

    
        
          Boss, Don’t Look

        

        
        
          SankulaHub

        

        
          Published by SankulaHub, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      BOSS, DON’T LOOK

    

    
      First edition. January 25, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 SankulaHub.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232318376

    

    
    
      Written by SankulaHub.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by SankulaHub

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          21 Letters to My Younger Self

          
        
          
	          Become Your Own Coach: A Self-Guided Path to Inner Leadership and Quiet Confidence

          
        
          
	          Beyond Motivation: The System That Actually Works

          
        
          
	          Break the Loop: Escape Repetitive Thought Patterns  A Self-Healing Guide to Reclaiming Inner Clarity and Mental Peace,    By SankulaHub

          
        
          
	          Know Yourself Deeper: 100 Questions That Awaken Your Inner Truth

          
        
          
	          Calm is a Superpower: Train Your Emotional Reflex

          
        
          
	          The Words That Touched Her Heart – A Second-Chance Romance

          
        
          
	          Clouds Between Us

          
        
          
	          Letters Left On Her Doorstep: A Quiet Second-Chance Love Story

          
        
          
	          Love Found After the Storm

          
        
          
	          Stillness in Her Smile

          
        
          
	          The Gentle Way Back to You

          
        
          
	          We Loved Once, Remember?

          
        
          
	          One More Time, Just Us

          
        
          
	          Unwritten Chapters of the Heart

          
        
          
	          Waiting for Our Second Chance

          
        
          
	          Willow Hill Secrets

          
        
          
	          Hearts of Riverstone Creek

          
        
          
	          Sweetness in Every Slice

          
        
          
	          The Cafe Where I Found You

          
        
          
	          Crush Notes and Coffee Breaks

          
        
          
	          Playlist of Our Love

          
        
          
	          Text Me When You’re Brave Enough

          
        
          
	          That One Semester with You

          
        
          
	          Twilight Promises in Willow Hill

          
        
          
	          Falling for the CFO

          
        
          
	          Love in December Lights

          
        
          
	          Midwinter Romance in the Vineyard

          
        
          
	          The Midnight Carousel Kiss

          
        
          
	          The Proposal She Never Expected

          
        
          
	          Two Strangers, One Table

          
        
          
	          When He’s Twice My Age

          
        
          
	          Chasing My Golden Years

          
        
          
	          Her Midlife Melody

          
        
          
	          Silvered Heart, Golden Dreams

          
        
          
	          Age‑Mark of the Soul

          
        
          
	          A Vintage Heart Reborn

          
        
          
	          He Taught Me to Love

          
        
          
	          His Youthful Spark

          
        
          
	          Lessons from a Younger Love

          
        
          
	          Mentor of My Heart

          
        
          
	          New Chapters at Fifty

          
        
          
	          Thirty Years Between Us

          
        
          
	          Late Blooming Infatuation

          
        
          
	          Older, Wiser, Loving

          
        
          
	          Rewriting Our Decades

          
        
          
	          Her Heart’s Private Divide

          
        
          
	          Two Roads, One Heart

          
        
          
	          Between the Ex and the New

          
        
          
	          Shared Orbit

          
        
          
	          The Silent Measure

          
        
          
	          Love’s Uncharted Map

          
        
          
	          Signals We Almost Missed

          
        
          
	          A Third Heart Between Us

          
        
          
	          Between Two Gravities

          
        
          
	          Edge of Two Hearts

          
        
          
	          Between One Promise And Two Names

          
        
          
	          The Moment Both Let Go

          
        
          
	          After-Hours Arrangement

          
        
          
	          Three Hearts, One Promise

          
        
          
	          Coffee Room Crush

          
        
          
	          Desk One Love

          
        
          
	          Kisses Behind Glass Partitions

          
        
          
	          Hearts Before Midnight

          
        
          
	          The Corporate Pull

          
        
          
	          Overtime Amour

          
        
          
	          Best Friendship, Best Love

          
        
          
	          When Friendship Went Next Level

          
        
          
	          Because We Were Us

          
        
          
	          Side-by-Side Hearts

          
        
          
	          Suddenly, Somehow Us  A Friends-to-Lovers Story

          
        
          
	          The Night Our Friendship Flipped

          
        
          
	          The Second We Became Forever

          
        
          
	          When Our Friendship Lit the Sky

          
        
          
	          Break Room Romance

          
        
          
	          Friends First Kiss

          
        
          
	          From Lattes to Love

          
        
          
	          Almost More Than Friends

          
        
          
	          Friendship Wrote On My Heart

          
        
          
	          Soul Friend Love

          
        
          
	          Just Beyond Just Friends

          
        
          
	          Closer Than Friends, Braver Than Lovers

          
        
          
	          When Friendship Wasn’t Enough Anymore

          
        
          
	          Older Than My Plans, Exactly What I Want

          
        
          
	          Ten Years, One Impossible Timing

          
        
          
	          When Sir Became Something More

          
        
          
	          Between The Hand I Hold And The One I Miss

          
        
          
	          The Choice I Owe My Heart

          
        
          
	          The Third Chair At Our Table

          
        
          
	          Same Deadline, Shared Heart

          
        
          
	          The Email That Changed My Job And My Heart

          
        
          
	          When The Conference Room Door Clicked Shut

          
        
          
	          After We Promised To Stay Just Friends

          
        
          
	          The Summer Our Friendship Crossed the Line

          
        
          
	          When Your Shoulder Became Home

          
        
          
	          The Night I Broke Someone’s Forever

          
        
          
	          Torn Between The Life I Planned And The Life I Want

          
        
          
	          When Two People Stayed And I Had To Decide

          
        
          
	          Single Parent, Double Heart

          
        
          
	          The Day My Daughter Asked Me To Love Again

          
        
          
	          What Stayed After Our Goodbye

          
        
          
	          Love Moved Into Our Spare Room

          
        
          
	          Small Hands, Second Chances

          
        
          
	          Rainy-Day Movies And New Kisses

          
        
          
	          Second Chances in Sneakers

          
        
          
	          His Worst Opinion, Her Best Secret

          
        
          
	          Promotion Season, Private Feelings

          
        
          
	          The Meeting Room Truce

          
        
          
	          Last-Minute, First Feeling

          
        
          
	          The Compliance Kiss

          
        
          
	          His Age, My Secret

          
        
          
	          New Beginning, Old Shadows

          
        
          
	          Love After the Last Story

          
        
          
	          The Year I Chose Him

          
        
          
	          After Hours With My Older CEO

          
        
