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What if the man you can't stop thinking about is the one you're not supposed to want?

Natalie Reyes isn’t here for love—she’s here to rebuild. After a string of disappointments, she takes a hostess job at Ember, the city’s hottest restaurant, where the only thing more intimidating than the menu is the brooding chef behind it all.

Luke Bennett is a single father, a culinary perfectionist, and a man who’s vowed never to let anyone in again—not after the loss that nearly broke him. Love, in his world, is a luxury he can’t afford.

But when Natalie’s warmth melts Sophie—Luke’s guarded young daughter—something shifts. The lines blur. The rules bend. And the simmering tension between Natalie and Luke? It’s about to boil over.

What begins as stolen glances and late-night confessions becomes something undeniable. But when secrets come to light and fears take hold, they’ll both have to decide:Is love worth the risk of losing everything?

Heartfelt, emotional, and full of slow-burn heat, Table for Two is a story about second chances, chosen family, and the messy, magical way love finds us when we least expect it.
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Chapter 1: Welcome to Ember
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The hostess stand was polished to a perfect sheen, the menus were aligned like soldiers, and Natalie Reyes stood behind it with a smile that hid a thousand doubts.

Breathe, Nat. It’s just a restaurant. You’ve worked harder jobs than this.But this wasn’t just any restaurant. This was Ember—the trendiest fine dining spot in the city, with a three-month waitlist, a celebrity clientele, and a chef-owner whose reputation for excellence—and mood swings—was legendary.

Natalie smoothed the front of her fitted black dress and adjusted her gold name tag. Her first shift. New job. Clean slate.

This was supposed to be her fresh start.

The glass doors opened and the scent of truffle oil and roasted garlic drifted in from the kitchen, along with the low murmur of clinking glassware and murmured conversation. The dining room was dim and intimate, the kind of place where secrets were shared in low voices over candlelight. Every inch of the place was designed to impress. Even the napkins were folded with military precision.

“Natalie?” a voice snapped behind her. “Table three still doesn’t have their wine. Can you check with the sommelier?”

Natalie turned to find a server glaring at her like she’d personally ruined their night. “Sure,” she said calmly, and then added with a bright smile, “Happy to help.”

The sommelier was busy. The kitchen was chaos. But Natalie found the wine, smoothed it over with the guests at table three, and returned just in time to greet the next party with flawless poise.

Fake it till you make it. Smile, breathe, repeat.

It wasn’t her dream job—but it was a job. And after the last year? She was grateful for anything that felt stable, even if it came wrapped in tension and topped with microaggressions.

She had just returned to the hostess stand when she felt it—the unmistakable shift in the room. The servers straightened. The kitchen noise dipped. A subtle current of energy moved through the restaurant like someone had turned the volume down and turned the pressure up.

Then she saw him.

Luke Bennett.

He moved like a man who didn’t have to try. Tall, lean, and sharp around the edges—like someone had chiseled him out of stone and added a pair of black chef’s whites to give him a little menace. His hair was dark and always a little messy, like he’d run his hands through it too many times in frustration. And his eyes—God, those eyes—cool gray and unreadable, like storm clouds that hadn’t decided whether they’d break.

He didn’t smile. Natalie wasn’t even sure he could smile.

He walked past her without a word, a clipboard in one hand, a phone in the other, and disappeared into the kitchen. Just the ghost of his cologne lingered behind—clean, crisp, and entirely unfair.

“Don’t take it personally,” came a voice beside her.

Natalie turned to find Dani, one of the longtime hostesses, leaning against the counter with a smirk. “That’s just Luke. Chef Supreme. He only speaks in grunts and death stares unless you’re sautéing scallops or winning Michelin stars.”

“I wasn’t expecting a parade,” Natalie said lightly.

Dani tilted her head. “No, but you probably weren’t expecting that, either.” She lowered her voice. “Word of advice? Stay out of his way. He hates drama, tardiness, and anyone who smiles too much.”

Natalie raised a brow. “So... fun at parties?”

“Legend says he once smiled in 2018, but no one can confirm.” Dani gave her a wink and walked off.

Natalie tried to laugh it off, but her pulse had quickened, and it had nothing to do with nerves.

She wasn’t here for distractions. She’d taken this job to get back on her feet, save money, and maybe—just maybe—figure out what she wanted next. Getting a crush on her emotionally unavailable, brooding boss was not part of the plan.

It’s just a face. A very... symmetrical face.

She shook it off and refocused on the steady rhythm of the dinner service.

But Luke returned thirty minutes later, and this time, he stopped.

“You’re the new hostess,” he said, voice low and clipped.

Natalie turned, her smile automatic. “Natalie Reyes. First night. So far, no fires.”

He looked her over—not in the way men usually did, but like he was mentally calculating her efficiency, time management, and potential for chaos.

