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D E D I C A T I O N

For every heart that had to start over after being broken.

For every dream that looked impossible to save.

And for every reader who believes love is not only found in perfect places, but also in the messy, beautiful work of rebuilding what matters most.

C O N T E N T  W A R N I N G

This book is an adult contemporary romance intended for mature readers.

It contains themes of past career betrayal, workplace scandal, financial stress, family illness, emotional hurt, corporate pressure, and the possible loss of a beloved family business.

The romance includes emotional tension, second-chance conflict, trust issues, and healing from past mistakes. All romantic interactions are between consenting adults.

This story contains a guaranteed romantic resolution and a happily ever after.

A  N O T E  F R O M  T H E  A U T H O R

Dear Reader,

Welcome to Beneath His City Lights.

This is a story about heartbreak, pride, family, forgiveness, and the kind of love that has to be earned through action, not just words.

Tessa Hart is fighting to save the only home she has ever truly known. Cole Anders is the man who once broke her trust, and now he may be the only person with the power to help her protect what matters most.

I hope this story gives you emotion, tension, warmth, and the kind of ending that feels worth the storm.

Thank you for reading.

S D BARAIYA

T A B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S

—  ♥  —
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TESSA
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The power went out right as table seven started yelling for more bread.

For one beat the whole dining room dropped into black. Forks froze midair, kids gasped, the storm outside slammed rain against the windows hard enough to make the glass shiver.

Then the emergency strips along the baseboards blinked on, thin lines of orange light cutting the room in half.

Great. Half power. Again.

"Stay calm," I called, voice louder than I meant. "We are okay. Kitchen is still running, and your food is on the way."

A few guests chuckled. Most did not. City people came out here for "rustic charm," not actual rustic problems.

Maya rushed up beside me with the old leather checkbook and her eyes wide. "The fryer is flickering, Tess. I swear, if this storm takes it out, I quit."

"You cannot quit," I said. I stepped around a toddler on the floor and forced a smile. "I still owe you three paychecks."

She snorted, which was the point. "So emotional blackmail, that is your management style now?"

"It is working, right?"

Her smile faded as thunder rolled over the roof. "The front desk phone will not stop ringing. People keep asking if the new owner is here already."

"They do not own us yet," I said. The yet slid out before I could stop it.

Maya heard it. She always heard everything. "But someone is coming tonight."

"Rumor," I lied. "Stop listening to the town Facebook group."

Lying was easier than telling her the truth. The truth was printed on the email still folded in my pocket, warm and heavy against my palm. Anders & Vale Capital. Buyer’s representative. Site visit. Sooner than expected.

I could still see the company logo behind my eyelids if I closed them. Glass and steel and sky and that day in a boardroom when my whole life turned sideways.

Not now.

"Go check with the kitchen," I said. "If the fryer dies, we pivot to grilled everything and call it a charming chef’s choice experience."

Maya groaned but hustled away. I plastered on my best small-town hospitality smile and moved through the dining room.

Candle flames wobbled on each table, set in mason jars because tourists loved anything in a mason jar. The old stone fireplace crackled hot. Out on the lake, lightning flashed, turning the water white for a heartbeat. The rain made a soft roaring sound against the big front windows.

Hart’s Landing still looked pretty in a storm. You just had to squint past the stains on the ceiling and the way the carpet near table three never quite dried.

A man at table five lifted his hand. City haircut, expensive watch. "Miss? Is this normal? This... ambience?"

He dragged out the word ambience until it sounded like a threat.

I walked over before he could build up steam. "We have a summer thunderstorm, sir, and the grid gets touchy. The kitchen is fully powered, and we have backup for safety. Your entrees will be out in five."

"Do you offer a discount when the lights go out?" his wife asked, lips tight.

"We offer free dessert to anyone who outlasts the storm," I said, still smiling. "Chef is baking fresh peach cobbler. My grandma’s recipe."

That got them. City people could not resist the words "grandma’s recipe." Her expression eased. The man grunted but settled back in his chair.

Crisis postponed.

Another crash of thunder shook the rafters. Somewhere in the back, water dripped with an audible plink-plink-plink into a bucket we kept hidden behind a plant.

