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Chapter 1 – The Girl Everyone Knows
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Everyone knew my face.

It stared back at me from billboards on Sunset Boulevard, smiled from magazine covers in grocery store checkout lines, and shimmered across screens in living rooms I’d never step inside. People thought that meant they knew me—that fame was some kind of intimacy.

It wasn’t.

Fame was being surrounded by noise and still feeling unbearably alone.

I stood on the red carpet, heels pinching my toes, lights exploding like fireworks in front of me. Cameras clicked in rapid succession, my name shouted from every direction.

“Smile, Aria!”

“Look this way!”

“One more!”

I did what I’d been trained to do—tilted my chin, softened my eyes, offered the version of myself the world expected. The polished one. The confident one. The girl who looked like she belonged here.

Inside, I felt hollow.

My publicist hovered nearby, her eyes sharp, calculating. “Five minutes,” she mouthed. “Then we move.”

I nodded without breaking my smile.

The premiere was for my third film in two years. Everyone kept calling me a breakout star, a rising phenomenon, the face Hollywood couldn’t get enough of. They didn’t see the exhaustion tucked beneath my perfect hair or the tight knot in my chest every time I stepped into another room full of strangers pretending to care.

When the photos finally ended, I escaped inside the theater, the heavy doors closing behind me like a barrier between two worlds. The applause, the whispers, the expectations—they dulled to a distant hum.

I exhaled.

Backstage corridors smelled like coffee and cables and nerves. This part of the night felt more real to me than the red carpet ever did. No flashbulbs. No forced smiles. Just people doing their jobs.

I slipped my heels off as soon as I could, carrying them in one hand while walking barefoot across the cool floor. It was a small rebellion, but I clung to moments like these.

A mirror caught my reflection as I passed. Perfect makeup. Perfect dress. Perfect illusion.

Who was I beneath all of it?

The question followed me everywhere.

In interviews, I answered the same questions on repeat—about my career, my “dream roles,” my love life. Especially my love life.

I had learned to laugh those off.

“I’m married to my work,” I’d say. Or, “No time for dating right now.” Safe answers. Approved answers.

The truth was more complicated.

Every relationship I’d tried to build cracked under the weight of expectations. Men who loved the idea of me but not the reality. Men who wanted access to the spotlight more than they wanted connection. And after a while, I stopped trying.

Being alone felt safer than being misunderstood.

A production assistant passed me, offering a polite smile, and I nodded back. Here, I was still just Aria. Not the star. Not the image. Just another person moving through the maze.

I leaned against the wall near a quiet corner, closing my eyes for a moment.

I wanted something simple. A conversation without an agenda. A glance that didn’t analyze my worth. Someone who didn’t already think they knew my story.

Someone who didn’t see me first.

I didn’t know it yet, but somewhere in this building—just beyond the reach of cameras and expectations—my carefully guarded world was about to shift.

And for the first time in a long while, the spotlight wasn’t where my story truly began.
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Chapter 2 – The Man No One Notices
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I liked being invisible.

In Hollywood, that made me rare.

I stood near the service entrance, headset in place, eyes scanning the quiet flow of people moving in and out of the theater. Crew members, assistants, caterers—faces that blended together, just like mine. That was the point. If no one remembered you, no one asked questions.

No one dug into your past.

“West hallway clear,” I murmured into the mic, my voice low and steady.

Security wasn’t glamorous. It didn’t come with autographs or applause. But it gave me something I hadn’t had in years—control. Distance. Silence.

I’d learned the hard way what happened when you let yourself be seen.

A stagehand rushed past me, nearly colliding with my shoulder. “Sorry, man,” he muttered without slowing down.

I nodded, barely reacting.

Most people never looked twice at me. Dark suit. Neutral expression. One of the many bodies hired to keep chaos at bay. That suited me just fine.

From my position, I could see the edge of the backstage area and the main corridor that led toward the theater. The red carpet buzz was a distant echo now, replaced by muffled applause and laughter inside.

Another event. Another night of pretending nothing ever went wrong.

I adjusted the earpiece, listening to updates from the rest of the team. Crowd control. Exit timing. Standard procedure. I’d done this long enough to anticipate problems before they surfaced.

What I hadn’t learned was how to stop memories from sneaking up on me when things got quiet.

