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​​Chapter 1: The Binder and the Boarding Pass
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Harper

Terminal 1 of O'Hare International Airport at five o’clock in the morning was a distinct circle of hell, one paved with scuffed linoleum, illuminated by aggressive fluorescent lighting, and fueled by the desperate energy of the under-caffeinated. It was a liminal space where the laws of nature and polite society were suspended. People ate soggy tuna sandwiches at dawn. Toddlers lay face-down on the germ-ridden carpet in silent protest. Businessmen yelled into Bluetooth earpieces about quarterly projections while standing in line for the single functioning women’s restroom.

Harper Evans, however, was not subjected to the whims of the airport’s inherent chaos. She had inoculated herself against it.

She stood near the oversized windows of Gate B24, her posture ruler-straight despite the ungodly hour, her tailored navy blazer entirely free of wrinkles. In her left hand, she gripped a massive, four-inch-thick, heavily tabbed, custom-embossed leather binder. She referred to it, without a hint of irony, as The Wedding Bible.

Inside this physical manifestation of her sanity lay the categorical breakdown of the next ninety-six hours of her life. Chloe’s destination wedding at the Isla del Mar Resort in the Caribbean wasn’t just an event; it was a military operation. Harper had color-coded the entire weekend. Blush pink tabs denoted vendor contracts. Seafoam green represented the minute-by-minute schedules for the bridal party. Goldenrod was strictly for emergency contingency plans, which ranged from "lost luggage" to "sudden tropical depressions."

Nothing was left to chance. Chance was just another word for failure, and Harper did not fail the people she loved.

"Harper, my stomach is doing that thing again," Chloe murmured, stepping up beside her and pressing a hand to her pale, makeup-free face. The bride-to-be was dressed in a matching velour tracksuit that read Bride in rhinestones across the back, a sartorial choice Harper had vehemently opposed but ultimately permitted because it made Chloe smile.

"Breathe in for four counts, hold for four, exhale for six," Harper instructed, her voice dropping into the soothing, authoritative cadence she usually reserved for panicked junior analysts at her consulting firm. She reached into her structured leather tote and produced a travel-sized pack of ginger chews. "Take one of these. It’s just nerves. The rehearsal is this evening, and Mateo, the resort manager, confirmed via email at exactly 3:14 AM that the floral arrangements have cleared island customs."

Chloe took the ginger chew, her shoulders dropping a fraction of an inch. "You're a lifesaver. I don't know what I'd do without you. Honestly, I probably would have eloped to City Hall and worn a potato sack just to avoid the stress."

"You look terrible in burlap, and you’ve wanted a beach wedding since we were seven years old and making sandcastles at Jones Beach," Harper said, offering a tight, affectionate smile. "I promised you perfect, and I’m delivering perfect. All you have to do is show up, drink mimosas, and marry Ben."

At the mention of his name, Ben, the groom, jogged over from the Hudson News kiosk. He was a good man: solid, reliable, a pediatric dentist who wore sensible shoes and remembered anniversaries. Currently, however, he looked like a man standing on the edge of a sheer cliff. He was clutching three bottles of SmartWater and checking his phone with frantic, jerky movements.

"Still straight to voicemail," Ben announced, running a hand through his thinning blonde hair. "I’ve called him six times. Texted him ten. Nothing."

Harper felt a familiar, cold spike of irritation lodge itself directly behind her sternum. She adjusted her grip on the binder, the leather creaking slightly under the pressure of her manicured fingernails. "Boarding group one has already been called, Ben. The gate closes in exactly fourteen minutes."

"He’ll be here," Ben said, though the words sounded hollow, entirely devoid of conviction. "He’s just... you know how he is. He operates on a different frequency."

"He operates on sheer, unadulterated disrespect for other people's time," Harper corrected smoothly, flipping to the seafoam green tab in her binder to check the master manifest, just to give her eyes something to focus on besides Ben’s pathetic, hopeful expression. "I sent him the itinerary three weeks ago. I sent a reminder email last week. I texted him twenty-four hours ago to confirm his car service to the airport, which he declined, stating he 'had it handled.' Ben, I love you, but your best man is a liability."

"Liam’s a good guy, Harp," Ben pleaded, looking out toward the endless sea of moving walkways and rushing travelers, desperate for a glimpse of his brother. "He’s just been traveling a lot. He just got back from shooting a documentary piece in Vietnam on Tuesday. His internal clock is completely shot."

"My internal clock is currently screaming that it is five in the morning, yet I managed to usher four bridesmaids, Ben's parents, and the two of you through Airport Security pre-check with zero casualties," Harper countered, snapping the binder shut. The heavy thwack of the rings echoing in the sterile terminal felt satisfying. "We are boarding. If Liam Walker cannot manage to find his way to a commercial aircraft on time, you will have three groomsmen paired with the bridesmaids, and we will edit him out of the program with a sharpie."

Chloe placed a gentle, placating hand on Harper’s forearm. "Let’s just wait a few more minutes. They haven’t called our group yet."

Harper let out a slow, controlled exhale. She looked at the digital clock suspended above the gate agent’s desk. 5:12 AM. Boarding Group 3 was lining up. The gate agent, a formidable-looking woman whose nametag read Brenda, was scanning boarding passes with the weary, mechanical efficiency of someone who had dealt with too many angry travelers before sunrise.

"Fine," Harper said, her tone clipped. "I will wait by the desk. You two go line up with the rest of the bridesmaids. Do not lose your boarding passes. I just handed them to you."

