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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into real feelings, sharp moments, and the kind of love that shows up when the glitter is gone. These stories focus on emotional honesty, earned connection, and hopeful endings that feel grounded, warm, and deeply human.
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Faye Mercer is the operations lead at Harborlight Flower Exchange, a woman who can fix a broken supply chain with one hand while holding her own heart at arm’s length with the other.

Miles Ainsley is an independent florist with a small shop and a stubborn moral compass, the kind of man who believes romance should be quiet and true, not loud and packaged.

Gwen Halloway is Harborlight’s director, polished under pressure and ruthless about deadlines, with a soft spot she refuses to admit exists.

Silas Bennett is Harborlight’s floor supervisor, steady and observant, the person everyone calls when the day starts cracking at the seams.

Imogen Park is Faye’s closest friend outside work, a hospital volunteer coordinator who measures love by what you carry to someone’s bedside.

Trent Voss is the brand representative from a luxury bouquet partner, charming on the surface and transactional underneath, with a contract that can vanish in a single phone call.
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The warehouse smelled like roses that had started to lose their nerve.

Faye felt it the second she pushed through the side door, the air thick with sweetness and bruised greenery, the kind of scent that clung to the back of your throat and made you think of ribboned vases and restaurant tables and promises said too early. Except this wasn’t a restaurant. This was Harborlight Flower Exchange at five forty-eight on February fifteenth, and the romance had already come and gone like a storm that left the streets slick and the gutters full.

Her phone buzzed again before the door even clicked shut behind her.

She didn’t look at the screen. If she looked, she’d see Gwen’s name, or Trent’s, or a vendor she didn’t have time to soothe, and she needed exactly ten seconds to take in the scene with her own eyes so she could decide what kind of fire this was.

Rows of rolling carts jammed the floor. Buckets of red roses stood in lopsided clusters like soldiers who’d lost their formation. Half-collapsed cardboard boxes leaned against the pallet stacks. A stray heart-shaped balloon had made it inside somehow and now hovered near the ceiling, slowly turning as if it couldn’t find an exit.

And in the middle of it all, a line of people in orange safety vests stood waiting like a jury.

Silas spotted her first. His face didn’t change much, but his jaw tightened, and that was enough.

“Morning,” he called, a word that sounded like a dare.

Faye kept walking, boots tapping the concrete in a quick, controlled rhythm. She had learned years ago that if you moved like you belonged at the center of a crisis, people treated you like you were the solution. Even if you were the person who’d been dragged out of bed to witness the wreckage.

“How bad?” she asked, stopping beside him.

Silas lifted his clipboard like it was heavier than it should be. “We took in three late trucks after midnight. Returns from the luxury partner, plus unsold inventory from the downtown pop-ups. Someone approved the intake without flagging refrigeration capacity.”

Faye’s stomach dropped into a colder place. “Approved intake,” she repeated, because if she said the words out loud, maybe they’d become a problem she could solve instead of a threat to everything she’d built.

Silas’s eyes flicked past her shoulder.

Faye followed his gaze.

Near the loading bay, Gwen stood with her arms folded, her blazer too crisp for this hour, her hair smoothed into control. She was talking to a man in a suit who had no business breathing in air that smelled like wilted romance. Trent Voss, Faye recognized immediately, because Trent had a talent for looking like he was doing you a favor even when he was tightening a noose.

Trent’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. Gwen’s did not reach anywhere at all.

Faye’s phone buzzed again. This time she answered without thinking.

“Faye,” Gwen said, the name clipped, clean. “Now.”

Faye ended the call without replying, because Gwen hadn’t asked a question. Gwen had issued a summons.

She walked toward them, the day already sliding into the kind of terrain where one wrong word could make things worse.

Trent turned as she approached, as if he’d sensed her like a scent. “There she is,” he said, warm and delighted, like her presence had been his plan all along. “Harborlight’s miracle worker.”

Faye held her expression neutral. “Good morning, Trent.”

“It’s a rough one,” he continued, looking past her to the carts stacked with bouquets. “My team is getting pinged all over social. A video is spreading. Someone filmed a pile of our arrangements outside a venue dumpster. They’re saying the partner brand overproduced, Harborlight dumped the excess, and now the flowers are dying.”

Gwen’s gaze cut to Faye. “We don’t dump products. We redistribute.”

“We’re going to,” Faye said, because the alternative wasn’t a sentence she was willing to offer. “We’re going to do it fast.”

Trent’s smile sharpened. “My contract has a sustainability clause. If my stakeholders think we’re wasteful, it becomes a legal issue, not a PR problem. I can’t have your name attached to ours in a story about dead roses.”

Faye saw it then, clear as a line on a spreadsheet. This wasn’t only about flowers. This was about being judged by something that looked true enough on a screen.

She glanced at the warehouse again, and the smell turned from sweet to accusing.

“Give me today,” she said. “By tonight, there won’t be a single arrangement here without a destination.”

Trent tilted his head. “Tonight?”

Faye met his eyes. “Tonight.”

Gwen’s mouth twitched once, the smallest sign of approval. “You have six hours,” she corrected. “At noon, I got a call from a corporate. If you don’t have a verifiable plan and proof of execution, we lose the partner.”

Faye’s pulse kicked. Six hours. Not a day. Not a gentle timeline. A ticking, ruthless clock.

Trent checked his watch like he enjoyed the drama. “Then I’ll stop wasting your time,” he said, and turned back toward Gwen, lowering his voice enough to be private but not enough to be kind.

Faye caught one sentence anyway.

“This is what happens when you build an entire season around one day.”

The words hit her in a place she didn’t expect. Not because Trent was wrong. Because the idea made something in her chest tighten like a fist.

Gwen’s gaze returned to Faye. “You’re running point. Full authority. Take anyone you need.”

Faye nodded once. “I need the refrigerated trailer unlocked. I need volunteer routes. And I need to know who approved the late intake.”

Gwen’s eyes didn’t flicker. “Figure it out later. Fix it first.”

Faye turned away before her face could show what she felt. She didn’t have feelings at work. Feelings made you slow. Feelings made you hesitate. Feelings were what people used to convince you that a moment mattered more than the next ten years.

She walked back toward Silas and the waiting line of staff, and that was when the loading bay door rolled up again with a metallic groan.

