ll go back down to the apartment and get my things.”

      There was a knock at the door, and Janice poked her head inside. “Edward, the car is waiting downstairs. Bryce, I’ve been to your apartment and repacked your suitcase. It’s in the car, ready for when you leave. I put your coffee beans in an airtight container, and they will be waiting for you when you return.”

      He would bet fifty bucks Janice hadn’t done anything about getting him a coffee, rather she had been operating under his father’s prearranged instructions and gone straight to Bryce’s serviced apartment the moment she left Edward’s office.

      You don’t need to manipulate me like that Dad.

      Bryce’s brows knitted together. He hated the idea of someone else packing his things. There wasn’t anything untoward in his luggage, but he guarded his privacy. He glanced at his father, but Edward’s mood was hard to read. Now was not the time to raise the issue of Janice knowing which fragrance of cologne Bryce preferred or that he still carried in his luggage the stuffed pink pig he’d had since a small child.

      “Thank you, Janice. Call and let the driver know Bryce will be with him shortly,” replied Edward.

      If he wasn’t so certain that this problem was keeping his father awake at night, Bryce would have suggested he spend a day or two in New York getting acclimatized—as well as undertaking a private attempt to speak to Jordan. The worry lines on Edward’s brow told him all he needed to know. This was a major company crisis and it had to be dealt with as a matter of urgency.

      He is relying on me. I can’t let him down. I just wish he was more open about things.

      “Alright I will go, and report back as soon as I can. Depending on how things look when I arrive, I might even be able to give you an update tonight.” Bryce took two steps toward the door, then stopped. He was prepared to accommodate his father’s demands, but his unease was growing. Pitting son against son like this wasn’t something he would have done if he was in his father’s position. This had to be said.

      “I just want it noted that I am not comfortable with having to lie to Jordan. He isn’t a little boy, and if he has screwed up, then I think he needs to understand the depths of his mistake. Give him the opportunity to prove that this was a temporary lapse in judgement. Jordan has his pride. With the right support he will fix the resort. I have faith in him.”

      Edward shook his head. “I’m sorry if this puts you in a difficult position with your brother. I’m not sure what is wrong with him, but his head is clearly not in the game. I can indulge him so far as a father, but as a major shareholder and board member of the House of Royal, I can’t be seen to be giving him special treatment. His coming back to New York leaving the job unfinished in California has put me in an impossible situation. If a senior executive is not up to the task, then he has to go. I will fire anyone who I deem as being incompetent, and that includes family.”

      Bryce swallowed his objections. His job was clear. Go out to California, see what the devil was going on, and report back. If things were as bad as the expression on his father’s face, then Bryce was about to cut the ground out from under his younger brother.

      “Jordan is family, but you can’t allow that to cloud your judgement or your reading of the situation. If this resort fails, it puts the entire Royal Resorts US operations at risk. That means not just our money, but thousands of people’s jobs and livelihoods.”

      Bryce nodded. His father’s message had been received, loud and clear.

      I must be fair and impartial. People are going to make decisions based on what I report back to Dad and the board.

      He had to hope Jordan didn’t try and call him. It wasn’t all that often that he did; but since Bryce wasn’t a master of the art of lying, if Jordan did reach out, it wouldn’t take much for him to figure that his older brother was up to something.

      I’m going to have to avoid his calls and ignore his emails for as long as I can.

      Bryce would keep pretending he was in London. He didn’t want to guess as to how long his flimsy ruse would hold. In the hotel business everyone knew everyone. It wouldn’t be long before someone from the Royal Resort Edinburgh let slip that Bryce was supposed to be in London. And if Jordan happened to call the London office, he would quickly discover that no one in the London office knew where Bryce was either. His brother would become more curious. Then he would start asking questions.

      When Jordan finds out the truth—that I lied to him—there will be hell to pay.

      The Royal brothers valued loyalty above all else. In this case, betrayal even came with a pretty swinging price tag. A failing resort worth a billion dollars. As for their father’s trust, that was priceless.

      He was going to California. With a five and a half hour flight across country ahead of him, Bryce’s day had transformed into another unexpectedly long one. “I had better get going then. I’ll talk to you tonight.”

      His father quickly crossed the floor and wrapped him up in a hug. Unlike their first embrace, Bryce was reluctant to accept this affection. He felt dirty at what he was being tasked to do, going behind his brother’s back went against the bonds of family.

      Edward’s arms held the embrace of not only his love for his eldest son, but also his trust. The unspoken plea that he was relying on Bryce to come through for him.

      “When you return, we should organize a family dinner. I will make sure Matthew is back in town. Your mother will like that, and it will put me back in the good books with her.”

