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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with heart-forward humor, modern emotional stakes, and characters who learn how to stop performing their lives and start living them. These stories lean into warmth, banter, and deeply human turning points, with clean, compliant intimacy and endings that feel both satisfying and earned.
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For anyone who has ever said the “right” thing on autopilot and then had to figure out what they truly meant when the noise finally faded.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Cast Snapshot
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Willa is the operations lead for a restored historic theatre, a woman who trusts checklists more than impulses, and who believes that if she stays useful enough, she won’t be asked to be vulnerable.

Asher is a stand-up comic with an effortless stage presence and a private quiet he guards fiercely, the kind of man who can make a room laugh in one sentence and go silent when the conversation turns real.

Margo is Willa’s closest friend at the theatre, sharp-eyed and unshockable, loyal in the way that looks like teasing until it saves you.

Tobin is Asher’s manager, a relentless optimist who treats every crisis as a “moment,” and who understands the marketplace a little too well.

Rhea is the festival’s communications lead, practical and fast, the person who can turn a disaster into a headline before anyone finishes panicking.

Gideon is the theatre’s board chair, charming on paper and under pressure in person, obsessed with donors, optics, and anything that makes the venue look “safe.”
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The problem with saying yes for a living was that sometimes your mouth kept moving even when your brain was still catching up.

Willa was standing in the wings of the Marlowe Theatre, half-hidden behind a velvet curtain that smelled like old dust and new money, listening to the house fill up with that restless pre-show energy she could measure like weather. A murmur. A laugh. The clink of glasses at the bar. The shuffling of coats. A thousand tiny variables that could turn into one very big incident if she didn’t keep her grip on them.

Her headset pressed a neat band across her hairline, and the clipboard in her hand was already smudged with fingerprints from her own nervous checking. Stage lights, tested. Exit signs, lit. The fire marshal was satisfied. The sponsor banners hung perfectly straight, like they’d been measured with a ruler and a prayer.

Festival opening night at the Marlowe always felt like hosting a dinner party for strangers who had opinions about everything you owned. The theatre was Willa’s responsibility, down to the last cracked tile in the backstage hallway. She had fought for this venue for years, in meetings that stretched into gray mornings, in budgets that never made sense, in compromises that tasted like pennies.

Tonight wasn’t just a show. Tonight was the difference between the Marlowe staying alive and the board quietly deciding the building was an expensive sentiment they couldn’t justify anymore.

“Ten minutes,” crackled a voice in her ear.

Willa turned her head toward the sound booth window where Margo was hovering with a pen stuck through her hair like a weapon. Margo pointed at Willa’s clipboard and mouthed, Breathe.

Willa didn’t. Not properly. She had a way of sipping air when she was under pressure, like she was rationing it. “Ten,” she answered automatically, because that was how this worked. You acknowledged cues. You confirmed the information. You kept the machine running.

“Also,” Margo added over the comms, voice lower now, “your headliner is here.”

Willa’s jaw tightened before she could stop it.

She hadn’t wanted a headliner. Not this one. Not the kind who treated rules as suggestions and liked to pretend the world was a toy that existed for him to improvise with. But the festival wanted him, the sponsors wanted him, and the board wanted the ticket sales that came with his name.

Asher.

She hadn’t met him until this afternoon, which meant she had met him in the worst possible circumstances: a delayed load-in, a stage crew already irritated, and an email from the board chair with the subject line DO NOT SCREW THIS UP written in a tone that felt like it had teeth.

He had arrived smiling like someone who had never been late in his life, wearing a jacket that looked too casual for a man who could fill a room with strangers. He shook hands with everyone as if he’d known them for years. He called the lighting tech “a wizard” and the bar manager “a saint,” and Willa had watched people soften around him like he’d warmed the air.

And then he looked at her.

Not the quick glance people gave the operations lead when they were checking if they were allowed to do something stupid. Not the polite nod. It had been a direct, steady look that lasted long enough to feel like a question.

Willa had told herself it meant nothing. It couldn’t mean anything. She was a function, not a person, on nights like this.

Still, her thoughts had circled it for hours like a moth around a porch light.

Now she spotted him from the wings, and the sight of him made her suddenly aware of how tight her grip was on the clipboard.

Asher was near the green room door, leaning against the wall as if it had been built for him. He was talking to Tobin, who wore the kind of smile that suggested he sold optimism professionally. Asher listened with half his attention, eyes drifting over the backstage bustle with an ease that irritated Willa on principle.

Then his gaze found her again.

He didn’t wave. He didn’t grin. He simply watched, as if he was waiting for her to speak first.

Willa forced herself into motion because standing still made the moment bigger, and she refused to give it oxygen. She walked toward him, shoes quiet on the scuffed floorboards, posture straight with the deliberate precision she used like armor.

“Your mic check is in five,” she said, aiming for neutral. She failed slightly. Her voice came out crisp, the way it did when she was trying not to sound like she cared.

Asher’s mouth tipped up, but it wasn’t quite a smile. More like recognition, like he’d found something he’d been looking for and was pretending it hadn’t mattered.

“Five,” he repeated. “You always sound like the person in charge.”

“I am,” Willa said.

Tobin chuckled, as if Willa had made a joke instead of stating a fact. “Willa runs this place,” he said. “She’s the reason it’s not a charming pile of bricks.”

Willa ignored that. She glanced at Asher’s hands because she was trained to notice props. He was holding something small and white, folded like a note. Not a set list, not a pass. It looked... personal.

“Is that part of your act?” she asked, and immediately regretted giving him even the tiniest opening.