          
	          His Ending, My Beginning

          
        
          
	          The Weekend We Finally Chose Us

          
        
          
	          The Kiss That Waited Years

          
        
          
	          What I Risked To Choose Him

          
        
          
	          Second Chance at Cedar Lane

          
        
          
	          Where The Porch Light Waited

          
        
          
	          Larchwood Letters

          
        
          
	          Back to Sycamore

          
        
          
	          The Boyfriend Cover Story

          
        
          
	          Back To Hello

          
        
          
	          Candy Heart Clause

          
        
          
	          Cupid’s Cover Story

          
        
          
	          Unsent Valentine

          
        
          
	          Last Stop Valentine

          
        
          
	          My Last-Minute Valentine

          
        
          
	          Cupid at Table Seven

          
        
          
	          Kiss Between Floors

          
        
          
	          Reserved for Valentine

          
        
          
	          Clue My Valentine

          
        
          
	          Cupid Hit Send – A Valentine Group Chat Romance

          
        
          
	          After the 14th

          
        
          
	          Next Seat Over A Stranger Train Romance

          
        
          
	          Only a First Name

          
        
          
	          Hello At Gate 12

          
        
          
	          Stormbound Strangers

          
        
          
	          The Note on My Coffee

          
        
          
	          Thirty Seconds Up An Elevator Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          The Fare Between Us A Stranger Taxi Romance

          
        
          
	          Mapless, With You

          
        
          
	          Paperback Collision

          
        
          
	          One Kiss, No Names - A Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          Vinyl Stranger - A Record Shop Stranger Romance

          
        
          
	          Trailhead Stranger

          
        
          
	          Exes and Aisles - A Bridal Boutique Second-Chance Romcom

          
        
          
	          Two Keys, One Kiss

          
        
          
	          One Accidental Yes

          
        
          
	          Boss, Don’t Look

          
        
          
	          The Breakup Rehearsal

          
        
          
	          Love, Loud and Clumsy

          
        
          
	          The Friendship Slip-Up

          
        
          
	          Kiss the Clock, Break the Curse

          
        
          
	          The Starglass Pact

          
        
          
	          The Name The River Stole

          
        
          
	          The Rose That Kept the Secret

          
        
          
	          The Kindheart Oath

          
        
          
	          Two Hearts, One Familiar

          
        
          
	          Moonlit Cider Festival

          
        
          
	          Honeyspell Hearth

          
        
          
	          The Candlemaker’s Quiet Curse

          
        
          
	          After-Hours Academy

          
        
          
	          Spellwork Pairing

          
        
          
	          Lucky Potion Mix-Up

          
        
          
	          Hexed on the Night Shift

          
        
          
	          Fate-Thread Streets

          
        
          
	          Guarded by the Crown

          
        
          
	          Masquerade Oath: A Royal Intrigue Romantasy

          
        
          
	          Inkbound Vows

          
        
          
	          Manners For A Wild Mage

          
        
          
	          The Unsaid Duchess

          
        
          
	          Cursed Waypoints

          
        
          
	          Vault of Lost Pages: A Quest Romantasy

          
        
          
	          Two Promises, One Relic

          
        
          
	          The Gate In Her Voice

          
        
          
	          Petrichor Promise

          
        
          
	          Jasmine Spellmist

          
        
          
	          The Legend-Kissed Courtyard

          
        
          
	          Final Bell Miracles: A Clean Senior-Year Kindness Romance

          
        
          
	          New Crush, Same Best Friend

          
        
          
	          Final Round Crush: When Winning Stops Being The Hardest Part

          
        
          
	          Kiss on the Jumbotron: A Clean YA Sports Romance

          
        
          
	          Second Half Hearts: A Clean YA Comeback Romance

          
        
          
	          Kiss Me at the Last Clue: A Clean YA Mystery-Kissed Romance

          
        
          
	          The Secret in 173: A Clean YA Mystery-Romance

          
        
          
	          Side B Secret: A Nostalgic YA Romance with a Hidden Clue

          
        
          
	          The Quiet Gambit: A Clean YA Chess Club Romance

          
        
          
	          Invention Fair Promise: A Clean YA Invention-Fair Romance

          
        
          
	          They Said We Were Dating: A Clean YA Rumor-Fake-Dating Romance

          
        
          
	          Wrong Text Energy: A Clean YA Text-Mix-Up Romantic Comedy

          
        
          
	          Almost Isn’t Nothing: A Clean YA Friends-to-Lovers Romance

          
        
          
	          Before She Says Yes: A Clean YA Friends-to-Lovers Romance

          
        
          
	          First Place Fluster: A Clean YA Summer Honors Rivals Romance

          
        
          
	          Decode My Crush: A Clean YA Mystery-Kissed Romance

          
        
          
	          Duel Me at Dawn: A Clean YA Magical Rivals-to-Romance Academy Novel

          
        
      

      
    
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By SankulaHub

Boss, Don’t Look | About the Author

Dedication

Cast Snapshot

Introduction Scene

Chapter 1: The Camera Is Still Rolling

Chapter 2: The Other Voice

Chapter 3: The Folder With Teeth

Chapter 4: The Board Wants the Voice

Chapter 5: Seven Means Seven

Chapter 6: The Familiar Voice Problem

Chapter 7: The Question That Tried to Own Her

Chapter 8: Ten Minutes

Chapter 9: Speakerphone Courage

Chapter 10: The Apology That Wasn’t Mine

Chapter 11: The Version of Me Who Doesn’t Apologize

Chapter 12: The Firewall

Chapter 13: The Envelope Rule

Chapter 14: The Clip That Wanted to Be a Story

Chapter 15: The Thing He Saw

Chapter 16: The Video and the Vow

Chapter 17: The Meeting They Wanted

Chapter 18: Same Hallway, Different Ending

Chapter 19: The Statement That Would Not Beg

Chapter 20: Boss, Don’t Look

Final Takeaway

Behind the Story: Character And Setting Reflections

Bonus Content

Frequently Asked Questions

Thank You Note And Gentle Invitation

Sign up for SankulaHub's Mailing List

Further Reading: Cupid at Table Seven

Also By SankulaHub

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Boss, Don’t Look
[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with an emphasis on emotional momentum, tender humor, and character-driven tension. Each story is crafted to deliver clean, low-heat intimacy, a satisfying romantic payoff, and a hopeful ending that lingers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dedication

[image: ]


For every person who ever froze under a spotlight they did not ask for, and still found a way to walk forward smiling.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Celia Hart is the studio’s lead scriptwriter and voice talent, brilliant behind a microphone and dangerously self-conscious when anyone watches her. She is known for turning awkward truth into funny, precise lines, until the day her own awkward truth gets caught in the wrong light.