I would have to get up there myself with a patch as soon as the rain eased. Dad was not climbing any ladders now, not with his heart the way it was. He had already tried once this spring and scared ten years off my life when the ladder slipped.

"Table seven still wants bread!" someone yelled from the kitchen doorway.

"I am on it," I said.

I grabbed a basket, checked the warm rolls inside, and carried it through the maze of chairs. People smiled at me, or complained, or tried to flirt. I could handle all of that. This part was easy. This was home.

The hard part waited in my pocket and on the empty stretch of front drive.

"You should be off your feet," Mrs. Kellerman whispered when I passed her table. She and her husband had been coming here since before I was born. She reached out, squeezed my wrist. "We heard about the buyer. Your daddy okay?"

I swallowed and lied again. "He is fine. Just tired."

Her gaze searched my face like I was still ten years old and hiding broken dishes behind my back. "You know this place will not be the same without your family."

"I am not planning to go anywhere," I said.

She nodded, but I could see the worry still there. Word travels fast in a small town, and storm nights make it travel faster. People huddled together, gossip flowed, and the idea of some faceless company from the city coming in to change everything made everyone tug their cardigans tighter.

It made my stomach knot until I felt a little sick.

Dad had promised me this was just "talk." A way to get caught up on the taxes and the roof repairs. Fresh investors. Nothing more. The kind of story he told at the bar with a wink.

But investors did not send "representatives" in black cars to failing lakeside resorts on storm nights for fun.

My phone buzzed in my apron pocket. Three new messages from my brother, all caps.

You at the lodge???
Heard the suit is coming TONIGHT
Do NOT let them lowball you
I typed back one-handed as I carried empty plates toward the kitchen.

Working. Please do not start a bar fight over rumors.

His reply came fast. No promises.

I shook my head, smiling despite everything. At least someone still believed I could keep this place out of a fire sale with the force of my will.

The kitchen was chaos. Steam clouded the air, and the line was a wall of noise: pans clanging, oil hissing, voices snapping over each other.

"Fryer is hanging on by a thread," Chef Marco said. His dark hair stuck to his forehead; sweat shone on his neck. "I need a new unit, not duct tape and prayers."

"You know my policy," I said. "We start with duct tape and prayers, and if those fail, we move to creative swearing."

He gave me a look but grinned, just a little. "You are your father’s daughter."

"Someone has to be."

I checked the tickets, wiped my hands on a towel, and grabbed plates to run. Every second counted. If we could get through dinner service with only minor complaints, maybe I would have the mental space to deal with the other thing.

Halfway back to the dining room, I caught a glimpse of Dad through the office door. He sat in his old leather chair, a blanket over his knees, the lamplight turning his hair more gray than I remembered.

He was studying the same printed email I had in my pocket.

Guilt flared hot and sharp. He should be resting. The doctor had said so last month, when I dragged him in for checkups and lectures.

You cannot scare away a heart attack by glaring at it, Tessa, the doctor had said.

Watch me, I had almost snapped back.

Dad felt my eyes on him. He looked up and managed a smile, the kind that had charmed guests for decades. The kind that made people feel like family as soon as they stepped through the doors.

I bumped the office door open with my hip. "You are supposed to be in bed."

"And you are supposed to be thirty miles from here in a glass tower life," he said, voice rough but warm. "Yet here we both are."

My chest squeezed. "The tower did not work out."

He knew that. He knew some of it, at least. He knew I left the city early, came home broke, and refused to talk about the details.

He did not know how it felt to stand in a boardroom while people looked at you like you were a stain they could not scrub out fast enough. He did not know what it was like to hear your name in the news for all the wrong reasons.

He did not know how it felt to watch the man you had secretly fallen for say the words we have to let you go in a voice that did not sound like his at all.

"Tessa." Dad’s voice pulled me back. "Storm getting worse?"

"Just dramatic," I said. "Like me."

He chuckled, then coughed. I winced at the tired sound. "You sure you do not want me out front? People trust my wrinkles."

"I have your wrinkles covered," I said. "Stay put. Drink your tea. Pretend you are not reading that email for the twentieth time."

His gaze softened. "You always were a terrible liar."

I leaned in, pressed a quick kiss to his cheek. "Good thing you raised me honest."

