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The waning sunlight bathed the hidden stretch of sand behind the Boat House Restaurant in a rich, amber hue. Its rays danced across the gentle waves lapping at the shore, creating shimmering ribbons of light on the water’s surface. A light breeze carried the faint scent of salt and grilled seafood from the restaurant, mingling with the natural perfume of the lake, beckoning to shoppers to come away for a moment of tranquility from the luxury Crimson Collective boutiques nearby.

Harper reclined on a plush beach towel, her toes digging into the soft sand. She wore a vibrant red bikini that hugged her curves perfectly, showcasing her toned figure, and complemented her warm caramel complexion, accentuating the warm undertones of her skin. Her black hair with magenta streaks was tied up in a messy bun, a few loose strands framing her face and tickling her shoulders. The contrast between her dark locks and the pearlescent rosewater pink lipstick drew attention to her striking features. With sunglasses perched on the tip of her nose, she scrolled through her phone, a habit she couldn’t quite shake even on her afternoon off. She glanced up just as her beloved came into view.

Raphael emerged from the water, droplets cascading down his toned chest. His bronzed skin glistened in the sunlight as he made his way towards the shore. His body, a sculpted masterpiece forged in the heat of the kitchen and the crucible of the ring, hinted at a lifetime spent battling both fire and fists.

He ran a hand through his wet hair, pushing it back from his forehead, dark strands clinging to his scalp, and a playful grin danced on his lips as he approached Harper. His eyes locked onto hers with an intense gaze, reflecting their deep desire for one another.

“You know, mi amor,” he said, shaking his head like a dog and sending water spraying in Harper’s direction, “there’s this amazing thing called a lake right in front of you. You should try it sometime.”

Harper squealed, holding up her phone protectively. “Raf! Stop it! You’re worse than a golden retriever!”

Raphael laughed, flopping down beside her on the towel. “At least golden retrievers know how to play. Come on, Harper. Put the phone down.”

She rolled her eyes but couldn’t suppress a smile. “I’ll have you know I’m doing very important work here.”

“Oh?” Raphael raised an eyebrow. “Updating your followers on the scandalous affair between a seagull and a sandwich?”

Harper swatted his arm playfully. “Ha ha, very funny, Chef Wiseguy. For your information, I’m… actually, I am looking at food pics.” She grinned sheepishly.

Raphael’s eyes lit up. “Food pics? Now you’re speaking my language. Anything inspiring for the Boat House menu?”

“Mmm, there’s this amazing-looking paella…” Harper began, but her voice trailed off as she noticed something over Raphael’s shoulder.

A large black SUV had pulled into the parking lot near the edge of the beach. Two men in dark suits stepped out, their eyes hidden behind sunglasses as they scanned the area. Her reporter’s intuition tingled.

Raphael, noticing her sudden change in demeanor, turned to follow her gaze. “Harper? What is it?”

She shook her head, keeping her voice low. “Probably nothing. Just… those guys don’t exactly look dressed for a day at the beach, do they?”

“No, they don’t.”

Raphael tensed beside her, his playful mood evaporating in an instant. The muscles in his jaw tightened, and Harper could feel the sudden shift in his energy. His warm brown eyes, which had been sparkling with boyish playfulness just moments ago, now narrowed as he focused on the mysterious newcomers. The carefree chef she knew was replaced by a man on high alert, his protective reflexes clearly kicking in.

Harper wondered if there could be a link between these men and the tip she’d received days ago about the shady dealings at the Crimson Collective. Her findings were limited, but even those scraps of information hinted at a much larger story. She bit her lip, her mind racing. “I don’t know. Maybe we should—”

Before she could finish, one of the men pointed in their direction and started walking towards them, his hand reaching inside his jacket.

Raphael stood up smoothly, positioning himself slightly in front of Harper. “Time to go, mi amor,” he said, his voice calm but with an undercurrent of urgency. “I think I left something in the oven at the restaurant.”