"They're on our phones, Harper," Ben pointed out gently.

"Digital infrastructure fails, Ben. Paper is forever," Harper replied, entirely deadpan. She shooed them toward the line and marched herself over to Brenda’s desk, planting her sensible, dark leather loafers firmly on the gray carpet.

For the next ten minutes, Harper stood sentry. She watched as Group 3 boarded. Then Group 4. Then Group 5. The terminal around them began to empty out, the mass of bodies funneling down the jet bridge. The digital clock ticked with mocking precision. 5:18 AM. 5:20 AM. 5:23 AM.

With every passing minute, the tightness in Harper’s chest wound a little tighter. It wasn't just about Liam being late. It was about what his lateness represented. It was the crack in the foundation. It was the single loose thread that, if pulled, could unravel the entire tapestry she had painstakingly woven over the last fourteen months.

Harper hated unpredictability. She hated it with a visceral, deep-seated passion that bordered on pathological. She had grown up in a house governed by the whims of two free-spirited, artist parents who believed schedules were an oppressive construct of the capitalist machine. She had spent her childhood waiting on front porches for rides that were hours late, coming home to dark houses because her parents forgot to pay the electric bill while funding an impromptu trip to Sedona, and eating cereal for dinner because grocery shopping was too "mundane" a task for their creative souls.

She had promised herself, at the age of ten, that her life would never look like that. She would be the anchor. She would be the immovable object. She built her entire corporate career on being the woman who anticipated the disaster before it struck and neutralized it.

And right now, Liam Walker was a Category 5 disaster, and he wasn't even in the building.

"Final call for Flight 892 to San Juan," Brenda’s voice boomed over the intercom, staticky and abrasive. "All remaining passengers must board at this time or risk losing their seats. The doors will be closing in two minutes."

Harper stepped up to the desk, pasting on her most authoritative, corporate-negotiator smile. "Hi, Brenda. Good morning. We have one passenger missing from our party. Liam Walker. Seat 12E. Is there any way we can hold the door for just a moment? He’s the Best Man in a wedding."

Brenda did not look up from her computer screen. She hit a few keys with aggressive force. "Doors close at T-minus ten minutes to departure, ma'am. FAA regulations. If he's not here when I shut this system down, he's rebooking at the customer service desk down the concourse."

"I understand the regulations, Brenda," Harper said, her voice dropping an octave, slipping into the tone that usually made vendors throw in free champagne. "But surely there is a grace period. A logistical buffer. We’re talking about three minutes. What’s three minutes in the grand scheme of the aviation industry?"

Brenda finally looked up. Her expression was utterly blank. "It’s three minutes I don’t have, ma'am. Are you boarding or not?"

Harper clenched her jaw, her fingernails biting into the leather of her binder. She turned her head, scanning the long, empty concourse. Nothing. Just a janitor pushing a floor buffer and a few stragglers hauling oversized carry-ons toward other gates.

He wasn't coming.

A mixture of relief and absolute fury washed over her. Relief, because the chaotic variable was being eliminated from her perfectly controlled equation. Fury, because Ben was going to be heartbroken, and Harper couldn't fix it.

"Fine," Harper said, her voice dripping with ice. She pulled up her own boarding pass on her phone, ready to scan it. "Close the flight. If he can't be bothered to show up for his own brother, he doesn't deserve the seat."

She reached her phone toward the scanner.

"Whoa, hold on, Brenda. Don't pull the plug on me just yet."

The voice came from behind Harper, deep, resonant, and laced with an infuriating, lazy amusement. It sounded like gravel and honey, a voice that belonged on a surfboard or in a dimly lit dive bar, not echoing through Terminal 1 at dawn.

Harper froze. Her spine snapped rigid. She didn't need to turn around to know who it was. The scent of him hit her first, a sharp, clean mix of sandalwood, ozone, and fresh espresso.

She turned slowly, her grip on the binder tightening until her knuckles turned white.

Liam Walker stood there, looking like a man who had just rolled out of a very expensive, very rumpled bed. He wasn't running. He wasn't even breathing heavily. He had simply strolled up to the gate with the casual entitlement of someone who believed the universe would simply pause and wait for him to arrive.

He was unfairly handsome. It was the kind of rugged, effortless aesthetic that took most men hours to curate, but on Liam, it was entirely genuine. His dark hair was a messy, wind-tossed disaster that begged to have fingers run through it. He wore a faded, perfectly broken-in canvas jacket over a white linen shirt that had at least two buttons too many undone, revealing a sliver of a tanned, tattooed chest. A weathered leather camera strap hung around his neck, the vintage Lumina resting against his ribs.

And in his right hand, completely unbothered, he was holding an iced macchiato. The plastic cup was sweating condensation onto his knuckles.

He had stopped for coffee.

He had stopped. For. Coffee.

"Walker, Liam. Seat 12E," Liam said, stepping up to the desk. He didn't look at Harper. He leaned his forearms against the high counter, flashing Brenda a smile that was weaponized charm. It was slow, devastating, and entirely concentrated on the middle-aged gate agent. "I know I’m cutting it close, Brenda. The Airport Security line was a nightmare, and I got held up behind a guy trying to bring a live iguana through the x-ray. Honestly, I thought about turning back, but then I realized I’d miss the pleasure of flying with your airline today, and I just couldn't have that."

