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  The Lavender Trap

  
  




The road to Lavender Lane looked like it had been drawn by a romantic poet and maintained by no one since.

It wound through the countryside in lazy swirls, banked by fields of wild lavender that tilted in the wind like gossiping spectators. Sophie’s rental car jerked over another bump, and her planner—leather-bound, tabbed, lovingly overused—slid off the passenger seat onto the floor.

She reached down, snatched it up, and balanced it on her knee, ignoring the “keep your eyes on the road” sign that had been planted, crookedly, in the gravel.

“Confirm florist. Confirm caterer. Confirm seating chart. Confirm—” she murmured, tapping each word against the steering wheel like a mantra.

Her pen tapped faster. “—llama handler. Why does that even exist?”

The name still mocked her from her schedule: Fettuccine, ceremonial support animal — day of rehearsal.

Her sister Hannah had said it like it was perfectly normal, like every wedding needed a furred wedding guest in a flower crown.

Sophie took the next turn and nearly missed the entrance. The sign for Lavender Lane Estate was half-buried in ivy and leaned slightly to the left, as though drunk on sunshine. The wrought-iron gates had vines clinging to them like lovers who refused to let go.

When she rolled through, her breath caught—just for a moment.

The estate opened into a sprawl of uneven cobblestone paths and sprawling gardens. Lavender fields rippled like purple oceans, the scent so strong it tickled her nose and made her eyes water. Beyond that, the main house rose in warm stone, every window gleaming, every roof tile slightly misaligned. It was beautiful. Maddeningly so.

And also… unmanaged.

A wheelbarrow lay overturned near the fence. A cluster of mismatched chairs circled a fountain, one leg deep in a puddle. The place looked like someone’s half-finished dream, picturesque and exasperating all at once.

Sophie parked and stepped out, her city shoes sinking instantly into soft mud.

Perfect. She’d worn suede.

She glanced down at her planner—her armor, her compass—and exhaled through her nose. “Okay. Fifteen days. I can do this. Hannah’s wedding will be flawless. No drama. No mistakes. No—”

A bee zipped by her ear, and she yelped, swatting it away with the planner.

“—No distractions,” she finished through clenched teeth.

She tugged her suitcase out of the trunk, the wheels catching every stone, every divot, as she trundled up the gravel path. Her heels wobbled. Her hair, meticulously styled that morning, began to frizz in the damp air. Somewhere, wind chimes clanged tunelessly.

“Picturesque,” she muttered. “Picturesque and slightly haunted.”

She was halfway to the front steps when her phone buzzed.

Hannah 💕: Sooo excited you’re here!! Robbie says don’t mind the llamas. They’re “integral to the aesthetic.”

Sophie blinked.

“Integral to what?”

Before she could type a reply, a sound split the air—somewhere between a trumpet and a sneeze.

Then something large moved at the corner of her vision.

She turned—too slowly.

A blur of tan fur and floral ribbons barreled toward her down the path. Sophie froze, clutching her planner like a shield.

The creature was indeed a llama—because of course it was—a massive, woolly creature wearing a crown of daisies and what looked suspiciously like a pink tutu. Its long neck bobbed like an overexcited marionette as it thundered closer.

“Oh no. No, no, no—” Sophie sidestepped, but her heel caught in the gravel. Her suitcase tipped. She lurched, windmilling one arm for balance, planner clutched tight in the other.

The llama brayed—loud, indignant—and swerved at the last second, brushing her arm with a burst of fur and perfume. Sophie stumbled backward into a lavender bush. Her planner flew from her hand, pages fanning out like startled pigeons.

“Fettuccine!” a voice called from somewhere behind the beast.

A man appeared, mid-forties, dressed in what could only be described as a kimono made from old stage curtains. His hair was silver, his grin dazzling, his robe embroidered with moons. “She’s sensitive! Don’t make eye contact!”

“I’m—trying—not—to!” Sophie sputtered, flailing for her planner, which had landed face-down in the mud.

Fettuccine paused, regarding her solemnly, then bent and sniffed the planner.

“Don’t you dare,” Sophie warned.

The llama took a deliberate bite out of the corner.

Sophie froze in horror. “You—are—kidding me.”

The robed man rushed forward. “She’s expressing trust!”

“She’s eating my timeline!”

Another voice joined the chaos—steady, amused. “She’s also not supposed to be out of her pen.”

Sophie turned sharply.

Riley Bennett stood a few feet away, holding a bundle of wildflowers in one hand and a length of rope in the other. There was a streak of dirt across her cheek, a curl of hair escaping her bun. Her shirt—white once, maybe—was now patterned with watercolor stains of green and violet.

