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The chandeliers sparkled too much.

That was Eliza Flannigan’s first thought as she stepped into the ballroom of the excessively fancy hotel, heels clicking over polished marble, nerves buzzing under her designer gown. She hated events like this - too many smiles, too much champagne, and the constant, subtle pressure to prove that she actually belonged in the room.

Especially now that she had earned her place there.

But tonight wasn’t about her discomfort. It was about the kids. The ones who sat in the audience just like she had, five years ago, dreaming about sketchpads and runways and the impossible idea that someone like them could belong in fashion’s inner circle.

She smoothed a hand over the satin panel of her black-and-copper dress, lifted her chin, and stepped into the glittering sea of guests. Her name was already on the program. Keynote Speaker: Eliza Flannigan, Founder and Head Designer, Elan.

She’d earned this.

A server passed with a tray of champagne flutes. She took one. Sipped. Breathed. The scent of lilies, money, and vintage perfume clung to the air. Gold light gleamed off every surface. She spotted the scholarship recipients clustered near the stage, wide-eyed and quiet in their borrowed suits and too-long gowns. Her heart tightened.

This was why she was here.

“Eliza!” a familiar voice called. It was Lena, the event organizer, looking radiant in a floor-length emerald dress and clipboard in hand. “You’re up in fifteen. Are you ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Eliza said with a smile that felt almost real.

She had her speech memorized. Polished. Professional. Honest enough to matter, curated enough not to unravel her.

Fifteen minutes later, she stood at the podium, lights hot on her face, and told the crowd the story she never thought she’d say out loud in a room full of people who wore custom couture to charity events.

She talked about growing up in a small town with more liquor stores than art programs. About sketching gowns in the margins of old textbooks. About the day she got the scholarship from the Emerging Voices Foundation, and how that one letter had cracked her world open. She told them how she’d worked three jobs, learned to sew from YouTube tutorials and elderly neighbours, and poured everything she had into her first showcase.

When she finished, there was applause. A standing ovation, even. But it all blurred into a dull roar in her head as she stepped down, heart pounding.

She needed air.

She slipped away from the crowd and ducked out onto one of the side balconies. The autumn chill hit her like a relief, clean and sharp. The city glittered beyond the stone balustrade. She took a long breath.

And then a voice behind her ruined everything.

“Hell of a performance.”

She turned. A man leaned against the doorframe, tuxedo sharp, expression unreadable. He looked tall, mid-thirties, with close-cut dark hair and eyes that gave nothing away. His glass of scotch gleamed in the low light.

“Excuse me?” she said, still catching her breath.

“The speech,” he said, stepping closer. “You’ve clearly done this before. You know exactly how to tug the heartstrings.”

Her blood cooled. “I wasn’t performing.”

He blinked, just once. “Didn’t mean offense. Just… you’re clearly good at knowing your audience.”

“And you’re clearly good at implying people are liars without moving your face.”

That stopped him. He straightened, just a little. “I said you were compelling. That’s a compliment.”

“No, it’s a backhanded insult disguised as praise. But thank you for clarifying.” She took a step toward the door. “Who are you, exactly?”

“Marcus Monroe. Photographer. I was asked to document the event.”

Of course. She should’ve known. The expensive camera slung around his neck, the way he watched people like he was cataloguing flaws and angles.

“Well, Marcus Monroe,” she said, tone sharp. “Next time you want to congratulate someone, maybe don’t imply their story’s rehearsed.”

“It was rehearsed,” he said, a flicker of irritation now in his voice. “I could hear it in the cadence. The pauses. It was… effective.”

She stared at him, stunned. “You smug, preening—”

“I didn’t mean—”

But she didn’t let him finish. “You don’t know me. You don’t know what it took for me to stand on that stage tonight. And if you think for one second that I got here by performing instead of surviving, then you’re not just rude. You’re exactly the kind of person these kids are up against. You think it’s clever? Tearing people down because they don’t fit your idea of authentic?””

He opened his mouth, but she was already walking past him, eyes burning.

“Don’t follow me,” she snapped, and disappeared back into the crowd.

