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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into warmth, humor, and the messy reality of feelings that do not fit neatly into a plan. Each story is designed to feel fast, intimate, and human, with characters who speak like real people and find love through everyday choices, not perfect timing.
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​Dedication
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For anyone who has ever tried to look composed while their heart was doing the opposite, and for anyone who learned that starting over is not a weakness, it is a skill.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Fiona is the unflappable store manager who can calm a bridal meltdown with one steady look, until her own past walks back in wearing a polite smile.
Asher is the charming fixer who makes broken systems look simple, but the one thing he never managed to repair was the way he left Fiona without an explanation.

Jade is Fiona’s closest friend and the in-house floral genius who has seen every kind of love story and still believes the best ones begin in inconvenient places.

Theo is the operations lead who treats the store like a living creature that needs care, duct tape, and occasional miracles, and he refuses to pick sides in their history.

Paige is a bright, demanding bride with a big online presence and bigger opinions, and her wedding choices have a way of becoming everyone else’s emergency.
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​Introduction Scene
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Fiona’s shift started the way most disasters started in her world, with lace. Not the pretty kind that fell softly in catalog photos, but the kind that snagged on a display hook and ripped with a sound that made a grown woman gasp like she had been punched.

The bride stood in the middle of the main aisle, one hand pressed to her chest, the other holding a torn veil as if it had personally betrayed her. Her friend filmed from two steps back, phone raised, eyes wide with that specific excitement people got when someone else’s day began to burn.

Fiona stepped forward before the panic could spread. She moved the way she always did in this place, calm on the outside, calculating on the inside, already mapping three solutions and the fastest path to the stockroom.

“It’s okay,” she said, voice steady, as if a ripped veil was a minor inconvenience and not the emotional trigger it had become. “Let me see.”

The bride held it out like evidence. “It was perfect. I had the whole look. Now it’s ruined. I knew this would happen. My mom said this store was chaotic.”

Fiona gave a small nod, the kind that made people feel heard without agreeing with them. “We’ll fix it. We’ll fix it right now.”

Jade appeared from the floral corner with a handful of eucalyptus and an expression that said she had heard the word chaos and taken it personally. Her eyes flicked over the veil, then to Fiona, and she mouthed, Do not let her cry.

Fiona forced a faint smile. Crying was contagious in this building. One tear in Aisle Seven could become a full outbreak by the register.

She guided the bride toward the fitting area, putting her own body between the phone camera and the girl’s trembling lip. “Let’s get you seated. You’re not going to stand here and spiral in front of the glitter aisle.”

The bride blinked. “There’s a glitter aisle?”

“There is,” Fiona said, because the truth was always better than letting someone discover it during a breakdown. “And it’s not safe for anyone who is already upset.”

The bride’s mouth twitched, almost a laugh, almost a sob. Fiona counted that as progress.

Behind them, a child darted past holding a miniature bouquet like a weapon. Someone called, “Madison, no,” but Madison only laughed and vanished toward the cake-topper displays.

Fiona breathed in through her nose, slow and controlled. This place was an engine that ran on anticipation and desperation. Brides walked in holding dreams, families walked in holding opinions, and everyone expected the store to deliver a miracle on a deadline.

Today, the deadline had teeth.

As Fiona reached the fitting-room curtain, Theo strode up with his tablet clutched tight, face pinched in a way that made her stomach tighten even before he spoke.

“He’s here,” Theo said.

Fiona paused, hand still on the curtain. “Who is here?”

Theo’s gaze shifted past her shoulder, toward the front entrance. “The corporate guy.”

Fiona’s mouth went dry. “They said tomorrow.”

“They also said the last inspection would be a courtesy,” Theo replied, which was his polite way of saying corporate had never once meant what it said. “He’s at the front. With a clipboard. And a suit that looks expensive enough to buy the whole building.”

Jade appeared at Fiona’s side like she had been summoned by threat. “What kind of corporate guy shows up during peak bridal traffic. That’s evil. That’s a villain move.”

Fiona didn’t answer, because her brain had already flipped into survival mode. Thirty days. That was what the email had said. Thirty days to hit targets, clean up compliance issues, and prove the store was worth keeping open.

Thirty days to save Aisle and Ivory.

She had not told her staff the part that kept her awake at night, the part about the lease clauses and the penalty fees, the part about how one bad quarter could erase five years of work.

She had told them they would be fine. Because managers were supposed to be calm. Because someone had to be.

“Jade,” Fiona said softly, “handle the veil. Give her two options. Make her feel like she chose the better one.”

Jade nodded, suddenly all business. “I can do better than two.”

“Theo,” Fiona said, “keep the front moving. Keep customers out of his line of fire.”

Theo blinked. “Out of his line of fire. Like he’s an actual gun.”

“He is,” Jade muttered. “A gun that uses spreadsheets.”

Fiona straightened. She smoothed her hands down the front of her black shift dress, the one she wore on inspection days because it made her feel like an adult with control. It didn’t matter that control was mostly a performance.

She walked toward the entrance, weaving through rows of mannequins in gowns, past a display of ring pillows that looked innocent until someone threw one. The store smelled like tulle and perfume samples and the faint sugar of a melting candy buffet.

At the front, the man in the suit stood at the customer-service counter with his back to her. He was tall, broad-shouldered, posture relaxed, as if he belonged here. The clipboard was in his left hand. His right hand rested on the counter near the bell customers rang when they wanted attention.

The bell sat untouched. As if even the bell knew better.

Fiona stepped closer, already preparing her speech. Welcome. We weren’t expecting you today. We’re glad you’re here. Look at how organized our displays are. Please ignore the child sprinting past with a bouquet.

He turned.

For half a second, Fiona couldn’t breathe. The fluorescent lights seemed to sharpen, the sounds around her narrowing into a dull roar that made everything feel far away.

Asher.

He looked older than he had the last time she saw him, not in a tired way, but in a polished way. His hair was shorter, darker at the temples. His jaw was clean-shaven. His suit fit him perfectly, like it had been designed to make people believe he had his life arranged in neat columns.