Brenda, the immovable object of the FAA, blinked. A faint, ridiculous blush crept up her neck. Her aggressive typing slowed. "You’re... you’re the last one, Mr. Walker. You almost missed it."

"I know," Liam said, his voice dropping into a soft, conspiratorial murmur. He scanned his phone on the machine. It beeped a cheerful green approval. "But 'almost' means I made it, right? Thanks for keeping the lights on for me, Brenda. You're a saint."

"Have a good flight," Brenda actually stammered, handing him a printed slip.

Liam finally turned to look at Harper.

His eyes were a startling, vibrant shade of hazel, mostly green, with flecks of gold near the pupil. They were bright, entirely awake, and dancing with an amusement that made Harper want to commit physical violence.

"Morning, Harper," Liam said, taking a slow, deliberate sip of his iced macchiato. The ice cubes clinked against the plastic. "You look... well, you look like you’re about to execute a hostile corporate takeover of this gate."

Harper stared at him, her brain temporarily short-circuiting under the sheer volume of her rage. She looked at his relaxed posture, his unbushed hair, and finally, her eyes locked onto the sweating cup of coffee in his hand.

"You stopped for coffee," she stated. Her voice was terrifyingly calm, the absolute stillness of the ocean just before a tsunami makes landfall.

Liam looked down at the cup, then back up at her, raising an eyebrow. "I did. The line at Starbucks wasn't terrible. They only had oat milk, though, which is a tragedy, but you have to adapt to the wilderness."

"You stopped for coffee," Harper repeated, her voice rising in pitch, the carefully constructed corporate facade cracking down the middle. "We have been calling you for forty-five minutes. Your brother has been pacing a hole into the carpet. Boarding began thirty minutes ago. Final call was two minutes ago. I was literally begging the gate agent to hold the door, violating federal protocol, while you were waiting for a barista to froth your artisanal oat milk?"

"Technically, they don't froth it for an iced drink, they just pour it over," Liam corrected mildly, taking another sip.

"I will murder you," Harper whispered, stepping into his personal space. She was five-foot-six barefoot, which meant she had to tilt her head up to glare properly into his face, as he was easily six-foot-two. "I will bury your body under the tarmac, and I will forge a postcard to your brother saying you joined a monastery. Do you have any concept of the stress you just caused Ben? On the day he is flying to his own wedding?"

Liam didn't flinch. He didn't step back. In fact, he leaned in slightly, closing the distance between them. Up close, the smell of him was overwhelming. "Harper, breathe. Look around." He gestured lazily with his coffee cup toward the empty concourse and the open jet bridge door. "Did the plane leave without me?"

"That is not the point!"

"It is entirely the point," Liam countered, his voice losing a fraction of its amusement, replaced by a calm, steady logic that infuriated her even more. "I know how airports work. I know exactly how long it takes to get from security to Gate B24. I knew they wouldn't shut the door until 5:25 AM. I arrived at 5:24 AM. I am on time."

"You are not on time! On time is being at the gate when boarding begins, not when the door is actively swinging shut!" Harper squeezed the binder to her chest like a shield. "You are reckless, you are arrogant, and you are a liability to my itinerary."

Liam’s eyes dropped from her face, landing squarely on the massive leather binder pressed against her chest. He stared at it for a long, quiet moment. The silence stretched between them, thick and crackling with an animosity that felt oddly electric.

A slow, devastating smirk spread across his lips.

"Tell me, Harper," Liam drawled, his gaze flicking back up to her furious eyes. "Is that thing a flotation device? Or do you need a concealed carry permit to drag a weapon that size through a federal checkpoint?"

"This is the Wedding Bible," Harper snapped, her grip tightening on the spine. "It contains everything that ensures this weekend doesn't turn into a chaotic disaster. Something you would know nothing about, considering your entire life is a chaotic disaster."

"My life is an adventure," Liam corrected, shifting his heavy canvas backpack higher on his shoulder. "Your life is a spreadsheet. Now, if you’re done yelling at me in public before the sun is even up, I’d like to get on the plane. Brenda’s looking like she might actually close the door on us if we keep blocking the scanner."

Harper shot a glance at the desk. Brenda was indeed hovering her hand over the keyboard, looking impatient.

Harper spun on her heel, her blazer snapping with the force of her movement, and marched down the jet bridge. Her heels clicked sharply against the grooved metal floor, a furious, rhythmic staccato. She could hear Liam walking behind her, his footsteps entirely silent in his worn leather boots. The contrast made her want to scream. She was putting in all the effort, making all the noise, and he was just coasting behind her, effortless and unbothered.

The air inside the jet bridge was stale and smelled of jet fuel. Harper practically sprinted down the slope, eager to get to her seat, put in her headphones, and pretend the man behind her didn't exist for the next four and a half hours.

She stepped onto the plane, flashing a tight, automated smile to the flight attendant. She navigated the narrow aisle of the Boeing 737. Ben and Chloe had sprung for premium economy for the bridal party, which meant slightly more legroom, but it was still a commercial tin can hurdling through the sky.

She checked her boarding pass. Seat 12D.

Aisle seat. Excellent. She could angle her knees outward. She could access the lavatory without asking permission. It was the seat of control.

She reached Row 12, hoisted her structured tote bag into the overhead bin, and slid into 12D. She let out a long, heavy sigh, reaching down to unbuckle her seatbelt.

"Excuse me. Just gonna squeeze by."

Harper froze. Her hands stalled on the metal buckle. She looked up.

