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​About the Author 

SANKULAHUB writes modern romance for readers who love warmth, humor, and the kind of emotional honesty that arrives a little late but changes everything. These stories keep the focus on connection, comfort, and real-life tenderness, where love grows through conversation, small choices, and the brave decision to stop pretending you are fine.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Elodie Mercer is a rising media strategist who can calm any public storm except the one inside her, and she is tired of being admired for a version of herself that never feels fully real.

Asher Kellan is a soft-spoken speech coach with a watchful steadiness, and he treats attention like weather you cannot argue with, only outlast.

Faye Lind is Elodie’s closest friend and the one person who can make Elodie laugh even when she is spiraling, because Faye refuses to let fear sound like logic.

Marcel Rios is a network producer who can smell a good story before the cameras even roll, and he is relentless in the way only charming people can be.

Nora Mercer is Elodie’s mother, loving but complicated, and she carries old habits of silence that Elodie has learned too well.
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​Introduction Scene
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Elodie did not panic when the studio lights flared too bright. She did not panic when the teleprompter froze for three long seconds, forcing her to improvise a sentence she had rehearsed all morning. She did not panic when the makeup artist whispered that her collar was crooked, and a stranger’s hands pinned it straight like a reminder that everyone here was allowed to touch her, adjust her, frame her.

Elodie panicked when Marcel Rios leaned in from behind the camera and smiled at her the way people smile when they have already decided what you are about to become.

“Ten seconds,” someone called.

Elodie kept her face calm. She kept her voice steady. She did what she always did. She turned herself into something usable.

The host across from her, a woman with glossy hair and a practiced warmth, tapped her cue cards and grinned. “I’m excited for this,” she said softly, off-mic. “The audience is going to love you. They love honesty.”

Honest.

Elodie swallowed. “Sure,” she said, as if the word did not scrape.

Marcel’s headset crackled. He angled a finger at Elodie’s necklace, then at the camera, then at his own chest, like a silent stage direction. He wanted her to look open. He wanted her to look like she had nothing to hide.

Elodie nodded because nodding was easier than explaining that openness was not a look, it was a risk, and she had built her whole life around never taking it.

The red light blinked. Live.

The host beamed at the main camera. “Good morning, Halcyon City. We have something special today. You know her from the work she’s done behind the scenes, saving brands when their reputations are on fire and turning disasters into comebacks.” The host turned to Elodie with an inviting tilt. “But now she’s stepping in front of the spotlight with a new project that’s already causing a buzz. Please welcome Elodie Mercer.”

Applause. Polite. Bright. Loud enough to fill the gaps Elodie kept inside herself.

Elodie smiled, and the smile felt like a coat she had worn so long it had taken the shape of her body. “Thank you for having me,” she said, and her voice came out warm. She hated how easy it was.

The host clasped her hands. “Your new segment is called Cover Story, right?”

Elodie’s stomach tightened. “That’s right.”

“Tell us what it is.”

Elodie breathed through the first line the way she always did, like a lifeline. “It’s about the stories we build around ourselves,” she said. “The ones we tell other people, and the ones we tell ourselves. Sometimes those stories protect us. Sometimes they trap us.”

She spoke smoothly. She spoke with conviction. She spoke like a woman who had mastered the difference between truth and truth-sounding.

The host nodded, eyes softening as if she could sense a human heart under Elodie’s professional polish. “And you’re doing this because...”

Because I’m tired, Elodie thought. Because I’m lonely. Because I’m afraid that if I stop performing, nothing will be left.

Out loud, she said, “Because everyone is exhausted by perfection. People don’t need more curated lives. They need something that feels possible.”

Marcel’s grin widened behind the camera.

The host tapped her cards again. “We’ve got viewer questions coming in already.” She leaned forward with the kind of delight that made people trust her. “This one is from Daria in North Point. She says, ‘Elodie, you’re so good at protecting other people’s reputations. What protects yours?’”

Elodie held her smile. She held it like a shield. “Good friends,” she said lightly, and then she added, “and good boundaries.”

The host laughed. “A woman after my own heart.” She glanced down again. “Okay, this one is from Devin. ‘Are you doing this because of love?’”

Elodie’s pulse jumped.

The host’s face brightened, and the studio felt suddenly warmer, closer, like a room full of strangers leaning in at once. “He says, ‘I saw a clip of you at the Riverfront Arts Gala last month, and you looked... different. Happy. Were you with someone?’”

Elodie’s mind flashed through the gala: champagne flutes, donors, the swirl of camera phones, her mother’s tense smile as if she was bracing for impact. Elodie had been alone. She had been working. She had been pretending that her life was too full to want anything else.

“Not with someone,” Elodie said carefully, because careful was her safest language. “Just... with my community.”

The host lifted her brows, playful. “Your community, huh.”

Marcel’s voice slid into Elodie’s earpiece, low and smooth. “Lean in. Smile. Give them something.”

Elodie’s fingers curled around the edge of her chair. She kept her posture perfect. She kept her eyes steady. She gave them something, because that was the job. “I’m lucky,” she said. “I have people who show up.”

The host tilted her head. “But what about a boyfriend?”

Elodie laughed, quick and bright, and the sound was almost believable. “I don’t know if Halcyon City wants to hear about my personal life at eight fifteen in the morning.”

“Oh, they absolutely do,” the host said, with the cheerfulness of someone lighting a match over a puddle of gasoline. “In fact, that surprises me.”

Elodie’s smile threatened to slide right off her face. “Surprise?”

The host turned to the camera. “We’re launching Cover Story next week, and we thought we’d start with a little honesty challenge of our own.” She paused, eyes sparkling. “Elodie, you talk about what happens when people hide behind stories. So today, we invited someone who knows your story from the inside.”

Elodie heard the words but couldn’t place them inside reality. Her breath caught in a shallow place.

The host continued, voice sweet. “Your boyfriend.”

Elodie’s entire body went cold.

There was a half-second where the studio seemed to stop, not because it actually did, but because Elodie’s brain could not move forward from that sentence.

Boyfriend.