His eyes met hers, and something shifted in his expression, quick and careful. Surprise, then recognition, then a familiar composure that made her pulse kick hard in her throat.

Fiona stopped walking without meaning to. Her hands went cold.

Asher’s mouth lifted, not quite a smile, more like a greeting he had practiced for a mirror. “Hi.”

The word hit her like a slap because it was so normal. Like he had not walked out of her life one evening and never returned her calls. Like the last two years hadn’t existed.

Fiona forced her feet to move. She reached the counter and kept a professional distance, the kind that made her feel safer. “You’re the corporate inspection.”

Asher’s gaze flicked down to her name tag. Fiona. It was a ridiculous piece of plastic, but it gave him the advantage of saying her name with certainty.

“I’m not corporate,” he said.

Fiona’s stomach dropped. “Then why are you holding a clipboard in my store?”

He angled it slightly, as if offering proof. “Because I’m the one hired to evaluate the turnaround plan.”

Fiona stared at the clipboard like it might burst into flames. “By who.”

Asher held her gaze. “By the owner.”

Fiona’s laugh came out sharp and humorless. “The owner is me. Or at least it’s the company I manage for, unless we’re suddenly pretending I don’t exist.”

Asher’s expression tightened. “Fiona.”

“Don’t,” she said, voice low, controlled. There were customers within earshot. There were always customers. This place didn’t give you privacy, it gave you aisles full of witnesses.

Theo hovered behind a display of champagne flutes, pretending to adjust the tags. Jade had stopped arranging flowers and was openly watching from the corner, hands on hips like she was ready to throw a bouquet at someone’s head.

Asher lowered his voice. “I didn’t come here to make a scene.”

Fiona leaned forward just enough to make the air between them feel charged. “Then you should have picked a location that isn’t built for scenes.”

His eyes flicked over her face, as if he was checking for changes. Fiona hated that she could feel his attention like warmth on her skin. She hated that her body remembered him even when her mind did not want to.

Asher cleared his throat. “I didn’t know you were still here.”

Fiona blinked once. “You didn’t know.”

He swallowed, and for a fraction of a second the practiced steadiness cracked. “No.”

Fiona straightened slowly. “So you show up to evaluate the store you didn’t know I ran, after leaving without a word, and you expect me to do what. Offer you a coupon.”

His jaw tensed. “I didn’t leave without a word.”

Fiona’s laugh was quieter this time, almost a whisper. “You texted me one sentence that didn’t even make sense, and then you disappeared. If you want to call those words, fine. But don’t rewrite it.”

Asher’s gaze dropped to the counter, then back up, and she saw it, the flicker of something he was holding back. Regret, maybe. Or frustration. Or a truth he had never offered her.

“I’m not here to argue about that,” he said.

Fiona’s fingers curled against the edge of the counter. “Then why are you here?”

Asher looked past her, toward the store, toward the brides drifting between displays like hopeful ghosts. “Because Aisle and Ivory are on the list.”

Fiona felt her spine stiffen. “What list?”

He hesitated just long enough to confirm her suspicion that she was about to hear something she wasn’t supposed to know. Then he spoke, low and precise.

“The closure list.”

The words landed like a weight in her chest. Fiona had known the store was in trouble. She hadn’t known they were already assigning it a grave.

Theo’s tablet slipped in his hands, and he caught it with a small gasp that drew a curious glance from a nearby customer.

Fiona forced her face to remain calm. “That’s not possible,” she said, because denial was a useful tool when you needed time. “We’re improving numbers. We have a new vendor. We have a full wedding season calendar.”

Asher’s eyes held hers. “You have thirty days.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. “I know.”

His expression changed, a flash of something like surprise. “You already know.”

“I know enough,” Fiona said. She leaned in, voice so quiet it felt like a secret. “What I didn’t know is that you would be the one holding the pen.”

Asher’s hand tightened around the clipboard. “I’m not the decision maker.”

“Then why are you here,” Fiona repeated, and this time the question wasn’t sharp. It was raw.

Asher’s gaze softened, and that softness made her angrier because it felt familiar. “Because I can help you keep it open.”

Fiona stared at him. “And you just happened to return at the exact moment my store was threatened.”

His mouth twisted, as if he wanted to say yes and also wanted her to understand it wasn't a coincidence. “I didn’t plan it,” he said. “But I’m here now.”

Fiona’s mind raced, trying to line up facts that refused to stay straight. Asher hadn’t been part of her life for two years. He couldn’t just walk back in because her store was struggling. He couldn’t suddenly be the hero of a story he walked away from.

And yet he was standing in front of her, calm, capable, offering a solution she had not asked for.

Jade appeared at Fiona’s side, too loud to be subtle. “Hi,” she said to Asher, the word dripping with fake sweetness. “Did you get lost on your way to being a decent person?”

Asher’s eyes flicked to Jade. He recognized her immediately. That recognition made Fiona’s stomach twist, because it meant he had carried pieces of her world even while he was gone.

“Jade,” Fiona warned.

Jade smiled wider. “I’m just making sure he understands the vibe.”

Theo joined them, hovering close like a human shield. “We’re in the middle of store hours,” he said, voice polite, eyes not polite. “If this is an official inspection, we need notice.”

Asher nodded once. “This isn’t an inspection.”

Fiona’s heart hammered. “Then what is it?”

Asher set the clipboard down on the counter, slowly, like he was trying not to startle a wild animal. He flipped it open to a page with a logo at the top. Fiona didn’t recognize the logo, but she recognized the language. Contracts. Marketing. Brand partnerships.

He slid it toward her.

Fiona’s eyes skimmed the first paragraph and then froze on a phrase that made her stomach drop even harder than before.

Pop-up Wedding Event.

Her breath hitched. She hated that her body still betrayed her with reflex. She forced herself to keep reading. There were dates. Requirements. A production team. A sponsor list. A line about “authenticity” that made her skin crawl.

Fiona looked up. “What is this?”

Asher’s voice was quiet. “The fastest way to save the store.”

Jade made a sound like she was choking. “Is this a prank?”

Theo’s face turned pale. “That’s a camera crew.”

Fiona stared at Asher. “You signed us up for a televised wedding.”