Once upon a time, I’d been someone people noticed. Someone with plans, confidence, a future that didn’t involve standing guard outside other people’s dreams. I’d trusted the wrong people back then. Believed in loyalty that turned out to be conditional. Fame by proximity had burned me just as badly as fame itself.

When everything fell apart, I disappeared.

Changed cities. Changed jobs. Changed the way I carried myself. Invisibility became my armor.

“Marcus,” a voice crackled in my ear. “You’re clear for reposition. Front corridor.”

“On it,” I replied.

I moved smoothly through the hall, my steps quiet, my presence barely acknowledged. That was the job. Watch without being watched.

As I passed a mirror mounted near the wall, I caught my reflection. Clean-cut. Professional. No trace of the person I used to be.

Good.

That man didn’t exist anymore.

I took my place near the side entrance to the theater, arms folded loosely, posture relaxed but alert. The door opened and closed periodically, releasing brief bursts of sound and light.

Then she walked past.

Barefoot. Heels dangling from her fingers. Hair falling loose around her shoulders as if she’d finally let herself breathe.

I didn’t know her name yet.

But I knew her face.

Everyone did.

She moved like someone trying to escape herself, eyes distant, shoulders tense despite the elegant dress. For a split second, her gaze lifted and met mine—not with recognition, but with something quieter.

Relief.

She didn’t see a star reflected back at her. Just a man doing his job.

And for reasons I couldn’t explain, I found myself hoping she wouldn’t notice me the way the world noticed her.

Because I already knew what it felt like to be seen too clearly.

And I wasn’t sure I could survive it again.
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Chapter 3 – An Unexpected Collision
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The theater emptied faster than I expected.

One moment the hallway was calm, the next it filled with voices—laughter, congratulations, hurried footsteps echoing off the walls. My focus sharpened automatically. Crowds were unpredictable, even controlled ones.

“Front corridor getting busy,” I said into my mic, stepping aside to guide people through.

That’s when it happened.

She turned a corner at the same time I did.

We collided—soft but sudden. Her bare foot caught on the edge of my shoe, and instinct took over. I reached out, gripping her arm before she could fall.

“I’ve got you,” I said.

She gasped, steadying herself, her free hand clutching my sleeve. Her heels hit the floor with a dull clatter.

For a heartbeat, neither of us moved.

Up close, she didn’t look like the flawless image plastered across billboards. Her makeup was still perfect, but her eyes were tired. Real. Searching.

“Sorry,” she said quickly. “I wasn’t looking.”

“Neither was I,” I replied, releasing her arm once she was steady. “You okay?”

She nodded, then hesitated. “Yeah. Thanks for catching me.”

“No problem.”

Our conversation should’ve ended there. That’s how these moments usually went—brief, forgettable. But something lingered. Maybe it was the quiet in the middle of chaos. Maybe it was the fact that no one was paying attention to us.

She glanced down at her bare feet, then laughed softly. “Guess I’m not very graceful off-camera.”

I didn’t think before answering. “You seem fine to me.”

Her eyes flicked back to mine, surprised—not by the compliment, but by the lack of performance behind it.

“You’re... not supposed to recognize me?” she asked gently, not accusing. Curious.

“I recognize you,” I said honestly. “I just don’t think it matters right now.”

That earned me a small smile. The kind that wasn’t meant for an audience.

“I like that answer,” she said.

The hallway buzzed around us, people passing without slowing. No flashes. No whispered names. Just two people in the middle of moving bodies.

“I’m Aria,” she offered, as if she were introducing herself at a coffee shop instead of a movie premiere.

“Marcus,” I replied.

No last names. No titles. No weight attached.

Another laugh escaped her, quieter this time. “It’s strange,” she said. “Talking to someone who doesn’t look at me like I’m... something else.”

“I could say the same,” I admitted before I could stop myself.

Her brows knit together. “Something else?”

“Like I’m supposed to want something from you.”

She studied me for a moment, then nodded. “That happens a lot.”

The door behind us opened, spilling light and noise into the corridor. A voice called her name.

She glanced over her shoulder, the spell already thinning.

“I should go,” she said, reluctance threading her words. “Before someone notices I’ve disappeared.”

“Probably a good idea,” I agreed.

She picked up her heels, then paused. “Thanks again. For... this.”
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