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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that stays clean and emotionally focused, where longing is built through choices, honesty, and the everyday courage it takes to trust again. Each story is crafted to feel warm, modern, and deeply human, with tender tension, meaningful stakes, and a satisfying, hopeful emotional payoff.
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Celia Rowan Hart is a boutique confectioner and message designer, the founder of Hart and Sugar, known for hand-pressed candy hearts with custom words that people keep in their pockets like lucky charms. She is brilliant, stubborn, and fiercely protective of her craft, especially after a past partnership taught her what it feels like to be taken seriously only until someone can take what you made.

Tobias Grant Mercer is a corporate contract attorney for a national sweets brand, admired for his calm precision and the way he can turn chaos into clean language. He is controlled on the surface and quietly exhausted underneath, a man who has spent years writing terms for other people’s lives, and who is now haunted by the idea that everything good can be reduced to fine print.

Leona Park is a professional mediator who runs the Valentine Dispute Resolution program for small businesses and larger brands, sharp-eyed and unflappable, with a talent for hearing what is not being said. She insists on outcomes that protect both livelihood and dignity, and she does not tolerate performative cruelty from either side.

Mateo Rivers is Celia’s production manager and longtime friend, loyal, practical, and protective in a way that sometimes comes out as teasing. He believes Celia deserves peace as much as she deserves success, and he is the first to notice when her anger is actually fear.

Isla Bennett is Tobias’s younger sister and the person who still talks to him like a human being instead of a title. She is warm, direct, and tired of seeing her brother hide his heart behind professionalism, and she has her own complicated history with Valentine season that makes her opinions sharper than they seem.

Marina Vale is the marketing director pushing the brand campaign that triggered this dispute, charming in public and ruthless in meetings. She believes she is doing her job, and she measures people by outcomes, not impact, which makes her a constant pressure point without turning the story into a villain spectacle.
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The first thing Celia noticed was the pen.

It was expensive, heavy in the man’s hand across the table, the kind of pen that made signing feel like a decision that could not be taken back. He turned it once between his fingers, slow and quiet, like he was listening to the room instead of the noise in it. Celia told herself she did not care about pens, or suits, or the polished calm of people who could afford to be calm.

She cared about the folder in front of her with her business name printed at the top, as if it belonged to someone else.

Hart and Sugar.

In black ink that looked too clean for something that had taken her ten years of late nights, burned sugar, and scraped knuckles to build.

Celia’s hands were under the table, curled tight around her own fingers. She had learned the hard way that showing emotion in a room like this made people treat you like you were negotiating with your heart instead of your brain. She came prepared with numbers, receipts, timelines, and photographs of her original candy molds, because proof was the only language corporations pretended to respect.

Across from her, the man finally set the pen down, and the sound was soft but somehow final.

“I’m Tobias Mercer,” he said, like the name was a door he expected to open. “Counsel for Aster Sweets.”

Aster. The brand with glossy endcaps in every store and a Valentine campaign that had already swallowed the city in pink. Their billboards were everywhere, smiling couples holding heart-shaped boxes, slogans printed in confident letters that told people exactly what to feel.

Last week, one of those ads had used the words Celia had invented for her candy hearts years ago, the same playful phrases she had shaped into a signature style. Two days later, a notice arrived, claiming her work was “confusingly similar” to Aster’s brand identity.

Celia’s lawyer leaned in slightly, murmuring something calming that did not calm her at all. Celia stared at Tobias’s face, trying to decide what she hated most, the neatness of him or the fact that he looked too tired to enjoy it.

“You sent the cease and desist,” Celia said, and kept her voice flat. “It landed on my counter while I was packing orders for the busiest week of my year.”

Tobias’s gaze flicked, not to her eyes at first, but to the calluses on her fingers where sugar had hardened and been washed away a hundred times. The look was brief, almost nothing, and then he returned to her face like he had never noticed.

“I sent a notice,” he corrected gently. “There’s a difference.”

“There is,” Celia said. “One sounds like it’s trying to pretend it isn’t threatening.”

The mediator at the head of the table, Leona Park, lifted a hand in a calm, practiced motion. “Let’s keep the temperature down,” she said. “We’re here because a courtroom would destroy both of you, and because Valentine week starts in nine days.”

Nine days.

That was why now, if Celia needed one, and she did not. Her shop had been booked for months with custom orders, proposals, apology boxes, and first-love nostalgia sets. If the dispute escalated, she could lose suppliers. She could lose her online listings. She could lose the week that kept her afloat through slower months.

Or she could accept whatever they wanted and watch her work become their product, their story, their profit.

Celia sat straighter, as if her spine could carry her business by itself. “My designs are original,” she said. “My messages are original. I have files, dates, and molds to prove it.”

Tobias opened the folder in front of him with the same careful precision, and for a second Celia hated him for being so controlled. He slid a page across the table. It wasn’t a lawsuit, not yet, but it was close enough that her chest tightened anyway.

