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To the new me, from the old me.

You’ve got this.
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Rushing from the stage, I entrust my guitar to the nearest open hand and lift my head. The sudden change of bright lights to backstage darkness causes me to squint. Sweat drips down my face and stings my eyes. I can hear the crowd cheering for an encore, but I can’t see. There’s commotion all around me, as usual. It’s my life.

Dawson, my personal bodyguard, has a tight grip on my arm and the commanding voice of my agent, Clark, is making my head spin. Both are pissing me off. They should know better than to crowd me when I’m working.

“Listen to Dawson. This is serious, Roman,” Clark shouts over the roars from the audience.

I lift the hem of my shirt to my eyes and wipe away the sweat, yanking my arm from Dawson’s hand in the process. “I always do an encore. I’m not going to let them down.”

“What’s wrong with you?” Dawson begins. “This is the second threat this week and this time, we know for a fact they’ve gotten backstage. Obviously the text you received before the concert saying they’d get to you tonight was valid. The note your stalker left in your dressing room confirmed it. This isn’t a fucking joke!” He knows being forceful with me will get him nowhere and I hear the immediate transition in his tone from angry to solemn when he steps closer to speak directly into my ear. “We need to get out of here and contact the FBI again.”

I turn to him and shake my head. “You’re overreacting. There are a lot of people who don’t like me and plenty of people who do. Maybe the note came from someone other than the person who texted. Didn’t the paper say, “Too bad you weren’t here, you’d have gotten what you deserved?” That could have meant anything. Maybe I deserved a keg or a cookie.”

His scowl makes me huff out loud. My temporary amusement is quickly replaced by frustration. I know it’s his job to take everything seriously, but I have an obligation to my fans and I don’t like being told what to do. “I’m doing a fucking encore and that’s the last thing I’m going to say. You work for me, remember?”

Dawson pleads with me nonverbally. I’ve seen this look at least once a day for the last few months, ever since the threats began. I’m pissed off that he’s pressuring me, but deep down I know his concerns are legitimate. No one should ever be able to get into my dressing room. My security team isn’t doing its job, and something’s got to change.

I’m thankful for Dawson, even though I rarely tell him. I should change that. He’s been by my side every single day for the past four years. He’s one of the few people I trust. Taking a deep breath, I compose myself and respond. “Let me do one song and then you and Clark can whisk me away to whatever sanctuary you want.”

He glances left and right, eyeing the stagehands. “If I say no, will you listen?”

“What do you think?” I say, grabbing a towel from the railing near the stairs and wiping my face.

“You’re not only risking your life, but the life of your band, your fans, and all of us,” Clark adds, placing his hands on his hips in an attempt to appear foreboding.

I bite my tongue, but it’s not something I’m good at or known for. It doesn’t work, and my words come out in rage. “Since when do you want me to quit? I thought you said sales were down. What would it do to my already stellar reputation to leave the show without an encore?”

He sighs heavily and glances around the curtain at impatient fans. His silence says it all. He and I both know my reputation sucks. I also know he cares more about it than I do.

I take my guitar and push past them back into the glaring spotlight. My bandmates trail behind me. They know what we have to do. This is what we live for—the music, the passion, and watching the words to our songs on the lips of our fans.

If someone wants me dead, they should go for it. I’ve lived a decent thirty-one years. I’ve dined at the most expensive restaurants, traveled all over the world with my band, Core Damage, and had the best sex of my life more times than I can count. If I die today, I’ll die knowing I lived my life.

After I say the words in my head, I’m painfully reminded that my life is more than this band. Much more. I can’t die. People are counting on me. I’ve made commitments. My chest aches and my muscles tighten. Shaking it off, I close my eyes and consult my gut. Nothing is going to happen, I can feel it. I have a sixth sense for danger and right now the only fear I have is pissing off the crowd by making them wait another second.

“I can’t hear you! Did you say you wanted more?” I shout, cupping my hand to the side of my head.

The sound pierces my ears as they scream. I glance down at the brunette with bulging tits who’s jumping up and down, howling my name, much to the irritation of the horny bastard next to her. Lifting my chin in a quick nod to her, I smirk, knowing my smile drives the girls wild. Her lips quiver in excitement and she shrills, reaching out to me. Her boyfriend shoots daggers at me with his eyes as I bend down and take her hand in mine. But hey, he brought her here. The least I can do is make her feel she got her money’s worth for front-row seats.

Releasing her, I stand upright and place my hand on the microphone. “Thank you for being here with me on this hot summer night. Because we’re all about to burst into flames anyway, here’s ‘Annihilation!’”

The cheers increase steadily as I pluck the strings of my guitar and the anticipation of one of our bestselling songs begins. Shaw beats the hell out of his drums. The lyrics and their deeper meaning come to me as adrenaline courses through my veins.

 

“Apathy and apology

Devastation from nobility

Deeper destruction than you can see

All the things you’ve done to me.

 

Only in the books or so you think

Pushed beyond comprehension’s brink

A mighty ship that’s built to sink

Your so-called love makes me wanna drink

 

Forget the past is all they say

But the past is where I live

 

Broken dreams, broken homes—so many people live alone

It’s what we forget that leads us toward total annihilation.

What’s this life all about, when all we do is scream and shout?

Forget the love, let’s live in doubt

It’s simple Annihilation.

We annihilate ourselves.”

 

Knowing a second encore is out of the question, I give them my all. It’s the last night of the mini-tour and I’m glad to be going home. As much as I love the road, I’m exhausted and ready to get back to writing music. It’s my one and only therapy in this fucked up world.

No sooner than I step off the stage, a towel is draped over my head and I’m pulled out the back door and right into a black SUV. A crowd has gathered, but Dawson pushes me harder than usual, so I know there will be no autographs tonight. It doesn’t bother me. I know the paparazzi’s out there and I hate them with a passion.

Next stop will be the tour bus and then the airport, where I’ll take my flight back to LA, back home to where the most important thing in my life is waiting for me. It’s where I belong.
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I shouldn’t have done it. I should have been more careful. Why do I always do the wrong thing? What’s wrong with me?

My heart pounds in my chest and fear grips my senses like a vice. His thundering footsteps come closer and closer. I crouch down in my closet, praying this time he won’t find me. Deep in my gut I know it’s inevitable. He always gets me, no matter where I hide.

The closet doors are thrust open and I gasp in reflex. He grabs hold of my long blond hair and pulls me out of the closet. The pink clip Momma put in my hair this morning falls to the carpet. Reaching my hands up to the top of my head, I try to run interference between his hand and my roots, hoping they won’t be pulled from my scalp. He’s so strong.

My feet drag along the floor as I do my best to slow him down. It’s futile. I’m weak from not eating the past two days, and I’m too small compared to him to have my will mean anything at all.

“You little whore,” he says, throwing me by the hair next to the bed.

“I’m sorry,” I plead, sobbing. “She’s my kitty. I didn’t want you to hurt her.”

“Hurt her? I’m going to strangle her, thanks to you, and you’re going to watch.”

He quickly turns toward the bedroom door, and I grasp his ankle. “No! Please!”

He kicks my hand away and I grab ahold of my fingers. They hurt, but it’s nothing compared to the pain I’ve felt before.

“Someone has to pay. She knocked over the remote and I had to bend down to get it. You know I have a bad back. Who’s it going to be, Reed? You or her?”

“I’ll pay. Me.” I choke out the words. It’s not the first time I’ve had to accept blame for something and I know it won’t be the last. It’s my life.

“You brought this on yourself and you know it. I told your mother to make you put that stray outside, but no, you had to beg and cry for her like the sad little bitch you are.”

I cower and pull my legs tight against my chest. It’s a defense I learned early on. Having my extremities available to him meant he could pull or twist them at any time. I raise my eyes enough to see her tail as she races past the door. She’s afraid of him too and I find some peace knowing one of us is safe.

I lower my eyes and consider his words. He’s right, I did beg for her. She was abandoned by her mother and she had a limp. I bonded with her immediately. Maybe it’s because Momma always left me with him when she went to work at night. I didn’t want my poor kitty to feel all alone, like I did. Plus, she’d die without me. I’m all she has. Saving her meant maybe there was hope for me to be rescued too.

“The only reason your mom let you keep her is because she feels guilty we never wanted you. I wish you were never born. Look at you,” he says, his hand swirling out in motion to me. I glance up at him then quickly back down at the floor. I know better than to ever look him in the eye.

“You’re a fat little fuck, eating all the food I pay for and growing out of all your clothes. You don’t deserve the life I’ve given you. If I could, I’d kill you with my bare hands so I didn’t have to look at your pathetic fucking face every day. You’re lucky I love your mother. She said she always wanted a daughter, but I think she expected you to be prettier. Maybe I wouldn’t hate you so much if you were. For some reason, she wants to keep you around. But your momma isn’t here, is she?” He cracks his knuckles. “Maybe we could make it look like an accident this time.”

Closing my eyes, I pray to hear the jingle of her keys in the door, but all I hear is my heart pounding in my chest. I wonder what time it is. I wish Momma would come home. She knows how to calm him down. What would she say? “I’m sorry. I know how lucky I am to have you, Daddy. You give me so much.”

“And how do you repay me? You let that damn cat out of your room, didn’t you? After I told you I never wanted to see it.”

“I had to pee. She ran out. I’m sorry, Daddy.”

He steps toward me violently, and I cringe. I never did make it to the bathroom. Suddenly, I feel the warmth as it stains my corduroy pants and explodes down my legs. I’m scared, and I can’t control it.

“You disgusting pig! Now look what you’ve done.” He grabs my hair once more and I know it’s coming. His fist hits my cheek and the room goes dark as the pain radiates into my skull.

I wake in a cold sweat and my chest heaves as a feral cry escapes my lips. Panic sets in and I push myself upright, grasping hold of sheets damp with sweat. I hold onto them tightly and catch my breath, trying to remember where I am, who I am, and how far I’ve come.

“A dream,” I whisper. “Only a dream.”

The words barely calm me. It isn’t only a dream, it’s a memory. A memory I thought I shut out. One I thought I put in the past, where it belongs.

Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I place my feet on the cold hardwood floor. It grounds me. I swipe an arm across my forehead and brush the sweat away. Pushing upward, I move toward the fan in the corner of my bedroom and angle it to face me. Kneeling in front of it, I hope the cool air will drive away my thoughts.

I focus on the hum of the blades whizzing around. When that doesn’t work, I close my eyes and listen to the murmur of cars on the distant highway. “You’re safe,” I say out loud.

Realizing I’m still rattled, I stand abruptly and shake out my arms. I cross the room to the nightstand and open the drawer. I pull out my Glock to make sure it’s loaded. It is.

Holding the cold, heavy steel calms me. I’m a cop for Pete’s sake—at least, for now. I shouldn’t be scared of anything and I’m not, except for him. His face is etched into my memory like a permanent scar. Every physical wound from him has healed, but there’s a corner of my mind where I still feel the pain. Even though I moved away from him decades ago, my twenty-eight-year-old self can’t forget the eight tortuous years of living under his roof.

Brushing loose strands of hair from my eyes, I pull the tie from my shoulder length blond hair and put it back together again, replacing the tie even tighter than before. It may be a little too tight, but the ache reminds me I’m here in the now, so I stop my visitation to the past.

I carefully place the gun back in the drawer and walk across the room, physically aware of every step I take. In the bathroom, I splash cold water on my face then glance in the mirror at my reflection. I can’t help but be disappointed in myself.

Seven years of a perfect record in the department. Hours spent becoming sergeant and then detective possibly blown on one night and one person. I see his face again and shake my head. The anger still boils hot within me. It’s why I have to face a review board—my uncontrolled rage, rage I thought was buried deep and a wound I thought had healed until that fateful night, the night when everything changed.
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“All I’m asking is that you take the meeting. See what he has to say.”

I prop my feet on the desk, crossing them at my ankles. I swivel slightly in my chair and angle my neck left to get a better look out my second-story office window. The waterfall pool outside is calling to me. Even though I don’t swim, I love sitting by the water. It helps me focus. I need this stupid meeting with Clark to be over.

The pad of paper resting on my legs starts to slip and I catch it before it hits the floor. I don’t need Clark to see my comical drawing of him.

He moves around the desk to face me. Glancing up at him through the tops of my eyes, I notice I’ve been successful at agitating him with my silence. Serves him right. This idea of his is the most ridiculous thing he’s ever brought to me.

“Come on, think of the possibilities.”

“Why would I ever consider doing a reality TV show? That’s not me, Clark. You know I’m a private person. I don’t even like having my picture taken. What makes you think for a second I’d want a camera in my face twenty-four hours a day?”

“It wouldn’t be like that. You’d be making the rules. You’d only be in front of the camera for the stuff with contestants.”

Staring outside at the pool again, the idea of people discovering my secrets and all the rumors that would spew from the mouths of hungry reporters makes me feel like punching a wall. I’ve fought so hard to protect my past. “No… no way. I’m not doing a fucking dating show.”

Clark rolls his eyes and sits on the corner of my desk. I scowl, and he immediately stands. “Haven’t you listened to a word I’ve said?”

“I try not to,” I say with a huff, scratching my face and noticing I need a shave. Then again, maybe I’ll grow it out again.

“The show is to find you a new bodyguard, not a woman. Last time I checked you didn’t need any help in that area of your life.”

He’s right about that, although it’s been two months since I’ve been laid. Gazing at the ceiling, I try to remember the last girl and the last city. I’ve had plenty of women throw themselves at me lately, but they’re all the same and it’s getting old. Plus, I’m sick to death of condoms and tests for diseases. Somehow I’ve managed to stay clean, but it’d be nice not to have to worry for once. I’m not sure what’s gotten into me. It never bothered me before. It’s not like I’ve ever been a one-girl guy. I get bored too quickly for that.

“So will you meet with him? Please?” Clark begs.

I sigh and place my feet on the floor, turning my chair to face forward. I shove a pencil into the electric sharpener on the desk. Clark sighs loudly as he waits. Trying not to smile, I allow it to whir an extra bit to annoy him. I know it’s twisted, but I get sick pleasure from agitating him. Maybe it’s because he acts like he’s my father. I didn’t like my first father, why would I want another?

Turning away so he can’t see my paper, I continue sketching him, paying extra attention to his thick brows and the growing crease in his forehead. I smudge the lead in an effort to get the perfect glare from his balding head and grin, knowing I nailed it. Drawing helps me think. Drawing by the water would be even better.

Clark hovers, waiting for a response. After enough quiet time has passed and I sense he’s about to speak again, I ask, “Why is this meeting so important to you?”

His eyebrows furrow again and his head bows down. “We don’t always see eye to eye on things, but after ten years together, I sometimes feel I know you better than you know yourself. You’re a good person, Roman. If people could see the real you, instead of the spoiled idol you portray, they’d realize the media has done you wrong.”

“I don’t care about the media and I have no desire to be a public spectacle. I don’t want people in my business. I keep things hidden for a reason and you know that.”

