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Chapter 1 Fever
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The slap cracked across Aria’s face like a firecracker, leaving her ears ringing and her vision swimming with stars. Pain radiated through her cheek, hot and unforgiving, as she stumbled back a step, her hand flying up to cradle the sting.

‘Damn it, Delilah!’ 

Aria’s eyes darted to the man snarling at her. His dark hair was styled to perfection, not a strand out of place despite his fury. Max Grayson, Hollywood’s golden boy and the object of too many tabloid spreads, was all chiselled jawlines and designer stubble, his piercing blue eyes blazing with an anger that threatened to consume the room.

‘You’re nothing but a viper in heels,’ he shouted, pointing an accusing finger at Aria. ‘How could you go after Savannah’s baby? What kind of monster even thinks of something like that? Just because you can’t—’ He cut himself off, his voice breaking as he jabbed a trembling finger in Aria’s direction. ‘If anything happens to Savannah or the baby she’s carrying, I swear I’ll make sure your life is hell.’

Aria’s lips curled into a vicious smirk, her cheek still throbbing but her fury taking the wheel. ‘Oh, you want hell, Archer? Let me give you a preview.’ 

Before anyone could stop her, she raised her hand and delivered a slap so loud the entire room seemed to freeze. Max’s immaculate cheek instantly reddened, the outline of her palm a perfect contrast to his usual perfection.

‘You—you hit me?’ he stammered, clutching his face like a wounded animal.

‘Oh, sorry, I didn’t realise you thought you were untouchable,’ she sneered. ‘Just because you’re the king of the douchebags doesn’t mean I’m your punching bag. And FYI, I didn’t touch your precious Savannah or her spawn. But you pull this crap again, and I swear I’ll make sure there’s no Hale legacy to speak of. Got it?’

‘Cut!’ a sharp voice boomed from the edge of the room, breaking the tension. 

Aria turned. She was surrounded by cameras, their red lights blinking like judgmental eyes. The film crew was scattered around the studio, a maze of booms, lights, and giant cameras, all pointed directly at her.

She swayed slightly, still dazed from the slap—or maybe from the fury she’d channelled into the scene. Esme Varella, her assistant-slash-voice-of-reason, appeared out of nowhere, holding a sleek bottle of Voss water. Her short, platinum-blonde hair gleamed under the overhead lights, and her vintage leather jacket screamed ‘too cool for this set.’

‘Here,’ Esme said, shoving the bottle into Aria’s hands. ‘Hydrate before you pass out or something.’

Aria grabbed it and tilted her head back, guzzling the water like it was nectar from the gods. When she came up for air, she heard a slow clap from across the room.

‘That,’ said a smooth voice, ‘was a masterpiece.’

Aria turned to find Ethan Cross, the show’s director, strolling toward her with the casual confidence of someone who knew he was in charge. In his mid-forties but with the sharp style of someone half his age, Ethan was dressed in a perfectly tailored charcoal blazer and a pair of designer jeans that probably cost more than Aria’s rent. His silver hair and mischievous green eyes gave him the vibe of a rogue silver fox who knew exactly how to work a room.

‘You nailed it, Aria,’ Ethan continued, tossing a script to Esme. ‘Seriously, the rage, the raw emotion—you made me believe you’ve been betrayed like that in real life. It was like you were living it.’

Aria handed the empty bottle to Esme, forcing a smug grin even as her chest tightened. ‘What can I say? I’m a method actor.’

Ethan chuckled, clearly pleased with himself. ‘Well, you’re done for the day. Get some rest. Call time’s 8 a.m. tomorrow. We’re shooting the divorce scene with Max—should be fun.’ He winked, then turned back to Esme. ‘Make sure she has this script memorized. And Aria, bring your A-game.’

Minutes later, Esme brought the car around to the entrance of the studio. ‘The script’s in the back seat. Don’t forget to look it over when you get home.’

Aria nodded. The ache in her head was turning into a full-blown migraine, and her body felt like it had been run over by a truck. She changed her mind.

‘Esme, can you give me a ride home? I’m wiped, and there’s no way I’m getting behind the wheel like this.’

Esme blinked, then shrugged. ‘Sure, no problem.’

Sliding into the back seat of her beat-up Mustang, Aria all but collapsed, pulling her jacket over her chest. The cool leather pressed against her feverish skin, but it didn’t help much. Her face felt like it was on fire, her eyelids impossibly heavy. 