Thunder shook the walls again. Somewhere a dish shattered. Someone yelled my name.

"Go," Dad said. "Keep the place standing."

"I will," I promised. "No one is taking Hart’s Landing away from us."

The words came out fierce and bright. I wanted to believe them.

By the time I got back to the front desk, my hair was frizzing in the humidity, my shirt clung to my back, and my feet ached in cheap black flats that had seen better days.

Maya rushed up, cheeks flushed. "The storm knocked out the card reader for two rooms, and Mr. Ambience wants to talk to the manager again."

"I am the manager," I said.

"I know that," she said. "He knows that. He still wants to talk to the manager."

"Fine. Tell him I will be there in two minutes." I checked the old wooden clock behind the desk. "Any sign of our mysterious buyer yet?"

Maya bit her lip and nodded toward the window. "Ask and the devil shall appear."

I turned.

Headlights cut through the rain at the end of the gravel drive. A black car eased around the curve, slow and sleek, water spraying up around its tires. Not the kind of pickup most locals drove. Not even one of the nicer SUVs the tourists rented.

This was city money.

My stomach dropped. For a stupid second I hoped it would just keep going, that someone took a wrong turn on the way to a fancy cabin across the lake.

The car rolled to a stop under our old wooden overhang.

Hands shaking, I smoothed my apron and tucked a loose curl behind my ear. My heart hammered against my ribs, too fast.

"Is that a town car?" Maya whispered.

"Could be a funeral," I said. My voice came out thin.

"For who?" she asked.

"Us."

Lightning flashed again, bright as camera bulbs. The car door opened. A dark umbrella unfolded, expensive and wide. I could not see the person holding it, just the straight line of a suit sleeve, the sharp shine of polished shoes stepping out into the puddles.

Those shoes alone probably cost more than our monthly electric bill.

Anger pushed up through the fear. I latched on to it. Anger was warm. Anger kept you moving.

"I will handle this," I told Maya.

"You do not have to," she said. Her eyes were wide and worried. "We can say your dad is the owner and he is sick, and they have to reschedule."

"Dad is sick," I said. "That is why I have to handle this."

For one sharp beat my legs wanted to turn and run to the kitchen instead, to hide in the steam and noise and pretend the storm was just weather and nothing else.

I straightened my shoulders. This was my family’s resort. My mess. My fight.

I walked to the front doors as rain hammered the roof. The old brass handles were cool under my fingers. The glass rattled in the frame as the wind shoved against it.

For a heartbeat I saw myself from the outside. A girl in a slightly too big white shirt and a black apron, hair pulled back, no makeup, no jewelry. Not the sleek intern who once wore a badge that got her into floors of glass and steel with just a swipe.

That girl got fired.

This one opened the door.

Wind slapped my face with cold rain. The smell of wet pine and lake water rushed in. I stepped out onto the porch as the umbrella moved toward me, a dark shape framed in headlights.

I squinted through the rain as the person under it stepped closer. First the line of a jaw. Then the cut of a mouth I knew far too well. Then his eyes, sharp and ice blue, catching mine.

For half a breath my heart forgot how to beat.

He closed the umbrella with one quick flick, rain hitting his shoulders, darkening his tailored coat. He looked taller than I remembered. Harder too. Like the city had carved him into something sharper.

"Tessa," he said, my name low and smooth, like it always had been.

Cole Anders.

The ruthless CEO who fired me.

By the time he stepped through my door, the rain had stopped feeling like the biggest problem in the room.
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COLE

~ ♥ ~
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I did not come here for her.

That was the line I kept repeating on the drive up from the city. I came for a distressed asset on the lake, a quick cleanup job to plug a hole in my portfolio and shut my board up.

Then Tessa Hart opened the door, and the bottom dropped out of that neat little story.

She stood in the storm like she owned it. Hair pulled back in a messy knot, shirt damp at the collar, eyes sharp enough to cut through rain. Not the wide-eyed intern who used to apologize for breathing too loud in my glass office.

This version stared at me like she was ready to throw me back into the lake.

"Tessa," I said, because my brain lost every other word it knew.

Her jaw flexed once. "Mr. Anders."