“I do, and this show would never dive into that aspect of your life. I swear. I would never do that to you.” He stares at me briefly and when I don’t speak, he moves to the side window. I watch him closely. He leans his forearm on the window and presses his forehead against the glass. Something other than my attitude problem is bothering him. It’s different this time. The hairs on the back of my neck stand at attention.

“What aren’t you telling me? I thought you said they caught the guy making threats?”

He quickly turns to face me, and his hands fly up as if to calm me somehow. “They did. The police identified him from the security footage outside your dressing room. If you remember, I told you he worked backstage years ago and they think he had a second set of keys made.”

“Yeah, I heard all that. I’m not convinced, and neither is Dawson.”

“They found pics of you and burner phones in his apartment. He admitted to everything. Of course it’s him. It’s an open-and-shut case.”

Rolling my neck, I close my notebook and toss it on the desk. I’m not sure why I’m more uneasy about it now that they claim to have him.

“What’s bothering me most, Roman, is the way people perceive you. The fact is, you need some good press.”

“No, I really don’t.” I laugh, twirling the pencil in my fingers like it’s a drumstick, and I’m about to play something epic. “My real fans know who I am. I don’t care about anyone else’s opinion.” I steal a glance at Clark, and his face is etched with concern. “What? Stop beating around the bush. If you have something to say, say it.”

He sighs and rubs his chin. “I was praying for better news. I hoped the lawyers could work this out, but that photographer you punched last Christmas is suing you.”

“So what?”

“He’s got a good case. You shattered his nose and it supposedly did something to his vision. He’s claiming he can’t take pictures anymore.”

I laugh. “Good. The world needs one less paid stalker.”

“This isn’t your first offense and the lawyers think if the public is on your side, it might help the case.”

I stare at him blankly. “Are you fucking serious? I don’t give a shit what people think of me.”

Clark steps closer. “I know that, but the thing is sales are down, and money is—well, it’s not what it used to be. Your name is synonymous with asshole. The only time you’re ever mentioned is when you do something wrong. We barely got any publicity for the mini-tour and even some of our contacts at radio stations turned down promoting you.”

I sigh and purse my lips. “What does any of that have to do with a reality show?”

“The lawyers think there’s a good chance we’ll lose. The production company is willing to pay you big bucks to do the show. More importantly, if people can get to know the real you—and you practice patience—maybe we’d have a shot at proving this photographer was out of line. That it wasn’t just another temper tantrum by Roman Creed.”

Money is a subject I never joke about. I have responsibilities that require significant funds. When did things get this bad? I had my reasons for getting mad at the photographer. He’d pushed Dawson and got in his face, then mine. He wouldn’t back down. TMZ has shown the clip of me punching him multiple times, but they don’t show the part where he shoves Dawson. There’s even a GIF of it. I was pissed at first, but after a while I realized it was pretty funny in slow motion.

Scrubbing my face, my nose ring shifts and pricks. I straighten it and consider taking it out. Clark sits down in front of me and my thoughts veer back to the matter at hand. I’m too easily distracted.

Constantly being in the public eye sucks ass. I know it’s part of my job, but I hate that I can’t leave my house without being followed. I don’t even remember the last time I drove myself anywhere. I roll the pencil between my hands, thinking of happier times. I can’t afford to lose everything. How would I pay all the bills? My temper has caused me nothing but trouble since I was kid. Now it’s brought on an actual lawsuit.

Leaning back in my chair, I pinch my lips. I get angry too easily. Rage and I are dear old friends and I visit him too often.

Seeing my distraction, Clark continues. “I know it’s not ideal under the circumstances, but they approached us. All you have to do is say yes. The music label has a book, movie, and television sector. Seamore Productions has a lot at stake with you too. After all, they own your record label. They want to do right by you. They don’t want to lose money either. What do you say? Meet with one of the show producers. Listen to his ideas.”

Clark has never seemed so sincere. He may piss me off most days, but I know he cares in his own way. It really doesn’t seem like I have many options at this point.

“Fine. One meeting. But I can’t promise anything.”

Clark smiles, stands, and clasps his hands together in victory. “Good. The producer is waiting outside.”

“What the fuck? He’s here?”

“I hoped you’d come around. They want to get moving on this ASAP.”

I wave him on. He practically runs out the door and I slouch farther into my seat, staring at the picture on my desk of the life I’d once had and never would again.

The doors open, and I fold the picture frame face down.

“Roman, I’d like to introduce you to one of the top producers for Seamore Productions.”

“Mr. Creed, it’s great to finally meet you. I’m a big fan. Let me introduce myself. My name is Esto Rivera.”
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Suspended for three months without pay, pending investigation. Suspended. I slam back a shot of tequila and motion to the bartender to keep them coming. Three months is going to rip a huge hole in my savings. I guess I should be thankful I wasn’t fired on the spot.

I’m so angry with myself for losing my cool. I wish someone would punch me to make me feel better. There’s another part of me that’s sad and wants to cry, but I don’t cry anymore. Crying is for weak pussies, and I’m far from weak.

I pound the next shot and turn the glass over on the bar. The napkin has a small spot of leftover tequila on it and I pull it out from under the glass, playing with it in my hands. It reminds me of the spot of dried blood on the dirty floor that night and the memory of my poor decision comes flooding back.

It must have been a full moon, because all the crazies were out. The department was flooded with calls and that’s why they asked me to make an assist with another officer. It was a domestic. That’s all I knew when I met Officer Vicors at the front door.

“What have we got?” I ask as I approach. “I was finishing up an investigation when I got the call to back you up.” He’s wearing his uniform, and I’m in plain clothes. We’d never met so I figured I should explain.

“A kid called. He or she said they were afraid of the guy in the house. Whoever it was hung up quickly, but we were able to get the address.”

We climb the stairs and Vicors pounds on the door. “Police, open up.”

I swallow hard. In the seven years I’ve been an officer, I’ve managed to avoid domestics involving children. I’ve been to a couple where the parents were fighting, but never where a child was directly involved. I secretly pray it’s a false alarm. Maybe the dad took the Xbox away and the kid was just upset.

A large man with salt-and-pepper hair appears at the door, carrying a beer. He cracks it open and blocks our view inside. “Yeah, what do you want?”

Vicors eyes him and tries to do a quick visual behind him, scanning the house. “We got a call there was a problem at your residence.”

“Probably the TV,” he says, taking a swig of beer.

He obviously doesn’t know the kid called. He must assume it was a neighbor. I study him. Six-foot-one, Caucasian, mid-forties, red plaid, unbuttoned shirt. I notice a bruise on his knuckles.

“Sir, we’re going to need to come inside,” I tell him.

He stares me up and down like he’s deciding whether or not I’m attractive. I purposefully don’t wear makeup on the job for a reason. This isn’t a beauty pageant. I want to be known for my brain.

“There’s nothing for you to see here, little lady.” He starts closing the door and Officer Vicors sticks his club in between the door and the frame to stop him. “We received a call, and we need to check it out. Now either you let us in of your own free will, or we force our way in. Either way, we’re coming inside.”

He glances back and forth between us and releases his grip on the door. “Suit yourself. You’re wasting your time.”

As we enter, I note details: unkept house, wrappers and garbage piled up on the floor. In the kitchen, piles of dishes crowd the countertops. I see something scurry across the floor. I assume it’s a mouse. It’s a nice neighborhood. You wouldn’t expect this kind of crap from the outside.

The man plops down on the couch and takes another swig from his beer bottle. “Like I said, nothing to see.”

“Any kids the house?” I ask.

“Nope. No kids here,” he responds, focused on the TV.

“Mind if we take a look around?” Vicors asks.

“Go ahead. You won’t find anything.”

Vicors and I walk the house. There are three bedrooms but no sign of children. There aren’t any toys of any kind in any of the bedrooms. We open closets and look under beds. Nothing, not even children’s clothes. Vicors shrugs and I place my hands on my hips. I glance in the hall bathroom and check the toothbrushes. Three of them—all the same size.

I walk back into the main room. “Who lives here with you?”

“What’s it to you, babe?”

I take a step toward him. “I said, who else lives here?”

“My girlfriend and her brother. They’re not home, as you can see,” he says sarcastically.

Vicors leans into me, whispering, “What do you want to do?”

I don’t make eye contact with Vicors. I can’t take my eyes off the man on the couch, who’s currently drumming his fingers on the arm. Is he nervous? I stare at the bruise on his hand. My skin crawls, and I know I’m not finished.

Once I’m back in the kitchen, I check the cabinets under the sink and stare at the fridge. No pictures on the door. As a matter of fact, there aren’t any pictures in the whole house. I’m about to turn to leave when something catches my eye. The floors are filthy, but there’s an oddly colored spot on the floor. Bending down, I shine my flashlight on it.

A few feet later, there’s another. They lead to a door on the back wall I hadn’t noticed before. It’s missing a handle. “Stay here and watch him,” I tell Vicors, motioning toward the other room. He nods in response.

Cautiously, I quietly open the door to the basement. There isn’t a light switch, so I use my flashlight. I descend the stairs, one hand on my weapon.

The basement is much like the upstairs, dirty and disorganized. I follow the drops of what I think are dried blood down the stairs to an oversized cardboard box on its side by the back wall.

Moving around, I shine my flashlight into the box and gasp. My hand leaves my weapon as I bend down. Crouched in the back of the box is a small child with dirty, ratted hair. A streak of blood is rolling down his cheek.

“Hi, my name is Reed. I’m a police officer. Did you call us?” I ask softly.

“Youz don’t look like an officer. You’re a girl.”

“I am a girl, but I’m an officer too. Want to see my badge?”

The child nods and I reach into my back pocket and hold it out. “What’s your name?” I ask as bright eyes gaze at the badge and then up at me.

“Misty,” she says softly. “How come you’re not wearing a uniform if you’re the police?”

“I’m a detective so I don’t have to anymore. Do you think you could come out so we can talk?”

She shakes her head. “Mister said I need to be quiet and stay hidden or he’d hurt me again. He’s real mad.”

“Did you call us?”

She presses her lips together. As much as I want to look her over more closely, I also don’t want to shine the flashlight in her eyes.

“Are you bleeding?” I ask.

She nods and sniffles. She lightly touches the top of her head, then her hands trail down defensively to her belly. I move my flashlight over her when she’s not looking at me. She’s wearing a nightshirt and her skin is dirty.

“Can you tell me where it hurts, so I can make it better?”

The tears flow as she points to her head first, then below her waist. I swallow hard. “Misty, I’m going to need you to take my hand and come out of the box. Do you think you can do that?”

“He said I can’t.”

“Well, I’m in charge now, and I say you can. He’s not going to hurt you. Okay?”

Her eyes meet mine. They’re almost catlike in the dark and my stomach churns, remembering my scared little kitten. I reach out to her and she takes my hand, moving slowly to stand. “That’s perfect, Misty. Thank you. Is ‘mister’ your daddy?”

“Nuh-uh. Mommy won’t let me see my real daddy. She said he doesn’t want me anymore.”

A tear trickles from her eye and mixes with the blood on her face. It stirs a memory I thought I’d forgotten. “Misty, did Mister hit you?”

She nods. “It hurts real bad.”

“Did he do anything besides hit you?”

Her head drops, and she doesn’t answer. I’ve heard enough to know she’s not staying here. “Is it okay if I pick you up?”

She nods, and I lift her in my arms and hold her. She throws her arms around my neck and grips me fiercely. It breaks my heart. “I’m going to take you out of here and right to my car, okay? But you need to be very quiet. Can you do that?”

I feel her nod as I ascend the stairs. Vicors’ eyes bulge when he sees me. I whisper, “Call for backup now. Wait to go to him until I’ve got her in the car and return.”

He speaks in code into the radio. I leave by the back door, go to the car, and place her on a blanket inside. “You’ll be safe here, okay?”

She won’t let go of my neck.

“The doors are locked, and no one can open them but me. You need to let go. I promise I’ll be right back. You’re safe now.”

She refuses to let go and I don’t know what to do. Within moments, backup arrives. A female officer introduces herself to Misty and offers her a stuffed animal. She finally lets go of me to take it. I tell them to stay with Misty and watch the front door. Carefully stepping to the rear of the house, I re-enter and nod to Vicors. We pull our weapons and round the corner to confront who I now know as Mister. “Put your hands up!”

He bares his teeth. His legs open wide, and he laughs. There’s something about it that sets my skin on fire.

“I said, put your hands up!” I shout.

He cringes and grips the bottle more tightly in his hand. Within seconds, he throws the beer bottle at us, striking Vicors in the shoulder and lunges toward the door. I tackle him to the ground and Vicors follows. Mister struggles, but I’m stronger than I look. Vicors and I restrain him and Vicors cuffs his hands behind his back.

“You’re under arrest for battery and neglect of a minor. Anything you say can and will be used against you…”

As I finish reciting his rights, Vicors opens the front door and takes a step out to wave backup inside. Mister laughs heartily as I pull him to his feet. “She deserved it. She’s mouthy. You could even say she wanted it.”

I tighten my fingers around his arm as the blood boils within me.

He takes a large breath through his nose and leans forward as if to smell me. “You want it too, don’t you?” he whispers, licking his lips. “I bet getting on top of me got you all riled up, didn’t it, baby? You look like you need a real man.”

“You’re a pig,” I whisper through clenched teeth. “You’re going to jail for a long time.”

“No I won’t. First offense. I’ll get a slap on the wrist and when I get out, maybe I’ll finish her off. Maybe I’ll even look you up and give you a taste. I can see how bad you need it. You have the look. I bet you started early, too, didn’t you?”

I press my fingers into his arm and he flinches. I try to remember to breathe.

“I guess you and she have a lot in common. You both like it rough.”

I feel my nail pierce his skin.

He gasps. “You little bitch. Now you’re going to pay.”

I’m not sure if it’s the words or the look on his face, but I lose it. The image of Misty in that box floods my mind. The thought of her life with this horrible man crushes my soul and all the memories of my past return in full force. Memories I blocked. Memories I’d long pushed aside.

His face morphs into a different one. When he laughs at me, his voice sounds like another I hadn’t heard in years, familiar and haunting. My brain hurts. My heart pounds. My hands shake. He won’t hurt me again. I won’t let him. Not this time.

“Need another?” the bartender asks. My gaze is frozen on the napkin and it takes me a minute to hear him.

“No. I’m good.” I fake a smile and wave him off as I glance down at the healing bruises on my hands.

I don’t remember how many times I hit him. I don’t recall how soon after he fell to the ground that I started kicking him. When Vicors pulled me off him, I almost punched him in anger. I was in pure rage. I wanted my father or sperm donor, as I like to call him now, to finally pay for all those years, for the wounds no one could see that still lived inside my tortured child-like soul.

It wasn’t until I was led outside, and the ambulance arrived, that I realized what I’d done. But by then it was too late.

What did I do to my career? I’m suspended from the only thing I ever wanted to do with my life. Suspended from the job that gives me purpose and keeps me sane. How could I have lost it like that? I know better. I am better than that. What would have happened if Vicors hadn’t pulled me off him? Would I have killed him?