Grant Mercer is the new interim operations director, calm on the surface and relentlessly observant underneath. He has a reputation for fixing messy systems, but he is privately terrified of becoming the punchline again.

Zoe Calder is Celia’s closest friend at work, a storyboard artist with a fearless laugh and a soft spot for underdogs. She believes embarrassment is survivable, and she pushes Celia to stop living like she is one misstep away from losing everything.

Rafael Santos is the studio’s sound engineer and resident problem-solver, loyal to the team and allergic to office politics. He sees more than people think he sees, mostly because he is the one wearing the headphones.

Imani Brooks is the account manager responsible for the studio’s biggest client pitch, a composed professional who refuses to let panic run the room. She is fair, demanding, and quietly protective of Celia’s talent.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Introduction Scene
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Celia had promised herself she would stop doing the thing where she apologized to empty air.

Yet there she was, in the studio’s green screen room at nine forty-seven at night, whispering sorry to a foam mascot head that had rolled off a chair like it was offended.

The head belonged to an owl.

Not a charming storybook owl, not a sleek logo owl, but a large, friendly, corporate-safety owl with felt eyebrows and a smile that looked aggressively optimistic. Its name, according to the client brief, was Ollie, and its job was to teach thousands of transit employees how to avoid workplace hazards without sounding like a threat.

Celia’s job was to make it work.

She tugged the owl head back up, careful not to smear the inside lining with makeup that should not have been on her face this late. The room smelled faintly of paint, old fabric, and the lemon cleaner Rafael swore could solve any problem in the building, including morale.

A timer ticked down on the monitor. Her script was taped to the wall in neat blocks. The microphone light glowed. The camera was rolling. Of course it was rolling. Everything was always rolling.

She took a breath, then another, the way she had taught herself after the last time her voice had shaken on a recording and Zoe had looked at her like Celia was made of glass.

Celia slid her arms into the costume sleeves and faced the lens. The owl body was oversized, padded at the belly, and made her feel like a walking apology. Her feet, in the costume’s yellow foam boots, were an inch longer than her actual feet, which meant she had the grace of a newborn giraffe.

“Okay,” she told herself softly. “One clean take, send it to Imani, go home, shower, and never think about this again.”

The monitor displayed the slate: Safety Micro-Lesson Demo, Version Six, One Night Before the Pitch.

One night.

That was the reason why now. That was the whole reason she was here, sweating under synthetic feathers, chasing the kind of perfection that never existed outside an edit.

Tomorrow morning, Imani would stand in front of a transit authority board and tell them that Rook and Ribbon Studio could handle their training overhaul. That the studio could be trusted to carry serious content with humor, clarity, and respect. That this small team inside a converted post office had the talent to compete with bigger firms.

And if the demo tanked, the board would pick someone else. The contract would go elsewhere. The studio would do the thing small studios did when a big opportunity slipped away: pretend it was fine, then quietly lose people, projects, and confidence one resignation at a time.

Celia could not let that happen. Not after last year. Not after the careful, exhausting work of rebuilding her reputation from the ashes of a moment she did not even think about unless she was alone, and it was late, and her chest was already tight.

She lifted her hands in a friendly owl wave.

“Hi, team,” she said in the bright, mascot voice she had practiced until it did not sound forced. “It’s me, Ollie, and I’m here to help you keep your day safe and your night easy. Today’s tip is simple. See a spill, say a spill.”

She took a step forward, and the foam boot caught the edge of a cable she had sworn she taped down.

Her body pitched. The owl belly did nothing to help. She windmilled her arms, one padded wing smacking the mic stand with a dull thunk.

The microphone bobbed. The stand wobbled. The camera, blessedly, stayed upright, as if it had seen worse.

Celia froze, then let out a laugh that sounded slightly hysterical inside the owl head.

“Reset,” she muttered. “Reset, reset, reset.”

She reached to steady the mic stand and caught the edge of her script paper. It peeled off the wall, fluttering down like snow. Lines scattered. The neat blocks became a mess of pages on the floor.

Her throat tightened again, the familiar rise of panic that arrived when a small thing went wrong and her brain tried to convince her it meant everything was wrong. She pressed her palm against the owl’s padded belly as if she could calm herself through foam.

“It’s fine,” she said to nobody. “It’s just paper. It’s just a costume. It’s just a take.”

She bent to gather the pages, but bending in a mascot suit was like trying to pick up a coin while wearing a sleeping bag. The owl head slid forward, blocking her view. Her balance shifted. She stumbled again.

Celia made a small, humiliating noise that she would deny later, and caught herself on the chair.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

She did not want to look. She knew it would be Imani, or Zoe, or Rafael, or an email alert from the building security system reminding her that she was the only person in the studio besides the night guard, who thought creative people were a different species.

The phone buzzed again, insistent.

She tugged it out with clumsy costume fingers and tapped the screen.

Imani: Please tell me you are not still there.

Celia stared at the message, then at the camera, then at the scattered pages on the floor.

She typed back, slowly, because foam gloves did not care about urgency.

Celia: I am finishing the demo. Ten minutes. Promise.

Another buzz came instantly.

Imani: New interim director started today. He asked for a preview of the pitch assets. If he contacts you, be polite. Do not panic. We need calm.

Celia’s stomach dropped.

New interim director.

She had heard the rumor three hours ago, delivered by Zoe in a tone that suggested the arrival of a man in a suit could be treated like a weather event.

Apparently the board wanted a “steady hand.” Apparently the studio needed “operational discipline.” Apparently the studio had finally become big enough to attract leadership that spoke in phrases like alignment and bandwidth.

Celia had not met him. She had not even seen a photo. She had deliberately avoided asking, because she did not want to spend the night imagining a stranger judging her work.

Now, in an owl costume, she pictured him opening an email thread and seeing her demo, and her face flushed so hot under the foam head that she could not tell if she was sweating or just melting.

She typed.

Celia: Understood.

She did not add that calm was not her natural state when she felt exposed. She did not add that her worst nightmares were not about failure. They were about being seen failing.

She tucked the phone away and forced herself upright.

“Okay,” she told the owl head again. “We do not spiral.”

The words were more for her than for the costume.

She set the papers back up, this time clipping them to a board. She adjusted the mic, checked the camera angle, and hit record again.

