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Chapter One: Byline Collision
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The subject line alone was enough to ruin Clara Bennett’s morning.

MANDATORY COLLABORATION: Valentine’s Feature

Clara read it once. Then again. Then she closed her laptop, opened it, and read it a third time, as if repetition might change the words into something less insulting.

Mandatory. Collaboration.

Two words that did not belong anywhere near her career.

She leaned back in her chair, coffee cooling untouched beside her, and stared out the office window at the grey January sky. The newsroom hummed around her. Phones ringing. Keyboards clacking. Someone laughing too loudly at something not funny.

She already knew where this was going.

Her editor, Miles, had been circling her desk for weeks with that look. The one that meant I’m about to pitch you something you will hate but will absolutely have to do.

The email finished loading.

Clara,

You’ll be co-writing this year’s Valentine’s Day feature.

Angle: “How to Fall in Love in 10 Days.”

You’ll be working with—

She stopped reading.

Her jaw tightened. Slowly, she scrolled.

—Ethan Rowe.

Deadline tight. No exceptions.

Talk soon.

Miles

Clara let out a breath that was halfway to a laugh and halfway to a curse.

Ethan Rowe.

Of course it was.

Across the newsroom, as if summoned by sheer irritation, Ethan looked up from his desk. Their eyes met. His brows lifted, just slightly, in a way that suggested he already knew.

She looked away first.

Ethan Rowe was the kind of journalist Clara had spent her career actively resenting.

Charming. Effortlessly confident. The sort of man who could miss a deadline by hours and still have people describe him as “brilliant but misunderstood.” He wrote with flair and opinion and just enough arrogance to get away with both. His pieces were bold, sometimes reckless, always talked about.

Clara’s work was precise. Meticulous. Sourced within an inch of its life. She didn’t speculate. She didn’t dramatise. She reported.

They had been rivals since the day he’d been hired.

Not officially. No screaming matches or dramatic showdowns. Just the quiet, grinding competition of two people who kept being compared to each other.

Two bylines. One slot.

And now, apparently, one article.

Her phone buzzed.

Miles.

She answered without greeting. “No.”

There was a pause. “Good morning to you too.”

“I’m not doing a Valentine’s fluff piece with Ethan Rowe.”

“It’s not fluff,” Miles said mildly. “It’s engagement driven lifestyle journalism.”

Clara closed her eyes. “That’s fluff wearing a blazer.”

“You’re doing it.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

She sat forward. “I’m a political correspondent.”

“You’re a journalist who writes well and meets deadlines,” Miles said. “Which is more than I can say for half the staff.”

“And Ethan?”

Miles sighed. “Ethan is very good at making people read things they didn’t think they cared about.”

“So you’re punishing me.”

“I’m pairing strengths.”

“By forcing me to co-write a how-to guide on falling in love.”

“In ten days.”

Clara pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t even believe in falling in love in ten days.”

“Perfect,” Miles said. “Conflict sells.”

The call ended before she could argue further.

She stared at her screen. At the words How to Fall in Love in 10 Days glowing back at her like a personal insult.

Across the room, Ethan stood and stretched, hands behind his head, all casual ease and confidence. He walked toward her desk without asking, because of course he did.

“Morning, Bennett,” he said. “You look thrilled.”

She looked up at him flatly. “If you’re here to gloat, don’t.”

“I would never,” he said, smiling. “Okay, that’s a lie. But only a little.”

“This is a terrible idea.”

“Agreed,” he said. “Which means it’ll probably do very well.”

She folded her arms. “You realise I’m going to fact-check everything you write.”

He leaned against her desk, unfazed. “You realise I’m going to make this readable.”

Her mouth tightened. “I already make my work readable.”

He grinned. “You make it accurate.”

She stood. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Yes, you do,” he said lightly. “Ten days, actually.”

She stared at him. Something flickered there. Not attraction. Not yet. Something closer to irritation sharpened into focus.

“Fine,” she said. “But we do this my way.”

“Our way,” he corrected.

“No,” she said. “My way.”

He tilted his head, studying her, like he found the resistance entertaining. “You’re not very romantic, are you?”

“I’m realistic.”

“Same thing,” he said. “Different lighting.”

She grabbed her notebook. “We’re not pretending this is real. We’re not staging dates or manufacturing emotions.”

Ethan’s smile softened, just a fraction. “Actually, Miles wants the opposite.”

She froze. “Explain.”

“He wants us to do it,” Ethan said. “Follow the steps. Document the process. First person. Experiential.”

Clara’s stomach dropped. “Absolutely not.”

“Too late,” he said. “Already approved.”

She imagined the headline. The comments. The smug satisfaction of readers watching two journalists unravel in public.

“No,” she said again. “I’m not going on dates with you.”

Ethan shrugged. “We don’t have to call them dates.”

She laughed once, sharply. “You’re impossible.”

“And you’re predictable,” he said, not unkindly. “You hate this because it’s messy. Because it doesn’t fit in bullet points.”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “I hate this because it’s dishonest.”

He met her gaze, something more serious settling in his eyes. “Is it?”

She hesitated.

He straightened. “Look, Bennett. Ten days. We try it. We observe. We write honestly. If it’s ridiculous, we say so. If it doesn’t work, that’s the story.”

“And if it does?”

He smiled, slower this time. “Then we get the best feature the paper’s run in years.”

She should have walked away.

Instead, she heard herself say, “Ground rules.”

His brows lifted. “I’m listening.”

“No lying. No exaggeration.”

“Painful, but fine.”

“No making me look like a cynic.”

“That’s going to be tricky.”

She glared.

He raised his hands. “I’ll behave.”

She exhaled. “And we stop the moment this becomes a spectacle.”

His smile faded into something quieter. “Deal.”

They shook on it. His hand was warm. Firm. She noticed despite herself.

She pulled away first.

“Ten days,” she said. “And then we go back to pretending the other doesn’t exist.”

Ethan chuckled. “Careful. That sounds like a challenge.”

She grabbed her coat. “Send me your outline by noon.”

He watched her walk away, a thoughtful expression replacing his usual ease.

Across the newsroom, the clock ticked forward.

Day one had already begun.
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Chapter Two: The Ten Day Problem
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By lunchtime, Clara had rewritten the phrase How to Fall in Love in 10 Days so many times in her notes that it stopped looking like English and started looking like a dare.

She sat in a glass meeting room with a view of the newsroom, her laptop open, her notebook beside it, and her patience already running on fumes. Outside the glass, the office moved like a living thing. People standing, leaning, talking, laughing. A constant low roar of urgency.

Inside the room, Ethan Rowe was eating a salad like it was a personal insult, poking at it with a fork while he talked as if he had all day.

“I think we need a hook,” he said. “A structure. We can’t just list ten cheesy tips and call it journalism.”

Clara didn’t look up from her screen. “It is literally a list of ten tips.”

“It’s a feature,” Ethan corrected. “A narrative. People want a story. They want tension. They want two people who don’t like each other being forced to do romantic tasks.”
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