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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with heart, humor, and emotional honesty, focused on the small, human moments that change everything. Each story is crafted to feel grounded and tender, with characters who grow through real choices, real consequences, and the quiet bravery of letting love be seen.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Sadie Carter is the nonprofit’s communications lead, the woman who can turn chaos into a campaign, until one message turns her own life into a headline she cannot edit.

Miles Bennett is the newest volunteer on the Valentine team, steady and observant, the kind of man who listens more than he speaks, and who seems determined to keep his reason for being here to himself.

Zoe Lang is Sadie’s closest friend and the operations brain of the campaign, loyal enough to protect Sadie, honest enough to call her out, and tired of watching people hide behind “professionalism.”

Jasper Reid is the donor coordinator who lives for a good rumor and swears he hates drama while actively feeding it, especially when a mysterious “Cupid” starts posting in the group chat.

Avery Kim is the program director who believes love should be simple and budgets should be balanced, and who will shut this whole thing down if it risks the nonprofit’s credibility.

Nina Ortega is the volunteer photographer who sees what people try not to show, and whose camera is the only thing in the room more dangerous than the group chat.
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​Introduction Scene
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Sadie’s phone buzzed again, and again, and again, the kind of relentless vibration that meant she had either gone viral or ruined her own life. She stood in the narrow hallway outside the conference room, thumb hovering above the screen as if delaying the truth could change it.

Inside the room, voices overlapped in the bright, optimistic cadence of people who believed Valentine season could be planned like a spreadsheet. Sadie could hear Zoe laughing at something, could hear Avery’s calm authority keeping the discussion on track, could hear Jasper’s too-loud commentary that always sounded like he was hosting a show.

Sadie pressed her shoulder to the wall and finally looked.

Valentine Volunteer HQ had fifty-three members. It was supposed to be simple. A coordination hub. A place to share schedules, graphics, and the occasional reminder that no, you could not hang twelve-foot hearts from city streetlights without permits.

At the top of the chat was her message.

Not the drafted teaser. Not the polished line she had meant to send from the Cupid account they’d created for the campaign. Not the safe, anonymous hook that was going to make their fundraiser feel fun and modern.

Her message.

I keep thinking about the way Miles looked at me when he thought I wasn’t paying attention.

For half a second Sadie couldn’t breathe. Then her lungs remembered they were not optional, and air rushed in like it was late to its own appointment.

Below it, the replies stacked fast, like dominoes falling in delight.

Wait. What.
Is this part of the campaign?
Who is Miles?
Miles who.
This is the best launch teaser ever.
Oh my god is Cupid real.
Tell us more.
Is this Sadie Sadie or Cupid Sadie?
Sadie’s face went hot in a way that wasn’t romantic, wasn’t flattering, wasn’t the kind of heat you wanted in a love story. It was the heat of being exposed. It was the heat of an entire room turning to stare, even when they didn’t know they were staring yet.

A new message popped up.

Miles Bennett: I’m here.

Sadie’s stomach dropped, sharp and quick, and she hated that her first thought wasn’t about the fundraiser or the board or the donors. Her first thought was a simple, devastating question.

Had he read it with the same calm expression he wore during meetings, or had it landed like a stone in his chest the way it had landed in hers.

Her phone buzzed with a private text from Zoe.

Where are you? Come back in. Also what did you do?

Sadie stared at the hallway carpet like it might offer an escape hatch. The conference room door was only a few feet away. She could still pretend she’d been getting water. She could still walk in and act normal, smile, steer the meeting back to fonts and timelines, and handle the chat later.

Except later it didn't exist anymore. Everyone had it now. Everyone had her words, in black and white, stamped with her name.

The worst part was that it wasn’t even a lie.

She had been thinking about Miles. Not in a way that felt safe to admit out loud. Not in a way she’d planned to let out of her mind and into the world. But it had been there, a quiet, stubborn awareness that had grown since he joined the volunteer team two weeks ago.

Miles in his plain dark sweaters, sleeves pushed up when he worked. Miles standing slightly apart, like he’d learned long ago that being noticed was dangerous. Miles with those steady eyes that held a question in them, as if he were always trying to understand what people meant, not just what they said.

Sadie hadn’t wanted any of it.

She had promised herself, after the last time her personal life became public property, that she would never again be the story. She would be the person behind the story, the one shaping headlines, not living inside them.

Valentine's season was supposed to be her clean win. A campaign she could point to with pride. A fundraising month that would keep HeartBridge afloat through spring. A reminder to the board that she could do more than smooth out messes. She could create momentum.

And now she’d created something else entirely.

The conference room door opened, spilling laughter and light into the hallway.

Zoe stepped out first, tablet in hand, cheeks pink from talking too fast. Her smile began on autopilot and then faltered when she saw Sadie’s face.

“Oh,” Zoe said, softening instantly. “Okay. It’s that bad.”

Sadie lifted her phone like a confession. “I don’t know how it was sent. I swear I didn’t—”

Zoe’s eyes flicked to the screen. Her eyebrows shot up, and for the smallest second, amusement flashed there. Then Zoe caught herself and became the friend Sadie needed.