The red light blinked. Her heart did the same.

“Hi, team,” she began, voice bright. “It’s me, Ollie.”

She delivered the lines cleanly. She smiled even though nobody could see her real face. She demonstrated a pretend hazard by pointing to a bright orange cone. She made the owl clap.

On the monitor, it looked ridiculous. It also looked kind of charming.

She almost felt hopeful.

Then she heard a sound that did not belong in a locked studio after hours.

A door latch.

Her body reacted before her mind did. Her shoulders snapped up. Her voice cut off mid-sentence.

The door to the hallway opened with a slow, deliberate creak.

Celia stared at it through the mesh inside the owl head, brain suddenly blank. She had not heard footsteps. She had not heard the night guard. She had not heard anything.

The light from the hallway sliced into the room.

A silhouette filled the doorway, tall and still, as if he had paused the moment he saw what he was seeing.

Celia could not see his expression clearly at first, only the outline of a coat, the sharp line of a shoulder, and the gleam of something in his hand that might have been keys.

The camera kept recording.

The red light blinked like an accusation.

The man took one step forward.

Celia’s throat went dry. Every nerve in her body screamed the same thought.

Not like this.

Not in the owl.

Not while the camera was rolling.

She did the only thing her brain could come up with. She raised one padded wing in front of her face, as if she could shield herself from sight like a child.

And she blurted, loud and mortified and entirely without strategy, “Boss, don’t look.”

Silence.

The man stopped moving.

Celia’s own words hung in the air, ridiculous and exposed. She wished she could rewind time. She wished she could crawl under the green screen floor and live there forever, among the cables and stray props.

The man cleared his throat.

“I wasn’t,” he said.

His voice was calm. Warm, even. It had the steadiness of someone who did not panic for a living.

Then, after a beat, he added, “I mean, I was looking at the floor. For safety reasons.”

Celia stared, owl head tilted in disbelief.

He shifted, and the hallway light caught his face.

He was not what she expected. Not that she knew what she expected, other than older, harsher, and definitely less human.

He was early thirties, maybe, with dark hair that looked like it had been pushed back with his fingers at least once tonight. His eyes were focused, not cold, and his expression held something dangerously close to amusement that he was trying hard to bury.

He lifted both hands, palms out, like he was approaching a startled animal.

“I am sorry,” he said. “I should have announced myself. I didn’t realize anyone would be in here.”

Celia’s brain finally connected the obvious.

New interim director.

He was standing in the doorway of the green screen room. At nearly ten at night. Looking at her in a mascot suit.

She lowered her wing slightly, enough to see him properly.

“You’re,” she began, then stopped because she could not say it without making it worse.

He nodded anyway, as if he could hear the sentence.

“Grant,” he said. “Grant Mercer.”

Celia’s stomach sank again, this time for a different reason.

He did not just say his name. He said it like he expected her to already know it.

Of course he did. He was the boss. People had probably been talking about him all day.

Celia swallowed, forcing air into her lungs.

“I’m,” she started, then realized that in the owl suit, her voice still sounded like a cheerful cartoon.

She yanked the owl head up and off in one decisive motion.

Cool air hit her face. Her hair, flattened by the costume, sprang up in all directions. Her cheeks were red. Her eyes were wide.

She felt like a person caught doing something childish, something private. Something that was supposed to be hidden behind production and polish.

“I’m Celia,” she said, in her real voice, which sounded smaller than she wanted.

Grant’s gaze flicked to the camera, still recording, then back to her. He did not stare. He did not smirk. He did not do the thing men sometimes did when a woman looked foolish, the silent confirmation that they were better, steadier, in control.

Instead, he stepped backward, slightly, giving her space.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated. “I came to grab my laptop. I left it in the conference room. The night guard said a light was on back here, so I checked. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

Celia forced herself to breathe.

She glanced at the camera, saw the red light still blinking, and felt a fresh wave of horror.

She lunged for it, tripping once on the foam boots, catching herself on the tripod. She slapped the stop button.

The red light went dark.

The silence that followed was worse.

Celia turned back to him, owl head clutched like a trophy of shame.

“This is not,” she began, then stopped because she could not think of a sentence that made her look sane.

Grant’s mouth twitched, very slightly.

“It’s a safety owl,” he offered.

Celia blinked.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

“And you said,” he continued, careful, as if he was handling a fragile object, “Boss, don’t look.”

Celia’s face burned hotter.

“I panicked,” she admitted. “I’m sorry. That was unprofessional.”

“I don’t think the owl would agree,” he said.

Celia stared at him.

He shrugged, almost imperceptibly. “The owl seems like it takes safety seriously.”

Despite herself, a laugh escaped her. It was short and embarrassing, but it was real.

Then the laughter died, replaced by the sharp awareness of what this could mean.

She was in the studio after hours, using client assets, filming a demo without formal approval, wearing a costume that technically belonged to a transit authority, and the new boss had just walked in on it like the universe had set her up.

Her heart began to pound again, this time with dread.

“I can explain,” she said quickly. “Imani needs a final demo by morning. We were short on time. I was doing a clean take. I’m not,” she gestured vaguely at the owl body, “I’m not normally... an owl.”

Grant’s eyes softened, and for a second, he looked less like a boss and more like a person who understood what it meant to be caught in a moment you never wanted shared.

“I didn’t assume you were,” he said.

Celia took a breath.

Then, before she could stop herself, she asked the question that mattered most.

“Am I in trouble?”

Grant did not answer immediately. He looked around the room instead. At the script pages clipped to the board. At the mic stand. At the camera. At the orange cone and the taped marks on the floor.

He looked like someone who noticed details because details were where the truth lived.

“No,” he said finally.

Celia’s shoulders sagged with relief so intense it made her lightheaded.

Then he added, “Not for being here.”

The relief vanished.

She held still. “For what, then?”

Grant’s gaze returned to her. It was direct, but not harsh.

“For not telling me you could do that,” he said.

Celia frowned, confused. “Do what?”

He nodded toward the mic. “Write and perform the same breath. Make safety sound like something people actually want. That tone. That pacing. It’s good.”

Celia blinked, thrown off by praise.

“Thank you,” she said cautiously.

Grant’s expression shifted again, the faint amusement disappearing, replaced by something more serious.

“I listened to the rough demo Imani sent,” he said. “It didn’t land. The message was fine, but it didn’t feel human. It felt like a checklist.”

Celia felt a sting of defensiveness.

“We were iterating,” she said. “That version wasn’t final.”

