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​About the Author 

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with heart-forward tension and hopeful emotional payoffs. Each story is designed to feel like a lived-in moment, where small choices carry big weight, and love grows from the kind of honesty people usually avoid. SankulaHub’s romances focus on clean, low-heat intimacy, grounded character growth, and page-turning emotional suspense that stays entirely relationship-driven.
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​Dedication
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For anyone who has ever stood in a crowded place and felt completely alone, and for the quiet courage it takes to say hello when you want to vanish.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Tamsin Vale is a careful, capable woman who has learned to survive by minimizing her needs, even when her heart is begging for one honest risk.

Asher Knox is a controlled, observant man with a talent for solving other people’s problems, and a habit of disappearing the moment his own feelings get too loud.

Wren Vale is Tamsin’s younger sister, stubborn and loving in equal measure, and the one person who can still pull the truth out of Tamsin with one sentence.

Lorraine Pike is the Gate 12 agent with a sharp eye and a tired kindness, the type of person who can read a lie from three steps away.

Sasha Wynn is the flight attendant who notices the quiet details and remembers faces, even when everyone else treats the terminal like a blur.

Benji Carr is a stranger in the terminal whose small crisis becomes the spark that forces bigger choices, whether anyone is ready or not.
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Gate 12 was a rectangle of fluorescent light and restless bodies, the kind of place where time turned sticky and everybody pretended they were fine.

Tamsin stood just outside the boarding lane, her fingers locked around her phone like it was a railing. The screen was dark. She had stopped checking it because every glance felt like another way to admit she was afraid. She listened instead, counting the sounds that usually blended into airport noise, the rolling suitcases, the clipped announcements, the small bursts of laughter that rose and died quickly. She tried to let those sounds prove she belonged here, that nothing terrible happened simply because a door closed behind her.

But the tightness in her chest did not care about logic.

The boarding sign flickered once and steadied. Final boarding. The gate closes in seven minutes. The words might as well have been a timer strapped to her ribs.

She had promised herself she would not miss this flight. Not this one. Not after the years of canceling plans in quiet ways that sounded reasonable to other people. Not after telling Wren, again, that she was coming, that she would show up, that she would not let a last-minute panic make another decision for her.

Her phone vibrated, and the sudden buzz shot heat through her palm. She looked down too fast and nearly dropped it.

A message from Wren filled the screen, bright as a flare.

You better be at the airport. I am not doing this without you.

Tamsin swallowed. Her throat felt too small for the air she was trying to pull in. She typed, "I am here, " and stared at the words before sending them, as if her body might argue that “here” was negotiable. She hit send anyway.

The tiny whoosh of the message leaving should have felt like relief. Instead it felt like a cliff edge. Her hand trembled for a second, then steadied as she forced it down by her side.

A man stepped into her peripheral vision and stopped, close enough that she could sense him without looking. He didn’t crowd her. He didn’t brush past. He simply paused, as if he had arrived at the same invisible line she was standing behind.

Tamsin kept her gaze on the gate sign, her jaw tight, because she didn’t have room for anyone else’s energy. People spoke to strangers in airports all the time, light comments about delays and weather. She didn’t want any of it. She needed silence. She needed control.

But then she heard him say, quiet and steady, like the words mattered.

“Hello.”

The simple greeting landed harder than it should have, because it was gentle, and because it was aimed at her, not at the air around them. It wasn’t flirtation. It wasn’t casual. It sounded like an offering.

Tamsin did not answer right away. Her lungs refused to take a full breath on schedule, and she hated that her body made her look fragile. She turned her head, just enough to acknowledge him, and met his eyes.

He was about her age, maybe a little older, with dark hair that looked like it had been combed once and then given up on. His face had the worn focus of someone who spent time thinking, and his expression was composed in a way that didn’t feel rehearsed. He held a paper boarding pass, creased at the edge, and his thumb rubbed the fold like he was trying to smooth it flat.

Tamsin’s first thought was irrational and immediate. He looks like someone who would stay calm in a crisis.

That was the kind of person she usually clung to from a distance.

“Hello,” she heard herself say back, and the word surprised her with how normal it sounded.

The man’s gaze flicked, not to her face, but to the way her hand gripped her phone. Noticed. He noticed everything. Then his eyes returned to hers with a patience that felt like permission.

“Tamsin,” Lorraine’s voice cut through the terminal, sharp and startling.

Tamsin stiffened. The gate agent didn’t normally call names like that unless something was wrong. Lorraine Pike stood behind the counter at Gate 12, her headset slightly crooked, scanning the boarding passes stacked like a small wall in front of her. Her eyes found Tamsin with unsettling accuracy.

“Ms. Vale,” Lorraine said, louder now. “Can you come up here for a moment.”

Heat surged into Tamsin’s cheeks. People turned. Not many, but enough to make her skin prickle. She stepped forward automatically, as if her body knew she had no choice.

The man with the crease-folded boarding pass moved too, not behind her, not following, but drifting alongside like he was headed the same way anyway. He kept a respectful distance. Still, she felt his presence like a steady pressure against the panic trying to rise.

At the counter, Lorraine leaned closer and lowered her voice. “I need to confirm something on your ticket.”

Tamsin forced her lips into a shape that could pass as calm. “Okay.”

Lorraine tapped the computer screen with one finger, then held out her hand. “Can I see your ID again?”

Tamsin’s fingers fumbled inside her bag. She hated the way her hands betrayed her when her mind was trying so hard to be composed. She pulled her passport free and slid it across.

Lorraine’s eyes scanned the page. Her brows pinched, not dramatically, but enough to spike Tamsin’s pulse.

“What,” Tamsin asked, too quickly. She tried again, softer. “What is it?”

Lorraine’s gaze lifted. “Your boarding pass is marked standby, and the system is flagging a mismatch on the confirmation code.”

Tamsin blinked. “That can’t be right. I paid for this ticket weeks ago.”

Lorraine’s mouth flattened as if she had heard those words a hundred times today. “I’m not saying you didn’t. I’m saying the system is telling me something different.”

