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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance that leans into emotional truth, tender tension, and the quiet bravery it takes to let love rewrite the story you have been telling yourself. Each book is designed to feel immersive, page turning, and deeply human, with characters who choose growth through honest connection and a love that stays clean, heartfelt, and lasting.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Harper Vale is a lifestyle magazine editor with a spotless smile on her masthead and a messy history she keeps locked behind professional polish. She is quick, precise, and allergic to sentiment, especially when it is packaged for an audience.
Julian Ashford is the founder of a boutique chocolate atelier whose work makes people believe in romance, even though he no longer trusts it for himself. He is controlled, private, and careful about what the world is allowed to touch.
Daria Kent is Harper’s editor in chief, a decisive leader who believes stories can save a brand and sometimes forgets they can also bruise the people inside them.
Sienna Park is Harper’s closest friend at the magazine, a photo director with a practical heart and a gift for seeing what Harper refuses to name.
Miles Ashford is Julian’s younger brother, the operations brain of the atelier, protective and observant, with a quiet suspicion of anyone who might turn Julian into a headline.
Cynthia Rowe is the magazine publisher, charming in public and ruthless in private, determined to make the Valentine issue a win no matter whose comfort it costs.
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​Introduction Scene
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The conference room smelled like printer toner and cold coffee, the kind of stale air that clung to deadlines and regrets. Harper sat with her notebook open and her posture perfect, as if the angle of her spine could convince the room she was unbreakable. Through the glass wall, the office hummed with January resolve, but inside the room, February was already on fire.

Cynthia Rowe stood at the screen with a remote in her hand and a smile that belonged on a stage, not in a meeting where people lost their jobs. The slide behind her showed a mock up of the Valentine cover, bright and empty, a space waiting for a story that did not exist yet. Across the bottom in neat type, a placeholder headline blinked like a warning. Cupid’s Cover Story.

“Our couple dropped out,” Cynthia said, as if that were a minor inconvenience and not the heart being ripped out of the entire issue. “They broke up on Saturday. Publicly. Loudly. With matching posts.”

Daria Kent rubbed her temple and did not look at Harper. That told Harper everything. This was not a normal crisis. This was a crisis with a name attached to it, and that name was going to be hers if she did not steer fast enough.

Cynthia clicked again. A new slide filled the screen, and Harper’s stomach did something small and unpleasant. A screenshot of a trending topic. A blurry photo. A brand logo she recognized instantly.

Ashford Atelier.

Under it, a headline from a blog that specialized in certainty without evidence. Heart Shaped Hoax. The word hoax sat there like it had been stamped onto the world in permanent ink.

“They’re calling his charity campaign a con,” Cynthia said. “They’re calling his business a front. And because we chose him as the centerpiece of our Valentine feature, they’re calling us careless.”

Harper’s pen moved before she decided to write. What’s the source? What’s the claim? What’s the proof? The familiar pattern of control. If she could turn panic into steps, she could breathe.

Daria finally looked at her, and there was no softness in her eyes. Only calculation, the kind a good editor learned when feelings were a luxury. “Harper, you pitched him. You said he would be the cleanest story we could print.”

“He still can be,” Harper said, and heard how sharp it sounded, like a door locking. “If the claims are false, we verify and we print the truth. If the claims have teeth, we pivot.”

Cynthia’s smile did not move. “We do not have time for a pivot.”

Harper glanced at the calendar on the wall. Twelve days to print. Ten days until Bellamy Bay’s Valentine fundraiser season peaked and every sponsor wanted their faces in the right places. Time was not a line. It was a blade.

Cynthia leaned forward, resting both hands on the table as if she were offering intimacy when she was actually applying pressure. “We need a cover couple. We need a story that outruns that rumor by tomorrow morning. We need the city to fall in love with our issue before anyone thinks to question it.”

Harper’s throat tightened, not with fear, but with a memory she did not invite. The last time her name had been attached to a public narrative she could not control. The last time a story had moved faster than truth.

Daria’s voice lowered. “If we miss this issue, we lose the ad package we built the quarter around. If we run the wrong story, we lose trust. Either way, we bleed.”

Harper looked down at her notebook, at the tidy handwriting that made her look calm even when she was not. She could do this. She could fix it. Fixing things was what she did when everything else felt unsafe.

“What do you need from me,” she asked.

Cynthia’s gaze held hers. “I need you to get Julian Ashford to give us an exclusive that makes people forget the rumor. I need it tonight. And Harper, I need you to understand this is not a pitch meeting. This is your last chance to prove you are not a liability.”

The words landed cleanly, without drama. Cynthia had a gift for cruelty that wore a polite suit.

Harper nodded once, the way you nodded when you refused to show the bruise. She stood, gathered her notebook, and walked out of the room before anyone could see her hands clench.

Bellamy Bay looked innocent at night. The waterfront lights shimmered on the water as if the city had never hurt anyone, as if it did not thrive on watching people perform their lives. Harper drove with both hands on the wheel and the heat blasting, even though her skin felt cold.

Ashford Atelier sat on a side street lined with boutiques and quiet restaurants that would soon be packed with Valentine reservations. The windows glowed warm, a soft amber that made the place look like a promise. Harper paused outside, watching a man inside wipe down a counter as if he were finishing a ritual.

Julian Ashford was taller than she expected, not in a flashy way, but in a steady, grounded way that made the room feel smaller around him. His sleeves were rolled to his forearms, revealing hands that looked practiced, careful, more honest than most people’s. He moved like someone who had learned to be controlled because control was safe.

Harper pushed the door open, and a bell chimed. The air inside smelled like dark chocolate and citrus peel, sweet and sharp. Valentine was coming, and this place was ready for it.

Julian looked up. His eyes met hers, and something unreadable crossed his face. Recognition, maybe. Or caution.

“We’re closed,” he said.

Harper held up her press badge, the magazine logo bright in the warm light. “I know. I won’t take long.”

“That is what everyone says.” His voice was calm, but the words drew a line. “And then they take what they want anyway.”

Harper felt the prick of irritation, because she had spent years proving she was not that kind of person, and still men like him looked at her like she was a camera with legs. “I’m not here to take anything. I’m here because your name is trending and my publisher is losing her mind.”

