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Chapter One — The First Glance
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The garden shimmered under strings of golden lights, laughter mingling with the gentle notes of a violin. Willow Creek had never looked more magical. White roses lined the aisle, candles flickered in glass jars, and the soft scent of lilac drifted on the breeze.

Anna adjusted the strap of her dress and took a slow breath. Weddings always made her feel a strange mix of warmth and ache — the beauty, the vows, the idea of forever. For someone who wrote about love for the local newspaper, she’d grown skeptical about finding it herself.

She scanned the crowd, her journalist’s eye catching details — the way the bride’s mother dabbed her eyes, the nervous groomsman fiddling with his tie, the shy flower girl peeking from behind her father’s leg. Then, her gaze stopped.

A man stood near the edge of the garden, camera in hand.

The photographer.

He wasn’t posing like the others, just observing. His stance was relaxed, confident, yet there was something quietly intense about the way his eyes followed the scene — not just seeing it, but feeling it.

Anna told herself not to stare, but curiosity won.

Jack felt it — that pull, that awareness. His lens lowered just enough for their eyes to meet. For a heartbeat, neither moved. Then he smiled, the kind of smile that reached the eyes, slow and easy, like he’d just caught a secret worth keeping.

Heat rose to her cheeks. She turned back toward the crowd, pretending to study the flower arrangements.

“Beautiful night, isn’t it?” a voice said behind her, low and smooth.

Anna turned. Jack stood there, camera strap slung over his shoulder, that same easy grin curving his lips.

“It is,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t sound as breathless as she felt. “You must be the photographer.”

“Jack.” He offered his hand, firm and warm. “And you?”

“Anna.”

He tilted his head slightly. “Guest or undercover reporter?”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

He chuckled, and it was rich, unhurried. “You’ve been watching everyone. Not the bride, not the ceremony — everyone else. You see stories in people, don’t you?”

Her lips parted in surprise. “I write for the Willow Creek Gazette.”

“I guessed,” he said, eyes gleaming. “You have that look — like you’re writing a headline in your head.”

She should have been annoyed, but instead, she found herself smiling. “And you? You look like someone who sees too much through a lens.”

“Maybe,” he said softly. “But tonight, I’d rather see through my own eyes.”

The air between them shifted — charged, silent, warm. The music changed, couples began to dance under the strings of light, and for a moment, the world seemed to fade around them.

Jack stepped closer, his voice dropping. “You know, there’s something poetic about strangers meeting at someone else’s love story.”

Anna’s pulse fluttered. “Maybe,” she whispered. “But sometimes that’s how the best ones begin.”

Their eyes met again, and in that electric stillness — beneath twinkling lights and the sweet scent of roses — something stirred that neither could ignore.
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Chapter Two — The Dance
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The reception was in full swing. Laughter rippled through the garden as the newlyweds danced under the canopy of lights, their joy contagious. Glasses clinked, music swelled, and the scent of wine and roses mixed in the warm summer air.

Anna lingered near the edge of the dance floor, half-hidden behind a string of lanterns. She told herself she was just observing for a possible column — “The Poetry of a Small-Town Wedding” — but her eyes kept drifting toward the photographer.

Jack moved through the crowd like he belonged to it. Not just capturing faces but moments — the flicker of laughter, the brush of hands, the way two people looked at each other when they thought no one else saw.

And then, he found her again.

Anna froze as his lens focused in her direction. She didn’t smile, didn’t pose — she just looked back. For a moment, the camera lowered. His mouth curved in that same teasing smile that sent a thrill straight through her chest.

When he finally approached, she tried to sound casual. “You’re supposed to be taking photos of the happy couple.”

“I am,” he said, stopping close enough that she could feel the heat from his body. “But I got distracted.”

Her heartbeat stumbled. “By what?”

He didn’t answer immediately — just looked at her, really looked, his gaze sweeping over her face like he was memorizing it. “You have a way of stealing focus,” he murmured.

The words made her breath catch. “You say that to all the women you photograph?”