She did not have one. She had never said she did. She had never promised the network she did. She had signed a contract about content and sponsorship placements and segment timing. There had been no clause about conjuring a man into existence for morning television.

The audience clapped again, a reflex. Marcel signaled off-camera like this was the best idea he’d ever had.

Elodie turned her head too slowly, because fast movements would reveal the panic in her throat. Her eyes darted toward Marcel, but he only smiled wider and tapped his clipboard like her fear was just another beat in the show.

She leaned toward the host, still smiling because her face didn’t know any other way to survive. “There’s been a misunderstanding,” she murmured through teeth that didn’t want to stop shaking.

The host laughed like Elodie had made a joke. “No misunderstanding. He’s right here.”

The studio door opened.

Elodie’s lungs locked.

A man stepped in, not flashy, not eager, not the kind of guy who looked like he had practiced being charming on camera. He wore dark jeans and a jacket that looked like it belonged to someone who moved through the world quietly. He scanned the studio once, taking in lights and angles and people, his gaze sharp but contained.

Then his eyes landed on Elodie.

He paused as if he’d walked into the wrong room and the right one at the same time.

Elodie didn’t recognize him, but something about him felt familiar in the way certain silences do. He looked like a person who had learned to hold his reactions behind his ribs. He looked like someone who understood performance, not because he loved it, but because he’d been forced to.

The host stood, beaming. “Asher Kellan, everyone.”

Elodie blinked.

Asher stopped beside the host’s chair, and for a fraction of a second, his expression tightened, almost imperceptibly, as if he was hearing his own name in a place it didn’t belong.

The host placed a hand on his arm. “Asher, thank you for being here. Elodie had no idea.”

Elodie’s throat burned. No idea was not strong enough.

Asher glanced at Elodie again. His eyes held hers, and in them was a question, sharp and quiet. Who are you, and why am I here?

Elodie’s brain scrambled. This had to be a mistake. A producer’s prank. A cruel segment designed to manufacture emotion. But Asher didn’t look like an actor. He looked like someone trying to understand how to leave without making a scene.

Marcel spoke in Elodie’s ear again, urgent now. “Keep smiling. If this goes weird, we lose the sponsor. Handle it.”

Handle it.

Elodie forced a small laugh, because laughing was the only way not to scream. “This is...” Her voice cracked slightly, and she smoothed it over with another laugh. “This is unexpected.”

The host leaned in, delighted. “Tell us how you met.”

Elodie’s hands went damp. She gripped the chair again, feeling the fabric under her fingertips like proof that she was still physically here. “We—”

She looked at Asher, trying to signal with her eyes. Please help. Please tell them this is wrong. Please walk out and save us both.

Asher’s jaw worked once, like he was about to speak. Then his gaze flicked toward Marcel. Toward the camera. Toward the red light that meant live.

A calm settled over his face, not warmth, not ease, but control. He stepped closer, close enough that Elodie caught a clean, faint scent of citrus and something darker, like cedar. He didn’t touch her, but he placed himself in her orbit with an uncanny precision, as if he understood exactly how a camera framed closeness.

He looked at the host and smiled, the kind of smile that didn’t ask for approval. “We met because Elodie tells the truth for a living,” he said, voice low and steady, “and she needed someone who wouldn’t flinch when the truth got messy.”

Elodie’s heart slammed.

The host’s eyes widened, thrilled. “Oh, I love that.”

Elodie stared at Asher. He had just written a line better than anything she’d prepared. He’d said truth and disorder in the same sentence, and it sounded like romance. It sounded like a story.

It sounded like a lie built from the exact material she feared.

Asher turned his head slightly, just enough that only Elodie could hear him. His voice lowered further, warm without being intimate. “You look like you’re about to bolt,” he murmured.

Elodie’s lips barely moved. “Because I am.”

Asher’s gaze stayed calm. “If you bolt on live TV, they’ll chase you for weeks.”

Elodie swallowed hard. “Who are you?”

Asher’s eyes flicked to her mouth and back up, like he was reading the words she wasn’t saying. “Someone who got dragged in here without consent,” he said quietly. “Same as you.”

The host waved a hand toward the camera. “This is so romantic. Elodie, you keep your private life so private. Why reveal him now?”

Elodie’s brain seized on the only handle it could find. If Asher had been dragged in too, then maybe he would want the same thing she wanted: to get out of this with minimal damage.

She forced her voice to steady. “Because the show is about stories,” she said, “and I’m learning that sometimes you can’t talk about truth without letting someone see you try.”

She heard herself. She hated how good it sounded.

The host clasped her hands. “So we’ll be seeing more of Asher?”

Marcel’s voice in her ear was a velvet threat. “Say yes.”

Elodie looked at Asher again. His expression didn’t change, but his eyes sharpened as if he’d been waiting for this question.

Elodie understood then, with a sudden clarity that tasted like dread, that this wasn’t a one-time stunt. Marcel hadn’t brought a random man into the studio. Marcel had brought a plan.

And somehow, Asher was part of it, whether he wanted to be or not.

Elodie’s pulse roared. She was trapped in a story being written around her. She was about to become a headline, a meme, a soft-focus romance angle attached to a serious segment she’d built from real work.

She could let it happen and lose control, or she could grab the pen and write the least destructive version herself.

Elodie inhaled, slow, as if she could breathe courage into existence. “Yes,” she said, and the word landed like a door locking. “You’ll be seeing more of him.”

The host squealed softly. “Halcyon City, you heard it here first.”

Asher’s gaze held Elodie’s, steady and unreadable. He leaned in again, close enough that the cameras would read it as tenderness. “Then we should talk,” he murmured. “Immediately. Off-camera.”

Elodie’s stomach dropped. “Why?”

Asher’s eyes didn’t soften, but his voice did, like a warning wrapped in kindness. “Because if we’re going to survive your producer,” he said, “we need a cover story that doesn’t crack the first time someone asks the wrong question.”

The host laughed, delighted, missing the edge. “A cover story for a cover story. Perfect.”

Elodie’s mouth went dry. Wrong question.