Julian’s jaw tightened. “Then tell your publisher to stop building covers out of people.”

Harper stepped closer, stopping at a respectful distance. The glass cases beside her held chocolates shaped like small art pieces, delicate swirls and precise edges. Every one of them looked like it had been made with patience. She wondered what it would do to him to see his work reduced to a rumor online.

“I didn’t come to argue ethics,” Harper said. “I came to offer you a way out of the story they’re writing about you.”

Julian gave a quiet laugh that held no humor. “There is no way out. There is only which version wins.”

The sentence hit her harder than it should have, because it was too close to something she knew. Harper swallowed. “We can win it.”

He set the cloth down on the counter and walked toward her. Up close, his presence was more intense, not because he was loud, but because he was contained. Like a storm someone had taught to sit still.

“Why are you the one standing in my shop,” he asked. “Where is your editor? Where is your publisher? Why send you?”

Harper kept her face neutral. “Because I’m the features editor who pitched you. Because I’m the one who can write a story that doesn’t turn you into a mascot.”

Julian’s gaze dropped to her badge, then back to her face. “Harper Vale.”

Her name sounded different in his mouth, like he had already tasted it.

She did not like the sudden awareness that he had looked her up. “You know me.”

“I know of you,” he corrected. “You used to write for a different kind of outlet.”

Harper’s spine stiffened. The old job. The years she tried not to remember. The kind of writing that fed on private pain and called it entertainment. She had worked hard to leave that behind, to build a life where the stories were softer, cleaner, safer.

“I don’t do that anymore,” she said.

Julian’s eyes did not soften. “People rarely stop doing what they are good at. They just change the packaging.”

Harper’s patience snapped, not into anger, but into something sharper. “Do you want to fix this or not?”

A beat of silence stretched between them. Outside, a couple walked past the window, laughing, their hands linked, easy. Harper felt the sting of how simple it looked from the outside, and how complicated it was to be inside anything real.

Julian turned away from her and reached under the counter. When he stood again, he placed his phone face up on the glass. The screen showed an email draft, unsent, with a subject line that made Harper’s stomach drop.

Payment Proof Attached.

Below it, an image preview. A spreadsheet. Numbers. A name. Julian’s name.

Harper’s pulse jumped, but she forced her voice steady. “What is that?”

Julian’s face went hard. “The leak they are about to post. Tomorrow morning. They want the city to think I bought my way into charity partnerships. That I forged receipts. That I am a fraud.”

Harper leaned in, reading faster, her mind already sorting. “Is it real?”

“No,” Julian said. “And the problem is that the truth is too slow. By the time I prove it, the story has already won.”

Harper looked up at him. In the warm light, he looked older than his photos, not in age, but in wear. Like someone who had learned how quickly the world could turn.

“Why show me this,” she asked.

“Because you asked if I wanted to fix it.” Julian’s voice lowered. “And because I know what your publisher will suggest. She will suggest we give them a prettier story. One that makes them stop looking at the ugly one.”

Harper’s throat went dry. Cynthia’s empty cover mock up flashed in her mind, the blank space waiting for a distraction disguised as romance.

Julian’s eyes held hers, steady and unflinching. “They want a cover story,” he said. “So we give them one.”

Harper tried to keep her expression neutral, but her chest tightened. “You mean an interview.”

Julian shook his head once. “I mean what they will believe without proof. A perfect Valentine narrative. Two people. A beginning. Something they can share instead of suspecting.”

Harper felt her own past brush against the moment, the old Harper who understood how to make a narrative stick. The new Harper who hated herself for that talent.

“You don’t know me,” she said.

Julian’s gaze flicked down, then back up, as if he had already decided something. “I know enough to know you hate being used, and you hate being wrong. That makes you careful. And I need to be careful.”

Harper stared at the phone again. If this leak went live, the magazine would drop him, the charity would cancel him, and the rumor would swallow him whole. If she helped him craft a lie, she would be doing exactly what she promised herself she would never do again. But if she did nothing, Cynthia would find someone less careful, someone willing to burn him as collateral.

Harper opened her mouth, and before she could answer, her own phone buzzed in her coat pocket. She pulled it out. A message from Cynthia.

New plan. We need the cover couple to be you and Julian. The photo team is on standby. Say yes. Or clean out your desk.

Harper’s vision narrowed. Her breath felt too loud inside her body.

Julian watched her face like he could read the message without seeing the screen. “That fast,” he said softly.

Harper’s fingers tightened around her phone. The city outside kept glowing. The chocolates in the case kept shining like small promises. Valentine season kept approaching like a wave that would not ask permission.

She looked at Julian and saw, for the first time, not a brand, not a headline, but a man standing at the edge of something he could not stop. She saw the way he was bracing for impact, the way he had already decided he would rather control the lie than be crushed by it.

Harper’s heart beat once, hard. She hated this. She hated Cynthia. She hated the part of herself that could understand exactly why this would work.

“What are your rules,” she asked, surprising herself with how steady her voice sounded.

Julian’s eyes sharpened. “Rules.”

“If I’m going to be your cover story,” Harper said, the words tasting like risk, “then we do it my way. No sloppy improvising. No crossing lines just because a camera wants it. And if I find out you lied to me about anything that matters, this ends.”

Julian held her gaze, and something in his expression shifted, a flicker of respect, or relief, or both. “My rule,” he said, “is that you do not ask about the one thing I will not put on a cover.”

Harper swallowed. Curiosity sparked, sharp and immediate. “Which is.”

Julian’s voice dropped. “Why I stopped believing in love stories.”

Her phone buzzed again, as if Cynthia could feel her hesitating from across the city. Harper did not look at it. She could already imagine the cover mock up. The headline. Their faces. The lie wearing a halo.

Harper took a slow breath and made a choice that felt like stepping onto thin ice. “Okay,” she said. “We give them the story they want.”

Julian nodded once, and in that single motion, the world tilted.

“Then we start tonight,” he said. “Because tomorrow morning, they will post that leak. And by the time they do, I need the city to be looking at us.”

Harper’s stomach dropped, not with fear, but with the sudden awareness of what she had just agreed to. The lie would not live on paper. It would live on her.