Not Cole. Not even a hint that my first name still existed in her vocabulary.

Cold water ran off the edge of the roof in a steady sheet behind her. The porch light flickered. A crack of lightning turned the lake to raw silver over her shoulder.

I closed the umbrella and stepped under the overhang with her. Rain hit my shoulders, soaking into the wool of my coat. It felt deserved.

"I did not expect..." I started, then stopped. There was no version of that sentence that did not sound like an insult.

"Me?" she said. Her voice was flat. "Most people do not."

There it was. First hit.

Somewhere behind her, a woman hovered in the lobby with big eyes and a checkbook in one hand. Staff. A dozen other faces flickered in the dim light, trying not to stare at the man who just drove up in a car the town probably recognized as "expensive" from three miles away.

"I thought Hart’s Landing was still owned by your father," I said.

"It is," she said. "He is inside. Sitting. Like his doctor told him to do. I run the place."

She let that sink in. I remembered her at twenty-one, juggling coffee and binders, smiling too bright when I asked about her classes. The idea that she was now the one holding this whole failing structure up with both hands hit hard.

"I see you survived the city," I said.

"Depends on your definition," she said. "Do you want to come in, or do you like standing in the rain pretending this is not awkward?"

I almost smiled. Almost.

I stepped past her into the lobby.

The change from storm to interior was a punch of warmth and old wood and something like cinnamon. The floorboards under my shoes creaked. The desk was solid oak, scarred in places. A stone fireplace tried its best to make the whole space feel like a hug.

If you squinted, it almost worked.

If you did not squint, you saw the peeling varnish on the banister, the water stain blooming across the ceiling, the lamp in the corner flickering on an ancient cord that should have been replaced years ago.

My investor brain clicked on out of habit. Capital needs. Deferred maintenance. This place would bleed money if we just slapped new linens on the beds and called it a day.

"Welcome to Hart’s Landing," the woman from the desk said. She moved closer, wiping her hands on her apron. "I am Maya. We did not know you were coming tonight."

Her gaze slid to Tessa. The question was clear: Is this him?

"We had a time shift," I said. "Storm in the city moved things around. I prefer to see properties at their worst."

Maya’s brows rose. "Well. You got that wish."

Tessa shot her a look, but the corner of Maya’s mouth kicked up. The staff were nervous, but they were not afraid of Tessa. They circled her like gravity.

"Mr. Anders is here representing Anders & Vale Capital," Tessa said, her tone formal. "You got the email."

Maya nodded slowly, then offered her hand to me. "Right. The big city buyer."

I shook it. "Bigger city, maybe. I am just a guy with a car and a rain problem right now."

Her expression softened a fraction. Jokes worked out here, apparently. Good to know.

Tessa did not laugh.

"Do you have bags?" she asked.

"In the trunk," I said. "I planned to drive back after the walk-through, but the storm..." I glanced out at the sheets of water. "Might change that."

Her mouth flattened. "We can arrange a room if you need it."

The way she said need it made it sound like a disease.

Perfect. We were off to a great start.

"I would like to walk the property first," I said. "Get a sense of the layout while guests are still in-house."

Maya shifted. "Now? In this?"

"It is just rain," I said.

Tessa’s gaze hit my shoes, my coat, my whole stupid city suit. "Your dry cleaner might disagree."

"I will risk it."

Lin, my second, would already be watching the storm radar in the city, checking my location, waiting for an update. I could almost hear her voice in my ear. In and out, Cole. Thirty minutes. You have an eight a.m. with Seoul in the morning.

That was the plan.

And then Tessa grabbed my life by the lapels and yanked.

She moved to the desk, grabbed a set of keys off a hook, and held them up. "Fine. Quick tour. Maya, can you cover the dining room for ten?"

"You got it," Maya said. Her eyes bounced between us, bright with curiosity. She was going to tell the entire staff everything she saw before dessert went out.

Tessa walked toward the hallway off the lobby without waiting to see if I followed.

I followed.

The corridor was narrow, lined with framed photos of the resort over the years. Grand opening in the seventies. Weddings. Kids with fishing poles. Sunsets that tried too hard.

"You upgraded the photos," I said. "Most of these look recent."

"I took them," she said.

Of course she did.