“Table twelve was double-booked. Fix it before it turns into a scene.”

Natalie didn’t flinch. “Already moved the second party to the bar and comped their first round.”

Luke’s brows rose a fraction. “Good.”

Then he turned and walked away, no thanks, no smile, no confirmation. Just... gone.

Natalie stood there for a beat, heart thudding in her chest. Something in her sparked—not fear exactly. Challenge. Curiosity.

She’d dealt with worse bosses. Hell, she’d dated worse.

But Luke Bennett? He was something else entirely.

He didn’t just own the room. He commanded it. And somewhere, deep in her chest, an inconvenient little flutter started up.

Great. Just great.
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Chapter 2: Small Smiles and Bigger Secrets
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Natalie didn’t expect to see him again so soon.

Luke Bennett wasn’t exactly the type to linger near the front of house. He seemed like the kind of man who lived in the kitchen—among knives and fire and control. But barely twenty minutes into her second shift, there he was again—this time with a little girl by his side.

She was tiny, maybe seven years old, with chestnut-brown curls tucked into a loose braid and the same storm-gray eyes as her father. She clung to the hem of his jacket like it was armor and blinked out at the world like she wasn’t sure she wanted to be part of it.

Natalie straightened automatically at the hostess stand.

Luke’s gaze cut to her. “Natalie. This is Sophie. She’s—”

“My daughter,” Sophie said, her voice quiet but clear.

Luke gave the faintest nod, almost surprised she’d spoken.

Natalie smiled, softer now. “Hi, Sophie. I love your dress. Are those unicorns?”

Sophie looked down at her lilac cotton dress, then gave the tiniest nod. “They have wings.”

“Flying unicorns? That’s next-level cool,” Natalie said, grinning.

Sophie looked at her father, who said nothing but crouched beside her. “You’ll stay in the office for a bit, okay? I’ll only be gone a little while.”

Sophie nodded again, but her small fingers gripped his sleeve tighter.

Natalie didn’t think—she acted.

“Would you like me to sit with her until you’re back?” she asked gently, looking at Luke. “I’m on break in ten anyway. I could bring her a lemonade?”

He looked at her, and for the first time, she didn’t just see calculation behind those gray eyes. She saw hesitation. Vulnerability.

He didn’t like asking for help. That much was clear. But his daughter’s eyes were pleading, and Natalie knew the look of a man who was holding everything together with invisible thread.

“...Yes,” he said finally. “If it’s not a bother.”

“It’s not,” Natalie said, already rounding the counter.

Sophie followed her through the restaurant like a shadow, quiet and watchful. Natalie led her to the break room where the staff kept snacks and drinks, and offered her a bar stool and a paper straw.

“I’m not supposed to have sugar,” Sophie whispered.

Natalie leaned in, conspiratorially. “How about a ‘mostly’ sugar-free pink lemonade, just this once? We’ll keep it between us.”

Sophie’s lips twitched in what might’ve been a smile.

Natalie sat beside her, sipping her own tea and watching her out of the corner of her eye. “You like coming to the restaurant?”

Sophie shrugged. “I like the smells. And the bread.”

Natalie laughed. “Me too. I could live off that rosemary focaccia.”

“My dad makes the best kind,” Sophie said, her voice suddenly proud.

Natalie smiled, heart warming. “I bet he does.”

There was silence for a moment. Then Sophie glanced at her.

“Are you going to stay?”

Natalie blinked. “Here?”

Sophie nodded solemnly. “At Ember. People come and go. Dad says most don’t last.”

Something in that statement hit deeper than Natalie expected. There was no malice in the little girl’s voice—just quiet, hard-earned realism.

Natalie leaned in and said softly, “I think I will.”

Sophie smiled for real that time—just a flash—but Natalie caught it and felt it all the way down to her bones.

Luke returned ten minutes later and found them exactly as he’d left them: Sophie sipping lemonade, Natalie telling her a story about the time she accidentally added salt instead of sugar to a cookie recipe.

“She made a face like this,” Natalie said, crossing her eyes and sticking out her tongue. Sophie giggled, covering her mouth with both hands.

Luke stood in the doorway, watching silently.

Natalie glanced up and met his eyes—and for a moment, the world quieted.

His expression was unreadable, but there was a flicker of something—gratitude, maybe. Or surprise. Or maybe just the slow realization that she wasn’t like the others.

“I’ve got her,” he said after a beat.

Sophie slid off the stool and ran to his side. She took his hand without hesitation.

“Thank you,” Luke said, quieter this time.

Natalie gave him a soft smile. “Anytime.”

He lingered like he wanted to say more, then nodded once and walked away with his daughter.

As the door closed behind them, Natalie exhaled slowly.
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