Outside, the bell over the door chimed again in the draft, a bright little sound like a warning dressed as celebration. Harper looked at Julian, and for the first time, the question was not whether she could write the perfect cover story.

It was whether she could survive it.
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​Chapter 1: The First Lie

[image: ]


Harper didn’t answer Cynthia right away. She didn’t need to. The message on her screen wasn’t a request, it was a shove, and shoves only had one purpose. They were meant to make you move before you could think about where you were being pushed.

She slid her phone into her pocket without replying and looked at Julian as if his face might offer a better option than the one glowing in her coat. The warm light of the shop softened the angles of him, but it didn’t soften the set of his mouth. He was still braced, still holding himself like someone who’d been forced to learn that good things could be taken away quickly.

“You already knew,” Harper said, and hated how calm her voice sounded. Calm was the mask she wore when her insides were sprinting. “You knew she’d want this.”

Julian’s gaze stayed steady. “I knew what this kind of panic looks like.” He nodded toward her pocket. “Does she want you to say yes, or does she want you to disappear.”

Harper let out a breath that was almost a laugh. Almost. “Both.”

A silence settled between them, thick with the kind of decision that changed the shape of your week. Harper’s mind moved the way it always did in a crisis, snapping into categories and lists even when she refused to write them down. Risk, reward, timing, control. The only thing that didn’t fit neatly was the fact that Julian was looking at her like she was a person, not a tool, and that made her hesitate in a way she didn’t like.

“What happens if I walk out,” she asked. “If I tell her no.”

Julian’s eyes flicked toward the phone again, then back. “Then she finds someone else to stand beside me.” He paused, his voice quieting. “Or she drops me before morning and prints a story about how they did the right thing by cutting ties.”

Harper felt the sharp pinch of anger at that. Not because it was dramatic. Because it was true. Cynthia would spin mercy out of abandonment and call it integrity.

“And what happens if I stay,” Harper said, “and I agree to this.”

Julian’s expression tightened, not from fear but from awareness. “Then we give them something so clean they stop hunting for dirt.” He held her gaze. “But we do it with rules.”

Harper nodded once. Rules were a language she trusted. “Start with yours.”

Julian stepped back behind the counter and picked up his phone, turning it off with a decisive press as if even the screen was too loud. “First,” he said, “this does not become physical for the camera. Not in a way that leaves you cornered. Not in a way that makes people think you owe them access.”

Her chest loosened a fraction. It wasn't a romance talk. It was respect. “Agreed.”

“Second,” he continued, “we control the places, the times, the angles. No surprise shoots. No private home location. No bringing your photographer into the part of my work that belongs to me alone.”

Harper heard the line beneath it. No letting the world touch what he kept sacred. She understood that more than she wanted to admit. “Agreed.”

“Third,” Julian said, and there was a flicker of something rougher in his voice now, “if the rumor involves me, you do not become the shield that takes the hit. You don’t let your publisher turn you into collateral. If it starts to go sideways, we end it.”

Harper’s stomach tightened. “If it goes sideways, Cynthia will blame me anyway.”

Julian’s eyes narrowed. “Then you should choose the version of sideways you can live with.”

Harper stared at him, caught by the fact that he was offering her an exit before she’d even said yes. That was not the kind of bargain she expected from a man who’d just proposed turning her into a headline.

“My rules,” Harper said, because she needed to anchor herself in something. “We don’t lie about anything that can be checked. We don’t invent a fake anniversary or claim we met in some adorable way that can be disproved by a single comment thread. We keep it vague, we keep it plausible, and we keep it honest where it counts.”

Julian’s mouth twitched, just slightly, as if he respected that she was trying to build a lie with integrity. “What counts.”

Harper swallowed. “We don’t lie about charity work. We don’t lie about the money. We don’t lie about the impact. The romance can be the cover, but the heart of the story needs to be true.”

Julian held her gaze, and for a second she saw a flash of exhaustion in him, like he’d been carrying the weight of being doubted for too long. “That’s what I want,” he said quietly.

“And second,” Harper continued, “you don’t freeze me out when you get scared. If we do this, we communicate. We decide things together. No sudden changes because you decided I’m the same as every other person who’s tried to turn you into a spectacle.”

Julian’s jaw flexed. “You make that hard.”

Harper lifted her chin. “Then practice.”

His eyes stayed on hers, and the tension in the room shifted, not toward heat, but toward something more dangerous for both of them. Familiarity. The kind that could become trust if you weren’t careful.

Harper’s phone buzzed again. She didn’t check it. She didn’t want Cynthia’s urgency in her head while she was trying to make a choice that felt like stepping back into an old life.

Julian’s voice lowered. “If you say yes, you’re stepping into the story with me. That means you’ll take hits you didn’t earn.”

Harper’s throat tightened at that, the words hitting a bruise she kept hidden under competence. “I’m already in it,” she said. “She made sure of that the moment she decided my job depended on your reputation.”

Julian studied her for a beat longer, then reached under the counter and pulled out a small box, the kind used for chocolates that cost more than they needed to. He set it down between them like a quiet offering.

“What’s that,” Harper asked.

“A distraction,” Julian said. “For the cameras, later. For the narrative. Something that looks like romance without being a lie you have to carry in your mouth.”

Harper opened the box. Inside sat two chocolates shaped like simple hearts, the kind that could have been childish if they weren’t so meticulously finished. One was dusted dark, almost black. The other was pale, brushed with a soft shimmer like warm cream.

Harper’s breath caught before she could stop it. She didn’t want to be impressed. She didn’t want to feel anything other than strategy.

Julian watched her reaction as if he’d expected it. “Pick one,” he said.

“Why,” she asked, wary.

“Because the first time we’re photographed,” Julian said, “it should be something we chose. Not something they forced.”

Harper hesitated, then reached for the dark one, because it looked like safety. Not sweet. Not obvious. Not easy.

Julian nodded once as if he’d learned something. He picked up the pale one himself.

They stood there, each holding a heart they didn’t deserve, and Harper had the sudden, strange feeling that the lie was already beginning to shape them.

Harper put the chocolate down. “I need to call my photo director,” she said, and the words tasted like surrender.