Aster’s campaign mockups. Aster’s proposed phrase list. Aster’s registered marks.

Her own phrases, twisted just enough to feel like someone had copied her handwriting and tried to claim it as a new font.

Celia’s mouth went dry. She looked at Tobias again, really looked. He wasn’t smirking. He wasn’t enjoying it. His expression was almost blank, but his eyes carried an odd restraint, like there was something he wanted to say and had decided he would not.

“Your business is not the target,” he said, and the words were so unexpected Celia almost laughed. “The campaign is already in motion. If this turns into a public fight, your name becomes a headline, and their stock becomes the story. That’s not a fair contest.”

Celia heard the shape of the sentence, the way he had framed it as fact rather than sympathy, and she did not trust it. Sympathy could be used against you. Facts were safer, but facts could also be arranged to make you lose.

“My name is already a headline,” Celia said, and pushed her phone across the table. The screen showed a local blog post from that morning. A photo of her storefront. Aster’s pink billboard blurred in the background like a threat the city had decided was pretty.

Small Candy Maker Accused of Copying National Brand.

Under it, the comment section was a mess. Some people defend her. Some call her a thief. Some shrugged like it was entertainment.

Tobias’s jaw tightened, just once, then smoothed again. “That’s why we asked for mediation today,” he said, and looked at Leona. “We can settle. We can keep it quiet.”

Celia almost said, Keep it quiet for who, but Leona was already speaking.

“Aster wants exclusivity on certain phrases for the campaign window,” Leona said. “Celia wants to keep her brand and her work intact. A lawsuit means loss on both sides. So we build an agreement that protects both.”

Celia’s lawyer cleared his throat. “My client will not sign away her creative identity.”

“Good,” Leona said, as if she approved of the fight. “Then we don’t do that.”

Tobias reached into his folder and pulled out another page, and this one wasn’t an accusation. It was a draft agreement with neat headings, careful spacing, and a section highlighted in pale yellow.

Celia saw the title of it and felt her pulse jump, not from fear this time, but from something else, sharp and uncertain.

The Candy Heart Clause.

The words were printed like they belonged in a real contract, like her world of sugar and tiny messages had been pulled into their language and stamped official.

Celia leaned forward despite herself. “What is that,” she asked.

Tobias held her gaze now, and something in the room narrowed, as if the rest of it had stepped back to give them space. “It’s a clause that says neither side owns love,” he said, and his voice was still professional, but his eyes did not look like a man discussing a slogan. “It says certain phrases cannot be trademarked by anyone, because they belong to people, not brands.”

Celia stared at him. She had expected threats dressed up as compromise. She had not expected a line drawn in her favor.

“And why would Aster agree to that,” she asked, because she refused to accept a gift without seeing the hidden string.

Tobias’s gaze dropped, just briefly, to the highlighted section again, and when he looked back up, the restraint in his face was even tighter, like he was holding a truth behind his teeth.

“Because,” he said, careful, “there’s a second part.”

He slid the page across the table until it rested in front of her, and Celia’s eyes tracked down the paragraph, reading fast.

Aster would publicly credit Hart and Sugar as the original maker of custom message hearts in their region and would fund a joint limited edition line for Valentine week, with proceeds going to a local youth arts program.

In exchange, Celia would consult on the campaign’s message design, in person, for nine days, and sign an NDA that kept the agreement private until the campaign ended.

In other words, she would have to work with him.

With them.

With the brand she didn’t trust, during the week she could not afford to lose.

Celia’s throat felt tight. She looked up at Tobias again, and the room’s air shifted, because now the tension had a new shape. This wasn’t just about survival. It was about proximity.

It was about being asked to sit at the table of the people who had tried to erase her and decide if she could rewrite the story instead.

“This clause,” Celia said, and tapped the paper once, “it puts my hands on your campaign.”

“It puts your name where it belongs,” Tobias said, and then, quieter, “and it keeps them from swallowing you whole.”

Celia’s anger rose, but it wasn’t clean anger anymore. It tangled with something vulnerable she did not want to show in a room full of witnesses.

Leona’s voice cut in, brisk. “If you accept the framework, we will draft the final terms today. If you don’t, Aster files for an injunction tomorrow morning. Either way, this is happening now.”

Now.

That was the second reason why now, the one that wasn’t about Valentine week or headlines, but about choices that could not be postponed.

Celia’s lawyer leaned close. “We can negotiate the consulting limits,” he whispered. “We can protect you.”

Celia barely heard him. Her eyes were on Tobias, on the calm he wore like a suit, and on the one crack she thought she had seen when the blog headline hit the table. Like he didn’t like the story either. Like he might be offering her a way out that would cost him something.

Curiosity pressed at her in three sharp places, and she hated that her heart was participating in a business decision.

Why would a corporate attorney write a clause that gave away control.

Why did he look like he already knew what her shop smelled like, like sugar and lemon and heat.