Liam Walker was standing in the aisle, looking down at her. He gestured casually to the middle seat next to her in row 12.

Harper felt the blood drain from her face. She blinked, her brain refusing to process the information. "No," she said flatly.

"I'm pretty sure it's yes," Liam said, pulling a folded boarding pass from the pocket of his canvas jacket and letting it dangle between two fingers. "12E. Unless you want to trade? I’m more of an aisle guy myself, but I didn't want to mess with the holy itinerary."

"Ben and Chloe are in Row 10," Harper said, her voice sounding slightly strangled. "The bridesmaids are in Row 11. I am in Row 12. There was an empty seat next to me. I specifically requested that the seat next to me remain unassigned when I booked the block of tickets."

"Yeah, well, funny story about that," Liam said, shifting his weight. "When I realized I was flying in from Hanoi this week, I had to change my connecting flight. The airline bumped me. Ben told me to just call and grab whatever was open in premium economy so I could sit with the party. Turns out, 12E was the only one left. Total coincidence."

He wasn't smiling anymore. He looked genuinely apologetic, which somehow made it worse. Harper didn't want him to be reasonable. She wanted him to be a villain so she could justify the sheer, overwhelming amount of animosity she felt toward him.

"You're in my row," Harper stated, the words tasting like ash in her mouth.

"We can consider it a bonding experience," Liam suggested, though the sarcasm was creeping back into his tone. "Now, unless you want me to literally climb over you like a jungle gym, you're going to have to stand up."

Harper glared at him with the fire of a thousand burning suns. She unbuckled her seatbelt, stood up, and backed into the aisle, pressing her spine against the opposite seats to give him as much room as possible.

Liam slid his heavy canvas backpack from his shoulder. As he swung it down, the rough canvas snagged briefly on the lapel of Harper’s blazer. He paused, his body suddenly very close to hers in the cramped aisle. The smell of sandalwood and rain washed over her again, potent and distracting.

"Sorry," he murmured, his voice low. His hand reached out, brushing the canvas away from her lapel. His knuckles grazed her collarbone, just for a fraction of a second, just the lightest brush of skin, but Harper felt it like a static shock.

She flinched back, her eyes snapping up to his.

Liam’s hand dropped. He held her gaze for a moment, the amusement entirely gone, replaced by something unreadable. Then, he turned away, sliding his backpack under the seat in front of him and dropping into seat 12E beside her.

Harper stood in the aisle for a full three seconds, forcing her heart rate to return to a medically acceptable rhythm. It was just the stress. It was the early hour. It was the caffeine withdrawal. It was absolutely nothing to do with the way his hand had felt against her skin.

She sat back down in 12D, pulling the seatbelt tight across her lap with aggressive force. She reached under the seat and pulled her noise-canceling headphones out of her personal item. They were industrial grade. The kind audio engineers used.

"You know, four hours is a long time to give someone the silent treatment," Liam remarked, settling into his seat. He didn't put his tray table up. He didn't sit rigidly upright. He instantly sprawled, his long legs stretching out, one knee falling casually toward the center line between their seats.

His left arm came down, landing squarely on the shared middle armrest.

Harper stared at his arm. It was a nice arm, objectively speaking. Forearms rolled up to the elbow, showcasing lean muscle, tanned skin, and a faded compass tattoo on his bicep. But it was currently occupying territory that did not belong to him.

"I am not giving you the silent treatment," Harper said, her voice perfectly level. "The silent treatment implies a punitive emotional response to someone whose opinion I value. I am simply prioritizing my mental health by eliminating auditory pollution."

Liam chuckled, a low, rumbling sound that she felt in the floorboards. "Auditory pollution. That's a new one. Tell me, Harper, do you practice these speeches in the mirror, or does the corporate jargon just flow naturally from your soul?"

Harper didn't answer. She deliberately placed her own right elbow onto the shared armrest.

There wasn't enough room. Her elbow bumped against his. His skin was warm, radiating heat through the thin silk of her blouse. She expected him to pull away, to cede the territory out of basic polite society rules.

He didn't move an inch.

Instead, he turned his head, looking at her with that infuriating, challenging smirk. "If you wanted to hold hands, Harper, all you had to do was ask."

"Move your arm," she commanded quietly.

"First come, first served," he replied, equally quiet.

"It is standard aviation etiquette that the aisle seat claims the outer armrest, while the middle seat takes the center." She cited the rule with absolute authority, though she had entirely made it up on the spot.

Liam’s eyes crinkled at the corners. He saw right through her. "I've flown two million miles on this airline, sweetheart. I'm pretty sure maritime law dictates that whoever claims the armrest first, keeps it. And my elbow was here while you were still thinking up insults."

He wasn't going to move. He was going to sit there, invading her space, challenging her control, for the next two thousand miles.

Harper held his gaze, her elbow pressed firmly against his. She didn't retreat. She refused to retreat. Slowly, without breaking eye contact, she raised her hands, slid the bulky noise-canceling headphones over her ears, and flipped the power switch.

The low hum of the airplane engines vanished. The chatter of the passengers disappeared. The world went artificially silent.

She looked straight ahead at the seatback in front of her. She could still feel the heat of his arm pressed against hers. It was a burning, undeniable point of contact in a world she had just plunged into silence.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Liam shake his head, still smiling. He reached into the pocket of his jacket, pulled out a worn, dog-eared paperback copy of Kerouac\'s On the Road, and cracked it open. He took a sip of his coffee, shifting slightly in his seat so that his knee brushed against her thigh.