She didn’t see Marcus Monroe again that night.

But she’d remember his face for a long, long time.

Not because he was handsome. Although, he was. Annoyingly so.

Because he was infuriating.

And she’d made a silent vow before the evening ended: if she never saw him again, it would be far too soon.
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There were two kinds of speeches at galas like this. The forgettable ones, and the ones that tried too hard not to be.

Marcus had photographed dozens of them. Fundraisers, campaign launches, award dinners. Enough to recognize the formula. A dash of vulnerability, a slow build to a triumphant note, a standing ovation queued like clockwork. He usually tuned them out, adjusted his lens, and counted the minutes until the last clink of glass and the obligatory PR smile.

But tonight’s speaker had held the room in a way that irritated him.

Eliza Flannigan. He recognized the name from the program but hadn’t connected it to the woman in the copper-black gown until she stepped onto the stage and began to talk.

At first, he thought it was the styling that caught his attention. Fashion people always had a flair for drama. But then she started telling her story, and something shifted.

Not in him. Not exactly.

In the room.

People listened to her. Actually listened. There was a pause in the usual low murmur of conversation, the kind of hush that didn’t come easy in a crowd like this. She spoke with a kind of clarity that was practiced, sure, but it was more than polish. It was controlled. Purposeful.

Marcus hated it.

Not because she wasn’t good at what she was doing. She was. Too good. Every beat of her story hit like it had been workshopped with a PR team. The rise from poverty, the scholarship, the hard work. It was a performance. Polished to a mirror shine.

And the audience fell for it.

They always did.

He shifted his weight, camera still at his side. He hadn’t taken a photo since she started speaking, but not because she wasn’t photogenic, she was, painfully so. It was because part of him didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of one more perfect shot in front of a standing ovation.

Still, his hand moved on instinct. The shutter clicked twice as she stepped away from the mic, the stage lights glinting in her hair. He caught her in profile, the faint flush of emotion still on her face.

Then she was gone. Swallowed into the sea of evening gowns and tuxedos and congratulatory smiles.

He could’ve packed up and left.

But something kept him there.

Something more than irritation. Something more dangerous.

He found her by accident. Or maybe he’d been looking for her without realizing it.

The side balcony was mostly empty, the doors cracked open just enough for sound and cold air to leak through. He stepped out, seeking a moment of stillness. Instead, he found her, back to the city, head tipped toward the sky, one hand gripping the stone balustrade like she needed to anchor herself.

He hesitated.

He could’ve left. Could’ve turned around and gone back inside, forgotten her speech, her eyes, her voice.

Instead, he opened his mouth and ruined everything.

“Hell of a performance.”

She turned sharply. Her eyes - green, maybe, or blue, he couldn’t tell in the low light - narrowed fast.

“Excuse me?” she said, the last syllable edged with steel.

He held his ground. “The speech. You’ve clearly done this before. You know how to work a crowd.”

“I wasn’t performing.”

Her tone was ice, her posture defensive. He should’ve backed down. Apologized. Clarified. But something about her reaction sharpened his own.

“Didn’t mean offense. Just… you’re clearly good at knowing your audience.”

“And you’re clearly good at implying people are liars without moving your face.”

He blinked. That… hadn’t been the answer he expected.

He tried again. “I didn’t mean—”

But she didn’t let him finish. “You don’t know me. You don’t know what it took for me to stand on that stage tonight. And if you think for one second that I got here by performing instead of surviving, then you’re not just rude. You’re exactly the kind of person these kids are up against.”

Marcus stiffened. That landed harder than it should have.

She turned, furious now. “You think it’s clever? Tearing people down because they don’t fit your idea of authentic?”

He didn’t answer. Partly because she wasn’t wrong. And partly because he didn’t know how to explain the knot in his chest that had nothing to do with her speech and everything to do with the way she’d looked at him the moment he spoke. Like he was exactly the man she’d spent her whole life fighting to prove wrong.

She stepped past him toward the door, heels clicking against the stone.

“Don’t follow me,” she said without looking back.

He didn’t.

But he watched her go.

Marcus didn’t sleep well that night.