And why did it feel, suddenly, like the most dangerous part of this agreement was not the NDA, but the nine days of being seen by someone who understood language well enough to hurt her, and maybe well enough to heal something she had stopped naming.

Celia picked up the paper and held it, as if the contract might burn her fingers.

“I don’t do partnerships,” she said, and kept her voice steady. “Not anymore.”

Tobias’s expression did not change, but his eyes sharpened, focused like he had been waiting for that sentence. “Then don’t call it a partnership,” he said. “Call it a clause. Call it a deadline. Call it whatever you need to call it so you can win.”

Win.

No one had offered her a win today. Only survival. Only minimizing damage. The word hit something stubborn inside her.

Leona watched her carefully. “Celia,” she said, “if you walk out, you lose control of how this story is told.”

Celia looked at the page again, at the highlighted line that said certain phrases belonged to people, not brands. It was a small thing, almost symbolic, but symbols mattered. That was why candy hearts existed at all.

She set the paper down, not signing, not agreeing, but not pushing it away either.

“If I do this,” Celia said, and met Tobias’s eyes, “I do it my way. My messages. My process. And I will not be treated like a mascot for your campaign.”

Tobias’s gaze held hers. “Agreed,” he said, and the word sounded too immediate, too certain, like he had already decided.

Celia’s stomach tightened with the new fear, the one that wasn’t about losing her shop, but about stepping into nine days of closeness she couldn’t predict.

Leona exhaled as if the room had finally chosen a direction. “Good,” she said. “Then we draft the consulting terms now.”

Tobias reached for the pen again and placed it in the center of the table, not toward Celia, but between them, an invitation and a challenge at the same time.

Celia looked at it, and then at him.

Outside the mediation office, the city was already being painted in Valentine pink. Inside, she felt the click of something she could not unsign, even if she didn’t put her name on it yet.

Because the moment she agreed to nine days, she was agreeing to be in the same room with Tobias every day until Valentine arrived.

And if he truly understood clauses, then he understood consequences.

Celia lifted her chin. “Write it,” she said, and the decision landed in the room like a door shutting.

Tobias nodded once, and for the first time since he introduced himself, his control looked like effort.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s write the Candy Heart Clause.”
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​Chapter 1: The Clause Takes Effect
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Celia left the mediation office with the paper folded in her bag like a live ember. The hallway smelled faintly of coffee and floor polish, and the building’s lobby was dressed for the season in soft pink garlands that tried too hard to look cheerful. Outside, the afternoon air carried that sharp winter brightness that made everything look crisp and slightly unreal, like the city had been edited for a holiday advertisement.

She walked past a window display of heart balloons and stopped before she reached the sidewalk. Her reflection caught in the glass, small and rigid, her shoulders held up as if she could hold her whole business up with them. For a moment she stayed still and listened to her own breathing, not because she needed calm, but because she needed proof that she was still in her body, still in charge of it, still a person and not a headline.

Nine days.

She hated how the number had already started to pace in her mind. Nine days of consulting. Nine days of being watched. Nine days of walking into the belly of a brand that could crush her without raising its voice.

Her phone buzzed before she could move again. A message from Mateo, short and blunt in the way he got when he was trying not to worry.

Are you alive

Celia exhaled through her nose. She typed back with a thumb that felt stiff.

Alive. Heading back.

Then, because honesty had become a kind of accidental habit in the last hour, she added another line.

We might have to do something stupid.

Mateo replied almost instantly.

Define stupid

Celia stared at the screen, then locked it. She didn’t want to define it yet, not in words that could be reread. Not in language that would make it more real.

As she crossed the street, her mind tried to claw at the details, turning the agreement over like a candy heart in her fingers, searching for the soft spot, the place it would crack. The clause that said certain phrases belonged to people, not brands. The promise of credit. The money toward something in the community, which should have made her feel warmed instead of cornered. The privacy until the campaign ended. The requirement that she show up and help shape the message list, in person, every day until the week was over.

In person. With Tobias. With the brand’s team. With cameras possibly hovering just outside the room, hungry for a clean story about a small maker being saved by a corporation’s generosity, when the truth was messier and sharper and filled with teeth.

By the time she reached her shop, the front window was glowing with the soft golden light she’d hung last year, the one she never took down because it made the place look like a promise. Hart and Sugar sat on the glass in hand painted letters, imperfect and human, and the sight of it hit her with an unexpected ache.

Inside, the familiar warmth of sugar and citrus wrapped around her. The air held the scent of lemon oil and toasted vanilla. Somewhere behind the counter, a mixer hummed, steady as a heartbeat. She closed the door and slid the bolt with more force than she needed, as if a lock could keep the rest of the world out.

Mateo appeared from the back, flour dusted on his forearms, his hair pushed back like he’d done it with the side of his wrist. He took one look at her face and went still.

“Okay,” he said, lowering his voice like the shop itself might be listening. “Tell me.”

Celia set her bag on the counter and didn’t take her coat off. She couldn’t. Taking it off felt like admitting she was safe enough to stay. She pulled the folded paper out and placed it between them.