“Okay,” Zoe said again, steadier this time. “Breathe. We can fix it.”

“We can’t unsend it.” Sadie heard her own voice go thin. “Fifty-three people saw it.”

Zoe’s mouth tightened. “Right. We can’t unsend. But we can control the narrative.”

Sadie gave a humorless laugh. “That’s your solution to everything.”

“That’s literally your job,” Zoe shot back, then softened. “And mine. Come on. Avery’s already glancing at her phone. Jasper looks like he’s going to burst.”

Sadie’s heart thudded once, heavy. “What do I do?”

Zoe leaned in close, voice low. “Step one, you walk back in like you aren’t panicking. Step two, you decide whether this becomes a campaign stunt or a personal boundary. Step three, you tell me the truth.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. “What truth?”

Zoe held her gaze. “Is it about him?”

Sadie didn’t answer, because answering meant admitting she had allowed herself to notice a man who felt like a problem and a possibility at the same time.

The door behind Zoe moved again, and Sadie felt it before she saw it, the shift of attention, the pull of gravity.

Miles stepped into the hallway.

He wasn’t smiling. He wasn’t frowning either. He looked composed, but not indifferent, like a person who had learned how to keep his face from giving away the loudest parts of him.

His eyes met Sadie’s and stayed there, steady as a hand offered without pressure.

Behind him, Jasper’s voice floated out, loud enough to carry. “If Cupid is taking requests, I’d like a tall stranger and a winning lottery ticket.”

Avery’s voice followed, brisk. “Jasper. Not now.”

Miles didn’t glance back. He only looked at Sadie, and when he spoke, his voice was quiet enough to make the hallway feel smaller.

“You didn’t mean to send that,” he said.

Sadie swallowed. “No.”

A beat passed, and in it she felt the weight of fifty-three people waiting for the next message, the next clarification, the next scrap of drama to chew on.

Miles’s gaze dropped to her phone, then returned to her face. “But you meant the words.”

Sadie’s pulse kicked hard. Zoe made a small sound beside her, like she’d just realized she was standing at the edge of something important.

Sadie could have lied. She could have turned it into a campaign copy. She could have laughed and claimed she’d been writing as Cupid, testing tone, experimenting with authenticity.

She had done harder things than lie. She had sold donors on stories that were true but packaged. She had turned pain into polish for a living.

But Miles was still looking at her, like he would hear the difference between a crafted answer and a real one.

Sadie opened her mouth, then closed it, then tried again. “I don’t know what I meant,” she said, hating how small it sounded. “I was drafting something for the Cupid account and—”

Miles’s expression shifted, almost imperceptibly, a flicker of something that might have been relief or disappointment. “There is a Cupid account.”

Zoe cleared her throat. “Campaign tool,” she said quickly. “Anonymous Valentine notes, opt-in, fundraiser engagement. It’s cute. It was supposed to be cute.”

Miles nodded once, like he was filing that away. Then he looked back at Sadie. “And your message. That wasn’t from Cupid.”

Sadie’s skin prickled. “No.”

Another buzz, another message in the group chat.

Jasper Reid: Okay but WHO is Miles and why is he already winning Valentine season.

Zoe muttered something under her breath that sounded like a prayer for patience. Sadie’s phone lit up again.

Miles Bennett: Sadie, if you want me to leave the chat, I will.

Sadie stared at the message, and suddenly the room tilted in a different direction. The chaos wasn’t only embarrassment. It was a consequence. Miles wasn’t joking. He was offering to remove himself, to become invisible again, like that was the safest thing.

She didn’t want that.

She didn’t know why she didn’t want it, only that the idea of him stepping away because of her mistake hit a nerve that felt too personal, too tender.

Before she could stop herself, Sadie typed.

Don’t leave.

She froze, thumb hovering over send, the cruel irony of it almost enough to make her laugh.

One wrong send had done this. One more could do something else entirely.

Zoe’s hand touched her elbow lightly. “Sadie,” she warned, not unkind. “Think.”

Sadie looked up at Miles. He was close enough now that she could see the faint tiredness in his eyes, like he hadn’t slept well in days. Like he was carrying something heavier than a volunteer schedule.

“What’s your reason for being here,” Sadie asked suddenly, the question slipping out before she could translate it into something safer. “You joined this team like you had to.”

Miles blinked once. For the first time, his composure cracked, not dramatically, just enough to show there was a locked door inside him and she’d accidentally knocked.

His jaw tightened. “It’s complicated.”

Sadie felt the group chat pulsing in her hand, the whole room behind the door waiting, the campaign clock ticking, Valentine launch day looming like a spotlight.

This was the moment where she usually chose control.

But control had already failed her in the most public way possible.

Sadie looked down at her phone again, at the words she’d typed, the simplest truth she could offer in the middle of a mess.

Don’t leave.

Her thumb moved.

And this time she hit send on purpose.
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​Chapter 1: The Second Send
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The moment Sadie hit send, the hallway felt too bright and too quiet at the same time, like the building had taken a breath and decided to hold it.

Her message sat there in the chat, simple and exposed. Don’t leave.

