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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into warmth, emotional suspense, and the small, brave choices that turn ordinary days into life-changing ones. With characters who feel real and stakes that come from the heart, SankulaHub stories are built for readers who love tension without cruelty, sweetness without cliché, and endings that feel earned.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Lena Hartwell is the hotel’s events director, a master of timelines and calm voices, and a woman who trusts placecards more than promises after one very public romantic mistake.
Miles Carver is a sharp-tongued culture columnist with a secret soft spot he refuses to name, and tonight he has one rule that makes no sense to anyone but him: he will sit at Table Seven.

Bianca Reyes is Lena’s banquet captain, loyal and blunt, the kind of friend who can fix a crisis with tape and a look, and who knows Lena’s smile means trouble.

Elliot Vance is the hotel’s newly promoted general manager, polished under pressure, and quietly terrified that a single ruined night will cost them more than reputation.

Marisol Kline is the fundraiser chair with a velvet voice and steel expectations, guardian of the gala’s “Cupid tradition,” and the person who will pull the plug if Table Seven doesn’t perform.
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The printer coughed like it was embarrassed to be alive, then spat out another sheet with Lena’s name on it in the wrong font, the wrong spacing, and the wrong life.
She didn’t need to read the line to know it was wrong. She felt it the way she felt a wobble in a chair leg across a ballroom, or a simmering argument behind a couple’s polite laughter. Something in the world had shifted half an inch and the whole evening was about to go sideways.

Lena leaned over the output tray and stared anyway, because denial was a luxury she didn’t have on Valentine’s Day.

The placecard said: Lena Hart—

It cut off mid-name, as if the printer had decided her identity wasn’t worth finishing. The ink bled slightly at the edge like a bruise. And the little heart watermark, the one the fundraising committee insisted on using every year, was upside down.

Her stomach tightened, not from nerves exactly, but from that familiar, clean slice of fear that came when a system she trusted betrayed her.

She set the mangled card on the desk beside the others, all equally ruined, and forced her breath to stay slow. The event office was too warm from the machines. Outside the window, the lobby glowed with early-evening light, the kind that made the hotel look like a promise to anyone walking in. Inside her room, it felt like a trap.

Six hours until the doors opened. Four hours until donors started arriving early “just to look around.” Two hours until Marisol arrived, and with her, the smile that meant everything was fine and nothing was forgiven.

Lena closed her eyes for a beat, then opened them to the laptop, where the seating chart was a bright, smug grid. Table numbers. Guest names. Dietary notes. Sponsor tiers. Every detail she’d triple-checked at midnight, when the world was quiet and she could believe that competence kept people safe.

Table Seven was empty.

Not empty in the way a chair might be empty because a guest canceled. Empty like it had been erased. The square for Table Seven was there, but the guest list was blank, the sponsor tag gone, the note field wiped clean. Her cursor hovered over it, then clicked. Nothing. It was as if the hotel’s software had decided that table had never existed.

“Okay,” she said softly, because speaking steadied her. “Okay, Lena. We do not panic. We troubleshoot.”

Her phone buzzed, as if the universe wanted to laugh directly into her ear. The screen read: Marisol Kline.

Lena’s throat went tight. She swiped to answer with the calmest voice she owned.

“Marisol,” she said. “Hi.”

“Lena, darling,” Marisol replied, smooth as poured cream. Music and clinking glass in the background suggested she was already at some pre-event, already glowing. “Quick question before I lose cell service in this delightful little elevator. We’re still honoring the Cupid table tradition, yes?”

Lena’s fingers curled around a pen until it pinched. “Yes,” she said, because that was the truth in a moral sense, if not in a technical one.

“And Table Seven will be perfect,” Marisol continued, the way someone might say the sky will be blue, not because it always is but because she’d punish it for being otherwise. “Because my donors care about the tradition. They fly in for it. They talk about it for months afterward. The Cupid table is the story.”

Lena stared at the blank square on her screen. “It will be perfect.”

A pause. Not long, but intentional. Marisol could weaponize silence like a professional.

“Good,” Marisol said. “Because I have a guest arriving who asked specifically about Table Seven. It’s... delicate.”

Delicate was what Marisol called things that were dangerous.

Lena shifted her chair closer to the desk and lowered her voice as if the office walls were listening. “Delicate how?”

“I can’t say over the phone,” Marisol replied, and Lena could hear the smile in it. “But you’ll know him. Or you’ll think you do. Either way, just... don’t improvise, darling. This is not the year to improvise.”

Lena’s pulse jumped, quick and sharp, like a warning knock on a door she’d been avoiding.

“Marisol,” she said carefully, “are you saying there’s a VIP attached to Table Seven?”

“I’m saying Table Seven is the heart,” Marisol answered. “And hearts don’t do well when you drop them.”

Before Lena could respond, the line crackled.

“I’ll see you tonight,” Marisol added. “Save me a miracle.”

Then the call ended.

Lena kept the phone to her ear for an extra second, listening to nothing, then set it down like it might shatter.

In the hallway outside her office, she heard the muffled rush of the hotel on event day: carts rolling, voices rising, someone laughing too loudly. The Bellmere Hotel had been standing on this cliffside for a hundred years, weathering storms and scandals and love stories that began in the lobby and ended in the chapel down the road. Most days, Lena liked to think she was part of that—caretaker of small magic, manager of other people’s milestones.

Tonight, she was staring at an empty table on a screen like it was a hole in the universe.

She opened the seating chart backups. She opened last night’s saved version. She checked the cloud sync. She checked the folder she’d named FINAL FINAL PLEASE GOD. She checked the printed binder on her shelf, the one with tabs and notes and the kind of perfection she could control.

Everything showed Table Seven filled, sponsored, and meticulously curated. Every file except the one the hotel’s system was displaying right now.