Mateo leaned over it. His eyes moved quickly, scanning, then slowing when he reached the highlighted section. His mouth tightened.

“They want you to consult,” he said, and there was anger in it, bright and immediate. “They want you to come into their house.”

“They want me in a room where they can control what I say,” Celia replied, and heard how thin her voice sounded. She hated that, so she steadied it. “But the agreement gives us credit. Real credit. And it blocks them from trademarking phrases that should not belong to anyone.”

Mateo’s gaze lifted to her. “And in exchange you agree to keep quiet.”

“For nine days,” Celia said. “Until after the campaign.”

Mateo’s laugh was short and humorless. “Nine days is a lifetime on the internet.”

Celia knew. She had already imagined a thousand versions of how it could go wrong. Her name is being dragged through comment sections. Customers canceling orders because they didn’t want to buy from someone accused of stealing. Suppliers getting nervous. Her staff, the few seasonal helpers she brought on each year, watched her pretend everything was fine while her hands shook under the counter.

Mateo nudged the paper slightly, his finger stopping on the part about the joint limited edition line. “They want your process. Your brain. Your taste.”

“They want my credibility,” Celia corrected, and the word tasted bitter. “They need me to make their messages feel real.”

Mateo’s expression shifted. “Do you trust this Tobias?”

Celia didn’t answer right away, because her body wanted to. Her body wanted to say no and be done with it. But her mind held on to the moment in the mediation room, when the blog headline appeared on the table and Tobias had looked at it like it offended something inside him.

“I don’t know what I trust,” she said finally. “I know what I saw.”

Mateo folded his arms. “What did you see?”

Celia stared at the paper as if it might give her the language she needed. “I saw a man who could have leaned into the power and didn’t,” she said. “I saw him write something that helps me.”

Mateo raised an eyebrow. “Or something that looks like it helps you.”

Celia met his gaze. “That’s the part I can’t stop thinking about.”

Mateo’s shoulders dropped a fraction. “Celia,” he said, softer now. “You have nine days of orders stacked in that back room. You have people coming in tomorrow to pick up boxes for proposals and apologies. You cannot disappear into a corporate office all day and still keep this place running.”

Celia’s stomach clenched. That was the other trap. If she said yes, she would be pulled thin. If she said no, she might lose everything anyway.

“I can’t afford to lose the week,” she said. “If they fail tomorrow, even if we eventually win, this year will collapse.”

Mateo leaned forward, elbows on the counter. “Then we do it strategically,” he said. “We treat it like a war with a smile.”

Celia’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “You don’t smile in wars.”

“I do when the enemy has a marketing department,” Mateo said. He tapped the paper again. “We control your hours. We insist on boundaries. We get it in writing. You are not their employee, you are not their mascot, and you do not step into any room with cameras unless you choose to.”

Celia nodded slowly. She had said something like that in the mediation room, but hearing it repeated here, in her shop, made it feel like something she could carry. Mateo pushed the paper back to her.

“Okay,” he said. “Tell me what you need from me.”

The question hit her harder than it should have, because it was simple. It wasn’t a deal or a clause. It was loyalty without fine print. For a moment, her throat tightened, and she had to look away.

“I need you to run the shop,” she said, and the words felt both like relief and guilt. “I need you to be here for pickups and emergencies and the stuff that can’t wait.”

Mateo didn’t hesitate. “Done.”

“And I need you to not let me fold,” Celia added, the admission surprising even her. “If I start saying yes to keep the peace, I need you to remind me that peace is not the same as safety.”

Mateo’s eyes softened, but his voice stayed steady. “Done,” he said again. “But you also have to do something for me.”

Celia looked back at him.

“You have to eat,” he said. “You have to sleep. You cannot go into nine days of that place running on rage and coffee.”

Celia let out a quiet breath. “Fine.”

Mateo pointed toward the back. “Go sit,” he ordered. “I’ll bring you something. And then you tell me every detail. The entire room. The tone. The words he used.”

Celia started to protest, then stopped. Because she realized she wanted to tell someone. She wanted to pour the whole hour out like hot syrup and watch it cool into something she could hold without burning.

She walked to the small table near the window, the one where customers sometimes sat to write notes for their candy hearts, their heads bent, their faces serious as if love required drafting. She sat down and stared at the empty chair across from her as if Tobias might appear there, calm and controlled, placing a pen between them like a test.

Mateo returned with a plate of toast and a mug of tea that smelled like ginger and honey. He slid it to her and sat down across from her, his posture loose but his eyes sharp.

Celia told him everything. She told him about Leona’s steady voice, about the way the mediator had said the city would eat them alive if it got a courtroom story to chew on. She told him about the campaign mockups, the twisted version of her phrases, the way it felt like someone had copied her handwriting and claimed it as their own. She told him about Tobias’s correction, how he’d said there was a difference between a notice and a threat, and how the sentence had made her want to throw something away because it was both technically true and emotionally insulting.