Cold air spilled in, bringing in a gust of February morning and the sound of a truck backing toward the dock.

Faye looked up, already calculating the space they didn’t have.

A white cargo van eased into place, paint dulled by years, the side panel stenciled with a simple logo: a single line-drawn stem and the words Ainsley Floral in plain lettering.

The driver door opened.

A man stepped down, and the first thing Faye noticed was that he moved like someone used to lifting weight, steady and controlled. The second thing she noticed was the look on his face.

He was not here to be helpful.

He scanned the warehouse, the carts, the roses, the chaos, and something hard set in his eyes, a kind of contained anger that didn’t need shouting to be loud. Then his gaze landed on Faye, and it held there like he’d chosen her as the person who deserved it.

He walked toward her, hands bare, sleeves pushed to his forearms. He had the kind of face people described as calm until it wasn’t, a jaw you’d trust until it decided not to be gentle. There was a faint scratch on his knuckle, and his hair looked like he’d dragged a comb through it as an afterthought.

When he stopped in front of her, close enough that she could smell winter air and faint cedar, he didn’t offer his hand.

“Are you the one in charge?” he asked.

His voice was lower than she expected, not soft, not loud, just sure.

“I’m the one fixing it,” Faye said.

He glanced at the roses behind her. “Looks like you’re the one drowning in it.”

Faye felt Silas shift beside her. The staff quieted. Everyone could sense a clash coming the way you sensed a storm before the first drop.

“And you are?” she asked.

His mouth didn’t even twitch. “Miles.”

She didn’t ask for the last name. She already knew it from the van. She could also see it in the way he stood, like he belonged to something small and real, not corporate and polished.

“You’re early,” she said, because she remembered the schedule. Ainsley Floral was listed as a charity pickup partner for the ReBloom program. A quick distribution partnership Harborlight ran after big holidays. The concept was simple: salvage what could still be loved.

Miles’s gaze moved again over the warehouse, and the anger didn’t leave. “I got a call at four in the morning,” he said. “From a reporter. Asked me why I’m in the ‘dumpster bouquet business.’”

Faye’s stomach tightened. “That’s not coming from us.”

“Doesn’t matter where it’s coming from,” Miles said. “It’s sticking.”

Faye’s mind snapped into logistics mode. “What did you tell them?”

“I told them I don’t dump flowers,” he said, each word clipped. “And I told them I’d come see for myself.”

Faye forced her voice to calm. “Then you can see. We redistribute. We donate. We’ll document every handoff.”

Miles’s gaze landed on her badge, her name printed cleanly. “Faye.”

She didn’t like the way he said it, not because it was disrespectful, but because it sounded like he’d already decided who she was.

He stepped half a pace closer, and she held her ground because she was not about to be physically pushed in her own warehouse.

“You build your whole business around the fourteenth,” he said quietly, “and then you act surprised when the fifteenth looks like this.”

Faye’s pulse thudded. The line hit too close to the sentence she’d heard Trent say moments ago, and that coincidence made her suspicious.

“You don’t know anything about how we run,” she said.

Miles’s eyes narrowed. “I know I’ve been on the receiving end of your ‘surplus’ before,” he said. “The kind of surplus that shows up when small shops like mine have already ordered and paid, and then the market gets flooded and everyone says, oh well, it’s just flowers.”

Faye’s temper flared, sharp and bright. “We don’t control what the pop-ups over-order. We don’t control what brands promise on social media. We control what we do next, and right now what we do next is keep this from becoming waste.”

Miles’s gaze didn’t soften, but something in it shifted, as if he’d been expecting her to dismiss him and she hadn’t. As if the argument he came ready for didn’t quite fit.

Silas cleared his throat. “Faye,” he murmured, warning.

Faye exhaled, forcing her voice to level again. “If you’re here to help,” she said to Miles, “I’m grateful. If you’re here to accuse, get in line behind the internet.”

Miles looked like he might say something sharper.

Instead, he turned his head slightly, as if listening.

Faye followed his attention, and saw it too.

A forklift rolled toward the bay carrying a pallet that wasn’t like the others. This one was wrapped differently, tight and careful, the shrink-wrap smooth and new. A single piece of brown tape held a label across the top.

Silas stepped forward, squinting. “That wasn’t on the manifest.”

The forklift driver slowed. “It came in with the late truck,” he said. “No paperwork. Just that.”

Faye walked toward it, and as she got close, she saw the label clearly.

Hold for Feb 15. After the 14th.

Her breath caught, small and stupid, because the phrase looked like a title. Like a message. Like someone had planned this day in advance.

Miles stepped beside her without asking, his shoulder close enough that she felt heat through his jacket.

“What is that?” he asked.

Faye didn’t answer, because she didn’t know.

She reached for the tape, then paused. In the corner of the label, beneath the printed words, there was handwriting in black marker. Not a name. Not a company code.

A single word.

Firefly.

Faye’s throat went dry so fast it felt like the air had been stolen from her lungs.

No one at Harborlight called her that. Not now. Not ever.

It was a name from a long time ago, when she still believed that if you planned carefully enough, love wouldn’t leave.

Miles looked at her, and the anger in his eyes dimmed into something else. Curiosity. Sharp, attentive curiosity.

“You just went pale,” he said quietly.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

Silas leaned in. “Firefly?” he echoed, confused. “Is that a vendor code?”

Faye forced her hands to move. She tore the tape, peeled back the label, and signaled for the wrap to be cut. The forklift driver handed her a box cutter without a word, and she sliced the plastic, the sound loud in the sudden silence.

As the wrap fell away, the scent hit them, not wilted this time but fresh, intense, as if the flowers inside had been protected from the rest of the chaos.

Faye opened the top carton.

Inside were bouquets, arranged in sets, each one secured in water tubes, each one fresh enough to make her chest hurt. Not the usual Valentine bundles. These were thoughtful, intentional. Wild anemones and ranunculus. Soft blush tulips. A single stem of something blue she couldn’t name.

Fourteen bouquets.

Each one labeled with a number, one through fourteen.

And the last bouquet, number fourteen, had a plain card tucked into the ribbon.

Faye’s fingers trembled as she pulled it free, even though she didn’t want them to. Even though she hated the fact that her body could betray her with something as small as a shake.