Asher glanced down at the folded paper, then back at her. “No,” he said, and the word landed with unexpected weight. “That’s for later.”

Willa did not like later. Later was where surprises lived.

“Nothing off-script,” she said, meaning the show, the stage, the schedule, the permits, the fragile reality of the Marlowe. “We have strict festival guidelines tonight.”

Asher’s gaze flicked past her, toward the stage, toward the curtain, toward the sound of a thousand people waiting to be entertained. His voice dropped, just a notch. “You’re worried.”

“I’m responsible,” Willa corrected.

He nodded once, slow, like he accepted the correction but didn’t believe it changed the truth. “Same thing, sometimes.”

Before Willa could respond, Rhea barreled down the hallway with a phone in her hand and the kind of expression that made Willa’s stomach go cold. Rhea was festival communications, which meant she existed to prevent disasters and, when prevention failed, to control the story of them.

Rhea stopped short when she saw Willa, then looked at Asher as if counting potential headlines in her mind.

“Small issue,” Rhea said. “A donor is here.”

Willa’s pulse hitched, irritatingly loud in her own ears. “A donor?”

“Gideon’s bringing them backstage,” Rhea continued, and Willa didn’t miss the flicker of apology in her eyes. “They wanted to meet Asher before the show. Quick photo. Quick hello. Quick ‘we saved the arts’ moment.”

Willa’s head snapped toward the corridor that led to the administrative side of the building. “Backstage access is restricted.”

“I know,” Rhea said. “I know. I told him. He said it’s fine.”

Willa felt a sharp, familiar flare of anger. Gideon always said it’s fine when he wasn’t the one who had to answer to the fire marshal. Gideon always made promises that other people had to keep.

“I’ll handle it,” Willa said, because she always did.

Asher stepped slightly forward. “Do you want me to—”

“No,” Willa said. Too fast. Too firm.

Asher blinked once, as if surprised by the edge in her voice. Then his expression smoothed again, that effortless stage-ready ease returning like a mask. “Right,” he said. “You’ve got it.”

Willa turned away before she could show the ridiculous pinch of guilt his tone created. She moved down the hallway with purpose, headset crackling in her ear with Margo calling cues she barely heard.

By the time Willa reached the corridor, Gideon was already there, smiling like he’d invented charity. Two people stood with him, dressed in tasteful neutrality, holding drinks they absolutely weren’t supposed to bring into this part of the building.

“Willa,” Gideon said, voice syrupy. “Perfect timing.”

“This is not a permitted area for guests,” Willa said.

Gideon’s smile didn’t fade. “It’s a two-minute hello. They’re supporting the venue. Be flexible.”

Willa’s fingers curled against her clipboard, knuckles whitening. “Flexibility doesn’t apply to fire code.”

The donor couple looked uncomfortable, like they hadn’t expected to be part of an argument. The woman glanced toward the stage as if she could hear the crowd, and Willa saw the moment she realized how close they were to something they weren’t meant to touch.

Gideon leaned in, lowering his voice. “Tonight needs to go well,” he murmured. “Tomorrow we vote on the grant renewal. Don’t make enemies.”

Willa’s throat tightened. There it was. The true reason. The quiet pressure behind the sponsor banners and the forced smiles. If she refused, she’d be labeled difficult. If she agreed, she’d be responsible for whatever went wrong.

She chose the option she always chose. Control.

“Fine,” Willa said tightly. “Two minutes. No photos. No wandering.”

Gideon’s smile brightened, triumphant. “See? Reasonable.”

Willa escorted them down the hallway toward the green room, her mind already rewriting the night’s timeline to account for this intrusion. She kept her body between the donors and anything dangerous, directing them like a human barricade.

When they reached the green room door, Asher was standing there again, as if he’d been waiting. His gaze met Willa’s, quick and sharp, and Willa had the unsettling sense that he could read her mood the way she read a room.

The donor woman clasped her hands. “We’re such fans,” she said. “We’re thrilled you’re here.”

Asher smiled, easy, practiced. “I’m thrilled that Marlowe exists,” he said, and the donor couple melted like butter. “It’s a beautiful place.”

Willa didn’t miss the way he said it, like he meant it. Like he wasn’t just flattering them. Like he was speaking to her through them.

They chatted for exactly one minute and forty seconds before Willa cut it off. Gideon looked annoyed, but Willa ignored him. The donors left with their dignity intact and their drinks still in hand, which made Willa’s eye twitch.

When they were gone, Gideon gave Willa a look that was meant to remind her who held the power. Then he strode away without thanking her.

Willa exhaled slowly, measured. Her headset crackled again.

“Two minutes,” Margo said. “You good?”

“Yes,” Willa answered automatically.

And then, in the same breath, before her brain could stop her, she heard herself add, “Yes, I’m here.”

Only she wasn’t talking to Margo anymore.

Because Asher had stepped closer, and he was holding her headset mic gently between two fingers, angling it toward his mouth with the casual familiarity of someone who understood how sound traveled.

“Hey,” Asher said into her mic, voice low and warm, “can you hear me?”

Willa froze.

The house system, already live for pre-show ambience, carried his voice out through the theatre. His words poured into the room beyond the curtain, rich and amplified, and the audience responded with a ripple of laughter that surged like a wave.

Willa’s stomach dropped. “Asher,” she hissed, reaching for the mic.

Asher’s eyes widened a fraction, and for the first time he looked genuinely startled. “Oh,” he said softly. “Oh, that’s... live.”

The audience laughed again, louder, because they thought it was part of the act.

Willa’s hand finally found the switch at her belt pack, but the damage had already spread.