What the hell is wrong with me? she wondered as the hum of the car engine lulled her into a half-sleep.

*** 
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‘Aria, we’re here,’ Esme said, pulling up outside Aria’s apartment complex. She parked and popped open the passenger door, glancing back at the actress sprawled out in the back seat.

‘Aria?’

Nothing.

Esme frowned, stepping closer and giving Aria’s shoulder a gentle shake. Her eyes widened immediately. ‘Holy shit, you’re burning up.’ Her palm lingered against Aria’s forehead, confirming the fever that had clearly hit its peak.

‘Okay, nope. Screw going home,’ Esme muttered, slamming the car door shut and starting the engine again. ‘We’re hitting the ER.’

By the time they reached the nearest hospital, Aria was barely conscious, her face pale except for the feverish blush across her cheeks. Esme rushed through check-in, practically barking at the receptionist to hurry up, before handing over the paperwork and running out to take a call.

Left alone in the waiting area, Aria slumped on a plastic chair, her head spinning. She tugged her baseball cap lower and adjusted the mask covering her face.

‘Patient 38, please proceed to Exam Room 8,’ a tinny voice called over the intercom.

Aria squinted at the ticket clutched in her hand. Thirty-eight. That’s me, right?

Dragging herself to her feet, she glanced around the unfamiliar waiting room. It was sterile and cold, the fluorescent lights above buzzing faintly. She’d never been to this hospital before and had no idea where to go. 

Screw it. She shuffled left, heading toward a quieter hallway and stumbling into a room that didn’t seem particularly busy.
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Chapter 2 Doctor

[image: ]




The moment she stepped into the room, Aria felt like the floor was tilting under her. Her head spun. Weak-kneed, she dropped into the chair by the doctor’s desk, slumping over the edge like a wilted flower.

‘I feel like shit,’ she groaned, her voice raspy. ‘I’m burning up—like, my whole body. Can you just tell me what the hell’s wrong with me?’ She stretched out her hand, vaguely expecting the doctor to fix everything with a magic wand.

The man in front of her wore a crisp white coat, his face mostly obscured by a surgical mask. His eyes were cool and unreadable as he glanced between her and the computer screen on the desk.

‘Name?’ he asked, his tone calm but clipped.

Aria stared at him blankly, the question slipping past her fever-fogged brain. She blinked but said nothing.

The doctor stood and stepped around the desk, his polished leather shoes barely making a sound against the tile. ‘Fever?’ he asked, his voice low and gravelly, with a strange, magnetic pull that made her stomach flip.

Aria nodded weakly, her head bobbing like it was too heavy for her neck.

‘Open your mouth,’ he said, holding up a thermometer. His voice, though soft, carried an undeniable authority, like he was used to being obeyed without question.

Without thinking, she did as she was told, though the sensation of the thermometer made her want to gag.

After a beat of silence, his deep voice rumbled again. ‘Does this hurt?’

She wasn’t entirely sure what he was pressing on—her forehead? Her temples? Whatever it was, it hurt like hell. ‘Yes!’ she snapped, glaring up at him.

‘What kind of pain?’ he pressed, his tone maddeningly composed.

‘I don’t know! Like someone’s got a hammer and they’re just—’ She mimed banging on her head. ‘Like that! It’s not just a little flu or something, okay? It feels like my brain’s trying to explode!’

He glanced at the ticket in her hand, said nothing, just turned back to his desk and typed something into the computer. The click-clack of the keyboard felt cold and impersonal, like he didn’t give a damn that she was practically dying right in front of him.

Finally, he straightened and gestured toward the door. ‘Out. Go past the nurses’ station, take a right. You need to go to internal medicine for this.’

Aria stared at him like he’d just insulted her entire career. ‘Excuse me? No, no. I’m not dragging my sick ass somewhere else. I came here for you to fix this. Just give me some fever meds or something!’

‘This isn’t the fever clinic,’ he replied flatly.

‘But you’re a doctor!’ she countered, throwing her arms up dramatically. ‘You’re supposed to help people!’

‘I don’t treat fevers.’

‘Oh, come on,’ Aria groaned, leaning back in the chair like she was about to stage a sit-in protest. ‘You just took my temperature! What’s the difference? You can’t just tell me you don’t know how to deal with a little fever. What are you, an intern?’