A knock rattled her door before she could stand.

“Come in,” Lena called.

Bianca slipped inside, hair pinned up, sleeves rolled, headset around her neck like a badge of war. She had a stack of menus in her hands and the kind of expression that meant she’d already fixed three crises and was hunting a fourth.

“Tell me you’re not making that face for fun,” Bianca said.

Lena forced her mouth into something that might have been a smile if it weren’t in pieces. “The software is glitching.”

Bianca’s eyes narrowed. “The software never glitches on the day we need it most.”

“That’s what makes it special.”

Bianca set the menus down and leaned over Lena’s shoulder to look at the screen. The blank Table Seven square glared back at them.

Bianca let out a low whistle. “Oh. That’s not a glitch. That’s a message.”

“From who?” Lena asked, though a colder part of her already knew the answer.

Bianca lifted her brows. “From whatever ghost haunts this hotel and hates romance.”

Lena pressed her palms against the desk and stood. “Print is failing too. Placecards are coming out wrong. Fonts, alignment, the heart watermark is upside down.”

Bianca’s face shifted from amused to alert. “Okay. That’s deliberate.”

Lena hated the way the word landed. Deliberate meant someone chose this. Someone decided her carefully built night should be pulled apart thread by thread.

Bianca picked up one of the ruined placecards and flipped it over. “Is it only Table Seven names messing up, or everyone?”

Lena’s lips parted, then closed. She hadn’t looked beyond the top of the stack because she hadn’t wanted to see. She reached for a handful and fanned them out.

Most were wrong in small ways. A missing accent mark. A letter swapped. A line break that didn’t belong. Little imperfections meant to make her look sloppy. But then she hit a card that wasn’t just wrong.

It said: Lena Hartwell.
Table Seven.
Seat One.
Her breath caught, not because her name was there, but because she hadn’t placed herself anywhere on this plan. She was a staff member. She didn’t sit. She floated, directed, and solved.

Bianca watched her face closely. “Lena. Why is your name on Table Seven?”

“It’s not,” Lena said automatically. “It can’t be.”

She flipped to the next card.

Miles Carver.
Table Seven.
Seat Two.
Lena’s fingers went cold.

She didn’t know the name. Not in a personal way. But it hit her in that unsettling way certain names did, like you’d heard them somewhere important and your brain was pulling the thread in the dark.

Bianca took the card from her hand and read it. “Sounds like a romance-novel hero,” she muttered, then looked up. “Do you know him?”

“No,” Lena said too quickly, which was its own kind of answer.

Bianca’s gaze sharpened. “That name means something to you.”

Lena didn’t want it to. She didn’t have room for meaning today. She had timelines and chair counts and plated desserts with sugar hearts she’d argued down from glitter.

She swallowed. “It doesn’t. It’s just—”

A commotion from the lobby cut her off. Voices rose, not panicked but surprised, the way people sounded when a plan changed without their permission.

Bianca’s headset crackled, and she lifted it to her ear. “Bianca.”

A voice came through, tinny and urgent. “We’ve got a guy at the front desk asking for you. Or Lena. He says it’s about Table Seven.”

Lena’s chest tightened. Bianca’s eyes snapped to hers like a held breath passing between them.

“Tell him we’ll be right there,” Bianca said into the headset, then clicked it off.

Lena’s mouth went dry. “It’s probably a donor rep.”

Bianca’s look said she didn’t believe in coincidences, not on event day. “Or it’s the person writing your name into places you didn’t choose.”

Lena forced her shoulders down. “Let’s handle it.”

They stepped into the hallway, and the hotel swallowed her in its Valentine transformation. The Bellmere’s main corridor was lined with white roses in tall vases, candles in glass hurricanes, and strings of warm light draped along the banisters like gentle insistence. It wasn’t tacky. It was expensive romance, curated romance, romance that promised no one would get hurt.

Lena walked past it all like it was scenery in someone else’s life.

In the lobby, the marble floor shone. Guests wandered in early, checking in with weekend bags, couples holding hands as if the world had always been kind to them. A pianist played something soft and familiar.

Near the front desk stood a man who didn’t fit the cozy glow.

He was tall, wearing a dark coat open at the collar, hair slightly wind-tossed as if he’d argued with the ocean on his way in. His posture was relaxed in the way that suggested he could afford to be. He had one hand in his pocket and the other holding a folded paper like it annoyed him.

When he turned at the sound of footsteps, Lena’s brain finally placed the name.

Miles Carver.

She knew it because she’d read him. Because she’d rolled her eyes at his columns when she wasn’t supposed to. Because he wrote about modern love like it was a scam and everyone was complicit. He was the man who could turn a romantic trend into a punchline without ever sounding like he cared enough to be cruel.

Now he was here, in her lobby, looking exactly like someone who had come to ruin a night on purpose.

His gaze landed on her and held, steady and assessing, as if he’d already decided who she was and was waiting for her to confirm it.

“Lena Hartwell,” he said, and it wasn’t a question.

Her spine stiffened. “Can I help you?”

He lifted the folded paper. “I think you can. Because apparently,” he said, voice dry, “someone assigned me to Table Seven.”

Bianca moved half a step closer to Lena, the way she did when she sensed a guest might become a problem.

Lena kept her face neutral. “Table assignments are finalized tonight. If you’re a registered guest, we can check your details.”

He held out the paper, and Lena took it because leaving it in his hand felt like letting him control the conversation. It was a placecard. Printed cleanly. Perfect font. Perfect spacing.

Miles Carver.
Table Seven.
Seat Two.
Unlike the ones in her office, this one looked as if it had been printed by a different universe.

Lena looked up. “Where did you get this?”

He shrugged. “It was tucked under my windshield wiper. Like a parking ticket from Cupid.”