Shaking my head, I glance up at the woman in the reflection behind the bar. She looks tired and broken.

I could get fired over this. I should be. I was wrong. I’ve had perps push my buttons before, but not like him. For the first time in my life, I consider the fact that I don’t deserve to wear a badge. Maybe I’m not cut out for this job after all.

The TV in the corner goes dark. I’d think they lost signal if not for the dramatic music that begins. The TV flips to what looks to be men dressed in full armor going into battle. The clips are brief, interspersed with darkness, but I recognize the music. It’s “Returns the King” from the movie 300. My asshole boyfriend, two asshole boyfriends ago, loved the gladiator type movies. I remember 300 because I drooled over Gerard Butler through the entire thing. He’s hot as fuck.

Something’s different with the music, though. There’s electric guitar dispersed throughout. When the drums finally kick in, you see a line of Roman warriors marching toward a throne made out of silver guitars with a black leather seat. Someone is standing in front of it wearing a black cape, his back turned to the warriors. The cape is being blown around by what seems to be the wind and under it you see tight leather pants and black combat boots. He raises one tattooed, muscular arm and they all stop. He turns and all you see are his crystal blue eyes surrounded by smudged dark eyeshadow and a pierced nose. The camera pans out farther and you see his face. He smirks and the words The Praetorian appear, followed by Coming Soon.

Goosebumps shoot up my arms. I can’t stop staring at the screen even after the baseball game continues.

Movement in the corner of my eye pulls me out of my trance.

“You okay?” the bartender asks. He’s drying a glass with a towel and is trying to hide a smile. I must have looked ridiculous.

“Fine.”

“Don’t tell me that’s the first time you’ve seen those ads. I swear I’ve seen them all like fifty times,” he says with a twinkle in his eyes. He seems excited by them.

“I don’t watch much TV. What’s it for?”

“Seamore Productions is doing a new reality show, and this time they’re looking for a bodyguard for Roman Creed.”

“Roman Creed?” I feel like I should know the name, but I don’t.

His mouth drops open as if I shocked the breath out of him. “You don’t know Roman Creed?”

I lift my eyebrows, purse my lips, and shake my head. “No clue.”

“The lead singer of Core Damage? They won a Grammy for their album Annihilation a few years ago?”

“Oh, yeah. Sure.” I pretend I know it because I want him to drop it. Core Damage sounds vaguely familiar, but I’m more into country music.

“It looks like it’s going to be kickass. It’s by the same company that did The Fabulist. Remember that show?”

“I do.” That’s not a lie. I watched it. I found the lying challenges fascinating.

“Same thing. They’re holding tryouts next week, here in LA. Pete, my bouncer, is going to audition.”

“Sounds cool,” I say and toss thirty bucks on the counter. “That enough?”

“Too much.”

I briefly consider taking some cash back but leave it. It’ll be my last careless purchase until I get my life back in order.

“The winner gets a job and $100,000,” he adds as I make my way to the door.

I stop in my tracks, turning my head back to him. One hundred thousand just made this a little more interesting. Maybe even life-changing. Gazing up at the TV and then back to the bartender, I lean on the bar. “What do I have to do?”




[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

How in the hell do these people do it? We’ve only done two days of interviews and I’m ready to never consult again. I’ve been sitting behind one of those two-way mirror things, watching them, and they’re boring as fuck.

Esto seems like a good guy. I like him. He’s not pretentious in the least and in my line of work, most producers are. I spoke briefly with his boss on the phone, and he agreed to all my stipulations.

The show is going to be filmed at my home, but they’re only using the east wing. I told them my private quarters were off-limits. They’re doing some construction and renovations to make it more TV worthy. They’re building an addition and said they’d turn it into a recording studio when the show was over. As long as I don’t have to pay for it, the cameras stay out of my way, and they respect my privacy, I couldn’t care less what they do. A recording studio sounds pretty awesome. Then again, so does a bowling alley.

Esto came up with the title of the show, The Praetorian. I like the twist on my name and the “guarding the Roman emperor” thing. It makes me feel like I’m cooler than I really am.

We did a shitload of promo pics and videos for the ads last month and they’re airing what seems like every ten minutes on the network. I’m trying not to watch any of it. I don’t need to hear more negativity. I’ve had too much of it in my life already. I have a couple of interviews scheduled with high-end magazines later this week. My drummer, Shaw, and bassist, Tremor, already gave me shit for doing the show. But hey, if I fall, we all fall. That’s what happens when your front-man is the glue that holds it all together.

Yawning, I eye the clock on the wall. There’s one more interview after this one and then we move on to Denver. I thought I wanted to see them all, but this really isn’t my thing. I’m going to have to talk to Esto about it. Maybe I can just watch the recorded interviews rather than actually being here for them. Then I can fast forward over all the boring shit. So far there have only been a couple of people I thought had potential. I guess potential is what they’re really looking for anyway.

When I let the firm that employed Dawson go, I asked him to stay on and head up my team. I bought him out of his contract and the firm and I parted amicably only after Clark threatened to tell the world the mistakes they made on the tour. Apparently, this wasn’t the first time.

I mean, what kind of security guard leaves a dressing room he’s supposed to be guarding unattended to take a personal call? Not a good one, that’s for sure. Especially when he knew there were threats against my life. I usually go back there during intermission. I wonder what might have happened if Dawson hadn’t checked the room after hearing the guard on his phone.

I cross my arms and lean back in my chair, pulling my baseball cap farther over my eyes. I wonder if they’d notice if I slept through this last interview. It’s not like I have a lot to say. Heck, I don’t talk much at all.

Esto is wearing an earpiece so I can ask questions or make comments if I want to, but I’ve only said something to him twice. One time I said, “hell no,” to a dumbass with a chip on his shoulder and the other time I wanted details on someone’s military training. Having someone protect me who knows how to protect our country sounds like a person I’d want on my side.

“One more!” Esto says as he turns to face the mirror. I nod, knowing he can’t see me. He fixes his hair in the mirror and I chuckle. He’s a funny dude. Not at all how I’d expect an Emmy-nominated producer to act.

“Can you hear me?” he asks through the microphone. “Testing one, two, three. Check, baby, check, baby one—”

“Yeah, I can hear you.” I don’t need to hear or see him dance again. He seems to like the words zoom, boom, and rump a little too much.

I glance at the packet of info on the contestants on the floor. It contains the applications of people who made it through first-round interviews and into the second round with Esto. I flipped through it briefly when he gave it to me and have doodled a bit on the backs of the pages. They’re all the same type of people. I’m bored out of my mind.

I lean back in my chair and close my eyes. I hear the familiar sound of the door creaking open inside the interview room.

“Hello, my name is Esto Rivera. I’m one of the producers for the show. We’re going to be filming these interviews and part may eventually air. Have you signed the nondisclosure?”

“Yes, I have. It’s nice to meet you.”

“The soft, demure voice sends shivers down my spine. My eyelids flicker open. I find myself leaning forward with more interest than I’ve had the entire day.

Sitting in the chair is a strikingly beautiful blonde. She’s wearing a powder-blue button-down blouse and gray slacks. There’s nothing fancy about her. Her hair is slicked back in a ponytail so hard, it’s as if she’s trying to tighten the lines on her face. She’s not wearing any makeup or jewelry, but the long line of her neck makes me think she’d look amazing with a pearl necklace from me. My dick twitches at the thought and I sit a bit straighter, turning my ball cap so it’s facing backward. I want to get a better look at her.

As she reaches out, her shirt tightens, and I notice muscles in her arm. I bet she works out. I wonder if she could kick my ass and smirk at the thought of rolling around with her. She’s definitely not my type, but there’s something about her that resonates with me.

“Reed Manning,” she says, shaking Esto’s hand.

I’m a bit jealous of Esto at this moment. Lifting the packet from the floor, I search until I find her. She’s a cop. She just became ten times more interesting.

I flip over her page and immediately begin to draw the long line of her neck.

“So, Reed, tell us what made you decide to interview for the show.”

She flinches and bows her head. I scoot forward in my seat and draw the dark circles under her eyes. Is she tired or stressed?

“The truth is, something happened at work and I was suspended. I’ve been an officer for seven years and it’s all I know, but this incident has forced me to take a hard look at my life. I’m starting to think I don’t want to do it anymore.”

I pull out my phone and immediately start searching for her. There are Reed Mannings all over the place, but there’s nothing about one as a cop. Wait… is this her? I lift my head as he asks the question I want to know.

“What happened at work that got you suspended?” Esto asks.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” she responds.

“Isn’t it public record?”

“Part of it. There was a minor involved and for that reason, some details haven’t been revealed to the media.”

Staring at her face, I wonder what she did. Did she hurt a kid? That would be unacceptable and unforgivable for me. I don’t want it to be true. I want to like her. I can already see her lying in my bed. I need to know so I tell Esto, “Ask her if she hurt a kid.”

“Can you tell me if you were responsible for hurting a child?”

Her brows crease and her body goes stiff. She snaps, “Absolutely not! I resent that question. I would never. Is that who I look like to you? An abuser? A child hater?”

I immediately stand and respond as if she’s speaking directly to me. “No, I wanted to make sure. I couldn’t get past that and I think you might be great in this game.”

Esto’s hand presses against his ear and I realize I might have shouted.

“Please don’t be offended. Seamore Productions would never promote or support a person convicted of a crime involving child abuse. We just need to make sure. We like to tell our viewing audience something about our contestants and if we can’t discuss your case, I may have to disqualify you. We also don’t want our company involved in any legal issues. I hope you understand.”

She nods and begins to rise.

“What?” I shout. “No. I want her. Figure out how to make this work.”

Esto presses his fingers to his ear. “I’m sorry. We’re having some technical difficulties. Would you mind having a seat while I figure this out?”

“Of course,” she replies, sitting back down.

Esto stands and exits the room. I know where he’s headed.

The door to my room opens. “Whoa, what’s gotten into you? You said more there than you did the last two days.”

Glancing from Esto to Reed, I watch her pick pieces of lint from her clothes. She purses her lips and folds her arms, then tightens her ponytail and takes a deep breath. She appears tough and confident, but there’s sadness in her eyes. Something about her sings to me.

“I think she’s a strong candidate. Can’t we figure out a way to get around her situation?” I ask.

Esto extends his arm to the wall, as if to balance himself, and drums his fingers against the plaster. “Anything’s possible, but Roman… we don’t know what she did. She could be in serious trouble. If her story comes out and it’s bad, it could damage the entire show, hurt your reputation, and even worse, discredit the network. I won’t jeopardize the network.”

I sigh and twist my cap forward once again. “Hold on….” I glance at my phone and skim the article. “It doesn’t say a lot, but it seems she beat the crap out a guy. That’s not that bad. At least we know she can handle herself. All I’m asking is you continue the interview. You barely asked her any questions. Get to know her a bit. See if she has any skills. If you think she might be able to hold her own, work it out. Get references or shit like that. Talk to her boss. My gut tells me she’d make a great addition to the show.”

Esto studies me. I can tell he’s scrutinizing me and I don’t like it. “Answer one question for me. Honestly,” he says. “Are you interested in her because you want to sleep with her, or because you think she’d be a good personal bodyguard for you?”

Am I that transparent? I lean forward, placing my hands on the mirror. I am attracted to her for some reason. She’s not the type of girl I usually go for, but I think that intrigues me even more.

I swallow hard and take a deep breath. If she were to be my bodyguard, then nothing could ever happen between us. That would kind of suck. There’s always the chance she wouldn’t be attracted to me. I huff to myself and remember who I am. Of course she will be. Everyone is.

“Well?” Esto asks.

“I don’t know if she’d make a good bodyguard. All I know is she’s a suspended cop. You haven’t asked her any other questions. I think you’re tossing her aside before you even give her a shot.”

Esto’s head bobs back and forth as he presses his lips together. “You have a point.”

Bullet dodged. I’m pretty impressed with myself.

“Okay, I’ll ask her a few more questions. If I think she has potential, I’ll see what I can do. I’m not making any promises.”

“Fair enough.”

As Esto goes into her room, I lean forward on the mirror and smile. When I know what I want, I almost always get it. And right now, there’s nothing I want more than to know her. Let the games begin.
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I don’t understand why they’re making me wait if I’m disqualified. I gaze at the two-way mirror and wonder who’s behind the glass. Maybe it’s the dude this show is all about.

I try to remember his name. Praetorian… Roman. Yeah that’s it. I googled him before I came in for the interview. I guess he’s popular. I might have heard one or two of his songs on the radio, but I usually change the station. He’s really not my thing. I assume I made it to this point because I lied about liking his music in the first-round interview.

Ugh, why am I even here? Do I really want to throw away everything I’ve worked for and enter the private sector?

I stare at my dress pants and pick tiny lint balls off them. My mind wanders to the reports I read, and I cross my arms. The news said Roman Creed is a bad boy. He’s known for losing his temper and punching people. I assume being his bodyguard would be more like babysitting.

He’s semi-attractive in a dark, twisted way—that is if you’re into piercings, tattoos, and scruffy hair. Some people are drawn to that sort of thing. I can’t imagine why.

In the commercial I saw on TV, his attitude screamed jackass. Every other picture online was of him with a different girl. I’ve dated guys like him before. Well, minus the outside appearance anyway. I need another asshole in my life like I need more sleepless nights. I’m not sure why I think I can change people. I tighten my ponytail. It seems to be slipping.

I’ve come to the realization through experience not only in my job, but in dating, that if you look like an asshole, you are an asshole. His pictures and reputation speak volumes. Maybe it’s a good thing I’ve been disqualified. I truly believe things happen for a reason.

The producer enters the room and sits back down across from me. “I apologize for the delay. Would you mind answering a few more questions?”

I lean forward, realize I’m frowning, and quickly readjust my expression to indifference. “I thought you said I was out?”

“I may have been too hasty. Could we continue?”

“Sure.” What the fuck?

“You’ve been with the Los Angeles PD for seven years. What made you go into law enforcement?”

I sigh and briefly close my eyes, trying to decide how to answer that question and how much personal information I want to tell the world. “I had a difficult childhood and I decided to be in a profession where I could learn to protect myself as well as others.”

“What kind of difficult childhood?”

“Let’s say it wasn’t ideal. Definitely not Full House,” I say with a small chuckle.

“Oh, I loved that show,” he responds with a smile. “More like Married with Children?”

“More like a cross between Rosanne if there wasn’t a dad or any other kids, and Buffy the Vampire Slayer.”

He nods enthusiastically, and I can tell I’m speaking his language now.

“Care to elaborate?” he asks.

“No.”

He seems to be waiting for me to say more. “You don’t like to share personal details, do you?”

“No,” I say without breaking eye contact. I may not be doing myself any favors, but I won’t be bullied into divulging more than I want.

“Some might say the past predicts future behavior,” he says, leaning back and folding his arms.

