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Aria
  Bennett arrived at the engagement party with exactly zero
  expectations and one quiet hope: that she could blend into the
  background long enough to eat something decent and leave
  early.




  
She
  adjusted the strap of her worn leather bag on her shoulder and
  scanned the rooftop terrace. Soft golden lights were strung above
  their heads, draped across glass railings that reflected the city
  skyline like a second, upside-down world. The venue was
  expensive—too
  expensive for her comfort—but it belonged to her best friend’s
  future in-laws, and apparently, they did everything on rooftops
  with
  champagne fountains and imported flowers.




  
Aria
  felt like an intruder in her own life.




  
She
  smoothed the sleeves of her oversized gray hoodie, suddenly aware
  that nearly every other woman wore a dress that shimmered or
  clung in
  all the right places. Her sneakers felt louder than they should
  have.
  The city below hummed with traffic and possibility, while she
  hovered
  at the edge of a celebration she wasn’t sure she belonged
  to.



“

  
Food
  first,” she whispered to herself, spotting the long buffet table
  near the glass doors.




  
She
  made her way toward it, weaving carefully through clusters of
  laughing guests. The scent of expensive perfume mixed with the
  crisp
  night air. Conversations floated past her—talk of stock options,
  private schools, investment properties. Words from a language she
  didn’t speak.




  
Aria
  reached for a glass of red wine, intending to nurse it while
  pretending she was part of the scene. The stem was thin and
  delicate,
  nothing like the thick mugs she used at home. She turned too
  quickly,
  distracted by a voice calling her name from across the
  terrace.



“

  
Aria!
  You made it!”




  
She
  smiled automatically and lifted her hand in greeting—just as her
  elbow bumped into someone standing too close behind her.




  
The
  wine glass tipped.




  
Time
  slowed in that cruel, cinematic way reserved for personal
  disasters.




  
A
  dark splash bloomed across a pristine white dress shirt.




  
The
  glass slipped from her fingers and shattered on the stone
  floor.




  
For
  a second, the entire party seemed to pause.




  
Aria’s
  heart dropped somewhere near her feet.



“

  
Oh
  my God. I am so sorry,” she blurted, horror flooding her chest as
  she looked up at the man she had just assaulted with
  Merlot.




  
He
  was tall. Not just tall—unfairly tall. Broad shoulders filled out
  his tailored jacket, which was now half-soaked in red wine. His
  dark
  hair fell in soft waves, slightly tousled, as if he had run his
  hands
  through it too many times. His face was composed of sharp lines
  softened by tired eyes—eyes that were now fixed on her with quiet
  surprise.




  
She
  grabbed a napkin from the nearest table and immediately realized
  how
  useless it was.



“

  
I’m
  really, really sorry,” she repeated, already mortified. “I wasn’t
  paying attention. I can help you clean that. I mean, not right
  now, I
  don’t have—” She gestured helplessly at the napkin. “But I
  can pay for the cleaning. Or the shirt. Or the jacket.
  Or—”



“

  
Hey,”
  he said gently, raising a hand.




  
His
  voice was calm, low, and unexpectedly warm.



“

  
It’s
  okay. Accidents happen.”




  
She
  blinked at him, unprepared for kindness. Most people in rooms
  like
  this looked through her, not at her.



“

  
I
  ruined your shirt,” she insisted.



“

  
It’s
  fabric,” he replied with a small shrug. “I’ll survive.”




  
She
  laughed once, short and disbelieving. “You’re being way too nice
  about this.”




  
He
  glanced down at the spreading stain, then back at her. “Trust me,
  I’ve spilled worse things on myself.”




  
That
  made her smile despite her embarrassment.



“

  
I’m
  Aria,” she said, extending her hand, unsure why introductions
  felt
  necessary after wine-related violence.




  
He
  hesitated for the briefest moment before taking it.



“

  
Nate,”
  he replied. “Just Nate.”




  
His
  handshake was warm, steady. The kind of grip that made her feel
  grounded without trying to impress her.



“

  
Nice
  to meet you, Nate. I promise I don’t usually attack strangers
  with
  alcohol.”



“

  
I’ll
  keep that in mind,” he said, a faint smile curving his
  lips.




  
Someone
  brushed past them, breaking the small bubble of quiet that had
  formed. The party resumed its noise, as if the universe had
  decided
  their moment wasn’t important enough to pause reality for
  long.



“

  
I
  should probably go change,” Nate said, glancing toward the
  building. “Before this becomes a permanent design choice.”



“

  
Right.
  Of course. I’m really sorry again.”




  
He
  nodded, then hesitated. “If you want to make it up to me, you can
  save me from another round of small talk later.”




  
She
  raised an eyebrow. “That bad, huh?”



