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Emma

My left leg is jittering like a jackhammer. Part of it is because my entire career hangs in the balance over the next twenty minutes, but mostly it’s because I inhaled three cortaditos in the lobby while waiting.

I am ninety percent caffeine and ten percent sheer panic.

"Emma Torres?"

The receptionist doesn't look up from her screen. She just waves a manicured hand toward the mahogany door.

"Showtime," I whisper to myself. I smooth down the front of my teal blazer and push through the door.

The office of Carla Vega, manager of the Palacio Del Sol Resort, is exactly what you’d expect from a woman who runs the most exclusive venue in Miami. It’s freezing cold, against the ninety-degree humidity outside. It’s not just clean, but expensive, like sandalwood and old money.

Carla sits behind a desk that is roughly the size of a small aircraft carrier. She wears a cream suit. She’s looking at a spreadsheet, her glasses perched on the tip of her nose. She doesn’t look up as I walk in. "Sit." 

I sit. The leather chair is low. I feel like a toddler at a grown-up dinner party. I engage my core, trying to levitate myself two inches higher.

Finally, Carla closes the laptop. She slips off her glasses and fixes me with a look.

"Emma Torres. You’re younger than I expected."

I clear my throat. "I have three years of experience planning weddings, plus two years of independent consulting for boutique launches."

"Boutique launches. You mean the soap store opening where the foam machine malfunctioned?"

My stomach drops. Of course, she knows about the foam incident. "It was... memorable." I keep my voice steady. "And client sales were up four hundred percent that weekend because people stayed to take selfies in the bubbles. I turn chaos into currency, Ms. Vega."

A tiny muscle jumps in Carla’s jaw. 

"The Palacio isn't a soap store. We host royalty and tech billionaires. People who sue for sport." She leans back, steepling her fingers. "I have a stack of resumes on my desk from planners who have worked in Paris, Milan, and Dubai. Why should I give the contract for the Sasha and Zane wedding to a local girl who works out of a co-working space above a bakery?"

"Because the planners from Paris, Milan, and Dubai don't know that if you order peonies in August in Miami, they will wilt within twenty minutes of hitting the outdoor altar." I lean forward. 

The caffeine is kicking in, sharpening my focus. "They don't know that the Valet Union is threatening a strike next week, so you need a backup transport plan involving the private marina. And they certainly don't know that Sasha’s mother and Zane’s stepmother have a blood feud dating back to 2010. If you seat them within line-of-sight of each other, wine will be thrown."

Carla raises an eyebrow. "You did your homework."

"I stalked them on Instagram, and I called my cousin, who works valet." I reach into my tote bag and pull out my binder. It’s my Bible. I slide it across the desk. "This isn't just a mood board. This is a battle plan. I have three contingencies for rain, two for hurricanes, and one for if the groom gets cold feet."

Carla opens the binder. I’ve laid out a vision that is "Tropical Gothic"—black orchids, gold accents, midnight blue linens. It’s risky. It’s dark. It’s exactly what Sasha, an edgy pop-star wannabe, has been posting about on Pinterest.

Carla flips a page, then another. She stops on the budget breakdown and taps a fingernail on the paper. "You cut the floral budget by fifteen percent."

"I sourced local tropicals instead of imported roses. They hold up better in the heat, and they match the aesthetic. I reallocated those funds to security."

Carla closes the binder. She takes a deep breath and looks out the window, where the turquoise ocean glitters.

"You have grit. I like grit. It’s rare in this city." She turns back to me, her expression hardening. "But you need to understand what you are asking for. This isn't just a wedding. It’s a merger of two very loud, very unstable brands."

"I can handle loud."

"The last planner," Carla says, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, "was a man named Stefan. Stefan had planned events for the Royals. He was unflappable."

"He was?" 

"He quit three days ago," Carla says. "He didn't just quit. He had a meltdown in the linen closet. He was found wrapping himself in tablecloths, rocking back and forth, muttering about 'shades of eggshell.' He is currently at a silent retreat in Sedona trying to heal his chakras."

I blink. "Over tablecloths?"

"Over Sasha and Zane. They are... specific, and they are demanding. They change their minds like the wind changes direction during a tropical storm. If you take this, and you fail, your name is mud in this town. It’s make or break. High risk, high reward."

She slides the binder back to me. "Do you still want it?"

My heart hammers against my ribs. I stand up, smooth my blazer, and look Carla Vega in the eye. "When do I start?"

Carla’s face cracks. A grin spreads across her face. "You started ten minutes ago. And Sasha hates everything yellow. Good luck, Emma. Don't end up in Sedona."
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OUTSIDE THE PALACIO, the humidity hits me, frizzing my hair and making my silk blouse cling to my back.

I pull my phone out of my bag, my fingers trembling as I dial.

"Tell me everything, and don't skip the parts where you humiliated yourself," Jada says before the first ring even finishes.

"I got it," I scream, causing a tourist couple to jump. "I got the job!"

"Shut up!" Jada’s voice is a screech of joy. "You’re going to be rich!"