“If the past predicts the future, you should know I’ve solved over sixty cases as a detective and arrested well over two hundred people.”

He smirks. “The more we know about you, the greater the chance you have of making it on the show.”

“Okay… Let me be more specific. I can and have taken down a man twice your size. I have perfect aim, and I can recognize a sleaze ball from a mile away. Through the years, I’ve learned not only how to solve a crime, but also how to recognize someone who’s about to do something they shouldn’t. I can do this job. I’ve spent the last seven years risking my life for the people of the great state of California and I’m fully prepared and willing to risk my life to protect your client. Isn’t that what’s really important here?”

He doesn’t answer me right away. I suspect he’s trying to figure me out. He stands and holds out his hand. I take it. “Thank you, Ms. Manning. We’ll be in touch.”

I’m lead through corridors to an elevator. I get in, push the button for the ground level, and lean my head against the wall. That could have gone better. It also could have been worse.

I suppose I could have told them my mom left my abusive father after she walked in and saw him still hitting me after I was unconscious. I could have told him she agreed not to press charges against him if he gave up custody of me permanently and promised to never contact either of us again.

Maybe it would have helped if I’d told the producer we moved to LA when I was nine to get away from my father and I’m originally from Portland, Oregon. Or that my mom worked two jobs to provide for me and she tried to make a good life for us, even though she wasn’t the nurturing or loving kind of mother my friends had.

But I don’t live in the past. I don’t want sympathy or pity. I want to get on this show because I can do the job, not because someone knows my past and thinks they know me.

As I step off the elevator, a stranger shoots me a look of concern. I realize I’m holding myself and shaking. I immediately relax my arms and continue past the front desk and outside.

The sunshine blinds and simultaneously warms me. It was a little too cold in there. Maybe I’m too cold as well, but it’s who I am and there’s nothing anyone can do to change that. As the heat of the sun warms me, I’m reminded that I’m not sure I know who I am anymore. Maybe it’s time to reinvent myself once again.
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I just finished getting my nose powdered. It was probably one of the most emasculating moments of my life. Filming is about to start and apparently I need to look as matte as possible. Esto said they have something special they want me to wear and Clark approved it. I’m almost afraid to see it. If they think I’m wearing some kind of skirt from the Roman Empire, they’re sadly mistaken.

They brought in a guy who runs a worldwide security company to “assist” me in judging the contestants. Apparently Esto knows him and he’s provided security for Seamore a few times. I guess he and I went to the same grade school, although I don’t remember him. He was several years older than me, so it makes sense I wouldn’t. From what Esto says, Jean Paul Beck is a big deal. He’s written a couple of books and seems to know his shit. They claim I have the final say, but I’m not sure I believe them. I know one thing for certain. They’re not telling me a whole hell of a lot.

I met with JP, as I call him, a couple of times last month to make sure we were on the same page with what I want in an EPO, or executive protection officer. He looks like your average Joe. There’s nothing remarkable about him on the outside. Medium build, about five-foot-ten, with brown hair and brown eyes. I guess that’s what you want in a bodyguard—someone who blends in with the crowd.

Dawson is a bit taller and wider than JP, and he might not blend well, but he knows protective services. Dawson’s face will never make it on camera, nor will anyone else from the team Dawson assembled. This isn’t about them. I’ve been clear that keeping contestants and crew out of my personal space is paramount. Everyone agreed, but I’m still paranoid. I don’t need anyone to know any more about my life than I want them to.

I watched the video interviews of the candidates they felt were worthy. JP, Esto, Dawson, and I narrowed it down to ten. I thought I’d have to argue for the suspended cop, but I didn’t. Turns out she had damn good references and Esto got the scoop on her. She was suspended for beating the crap out a man who abused a child. In the time since she interviewed and today, the investigation was finalized. She got a suspension until she completed a psych evaluation and an anger management class. JP argued to let her in and I didn’t have to say a word.

Esto fought hard to let a martial arts guy on the show. He had a major chip on his shoulder and I wasn’t sure I liked his interview, but Esto said he’d add flavor and I should give him a chance. After all this promotional bullshit, I can see now this is less about finding me a new guard and more about ratings. It’s too late to pull out now. I signed a contract. The hefty paycheck I’m getting better make all of this worth it.

There’s a knock on my office door and Dawson opens it. I can’t see who he’s talking to, but when Dawson steps aside, I recognize him immediately. How could I not know him? His face is all over television. He’s probably one of the highest paid hosts of all time and his smile is almost blinding.

“Mr. Creed, it’s so nice to finally meet you. My name is—”

“I know who you are.” I stand and walk toward him. “You’re Bryce Donahue, host extraordinaire.”

He places a hand over his heart, like I’ve touched him somehow. “Wow, the fact that you know me almost makes my life.”

I usually don’t believe such flattery, but damn if he doesn’t have the most trusting face and kind eyes I’ve ever seen. I’m not into dudes, but man, he’s almost pretty. I smile as we shake hands. “Please call me Roman. Mr. Creed is my father, and I don’t like him enough to want to be associated with him.”

“I understand. Thank you, Roman. I’ve already spoken to your agent, Clark, several times, but I wanted to personally let you know I’m here for you. I’m always ready to answer any questions or concerns you have about the ins and outs of the show.”

“So you know everything that’s about to happen?”

His head teeters back and forth. “I’d like to think I do, but… By any chance did you see The Fabulist?”

I know where this is going. “I did. I assume that’s your way of telling me you only know as much as they want you to know.”

“Exactly,” Bryce says, nodding in relief. “I got a lot of flak from people who assumed I knew who The Fabulist was, but I was as shocked as everyone in the end.”

“I believe you. You have an honest face. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

He smiles. “My wife tells me I’m too honest and too nice. But so is she. It’s what drew me to her in the first place.”

I pretend I know what he means. No one has ever said I was nice and my honesty is usually brutal. People don’t particularly care for it. I hear asshole more than anything, under people’s breaths. I like it that way. Nice people get shit on, I should know. I knew someone nice once.

“Mr. Rivera asked me to make sure you were clear that while each challenge has a purpose and something to do with executive protection, they’ve been constructed to also be entertaining.”

I sit on the edge of the desk. “That’s what I’m told.”

“The goal is to get the person with the most potential and entertain the viewing audience—whenever it airs, that is.”

Clark and Dawson were adamant the show be aired at a later date and not be live to maintain my safety. I guess that’s why I pay them the big bucks.

“Along with reiterating the show’s purpose, and letting you know I’m here for you, I also wanted to tell you I’m a huge fan of your music. My wife and I, separately and together, have been to five of your concerts,” he says with an awkward laugh.

“Maybe when this thing is over, I can meet her and, I don’t know, maybe sign some stuff.”

His eyes light up. “She’d love that. Thank you. I’ve taken up enough of your time. I’ll see you in a few for the run-through.”

“Sure thing.”

After he exits the room, I turn toward the window.

Dawson sighs loud enough to draw my attention. “Please don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Stand in front of the window. As long as this show is going on and there are so many unknowns, I don’t like you being opened up more than you need to be, much less standing in front of a double-paned window.”

I huff. “You really don’t want me to do the show, do you?”

“You know how I feel, but that’s never stopped you before,” he says with another hearty sigh.

I glance at my pad of paper and decide against doing another caricature of him, even though his expression warrants one. How many more times can I draw him grimacing with his eyebrows squeezed together? I must have done at least fifty this year alone. “Did your mother ever tell you to stop making faces before it freezes that way?” I ask him.

“Probably, why?”

I cross my arms. “I hate to be the one to tell you, but you have a permanent scowl.”

“No, I don’t. I can smile when I need to.”

“I don’t believe you. I’ve never seen you smile.”

“Number one, I’m not paid to smile and number two, you’ve never give me a reason to be happy.”

I laugh, because he’s right. I question him daily and constantly make his life a living hell. He’s had to work day and night, preparing for all the people coming into my house. He did background checks and interviews. He’s very thorough. I should thank him. As I open my mouth, there’s a knock on the door.

Dawson pushes me out of sight. “Who is it?” he questions.

“Mr. Creed, we’re ready for you,” someone says gleefully from the other side.

Dawson sighs yet again. His job just became ten times more difficult with those words. He stares straight into my eyes. “Are you ready for this?”

I don’t think I am, but it’s too late now. The show must go on. “It’s another performance,” I tell him. Judging by the expression on his face, I think it’s safe to say we both know that’s a lie. This show is going to change my life. Only, I’m not sure if it will be for the better or worse.
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They brought us here, wherever here is, on a chartered bus with blackened windows. Finalists were instructed to meet at a hotel downtown this morning. It wasn’t a big deal for me; I only had to drive there. Some of the contestants flew in from all over the country.

I steal a glance at my watch and note the time. Almost 8:00 p.m. This has been a long-ass day of doing nothing but waiting. I sat in my room for most of the day and watched old episodes of Cops, Gilmore Girls, and Hell’s Kitchen. I haven’t watched that much TV in years.

They brought us meals and asked us to stay in our rooms until they called us down. We were instructed not to speak to one another, and we haven’t, but I’ve already done my fair share of studying and character analysis since the moment I laid eyes on the others.

There’s a guy here from the day I auditioned in LA. We didn’t speak to each other at the audition, but I heard them call his name. Raul Martinez looks military to me. There’s something about the way he holds himself. He only speaks when someone talks to him and he has amazing posture. I sit up a little straighter, thinking about it. I like that he’s quiet. Too much unnecessary chatter gets you into trouble.

There are three other females besides me on the bus. Everyone seems to be trying to psych each other out and the testosterone almost makes the air too thick to breathe.

In general, the group seems pretty fit, except this one guy who seemed winded from climbing into the bus. I bet myself a taco dinner if I’m right and he’s the first to go. If I lose, I have to tack another mile onto my run. I’m not losing that bet with myself if I can help it. The guy sitting across from me looks like he ate someone for breakfast. He’s big and tall.

I’m glad I continued to work out during my suspension. I’m supposed to go back to work in a few weeks and I put off turning in my anger management paperwork until after I get home. The Praetorian could film for up to two weeks. It doesn’t seem like much time for a show, but if one show airs once a week, it’ll seem like we’ve been here for months. I could be here the entire time or I could be going home tomorrow, depending on how I perform.

I’m competitive by nature, and even though I haven’t decided whether or not I want to leave the police force, it sure would be nice to have options. The $100,000 the winner receives is my main motivation right now. I’d like to get myself a house and pay off my student loans for my degree in Criminal Justice. Those payments are never-ending.

They took our luggage from us when we got on the bus. Phones and computers were confiscated at the hotel. I’ve never been one of those people who’s glued to their phone anyway, so I don’t miss it. One chick almost lost her shit when they made her hand it over. I straighten in my seat and see the back of her head a few seats forward. Poor thing.

We’ve been sitting here for thirty minutes, waiting. Good thing the air is on or we’d be wilted by the time we got off. It’s been hotter than usual lately.

I adjust my watch, then my ponytail, before staring down at my navy-blue blouse and gray slacks. They told us to dress casual for today, but I wanted to make an impression of professionalism so I went for business casual. They were oddly specific about what kind of clothes we needed to bring. Workout gear, suits, and even evening wear, which was a stretch for me. I never wear dresses unless I’m going to a funeral. Ah, who am I kidding; I wear pants to those too.

The doors to the bus open and Esto Rivera steps onboard, along with a cameraman. I was kinda hoping to see Hogan Harper behind a camera, but I guess since The Fabulist, he doesn’t do that anymore.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. I apologize for the delay, but we’re finally ready to get started. Our host, Bryce Donahue, will call you off the bus one at a time to do a brief interview with him. As you were told at the hotel, everything is being filmed.” He points to the front and back and I’m reminded that even the bus has been equipped with cameras. I’m surprised they aren’t making us wear them.

“I’m certain you’ll have a lot of questions, but let’s save them for after we’ve filmed tonight.”

Rivera grabs hold of a handrail running along the top of the bus to steady himself. “Once you’ve answered a brief question from our host, I’d like you to step toward me, to the right of the camera. Please remain quiet at all times. Now remember, everything you do and say will eventually be seen by the people at home. They vote for the winner in the finale, and it wouldn’t hurt if they liked you, hated you, or remembered you during the show, so play to the lens.”

He claps his hands together excitedly. “Okay. We’re ready to start.” The cameraman hops down the stairs and Esto watches him eagerly. He takes a clipboard from an unseen person at the bottom of the stairs.

“First up is Cedric Calloway.”

A tall, muscular black man stands and shakes Esto’s hand before heading out for his interview. There is an air of anxiety on the bus I haven’t felt before. Maybe I’m simply aware of my own nervousness. I think back to all the things my friend Andrea, from the department, told me before I left. Smile. Be confident. Fake everything else. I need that money. I can do this. I need to practice the techniques I learned in my anger class and make sure I watch my temper. I don’t want to be known as the angry girl.

“Next up, Kari Haston,” Esto says.

A petite brunette stands, snapping her gum. She must realize it’s a bad idea, because she immediately reaches into her too tight skirt pocket to retrieve a wrapper. She raises her eyebrows at the guy sitting across from her and he nods. It makes me wonder if they know each other.

I turn slightly to get a better view of him, but now all I can see is the back of his head.

A few minutes later, Esto calls, “Bobby McNeal.”

A tough-looking black man rises and scratches his head. I see a tattoo on his arm, which looks familiar, like I’ve seen it on a perp. He pulls his sleeve down over it as he exits. I wonder how much I’ll learn about these people during the game. I’m insanely curious. Trying to figure out what makes people tick is my passion.

After a few more minutes, my name is called. Remaining contestants stare at me as I stand. As I pass the seat across from Kari, I note the guy she made contact with is wearing a baseball cap and it’s pulled down over his eyes. His face is turned toward the window and he’s the only one who doesn’t study me as I walk down the aisle.

I step down the stairs and am struck dumb by the enormity of where we are. It’s dark outside, but there are lights shining all over the gigantic mansion in front of me. It’s white stucco combined with rock and brick. There are detailed awnings and peaks, the likes of which I’ve never seen before. Even the air smells like money. Cripes, this guy must be a gazillionaire.

After a brief moment of awe, I quickly walk toward Bryce Donahue, who’s standing near a large, decorative water fountain. It’s a statue of a Greek god, but I don’t have the time to figure out which one. I make a mental note to make sure my mouth isn’t hanging open as I approach Bryce.

“And here we have Reed Manning, from Los Angeles, California. Hello, Reed, it’s nice to meet you.”

I reach out my hand to shake his and nod my head. The light from the camera is almost blinding. I remember from the interviews they asked us not to look directly into it unless we were told to.

“It’s says on my form you’re a detective with the Los Angeles Police Department. How long have you worked there?”

“Seven years.”

“And what brings you to the show?”

I force myself to smile, but I’m not sure it looks okay, based on the way he reacts. “I’m interested in all aspects of protecting and serving, Bryce.”

“We’re excited to have you here, Reed. Best of luck.”