“

  
You
  have no idea.”




  
She
  found herself smiling wider than she had in weeks. “Okay.
  Deal.”




  
He
  started toward the doors, then turned back. “Don’t disappear on
  me, Hoodie Girl.”



“

  
Hoodie
  Girl?” she repeated, mock-offended.




  
He
  gestured at her clothes. “It’s memorable.”



“

  
So
  is Wine Victim,” she shot back.




  
He
  laughed then—an actual laugh that softened his whole face—and
  disappeared inside.




  
Aria
  stood there for a moment, heart beating a little faster than it
  had
  any right to. She wasn’t sure why that brief exchange had felt…
  different. Maybe it was the way he hadn’t looked down on her for
  not fitting the party’s aesthetic. Maybe it was the calm in his
  voice, the absence of judgment.




  
Or
  maybe she was just lonely enough to notice when someone treated
  her
  like a person.




  
She
  finally made it to the buffet and filled a small plate, but her
  attention kept drifting toward the glass doors. After a few
  minutes,
  she spotted him again, now without the jacket, sleeves of his
  shirt
  rolled up. The wine stain was still visible, but he didn’t seem
  to
  care.




  
Their
  eyes met across the terrace.




  
He
  lifted his glass in a silent toast.




  
She
  raised hers back.




  
It
  felt like the beginning of something she hadn’t planned
  for.




  
And
  that, more than the spilled wine, made her nervous.
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Aria
  told herself she wouldn’t think about him.




  
That
  lasted exactly twelve hours.




  
By
  the time she reached the subway platform the next morning, Nate’s
  face had already intruded into her thoughts at least three
  times—once
  while brushing her teeth, once while waiting for her coffee to
  brew,
  and once while staring at the unread emails piling up in her
  inbox.
  It annoyed her how easily he had slipped into the quiet corners
  of
  her mind.




  
One
  night. No questions.




  
She
  repeated the rule to herself like a mantra as the train rattled
  into
  the station. The city felt louder in daylight, more honest in its
  chaos. People moved with purpose, eyes fixed on invisible
  destinations. No one here cared about rooftop parties or
  accidental
  kisses.




  
She
  made it through her morning classes in a blur. Code scrolled
  across
  her laptop screen, but her thoughts kept drifting. She wondered
  if
  Nate had meant it when he said he didn’t do simple well. She
  wondered if she’d imagined the weight behind his restraint. She
  wondered if he would disappear into the category of people who
  briefly touched her life and then vanished without
  explanation.




  
Her
  phone buzzed just as she was packing up to leave the lab.




  
Unknown
  Number: 


  

    
Hoodie
    Girl?
  




  
Her
  heart skipped in a way she didn’t appreciate being so
  obvious.




  
Aria:
  


  

    
Wine
    Victim?
  




  
A
  pause. Then:




  
Unknown
  Number: 


  

    
I
    was hoping you’d saved my number.
  




  
Aria:
  


  

    
I
    don’t save strangers. Bad for personal safety.
  




  
Unknown
  Number: 


  

    
Fair.
    This is Nate. The stranger who owes you a dry-cleaning
    bill.
  




  
She
  smiled at her screen, unable to help it.




  
Aria:
  


  

    
What
    do you want, Nate?
  




  
Nate:
  


  

    
To
    return the favor. Coffee?
  




  
She
  hesitated, her thumb hovering over the screen. One night. No
  questions. But the night had already followed her into the
  morning.




  
Aria:
  


  

    
Okay.
    One coffee. No expectations.
  




  
Nate:
  


  

    
Deal.
    I’ll send a location.
  




  
The
  café he chose sat on the edge of a quiet side street, tucked
  between
  a bookstore and a closed flower shop. It felt deliberate—neutral
  territory. Aria arrived first, choosing a small table near the
  window. She liked places where she could see the world moving
  without
  being part of it.




  
When
  Nate walked in, the room shifted.




  
Not
  because he was loud or dramatic, but because he carried himself
  with
  a contained intensity that drew attention without demanding it.
  He
  spotted her, a subtle relief crossing his face, and made his way
  over.



“

  
Hi,”
  he said, as if they were meeting for the first time all over
  again.



“

  
Hi,”
  she replied.




  
They
  ordered coffee and sat in a comfortable quiet, the kind that
  didn’t
  feel like pressure. Outside, a delivery truck blocked half the
  street, its driver arguing with someone on the sidewalk.



“

  
I
  almost didn’t text,” Nate admitted.



“

  
Same,”
  Aria said. “I almost ignored it.”



“

  
Glad
  you didn’t.”



“

  
Me
  too,” she said, surprising herself with the ease of the
  truth.