And she was smiling.

Not the polite kind of smile people used at business meetings or when they bumped carts in grocery stores. No—this was lazy, crooked, and annoyingly confident.

She crouched beside Fettuccine, murmured something low, and offered her a sprig of clover. The llama stilled, huffed once, and lowered her head. Within seconds, Riley had looped the rope loosely around her neck, leading her away with effortless calm.

“Sorry about that,” she said, glancing back at Sophie. “She gets frisky when the lavender blooms.”

Sophie brushed dirt off her sleeve. “Frisky. Right. Perfect.”

Riley’s eyes—green, flecked with something golden—flicked down to the planner in Sophie’s hands, now sporting a damp bite mark. “That’s new,” she said lightly. “Usually she goes for hats.”

Sophie exhaled sharply, counting to three. “You’re the florist, aren’t you?”

“That’s one word for it,” Riley said, adjusting the bouquet. “I prefer ‘botanical chaos wrangler.’ But sure—florist works.”

“Wonderful.” Sophie’s tone was flat enough to iron linen. “Then perhaps we can have an actual discussion about the floral arrangements once your… associate is confined.”

Riley tilted her head. “She’s not my associate. She’s part of the team.”

“Of course she is,” Sophie said faintly. She tugged a lavender stem from her hair and stuck it into the planner as a makeshift bookmark.

Riley’s grin widened. “Welcome to Lavender Lane.”

Sophie wasn’t sure what irritated her more—the dirt on Riley’s cheek, the smugness in her voice, or the faint, unwelcome jolt somewhere deep in her chest.

She turned away, clutching her half-eaten planner like a lifeline. “This place,” she muttered, “is a health hazard with branding.”

Behind her, Riley’s laugh followed her up the path—low, unhurried, and entirely too pleased with itself.







The foyer of Lavender Lane smelled like old wood, fresh scones, and lavender that had decided to invade every available surface.

Bundles of it hung from ceiling beams, sprigs poked from vases, even the umbrella stand had been repurposed into some sort of floral art installation. Sophie paused just inside the door, trying to decide whether to admire it or file a mental complaint.

She went with both.

Her suede heels left faint wet marks on the tile. She set down her suitcase, straightened her blazer, and took a slow, steadying breath. Her reflection glared back at her from a gilt-framed mirror—hair frizzed, mascara smudged, dignity questionable.

She dabbed at her cheek with a tissue, smoothed her blouse, and pasted on the expression she reserved for particularly stubborn clients. The one that said: I am calm. I am capable. I have not been assaulted by livestock.

“Excuse me?” she called into the wide hallway. “Hello? Is there a staff office or reception area?”

Something clattered in the distance—a tray, maybe—and a woman’s voice sang out, “Kitchen!”

Sophie followed the sound, her heels clicking unevenly on the floorboards.

The kitchen was a cathedral of controlled chaos—if “controlled” meant “optimistically mislabeled.” Counters were covered in mixing bowls, teacups, half-iced pastries, and what might have once been a bag of flour before it exploded.

At the center of it all stood Riley Bennett, barefoot, wrist-deep in a vase of freshly cut blooms.

Of course it was her.

Her hair was tied up now, though a few rebellious strands had escaped, brushing her cheek. She was arranging wildflowers and lavender stems like she was conducting an orchestra—fast, instinctive, a little too graceful to be fair.

Sophie squared her shoulders. “I believe we still need to discuss the floral plan.”

Riley didn’t look up. “Plan’s a strong word. I like to let the flowers decide who they want to be near.”

Sophie blinked. “I’m sorry, the flowers decide?”

Riley plucked a stray stem, tucked it behind her ear, and finally met Sophie’s gaze. “They have chemistry. You can’t force a peony to sit next to a sunflower if it’s not feeling it.”

“Right,” Sophie said slowly. “Well, I prefer my chemistry to be limited to the client’s color palette.”

“Color palette,” Riley echoed, the corner of her mouth twitching. “That’s adorable.”

Sophie set her planner—her mangled planner—on the counter and flipped it open to the tab marked “Florals.”

She’d rewritten it three times on the drive here. Now, a faint bite mark interrupted the margin where Fettuccine had left her opinion.

“Hannah wants soft neutrals,” she said crisply. “Ivory, blush, lavender, sage. Simple, timeless. Elegant.”

Riley leaned against the counter, arms folded, head tilted. “You mean predictable.”

“I mean cohesive.”

“And I mean boring.”

The air between them thickened like syrup. Outside, bees buzzed lazily past the open window; somewhere, a wind chime sang an off-key tune.