He motions to my right, and off in the distance, I see the rest of the group. I hold my head high and join them. If I learned anything in my years as an officer, it’s that confidence is key, whether you feel it or not.

This show is going to take everything I have and then some.
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I’m doing my best to wait patiently for the music. That’s my cue to start. I hear utter commotion and probable confusion around me as a production assistant gets the literal “troops” in line. I guess they want the moment the contestants enter to be as effective and grand as the commercials.

I insisted I would not wear the leather pants again. Leather pants are overrated and uncomfortable. I’ve never worn them before the ads. I’m more of a ripped jeans kind of guy, which is what I’m wearing now. I’m keeping these combat boots, though. They’re kick-ass. They can have the cape back. My days of pretending to be a superhero ended when I was six.

One of the makeup girls hops onto the platform and moves backstage to where I’m standing. She approaches me nervously. I roll my eyes. Not at her, but what’s in her hand.

“Sorry, Mr. Creed. I need to make sure you’re not shiny.”

“I haven’t been shiny a day in my life, sweetheart. I’m more the dark, twisted type. There’s nothing light about me.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, eyes wide.

I smirk, and she swallows hard. She likes me. I can see it on her face. “Come on,” I say, waving her toward me. “Do what you have to do.”

She stands in front of me in her tight little striped T-shirt and pigtails and reaches up to tap my nose with powder.

“Boo,” I say with a jolt.

She shrieks and falls backward, but I grab hold of her. She laughs awkwardly and glances down at my hand on her arm.

“Thank you for catching me,” she flirts, eyelids batting.

“You’re welcome.” I eye her pigtails and think of gripping them tightly while I screw her doggie-style over the edge of my guitar throne. Hmm, I’m liking this show more and more. “What are you doing later?” I ask her.

“That will be all, Jen.”

She quickly steps aside, and her cute face is replaced by Clark’s ugly mug.

“What did I tell you, huh? What was one of the two rules I gave you?” he asks.

I bare my teeth. “I’m not a child, Clark. Don’t go there.”

“Relax, Roman,” he says, holding up his hands as if to placate me. “I’m looking out for you, remember? I only asked you to do two things.” He glances down at his watch. “The show hasn’t even started yet and you’ve already broken rule one.”

“I didn’t fuck her. Yet.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Chill the fuck out, Clark. I’m not going to screw anyone on the set or from the show. During filming.” I add for good measure.

He rolls his eyes. “And what else?”

“I’m not going to lose my temper. That is, unless you keep getting in my face.”

“I won’t. I only wanted to make sure you were clear on what to do, and knew your lines.”

I sigh in frustration. “This isn’t my first dog-and-pony show. I know what I’m fucking doing. Go away.”

“I will, but do you know your lines?” he asks nervously, wringing his hands.

I squint at him and cross my arms over my chest. “I know them. They’re on the teleprompter anyway. Go bug someone else before you piss me off and I ruin the show before it starts.”

He takes a deep breath. “I’m going, I’m going. Please remember to smile.”

As he walks down the stairs, I cringe. How am I going to make it two weeks with people always telling what to do?

Dawson approaches from the side with a phone in his hand. “For you. It’s Natalie.”

I instantly worry. She never calls unless it’s an emergency, especially when I’m working. Grabbing the phone from his hand, I press it to my ear. “What’s going on?”

She sounds rattled. “Someone was just up here, knocking on the door. The doorknob turned like they were trying to get in. It scared the crap out of me. I thought you told me no one was allowed.”

“Goddammit,” I shout. “Don’t worry. I’m on my way.”

I shove the phone at Dawson and start toward the side stairs.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Where are you going?” Clark asks, hurrying toward me and pressing his hands into my chest as if that would be enough to stop me.

“Someone was in the west wing. Scared Natalie half to death. I’m going to find out who and kick some ass.”

“No you’re not. Filming is about to start.”

“I fucking told you no one was supposed to go into my private area. The fact that the show hasn’t even started yet and someone already disregarded my one stipulation, makes me want to tell everyone to go fuck themselves.”

“Boss, let me have one of my guys check. I promise I’ll find out what’s going on. Maybe someone got lost,” Dawson says, trying to calm me.

“Yes. Please. Let Dawson figure it out. Please stay, Roman. Natalie’s fine, right? Everything is quiet now?” Clark asks.

Dawson places a hand on my shoulder and leans toward me. “I’ll personally kick their ass. I promise you.”

I take a deep breath to calm myself and point at Clark’s face. “If this happens again, I don’t care how into filming we are… If anyone sets one foot in the west wing, I’m out of here. Do you understand?”

Clark nods as I motion for Dawson to go. Dawson takes off in a hurry, talking into his earpiece.

The anxiety builds within me. Why did I agree to this? It’s exactly what I was afraid of.

“I’m going to talk to Esto. I promise, this won’t happen again,” Clark says angrily.

I swallow hard, trying to hide my real emotion. My anger comes from fear and my need to protect the ones I love. If someone had gotten into that room, every wall I’ve built over the years would have come crashing down. What’s in that room is the reason for everything I do, everything I am, and everything I’ve fought for my entire life. No one will ever take that from me. No one.
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We pass through the front doors into the main entryway, past double stairs ascending to the left and right, and down a long hall to the back of the house. Standing with the others in front of Bryce Donahue, a few camera operators, and a large set of double doors, I find I’m now more interested in taking in the environment than the contestants. I’m guessing Roman Creed is on the other side of those doors and what may happen next is causing both anticipation and anxiety. Part of me is excited. The other part wishes this day was over.

I wonder what he’ll be like. I wonder if the media has represented him accurately. Thanks to my recent experience with reporters, I have my doubts about their commitment to publicizing facts instead of opinions. I kind of hope he’s not the cocky bastard he seems to be. It would make potentially working for him much more appealing. Part of me wonders if his attitude is all an act, like the hard, confident armor I usually wear. I worry that if I show any weakness, someone will find a way to use it against me. I’m certain this game is not the time or place to trust anyone with anything personal, past or present.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to The Praetorian. Behind these doors is the main meeting room. We’ll call it the forum. This will be the meeting area for everything relating to the game and where final judgements are made. The door to my right,”—Bryce says, pointing his hand in the direction of a door to the side of the hall—“is the confessional or diary room. Should you choose to use it, you can speak your mind about the game, fellow contestants, or anything else you might want to say. The other players will not have access to what you share; however, you may use the room as a group or with any other willing participant. It’s also the place where you will vote and share your answers to questions in the game. There also may be times you’ll be asked to speak with your future employer face to face.”

He moves slowly to the left and stops in front of a large abstract painting. I’m certain it’s for effect. The camera follows him.

“From here on out, if you hear us use the word principal, please know we are referring to Roman Creed. Principal is a term used in the world of security and refers to your future employer and the one you’ll be protecting.

“In a moment, I’ll ask you to enter the forum, take five steps forward, then stand in formation as instructed. Everyone clear?” he asks, glancing around the room. People nod, and Bryce seems pleased. He presses his fingers to his ear and smiles. I assume someone is speaking to him.

“And now, without further ado, and on behalf of Seamore Productions, we welcome you to… The Praetorian.”

Bryce steps aside, motioning to the doors in a grand gesture, and the lights behind us go dim. The blinding set lights make it difficult to focus. The double doors creak open slowly, as if they’re remotely controlled. We all step into a pitch-black room in formation, as instructed by Esto. I swear I can hear my heart thumping in my chest, it’s so quiet. My hand flies to my hip out of habit, reaching for a gun that isn’t there.

A few seconds later, the song “Returns a King” begins. At the first break in the music, there’s a loud roar of metal feet hitting the ground. The lights briefly flash, illuminating a herd of Roman Troops in black and red about twenty feet in front of us. Surprised, I almost stumble back.

During the second flash and with a second thunderous march, I notice they’re holding long spears they pound on the ground at the same time they collectively take a step toward us.

During the third flash, I see they’re holding shields inscribed with the same markings I’ve seen on the bus and in the house. I believe it’s the band’s logo. They’re wearing helmets with red-and-black flourishes on top. After several seconds, the music stops and voices sing long notes that echo throughout the dark room, as if they are all around us. Drumming begins, and the lights turn on and stay lit. An electric guitar plays along with the drums and the guards move in formation, stepping back to create a pathway to the throne. It’s very dramatic.

A single spotlight shines on the silver guitar throne, but it’s empty. My attention is quickly diverted by trumpeters and snare drummers dressed as soldiers, who play fiercely as they stand on stairs of gray stone on both sides of the room. Red-and-black twisted drapery billows behind them, swaying lightly as if we’re outdoors and there’s a breeze. The light on the throne goes dark, and the guards continue to pound their spears in time with the music.

The music ends as deep, dark voices sing a single vowel sound. We’re in the dark once more as the overhead lights shut off abruptly. Then a single spotlight dances around the room, not stopping long enough to see anything at all. Deep voices join in. Finally, with a miraculous high note, the spotlight stops on the throne and a man stands with his back to us, his cape blowing in the breeze. It has to be him, just like in the commercials. Goosebumps break out up and down my body and I smile in awe. I’ve never experienced anything like this in my life. It’s like we’ve been transported to ancient Rome.

The music plays and then only the drums as the lights flicker and flash. I can’t see him anymore. Then, with a sudden boom and stomping of feet, the spotlight comes on again and there he is, siting on his throne, one leg bent at the knee and draped over the arm. The guards are no longer present. It’s as if they disappeared into thin air.

Roman Creed leans his left arm on the armrest, holding his lips in his fingers as if pondering something. Although I know it’s in my head, it feels as if he’s staring directly at me. He drops his hand and smirks in time with the final beat of a drum.

I swallow hard. Maybe it’s the pageantry and quite possibly the slow build of excitement, but I think—no, I know—he’s the most gorgeous man I’ve ever seen in my life.

“And cut!” a voice booms overhead.

There’s brief clapping around us and cheers from the crew. I don’t move. I am fixated on him and feel almost paralyzed. Is he still staring at me? A stagehand crosses directly in front of me, breaking my line of sight, and I snap out of my trance-like state. Glancing around, I feel better when I see the other contestants are as much in awe as I am.

Bryce asks us to return to the hallway while they re-set the room. I slowly follow the group, glancing back over my shoulder to see two people approach Roman Creed. One hands him a bottle of water. He rises, and the other man removes his cape, leaning into him and saying something in his ear. His shoulders fall, and he nods as if he’s relieved.

I face forward and have to stop quickly, almost running into the man in front of me. I shake out my arms to help myself focus as the doors close behind us.

Bryce laughs as we all emit a collective overwhelmed sigh. “That was something, right?”

There are a few mumbles and then he holds up his hand to get our attention. “I know this has been a long day, but I promise we’re almost finished for the night. The crew needs a few minutes to clear the area, then we’ll get you situated in your assigned spaces inside. We’ll do brief introductions, then room assignments and a snack before we settle down for the evening.”

He motions to his left. “Feel free to grab a bottle of water off the refreshment table and as we said before, refrain from speaking to one another at this time.”

Turning in the direction he pointed, I notice the table and walk toward it, reaching for the same water bottle as another woman. She and I both let go at the same time and both motion for the other to take it. I want to tell her to go ahead, but I can’t talk. I pick up a different bottle and nod to her. She smiles. She has short, almost black hair and dark eyes. Thinking back to what I know about reality TV, I’m pretty sure I should be scoping out perspective allies. I ponder the idea of becoming her friend. After all, with guys out numbering girls in this competition, we women need to stick together. She looks strong. Her eyes tell me something else. Is she sad or angry? Maybe I’m misreading her. I’m tired. I need to get myself together. I have to put my best foot forward at all times. This is a game I intend to win.
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I’m relieved when Dawson tells me a newly employed guard was simply turning the handle of the door to make sure it was locked.

“I spoke to Natalie and the guard. She knows it was a mistake that won’t happen again. I told the guard to keep his hands off the door,” Dawson says in a calming voice.

My shoulders drop, releasing the tension I’d been feeling since Natalie called. “Let her know I’ll stop by after filming is over. We can have a late dinner to catch up on the day.”

Dawson nods and speaks into his two-way radio. Then he covers his ear, pressing on his earpiece to hear the response over all the noise from the crew. I move closer to him and overhear him as I sit back down on my ridiculous throne and take a sip of water.

“I want all the extras removed from the grounds. There’s no reason anyone should still be here. Make sure you check everyone’s name off the list as they get on the bus,” he commands to whoever is on the other end of his radio.

“That went well,” Clark says as I hand the bottle back to him.

“I suppose.”

Esto is standing at the front of the room and is speaking to someone and staring in my direction. It’s no surprise when he approaches me. “You were amazing. How’d it feel?”

I shrug. “I feel like a bigger asshole than normal.”

Esto laughs. “Please don’t. I can assure you it’s going to look amazing when it airs. Now comes the fun part. Are you ready with your lines?”

“Yep.” I steal a glance at Clark, whose face is etched with concern.

“If you get lost, wing it. If it’s not working, we’ll start over. That’s the beauty of recorded versus live TV.”

“I’m great at ad-lib,” I say, rubbing my hands together.

Esto laughs and pats me on the shoulder. “Why don’t you take a breather in your dressing room. We’ll let you know when we’re ready for you. It shouldn’t be long.”

On my way to my personal space behind the curtains, I glance at the ornate gray marble tables they’re bringing into the room. Each table seats two people and they’re positioned in a semi-circle around a small circular arena in front of the stairs leading up to my stupid throne. Screens have come down from the ceiling in the back two corners, facing the chairs so clips can be shown. That’s one of the few things they actually told me.

The floor is black marble flecked with silver accents and two levels of stone steps lead upward on either side of the room. Black-and-red tapestries drape the walls and perfectly positioned lights on the floor cast a glow on them for added drama.

I shake my head and continue into my dressing area, passing the control room where Esto will be situated for most of the filming.

I flop down on the couch and lay back, closing my eyes. I can’t believe I’m so tired. All I did today was stand around. Having to sit down and smile on command pushed me over the edge into exhaustion. Such a tough day. I have to laugh at myself.

“Do you want me to run your lines with you?”

I open my right eye to see Clark impatiently standing over me.

“What I’d like is a moment to myself.”

“I think it would be a good idea to go over the—”

“One solitary moment is all I ask. If you want me to play the part, then you need to give this to me.”

I close my eyes, waiting for a reply. Nothing. When it’s been quiet for more than a few seconds, I squint and am relieved to find I’m alone.

Relaxing into the soft cushion, I take in my private escape. It’s hard to believe this room, the control room, and the forum are all new additions to my house. I’ll be interested to see how they fix this up to make it usable. I don’t want an arena in my house forever, although I am a fan of the control room. We might be able to make that usable for the security team after the show is over.

I’m also a huge fan of the secret access door they built behind the bookshelf in this room. It contains a stairwell that takes me directly to my bedroom in the west wing. The only people who know it exists are me, Dawson, and Esto. I may ask to keep it. It’s very Harry Potter-like. What’s even better is that I can lock it if I choose. Then no one can use it unless they have my key.