"I am terrified." I walk toward the valet stand, dodging a bellhop pushing a cart full of Louis Vuitton luggage. "Carla told me the couple is a two-headed monster that eats event planners for breakfast. The last guy is currently in therapy because of them."

"Details, schmetails," Jada dismisses. "You’re Emma Torres. You organized my sister’s Quinceañera in a blackout during a tropical depression. You can handle two rich brats. Meet me at Azul. We are celebrating. I’m leaving work now."

"It’s 3:30 on a Tuesday, Jada."

"I’m a creative consultant," she says breezily. "I create my own hours. Get to Azul. I’m wearing the red dress, and you need a drink."
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Emma

Azul looks like it was designed by someone who almost got talked into beach chic and then decided, at the last second, to commit to “tired but charming.” From Ocean Drive, the front windows glow an aquarium-blue.

Inside, the air is a cocktail of salt, citrus, spilled beer, and whatever tropical candle someone once lit and never replaced. Everything is tinted blue—walls, mirrors, even the reflections in the bottles—like the whole room is underwater.

I slide onto a barstool next to Jada, who is wearing the red dress, a body-con number that defies the laws of physics. She looks like a supermodel who got lost on her way to a gala. 

"There she is! The Wedding Planner of the Century!" Jada throws her arms around me, nearly knocking me off the stool. 

"Careful, this blazer is dry-clean only." I smile and hug her back. "And stop yelling, I haven't signed the contract yet. I’m still on probation until I survive the tasting menu."

Jada waves a hand dismissively. "You’ll crush it." She spins on her stool to face the bartender. "Ricky! We need alcohol, the expensive kind. My girl just landed a whale."

Ricky, the bartender, looks up from the limes he’s been massacring. He has a jawline that could cut glass, perfectly tousled hair, and the coordination of a newborn giraffe. He’s been working here for six months, and I’ve watched him drop three shakers, break a blender, and set a napkin on fire.

He flashes a grin that is all white teeth and dimples. "Hey, Emma. Landed a whale? Should we call animal control?"

"It’s a metaphor, Ricky." I rest my chin on my hand. "I got the Sasha and Zane wedding at the Palacio."

Ricky’s eyes widen. He tries to flip a bottle of rum, misses the catch, and barely saves it from smashing into the rail by pinning it against his chest with his forearm. He recovers smoothly. "Sasha and Zane? The internet people? Dude, that’s huge."

He sets two glasses down. "Specialty of the house. I call it the 'Emma-tini.'"

I look at the drink. It’s bright blue and smoking. "Ricky, is this dry ice?"

"Maybe," he winks. 

Jada snorts into her hand. "Oh my god, he’s doing it again."

"Doing what?" Ricky asks.

"Nothing," Jada says, grabbing her drink. "Cheers to Emma! To checks with lots of zeros and brides who don't cry!"

We clink glasses, and I take a sip. It tastes like cough syrup and victory.

"So," Jada says, pivoting on her stool to face me. "Now that your career is sorted and you’re about to be Miami royalty... what are we doing about the other thing?"

I groan, burying my face in my hands. "Don't start."

"I’m starting, and I’m revving the engine. Emma, it’s been a year. A literal calendar year. Your lady parts are going to think they’ve been decommissioned. You need to get out there."

"I am out there," I gesture to the bar. "I am here with you, drinking blue liquid."

"I mean romantically out there. You’re planning the biggest romantic event of the year, and you’re going home to watch true crime documentaries with a bowl of popcorn."

"Popcorn is a reliable partner. It never ghosts me, and it never asks me to pay for half the dinner."

Ricky leans over the bar, wiping a spot that isn't dirty. "I like true crime. Have you seen the one about the guy who stole the maple syrup in Canada?"

"See?" Jada points a finger at Ricky. "Even Ricky is trying. And he’s wearing a shirt that says 'Tequila is my love language'."

Ricky looks down at his chest, looking proud.

"Ricky is sweet." I lower my voice so he doesn't hear, though he’s currently distracted by a bachelorette party that just walked in. "But I don't have time, Jada. This wedding is going to be consuming. I have to be available 24/7. I can't be swipe-righting on guys who hold fish in their profile pictures when I’m trying to source three hundred black orchids."

"You’re using work as a shield." Jada takes a long sip of her drink. "You’re afraid."

"I’m not afraid. I’m practical. Remember Jason?"

"We don't speak his name."

"Jason broke up with me because I answered a client call during his birthday dinner party. Imagine what happens when I’m dealing with a Bridezilla who thinks she’s the reincarnation of Cleopatra. I cannot inflict that on a man. It’s cruel."

"So you’re just going to be the nun of the wedding industry? Always the planner, never the... plan-ee?"

"That’s not a word."

"You know what I mean. You create these magical moments for other people. The lighting, the music, the 'I do.' Don't you want that? Don't you want someone to look at you the way Zane looks at... You get the point."

I stare into the swirling blue depths of the Emma-tini. The truth is, Jada isn't wrong. I spend my life orchestrating romance. I build fairytales out of drapery and lighting trusses. I cue the music for the first dance and watch from the shadows, my heart aching with a hollow kind of longing.