Julian’s gaze sharpened. “Now.”

Harper pulled her phone out again, thumb hovering over Cynthia’s message. Her skin felt too tight over her bones. “I’m not giving Cynthia the satisfaction of an instant yes,” she said. “I’m giving her a conditional yes. With boundaries.”

Julian watched her type, his expression unreadable, but his shoulders eased a fraction as if he’d been holding his breath.

Harper wrote, Yes, with conditions. No surprise shoots. No home locations. Full approval on copy. If you break this, I walk. She hit send and immediately felt the familiar rush of consequences. That tiny drop in the stomach that came when you stepped off a ledge and realized there was no stepping back.

She slid the phone into her pocket again, then looked up at Julian. “We have to move fast,” she said. “But not sloppy.”

Julian’s voice stayed steady. “I have a back office. We can talk there. Away from the window.”

Harper followed him through a doorway tucked behind the counter. The back room smelled less like sugar and more like real work. Cocoa powder, vanilla, paper, and something faintly metallic like cooling trays. A small desk sat against the wall, cluttered with invoices and sketches and a jar of pens. No decoration, no indulgence. Julian’s version of home was utility.

He gestured for her to sit, then leaned against the edge of the desk. Up close, in a room not designed to seduce anyone, he looked like a man trying not to be tired. Harper knew that look. She’d worn it for years.

“Tell me about the leak,” Harper said, because she couldn’t let herself drift into noticing other things. “Where did it come from?”

Julian’s eyes darkened. “It started as comments,” he said. “Then messages. Then someone sent that email draft to three sponsors and my bank manager.”

Harper’s pulse jumped. “Your bank manager.”

Julian nodded once. “They want to make it impossible for me to function. Not just to look bad. To collapse.”

That wasn’t just gossip. That was targeted. Harper felt the edge of something colder beneath the glossy Valentine surface. “Do you know who would benefit?”

Julian’s jaw tightened. “I know who would enjoy it.”

Harper tried to keep her voice neutral. “Start there.”

Julian hesitated, then shook his head. “Not tonight.”

Harper’s irritation flared, quick and sharp. She didn’t like secrets when she’d just agreed to become someone’s cover. “You said we communicate.”

Julian met her gaze. “And you said you wouldn’t ask about the one thing I won’t put on a cover.”

“That’s not the same thing,” Harper shot back, then forced herself to breathe, to lower her voice. “I’m not asking for your heartbreak story. I’m asking for a practical risk assessment.”

Julian held her gaze, and for a moment Harper wondered if he was about to shut her out the way she’d warned him not to. Instead, his shoulders dropped slightly, as if he’d made himself choose a harder path.

“I used to be engaged,” he said, quietly. “Not long ago. It ended badly. And some people were... invested in the version of me that came out of that.”

Harper felt something shift in her chest, an unwanted softness. She tamped it down. “Was it public?”

Julian’s mouth tightened. “Public enough.”

Harper nodded. That was all she needed for now. Not the details, but the shape of the wound. A past relationship with a public narrative. A set of people who still felt entitled to his downfall.

Her phone buzzed again. This time she checked it, because strategy required information.

Cynthia: Photo team can be there in forty minutes. They want a warm, intimate vibe. Something that screams Valentine without being tacky.

Harper’s stomach rolled. Forty minutes. Cynthia wasn’t just demanding compliance. She was setting the pace so Harper couldn’t think too deeply about what she was doing.

Harper looked at Julian. “They want us on camera tonight.”

Julian’s expression didn’t change, but his eyes sharpened with something like resignation. “Where.”

Harper read the follow up message that arrived immediately, as if Cynthia had been watching the typing dots of her fate.

Cynthia: Waterfront lights. We’ll do a quick stroll shot, then inside your shop for something sweet and romantic. We need the cover image by morning.

Harper’s skin prickled. The waterfront was where every staged couple shot in this city happened. It was predictable, which meant it was safe, but it was also the most visible place Cynthia could put them.

Julian’s voice was low. “If we’re outside, we’ll be photographed by people who aren’t on her payroll.”

Harper nodded. “Which means we need to decide right now what we look like together. Not what we feel. What we look like. What story we’re telling with our bodies.”

Julian’s eyes held hers. “You’re good at this.”

Harper flinched, just slightly. Because yes, she was. Because it was the kind of skill you gained when you’d once written stories that used people as fuel.

“I’m good at controlling the narrative,” she said. “It isn’t the same as being proud of it.”

Julian didn’t look away. “Then don’t do it for her. Do it for you.”

Harper stared at him, caught by the way he said it. Like he understood that power could be reclaimed, not just abused.

Harper stood, because she needed movement, needed to feel like she wasn’t being swallowed by the room. “Okay,” she said. “We decide the public story.”

Julian straightened too, his posture shifting into something more prepared. “Tell me.”

Harper paced two steps, then stopped. “We met through the magazine feature. That’s true. We clicked because we both hate being performative. That can be true, too, if we choose it.”

Julian’s mouth twitched faintly. “Hate being performative,” he repeated, dry. “While we perform.”

Harper shot him a look, and something in her face must have amused him, because his eyes softened for half a second before hardening again. Harper didn’t like that she noticed.

“We present as new,” Harper continued. “Not deeply in love. Not a full relationship. The story is that we’re exploring something. That we’re enjoying each other. That we’re keeping it private because it’s early.”

Julian nodded slowly. “That gives us room to be stiff without it looking like a lie.”

“Exactly,” Harper said, relieved to hear him translating her logic into his own language. “We don’t touch too much. We don’t do kisses. We do proximity, shared laughter, small gestures that look natural. You open the door for me. You hand me something. You look at me like you’re listening.”

Julian’s gaze sharpened. “And what do you do?”

Harper swallowed, because she didn’t like thinking about her own part in the performance. “I look at you like I’m not in control,” she said quietly. “Just for a second at a time. Like you surprised me.”

Julian’s eyes held hers, and the air between them changed. Harper felt it, a small tightening in her chest that wasn’t fear. It was awareness. The dangerous kind that made you feel more alive and more exposed at the same time.

Julian’s voice dropped. “Can you do that?”