“I didn’t sign,” Asher said carefully. “I negotiated. They’re ready to sign if you agree.”

Fiona’s hands began to tremble, and she curled them into fists so no one would see. “Agree to what.”

Asher tapped a line on the page with his finger. The gesture was so familiar it made her chest ache.

Fiona followed his finger, and her eyes caught on the requirement written in crisp, confident language.

The event must be hosted by the store’s owners, presented as a real-life love story connected to the brand.

Fiona blinked, sure she had misread it. She read it again. Then again.

Her voice came out thin. “Owners.”

Asher didn’t look away. “The sponsor wants faces. A narrative. A couple.”

Fiona’s laugh was small and broken. “There is no couple.”

Asher’s gaze held hers with a steadiness that made her feel both seen and trapped. “There can be,” he said, and then, like he couldn’t stop himself, he added, “for long enough to keep your doors open.”

The store noises surged around her again. A bride laughing at something her friend said. A child squealing near the cake toppers. The bell at the counter rang once as a customer leaned forward, impatient.

Fiona heard all of it, but it felt far away. All she could see was the contract on the counter and the man she used to love standing on the other side of it like a problem she couldn’t return for store credit.

Jade leaned close to Fiona’s ear. “Tell me you’re not considering this,” she whispered.

Theo’s voice was tight. “We can’t do this. We can’t fake a love story.”

Fiona stared at the paper, at the deadline printed in bold, at the potential revenue numbers that made her pulse jump with fear and hope at the same time. She thought of her staff. She thought of the brides who came here because they couldn’t afford boutique prices. She thought of the store itself, the aisles that had become her entire adult life.

Then she looked at Asher, and the anger in her chest sharpened into something clean.

“You want me,” she said softly, “to pretend in public that I still trust you.”

Asher’s throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I want you to let me help.”

Fiona’s mouth went dry. “Why.”

Asher hesitated, and that hesitation was a crack in the polished suit, a glimpse of the man underneath. “Because I owe you,” he said, and his voice sounded like the truth even before he finished. “And because if you say no, they close you. They don’t wait for you to prove you can do it your way.”

Fiona held his gaze and felt the old questions rise like ghosts.

Why did you leave?
What did you hide?
Why come back now?
She took a slow breath, the kind she used when a bride was about to shatter in Aisle Seven. Except she was the one about to shatter.

“I’m not saying yes,” Fiona said.

Asher nodded once, as if he had expected that. “Then say you’ll hear the full terms.”

Fiona looked down at the contract again. At the words that asked her to step into a story with an ex she still didn’t understand. At the deadline that could erase everything she had built.

She lifted her eyes back to him. “If I hear the terms,” she said, voice low, “and I don’t like what I hear, you walk away without arguing. You walk away the first time I tell you to.”

Asher’s gaze didn’t waver. “Okay.”

Fiona’s chest tightened, not with warmth, but with the terrifying sense of stepping onto a ledge.

“And one more thing,” she added. “If you’re going to offer me a deal, you start by telling me the truth about why you disappeared.”

Asher’s jaw tensed. His eyes flicked toward the aisles, toward the witnesses, toward the world that didn’t allow private conversations.

Then he looked back at her, and for the first time since he turned around, he looked like he might actually be afraid.

“I can tell you,” he said quietly. “But not here.”

Fiona’s heart knocked hard against her ribs as if it recognized the shape of the next moment.

She slid the contract back across the counter toward him, not signing, not agreeing, but not rejecting either.

“Then you have,” she said, “until the end of today.”

And as Asher’s fingers closed over the paper, Fiona realized she had just given her ex a doorway back into her life, and she had no idea whether she had opened it to save her store or to break her own heart all over again.
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Fiona did not move for a long second after she said it. Until the end of today. The words hung between her and Asher like a dare, like the kind of boundary you set when you were scared a person could still walk through you if you let them.

Asher’s fingers rested on the contract as if he could steady it with touch alone. His eyes held hers, and Fiona hated the quiet sincerity there because it felt like an apology that had learned to wear a suit.

“End of today,” he repeated.

“Yes,” Fiona said. “And you do not get to decide what counts as enough truth. I do.”

Theo shifted behind her, close enough that she could feel the heat of his presence. She knew he was trying to be protective, trying to anchor her to the version of herself that always stayed professional. She appreciated it and resented it at the same time, because she was tired of needing anchors.

Jade’s expression was pure disbelief, the kind that could turn into a story retold at every dinner party for the rest of Fiona’s life. Fiona could already hear the narration in Jade’s voice. So anyway, her ex just walked in with a clipboard and tried to buy back two years with a pop-up wedding.

A customer cleared her throat at the counter. The bell rang again, sharp and impatient, like the store itself was insisting the world keep spinning.

Fiona turned, forced the manager's face onto her features, and smiled at the customer. “Hi. Sorry about the wait. How can I help you today?”

The customer glanced past Fiona to Asher and back. “I just need to return these napkin rings. They look silver online but they’re kind of, like, sad.”

Fiona held out her hand. “I can take those.”

Asher stepped back automatically, as if making room was a reflex he remembered. It made Fiona’s stomach twist because she did not want to notice small things about him. Not how he still moved like he once knew her rhythm. Not how his presence still altered the air.

She processed the return quickly, kept her voice steady, kept her smile warm, and kept her mind from screaming. Thirty days. Cameras. Closure list.

When the customer walked away, Fiona inhaled slowly. She looked at Theo and Jade and tipped her head toward the staff corridor. “The front stays clean. Everyone stays calm.”

Theo nodded, already in problem-solving mode. “I’ll keep traffic away from the counter.”

Jade’s gaze went to Asher, and her tone sharpened. “And what do I keep away from him.”

Fiona met Jade’s eyes. “Your urge to commit a felony.”

Jade’s mouth twitched, which meant she was trying not to laugh. “That urge is a lifestyle.”

Fiona did not let herself smile back, even though she wanted to. “Veil first,” she said. “Bride second. Revenge later.”

Jade’s shoulders dropped a fraction, and she turned toward the fitting rooms with purpose.

Fiona faced Asher again. “Follow me,” she said.