“I know,” he said simply. “That’s why I came back.”

Celia tightened her grip on the owl head. “You came back because of the owl.”

“I came back because we have one chance tomorrow,” he corrected. “And because I think you’re the reason it will work.”

Her pulse stumbled.

She did not know what to do with a sentence like that coming from a man she met thirty seconds ago while dressed in foam.

“I’m just the writer,” she said, because it was safer to shrink.

Grant’s gaze held hers.

“Celia,” he said, and the fact that he used her name like he had practiced it made her skin prickle, “you’re not just the writer.”

The room felt suddenly smaller. The air felt heavier.

Celia’s mind flashed, uninvited, to the last time a boss had said her name with that kind of certainty.

The last time had ended with an email thread. A clipped video. A laugh that was not kind. A resignation that felt like defeat.

She forced herself back into the present, where the new boss was watching her like he was trying to decide something.

“What do you want?” she asked, voice steadier than she felt.

Grant exhaled, a quiet sound like he had been holding in tension of his own.

“I want to win that contract,” he said. “And I want to do it without turning this place into a machine that grinds people down.”

Celia’s chest tightened at the sincerity in his tone. It felt almost dangerous, like a promise he might not be able to keep.

Grant continued, “Tomorrow, Imani is presenting. But the board needs to see the studio’s voice. Not a generic demo. Not a safe corporate smile. They need to see we can be serious without being sterile.”

Celia swallowed. “Okay.”

He nodded once, as if encouraged. “So here’s what I’m proposing.”

She braced herself.

Grant gestured lightly toward the camera. “We will film a new version tonight. Not perfect. Real. Funny. Clear. Your writing. Your voice. Your rhythm.”

Celia’s heart thudded.

“No,” she said immediately, because fear did not ask permission.

Grant did not look offended. He looked like he expected it.

Celia shook her head harder. “I’m not an on-camera talent. That’s not my role. I do the words. I do the voice. I don’t,” she lifted the owl's head slightly like evidence, “I don’t do whatever this is in front of people who can decide my future.”

Grant’s eyes narrowed, just a fraction, but not in anger. I thought.

Then he said, “You don’t have to be on camera.”

Celia blinked.

He nodded toward the owl suit. “The owl is on camera. You’re behind it.”

Celia stared at him, caught between disbelief and the sheer unfairness of his calm.

“That’s still me,” she said.

Grant’s gaze softened again.

“I know,” he said quietly. “And that’s why it matters.”

Celia felt the floor tilt slightly under her.

He was not threatening her. He was not mocking her. He was asking, in the gentlest possible way, for the very thing she had been guarding like a wound.

To be seen.

Grant stepped to the side, careful, giving her an exit even while he stayed in the room.

“I’m not here to trap you,” he said. “If you say no, I’ll leave and I won’t bring this up again. I won’t mention the owl. I won’t mention the late-night recording. I won’t make you feel foolish.”

Celia’s throat tightened.

“Then why are you here?” she whispered.

Grant hesitated, and in that hesitation, she saw something she did not expect.

Not confidence.

Something like fear.

He looked at the camera again, then at the mic, then back at her.

“Because I know what it’s like to have one moment define you,” he said.

Celia went still.

The words landed in her chest like a stone dropped into water, ripples spreading fast.

She had not told him about her moment. Not directly. Not ever. Not to anyone in this building.

Yet he spoke like he understood the shape of it.

Celia forced her voice to work. “What are you talking about?”

Grant’s jaw tightened slightly, as if he was deciding how much truth to risk.

“I did my homework,” he said. “I read the notes. I looked at your work history. I listened to more than the demo.”

Celia’s stomach flipped.

The familiar panic rose again, sharp and immediate, but now threaded with anger.

“You listened to more than the demo,” she repeated, voice low.

Grant’s eyes held hers.

“Yes,” he said. “And before you assume the worst, I listened because I wanted to understand who I’m asking to carry tomorrow.”

Celia’s hands shook. She clenched them around the owl head until the foam compressed.

“What else did you listen to?” she asked.

Grant paused.

Then he said, carefully, “A voice that doesn’t belong to this studio.”

Celia’s blood ran cold.

No.

She had been careful. She had been so careful.

Her secret work was not illegal. It was not scandalous. It was not even dramatic. It was just hers, something she did to rebuild confidence, to pay off debt, to prove she could still create joy after the last job had turned her into a cautionary tale.

But she had kept it separate. Hidden. Protected.

“What voice,” she said, though her body already knew.

Grant’s gaze didn’t waver.

“The one you use when you forget to be afraid,” he said.

Celia could not breathe.

She took a half-step backward, the foam boots bumping the chair.

Grant’s voice softened. “Celia, I’m not here to expose you.”

Celia swallowed hard. “Then why are you telling me you found me?”

Grant inhaled slowly, as if steadying himself too.

“Because I want you to trust that I’m not guessing about your talent,” he said. “I’m not here to ask you to be something you’re not. I’m here because you already are the thing this studio needs.”

Celia stared at him, heart pounding so loudly she could feel it in her throat.

Then he said the sentence that snapped the night into a new shape.

“And because I already promised the board we’d show them a fresh cut at eight a.m.”

Celia blinked, stunned. “You promised them what?”

Grant’s expression held a flicker of apology, but his tone stayed steady.

“A new demo,” he said. “Tonight. With your voice.”

Celia’s mouth went dry.

She looked at the camera.

She looked at the owl suit.

She looked at the man who had walked in like an accident and stayed like a decision.

Her pulse raced, fear and fury and something else tangled together, something that felt like the beginning of a dare.

Grant took a small step closer, stopping at a respectful distance.

“I’m asking,” he said quietly. “Not ordering. But I’m asking the truth on the table.”

Celia’s fingers tightened around the owl head.

The room felt like a spotlight.

And she realized, with a sudden clarity that made her chest ache, that this was the moment that would define her next year.

Not whether she wore a costume.

Not whether she fell over a cable.

Whether she ran again, or stood her ground.

Celia lifted her chin, not because she felt brave, but because she was tired of being ruled by fear.

“Fine,” she said, voice shaking only slightly. “We’ll film your demo.”

Grant’s eyes held hers, intent and unreadable.

Celia added, with a sharpness that surprised even her, “But if you ever use what you heard against me, I will walk out and you will never see me again.”

Grant’s gaze softened, and for a second, she saw something like respect.

“Understood,” he said.

Celia tossed the owl head onto the chair, grabbed the script board, and marched toward the mic like she was going to war.