Starting to doze off as I imagine myself hiding from Clark in the stairwell, I decide I’d better get up and move around. Falling asleep for a few minutes will make me groggy. If I’m going to nap with any benefit, it’s got to be at least an hour. Two is even better.

I glance at the monitors in the corner of the room. I’m thankful I get to see what the production crew sees. It’s my house, after all. They’ve mounted cameras in almost every room except for my wing and the bathrooms. I can not only see each room, but I can zoom in and out on anyone or anything. They’re recording everything everyone does at all times, in case something happens they can use when they put it all together at the end.

Letting out a yawn, I sit down in front of the display and stare left to right at the various screens. I see the kitchen, the forum, the diary room, and even the doors outside the forum. I do a double take at the screen. There she is. I’d recognize that tight ponytail anywhere. I move the mouse and zoom the camera in on her. Her pants aren’t form-fitting, but I can still tell she has a great body. I wonder what she’d look like in jeans. Those ugly gray pants are the same ones she was wearing in the interview and I’m praying she doesn’t wear them every day.

A dark-haired girl leans on the wall next to her. I zoom over to her. I should know her. I remember JP really pushed for her, but I can’t remember her name. I’m horrible with names unless they’re unusual or the person makes an impression on me. I was even worse when I was younger. At least I’ve made progress.

I open the drawer and pull out my information binder, flipping through the pages until I find her. I flick my finger on her page. Tori. That’s it. I zoom in on her and holy shit. She’s got a nice rack. I consider myself somewhat of a breast connoisseur, having seen and felt many a boob in my lifetime. I’d guess she’s a DD. I zoom in on Reed’s chest too. Hmm, I wish her shirt was a little tighter. It’s hard to tell from this angle. It could be a pushup bra. I’m thinking B, maybe almost a C.

A knock on my door makes me jump. I zoom out as quickly as possible and spin around in my seat as Dawson opens the door. “Five minutes,” he says.

“Great. Cool. Awesome,” I say, giving him a thumbs-up and overly big smile. He stares at me as if I have two heads and slowly closes the door. I shake my head and huff out an embarrassed breath. I feel like I’m twelve again and got caught with my dick in one hand and my mom’s Cosmo in the other.

I should be ashamed of myself. One of these girls could end up working for me. I vow I’ll only use the cameras for professional reasons from here on out.

Even though I’ve been around, I was raised to treat women better than that and I’m almost disgusted with myself. I respect the hell out of Natalie, but she’s different. Sometimes I have to remind myself to have better manners with the women I meet on the road. I tend to lose reverence when a female throws herself at me. Up until a few months ago, I didn’t respect any girl I slept with, but something’s changed. I turned down four hot women on the mini-tour. I’d be worried if I still didn’t have an erection every morning.

But these women aren’t here for that and it’s not something I should worry about or even hope for. Boundaries, I tell myself. I’ve never had a female protection officer. It’s a new experience for me. I need to stop gawking at them, especially Reed. I turn in my seat to see her again. Why can’t I stop staring? I need to focus. I’m here to make myself look better, not worse. I click on the camera for the arena and push the button for sound as Esto counts down the filming.

“Ready in three… two… one.”

Bryce opens the doors and the contestants search for their assigned positions. I lean forward and watch as they move about the room and sit at the table with their name.

Bryce slowly walks toward the outer edge, speaking as he moves. “Welcome to The Praetorian. As you can see, we’ve gathered our contestants in the forum around the arena. The forum is a special area. It’s where we’ll meet daily to find out the challenge for the day, and where we’ll come at night to hear the final judgments.”

Bryce steps in front of the tapestries as they ripple lightly. “If you’re just joining us, and haven’t heard the word before, you might be asking yourself, what is a Praetorian? In ancient Rome, the Praetorian was a special guard, part of an elite group of trained soldiers that provided protection for the emperor. In this case, Roman Creed is our emperor, and these ladies and gentlemen”—he motions to his right—“are our elite professionals, vying for the role of Praetorian, or in layman’s terms, Executive Protection Officer. Better known as a bodyguard.”

He strolls to the center of the room and the camera moves with him. I’ve got to say, Esto knows what he’s doing, and Bryce works the camera better than anyone I’ve ever seen.

“Before we get into too many details, I think it’s time we introduce you to the man in charge. The emperor of rock and metal, Roman Creed.”

“In charge.” I snicker. In charge of what? I’m simply another pawn in the game. Yeah, I get a vote, but I’m definitely not running the show, even though that’s how they want it to look.

Bryce steps aside, and the lights dim as the video plays on the screens. Clark and Esto put it together. They cleared it with me beforehand, but I thought it was a little much. I watch it again anyway, cringing as it begins.

“Two-time Grammy-award winning artist, Roman Creed, is a rock and metal legend. With a distinct voice and original sound, Creed got his start in the music industry at the ripe young age of eighteen. While playing in a local bar, he was discovered by Loren Mars of Seamore Productions, and shortly thereafter signed to their record label. With his longtime drummer, Shawn Freeman, better known as Shaw, by his side, Core Damage, his high school band, climbed the charts with their debut hit “Like No Other.” Under lead singer, guitarist, and composer Creed’s direction, Core Damage went multi-platinum for the third time with the release of their third album and followed suit with their fourth, fifth, and sixth.

“Creed is known for his tough persona, both on and off the stage. But in his personal life, his philanthropy and generous charitable donations have changed the lives of young men and women all over the world. Through his music outreach program, I’ve Got the Music In Me, Creed has helped schools all over North America keep their music programs alive and flourishing in times where budgetary concerns threaten the arts. Creed credits his high school music teachers for encouraging him to pursue his dreams. ‘Music is life. Even in the most desperate of times, words and a melody can help us move forward, give us hope, and inspire us when nothing else can. People don’t want music, they need it.’

“By continually redefining his sound, Roman Creed manages to be the link between new blood and old metal. Creed’s craftsmanship as a songwriter has made him a renowned global celebrity, and he’s just getting started.”

There’s a knock at the door, but I ignore it. Pigtails rounds the corner and attempts to powder my nose again. I miss the end of the video as she dabs and smudges. It’s almost time.

“When we come back, we’ll meet the man himself, the one and only, Roman Creed. Stay with us on the show where sometimes, the stronger you are, the harder you fall. We’ll be right back with more from The Praetorian.”

“Cut.” Esto’s voice is louder than usual over the speakers. “Let’s take five.”

The contestants stand and stretch. I watch them on the monitors after Pigtails leaves. They’re not allowed to speak to each other yet. There’s a lot of eye contact and nonverbal communication, though. It’ll be interesting when they finally get to know each other. If nothing else, I hope there’s a fight or two. Considering who they chose, it’s almost guaranteed.

After a quick bathroom break, I get back in time to hear Esto say, “Okay, people, back to your seats. I know it’s been a long day, but let’s keep energy, people. The show must go on.”

I close my eyes for a moment and feel an unusual pit in my stomach. It’s not nerves. I haven’t felt this way since…

“We’re filming again in five… four… three… two…”

“Welcome back,” Bryce begins. “Before the break, we watched a video clip, detailing the extensive career of our principal. It’s time you met him. Ladies and gentlemen, please help me welcome rock legend, Roman Creed.”

Stepping out from the shadows, “Returns a King” with the base plays briefly and I notice the contestants have risen to their feet and are clapping. I’d like to think they did it of their own accord, but I’m certain Clark had something to do with it.

The first person I see is Reed, probably because she’s the only one who made it in whose interview I saw live. Or maybe it’s because I’m drawn to her. Wow, she’s even more beautiful up close. I fight to remember my lines. Good thing word memorization comes easily to me and I rarely buckle under pressure. “Thank you. That’s not necessary. Please sit down,” I say.

When everyone takes their seats, I move into position. They wanted me to stand in front of the throne, but I said hell no. “While I appreciate the introduction, I’m certain it portrayed me in too favorable a light. As my manager, staff, and current security can tell you, being a musician is not all glitz and glamour. There are days my staff spends countless hours waiting for me to simply get out of bed.”

They chuckle, which surprises me. It wasn’t a joke. “I’m sure all of you are familiar with the news reports. I have a reputation for being… difficult. I can tell you this. I’m “difficult” when rules are broken and people don’t do what they’re supposed to do.”

I move to my second mark. The camera follows me. “Case in point, after a recent unfortunate event that jeopardized my security and that of everyone around me, I was forced to make some difficult changes. Without going into too much detail, the most important part of this change brought me here to you.

“People assume all bodyguards are large, intimidating men who stand out in a crowd and create fear in the hearts of anyone in their path. While sometimes that’s exactly what you need, most of the time I’m looking for someone who has a keen eye, a unique skillset, and most importantly, blends in. The most effective security is someone who doesn’t look like a bodyguard. They don’t stand out as anyone in particular. The key in this business is what’s up here.” I tap my head briefly and scowl to drive in how serious I am. “If you don’t have the capacity to notice details, your size means nothing at all.”

I walk across the room to my mark on the opposite side and make eye contact with Reed. She’s watching me closely. I can’t help myself. I stop in front of her table. She’s sitting next to Cedric. I could never forget him or his recorded interview.

I realize I should go to my mark, but I don’t. I feel some sort of pull to this woman. What the fuck?

“I need a professional who understands the importance of prevention,” I continue. “I’d rather have one hundred prevented incidents over one non-dangerous scare due to lack of preparation.”

Bryce is motioning to me with his head. I know he’s wearing an earpiece, unlike me. I guarantee someone in the back isn’t happy I missed my placement with that line, but it was worth it to see the tiny freckle on her right cheek. I’ll be drawing her face later tonight and that detail changes everything.

I move to my mark and she glances down. Have I affected her? I sure hope so. I remind myself of my promise. This is work.

I continue with my lines. “Tomorrow we’ll begin a series of challenges. Each one will focus on a different area of personal security. I want to see what you know and what you can do. I’ll introduce you to my advisor, who’ll be instructing you on each challenge, personally designed by our team.

“We know what we want to see. This isn’t a game to me or to any of us, even though it’s set up that way. In the real world, there are no do-overs. There will be music. There will be laughs. I know how to have fun. But in my line of work, it’s easy for my staff to get caught up in it and lose direction. No matter what’s going on around you, stay focused.

“My goal is to find someone I can trust with my life. I’m always watching, observing behavior, and noting the good and the bad, the professional and the unprofessional. If you work for me, every move you make reflects on me. I don’t need help standing out or getting in the papers. I can do that on my own. The point is, I’m looking for more than a bodyguard. I’m looking for a Praetorian.”

I hope that line wasn’t as cheesy as it felt leaving my mouth.

Bryce moves over to stand next to me. “Thank you for your time tonight, Roman.”

I’m supposed to nod my head, and deliver my final line in front of the throne, but there’s more I want to say. I linger for a moment, thinking, and Bryce seems concerned. He’s going to have his hands full with me. I’m probably the most unpredictable person he’s ever had to work with. I put my thoughts together quickly. “Thank you, Bryce. And thank you all for being here. We really did select the cream of the crop and I look forward to getting to know each and every one of you.”

I make eye contact with each contestant except for Reed. I’ve probably set her on edge enough for tonight. I bounce up the stairs and stand in front of the throne. “Goodnight, and remember: keep your eyes open and your head clear. Not everything is as it appears.”

I exit, shaking my head all the way back to my room. Dawson is waiting for me and opens the door. I don’t say anything to him, but he eyes me as if he knows I’m off. He doesn’t say anything. It’s one of the reasons I like having him around. He knows when to give me space.

Something’s bothering me and I can’t put my finger on it. I sit at the desk and listen as Bryce continues.

“Each of you will have one-on-one as well as group time with Roman, where he’ll get to know more about you, your skills, and your experiences. He’ll be observing every challenge, watching every move you make, and listening to everything you say. While each challenge will be judged individually, the way you handle yourselves will have an impact on whether or not you stay in the game.”

He pauses and turns to the camera. “While you at home have been watching the interviews, our contestants have never spoken with each other. It’s time for them to meet their competition… right after this commercial break. Stay tuned, you never know what’s going to happen next, on… The Praetorian.”

“And cut,” Esto says overhead.

Bryce makes a beeline backstage. Observing the path he takes on the monitors, I’m guessing he’s coming to speak to me. I wonder if he’s angry with me for adding lines. A few seconds later, Dawson knocks and says, “Bryce Donahue.” I was right.

“Let him in,” I say, turning in my chair to face him and preparing to explain myself.

“Sorry to bother you. I just wanted to say great job back there.”

I’m taken aback. It’s not what I expected to hear. I must be off my game tonight. “I hope I didn’t sound as dumb as I felt.”

“Not at all. You were authoritative and discerning. I could tell you made them nervous.”

I huff. I’m pretty certain I failed to make army officers and cops nervous with a look, but I’m sure he means well and since I like him, I let it slide. “Thank you.”

“I’ll see you in a few minutes, but in case I don’t get to say it, have a good night, Roman.”

After he exits, I turn back to the monitors. I’m used to people telling me what they think I want to hear. Bryce seemed genuine. He strikes me as the kind of guy who looks for the best in others. But the truth is, most of the people around me probably lie to me daily. The thought hits me like a ton of bricks. It’s not like I haven’t thought about it before, but something about standing in front of those people made me feel I needed to be more real. I’ve been living in my own personal fantasy, believing the lies people tell me, and I’ve accepted it for some reason.

Deep down, I knew the concerts weren’t as packed as they used to be, but I kept telling myself everything was fine. Everyone around me agreed with me, even Clark, until recently. Come to think of it, even Shaw has stopped arguing with me about songs and arrangements. That can’t be good. Am I that much of a dickhead that the people closest to me are afraid to tell me the truth? I suppose the fact that Clark, a man I’ve known for a decade, kept the serious decline of my finances from me answers that question.

When did I start accepting and wanting to be patted on the head like a dog? The people I’ve respected more than anyone else have always been the ones who say what they think, even when I’m angry or don’t want to listen. Those are the people I need around me. I know someone cares when they tell me what I don’t want to hear. It’s a hard pill to swallow, but looking back, the people in my life that made the most difference were those with the backbone to own themselves and their opinions.

My life has been on a downhill track for a while now and I’ve been coasting. I’ve worked my ass off to get everything I have. For a while it seemed almost easy, but I’m getting older, and the things I did before aren’t working anymore.

The words in my video introduction replay in my head. “Rock legend… redefining his sound…” Am I really a legend? Do I try that hard to stay current? I stare at the screen and note the varying ages of the contestants. I wonder how many of them had even heard of me before they entered this competition.

I’ve lost my vision and the blind can’t find their way without guidance. Two months ago I was receiving death threats and I laughed about it. I’m lucky Dawson stuck by me. I never listened.

As I watch the contestants prepare for a chance to work for me, I’m in awe. They think working for me is an opportunity. Ha!