Harper nodded as she swiftly gathered their belongings. She snatched her purse and phone, while Raphael grabbed his jacket. As they made their way towards the weathered wooden stairs leading up to the Boat House, Harper cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. The men were definitely approaching, their strides eating up the distance between them. She quickened her pace, feeling the rough planks of the boardwalk beneath her bare feet as they hurried towards the restaurant and safety.

Raphael’s hand found hers, squeezing gently. “Whatever this is,” he said, “Just do what I tell you. We face it together, understood?”

Harper squeezed back, drawing strength from his touch. The warmth of Raphael’s hand sent a comforting tingle through her body.

“Together,” she agreed. The word held so much meaning, a promise that whatever lay ahead, they would face it as one. She cast another quick glance behind them, noting with growing unease that the men were still in pursuit. Harper swallowed hard, trying to push down the rising panic in her throat as they neared the restaurant’s entrance. She had always been unafraid to chase a story, but as she climbed the stairs, a whisper of doubt gnawed at her: was this the one investigation that would finally make her reconsider?

Raphael led Harper through the side entrance of the Boat House, his hand still firmly clasped around hers. The sudden transition from the bright beach to the dimly lit corridor momentarily disoriented her. The cool air inside was a stark contrast to the warmth of the sun they’d just left behind.

As they entered, Raphael caught sight of a familiar face. “Hey, Danny,” he called out to a passing waiter. “Do me a favor and tell Tony to keep an eye on the beach-side cameras. There might be two guys approaching that he needs to check out.”

The waiter nodded, a hint of concern crossing his face at the unusual request, but he hurried off without question. They made their way to the back of house, a hive of controlled chaos. Stainless steel surfaces gleamed under harsh fluorescent lights, and the air was thick with the aromas of sizzling meats and aromatic spices. A cadre of chefs in crisp white uniforms moved with rapid precision, their knives a blur as they chopped and diced. The clanging of pots and pans was a constant backdrop to the urgent calls of “Order up!” and “Behind!”

Raphael guided Harper past the lines, maneuvering around harried kitchen staff and steaming pots with the ease of someone who knew every inch of the space. They reached a set of lockers near the service entrance, tucked away in a quieter corner.

“We need to change,” Raphael said, his voice low. “Can’t exactly blend in wearing beach attire in front of our guests.” He gave her a quick kiss.

Harper managed a shaky smile, still processing the sudden turn of events. She watched as Raphael quickly spun the combination on a locker, retrieving a set of chef’s whites and a pair of black pants.

“There should be some spare clothes in there,” he told her. “Not exactly high fashion, but it’ll have to do for now.”

Harper opened the adjacent locker, finding a neatly folded stack of black slacks and a white button-up shirt. She grabbed them, along with a pair of thick soled shoes stashed at the bottom.

“I’m going to check in with Tony,” Raphael pointed toward the upstairs. “I’ll meet you back here in five.”




As Harper made her way down the hallway to the restroom, she opened her phone and accessed her cloud storage of photos, the portal to the story she was obsessed with. The device felt like a ticking bomb in her hand. She failed the attempt to make a match with the man they saw. She hoped Tony could provide a clear image of his face, though she might have better success with the vehicle if they could get a license plate number. But that was probably a long shot too. Most times, it was obscured. She had dealt with celebrities sending their muscle to seize her devices before, but this felt different.

Harper emerged from the restroom, adjusting the borrowed white shirt, and tucking her bikini in her pockets. Weaving through a flurry of activity, she made her way back through the kitchen, the heat and aroma clinging to her skin. She found Raphael at his station, already in full chef mode. Bearing the weight of the 4-star status in every motion of his hands as he expertly seasoned a pan of sautéing fennel, onion, and carrots. The transformation from the playful boyfriend on the beach to protector to this focused executive chef was striking.

“Raf,” she shouted, catching his attention. “I hate to run, but I’ve got that interview at the Crimson Call-Out. I need to head home and change into something more… Sylvia-approved.”

Raphael looked up, his brow furrowed with concern. “Right now? After what just happened? Stay and ride home with me after dinner service.”

“I can’t. It’s too important. This could be my chance at that promotion.”