I caught a shot of her in a reflection. Her shoulders were straight, but the tension at the back of her neck spoke louder than any resume.

We passed a section where the paint bubbled at the bottom of the wall. Water damage. She shifted her body in front of it like the movement was casual.

"How many rooms are open right now?" I asked.

"Twenty," she said.

"Total inventory?"

"Thirty-two."

"So twelve empty even in peak season."

"We had a pipe break in one wing last winter," she said. "Insurance covered most of it, but not all. We closed the worst rooms and focused on the main building."

The numbers rolled through my head fast. Occupancy rates. Repair costs. Seasonal dips.

"Your dad still runs front-of-house?" I asked.

She paused at the bottom of the stairs, hand on the banister. "He runs commentary from his chair. I run front-of-house. Back-of-house. Budget. Marketing. Laundry. Sometimes roofing."

"You climbed on the roof in a storm?" The image punched something in my chest.

"Not in a storm," she said. "I am reckless, not stupid."

Her tone was light, but the words slammed into the timeline in my head. This was not a fun project for her. This was survival.

We moved upstairs. The red carpet on the steps was worn thin in the center, brighter at the edges. It told a story of thousands of feet and no budget to replace it.

At the top of the stairs, she stopped in front of a room and slid the key into the knob.

"I can show you one of our standard lake-view rooms," she said. "They are all similar."

"I will want to see the worst ones too," I said.

Her hand stilled on the key. "I bet you will."

Hit number two.

She pushed the door open.

The room was small but clean. White duvet, old but crisp. A dresser that had seen better decades. A picture window with a view of the lake, streaked with rain but still beautiful. A cheap lamp. A chair with a threadbare cushion.

There was a faint scent of pine cleaner and something baked from downstairs.

"It is dated," I said, because stating the obvious was safer than stating anything else.

"It is not a tower suite," she said. "But nobody has tried to throw themselves off our balcony yet, so we are doing okay."

Ouch.

"Your reviews said cozy and homey," I said. "Guests like that."

"They like Wi-Fi that does not die when someone turns on a hairdryer," she said. "We are working on it."

She moved to the window, checked the latch out of habit. Lightning flashed again, outlining her in bright white for a second. The curve of her shoulder, the line of her neck. All the things I told myself I had forgotten.

I stepped farther into the room, running a hand along the dresser edge. The wood was nicked, but solid. This was not cheap furniture from a catalog. Someone had bought it to last.

"How bad is it?" she asked, still facing the glass.

Her voice dropped on bad. Not a casual question.

I could lie. I could tell her what I told sellers in the city, that everything was fixable and we were excited about the potential. I could spin this, like I had spun a hundred deals.

But she knew me. Or she used to.

"It needs work," I said. "But location is strong. View is strong. Staff seem... loyal."

"The staff are loyal to Dad," she said. "They tolerate me."

I met her gaze in the reflection. "I doubt that."

"You doubted a lot of things," she said. "You were still very sure."

There it was. The past, dropped between us like a knife.

Thunder rolled again. She turned away from the window to face me. Her arms crossed over her chest, not like she was cold, like she needed something between us.

"You flew all the way up here for a quick look?" she asked. "Most CEOs send people like me to do the walk-throughs."

"You have done walk-throughs?" I asked.

Her laugh was short. "Before my... career change, yeah. I did a lot of things."

Before I fired her in front of half my legal team.

My stomach tightened. "I wanted to see it myself."

"Because it is such a big opportunity?" she said.

"Because we took a hit this quarter," I said. "My investors want a safe, clean asset on the books. A resort with steady cash flow. This place has history and a loyal base. It could be that."

"And if it cannot?" she asked.

"Then I have to make it something else."

The room went quiet around us. The storm filled it, rain pounding the roof.

Her eyes were dark, unreadable. "Something else like a faceless chain hotel."

"Something else like a property that does not collapse in ten years," I said.

She flinched, just a fraction. Guilt burned behind my ribs.

"You did not have to come yourself to tell me my home is falling apart," she said. "Email works fine."

"It is more than your home," I said. "It is a business."

"There it is," she murmured. "The magic word."

"Businesses have to survive, Tess."

"For the record, I have learned that too."