It didn’t read like a campaign copy. It didn’t read like a joke. It read like the truth she’d been trying not to say in any language, not even to herself.

Zoe’s fingers tightened lightly around Sadie’s elbow, not pulling her back, just reminding her that she still had a body, still had choices. Zoe’s eyes moved between Sadie and Miles the way a medic watches a patient and an incoming wave, calculating where the next hit will land.

Miles didn’t look at the phone. He looked at Sadie, steady as before, but something in his expression shifted, as if the purposeful second send had changed the equation. He had offered her an exit. She hadn’t taken it.

Behind the conference room door, a chair scraped. A laugh cut off mid-note. Someone’s voice rose, then dipped, then rose again. The meeting was leaking into rumor with every second Sadie stood in the hallway.

Avery stepped out first, phone in hand, brows drawn with the controlled concern of a person who could turn panic into procedure. She took one look at Sadie’s face and didn’t bother pretending this was a normal break in the meeting.

“Sadie,” Avery said carefully, as if saying it wrong might set something on fire. “Tell me that was planned.”

Sadie’s mouth went dry. She tasted the metallic edge of adrenaline. For years she’d built her life around being the one who didn’t panic, the one who could spin a mistake into a lesson, the one who could take the worst headline and soften it before it hardened into myth.

But this wasn’t a headline. This was her.

“No,” she said, and the honesty came out first because lying would have required more strength than she had in that moment. “It wasn’t planned.”

Avery’s gaze flicked to Miles, then back. She didn’t know him well enough to assign blame, but her instincts were already rearranging risks and liabilities in neat, quick columns.

Jasper appeared in the doorway behind Avery like a curious cat that had smelled milk. His grin was already lit, already hungry. “Okay,” he said, and his voice carried that bright, delighted tone of someone who believed everything was content. “We’re making confessions. I love it. This is the most alive this chat has ever been.”

“Jasper,” Avery said sharply, and Sadie heard it, the thin line of patience stretched to snapping. “Not now.”

Jasper lifted his hands as if surrendering, but his eyes stayed sharp. “I’m just saying,” he added, softer, “the numbers on this campaign are about to go up.”

Sadie hated him a little for how right he might be.

Avery looked back at Sadie. “In. Now,” she said, and it wasn’t unkind, but it wasn’t optional either. “We need to contain this.”

Contain. Like it was a spill. Like it was a hazard.

Zoe released Sadie’s elbow and took half a step forward, positioning herself between Sadie and the door in a way that read as support, not defense, but Sadie still felt it. Zoe would take heat if needed. Zoe would make jokes and absorb tension and keep Sadie from drowning in her own embarrassment.

Miles didn’t move.

Sadie’s phone buzzed again. The chat was still alive, still feeding.

Are we shipping this?
This is better than the donor gala.
Who is Miles?
Miles, blink twice if you’re in danger.
Is this part of the Valentine launch?
Sadie, please tell me you didn’t mean that.
Sadie’s throat tightened. She didn’t want to scroll. She didn’t want to see what her words were becoming in other people’s mouths.

Then one message appeared that made everything feel a fraction more real and a fraction more terrifying.

Nina: This is not a campaign stunt. I can tell when something is staged.

Sadie stared at it. Nina, who watched from corners. Nina, who saw more than she said. Nina, who would be the one to catch Sadie’s face on camera at exactly the wrong second if Sadie wasn’t careful.

Sadie looked up and found Nina’s eyes through the crack of the door. Nina was still inside the room, but her gaze landed on Sadie like a hand.

Avery followed Sadie’s glance and exhaled, slow and steady. “Okay,” Avery said, more to herself than to anyone. “We do not have time for this.”

Sadie’s shame flared, hot and immediate. Not just because she’d embarrassed herself, but because Avery was right. They didn’t have time. Valentine launch week was already a sprint with no margin. Donors were waiting on deliverables. Volunteers were waiting in the direction. A city permit was still pending. They were balancing the future of the entire nonprofit on whether this campaign landed.

And Sadie had just taken a match to it.

She forced her shoulders back, forced her spine into the posture she used in front of board members, in front of donors, in front of people who needed her to be unshakeable.

“I’ll handle it,” she said.

Zoe’s eyebrows rose slightly, a silent question. Handle it how.

Sadie didn’t answer Zoe out loud. She stepped past Avery and into the conference room.

Every head turned.

Not dramatically, not like in a movie. It was worse than dramatic because it was so human. It was the small pause in conversation, the quick glance down at phones, the not-quite-hidden curiosity, the way even people who would never gossip couldn’t help being pulled toward the center of a fire.

Sadie felt the heat crawl up her neck. She resisted the urge to touch her face, to cover it, to apologize and run. She kept walking until she reached the front of the room, as if the front belonged to her and always had.

Avery closed the door behind her and stepped in beside Sadie like a co-lead in a crisis.

Sadie’s gaze found Miles. He’d entered after them without fanfare and stood near the side wall, hands loose at his sides, posture calm, expression unreadable. That steadiness should have annoyed her. Instead it made her chest ache, because it looked like someone who’d learned to stand still so nothing could knock him over.