Asher glanced toward the curtain, listening to the crowd. Then he looked back at Willa, and something about his expression sharpened, like a decision clicked into place.

He lifted the mic again, and before Willa could stop him, he asked the question in a voice that sounded like a joke but carried a dangerous kind of clarity.

“Willa,” he said into the house, “will you do me the honor of saying yes one more time?”

Willa stared at him, horror blooming so fast it made her dizzy. The audience roared. They cheered like they’d been offered a story. Like they’d been waiting for exactly this.

In her headset, Margo made a strangled sound. Rhea swore under her breath. Somewhere out in the theatre, a phone camera started recording.

Willa’s mouth opened.

Her mind screamed no.

Her instincts, trained by years of cues and confirmations and keeping the machine running, betrayed her completely.

“Yes,” Willa said.

The word blasted through the speakers.

The theatre erupted.

Asher’s eyes locked on hers, and for a split second the laughter and cheering faded behind the expression on his face. It wasn't a triumph. It wasn’t smugness.

It was something unsettled. Something almost... relieved.

Then he leaned in close enough that only she could hear him, his voice dropping to a private thread.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t plan that. But now we need to talk. Right now.”

Before Willa could demand an explanation, Rhea was already rushing toward them, phone in hand, face pale. “We have a problem,” she said, voice tight. “A very big problem.”

Willa’s heart hammered. “What?”

Rhea held up the screen. A video clip was already uploaded somewhere, the title auto-generated by some eager stranger who had no idea what it could cost.

Willa couldn’t read the whole caption before Rhea spoke again.

“Gideon just texted,” Rhea said. “He’s thrilled. The donors loved it. The board loved it. The sponsor loved it. They want you two on stage after the show for a photo.”

Willa felt heat crawl up her neck, sharp and humiliating. “Absolutely not.”

Rhea’s expression twisted into sympathy that looked like fear. “They’re calling it the festival’s opening-night moment,” she said. “And Asher’s contract has a morality and publicity clause.”

Willa’s gaze snapped to Asher.

He looked at the phone, then at her, and for the first time his stage ease cracked enough for her to see the tension beneath it.

“They’ll use it,” he said quietly. “They’ll use you.”

Willa swallowed hard, her mind racing through consequences like a runaway train.

Then Asher said the next sentence so softly it landed like a door closing.

“And if we don’t control this,” he added, “they’ll take Marlowe from you.”

The house lights dimmed, signaling the show was about to begin, and the crowd’s anticipation rose again like thunder.

Willa stood in the wings, trapped between a live audience and a live disaster, with the taste of her own accidental eyes still ringing in the air.

Asher held her gaze, waiting.

Waiting for her to choose what she meant.
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Willa did not move for a full second, which was a long time for someone who built her life on motion and response. The crowd’s laughter, the sudden applause, the ripple of voices saying her name like they owned it, all of it pressed in through the curtain as if the theatre itself had learned how to breathe and decided to exhale directly into her face.

Her headset felt heavier now, as if the plastic and foam could carry blame.

Asher stood close enough that she could see the smallest change in him, the faint tightening at the corners of his eyes, the way his jaw set like he was bracing for impact. He did not look pleased with himself. He looked like a man who had stepped onto a surface he thought was solid and felt it shift under his weight.

Rhea’s phone screen glowed between them, the thumbnail already frozen on Willa’s stunned expression, the caption half-visible, the internet doing what it always did when handed a moment without context. It took a private mistake and made it public property.

Margo’s voice came into Willa’s ear again, strained and low. “Willa. Tell me you cut the house feed. Tell me that part at least is done.”

Willa’s throat worked before sound came out. “It’s cut.”

“Good,” Margo said, and Willa could hear the shaky exhale after. “Okay. Okay. We can still run the show.”

Run the show. Keep the machine running. Willa would have laughed if her stomach had not been so tight it felt pinned.

Rhea was still talking, fast, like speed could undo damage. “Gideon is already texting sponsors,” she said. “He is calling it a ‘delightful spontaneous engagement moment.’ He wants you backstage after the show for photos. He wants Asher to reference it on stage. He wants to lean into it.”

“I want him to stop speaking forever,” Willa said, and her voice surprised her. It came out steady, cold enough to cut.

Rhea gave her a look that was half sympathy, half warning. “He is not going to. Not when it makes him look like the patron saint of romance and philanthropy.”

Willa’s gaze snapped toward the corridor where Gideon had walked away, calm as a man who thought he could turn every person into a prop. She pictured him smiling into his phone, sending little messages that translated her panic into donor language.

Asher shifted. “He is not wrong about one thing,” he said quietly.

Willa turned on him so sharply she felt her own temper surge like it had been waiting. “Do not,” she said. “Do not stand there and tell me this is good.”

Asher didn’t flinch. He held her gaze, and his voice stayed controlled. “It is not good. It is usable.”

Willa’s hands tightened around her clipboard until the plastic edge bit into her palm. “I did not agree to be used.”

His eyes flicked to her hand, then back to her face. “Neither did I.”

Willa’s anger hit a snag, not because she forgave him, not because her pride allowed it, but because something in his tone sounded like truth with teeth. He didn’t say it like a joke. He said it like a confession he did not want to make.

Rhea looked between them. “We can argue later,” she said. “We have ninety seconds before he goes on, and my phone is already blowing up.”

As if the theatre itself had decided to underscore the urgency, the house manager’s voice came through the comms. “Two minutes to curtain.”

Willa’s body moved on its own. Training. Habit. Survival. She turned toward the wings, toward the stage entrance, toward the bright slice of light that meant Asher’s world was about to begin.