Mateo listened without interrupting. When Celia described the clause, the way Tobias had said it was about phrases belonging to people, Mateo’s expression tightened again.

“He said that,” Mateo repeated, like he was tasting the words. “He’s a contract attorney and he said phrases that belong to people.”

“Yes,” Celia said. “And it sounded like he meant it.”

Mateo sat back and studied her. “That’s what scares you.”

Celia’s hand closed around the mug. The warmth seeped into her palm. “It should scare me,” she said. “Because if he meant it, then he has a reason that isn’t about money.”

Mateo nodded slowly. “And reasons that aren’t about money are complicated.”

Celia didn’t say what she was thinking, which was that complicated reasons were the ones that could reach inside you and rearrange you without permission.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it wasn’t Mateo.

An unknown number.

Celia stared at it, then answered, because fear had already taken so much from her this week, and she was tired of giving it more.

“Hello,” she said.

A woman’s voice came through, light and practiced. “Celia,” the woman said, as if they were familiar. “This is Marina from Aster. Tobias said you’d likely accept the consulting framework. I wanted to welcome you and confirm tomorrow’s schedule.”

Celia’s spine went straight. She didn’t like that Marina’s voice sounded like a smile. She didn’t like that she had her number. She didn’t like the casual way she said welcome, as if Celia had applied for an opportunity instead of clawing her way into survival.

“Tomorrow,” Celia repeated, keeping her tone neutral.

“Yes,” Marina said. “We have a phrase review meeting at nine. Then a creative alignment session. Then tasting and packaging. It will be fun.”

Fun. Celia’s jaw tightened. She glanced at Mateo, who was watching her face and already looking angry on her behalf.

“I’m not doing an all day schedule,” Celia said, and heard her own steadiness with surprise. “I have existing orders and an operating business. I can do it in a limited window.”

There was a pause, a fraction too long. Then Marina’s voice stayed smooth. “Of course,” she said. “Tobias mentioned you’d have boundaries. What window works best for you.”

The question sounded like accommodation, but Celia could hear the pressure behind it. What window works best for you, as if Celia were choosing a spa appointment rather than negotiating her own oxygen.

“Ten to four,” Celia said. “With a break. And I will not be pulled into public facing content. If there are cameras, I walk.”

Another pause. Celia pictured Marina’s smile tightening at the edges.

“Understood,” Marina said. “I’ll tell the team. And Celia.”

“Yes,” Celia replied.

“I’m sure this feels intense,” Marina said, and the words were perfectly calibrated. Empathy without intimacy. “But I want you to know we respect what you’ve built.”

Celia waited.

“We’ll send a car,” Marina added. “We don’t want you navigating parking at headquarters with your schedule.”

“No,” Celia said.

The word came out sharper than she intended, but she didn’t soften it.

“No,” she repeated, slower now. “I’ll drive myself.”

Marina’s voice dipped just slightly. “Alright. We’ll see you tomorrow.”

The call ended. Celia lowered the phone and realized her hand was trembling a little. She set it on the table and pressed her fingers against the wood until the tremor stopped.

Mateo spoke quietly. “Send a car,” he repeated, disgusted. “They already want you in their grip.”

“I said no,” Celia replied.

Mateo nodded, approval flickering in his eyes. “Good.”

Celia stared out the window at the street. A couple passed by holding hands, laughing, their shoulders touching like it was the easiest thing in the world. Her shop’s fairy lights reflected over them, soft and warm. The contrast made her feel strange, like she was standing behind glass watching other people live.

“What if I’m walking into something I can’t control,” she said, not really to Mateo, but to the air.

Mateo leaned forward. “Then you control what you can,” he said. “You control your words. You control your boundaries. You control the parts of you they don’t get to claim.”

Celia swallowed. “And what about Tobias.”

Mateo’s gaze sharpened. “What about him?”

Celia hesitated, because saying it out loud would make it real.

“What if he’s not the villain,” she said. “What if he’s the type of person who believes in things. What if he looks at me like I’m a person and not a problem.”

Mateo was silent for a beat. Then he said carefully, “That is more dangerous than a villain.”

Celia let out a breath that almost sounded like a laugh. “Yes,” she whispered. “Exactly.”

The rest of the day passed in a blur of sugar and motion. Celia forced herself into the back room and worked with her hands because her mind was too loud. She poured syrup, watched it turn glossy, pressed it into molds, and stamped messages into cooling candy hearts with small wooden blocks that carried words like tiny truths.

Be Mine.

Call Me.

Say Yes.

Celia had always loved the way people chose messages that made them braver than they felt. A confession could fit on a heart the size of a coin. A promise could be swallowed and still live in someone’s chest.

Now, the words felt heavier. Like they could be evidence. Like they could be weaponized.

At closing time, she wiped down counters until the clean scent of lemon oil drowned out everything else. Mateo locked the register and stacked tomorrow’s pickups in neat rows, his efficiency steadying the room.