Sophie’s pulse tapped a quiet rhythm in her wrist. “You’re the florist,” she said evenly. “Not the creative director.”

Riley’s smile curved—mischief, not malice. “Funny, because Hannah told me I could ‘follow the vibe.’ Her words. Direct quote.”

Sophie’s stomach sank. Of course Hannah said that. Her little sister believed vibes were a viable project management strategy.

“I see,” Sophie said tightly. “Well, I’m sure we can align the… vibe with the timeline.”

Riley arched a brow. “Timeline. There’s that word again. You talk like you’re scheduling a military campaign.”

“Sometimes,” Sophie said, closing her planner, “it feels like one.”

Riley studied her for a beat too long. “You really don’t relax, do you?”

“I’m relaxed,” Sophie said immediately.

“You’re holding your pen like it owes you money.”

Sophie glanced down. The pen was white-knuckled in her grip. She loosened it, forcing a laugh that sounded brittle even to her own ears. “It’s a habit.”

“From what? Fighting wars with stationery?”

That did it.

“I don’t expect you to understand,” Sophie said, gathering her planner. “Some of us like to be prepared before the llamas attack.”

Riley chuckled, low and infuriating. “Hey, I saved you, didn’t I?”

“From your coworker.”

“Teammate,” Riley corrected, with mock solemnity.

Sophie pressed her lips together. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to meet with Hannah before something else spontaneously combusts.”

“Sure,” Riley said easily, turning back to her flowers. “Don’t trip on the mud on your way out.”

Sophie froze mid-step. “There’s no mud—”

Her foot slid on a damp patch of tile. She caught herself against the counter, heart hammering, face inches from Riley’s shoulder.

Riley didn’t move. She just looked sideways, that same infuriating half-smile tugging at her mouth. “Told you.”

Sophie straightened, cheeks hot. “You might consider investing in a mop.”

“You might consider investing in a sense of humor.”

For a moment, neither spoke. The scent of lavender hung thick between them—sweet, dizzying, familiar already.

Then Sophie turned sharply on her heel and strode out, chin high, shoes squeaking faintly.

Behind her, Riley’s laugh followed her again. Low. Unhurried. Too pleased by half.

And Sophie told herself, firmly, that she did not care what it sounded like.




Sophie found Hannah in the conservatory, which was exactly where she shouldn’t have been: barefoot, drinking something purple from a mason jar, and humming along to a song that had too much ukulele in it.

“Hannah.” Sophie’s voice came out sharper than intended. “Why is there a flamingo on your wedding cake?”

Her sister blinked, mid-sip. “What?”

Sophie stepped aside, gesturing toward the corner of the room where a three-tiered confection sat on a rolling cart, sweating slightly in the afternoon sun. It was unmistakable. Pepto-pink frosting, fondant flamingos, glittery edible palm leaves. It looked like Barbie had married a Vegas DJ.

Hannah squinted. “Oh my God. It’s kind of… fun?”

“It’s horrific,” Sophie corrected. “The order was for minimalist vanilla-lavender with pressed wildflowers. This—” she waved a trembling hand at the monstrosity “—looks like a carnival smoothie.”

Her pen was out before she realized it, clicking in panicked rhythm.

“How—how did this even happen?”

Hannah shrugged, unconcerned. “Grace said the bakery had a ‘creative reinterpretation moment.’ It’s their new summer line.”

Sophie pinched the bridge of her nose. “A reinterpretation of what, exactly? Subtlety?”

At that moment, Grace herself appeared—flour-dusted, grinning, wielding a whisk like a weapon. “Relax, planner lady. Worst case, I’ll whip up something better.”

Sophie turned slowly. “You’ll whip up a three-tier custom fondant cake… in fifteen days?”

“Two days,” Grace corrected cheerfully. “Cake’s for the rehearsal dinner, right? Plenty of time.”

Sophie opened her mouth. Closed it again. “You’re joking.”

Grace tossed the whisk into the sink with a clatter. “Do I look like I’m joking? Don’t answer that.”

Sophie’s laugh came out as a strangled sound somewhere between a sigh and a plea. “You can’t just— improvise the main dessert of a wedding. There are structural integrity issues. And color schemes. And temperature control.”

“Temperature control,” Grace repeated, deadpan. “You make it sound like we’re defusing a bomb.”

“Sometimes it feels like one,” Sophie muttered.

“Hey,” Hannah chirped, still unhelpfully serene. “Maybe we do cupcakes instead! Everyone loves cupcakes!”

