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      ★ ★ ★ ★ ★ A beautifully crafted love story! Sophie and Alexander’s journey from friendship to forever had me laughing, crying, and swooning. The Venice wedding scene? Perfection!

      She hated Valentine’s Day—until she married the one man who could make her believe in forever.

      

      A heartfelt marriage-of-convenience, friends-to-lovers romance with all the feels—set against the breathtaking beauty of Big Sky, Montana and the timeless romance of Venice.

      Sophie Fairchild, a fiercely independent florist, has one rule—never fall for flowers, love, or Valentine’s Day. But when her beloved shop faces foreclosure, she strikes an unexpected deal with her best friend, billionaire Alexander Cade. A quick, convenient marriage to solve both their problems—business only, no strings attached.

      But some lines aren’t meant to stay blurred.

      Alexander Cade is a man who’s built empires, but he’s about to lose everything—except her. What started as a strategic alliance soon becomes a passion he never saw coming. And when Sophie becomes the center of a ruthless power play, Alexander will risk everything—not just his empire, but his heart.

      As danger closes in and betrayal shatters their fragile trust, can Alexander convince Sophie that their love is more than a business deal? Or will the lies that brought them together tear them apart forever?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE: THE DAY SHE DREADS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie hated Valentine’s Day.

      The heart-shaped balloons, the overpriced roses, the syrupy declarations of love plastered across every storefront—it all felt hollow. Manufactured. A cruel reminder of promises made and broken.

      The bitter irony? She was a florist.

      Every year, on the day she despised most, she was drowning in a sea of blooms and breathless, last-minute lovers. She spent her days arranging bouquets of passion she no longer believed in, tying satin ribbons around promises that would, more often than not, wilt faster than the flowers themselves.

      Once upon a time, she had loved the language of flowers—the poetry of peonies, the whispers of wildflowers, the timeless devotion of roses. She believed in what they symbolized. Believed in love. But that was before. Before betrayal turned beauty into bitterness. Before she learned that petals fade, and so do people.

      Now, Valentine’s Day was nothing more than a cruel performance. She played her part—smiling for customers, crafting perfect bouquets of romance and hope—then closed the shop with aching hands and an emptier heart.

      She didn’t need roses. She didn’t need promises. She certainly didn’t need a day to remind her of what love should be.

      Or so she thought.

      Because this year, love would arrive a day early. And it would change everything.
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            PETALS AND PROMISES

          

        

      

    

    
      The bell above the shop door chimed, and Sophie glanced up from her workbench, fingers stained with the scent of crushed eucalyptus and garden roses. The Valentine’s rush had begun early this year, and already the shop was an explosion of pink, red, and white—colors she tolerated for the sake of business but loathed for herself.

      "Be right with you," she called, wrapping a bouquet in crisp paper. Her voice was warm, professional, the same one she'd used for years to mask the ache that Valentine’s Day always brought.

      "Take your time," a deep voice replied, smooth and unfamiliar.

      Sophie paused, something in the timbre making her glance up. The man stood just inside the doorway, tall and striking, dressed in a perfectly tailored coat that whispered money but not arrogance. He wasn’t fumbling with his phone or scanning shelves with clueless panic like most Valentine’s shoppers. Instead, he watched her, his gaze curious, patient.

      "Let me guess," she said, sliding the bouquet into the cooler. "You need something for tomorrow. Last-minute panic or planned perfection?"

      His lips quirked in a half-smile. "Actually, something for today. Something… unforgettable."

      She arched a brow, wiping her hands on her apron. "Anniversary?"

      "No." He stepped closer, his eyes holding hers. "Something more important. And I’d like you to choose the flowers."

      Sophie blinked. "Me?"

      "Yes." He paused, then added softly, "Because you understand what they mean."

      The air between them shifted, something unspoken curling through the scent of roses and lilacs. Most customers asked for the flashiest arrangement, but he… he wanted meaning. She hadn’t met many people who truly cared about the language of flowers. It was unsettling. And intriguing.

      "Well," she said cautiously, reaching for a sprig of lavender, "if it’s important, you’ll want something that speaks from the heart. Peonies for devotion. Lilacs for first love. And maybe some…" She hesitated, fingers brushing over a deep red rose. "Roses are obvious, but they’re classics for a reason."

      "Do you hate them?" he asked, his gaze sharp, almost playful.