Tamsin’s chest tightened again, sharp this time. Seven minutes. The gate closes in seven minutes. She pictured Wren’s message. She pictured the tone of her sister’s voice when she said, I am not doing this without you. She pictured another apology, another reason, another absence that would harden into a pattern.

“Can you fix it,” Tamsin asked.

Lorraine’s eyes held hers. “I can try. But I need you to breathe while I do.”

The instruction was blunt enough to feel almost kind. Tamsin took a shallow breath anyway, because it was all she could manage.

A voice behind her, low and controlled, cut in gently. “If there’s a standby issue, you might have a duplicate reservation in the system.”

Tamsin turned her head. The man from a moment ago was closer now, angled slightly toward Lorraine, his tone careful, not entitled. He wasn’t trying to take over. He sounded like someone who had solved a problem like this before.

Lorraine’s eyes narrowed at him. “Do you work for the airline?”

He shook his head once. “No.”

Lorraine held her gaze on him for a beat, weighing him. “Then I’m going to need you to step back.”

He didn’t argue. He did step back, one pace, hands open at his sides like he understood the rules of boundaries. But his eyes flicked to Tamsin again, and something in that look steadied her.

Lorraine tapped faster, her fingers moving with a practiced irritation. “What’s the last name on your card?”

“Vale,” Tamsin said.

Lorraine’s face didn’t change, but her eyes sharpened. “And you didn’t book this through a third party.”

“No,” Tamsin said. “Direct.”

Lorraine made a sound under her breath, not quite a sigh. “Okay. I found the problem.”

Tamsin’s throat tightened. “And.”

Lorraine tilted her head toward the boarding lane, where people were still moving past the scanner in a steady stream. “Your seat is real. Your payment went through. But your reservation got duplicated in a way that kicked one copy into standby. The system is trying to reconcile it, and it’s failing because the standby copy is attached to a different email address.”

Tamsin’s eyes widened. “A different email address.”

Lorraine’s mouth tightened again, and she rotated the screen slightly. Tamsin saw the blur of letters, an email that was almost hers but not quite. One swapped character, one tiny mistake that suddenly felt enormous.

“No,” Tamsin whispered. “I didn’t type that.”

Lorraine’s tone stayed controlled. “It could have been a typo on your end. It could have been a glitch. But right now, the system sees two versions of you and it doesn’t like it.”

Tamsin’s heart pounded hard enough to make her vision shimmer. The terminal noise blurred. She could barely hear Lorraine over the rushing in her ears.

“How long,” Tamsin asked. “How long will it take to fix it?”

Lorraine looked up, and for the first time her expression softened in a way that felt human. “If the system cooperates, two minutes. If it doesn’t, I might need to reissue it.”

“Gate closes,” Tamsin said, and hated how small her voice sounded.

Lorraine nodded once. “I know.”

Behind Tamsin, someone bumped into someone else, a muttered apology, a laugh that was too loud. The world kept going while her own stopped.

Then the man’s voice came again, quieter, closer, aimed at Tamsin this time, not the gate agent.

“Hey,” he said, like the word itself was a hand on her shoulder without touching. “Look at me.”

Tamsin’s head turned before she could stop it. She met his eyes again, and the steadiness there was almost unbearable. It made her want to lean into it. It made her want to run.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

He nodded like he didn’t believe her, but he didn’t call her out. “What’s the why now,” he asked, and his tone made it sound like a practical question, not an invasion.

Tamsin’s breath hitched. The phrase punched through her defenses because it was exactly the thing she had been repeating to herself to keep from bolting. Why now? Why this flight. Why today?

“My sister,” Tamsin said, the words leaving her before she could overthink them. “She’s getting married tomorrow. She asked me to be there. She asked me to be... present.”

His gaze didn’t flicker. “And you want to show up.”

The simple statement cracked something in her chest. She swallowed. “Yes.”

Lorraine’s fingers kept moving. Her mouth pressed into a determined line as if she was now personally offended by the system. “Come on,” she muttered at the computer, as if it could hear her.

The man glanced toward the boarding lane, then back. “I’m Asher,” he said, as if giving his name might anchor the moment.

“Tamsin,” she answered automatically, and then realized he already knew it because Lorraine had called her.

Asher didn’t comment on that. He just nodded, and his expression shifted, almost imperceptibly, like he was deciding something.

“What about you,” Tamsin asked, because the question came out of her fear in a surprising place. If she talked about him, maybe she wouldn’t drown in her own head. “Why are you traveling?”

Asher’s jaw tightened for half a second, so fast she almost missed it. Then his gaze slid away, toward the gate, toward the people moving, toward the world that felt easier than an honest answer.

Curiosity flared, sharp and unwanted. It was one of the first clean sparks of feeling she’d had in days.

He looked back at her. “I have to be somewhere,” he said, careful. “And I’m late already.”

That wasn’t an answer. Not really.

Tamsin felt it anyway, the shape of something he wasn’t saying. A secret that wasn’t dramatic, but heavy. The kind of thing people carried alone until it bent their spine.

Lorraine made a triumphant sound, small but satisfied. “Got it.”

Tamsin’s lungs seized and then released in a rush. “You fixed it.”

Lorraine held up a freshly printed boarding pass, crisp and clean. “You’re good. But you need to move. Now.”

Tamsin reached for it with fingers that felt numb. She clutched the paper as if it could evaporate. Relief surged, almost dizzying.

Asher’s hand moved, not touching her, but hovering near her elbow for a heartbeat like he was ready to steady her if she swayed. He pulled it back when she didn’t.

Tamsin took one step toward the boarding lane and then stopped.

Because Lorraine’s expression shifted again, a shadow crossing it.

“Wait,” Lorraine said, and the word dropped like a stone.

Tamsin froze. “What.”

Lorraine looked past her shoulder. “We’re overweight.”

Tamsin stared. “What does that mean?”

“It means,” Lorraine said, choosing her words fast, “we have to bump one passenger. One. Right now.”

The terminal noise crashed back into Tamsin’s ears. Her pulse jumped so hard it hurt.