She moved past me to the door. The scent of her shampoo hit my lungs as she passed citrus and something warmer. The same as before? Different? My brain tried to catalog it and I shut that down hard.

"Is this where you do the speech?" she asked over her shoulder. "About sacrifices and tough choices?"

I clenched my jaw. "That is rich coming from the woman who just told me she fixes roofs herself."

She blinked once, startled, then shook her head. "You came in with a company name that still makes me want to throw up. Forgive me if I am not in the mood for your concern."

"I did not know you were here," I said. "If I had—"

"What?" Her hand tightened on the doorknob. "You would have sent someone else to do your dirty work for you this time?"

That one landed.

"I would have handled it differently," I said.

"Right," she said. "Because that is what you do. Handle things."

The air in the room got thinner. My chest felt too tight for the tailored shirt.

I wanted to remind her of late nights in the office, pizza boxes and stupid jokes and the time we almost kissed in the elevator when the lights flickered there too. I wanted to explain the boardroom, the Law, the way my name was under every document and hers was the only one I could pull before they tore everything apart.

But explanations were not repairs. They were just more noise in a storm she had already fought through once.

"I am not here to hurt you," I said quietly.

"That is good," she said. "Because you already did an excellent job the first time."

Maya’s voice echoed faint down the hallway, someone calling out that table seven needed a manager again. A door slammed somewhere. Life kept moving around the stuck, hot center of this room.

I checked my watch and saw Lin’s last text again.

We need numbers and a plan, not nostalgia.

I usually agreed with her.

"I want to see the rest of the property," I said. "All of it. The closed wing, the service areas, staff housing, docks, storage. Any off-site parcels tied to the deed."

Tessa opened the door and stepped back into the hallway. "You really think you can do that in one night?"

"I was planning to drive back tonight," I said. "But with the storm, it makes more sense to stay."

She blinked, like she had not expected that.

"Stay where?" she asked.

"Here," I said. "On-site. A few days. Hands-on due diligence."

Her brows lifted.

"My investors respond better when I can tell them I have walked every inch of a property myself," I added. It was not a lie. It just was not the whole truth.

The whole truth was that the second I saw her on that porch, leaving was not an option.

I needed to know how much of her I had broken. I needed to know if there was anything I could fix. Not just for her. For me.

She studied me for a long moment. I let her. If anyone on this lake had earned the right to scan me for cracks, it was Tessa Hart.

"Fine," she said at last.

She started down the hall, keys swinging from her fingers. Her shoulders were still tight, but something in her stride said she had accepted a new level of battle, not surrendered.

"We have one room open on the second floor," she said. "The one with the least leaks. I will put you there for now."

"Thank you," I said.

"Do not thank me yet," she said.

We reached the top of the stairs. The old chandelier above the lobby flickered as the storm growled.

She paused and looked back at me over her shoulder, eyes darker than the lake outside.

"I will be staying here," I told her, letting the decision settle in my own bones as much as in the air between us. "At least a few days. I want to see everything."

Her eyes flashed in a way I remembered too well. It used to mean she had thought of three better ideas than mine and was trying to decide how hard to argue.

Now it looked more like a warning.

"Fine," she said. "But you will not like what you find."
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By the time we start the tour, the storm has settled into a steady, angry drumbeat on the roof.

It fits my mood.

"This way," I say, motioning toward the east hallway. "Guest rooms first."

Cole falls into step beside me, long strides easy, hands in his pockets like he is not walking through the bones of my life with a calculator in his head.

He looks painfully out of place here - dark wool, wet hair, and city calm in a building that knows every scratch on my hands.

His shoes make little sound on the old runner. Mine squeak on a spot where the carpet never fully dried after the last leak. I hope he does not hear it.

"How old is this place now?" he asks.

"Forty-seven years," I say. "My grandparents broke ground the year my dad got home from the army. He built the first dock with his brothers."

I keep my voice level. He does not need the whole Hart family origin story. He needs to see decent sheets and working smoke alarms and leave.

His gaze flicks up to a crack along the crown molding. "And when was the last full renovation?"

I unlock the first room and push the door open. "Depends what you mean by full."

He gives me a look as he steps inside.