The corner of his mouth twitched—maybe in irritation, maybe in amusement. It was hard to tell.

‘How old are you?’ she demanded, squinting at him as if she could peel back the mask with sheer willpower. ‘Because no offence, but you’re giving off serious rookie vibes.’

The doctor said nothing, his attention glued to his computer, the soft clatter of keys the only acknowledgement of her existence.

Aria’s patience—never her strongest suit—was rapidly running out. Her head felt like it was packed with dynamite, and her whole body was roasting like someone had tossed her in an oven. Yet here he was, typing away like she was some background extra in his day.

She didn’t budge from the chair.

‘This isn’t the fever clinic,’ the doctor repeated, his voice annoyingly calm, like a teacher explaining the same thing for the tenth time.

‘I just need some goddamn fever meds,’ she shot back, crossing her arms. ‘You’ve gotta be qualified to prescribe something that basic, right?’

‘Out the door, take a right, go to consultation room eight,’ he said, still not looking at her.

Aria blinked, frowning. ‘Wait, this isn’t room eight?’

‘No,’ he replied flatly, like the word itself exhausted him.

‘Oh.’ She paused, vaguely aware she’d stumbled into the wrong room. But guilt? Not a chance. Her head pounded, her limbs felt like lead, and her brain was stuck on one setting: survival mode. ‘I can’t walk that far. I’m dying over here.’

‘I’ll call a nurse to assist you,’ the doctor offered, his tone so devoid of emotion it might as well have been AI-generated.

‘Nope, can’t get up,’ Aria said, slumping deeper into the chair like a defiant teenager.

He said nothing.

Her temper flared. Narrowing her eyes, she glared at him through the haze of her fever. ‘Seriously? Do you not have a shred of empathy in that overachieving little head of yours? I’m suffering. Can’t you give me, I don’t know, a shot of something? An ice pack? Anything?’

Still, he ignored her.

That was it. She wobbled to her feet, staggered a little, and then slammed her hand on his desk with a dramatic smack. ‘Ice pack!’ she snapped. ‘Right now! Or I’m gonna melt into a goddamn puddle right here, and guess what? Cleaning me up will be your problem.’

Finally, he glanced up, his eyes like twin glaciers. ‘Out the door,’ he repeated slowly, like she was particularly dense. ‘Take a right. Room eight.’

Aria’s infamous stubborn streak kicked in. She flopped back into the chair with an exaggerated sigh. ‘Not moving. You’ll have to drag me out.’

For a moment, he just stared at her. Then, with the kind of cold disdain only someone supremely confident could pull off, he said, ‘There’s another hospital. Take the main exit, catch the number twelve bus, and you’ll find it.’

Her fevered brain struggled to catch up. ‘What hospital?’

‘A psychiatric facility. It’s perfect for someone with your... condition.’

It took a solid five seconds for his words to register. When they did, her mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened in utter disbelief.

‘Did you just—’ she spluttered. ‘Did you just call me crazy?’

He didn’t answer. His gaze drifted back to the screen like she’d already left.

Oh, hell no. This was personal now.
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Chapter 3 Karen Mode
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Aria’s jaw clenched, her fists tightening. If this pompous quack thought he could dismiss her like some hysterical patient, he had another thing coming.

She remained in her chair like she was putting down roots.

A long, long while later, the doctor stood up, circled the desk, his face unreadable, and gestured toward the door like she was an annoying customer at closing time. He might as well have said, Kindly get the hell out.

Aria, already running on fumes and spite, saw red. Without a second thought, she grabbed the nearest object—a clipboard—and flung it at his face.

‘Catch that, you arrogant asshole!’

Frowning, the doctor dodged the incoming missile. The next second, Aria launched herself out of the chair, adrenaline overriding fever, and practically tackled him. Her thighs locked around his waist like a pro wrestler, and her hands yanked at the tie peeking out from under his pristine white coat.

‘Listen here, you quack,’ she hissed, her face inches from his, ‘if you don’t know how to treat patients, do us all a favour and stay home with your kids or whatever the hell you do when you’re not ruining lives.’

The man didn’t flinch. Not even a twitch. Instead, he spoke, his voice so cold it might’ve frozen the air between them.

‘Get. Off. Me.’

