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“Money didn’t buy her freedom—only more chains.” 

Aria Devlin whispered the words under her breath, the phrase clawing at her mind like a bitter truth she couldn’t shake. 

She glanced down at the worn photograph in her hand of her father, smiling, frozen in a happier time. Then her gaze shifted to the frail figure lying in the bed beside her. Her mother’s breathing was shallow, her skin pale against the threadbare pillow. The beeping of the machines was steady, but every beep made her heart ache. 

Tonight wasn’t supposed to be about glittering parties or billionaires with dark smiles. It was supposed to be a quiet evening watching over her mother, sipping cold tea, wondering how the hell she’d pay next month’s medical bills. 

Then Maya happened. 

The doorbell rang, echoing through the small apartment like an unwelcome reminder of a world Aria didn’t belong to. She opened it slowly, revealing Maya in a tight black dress and dangerous heels, her makeup perfect and her grin even more so. 

“You ready?” Maya asked, clutching her purse with excitement bubbling in her voice. 

Aria hesitated, glancing one last time at her mother. “Are you sure everything’s going to be fine?” 

Maya rolled her eyes and smirked. “Yes. It’s just a few hours, Aria. Come on, you need this.” 

Aria sighed, grabbed her coat, and locked the door behind her. “Just a few hours,” she repeated to herself, as if it were a prayer. 

The drive to the Vale mansion was a blur of city lights and music thumping from Maya’s car speakers. Aria stared out the window, her fingers nervously twisting in her lap. 

The Vale family. Everyone knew the name. Money, power, scandal. The older brother, Roman Vale, dark, secretive, filthy rich. The younger one, Jaxon, reckless, entitled, always stirring trouble. 

Aria had no interest in either. This wasn’t her world. 

As they approached the wrought-iron gates, Aria’s breath caught. The mansion loomed like a castle from gothic novel stone walls, chandeliers visible from the windows, and a driveway full of luxury cars. 

Maya squealed with excitement. “Let’s go, let’s go!” 

As they stepped onto the marble steps, Aria paused, looking around with apprehension. She took a deep breath and whispered, “Come on, Aria. It’s just a few hours.” 

Inside, the party was already in full swing. Music pulsed through the floors, bodies moved in sync under dim lights, and laughter echoed through the grand halls. 

Maya was gone in an instant, swallowed by the dance floor. Aria stood awkwardly near the entryway, tugging at the hem of her borrowed dress. 

She wandered, eventually finding a quieter hall away from the chaos. The walls were lined with art, expensive, emotional, haunting. One painting caught her attention: a woman  

draped in crimson, her expression torn between ecstasy and agony, a candle casting dancing shadows across her face. 

Aria stepped closer, mesmerized. 

“You have good taste,” a voice said, deep and smooth. 

She turned. 

A man stood beside her. Tall. Dark-haired. Expensively dressed in a tailored black suit, holding a glass of champagne like he was born for it. 

His gaze held hers, sharp and amused. “Excuse me, my lady,” he said with a faint bow of his head. “May I have the pleasure of your name?” 

Aria blinked, heart skipping. There was something in his presence that was dangerous, magnetic. She didn’t want to answer. And yet... she did. 

“Aria,” she said softly. 

“Just Aria?” he asked, lips curving slightly. 

She straightened her shoulders. “Aria Devlin.” 

He repeated it slowly, tasting the name like it was a rare vintage. “Aria Devlin. It suits you.” 

She folded her arms, trying to keep the flutter in her chest from showing. “And you are?” 

He didn’t break eye contact. “Roman. Roman Vale.” 

The name hit her like a slap. She took half a step back, but he didn’t move. 

Of course. Him. The dark prince of the Vale empire. 

Aria’s instincts screamed and walked away. But her feet refused. 

Roman’s gaze lingered on her, quiet and intense. “You don’t belong here, do you?” 

“No,” she said bluntly. 

He laughed softly. “Neither do I.” 

Aria tried to walk away, but he grabbed her wrist. 

“Leaving already?” His voice was low, smooth, without pretense. 

Aria stiffened. “Is that a problem?” 

He tilted his head slightly. “Not at all. Just rare for someone to look at me the way you did and then run.” 

“I wasn’t running,” she said, though her voice betrayed her. “I don’t play games.” 

“I never said you did.” 

They stared at each other. And for a moment, the world around them blurred. 

Roman took a slow step forward. “You’re not like the others.” 

“That’s because I have nothing to offer.” 

His eyes darkened. “You’re wrong about that.”

The tension snapped tight between them, like the pull of a string that neither wanted to cut. Her breath caught and she hated that he noticed. 

“I should go,” she said, stepping back. 

He didn’t stop her this time. 

Aria swallowed and turned. Her heels clicked down the stone path. Her body screamed to run. To look back. 

She didn’t. 
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Curiosity Becomes Obsession 
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The moment Aria left the party; she didn’t look back. 

Not at the mansion glittering with false promises. 

Not at the crowd of beautiful, careless people. 

Not even at him. 

Roman Vale. 

She hadn’t expected him to be like that. Magnetic in a dangerous way. Quiet, controlled, a storm beneath the surface. His presence had unsettled something in her, something she had spent years learning to suppress longing. 

But she had no time to indulge in the kind of man who broke girls like her. 

She had her mother. Her bills. Her reality. 

Still, even as she curled up that night in the threadbare armchair next to her mother’s bed, Roman’s voice haunted her. 

“You don’t belong here, do you?” 

No. She didn’t belong in his world. And he didn’t belong in hers. 

But Aria couldn’t shake him. 

She told herself it was nothing that Roman Vale had probably already forgotten about her. That she was just another girl in a dress he’d stared at for a moment before moving on to real prey. The kind with last names that opened doors and skin wrapped in diamonds. 

But the way he’d looked at her... like she was a question he had already decided to answer 

It lingered. 

“He’s not thinking about you," she told herself. Don’t give him power he doesn’t deserve. 

But Aria didn’t know that she's not just any girl to him. Not anymore.  

Meanwhile Vale Mansion 

Roman stood on the second-floor balcony, glass of untouched scotch in his hand, eyes following the taillights of the car Aria had left in. The party continued behind him—music, laughter, shallow conversation. 

But he had tuned it all out. 

He wasn’t thinking about the French ambassador he’d ignored. Or the IPO he was supposed to prepare for Monday morning. 

He was thinking about her. 

Aria Devlin. 

She had looked at him like a man, not a god. 

She hadn’t flirted. She hadn’t gushed. She had challenged him, without even trying. 

His obsession had already begun. 

“Sir?” His assistant Callen’s voice broke through his thoughts. 

Roman didn’t turn. “Find everything you can about her. Quietly.” 

Callen didn’t even blink. He knew Roman’s obsessions when he saw them. 

“Yes, sir.” 

That Same Night South End, Aria’s Apartment 

Aria gently wiped her mother’s forehead with a cool cloth. Her mother stirred in her sleep, murmuring her late husband’s name. 
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