Raphael hesitated, then nodded. He quickly delegated tasks to his sous chef and wiped his hands on his apron. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

They made their way through the restaurant and out to the parking lot. Raphael’s eyes scanned the area, alert for any sign of the men from the beach. The lot seemed clear, just the usual mix of employee and customer vehicles.

At Harper’s car, he turned to her, his expression too serious for her comfort. “You’ve got this, mi amor. Sylvia would be loco not to see how talented you are.”

Harper smiled, feeling a flutter of nerves and excitement. “Thanks, Raf. I just hope I can impress her.”

“You will,” he assured her, pulling her into a quick embrace. “You’re brilliant, brave, and more than qualified. Just be yourself.”

As Harper slid into the driver’s seat of her brand-new Ford Mustang convertible, Raphael gave the parking lot one final, thorough sweep, checking for any potential threats lurking between the parked vehicles. Satisfied that all seemed clear, he leaned down to the open window, his warm brown eyes meeting hers.

“Text me when you get there, okay?” he said. “And good luck. You’re going to knock Sylvia’s socks off.” He reached in to give her hand a gentle squeeze, his touch lingering longer than usual, reluctant to let her go.

Harper leaned forward and caught Raphael’s lips in a passionate kiss, her fingers tracing the stubbled outline of his jaw, then to the back of his neck, pulling him deeper. Raphael responded with equal fervor. The warmth of his mouth sent shivers down her back, momentarily banishing her worries about the mysterious men on the beach and her make or break interview with Sylvia.

As they broke apart, breathless, Harper’s eyes fluttered open to meet Raphael’s intense gaze. His eyes were dark with desire, a little smile spreading across his face.

“Wow,” he said, his thumb tracing her bottom lip. “What was that for?”

Harper grinned, feeling a blush creep up her neck. “For luck,” she said, her voice soft and airy. “And because I wanted to.”

Raphael chuckled, the sound low and rich. “Feel free to want that anytime, mi amor.”

Harper’s smile widened, but reality began to seep back in. She glanced at the clock on her dashboard, knowing she needed to leave if she wanted to make it to her interview on time.

“I really should go,” she said reluctantly, her hand still resting on Raphael’s arm.

He nodded, surrender and understanding in his eyes. “Go show them what you’re made of, Harper. I’ll be here when you’re done. And we can celebrate together.”

With one last quick peck on his lips, Harper started her car. As she pulled out of the parking lot, she watched Raphael in her rearview mirror, his figure growing smaller but his touch lingered, a current she could still feel pulsing through her veins.
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Harper’s fingers drummed nervously on the steering wheel of the convertible. The powerful, cherry-red machine purred beneath her, its polished exterior gleaming in the late afternoon sun. She’d splurged on this beauty after her last big story, and every time she slid into the butter-soft leather seats, a thrill of pleasure, and a sense of accomplishment radiating through her.

The car glided through the heart of Clover City, its racing lines catching the eye of every passerby. This car was more than just a mode of transportation; it was a symbol of how far she, Harper Martinez, had come. A tangible representation of the hard work, dedication, and talent that had propelled her to the top of her field as a celebrity news and entertainment reporter. Each turn of the steering wheel was a reminder that she had carved out a successful career for herself through her own grit and skill, despite the challenges she had faced as a young Latina woman in a highly competitive industry.

As her car approached the front office, the butterflies in her stomach intensified. This would be her first live in-person TV interview. Harper took a deep breath as she turned toward the studio, her palms were damp with nervous anticipation. This was her chance to discuss her recent exposé on corruption within the Crimson Collective, the upscale shopping and dining district that was the crown jewel of Clover City. The story had blown up, generating a massive response on social media and thrusting Harper into a new level of visibility that she wasn’t entirely sure she was ready for. Hard-hitting investigative journalism.

As the managing editor of the Crimson Call-Out, Harper had made a name for herself as a fearless gossip reporter, unafraid to take on the city’s elite and expose their misdeeds. But this latest story had struck a nerve, shining a light on the shadowy underbelly of the social elites and the powerful individuals who sought to keep their secrets hidden.