She opened the card.

There were only two lines.

After the 14th, the props are gone.

Meet me in the cold and tell the truth.

Faye stared at the words until they blurred.

Six hours, Gwen had said.

A contract, Trent had implied.

A viral accusation, the internet had already decided.

And now this, a private message disguised as inventory, dropped into her warehouse on the one day she couldn’t afford distraction.

Miles watched her face like he could read the weather there.

“Is that for you?” he asked, voice quieter now, the edge replaced by something careful.

Faye swallowed hard. She could lie. She was good at lying when the lie protected the machine she’d built around herself.

But the card had already exposed something that didn’t belong to the machine.

“I don’t know,” she said, and it was the most honest sentence she’d spoken all morning.

Silas shifted. “Faye, we need decisions. The staff is waiting.”

Gwen’s heels clicked somewhere behind them, sharp and approaching.

Faye closed the card and held it so tightly the paper bent.

Her brain tried to split itself in two, one half screaming for control, the other half whispering that this wasn’t random. That someone had reached into her life at the exact moment she was most vulnerable, when the warehouse smelled like dead roses and her name was a headline waiting to happen.

Gwen arrived at her shoulder, gaze snapping to the open cartons. “What is this?”

Faye lifted her chin. “A shipment with no paperwork,” she said. “Fourteen bouquets. Fresh. Numbered. And labeled for February fifteenth.”

Gwen’s eyes flicked to the label still stuck to the wrap, and then to Faye’s face.

“What did it cost?” Gwen asked.

“I don’t know,” Faye said, voice steadying. “But it’s not here by accident.”

Gwen stared at the bouquets for one beat too long, calculating. Then her gaze sharpened with the kind of decisiveness Faye had always respected even when it scared her.

“This is your plan,” Gwen said.

Faye blinked. “What?”

Gwen pointed at the bouquets. “We document this. We deliver them. We film it. We show the city that nothing dies on our floor, not today. We turn the story around.”

Faye’s heartbeat stumbled. “Gwen, I don’t know who sent these.”

Gwen’s expression didn’t move. “Then find out later,” she said. “Right now you need a narrative. And you need proof.”

Faye opened her mouth to argue.

Gwen cut her off with a glance toward Miles. “You,” she said, as if she’d just noticed him for the first time. “Ainsley. You wanted to see for yourself. Congratulations. You’re now part of the solution.”

Miles’s jaw tightened. “I didn’t agree to be a prop.”

Gwen’s gaze was ice. “Neither did my company. Yet here we are.”

Miles looked at Faye again, and something passed between them that wasn’t agreement, exactly, but it wasn’t hostility anymore either. It was the recognition that they were both standing in the same mess, and neither of them had created it alone.

Faye felt the card in her palm, bent and warm.

Six hours.

Fourteen bouquets.

A message meant for her, or meant to break her.

Gwen spoke again, final as a door closing. “Faye, you’re taking the delivery van. Miles is driving. Silas will assign two staff to document. Imogen’s hospital network can overflow if we run short on recipients. And you,” she said to Faye, eyes narrowing, “do not let whatever is happening on that card derail your day.”

Faye’s throat tightened. Because Gwen had seen it. Of course she had.

Faye forced herself to nod. “Understood.”

Gwen’s gaze slid to Miles one last time. “If you care about your name,” she said, “you’ll help make sure the flowers go somewhere worthy.”

Then she walked away, heels clicking, already on her phone, already building the story they’d have to live inside.

Miles exhaled slowly, and when he looked back at Faye, the anger was gone. Not replaced by kindness. Replaced by focus.

“You don’t look like someone who gets surprised,” he said.

Faye’s laugh came out thin. “I don’t.”

He tilted his head toward the bouquets. “Yet here you are.”

Faye stared at bouquet fourteen, the one that had been labeled like a dare.

She thought about the word Firefly, a name that hadn’t existed in her mouth for years.

She thought about telling the truth in the cold, whatever that meant.

And she thought about the clock Gwen had set in motion, the one that didn’t care about her past or her heart.

“Fine,” she said, because there was no other choice. She reached for the first bouquet, lifting it carefully like it mattered. “We deliver.”

Miles nodded once, almost imperceptible. “We deliver,” he repeated, as if the phrase had weight.

Faye followed him toward the van, the card still hidden in her palm, the warehouse behind them humming with urgent motion.

Outside, the morning air bit her cheeks, sharp and clean, and for the first time since she’d walked in, the rose-scented sweetness loosened its grip on her throat.

Miles opened the passenger door and looked at her as if he were about to say something else.

Instead, he only asked, “Do you have any idea who would call you Firefly?”

Faye paused with her hand on the doorframe.

“No,” she lied again.

But the lie tasted different now, because it wasn’t protecting her work.

It was protecting whatever part of her still wanted to know why someone had chosen the day after Valentine’s Day to come looking for her.

And as she climbed into the van, bouquets cradled behind her like a fragile countdown, Faye understood the real turning point wasn’t the contract or the video or even the flowers.

It was the fact that she was about to spend the next hours beside a man who didn’t believe in pretty props, a man who looked at the aftermath and refused to pretend it didn’t matter.

And somehow, that was the one thing she couldn’t control.
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​Chapter 1: The Route Nobody Sees
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Miles drove like the city owed him nothing and he refused to take more than his share. He didn’t weave. He didn’t rush. He watched every light as if it mattered, as if the rules were a kind of promise he wouldn’t break just because the morning had started ugly. Faye sat in the passenger seat with a bouquet in her lap, her hands wrapped around the stems like the arrangement could hear her pulse and decide whether to stay alive.

Behind them, two staff members had squeezed in with clipboards and a phone rigged to a handheld stabilizer, the kind of setup that looked casual but wasn’t. The camera wasn’t pointed at Faye yet. Not intentionally. But she could feel it waiting, like a witness who would remember her face if this went well and blame her face if it didn’t.

The van smelled faintly of clean cardboard and the cold air that had seeped in when the doors opened. It was a relief after the warehouse, where sweetness had turned sour. Out here, the world smelled like winter and exhaust and the sharp edge of morning, like the city had already moved on from romance and didn’t care who was still sorting through the aftermath.