Bianca made a sound that was almost a laugh but died halfway. Lena felt the hotel tilt slightly.

“You’re not staying for the gala,” Lena said, because the idea of him sitting at any table was a threat.

Miles’s mouth curved faintly. “That depends.”

“On what?” Lena asked.

“On whether Table Seven exists,” he said. “Because I came here for it.”

Lena’s heart gave a hard, stupid beat. “Why?”

His eyes flicked over her face, quick as a scan. “Let’s call it curiosity.”

“No,” Lena said, surprising herself with the edge in her voice. She lowered it immediately, aware of guests nearby. “Table Seven is part of a private fundraiser. Attendance is by invitation. If you’re not on the guest list, you can’t just—”

“I am on the guest list,” he interrupted, too calm, too certain. He reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a formal envelope, cream paper, thick and expensive. The hotel’s embossed seal marked the back flap.

Except the seal was broken.

Lena’s focus snapped to it. “That invitation is open.”

His expression didn’t change. “Yeah.”

Lena felt Bianca watching her, sensing the crack in Lena’s control. Lena forced herself to breathe in through her nose, slow, steady, practiced.

“If you’re invited,” Lena said, “then your name would be in our system.”

Miles’s gaze held hers. “Is it?”

Lena didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Not with Table Seven blank on her screen like a deliberate void.

He watched her hesitation and something like satisfaction flickered across his face, not smug, just... certain. Like he’d expected this.

Bianca stepped in. “Sir, if you give me your reservation information, I can confirm—”

Miles didn’t look at Bianca. He looked at Lena. “I asked for Table Seven.”

Lena’s throat tightened. “That isn’t something guests request. It’s curated.”

“I know,” he said. “That’s why I asked.”

A soft current of irritation rose in Lena, not hot yet, but persistent. “Who told you about the Cupid table?”

Miles’s mouth twitched. “Someone who didn’t want me to ignore it.”

Her pulse jumped. “Who?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he tipped his head slightly, studying her as if he could read the question under her question.

“You look like someone who hates surprises,” he said.

Lena’s hand tightened around his placecard. “I like surprises when they are planned.”

He let out a quiet breath that might have been amusement. “That sounds exhausting.”

“It is,” Lena replied, then regretted it because it sounded like confession.

Miles stepped closer by a fraction, not invading, just narrowing the space between them enough to make the hotel’s romantic glow feel suddenly too intimate.

“I’m not here to crash your party,” he said, voice lower now. “I’m here because Table Seven is connected to something I can’t ignore.”

Lena stared at him, trying to find the angle. Journalists didn’t come to charity galas for no reason. Not this kind of journalist. He came for a story, and stories cost people things.

“You’re writing about us,” Lena said, the words out before she could stop them.

Miles’s eyes flicked once, like she’d hit closer than she knew. “Not the hotel.”

“Then what?” Lena asked.

He didn’t answer again. Instead, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a second placecard, and this one made Lena’s blood run colder than the blank table ever could.

Lena Hartwell.
Table Seven.
Seat One.
It was clean. Perfect. As if it had always been meant to exist.

Bianca’s inhale was sharp beside her.

Lena’s voice came out thin. “Where did you get that?”

Miles held it between two fingers like it was fragile. “Same place. My windshield. Two cards. Two seats. One table.”

Lena forced a laugh that didn’t reach anywhere real. “This is some kind of prank.”

Miles’s gaze didn’t move. “Is it?”

Lena’s mind raced. Someone wanted him here. Someone wanted her name next to his. Someone wanted Table Seven to be the collision point.

And Marisol had said: You’ll know him. Or you’ll think you do.

Lena’s palms went damp. “You can’t be seated tonight,” she said, because if she said it firmly enough, maybe the universe would listen.

Miles’s voice softened, just slightly. “Lena, I didn’t print your name.”

Her stomach clenched, because he’d said it like reassurance, and she didn’t want reassurance from a stranger holding a placecard with her seat number.

Bianca leaned in close to Lena’s ear. “Do you want me to call security?”

Lena didn’t look away from Miles. “Not yet.”

Miles heard anyway. His mouth curved faintly, but it wasn’t amused now. It was something else. Resignation, maybe. Or understanding.

“I’m not your enemy,” he said. “But someone is trying to make us believe I am.”

Lena swallowed. “Why would someone do that?”

Miles’s gaze dropped to the invitation envelope in his hand, the broken seal, the crease along its edge like it had been opened and re-closed more than once.

“Because,” he said quietly, “Table Seven is where people tell the truth. That’s the tradition, right?”

Lena’s heartbeat thudded once, hard. She hated that he knew. She hated even more that some part of her did too, because she’d worked this gala for years. The Cupid table wasn’t just a gimmick. It was a ritual. Couples met there. Apologies happened there. Proposals, sometimes. Confessions that changed trajectories.

She’d always treated it like theater. Manage the lighting, manage the timing, manage the emotion.

Now it was aimed at her.

A soft chime sounded from Bianca’s headset, and she answered without taking her eyes off Miles. “Bianca.”

The voice on the other end sounded strained. “We have a problem with the sponsor board. The Caldwell Foundation name is gone. Marisol’s assistant is freaking out.”

Lena’s skin went cold.

The Caldwell Foundation was the heart of money. The quiet donation that made the whole fundraiser worth doing. And it was connected to Table Seven. It always had been, even if no one said it out loud.

Lena looked at Miles. “What are you doing here?”

His jaw tightened. The first real crack in his composure. “I told you. I came for Table Seven.”

“That’s not an answer,” Lena said.

He held her gaze, and for a second she saw something human in him that didn’t match his sharp columns. Something bruised.