      Matthew Royal, the youngest of Bryce’s siblings, was currently in Colorado working on another pending Royal Resort purchase. Over the past few months, Bryce and Matthew had talked at length via Zoom over the proposal to buy a run down, abandoned resort in Aspen. Unlike Jordan, Matthew was more than happy to ask for Bryce’s advice.

      Releasing Bryce from his embrace, Edward took a step back. He shook his head. “Your mother is annoyed that I am sending you to California without telling anyone that you are back here in the States. She understands my reasoning, but she is still not happy that I have placed you in the middle of this disaster. She is also angry at me for putting you and your brother at possible odds.”

      Understatement of the year. Thanks for the vote of support, Mom.

      Bryce was glad to hear his mother understood the impact that today might have on the family. It could well cause a rift that may never heal.

      The sooner he went out to the West Coast, saw the resort for himself, got a first-hand understanding of things, the better. After that he would take the time to sit down with Jordan and try to talk things out. He could only pray that his brother would understand the impossible situation Bryce had been put in by their father.

      He dreaded having that conversation with Jordan. Knowing his younger brother, it wouldn’t be a sweet little tète-a-tète, more like a knock down, rough as hell bar fight. Patience had never been one of Jordan’s virtues. Bryce had a horrible suspicion that his hot headed nature was part of the reason why the California venture was running off the rails. Reformed bad boys still had a tendency to walk away from their problems rather than deal with them.

      That has to be the reason.

      “I have to go, Dad. Give Mom my love. I’ll report back on my findings as soon as I can.”

      “I will. And thank you.”

      Bryce headed for the door. California and a billion dollar problem awaited him.
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      JFK Airport

      Tuesday 8am

      

      At least it’s not the holidays or spring break. The queue could be worse.

      Vivian pushed her suitcase forward a half foot, then stopped. The check in line was moving, slowly, but she was making progress.

      “I bet Vogue doesn’t make their people fly coach,” she muttered. She’d seen the movies, the people who worked for the glamorous magazines were always seated in First Class and got use of the business lounges at airports. They were also immaculately dressed and arrived at their destination looking nothing short of fabulous. The food stain on the front of her hoodie had only caught her eye a few minutes ago. No one would ever have her marked as a reviewer for a glossy travel magazine.

      Hollywood had its idea of how magazine reviewers and contributors dressed and travelled. It was a pity that the truth was a lot less fancy. It was also a good deal more smelly, cramped, and uncomfortable. There were bags and people everywhere in the crowded terminal at JFK.

      The man behind her clearly didn’t understand the meaning of the word personal space. But if he got any closer, she was going to invoke her citizen’s right to bear arms. Her sharp elbow would be moving back at a fast rate, and there would be but a scant apology when she connected with his stomach.

      All I want is to offload my suitcase and go find a sweet beverage. And a bagel.

      The thought of cream cheese and lox had her stomach rumbling. She could deal with jam-packed airports and cheap flights, but Vivian drew the line at airline food. She didn’t need to read all the clickbait posts on social media about how terrible the catering was on planes, or how long the coffee sat in the pots. Years of flying had taught her the undeniable truth.

      And whoever thought a piece of plastic cheese and a thin slice of oversalted ham slapped between two hard crusty slices of bread constituted a toasted sandwich should go and hang their head in shame. She could never understand why the inflight menu paid more attention to its weird Spotify playlist and origins of this month’s guest chef rather than the actual food it intended to serve the paying customer. A pleasant smile and an accompanying ‘no, thank you’ was always her response to the flight attendant whenever they stopped the meal trolley at her row.

      The line moved forward to the accompanying tune of the shuffle of bags and frustrated sighs from her fellow travellers. Vivian quietly smiled to herself. There was a game she liked to play at the airport. It involved spotting the passenger who was attempting to carry the strangest thing on board a plane with them. This year’s current front runner for the gold medal was a lady who not only brought a bread making machine with her, but successfully argued that the TSA permitted such items. After a good deal of to and fro at the check in counter, she won. Vivian had quietly applauded both the audacity and the sheer lunacy of deciding that taking a bread maker on holiday was a good idea.

      Her all-time favorite. The G.O.A.T. of all travellers was the guy who talked a major airline into letting him bring a disassembled trampoline into the plane’s cabin. This legend wasn’t just hauling one of those new round ones either, no, he had gone for the old school rectangular model with the long enclosure poles. Vivian still chuckled recalling the stupefied looks on the faces of the flight crew as the passenger slid the poles along the floor. Then taking his First Class seat, promptly asked for a glass of wine and a charcuterie platter. Vivian hadn’t had the opportunity to see what was on the fancy cheese and cold meats plate the gentleman ordered, rather she had kept on heading down to the back of the plane, to her seat in coach.