Then she stopped, because she could not let him step out there without understanding what he had just done.

“Asher,” she said, low. “Why did you say my name?”

His mouth opened, then closed again, as if he was searching for a version of the truth that would not make this worse. The theatre hummed with pre-show music, and from beyond the curtain came the restless roar of an audience ready to be entertained. They were hungry for story. They were about to be handed one.

Asher’s gaze dropped to the folded white paper tucked in his hand. He pressed it once, like it steadied him.

“I thought the mic was dead,” he said. “I swear I did.”

“And the question?” Willa pushed. “The part where you asked me to say yes again. That was not a mic check mistake.”

His eyes came back to hers, and for a beat the quick charm drained away, leaving something more grounded, more wary. “I made a choice,” he said. “In a half second. The room already heard my voice. They were already laughing. If I panicked, it would have turned ugly. If I played it a bit, it stayed light.”

“You picked me,” Willa said, and she hated how much that word sounded like an accusation.

He didn’t look away. “You were the one with the headset,” he said. “And you were the only person back here who wasn’t smiling. You were the only real thing in the hallway.”

Willa’s chest tightened, and she hated that too, because it was dangerously close to flattery. It was also dangerously close to being seen.

“You do not know me,” she said.

Asher’s eyes held steady. “That is true,” he said. “But I know what it looks like when someone is carrying a room on their back.”

Rhea made a sound, sharp. “We do not have time for this,” she said. “Asher, if you go on stage and make one offhand joke about proposing to the theatre boss, the internet will eat her alive by morning.”

Asher looked at Rhea, then back to Willa. “I can keep it vague,” he said. “I can redirect.”

Willa’s voice came out flat. “You can undo it.”

His expression tightened. “I can try,” he said. “But they already have the clip. The question is whether we let other people narrate it.”

Willa stared at him, and the rage in her gut shifted into something more frightening, something that felt like helplessness trying to disguise itself.

A laugh rose from the audience, louder now, the sound of a crowd settling into their seats.

Margo’s voice came again, rough. “Willa. Gideon is walking back here.”

Willa’s head snapped up. Sure enough, Gideon’s silhouette appeared at the end of the corridor, his pace unhurried, his face bright with the kind of satisfaction that made Willa’s skin crawl. He came toward them like he was approaching a podium.

“Look at you two,” Gideon said, as if he was greeting a happy couple at brunch. “A moment like that cannot be bought.”

Willa’s jaw clenched. “It should not be sold either.”

Gideon’s smile did not fade. “We are not selling. We are celebrating. This theatre needs buzz. Sponsors need warmth. People love a story.”

“I am not a story,” Willa said.

Gideon’s gaze flicked over her, and for a split second something hard showed through the charm. “You are the operations lead of a building that requires money,” he said, his tone still pleasant, his words not. “Tonight is a gift. Do not throw it away because you’re embarrassed.”

Embarrassed. As if that was all this was. As if Willa’s entire life had not just been shoved into a spotlight she did not ask for.

Rhea stepped forward, professional. “Gideon,” she said, “we need to control messaging. We need one statement. We need consistency.”

Gideon waved a hand. “Fine. Statement. Consistency. We will do all of that. But first, we let Asher open the show with it. A quick line, the audience loves it, the sponsors love it, the donors love it, and tomorrow’s vote becomes a celebration instead of a negotiation.”

Willa’s blood ran cold at the casual mention of tomorrow’s vote. He was not even pretending this was about romance. He was telling her plainly: your humiliation is leverage.

Asher’s shoulders rose slightly, like he was holding himself back from stepping in. He looked at Gideon with a new kind of focus.

“You want me to reference it on stage,” Asher said.

Gideon smiled wider. “Just enough,” he said. “Nothing crude. Sweet. Charming. You’re good at that.”

“I am good at what I do,” Asher agreed, and his voice turned smoother, almost gentle. “And what I do is control a room.”

Willa’s eyes flicked to him, unsure where he was going.

Asher continued, still calm. “If I reference it on stage, I do it my way,” he said. “You do not give me a script. You do not give me a prompt. And you do not force Willa into anything she hasn’t agreed to.”

Gideon’s smile tightened. “This is not negotiation time,” he said.

“It is,” Asher said, and there was a quiet steel in his tone now that made Willa’s spine straighten. “Because my contract has clauses you don’t want to trigger.”

Gideon’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t threaten me.”

“I’m not,” Asher said. “I am warning you. If you push this into something it is not, it becomes a liability. A lot of people will have opinions. A lot of people will look for a villain. And the easiest villain to find is the man who tried to exploit his employee for donor money.”

Rhea inhaled sharply, like she could see headlines forming.

Willa stared at Asher. This was not the breezy performer from this afternoon. This was someone who understood power and pressure intimately. Someone who knew how to make a point without raising his voice.

Gideon’s posture shifted. It was subtle, but Willa saw it, the way a man recalculated when he realized the room had changed.

“Asher,” Gideon said, softer, “no one is exploiting anyone.”

Asher’s gaze held. “Then stop acting like she is an object,” he said.

Willa’s throat tightened. She did not know what to do with the sensation that rose in her chest, the strange mix of relief and irritation and distrust. She did not want to be defended by the person who started this mess. She also could not deny that he had just redirected Gideon’s momentum away from her body and onto his own authority.

Margo spoke into the comms. “Thirty seconds.”

Gideon looked toward the stage, as if he could hear the clock. “Fine,” he said, clipped. “Asher, do your little charm. Willa, be backstage after the show for photos. We will do this properly. Donors are already asking.”

“I am not taking photos,” Willa said.