“I got an envelope,” he said, voice low, meant only for her now. “No return address. It said: If you want to understand what you lost, sit at Table Seven on Valentine’s night. Don’t bring your armor.”

Lena’s breath caught. “Who sent it?”

Miles shook his head. “I don’t know.”

She should have dismissed it. She should have said it was a scam, a prank, a manipulation.

But her name was printed on a placecard. Seat One. Table Seven. Perfect font. Perfect spacing. Like destiny had hired a graphic designer.

Lena forced her voice steady. “Even if you’re invited, Table Seven is currently... complicated. I have to confirm your attendance.”

Miles nodded once, as if he’d expected that too. “Fine. Confirm it. But I’m not leaving.”

Bianca shifted beside Lena, ready to intervene. Lena felt the eyes of nearby guests, curious, sensing the tension like heat.

Lena turned slightly, angling her body to block the placecards from view, and lowered her voice.

“You need to understand something,” she said to Miles. “I run this event. If you’re here to write about it, to mock it, to expose donors—”

“I’m not,” he said.

Lena’s gaze sharpened. “You’re telling me you came to a Valentine gala with a reputation for roasting modern romance, and you’re not here for a story.”

Miles’s mouth tightened. “Maybe I’m here because I’m tired of stories.”

Lena’s mind snagged on that. It didn’t fit. It didn’t make sense. And the not-making-sense was what scared her most, because it meant she couldn’t predict him.

A hotel bell chimed softly as someone entered. The pianist shifted into a brighter melody. The lobby looked like a movie. Lena felt like she was standing just off-screen, holding the part where everything goes wrong.

Bianca’s voice came again, urgent, whisper-close. “Lena. Marisol is going to arrive early. Her assistant is already calling. What do you want to do about Table Seven?”

Lena looked at the placecards in her hand. Her own name. His name. The table that had vanished from the system and yet showed up in ink as if it mattered more than software.

She thought of Marisol’s warning. Don’t improvise. This is not the year to improvise.

But the year didn’t care what she wanted. The year was already improvising around her.

Lena made a decision, and it tasted like a risk.

“Tell the kitchen to hold two plates,” she said softly to Bianca. “And tell Elliot I need him in the event office now.”

Bianca’s eyes widened. “You’re seating him?”

“I’m not seating him,” Lena said, though the words felt like a lie forming. “I’m controlling the variables.”

Miles’s gaze sharpened. “What variables?”

Lena lifted her chin. “You can attend,” she said. “But you follow my rules.”

He watched her for a beat, then nodded once. “Okay.”

“And,” Lena added, voice tightening, “you don’t write about this.”

Miles’s mouth curved faintly, but there was no humor in it. “That’s not how my job works.”

Lena’s grip tightened on the placecards until the edges pressed into her skin. “Then your job can find another gala.”

He leaned in slightly, voice low. “Lena. I can’t.”

The honesty in his tone unsettled her more than any arrogance would have. She held his gaze and saw the quiet insistence behind it.

Why Table Seven, she thought. Why her.

The question burned in her mind like a match.

Lena turned on her heel. “Follow me,” she said, and walked toward the hallway, trusting him to fall in step because if he didn’t, she’d lose what little control she had left.

Behind her, she heard his footsteps, measured and steady.

As they passed the lobby’s Valentine display, a staff member hurried toward them holding a small tray. On it sat a single cream envelope, unmarked except for a red wax seal stamped with a simple arrow.

The staff member’s eyes flicked to Lena, then to Miles, then back again as if checking she’d found the right people.

“This was left at the desk for Table Seven,” the staff member said quietly. “They said it was for the two seats.”

Lena’s breath caught.

She took the envelope. The wax seal was warm, as if it had been pressed recently.

Miles looked at it, his face unreadable.

Lena didn’t open it in the lobby. She couldn’t. Not with witnesses. Not with Marisol’s shadow approaching. Not with her own name on a placecard like a dare.

She slipped the envelope into her blazer pocket and kept walking, heart pounding with a single, relentless thought.

Someone had decided that tonight, the Cupid table wasn’t for strangers falling in love.

It was for two people being cornered into the truth.

And Lena had no idea which truth it wanted from her.
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​Chapter 1: Cupid at Table Seven
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Lena kept her pace steady as she led Miles down the corridor that split the hotel’s public glow from its working spine. The farther they moved from the lobby, the quieter the air became, as if the building itself was holding its breath. The warmth of candlelight and piano notes faded behind them and was replaced by the soft industrial sounds of a big night coming together, carts rolling, ice chiming in buckets, someone calling out timing cues that floated through a swinging door.

Miles followed without argument, his footsteps measured, his presence irritatingly calm for someone who had just walked into her life holding a placecard with her name on it. Lena didn’t look back at him. If she did, she would start reading meaning into his expression, and meaning was where her control went to die.

She felt the envelope in her blazer pocket with every step, a small weight that seemed to grow heavier the longer she refused to open it. The wax seal had been warm. Someone had given it to the front desk with instructions. Someone had known she would take it instead of leaving it in public, because she always did the sensible thing first. She always moved the problem into a room where she could breathe and solve it without an audience.

That habit had saved her more times than she could count. It had also taught her how to hide.

Behind her, Miles spoke softly, as if he understood the kind of quiet she needed to keep from snapping. “Where are we going?”

“The event office,” Lena said. “The place where problems go to be fixed.”

“That sounds like a therapy slogan.”

“It’s a storage closet with a desk.”

Miles let out a faint breath that could have been laughter if it had any warmth in it. “And you live there.”

“I work there,” Lena corrected, then wished she hadn’t. It sounded like a confession again, like she was giving him access to her life through the shape of her words.