Harper’s throat went dry. “Yes,” she said, but the answer felt like a question.

A knock sounded at the front door, sharp and impatient. Harper’s heart jumped. She wasn’t ready yet. They weren’t ready.

Julian’s eyes narrowed. “We’re closed.”

The knock came again, followed by a muffled voice calling Julian’s name. A man’s voice, tense and urgent.

Julian’s shoulders stiffened. “Miles,” he muttered under his breath, and Harper heard something in the way he said it. Family. Complication. Protective loyalty.

Julian moved toward the doorway, then paused and looked back at Harper. “Stay here,” he said, and it wasn’t an order, it was a request disguised as control. A small boundary. A test.

Harper’s instinct was to bristle. Her instinct was always to push against being managed. But she nodded, because she didn’t want to make tonight harder than it already was.

Julian stepped out. Harper could hear voices through the wall, not fully distinct, but enough to catch the thread of panic.

“They’re posting it,” Miles said, his words clipped. “Someone sent it to the charity board. They’re meeting in an hour. If they vote, it’s over.”

Julian’s voice was low. “I know.”

“You don’t,” Miles snapped. “You don’t know what it looks like. It looks real. It looks like you paid for everything. It looks like you forged receipts.”

Harper’s stomach dropped. They weren’t waiting until morning. They were moving now.

Julian’s voice tightened. “What do you want me to do?”

Miles let out a harsh breath. “You need to go live. You need to show proof. You need to stop hiding behind silence.”

Harper pressed a hand to her own chest, feeling her heartbeat, fast and loud. Going live would be messy. Emotional. Public. Exactly the kind of thing Julian seemed to hate.

Julian said something Harper couldn’t catch, then Miles’s voice rose again. “And what is she doing here,” he demanded, and Harper froze. “The magazine woman. Is this her idea.”

Julian’s voice sharpened. “Don’t.”

Miles’s words came faster, sharper. “You don’t need a cover. You need to tell the truth.”

Harper’s fingers curled into her palm. That’s what she wanted, too. Truth. Clean truth. But truth didn’t always win. Harper had learned that early, and the lesson had never stopped hurting.

Julian’s voice lowered, dangerous now. “Truth will come,” he said. “But first we have to survive the lie.”

A pause, then Miles said, quieter, suspicious. “And you think she helps you survive.”

Julian didn’t answer immediately. Harper held her breath, waiting, because suddenly she needed to know what Julian thought she was. A tool. A risk. A person.

Julian’s answer came, calm and controlled. “I think she understands what it costs.”

Harper’s throat tightened. She didn’t know why that landed as hard as it did.

The front bell chimed softly, then footsteps crossed the shop. Julian came back into the back office alone. His face was composed, but his eyes had changed. They were darker, more urgent.

“They’re forcing the timeline,” he said. “The leak goes public in minutes.”

Harper stood immediately. “Then we move the cover story up,” she said, her mind already sprinting. “We don’t wait for Cynthia’s morning plan. We give the city something to look at before they look at the leak.”

Julian’s gaze locked on hers. “And what do we give them?”

Harper swallowed hard and felt the weight of the choice she’d made settling into her bones. “We give them a reason to root for you,” she said. “We give them a reason to believe you deserve a second look.”

Julian’s voice dropped. “That’s a lot to put on a lie.”

Harper stepped closer, stopping just far enough away to keep her own boundaries intact. She forced herself to look him in the eye and not flinch. “It doesn’t have to be a lie,” she said. “Not the part that matters.”

Julian’s throat worked like he was swallowing something he didn’t want to taste. “If we do this,” he said, “we become the story.”

Harper’s phone buzzed again, and when she pulled it out, she saw a new message, not from Cynthia, not from Daria, but from an unknown number.

A single photo loaded. It was Julian, in his shop, taken through the window. The angle was wrong, predatory. The timestamp was minutes ago.

Under it, one sentence.

Tell your boss the truth or I will.

Harper’s skin went cold. She stared at the message, her mind catching on the implication like a hook under the ribs. Someone was watching them already. Someone knew she was here. Someone wanted her to choose sides before she was ready.

Julian watched her face and went still. “What,” he asked, his voice low.

Harper lifted her eyes to his, the phone heavy in her hand like a verdict. “We’re not the only ones telling a story tonight,” she said, and the words came out steady even as her pulse hammered. “And whoever’s doing this just made it personal.”
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​Chapter 2: A Lie With Teeth
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Harper didn’t hand Julian the phone. Not yet. The message felt like a trap with soft edges, the kind that made you step closer because it pretended to be helpful. She kept the screen angled toward her palm as if she could keep the words from becoming real simply by not sharing them.

Julian waited anyway. He didn’t crowd her. He didn’t demand it. He just stood there with that stillness that made the room feel smaller, as if his patience was a controlled burn and not a virtue.

Harper swallowed and lifted the phone between them.

Julian’s eyes moved across the photo first, then the line underneath it. Something tightened in his face, not fear exactly, but recognition. Like he’d seen this kind of threat before and knew how quickly it could grow teeth.

“They’re close,” he said quietly.

“They’re outside,” Harper replied. Her voice came out steady, but her pulse had turned into a drumbeat. She hated that her brain was already rearranging the night into a series of moves. She hated that a part of her felt almost calm inside a storm because storms were familiar.

Julian looked toward the front of the shop, as if he could see through walls. “That photo is from the street.”

Harper nodded. “Which means we’re already being watched before Cynthia’s team even arrives.”

Julian’s gaze returned to her. “Tell your boss the truth.”

The words sat between them like a dare.

Harper’s jaw tightened. “Whoever this is thinks I’m the weak link.”

Julian’s expression flickered. “Or they think you’re the only one with a conscience.”

Harper bristled, then forced herself to breathe it down. “I have a conscience,” she said. “I also have a job, and my job is currently being held hostage by a woman who collects fear like trophies.”

Julian didn’t look away. “Then we don’t give her more to worry about.”

Harper stared at him. In the back office, under fluorescent light and the smell of real work, Julian looked less like a romantic fantasy and more like a person trying to stand upright in a world that leaned hard. It made Harper feel something she didn’t want to feel.

“Okay,” she said. “We take control of the timeline. But we do it without letting this become a spectacle.”