She thought of her mother. She thought of the gala. She thought of the parts of her life she’d neatly sealed away because they made people uncomfortable, because they made her feel small, because they made love feel like something that could vanish.

And she thought of the way Asher had walked into a live studio like he’d done it before, like he knew exactly how a story could devour you.

The host turned back to the camera, starting the next segment with cheerful momentum, but Elodie barely heard it.

Asher’s hand hovered near Elodie’s chair, not touching her, just there, a silent offer. When the host looked away, Asher finally spoke only to Elodie, his words barely louder than breath.

“I didn’t volunteer for this,” he said. “But I can help you control it.”

Elodie’s eyes stung with something hot and unwanted. “Why would you?”

Asher’s gaze flicked toward Marcel again, then returned to Elodie with a steadiness that felt like a hand on a shaking table. “Because someone once built a story around me,” he said, “and it cost more than I was ready to pay.”

Before Elodie could ask what that meant, Marcel’s voice snapped into her ear, triumphant. “After the break, we’re doing the couple quiz. Keep him close. Make it real.”

Elodie’s heart dropped through her ribs. Couple quiz. Live.

She looked at Asher, and for the first time, she saw it in his posture, the faint tension behind his calm. He was bracing too.

Their eyes met, and in that single breath, Elodie realized the turning point had already happened.

She had just agreed to a boyfriend she didn’t have, in front of a city that would now watch her every move.

And the only person standing close enough to save her was a stranger who looked like he knew exactly how to fake love without surviving the cost.
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​Chapter 1: The Quiz That Could Ruin Her
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The first commercial break hit like a trapdoor, dropping the studio into a strange half-life where everyone moved faster and smiled less. Elodie kept her posture fixed in the chair even after the red light blinked off, because her body did not trust the room enough to relax. The warmth in her face from the cameras had already turned into a colder heat, a flush that felt like shame even though she had done nothing wrong except survive.

Asher leaned in just enough to hide his mouth behind the angle of his shoulder. “Stand up when they cue you,” he murmured. “Walk like you’re fine. Don’t look at him.”

Elodie’s throat tightened. “Don’t look at who.”

Asher’s gaze flicked, quick and controlled, toward the edge of the set where Marcel was already striding closer with the confident impatience of a man who believed every second belonged to him. “The one who thinks panic is a special effect,” Asher said.

A stagehand lifted a hand. Two minutes. A makeup brush appeared on Elodie's cheekbone. Someone tugged her hair into a smoother wave. Elodie let them, because refusing would require explaining, and she didn’t have enough air for sentences.

Marcel arrived at the camera line, his headset slightly askew, his grin still polished. “Fantastic,” he said, loud enough for the nearby crew to hear. “Absolutely fantastic. The audience is eating it up.” He bent closer to Elodie, and his voice lowered to the syrupy tone people used when they wanted to sound kind while tightening a leash. “Elodie, sweetheart, you’re a natural.”

Elodie’s hands had gone numb on the chair’s edge. She forced herself to blink normally. “We need to talk.”

Marcel waved a hand as if she’d requested a different lighting gel. “After. We go back in one minute, and we’re doing the couple quiz. Keep it playful. Keep it adorable. And for the love of sponsorship, keep him close.”

Asher’s expression stayed calm, but his eyes narrowed with the kind of quiet that didn’t ask permission. “She asked to talk,” he said.

Marcel’s smile barely shifted, but something hard flashed underneath it, like a knife briefly catching light. “And I’m telling you both that we’re live again in fifty seconds,” he replied, then looked directly at Elodie. “This is bigger than you getting flustered. This is the launch. If the launch tanks, the segment tanks. If the segment tanks, the sponsor tanks. And if the sponsor tanks, this whole project you insisted on doing ‘your way’ goes away.”

Elodie’s chest tightened at the word insisted, because it carried years of people calling her passionate when they meant difficult. “I didn’t insist on a boyfriend,” she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “I didn’t agree to any of this.”

Marcel spread his hands. “Surprises are television. You know that. It was a sweet human moment.” He flicked his eyes at Asher, dismissing him with a glance. “He understood the assignment. Now you do too.”

Asher took a small step forward, close enough that the camera angles would read it as protective if anyone bothered to glance. “I didn’t understand anything,” he said evenly. “I got a call, I was told there was a segment about communication, and then I walked into a studio where I’d been cast as her boyfriend.”

Marcel’s smile sharpened. “And yet you nailed it. So I’d say you’re adaptable.” He tipped his head toward Elodie again. “Quiz after the break. Then we tease next week’s premiere. Then we’re done. Everybody wins.”

Elodie heard the word wins and almost laughed, because nothing about this felt like winning. It felt like being shoved onto a train track and praised for staying upright.

A voice from offstage called, “Thirty seconds.”

Elodie felt the room tilt. She tried to find a stable point in her mind, something to hold. It wasn’t the host’s smile. It wasn’t Marcel’s confidence. It wasn’t the crew, who were just doing their jobs. The only steady thing in her immediate orbit was Asher, who seemed to be scanning the set the way someone scanned an unfamiliar street at night, already calculating exits.

Asher looked at Elodie, and this time he didn’t soften his eyes, but he did lower the intensity in them, as if he understood she was already close to shattering. “We need three basic truths,” he murmured. “Three things we can repeat without contradicting ourselves.”

Elodie stared at him. “Truths about what. This isn’t true.”

“Truths about you,” he said. “About the parts of you that are safe to show. It’s still a performance, but it won’t collapse the first time they poke it.”

Elodie’s mouth went dry. “I don’t even know you.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “That’s going to be the problem either way.” He glanced toward the host, who was already turning back to her cue cards, readying her bright tone again. “We have a minute to look like we know each other. If we don’t build a shared story, they’ll build one for us.”

The worst part was that he was right, and Elodie hated him slightly for it, even as relief fluttered weakly inside her at the sound of a plan.

The stagehand lifted a hand again. Ten seconds.

Asher leaned closer, his voice so low it felt like a secret. “Do you have a preferred coffee order?”

Elodie blinked, thrown. “What.”