They passed a set of double doors that led into the ballroom corridor. From the crack between them, Lena caught a flash of white linen, a glimpse of an arched ceiling, the sparkle of glassware and roses. The room looked like a promise. It always did at this hour, before the guests arrived, before the music shifted from rehearsal to performance, before someone cried in the restroom because love and money made people unpredictable.

She turned down another hallway, the one that smelled faintly of citrus cleaner and fresh flowers. Her badge swung against her ribs with the motion.

Miles’s voice came again, quieter this time. “You said you’re controlling variables.”

Lena stopped at a staff door and swiped her keycard. The lock clicked open. She pushed into the event office, flicked on the overhead light, and let the room reveal itself in all its unromantic honesty. A narrow desk. Two folding chairs. A wall covered in schedules, vendor lists, and last-minute notes written in her own neat handwriting. A shelf packed with binders. A printer that hummed like it was waiting to betray her again.

She turned to face him for the first time since the lobby.

“If I don’t control the variables,” she said, “I lose the night.”

Miles stepped inside and looked around with a slow sweep, as if he was taking inventory of the kind of person who ran a gala from a room this small. His gaze landed on the wall of paperwork, then on her, and something changed in his expression. Not softness exactly. Recognition.

“You built a whole universe here,” he said.

Lena didn’t like the way the words felt on her skin. Too close to admiration. Too close to being seen.

“It’s a schedule,” she said. “Sit.”

“I’ll stand.”

“Fine,” Lena said, and moved around him to the desk. She set the two placecards down carefully, as if they were evidence, and then reached for her laptop with hands that she refused to let shake. She woke the screen and clicked into the seating chart system again, already bracing for the blank square that had made her feel like the floor was missing.

The grid is loaded.

Table Seven was still blank.

Lena’s jaw tightened. It was one thing to make a mistake. Mistakes were human. This was a refusal. The system was insisting that Table Seven did not exist, while ink kept insisting it did.

Miles leaned slightly over the back of the folding chair, close enough that Lena could feel his presence without wanting to. “Still gone?”

“Yes,” Lena said.

He was quiet for a beat, then asked, “Can you rebuild it?”

“I can rebuild anything,” Lena said, because competence was the only armor she trusted. “The question is whether it will stay.”

She clicked into the backup file she kept offline, the one she guarded like a secret. Table Seven appeared there, filled with names, sponsor notes, and timing cues. She exhaled, slow and controlled. At least the table existed somewhere.

But then she noticed the names listed under it.

They weren’t the donors.

They weren’t the committee.

They were just two placeholders, written in plain text like someone had typed them with intention.

Lena. Seat one. Miles. Seat two.

Her throat went tight.

She turned her head slightly, not enough to look at him, but enough to let him hear the shift in her breathing. “That wasn’t there earlier.”

Miles’s voice came low. “So someone is updating it.”

Lena’s fingers hovered above the keyboard. She could force the system to accept her version. She could overwrite whatever was happening, lock the file, call the software vendor, rip the whole thing apart if she had to. But there was a dangerous truth sitting between her ribs.

Someone had access. Someone knew exactly where to press.

Lena forced herself to look at Miles fully this time. “Do you have anything to do with this?”

The question came out sharper than she intended, and it instantly made her feel unfair. She didn’t know him. Not like that. She knew his public voice, his columns, the way his words could turn romance into a joke for people who were afraid to want it.

Miles didn’t flinch. “No.”

Lena waited, because she’d learned long ago that the first answer was rarely the whole answer.

He added, quieter, “If I did, I wouldn’t be standing here with a broken seal and a knot in my stomach.”

Lena’s gaze flicked to the envelope in his hand, the one he’d shown in the lobby. It still looked wrong in his grip, like something delicate he didn’t know how to hold.

“Why did you open it?” Lena asked, and immediately regretted the softness that slipped into her tone.

Miles’s mouth tightened. He glanced at the door as if he expected someone to burst in, then back at her. “Because it wasn’t addressed to me,” he said.

Lena’s breath caught. “What do you mean?”

“It had my name on the front,” he said, “but the inside note started with, ‘If you are reading this, you’re the wrong person.’”

The air in the room shifted. Lena felt it in a strange way, like a draft finding an old crack.

“And you kept reading,” she said, because she couldn’t help it.

Miles’s eyes held hers. “Yeah.”

Lena hated that she understood. Curiosity was its own kind of hunger. If someone put a secret in your hands, the worst thing you could do was pretend you didn’t feel the weight of it.

“What did it say?” Lena asked.

Miles didn’t answer right away. He stared at the desk, at the placecards, at the blank space on the screen where a whole table had vanished. When he spoke, his voice had lost some of its dryness.

“It said someone was tired of watching people hide behind perfect plans,” he said. “It said Table Seven was where the truth was supposed to happen, not just the performance of it. And it said if I wanted to understand what I lost, I should stop writing around feelings and finally sit down in them.”

Lena felt her skin go cool. “That’s... personal.”

Miles gave her a look that was almost bitter. “It felt like it knew me.”

Lena’s mind moved quickly, trying to build a map out of fog. Someone knew her name. Someone knew him. Someone knew the tradition. Someone knew how to make a message land like a blade without drawing blood.

The printer hummed behind her, a small mechanical sound that suddenly felt like a threat. Lena turned and stared at it for a moment, then reached for the envelope in her blazer pocket.

Her fingers paused on the wax seal.

This is not the year to improvise.

Marisol’s voice echoed in her head like a warning bell. Lena swallowed and forced her hand to move anyway. She hasn't broken the seal yet. She held it, just held it, feeling the faint ridges of the stamped arrow through the paper.

Miles watched her, silent.

“You came for Table Seven,” Lena said, buying time. “But why here, why now?”

Miles’s jaw flexed slightly, and for the first time, Lena saw the effort behind his composure. “Because I said something I can’t take back,” he admitted, the words coming out like they cost him. “And now someone is asking me if I meant it.”