Harper closed her eyes, took a deep, shuddering breath, and mentally calculated exactly how much bail money she had in her savings account. The flight hadn't even pushed back from the gate, and she was already planning a murder.

Four days. She just had to survive four days of Liam Walker, and then she could return to her perfectly ordered, color-coded, predictable life, and never have to look at his stupid, handsome face again.

The plane engines roared to life, vibrating through the floor. Harper gripped the armrest tighter, digging her elbow into his.

Game on, Walker.
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Chapter 2: Welcome to Isla del Mar
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Harper

The private luxury ferry cut through water so obscenely turquoise it looked as if it had been color-corrected in post-production. The Caribbean sun beat down with a heavy, golden intensity, turning the twin wakes trailing behind the boat into churning ribbons of white lace. The air tasted of salt, coconut oil, and the faint, expensive exhaust of a twin-engine yacht.

It was, objectively speaking, paradise.

Harper Evans hated it.

She stood on the aft deck, gripping the polished teak railing with one hand and clutching The Wedding Bible with the other. The humidity was already launching a coordinated assault on her meticulous silk press, curling the baby hairs at the nape of her neck. She had compromised her usual corporate armor slightly, swapping her navy blazer for a sleeveless, tailored linen sheath dress, but it still felt like wearing a straightjacket in a sauna.

Around her, the rest of the wedding party had seamlessly transitioned into vacation mode. The groomsmen had shed their button-downs, laughing uproariously over a cooler of local beers. The bridesmaids were clustered at the bow, holding up their phones to capture the wind blowing through their hair, curating the perfect Instagram story to announce their arrival. Ben and Chloe were tucked into a plush, U-shaped leather booth, wrapped in each other's arms, looking stupidly happy.

And then there was Liam.

He was standing near the stern, leaning back against the bulkhead with his legs crossed at the ankles. The brutal Caribbean breeze was doing favors for his messy dark hair, pushing it back from his forehead. He had his vintage Lumina camera lifted to his eye, the heavy lens focused out on the horizon. He looked exactly like what he was: a man who traveled the world for a living, entirely comfortable in any environment, immune to the frantic, sweating stress that governed ordinary mortals.

He hadn't spoken to her since the airplane. After their silent, elbow-bruising standoff over the armrest, they had maintained a frosty, aggressively polite distance through the connection in San Juan and the boarding of the ferry. But Harper could feel him. Even with her back turned, even over the roar of the boat’s engines, he occupied too much space in her peripheral awareness. He was a variable she couldn't account for, a loose cannon rolling around on the deck of her perfectly charted voyage.

"Island in sight, folks!" the captain’s voice crackled over the intercom, cheerful and booming. "Welcome to Isla del Mar."

Harper turned her attention forward. Rising from the glittering sea like a mirage of immense wealth, the Isla del Mar Resort came into view. It wasn't just a hotel; it was an aggressively manicured ecosystem of luxury. Clusters of over-the-water bungalows with thatched roofs and glass floors branched out from the main island like the fronds of a palm tree. The main building was a sprawling, open-air pavilion built of rich mahogany and white stone, nestled seamlessly into a jungle so lush and vibrant it looked painted. Infinity pools terraced down the cliffside, their edges vanishing perfectly into the horizon.

It was stunning. It was opulent. It was a logistical nightmare.

Harper flipped open her binder, turning to the seafoam green tabs. She checked her Cartier watch, a gift to herself when she made senior director at the firm. 1:14 PM. They were four minutes behind schedule due to the ferry’s delayed departure. Four minutes was recoverable. She could shave two minutes off the welcome reception and another two off the baggage transfer to the suites.

The ferry slowed, its engines shifting into a low, rumbling idle as it approached the resort’s private dock. The dock itself was immaculate, lined with flaming tiki torches despite the blazing afternoon sun. A contingent of staff, dressed in crisp white linen uniforms, stood in perfect formation. They held silver trays loaded with sweating glasses of coral-colored rum punch and rolled, chilled towels resting on beds of crushed ice.

As the mooring lines were thrown and the heavy wooden gangplank lowered, Harper moved to the front of the group. She was the vanguard. The shield. It was her job to absorb the friction of reality so Chloe wouldn’t have to.

"Alright, everyone," Harper announced, her voice easily cutting through the chatter. She projected from the diaphragm, a trick she used in boardrooms. "Welcome to Isla del Mar. Please double-check that you have all your personal carry-ons. Your checked luggage has already been tagged and will be transported directly to your suites. We have a brief welcome reception on the terrace, followed by three hours of free time before the rehearsal walkthrough at five o'clock sharp."

"Aye, aye, Captain," Liam murmured as he sauntered past her, his canvas bag slung effortlessly over one shoulder.

Harper’s jaw tightened. She ignored him, plastering on a professional smile as she stepped off the gangplank and onto the dock.

"Welcome, welcome!" A man stepped forward from the line of staff, radiating a frantic, highly polished energy. He wore a linen suit the exact shade of the sand and a name tag that read Mateo - Guest Experience Director. "Mr. and Mrs. Walker-to-be! We are so thrilled to have you at Isla del Mar."

Mateo beckoned gracefully, and the staff surged forward, offering the trays of rum punch. Ben and Chloe each took a glass, beaming. The bridesmaids eagerly accepted the chilled, eucalyptus-scented towels, pressing them to their flushed necks.