Lorraine’s eyes met hers with a kind of apology that still didn’t soften the fact. “I’m sorry.”

Tamsin’s throat closed. She couldn’t find words. She could only stare at the boarding pass in her hand like it was suddenly a joke.

Asher’s gaze locked on hers. His expression was unreadable for a beat, then it hardened into something resolved.

He stepped forward, angled toward Lorraine. “Bump me,” he said.

Tamsin’s head snapped toward him. “What.”

Asher didn’t look away. “Bump me,” he repeated to Lorraine, voice steady.

Lorraine’s brows lifted. “Sir, you’re confirmed.”

Asher’s thumb rubbed the crease of his boarding pass again, the same nervous habit, but his eyes stayed calm. “Then switch it. Put her on. Put me on the next flight.”

Tamsin’s chest seized. “No,” she said, the word raw. “You can’t do that.”

Asher’s gaze finally flicked to her. “You said you want to show up.”

“That doesn’t mean you don’t,” Tamsin shot back, and felt her voice rise in a way she usually avoided in public. “You just said you have to be somewhere.”

He held her gaze. “I do.”

“Then why,” she demanded, and the question was bigger than the seat. “Why would you do that?”

Asher’s jaw tightened again. “Because I know what it looks like when someone talks themselves out of being there,” he said, and for the first time his voice had an edge, not anger, but urgency. “And because you shouldn’t lose your chance because a computer duplicated your email and a plane is heavy.”

Tamsin’s eyes stung, and she hated it. She hated that a stranger had seen her too clearly.

Lorraine cleared her throat. “If you’re volunteering, I need you to confirm it now. Once I process it, I can’t undo it.”

Asher didn’t hesitate. “Process it.”

Tamsin’s heart pounded. The boarding lane was still moving. The scanner beeped. People passed them, eyes forward, not wanting to witness anyone else’s problem.

Tamsin grabbed Asher’s wrist before she could think better of it, the contact brief and startling. His skin was warm. He looked down at her hand like he was surprised she had reached for him at all, then looked back up, something softer flickering through his composure.

“Don’t,” Tamsin said, and her voice cracked. “Don’t make me the kind of person who takes that.”

Asher’s eyes held hers, steady and quiet. “Then don’t take it,” he said. “Make a choice.”

The words hit like a dare.

Tamsin’s mind flashed to Wren’s message, to all the times she had chosen safety over presence, to the way regret collected in her life like unclaimed luggage. Then her mind flashed to Asher’s careful non-answer, to the tension in his jaw, to the way he looked like he was used to swallowing his own needs.

Two strangers. One gate. One seat. And a choice that would reveal who she really was.

Lorraine’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. “I need an answer.”

Tamsin’s hand slid off Asher’s wrist. Her breath came shallow, then deeper. She looked at her boarding pass, then at his, then at his face.

She stepped back from the boarding lane.

“I’m not boarding,” Tamsin said.

Asher’s eyes widened a fraction. “Tamsin.”

Tamsin shook her head once, fierce now, the fear still there but the decision louder. “If you’re doing this because you think I’ll run, you’re wrong,” she said. “I’m not running. I’m choosing.”

Lorraine blinked. “Ma’am, the gate is closing.”

“I know,” Tamsin said, and her voice steadied on the last word. She turned to Asher. “If you have to be somewhere, go,” she said. “But don’t hand me a sacrifice and call it kindness.”

Asher stared at her for a long second, something unreadable moving behind his eyes. Then he exhaled, slow, like he had been holding his breath for years.

He looked at Lorraine. “Don’t process it,” he said.

Lorraine’s mouth tightened, but she nodded. “Fine. Then I need another volunteer.”

Asher’s gaze returned to Tamsin. “You just missed your flight,” he said softly.

Tamsin swallowed. “Maybe.”

Asher’s eyes flicked to the boarding lane again, to the last passengers, to the closing gate door. Then he looked back at her, and the smallest curve touched his mouth, not a smile exactly, but something like admiration mixed with disbelief.

“I didn’t expect that,” he admitted.

Tamsin’s throat tightened again, but this time it didn't panic. “Neither did I.”

The final boarding announcement crackled overhead, final call for the last passenger, gate closing now, and the door at Gate 12 slid shut with a sound that felt like a period at the end of a sentence she hadn’t finished writing.

Tamsin stood in the sudden after, the terminal still moving around her, but her world narrowed to the man beside her and the choice she had just made.

Asher’s phone lit up in his hand. The screen flashed a name he didn’t show her, and his expression shifted, guarded again, like he had been pulled back into whatever he wasn’t saying.

He looked at Tamsin. His voice was low. “I owe you an explanation.”

Before she could respond, he stepped away, not far, just enough to answer the call without her hearing. He turned his back slightly, shoulders rigid.

Tamsin watched him, her boarding pass still in her hand like a ticket to a life she had just refused, and she realized something with a sharp clarity that made her pulse jump.

She didn’t know him. Not really. She didn’t know why he had offered to give up his seat. She didn’t know where he had to be. She didn’t even know what kind of man answered his phone like it carried a threat.

But she knew the feeling in her chest had changed.

She had said hello at Gate 12, and somehow that hello had already cost her a flight.

Asher turned back toward her, phone lowered, his face composed again, but his eyes darker with something that looked like a decision.

“Tamsin,” he said.

And the way he said her name made it feel like a beginning.
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​Chapter 1: The Choice After Hello

[image: ]


The moment the gate door slid shut, the air around Gate 12 changed. The rush thinned into an aftertaste of movement, the kind that lingered even when the people were already gone. A few latecomers hovered at the edges of the counter with the same stunned look, staring at the closed door as if an apology could pry it back open.

Tamsin stood still long enough to feel the weight of what she’d done settle into her shoulders. She could almost hear the old version of herself, the one who preferred exit routes and excuses, whispering that she had finally gone too far. She had missed her sister’s wedding flight because she refused to accept a stranger’s sacrifice. That sentence felt ridiculous and true at the same time.