Then she stopped and looked back at him.

“And for the record,” she said, cheeks burning again, “you did look.”

Grant’s mouth curved, just slightly.

“I did,” he admitted.

Celia pointed at him with one bare finger, a warning and an invitation all at once.

“Boss,” she said, voice firm, “don’t look.”

Grant’s smile widened by a fraction, then he stepped toward the light switch, reaching to dim the room for the camera.

“Too late,” he said quietly. “I already saw you.”

And Celia realized, with a sudden jolt, that he did not mean the owl.

He meant her.

The camera light blinked back on, red and ready, as the studio door clicked shut behind them, sealing in a night that had just become impossible to undo.
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​Chapter 1: The Camera Is Still Rolling
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Celia did not remember putting the owl head back on, only the moment her hands stopped shaking enough to do anything useful.

The foam lining pressed warm against her temples, trapping her breath and the sharp, embarrassed heat that had nowhere else to go. Through the mesh, she could see the green screen wall, the taped marks on the floor, and the camera that had turned into a quiet witness. The little red light was on again, steady and unforgiving, like it had decided it deserved a front-row seat.

Grant stood near the light switch with the cautious stillness of someone who understood how easily a person could spook. He didn’t come closer. He didn’t take over. He just watched the room the way a person watches a busy intersection before stepping in, as if he was counting risks.

Celia hated that she noticed that, that she could feel his restraint like a hand held back at the last second.

“Tell me what you need,” he said.

Celia’s first instinct was to say space. To say time. To say a miracle. Instead, she forced herself to sound like the person her job title implied she was.

“A clean run,” she said, voice coming out too bright inside the owl. “No improvising. No extra commentary. No surprise observations from the interim director.”

She heard him make a soft sound that might have been amusement, but it didn’t feel like he was laughing at her. It felt like he was trying not to laugh at the sheer absurdity of a serious conversation happening between a human and a safety owl at nearly ten at night.

“I can be quiet,” he said.

“You were quiet when you walked in,” she shot back, and then regretted it because it made her sound defensive, and because the defence was too close to fear.

Grant didn’t flinch. “Fair point.”

Celia stared at the script board clipped neatly in front of her. The words blurred for a second, not because she couldn’t read them, but because her mind kept replaying his earlier sentence, the one that had cracked something open inside her.

A voice that doesn’t belong to this studio.

It was a strange kind of terror, the kind that wore a polite face. He hadn’t threatened her. He hadn’t even said the name. He had just implied he knew a door she’d locked from the inside.

Celia drew in a breath, then another. She did not spiral. She did not let the old panic sequence take over. She did not become the version of herself who ran.

She adjusted the mic height with clumsy owl hands and watched it settle. The stand stopped wobbling. The room seemed to exhale with her.

“Okay,” she said. “We start with the greeting. I do the line. You count in your head. If I stumble, you don’t say anything.”

“And if you stumble?” Grant asked.

Celia’s stomach tightened. “I won’t.”

Grant nodded once, but his gaze held a question he didn’t ask. It wasn’t about the line. It was about her, about whether that certainty was real or just a shield.

Celia looked away first.

The first take went surprisingly well, which made her suspicious. The second take went better, which felt like the universe setting her up. By the third take, her voice had found its rhythm, bright and reassuring, the kind of tone that made safety feel like care instead of control.

She delivered the lines with just enough warmth to feel human under the owl, just enough humor to make the message stick. The cone became a prop. The spill became a joke that still landed as a warning. The owl’s exaggerated gestures softened the seriousness without turning it into nonsense.

Celia finished the last line and held still, waiting for the moment where everything fell apart.

Nothing did.

The silence afterward was clean.

Then Grant spoke, quiet. “That’s the one.”

Celia kept her hands on the script board as if letting go would make her float away. “You think so.”

“I know so.”

The certainty in his voice should have soothed her. Instead, it made her throat tighten again. She couldn’t tell if it was gratitude or fear of what certainty demanded.

She stepped out of the taped marks and carefully peeled off the owl head again. Her hair sprang up, stubborn and messy, and she didn’t bother fixing it. She didn’t owe anyone anything.

Grant moved to the monitor, replaying the footage. He didn’t touch her. He didn’t invade her space. He just watched the take with an intensity that was almost unsettling, like he was trying to read between frames.

Celia hovered a step behind him, arms crossed, owl head tucked against her hip. She told herself she was evaluating the work. She told herself she was being professional. The truth was she was watching him, trying to understand whether his calm was real or an act.

The video played. The owl waved. The voice was hers, but shaped into something bigger than her nerves. The jokes were small and smart. The pacing was right. It looked competent and charming and, worst of all, effortless.

Grant paused the clip mid-smile and turned slightly. “You built that from scratch.”

Celia let out a breath. “That’s... what I do.”

He studied her like he was trying to choose the safest way to say something dangerous. “You didn’t do that in the rough demo I heard earlier.”

Celia stiffened. “Because it wasn’t ready.”

“It was more than not ready,” he said gently. “It sounded like you were trying to make yourself smaller.”

The words hit a bruise she kept covered even from herself.

Celia forced a laugh that came out thin. “You’re giving deep feedback to a mascot video.”

“I’m giving deep feedback to the person making it,” he corrected.

Celia’s shoulders drew in without her permission. She hated her body for betraying her fear so easily.

Grant’s gaze flicked to the owl's head in her arms. “Does it help?”

“What.”

“Hiding,” he said. “Does the costume help?”

Celia stared at him. The question wasn’t rude. It wasn’t prying for entertainment. It was asked with the quiet, steady caution of someone who knew a little too much about survival tricks.

She could have lied. She could have said no. She could have made a joke and floated away from the truth.

But something about the room, about the late hour and the fact that she’d already been seen in the most humiliating way possible, made lying feel pointless.

“Yes,” she said.

Grant didn’t look surprised. “I thought so.”

Celia’s jaw tightened. “And you decided that was acceptable leverage for tonight.”

His eyes sharpened slightly, but his voice stayed calm. “No.”

Celia waited, daring him to explain.

Grant turned back to the monitor and clicked through the last few seconds of the take, where the owl’s hands made an exaggerated little applause. “I decided it was an honest tool you used to do your job under pressure.”

Celia’s throat burned. “You’re still describing me like I’m a case study.”

Grant looked at her then, direct. “I’m describing you like I’m responsible for protecting the people who keep this place alive.”

Celia didn’t know what to do with that sentence, not from a boss. Not from a stranger. Especially not from someone who had already admitted he’d listened to more than a demo.