Gideon’s eyes flashed. “Willa,” he said quietly, and now the charm was gone, “do you want this theatre to stay open?”

The words hit like a shove.

Willa’s mind raced. Marlowe was not a job to her. It was a promise she had made to herself when the place was falling apart and nobody wanted to fund it because it was easier to fund shiny new things. She had begged, negotiated, worked late, sacrificed weekends and holidays, held the staff together with optimism she didn’t always feel. She had poured herself into this building until it felt like a second skin.

And Gideon knew it. He used it like a key.

Asher’s jaw tightened again. He glanced at Willa, and she caught the question in his eyes. What do you want me to do?

Willa’s hands shook, barely. She still forced them.

“Go on,” she said to Asher, her voice low. “Do your job.”

Asher hesitated a fraction. Then he nodded once, almost imperceptible, like he understood what she was sacrificing in that sentence.

He stepped toward the stage entrance, then paused and leaned close, keeping his voice private.

“I can control the room,” he said. “I cannot control the internet. But I can keep it from turning on you tonight.”

Willa did not answer. She couldn’t. If she spoke, something in her would crack.

Asher moved into the light.

The curtain parted. The audience erupted again, cheering as if nothing in the world mattered more than laughter on a Friday night. Willa stood in the wings, half in shadow, listening to the sound of strangers celebrating her worst moment.

Asher’s voice carried into the theatre, warm and steady. “Good evening,” he said, and the crowd quieted like a tide pulling back. “Before we start, I need to confess something.”

Willa held her breath.

Asher continued, and his tone threaded humor with just enough sincerity to feel safe. “If any of you heard a rogue voice over the speakers back there, that was me discovering, in real time, that microphones are more loyal to the truth than they are to my confidence.”

The audience laughed.

“And if any of you heard the name Willa,” Asher added, “that was me meeting the person who keeps this entire theatre from bursting into flames. Give her a round of applause, because if I ever build a life around someone, I hope they can do what she does.”

Applause rolled through the room. It was big, sincere, the kind of sound that meant well. It still made Willa’s cheeks burn.

Asher let the applause crest, then redirected smoothly, voice brightening. “Now,” he said, “if I accidentally proposed to anyone tonight, it was to the concept of public embarrassment. I am engaged in it. It is committed to ruining me. And we are very happy.”

Laughter hit the ceiling.

Willa exhaled slowly, the tension easing by a fraction. He had done it. He had made it about himself. He had made her competent, not romantic. He had taken the spotlight and turned it away from her body.

She did not trust him yet. But she could acknowledge that he had chosen the less dangerous path.

Rhea’s hand brushed Willa’s elbow, grounding her. “That was good,” Rhea whispered. “That was very good.”

Willa didn’t answer. She listened, half a mind still on the mess behind the curtain, half a mind tracking the show like she always did. Stage managers did not get to sit back and enjoy the comedy. They watched for problems. They watched for timing cues. They watched for smoke.

And in her case, apparently, they watched for their own name turning into content.

For the next hour, the show ran. Not perfectly, but well. Asher was electric. He had the kind of presence that made the audience lean in without realizing it, the kind of rhythm that could swing from silly to sharp without ever losing the room. He told stories about airport delays and bad coffee and the terrible lies people told themselves in mirrors. He made jokes about being overly polite in public and accidentally agreeing to things he didn’t want, and every time he edged close to the topic, he swerved away before it became personal.

Willa hated how good he was at it.

She also hated how, when the audience laughed, she caught herself smiling once, quickly, like her body forgot to be furious.

Margo kept the show cues tight. Rhea kept checking her phone. Each time the screen lit up, Willa saw a new notification flare and die.

Halfway through the set, Gideon drifted backstage again, and Willa could feel his approval in the way he hovered, like he was watching his investment pay off. She avoided his eyes.

When the show ended, the applause was loud enough to rattle the old plaster. The audience rose in a standing wave, and Willa felt the Marlowe respond in its bones, as if the building itself absorbed the praise and held it like a secret it had been starving for.

Asher returned to the wings flushed and smiling, energy still buzzing in him like stage light. For a moment, he looked younger, lighter, like the performance had fed him something he needed.

Then he saw Willa.

His expression shifted, the smile fading into something more careful.

Willa stood with her clipboard still in hand, as if paper could protect her. She had not moved from her post. She had not relaxed. She had simply endured.

The space between them tightened with unsaid things.

Gideon appeared almost immediately, as if summoned by applause. “Wonderful,” he said brightly. “Asher, brilliant. Willa, this is exactly what I meant. People love a story.”

Willa’s nails pressed into her palm. “They loved your donor pitch,” she said, but her voice stayed even. She would not give him the satisfaction of visible anger.

Gideon ignored the jab. “Photo time,” he announced. “We have a small press outlet in the lobby, and the sponsor representative wants a quick picture on stage. Willa, come.”

“No,” Willa said.

The word landed like a stone.

Gideon blinked. “Willa,” he said in the voice he used in board meetings when he wanted to sound reasonable while being ruthless, “do not do this.”

Willa’s heartbeat was loud again, but she held steady. “I did not agree,” she said. “I did not consent to be used as festival content. I did not consent to be placed on stage as a romantic accessory.”

Rhea’s eyes widened slightly, and Willa knew Rhea could see the tightrope. Willa was challenging the board chair backstage on opening night, in front of a headliner, in front of staff. Gideon would not enjoy being denied in public.

Asher stepped forward, just a little. “She is right,” he said.

Gideon’s gaze snapped to him. “This is not your theatre,” Gideon said, sharp enough now that the staff nearby pretended not to hear.