  
They
  talked about small things—classes, bad coffee habits, the strange
  intimacy of recognizing someone in a crowded city. The
  conversation
  flowed naturally, but Aria sensed the unspoken hovering again.
  The
  boundaries they’d drawn the night before were already
  blurring.



“

  
Do
  you want to see something?” Nate asked after they finished their
  drinks.



“

  
Depends,”
  she said. “Does it involve more rules we never agreed on?”



“

  
Probably,”
  he admitted. “But not in a dangerous way.”




  
She
  studied him for a moment, then nodded. “Okay. Show me.”




  
He
  led her a few blocks away to a building she’d walked past a
  hundred
  times without noticing. The lobby was sleek and quiet, the kind
  of
  place that smelled faintly of polished stone and money. Aria
  slowed,
  suddenly aware of the mismatch between her hoodie and the
  space.



“

  
Nate,”
  she said, lowering her voice, “this is… fancy.”



“

  
It’s
  just a building,” he replied, though his tone suggested he knew
  it
  wasn’t just that.




  
The
  elevator ride was silent, the numbers climbing higher than she
  expected. When the doors opened, they stepped into a hallway that
  felt more like a hotel than an apartment floor. He unlocked a
  door at
  the far end, hesitating before pushing it open.




  
The
  penthouse was expansive, all glass and clean lines, the city
  unfolding beneath them in a wide, breathtaking view. Sunlight
  spilled
  across the polished floor, illuminating a space that felt more
  like a
  carefully curated gallery than a home.




  
Aria
  stopped just inside the door, suddenly unsure of where to put her
  hands.



“

  
This
  is your place?” she asked.



“

  
For
  now,” he said.



“

  
It’s…”
  She searched for the right word. “Empty.”




  
It
  was furnished, technically. A couch, a table, shelves. But there
  were
  no personal touches. No photos. No clutter. No signs of a life
  lived
  here.



“

  
I
  don’t spend much time at home,” he said quietly.




  
She
  walked to the windows, looking out at the city. The view was
  stunning, but it felt distant, like watching life through
  glass.



“

  
Do
  you like it here?” she asked.




  
He
  considered the question. “It’s quiet. It’s controlled. That’s
  usually enough.”



“

  
But
  not today,” she said softly.




  
He
  didn’t answer right away.




  
She
  turned back to him, noticing the way he stood near the door
  instead
  of moving deeper into the space. As if even he wasn’t entirely
  comfortable here.



“

  
This
  place has locked doors,” she said, more observation than
  accusation.



“

  
Some
  doors are meant to stay closed,” he replied.




  
She
  met his gaze, feeling the weight of what he wasn’t saying. “Not
  all of them.”




  
For
  a moment, something unguarded flickered across his face.
  Vulnerability, quickly masked.




  
He
  looked away. “I didn’t bring you here to impress you.”



“

  
I
  know,” she said. “You brought me here because it’s the only
  place you know how to be quiet.”




  
The
  truth of it seemed to land harder than either of them
  expected.




  
They
  stood there in the bright, beautiful penthouse that felt
  strangely
  hollow, two people carrying their own locked doors inside
  them.




  
And
  Aria realized that whatever Nate was hiding, it wasn’t just a
  name.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 10 – Paparazzi at Midnight
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 







  
Aria
  didn’t usually stay out past midnight.




  
Her
  nights were predictable—quiet dinners, a little reading, a little
  code, sleep that came late but reliably. The city after dark felt
  like a different creature, louder and sharper, full of people who
  belonged to the night in ways she never quite had.




  
Tonight
  was an exception.




  
She’d
  agreed to meet Maya for late ramen after a brutal week of
  deadlines.
  The small restaurant was tucked into an alley glowing with neon
  signs, steam rising from its open kitchen into the cool air. They
  talked about everything except Nate. It felt like a relief not to
  circle that gravity for once.




  
By
  the time Aria stepped back onto the sidewalk, her phone buzzed
  with a
  message from her mother—something mundane about a package that
  hadn’t arrived. She smiled faintly, grounding herself in ordinary
  concerns.




  
Then
  the flash went off.




  
Bright.
  Sudden. Too close.




  
She
  flinched, heart jumping into her throat. Another flash followed,
  then
  the soft whir of a camera lens adjusting in the dark.



“

  
Aria
  Bennett?” a voice called out.




  
She
  froze, the city noise fading into a distant roar. No one had ever
  said her name like that before—with certainty, with
  intent.



“

  
I’m
  just walking home,” she said, her voice steadier than she
  felt.




  
Another
  figure stepped out of the shadows, phone raised, recording. “Are
  you dating Nathaniel Vale?”




  
The
  question hit harder than the light.



“

  
I
  don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, instinctively
  pulling her hoodie tighter around herself.