Sophie’s planner slammed shut like a gavel. “Cupcakes,” she repeated flatly, “are not a contingency plan.”

Hannah’s smile faltered. “Okay, wow. You need a cookie.”

“I need competence,” Sophie said, too quickly, immediately regretting the edge in her tone. Hannah’s shoulders slumped. Guilt pinched Sophie’s ribs. “I’m sorry. I just… this wedding matters, Han. You deserve it to be perfect.”

Her sister softened. “It’s okay, Soph. But it doesn’t have to be perfect. It just has to be us.”

Sophie forced a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Right. Us. Of course.”

She didn’t say what she was thinking—that us usually meant Hannah’s whirlwind and Sophie’s cleanup crew.

As if on cue, a door creaked open behind them.

Riley leaned against the frame, casual as ever, holding a vase of fresh blooms. Her forearms were dusted with pollen, her curls now tied back with a piece of twine. “I heard there was a dessert crisis. Thought I’d bring moral support.”

“Unless those flowers can bake, I’m not sure they’ll help,” Sophie said, not looking up from her planner.

Riley crossed the room, setting the vase beside the flamingo cake. The contrast was absurd—wild, natural beauty next to edible neon horror.

“Hmm,” Riley said, tilting her head. “It’s got… personality.”

“Personality,” Sophie echoed, her voice tight. “That’s one word for it.”

“Could be a statement piece,” Riley offered. “Subverting tradition, embracing whimsy, questioning modern bridal aesthetics—”

“It’s a mistake,” Sophie snapped, snapping her pen cap shut with a decisive click.

Riley raised both hands in mock surrender. “Easy, clipboard. No need for violence.”

“I don’t have a clipboard,” Sophie bit out.

Riley’s grin was immediate. “Metaphorically speaking.”

Hannah, wisely sensing she was no longer needed, mumbled something about checking on Robbie’s “lighting experiment” and slipped out. Grace followed with a shrug and a “good luck” mouthed over her shoulder.

Leaving Sophie and Riley alone with the cake.

The silence hummed, awkward and oddly charged.

Sophie busied herself wiping nonexistent crumbs from the table. “I suppose you think this is funny.”

“Not funny,” Riley said, voice softer now. “Just… very Lavender Lane.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“It means things fall apart, and somehow they look better that way.”

Sophie turned to her then, ready to argue—only to catch the faintest trace of something like sincerity in Riley’s expression.

It threw her. Just for a heartbeat.

Riley gestured to the cake. “Besides, you can’t deny it’s memorable.”

“I can deny anything with that much food coloring,” Sophie said dryly.

Riley laughed, low and genuine, and Sophie hated—truly hated—how it warmed the edges of her irritation.

“I’ll talk to the bakery,” she said briskly, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “We’ll get the right design. No surprises.”

Riley plucked a fondant flamingo from the top tier and set it gently on the counter. “Good luck with that.”

Sophie stared at her. “What are you doing?”

“Quality control,” Riley said, taking a bite of the flamingo’s wing. “Needs less sugar.”

Sophie blinked. “You just ate the decor.”

Riley shrugged, mouth full. “You’d be surprised how often that’s the solution.”

Sophie exhaled sharply. “You are impossible.”

“Thank you,” Riley said, smiling like it was a compliment.

And before Sophie could summon a reply, Fettuccine the llama strolled past the doorway again—this time trailing a piece of tulle in her mouth.

Sophie closed her eyes. “This place is cursed.”

Riley chuckled. “Nah. Just alive.”




By the time the sun slipped low over Lavender Lane, Sophie had survived three crises, four spreadsheets, and one minor existential breakdown in the pantry.

She stood in the courtyard, staring down at her checklist. “Cake—reordered. Caterer—confirmed. Seating chart—salvaged. Llamas—contained.” She hesitated, then added quietly, “For now.”

A breeze rolled through the lavender fields, carrying the scent of dusk and something sweet—honeysuckle, maybe. Somewhere in the distance, laughter floated up from the rehearsal dinner prep, clinking glasses and off-key singing. It sounded… happy. Uncontrolled. Dangerous.

Sophie adjusted her clipboard—no, her planner—and muttered, “Focus. Deliverables. Timelines.”

“Talking to yourself again?” a voice drawled behind her.

She turned. Riley stood framed in the last streak of sunset, a tangle of wildflowers in one hand, dirt on her jeans, a smudge of purple on her wrist. She looked like she belonged here—half magic, half mess.

Sophie straightened. “Not talking. Prioritizing.”

Riley grinned. “Ah, yes. Classic planner dialect.”