A waiter stepped in front of Harper, extending a silver tray bearing a single, perfectly frosted glass of pink liquor, garnished with a wedge of pineapple and a paper umbrella.

"No, thank you," Harper said, her tone polite but firm. "I need to keep a clear head."

She did, however, take a chilled towel. She didn't press it to her neck like a swooning Victorian heroine; she methodically wiped her palms, which were slightly clammy from gripping the leather binder, and handed the towel right back to the waiter.

"Mateo," Harper said, stepping forward and extending her hand.

Mateo blinked, slightly taken aback by the sudden shift in energy from vacation-bliss to corporate-merger. He shook her hand. "Yes, hello. You must be the Maid of Honor."

"Harper Evans," she confirmed, opening her binder directly to the blush pink tabs. "I am the point of contact for the entire weekend. Chloe is not to be bothered with questions regarding catering, seating, weather contingencies, or floral deliveries. If a napkin is folded incorrectly, you come to me. Understand?"

Mateo’s professional smile remained fixed, though a slight sheen of sweat appeared on his forehead that had nothing to do with the Caribbean heat. "Of course, Ms. Evans. We pride ourselves on seamless execution. If you'd like, I can have a golf cart pull around to take you and the bridal party to your suites..."

"The bridal party can go to their suites," Harper interrupted gently, checking her watch again. "I need you for a walkthrough. Right now. I want to trace the exact route the guests will take from the lobby to the beachfront ceremony site. I need to test the walking time, assess the terrain for tripping hazards, and verify the structural integrity of the arch."

Mateo looked longingly toward the golf carts. "Ms. Evans, it is very hot. And you have just traveled a long way. Perhaps after a brief rest?"

"My rest is scheduled for Sunday morning at eight a.m. after the farewell brunch," Harper replied, completely deadpan. "Shall we?"

Mateo sighed, a subtle deflation of his pristine linen suit, and gestured toward the sweeping stone staircase that led up into the resort's lush jungle pathways. "Right this way."

Harper fell into step beside him, immediately launching into a rapid-fire interrogation regarding the amp wattage of the sound system they planned to use for the acoustic guitarist. She was in her element. This was where she thrived. The chaotic, unpredictable world could be tamed if you just asked enough questions and demanded enough assurances.

Click.

The sound was sharp, mechanical, and entirely out of place amidst the rustling palm fronds and distant crash of the waves.

Harper paused mid-sentence. She glanced over her shoulder.

Liam was trailing about ten feet behind them. He had his Lumina pressed to his eye, the heavy metallic barrel of the lens pointed directly at her.

"What are you doing?" Harper demanded, her voice sharp.

Liam lowered the camera. He offered a lazy, infuriatingly unapologetic smile. "Adjusting my aperture. The light under this jungle canopy is tricky. Very dappled."

"You were taking a picture of me."

"I was taking a picture of the foliage," Liam corrected smoothly. "You just happened to be standing in front of a very majestic Monstera leaf while aggressively pointing at a spreadsheet."

"It’s not a spreadsheet, it’s a master timeline," Harper snapped, immediately regretting engaging with him. She turned back to Mateo. "As I was saying, the guitarist needs to be mic’d properly, otherwise the ocean wind will completely drown out the processional."

She resumed walking, her heels clicking smartly against the paving stones.

Click. Click. Whir.

Harper stopped again, whirling around. Liam was practically crouched in a patch of ferns, angling the camera upward to capture her from a low perspective.

"Liam, stop it," Harper commanded, the heat rising in her cheeks. It wasn't just the annoyance; it was the intense vulnerability of being perceived. She hated being photographed when she wasn't prepared. Photos captured the things you couldn't control, the tension in your jaw, the frantic energy in your eyes, the exact moment a strand of hair escaped its pin.

Liam stood up, brushing a speck of dirt off his knee. "Stop what? Documenting my brother's wedding weekend?"

"You are not documenting the wedding weekend. You are stalking me."

"I'm an investigative photojournalist, Harper," Liam said, his tone dripping with mock seriousness as he walked toward her, closing the distance until he was entirely too close. "I go where the story is. And right now, the most compelling story on this island is a documentary series I’m internally titling: The North American Bride-Zilla in her Natural Habitat."

"I am not the bride," Harper hissed, her grip on the binder turning white-knuckled. "And I am not a monster."

"Debatable on both counts," Liam murmured, his gaze dropping briefly to her lips before snapping back up to her eyes. The sheer audacity of the man was breathtaking. He was mocking her, completely undermining her authority in front of the resort manager, and yet there was a magnetic, humming energy rolling off him that made it impossible for her to simply walk away. "Look at you. You’re wound so tight you’re practically humming. You’re on a Caribbean island, Harper. The water is eighty degrees. The rum is free. And you’re wearing a dress that looks like it requires a dry-cleaning contract."

"This dress is perfectly appropriate for a logistical walkthrough," Harper defended, though a bead of sweat was currently tracing a slow, agonizing path down her spine.

"It’s a prison," Liam countered softly. He tapped the edge of her binder with his index finger. "And that is the warden."

"Excuse me," Mateo interjected, clearing his throat. He looked deeply uncomfortable, caught in the crossfire of whatever bizarre, hostile chemistry was unfolding in front of him. "If we are going to trace the route to the beach, we really must keep moving. The tide is coming in."

Harper broke eye contact with Liam, taking a deep, stabilizing breath. She smoothed the front of her dress. "Lead the way, Mateo."