The room is one of our better ones. Fresh paint. Newer linens. I even splurged on a headboard that did not squeak if you breathed too hard near it.

Cole walks to the window and checks the lock. The lake stretches out beyond the glass, gray and restless, waves slapping the shore.

"View is good," he says.

"People pay for the view," I say. "We lean into our strengths."

He runs a finger along the sill. The old wood is smooth but chipped in one corner. He touches the lamp, checks the switch. It flicks on, then off again with a faint buzz.

"These outlets grounded?" he asks.

"Yes," I say. "Mostly."

His mouth twitches. "That is not how grounding works."

He is fishing. I am not biting.

"We replaced wiring in the worst rooms last year," I say. "We are working our way through the rest between seasons."

"With what budget?"

"The creative kind."

His eyes cut back to me, sharp. "That is not an answer."

"It is the only one I have," I say.

He studies me for a second too long. The air feels thicker.

"How many bookings next month?" he asks.

"Enough."

"Tessa."

I grit my teeth. "We are not empty."

He looks like he is about to push. I move toward the door.

"Let me show you the family suites," I say. "They are bigger. People like bigger."

In the narrow hallway between rooms, we pass a couple from dinner. The man from table five. He pauses, giving Cole the quick up-and-down people reserve for strangers in expensive clothes.

"Evening," the man says. "Storm letting up?"

"Not yet," Cole says.

The man nods, eyes flicking between us. "You must be the buyer."

There it is. No point pretending guests are not listening to the same rumor mill as everyone else.

"Just doing some evaluation," Cole says smoothly. "Your stay has been okay?"

"It is... cozy," the man says. "My wife likes the fireplace."

His tone suggests he thinks the place could use a bulldozer, but he is too polite to say it.

"Good to hear," I say, pushing us past them. I can feel their gaze on my back for half the hallway.

"Word traveled fast," Cole murmurs.

"It always does here," I say. "Do not worry. They will have you fully sized up by breakfast."

"Do I pass?" he asks.

"You do not want to know their answer," I say.

The corridor narrows where the roofline dips. We both move to the center at the same time. My hand brushes his.

It is a stupid little thing. Skin against skin for half a second.

It feels like grabbing a live wire.

Heat shoots up my arm. I go still for one beat. His hand tightens like he wants to hold on, then jerks back.

"Sorry," I say, too fast.

"My fault," he says.

We both move on. The moment hangs behind us, humming like the emergency lights in the hallway.

I can still feel the shape of his fingers against mine.

No. Absolutely not.

I pick up the pace and unlock the door to a larger corner room. Two beds. Bigger window. A decent TV we got on clearance last fall.

"This is one of our family rooms," I say. "We keep it for repeat guests. Kids like the view of the dock."

"Occupancy in these?" he asks.

"Weekends. Holidays. Summer," I say. "We are competing with a lot of Airbnb cabins and newer lake houses."

He scans the room. His gaze catches on the little basket I set on the dresser homemade cookies in plastic wrap, a hand-written welcome note.

"You do all those yourself?" he asks.

"Yes," I say.

"You always were an overachiever," he says.

It comes out before he can catch it, like muscle memory.

My spine stiffens. "I am sure my file at Anders & Vale says something less flattering."

His jaw ticks. "You did good work, Tessa."

"That did not stop you from firing me," I say.

The room goes quiet all at once.

He looks like he wants to reach for something my arm, my shoulder, maybe his own throat for being stupid enough to open his mouth.

"I..." He exhales. "That day is not as simple as you think."

"There," I say. "That vague thing you just did? That is exactly what I do not have time for tonight."

"You think I liked it?" His eyes flash. "You think I wanted to—"

"Mr. Anders," I say, slicing right across his words. The formal name comes out clean and cold. "We are talking about Hart’s Landing, not my old HR file. Stay on topic."

He flinches like I slapped him.

Good. Let him feel something.

"You make it hard to separate the two," he mutters.

"Then try harder," I say.

I step around him and head back into the hallway before he can see the way my hands shake. Anger is safer than the other thing under it.

He follows.

We pass the door to the closed wing. I keep walking.

"That section?" he asks, nodding toward it. "You are going to pretend that does not exist?"