Faye stared out at the streets sliding by, pretending the card in her pocket wasn’t there. She’d folded it small enough to fit without leaving a bulge, but she could still feel the crease against her palm, as if the words had pressed into her skin.

Miles kept his eyes on the road. “How many stops?”

“Enough,” she said.

His mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile. “That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that matters.” She adjusted the bouquet carefully, keeping it upright. “We have fourteen. They’re numbered for a reason. We deliver them in order. We document each handoff. We get signatures, photos, location tags. We show proof.”

Miles’s grip tightened on the wheel. “Proof that you’re not wasteful.”

Proof that she deserved her job. Proof that the exchange deserved to exist. Proof that Gwen wouldn’t look at her like a failed investment.

Faye didn’t say any of that out loud. She had learned how to make desperation sound like logistics.

Miles glanced at her for half a second, just long enough for his gaze to skim the bouquet in her lap. “Those flowers are too fresh,” he said.

Faye’s throat tightened. “I noticed.”

“They didn’t sit in that warehouse overnight.”

“No.”

He returned his attention to the road, jaw working as if he were chewing on an argument. “Then someone kept them cold and cared enough to number them.”

Faye looked down at the ribbon, at the small tag with a neat printed one. She hadn’t missed the care. Care was the part that scared her. Care meant intention. Care meant a person behind it.

Care meant someone had chosen her.

The camera in the back shifted slightly, and she heard one of the staff clear their throat, like they were trying to make sure they stayed invisible. Faye didn’t turn. She refused to perform for this moment. She refused to let her face become a piece of the narrative Gwen would use.

Miles broke the silence again. “You always talk like that?”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re giving orders to a storm.”

Faye’s laugh came out short. “Storms don’t care how you speak.”

“And yet you try.”

She looked at him then, really looked, and saw the small things she’d missed in the warehouse because she’d been busy surviving. The faint tiredness at the edges of his eyes. The way his sleeves were still pushed up, forearms marked with tiny scratches like he’d been handling branches before dawn. He didn’t look like a man who enjoyed conflict. He looked like a man who chose it only when he couldn’t accept the alternative.

“I don’t try,” she said. “I do.”

He nodded once, as if he respected the difference, and that annoyed her more than outright criticism would have. Respect made her feel exposed.

The city around them was quieter than it had been yesterday. That was the cruelest part of the holidays, Faye thought. On the day itself, everyone was lit up and loud and distracted by the spectacle. The morning after, the city felt stripped down. More honest. Less forgiving.

They passed a florist shop with a heart garland still hanging in the window, limp now, like it had worked too hard. A man inside was peeling tape from the glass, shoulders slumped. He looked up as the van went by and frowned, like he recognized the logo on the side and didn’t like what it represented.

Faye’s stomach tightened. She turned away.

Miles noticed anyway. “That’s why I’m angry,” he said quietly, as if he’d read her thoughts. “Small shops take the blame for what big systems do.”

Faye kept her eyes forward. “And big systems take the blame for what consumers demand.”

“Consumers demand love,” he shot back.

“Consumers demand a picture of love,” she corrected, too fast. The words surprised her as they left her mouth, sharp and bitter. She hadn’t meant to say them like that.

Miles was silent for a moment. Then he said, “That sounded personal.”

Faye’s fingers tightened around the bouquet stems. “It’s not.”

He didn’t push, which should have relieved her. Instead, it made her feel like he was saving the question for later.

A turn signal clicked. The van slowed and pulled into a narrow lane behind a row of small businesses. Faye checked the address on her phone, then glanced up at the sign on the brick wall.

A bakery. The smell of warm sugar seeped out even through the closed van windows, and something in Faye’s chest loosened by accident.

“This is stop one,” she said.

Miles parked, cut the engine, and sat still for a beat. The quiet after the hum of driving felt too intimate. Faye could hear her own breathing. She could hear the soft rustle as the staff in the back adjusted the phone to start recording.

Miles turned slightly toward her. “Who’s the recipient?”

Faye looked at the tag. “No name. Just the address.”

“That’s weird.”

“Everything about this is weird,” she said, and lifted the bouquet carefully. “Let’s go.”

She stepped out into the cold, bouquet cradled in both arms. The air bit her cheeks. The sky was pale and clean, the kind of winter morning that made the world look innocent if you didn’t know better.

Miles walked beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost brushed. He didn’t try to take the bouquet. He let her hold it. She wasn’t sure if that was courtesy or a quiet test.

Inside the bakery, a woman behind the counter looked up from arranging trays. Her hair was pinned back, her apron dusted with flour. The shop smelled like cinnamon and butter and something toasted.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked, polite but wary.

Faye swallowed. “We’re delivering a bouquet,” she said. “It’s addressed here.”

The woman’s expression changed in a way that made Faye’s skin prickle. Not surprising. Not delight. Something closer to disbelief.

“You’re serious,” the woman said softly.

Miles shifted, his presence suddenly protective without being possessive. “Do you want it?” he asked.

The woman stared at the bouquet, then at Faye, as if trying to decide whether this was a trick. “Who’s it from?”

Faye hesitated. “We don’t know.”

The woman let out a breath that sounded like it had been trapped for a long time. “Well,” she said, voice uneven, “that’s fitting.”

She came around the counter, wiping her hands on her apron. Up close, Faye could see the tiredness in her eyes, the way her mouth held itself in a tight line like she’d learned not to expect too much.

“I’m Alma,” the woman said, as if names might make this less strange.

Faye nodded. “Faye.”

Alma’s gaze flicked to Miles. “And him?”

“Miles,” he said.

Alma reached for the bouquet with careful hands, like she didn’t trust the universe not to snatch it back. “Yesterday,” she said, almost to herself, “I threw out four dozen cupcakes because the order never got picked up.”

Faye’s stomach sank. “I’m sorry.”

Alma looked at her, and her eyes were sharper than her softness suggested. “Don’t be sorry,” she said. “Be honest. Was it your company’s fault?”

Faye felt Miles’s gaze on her, steady and assessing.

“It wasn’t,” Faye said. “But it was still part of the same machine.”

Alma’s mouth quivered, not quite a smile. “At least you admit the machine exists.”