For the next twenty minutes, Harper subjected Mateo to an inquisition that would have impressed a federal prosecutor. She paced the beachfront, measured the distance between the proposed seating rows with her own two feet, and demanded to see the exact shade of the backup generator.

And for the next twenty minutes, Liam followed them.

Every time Harper furrowed her brow, click. Every time she checked her watch, click. Every time she let out a long, suffering sigh when Mateo admitted they couldn't guarantee the wind wouldn't blow out the candles, click.

He was doing it on purpose. He was treating her stress as a spectacle, turning her anxiety into an art exhibit. It was a profound violation of the way she operated. Harper viewed the resort as a boardroom, a chaotic environment that needed to be brought to heel. Liam viewed it as a playground, and he had clearly decided she was his favorite new toy.

They reached the end of the stone pathway where it gave way to the pristine, powder-white sands of the resort’s private cove. This was the site for the rehearsal dinner tonight, while the formal wedding ceremony tomorrow was scheduled at the Grand Pavilion overlooking the cove.

Mateo paused at the edge of the stone. "The ceremony will take place just at the water's edge, past the dune grass."

Harper stared out at the expanse of sand. It was undeniably beautiful, the water lapping gently against the shore, catching the diamond-bright glare of the sun. But her mind instantly began rendering it in variables and risk factors.

"The sand is too soft," Harper declared, tapping her pen against her chin. "The bridesmaids are wearing kitten heels. They’re going to sink. And the older guests will have trouble navigating the incline. We need to put down a runner. A solid, reinforced bamboo walkway, at least four feet wide, extending from this stone path all the way to the altar."

Mateo looked horrified. "Ms. Evans, the aesthetic of Isla del Mar is barefoot luxury. A bamboo walkway would disrupt the natural beauty of the beach."

"A twisted ankle will disrupt the natural beauty of the wedding," Harper countered flatly. "I need a quote on a bamboo runner by three o'clock."

"You don't need a bamboo runner, Harper," Liam’s voice floated over her shoulder. "You need to take off your shoes."

Harper turned. Liam had walked past the end of the stone path. He was standing ankle-deep in the white sand. He had kicked off his heavy leather boots and left them abandoned on the stones, perfectly content to sink into the earth. The ocean breeze was whipping his shirt around him, and he looked so aggravatingly free.

He held out a hand toward her. It wasn't a romantic gesture; it was a challenge.

"Take off the armor, Evans," Liam said, his voice dropping the sarcastic edge, replaced by a quiet, intense dare. "Step into the sand. See how it actually feels before you try to pave over it."

Harper looked at his outstretched hand. The skin of his palm was calloused from holding camera gear and climbing mountains. It was a hand that belonged to the elements. She looked down at her own feet, clad in sensible, expensive leather pumps designed for boardrooms and paved avenues.

"I don't need to feel it to know it's a logistical flaw," Harper said, her voice tighter than she intended. She crossed her arms over her chest, hugging the binder closer.

Liam let his hand drop. He tilted his head, studying her with those piercing, entirely too observant hazel eyes. "Why are you so afraid of it?"

"I am not afraid of sand, Liam. Don't psychoanalyze me."

"I’m not talking about the sand," he said softly. He took a step closer to her, though he remained on the beach and she remained on the stone. The invisible boundary line between their two worlds was starkly drawn at their feet. "I'm talking about the unpredictable. The messy stuff. You’re on a tropical island for a celebration of love, and you’re acting like you’re managing a hostile corporate takeover. What happens if you just... let it be? What happens if someone’s heel sinks in the sand? They laugh. They take off their shoes. It becomes a memory."

"It becomes a disaster," Harper fired back, the words tumbling out before she could stop them. Her heart was suddenly beating entirely too fast. He was digging at the wound she spent her entire life bandaging. "You think it’s cute to just let things happen. You think chaos is romantic. It’s not. Chaos is missed flights, and ruined dresses, and people crying because the thing they dreamed about fell apart because no one bothered to plan for the rain."

Liam stared at her. The mechanical click of his camera was gone. He was looking at her with bare, unshielded focus. For a second, Harper thought she saw a flash of understanding, a flicker of recognition in his eyes, as if he knew exactly what ghost she was fighting.

"You can't control the weather, Harper," he said gently, the softness of his tone catching her completely off guard. "No matter how many spreadsheets you make. Sometimes the sky just opens up. You have to learn how to dance in it, or you’re going to spend your whole life hiding indoors."

Harper swallowed hard, her throat painfully tight. She hated him in that moment. She hated him for seeing through the binder, through the tailored linen, right down to the terrified little girl who just wanted the world to stay still so she wouldn't get hurt.

She lifted her chin, her corporate mask sliding back into place, cold and impenetrable. "Someone has to keep the lights on while you’re busy staring at the sun, Liam. I am doing my job. I suggest you go find a bar and do yours."

She didn't wait for his response. She pivoted sharply on her sensible heels and marched back up the stone path, leaving Mateo scrambling to catch up with her. She didn't look back, but she could feel Liam watching her go, a heavy, silent weight against her spine.

By three o'clock, the heat had crested, turning the resort into a sweltering, golden oven. Harper had successfully browbeaten the catering staff into confirming the exact temperature of the shrimp cocktail for the rehearsal dinner, mapped out the electrical grid for the DJ, and reorganized the welcome bags in the lobby.