Asher picked up the clipboard and the contract, tucked them under his arm, and walked beside her without argument.

The staff corridor smelled like dry cardboard and the faint sweetness of fabric softener from the sample gowns. Fiona walked quickly, past the stockroom door, past the break area where someone had taped a handwritten sign that said Please Do Not Cry In The Microwave Zone. Jade had written it after a bride’s mother had leaned over the counter and started sobbing into a cup of reheated coffee.

Fiona stopped outside her office, the tiny room wedged between inventory and employee lockers. The door was thin. Sound traveled. Privacy was always a negotiation.

Theo followed them to the doorway. “Do you want me here,” he asked quietly.

Fiona hesitated. She wanted support. She also wanted control. She wanted someone to watch Asher and someone to watch her, because she did not fully trust her own reactions to him yet.

“Give me five minutes,” Fiona said. “If I open the door and look like I might throw something, you come in.”

Theo gave a grim nod. “That’s fair.”

Jade called from down the hallway, loud enough to carry. “Throw something soft. We have tulle. Tulle is forgiving.”

Fiona ignored her, and Theo stepped away.

Fiona opened the office door and went in. The room was small enough that Asher had to angle his shoulders to avoid bumping the filing cabinet. Her desk was covered with clipboards and vendor catalogs and a printed calendar marked with neon sticky notes. She had been living in this schedule for weeks, trying to find a path through numbers that never stopped feeling personal.

She shut the door.

Asher stood in the middle of the room, careful, waiting. He looked around once, eyes landing on the wall where she had taped up photos from past store events. Not romance, not nostalgia. Just proof that the place mattered. Smiling brides holding bouquets. Couples laughing in front of the photo backdrop. Staff group shots where Fiona stood in the middle, arms linked with Jade, grinning like she was allowed to have joy.

Asher’s gaze lingered on one picture, then flicked back to her. His voice was quiet. “You built this.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. “I ran this,” she corrected. “I did not build it alone.”

Asher nodded, as if he accepted the distinction. “It’s still yours.”

Fiona let out a short breath. “Don’t.”

Asher’s jaw tightened. “Okay.”

Fiona moved behind her desk because she needed a barrier. She needed something solid between them, something that said this was business. Her fingers brushed the edge of a stack of receipts she had meant to file days ago. She forced herself not to fidget.

“Talk,” she said.

Asher set the clipboard and contract on the chair across from her desk instead of on the desk itself, like he was trying to avoid taking over her space. Then he sat down slowly, hands resting on his knees.

Fiona remained standing.

Asher looked up at her. “I’m going to start with the part you asked for.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. “Why did you disappear?”

“Yes.”

Fiona waited. She refused to blink first.

Asher’s gaze drifted to the calendar on her wall, then back to her, as if he needed to steady himself with something ordinary. “I left because I made a decision that I thought would protect you,” he said. “And then it became a decision that also protected me. And I hated that it was both.”

Fiona felt anger rise like heat. “That is not an answer.”

Asher swallowed. “I know.”

Fiona leaned forward slightly. “Say it plainly.”

Asher’s voice dropped lower. “The week I left, I had already accepted a job.”

Fiona’s stomach tightened. She kept her face neutral by force. “You never told me.”

Asher’s eyes held hers. “No.”

Fiona waited, fingers curling against the desk edge. “Go on.”

Asher’s voice sounded steadier now, like he had rehearsed this confession in the quiet parts of his life. “It was a consulting contract. Turnaround work. Short-term, high pressure. I told myself I was doing it because it would give me the kind of career momentum I didn’t have here. And it would. It did.”

Fiona’s mouth felt dry. “And you left me because of a job.”

Asher flinched slightly at her phrasing, but he did not interrupt. “I left because of what I found out after I accepted it.”

Fiona’s pulse quickened. “What did you find out?”

Asher exhaled. “The client was the parent company that owned Aisle and Ivory.”

Fiona froze.

Asher continued quickly, as if speed could soften the blow. “I didn’t know at first. It wasn’t named in the initial contract. It was a portfolio group. I didn’t connect the dots until the onboarding documents. And by then, I’d signed a confidentiality clause that was strict enough to ruin me if I broke it.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. The office suddenly felt smaller. “So you were working for them while I was here.”

“No,” Asher said immediately. “Not then. Not yet. I accepted it, but I hadn’t started. I had a few days.”

Fiona stared at him. “And you decided to disappear instead of telling me.”

Asher’s hands tightened on his knees. “I wanted to tell you. I also knew that if I told you, you would ask questions, and I would either lie or violate the agreement. I didn’t want to lie to you.”

Fiona’s laugh came out bitter. “So you chose the option where you didn’t have to speak to me at all.”

Asher’s eyes darkened with something that looked like pain. “I chose the option where I didn’t drag you into a situation that could hurt you.”

Fiona’s anger sharpened. “You hurt me.”

Asher nodded once, slow. “I know.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. She tried to swallow and found it hard. “So what,” she said, voice quieter now, “you were going to help close stores and you couldn’t stand to look me in the eye.”

Asher’s expression shifted, something raw breaking through. “I wasn’t going to help close yours.”

Fiona’s gaze locked on his. “You didn’t even know I was still here, you said.”

Asher’s jaw tensed. “I didn’t know you were still running this store. But I knew you loved it. I knew this place was the closest thing you had to a home you chose.”

Fiona’s heart did a painful thing at the word home. She forced herself to stay steady. “So why did you go?”

Asher’s voice went softer. “Because I thought I could change outcomes from the inside. I thought I could do the work and steer it away from brutal decisions. I told myself I could be useful.”

Fiona stared at him, fury and fear tangling together. “And you didn’t think the person you loved deserved to know.”

Asher’s eyes flinched at the word loved. “I didn’t know how to tell you without making you look at me differently.”

Fiona’s mouth twisted. “You made me look at you like you were dead.”

Silence settled between them. The kind of silence that held years inside it.

Asher’s voice cracked slightly when he spoke again. “I was wrong.”

Fiona turned her head, stared at the wall for half a second, because if she looked at him too long she might start shaking. “Then why the text,” she asked. “The one sentence that didn’t make sense.”