“Coffee order,” he repeated. “Favorite drink. It’s an easy question. They’ll ask for it.” He flicked his eyes quickly across her face, as if taking her measure. “You strike me as someone who tells herself she doesn’t need sugar.”

Elodie’s breath hitched, half shock, half unwilling amusement. “I do need sugar.”

Asher’s mouth twitched. Not a smile, not yet, but something. “Good. Then we’ll keep it simple. Something like a latte. Vanilla.”

Elodie’s brain clung to the mundanity like a rope. “I drink chai,” she said. “At home. When I’m not...” She swallowed. “When I’m not trying to look like I belong.”

Asher’s eyes sharpened with interest at that, like he’d just heard a crack in her armor and filed it away. “Chai,” he repeated. “That’s actually better. It sounds like a real person drinking it.”

Elodie’s heart thudded at the word real. The red light blinked back on. Live.

The host turned to the camera with renewed sparkle. “Welcome back. If you’re just joining us, we have Elodie here with her very surprising, very charming boyfriend, Asher.” The audience laughed and clapped on cue, because laughter was contagious and they’d been given permission. “Now, we’re not letting you two off easy. We have to do the couple quiz.”

Elodie’s smile snapped back onto her face like a magnet finding steel. She turned slightly toward Asher as if she’d done it a hundred times, as if her body knew where to place him in her frame. Asher angled his chair a fraction closer without touching her, and the movement was so natural the audience made a soft approving sound.

Elodie felt that sound like a bruise forming.

“All right,” the host said brightly. “First question. Who said I love you first.”

Elodie’s stomach dropped. Of course. Of course they would go straight for the word that meant the most and the least on camera. She heard Marcel’s voice in her head, keep it adorable, and something in her turned acidic.

Asher didn’t flinch. He looked at Elodie, not at the host. “We’re not there yet,” he said calmly.

The host blinked, then laughed, delighted. “Oh, honest. I like that.”

Elodie felt a shock of relief so sharp it almost made her eyes sting. Asher had just steered them away from a landmine without making it awkward. He’d said it with confidence, like a choice instead of a confession.

The host clasped her cue cards. “Okay, okay. Fair.” She grinned. “Then who fell first.”

Elodie’s hands went colder. This was a game designed to box them in. Every question was a trap dressed as flirtation. She turned her gaze toward Asher, silently asking, now what?"

Asher’s eyes held hers, steady. “She noticed first,” he said. “But I think I felt it before I admitted it.”

The audience made a sound again, soft and pleased. Elodie’s pulse raced. That line was dangerous. It was romantic enough to feed the segment, but it also made something inside her shift, because it was the first time anyone had spoken about her like she was a person with feelings rather than a product with a brand.

The host leaned in. “Elodie. True.”

Elodie could have played it coy. She could have giggled. She could have done the usual thing, the dance of deflection that kept her safe. But the way Asher watched her made her feel like the truth could exist in the room without killing her.

She forced a small, controlled breath. “I noticed,” she said simply. “Because he’s hard to miss when he’s paying attention.”

Asher’s gaze flicked, just a fraction, like he hadn’t expected that. Elodie hated that her body felt warmed by the tiny shift.

The host made an excited noise. “Okay, okay. Next question. What’s his biggest pet peeve.”

Elodie’s mind went blank.

Asher’s voice slid in smoothly. “People speaking for him,” he said, and his eyes stayed on Marcel’s side of the set as he spoke.

The audience laughed. The host laughed. It was witty. It was charming. But Elodie felt the undercurrent like a wire tugged tight. Asher had just said something honest again, and he’d wrapped it in humor so no one could punish him for it.

“What about you, Asher,” the host said. “What’s Elodie’s pet peeve?”

Asher turned his eyes back to Elodie. The calm in him didn’t soften, but it focused. “When people treat her boundaries like negotiation,” he said.

The laugh in the audience faltered into a quieter reaction. Not discomfort, exactly. More like recognition. Elodie’s throat tightened. She hadn’t told him that. She hadn’t said anything aloud. And yet he’d named it with such accuracy that her body felt exposed, as if he’d peeled off a layer she didn’t know was visible.

The host’s face shifted into a gentler smile, as if the show had briefly become something more intimate than entertainment. “All right,” she said, voice warmer. “Coffee order. Everybody wants to know. What does Elodie order.”

Elodie’s heartbeat steadied, grateful for the simple question.

Asher didn’t hesitate. “Chai,” he said, with an easy certainty that made it feel like it had always been true. “If she trusts the place. Otherwise she orders something that looks like she’s too busy to care.”

Elodie’s lips parted before she could stop herself, because the second half of that sentence hit too close. She turned her head toward him, and for the smallest moment her smile became something else, something real and startled.

The host laughed again. “That’s so specific.”

Asher’s eyes stayed on Elodie. “She’s specific,” he said, and the word was not a compliment and not an insult, just a fact spoken with a kind of respect that made her chest ache.

Elodie forced herself to turn back to the host. “He’s not wrong,” she said lightly. “I order chai.”

“And what about Asher,” the host asked. “What’s his coffee order?”

Elodie swallowed and tried to calm her mind. She searched Asher’s face for an answer, but he only watched her patiently, as if he’d already decided to let her fail gently if she needed to.

“Black,” Elodie guessed, because men in jackets always drank black coffee in movies.

Asher’s mouth twitched again. “Wrong,” he said, not unkind. “But close enough to keep the fantasy alive.”

The audience laughed. Elodie’s cheeks warmed with embarrassed amusement. “So what is it?”

Asher finally looked at the host. “Coffee makes me anxious,” he said easily. “So I’m a tea person too.”

Elodie’s stomach dipped. Another small bridge between them, laid down where she hadn’t expected one.

The host clapped her hands once, delighted. “Tea couple. I love it.” She glanced down at her cue cards again. “Okay, last question. What was your first date.”

Elodie felt her blood drain. She looked at Asher, panic flickering.

Asher’s gaze held hers. He leaned in close enough that the cameras would read it as intimacy and the crew would ignore it as romance. “Pick a place you’ve been,” he murmured. “A place you can describe. Then let me build around it.”