Faye shifted her weight, bouquet still between them, the ribbon catching on Alma’s fingers. “We’re documenting deliveries today,” she said. “We need proof of receipt. Just a signature.”

Alma nodded slowly. “Sure.”

One of the staff stepped forward with a clipboard. Alma signed without fuss, then held the bouquet close to her chest, and the flowers looked almost too bright against her flour-dusted apron. For a moment, her eyes filled in a way she didn’t let happen all the way.

“Can I ask something?” Alma said, voice quiet.

Faye braced herself. “Yes.”

Alma looked down at the ribbon again, then pulled out a small card tucked beneath it. Faye’s breath caught. She hadn’t noticed a card on the bouquet. Or maybe she’d been afraid to look.

Alma opened it, and her eyebrows lifted. She read silently, then looked up, startled.

“It says,” Alma began, and stopped like the words were too strange to say aloud. Then she tried again. “It says, ‘For the morning after, when you still show up.’”

Faye’s throat tightened. She forced her voice steady. “Is that... meaningful to you?”

Alma laughed softly, and it broke into something that sounded like relief and pain mixed together. “I show up,” she said. “Even when people don’t.”

Miles’s face softened in a way that was almost imperceptible, but Faye saw it. Alma saw it too.

Alma’s gaze shifted back to Faye. “Tell whoever sent this,” she said, voice firm now, “that I’m not a pity stop. I’m not a leftover.”

Faye met her eyes. “You’re not,” she said. “And I’ll tell them.”

Alma nodded once, satisfied, then stepped back behind the counter with the bouquet, as if she needed the barrier of it to keep her upright.

When Faye and Miles walked back outside, the cold felt sharper. The camera followed, capturing their backs, capturing the bouquet exchange, capturing the fact that the flowers weren’t in a dumpster.

Miles didn’t speak until they were back in the van.

“That card,” he said. “That wasn’t generic.”

Faye stared out the windshield. “No.”

“Whoever did this is picking people.”

Faye’s fingers drifted toward her pocket, toward the folded message she hadn’t shown anyone. She stopped herself.

Miles started the engine. The van pulled away from the bakery, and Faye watched the window until it disappeared, the bright bouquet visible behind the glass like a small act of defiance.

Her phone buzzed.

A text. Unknown number.

Faye’s pulse kicked.

Miles glanced at her, then back to the road. “You’re doing that thing again.”

“What thing?”

“Your face goes still when you’re scared.”

Faye swallowed hard and looked down at the screen.

Meet me in the cold and tell the truth.

The same words, typed now, clean and modern, like the sender wanted to make sure she couldn’t pretend the card hadn’t existed.

Faye’s fingers went numb.

Miles noticed anyway. “Is it about the flowers?”

She locked the screen. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

Faye’s voice sharpened. “Drive.”

Miles’s jaw tightened. For a second she thought he’d argue. Instead, he turned a corner harder than necessary, and the van fell into the flow of traffic again.

The silence that followed wasn’t peaceful. It was packed tight with things neither of them wanted to say yet.

Stop two was a hospital entrance, a sliding glass door that opened into warmth and antiseptic and the quiet clatter of carts. Imogen met them outside, a knit hat pulled low, cheeks pink from the cold. She carried herself like someone who had learned how to be calm in the face of pain.

Faye felt her chest loosen just seeing her.

Imogen didn’t hug her. She didn’t need to. She touched Faye’s elbow briefly, grounding and quick, and Faye exhaled like she’d been holding her breath since dawn.

“You look like you got hit by a truck,” Imogen said softly.

“Not yet,” Faye murmured. “Give it time.”

Imogen’s gaze moved to Miles. “You must be the florist.”

Miles nodded. “Miles.”

Imogen’s eyes were warm but sharp. “Do you believe in this plan?”

Miles hesitated, then looked at Faye. “I believe in getting the flowers out,” he said. “I don’t believe in making it look pretty.”

Imogen’s mouth curved slightly. “Good. This place doesn’t need to be pretty. It needs to be real.”

Faye’s throat tightened. “Where do you want bouquet two?”

Imogen took the bouquet from the back carefully, checking the number before nodding. “Pediatrics,” she said, then paused as if reconsidering. “Actually, no. Not pediatrics. The young ones got plenty yesterday. Take this to oncology. Third floor. Room twelve.”

Faye blinked. “Are you sure?”

Imogen’s gaze held hers. “Room twelve,” she repeated, gentle but firm. “Trust me.”

They rode the elevator up, the camera staff staying back as instructed. Faye had told them no filming inside patient areas. Gwen wouldn’t like it, but Faye didn’t care. Love was not a marketing asset. Pain was not content.

Miles stood beside her in the elevator, bouquet two balanced carefully in his hands now. He’d taken it without a word when Imogen handed it over, as if he’d decided he could carry weight too.

The elevator hummed. A soft instrumental tune played overhead, irritatingly cheerful.

Faye watched the numbers climb. “You didn’t have to come,” she said, voice low.

Miles glanced at her. “Yes, I did.”

The doors opened. The hallway smelled like disinfectant and something faintly floral that didn’t belong. Imogen led them to a door with a small sign on it and knocked gently before entering.

Inside, a woman lay propped up in bed, hair wrapped in a scarf, eyes half-lidded with exhaustion. A small table beside her held a paper cup of water and a book turned face-down like she couldn’t focus long enough to read. She looked up slowly, and her gaze sharpened when she saw Imogen.

“You’re late,” the woman said, voice dry.

Imogen smiled. “You’re dramatic.”

The woman’s eyes slid to Faye and Miles, and her expression shifted into curiosity. “Who are they?”

Imogen stepped closer to the bed. “This is Faye,” she said, and Faye flinched at the use of her name in this room, as if it mattered more here. “And this is Miles. They brought you something.”

Miles stepped forward carefully and held out bouquet two.

The woman stared at it, and for a moment her face didn’t move at all. Then her mouth trembled slightly, and she looked away as if she refused to let the flowers win.

“Those are ridiculous,” she whispered.

Imogen’s voice softened. “They’re yours.”

The woman reached out slowly, fingertips brushing the petals like she expected them to vanish. “Who sent them?” she asked.

Faye’s chest tightened. “We don’t know,” she said quietly. “They were part of a shipment we’re distributing today.”