He told himself it was the usual post-event fatigue, the hum of too many voices echoing in his brain. He told himself he was annoyed. Irritated. That he’d just had a run-in with yet another overhyped designer whose reputation didn’t match her ego.

But none of that explained why he kept seeing her face when he closed his eyes.

Not the polished version from the stage. The one on the balcony—angry, flushed, alive.

He hated that it stuck with him. Hated it more that it stirred something under the irritation.

And he hated himself most of all for reaching for his camera in the middle of the night and pulling up the preview screen just to look at the two frames he’d taken of her.

In one, she was mid-sentence. In the other, she was stepping away from the podium, half-turned, lips still parted.

There was a flicker of something in her eyes in that second frame—vulnerability or exhaustion or maybe both.

He stared at the photo until the screen dimmed, then shut it off and tossed the camera aside.

The next day passed in a blur of edits and deadlines, but she stayed in his head like a splinter.

He didn’t talk about it. Didn’t tell anyone. Especially not Claire, his agent-slash-manager-slash-perpetual source of scheduling chaos. She’d start asking questions, and Marcus had no answers to give.

He didn’t even like Eliza Flannigan.

He barely knew her.

And what he did know irritated the hell out of him.

She was confident to the point of arrogance. Sharp-tongued. Guarded. Impossible to read.

But something about the way she’d looked at him when she said “you don’t know me” made him feel like maybe he’d spent too long looking through lenses instead of at people.

Worse, it made him want to know more.

He found himself Googling her later that week. Pure curiosity, he told himself.

Her name pulled up a hundred headlines. Eliza Flannigan: Fashion’s Disruptive Darling. From The Slums to Paris Runways. The Self-Taught Designer Redefining Modern Couture.

Photos from showcases, red carpets, interviews. But none of them looked like the woman he’d seen on the balcony.

She looked colder in the press shots. Controlled. Everything curated—hair, makeup, poses, even the quotes. All too perfect.

All except one picture. A candid at the edge of some runway, laughing at something just off-camera, one hand in her hair, head thrown back. Unposed. Human.

He stared at it too long.

Closed the tab. Swore quietly.

This was ridiculous.

A week passed. Then two.

He worked. Travelled. Shot an editorial in Berlin, then a portrait series in Madrid. The usual. He barely thought about her anymore.

Or so he told himself.

Until the phone call.

“Marcus,” Claire said. “You’re booked for a campaign in Paris. I’m sorry. I know you wanted to take the next two months off. It was a last-minute change - original photographer had an emergency appendectomy, he’s out for six weeks. They need you on-site by Monday.”

“Who’s the client?” he asked, distracted, flipping through his calendar.

“Elan.”

He froze. “Say that again?”

“Elan. As in Eliza Flannigan. You know-”

“I know who she is.”

A pause. “You okay with that?”

He didn’t answer immediately.

He should’ve said no. Should’ve claimed a scheduling conflict. Should’ve made up an excuse, any excuse.

Instead, he said, “I’ll be there.”

He sat with that decision for hours.

Was it a mistake? Probably. Would it be tense? Almost certainly.

But something inside him stirred at the thought of seeing her again - not in a ballroom, not in a spotlight, but on set. In motion. Doing what she actually did best.

He didn’t want to like her.

He didn’t even want to get along with her.

But he couldn’t stop wanting to see what she looked like when she wasn’t on stage.

That night, he opened the file with her photo again. The one from the gala. The second frame.

Then he did something he never did.

He printed it.

Not for publication. Not for portfolio. Just for him.

He left it on his desk and went to bed, fully aware that he was crossing a line he didn’t fully understand.

But if there was one thing Marcus Monroe knew how to do, it was recognize a subject worth watching.

And Eliza Flannigan, whether he liked it or not, was exactly that.


Three





The morning after the gala, Eliza couldn’t shake the feeling that someone had cracked open her carefully curated image and poked around inside.

She stood in her kitchen, a steaming mug of coffee in hand, staring out at the sliver of skyline visible through her loft’s industrial windows. The city was already humming, but her thoughts remained stubbornly tangled in the quiet aftermath of last night.