Elodie’s mind flashed through the past week like a blur. Conference rooms. Wardrobe fittings. Studio visits. Then, suddenly, a memory surfaced of a quiet bookstore she’d ducked into after a long meeting, a place with soft music and a secondhand smell that made her shoulders drop.

“A bookstore,” Elodie said out loud, before she could lose the thread.

The host’s eyes lit up. “A bookstore. Oh, stop, that’s adorable.”

Asher nodded, taking the word and shaping it into a story. “She was pretending she was just browsing,” he said, “but she’d been standing in the same aisle for ten minutes like she was waiting for a sign.”

Elodie stared at him, because he wasn’t just inventing. He was noticing her, even while he lied.

Asher continued smoothly. “I asked if she needed help finding something. She said no. I asked anyway. She told me to mind my business.” The audience laughed. “So I minded it badly. I followed her to the checkout and told her she looked like someone who never buys the book she actually wants.”

Elodie’s breath caught, because that sentence sliced into her like a truth wearing a mask.

The host made a dramatic sigh. “That is so romantic. Elodie, did you really tell him to mind his business.”

Elodie glanced at Asher, and he gave the smallest nod, as if saying, it’s safe, we can play this.

“Yes,” Elodie said, and her smile softened because she could picture herself saying it. She could picture the way she would have said it, sharp and defensive and afraid of being seen. “And he didn’t listen. Which is... unfortunately his charm.”

Asher’s eyes flickered with something like approval, then disappeared again behind calm.

The host leaned toward the camera. “Halcyon City, we are obsessed.” She looked back at Elodie and Asher with gleeful cruelty. “Okay, lightning round. Finish the sentence. The thing I love most about you is...”

Elodie’s stomach tightened again. They were circling back to love, dragging it closer, testing the edges. She could feel herself preparing to perform, to say something pretty and harmless and empty.

Asher spoke first, and his voice changed just slightly, not softer, but more grounded. “The thing I love most about you,” he said, eyes on Elodie, “is that you keep showing up even when you’re terrified. You don’t make it everyone else’s problem. You just... keep going.”

Elodie’s throat tightened so hard she nearly choked. That wasn’t a flirtation line. It was a seeing line. It was the kind of thing you said when you’d watched someone carry too much and respected them for not dropping it on the nearest table.

The audience made a different sound this time, quieter, tender.

Elodie stared at Asher. She had no script for being praised for the parts of herself she usually hid.

The host’s voice softened, almost involuntarily. “Elodie.”

Elodie forced a breath. She could not cry on morning television. She would not give Marcel that kind of clip. She would not become a viral breakdown in someone else’s storyline.

But she could not lie cheaply either, not after what Asher had just done. Something inside her shifted, a small rebellion against years of keeping everything polished.

“The thing I love most about you,” Elodie said, and her voice wavered only slightly, “is that you don’t make me feel ridiculous for being scared.” She looked at him as she said it, because looking at the host felt impossible. “You make it feel... manageable.”

Asher’s eyes held hers, and for a second the studio disappeared, the lights and cameras blurring into background noise. Elodie felt a strange, sharp awareness of how close he sat without touching her, how careful he was, how he made space around her even while playing the role of someone inside her space.

The host blinked rapidly, then recovered with a laugh that sounded like relief. “Okay,” she said brightly, snapping back into show mode. “Now I’m emotional. That’s not fair.”

Elodie’s heart hammered. She had just said something real, and she didn’t know what it would cost her later.

The host turned to the camera with practiced enthusiasm. “When we come back, Elodie is going to tell us what Cover Story will reveal about the masks we all wear, and Asher is staying with us for one last surprise.”

One last surprise.

Elodie’s stomach dropped again. She glanced toward Marcel’s side of the set, and he gave her a thumbs-up like a proud coach. The gesture made her skin crawl.

Asher leaned in. “That wasn’t in the plan,” he murmured.

Elodie’s voice barely moved. “Nothing is in the plan.”

Asher’s gaze tracked Marcel, then returned to Elodie. “He’s doing something.”

Elodie forced her face back into a smile as the show moved into another commercial break. Her hands trembled in her lap. The second the red light went off, she turned toward Asher, keeping her smile on only because the crew were still watching.

“What is happening,” she whispered.

Asher’s expression stayed composed, but his eyes were now fully alert, like a door had opened somewhere in his memory. “I think he’s about to corner you with proof,” he said quietly. “A photo. A story. Something that makes it harder for you to back out later.”

Elodie’s blood ran cold. “There is no proof. There can’t be.”

Asher’s gaze didn’t flinch. “Then we need to figure out why he thinks there is.”

Elodie’s mind raced. The gala. The question from earlier. The way the host had said someone saw her looking different. Happy. As if someone had watched her from across a room and decided it meant romance.

She remembered flashing camera lights at the gala, the donors raising phones, the network’s social media team capturing every angle. She remembered stepping outside for air, the riverwind sharp against her cheeks, the moment she’d leaned on a stone railing and told herself she was fine.

She had been alone.

She was sure.

And yet she felt a subtle unease, like a memory refusing to hold still.

A crew member approached with a tablet. “Elodie,” she said quickly, “they’re prepping the surprise. Marcel wants you to see this so you’re not thrown.”

Elodie’s heart slammed. “What is it?”

The crew member held up the tablet. On the screen was a still image, bright and crisp, taken in the warm lighting of the gala. The background glittered with blurred faces and champagne flutes and art installations. In the center of the frame, Elodie stood near the river terrace entrance, her head turned to the side. And beside her, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, was Asher.

Elodie’s vision tunneled. The room seemed to tilt again.

Asher’s posture changed so subtly most people wouldn’t notice. His breath caught, just once. His gaze locked on the image as if it had reached into him and grabbed something he didn’t want touched.

Elodie stared at the screen, her mind splitting in two. One half insisted it had to be edited, staged, impossible. The other half noticed details her brain couldn’t argue with: the exact dress she’d worn, the small pin on her lapel, the angle of her hair. Her own face in the photo looked unguarded, like she was mid-laugh, like someone had just said something that made her forget to be careful.