The woman looked up, eyes suddenly sharp. “So I’m a random stop.”

“No,” Imogen said immediately, firm. “You’re not random. You’re chosen.”

The woman’s gaze flicked to Imogen, then back to Faye. “Chosen by who?”

Faye didn’t have an answer. The absence of one felt heavier in this room than anywhere else.

Miles leaned slightly toward the bed. “There’s a card,” he said, voice careful. He didn’t reach for it. He let the woman keep control.

She found the card herself, fingers trembling as she unfolded it. She read silently. Her eyes filled, fast and bright, and she pressed her lips together as if she was angry at her own reaction.

Imogen waited, patient. Miles stood still. Faye felt her throat tighten like she was the one who’d been handed words that mattered.

Finally, the woman looked up. “It says,” she began, voice rough, “‘For the day after, when the world forgets you are still here.’”

The room went quiet.

Faye felt something crack inside her, small but sharp.

The woman stared at the flowers again, then at Faye. “Tell whoever did this,” she said, voice steadier now, “that I’m not a lesson.”

Faye stepped closer, careful not to crowd her. “You’re not,” she said. “You’re a person. You’re here.”

The woman held Faye’s gaze, and something passed between them that wasn’t comfort, exactly. It was recognition of how fragile a day could be, how fast a life could become a narrative someone else used.

When they left the room, the hallway felt colder, even though it wasn’t. Imogen walked them back to the elevator, her steps quiet.

Miles spoke softly as the doors closed. “Room twelve,” he said to Faye, eyes narrowing. “How did Imogen know?”

Faye swallowed. “She volunteers here. She knows everyone.”

Miles didn’t look convinced. “She didn’t pick pediatrics. She corrected herself.”

Faye’s stomach tightened. “Stop,” she said. “Not everything is a clue.”

Miles held her gaze. “Not everything is, but this is too specific.”

Faye’s phone buzzed again. She ignored it. Her hands shook slightly, and she shoved them into her coat pockets to hide it.

Imogen watched her face. “Faye,” she said gently, “you’re pale.”

“I’m fine.”

Imogen’s gaze sharpened. “No, you’re not.”

Faye didn’t answer. There was no room for answers. Answers took time. Time was the one thing Gwen had said she didn’t have.

Downstairs, Imogen pulled Faye aside for a moment, just out of earshot of the staff and the camera.

“Whatever this is,” Imogen murmured, “don’t let it swallow you. Not today.”

Faye’s throat tightened. “I can’t afford to be swallowed.”

Imogen’s eyes softened. “Then let someone stand next to you. You don’t have to do it alone.”

Faye almost laughed, because if she started relying on people, she’d never stop needing them.

She glanced over at Miles, who was speaking quietly to the staff, gesturing toward the camera and shaking his head as if setting boundaries. He looked up and met her gaze, and something in his expression shifted, as if he’d heard Imogen’s words without hearing them.

Faye looked away first.

Stop three was a community center with a faded sign and a door that stuck until Miles shoved it with his shoulder. Inside, the air smelled like coffee and old books. A handful of volunteers looked up, startled.

A woman approached, short hair and an exhausted smile. “Can I help you?”

Faye held up bouquet three, number visible. “Delivery,” she said. “We’re looking for someone named....” She stopped, because there was still no name on the tag, only an address.

The woman frowned. “We didn’t order flowers.”

Miles’s voice was calm beside her. “This is a donation. We just need to make sure it goes to someone who’ll take it.”

The woman’s expression softened slightly. “Well,” she said, “there’s always someone. Give me a second.”

She disappeared down a hallway and returned with a teenage girl hovering behind her, shoulders hunched, hands shoved into the pockets of an oversized hoodie. The girl’s eyes flicked to the bouquet and then away fast, like she didn’t want to want it.

“This is Lana,” the woman said gently. “She’s been here since last night.”

Faye felt her chest tighten. She didn’t ask why. She didn’t need to. The day after Valentine’s could be a brutal mirror for anyone who already felt abandoned.

Faye stepped forward slowly, careful not to overwhelm her. “These are for you,” she said, and held out the bouquet.

Lana stared at it like it was a trick. “Why?”

Faye’s throat tightened. “Because someone thought you should have something beautiful,” she said, and then realized she’d said it like a promise. Like she believed it.

Lana’s gaze flicked up, sharp. “Do you know them?”

Faye swallowed. “No.”

Lana’s eyes narrowed. “Then why are you doing it?”

Faye felt Miles’s gaze on her, steady and waiting.

“Because,” Faye said slowly, “the world doesn’t get to decide you’re invisible just because you had a bad day.”

Lana stared at her for a long moment, then reached out and took the bouquet with hands that trembled slightly. She found the card, opened it, read, and her expression shifted into something like disbelief.

“What does it say?” the volunteer asked softly.

Lana’s voice came out hoarse. “It says, ‘After the 14th is still a day. You still deserve a beginning.’”

Faye’s stomach dropped.

She knew those words. Not because she’d heard them before, but because they hit a place in her that felt too specific, too personal. Like someone had written them with her in mind and aimed them at someone else just to prove they could.

Lana looked up at Faye, eyes wet and furious. “Who wrote that?”

Faye forced her voice steady. “I don’t know.”

Lana stared at the bouquet again, then hugged it to her chest like she was trying to keep it from being taken back. “Well,” she muttered, “tell them they picked the worst day.”

Faye’s throat tightened. “Maybe they picked the exact day,” she whispered, but only to herself.

Back in the van, Miles didn’t start the engine right away. He sat with his hands on the steering wheel, stillness coiled tight in him.

“That card,” he said quietly.

Faye’s pulse hammered. “What about it?”

His gaze slid to hers. “It sounds like someone who knows what it feels like to be left on the fifteenth.”

Faye’s fingers clenched. “Lots of people know.”

Miles leaned back slightly, eyes narrowing. “You’re lying again.”

Faye’s temper flared, hot and defensive. “Stop diagnosing my face.”

Miles’s voice stayed calm. “You’re not as cold as you pretend.”

Faye’s laugh came out sharp. “You don’t know me.”