Asher moved a half step closer, not invading her space, just close enough that she didn’t feel like she was facing the moment alone. His phone was still in his hand, screen dark now, his thumb hovering where it had been rubbing the fold of his boarding pass earlier. When he looked at her, his expression was careful, like he was trying to give her something steady without pretending he could fix what had already happened.

“Tamsin,” he said again, quieter this time. Her name sounded different in his voice now, less like a call across a crowded terminal and more like a question only she could answer.

She forced herself to swallow, to find her voice before panic stole it. “I’m not crying,” she said, even though she could feel that dangerous thickness pressing behind her eyes.

Asher’s mouth twitched, the smallest acknowledgment that he understood the impulse to pretend. “Good,” he said. “Because if you start, I’m going to feel obligated to make a joke, and I’m not good at jokes.”

The words were plain, almost dry, but the attempt landed. A short breath escaped her that wasn’t quite a laugh. It did something useful inside her chest, made the tightness loosen by a fraction.

Lorraine was still behind the counter, headset tilted, her gaze cutting through the small cluster of stranded passengers with a tired efficiency. Tamsin watched her for a second, trying to pull her mind into practical steps. Find a new flight. Call Wren. Breathe. The world had not ended, even if her body wanted to act like it had.

Asher angled his head toward the side, away from the counter, toward a quieter stretch of chairs tucked behind a column. “Do you want to sit,” he asked, “or do you want to do the thing where you keep standing because sitting makes it real.”

Tamsin blinked. “Are those my only two options?”

He shrugged slightly. “Those are the two I’m familiar with.”

Something about that, the way he didn’t dress it up, made her feel seen in a way that was oddly tolerable. She nodded once, then walked with him toward the chairs. Her legs didn’t feel shaky until she stopped moving, and then she noticed how much her muscles were vibrating with leftover adrenaline.

They sat. Not close enough to touch, but close enough that she could see the faint tension in his jaw when he went quiet. He wasn’t as calm as he looked. He just wore it well.

Tamsin stared at the boarding pass still clenched in her hand. She flattened it against her thigh, then realized she was crumpling it anyway. She forced her fingers to relax.

“I should call Wren,” she said, and the words were both obvious and terrifying.

Asher nodded. “Do it.”

She looked at him. “What if she’s angry?”

He held her gaze. “Then she’s angry. That’s still better than her not knowing.”

Tamsin’s thumb hovered over her sister’s name on her phone. For a beat, she couldn’t press it. Calling meant admitting she had almost made it and then didn’t. Calling meant hearing the disappointment she’d been trying to outrun for years. Calling meant confronting the part of herself that still believed love could be lost by one wrong choice.

Asher didn’t say anything. He didn’t tell her it would be fine. He just stayed there, steady, as if his silence was a hand on her back.

Tamsin hit call.

Wren answered on the second ring, breathless. “Tell me you’re through security.”

“I’m here,” Tamsin said, and immediately wished she had chosen a different sentence. Here was not enough. Here was not where she needed to be.

There was a pause, the kind that meant Wren was listening to what Tamsin wasn’t saying. “Okay,” Wren said slowly. “Where is it?”

Tamsin’s throat tightened. “Gate 12.”

Another pause. “Why do I feel like I’m about to hate Gate 12.”

Tamsin closed her eyes. “Because my flight left.”

Wren’s inhale sounded sharp, like she had been holding her breath without noticing. “Tamsin.”

“I know,” Tamsin said quickly. “I know. I’m trying to fix it. I’m going to fix it.”

“What happened,” Wren asked, and her voice had shifted. Less frustration, more alertness. Like she was choosing to meet Tamsin in reality instead of fear.

Tamsin tried to keep the story clean. “There was a ticket issue, and then they said they had to bump someone, and then the gate closed. It happened fast.”

Wren was silent for a beat. Then, softer, “Are you okay.”

Tamsin looked down at her hands, at the way her fingers kept wanting to grip something. “I’m... I’m shaky,” she admitted. “But I’m okay.”

“Do not disappear on me,” Wren said. Not angry. A plea wrapped in steel. “Even if you can’t get here tonight, you stay on the phone with me until you tell me your plan.”

Tamsin’s chest ached. “I’m not disappearing.”

“Good,” Wren said. “Because I’m not doing this without you, and I mean that in a way that makes you mad and also saves your life.”

Tamsin swallowed hard. “I’m going to rebook. I’m going to find a way.”

“Call me back in ten minutes,” Wren said. “Not fifteen. Ten. I will be watching the clock like a lunatic.”

“I will,” Tamsin promised.

When she ended the call, she stared at the dark screen for a second, letting the reality settle. Wren had not yelled. Wren had not withdrawn. Wren had asked if she was okay. Somehow that was worse and better than anger.

Tamsin blinked rapidly, chasing the sting away. She felt Asher’s gaze on her, careful and quiet.

“She loves you,” he said, as if it was a conclusion he had already reached.

Tamsin nodded once, but her throat felt too tight for words.

Asher looked toward the gate counter again, then back. “Okay,” he said. “Now the practical part.”

Tamsin let out a breath. “Yes.”

Asher hesitated, and the smallest crack showed in his composure. “Before we do the practical part,” he said, “I need to tell you something.”

Tamsin’s pulse jumped. “About the phone call.”

His eyes held hers, and for the first time, he looked like someone who didn’t know how to say what he meant without cutting himself. “Yes,” he said. “And about why I offered to give up my seat.”

Tamsin didn’t speak. She just waited.

Asher’s jaw flexed, then settled. “The call was from my mom,” he said. The word landed with a quiet heaviness, not dramatic, just real. “She’s in Denver. She’s having surgery tomorrow morning.”

Tamsin’s eyes widened. “Tomorrow.”

He nodded. “It got moved up. It was supposed to be next week.”

Tamsin tried to find the right response, the one that didn’t feel like pity. “That’s... a lot.”

“It is,” he said, and his voice stayed controlled, but his eyes went darker, like he was holding back a tide. “I was supposed to be there tonight. Not because I’m useful. Not because I can do anything. Just because she asked.”