Asher’s face stayed calm. “It is not your life,” he returned, still quiet. “You have your photo with me. That is what you booked.”

The temperature in the hallway dropped. Gideon’s smile became a thin line.

“You are making this difficult,” Gideon said.

“I am making it clean,” Asher said. “You want the theatre to look stable, not scandalous. Putting an employee on stage in a fake engagement photo is a scandal waiting to happen.”

Gideon’s nostrils flared. He looked at Willa again, and Willa saw the calculation. He could force it, and risk Asher pushing back publicly. Or he could pivot and pretend it was his idea all along.

Gideon chose the option that protected his image. He always did.

“Fine,” he said, too bright. “Willa stays backstage. Asher will do the photo. Rhea will draft a statement. We will move forward.”

Willa did not miss the warning buried in his glance, the promise that this was not over.

Gideon swept away toward the lobby, already performing a new narrative.

The hallway quieted. The staff dispersed. Margo let out a slow breath like she’d been holding it since the mic went live.

Rhea looked at Willa. “I need you in my office,” she said. “Now. We need to get ahead of this.”

Willa nodded once, because the crisis had rules, and she knew them.

Asher followed without asking, which irritated Willa immediately, even though she did not have the energy to fight him about it.

Rhea’s office was small and functional, crammed with festival binders, press passes, and a mismatched couch that looked like it had survived three different buildings. Rhea shut the door and leaned back against it for a second, eyes closed as if she was trying to compress the night into something manageable.

Then she opened her eyes and went straight into professional mode. “Okay,” she said. “Here is what we know. The clip is out. It is spreading. People are already making assumptions. Gideon is going to push for a narrative that benefits the board vote. Sponsors are going to like it because it feels wholesome. The internet is going to like it because it feels like romance.”

Willa’s mouth felt dry. “And I will hate it,” she said.

Rhea nodded, as if Willa had said the sky was blue. “Yes,” she said. “And you are allowed to hate it. But we need to decide what we are saying publicly so it doesn’t become something uglier.”

Willa turned toward Asher. “You started it,” she said. “Fix it.”

Asher’s eyes did not harden, but something serious settled into them. “I will do everything I can,” he said. “But you need to hear me.”

“I don’t,” Willa said.

He let that pass. “My contract,” he said, “has a clause. Public conduct. Public perception. Anything that can be framed as inappropriate behavior toward staff at a venue. If that story takes hold, I lose the rest of the festival run. I pay penalties. I get labeled. The industry is not kind, and it is not fair.”

Willa stared at him. The folded white paper was still in his hand. He had not let it go once.

Rhea’s gaze sharpened. “So you are saying you are at risk if this becomes a power imbalance story,” she said.

Asher nodded once. “Yes,” he said. “And she is at risk if it becomes a romance story she didn’t ask for. We are both at risk if Gideon gets to write the plot.”

Willa swallowed. She didn’t like being placed in the same category as him. She didn’t like the way it made her feel less alone either.

“Then we tell the truth,” she said, because that was what she believed in even when it was inconvenient. “We say it was an accident. A mic issue. A joke. We say nothing else.”

Rhea’s face tightened. “The truth is not always the story people accept,” she said.

Willa felt a flare of frustration. “Then let them be wrong.”

Rhea held her gaze. “They will not just be wrong,” she said. “They will be loud. They will decide who you are. They will decide who he is. They will decide who Marlowe is. And then you will be fighting smoke with your bare hands.”

Willa’s fingers curled around the clipboard again, as if she could anchor herself. “So what are you proposing,” she asked Rhea, and she hated how tired she sounded.

Rhea hesitated. Then she said it, careful, like she knew it was a match near gasoline. “We redirect into something controlled,” she said. “We make it about the festival. We make it about supporting Marlowe. We make it about a playful, temporary bit that raises money, not about a real relationship. We turn the accidental yes into a campaign.”

Willa’s stomach turned. “No,” she said instantly. “Absolutely not. I am not becoming a fundraiser mascot.”

Asher watched her quietly, and Willa could not tell if he agreed or if he was simply waiting to see what she would do.

Rhea pushed gently. “Not you,” she said. “Not as a mascot. As a boundary-holder. As the person who is clearly in control. If we do this right, you come out looking capable, respected, and untouchable. Not used.”

Willa’s eyes narrowed. “How.”

Rhea looked at Asher. “He publicly clarifies that the mic caught a backstage moment,” she said. “He publicly says he owes the theatre a donation for the embarrassment. He offers a charity pledge tied to ticket sales for the rest of the festival. He frames the ‘yes’ as agreement to a donation challenge, not a marriage proposal. And Willa stays out of it publicly, except for one statement that she approved the donation plan as operations lead. Professional. Clean.”

Willa stared. She could see the shape of it. She could see how it might work. The room could pivot from romance to responsibility. The internet could be given a new hook to chew on. The theatre could benefit. Gideon would still try to spin it, but he would have less to grab.

And yet the same problem remained. Willa did not want her name attached to any of it.

“I didn’t agree to this,” Willa said again, quieter.

Asher’s voice came low, careful. “I know,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Willa looked at him, and the anger surged back, sharp. “Sorry is not enough,” she said. “You don’t get to create a disaster and then ask me to help you clean it up.”

Asher flinched, just a little, and it told Willa more than she wanted to know. He was not immune to disapproval. He was not the effortless man the audience believed he was. He was someone who had learned how to sound invincible so people wouldn’t see where he was fragile.

He glanced down at the folded paper in his hand, then finally set it on Rhea’s desk like it was heavier than it looked.