Sadie looked away before she could read too much into it.

“Okay,” she said, and her voice came out steadier than she felt. “We’re not going to pretend that message didn’t happen.”

A ripple moved through the room. A few people smiled like they were proud of her honesty. A few looked relieved, as if they’d been waiting for permission to react.

Jasper leaned back in his chair, smug as a man who’d been handed a gift. Sadie ignored him.

“That message was not part of the campaign plan,” Sadie continued. “It was a mistake, and it shouldn’t have been sent.”

She paused and let the words land. Acknowledgment was controlled. It wasn’t erasing, but it was steering.

“But I also know something,” she added. “The reason our Valentine fundraiser works is because people want to feel included. They want something real. They want to believe love is possible in small moments, not just in perfect ones.”

Avery’s gaze sharpened. Sadie could almost hear Avery thinking, Don’t make this worse.

Sadie met Avery’s eyes briefly, a silent promise. I’m not going to light anything else on fire. I’m trying to put it out.

“So here’s what we’re going to do,” Sadie said, and she felt Zoe stiffen beside her, recognizing that Sadie was about to make a decision that would ripple through everything. “We’re going to tighten the group chat rules for this week. No personal call-outs. No speculation about volunteers. No teasing people into responding.”

Jasper opened his mouth.

Avery lifted one finger without looking at him.

Jasper shut it again, but his grin twitched.

Sadie kept going. “And I’m going to ask everyone to respect that, because we’re here to serve the campaign. Not feed drama.”

A small murmur of assent. Some people nodded quickly, grateful for boundaries.

Sadie inhaled and moved into the part that felt like walking across a high bridge with no railings. “Also,” she said, “the Cupid account we created for the campaign will be the only account that posts public Valentine notes. Not this chat. This chat stays operational.”

She could feel the room recalibrating. Cupid had been a fun idea, but it had lived in draft form and loose planning. Now it was becoming the official channel, a controlled outlet for the exact chaos that had just erupted.

Avery’s shoulders loosened a fraction. This was a procedure. This was containment.

“And for the record,” Sadie added, forcing the words out before fear could swallow them, “Miles is a volunteer on this campaign and deserves the same respect as anyone else in this room. He did nothing wrong.”

Sadie didn’t look at him as she said it. She couldn’t. If she looked at him, she might see something in his face that would make her voice crack.

The room quieted in a different way then, not the curious hush, but the kind that happens when people realize they’ve been treating someone like a character and suddenly remember he’s a person.

Miles’s eyes found hers anyway. She felt them like a steady weight.

Avery cleared her throat, stepping forward. “We’re moving on,” she said with crisp authority. “We have a launch timeline to finalize and a city call in twenty minutes. Phones down. Focus in.”

People obeyed because Avery’s competence was its own gravity. Chairs squeaked. Laptops opened. The meeting resumed in fits and starts, like a car engine catching after a stall.

Sadie sat down, but her body didn’t settle. Her skin felt too tight. Her thoughts kept circling the same points like a finger worrying a bruise.

She had defended Miles in front of everyone.

She had created rules with her own embarrassment in mind.

And none of it answered the question that had lodged in her chest.

How had she sent the first message at all?

Because yes, she had typed those words at some point, privately, in a way that already felt risky. But she hadn’t meant to put them in the chat, and she couldn’t shake the uneasy sense that this mistake had teeth.

Across the table, Zoe slid her phone beneath her notebook and typed with minimal movement, the stealth of a woman raised on office politics and childhood secrets. A moment later Sadie’s phone buzzed in her pocket.

Don’t spiral. We’ll figure it out after. Also you did good.

Sadie stared down at her lap and swallowed. Praise felt strange right now. Like being told you looked pretty while your house was burning.

The meeting limped forward. Avery assigned tasks. Jasper offered “creative ideas” that were mostly gossip-friendly stunts. Nina made a calm suggestion about photo release forms and reminded everyone that cameras would be everywhere next week, which made Sadie’s stomach twist harder.

Miles didn’t speak much. When he did, it was to offer something practical, like he’d memorized the rules of being useful so he wouldn’t become a burden. He suggested a backup plan for the volunteer schedule, a way to stagger shifts to avoid the inevitable no-shows. His voice was low, even, and the room listened because competence was a language everyone respected.

Sadie listened too, and it made her angrier at herself, because the more capable he seemed, the more unfair it felt that she’d dragged him into this. She’d marked him without his consent.

By the time Avery ended the meeting, Sadie’s nerves felt like thin wire stretched too tight.

People filed out in clusters, talking about timelines, about signs, about the Cupid account as if it had always been inevitable. A few glanced at Sadie with a look that was meant to be sympathetic and ended up feeling like scrutiny. Jasper lingered just long enough to flash her a grin.

“You’re welcome,” he murmured as he passed, as if her humiliation was a donation.

Sadie didn’t respond. If she did, she might say something that would become the next message everyone saw.

Zoe waited until the room was nearly empty. “Okay,” she said softly, coming close. “Now we go somewhere private and you tell me what the actual situation is.”