“I know you’ve been holding that first card in your pocket like it’s burning you,” he said, and his gaze dropped briefly to her coat, as if he could see through fabric. “I know you didn’t let the camera into the hospital even though it would help your narrative. I know you looked like you were about to cry in that room and you didn’t.”

Faye’s throat tightened with a rage she didn’t want to feel. “Why are you paying so much attention?”

Miles hesitated. For the first time since they’d met, his certainty flickered.

“Because,” he said, voice lower now, “I hate watching people break themselves to keep a system standing.”

Faye stared at him, heart thudding. The words landed like a hand on her ribcage, not gentle, not cruel, just real.

She looked away first, because if she held his gaze, she might believe he meant it.

Miles started the engine. The van pulled out into traffic again.

The next hour blurred into streets and stoplights and winter sunlight. They delivered bouquets to places that didn’t feel like romance. A laundromat where an older man sat folding towels alone, eyes widening when the flowers appeared. A small diner where a waitress stared at the bouquet like it was a joke until she read the card and had to step into the kitchen for a moment. A bus station where a woman with a suitcase clutched bouquet six and whispered thank you like the flowers had saved her from disappearing.

With every stop, the cards kept their theme, but each one felt tailored. Not just generic kindness. Targeted. Like someone knew how to press on bruises without leaving fingerprints.

Faye’s phone buzzed three more times. Unknown number. Same message. Meet me in the cold and tell the truth. The repetition made her skin prickle. Whoever it was wasn’t going to get bored and go away.

Miles noticed every time. He didn’t ask again, but his silence changed, became heavier, like he was letting her choose when to stop lying.

By late morning, the van’s heater had finally warmed the air enough that Faye’s fingers stopped aching. She should have felt relief. Instead, warmth made her more aware of how tense she’d been, how tightly she’d been holding herself together.

Miles pulled into a quiet side street to check the next address. He handed her his phone because it was mounted to the dash with the map open and he didn’t want to scroll while driving.

Faye took it, thumb hovering over the screen, and froze.

A notification banner slid down from the top. A message preview. Not the unknown number. A saved contact name.

Gwen.

Faye’s stomach tightened, ready for orders, but her eyes snagged on the line beneath the name.

Who is Firefly?

Faye’s breath caught so hard it hurt.

Miles reached for the phone automatically, then stopped himself when he saw her face. “What?”

Faye shoved the phone back into his hand like it was hot. “Nothing.”

Miles stared at her, then at the screen, and his face tightened. He’d seen the name. He’d seen the word.

“Firefly,” he said slowly. “That wasn’t just on the label.”

Faye’s pulse pounded. “Don’t.”

Miles leaned back, gaze steady. “It’s your nickname.”

“It’s not,” she lied, too fast.

Miles’s eyes narrowed. “Someone wrote it on that shipment, and Gwen is asking about it, and you’ve been getting texts about telling the truth. You’re in the middle of something, Faye.”

Hearing her name in his mouth felt different now. Less like a label. More like a grip.

Faye’s voice shook, anger and fear tangled together. “You don’t get to interrogate me.”

“I’m not interrogating you,” he said, voice softening. “I’m trying to understand what kind of day we’re actually having.”

Faye stared out the windshield at the pale winter sky. Her chest felt too tight.

She could tell him. She could show him the card. She could admit that Firefly was a name someone used to say with tenderness, back when she still believed tenderness didn’t come with consequences.

But if she let that truth out, it wouldn’t fit back inside her. And she didn’t know what would spill next.

Miles waited. He didn’t push. That was worse.

Faye swallowed hard. “It’s from a long time ago,” she said finally, voice low.

Miles’s posture shifted, like he was bracing to catch something.

“I don’t use it,” she continued. “No one uses it. It’s not part of my life.”

Miles nodded slowly, eyes steady. “And someone wants it to be.”

Faye’s throat tightened. “Apparently.”

Miles stared at the road ahead, jaw working. “You said earlier not everything is a clue.”

Faye’s laugh came out thin. “I was wrong.”

Miles exhaled, and when he looked at her again, his anger at the system was gone. In its place was something quieter. Concern, maybe. Or something that looked too much like care.

“Do you feel threatened?” he asked.

Faye flinched. “No.”

Miles didn’t look convinced. “Do you feel... pulled?”

Faye stared at him. The question landed like a knife in soft ground, because it was the truth she didn’t want to say out loud.

“I feel,” she said slowly, “like someone is trying to remind me I used to be a person.”

Miles’s gaze softened, and the gentleness in it nearly undid her.

“You are a person,” he said.

Faye’s throat tightened. “Not at work.”

Miles’s voice stayed calm. “That’s not sustainable.”

“Neither is waste,” she snapped, because she needed to push him away before his concern became something she couldn’t handle.

Miles didn’t flinch. “You’re right,” he said. “It’s not.”

The words disarmed her because he didn’t argue. He didn’t win. He simply stood beside her in the truth.

Faye looked down at her hands, then at the bouquet numbers stacked carefully behind the seats, and she felt suddenly exhausted. Not the tiredness of a long night. The tiredness of being held up by constant control.

Miles broke the silence gently. “Tell me what you need right now.”

Faye’s chest tightened. No one asked her that. People told her what they needed. People demanded it. People assumed she could carry everything.

“I need,” she began, then stopped because the real answer was impossible.

She needed time. She needed to know who was playing with her life. She needed to step out of the narrative and breathe.

Instead, she said, “I need to deliver these bouquets.”

Miles nodded once. “Then we deliver.”

He started driving again, and the van moved forward like momentum was the only thing keeping them from collapsing.

Stop nine was a small storefront with the blinds half drawn, a sign in the window that read Closed for Restocking. Miles parked anyway.

Faye checked the address. “This is your shop,” she said, startled.

Miles’s jaw tightened. “No,” he said, and his voice sharpened. “It’s near my shop.”

Faye frowned. “Then why did it feel like...”

Miles cut the engine and sat still, staring at the building as if it had insulted him.

“What?” Faye asked, voice low.

Miles swallowed. “There’s a person,” he said slowly, “who used to live above that place.”

Faye’s stomach tightened. “Used to?”

Miles’s hands tightened on the wheel. “It doesn’t matter.”

Faye felt a chill that had nothing to do with winter. The bouquets. The numbering. The tailored cards. The way the route kept brushing against people’s sore places.