Asher’s brow furrowed. “It did make sense.”

Fiona snapped her gaze back to him. “It said, I can’t be the reason you shrink.”

Asher’s breath left him like a surrender. “That was the truth as I knew it. You were already making your life smaller to keep me comfortable. I saw it happening and I hated myself for it.”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “When.”

Asher’s voice was tight. “You turned down that regional training program.”

Fiona froze. The memory hit her like a sting. A phone call. A polite offer. A chance to travel and move up. And she had said no. She had said she couldn’t leave the store. She had said she wasn’t ready.

Asher watched her face carefully. “You never told me why. But I knew. Because you looked like you were swallowing something every time you talked about leaving. And every time you looked at me, you chose to stay.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. “I chose staying because I cared about my team.”

Asher nodded. “You did. And you also cared about me.”

Fiona did not answer that. She could not answer that without losing the ground under her feet.

Asher’s voice lowered further. “I didn’t want to be the reason you stayed smaller. I didn’t want to be the weight in your choices.”

Fiona’s laugh was quiet, almost broken. “So you removed yourself like a weight and called it protection.”

Asher’s eyes glistened, just slightly, like he was fighting something in himself. “I called it the least selfish option I could find.”

Fiona’s hands trembled. She pressed her palms flat on the desk, grounding herself. “And you never once thought,” she said, voice shaking despite her effort, “that I deserved the dignity of deciding for myself.”

Asher’s face tightened. “I thought you would ask me to stay.”

Fiona’s breath caught. “And you didn’t want to hear it.”

Asher’s voice went almost whisper-soft. “I didn’t want to fail you.”

Fiona stared at him. There was the familiar Asher, the man who always wanted to be competent, always wanted to be good, always wanted to be right. She had loved that about him and hated it, because competence could become a shield that kept the messier truths locked away.

“And now,” Fiona said, forcing her voice steady again, “you’re back because the store is on the closure list.”

Asher nodded. “Yes.”

Fiona’s jaw tightened. “You didn’t come back for me.”

Asher’s gaze held hers, steady, honest. “I came back because I saw your store on that list and my stomach dropped. And then I realized I didn’t want to live in a world where I let that happen and pretended it wasn’t my problem.”

Fiona’s chest ached. “So you came back as a fixer.”

Asher’s mouth tightened. “Yes.”

Fiona stared at him for a long second. Then she exhaled, controlled. “Okay,” she said, and surprised herself by how calm she sounded. “That’s the truth about leaving as you see it.”

Asher’s shoulders dropped slightly, relief flickering in his eyes. It made Fiona want to throw something at him again.

“Now the other truth,” Fiona said. “The pop-up wedding.”

Asher straightened. “That’s the fastest path to hitting targets,” he said. “The sponsor money, the foot traffic, the press. It’s designed to force a turnaround.”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “And it’s designed to use me.”

Asher met her gaze. “It’s designed to use a story.”

Fiona’s voice went flat. “A love story.”

Asher did not look away. “Yes.”

Fiona’s throat tightened again, this time with humiliation. “So you negotiated a deal that requires me to pretend I’m in love with you. That’s what you’re saying.”

Asher’s voice was careful. “I negotiated a deal that requires the store to have a face. They wanted a couple because it tests well. It’s stupid. It’s manipulative. And it works.”

Fiona felt rage flare. “It works because people are drawn to other people’s feelings.”

Asher nodded. “Yes.”

Fiona’s hands curled into fists. “Do you know what it feels like,” she said, voice low, “to have the worst part of your life turned into marketing.”

Asher’s face tightened. “I know what it feels like to see you cornered.”

Fiona’s laugh was sharp. “You are part of the corner.”

Asher flinched. “I know.”

Fiona moved around her desk and sat down, not because she was calm, but because she needed her legs to stop shaking. She stared at the contract again in her mind, at the clause that demanded authenticity like a threat.

“Who else knows,” Fiona asked.

Asher’s voice was quiet. “The owner group. The sponsor. A production coordinator. A legal team. Not your staff. Not yet.”

Fiona’s jaw clenched. “Not yet,” she echoed.

Asher leaned forward slightly. “Fiona, listen. You don’t have to do it. You can say no. But if you say no, you need another plan that moves fast. You need something that shifts numbers in weeks, not months.”

Fiona closed her eyes for a second. Numbers. She saw the spreadsheets. She saw the gaps. She saw the bills. She saw her staff's faces if she had to tell them the store was closing.

She opened her eyes again. “You said you can help keep it open.”

Asher nodded. “I can.”

Fiona looked at him steadily. “Help how.”

Asher’s voice turned practical, professional. “Inventory cleanup. Vendor renegotiation. Event strategy. Sales flow changes. Staff scheduling. Customer experience, especially returns and fittings. We tighten the machine.”

Fiona felt a small, bitter laugh rise. “You say machines like this place aren't people.”

Asher’s eyes softened. “It is people. And the machine is hurting them.”

Fiona stared at him. She hated that he was right.

A muffled squeal from the front of the store carried through the hallway. Someone laughed. Someone else hissed, “No, no, no,” in the tone of a person witnessing a cake topper break.

Fiona rubbed her forehead slowly. “If I agree to hear full terms,” she said, “then I am not agreeing to pretend anything. I am agreeing to consider the business deal.”

Asher nodded. “Okay.”

Fiona lifted her eyes. “And I am not doing this alone with you.”

Asher’s brow furrowed. “The sponsor wants the owners to host.”

Fiona’s voice went calm and lethal. “Then the sponsor can accept that the owners are not a couple. We can be co-owners. We can be business partners. We can be two adults who know how to stand in a room without holding hands.”

Asher hesitated, and the hesitation told Fiona everything she needed to know.

“They won’t accept that,” Fiona said.

Asher’s mouth tightened. “They might,” he said, but it sounded like a lie he did not like telling.

Fiona leaned back in her chair. “How did you negotiate it so quickly,” she asked. “You walked in with this like it’s already half done.”

Asher’s gaze dropped for a moment. “I’ve been working on it for three days.”

Fiona’s stomach sank. “Three days.”