What do I need from them? Honesty and dedication. I need more people like Dawson. I need to start listening and stop getting pissed. What I want and need more than anything is to push uphill again. The climb has always been worth what’s waiting at the top. I’m going to use this show as the foundation to rebuild Roman Creed once again. I think about Natalie and the secrets I keep. I have way too much to lose. My fight starts now.
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That was a load of crap if I ever heard it. He’s watching for professionalism, yet he stops directly in front of me and undresses me with his eyes. If he thinks for one minute that all I am is a piece of ass, he’s in for a rude awakening. My fears about him being an asshole have been confirmed. I’ve learned to recognize a pattern with the type of men I seem to be attracted to. For some reason, I allow myself to be wooed with charm, good looks, and fake promises. Then low and behold, they change. I’m a magnet for men with problems. I’m sure a therapist would tell me I’m projecting daddy issues, but it’s the God’s honest truth.

Did I find Roman Creed attractive for half a second? Yes. But that was because I got caught up in the pageantry. I was attracted to the power, not him. I will not allow myself to be drawn in by his beautiful blue eyes and killer smile. I’m here for a job. I pray he’s smart enough not to cross that line, but if he does, I’ll be happy to drop-kick his ass all the way back to his throne of lies, television or not. I am nobody’s fool.

As I glance around at the other women, I notice all of them are quite beautiful. Why did he stop in front of me? Maybe I’m reading too much into it. The more I think about it, the clearer it becomes. He probably stopped because I was the only one not wearing makeup and it shook him in his overpriced combat boots. I chuckle quietly.

As much as I try not to draw attention, it always happens. I need to be careful here. I need to shine but stay under the radar and watch my mouth. If I win, I’ll keep the money and turn down the job. My friend Andrea calls me an odd duck. She tells it like it is. It’s what I respect most about her. She doesn’t lie or sugarcoat the truth. In a world of political correctness that borders on being offensive, it’s nice to have someone who will be honest.

“If you’ll take your seats, we’re about to get started.”

Bryce Donahue is holding a hand to his ear as he speaks. I’m sure it’s an earpiece, although I can’t see it, even when he’s directly in front of me. Only the best for the show, I suppose. As I gaze around the room, I’m even more disgusted at how Creed throws his money around. He must have thought we’d be impressed with him on his throne. Instead it only makes him look more arrogant.

“Once we begin filming, I’m going to ask each of you to tell us a little about yourself. From that point forward, you’ll be able to talk to each other. We’ll assign rooms and end filming for the day. After introductions, we’ll take a brief tour, stopping in the dining room for a late-night snack, if you choose, and then do the close of the show.”

He smiles brightly. There’s something soft in Bryce’s eyes. He’s very believable. I want to trust him, but I’m waiting until I’ve seen more of him off-camera.

“Everyone ready?” Bryce asks. Esto whispers to a camera operator and Creed comes back into the room.

I roll my neck to crack it and attempt to relax my shoulders. Across from me, the girl from earlier fakes yawning and smiles. I smile back, rolling my eyes. She chuckles. Maybe we’ll have something in common after all. I can’t wait to find out everyone’s background. This is where I shine, listening to and reading people. That money will be mine.

“Welcome back to The Praetorian. Our principal will join us once again to the forum.” He motions to Creed and Creed nods.

“We’ve hand-selected individuals from all over the country. It’s time you, the audience learn more about them. We’ll start in front and move around the table. Please tell us your name, where you’re from, what you do for a living, and what brought you to us.”

I mentally prepare what I want to say as quickly as possible, so I can relax and pay attention to my competition. The guy with the baseball cap pulled low over his eyes on the bus is the first to go. He’s not wearing it now, but I recognize him from his Yankees jersey. I’m guessing he’s in his early twenties. He’s got a hungry look about him, and I don’t mean for food.

“My name is Logan Porter. I’m a cop from the great state of New York. I’ve been with the force four years and I’m ready to use my skills for something a little different. I think you’ll be surprised at what I can offer.”

I steal a glance at Creed on his throne. His arms are crossed and he’s listening attentively. I wonder if this is serious to him or just for show.

Porter’s hiding something. My gut told me that when he wouldn’t look at me on the bus, and I feel it even more now.

I eye the next contestant. Her brown hair is pulled into a tight bun, and her dark skin is radiant. I make a pact with myself to drink more water.

“Hey. My name is Naya Moore. I served two tours in the Army. I came back from Saudi and found I couldn’t turn my mind off. When you’re constantly on alert for months at a time, never fully sleeping and listening for every potential threat, it changes you. I thought about becoming a cop but soon realized my skills are way beyond them. I’m originally from Cleveland, Ohio, but I’m ready to go wherever my next adventure takes me. Once you get a taste of me, you’ll know why I deserve to be here more than anyone else.”

Too skilled to be a cop? What the fuck does that mean? I question my original thought of sticking with the women. I can’t be cool with someone who thinks police work is somehow beneath her.

“Thank you for your service, Naya. We’re pleased to have you with us.”

She’s staring at Roman. I turn my gaze to Creed; he’s staring at her too, his lips pressed in a firm line. There almost seems to be a competition between them. Does he know her?

“Hi, my name is Matt Xavier, and I’m a bouncer from Philadelphia, P-A,” he says, saying the initials instead of Pennsylvania.

This is the guy who got winded climbing the bus stairs. A bouncer. Hm, interesting. I can see it. He’s got the build I’d expect. He looks the part. T-shirt, jeans, a hoodie with the sleeves shoved up his arms, and a tough guy attitude. He probably sits a lot. That explains him getting out of breath. He has a couple of tattoos on his arm. I can’t tell what they are, but one of them looks like a fist squeezing a tiny person.

“I’ve had to deal with all kinds of situations in my job. We always say tame them before you lame them. The idea is to placate unruly customers. Talk them down and call them a cab. If they can’t be tamed, I lay them on their ass and get them out of my building. They call me Crusher, because when I get on you, you ain’t ever getting up. I’m here because I’m ready for the next step. Mr. Creed, nobody’s getting to you on my watch.”

What a character. Creed is smirking. He likes him. I can feel it.

I hate being near the end. I’d rather go first and be the standard by which all others are judged. Good thing patience is one of my strengths. Next up is the dark-haired girl from the water table.

“Hi, everyone. My name is Tori Johnson. I’m thirty years old and a personal trainer and bartender from Salt Lake City, Utah. I’m here because I’m smart. As a trainer, I’ve spent many years reading people who lie to me about working out. That skill has transferred into every other area of my life. Body language speaks volumes. As a bartender, I learned the art of listening, and it is an art. Don’t let anyone tell you it’s not. I can’t wait to show you what I’m made of. I’m going to prove to everyone who ever doubted me that I’m a force to be reckoned with.”

Go, girl. She’s got oodles of confidence. She looked directly at Creed the entire time she spoke. I wonder if she has the skills to back up her words.

“Hey. I’m Bobby McNeal. Representin’ South Side, Chicago.”

He lifts his hands in the air and raises his index fingers as he speaks. Something about him causes me to move to the edge of my seat. There’s an aura of unpredictability around him.

“I’m probably not what all you expect to see here. I don’t got no military skills or special training, though I’ve had some experience with the cops. I’m here ’cause I learned it all the hard way. I’ve known a lot of messed up people in my life. People with hidden motives. Some of them wear their crazy on the outside and some keep it inside until it pops out and you’re all like what? Holy shit, put that shit away. Anyway, I’m here ’cause I think I got what it takes. I got special skills of my own, but you’ll see that for yourself.”

Wow. I guess we really are all different. “Experience with cops” tells me he’s had run-ins with the law. He’s rough around the edges, but he lays it all out there. I can respect that. It’ll be interesting to see how he interacts with Logan and me.

“It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. My name is Akio Goro. I am a fifth-degree black belt and martial arts expert from Salt Lake City, Utah. I’ve won two national championships for mixed martial arts, and I plan on confronting this challenge like I face every other one in life—head on. I’m a winner. I always win. You’d be amazed what the silence can tell you. If you close your eyes and focus, you will feel your opponent before you see him. Then you make your move.”

“Is that some Jedi mind trick shit?” Bobby asks, speaking out of turn.

Akio faces him. “Small man knows not when to listen rather than speak.”

“Who you callin’ small, karate kid?” Bobby shouts back.

“Bobby,” Bryce interrupts. “While we all appreciate your enthusiasm, we need to give everyone their turn. Let’s save questions for later,” Bryce says calmly.

Bobby nods and mimes zipping his lips. I steal a glance at Creed and he looks like he’s trying not to laugh. I squint my eyes in his direction. He’s interesting, I’ll give him that.

“Akio, would you like to continue?” Bryce asks.

The cameraman had their work cut out for them on that one. There are four of them in the room and they all moved around when Bobby spoke out of turn. I hope they caught it on tape. I can’t wait to watch it again when it airs. Akio is slender and Asian. There’s not a lot to say about him. He’s a bit arrogant. My gut tells me he’s going to be tricky.

“I believe I have said more than enough,” Akio states. Bryce nods to him and motions for the woman next to him to take her turn.

“My name is Kari Haston and I’m from New York City. I’ve been working in Executive Protection for the past two years. I got my start working security at a semi-large venue downtown. I was approached by the owner of a security company after he observed me doing my job. I’m good at reading people and I’m in excellent shape. I was a gymnast when I was younger, and I’ve stayed physically fit ever since. I consider myself a defense expert, but I’ll let you see that for yourself when I put you on your ass.”

Did Creed raise an eyebrow when she said gymnast? Typical man. She’s tall and slender with long, light brown hair. She’s younger than me and has a grace about her. I would never have guessed her to be in the security business. I suspect that makes her even more valuable.

Logan Porter, the cop from the bus, lifts his lip ever so slightly when she glances at him. They’re both from New York, and he had a similar reaction to her on the bus. Either he knows her, or wants to know her. I make a note to be careful around them.

“My name is Raul Martinez. I’m from Los Angeles, California. I served in the Army for ten years and ended my career in Special Forces when I lost my left leg on the field. I use a highly maneuverable prosthetic that in no way, hinders my ability to perform. I believe my injury made me stronger physically and mentally. No man is defined by strength alone. I plan on using my special skills to prove I can do this job better than anyone.”

“Thank you, Raul,” Bruce says. “And on behalf of myself and all of us here, thank you for your service.”

Raul is a little older than the others, but it could be experience that aged him. I’m guessing mid-thirties. His hair is dark and short, but there’s a bit of salt and pepper on the edges. I’m next.

“My name is Reed Manning. I’m a police officer from Los Angeles, California. I’ve been on the force seven years, most recently in the position of detective. I’m here because I believe I have what it takes.”

There, short and sweet. Maybe too short, but that’s how I roll. I’m careful not to look at Creed. Porter nods to me out of respect. I nod back. It’s a cop thing.

“My name is Cedric Calloway and I’m from Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. I see that I’m the oldest one here, but I assure you the only difference between me and you is that I’m wiser. I spent twenty-five years in the Navy and I’ve traveled the world. The things I’ve seen and experienced have brought me here. Protection is in my blood. I’m ready to start a new chapter in my life and I believe this is the place to do it.”

I have no doubt he is a man I want on my side. There’s something almost regal about him. I get the feeling he’s a wealth of information. He’s traveled the world? Damn. I’ve never been anywhere. One time on vacation, I drove down the coast. That’s the extent of my travel. I bet he has some stories to tell.

“Again, thank you for your service, Cedric. Welcome to all of you. We are thrilled to have you here.” Bryce turns to the camera. “Do you already have a favorite? Want to know more about our contestants? Visit our website at www.seamore.com/ThePraetorian for behind-the-scenes footage and to read up on our cast.”

Bryce moves next to Roman on the throne. “In a few moments, I’ll be taking the contestants on a tour of the house. They’ll see where their bedrooms are located and discover their roommates. Stay tuned to The Praetorian. You don’t want to miss a thing.”

“And cut,” Esto says over the speakers. “We need to do one more take here, then we’ll move on. Bryce, can I have you walk along the tapestries? Lighting set, please.”

Bryce moves, and the lights dim. When Esto counts down, Bryce continues.

“Who will have what it takes? Who will surprise you? Will their claims stand up to the test? Join us next time, when the challenge begins, and one contestant is sent packing. Nothing is guaranteed and sometimes even the mighty fall on The Praetorian.”

“Cut and wrap for the forum,” Esto shouts. “You can all relax.”

I immediately extend my hand to Cedric. “It’s nice to meet you. I’d love to hear more about traveling the world. I’m a bit jealous.”

He smiles and shakes my hand. His hands are rough, like he uses them a lot—maybe woodworking or something mechanical—but his nails are manicured and clean. He takes care of himself. “I’d be happy to tell you what I can, but most of my trips were work related.”

I shrug. “I don’t mind work stories. I live and breathe work.”

He smiles again. He has perfect teeth too. “Ah, a fellow workaholic. I think we’ll get along fine.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll follow me, I’ll give you a tour and tell you rules of the house,” Bryce begins.

“I guess we’re not done yet,” I whisper to Cedric.

“I don’t think we’re ever going to be ‘done’ here.”

I regard him and his choice of words. He makes me wonder if everything we do is a test. Maybe we’re always competing, and the challenges are things we aren’t even aware of. I think back to the reality show, The Fabulist. That’s exactly what they pulled there too. I decide to stick close to Cedric. He has good eyes.

As I push out from my chair a loud, feminine laugh catches my attention. Kari Haston, the gymnast-turned-bodyguard is shaking Creed’s hand. He hasn’t let go of it. I roll my eyes in disgust as he glances my way. He does a double take at me and I know he saw my reaction. Crap. It’s probably not the best way to impress my future boss. I spin follow Bryce to the doors. There are cameras everywhere and they’re still filming. Guess we really are always on. These next two weeks are going to be even more challenging than I thought.
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What was that all about? She rolled her eyes at me. Maybe she didn’t like me holding the hand of another woman. Dammit, there I go again. This is going to be a lot harder than I thought.

Dawson approaches me as I’m about to leave my dressing room. I kind of wish it was a dating show right now.

“What’s going on?” he asks.

“I think I should go on the house tour with them.”

“Nope.”

“Why? Everyone here has been cleared, right?”

“Esto said it’s better if you’re more unattainable. At least for tonight. And yes, everyone has been cleared. Their luggage was searched by my team per the agreement they signed, and background checks were completed. The only one that revealed anything questionable was Bobby McNeal. But those charges were from years ago and he’s had a clean record for six years.”

“I’m a bit surprised he’s a candidate, but I like him. I bet he has good street cred.”

“The worst of the charges was battery. He had a few ticks for robbery. I made sure everything in his room was nailed down, just in case.”

“No… you didn’t. Did you?”

“I’m joking,” Dawson clarifies when I scowl. “If and when you pick one of them to win, they’ll go through much more of my personal scrutiny and training. Then maybe I’ll be less edgy. But that’s why you pay me. For now, I’m giving them the benefit of the doubt. All I ask is that you try not to make my job harder than it is. Please consider calling it a night.”