Tamsin’s chest tightened, not with panic this time but with something that felt like understanding. “And now you’re stuck here.”

Asher’s mouth pressed into a line. “Now I’m stuck here.”

Tamsin glanced toward the gate counter again, where Lorraine was still working, still moving on to the next crisis without ceremony. “So why did you offer to give your seat to me,” Tamsin asked quietly, “if you needed to get to her.”

Asher’s gaze dropped to his hands. “Because I know what it feels like to miss the moment you promised you wouldn’t miss,” he said. “And because the way you were standing there, holding yourself together by your fingernails, it looked like you were fighting something bigger than a delayed flight.”

Tamsin’s throat tightened again. She hated how easily her body responded to being understood. “You don’t know me,” she said, not harshly, just truthfully.

“I don’t,” Asher agreed. He looked up. “But I know that look.”

Tamsin stared at him, caught between gratitude and discomfort. “My sister is getting married tomorrow,” she said softly. “I’m supposed to be there. I’m supposed to stand next to her and not run.”

Asher nodded once, as if something had clicked into place. “So tomorrow morning matters to both of us.”

Tamsin let out a breath that felt unsteady. “Yes.”

For a moment, they sat with that, two strangers bound by the same kind of deadline and the same kind of fear. Not afraid of flying. Fear of failing the people who had decided to keep loving them anyway.

Asher leaned forward slightly. “Let’s go talk to Lorraine,” he said. “If there’s any route to Denver tonight, we need it.”

Tamsin stood with him, her legs still vibrating, but her mind clearer now. The practical part. The next step. Movement. She could do movement.

They returned to the counter and waited until Lorraine finished with a man arguing about a missed connection. When Lorraine’s eyes finally cut to them, there was recognition there, and a faint irritation that seemed more aimed at the universe than at either of them.

“You two again,” Lorraine said.

Tamsin held up her boarding pass, then realized it was useless now. She lowered it. “We need to get to Denver,” she said. “Tonight if possible.”

Lorraine’s mouth flattened. “So does half this terminal.”

Asher’s tone stayed even. “We’re flexible. Any route. Any connection.”

Lorraine’s fingers moved across the keyboard. Her eyes scanned the screen, then narrowed. “Tomorrow morning, direct, but it’s full,” she said. “Tonight, there’s a late one with a connection through Phoenix, but it’s showing one seat left.”

Tamsin’s heart lurched. “One seat.”

Lorraine nodded. “One. And before you ask, no, I can’t magically make two seats appear.”

Asher didn’t look at Tamsin, which told her he had already decided. “Put her on it,” he said.

Tamsin’s head snapped toward him. “Asher.”

He finally met her eyes. “Tamsin, you need to be at that wedding.”

“And you need to be at the hospital,” she said, and her voice was sharp with something she couldn’t soften. “Do not do that again.”

Lorraine’s gaze flicked between them. “Are you both trying to lose your minds at my counter,” she asked flatly.

Tamsin forced herself to breathe. “Is there any other option,” she asked Lorraine, ignoring Asher for a second because she couldn’t afford the heat of that argument right now. “Standby. Anything.”

Lorraine tapped, then shook her head. “Not tonight. The weather's stacking up. Everything else is oversold.”

Asher angled his body closer to Tamsin, lowering his voice so Lorraine couldn’t hear. “Take the seat,” he said. “I’ll get there in the morning.”

Tamsin’s chest felt like it was cracking open. “No,” she whispered. “I’m not taking your mother’s surgery away from you.”

Asher’s eyes flashed, not anger, but something more raw. “You’re not taking it away,” he said. “The airline already did. This is me choosing the least bad option.”

Tamsin shook her head. “I can’t accept it.”

Asher’s jaw tightened. “Why.”

Because taking it would turn her into the kind of person who let someone else bleed for her. Because being owed felt like being trapped. Because accepting help meant admitting she couldn’t control everything. Because the last time she had taken something too big from someone, she had carried the guilt like a stone.

She couldn’t say any of that at Lorraine’s counter.

So she said the truest simple thing. “Because I don’t know you,” she whispered. “And if I take that seat, I’ll owe you something I can’t repay.”

Asher’s expression shifted, his eyes softening in a way that made her throat tighten again. “You don’t owe me,” he said quietly. “I’m not doing this to be repaid.”

Tamsin stared at him. “Then why does it feel like a debt?”

Asher didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked away, toward the boarding lanes, toward the moving crowds. When he looked back, his voice was lower. “Because you’re used to carrying everything alone,” he said. “And because if you accept anything, you’re afraid it will be used as proof that you’re not enough by yourself.”

The words landed like a hand pressed against a bruise. Too accurate. Too gentle. Too much.

Lorraine cleared her throat loudly, breaking the moment. “I need a decision,” she said. “That seat is not going to sit here patiently while you two process your emotions.”

Tamsin pulled in a breath. Her phone buzzed again, and the vibration felt like a countdown.

She glanced at the screen. Wren. Ten minutes was already closing in on her.

Tamsin looked at Lorraine, then at Asher. “Give it to him,” she said. “He has surgery in the morning.”

Asher shook his head. “No.”

Lorraine raised her eyebrows. “I’m about to close this screen,” she warned. “Pick a person.”

Tamsin’s pulse hammered. The world had narrowed to one seat and one choice and the fact that both of them would hate what happened next.

Asher’s voice softened. “If you don’t take it,” he said, “you’re going to spend the next twenty-four hours punishing yourself for being late to the wedding, and you’re going to tell yourself it’s because you don’t deserve to show up.”

Tamsin’s eyes stung. “Stop,” she whispered.

“And if I don’t take it,” he continued, “I’m going to spend the next twenty-four hours imagining my mom waking up and not seeing me there, and I’m going to tell myself I failed her.”

Tamsin swallowed hard. “So we’re both doomed.”

His mouth twitched, a tired almost-smile. “That’s one way to put it.”

Lorraine exhaled, then leaned forward slightly, lowering her voice. “There is one other thing,” she said. “It’s not an option I like, and it’s not guaranteed. But it exists.”