Asher nodded. “Once I saw the closure list, I started moving.”

Fiona stared at him, and the fear in her chest grew teeth. The closure list was real. It existed. It had names on it. Her store was on it. And Asher had seen it before she did.

“Why didn’t you call me,” Fiona asked.

Asher’s voice went quiet. “Because I didn’t know if you’d take the call. And I didn’t want the first thing I said to you after two years to be about a disaster.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. She pressed her tongue to the roof of her mouth, steadied herself. “Well,” she said, “you succeeded. You made it worse.”

Asher looked like he wanted to accept the insult without defense. “Probably,” he said.

The simplicity of the answer did something strange inside Fiona. It did not soften her. It made her want to keep digging, because the man she remembered always tried to defend his competence.

“You said you can help keep it open,” Fiona repeated. “But you also brought me a contract that turns my life into a show. So I need to know something very clearly, Asher.”

Asher lifted his chin slightly. “Okay.”

Fiona leaned forward. “Are you here because you want to save this store, or because you want to win me back.”

Asher went still.

The silence stretched. Fiona’s heart hammered. She hated the question. She hated that it mattered.

Asher’s voice was careful when he spoke. “I’m here because I want to save the store,” he said. Then he paused. “And because I don’t want to leave you behind again.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. “That’s not the same as wanting me.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “I know.”

Fiona stared at him, trying to read the truth in his expression. Trying to decide whether she was looking at remorse or strategy.

A knock sounded on the office door. Quick, urgent.

Fiona’s head snapped toward it. “Yes.”

Theo opened the door halfway and leaned in. His eyes flicked to Asher and back to Fiona. “We have a situation,” he said.

Fiona’s stomach dropped. “What kind?”

Theo looked tired. “The veil bride is calm,” he said. “But Paige is back.”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Paige.”

Theo’s voice went lower. “She wants to know who the man in the suit is. And she says her followers are asking if we’re filming something.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. Of course they were. Paige had a phone permanently fused to her hand. She could turn a broken zipper into a viral event.

Fiona stood up slowly. “Tell her I’m in a meeting,” she said.

Theo’s expression tightened. “I did. She said she is too.”

Fiona closed her eyes for half a second. Then she looked at Asher. “Do not,” she said, “speak to Paige without me.”

Asher lifted his hands slightly, as if surrendering. “I won’t.”

Fiona stepped into the hallway. Theo pulled the door shut behind her, giving them a sliver of privacy.

Theo lowered his voice. “What are you doing,” he asked.

Fiona’s throat tightened. “Trying to keep the store open,” she said.

Theo’s eyes searched hers. “Is that him, Fiona,” he asked softly. “Or is that you.”

Fiona swallowed. “Both,” she admitted, and the honesty hurt. “But I’m not letting him decide. I’m deciding.”

Theo nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “Then decide with your eyes open.”

Fiona drew in a slow breath and walked toward the front.

Paige stood near the main entrance as if she owned the air. She wore a sleek white coat that looked like it belonged on a runway, not in a store where children spilled juice near the ring pillow display. Her phone was in her hand, screen glowing. A friend hovered beside her, holding a garment bag like it contained a fragile crown.

Paige’s eyes brightened when she saw Fiona. “There she is,” she said loudly. “I need to talk to you.”

Fiona kept her manager's smile in place. “Hi, Paige,” she said. “Are you here for a fitting?”

Paige lifted her chin. “I’m here for answers,” she said. “Because there is a man in a suit at the counter and people are asking me if we’re filming. And if we are filming, I should know, because I’m the reason your store gets traffic.”

Fiona felt Jade’s presence at her side, like a backup arriving quietly. Jade’s expression was sweet enough to fool strangers. Fiona knew better.

“We’re not filming,” Fiona said. “We’re handling a business matter.”

Paige’s eyes narrowed. “Business matters don’t wear suits like that,” she said. “He looks like someone who charges money to say the word synergy.”

Jade made a strangled sound that could have been a cough or a laugh. Fiona shot her a warning glance.

Paige stepped closer, lowering her voice but not her intensity. “You should tell me,” she said. “Because my wedding is in six weeks, and I will not have surprises.”

Fiona’s heart squeezed. Six weeks. That was enough time for Paige to become a loyal customer or a walking lawsuit. Fiona kept her voice calm. “Your wedding is important,” she said. “But what I’m handling right now affects whether this store exists in six weeks.”

Paige blinked, thrown for a moment. “What does that mean?”

Fiona held Paige’s gaze. “It means I’m asking you to give me one hour,” she said. “And then I’ll come find you and we’ll talk about your next fitting and your timeline.”

Paige’s mouth tightened. She looked like she wanted to refuse just to prove she could. Then her eyes flicked to the store, to the brides, to the staff moving fast. For a second, she looked less like an influencer and more like a woman who was scared to lose the place that made her feel like a bride.

“Fine,” Paige said. “One hour.” She lifted her phone. “But if I see that suit talking to anyone, I’m going to assume it’s about me.”

Fiona’s smile stayed. “I hear you,” she said. “And I’ll come get you.”

Paige spun and walked toward the accessory aisle, already typing.

Jade leaned closer to Fiona. “She has the energy of a warning label,” Jade murmured.

Fiona’s mouth twitched. “Help Theo keep her busy,” she said quietly. “Give her a task. Give her something to feel in control of.”

Jade nodded. “I’ll distract her with hair pins,” she said. “No one can resist a tiny thing that claims it will change their whole life.”

Fiona turned back toward the office, heart pounding. Every minute mattered.

When she opened the office door, Asher was standing now, hands clasped in front of him as if he could not sit still. His eyes lifted to her face immediately, searching.

“Paige,” Asher said quietly.

Fiona nodded. “She’s a problem.”

Asher’s mouth tightened. “She could also be an asset.”

Fiona stared at him. “Do not start.”

Asher held up a hand slightly. “I’m not manipulating her,” he said. “I’m saying she’s already public. If the sponsor sees her numbers, they will lean harder into the event.”

Fiona felt her stomach twist. “Which means they will lean harder into us pretending.”