Sadie let out a breath. “I don’t even know what the situation is.”

Zoe looked at her with that blunt affection that always made Sadie feel both safer and more exposed. “You do,” Zoe said. “You just don’t want to say it out loud.”

Sadie’s phone buzzed again. She pulled it out before she could stop herself, and there it was, another message in the volunteer chat.

Cupid: Some messages are meant to stay drafts. Try not to forget that.

Sadie froze.

The name that displayed wasn’t a person’s name. It was the campaign account. The one they had created. The one that was supposed to be controlled.

Zoe leaned in, reading over Sadie’s shoulder, and Sadie felt Zoe go very still. “That’s not scheduled,” Zoe said quietly.

Sadie’s throat tightened. “Could it be an auto-post?”

Zoe shook her head. “No. Not like that. Not that tone.”

Sadie stared at the message until the words blurred. The room felt suddenly colder, as if the air conditioning had kicked on and decided to aim directly at her spine.

Zoe’s eyes darted to the door. “Okay,” Zoe said, voice low, “we need to check who has access.”

Sadie’s pulse thudded. “Only you and me.”

“That’s what it was supposed to be,” Zoe corrected, and that small change in phrasing sent a jolt through Sadie. Supposed to be.

Avery’s voice called from the hallway. “Sadie, I need you on the city call.”

Sadie didn’t move. Her fingers were numb around her phone. Her mind raced through possibilities, none of them comforting. Someone had access. Someone was watching. Someone had decided her mistake was an opening.

Zoe touched Sadie’s wrist lightly. “Go do the call,” Zoe whispered. “I’ll check the login and password history. I’ll check everything. Just... don’t respond in the chat right now.”

Sadie nodded, because she trusted Zoe, because she didn’t have any other choice.

She walked out into the hallway on legs that felt borrowed. She made it to Avery’s office, took the city call, kept her voice steady while her insides twisted. She negotiated permit details and smiled into silence and promised delivery schedules, all while that message from Cupid pulsed in her mind like a warning.

When the call ended, Sadie set her phone on the desk and stared at it as if it might move on its own again.

Avery looked up from her laptop. “Are we okay,” Avery asked, and there was weariness behind the question. Avery had built her life on managing other people’s fires. Sadie hated being one.

Sadie forced her face into something calm. “We’re okay,” she said, and she heard the lie, thin and fragile.

Avery’s gaze narrowed. “This can’t happen again,” she said. “Not this week.”

“I know,” Sadie murmured, and it was true. She knew. She just didn’t know how to prevent something she didn’t fully understand.

When Sadie left Avery’s office, she found Miles in the hallway outside the supply closet, as if he’d been waiting without wanting to be obvious about it. He held a small box of tape dispensers, the kind of mundane item that made him look almost normal in the middle of chaos.

“Sadie,” he said, and her name in his voice made her shoulders tighten.

She stopped. “I’m sorry,” she blurted, before she could soften it into something easier. “For earlier. For all of it.”

Miles studied her, and Sadie braced herself for anger, for disappointment, for the polite withdrawal people did when they decided you were too much trouble.

Instead he said, “I’ve been in rooms where people talk about you like you’re not there.”

Sadie blinked. The statement didn’t sound like an accusation. It sounded like a memory.

Miles continued, quieter. “You stopped that. You did it without making me feel like a problem you had to solve.”

Sadie swallowed. “It shouldn’t have been needed.”

“No,” Miles agreed, and his gaze held hers. “But it was.”

Sadie’s chest tightened in a way that wasn’t only shameful now. It was something else, something softer and more dangerous. The sense that he was seeing her, not just her mistake.

“Why did you offer to leave,” Sadie asked, because she couldn’t let it go. “You didn’t do anything.”

Miles’s mouth tightened, then relaxed. “Because when attention turns, it rarely turns gently,” he said. “And because I didn’t want to be... an excuse. For anything.”

Sadie’s phone buzzed again. She flinched before she could stop herself.

Miles noticed. His eyes shifted to her hand. “More fallout,” he said.

Sadie hesitated, then unlocked her screen. A direct message. Not from anyone she recognized. No name, just a number.

I can see what you meant to send. Want to know what else got saved.

Sadie’s blood went cold.

She stared at the words, at the implication threaded inside them, and the hallway around her seemed to recede. The volunteer chatter down the hall became muffled. The overhead lights seemed harsher.

Someone had access to her drafts.

Someone was close enough to watch her make a mistake and then twist it into leverage.

She felt Miles step closer, not crowding her, just closing the space like a quiet shield. “Sadie,” he said softly, and she realized her breathing had turned shallow.

Sadie looked up at him, and for the first time since the message sent, she let herself admit one terrifying truth.

“This wasn’t just an accident,” she whispered.

Miles’s gaze sharpened, a flicker of something protective and alert. “What do you mean?”

Sadie turned the phone slightly so he could see without anyone else catching it, and as his eyes scanned the message, the calm mask he wore shifted by a fraction.

It wasn’t fear, exactly.

It was recognition, as if the idea of being watched was not new to him at all.

Sadie’s stomach dropped with a fresh, sickening clarity.