“Go home,” Mateo said when Celia reached for another cloth. “You’ve done enough for today.”

Celia wanted to argue. She wanted to keep moving until exhaustion muted the fear. But she remembered what she’d asked him earlier, not to let her fold, and realized this was part of it too.

She went home.

Her apartment was small and warm, filled with the soft clutter of a life built between workdays. A bowl of mismatched candy molds sat on the counter. A stack of old notebooks leaned against a wall, filled with phrase ideas and sketches. She dropped her keys into a dish and stood still in the quiet, the silence suddenly too loud.

She tried to eat. She tried to watch a show. She tried to scroll her phone without reading comments on the blog post, but curiosity tugged at her like a bad habit. She opened it anyway, just once, telling herself she needed to know what people were saying.

The comments were worse than she expected.

Some people defended her with fierce loyalty, naming her shop, insisting they’d been buying her message hearts for years. Others mocked her, calling her a nobody trying to cling to relevance. A few accused her of stealing from the brand, as if a corporation’s claim was automatically true. The nastiest ones didn’t even seem to care who was right. They just liked the spectacle.

Celia closed the page and set the phone down, her chest tight.

Nine days later, she reminded herself. Nine days and then the campaign ends and the story shifts.

But the fear didn’t listen. It curled up inside her anyway, familiar and old.

She showered and stood in front of her bathroom mirror, hair damp, face bare. Without the shop, without the warm lights and sugar scent, she looked younger than she felt. She looked like someone who could be pushed around by people with better suits and louder voices.

“I’m not,” she said aloud, and the words sounded strange in the quiet room. She repeated them, firmer. “I’m not.”

Sleep came in thin pieces. She woke twice, mind grabbing at the phrase clause like a tooth. In the early hours, she gave up and sat on her couch with a notebook, flipping through old pages filled with message drafts. She found the first time she’d written a phrase that later became popular in her shop, scribbled on the edge of a grocery list, ink smudged.

Still Here.

She stared at it until the letters blurred slightly. Still here. Still here. Still here.

In the morning, she dressed in a simple sweater and jeans, nothing that tried to look impressive, nothing that tried to look small. She pulled her hair back, grabbed her bag, and before she left, she walked into her kitchen and selected a small tin of hearts she’d made late last night, plain and unbranded.

Inside, she placed three hearts.

Not For Sale.

Speak Truth.

Try Again.

She didn’t know why she chose those words. Maybe it was anger. Maybe it was a private joke. Maybe it was a way to walk into their building with something that belonged entirely to her.

Mateo was already at the shop when she arrived, keys in hand, a takeout cup of coffee waiting on the counter.

“You look like you’re going to war,” he said.

“I feel like I’m going to war,” Celia replied.

Mateo slid the coffee to her. “Remember,” he said quietly. “They want your work. They want your language. They don’t get your dignity for free.”

Celia nodded and took a sip. The coffee was strong and bitter. It steadied her.

She drove herself to Aster’s headquarters, a glass building on the edge of the city that looked like it had never seen a smudge. The lobby was bright and filled with pink themed displays. A life sized heart made of wrapped candies stood near the reception desk, gleaming under spotlights. Celia’s eyes caught on the candy surface and her mind instantly judged the temper and finish. Too glossy. Too uniform. Too perfect.

A receptionist greeted her with an overly cheerful smile. “Celia,” the woman said. “Welcome. Tobias is expecting you.”

Celia followed a hallway lined with campaign photos. Couples laughing. Hands holding heart shaped boxes. A slogan repeated in different fonts, always confident, always certain. It was a wall of curated love, and Celia could feel her defenses rising with every step.

A door at the end of the hallway was open. Inside, a conference room hummed with quiet activity. Samples of packaging lay spread across the table. A tray of candy hearts sat in the center, all stamped with phrases that looked suspiciously familiar.

Celia paused at the threshold.

Tobias looked up from a stack of papers. He was dressed the same way as yesterday, calm and clean, but today he looked different in the daylight, less like an abstract opponent and more like a person who had slept badly. The skin under his eyes was faintly shadowed. His tie was slightly loosened, as if he’d taken a breath and then forgotten to retighten his armor.

When he saw her, his expression shifted in a subtle way she couldn’t name. Not warmth. Not surprising. Something like recognition, as if the air had changed because she was in it.

“Celia,” he said, standing.

She walked in without offering a smile. “Tobias.”

Marina turned from the table, bright and polished, her lipstick perfectly matched to the campaign palette. She extended a hand.

“So good to finally meet you in person,” Marina said. “I’ve admired your work for years.”

Celia’s eyes flicked to Tobias. The sentence sounded too smooth, too rehearsed. Admired your work for years, and yet here they were, claiming her phrases were confusingly similar to theirs.

Celia shook Marina’s hand briefly. “Nice to meet you,” she said, and let the words stay neutral.

Marina gestured toward the table. “We pulled phrase options,” she said. “We want your perspective. And we’re excited about the collaboration.”