  
A
  third flash. A fourth.




  
Her
  phone buzzed in her pocket.




  
Nate:
  


  

    
Are
    you okay?
  




  
The
  timing made her chest ache.




  
Aria:
  


  

    
No.
  




  
She
  typed quickly, fingers trembling.




  
Aria:
  


  

    
There
    are photographers outside the ramen place. They know my
    name.
  




  
The
  reply came immediately.




  
Nate:
  


  

    
I’m
    coming. Stay where you are if you can. If you don’t feel safe,
    go
    inside somewhere public.
  




  
Aria
  glanced back at the restaurant door. The warm light spilling out
  felt
  like a lifeline. She took a step toward it.



“

  
Do
  you have a comment about the contract you refused?” one of them
  asked, the question sharp and invasive.




  
Her
  stomach twisted. So the refusal had leaked. Nothing in his world
  stayed private for long.



“

  
I
  don’t have anything to say,” she replied, her voice tight.
  “Please leave me alone.”




  
The
  word 


  

    
please
  


  

  felt too small for the situation.




  
She
  slipped back inside the restaurant, heart pounding. The owner
  glanced
  up, concern flickering across his face as he noticed the
  commotion
  outside.



“

  
Are
  they bothering you?” he asked.



“

  
Yes,”
  Aria said. “Can I wait here for a minute?”




  
He
  nodded without hesitation. “Of course.”




  
She
  moved to the far corner, pressing her back against the wall,
  trying
  to steady her breathing. The normal sounds of the
  restaurant—bowls
  clinking, water boiling, quiet conversation—felt surreal in
  contrast to the chaos just outside the glass.




  
Her
  phone buzzed again.




  
Nate:
  


  

    
I’m
    two minutes away.
  




  
Two
  minutes felt like a lifetime.




  
Through
  the window, she saw him pull up, stepping out of a black car with
  an
  ease that spoke of practiced movement in hostile attention. The
  photographers pivoted instantly, drawn to him like moths to
  light.



“

  
Mr.
  Vale!” someone called. “Is this your girlfriend?”




  
Aria’s
  chest tightened at the word, the label arriving without her
  consent.




  
Nate
  didn’t answer them. He moved straight to the restaurant door,
  pushing it open and scanning the room until his eyes found
  her.



“

  
Hey,”
  he said quietly, stepping into her space without crowding it.
  “I’m
  here.”




  
The
  relief that flooded her was immediate and unwelcome. She didn’t
  want to need him. She did anyway.



“

  
They
  knew my name,” she said, the words tumbling out. “They knew about
  the contract.”




  
His
  jaw tightened. “I’m sorry. This shouldn’t have touched
  you.”



“

  
But
  it did,” she replied. “This is what I meant when I said I don’t
  belong in your world.”



“

  
I
  know,” he said. “And I hate that you’re paying the price for my
  visibility.”




  
The
  owner approached cautiously. “Everything okay?”



“

  
Yes,”
  Nate said, offering a polite smile. “We’ll be leaving through the
  back, if that’s all right.”




  
The
  man nodded, gesturing toward the kitchen. “This way.”




  
They
  slipped through the narrow corridor behind the counter, the heat
  of
  the kitchen briefly enveloping them. The back door opened into a
  dim
  alley, quieter than the street out front.




  
Nate
  paused before stepping out, turning to her. “I won’t touch you
  without asking. I just need you to stay close to me so they don’t
  swarm you.”




  
She
  nodded, the logic of it settling over her fear. He opened the
  door,
  and the alley’s cool air wrapped around them.




  
They
  moved quickly toward the waiting car. A photographer spotted them
  and
  shouted, but the distance muffled the noise. Nate placed a steady
  hand near her shoulder—not on it, just there—guiding her without
  claiming her.




  
When
  they reached the car, he opened the door for her and waited until
  she
  was inside before circling around to the other side.




  
The
  door shut, sealing out the night.




  
For
  a moment, neither of them spoke.




  
The
  city lights streaked past the window as the car pulled away, the
  adrenaline slowly draining from her system.



“

  
I
  didn’t want you to come,” Aria said quietly. “But I’m glad
  you did.”




  
He
  met her gaze, something raw in his expression. “I didn’t want you
  to be alone with that.”




  
She
  leaned her head back against the seat, exhaustion washing over
  her.
  “This is what midnight looks like in your life?”



“

  
Too
  often,” he said.




  
She
  closed her eyes, the truth settling heavy in her chest.




  
The
  paparazzi hadn’t just captured images.




  
They
  had crossed a boundary.




  
And
  now Aria had to decide whether she was willing to keep standing
  in
  the light with him—or step back into the quiet she had fought so
  hard to protect.



 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