Whatever secret Miles was carrying, it might not stay separate from hers for long.
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​Chapter 2: The Draft That Wasn’t Safe
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Sadie kept the phone angled between her palm and her body as if hiding it could shrink what it meant. The hallway felt suddenly too public, too full of invisible eyes. People walked past carrying boxes of paper hearts and rolls of ribbon, chatting about schedules and photo permissions, while Sadie stood there with a message that made the air taste wrong.

I can see what you meant to send. Want to know what else got saved.

Miles read it once, then again, his expression tightening in a way that wasn’t dramatic but was unmistakably real. He didn’t ask who sent it first. He didn’t dismiss it as a prank. He didn’t smile and tell her it was probably nothing.

He just looked at Sadie like he was seeing the outline of a problem he’d met before.

Sadie tried to swallow and found her throat had turned stubborn. “This is ridiculous,” she said, because saying it out loud was the first attempt at taking back control. “It has to be a volunteer joking.”

Miles’s gaze stayed on the phone for another beat. Then he lifted his eyes to hers. “Maybe,” he said. “But the wording is... specific.”

Specific was a polite word for invasive.

Sadie felt something flare in her chest, a mix of anger and humiliation. Not because she’d been caught. Because she’d been watched. There was a difference. She could live with her own mistakes. She couldn’t stand the idea that someone had been close enough to catch them and save them like souvenirs.

“You saw that Cupid message earlier,” she whispered. “The one about drafts.”

Miles nodded once. “And you flinched when your phone buzzed.”

Sadie’s face warmed, not from romance but from being read too easily. “I didn’t want anyone to notice.”

“I noticed,” Miles said, and there was no accusation in it, just the calm truth of a person who observed because not observing had once been unsafe.

Sadie’s grip tightened around the phone. “What does recognition look like on your face,” she asked, and immediately regretted how sharp it sounded.

Miles didn’t react defensively. He just held her gaze and took a quiet breath. “It looks like someone trying to make you feel like they have access to you,” he said. “Like they can reach into your private space and pull out whatever they want.”

Sadie’s stomach turned, and with it came a flash of a memory she usually kept locked behind professional competence. Her last relationship hadn’t ended in a dramatic screaming match. It had ended in a slower, crueler way, with a story she hadn’t agreed to becoming public property, passed around by people who didn’t care whether it was true as long as it was entertaining.

She had learned then that once a narrative left your hands, you couldn’t call it back.

And she had promised herself she would never be that exposed again.

“Miles,” she said, and her voice came out unsteady, “did you do this.”

The question tasted awful the moment it left her mouth. She hated that fear made her suspicious, hated that her mind reached for the nearest person connected to the name in her message.

Miles didn’t look offended. If anything, he looked like he understood the impulse too well.

“No,” he said simply. “And I don’t blame you for asking.”

Sadie’s chest tightened. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re scared,” he replied, as if that explained everything.

It didn’t, but it softened the edge of her shame. Sadie looked down at the message again, then forced herself to make a decision. If she stood here, she would spiral. If she ran, she’d spend the whole day imagining eyes behind every screen.

“If you want, I can walk with you,” Miles said, and there was something careful in his tone, like he was offering help without stepping over the line.

Sadie hesitated, then nodded. “Zoe,” she said. “I need Zoe. She’s checking access.”

Miles shifted the box of tape dispensers to one hand. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s find her.”

They moved down the hallway side by side, not quite close, not quite distant. Sadie could feel the difference of his presence like a steadying weight beside her. It should have made her uncomfortable. Instead it made her feel less alone in the middle of a mess she hadn’t chosen.

As they passed the open door to the main workspace, Jasper’s laugh carried out, bright and loud. “I’m telling you,” Jasper said to someone, “this is the most engagement we’ve ever had. People love romance. We should lean into it.”

Sadie’s jaw tightened.

Miles glanced toward the room, then back at her. “Is he always like that,” he asked quietly.

“Only when he’s breathing,” Sadie muttered, and the smallness of the joke surprised her. It slipped out like a crack of relief, a tiny proof that she still had humor left.

Miles’s mouth lifted slightly, almost a smile. “That’s unfortunate.”

Sadie should have been thinking about passwords and access lists. Instead her mind snagged on the fact that he’d smiled, even barely, in the middle of her panic. It felt like a kindness, the kind you didn’t ask for but accepted anyway.

They found Zoe at a side desk near the supply closet, laptop open, phone pressed to her ear. Zoe’s shoulders were tight, her eyes sharp as she clicked through screens like she was trying to break into her own house.

Zoe saw Sadie and lifted a finger, mouthing, One second.

Sadie stood there and waited, and for the first time she noticed how close Miles was standing, just half a step behind her right shoulder, positioned like he was quietly blocking the hallway view without making it obvious.

Zoe ended the call and exhaled. “Okay,” Zoe said, voice low. “We have a problem.”

Sadie’s stomach dropped again, slower this time, like a heavy elevator.

Zoe tilted the laptop toward her. “The Cupid account was logged in from another device,” Zoe said. “Not mine. Not yours.”