Lena felt a small sting of irritation, not at him, but at the way his vagueness pulled her into a puzzle. “That could be anything.”

“It was about love,” Miles said, and his voice went flat again as if he didn’t trust tenderness. “Surprise.”

Lena stared at him. “You write about love all the time.”

“I write about what people do to avoid it,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Before Lena could respond, her phone buzzed on the desk. The screen lit up with a call she didn’t want to take.

Marisol.

Lena’s heart gave a hard, stubborn beat. She declined it, then immediately regretted the cowardice. Two seconds later, the phone buzzed again with another call, as if Marisol had decided politeness was optional.

Lena answered.

“Tell me you’re joking,” Marisol said without greeting, her voice tight enough to crack. “My assistant says the sponsor board is missing the foundation name. The one name that matters.”

Lena closed her eyes for a fraction of a second. “We’re handling it.”

“Handling it how?” Marisol demanded. “Because my donors will be here in hours, and the only reason they tolerate this entire circus is because the tradition works. Table Seven works. And it cannot work without the right people in those seats.”

Lena’s throat tightened. “I’m aware.”

Marisol’s voice softened, which was somehow worse. “Lena. Please don’t make me regret trusting you with this.”

Lena looked at the blank Table Seven on the screen, then at the two placecards on her desk. She kept her voice even. “I won’t.”

Marisol exhaled sharply. “Good. Because I’m already on my way. I’m arriving early.”

Lena’s stomach dropped, a clean, cold descent. “Early?”

“Yes,” Marisol said, and there was a satisfaction in it that made Lena’s skin prickle. “I want to see the room before the chaos. I want to feel the story before it begins. I’m bringing someone.”

Lena tightened her grip on the phone. “Who?”

Marisol paused, and Lena could practically hear her smile through the silence. “If you know the tradition, you know not to ask. See you soon, darling.”

The line went dead.

Lena lowered the phone slowly. The room felt smaller, the air thicker. Miles was watching her with a calm that now looked less like confidence and more like restraint.

“She’s coming,” Lena said.

Miles nodded once. “Let me guess. She’s the kind of person who thinks problems are personal insults.”

Lena didn’t smile. “She’s the kind of person who can erase this hotel’s future with a quiet phone call.”

Miles’s gaze moved to the seating chart again. “So you’re going to seat me.”

Lena’s mouth went dry. “I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to,” Miles said. His voice wasn’t smug. It was too steady, too sure of the direction the night was forcing them into. “The system already did.”

Lena stared at the screen where her name and his now sat under Table Seven in plain text like a verdict.

“Someone’s playing with us,” she said.

Miles’s expression sharpened. “Or someone’s trying to push us toward something.”

Lena laughed once, short and humorless. “Toward what, exactly? A perfect Valentine moment? A donation? A scandal? A story you can write?”

His eyes flashed at that, a quick flare of something that looked like offense. “I told you I’m not here to write about the hotel.”

Lena held his gaze. “Then what are you here for?”

Miles didn’t answer. Not right away.

Instead, he stepped closer to the desk and placed his broken-seal envelope down beside the placecards. He did it carefully, like setting down a weapon.

“I’m here because someone believes I owe a truth,” he said at last. “And because they’ve decided tonight is the night I will pay for it.”

Lena’s chest tightened. Truth. The word had too many edges.

She looked down at the envelope in her pocket and made herself break the wax seal. The stamp cracked softly. The sound was small, but it felt loud in the quiet office.

She slid the paper out slowly.

For a moment, she didn’t read it. She just stared at the neat fold, at the clean cream color, at the way the paper felt expensive and intentional. Then she unfolded it.

The note inside was typed. No handwriting. No flourish. Just bluntness.

It began with the words: “Lena, you don’t get to curate your way out of this.”

Lena’s throat went tight so fast it startled her. Her fingers tightened on the page.

Miles watched her face. “What does it say?”

Lena read the next line and felt heat rise behind her eyes, not tears, not yet, but something close to anger.

It said: “You built a table to make other people brave, but you’ve never sat in it yourself.”

Lena swallowed hard. She hated how accurate it felt. She hated even more that someone had noticed.

She kept reading, because she couldn’t stop.

The note continued: “Seat one is yours. Seat two is his. Don’t switch. Don’t run. Don’t hide behind the schedule.”

Lena’s breath came shallow. She forced it deeper.

Then the note added the line that made her pulse spike, sharp and sudden.

“Tell him what happened the year the Cupid table chose you.”

Lena’s vision blurred for a fraction of a second, like her brain had tried to protect her by smudging the memory.

Miles’s voice cut through the moment, lower now. “Lena.”

She looked up at him, and for the first time since the lobby, she saw true curiosity in his face, not the public kind that fed headlines, but the private kind that leaned toward a wound without trying to poke it.

“You were chosen,” he said quietly.

Lena didn’t answer. She couldn’t. The word chosen dragged her backward to a version of herself she didn’t like to visit.

She turned the note over, hoping for more instructions, more context, anything that would make it feel less like someone had reached into her past with bare hands.

On the back, there was one more line.

“Marisol remembers. And she will make it public if you don’t.”

Lena felt the room tilt slightly. The threat wasn’t physical. It was worse than that. It was humiliating. Exposure. The kind that made a person shrink inside their own skin.

Miles took a step closer, careful, as if he could sense the edge she was standing on. “What happened?” he asked, and his voice wasn’t mocking, it wasn't sharp. It was almost gentle, and that gentleness hit Lena like a surprise blow.

Lena shook her head once, small and involuntary. “Not here,” she whispered.

Miles’s eyes held hers. “Then where?”

