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The afternoon sun cast a cool, silvery light over Briarwood College campus as Amira approached the townhouse of her friend, the esteemed Claire Stewart. The air was crisp, and a faint hint of snow lingered in the breeze. The wrought-iron gate leading to Claire's side garden creaked open with a soft protest as Amira ventured inside. Her garden, normally a burst of colors in spring, lay dormant under the winter chill, patiently awaiting the touch of warmer days. Amira meandered along the frost-kissed path, her footsteps leaving faint imprints on the icy ground. 

As the frigid January wind nipped at her heels, Amira approached the French doors at the side of the townhouse that stood ajar, welcoming her into the warmth within. Shaking off the chill, she carefully unwound her coat, revealing a stylish denim ensemble that blended vintage charm with contemporary flair. In the foyer adorned with antique furnishings, Amira caught her reflection in an ornate mirror and took a moment to appraise herself before addressing her host. Her complexion, a warm almond hue, and long, flowing locs cascaded like silken strands, each twist gathered into a silk tie, and expressive eyes framed by elegant lashes.

Upon entering the living room, the scent of antique wood and the gentle warmth of a crackling fireplace comforted her. Claire was seated in a plush armchair, engrossed in a news report unfolding on the television.

"Ah, Amira, my dear. Right on time," Claire greeted with a smile, gesturing for her to take a seat. She was adorned in a finely tailored gray knit sweater paired with stylish leggings and black velvet loafers, her silver hair cascading in waves along her slender shoulders.

The news anchor's voice filled the room as the television screen displayed a scene of romance amidst the winter landscape. 

"Good afternoon, Clover City. In a heartwarming twist, twelve couples have decided to embark on the journey of a lifetime—marrying on the most romantic day of the year, Valentine's Day."

Amira settled into a chair, drawn into the story on the screen. The camera panned to the entrance to City Hall decorated with red cupid banners, evergreen wreaths and twinkling white lights. The couples described their first dates and now dream of exchanging vows on the special day. The Justice of the Peace, his breath visible in the winter air, spoke about the love and commitment shared by each couple.

A tender warmth lit up Claire's eyes. "Valentine's Day weddings, how enchanting! Love seems to blossom even in the coldest of months."

Amira nodded, captivated by the vision of the twelve happy couples before them. The news report continued, sharing snippets of the couples' stories and the joyous anticipation of their Valentine's Day nuptials.

"Oh no, turn it off." Claire rose, her eyes ablaze and jaw tight.

Amira swiftly found the remote and muted the sound. "What's wrong?" She approached her friend and gently placed her hand on her shoulder.

"That–that woman." Claire pointed to the screen, then turned her face away.

Amira walked over to the television and adjusted the volume just above a whisper. She wanted to understand the root of the unsettling reaction. The camera angle widened as the reporter continued.

"The atmosphere in Clover City has been electrified with anticipation as the renowned matchmaker, Fiona Murphy, with her usual flamboyant style prepares to make a grand announcement. What can it be? Let's listen in."

"No, let's not." Claire said and stormed off into the kitchen.

Amira walked closer to get a full view as the camera panned away from the reporter. Draped in a flowing wool cape of vibrant colors, Fiona faced the cameras with an aura of self-assurance and charm. The eccentric touch of her emerald-green hair only heightened the sense of whimsy that surrounded her.

"Good afternoon, Clover City! I'm thrilled to share a bit of love and magic with all of you," Fiona declared, her words as effervescent as her personality. "Twelve wonderful couples who found their perfect match through my expertise are about to embark on the journey of a lifetime—marriage! And where else to celebrate such an occasion than the exquisite ambiance of the Boat House, that fabulous restaurant along the Crimson Collective boardwalk."

The camera zoomed in on Fiona's infectious smile as she continued to unveil the details of the grand Valentine's Day event.

"The Boat House?" Claire said as she rushed back and stood in front of the television. "Never. Dakota would never allow it."

"Our charming couples will be taking their vows surrounded by the beauty of love and the delectable delights crafted by the talented, world-renowned Chef Dakota Richardson," Fiona announced, the length of her cape swaying with every word.

"Lies." Claire huffed.

As the news reporter posed questions about the unique event, her responses were laced with humor and a touch of mystery. 

"Miss Fiona, our viewers are dying to know. What's the big announcement you've been teasing? Is it about the weddings happening on Valentine's Day?"

Fiona, with a mischievous smile playing on her lips, deftly redirected the conversation. "Ah, Diane, the joy of love is a beautiful thing, and my clients' weddings on Valentine's Day are indeed a cause for celebration. However, I'm afraid you'll have to wait for the grand event itself to unveil the big news."