Julian’s mouth tightened, almost amused, almost bitter. “A spectacle is what they sell.”

Harper slipped her phone into her pocket again, because if she stared at that message any longer she’d start imagining faces behind it. “Not tonight,” she said. “Tonight we sell something else.”

Julian lifted an eyebrow. “What.”

Harper’s mind moved quickly, snapping to what she knew. People didn’t pause long enough to verify. They paused long enough to feel. If you wanted to outrun a rumor, you didn’t argue facts first. You gave them a story that felt safer to hold.

“We give them a moment,” Harper said. “A simple one. A clean one. Something that looks like you, not a brand. Something that makes people hesitate before they share the worst version.”

Julian’s gaze sharpened. “A performance.”

“A choice,” Harper corrected. “We choose what they see. That’s different.”

Julian didn’t answer right away. His eyes drifted to the desk, to the sketches, the invoices, the quiet evidence of a life built by hand. When he looked back at her, his voice had changed. It was still calm, but there was a thread of vulnerability in it that Harper almost missed.

“I don’t like being seen,” he said.

Harper’s chest tightened. She understood that too well. “Neither do I,” she admitted. “But we’re already on stage. The only question is whether we dance or we get pushed.”

Julian’s throat worked. “If we do this, you’ll be the one blamed for it. Your publisher won’t blame me. She’ll blame you.”

Harper forced a small, dry laugh. “She blames me for breathing wrong.”

Julian’s eyes stayed on hers. “Then why do it.”

Harper’s answer came before she could soften it. “Because if I don’t, she will replace me with someone who doesn’t care what it costs you.”

The truth landed heavy. Harper hated that it was the kind of truth she’d learned to live with.

A sound from the front of the shop pulled Julian’s attention again, the bell chiming softly as the door opened. Harper’s body tensed, instinctive, ready to defend herself from anything. But it wasn’t Cynthia’s crew yet. It was Miles, stepping into the doorway with the sharp energy of someone who’d been arguing with time.

Miles took one look at Harper and his face tightened. “So you are here,” he said, and the words weren’t rude, but they weren’t warm either.

Harper held his gaze without flinching. She’d dealt with protective family members before, the ones who thought they could smell danger on you. Usually, they were right.

Julian stepped between them, not aggressively, but clearly. “Miles,” he said. “Not now.”

Miles ignored the warning and looked at Harper as if she were a problem he needed to solve before it grew. “You’re going to make him do some romantic stunt,” he said. “You’re going to put his face on your cover and then you’re going to disappear when it collapses.”

Harper felt heat flare behind her ribs. Anger, sharp and clean. “You don’t know me.”

Miles’s eyes narrowed. “I know your world. I know what it does to people like him.”

Harper’s mouth went tight. She didn’t want to defend the world she’d once helped build. She didn’t want to admit she understood why he distrusted her. But she also didn’t want to be painted as the villain when she was the only one in the room trying to stop the fire from spreading.

Julian’s voice cut in, controlled. “This isn’t just her world. It’s ours now.”

Miles looked at Julian like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You’re letting them turn you into a Valentine prop.”

Julian didn’t blink. “I’m choosing the prop over the funeral.”

The words silenced the room. Harper felt a shiver run through her, not from cold, but from the quiet desperation underneath Julian’s tone. He wasn’t being dramatic. He was being real.

Miles’s expression shifted, something pained flickering behind his frustration. “You don’t have to do this,” he said more softly. “You can fight it with proof.”

Julian’s jaw tightened. “Proof doesn’t trend.”

Harper’s phone buzzed again, as if the universe wanted to underline the point. She pulled it out and saw a stream of messages stacking up, all from Cynthia, each one more urgent than the last.

They’re on their way.
We need a shot outside.
Make him look warm.
No frowning.
If he’s difficult, remind him this is a partnership.
Also, the rumor might pop tonight. Stay calm.
Harper’s stomach turned. Cynthia wasn’t worried about the truth. She was worried about optics. Harper could almost hear her voice saying the word calm like it was a weapon.

Harper slid the phone away and looked up at Julian. “They’re coming,” she said.

Miles’s gaze snapped to Julian. “You’re still doing it.”

Julian didn’t answer Miles. He looked at Harper instead. “What do we do first?”

Harper exhaled slowly, forcing her brain to stop sprinting long enough to choose. “We set boundaries with Cynthia before she arrives,” she said. “Not later. Not after she’s already halfway through pushing.”

Julian nodded once. “How.”

Harper reached into her pocket and opened a new message, thumbs moving with practiced precision. She typed to Cynthia without looking away from Julian, because she didn’t want Cynthia to be the loudest voice in the room.

We will do one controlled setup outside, then one inside. No sudden changes. No physical staging beyond handholding if we agree. No questions about private history. All copy approval stays with me and Julian. If you push past this, we end the shoot.

She hit send and felt the familiar rush again, that quiet dread that always came after standing up to power. Cynthia would not like it. Cynthia never liked anyone drawing lines.

Miles watched her with suspicion. “You talk to her like you can control her.”

Harper looked at him, meeting his protectiveness with her own. “I can’t control her,” she said. “But I can control my eyes.”

Miles’s expression didn’t soften, but something in his eyes shifted. Respect, maybe. Or at least recalibration.

Julian turned toward the front of the shop. “Miles,” he said. “Stay.”

Miles bristled. “You want me here while they do this.”

Julian’s voice lowered. “I want you here because I don’t trust this. And if something feels wrong, I want someone who isn’t paid to tell me it’s fine.”

Harper’s chest tightened again. Julian didn’t just distrust Cynthia. He distrusted the whole machine. And yet he was still choosing to step into it. That choice didn’t look like confidence. It looked like courage.

Miles’s jaw worked, then he nodded once, reluctantly. “Fine,” he said. “But if this turns into a circus, I’m pulling you out.”

Harper didn’t argue. A part of her wanted someone to pull Julian out if it got ugly, because she wasn’t sure she could protect him alone without losing herself.

The bell chimed again. Voices drifted in from the front. Light footsteps. A familiar laugh that Harper didn’t entirely trust.