“Protecting me,” she repeated, skeptical enough to feel safe again.

Grant’s expression didn’t change, but something in his eyes tightened, like the word had touched a place he didn’t like.

“I didn’t come here to play games,” he said. “I came here because I’m trying to fix a studio that keeps asking its best people to bleed quietly.”

Celia felt her chest constrict. It was too close to what she’d lived. Too close to her last job, where bleeding quietly had been treated like loyalty.

She took a step back. “You don’t know me.”

Grant nodded once. “You’re right.”

Celia clutched the owl head tighter. “Then stop acting like you do.”

Grant’s gaze held hers for a beat that felt longer than it should have. Then he looked away first, as if he was intentionally handing her the power of that moment.

“I know enough to know I shouldn’t have promised a new demo without asking you first,” he said.

Celia blinked, thrown off by the admission.

He continued, voice low. “And I know enough to know you would have said no if I asked politely.”

Celia swallowed. “Correct.”

Grant’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “So I made a mistake.”

Celia stared. The bosses didn’t say that. Not the kind she’d had. They blamed, they pivoted, they implied accountability without carrying it.

Her anger faltered, confused by the lack of resistance.

“And what now,” she asked, voice quieter. “You got the demo. You got what you wanted.”

Grant turned fully toward her. The overhead light caught his face in a way that made him look tired, not in the dramatic way people used to seem important, but in the plain way of someone who’d been awake too long carrying too much.

“I want more than a demo,” he said.

Celia’s heart stumbled.

Grant seemed to sense it, because he added quickly, “Not like that.”

Her cheeks heated anyway, which made her furious with herself.

Grant rubbed a hand over the back of his neck, then let it drop. “I want tomorrow to go well. I want the board to see what you can do. I want the contract. But I also want you to feel safe enough here that you don’t need an owl head to breathe.”

The words slid under her defenses because they were too specific. Too true. Too close to the private shame of it.

Celia’s voice came out smaller. “You keep saying safe.”

Grant’s eyes softened. “Because I can tell you don’t feel it.”

Celia looked down at the owl head. The foam smile looked unbearably cheerful, like it was mocking her.

“I feel safe enough,” she lied.

Grant didn’t contradict her. He just tilted his head slightly, as if he was listening for the truth behind the words.

Celia couldn’t stand the silence. Silence was where her brain built catastrophes.

She moved toward the camera, busying her hands with stopping the recording, checking the SD card space, resetting the slate. Busy hands meant a busy mind. It was a trick she’d learned after the last time her hands shook too much to hold a pen.

Grant stayed by the monitor, not crowding her.

“What else did you listen to,” Celia asked suddenly, the question bursting out before she could soften it. “You said you did your homework. What does that mean.”

Grant didn’t answer immediately. The pause was careful, as if he was deciding what honesty cost.

Celia kept her eyes on the camera controls, but her body was tense, every nerve waiting for impact.

“I listened to a public clip,” Grant said finally. “From a professional portfolio site. Not something hidden. Not something private.”

Celia’s stomach unclenched a fraction. “Which clip?”

Grant’s voice stayed even. “A training narration. Clean. Clear. Funny in a quiet way. It made me understand why people in this studio fight over your time.”

Celia’s throat tightened again, not with fear this time, but with the strange ache of being recognized for something she did well. Recognition should have felt good. It always came with strings.

“That’s not,” she began, then stopped.

Not private, she meant. Not secret. Not the one you’re implying you heard.

But she didn’t want to confirm or deny anything. She didn’t want to put a name to the thing she’d been building quietly, the work that kept her afloat when she didn’t trust a workplace to keep her.

Grant watched her, and for a moment his expression looked almost pained.

“I’m not asking you to confess anything,” he said quietly. “I’m not interested in cornering you.”

Celia’s laugh came out sharp. “You’re doing a great job of not cornering me while you stand in my studio after hours telling me you found my voice.”

“Our studio,” Grant corrected gently, then paused as if he realized that word might feel like theft.

Celia didn’t respond. She couldn’t.

Grant tried again. “Celia. I’m not here to expose you. If there’s something you do outside this place, it’s your business. I don’t want to take it from you.”

Celia finally turned to face him fully. “Then why mention it at all.”

Grant’s gaze held hers. “Because the way you reacted when I said it told me it’s the thing you protect most.”

Celia felt something in her chest crack. She hated that he could see her that clearly.

She lifted her chin. “Maybe I protect it because people take it.”

Grant didn’t deny it. He didn’t say not here, not me. He just nodded slowly, like the sentence fit into a puzzle he’d been building.

“I know,” he said.

The simplicity of it made her furious all over again.

“You don’t know,” she snapped. “You don’t know what it’s like to be the funny one in the room until someone turns your joke into a weapon. You don’t know what it’s like to watch your work become someone else’s proof that you don’t belong. You don’t know what it’s like to be careful with every word because one wrong clip can follow you for years.”

The words poured out, too much, too fast. She didn’t plan to tell them. She didn’t plan to reveal the shape of her fear. But the night had already ripped her open, and her control was slipping.

Grant went very still. His face didn’t harden. It didn’t go cold. But something behind his eyes shifted, like a door opening to a room he kept locked.

When he spoke, his voice was lower than before. “You’re right.”

Celia blinked, surprised.

“I don’t know your story,” he continued. “But I do know that feeling.”

Celia stared at him, breathing hard. “How.”

Grant didn’t look away. He didn’t flinch from the vulnerability he was about to show.

He said, “I was recorded once when I didn’t know I was being recorded.”

Celia’s stomach turned.

Grant’s jaw tightened. “It wasn’t a scandal. It wasn’t anything dramatic. It was a moment of stress where I said something sharp. Not cruel. Just sharp. And the person who recorded it didn’t upload it for justice. They uploaded it for entertainment.”

Celia’s throat went dry.

Grant continued, voice steady but tight. “It was cut to make me look like a villain. It spread through a team in a day. A week later, it was in a meeting I walked into. People laughed like they were entitled to it.”

Celia felt cold, as if her body recognized a parallel and didn’t like it.

Grant exhaled slowly. “I didn’t lose my job. I didn’t have to resign. But I lost something else. I lost the illusion that people would keep your worst moment private if it made them feel powerful enough to share it.”

Celia’s fingers dug into the owl head.

Grant’s gaze held hers. “So when I walked in tonight and saw you freeze, I didn’t see someone being dramatic. I saw someone trying to protect herself.”