Sophie ignored that. “Do you have the bridal bouquet ready for tomorrow’s shoot?”

Riley’s smile froze. “Bouquet?”

Sophie’s pulse spiked. “Please tell me that’s a joke.”

Riley winced. “Depends. Would it help if I said yes?”

Sophie closed her eyes. “You forgot the bouquet.”

“I prefer to think of it as… pending.”

“Pending?” Sophie repeated, her voice climbing an octave. “Riley, the photoshoot is at ten a.m.! The bouquet is essential! It’s literally called a bridal bouquet—it’s in the name!”

Riley looked genuinely regretful for half a second before her grin returned, quick and irreverent. “Then I guess I’d better make it now.”

“Now?” Sophie sputtered. “It’s almost dark!”

“Perfect lighting,” Riley said easily, already turning toward the fields. “You can come if you want to supervise.”

“I don’t supervise,” Sophie snapped, following anyway. “I coordinate.”

The lavender stretched endlessly before them, rippling under the gold-streaked sky. Fireflies flickered between the stalks, tiny lights winking like punctuation marks. Sophie tripped once, catching herself before Riley could notice—though the smirk over Riley’s shoulder suggested she had.

They stopped near the far end of the property, where the lavender met a wild thicket of roses and eucalyptus. Riley crouched, assessing, then began gathering stems with the casual precision of someone who saw art where everyone else saw weeds.

Sophie folded her arms. “That’s not on the floral order.”

“That’s because this isn’t from the order,” Riley said without looking up. “It’s from the heart.”

Sophie groaned. “Please don’t make it sentimental.”

“I’ll make it beautiful,” Riley said simply. “That’s the deal.”

Sophie opened her mouth—then closed it again, because for once, there wasn’t a single good rebuttal.

Riley worked quietly, tying the stems together with a strand of soft linen, humming under her breath. The bouquet took shape in her hands—lavender, wild roses, bits of rosemary and sage. It wasn’t symmetrical. It wasn’t polished. But it was alive. The kind of arrangement that looked like it had a heartbeat.

When she was done, Riley stood and offered it out.

“Here,” she said. “Tell me that isn’t better than something from a catalogue.”

Sophie hesitated before taking it. Her fingers brushed Riley’s—barely—and her brain short-circuited for exactly three seconds. The bouquet smelled like summer and defiance.

“It’s… unstructured,” Sophie managed.

“That’s one way to say breathtaking,” Riley replied.

Sophie turned the bouquet in her hands, noticing the way the lavender softened the roses, the herbs laced through like secrets. “You didn’t even measure the proportions.”

“I trusted instinct,” Riley said.

“Instinct gets people fired.”

Riley’s eyes glimmered in the fading light. “Or kissed.”

Sophie’s head jerked up. “What?”

Riley smiled, slow and knowing. “You heard me.”

For a beat, neither of them moved. The air seemed thicker somehow—filled with lavender scent and the hum of crickets and everything unsaid.

Then Sophie did what she did best: retreated into structure.

“Well,” she said briskly, tucking the bouquet against her chest. “It’ll do.”

Riley laughed, quiet and satisfied. “High praise from you.”

“It’s not praise,” Sophie insisted. “It’s… acceptance.”

“Mm.” Riley’s grin softened. “I’ll take it.”

They walked back toward the house in companionable silence. The sky deepened into indigo, the windows of the estate glowing like candlelight. Sophie tried very hard not to think about how nice it felt to walk beside someone who didn’t fill every silence with planning—or panic.

When they reached the courtyard again, Sophie stopped at the steps.

“Thank you,” she said, the words awkward on her tongue.

Riley looked at her for a long moment. “You’re welcome.”

Then she reached out, gently tucked a sprig of lavender behind Sophie’s ear, and said, “Don’t overthink this one.”

Sophie froze, heart doing something wholly unprofessional. “I never overthink.”

“Sure,” Riley said softly. “And llamas never spit.”

Before Sophie could reply, Riley turned and walked away—leaving her standing there with the bouquet in her arms and a flush creeping up her neck.

The planner in her mind whispered about boundaries, decorum, timelines.

The woman in her chest whispered something else entirely.




By the time the sun dipped behind the lavender fields, Sophie had survived—barely—the cake crisis, a three-hour debate about whether or not the bridesmaids should wear matching shoes (“the answer is always yes,” she had hissed), and one too many of Riley’s smugly unruffled smiles.

Her phone buzzed for the fiftieth time that day. A text from Robbie.