Sadie stared at the screen. Dates and times. A device label that meant nothing to her. A location that was vague enough to be useless.

“How,” Sadie whispered. “Only we had the password.”

Zoe’s mouth tightened. “Which means one of two things,” Zoe said. “Either someone got it from one of us, or someone had access to the setup before we locked it down.”

Sadie’s mind raced back to that first afternoon they’d created the account. The chaos. The quick passwords were typed in a hurry. The moment Zoe had stepped away to answer Avery’s call while Sadie clicked through settings.

Had someone been watching over a shoulder.

Had she been careless.

Zoe looked past Sadie at Miles, then back. “Also,” Zoe added, “that anonymous message you got. Who sent it.”

Sadie held out her phone. Zoe read it, her eyes narrowing.

“Okay,” Zoe said slowly. “That’s not Jasper’s style. He’d put a wink in it even if he was blackmailing someone. This is... colder.”

Miles cleared his throat gently. “She asked if it was me,” he said, and Sadie felt her skin prickle with embarrassment again.

Zoe’s eyes flicked to Sadie. “And,” Zoe guessed.

Sadie nodded, because she couldn’t deny it. “I did,” she admitted. “I’m sorry.”

Zoe didn’t scold her. Zoe’s gaze softened in that way that always made Sadie feel both protected and exposed. “You’re allowed to be scared,” Zoe said. Then she turned to Miles. “But I need to be clear,” Zoe added. “If anything about this connects to you, even indirectly, tell us now.”

Miles held Zoe’s gaze. He didn’t look defensive. He looked tired.

“I didn’t do it,” he said. “And I’m not here to mess with your campaign. But I’ve dealt with... people like this. The ones who use screens to poke at your boundaries.”

Sadie’s heart thumped once, heavier. “How,” she asked before she could stop herself.

Miles’s eyes moved to Sadie, and there was a pause that felt like a decision being made. Then he answered, but carefully, as if choosing words that wouldn’t open doors he couldn’t close again.

“In a previous volunteer role,” he said, “we ran an online support group. Some members were... vulnerable. Someone started pretending to be a moderator. Sending messages. Saving screenshots. Posting things out of context to stir chaos.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. She could picture it too easily. People who were already hurting, suddenly exposed.

“We shut it down,” Miles continued, “but not before it hurt people. So when I read that message to you, I recognized the tactic. It’s not about love. It’s about control.”

Zoe’s eyes stayed sharp. “And what does the person get,” Zoe asked. “If they control Sadie.”

Miles’s gaze dropped for a moment. “Attention,” he said. “Power. Or... proximity. Sometimes it’s someone who wants to feel like they’re involved. Even if involvement means hurting you.”

Sadie felt nauseous, not because of the words but because of the way they fit her situation too well. She had built a whole career on public narratives. She was exactly the kind of person someone might enjoy knocking off balance.

Zoe nodded once, as if filing his answer into a plan. “Okay,” Zoe said. “We change everything. Password reset. Two-step verification. We remove every device we don’t recognize. And we need to figure out whether someone also has access to Sadie’s drafts.”

Sadie’s cheeks warmed. “I don’t even know how that would happen,” she said, and her voice broke on the last word in a way that made her hate herself.

Miles’s gaze turned gentle, and it made the humiliation sharper because gentleness was harder to resist than judgment. “It could be as simple as someone borrowing your phone,” he said. “Or as stupid as a shared computer you forgot to log out of. It doesn’t have to be sophisticated.”

Zoe nodded. “We’ll check the basics first,” Zoe agreed. Then she fixed Sadie with a look. “Do not reply to that number,” Zoe said. “Do not ask questions. Do not challenge them. We starve it.”

Sadie knew Zoe was right. Part of her still wanted to respond with something fierce, something sharp. Tell me what you have. Prove it. Leave me alone.

But that urge was exactly what the message was designed to provoke.

Sadie took a slow breath. “Okay,” she said. “I won’t respond.”

Zoe turned back to her laptop. “Give me ten minutes,” Zoe said, clicking rapidly. “Then we lock the Cupid account down so tight it squeaks.”

Sadie watched Zoe’s fingers move and felt a strange, thin wave of gratitude that she had someone like Zoe in her life. Not just a friend, but a person who treated problems like puzzles, who didn’t let fear become drama.

Miles shifted his weight. “Do you want me to leave,” he asked quietly, looking at Sadie rather than Zoe.

The question made Sadie’s chest ache, because it sounded too much like a habit. Like he was used to removing himself before he became the reason someone else got hurt.

“No,” Sadie said, and this time she didn’t hesitate. “I want you to stay.”

Miles’s eyes held hers. The air between them felt charged, but not in a glossy way. In a quieter way. Like two people recognizing they’d stepped into the same storm and could either pretend they weren’t wet or admit they were.

Zoe’s laptop chimed. Zoe leaned in, brows furrowing. “Okay,” Zoe murmured. “Interesting.”

Sadie’s stomach tightened again. “What.”

Zoe pointed at the screen. “The unknown device access is recent,” she said. “But the first login from that device was during the account creation window. That means whoever it is didn’t guess the password later. They were there at the beginning.”