Tamsin’s breath caught. “What.”

Lorraine’s gaze sharpened. “There’s a flight to Denver leaving from another terminal in fifty-five minutes. It’s full, but there’s a high chance of no-shows because of the weather. If I put you both on standby, you might both get on. Might.”

Asher’s eyes locked on Lorraine. “Can you do that?”

Lorraine’s expression said she didn’t want to encourage hope. “I can,” she said. “But it’s a sprint, and you’ll be the last people they clear. If you miss it, you’re back tomorrow morning.”

Tamsin felt her heartbeat change, shifting from helplessness into motion. “Where.”

Lorraine pointed. “Gate 7. Terminal C. You’ll need to take the train. And you’ll need to be there before they close the door.”

Asher turned to Tamsin. “That’s our option,” he said.

Tamsin nodded, the decision snapping into place like a latch. “Okay,” she said. “Standby.”

Lorraine typed quickly. “I’m putting you both on,” she said. “But I’m going to say this once. This is not a promise. This is hope with a time limit.”

“Hope with a time limit,” Asher repeated under his breath, like he was tasting the phrase. Then he looked at Tamsin. “Ready.”

Tamsin’s phone buzzed again. She ignored it for the moment because if she looked at it now, she might freeze. Movement. Train. Gate. Door.

Lorraine slid two new slips of paper across the counter. “Run,” she said. “And if you make it, do not come back here and tell me you love each other. I’m not emotionally available for that.”

Tamsin blinked, startled, and then something unexpected happened. A laugh burst out of her, small and sharp, and it felt like air entering a room that had been sealed for years.

Asher’s eyes flicked to hers, surprised, and then his mouth curved in a real smile for the first time. It was brief. It vanished fast. But she saw it.

“Come on,” he said, and he reached for her bag strap without thinking, lifting it slightly to keep it from sliding off her shoulder as they turned. The touch was quick, functional, respectful. Still, it sent a strange warmth through her, like her body had been waiting for proof that help could be offered without strings.

They moved fast through the terminal, weaving around families and clusters of delayed passengers. The airport train platform was crowded, packed with people holding the same fragile hope. Tamsin pressed close to the edge of the platform with Asher beside her, their shoulders not touching but close enough that she could feel the heat of him through the space.

When the train arrived, people surged forward. Tamsin’s pulse spiked. Crowds did that to her, the press of bodies and noise and the sense of being trapped. Her instinct screamed at her to step back.

Asher’s hand lifted, palm open, hovering near her back. He didn’t touch her, but the presence of his hand was like a promise that she wouldn’t be swallowed.

“You good,” he asked, low.

Tamsin nodded, but the lie felt thin.

Asher leaned closer, his voice quieter. “Pick a point,” he said. “A sign, a poster, a spot on the wall. Keep your eyes there. Breathe like you’re filling a glass slowly. Nobody can take your air.”

Tamsin stared at a bright advertisement across the platform, forcing her lungs to follow his rhythm. Slow. Steady. The crowd pressed forward, and she moved with it, not fighting, not panicking, letting her body be carried without surrendering herself.

On the train, they stood near the door. Asher braced one arm above his head, giving Tamsin a small pocket of space without making a show of it. Tamsin watched him for a second, the way he created room for her like it was instinct, and something inside her softened.

“You do that a lot,” she said quietly.

Asher glanced down. “Do what.”

“Make space,” she said. “Without being asked.”

His gaze held hers for a beat, then flicked away. “I grew up in a house where space was a fight,” he said. “Now I give it away like I have extra.”

The words were simple, but they held a history. Tamsin felt the curiosity hook sink deeper. What kind of house taught that? What kind of boy became this man?

The train rattled and swayed. An announcement crackled overhead, half drowned by noise. Tamsin’s phone buzzed again, persistent now.

She pulled it out. Wren. Her stomach twisted. She couldn’t ignore it anymore without breaking the promise.

She answered, breathless. “I’m here.”

Wren’s voice came sharp through the speaker. “Where is here, and why do you sound like you’re running from a bear.”

“I’m running to another gate,” Tamsin said. “I might get on standby.”

Wren exhaled hard. “Okay. Okay. Tell me what you need.”

Tamsin blinked. “What.”

Wren’s voice softened just a notch. “Do you need money? A hotel. A new ticket. Do you need me to call the airline and scream politely.”

Tamsin’s chest tightened. “I don’t need you to fix it,” she said, and then the truth slipped out, raw. “I need you to not give up on me.”

There was a pause. Then Wren’s voice turned steady, fierce. “I won't give up on you,” she said. “I get angry. I get scared. But I won't give up.”

Tamsin’s eyes stung again. She swallowed. “I’m trying,” she whispered.

“I know,” Wren said. “And I’m proud of you for staying in the fight. Call me the second you know if you’re on that flight.”

“I will,” Tamsin promised.

When she hung up, she stared at her reflection in the dark window of the train. Her face looked pale. Her eyes looked too bright. She looked like a woman standing on the edge of a decision bigger than a flight.

Asher’s gaze was on her again, quiet. “Wren,” he said, like he already knew the name mattered.

Tamsin nodded. “She’s... she’s the reason I’m not allowed to vanish.”

Asher’s mouth pressed into a line that wasn’t quite a smile. “Sounds like a good reason.”

The train arrived at Terminal C. They stepped out into another flood of bodies and noise, and immediately the pace increased. They jogged through the corridor, following signs, the kind of run that made Tamsin feel both ridiculous and alive.

Gate 7 came into view, and a knot of standby passengers was already gathered near the counter, faces tense with hope. A gate agent stood behind the desk, tapping at a screen, calling names in a clipped tone. The boarding lane was still moving.

Tamsin’s lungs burned as she and Asher reached the counter edge. She held out the standby slips. “Standby,” she said, breathless.

The gate agent barely looked at her before grabbing the paper. “Names.”

“Tamsin,” she said quickly.

“Asher,” Asher said.

The agent typed, frowned, then nodded. “You’re on the list,” she said. “Standby positions eight and nine.”