"I want success," I say firmly. "I want to be the person Carla Vega calls first, not the person she calls when the European guy has a nervous breakdown. Romance is... variable. Work is a contract. I understand contracts."

"You’re hopeless," Jada sighs, shaking her head. "But I love you, even if you are a robot."

"I’m a robot with a very expensive contract." 

Ricky slides back over to us. "Hey, Emma. Since you’re a big shot now... do you think you could get me on the list to bartend the wedding? I’ve been working on my flair. Check this out."

He grabs a shaker tin and tosses it behind his back.

I watch the tin arc through the air, glistening under the neon lights. I watch Ricky’s confident smile turn into a mask of horror as he realizes he has miscalculated the trajectory.

Crash.

The tin smashes into a row of premium vodka bottles. Glass shatters, and clear liquid cascades down the shelf like a waterfall. The bachelorette party screams.

Ricky stands there, hands frozen in the air, framed by the wreckage.

"I’ll... I’ll pay for that," he squeaks.

Jada looks at me. "Okay, maybe don't hire him."

I smile. "No promises, Ricky. But keep practicing."

I check my watch. "I have to go. I have a lot of thinking to do tonight."

"Good night, Emma." Jada raises her glass. 

"Good night."

I grab my bag and slide off the stool. 
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Emma

The courtyard of the Palacio Del Sol is designed to impress. It’s an architectural marvel of Spanish Colonial arches, terracotta tiles, and enough palm trees to hide a small army. In the center, a three-tiered stone fountain gurgles, masking the sound of the traffic on Collins Avenue. It is the perfect location for a cocktail hour.

It is currently one hundred and four degrees.

I stand in the center of the courtyard, holding my clipboard against my chest like a riot shield. Sweat is trickling down my spine in an agonizing line. I try to visualize high-top tables draped in "Midnight Onyx" linens, but all I can visualize is diving headfirst into the fountain.

"Ten tables," I mutter to myself, pacing the distance from the ficus hedge to the stone bench. "If we put the bar here, we create a bottleneck. If we put the bar there, we block the fire exit. If we don't have a bar, Sasha will fire me within four minutes."

I’m waiting for the "external culinary talent." Carla Vega had been vague about him, which usually means he’s either a genius or a liability. She said he owns Savor, that trendy new spot in Wynwood where they serve food on slate tiles.

I check my watch. He’s ten minutes late.

"Great," I sigh, tapping my pen against the clipboard. "Hopefully not a diva."

The sound of a heavy engine breaks my train of thought. I turn toward the service gate as a matte black van backs in. It’s not a standard catering van; it looks like something a SWAT team would drive. The side of the van reads SAVOR in minimalist white font.

The driver’s door opens. A boot hits the pavement. A combat boot, not a chef clog.

Interesting.

The driver steps out. He’s tall. He’s wearing black chef’s pants and a pristine white chef’s jacket that is rolled up at the sleeves, revealing forearms that look like they’ve been lifting heavy stock pots since infancy. He has dark, messy curls that catch the sunlight, and he’s wearing sunglasses.

He walks around the back of the van with a strut. An arrogant, loose-limbed strut that makes the air leave my lungs in a violent whoosh.

I know that strut.

I know those curls.

I know the exact shape of that jawline, even from fifty feet away.

"No," I whisper. The clipboard slips in my sweaty hands. "No way. Universe, you are a comedian, and I am not laughing."

He pulls his sunglasses off and hooks them into the front of his jacket. He scans the courtyard, looking for someone. His eyes land on me.

For a second, he just stares. He squints, as if the heat is causing a hallucination. Then, a slow, lazy smirk spreads across his face. It’s the smirk that used to make me forget to take notes in Economics 101. It’s the smirk that convinced me to skip studying for finals to drive to Key West at two in the morning.

It’s Luca Moretti.

My college boyfriend. The one who disappeared four years ago, as if he entered the Witness Protection Program.

He walks toward me, and my fight-or-flight response is screaming FLIGHT. Climb a palm tree, jump in the fountain, or fake a seizure.

But I don't move. I plant my feet. I am Emma Torres, I am wearing a blazer in a heatwave, and I am invincible.

"Emma?" His voice is deeper than I remember. "Emma Torres?"

"Luca," I say. My voice is steady. "You’re late."

He stops three feet away from me. He smells like basil, woodsmoke, and a cologne that triggers a montage of memories I have spent four years repressing.

"I operate on Moretti time. You know that." He flashes that devastating grin.

"I know that Moretti time usually involves you forgetting where you parked your car or getting distracted by a particularly interesting sandwich." 

He laughs. "Ouch, you haven't lost your edge. You look... good, professional. Very 'don't mess with me'."

He gestures to my blazer.

"I am the planner." I tighten my grip on the clipboard. "For the Sasha and Zane wedding. Carla told me she hired the owner of Savor. She didn't tell me the owner was a..." I trail off.

"A what?" Luca steps closer. The smirk deepens. "A culinary visionary? A rising star?"

"A ghost," I finish, my voice dropping to a hiss.

The
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