Harper knew that this interview was her chance to cement her reputation as a relentless truth-seeker, someone who wouldn’t back down in the face of intimidation. Despite the thrill of success, a nagging sense of unease tugged at her. She had worked tirelessly to get to this point, but now that the spotlight was on her, a flicker of doubt sparked within her: was she truly ready for the whirlwind of attention and scrutiny that came with her newfound fame?

She pulled into the parking lot, carefully maneuvering the Mustang into a spot near the entrance with empty spaces on either side. As she cut the engine, her phone buzzed. Raphael’s name flashed on the screen. She accepted the call on the first ring.

“Harper, mi amor,” his voice filled the car. Her cheeks warmed as his face appeared on the screen. “Just wanted to talk to you one more time before your big moment.”. His voice, like a gentle wind, pushed away her doubts. “I believe in you.”

She smiled, feeling some of the tension ease from her shoulders. The warmth of Raphael’s voice seemed to wrap around her like a comforting blanket.

“Thanks, babe. I’m pretty nervous, not gonna lie,” Harper said, her fingers fidgeting with the buttons on her blouse. She took a deep breath, trying to ground herself in the moment. The enormity of this interview and what it could mean for her career loomed large in her mind, but Raphael’s words held a quiet confidence, a belief in her that she needed today.

There was an abrupt change in his countenance. A shift that she could feel through the phone. “Harper, I… I’m worried about you. This story you’ve been hunting down, I think it’s big. Dangerous, even. And now with this TV appearance…”

Harper sighed, running a hand through her silky hair. Her heart ached at the concern in Raphael’s voice, but she couldn’t let it deter her. She reminded herself that every path had its challenges. How many times had he walked through the door at the end of the night with cuts and blisters from the heat, a testament to the sacrifices he made? They both knew the cost of ambition, the scars and burns, the risks that came with pursuing their dreams.

“Raf, we’ve talked about this,” she said softly, her tone held a gentle reassurance. “I can’t back down now. This story is too important. I can feel it. And it could be the break I’ve been waiting for.” She bit her lip, her mind racing with the potential implications of her investigation, but she knew that she had to see this through.

“I know, I know,” Raphael’s voice was tinged with worry. “Just… be careful, okay? Maybe we should think about getting you some security, especially now that you’re more in the public eye.”

Harper glanced at the clock on her dashboard. “Look, I appreciate your concern. Really, I do. But I can handle myself. I’ve got to go now, but we’ll talk more about this later, okay?”

“Okay,” Raphael conceded, though she could still see the disappointment on his face. “Go do your thing. I’ll be watching.”

As Harper ended the call and stepped out of the Mustang, she reflected on the caution in Raphael’s words. Was she truly putting her life at risk, or was her loss of privacy simply the cost of seeking the facts? But now was not the time to question her purpose. It was time to prove her worth to Sylvia Gardner.


* * *


Raphael stepped back and observed the frenetic energy of the Boat House kitchen, the heat, the clatter, the constant motion, his mind spinning with plans. The sizzle of pans and the chatter of his team filled the air, but Raphael was focused, his gaze scanning the organized commotion before him. As the executive chef, he was responsible for ensuring every dish that left this kitchen met his exacting standards. But today, his thoughts were divided, consumed by the conversation he’d just had with Harper. He knew she was determined, headstrong even, but the fear on her face at the beach had unsettled him. Pushing those concerns to the back of his mind, he took a deep breath and set to work, his skilled hands moving with expert precision as he directed his staff, determined to deliver an exceptional dining experience for the Boat House’s discerning patrons. The weight of everyone’s expectations pressed down on him; he had to be at the top of his game, every minute, every moment. But first…

He nodded to his sous chef, Marco, before ducking into his small office at the back.

“Alright, time to make this happen,” he thought aloud, pulling out a well-worn notebook. He flipped to a fresh page and scrawled “Harper’s Surprise Party” at the top.