"It is shut for repairs," I say. "Guests do not use it."

"Investors will," he says.

He stops by the door and tests the handle. Locked.

"Let me see it," he says.

"No," I say.

His brows rise. "No?"

"It is not safe," I say. "We had a pipe burst. There is mold. Half the ceiling tiles are down."

"Which I should know about," he says. "If I buy the place, I buy the mold too."

I clench my jaw so tight it hurts. He is right. That is what makes him unbearable.

"Fine," I say. "But you sign a waiver if plaster falls on your head."

I dig for the right key on my ring. My fingers stumble over the familiar metal teeth. His gaze is on my hands. On the way my thumb presses harder than it needs to.

"You always did hold the whole world on a keychain," he says quietly.

"Stop."

I find the key, slam it into the lock, and push the door open.

The smell hits first. Damp. Dust. The ghost of chlorine from the old indoor pool we never managed to fix properly.

The hallway beyond is dark. Only one overhead light flickers to life when I flip the switch.

Ceiling tiles hang at odd angles. A section of carpet near the far wall is ripped up, exposing stained concrete. A fan whirs in the corner, trying to dry a space that will never completely dry.

Cole steps inside slowly. His expensive shoes sink into the warped fibers.

He looks up at the sagging ceiling.

"How long has this been like this?" he asks.

"Since February," I say.

"And we are in June."

"Congratulations," I say. "You can read a calendar."

"Tessa."

"We had a winter storm that flooded half this wing," I say, my voice sharp. "Insurance covered demolition, not full rebuild. I made a choice. I closed ten rooms and used the money to make sure the main building did not fall apart."

He walks farther down the hall, checking door numbers, taking it all in.

"I did not know it was this bad," he says.

"You did not know anything about this place," I say. "You had never even heard of Hart’s Landing until someone on your team flagged the tax liens."

His back stiffens. "That is not—"

"You are not here because you love the lake," I cut in. "You are here because the numbers looked like a puzzle you could solve and show off to your board."

He turns, eyes dark. "I am here because this property has value."

"It has a name," I say. "And people. And a history that does not fit in a quarterly report."

A door near the end of the corridor creaks open a few inches. One of the younger housekeepers, Ana, peeks out. Her gaze bounces between us.

"It is okay," I call. "We are just looking."

She nods quickly and slips back inside.

Cole watches her go. "How many staff do you have?"

"Full-time? Eight," I say. "Plus seasonal help when we can afford it."

"And how many rooms, total, when everything is open?"

"Forty-two."

He lets out a low whistle. "That is lean."

"That is reality," I say.

We head back toward the main hall. I close the door to the broken wing and lock it. It feels like pushing a piece of myself behind a barrier I cannot afford to open.

"Your father should not be climbing up there to fix that ceiling," Cole says.

"My father is not climbing anything," I say. "I told you. He is sick."

"You did not say what kind," he says.

"Because it is none of your business."

"Your dad’s health is tied to this place," he says. "If he cannot work, if he cannot—"

"I take care of him," I snap. "I take care of the staff. I take care of the pipes and the leaks and the guests who want more bread. I do not need you explaining my life to me."

He falls silent for a beat. The only sound is the rain and my own ragged breathing.

"You did not used to bite like this," he says finally.

"You did not used to show up where you are not wanted," I shoot back.

We stand in the center of the hallway like two magnets forced together backward. All push, no give.

Finally he exhales. "Let us see your office."

"My office is a closet with a desk," I say.

"That is where the numbers live," he says. "And the contracts. That matters more to me than how many cookies you bake for guests."

"Those cookies keep us from one-star reviews when the power goes out," I say. "They matter."

He looks like he wants to argue, then stops himself. "Can we see both? The cookies and the numbers?"

I roll my eyes. "This way."

The office really is a closet with a desk. The room used to be a storage space for seasonal decorations. Now the decorations live under my bed at home, and the office lives here.

A metal filing cabinet leans against the wall. An old computer hums on the desk, screen saver bouncing between pictures of the lake. The ceiling is low. When Cole steps inside, we are suddenly very close.

Too close.

He has to tilt his head to avoid hitting the light fixture. I am between him and the door without meaning to be.

"Cozy," he says.
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