Celia sat down and placed her bag in her lap like a shield. Her eyes went straight to the tray of hearts in the center. The phrases stamped on them were a blend of classic lines and newer slang, but several of them made her stomach twist because she recognized the cadence, the exact kind of short sharp sweetness she’d cultivated.

She reached out and picked one up, turning it between her fingers.

“Say Yes,” it read.

Celia looked at Tobias. “This is mine,” she said quietly. “Not just the words. The way it’s done. The spacing. The stamp style.”

Tobias didn’t flinch. He looked at the heart in her hand, then at Marina. “That’s why Celia is here,” he said, his tone even. “To make sure we strip anything that’s derivative and rebuild it clean.”

Marina’s smile tightened, barely. “Of course,” she said. “We want to be respectful. We also want to be effective.”

Celia set the heart down. “Respect and effectiveness aren’t opposites,” she said. “If you have to steal to be effective, you aren’t effective. You’re lazy.”

Silence hit the room like a held breath. Celia felt the eyes on her, a couple of marketing staff sitting along the side wall, notebooks open, pens poised as if they were watching a performance.

Marina’s smile stayed in place. “We’re not here to argue,” she said. “We’re here to move forward.”

Celia leaned back slightly. “Then move forward,” she replied. “Start by pulling every phrase that matches any small maker’s existing catalog. Not just mine. If you want to claim you don’t own love, prove it.”

Marina’s eyes flashed, quick and controlled. She glanced at Tobias, and for the first time Celia saw the smallest crack in the room’s hierarchy. Marina wanted control. Tobias, despite his role, wasn’t giving it automatically.

Tobias folded his hands on the table. “Celia’s right,” he said. “The clause only matters if we live it.”

For a moment, Celia forgot to breathe. He had said it like fact, not like performance. Like he meant it even if it made his job harder.

Marina’s gaze held Tobias’s for a beat, then she looked back at Celia. “Fine,” she said lightly. “Let’s go line by line. But we have a campaign to run and deadlines to hit.”

Celia nodded. “So do I.”

They began. The meeting turned into a slow, relentless process of language. Phrase by phrase. Cadence by cadence. Celia called out anything that felt too close to her style. She suggested alternatives that were different but still emotionally sharp. She explained why certain words landed, how the mouth shaped them, how people chose short phrases that felt like bravery.

The marketing staff scribbled notes. Marina pushed for lines that sounded trendy. Celia pushed back when trends started to flatten meaning.

Tobias mostly watched, occasionally stepping in with a question that cut to the center of an argument. He asked about trademark risk without turning it into a threat. He asked about public perception without letting it become manipulation. He was calm, but Celia began to notice the way he listened. Not like someone waiting to win, but like someone trying to understand the shape of the truth.

At one point, Marina slid a concept board across the table. In the center was a phrase, printed in bold script.

Still Here.

Celia’s throat went tight. Her fingers froze on the edge of the table. She had written those words in her notebook years ago. She had stamped them onto hearts for customers who came in after breakups, after losses, after silent stretches of grief that nobody else could see.

Her mind flashed to last night, to the notebook on her couch, to the ink smudged grocery list page. Still Here. Still Here. Still Here.

Marina was speaking. “This one tests extremely well,” she said. “It’s universal. It’s comforting. It says resilience.”

Celia heard her voice as if through water. She stared at the phrase, and a strange coldness slid under her skin. Universal. Comforting. Resilience. Words that were true, but stripped of their origin, stripped of the hands that had pressed them into candy, stripped of the people who had held them in their pockets like a quiet vow.

Celia swallowed. “Where did you get that,” she asked, and her voice sounded too steady, too controlled, as if a different part of her had taken over.

Marina blinked. “It’s been in our concept bank for months,” she said. “A freelancer submitted it in early fall.”

Celia’s heart beat once, hard. Early fall. The time she’d done a small seasonal run with a local gift shop. The time she’d sent sample phrase sets to potential partners to secure wholesale orders.

Her vision sharpened. Her mind went straight to a memory of an email, a list of sample phrases attached, sent to someone who had promised exposure. Someone she’d never heard back from.

Celia looked down at the board again. Still Here.

Across the table, Tobias was watching her now. Not the phrase. Her.

“What,” he asked quietly, the single syllable carrying more weight than it should have.

Celia wanted to say it out loud, but saying it out loud would make it explode. It would turn this room into a battlefield. It would turn her into the emotional small maker again, the one they could dismiss as dramatic.

Instead, she forced herself to lift her chin.

“That phrase is not yours,” she said evenly. “Pull it.”

Marina’s smile returned, tighter at the edges. “Celia,” she said, voice gentle like a parent soothing a child. “No one owns two common words.”

Celia’s gaze locked onto Marina’s. “Two common words can still be someone’s work,” she replied. “Pull it.”

Marina’s eyes flicked to Tobias, expecting reinforcement. Celia felt the room hold its breath again.