Sienna appeared in the doorway first, a camera bag on one shoulder, her eyes quick and assessing. She took one look at Harper and her face softened in the smallest way, like a friend finding you in a place you didn’t want to be found.

“You’re okay,” Sienna said, not quite a question.

Harper forced a faint smile. “Define okay.”

Sienna’s gaze flicked to Julian, then back to Harper, and something like understanding passed between them. Sienna knew Harper’s face. She knew what Harper looked like when she was performing confidence versus when she was actually steady.

Behind Sienna came two crew members and Cynthia, moving like she owned the air. Cynthia’s smile filled the shop, bright and polished, as if she were arriving at a party and not a crisis.

“There you are,” Cynthia said warmly, like Harper hadn’t been threatened with unemployment an hour ago. “Perfect. This place is gorgeous. Julian, it’s even better in person.”

Julian’s expression remained polite, controlled. “We’re closed.”

Cynthia laughed lightly, as if it were charming. “For our purposes, it’s open. We need magic tonight.”

Harper stepped forward before Cynthia could aim that word at Julian again. “We agreed to a limited shoot,” Harper said. “One setup outside, one inside. We choose the physical staging. And we avoid personal history questions.”

Cynthia’s smile didn’t move, but her eyes sharpened. “Of course,” she said, the way people said of course when they meant we’ll see.

Harper held her gaze steadily. “No,” Harper said. “Not we’ll see. This is the agreement.”

For a heartbeat, Cynthia looked like she might push. Then she sighed, dramatized patience, and nodded. “Fine,” she said. “I adore boundaries. They’re so modern.”

Harper felt Julian shift slightly beside her, as if he’d registered the way she stood her ground. She didn’t look at him. She didn’t want to feel whatever that would make her feel.

Sienna moved closer, lowering her voice. “What’s the vibe,” she asked Harper quietly, practically. “What are we selling?”

Harper’s mind flicked back to what she’d decided in the back office. A clean moment. A story people wanted to hold. “New,” Harper murmured. “Not deep. Not perfect. But real enough that it doesn’t look staged.”

Sienna’s eyes softened. “I can do that.”

Cynthia clapped her hands once. “Waterfront,” she said. “We’re going to catch the lights. We’ll do a short walk. A laugh. A look. Then we come back for chocolate and sweetness. The city wants Valentine. We give them Valentine's Day.”

Harper’s skin prickled at the word city. The city wanted. As if desire justified pressure.

Julian’s voice was calm. “No kissing.”

Cynthia waved a hand. “Of course not. We’re classy. We’re tasty. We’re about romance, not scandal.”

Harper didn’t miss the irony. Scandal was exactly what Cynthia was trying to outrun.

They stepped outside into air that bit at Harper’s cheeks. The night had the crispness of late winter, a clean sharp cold that made everything feel more real. Streetlights reflected off damp pavement. Bellamy Bay glowed in the distance, the waterfront lights stretching like a necklace across the dark water.

As they walked toward the crew van, Harper felt the weight of the shop behind her, the warm safety of chocolate and control fading into the cold open space where anyone could watch. She glanced up and saw a couple across the street pause, eyes lingering with curiosity. Already, the story was starting to form.

Julian walked beside her, close enough that their shoulders almost brushed, but not touching. He kept his hands in his coat pockets, as if hiding them would keep him from being manipulated. Harper understood the instinct. She’d hidden her heart in her own pockets for years.

In the van, Cynthia chattered about angles and headlines. Harper barely heard it. Her attention kept snagging on Julian’s silence. He wasn’t sulking. He was bracing. The kind of bracing that came from old wounds, from having learned that public affection always had a price.

At the waterfront, Sienna led them with quiet authority, positioning Harper and Julian in a way that felt natural rather than forced. Sienna didn’t bark orders. She suggested, asked, and adjusted. Harper felt grateful for it. Cynthia would have staged them like mannequins if she could.

“Walk slowly,” Sienna said. “Talk like you would if no one was watching.”

Harper wanted to laugh at the absurdity. But she nodded. “Okay.”

Julian looked at Harper for the first time since they’d stepped outside, really looked, his gaze holding hers. “What do I say,” he asked under his breath.

Harper’s throat tightened. She’d expected arrogance from him, or resistance. She hadn’t expected honesty.

“Say the truth,” she whispered back. “Just not all of it.”

Julian’s mouth tightened faintly. “That’s your specialty.”

Harper flinched. Then she saw regret flicker in his eyes, immediate and quick. He hadn’t meant to strike. He’d meant to protect himself.

Harper steadied her voice. “My specialty is writing,” she said quietly. “Not lying. I’m trying to do this without losing myself.”

Julian’s gaze held hers. “Then don’t lose yourself,” he said, and his voice sounded like a promise he wasn’t sure he could keep.

Sienna lifted the camera. “Start walking.”

Harper began moving, her boots clicking softly on the boardwalk. The water breathed beside them, dark and restless. Lights shimmered, turning every surface into something prettier than it was.

Julian matched her pace. For a few steps, they walked in silence. Harper could feel the cameras tracking them, the crew shifting, the quiet tension of being observed. She hated it. And yet, she also felt a strange relief in having something to focus on besides the threat on her phone.

“Talk,” Julian murmured, barely moving his lips.

Harper’s mind went blank for half a second, then she reached for something safe. “What’s your favorite thing you make,” she asked quietly. “Not the crowd favorite. Yours.”

Julian’s gaze flicked forward, then back to her, as if surprised by the softness of the question. “A simple one,” he said after a beat. “Dark chocolate with sea salt and orange zest.”

Harper nodded. “That sounds like you.”

Julian glanced at her, a flicker of curiosity. “And what does that mean?”

“It means it looks like one thing,” Harper said. “Bitter, strong. But it has this... brightness underneath. It surprises you.”

Julian’s breath seemed to catch. He looked away quickly, as if he didn’t want her to see the effect her words had. Harper felt her chest tighten, not with romance exactly, but with the dangerous intimacy of being seen accurately.

Sienna’s camera clicked, capturing the moment Julian looked away, capturing Harper’s gaze on him, capturing the quiet dynamic that made it look like something was happening between them even if neither of them was ready to name it.