She’d done what she set out to do. She’d delivered the speech, honoured the scholarship that had changed her life, gave hope to the kids in that room who needed to see someone like her succeed. The applause had been thunderous. Lena had beamed. Donors had promised more funding. And yet…

One voice echoed louder than all of it.

“Hell of a performance.”

Eliza scowled into her mug. Marcus Monroe. Smug. Rigid. Impossible. He had slinked out of the shadows like a noir villain and managed, in under five minutes, to dismantle her hard-won sense of accomplishment with that perfect blend of indifference and insult. He hadn’t even looked apologetic when she’d called him out. Just cold and analytical, like she was a puzzle he couldn’t quite solve and therefore didn’t trust.

And the worst part?

She had rehearsed. Rehearsed until her voice went hoarse, until the words were carved into her bones. Because if she didn’t, she knew she’d meander. She’d say too much. She’d cry. She’d veer off into a tangent about the first time she stitched a hem using fishing line. No one needed to hear that. They needed clean. Sharp. Impactful.

She had given them what they needed.

So why did one stranger’s disapproval make her feel like a fraud?

She dropped into the barstool at her kitchen counter and pulled her hair into a haphazard knot. “You’re not a fraud,” she muttered to herself. “You’re just… annoyed.”

And fine - maybe a little shaken.

Her phone buzzed against the granite counter. A text from her assistant, Joy.

Hey, just heard from Paolo’s sister. He’s in the hospital??

Eliza’s stomach lurched. Paolo was more than her go-to photographer. He was her friend, her collaborator, the only person who could capture the movement in her designs without making it feel like a photoshoot. She immediately called Joy.

“Which hospital?” she asked, skipping the greeting.

“St. Michael’s,” Joy said. “Appendicitis, apparently. His sister said it was touch-and-go last night, but they operated right away.”

“I’m going.”

“Eliza, wait—”

But she’d already hung up.

Thirty minutes later, she was at Paolo’s bedside, a paper bag of lavender scones and ginger tea clutched in one hand.

He looked pale but amused. “Did you bring me baked goods as a bribe or a condolence?”

“Both,” Eliza said, setting the bag beside his bed. “And tea. You’re alive, so you don’t get a full care package, just the medium one.”

“Fair,” he said. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I went in thinking it was some serious indigestion.”

“You don’t need to apologize for your appendix trying to murder you,” she said gently, and reached for his hand. “Are you okay?”

“They say I’ll be fine. No heavy lifting. No wild dance parties.” He looked down at their hands, trying to avoid her eyes. “No photoshoots.”

Eliza exhaled slowly. The Paris campaign. “Six weeks, right?”

“At least. Sorry, Flannigan.”

She shook her head. “You’ve got nothing to apologize for. Just rest. Heal. No editing, no emails, no stress.”

Paolo gave her a look. “You’re telling me not to stress? You, who once asked me to shoot a lookbook on the roof of a moving train?”

“It was a slow train,” she said with mock innocence.

He smiled faintly. “Promise me something?”

“Anything.”

“Don’t settle for someone who doesn’t get your work.”

Her smile faltered. She thought, rather absurdly, of Marcus Monroe. Of the way he’d looked at her. Dissecting, doubting.

“I’ll try,” she said.

A few hours later, back at her studio, the silence felt too heavy.

Eliza stood in the middle of her design floor, half-finished muslin gowns draped on mannequins around her, and forced herself to focus. Paris was in two weeks. The show was make-or-break. Her first major campaign with international press, a seat at the table she’d fought tooth and nail to reach.

She needed a photographer.

Joy stepped into the space, tablet in hand and ponytail bouncing. “So, Paolo’s out for six to eight weeks. You got off the phone so quickly earlier that I didn’t get a chance to tell you that I started reaching out to replacements, but everyone’s booked. It’s Fashion Month. Most of the good ones are already in Europe or on back-to-back campaigns.”

Eliza pinched the bridge of her nose. “We can’t push the shoot.”

“I know. But we’ve got a lead. It’s perhaps not ideal, but he’s available, and he comes highly recommended by three different agencies.”
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