Asher’s gaze went steady. “Yes.”

Fiona stepped behind her desk again. “Okay,” she said, and her voice surprised her with its firmness. “Here are the rules, Asher.”

Asher nodded once. “Okay.”

Fiona looked him straight in the eye. “Rule one,” she said. “I do not sign anything today.”

Asher’s jaw tightened slightly. “The sponsor wants urgency.”

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “Then the sponsor can learn patience,” she said. “Or they can take their cameras elsewhere. I will not be rushed into something that costs me my dignity.”

Asher held her gaze for a moment. Then he nodded. “Okay.”

Fiona’s chest loosened a fraction. “Rule two,” she said. “If you are helping me, you help me transparently. No secret negotiations, no moving pieces behind my back.”

Asher nodded. “Okay.”

Fiona held his gaze. “Rule three,” she said, voice quieter now. “You do not touch my staff dynamics. You do not charm them. You do not win them over. You do not try to become the hero.”

Asher blinked, surprised. “I wasn’t planning to.”

Fiona’s mouth twisted. “You always plan to,” she said. “Even when you don’t mean to.”

Asher’s expression softened, regret flickering. “Okay,” he said again.

Fiona’s throat tightened. “Rule four,” she said. “We talk about what happened between us only when I decide the timing. Not because you feel guilty and want to clear your conscience.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “Okay.”

Fiona took a breath. “Rule five,” she said, voice steady. “If we do anything with this sponsor, it will be a business arrangement, not a romance performance. If they require romance, we renegotiate or we walk.”

Asher hesitated this time. Not long, but enough.

Fiona’s stomach sank. “You know they won’t accept that.”

Asher’s voice was careful. “I know they will push back,” he said. “But there are ways to frame it.”

Fiona leaned forward. “I don’t want framing,” she said. “I want the truth.”

Asher’s eyes held hers. “Then the truth is,” he said quietly, “they want chemistry.”

Fiona’s breath caught. “Chemistry,” she repeated.

Asher nodded. “They want a story that feels real enough to sell.”

Fiona sat back, heart pounding harder. She stared at him for a long second, the rage in her chest mixing with fear and something she did not want to name. She did not want to admit that Asher still knew how to pull a reaction out of her.

Asher watched her carefully. “Fiona,” he said.

She lifted a hand. “Don’t,” she said, voice tight.

Asher fell silent.

Fiona drew in a slow breath. She looked at the calendar on her wall again. Neon sticky notes. Vendor calls. Bridal appointments. The numbers she needed. The reality that in thirty days, this could all be gone.

Then she looked at Asher. “You said you can tighten the machine,” she said. “Do it.”

Asher’s eyes sharpened. “Okay.”

Fiona’s voice went flat. “As a consultant,” she said. “Not as my ex. Not as my partner. Not anything.”

Asher nodded. “Okay.”

Fiona’s fingers pressed into the desk. “And,” she added, voice quieter, “you tell me everything you know about the closure list, and you tell me what the owner group is actually planning.”

Asher’s jaw tightened. “I can tell you what I saw,” he said.

Fiona’s eyes narrowed. “And what you didn’t tell me.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “Yes,” he said. “That too.”

Fiona felt a small tremor move through her, something like relief and something like dread. “Then start.”

Asher took a slow breath, then spoke with the kind of precision he used when he was trying to make chaos feel manageable.

“The list is a quarterly decision tool,” he said. “Stores are ranked. Some are marked for immediate closure, some for conditional closure, some for investment. Your store is conditional.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. “Conditional on what.”

Asher’s voice was steady. “On proving you can drive measurable improvement fast. Revenue, yes. But also efficiency. Vendor costs. Returns. Customer reviews. Staff turnover. Event conversion. They look at everything.”

Fiona swallowed. “And the sponsor deal is designed to spike those metrics.”

Asher nodded. “Yes.”

Fiona stared at him. “So they want to save the store,” she said, “but only if it becomes a marketing toy.”

Asher’s mouth tightened. “They want to save whatever makes them money,” he said. “The store is only valuable if it generates profit and publicity.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. She blinked hard. “I hate them,” she said softly.

Asher’s gaze softened. “I know.”

Fiona looked down at her desk, at her hands, at the faint ink stain on her thumb from signing a thousand tiny receipts. She thought about the brides. The staff. The aisles.

Then she looked back at Asher. “You said you can help,” she said. “So help.”

Asher nodded once. “Okay.”

Fiona held his gaze. “But I need you to understand something,” she added.

Asher waited.

Fiona’s voice went low. “If I lose this store,” she said, “it’s not just a job. It’s not just a building. It’s the one place I built my life without waiting for someone else’s permission.”

Asher’s eyes darkened with something that looked like shame. “I understand,” he said quietly.

Fiona’s throat tightened again. “Do you,” she asked, voice sharp, “or do you just understand how to say the right thing now.”

Asher’s jaw clenched. He looked like he wanted to defend himself. He did not. Instead, he nodded, slow. “I understand,” he repeated. “Because I watched you do it. And because I left you to do it alone.”

Fiona swallowed, hard. Silence settled again, heavy with meaning.

A voice came from outside the office door. Jade’s voice, bright and too loud. “Fiona,” she called. “I need you.”

Fiona closed her eyes for a second. “What now?”

Jade opened the door and leaned in, holding a small box of hair pins like it was a trophy. Her eyes flicked to Asher and back. “Paige is in the accessory aisle doing a live video,” Jade said. “She is telling everyone she might have exciting news.”

Fiona’s stomach dropped. “Stop her.”

Jade lifted her hands. “I tried,” she said. “She told me to respect her brand.”

Fiona stood up sharply. “Of course she did.”

Asher moved toward the door. Fiona lifted a hand, stopping him. “Stay,” she said. Then she looked at Jade. “Get Theo. I’m going.”

Jade nodded and vanished.

Fiona stepped out into the store, heart pounding. She found Paige immediately, because Paige was standing under a sign that said Veils and Dreams, phone held high, smiling like she was about to announce an engagement.

“And if you guys are wondering why I’m back here,” Paige said into the camera, voice sweet, “it’s because something is happening. I don’t know what yet, but I can feel it.”