Robbie 🌙: Urgent! Meeting in the barn. Bring your creative energy!! 💃🔥

Sophie sighed so hard she felt her soul deflate a little. She trudged across the uneven cobblestones, her planner clutched like a weapon. The barn doors stood open, spilling light and the faint scent of hay, citrus candles, and—disturbingly—something singed.

Inside, Robbie stood atop an overturned crate, wearing another of his magnificent robes (tonight’s edition: midnight blue with golden tassels). Around him sat Hannah, Grace the chef, and a collection of mismatched chairs occupied by people who looked much too comfortable for a crisis.

Robbie spread his arms dramatically. “Picture this: twilight. The guests drunk on joy and champagne. And then—” he paused, raising a glittery hand—“fire.”

“Fire?” Sophie repeated carefully. “Like candles?”

“Like passion!” he declared. “Like spectacle! I’ve hired a fire-dancer for the reception. It’ll be transcendent.”

Sophie blinked. “You… you’ve hired someone who sets things on fire. Near the wedding guests.”

Hannah clapped her hands together. “Oh my God, Robbie, that’s actually so cool!”

“Cool?” Sophie’s voice hit an octave usually reserved for bats. “No! No, that’s the opposite of cool. That’s—flammable!”

Grace shrugged from her chair, munching on something that might have been a test cupcake. “Don’t worry. We’ll have buckets of water on standby.”

Sophie pinched the bridge of her nose. “Buckets. Of water. At a wedding.”

Riley’s voice drifted in from the back of the barn, lazy and amused. “You could label them ‘thematic safety features.’”

Sophie didn’t even turn around. “Not helping.”

“I wasn’t trying to,” Riley said, the smirk audible. “You’re just too easy to wind up.”

Sophie snapped her planner open, scribbling something furiously under “Potential Disasters.”

“Fire hazard,” she muttered. “Unsupervised pyrotechnics. Spontaneous combustion. Excellent.”

Riley leaned against a wooden beam, arms folded. Her hair was still damp from the garden’s mist, the edge of her shirt half-tucked, and she looked unfairly relaxed. “You know,” she said, “for someone who doesn’t live here, you’ve adapted fast. Most people stop fighting by day two.”

“I’m not most people,” Sophie said tightly.

Riley’s smile flicked wider. “Yeah. I can tell.”

Sophie snapped her planner shut. “Meeting adjourned.”










She escaped before anyone could argue, heels clicking sharply on the stone path as she climbed toward the main house. The lavender fields shimmered in the fading light, gold and purple blending like watercolor. Beautiful, infuriating, alive.

Her muscles ached. Her hair smelled faintly of frosting. Her planner had a bite mark. And now—apparently—her sister’s wedding involved open flames.

Fifteen days. Fifteen days of this.

She pushed open the door to her room—an old guest suite that looked charming in daylight and vaguely haunted at night—and stopped dead.

There was a goat on her bed.

A small one, with mottled fur and eyes like marbles, chewing serenely on the corner of a bedsheet.

Sophie closed the door very slowly, then reopened it, hoping for a better outcome. The goat was still there. It bleated softly, unimpressed by her disbelief.

“Oh, for—” She stepped forward, waving a hand. “Shoo! Out! This is not—this is not your—whatever!”

The goat blinked. Then it climbed onto her pillow.

She lunged, grabbing the nearest thing—her planner—and froze mid-swing when she noticed a glass jar on the nightstand.

Inside: a small, uneven bouquet. Wildflowers, lavender sprigs, and one shy little daisy that looked like it hadn’t planned to be part of the arrangement but got swept in anyway. A scrap of twine tied it together, rustic and imperfect—and on the jar’s lid, someone had scrawled in marker: For the planner lady. You survived Day One.

Sophie stared at it, pulse slowing.

The goat bleated again, softer this time. Maybe sympathetic.

She sat on the edge of the bed, careful not to disturb it, and reached out to touch one of the petals. It was warm from the room’s air, faintly fragrant.

Of course Riley would send something like this. No note, no apology for her llama or her teasing—just… that infuriatingly thoughtful gesture.

Sophie let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

Her phone buzzed again.

Robbie 🌙: Also—tiny update—the fire-dancer doubles as a juggler. Of torches. Isn’t that divine??

Sophie pressed the phone to her forehead and groaned. “What kind of place is this?”

She picked up her planner, flipped to her daily checklist, and started editing for the third time that evening.

Confirm fire safety insurance. Reassess sanity.

Her pen hovered. Her gaze drifted back to the wildflowers.

She stared at them for a long moment. Then, almost against her will, she smiled—a small, traitorous curve of the mouth.

“This better not be a metaphor,” she muttered, shutting the planner with a decisive snap.