Her grip faltered for a split second. That voice wasn’t just icy—it was ancient, commanding, like it came from someone who’d seen empires rise and fall.

Aria gulped. Okay, maybe she was a little scared.

‘I—I...’ she stammered, suddenly aware of just how precarious her situation was.

‘Off. Now.’

The word cracked like a whip, making her flinch. His blue eyes, sharp and electric, locked on hers with the kind of intensity that made her forget how to breathe.

Still, her fever-fried brain told her to dig in. Her hands tightened around the tie, but then loosened, her inner monologue warring between do not piss him off further and double down.

‘Off!’ he barked again, louder this time. The sheer force of it cleared the fog in her head like a bucket of ice water.

Her gaze focused, and holy. Freaking. Hell.

This wasn’t some boring middle-aged doctor. Oh no. The man standing before her was sculpted like a goddamn Michelangelo statue in a lab coat.

The white coat hung on his broad shoulders like a designer piece, with its crisp collar framing a perfectly tailored shirt that hinted at a chest that deserved its own fan club. His golden-blond hair practically shimmered under the fluorescent lights, like spun gold. And his face—good God—his face was so devastatingly perfect it belonged in a museum, not a hospital. Strong jaw, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, and those eyes—an unnatural, piercing blue that could probably see into her soul.

It hit her like a freight train: her heart was beating like she’d just sprinted a mile, and it wasn’t from the fever.

Shit.

She was crushing hard.

Her brain, as always, decided to overcompensate by narrating in excruciating detail. She could practically feel her heart pumping oxygen-rich blood through her veins, her lungs working overtime, her whole circulatory system doing a goddamn victory lap.

And meanwhile, she was still clinging to him. Like a damn koala.

The room was silent except for the sound of their breathing—hers shallow and erratic, his calm but... a little too steady. Almost like he didn’t need to breathe at all.

Aria blinked. Something was off about him, and it wasn’t just his freakishly good looks.

Her mind wandered for a second—probably the fever messing with her head—but it snapped back to reality when the man finally spoke.

‘I’ll say this one last time,’ he growled, his deep voice dripping with menace. ‘Get. Off.’

That tone sent a shiver racing down her spine. He wasn’t just annoyed—he was furious. 

But Aria Eversleigh didn’t take orders, especially not from some overly attractive, emotionally constipated doctor. If she backed down now, she’d lose face, and God forbid that ever happened.

‘No way,’ she shot back, yanking his tie tighter. ‘I’m not moving an inch until you fix me. You’re the doctor, right? Do your damn job.’

His lips twitched—was that irritation or an impending murder attempt? Hard to tell.

‘You—’

‘What?’ she interrupted, arching a brow like she had the upper hand. ‘You gonna hit me? Real classy. I’ll scream bloody murder, and then everyone outside will know you’re a fraud. Go ahead, doctor, show the world what a prize they’ve hired.’

‘Enough,’ he snarled.

‘I’ll stop when you stop being a shit doctor,’ she shot back, full Karen mode activated.

His jaw clenched, and for a second, Aria thought she’d finally pushed him too far.

‘What the hell do you want?’ he ground out, his hands curling into fists by his sides.

‘Treat me. Fix me. Do whatever magic you people do,’ she demanded. ‘I’m not leaving until I’m better. Otherwise, you’re gonna have to drag me out yourself.’

She wasn’t bluffing. Between the fever that felt like it was frying her brain and her desperation to get back to set tomorrow, she’d cling to him like a barnacle on a boat if it meant getting help.

The man glared at her like she was the bane of his very existence.

‘You’re not sick,’ he said flatly.

‘Oh, please,’ she shot back, grabbing his hand—his weirdly smooth, ice-cold hand—and pressing it to her forehead. ‘Feel that? I’m practically a human radiator. I’m dying here, okay? Do something.’

His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t pull away. Emboldened, Aria grabbed his hand again and pressed it to her flushed cheek under the mask.

‘You feel that? I’m burning up,’ she said, her voice dipping into a breathy whine. ‘You’re so cold—it’s amazing. Just hold still for a second.’

Her words trailed off as she practically melted into his touch. That icy coolness was like heaven, soothing her feverish skin in a way no cold pack ever could.

‘Oh, my God,’ she murmured, closing her eyes for a second. ‘You’re like an air conditioner with hands.’