Willa’s gaze snagged on it. “What is that,” she asked, and she hated that curiosity had found room in her anger.

Asher’s mouth tightened. “It was supposed to be a note,” he said.

“To whom,” Willa asked.

Asher hesitated, and the hesitation was loud. “To you,” he admitted.

Willa’s stomach dipped. “Why.”

Asher’s eyes lifted, and something in them went unguarded. “Because I was going to ask you a question before the show,” he said. “A real one. Not that. Not the mic. Not the crowd.”

Willa felt her breath catch, and she hated herself for it. “What question,” she asked, and her voice came out too steady, like she was pretending her heart was not listening.

Asher’s gaze flicked toward the office door, toward the hallway, as if he was checking for eavesdroppers even here. “I was going to ask you why you care so much about this place,” he said softly. “The way you moved tonight, the way you handled Gideon, the way you handled everything. It doesn’t look like a job. It looks like a vow.”

Willa’s throat tightened so abruptly she had to swallow to get words out. “That is none of your business.”

Asher nodded, accepting the boundary without argument. “Fair,” he said. “Then let me say this instead. I didn’t choose your name because it was funny. I chose it because you were the only person back there who looked like they would survive the truth.”

Willa stared at him. The words should have sounded like charm. They did not. They sounded like someone admitting he had been hungry for something steady and grabbed the first solid thing he saw.

Rhea cleared her throat, grounding the room again. “We have to decide,” she said. “Now. Because the longer we wait, the story hardens without us.”

Willa turned toward the desk and stared at the folded note. Her mind ran through outcomes, the way it always did in crisis. Option one, refuse everything, let Gideon push his version anyway, watch the internet romanticize her panic, watch the board vote turn into a spectacle. Option two, accept Rhea’s controlled pivot, keep it professional, protect the Marlowe, and swallow her own discomfort like she swallowed everything else for this building.

Willa hated that it felt like a choice between herself and the theatre.

Asher’s voice came again, softer. “If you do this,” he said, “you’re not helping me. You’re protecting your theatre. And I’m protecting you by keeping my mouth under control.”

Willa looked at him. “You should have done that an hour ago.”

He didn’t argue. “You’re right,” he said. “I should have.”

Rhea watched Willa, waiting.

Willa’s anger didn’t disappear. It shifted into something else, something like resolve. If she was going to be dragged into a story, she would at least control the terms.

“Fine,” Willa said, and her voice sounded like a decision closing a door. “We do your donation pivot. We do one clean statement from me as operations lead. No romance language. No teasing. No photos with me. No on-stage couple moments. If Gideon pushes, I will shut down his access backstage permanently.”

Rhea exhaled, relief flooding her face. “Okay,” she said. “Okay. I can work with that.”

Asher nodded once, solemn. “Agreed,” he said.

Willa’s gaze sharpened. “And you,” she said to Asher, “you do not say my name again on a microphone. Ever. Not as a joke. Not as a compliment. Not as a story.”

Asher met her eyes. “I won’t,” he said, and it sounded like a promise he meant.

Rhea picked up her phone and began typing fast, already drafting, already managing fallout. “I’ll write it and send it to both of you,” she said. “Asher, you’ll record a short clip in the lobby. Willa, you are going home. You look like you’re about to implode.”

Willa almost laughed at that, but the sound wouldn’t come. She felt hollow, as if the night had scooped something out of her and left her skin holding the shape.

“I’m not going home,” she said automatically.

Rhea looked at her, unimpressed. “Willa,” she said, “you need sleep. Tomorrow is the board vote.”

The reminder hit. Tomorrow. The word carried weight like an anchor.

Asher’s gaze dipped, then lifted again. “What vote?” he asked quietly.

Willa stiffened. She hadn’t planned to tell him anything about the board. He didn’t need that leverage. He didn’t need that intimacy.

Rhea answered before Willa could stop her. “Grant renewal,” she said. “Gideon has been pushing to pivot the theatre into something ‘more marketable.’ Willa has been fighting him.”

Asher’s expression changed, subtle but real. Something sharpened behind his eyes. “So this,” he said, glancing toward the door, toward the theatre beyond, “is not just a show.”

Willa’s throat tightened. “No,” she said, too quiet. “It’s not.”

Asher looked at her for a long beat. Then he nodded, slow. “Okay,” he said. “Then we do this right.”

Willa didn’t like the way his certainty landed in the room. She didn’t like how it sounded like partnership when she had not agreed to anything but damage control. She didn’t like how a part of her, buried under the anger, felt the faintest flicker of relief that someone else saw the stakes.

Rhea held up a hand. “Wait,” she said suddenly, staring at her phone. Her face drained. “Oh no.”

Willa’s stomach dropped again. “What.”

Rhea turned the screen toward them. A new post, newer than the first clip, and much worse. Someone had uploaded the audio, cleaned up, isolated, and titled with the kind of certainty only strangers had.

Willa read the words and felt her skin go cold.

Asher leaned in, eyes scanning. His jaw set hard.

Rhea’s voice was tight. “They’re calling you his fiancée,” she said. “They’re tagging the theatre. They’re tagging sponsors. And Gideon,” she added, eyes narrowing, “just reposted it from the festival account.”

Willa’s breath caught. “He did what.”

Rhea nodded once, grim. “He made it official,” she said. “Without you.”

Willa stood very still, because if she moved she might do something reckless. She pictured Gideon’s satisfied smile. She pictured his thumb hitting repost, turning a rumor into a headline with one casual motion.

Asher’s voice came low, controlled, but there was heat under it now. “That’s not just spin,” he said. “That’s a claim.”