“Only the ones who make me forget I’m holding a camera.”

It wasn’t a line — not the way he said it. There was too much honesty in his tone, too much raw awareness simmering beneath the charm.

A song shifted, slower now, softer. Jack tilted his head toward the dance floor. “Dance with me?”

Anna hesitated, glancing at the couples swaying under the lights. “I’m not much of a dancer.”

“Good,” he said with a small smile. “Then I’ll lead.”

He took her hand before she could think of another excuse. His touch was warm, sure, grounding. When he pulled her close, the world blurred at the edges — just the sound of the music, the rhythm of their breaths, and the soft press of his hand against the small of her back.

“You tense up when you’re nervous,” he said quietly.

She tilted her head up to meet his gaze. “And how do you know that?”

“Because I’m watching,” he murmured, his thumb brushing along her spine. “And because I can feel it.”

Her heart raced. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“Why not?”

“Because you mean them.”

His lips curved. “Exactly.”

They moved together, slow and deliberate, as if the night itself had bent to accommodate their rhythm. The tension between them hummed — sharp, electric, impossible to ignore.

When the song ended, Jack didn’t step back right away. “You should let someone take your picture for once,” he said softly.

“I’m not the one people want to see,” she murmured.

He reached up, brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. “You’d be surprised.”

For the first time in years, Anna didn’t feel like the observer — she felt seen.

And as he lifted his camera and captured her in the golden light, she realized that something had shifted — subtle but undeniable. What began as a fleeting attraction now carried weight, the kind that didn’t fade when the music stopped.
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Chapter Three — After the Lights Fade
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By the time the last dance ended, the garden had softened into twilight. The string lights swayed gently in the warm night air, their glow reflected in half-empty glasses and scattered rose petals. Guests began drifting away in clusters of laughter and goodbyes, heels in hand, jackets slung over shoulders.

Anna lingered.

Something about the night made her want to stay — the peace after the noise, the hush that followed all that joy. Or maybe it wasn’t the night she was waiting for.

Jack was still there, packing up his camera gear near the edge of the garden. His shirt sleeves were rolled up now, the top buttons undone. There was a weariness about him, but also a quiet satisfaction, like he’d captured something that mattered.

When he noticed her watching, that same teasing smile appeared. “You don’t want to go home either?”

She shook her head, her voice low. “No. It’s too beautiful to end yet.”

He slung the camera strap over his shoulder and walked toward her. “Mind if I join you for a bit?”

Anna hesitated only a moment. “Not at all.”

They wandered away from the glow of the lights, finding a quieter spot near the edge of the property, where the oak trees framed the stars. The music from the reception had faded to a distant hum, replaced by the chirping of crickets and the rustle of leaves.

Jack dropped his bag onto the grass and sat down, patting the spot beside him. “So, Anna the journalist. Do you always analyze every stranger at weddings?”

She laughed softly. “Only when I can’t figure them out.”

“Can’t figure me out yet?”

She turned to face him, her eyes catching the faint glint of starlight. “Not even close.”

“Good,” he said, his smile slow and knowing. “Means I still have your attention.”

Her lips curved. “You have more than that.”

For a heartbeat, neither moved. The air between them grew heavy — not uncomfortable, but charged, alive. He reached out, brushing his thumb across her hand, a touch so simple and yet so deliberate that it sent a shiver down her spine.

“You know,” she said quietly, “I don’t usually do this. Stay behind. Talk to someone I barely know.”

“Maybe that’s the point,” he murmured. “You were supposed to stay.”

Anna looked at him then — really looked. The camera, the charm, the easy confidence — they were only layers. Beneath them, there was something deeper, something that made her chest tighten. A kind of loneliness she recognized too well.

“Do you ever get tired of just watching people live their stories?” she asked softly.

Jack’s expression flickered. “All the time.”

“Then why keep doing it?”

He exhaled slowly. “Because it’s easier than living my own.”

The honesty in his voice struck her like a note in a quiet room. She didn’t know what made her reach out, but she did — fingers brushing against his. He didn’t
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