His face was a masterpiece of restrained fury and mortification. ‘Miss—’

‘Seriously, don’t move,’ she cut him off, clutching his hand tighter. ‘This is the best I’ve felt all day.’

And because her fever-addled brain had zero shame, she shifted closer, shamelessly rubbing her cheek against his palm like a cat seeking attention.

His jaw twitched again, probably fighting the urge to shake her off. Just as Aria thought she might win this bizarre little standoff, the door to the consultation room creaked open.

‘Dr Drummond, the next patient is—’
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Chapter 4 Special Treatment
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The nurse froze mid-sentence, her wide eyes taking in the scene: Aria practically wrapped around the doctor like a clingy vine, her face flushed, his tie a mess, and his hand still awkwardly cradling her cheek.

The silence was deafening.

‘Oh,’ the nurse finally managed, blinking rapidly as her cheeks turned bright red. ‘Uh. I’ll just... come back later.’

The door shut just as quickly as it had opened, leaving Aria and Dr Drummond locked in an incredibly awkward, incredibly tense silence.

Aria blinked up at him, her fever making everything feel surreal. ‘So... ice hands, huh? You always this cool, or is it just me?’

The doctor peeled Aria off him. He smoothed out his white coat with a practised calm that made her want to scream.

‘Now,’ he said, his tone so calm it bordered on mockery, ‘what exactly do you want?’

Aria opened her mouth, about to let loose some excuse, but the door creaked open again.

‘Uh...’

It was the nurse from earlier—short and wiry, with a freckled face and bright red hair tied back in a messy bun that screamed too much caffeine, too little sleep. Her wide green eyes darted between Aria and the doctor, especially Aria, as if she was trying to commit her masked face to memory. ‘Sorry, thought I left my clipboard here.’

And just like that, she was gone, slamming the door behind her like the wind itself had yanked her out.

‘See?’ Aria said with a grin. ‘You’re a pro at scaring people off.’

‘Don’t.’ His voice was sharp, clipped, like he was holding onto his last shred of patience.

But before she could retort, the door creaked open again. The same nurse popped her head in, her expression a mix of sheepishness and mischief.

‘By the way,’ she said, not even trying to hide her smirk, ‘I didn’t see anything, Doc. Nothing at all. Totally professional. My lips are sealed. And oh, I’ve told the next patient to wait another ten minutes. Or shall I tell her fifteen?’

The door slammed shut for the third time, leaving the doctor looking like he might actually combust. His hands clenched into tight fists, and for a second, Aria swore his pale skin darkened with suppressed rage.

‘Out,’ he snapped, pointing at the door like he was banishing her from the kingdom of medicine itself. ‘Take your ticket and get out before I throw you out myself.’

Aria bristled, her temper flaring. Sure, she was sick as hell and maybe a little delirious, but no way was she letting this ice prince talk to her like that.

‘Oh, so now I’m not even a patient anymore?’ she shot back, crossing her arms and planting her feet like a stubborn toddler. ‘I paid to be here, you know. What kind of doctor kicks out his patient without even treating them? If I go viral for this, your career is toast, buddy.’

His eyes narrowed. His lips curled into something that wasn’t quite a smile—more like the prelude to a snarl. He stepped closer, and for a moment, the room felt smaller. Colder.

‘Aria Eversleigh,’ he said, his voice low and deadly, ‘do you have any idea how tiresome you are?’

She froze, her stomach doing a weird flip.

‘How the hell do you know my name?’

The corners of his mouth twitched upward, but it wasn’t a friendly expression. ‘You’re wearing sunglasses indoors, a designer tracksuit, and that ridiculous oversized mask that does absolutely nothing to hide your face. Did you really think no one would recognize you up close?’

Her cheeks burned hotter than the fever she’d been complaining about.

‘No idea what you’re talking about,’ she said quickly, tugging at her mask. ‘I’m just a normal person here for a normal check-up.’

‘Really?’ His smile grew colder. ‘Then I suppose I don’t need to show you any special treatment.’

Before she could stop him, he reached out and plucked the mask from her face, revealing her flushed cheeks and wide eyes.

‘Hey!’ she yelped, instinctively covering her face with her hands. ‘That’s not cool!’

‘What’s not cool,’ he said, his grip firm as he grabbed her by the wrist and started dragging her toward the door, ‘is a second-rate celebrity throwing a tantrum in my office.’