      Sophie froze, her mask slipping for a fraction of a second. "Hate is a strong word," she said lightly, but there was a shadow behind her smile.

      The man’s lips pressed into a line, as if he saw more than she wanted him to. "Then leave them out," he said softly. "I only want what you’d choose if it mattered to you."

      The words touched something guarded inside her. She didn’t know why it felt so intimate—this stranger, this request—but it did.

      With careful hands, she began. White ranunculus for charm and grace. Lavender for serenity. Gardenias for joy—because joy, real joy, should always have a place. And a single sprig of forget-me-nots. For remembrance.

      "Perfect," he said, accepting the arrangement with a small smile.

      Sophie felt an odd flutter—something unfamiliar and unwelcome. She quickly masked it. "I hope it brings you luck," she said briskly, tying the ribbon with a practiced flourish.

      "It already has." His eyes lingered on her, then he slid a sleek card across the counter. "I’ll be needing another arrangement tomorrow. Special. Just like this."

      Sophie glanced down at the name embossed in elegant silver script:

      Alexander Cade.

      Her heart gave a startled, inexplicable jolt.

      "A standing order?" she asked, trying for cool detachment.

      He smiled, slow and knowing. "Only if you’re the one who makes it."

      Then, with a soft rustle of the shop’s door and the lingering scent of lavender and something else—something unspoken—he was gone.

      Sophie stood rooted behind the counter, her pulse unsteady.

      She hated Valentine’s Day.

      So why, for the first time in years, did it feel like something had just… begun?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            THORNS AND TEMPTATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning sun spilled over the snow-dusted peaks of Big Sky, Montana, casting a golden blush over the small town. The air was crisp, sharp with the scent of pine and the promise of another winter storm. Inside Wildflower Haven, Sophie’s cozy florist shop, the warmth of the hearth mingled with the heady fragrance of roses, lilacs, and eucalyptus.

      Valentine’s Eve, and Sophie was buried in blooms. The shop, with its rustic wood beams and paned windows frosted at the corners, pulsed with life—lovers seeking last-minute arrangements, hopeful smiles, and flustered requests. Sophie, her hands steady despite the chaos, crafted each bouquet with the care of a woman who knew the language of flowers by heart… even if her own heart no longer believed in their promises.

      The bell above the door jingled, and the deep timbre of a voice she hadn’t expected so soon sent a ripple down her spine.

      “Good morning, Sophie.”

      She turned, and there he was—Alexander Cade. Impossibly composed against the winter chill, dressed in a cashmere coat that spoke of power and privilege. His gray eyes—stormy as the Montana sky before a blizzard—rested on her with an intensity that made her fingers tremble.

      “You’re back,” she said, her voice steady, though something beneath her ribs felt anything but. “Cutting it close for Valentine’s Day, aren’t you?”

      His lips, curved in a half-smile, teased the edge of something more. “I told you I’d return.”

      Sophie wiped her hands on her apron, hiding the flutter beneath her ribs. “So, what’s the order today? Something classic, or something that breaks all the rules?”

      His voice lowered, rich and smooth. “Something… unforgettable.”

      A flicker of something dangerous and thrilling swept through her chest. “Someone special?”

      His eyes—too knowing, too intent—held hers. “Very.”

      Her pulse skipped, and without fully knowing why, she let instinct guide her. Her hands chose for her heart.

      Tulips, for new beginnings. Hyacinths, for sincerity. Delphiniums, the shade of mountain skies, for heavenly longing. And finally, her fingertips paused on an emerald-green hellebore—the flower of protection and hope.

      Before she could add it, his voice, low and certain, stopped her.

      “Perfect,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. “But there’s something missing.”

      Sophie’s brow knit. “What?”

      He reached into his pocket, and the world slowed. Between his fingers gleamed a ring. The ring. The one from her dreams—green as spring’s first breath, blue as twilight’s promise.

      Her heart slammed against her ribs. “Alexander… what⁠—”

      His voice, raw and unwavering, stole the air from her lungs. “It’s for you, Sophie.”

      Her breath hitched. “What kind of joke is this?”

      His gaze softened, and his voice turned tender, steady as the Montana earth. “No joke. You’ve spent years crafting love for others, but I see you, Sophie. You’ve built walls around your heart, but I’ve felt what’s beneath. I don’t want to
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