She could not remember that moment.

She could not remember him.

Her mouth went dry. “I don’t remember this,” she whispered.

Asher’s voice was very quiet. “I do.”

Elodie snapped her eyes to him. “You were there.”

Asher’s gaze stayed on the tablet. “Yes.”

Elodie’s pulse roared in her ears. “Did Marcel set this up?”

Asher’s jaw tightened slightly. “I don’t know,” he said, and the honesty in his tone made her stomach twist. “But I know that picture is real.”

Elodie’s hands went colder. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Asher finally looked at her, and the steadiness in him was still there, but now it was threaded with something darker, something like reluctance and regret. “Because I didn’t think he’d use it,” he said. “And because I didn’t know if you were the kind of person who would believe me.”

Elodie stared at him. Believe him about what. About meeting. About the past. About whatever story existed between them that she couldn’t access.

The crew member shifted awkwardly, sensing she’d walked into something sharp. “Marcel says we go back in forty seconds,” she said, then hurried away.

Elodie’s heart pounded with the urge to run. To leave the studio. To let the cameras capture nothing but empty chairs and a scandal that would swallow her career whole. But Asher’s earlier warning echoed in her mind, that if she bolted, they would chase her for weeks, turning her fear into content.

She looked at the tablet again. At her own face, bright and open beside Asher’s calm. The image didn’t just threaten her. It confused her. It poked a hole in the story she’d been telling herself, that she was always alone, always in control, always too careful to be caught off guard.

Elodie’s voice came out tight. “What happened that night.”

Asher’s gaze held hers, and for the first time since he’d walked onto the set, he looked like someone standing at the edge of an old wound. “You asked me a question,” he said softly. “And then you walked away before I could answer. I never got to finish the sentence.”

Elodie swallowed hard. “What question?”

Asher’s eyes flickered, and the calm in him strained like fabric stretched too far. “You asked me,” he said, “if I ever get tired of being someone else’s version of me.”

Elodie’s breath caught. The question landed in her chest like it had been waiting there. It sounded like something she would ask when she was exhausted enough to stop being polished.

She stared at him, heart racing. “I said that.”

Asher gave a small, almost imperceptible nod. “Yes.”

Elodie’s hands trembled. “And what did you answer?”

Asher’s gaze dropped to her mouth for a fraction of a second, then lifted again, steady. “I didn’t,” he said. “Because you didn’t wait.”

The red light above the main camera blinked, signaling they were returning. A stagehand lifted a hand. Ten seconds.

Elodie’s lungs locked. Marcel was going to show the photo. Marcel was going to frame it as proof of a romance that had been real longer than she claimed, tightening the net around her with a single image.

Elodie turned toward Asher, her voice urgent and low. “We can’t do this. I can’t—”

Asher leaned in, close enough that his shoulder blocked the cameras from reading their mouths, and his voice was calm in a way that made her want to cling to it. “We do it,” he said. “But we do it our way.”

Elodie’s eyes stung. “There is no our.”

Asher’s gaze didn’t soften, but it held. “There is if you want control,” he said quietly. “If you want to protect your show, your work, your future, then we make this believable without letting it own you. We set rules. We set boundaries. We decide what’s real and what’s performance.”

Elodie’s chest tightened. Rules. Boundaries. She lived inside those words. And yet she also felt something else, a reluctant pull toward the idea that she wouldn’t have to hold the entire structure alone.

The host’s voice rose cheerfully, ready to re-enter the segment. The studio lights flared brighter again, washing the world into a clean, high-definition version of itself.

Asher’s voice dropped to a final, urgent whisper. “Tell me one thing you’re afraid of,” he said. “One thing is true. If I know it, I can keep you from being cornered.”

Elodie’s heart slammed. The answer rose in her throat, sharp and simple.

She was afraid of being seen and then left.

She was afraid that if she stopped performing, no one would stay.

Elodie looked at Asher’s steady face, at the way his calm hid something he didn’t want to reveal, and she made a decision so fast it felt like stepping off a ledge.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered, “that I don’t know how to be real without losing everything.”

Asher’s eyes held hers, and something in him shifted, a small crack in the control. “Then we don’t lose it,” he murmured. “Not today.”

The red light blinked on.

The host turned to the camera, smiling wide. “Welcome back. We have one last surprise for Elodie and Asher, and trust me, you’re going to want to see this.”

Marcel stepped into view holding the tablet like a trophy, his grin bright, his eyes hungry.

Elodie’s smile stayed on her face, but inside her, something steadied and sharpened.

Asher’s hand hovered near her chair again, not touching, but close enough to be felt.

The host gestured grandly. “We found a photo from the gala, the night so many people say this started.”

Elodie’s pulse hammered.

Marcel lifted the screen toward the camera.

And the host asked, sweet and deadly, “Elodie, why didn’t you tell us you and Asher have been in this for longer than you admitted.”
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​Chapter 2: The Lie They Had To Hold
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The moment the tablet turned toward the main camera, the studio seemed to inhale. Elodie felt it like pressure against her skin, the collective leaning-in of an audience that suddenly believed they owed her private life because they had watched her speak for twelve minutes.

Marcel stood beside the host with the bright, satisfied posture of someone revealing a punchline. The photo filled the screen, crisp and undeniable, Elodie’s face caught mid-laugh, Asher close enough to read as intimate to anyone hungry for romance.

The host’s smile stayed sweet, but the question had teeth. “Elodie, why didn’t you tell us you and Asher have been in this for longer than you admitted.”

Elodie’s mouth went dry. Her body wanted to run, but she had already learned that panic never made good television. Panic turned you into someone else’s story.

Asher angled his chair slightly closer, careful, controlled. His eyes met hers, steady as a hand placed on a shaking surface. Not touching, but present. Elodie felt the steadiness anyway, like she could borrow it for the next thirty seconds.

She forced her smile to hold. “Because I didn’t admit anything,” she said, and kept her tone light enough to sound playful, but firm enough to sound like herself. “I was surprised. That’s different.”

The audience laughed, a ripple of relief because they wanted a fun moment, not a collapse.