‘Second rate?!’ she screeched and clung to the desk like it was a life raft. ‘Let me go, or I’ll scream “sexual harassment!”‘

He paused, then let out a low, sinister laugh. It wasn’t the kind of laugh that said he found her funny—it was the kind that said he was one bad day away from snapping.

‘Go ahead,’ he said, his tone like ice sliding down her spine. ‘Scream. Call them in. Let’s see who they believe—you or me.’

That shut her up. For a second, anyway.

‘Fine! You win!’ she said, her grip tightening on the edge of the desk like her dignity depended on it. ‘I’m not even sick! Happy now? Just let me go, you psycho!’

Aria twisted hard, and the doctor, clearly not expecting her to fight back, lost his footing. In a flash of white coat and a string of curses that sounded a little too elegant for someone eating shit, he toppled forward.

Unfortunately for Aria, her fever-riddled reflexes weren’t fast enough to get her out of the way.

With a heavy thud, he landed on top of her.

Her back hit the desk, leaving her pinned beneath him with nowhere to go. And as if things couldn’t get any worse, his lips crashed into hers.

For a moment, everything froze.

Her heart skipped, and not in the cute rom-com way. No, this was more like panic.exe has stopped working.

Then she felt it—something hard pressing against her leg.

Oh. Oh no.

Driven by a combination of morbid curiosity and fever-induced delirium, her hand shot out to investigate. She patted his pocket, hoping—praying—it was something innocent like a pen or maybe a stethoscope.

Nope.

It wasn’t a pen.

The realization hit her like a bucket of ice water. Her hand flew back like she’d touched a live wire.

‘Holy shit,’ she whispered, her face going beet red.
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Chapter 5 Fans
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The doctor didn’t move. He stayed perfectly still, his weight pressing down on her, his face less than an inch from hers. His eyes—usually that unnervingly calm shade of blue—had darkened into something deeper. Almost... hungry.

And his lips twitched, just a little, as if they were fighting to stay closed.

‘Uh...’ Aria stammered, her voice shaky. ‘Are you okay? You’re not... having a seizure or something, right? Because, uh, if you are, I can call for help.’

He blinked, like he’d just remembered where he was. He jerked back so fast he nearly toppled over again, one hand flying to his mouth.

‘I—’

He didn’t finish. Instead, he bolted.

Aria barely had time to process what the hell just happened before the door slammed shut behind him.

She sat up slowly, her back still pressed against the desk. She felt something. Her hand went to her nose, which was—oh, great—bleeding now.

‘Of course,’ she muttered, grabbing a tissue from the desk to stop the flow. ‘Perfect. Just perfect.’

Aria scratched the back of her head and stared at the door the man had bolted through. What the actual fuck just happened?

If anyone should’ve been running, it was her. But no, the guy practically fled like a bat outta hell.

She glanced at her reflection in the glossy surface of her phone and frowned. Could it be the nosebleed? Did she look like some kind of horror movie extra?

Curious, she tilted her phone to get a better angle. As soon as she moved the tissue away from her nose, blood started dripping again—splatter, splatter—like her body didn’t know when to quit. Her favourite Saint Laurent blouse was wrecked. In two seconds flat, it went from chic to straight-up crime scene.

Before she could bemoan her fashion tragedy any further, her phone buzzed with an incoming call. She swiped to answer, barely lifting it to her ear before Esme’s frantic voice came blasting through the speaker.

‘Aria! Where the hell are you? I turned my back for one second, and you were gone! I’ve been searching this whole damn hospital. Don’t tell me you got kidnapped by aliens or some shit!’

Aria rolled her eyes, grabbing another tissue from the desk to shove up her nose. ‘Relax, I’m still here. Just come to the line where we were waiting earlier. You’ll find me.’

‘On my way.’

Esme hung up with her usual efficiency, and Aria slid off the desk. She was halfway to the door when her foot hit something small and hard.

‘Ugh, what now?’ she muttered, leaning down to pick it up. It was a name badge. Dr Alistair Drummond.

‘Huh. Alistair,’ she mused, holding the badge up to the light. ‘Fancy name. Kind of old-school, though—like something out of a Jane Austen novel.’ She gave the badge a dismissive shake. ‘Figures. Even the name screams pretentious. Looks that good and can’t even figure out a basic fever. Useless.’