Before Lena could answer, the event office door opened without a knock, and Elliot stepped in, looking like someone who had been holding his breath for days.

He stopped as soon as he saw Miles.

His expression hardened instantly into professional caution. “Lena,” Elliot said, then glanced between her and Miles as if he’d walked into the middle of a conversation he wasn’t supposed to witness. “Who is this?”

Lena’s mind moved fast. Elliot didn’t have time for mysteries. Elliot had to keep the hotel standing.

“This is Miles,” Lena said, choosing the simplest truth. “He’s... connected to Table Seven.”

Elliot’s face tightened. “Table Seven is not a thing we are discussing in the hallway right now.”

“We’re not in the hallway,” Bianca’s voice said from the doorway.

Lena turned sharply. Bianca stood there, one hand on the frame, eyes bright with the kind of urgency that meant the night was accelerating without permission.

“Marisol is in the building,” Bianca said. “She’s coming this way. And the sponsor board is still wrong.”

Elliot swore under his breath, then looked at Lena like she was the last stable point in a room full of shifting ground. “Tell me you have a plan.”

Lena stared at the note in her hand. Tell him what happened. Marisol remembers.

She looked at Miles, then at Elliot, then at Bianca, and felt a strange, unfamiliar sensation under her ribs.

I didn't panic.

It was inevitable.

Lena folded the note carefully and slid it into her pocket with the empty envelope, as if she could contain the threat by containing the paper. Then she lifted her chin.

“Yes,” she said, and the word surprised her with how steady it sounded. “I have a plan.”

Elliot exhaled like he wanted to believe her. “Then say it.”

Lena’s gaze flicked to the laptop screen one more time, to the names under Table Seven that shouldn’t have been there and yet were. She felt the weight of the night pressing in, the pressure of Marisol’s expectations, the fragile line between the hotel’s reputation and disaster.

Then she looked at Miles again, and something in her chest tightened with a different kind of fear.

Not the fear of losing the gala.

The fear of telling the truth.

“We seat Table Seven,” Lena said.

Elliot blinked. “Lena.”

“We seat it,” she repeated, more firmly. “We do it clean. We do it controlled. We do it in a way that looks like tradition, not chaos.”

Bianca’s eyes widened. “And who’s sitting there?”

Lena didn’t look away from Miles as she answered.

“I am,” she said.

Elliot’s face went pale with shock. “You can’t. You’re staff.”

“I’m the one person who can keep it from exploding,” Lena said, and it was true. If she didn’t sit, someone else would be forced into it. Someone unprepared. Someone who would turn it into spectacle. “And he sits with me.”

Elliot’s gaze snapped to Miles. “Absolutely not. We don’t put an unknown variable at the center of the night.”

Miles didn’t react. He just watched Lena, like he was waiting to see if she would take the decision back.

Lena felt her pulse hammer once, hard and determined.

“He’s invited,” Lena said, and she didn’t know if she was lying or declaring a truth into existence. “And if Marisol wants the table to work, she’ll accept it.”

Elliot shook his head, a tight, frustrated motion. “You’re gambling with the whole fundraiser.”

“I know,” Lena said, and the honesty of it made her throat ache. “But someone is already gambling with it. I’m just taking the cards back.”

Bianca stepped closer, her voice lower now. “Lena, are you okay?”

Lena wanted to say yes. She wanted to say she was fine, that she was in control, that this was just another crisis she could solve with a checklist and a calm voice.

But the note in her pocket felt like a hand on her spine, guiding her toward the one place she didn’t want to go.

She looked at Bianca and let the truth show for one second. “No,” she said softly. “But I’m still standing.”

Elliot rubbed his forehead, then dropped his hand and straightened like a man who understood there was no time left for debate. “If we do this,” he said, voice low, “we do it with strict boundaries. No surprises. No press. No public spectacle.”

Lena’s gaze slid to Miles. “Agreed.”

Miles’s jaw tightened slightly, as if he was swallowing something sharp. “Agreed.”

Bianca’s headset crackled again, and she listened for a beat, then looked up with a grim expression. “Marisol just asked for Lena,” she said. “By name. She’s already walking this way.”

Lena’s stomach clenched, but her voice stayed calm. “Send her to me,” she said. “Alone.”

Elliot started to protest, then stopped himself. He looked at Miles once more, suspicion written into every line of his face. “Who are you, really?” he asked, the question landing like a challenge.

Miles’s eyes flicked to Lena, then back to Elliot. “Someone who shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly, “but is.”

Elliot’s gaze hardened. “That’s not an answer.”

Miles’s mouth twitched, the smallest hint of irony. “It’s the most honest one I’ve got.”

Lena felt the moment crack open, tension threading between them. She could sense it, the way the night was pulling everyone toward the ballroom, toward the table, toward whatever was waiting in the center of the tradition.

Then footsteps sounded in the hallway outside the office, slow and deliberate, like someone who knew the building would make room for her.

Lena’s pulse spiked again, but she kept her posture steady.

Marisol was coming.

And Lena had just made a decision that would put her in the one seat she had spent years making sure belonged to someone else.
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Marisol’s footsteps reached the end of the hallway with the calm certainty of someone who had never once wondered whether a door would open for her. Lena felt the sound before she saw her, a steady rhythm that didn’t hurry because it didn’t have to. The hotel always bent toward Marisol on gala night. The staff straightened unconsciously. Conversations softened. The air made room.

Lena stepped out of the event office and pulled the door mostly shut behind her, leaving only the thinnest crack of light. She didn’t want Marisol to see Miles. Not yet. Not until Lena had a sense of what game was being played and whether Marisol was the dealer.

Marisol rounded the corner in a fitted coat the color of champagne, hair sleek, expression composed in that way that looked like grace to people who hadn’t been on the receiving end of it. She smiled as if she was arriving at a party she was already hosting.