The room felt too quiet again. The green screen wall looked like a blank page waiting for her to mess up.

Celia swallowed. “Then you understand why I don’t want you digging.”

Grant nodded. “Yes.”

Celia stared at him, searching for the trap.

“Then stop,” she said.

Grant’s expression softened. “I will.”

The words should have relieved her. Instead, they made her suspicious.

“Just like that,” she asked.

Grant’s mouth twitched, almost a tired smile. “Just like that.”

Celia wasn’t used to simple agreements. Simple agreements were for people who didn’t have hidden histories.

She forced herself to look away again and focused on exporting the video file. The progress bar crawled forward, slow enough to make her want to scream. She watched the percentage climb like it was a countdown to judgment.

Grant spoke behind her. “Imani is going to like this.”

Celia didn’t answer.

“She’s going to ask how we got it,” he added.

That made Celia turn. “We.”

Grant held her gaze. “If you want it to be you, I’ll say it was you. If you want it to be us, I’ll say it was us.”

Celia’s heartbeat stuttered. “Why would you say it was us?”

Grant’s voice stayed calm. “Because the board will notice leadership involvement. They’ll assume I drove the improvement. I can let them assume it and it will make their decision easier.”

Celia felt the sharp sting of it. “So you’ll take credit.”

Grant’s eyes narrowed slightly. “No.”

Celia waited.

“I’ll take ownership,” he said. “Credit is different.”

Celia’s laugh came out bitter. “Sounds like a pretty speech.”

Grant didn’t rise to it. He stepped closer, stopping at a respectful distance, and his voice softened. “Celia. Tomorrow, I can make this easier for the studio. But I can also make sure the truth is on paper afterward. Your role. Your work. Your value. The board doesn’t need to see every detail to choose us, but the studio does.”

Celia’s throat burned. She hated that part of her wanted to believe him.

She turned back to the computer as the export finished. The file landed on the desktop with the kind of finality that made her stomach flip.

Grant leaned slightly to see the filename. He didn’t touch the mouse. He didn’t invade. But his presence was close enough that Celia could smell faint soap and a trace of rain, like he’d stepped in from a damp night.

Celia clicked the file and played a few seconds again, checking for audio glitches. The owl smiled. The voice carried. It was good. It was more than good. It was the kind of competence that could change an outcome.

Grant watched the screen, then said quietly, “I want to send this to Imani now.”

Celia’s chest tightened. Sending it meant it was real. Sending it meant tomorrow moved forward. Sending it meant she couldn’t take it back.

“Okay,” she managed.

Grant didn’t move immediately. He looked at her instead. “Are you okay?”

Celia almost laughed again, but it would have sounded like a break. She wasn’t okay. She was standing in a studio in messy hair, sweating from a costume, arguing with a boss she’d met an hour ago, while her past pressed at the edges like a bruise.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

Grant’s gaze softened the way it had before. “You don’t have to be fine.”

Celia’s throat tightened. She hated that she might cry. She hated that her body was built to betray her at the worst times.

She cleared her throat. “Send the file.”

Grant nodded, a small acknowledgment that he’d heard the boundary and would respect it. He took out his phone and began typing a message to Imani, attaching the file.

Celia watched his hands, the steady way he moved, the way his shoulders stayed relaxed even in a moment that felt huge to her. She wondered, briefly and unwillingly, whether he always looked this composed, or whether composition was his owl head.

Her own phone buzzed again, a sharp sound in the quiet.

She flinched before she could stop herself.

Grant’s gaze flicked to her phone, then away, as if he was reminding himself to keep his promise.

Celia pulled the phone out with fingers that suddenly felt clumsy again.

A notification sat on the screen, the kind she hadn’t seen in months.

A message from an app she kept buried in a folder she never opened at work.

Her stomach dropped.

The preview text was short and devastatingly specific.

New gig request. I need your voice by morning.

Celia’s breath stopped.

Grant was still typing. He hadn’t seen the screen. He was giving her privacy without even realizing he was doing it.

Celia’s thumb hovered over the message, panic blooming.

By morning.

Tomorrow morning.

The same deadline. The same clock. The same pressure.

She swallowed, feeling the room tilt as two worlds collided, the one she lived in publicly and the one she kept private to survive.

She pressed the screen dark as if hiding it from herself would make it disappear.

Grant looked up. “Sent. Imani will have it in a minute.”

Celia nodded without trusting her voice.

Grant slipped the phone back into his pocket. “We should get out of here. You’ve been here too long.”

Celia heard herself say, “I can’t.”

The words came out quietly, but they sounded like the truth.

Grant stilled. “You can’t leave.”

Celia stared at the green screen wall, at the blankness, at the way it always looked like possibility until it looked like exposure.

“I have something else due,” she said, and hated herself for how small her voice sounded.

Grant’s brow tightened, not in anger, but in concern. “For this studio.”

Celia hesitated. The safest answer was yes. The honest answer was a trap.

She forced out, “For me.”

Grant’s gaze held hers for a moment that felt like the edge of a cliff.

Then he nodded, slow. “Okay.”

The simplicity of his response startled her more than any interrogation would have.

Celia blinked. “Okay?”

Grant’s expression was steady. “If it’s for you, then okay.”

Celia felt her throat tighten again, this time with something that looked dangerously like relief.

Grant picked up the owl head from the chair and held it out to her, not like a joke, not like a prop, but like he understood it was armor.

Celia took it without thinking.

Their fingers brushed for the briefest second.

It wasn’t a spark. It wasn’t a dramatic shiver. It was something quieter and more unsettling, the awareness of a person who didn’t pull away from her mess.

Grant stepped back immediately, giving her space again.

“I’m going to lock up,” he said. “You don’t have to explain your ‘for me.’ But if you’re staying, you shouldn’t be alone in the building.”

Celia’s heart thudded. “Are you saying you’ll stay?”

Grant’s gaze met hers. “I’m saying I won’t leave you here with a camera and a deadline and fear chewing at your throat.”

Celia stared at him, caught between gratitude and suspicion, between the instinct to protect herself and the quiet longing to be protected without payment.

The studio door clicked somewhere down the hall, a reminder that time kept moving whether she was ready or not.

Celia tightened her grip on the owl head.

Her phone buzzed again, impatient.

Grant didn’t look at it. He looked at her.

“Tell me what you need,” he said again, but this time the words landed differently, less like a boss directing a task and more like a person offering a choice.

Celia’s mouth went dry. She didn’t know what she needed
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