Stuffing the badge into her pocket with zero intention of returning it, she wandered toward the nurse’s station.

That’s when she spotted Esme. The girl was barrelling through the crowd, weaving past patients and staff like she was trying out for a Fast & Furious sequel.

Aria grinned and waved both hands above her head. ‘Esme! Over here! You’re veering off—Esme!’

Her shout carried, and that’s when it hit her. She wasn’t wearing her mask.

The moment the crowd heard her voice and saw her face, it was game over. Heads turned like dominos, and the hum of hospital chatter gave way to an explosion of camera clicks and gasps.

‘Holy crap, it’s her!’ someone shouted.

‘Oh my God, Aria! Can we get a selfie?’

Fans swarmed like bees to honey, and for a second, Aria just froze. Then her instincts kicked in.

‘All right, all right,’ she said, putting on her best megawatt smile. ‘One at a time, people. You want a pic? You got it.’

Aria basked in the crowd’s adoration like a cat stretched out in a sunbeam. Fans flocked to her, cameras flashing, and she was more than happy to oblige. Selfies? Sure. Autographs? Why not.

Word had spread like wildfire—Aria Eversleigh is at Mercy General Hospital!—and it seemed like half the city decided to show up. Patients who were supposedly too sick to walk suddenly had Olympic-level energy, bolting from their beds like the place was on fire. Within minutes, the waiting area was packed wall-to-wall, a heaving, chaotic sea of people.

Aria glanced at the motley crowd pressing around her—everyone from teenagers to grandparents—and smirked. ‘Guess I really am the full package,’ she muttered, flashing a grin at a little girl clutching a notebook for her autograph.

But the highlight of the chaos came in the form of an elderly woman, easily in her eighties, who elbowed her way to the front like a linebacker. ‘Miss Eversleigh,’ the woman said with surprising strength in her voice, ‘I’ve decided I want to make you my heir. When I’m gone, all my assets—everything—will be yours. My kids can rot for all I care!’

The declaration earned a collective gasp, especially from said kids, who looked like they were seconds away from a public meltdown. One of them, a burly man in his forties, pointed a trembling finger at Aria. ‘You—you’re what’s wrong with society! All looks, no substance! You should be banned!’

Aria raised an eyebrow, utterly unfazed. ‘Yeah, well, blame my parents for the genetics, pal.’

The crowd roared with laughter, but things got messy fast. More people started pushing forward, shouting her name, and at some point, a nurse screamed something about a potential stampede.

By the time the cops arrived to haul her out of there, Aria’s feet were bruised from being stomped on, her nose was still bleeding, and she hadn’t even seen a doctor. All that attention and zero medical help. 

Talk about a shitty day.
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Chapter 6 Visitor in the Night
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Later, Esme drove them away from the scene, gripping the wheel like it owed her money. Aria slumped in the backseat, leaning her head against the window, one hand holding a wad of tissues to her nose.

Esme kept glancing at her through the rearview mirror, her lips twitching like she had something to say but couldn’t figure out how to start.

‘Spit it out already,’ Aria groaned, not even bothering to lift her head.

Esme hesitated but finally spoke. ‘Look, maybe you should take tomorrow off. I’ll call the director, reschedule your scenes. You’re obviously not in any shape to work.’

Aria groaned, shaking her head slowly. ‘Nah, I’m fine. Just need some sleep and a couple of Tylenol. I’ll be good to go.’

Esme didn’t look convinced but didn’t push it either.

By the time they got to Aria’s apartment, she felt like she was floating. Her head was spinning, her legs felt like jelly, and every step was like walking on marshmallows.

As soon as she stepped inside, she almost face-planted, but Esme was quick on the draw, catching her just in time.

‘Are you sure you’re good?’ Esme asked, gently easing her into a chair.

‘Yeah, I’m fine,’ Aria mumbled, trying to wave her off. ‘Just go home, get some sleep. I’ll be fine, just make sure you pick me up early tomorrow, yeah?’

‘Okay, but if you need anything—’

‘I’ll call,’ Aria said, cutting her off with a tired wave.

Esme nodded, but the worry in her eyes was still there as she left, the door clicking shut behind her.

Left alone, Aria stumbled into the bathroom. She grabbed some fever meds—two times the usual dose, because why not, right? Her body was screaming for some relief. 