"Come on! A little hint, perhaps? The town is buzzing with excitement, and we're all curious."

Fiona chuckled, her eyes gleaming with a hint of mischief. "I understand the intrigue, Diane, but patience is a virtue. Rest assured, the big announcement will be worth the wait. All in due time."

The news reporter tried a different approach. "Is it related to your matchmaking success? Are there more weddings in the future? A new matchmaking trend, maybe?"

Fiona leaned back, her gaze thoughtful. "The world of love is full of surprises, Diane. My focus has always been on bringing joy to my clients. As for the big reveal, you'll just have to attend the wedding reception on Valentine's Day to witness the magic."

The reporter, slightly frustrated by Fiona's artful evasion, reluctantly accepted the challenge. "Fine. We'll be there on Valentine's Day, waiting for the big announcement. But you have to promise to give us the scoop when the time comes!"

Fiona, with a gracious nod, assured her, "You'll be among the first to know, my dear. Until then, let the anticipation build to crescendo like the suspenseful notes of a melody waiting to be unveiled."

"Ugh, she's disgusting." Claire took the remote from Amira's hand, pressed the power off button, and tossed it across the room. "Everywhere you turn lately, there she is with that ridiculous green hair." She walked over to a side table and picked up a newspaper. "See here." She said and slapped the paper back on the table.

Amira looked at the front-page feature of Fiona Murphy, the owner of Sparkz Matchmaking Agency. With her distinctive hair slicked back on one side, ruby-red lipstick outlined a radiant smile that adorned her face as she struck a pose in front of her upscale brownstone home office in the posh Garden Vista neighborhood. Although Fiona and Claire were the same age, it was hard for Amira to imagine them ever interacting with each other. They were polar opposites in their taste for fashion and lifestyle. She examined the photo more closely, noting the elongated earlobe, a tale-tale sign of a recent face lift. Then she noticed something else.

"Miss Claire, since when did you start reading the Crimson Call-Out?"

"Oh, that." Claire said, a tiny flutter in her voice. "I get it on occasion for the crossword."

Amira walked over and confronted her. "The Call-Out doesn't have a crossword. It's a gossip paper and you know it." She giggled.

"Oh, is it?" Claire shrugged, walked back into the kitchen, and said over her shoulder. "Tea?"

Amira glanced over the headlines, tucked the paper under her arm, and joined Claire in the kitchen.

"Amira, my dear, it's always a pleasure to have you here. Would you care for a cup of Darjeeling?" Claire said with a kind smile, gesturing towards a set of delicate porcelain teacups on a nearby table. "Let's forget about that awful woman and enjoy our time together." Claire said. Her eyes seemed to look through her young guest, sharp and discerning.

Amira watched with gratitude for the respite as Claire's delicate hands, adorned in heirloom jewelry, added the aromatic leaves into the most exquisite china teapot. "That sounds wonderful, thank you," Amira said, took a seat and stashed the paper out of sight. 

Claire poured the tea with precision, the amber liquid swirling in tiny hypnotic waves. As they settled into their places, the conversation turned to the upcoming holiday.

"Valentine's Day always brings a touch of romance, doesn't it?" Claire said, a twinkle in her eye. "Do you have any special plans, my dear?"

Amira's gaze drifted towards the window, where the winter sun cast a silver hue on the snow-covered trees and thought of the plans for Darius' next business trip to Lake Tahoe, Nevada. "Not this year, but I've always dreamed of having someone special to share it with. You know, a romantic dinner, maybe cuddled up under a blanket on a carriage ride under the stars..."

Claire nodded. "Ah, the allure of love. It's a beautiful thing. Have you ever thought about what kind of love story you'd like to have? And with whom?"

Amira's eyes shifted into a dreamy gaze. "I imagine it would be something out of a classic novel—a slow-burning romance, filled with laughter, sharing our dreams, and kisses that take my breath away." She let out a long, dramatic sigh and giggled.

Claire gave a knowing look. "Your desire sounds lovely. But it doesn't sound like something Darius would entertain." Her teacup poised an inch from her mouth. "Or I could be wrong."

"No," Amira let out a deep sigh. She added a drop of cream to her tea and fixated on stirring it in a slow figure eight. "You're not wrong. Actually, Miss Claire, I've switched my office hours so that we're never in the same room together. I keep the office running, but we only communicate through text and email. It doesn't seem to matter, as long as the business is successful. It's all he really cares about, it seems." She lifted her spoon and looked into Claire's face, holding back tears. "We both know that it's
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