Fiona walked up quickly, stepped into Paige’s line of sight with practiced calm.

Paige’s smile brightened when she saw Fiona. “Oh my gosh,” she said into the phone. “Here she is. The woman who makes miracles.”

Fiona leaned slightly closer, voice quiet but firm. “Paige,” she said. “Pause.”

Paige’s eyes widened theatrically. “Pause,” she repeated to the phone. “She says pause.”

Fiona held Paige’s gaze. “End the life,” she said.

Paige blinked. “Why.”

Fiona kept her voice calm. “Because what I’m dealing with is not content,” she said. “It’s my staff’s job. It’s the store’s future. And I’m asking you to respect that.”

Paige’s expression shifted, the performance faltering. For a second, she looked like a person again, not a brand.

Then she swallowed. “My followers care about me,” she said quietly.

Fiona nodded. “And I care about you having a good wedding experience,” she said. “But I need you to trust me for one hour.”

Paige hesitated, then tapped her phone screen. Life ended.

The air seemed to exhale.

Theo appeared beside Fiona, looking relieved and exhausted. Jade hovered behind him, arms crossed, eyes sharp.

Paige lowered her phone. Her voice went quieter. “Is something wrong with the store,” she asked.

Fiona held Paige’s gaze. “The store is under pressure,” she said honestly. “And I’m doing everything I can to protect it.”

Paige’s mouth tightened. “My wedding is under pressure too,” she said, and for a second she sounded young, scared. “I need this to go right.”

Fiona’s chest tightened. She softened her voice. “I know,” she said. “And it will. But I need you to let me handle what’s happening behind the scenes.”

Paige nodded slowly. “Okay,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

Fiona’s throat tightened at the apology because it felt real. “Thank you,” she said. “Now go try on the hair pins,” she added gently. “And if you love them, we’ll build the rest of your accessories around that.”

Paige managed a small smile, then turned back toward the mirror aisle with her friend.

Jade leaned close to Fiona. “She almost became a headline,” Jade whispered.

Fiona exhaled. “She still might.”

Theo’s voice was low. “Are we okay,” he asked.

Fiona looked at Theo, at Jade, at the store around them. “We’re not okay,” she said. “But we’re moving.”

Theo nodded. “Then tell us what you need.”

Fiona hesitated. This was the part where she usually carried everything alone. This was the part where she swallowed fear and called it leadership.

She forced herself to speak. “I need you both to stay steady,” she said. “I need you to keep the floor calm. And I need you to trust me.”

Jade’s eyes narrowed, suspicious. “Trust you with what,” she asked.

Fiona held Jade’s gaze. “With a plan that is going to feel insane,” she admitted.

Theo’s brow furrowed. “Insane like, we do a midnight clearance sale,” he asked.

Fiona’s mouth twitched faintly. “More insane than that.”

Jade’s eyes sharpened. “Insane like, we let him,” she said, chin tipping toward the office.

Fiona swallowed. “Yes,” she said. “We let him help with the business turnaround.”

Jade’s expression hardened. “No,” she said immediately.

Fiona’s voice stayed steady. “Jade,” she said, “I’m not asking you to like him. I’m asking you to care about the store more than you hate him.”

Jade’s jaw tightened. “I do care about the store,” she said. “That’s why I don’t want him in it.”

Fiona’s throat tightened. “We have thirty days,” she said quietly.

Theo went still. “Thirty,” he repeated.

Fiona nodded. “And I need every advantage I can get.”

Jade stared at Fiona for a long second, then her gaze flicked to Theo, then back. “I hate this,” she said, voice tight.

Fiona nodded. “Me too.”

Theo’s voice was careful. “Is he the only option,” he asked.

Fiona swallowed. “No,” she said. “But he is a fast option. And speed matters.”

Jade looked like she wanted to argue more. Then she exhaled sharply. “Fine,” she said. “But if he hurts you again, I will personally turn the glitter aisle into his permanent habitat.”

Fiona’s mouth twitched, a faint laugh threatening. “Noted.”

Theo nodded slowly. “Okay,” he said. “But we set boundaries.”

Fiona nodded. “We did,” she said. “And I’ll keep setting them.”

Jade’s eyes narrowed. “And the insane plan,” she said. “What is it?”

Fiona’s chest tightened again. She did not want to say it out loud yet. Saying it out loud made it real.

Before she could answer, her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out, glanced at the screen, and felt her stomach drop.

Unknown number.

She answered anyway. “This is Fiona.”

A cheerful voice came through, too bright, too practiced. “Hi, Fiona,” the woman said. “This is Liana. I’m the production coordinator for the pop-up event. I’m so excited to finally connect with you.”

Fiona’s breath caught. Jade and Theo leaned in slightly, listening.

Fiona kept her voice calm. “Hi,” she said. “I haven’t agreed to anything.”

Liana laughed lightly, as if Fiona had made a cute joke. “Of course,” she said. “Totally understand. But we do need to move quickly because we have a timeline. And I just spoke to Asher.”

Fiona’s jaw tightened. She looked toward the office door. Asher. Behind her back already.

“I told him,” Fiona said tightly, “no moving pieces without me.”

Liana’s voice stayed bright. “And that’s why I’m calling you,” she said. “We’re doing an initial chemistry read tomorrow morning.”

Fiona froze. “What.”

Liana continued as if this was normal. “Nothing scary,” she said. “Just a light camera test. Ten minutes. We film you two walking the floor, greeting customers, doing a quick planning moment. It’s more vibe than script. We need to show the sponsor that the story has legs.”

Fiona’s chest tightened, panic rising. “I didn’t agree to a camera test.”

Liana’s tone softened, but only slightly. “Fiona, I hear you,” she said. “But the sponsor needs proof. If we can’t confirm that the hosts connect on camera, the offer goes away. And the timeline doesn’t move. So we either shoot tomorrow morning or we release the slot.”

Fiona’s throat went dry. Jade’s eyes widened in fury. Theo’s face tightened.

Fiona forced her voice steady. “Tomorrow morning,” she repeated.

“Yes,” Liana said. “Nine a.m. We need
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