She was currently sitting on a plush rattan sofa in the open-air pavilion, rapidly typing out an updated itinerary on her phone to email to the bridal party.

"Harper."

She looked up. Chloe was standing in front of her. The bride had clearly taken full advantage of the resort's amenities. She was wearing a flowing white swimsuit cover-up, her hair damp from the pool, holding a half-empty coconut shell with a colorful straw poking out of it. She looked radiant and slightly tipsy.

"Chloe. I was just sending out the updated timeline for tonight," Harper said, immediately sliding her phone into her tote bag and sitting up straighter. "Mateo assured me the backup generator is functional in case the string lights pull too much voltage, and I’ve instituted a strict 'no red wine' policy for the cocktail hour so no one stains their rehearsal outfits."

Chloe sighed, a soft, affectionate sound, and sank onto the sofa next to Harper. She bumped her shoulder against Harper’s. "Harp. Stop."

Harper blinked. "Stop what? I'm just making sure..."

"I know what you're doing. You're doing what you always do. You're taking care of me," Chloe said, her voice warm and thick with genuine love. She reached out and gently placed a hand over Harper’s, stopping her from reaching for the binder resting on the coffee table. "But I need you to hear me. I don't want my event coordinator this weekend. I want my best friend."

Harper felt a sudden, sharp ache behind her ribs. "I am your best friend. That's why I'm coordinating the event. I want it to be perfect for you."

"It's already perfect," Chloe insisted, gesturing broadly to the stunning view of the ocean, the swaying palms, the luxury surrounding them. "Ben is here. You're here. We are in paradise. If the string lights go out, we have the moon. If the shrimp is warm, we’ll eat bread. I don't care about the details, Harper. I care about you. You look like you're about to snap in half."

Harper looked down at her lap. The fear was a cold stone in her stomach. If she let go, if she surrendered control, what if it all fell apart? What if she failed?

"I just... I want to give you this," Harper whispered, the vulnerability slipping out despite her best efforts. "You deserve for someone to make sure it all goes right."

Chloe squeezed her hand, her eyes softening with a deep, knowing empathy. Chloe had known Harper since they were kids. Chloe had been there when Harper’s parents forgot her sixteenth birthday because they were at an art retreat in New Mexico. Chloe knew the root of the compulsion.

"You've already given me everything," Chloe said softly. "You got us here. The planning is done. The execution phase is over. Now, it's time to live in it. Promise me you'll put the binder in your room. Promise me you'll come to the pool, drink something out of a coconut, and actually be in the photos instead of organizing them."

Harper looked into Chloe’s pleading, hopeful eyes. It was the hardest thing she had ever been asked to do. Surrendering her armor felt like stepping out of an airplane without a parachute.

But for Chloe, she would try.

"Okay," Harper breathed, forcing a tense smile. She pulled her hand back and tapped the leather cover of the binder. "I promise. I will relax. I will have fun. I will let the chips fall where they may."

Chloe’s face lit up with a brilliant, relieved smile. She leaned over and hugged Harper tightly, smelling of sunscreen and rum. "Thank you. Now go put on a swimsuit and come find us at the swim-up bar."

Chloe stood up, practically skipping away toward the sound of laughter echoing from the infinity pool.

Harper watched her go, the smile slowly slipping from her face. She looked down at the binder on the table. The urge to open it, to just double-check the seating chart one last time, was a physical itch under her skin.

She reached for it, her fingers brushing the embossed leather.

She could relax. She was entirely capable of relaxing. She would go to her room, put on a swimsuit, and drink a sugary cocktail. She would be the fun, spontaneous best friend Chloe wanted her to be.

Right after she went to the beachfront to personally inspect the floral arrangements for the rehearsal dinner. Just to be absolutely sure the florist hadn't substituted the blush orchids with something disastrous.

Harper stood up, tucking the binder under her arm like a shield, and marched toward the beach.

From a shadowed alcove near the lobby bar, Liam watched her retreat. He didn't raise his camera this time. He just stood there, the ice melting in his drink, his brow furrowed in a quiet, complicated study of the woman who was trying so desperately to hold the world together with her bare hands.
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Chapter 3: The Rehearsal Dinner Disaster
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Harper

The beachfront of the Isla del Mar Resort at sunset was the kind of aggressively picturesque scene that belonged on the glossy cover of a high-end travel magazine. The sky was bleeding out in vibrant streaks of bruised purple, burnt orange, and spun gold. Tiki torches had been driven deep into the white sand, their flames snapping in the balmy evening breeze and casting a warm, flickering light over the linen-draped tables. A local steel drum band was playing a soft, rhythmic melody in the corner, and the smell of roasting pork and sweet plantains hung heavy in the humid air.

It was meant to be a relaxed, barefoot barbecue. A casual preamble to the main event.

Harper Evans was currently sweating through her emerald-green silk dress, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird.

She stood at the edge of the dining area, sequestered behind a towering arrangement of palm fronds, staring at the floral centerpieces that had just been unloaded from the back of a battered utility golf cart.

They were pink.

Not a soft, muted blush. Not a delicate, whispering rose. They were practically pulsating magenta hibiscus flowers.

They were unequivocally wrong.

Harper’s meticulously crafted color palette for the weekend was supposed to be an exercise in restrained elegance: ivory, seafoam green, and champagne. The centerpieces were explicitly contracted to be white orchids with subtle blush accents, designed to complement the natural environment without overpowering it. Instead, staring back at her were two
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