After swallowing the pills, she made her way to the bedroom. The place was practically drowning in stuffed animals—huge ones, towering teddy bears, bunnies, lions, and a ridiculous amount of random critters.

She had a massive polar bear—like, one that was as tall as her—and she dragged it onto the bed, sinking into the sheets. But the bed felt like an ocean. Like she wasn’t alone there. So she ditched the spacious bedroom, wandered into the living room, and flopped onto the couch, pulling a giant AC blanket around her like it was her shield. Curling up into a ball, she hugged the polar bear and drifted off into a foggy, half-conscious sleep.

Outside, the world was starting to wind down. The evening air was crisp, the city lights twinkling like stars just out of reach. As the sky went from a soft pink to a deep midnight blue, peace settled over the city, a serene calm wrapping around the streets.

Meanwhile, on the internet, all hell was breaking loose. Platforms like X, Instagram, and Holiday Reporter were blowing up. The account that first posted about Aria leaving the hospital was getting flooded with comments and shares, almost like a digital stampede.

Fans were glued to their screens, popcorn in hand, ready to feast on the latest gossip. Aria’s exit from the gynaecology department had gone viral. In less than two hours, it was all over social media. Tabloid reporters were tripping over themselves to cover the story.

*** 
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It was 2 AM. The moon hung high in the sky, sharp and thin like a scythe, casting its cold glow over the streets. Lampposts lined the winding paths of the neighbourhood, flickering like little golden stars scattered across the dark.

The night was still, peaceful even, with the stars winking down at the world. The air was calm, almost like the universe was holding its breath. 

But that peace didn’t last long. 

A gust of wind suddenly kicked up, ripping through the quiet, shattering the stillness like glass. The trees outside swayed violently, their branches whipping through the air like they were possessed, wild and untamed, as if a phantom was dancing in the dark.

Inside the apartment, though, everything was dead silent—except for the unsettling chill creeping in.

Aria stirred, the cold air piercing through the thick blanket of sleep that had settled over her. She wanted to stay in the safety of her dreams, but the cold was too much to ignore. Slowly, she opened her eyes, the fog of sleep still clouding her senses. There was something wrong. She could feel it.

Creak—

Creak—

What the hell was that?

She blinked, still groggy, and then froze. Standing by her bed, silhouetted against the faint light coming from the hallway, was a figure. The room was dim, but Aria could make out the shape of a person, their outline sharp against the shadows. Her heart skipped a beat, her pulse suddenly racing in her ears.

But it wasn’t just the figure that had her heart pounding. It was the eyes. Those red, glowing eyes, burning like fire in the pitch-black room. They were locked on her, piercing through the darkness, and for a split second, Aria felt as though she was staring into the very heart of her own fate.

Before she could even think to scream, the figure lunged at her with terrifying speed, pinning her to the bed with a strength that took her breath away. Aria struggled, but it was no use—she was powerless, trapped under the weight of this thing, this creature.

She looked up, face-to-face with a monster. His mouth was open, revealing long, sharp fangs gleaming in the dim light, and his features twisted in a cruel, predatory grin. It was all happening too fast. She barely had time to process the fear rising in her chest before he sank his teeth into her neck.

Pain shot through her as the fangs pierced her skin. It was like her blood was being ripped from her body, pulled away by sheer force. Her vision swam, and she could feel her lifeblood draining out of her with a rapid, brutal rhythm. There was nothing she could do to stop it.

Everything went black.
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Chapter 7 Nightmare
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Aria shot up, gasping for air, her body drenched in cold sweat. Her heart hammered in her chest, her breath coming in frantic bursts. She glanced around the room, her eyes wide with panic, but it was just a nightmare. She was alone. The apartment was quiet again.

But the feeling of his eyes on her, that cold, burning stare—it lingered, pressing down on her chest like a weight she couldn’t shake.

Aria blinked, trying to erase the nightmare from her memory. She was in her own apartment, the same familiar living room, the same comfy sofa, nothing out of the ordinary. No fangs, no creepy monsters lurking in the corner. Just the usual.

The window was wide open though, and the chill from the wind was cutting through the room like a knife. The curtains swayed lazily in the breeze, brushing against the floor with a soft rustle. 

Aria wiped the sweat off her forehead, feeling her pulse still racing from the nightmare. She shifted her huge polar bear plush aside, swung her feet to the cold floor, and walked over to shut the window.
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