Willa looked at him, and she hated that she could see the same realization in his eyes that was burning through her.

If Gideon had posted it on an official account, it was no longer a random clip.

It was an institutional narrative.

And Willa was trapped inside it.

Rhea’s phone buzzed again. She glanced at the screen, then looked up with a tight, urgent expression. “The press is asking for a comment,” she said. “Now. They’re outside. And Gideon just texted me one line.”

Willa’s voice came out thin. “What line?”

Rhea swallowed. “He said,” she replied, “‘Get Willa down here. She owes us a yes in public.’”

Willa felt her chest tighten with fury and fear, and in the same instant she understood exactly what Gideon was doing. He wasn’t just chasing donors. He was asserting control. He was daring her to refuse publicly so he could paint her as difficult before the vote.

Asher stepped closer, not touching her, but near enough that she could feel the warmth of him, the steadiness he was trying to offer.

Willa lifted her chin, because she would not be dragged like this. She would not be handled like a prop.

Then Asher spoke, and his voice was quiet enough that it felt like a private line inside a public storm.

“If he wants a yes in public,” he said, eyes on hers, “we can give him one that he doesn’t expect.”

Willa stared at him. “What does that mean?”

Asher’s gaze held, serious now, the performer stripped away. “It means we walk out there,” he said. “And we say yes to the one thing that protects you.”

Willa’s heart hammered. “Which is.”

Asher’s eyes flicked toward the door, toward the lobby full of cameras, toward Gideon’s waiting smile.

“It’s a statement,” he said, “that makes it impossible for him to use you again without everyone seeing it.”

Willa didn’t have time to ask how. Rhea’s phone buzzed again, insistent. The night was still moving, still consuming.

Willa stared at the office door as if it were a stage entrance, because in a way it was.

Then she looked at Asher and heard her own voice, steady despite the shaking in her hands.

“Walk with me,” she said.

Asher nodded once. “Always,” he said, and the word landed between them like a promise neither of them was ready to define.

Rhea opened the door.

The lobby noise rushed in.

And Willa stepped forward into the next moment, knowing that whatever she said out there would shape the entire story that followed.
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​Chapter 2: The Yes They Wanted
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The lobby had a different kind of light than backstage. Back there, everything was a purposeful shadow and controlled glow, the kind of dimness that made it easier to move quickly and fix problems without anyone watching too closely. Out here, every bulb seemed designed to flatter a face for a camera. The chandeliers threw warm gold across the old tile. The bar lights made glass sparkle. The framed posters along the walls turned the theatre’s history into a curated backdrop, as if the Marlowe existed to be photographed rather than maintained.

Willa stepped into it and felt exposed in a way she rarely did, as if she’d walked out without skin.

She kept her shoulders squared. She kept her clipboard in her left hand because it gave her something to hold, something that looked like work. Work was the only thing that made sense right now. Work had rules. Work had order. Work had consequences that could be managed if you were sharp enough.

Asher matched her pace, close but not crowding, as if he understood the difference between support and pressure. He looked like he did on stage in the seconds before a punchline, alert to the room, reading angles, studying where the attention wanted to land. The only difference was that he wasn’t smiling. The charm wasn’t turned on. He looked like a man who had decided he could not afford to be misunderstood again.

Rhea moved ahead of them, phone in hand, already speaking in that crisp voice people used when they were trying to compress chaos into a digestible narrative. Willa caught fragments as they approached the little cluster of people near the lobby doors.

“Two minutes,” Rhea was saying. “No questions. No follow-up. He speaks first. Then Willa. Then we leave.”

There were cameras. Not many, but enough. One small local outlet with a logo on the mic flag. Two people holding phones up like offerings. A sponsor representative hovering with the anxious energy of someone who wanted to be in the picture without being responsible for anything said in it. Gideon stood at the center of the scene as if the lobby belonged to him, smiling in a way that looked generous from a distance and predatory up close.

When he saw Willa, his smile widened. There was triumph in it, the kind that made her stomach knot.

“Here she is,” Gideon announced, loud enough for the nearest phone to capture. “The woman of the hour.”

Willa tasted metal at the back of her throat. She had spent years making herself indispensable in the best way, the kind that earned respect. Gideon wanted her indispensable in the worst way, the kind that made her pliable.

Asher’s hand hovered near the small of Willa’s back, not touching her, simply there, a steady line in her periphery. Willa didn’t know if she wanted to shove it away or lean into the idea of someone else being awake to the threat beside her.

Rhea stepped in front of Gideon before he could pull Willa into a staged embrace. “We’re keeping it simple,” she said, and even her smile had steel. “Asher has a short statement, then Willa has a short statement. Then we move on.”

Gideon chuckled as if Rhea were being adorable. “Of course,” he said. “But let’s not pretend this isn’t delightful. People love romance, Rhea. People need romance.”

Willa’s fingers tightened on her clipboard. “People need functioning fire exits,” she said, voice flat.

A couple of phones bobbed as people laughed uncertainly, not sure if she was joking. Willa wasn’t.

Asher glanced at her, and something in his eyes shifted, like he appreciated the spine even if he’d been the one to provoke it. Then he turned toward the cameras, and the performer in him clicked into place in a way that felt less like charm and more like strategy.

He didn’t step in front of Willa. He stepped beside her, angled slightly so the focus would land on him first, the way it should. He lifted his hands, palms open, the universal posture of someone who knew he had caused a problem and intended to own it.

“Hi,” he said, and his voice was softer than it had been on stage, but it carried. “I’m going to keep this brief because I’ve already taken more of this theatre’s attention than I earned tonight.”

Willa hated
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