Outside, the wind rattled the lavender stalks against her window like applause.
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The text message came in at 8:03 a.m.

Robbie 🌙: “My dearest Sophie! Gather thy wits and sensible shoes. A tour awaits! Meet me by the fountain in five. There will be enlightenment.”

Sophie blinked at her phone. Then blinked again. She hadn’t even had coffee yet.

Five minutes later, she was power-walking through a sea of lavender that refused to respect her trousers. The air was so thick with perfume it felt like walking through potpourri soup. Her planner—leather-bound, color-coded tabs, emotionally supportive—was clutched to her chest like a Bible.

She spotted Robbie immediately.

Of course she did.

He was standing on the fountain’s edge, wind tossing his scarf dramatically, one foot propped on a cherub’s head like he was posing for a Renaissance painting. He wore a purple velvet waistcoat and was wielding—dear God—a feather quill.

When he saw her, his face split into a grin so large it could power a small village.

“Ah! My fair coordinator approaches! ‘O brave new world, that has such people in’t!’”

Sophie stopped, heels sinking slightly in the gravel. “Morning, Robbie.”

He pressed a hand to his chest, eyes closed as though savoring her greeting. “‘Good morrow,’ is the phrase you seek.”

“Good morrow,” she said flatly. “You said this would be a quick tour?”

“Aye, swift as a midsummer dream!” he declared, hopping down. “Follow me, dear Sophie, for today you shall see the heart and soul of Lavender Lane!”

She muttered under her breath, “I already smell it.”

-

The “tour” began with a meandering walk through the property—if one could call nearly getting tripped by ivy a walk.

Their first stop was a massive tree near the edge of the field, its branches gnarled and dramatic, like it had opinions.

“This,” Robbie announced, laying a reverent hand on the bark, “is the Sacred Sycamore! She is the keeper of vows and the witness of eternal devotion.”

Sophie tilted her head. “You want to hold the ceremony here?”

“Of course! The very air hums with romance. You can feel it, can’t you?”

She felt bees.

“I’m thinking twilight,” Robbie continued, eyes gleaming. “Fire jugglers at dusk, a soft breeze carrying the scent of lavender and destiny—”

Sophie’s pen froze mid-note. “Fire jugglers?”

“Yes! Passion incarnate!”

“Insurance nightmare,” she said, jotting it down.

He grinned. “‘Sweet are the uses of adversity!’ Meaning, live a little.”

“I prefer living a lot,” she muttered.



-

They moved on. The next stop was what Robbie called “The Butterfly Grotto.” Sophie called it “a shed with vines.”

He flung open the creaky door like a magician revealing a rabbit. “Picture this—two hundred butterflies released mid-vow. Symbolizing transformation, rebirth, the tender chaos of love!”

Sophie stared into the dim shed, where cobwebs clung to the rafters. “And what happens when one lands in someone’s champagne?”

“Then we toast to the circle of life!”

She pinched the bridge of her nose.

-


Next came the ancient stone well, draped in wisteria and faintly glittering.

Sophie frowned. “Is there glitter in the water?”

Robbie leaned over fondly. “Stardust, my dear. From a previous ceremony. The bride wanted the moon’s reflection to sparkle.”

“And how’d that go?”

“She divorced him six months later, but that’s hardly the well’s fault.”

Sophie scribbled furiously: ‘Clean glitter. Prohibit moon metaphors.’


-


By the time they reached the barn, Sophie’s planner looked like it had survived a war.

Robbie threw open the doors with a flourish. “Behold! The Rustic Romance Rave Zone!”

Sunlight poured through dusty windows, hitting a disco ball that sent shards of light spinning across the hay bales.

Sophie blinked. “You’re serious.”

“Deadly! Imagine—post-ceremony, the guests cast off their shoes and inhibitions! The rhythm of love pulsing through the air!”

She eyed a lone speaker dangling from a rope. “Does the rhythm of love come with safety harnesses?”

He chuckled, utterly unfazed. “‘The better part of Valour, is Discretion.’ Which is to say, don’t worry. I’ve got a guy.”

“You always have a guy,” she said. “That’s what scares me.”


-

As they walked back toward the fountain, Robbie twirled his quill between his fingers. “You seem tense, my dear planner. Too bound by rules. Lavender Lane is about feeling.”

Sophie gave him a look. “Feeling doesn’t get you power outlets, Robbie. Or a working sound system. Or a goat-free reception.”

He stopped, genuinely startled. “You don’t like Moonbeam?”

“Moonbeam?”

“Our resident ring bearer in training.”