Tamsin’s heart dropped. “Eight and nine.”

Asher leaned in. “How many no-shows do you usually get?”

The agent’s expression stayed unreadable. “Depends,” she said. “Weather. Connections. People deciding not to travel. Could be none. Could be more than ten. Stand to the side.”

Tamsin stumbled back to the waiting area with Asher, her body buzzing with the leftover sprint and the uncertainty. Eight and nine meant they were not first. It meant hope, but not comfort.

They stood near a pillar, watching the boarding lane shrink. Tamsin’s stomach churned.

“This is a terrible game,” she murmured.

Asher’s gaze stayed on the gate door. “Yeah,” he said. “But it’s the game we have.”

Tamsin glanced at him. “If only one of us gets on,” she said slowly, “you’re not going to offer me your seat again.”

Asher didn’t look at her. “I’m not,” he said.

Tamsin let out a breath. “Good.”

A beat later, Asher added, “Unless you ask me to.”

Tamsin’s head snapped toward him. “I won’t.”

Asher finally met her eyes. His expression was calm, but something tender lived underneath it. “That’s what you think,” he said softly.

Tamsin’s throat tightened, and she hated that her body responded to that softness like hunger. She looked away, forcing her gaze back to the gate door. “Why did you say hello,” she asked suddenly, needing a different anchor, a different thread to hold onto.

Asher blinked, surprised by the question. “What.”

“Back at Gate 12,” she said. “You could have walked past me. You could have stayed silent. Why did you say hello.”

Asher’s jaw flexed. He looked down for a second, then back up. “Because you looked like you were about to bolt,” he said. “And because I know that if nobody interrupts that moment, you’ll spend the rest of the day pretending it was your choice.”

Tamsin stared at him. “You’re very confident about what I would do.”

Asher’s mouth curved faintly. “I’m confident because I’ve done it,” he said. “I’ve stood in a place with doors and deadlines and told myself leaving first meant I was safe.”

Tamsin’s chest tightened. She could feel the line between them thinning, not in a romantic way yet, but in a human way that was almost more dangerous. It was easier to flirt than to be understood. It was easier to want someone than to be seen by them.

A name was called at the counter. Then another. Standby passengers stepped forward, some celebrating, some arguing, some slumping back into their own disappointment.

Tamsin’s hands clenched at her sides. She forced them to unclench.

Asher’s phone buzzed. He glanced down, his face shifting instantly, the guarded look returning like armor sliding into place. He didn’t answer. He stared at the screen for a long second, then shoved the phone into his pocket with a roughness that didn’t match his usual control.

Tamsin’s pulse jumped. “Is it your mom?”

Asher’s jaw tightened. “It’s the hospital,” he said.

Tamsin’s stomach dropped. “Asher.”

He exhaled slowly, then pulled the phone back out and answered, turning slightly away. His voice stayed low, but Tamsin caught fragments anyway.

“Yes.” A pause. “I’m trying.” Another pause, longer. His shoulders tensed. “No, I’m not in Denver yet.” A beat. “I understand.”

When he ended the call, he stood very still for a moment, like he was trying to control his breathing.

Tamsin couldn’t stop herself. “What happened?”

Asher looked at her, and for a second his eyes were too honest. “They moved it again,” he said quietly. “It’s earlier. They want me there before sunrise.”

Tamsin’s chest tightened, sharp and protective. “Then you need to get on this flight.”

Asher’s mouth flattened. “I know.”

The gate agent called another name. Tamsin watched a couple step forward, relieved, clasping hands, disappearing down the jetway like they were fleeing the possibility of bad news.

Tamsin felt a sudden rush of fear, not for herself, but for Asher. The way he held himself together felt like a man balancing a glass too full.

“What’s her name,” Tamsin asked softly.

Asher’s eyes flickered. “My mom.”

“No,” Tamsin said, gentler. “Her first name.”

Asher hesitated, like the name itself was a door he didn’t want to open. “Mira,” he said finally, and the way he said it made the air between them change. Softer. More real.

Tamsin nodded. “Okay,” she whispered. “Mira.”

Asher’s throat moved as if he swallowed something hard. He looked away quickly, blinking once.

Tamsin felt the strangest urge to reach for him, to give him something physical to hold onto. But she didn’t know if he could stand it. She didn’t know if she could stand it, either.

So she offered what she could. “If you get on,” she said, “I want you to text me when you land.”

Asher looked back at her. “Why.”

“Because I’m going to be here anyway,” she said, trying to keep her voice light and failing. “And because I don’t like the idea of you carrying this alone.”

Asher’s gaze stayed locked on hers, and something softened in his face, something that looked almost like relief. “Okay,” he said quietly. “If I get on, I’ll text you.”

Tamsin nodded. “Good.”

The boarding lane was thinning. The clock above the gate seemed louder now, every minute a small hammer.

The gate agent stepped to the microphone again. “We are closing the flight in ten minutes,” she announced. “If you are not in the gate area, you will not be boarded.”

Tamsin’s stomach churned. She tried to breathe the way Asher had told her earlier, slowly, like filling a glass.

Asher’s gaze flicked to her hands. “You’re doing the grip thing again,” he murmured.

Tamsin looked down and realized she had been twisting her fingers together until they hurt. She forced them to relax. “Sorry.”

He shook his head. “Don’t apologize,” he said. “Just notice it.”

The gate agent called another standby name. Then another. Two more people moved forward, lucky. Tamsin’s heart thudded.

Asher shifted his weight. “If they call you,” he said, voice low, “you go.”

Tamsin’s head snapped toward him. “No.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “Tamsin.”

She swallowed hard. “No,” she repeated. “We decide together. We don’t do the sacrifice thing.”

Asher’s expression tightened. “This isn't a sacrifice,” he said. “This is reality. If you get on, you go to your sister. If I don’t, I'll figure it out.”

Tamsin felt heat rise in her chest, fierce and protective. “Stop acting like you’re the only one who can handle losing,” she said. “Stop deciding you’re the one who can be left behind.”

Asher went still. His eyes flashed, not anger, but something like being hit in a place he didn’t expect.