The host lifted her eyebrows, delighted. “Okay. Fair. But the picture is real.”

“It is,” Elodie said, and the truth tasted like metal. “I was at the gala. A lot of people were. Cameras were everywhere.” She glanced at the screen again, and her stomach clenched at the sight of her own face. She could not remember that expression. She could not remember being that unguarded. “This photo doesn’t mean I was hiding a relationship. It means someone took a photo at a public event.”

Marcel’s smile tightened at the edges. He wanted the romantic reveal, the confession, the soft voice saying yes, we’ve been together longer than you think. Elodie saw his expectation and felt something harden inside her.

The host leaned forward, coaxing. “So you two met at the gala.”

Asher spoke before Elodie could, and his voice slid into the conversation like a carefully placed bridge. “That’s true,” he said. “We met at the gala. We talked for a minute. Then she got pulled away because she was working.”

Elodie turned her head toward him, startled by the precision. A minute. Not a whole night. Not a sweeping, cinematic beginning. Just a minute, small enough to be plausible, clean enough not to trap her.

The host’s eyes warmed. “And then.”

Elodie felt the question trying to push her into a narrative she didn’t own. She had to answer without surrendering her spine.

“And then I left,” she said. “Because I don’t like being the headline at my own events.”

The host laughed lightly, but her gaze stayed curious. “Yet here we are.”

Elodie let her smile soften into something that looked like a joke and felt like a warning. “Yet here we are.”

The audience laughed again, but Marcel’s eyes sharpened, unhappy.

The host held up her cue cards as if they were innocent. “Okay, then help me understand. If you met at the gala, and you’re clearly comfortable with each other, why keep it quiet until today.”

Elodie’s pulse thudded. Comfortable. If only the room could feel her lungs locking and unlocking like a door in a storm.

She turned her face toward the camera, and for a heartbeat she imagined telling the truth. The truth is that she didn’t know how to breathe right now. The truth that she was being pushed into a romance plot in real time. The truth that she was tired of being a woman who survived every room but belonged to none of them.

But the truth on television was dangerous. It didn’t stay yours.

So Elodie chose a truth that could live on air without devouring her.

“Because my show isn’t about my dating life,” she said, calm and clear. “Cover Story is about what it costs to live behind a version of yourself. I promised myself I wouldn’t turn it into a personal brand confessional. I’m allowed to have boundaries.”

The audience reacted softly, not laughter this time, but a hum of agreement. Elodie felt the relief like a thin blanket, not warm, but something.

The host’s smile went gentler. “That’s fair.” She glanced at Asher. “Asher, what do you think? Boundaries.”

Asher nodded once. “She’s right,” he said. “And for what it’s worth, I didn’t come here to make her life smaller. I came here because someone asked me to, and because I think what she’s doing matters.”

Elodie’s throat tightened again. It was the word that matters. It landed in her chest like someone setting down a weight she’d been carrying alone.

Marcel’s face held, but his eyes flashed. He was losing control of the story.

The host, sensing the shift, moved quickly to save the segment from turning too serious. “Okay,” she said brightly. “But I’m still going to ask the question every person at home is thinking.” She pointed at the screen. “That photo looks like a moment. What was the moment.”

Elodie felt her heartbeat climb. She turned her head toward Asher, and for the smallest second, her smile faltered. She needed a line. A safe line.

Asher’s gaze stayed steady. He answered with something that sounded like romance and felt like a lifeline. “It was a moment,” he said. “She’d stepped outside for air. I was also outside, because I don’t love crowds. She made a joke about how everyone looks like they’re having the best night of their lives when they’re actually just trying to find the nearest exit. I laughed. She laughed. That was it.”

Elodie’s lungs unlocked slightly. That could be true. It could be close enough to be true. It didn’t require her to remember anything she couldn’t reach. It didn’t declare a relationship. It declared a shared human moment.

The host smiled wide, satisfied. “That is incredibly relatable.”

Elodie kept her face composed, but her hands trembled under the edge of the chair. She focused on the sound of her own breathing, the steadiness of Asher beside her, the fact that the segment would end.

The host turned back to the camera. “All right, Halcyon City. We’re going to let Elodie keep her boundaries, but we’re also going to say this.” She gestured at them both. “If these two don’t make you believe in the possibility of something sweet, I don’t know what will.”

Elodie felt Marcel’s attention like a hand pressing between her shoulder blades. She could almost hear his thoughts, the next push he planned, the next surprise he would call “good television.”

The host leaned in for the wrap. “Elodie, one sentence. Why should people watch the cover story next week?”

Elodie turned toward the camera, grateful for something she could control. “Because you deserve to stop living like you’re auditioning for your own life,” she said. “And because the truth doesn’t have to be loud to be real.”

The audience applauded. The host smiled, and then the red light blinked off.

Elodie’s shoulders dropped a fraction, like a trapped breath escaping. The studio went noisy again, people moving, crew talking, the host stepping away for makeup touch-ups. The applause faded into the ordinary sound of work.

Marcel stepped in immediately, as if he’d been waiting for the exact second the cameras stopped recording.

“Great save,” he said, voice sharp with forced praise. “Seriously. Great save.” He looked at Asher, eyes narrowing. “And you. Good instincts.”

Asher’s posture stayed calm, but Elodie sensed the tension in him now like a wire pulled taut. “You set her up,” Asher said. “You knew about the photo.”

Marcel shrugged. “It’s television. We use what we have.”

Elodie stood, and the movement made her dizzy for a second. She steadied herself on the chair’s back. “What else do you have?”

Marcel’s smile was small. “Don’t worry about it.”

Elodie felt her temper spark. It was a heat that surprised her, because she’d spent years keeping it buried under competence. “I’m worried about it,” she said. “You just put my face next to a stranger’s and implied a romance. You don’t get to tell me not to worry.”

Marcel’s gaze hardened. “He’s not a stranger,” he said, and the certainty in his tone punched through her. “Not to you.”

Elodie’s stomach dropped. “Stop.”

Marcel leaned in. “You’re launching a show called Cover Story,” he murmured. “You want people to talk about masks and truth and the cost of pretending. Congratulations. You just got a real-time demonstration.”