“Lena,” Marisol said, voice warm enough to pass for affection. “There you are.”

Lena kept her own smile polite and shallow. “You said you were coming early.”

“I did,” Marisol replied. “And you sounded surprised, which is interesting because you’re usually the least surprised person I know.”

Lena held the hallway’s brightness between them like a buffer. “I like to be prepared.”

Marisol’s gaze slid over Lena’s face, her posture, the way her hands were held too neatly at her sides. “Prepared,” she repeated, and the word carried a second meaning, a private one. Then Marisol’s smile sharpened just slightly. “How is my room?”

“Ready,” Lena said. “Everything is on schedule.”

Marisol’s eyes flicked toward the office door behind Lena. “Is it?”

The hair on the back of Lena’s neck lifted. She kept her voice steady. “What do you need, Marisol?”

Marisol exhaled as if she’d been waiting for that permission. “I need you to understand the stakes,” she said, lowering her voice, though the hallway was empty. “Because you’ve always been very good at understanding the stakes for other people. I’m not sure you’re as good at recognizing them when you’re the one holding the match.”

Lena’s pulse ticked once. “The sponsor board will be corrected.”

Marisol’s mouth curved, not amused, more like pleased that Lena had offered the obvious answer. “The sponsor board,” she echoed. “Yes. That, too.”

Lena didn’t move. “What else?”

Marisol stepped closer, close enough that Lena could smell her perfume, something clean and expensive. “Table Seven,” Marisol said quietly. “Is missing.”

Lena’s throat tightened, but she let none of it reach her face. “We’re rebuilding the seating plan.”

Marisol’s eyes stayed steady. “I’m not talking about software.”

Lena’s breath went shallow for a moment. She forced it deeper. “Table Seven will be set.”

“It must be,” Marisol said, and the softness vanished completely. “Because the foundation rep is arriving tonight, and if the Cupid table doesn’t feel... alive, we don’t get the pledge.”

Lena felt a flash of anger, hot and fast. “That pledge isn’t dependent on a table.”

Marisol’s smile returned, and it was almost pitiful. “It is,” she said. “It always has been. You think donors give because they love the cause. Some do. Some give because they love the story they get to tell themselves afterward.”

Lena’s fingers curled lightly. “So we give them a story.”

Marisol studied her. “Yes,” she said. “We do. But the Cupid table can’t be a performance. It has to feel like a crack in the room. Like something real happened where everyone can see it.”

Lena’s mouth went dry. “You’re talking about forcing people into a moment.”

“I’m talking about tradition,” Marisol replied smoothly. “And you and I both know what Table Seven is for. It is for honesty under candlelight. It is for risk. It is for the kind of truth that makes other people believe love is still possible, even when it’s inconvenient.”

Lena held Marisol’s gaze. “And you want that truth on schedule, like dessert.”

Marisol didn’t flinch. “I want it to land,” she said. “And I want it to land tonight.”

Lena’s mind flicked to the note in her pocket, to the line that had made her vision blur. Tell him what happened the year the Cupid table chose you. Marisol remembers. And she will make it public if you don’t.

Lena kept her face smooth. “Who is ‘him’?”

Marisol’s eyes narrowed a fraction, and Lena felt the satisfaction in having asked the right question. “So you’ve seen the note,” Marisol said.

Lena’s breath caught, but she didn’t let it show. “What note?”

Marisol’s smile turned almost fond. “You were never good at lying to me,” she said. “You are excellent at redirecting. Not lying.”

Lena’s heart beat once, heavy. “Marisol, what are you doing?”

Marisol’s expression softened into something that looked like sympathy, but Lena didn’t trust it. “I’m doing what you refuse to do for yourself,” Marisol said. “I’m making you sit down.”

Lena’s pulse spiked. “I’m staff.”

Marisol lifted one brow. “Not tonight.”

Lena felt her control strain, like fabric pulled too tight. “You can’t just decide that.”

Marisol’s voice stayed calm. “I can,” she said. “Because I’m the chair. Because I’m the one who convinces people to write checks. Because I can walk into that ballroom and, with one pleasant sentence, make every donor wonder what went wrong and whose fault it is.”

Lena swallowed. “This isn’t about charity,” she said.

Marisol’s smile didn’t deny it. “It’s about leverage,” she said softly. “And you have always been the easiest person to leverage because you care.”

A sharp pressure formed behind Lena’s eyes. She blinked once, slow, refusing tears she hadn’t invited. “If you’re trying to punish me,” she said, voice low, “say it plainly.”

Marisol’s gaze flicked across Lena’s face like a touch. “This isn’t punishment,” she said. “It's a correction.”

Lena’s jaw tightened. “For what?”

Marisol’s voice turned almost gentle. “For the way you disappeared that year,” she said. “For the way you let a moment choose you, and then you pretended it never happened because you couldn’t stand the thought of being the kind of woman who gets chosen publicly.”

Lena’s chest tightened so hard she had to steady herself with a small shift of weight. The hallway suddenly felt too bright. Too open.

“I don’t know what you think you remember,” Lena said carefully, “but you don’t get to rewrite my life.”

Marisol’s eyes held hers. “I’m not rewriting it,” she said. “I’m reminding you it exists.”

Lena’s mouth went dry again. “Who did you invite?” she asked. “Who is sitting with me?”

Marisol’s smile returned, and for the first time, it carried true satisfaction. “You already met him,” she said.

Lena’s pulse thundered once. “No.”

Marisol leaned in slightly, voice almost a whisper. “Yes,” she said. “Miles.”

Lena felt the name in her ribs like a bruise. She hated how quickly it brought back the image of him standing in her lobby with that calm expression, holding her placecard like it belonged to him.
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