Tamsin’s voice dropped, softer but sharper in truth. “You offered your seat because you didn’t want me to miss a moment,” she said. “But you’re acting like your moment is less important.”

Asher’s jaw worked. He looked away for a second, then back. “You’re not fair,” he said quietly.

Tamsin’s throat tightened. “I’m not trying to be fair,” she whispered. “I’m trying to be human.”

A silence settled between them, thick with the things they weren’t saying. The kind of silence that could turn into something dangerous if either of them moved too fast.

The gate agent called another name.

Standby position seven.

Tamsin’s pulse spiked. That meant the next name could be hers. Or his.

She looked at Asher and saw the strain in his eyes, the way he was holding himself together with pure will. She saw the fear under it, not fear of planes, but fear of arriving too late to prove he still belonged.

Tamsin swallowed hard. “If it’s me,” she said, and her voice shook, “I will go. But only if you promise me something.”

Asher’s gaze narrowed. “What.”

“Promise me you won’t pretend you don’t care,” she said. “Promise me you won’t stand here and act like it doesn’t matter.”

Asher stared at her for a beat, and then his expression softened in a way that made her chest ache. “I promise,” he said quietly.

Tamsin nodded, feeling the promise settle inside her like a weight and a comfort at the same time.

The gate agent stepped to the microphone again. “Standby passenger number eight,” she called. “Tamsin.”

Tamsin froze.

The sound of her name seemed to expand, filling her ears, pushing everything else out. She felt the moment split open, felt the old instinct rise, the one that wanted to run from the spotlight, from the choice, from the consequences.

Asher’s gaze locked on hers. His face didn’t change, but his eyes did. They softened, steadied, and something like pride flickered there, surprising and warm.

Tamsin’s feet moved before her mind could argue. She stepped forward.

Then the gate agent called again, without pause. “Standby passenger number nine,” she said. “Asher.”

Tamsin stopped mid-step and turned.

Asher’s eyes widened just a fraction, like he hadn’t dared to believe it. Then his mouth tightened, and Tamsin knew exactly what he was thinking.

He was about to give it away.

Tamsin stepped toward him fast, catching his gaze before he could move. “Don’t,” she said, low and urgent.

Asher’s jaw clenched. “Tamsin, your sister.”

Tamsin shook her head once, fierce. “We go together,” she said. “We decide together. We don’t turn this into a debt.”

Asher stared at her for a long second, something raw shifting behind his eyes. Then he exhaled, slow, like he was letting go of a habit he’d carried for too long.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “Together.”

They walked to the counter side by side, boarding passes printed and handed over like fragile victories. Tamsin’s hands trembled when she took hers. Asher’s fingers closed around him with the same careful grip he’d had all evening, the crease of worry still there, but now threaded with something else.

The gate agent scanned their passes and nodded them through. “Go,” she said, already turning to the next task.

Tamsin stepped into the jetway and felt the air change again, cooler, quieter, sealed from the terminal’s chaos. Her breath caught in her throat, not from fear of flying, but from the sudden intimacy of being here with him, moving forward together after everything that had almost pulled them apart.

Asher walked beside her, close enough that their shoulders brushed once, lightly, accidental. Tamsin felt the contact like a spark, small but undeniable.

Halfway down the jetway, Asher’s phone buzzed again. He didn’t pull it out. He just closed his eyes for a brief second, like he was bracing himself.

Tamsin looked at him. “Are you okay?”

Asher opened his eyes, and there was something in them now that hadn’t been there at Gate 12. Something like surrender.

“I will be,” he said, voice low. “But there’s something you need to know before we sit down on this plane and pretend this is normal.”

Tamsin’s pulse jumped. “What.”

Asher’s gaze held hers, steady and serious. “Mira doesn’t know I’m coming,” he said. “She thinks I chose not to.”

Tamsin’s throat tightened. “Why would she think that?”

Asher’s jaw flexed, and the quiet in his voice turned heavier. “Because the last time she asked me to show up,” he said, “I didn’t.”

Tamsin stared at him, the jetway narrowing around them, the plane’s open door ahead like a new threshold.

Asher’s voice dropped even lower. “And if I get there late tomorrow,” he whispered, “I don’t know if she’ll forgive me.”

Tamsin felt the weight of that confession hit her chest, sharp and immediate. She had been so focused on her own fear of being late, of being the daughter who disappeared, that she hadn’t fully grasped the mirror standing beside her.

They reached the plane door. A flight attendant greeted them with practiced warmth, pointing them down the aisle.

Tamsin stepped onto the plane, her heart pounding, and realized the story had just shifted.

This wasn’t only about getting to a wedding anymore.

It was about whether two people who had already failed once could choose, this time, to show up.

And as Tamsin followed Asher down the aisle, she felt the first real tremor of a new fear.

Not that she would lose him.

But that she might start caring enough to try to save him.
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​Chapter 2: Aisle And Window
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The cabin smelled like recycled air and coffee that hadn’t decided what it wanted to be yet. Tamsin stepped past knees and bags and the soft chaos of people settled, her heart still sprinting even though her body had stopped running. The aisle felt narrow in a way that made her instinctively lift her shoulders, like she could shrink herself smaller and fit into the world without friction.

Their seat numbers were close enough to feel like a joke the universe told on purpose.

Tamsin’s was the window. Asher’s was the aisle. The middle seat belonged to a man already dozing with his mouth slightly open, earbuds in, head tilted toward the ceiling like he’d surrendered to travel entirely.

Tamsin stopped at the row and looked at the window seat as if it might move away from her if she stared too long. The irony of it hit her a half second later, and a strange, tight laugh tried to climb up her throat.

Window. After everything.

Asher hovered behind her, close but not pressing, his presence like a steady wall at her back. “Do you want me to switch,” he asked quietly.

Tamsin glanced at him. His face was composed, but his eyes were alert in the way of someone who measured rooms for exits without realizing he was doing it. He looked like he’d been holding himself together since Gate 12 with pure will and a thin thread of hope.

“No,” she said, and
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