      That was the day when she realized First Class came with more than just early boarding privileges. It wasn’t just a better seat, it was a better life.

      One day I will have enough money to be able to afford all those things. One day.

      By the time she finally made it to the head of the line, Vivian’s stomach was rumbling. Its demands for a bagel were becoming louder by the minute. The sooner she could offload her suitcase and get through security, the better. With Starbucks in another terminal, and Vivian not interested in hiking for a hot drink, this morning she would have to go with beverage plan B. A super sweet hazelnut americano.

      Vivian pumped her fist as she finally walked away from the check in counter. She was under the weight limit and her scheduled flight was still on time. After the messy and expensive break up with Pete, she was overdue for some good luck.

      California here I come. A business trip with no complications.

      She was still smiling by the time she made it through security screening and into the air side of the terminal. Her love life might well be a smoldering mess and her personal credit card close to being maxed out, but no one could take this moment of joy away from her.

      Vivian Holte, resort reviewer was going on assignment. Tonight she would be resting on magnificent linen in a private room of a brand new billion dollar resort with the gentle waves of the Pacific Ocean singing their lullaby to her as she fell asleep. Flying First Class was one thing, experiencing two whole days of pampered resort luxury was even better. Her smiled widened. Life’s tough.
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      New York

      Hudson Yards, Lower Manhattan

      
      Bryce slid into the soft leather seat of the limousine which was waiting for him downstairs. The driver closed the door, and in less than a minute they were headed into the early morning New York city traffic. It was a six minute trip from the Royal Resorts offices at Hudson Yards to the VIP helipad at West 30th Street. Bryce barely had time to answer three emails from his assistant, before the car had come to a smooth as silk stop. Flipping the case of his iPad closed, Bryce tucked it into his slimline briefcase and as soon as the driver had opened the door, he climbed out.

      “The helicopter should have you at Teterboro airport in twenty minutes, Mister Royal. The jet is already on stand by and waiting for your arrival.”

      “Thank you.”

      Janice would no doubt have made all the arrangements herself, and in doing so managed to keep everyone in the New York office in the dark as to who was using the company plane today and where they were going.

      After making his way through the gates of the VIP helipad, Bryce was greeted by a neatly dressed attendant in a black suit and tie. “Good morning, sir. If you would please follow me, the pilot is ready for takeoff.”

      Everything was a rush this morning. New York pace. He had forgotten how fast this city moved. Life in Europe and the UK always had an unhurried start to the day. In London or Edinburgh he would be leisurely finishing his second cup of coffee while quietly tossing up whether to have a third when his scrambled eggs eventually arrived.

      The helicopter was humming, its blades chopping through the air as Bryce followed the ramp attendant along the red carpet and boarded. In line with the secrecy of his mission, he wasn’t surprised that he was the only passenger. Janice would have made that a firm stipulation when she arranged the booking. His luggage was loaded into the seat behind. Slipping out of his jacket, he put his life vest on then reached for the safety harness, and buckled himself in. The attendant checked Bryce’s harness, smiled, then gave him the thumbs up. After a small adjustment to his headset and mouthpiece, he was good to go.

      This isn’t my first helicopter ride.

      As the blue and white Bell helicopter rose over the Hudson River, Bryce indulged in the view. The morning sun glistened on the water. He had just turned to take in the view of the city skyline when his phone rang. Retrieving his cell from his briefcase, he checked the screen. Jordan appeared. Bryce let it go to voicemail. If he was still in London as he was meant to be, it would be early afternoon, and he would more than likely be out and about in the city, or in a meeting. He wouldn’t be trying to talk over the sound of a helicopter.

      He couldn’t talk to Jordan. The lie had to hold.

      “Sorry buddy, but Dad needs me to do this,” he whispered. He put the phone away before his brother’s name could taunt him any further. Guilt sat heavy in his heart.

      If Jordan did happen to suspect something was amiss, Bryce had a pretty good idea as to whom his brother would call next. Bryce’s UK personal assistant, Heather, who was currently based in Edinburgh had been given clear instructions as to what to say if Jordan did happen to ring.

      A notification appeared on his cell. His brother had left a message. He was tempted to retrieve it, but the noise volume inside the chopper would make it hard to hear whatever Jordan had to say. Bryce wanted to be in the quiet privacy of the Royal Resorts jet when he listened. If his brother had caught wind of his arrival in New York, he didn’t want to be within earshot of anyone else when he listened to the voicemail. The leisure market was a hot bed of gossip and rumors.

      “It’s a beautiful morning, where are you off to today, sir?” asked the pilot through his headset.

      Bryce forced a tight smile to his lips, then replied into the mike. “Yes, it is a magnificent day. Pity I have to leave town. I’m heading to California for a couple of days. San Francisco. I might see if I
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