Elodie’s hands clenched. “If you keep doing this, you’re going to ruin the show.”

Marcel’s smile returned, sharp and bright. “If I keep doing this, people will watch the show.”

Elodie’s chest tightened, and she hated how helpless she felt. She hated how quickly a man like Marcel could turn her work into a game, and how easily the world rewarded him for it.

Asher stepped closer, and even though he didn’t touch her, Elodie felt the shift of him in her space like a barrier forming between her and Marcel. “You promised me something else,” Asher said quietly.

Marcel scoffed. “I promised you a paycheck and a chance to be charming on TV.”

“You promised me it was about communication,” Asher replied. “Not about trapping her.”

Marcel’s eyes flicked to Elodie. “Nobody trapped her. She handled it.” His voice lowered. “She’s a professional. You’re here, she’s here, and now the audience believes. That’s the point.”

Elodie could feel her pulse in her throat. She looked at Asher, searching his face for answers she didn’t have, for context he wasn’t offering, for a reason he’d ended up here that went beyond a bad call from a producer.

Asher met her eyes, and something in him tightened as if he could feel her questions. “We need a minute,” he said to Marcel, voice flat.

Marcel lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Sure. Take a minute. Take two.” He leaned closer to Elodie one last time. “But keep in mind, next week’s premiere is locked. Sponsor is locked. And now you have a boyfriend the audience already loves. Don’t waste it.”

Marcel walked away with the lazy confidence of someone who always landed on his feet.

Elodie’s legs felt weak. She moved toward a quieter corner of the set, away from the crew and the host and the lights. Asher followed without asking, like he understood that being alone in public was its own kind of exposure.

When they reached a small hallway outside the studio, the sound dropped to a dull hum. Elodie pressed her palm to the wall, breathing in through her nose, trying to find her body again.

Asher stood a few feet away, giving her space. His face looked calm, but his eyes were too sharp, too awake.

Elodie stared at him. “How do you know that photo is real?”

Asher didn’t flinch. “Because I remember the moment.”

Elodie’s throat burned. “I don’t.”

Asher’s gaze held hers. “I know.”

Elodie swallowed. “Then tell me what happened. All of it.”

Asher’s jaw worked once, like he was choosing words with care. “You were outside. It was cold. You were holding your shoes in your hand like you’d stopped trying to pretend the night was comfortable.” He paused, and his gaze shifted briefly, as if he could see it. “You leaned on the stone railing and said you hated being photographed. You said you could feel the camera even when you couldn’t see it.”

Elodie’s stomach turned. The detail was too specific to be invented. It sounded like her. It sounded like something she would say when she was tired enough to stop smiling.

Asher continued, voice steady. “I told you that cameras don’t actually want you. They want the version of you that makes them money.” He exhaled softly. “And you laughed. Not a polite laugh. A real one.”

Elodie’s eyes stung. She hated how the image of herself laughing felt like a lost object, something she hadn’t realized she missed until someone described it.

“Why don’t I remember,” she whispered.

Asher’s gaze softened just slightly, not pity, but understanding. “Because you were overloaded,” he said. “Because you were doing too much. Because you were holding yourself together in a room that wanted pieces of you.” He hesitated. “You also weren’t... fully present.”

Elodie’s stomach dropped. “What does that mean?”

Asher took a slow breath. “It means you looked like someone who had been running on adrenaline all night, and the moment you stepped outside, it hit you. Your eyes went far away for a second. You rubbed your wrist like you were grounding yourself.” His voice stayed careful. “It wasn’t dramatic. It was quiet. But it was real.”

Elodie stared at him. A flash of memory sparked, faint and unreliable. Cold air. A stone railing under her palm. The sensation of her own heartbeat like a drum in her ears. The rest was fog.

She swallowed hard. “Did I drink too much?”

Asher shook his head. “No,” he said. “You were too controlled for that. You were just exhausted.”

Elodie pressed her fingers to her temple, trying to force the fog to clear. “Then why are you here,” she asked, and the question came out sharper than she meant. “Why would you walk into that studio and play along. Why would you help Marcel.”

Asher’s expression tightened, a flicker of something like anger and regret. “I didn’t help him,” he said. “I helped you.”

Elodie’s chest constricted. “You didn’t even know me.”

Asher’s gaze held hers, and the steadiness in him didn’t crack, but it deepened. “I knew enough,” he said. “I knew you looked like someone who survives by staying composed. I knew if I walked out on live TV, it would become your failure. Not mine.” He paused. “And I knew what it feels like to have a story built around you by people who don’t care what it costs.”

Elodie felt a chill slide under her skin. “What happened to you?”

Asher’s eyes flicked away for a fraction of a second, then returned. “Not today,” he said. The words were gentle, but the boundary was firm. “Today we deal with what just happened to you.”

Elodie’s throat tightened at the word deal. It sounded like business. Like strategy. Like the only language that ever kept her safe.

She leaned back against the wall, fighting the sting behind her eyes. “Marcel is going to keep doing this,” she whispered. “He’s going to keep pulling me into things I didn’t agree to.”

Asher nodded. “Yes.”

Elodie’s fingers curled. “And now everyone has seen that photo. Now everyone believes there’s a story.”

Asher’s voice stayed low. “Yes.”

Elodie let out a shaky breath. “I can’t have a fake relationship.”

Asher didn’t argue. He watched her like he was letting her say the truth out loud so it could exist between them. “Then don’t,” he said.

Elodie blinked. “What.”

Asher’s gaze stayed steady. “Don’t do a fake relationship,” he repeated. “Do a controlled narrative for a limited time, so your work doesn’t get eaten alive by gossip.” He paused. “There’s a difference.”

Elodie’s heart thudded. “That sounds like the same thing.”

“It isn’t,” Asher said quietly. “A fake relationship is pretending you feel things you don’t. A controlled narrative is choosing what you share, and what you don’t, and refusing to let someone else decide for you.” His voice lowered further. “It can be as simple as this. You met at the gala. You liked each other. You kept it private. Now the
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