Sadie’s skin went cold. “In the room,” she whispered.

Zoe nodded once. “Or close enough to see. Or close enough to intercept. Someone was present.”

Sadie’s mind flashed back to that afternoon: the little meeting room, the rush, the laughter, Jasper leaning over her shoulder offering “better taglines,” Nina wandering in and out with her camera, Avery stepping in to ask about the board call. People had come and gone. Sadie had been careless because she’d been excited and exhausted and convinced she was safe among coworkers and volunteers.

Miles’s voice cut in gently. “Who was there,” he asked.

Sadie swallowed. “A lot of people,” she said. “It was chaotic.”

Zoe’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Okay,” Zoe said. “Then we need a list. Not to accuse. Just to track who had the opportunity.”

Sadie’s chest tightened again. A list felt like a trap. Sadie hated the idea of suspecting anyone in a place built on trust.

But she also hated the idea of being watched by someone smiling at her in the break room.

Zoe paused, then added, “Sadie, I know you,” she said, voice softer. “Your instinct is going to be to protect everyone else from discomfort. Don’t. Protect yourself.”

Sadie’s throat tightened. The words landed harder than Zoe probably meant them to, because they rubbed against the oldest part of Sadie’s personality. Sadie had spent her whole life being the one who smoothed the edges so other people could stay comfortable. It was how she survived. It was how she became good at her job. It was how she kept from being the story again.

And now, that habit was part of what made her vulnerable.

Sadie looked down at her phone. She hadn’t responded. She wouldn’t. But she couldn’t stop herself from imagining what “saved drafts” meant. A screenshot. A half-written confession. A private note. Something she’d typed on a tired night and never intended for anyone.

Zoe finished the password reset and pushed the laptop toward Sadie. “Two-step is on,” Zoe said. “Any new login sends a code to your phone and mine. If they try again, we’ll know.”

Sadie nodded, but relief didn’t come. It hovered out of reach, like a coat she could see but couldn’t quite put on.

Zoe tapped the screen once more and frowned. “There’s one more thing,” Zoe said.

Sadie’s stomach clenched. “What.”

Zoe’s gaze lifted to Sadie’s face. “Someone changed the display name of the Cupid account,” Zoe said. “Not the handle. Just the display name.”

Sadie blinked. “To what.”

Zoe hesitated, then turned the laptop so Sadie could see.

Cupid, it now reads, with a small add-on underneath.

For Sadie.

Sadie’s breath caught. “That wasn’t there,” she whispered.

“No,” Zoe said. “And it’s not funny. It’s... personal.”

Miles’s posture shifted, subtle but immediate, like his body had moved into a more alert version of itself.

Sadie stared at the words until they blurred. For Sadie. It wasn’t a random prank. It wasn’t about engagement. It wasn’t even about the fundraiser.

It was about her.

Zoe closed the laptop with a decisive snap. “Okay,” Zoe said, forcing calm. “We haven't told Avery yet. Not until we have something concrete. Avery will go into shutdown mode and pull the plug on half the campaign if she thinks there’s a reputational risk.”

Sadie swallowed. Avery’s warning echoed in her head. This can’t happen again. Not this week.

Zoe continued, “We keep the campaign moving. We don’t spook the volunteers. We quietly watch. And we quietly set a trap.”

Sadie’s eyes snapped up. “A trap.”

Zoe’s expression was cool, but her voice stayed gentle. “Not a crime trap,” Zoe said. “A social one. We posted something harmless from Cupid. Something that looks like it was drafted but never posted. A fake draft. If someone has access, they’ll bite. They’ll respond. They’ll reveal how they’re seeing it.”

Sadie’s stomach tightened with fear and something like admiration. Zoe didn’t panic. Zoe engineered it.

Miles looked at Sadie. “Do you want to do that,” he asked.

Sadie hesitated. Every part of her wanted to hide, to lock down everything and pretend it never happened. But hiding wouldn’t unwatch her. It wouldn’t erase the fact that someone had already touched her boundaries.

And the worst truth was that she couldn’t keep running her life in the hope that people would behave decently.

“No,” Sadie said, surprising herself with the steadiness of it. “I don’t want to do it. But I think we have to.”

Zoe nodded once, satisfied. “Good,” she said. “Then we’re doing it.”

There was a brief lull, the kind that follows a decision. In that lull, Sadie became aware again of Miles standing beside her, of how he hadn’t made this about himself, of how he had stayed present without pressing, of how his calm felt like a hand offered but not forced.

“You said you joined this team like you had to,” Sadie said softly, remembering the question she’d asked in the hallway before everything shifted again. “What did you mean?”

Miles’s gaze flicked to Zoe, then back to Sadie. Zoe’s eyes stayed on the closed laptop, but Sadie could tell Zoe was listening anyway.

Miles took a breath. “Because I did,” he said.

Sadie’s pulse thudded. “Did you,” she whispered, “join because of me.”

The idea was absurd and yet it made her stomach drop with a strange mix of alarm and curiosity. She barely knew him. He’d only been on the team two weeks. People didn
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