Sophie’s voice dropped to a whisper of horror. “The goat has a name?”

“Of course! She’s very sensitive. Don’t say ‘mutton’ near her.”


-

They reached the fountain again. Sophie stood perfectly still for a long second, then opened her planner to a fresh page.

In her neat, slanted handwriting, she wrote:

Day One. Chaos Level: 9. Probability of Spontaneous Arson: High.

Robbie bowed as though concluding a play. “And thus ends our tour, fair maiden of the spreadsheet.”

She closed the planner with a snap. “It’s a planner.”

“Ah, but so is life,” he said, eyes twinkling. “And look how well that turns out.”

Sophie exhaled slowly. “I’m going to need more coffee.”

“Double espresso!” he cried. “Or perhaps—lavender cappuccino?”

She turned and started walking away. “I will not dignify that with an answer.”

Behind her, his voice carried on the wind:

“‘Parting is such sweet sorrow!’”

“Not sweet,” she called over her shoulder. “Just sorrow.”


By mid-afternoon, Sophie had lost count of how many times she’d heard the phrase “trust the process.”

It was Robbie’s new favorite mantra, apparently.

The man himself now sat cross-legged on a picnic blanket in what he grandly referred to as “the creative vortex” — which turned out to be a shaded patch behind the house, surrounded by candles, crystals, and what looked suspiciously like someone’s recycling bin full of art supplies.

Sophie hovered at the edge of the blanket, planner in hand, trying to maintain her professional smile while a breeze kept flipping her pages out of order.

“Right,” she said, taking a careful step forward. “You said we were going to finalize the reception schedule?”

“Schedule?” Robbie looked up from where he was sprinkling dried rose petals over a sheet of parchment. “Oh no, my dear, we are manifesting.”

Sophie blinked. “Manifesting what, exactly?”

He flourished a feather quill. “The essence of the event. The soul of matrimony! Words and images that shall speak the heart’s truth!”

He handed her a sheet of lavender-scented paper covered in doodles of moons and goats.

Sophie stared. “Is this… the seating chart?”

“Not yet,” he said serenely. “But perhaps soon. Art transcends boundaries.”

Before she could answer, someone behind her spoke — soft, amused.

“Careful. Once he starts quoting Rumi, you’re trapped for at least an hour.”

Riley.

She was crouched nearby, weaving wildflowers into what might have been a garland or a form of stress therapy. The sleeves of her shirt were rolled to the elbow; her forearms dusted with pollen and sunlight.

Sophie straightened, forcing her voice into brisk neutrality. “I thought florists were supposed to work indoors.”

Riley tilted her head. “And miss the entertainment? Not a chance.”

Robbie looked between them with bright enthusiasm. “Ah! Two opposing forces — order and instinct! This is alchemy!”

Sophie tried for diplomacy. “It’s actually project management.”

He ignored her entirely. “Here! Take the scented markers. Draw your vision.”

Sophie looked down. The markers were labeled things like ‘Dream Mist’ and ‘Emotional Openness.’

She capped them one by one. “I don’t draw visions. I write action plans.”

“Then write your heart’s action plan,” Robbie said, already sketching a suspiciously muscular cherub. “Shakespeare said—”

“Let me guess,” Sophie interrupted, “something about the world being a stage?”

Robbie’s grin widened. “Precisely. And you, my dear, are our stage manager.”

Sophie was about to retort when Riley snorted, trying not to laugh. “He’s not wrong,” she said.

Sophie turned on her. “I’m not managing chaos; I’m trying to prevent it.”

Riley shrugged, eyes glinting. “Sometimes those are the same thing.”

The silence stretched. Wind tugged at the edges of Robbie’s parchment. Somewhere in the distance, a goat bleated — a reminder of Moonbeam’s omnipresence.

Sophie finally sighed and sat, the planner balanced on her knees like armor. “Fine. If I humor you for ten minutes, can we then talk about actual logistics?”

“Splendid!” Robbie clapped. “Draw what love means to you!”

Sophie’s pen hovered over the page. What love means to you.

Her brain, ever efficient, produced a bullet list instead of feelings:


	Reliability.

	Clear communication.

	Shared calendar access.




Riley leaned sideways, peering at the list. “That’s… romantic,” she said, voice dripping with mischief.

Sophie’s jaw tightened. “Some of us like things that make sense.”

“Sure.” Riley selected a marker and began doodling beside her own paper. “And some of us like things that make a mess first.”

Sophie





















































































	Confirm butterfly permit?

	Fire juggler — WHY?

	Check goat availability (NO).

	Find actual venue map.
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