Tobias didn’t hesitate. “Pull it,” he said, and his voice was still calm, but there was something in it now, a firmness that made the air shift. “If she says it’s too close to her work, it goes.”

Marina stared at him, and in that moment Celia saw it clearly. Marina had assumed Tobias would protect the campaign first. She had assumed he would soothe Celia into compromise. She had assumed she could soften the edges and keep the core.

But Tobias didn’t move.

Marina’s smile was brittle now. “We can discuss it,” she said.

“We’re discussing it,” Tobias replied, and something in his gaze went colder. “And the decision is no.”

Celia’s pulse slowed in a strange way, as if her body didn’t know whether to feel protected or trapped. She had wanted Tobias to back her, and now that he had, she felt the weight of it like a hand on her shoulder.

Marina’s fingers tapped once on the board. “Fine,” she said. “We’ll replace it.”

The meeting continued, but Celia couldn’t fully reenter it. Her mind kept circling the phrase and the timeline. A freelancer. Early fall. A concept bank. She felt a pressure building behind her ribs, not anger this time, but a sharp fear that someone had been siphoning her work without her noticing, feeding it into a machine that could stamp it with corporate polish and call it original.

When the meeting broke for a short lunch, Celia stood abruptly. “I need air,” she said.

Tobias rose too. “There’s a terrace,” he offered. “It’s quiet.”

Celia didn’t want his quiet. She didn’t want his kindness, if it was kindness. She didn’t want the way he had said to pull it like he was willing to fight for her without asking permission.

But she nodded, because she needed to leave the room before she said something she couldn’t take back.

They walked in silence through another hallway, past more campaign posters, past more curated love. The terrace door opened onto a narrow outdoor space with a view of the city. Winter air hit Celia’s face like a slap, clean and bright. She stepped to the railing and gripped it with both hands.

For a long moment neither of them spoke. The city below looked normal. Cars. People. Pink displays. Life continued as if her world hadn’t tilted.

“You recognized that phrase,” Tobias said finally.

Celia didn’t look at him. “Yes.”

“Was it yours,” he asked, and his voice carried no skepticism, only precision.

Celia’s throat tightened. “I don’t have a patent on it,” she said. “I’m not pretending I can own words. But the phrase has been in my catalog for years. I’ve stamped it. I’ve sold it. I’ve sent it out as part of a sample set.”

Tobias was quiet. She could feel him listening, and it made her skin prickle.

“Who did you send it to,” he asked gently.

Celia’s grip tightened on the railing. Names rose in her mind. A local gift shop buyer. A seasonal market coordinator. A social media promoter who had messaged her about a brand partnership and then vanished.

“I don’t know yet,” she said, and hated the vulnerability in that. “But I’m going to find out.”

Tobias’s voice lowered. “If someone fed your work into our campaign bank, that’s a separate issue,” he said. “And it matters.”

Celia turned her head slightly, just enough to see him from the corner of her eye. He stood a few feet away, hands in his pockets, shoulders tense in a way he hadn’t looked in the conference room. The wind tugged lightly at his hair, loosening his control in small human ways.

“Why,” Celia asked, and the word came out sharper than she intended. “Why does it matter to you?”

Tobias didn’t answer immediately. He looked out at the city as if he might find the right sentence in the distance. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet.

“Because,” he said, “if we build a campaign on someone else’s work, we deserve the backlash. And you deserve protection.”

Celia felt her chest tighten. “That’s still corporate math,” she said. “Risk management.”

Tobias’s gaze moved to her, and something flickered there, a restraint she recognized from yesterday. Like he was choosing which truth to allow.

“Part of it is,” he admitted. “I won’t insult you by pretending otherwise.”

Celia waited, heart tapping lightly against her ribs.

“And part of it isn’t,” Tobias continued, and his voice softened in a way that made her wary. “Part of it is that I’m tired of watching small makers get blamed for things they didn’t do.”

Celia’s breath caught, just slightly. “You’ve watched that.”

Tobias’s jaw tightened. “Yes.”

The wind pushed between them, cold and honest. Celia could feel a question forming, a deeper one, but she didn’t know if she wanted the answer.

“Why did you write the clause,” she asked, quieter now. “The part that says love phrases shouldn’t be owned.”

Tobias stared at her for a long moment, and the quiet stretched. Celia thought he might dodge it, might give her another polished answer. But when he spoke, his voice was low and stripped of performance.

“My sister,” he said.

Celia blinked, surprised. “Isla.”

Tobias nodded once. “She makes things,” he said. “Not candy. Art. Words. She sells prints at markets, small runs. A few years ago a larger company used one of her designs. They changed just enough to claim it was different. They had lawyers. She had anger and a stack of unpaid bills.”

Celia’s throat tightened.

“She didn’t have the money to fight,” Tobias said. “So she watched it happen. And people told her to take it as a compliment.”

Celia felt a bitter laugh threaten, but she swallowed it.

Tobias looked away briefly, then back. “I watched her stop creating for months,” he said
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