Harper remembered her own instruction. Look at him like he surprised you.

The problem was, he actually did.

They reached a spot where the lights behind them made the water look like it was filled with stars. Sienna waved them to stop. “Hold,” she called softly. “Turn toward each other.”

Harper turned, her coat brushing Julian’s. She could smell him now, clean soap and something faintly warm that reminded her of the shop, like cocoa clinging to him. It was grounding in a way she didn’t expect.

Sienna lowered her voice. “Close. Just a little. Like you’re sharing a private joke.”

Harper’s heart beat harder. Private. That word felt dangerous. Harper didn’t do it in private, not really. She was controlled.

Julian’s eyes met hers, and for a second, the cameras disappeared. For a second, it was just the two of them standing too close under winter lights, both of them trying to survive a story that wanted to swallow them.

“What’s the joke,” Julian murmured.

Harper swallowed. She couldn’t invent something too cute. She couldn’t make it feel false. She needed something real enough to show in her eyes.

“The joke,” she whispered, “is that the city thinks romance is easy.”

Julian’s mouth twitched faintly, not quite a smile. “And it’s not.”

Harper shook her head slightly. “It’s work,” she said. “It's a choice. It's a risk.”

Julian’s gaze held hers, and for a beat Harper thought he might step back, might protect himself from the closeness. Instead, he stayed, and something softened in his eyes.

“I don’t like risk,” he said quietly.

Harper’s voice came out rougher than she intended. “Neither do I.”

Sienna’s camera clicked again, and Harper realized with a jolt that the image would show exactly this. Two people admitting something without saying it. Two people holding eye contact like it cost them something.

Cynthia’s voice floated from behind the camera, pleased. “Yes,” she said. “That. Hold that.”

Harper’s stomach turned. Cynthia wasn’t seeing them. She was content.

Julian’s jaw tightened, and Harper felt him starting to retreat. The performance was becoming a cage again.

Harper made a decision in the space of a heartbeat. She lifted her hand slowly, clearly, giving Julian time to refuse, and gently touched his sleeve near his wrist. It wasn’t a grip. It wasn't a possession. It was a question.

Julian looked down at her hand, then back at her face.

Harper’s voice was barely a breath. “We choose it,” she said. “Not her. Us.”

Something in Julian’s expression shifted. A small surrender. A small acceptance.

He slid his hand out of his pocket and turned it slightly so his fingers could curl around hers. Not tight. Not dramatic. Just enough to make it real.

Harper felt the warmth of him through her glove, felt the weight of that simple choice, and her chest tightened in a way that didn't panic.

Sienna’s camera clicked rapidly. Harper knew the shots would be good. She also knew the shots would be dangerous, because they looked like trust.

They walked again, hand in hand now, not because Cynthia demanded it but because Harper had asked and Julian had answered. Harper tried to keep her breathing steady, tried to keep her mind anchored in strategy. But her body registered the simple fact of him, steady beside her, and something in her softened despite herself.

After a few minutes, Sienna lowered the camera. “That’s enough,” she said. “We got it.”

Cynthia stepped forward immediately, phone already in hand. “Perfect,” she said brightly. “We’ll post a teaser tonight. A little hint. A little romance. It’ll bury the rumor.”

Harper’s stomach dropped. “Tonight,” she said sharply. “Without copy approval.”

Cynthia’s smile stayed fixed. “It’s not a copy. It’s a photo.”

“A photo is a copy,” Harper replied, voice controlled but firm. “It tells a story. You don’t post anything until Julian agrees.”

Cynthia’s eyes sharpened. “Harper, don’t be difficult. This is crisis management.”

Harper felt the old fear press against her spine, the fear of being labeled difficult, the fear of being punished for having boundaries. She looked at Julian, expecting him to stay quiet, to let Harper take the fight.

Julian surprised her again.

“No,” Julian said calmly.

Cynthia blinked. “Excuse me.”

Julian’s voice didn’t rise. It didn’t need to. “You don’t post anything until I see it,” he said. “You can have your cover. You can have your story. But you don’t get to use my face like a bandage without my consent.”

Harper’s chest tightened, relief and something warmer threading through it. He was holding the line with her. He wasn’t leaving her alone in the conflict.

Cynthia’s smile finally faltered, just a crack. “Fine,” she said, clipped. “Then we go back and do the inside shots. Quickly.”

They returned to the shop, the warmth hitting Harper’s skin like a soft shock. The chocolate smell wrapped around them again, familiar and sweet, almost comforting. Harper didn’t let herself relax. Not yet.

Inside, Cynthia tried to steer them into staged sweetness, urging Julian to feed Harper a chocolate, urging Harper to laugh louder, urging them closer. Harper pushed back gently, guiding the moment toward something quieter, more believable. Julian followed her lead, offering Harper a small heart-shaped chocolate box to hold, letting their hands brush only when it felt natural.

Sienna caught the real moments anyway. The way Julian watched Harper’s face as she tasted something. The way Harper’s shoulders loosened when Julian spoke softly to her. The way they laughed, when it happened, was surprising.

Miles stayed in the background, watching like a guard dog who hadn’t decided whether to bite. Harper didn’t blame him. Harper wasn’t sure she trusted herself either.

After the last shot, Cynthia checked her screen and nodded briskly. “Good,” she said. “We have enough. I’ll have the layout team mock the cover overnight. Harper, you’ll write the feature copy. Julian, you’ll do a short interview tomorrow. We’ll frame it as a new connection that sparked while we planned the fundraiser. Warm, hopeful, fresh.”

Julian’s expression remained calm, but Harper could feel him tensing again. The word hopeful sounded like a trap when you didn’t believe in hope.

Harper stepped forward. “We’re not framing it as a fundraiser romance,” she said. “We’re framing it as two people who care about the cause and found something unexpected while doing the work. We keep it grounded.”

Cynthia’s eyes narrowed. “Grounded doesn’t sell Valentine.”

Harper’s voice stayed steady. “Authentic does.”

Cynthia stared at her for a beat, then looked at Julian, measuring. Finally, she gave a tight nod. “Fine,” she said. “Authentic. Whatever word you want. Just make it work.”

The crew began packing. Sienna lingered, moving closer to
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