“It matters if whoever sent these knows you too,” she said.

Miles went still.

Faye’s pulse hammered. “Miles,” she whispered.

He exhaled slowly, then reached behind the seats and pulled out bouquet nine. His fingers were careful, but his face was tight, as if he didn’t trust himself not to crush it.

He held it up so the tag showed the number, then stared at the ribbon like it might bite.

“There’s no way,” he muttered.

Faye’s throat tightened. “Open the card,” she said softly.

Miles hesitated, then slid a finger under the ribbon and pulled the card free. He unfolded it slowly.

Faye watched his face as he read.

The color drained from him, not dramatically, but in a way that made his expression suddenly younger, rawer, like the calm man she’d met was a layer over something that could still ache.

“What does it say?” Faye asked, voice barely there.

Miles didn’t answer at first. His throat moved as he swallowed.

Then he held the card out to her without looking at her.

Faye took it, fingers trembling slightly, and read.

It was only one line.

For the boy who hated roses, but still learned how to keep them alive.

Faye’s breath caught.

She looked up at Miles. He was staring out the windshield, jaw clenched, eyes bright in a way he was trying to hide.

“You,” Faye whispered.

Miles’s voice was rough. “I haven’t been called that in years.”

Faye’s heart pounded. “Who called you that?”

Miles let out a breath that sounded like it hurt. “Someone who knew me before I had a shop,” he said. “Before I decided I didn’t care about holidays.”

Faye’s pulse hammered in her ears. The pieces weren’t fitting neatly, and that scared her more than if they had. Neat meant predictable. This felt personal and tangled, like someone had reached into two separate lives and pulled on the same thread.

Miles finally turned to look at her. His gaze held hers, intense and unguarded.

“You didn’t know,” he said, voice low.

Faye shook her head, throat tight. “No.”

Miles stared at the card in her hand. “So whoever this is,” he said, “they’re not just trying to pull you back into the past.”

Faye’s breath caught. “They’re pulling you too.”

The van suddenly felt too small. The heater hummed. The city moved outside like nothing had changed. Inside, something had shifted, and Faye could feel it like a crack under her feet.

Miles’s voice dropped even lower. “That means this isn’t random kindness.”

Faye’s fingers tightened around the card. “No.”

Miles’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time, the anger he’d brought into the warehouse turned toward something else. Not the system. Not the public. Not the cameras.

Toward the unseen person who had built this route like a trap made of flowers.

Faye’s phone buzzed again.

She didn’t have to look this time. She already knew.

Meet me in the cold and tell the truth.

But now, the message wasn’t only aimed at her. It sat between them, invisible and heavy, as if the sender had been waiting for this exact moment, for them to realize they were in the same story.

Miles reached for bouquet nine, hands steadying with purpose. “We deliver this stop,” he said, voice tight. “Then you show me the card you’ve been hiding.”

Faye’s throat tightened.

“You don’t get to demand,” she began, but her voice broke slightly, betraying her.

Miles’s eyes softened for half a second, then hardened again with resolve. “I’m not demanding,” he said. “I’m asking you not to do this alone.”

Faye stared at him, heart pounding, and felt the dangerous pull of being understood. She didn’t know Miles. Not really. She didn’t owe him her past. She didn’t owe him the name Firefly.

And yet he’d just been hit by the same invisible hand.

Faye swallowed hard. “After this stop,” she whispered.

Miles nodded once. “After this stop.”

He opened the van door, cold air rushing in like a slap, and stepped out with bouquet nine held carefully, as if whatever waited behind that door could change him.

Faye followed, card still clenched in her hand, her heart pounding with the terrible knowledge that the day wasn’t only about saving flowers anymore.

It was about who had planted them in their lives like breadcrumbs.

And what truth the cold was going to demand in return.
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​Chapter 2: The Cold Room
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The storefront looked smaller up close than it had from the van, like it had learned to shrink itself against the world. A narrow door. A fading sign in the window. Blinds half drawn even though it was morning. Faye followed Miles up the short set of steps, bouquet nine held against his chest with a care that didn’t match the hard set of his jaw.

For a moment, she thought he might stop and change his mind. He didn’t. He knocked once, firm, and the sound landed heavy in the quiet street.

A lock clicked. The door opened just enough to reveal a slice of warmth and a woman’s face.

She was older, not frail but narrowed by fatigue, as if she’d spent years making room for other people’s emergencies. A gray cardigan hung off one shoulder. Her hair was pulled back in a loose knot, stubborn strands escaping as if they refused to be controlled. Her eyes were sharp and bright, the kind that saw through excuses before they were finished forming.

She looked at Miles first, and Faye felt the air change between them.

Miles went still. His shoulders dropped a fraction, as if the anger he’d been holding didn’t know where to go anymore.

“Hello,” the woman said.

Miles didn’t answer right away. His throat worked as he swallowed.

“Ruth,” he managed, and the name sounded like it belonged to a younger version of him, not the man beside Faye.

Ruth opened the door wider, gaze flicking to the bouquet and then to Faye. Her eyes narrowed as if she were reading the way Faye stood, the way she held herself like a locked door.

“And you,” Ruth said softly, and Faye’s stomach tightened because Ruth’s voice carried recognition too, the certainty of someone who had already decided where to place her. “You’re back.”

Faye’s mouth went dry. “I’m sorry?”

Ruth ignored the question and stepped aside, motioning them in. “Bring the flowers. Shut the door behind you. It’s cold enough outside without letting it in.”

Faye glanced back. The staff and camera hovered on the sidewalk, uncertain. One of them lifted the phone as if to keep recording. Ruth’s gaze snapped over Faye’s shoulder like a whip.

“No,” Ruth said, voice quiet but absolute.

The staff froze.

Ruth took a single step forward, and the room seemed to tighten around her authority. “Not in here,” she said. “No filming. No stories. If you want to help, you can stand outside and hold the door when we carry boxes. But you will not turn the people who come through this place into proof.”

Faye felt a strange surge of gratitude so sharp it almost hurt. Ruth wasn’t talking to the staff the way Gwen would, with polished control. Ruth was talking like she’d lived long enough to understand what dignity cost.

The staff lowered the phone. Faye closed
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