Five days. That’s all the time he had left to pull off the most spectacular event that Clover City had ever seen. His heart raced at the thought of proposing to Harper, the woman who had captured his heart and given him a reason to believe in love again.

Raphael felt a surge of nervous excitement. His mind rehearsed the scene of getting down on one knee and asking Harper to be his wife. After the heartbreak of his previous marriage, he never imagined he could find someone who made him feel this way - respected, adored, and at peace. Harper was his world, his everything. And the idea of spending the rest of his life by her side was a feeling that filled him to the brim, a deep joy that resonated with the very core of his being. A new sense of purpose that pulsed through his veins. He knew this moment would be the most important of his life, and he was determined to make it perfect, to create a memory that would last forever.

A knock at the door interrupted his musings.

“Come in,” he shouted, tucking the notebook under his arm.

Lena, the Boat House’s event coordinator, poked her head in. “Chef, I’ve got the staff gathered. Ready to brief them on the ‘royal visit’?”

Raphael grinned. “Perfect. Let’s do this.”

He followed Lena out to the main dining room, where the staff stood in a loose semicircle, curiosity etched on their faces. Bussers were busy clearing the space from the previous service. Janitorial staff attended to the floors and windows.

“Listen up, everyone,” Raphael began, clapping his hands together. “In five days, we’re hosting a very special event. The crown princess of… Syldavia will be dining with us.”

A murmur of excitement rippled through the group.

“Now, this is top secret. We can’t have word getting out, understand? Security concerns and all that. So, zip it. Or else.”

As Raphael outlined the elaborate plans for the fake royal visit, his mind was busy crafting the perfect proposal. He’d have the ring hidden in a dessert. Something decadent and beautiful, just like Harper. He imagined the look of surprise on her face when she discovered the glittering diamond nestled among layers of chocolate and cream. Raphael could almost taste the sweetness of the moment, mixed with the saltiness of happy tears he hoped would fall. As he continued to brief his staff, he found himself smiling, lost in daydreams of Harper saying yes and the future they would build together. It would be a night to remember for everyone.

After dismissing the staff, Raphael retreated to his office once more. He pulled out his phone, fingers hovering over Harper’s number. He wanted nothing more than to hear her voice, to tell her how much he loved her. But he resisted the urge. He couldn’t risk giving away the surprise.

Instead, he dialed another number.

“Mimi? It’s Raf. I need your help with something big.”

Raphael’s pulse quickened as he outlined his scheme to his cousin, Amira. He paced back and forth in his cramped office, phone pressed to his ear.

“So, you see, it’s not really for a princess. It’s all for Harper.”

Amira’s squeal of delight crackled through the speaker. “Oh my God, Raffie! That’s incredible!”

A grin spread across his face, unable to contain his reaction to her excitement. “I know it’s a lot to ask, but can you help keep this under wraps? I need everyone to believe it’s for royalty, so Harper doesn’t suspect anything.”

“Are you kidding? Wild horses couldn’t drag it out of me. I’m a vault, cuz.”

Raphael’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Thanks, Mimi. There’s one more thing…”

He paused, his throat suddenly dry. Saying it out loud made it real, terrifyingly real.

“I’m going to propose to Harper at the party.”

The silence on the other end lasted only a heartbeat before Amira erupted in joyous shrieks. Raphael held the phone away from his ear, chuckling despite his nerves.

“Raffie, this is amazing! I’m so happy for you both. Whatever you need, I’m here. Just name it.”

He felt a burst of warmth, a sweet sensation that spread through him, like a loving touch. Amira’s unwavering support had meant the world to him, a solid foundation in the swirling uncertainty of his emotions as he navigated a new relationship after his horrendous divorce. He took in his cousin’s enthusiasm and loyalty, knowing that her backing would give him the courage he needed to take this monumental step. As he listened to her bubbly chatter, Raphael allowed himself a moment to bask in the energy of her approval, feeling more confident about his decision with each passing second.

“Thanks, prima. I’ll let you know the details soon.”

As he ended the call, Raphael sank into his chair. He should
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