“Okay.” Turning around, I sit back down in the desk chair.

“Wait, what?” he asks, leaning in as if he didn’t hear me.

“I said okay. I’ll watch them from here.”

“You’re not going to argue with me?”

Ignoring the question, I say, “Why don’t you get some dinner? You’ve got to be starving.”

“Speaking of dinner, aren’t you supposed to be upstairs? I think Natalie’s waiting.”

Tapping my fingers on the desk, I stare at the camera and the group walking through my house. I want to know everything that’s going on, but I haven’t checked in with Natalie since this morning. I’m torn.

“You can always watch the recordings later,” Dawson reminds me.

I stare at the screens for another second and realize he’s right. I made a promise and I need to keep it. “Okay, I’m going. Can you make sure the recording is in my room later?”

“I’ll make sure of it. Don’t forget you can access all of this from your iPad too.”

I pat him on the shoulder as I head out the door. Pushing my hands into my jean pockets, I slowly walk through the forum. The lights are dim now and the room is empty. I know the cameras are always rolling so I don’t linger. I’m ready for some privacy.

As I head into the foyer, I hear Bryce’s voice in the distance. I assume he’s showing them the dining room. They brought in a bigger table for the show. I rarely eat there, so I couldn’t care less. In a way it’s kind of nice to have the house full of people. It’s too big for me and it always feels so empty.

Climbing the stairs to the west wing, I sigh in relief as I enter the only section of my house that is mine alone. I don’t ever have to worry about anyone invading my personal space.

I pass a couple of security guards. “Hey, guys. How’s it going?”

“Quiet tonight. All is well.”

I nod and saunter down the hall. The blue lamp on the hall table casts a warm, welcoming glow. My room is the last one on the left, directly across the hall from the most important room in the house.

Using my key, I open the door. She’s sitting in a chair by the bed, reading out loud. I think its poetry. Robert Frost? Yep, definitely. It makes me smile.

She turns when the door creaks and smiles when she sees me. “It’s about time,” she says sarcastically, placing the book on the bedside table and standing to greet me. “I was getting impatient,” she says placing her hands on her hips.

“Oh, you were, were you?” I question, even though I know what she really means.

“It’s a good thing you’re finally here. It’s way past snack time. I was about to start without you.”

I close and lock the door behind me. “I’m sorry I’m late, but I wouldn’t miss this for anything in the world. It’s my favorite part of the day.”

She grins knowingly and motions to a chair at the table she had prepared. As soon as I see the food, I realize I’m starving, but I have more important things on my mind.

Walking past the table, I sit on the edge of the bed. “I’m sorry I haven’t been around as much, but Clark has me doing some crazy-ass stuff. You would have loved it. Esto, the producer, created a magnificent spectacle with Roman soldiers and incredible music. They have these red-and-black tapestries that swirl with wind.” I make the motion with my hand and eyes widen with interest. It makes me smile even more to know I’m being entertaining. “And I met the contestants today. What a group.”

“Anyone interesting?” Natalie asks as she stirs soup in a bowl on the table.

“I’d say they all have something unique about them.”

I’m quiet for a moment and I know she knows what’s coming. I say it all the time, especially when I’m on tour. “I missed you. I promise to be better about spending time here, even with all the chaos going on around us.”

Natalie smiles and glances at the bed then back to the table. I know what she’s thinking. Food is the only thing on her mind.

“Someone’s hungry,” she hums, making a joke of the gurgling sounds filling the room.

“Okay, okay. Let’s eat,” I respond.

“Then a song?” she asks.

“Of course. It’s tradition.”

Lifting the bowl from the table, I realize that for a moment, I forgot all about the show, my problems, and the pressures of my life. This really is the only place I can let go and be who I am. Staring into the big blue eyes in front of me reminds me why I have to go on. I’m needed here and that’s all that matters.
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I pull my luggage onto the bed by the window. Not only was I surprised they let us pick our own roommates, but I’m also astonished she let me have the bed with a view.

Cupping my hands against the window, I attempt to see outside. It’s dark, but the property is well lit. I think I can see part of a pool.

“Do you think it moves?” Tori asks, pointing to the camera in the corner.

I tilt my head a bit to see how it’s mounted. “It wouldn’t surprise me. In the last TV show, they had a cameraman in the room when the contestants were awake.”

Frowning briefly, she winces and takes a step toward it. “I wonder if it’s the only one in the room.”

“I hope so. They said there weren’t any in the bathrooms, so I guess we have that going for us.”

She places a beautiful silver dress on a hanger in the closet.

“Wow,” I say. “That’s amazing.”

“Thanks.”

After we left the forum, she introduced herself to me. She seems really nice. I thought we’d be fast allies, but she hesitated when I asked her to be my roommate. The way her shoulders slumped when Kari shook hands with Naya made me think she was hoping for Kari. I was just praying not to end up with Naya. Her response about being too good for law enforcement irked me. I haven’t talked to her yet, but based on the way she glared at me during introductions, I’m guessing she meant every word.

“I think I’m going to walk around a bit,” Tori says, placing her suitcase in the closet. Man, she emptied it fast. “Want to come with me?”

I glance at my watch. It’s almost midnight and Bryce said breakfast was at 8:00 and filming at 9:00. That means I have to get up by 7:30 to shower and dress. I realize I’m staring at the ceiling, thinking, when she clears her throat.

“Hello?”

“Sure.” I respond shrugging my shoulders. We were told we could go anywhere on the grounds and the east wing of the house. Bryce was very clear that the west wing was off limits. I suppose that’s where Roman’s rooms are located. It would be a good idea to learn the lay of the land. I only saw everything very briefly on the tour and I’d like to feel my way around this time.

She flips the lights off as we exit. The doors don’t have locks on them. I noticed when I first walked in. It’s a bit concerning. Not that I have anything to hide, but I certainly don’t like the idea of anyone rummaging through my underwear.

“The doors don’t lock,” she says, surprised.

I shrug. “Guess not.” Instead of looking like a know it all, I decide it’s best to play along.

As we stroll down the hall, she glances back nervously. She must be thinking about her underwear too.

We head toward the stairs. Across the way in the entry to the west wing, there are two guards sitting on chairs in the hall. Pausing to watch them for a minute, out of the corner of my eye, I notice Tori’s movement stops midway down the stairs. As I pull my eyes from the guards to look at her, she smiles.

“They might as well have put a welcome sign there,” she says. “Telling people like us we can’t go into that side of the house makes us want to see it ten times more.”

I nod my head and laugh. She’s right. I’m glad I’m not the only one who feels it.

We continue down the stairs. It’s oddly quiet so I feel the need to whisper. “You think everyone already went to bed?” I ask in a hush.

“Maybe. But with this group, I think you’ll never know what they’re doing. Want to check out the diary room? We could go confess something.”

“Like what? I don’t have any secrets,” I say a little too defensively.

“I don’t know. We’ll make it up as we go.” She pulls on my arm and I’m transported back to high school days of peer pressure.

I yank back mid-drag. “You go ahead. I have nothing to say.”

“Suit yourself.” She heads off toward the forum.

Now what do I do? I stare at the paintings that line the staircases, stepping back to admire them. It’s a lot of abstract art. Bright reds and blues interspersed with black. I stare at one painting that reminds me of The Scream, but it’s more eerie, if that’s possible. I wonder what that says about our principal. If he’s anything like his art, there’s more to him than meets the eye.

After a few minutes, I make my way down the hall to the left. I shouldn’t have turned down the late-night snack they offered us. My stomach is rumbling. They said we could help ourselves to whatever, so I head off toward the dining hall. The kitchen must be nearby. I didn’t get to see it earlier, since I lingered too long in the foyer, looking at the gold records lining the wall. Stopping in the doorway of the large dining room, I lean on the frame. I can’t believe one person lives in this house all by themselves. Why would anyone need a table that sits… I count the chairs. Sixteen. Cripes. Maybe he has a lot of dinner parties. I don’t even have sixteen friends.

I walk down the hall and low and behold, I find the kitchen. It’s gigantic. My mouth is hanging open, but I don’t care. Feeling my way along the wall, I find and lift a dimmer light switch. The lights slowly brighten and it’s magnificent. There are gray granite countertops and high-quality whitewashed cabinets, multiple ovens, and two sinks. Running my finger along the smooth counter, I gaze up at the ornate ceiling, then down at the hardwood floors. Reaching my hand across to the wall, I touch the backsplash. I have no idea what it’s made of, but it’s smooth and sleek, like everything else in his house.

I assume the large cabinet is the fridge and pull it open. There’s enough food inside to feed a small country. I laugh. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much in my life. This is a chef’s dream. I fancy myself a good cook, but there are foods in this fridge I’ve never seen before and would have no idea how to prepare.

“See anything you like?”

A deep voice booms behind me and I jump. Spinning to face whomever is speaking, my hand flies to my hip out of habit.

He’s leaning on the doorframe with a smirk on his face. I freeze as if I’ve seen a ghost. Holy shit, it’s Creed. “I’m sorry, am I not supposed to be here? They said we could grab a snack whenever we wanted, but if I misunderstood, I apologize.”

“Don’t. You can have whatever you want. Mi casa es su casa,” he says, arms open wide. “Anything good in there?”

Pulling my eyes away from his stubbled face and nose ring, I pretend I’m looking in the fridge again. “Um, to be honest…” I pause when he moves next to me. I feel the buzz of his presence like he has some kind of charismatic force field around him. “I don’t know what half this stuff is.”

“Hmm…, well, these things here,” he says, pointing, “are called eggs.”

“I knew that one,” I say rolling my eyes, trying not to look like I’m trying to suck him in through my nose. Damn, he even smells expensive.

“Usually at this time of night, I don’t go to the fridge.” He beckons me to follow him. Closing the refrigerator door, I inch along behind him like a puppy. He opens a door on the side wall. A light flickers to life and he moves aside so I can peer around the corner into a large walk-in pantry full of cans, chips, stacks and stacks of bottled water, too many loafs of bread to count, and an array of cookies and cakes.

“Holy hell,” I whisper. “This is paradise and bigger than my entire apartment.”

He laughs. “Just between us, there’s no camera in here. You can literally hide inside and eat till you puke. No one will know.”

“That’s a good tip,” I say with a grin. “But I don’t think I should be eating any of this stuff. I need to be fit for whatever challenges are in store.” I tap my stomach.

He looks me over before meeting my eyes. I guess I asked for that. I said I needed to stay fit, so obviously he had to look at me to decide if I was. I struggle for words. “Do you usually come down here at this time of night?” I question, breaking the silence.

“Why? Hoping this might become our secret place?” he asks, taking a step toward me or maybe he’s moving closer to the cookies.

“No way.” I laugh and cross my arms. His eyebrows furrow and I feel bad. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant I shouldn’t eat so late at night, not that I didn’t want a secret place with you. I don’t mean that I do either. I… Anyway, I was only asking if you usually came down here to make conversation.”

He studies me for what seems like an eternity and as soon as he turns away, I shake my head at my weirdness.

Moving out of the pantry, he lifts himself up on the granite island and leans back on his arms. “Actually, sometimes I have a hard time sleeping, so I’m a frequent visitor to the kitchen. On occasion, I come down here for hot chocolate. It reminds me of—” He stops mid-sentence, grimaces slightly, and then clears his throat. “Where are my manners?” He holds out a hand to me. “We haven’t been formally introduced. Roman.”

“Reed,” I respond, placing my hand in his. I give him my usual firm, I mean business, handshake, but the tender way his fingers hold mine causes me to loosen my grip. I try to let go, but he won’t let me.

I steal a quick glance at our hands and note there are initials tattooed on his wrist. Trying to read them upside down, I feel as if I’m staring too long. I divert my gaze to the floor, which feels weak, so I lift my head to him. His eyes lock with mine and I immediately see the draw. His eyes are bright blue tractor beams, pulling me in like I’m under a spell. His face is etched like it was drawn by God himself. He’s got cheekbones a model would kill for, but they’re masculine and strong. And his mouth…

Still holding my hand, his lip curls slightly. I realize I’m gawking. It’s awkward as hell so I pull my hand away and attempt to seem unaffected by him. Glancing toward the pantry, I say “So what do you recommend?”

His hand moves to the back of his neck and it’s my turn to grin. Does he feel awkward too?

“It’s nice to meet you, Reed.” He hops down from the counter. “I’ll let you get something to eat. Enjoy your stay.”

I worry I’ve offended him. “Hey, didn’t you need something?” I ask, motioning to the packed pantry. “Hot chocolate maybe?”

“I got what I came for,” he says with a wink.

My skin breaks out in goosebumps as he exits. He strolls with swagger. He’s got confidence in every pore of his body and his ass is as solid as a rock. He’s… holy crap. He’s sexy.

“Fuck.” I say in a hush as I roll back into the pantry, out of camera sight. This isn’t good. I can’t find my potential employer sexy. He’s an arrogant asshole, right? I try to remember why I thought that at all. I desperately search for something wrong with him.

The last thing he said to me repeats in my head, twisting with new meaning. “He got what he came for?” What does that mean? He wanted to meet me? Intimidate me? Did he come down here because he knew I was here? I bite my lip. “Ugh, I’m such an idiot. This is a game. I need to play it constantly. I almost forgot what I was doing. I bet I came off like a fool.

Leaving the confines of the pantry, I close the door behind me and flip the lights off as I leave. My appetite is gone. I should have been more professional. I stared at him like an idiot. I bet all the girls do.

Shaking my head at myself, I stroll down the hall and back up the stairs, glancing briefly at the guards in front of the hall to his private wing. If he came downstairs without a guard, why does he need people protecting that area? For a moment, I consider the idea that he has something to hide.

Who am I kidding? So do I. In some ways, I’ve been hiding my whole life.




[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

It’s the first day of challenges. I have a breakfast meeting with JP and Esto to go over the day, so I force myself to get up earlier than usual for my morning run and time by the pool. Dawson doesn’t want me to go, since the grounds are covered with people setting up for the day, but if I don’t get in a run, I’ll be more crabby than usual. Nobody wants that.

All the while I run, I think about every step I’ve taken in this life. I feel alone, even though I’m surrounded by people. Sometimes all the things on my mind feel too heavy. I hold everything inside. I used to talk to my dad when I was younger, but after everything he and my mother pulled when they got divorced, I lost all respect for him.

Up until that point, I thought we were on the same page. But now I can look back and see everything he ever did was about him. It was never about us or what we needed. I’m not sure how I turned out so differently. Every move they made and every word they said was for one purpose only: to make more money and keep up appearances. It’s why I walked away. It’s why I try to never look back.

After my run, I usually go to the pool to cool off and think, but there are too many people around and Dawson is scared of pictures, so I listen for once. After checking in with Natalie, I shower. My mind drifts back to the show.

Last night was interesting. I had just started watching the day’s recording on my TV when my iPad notified me of movement in the east wing. I kind of like this setup. I get told who’s moving and where. Tori and Reed were more curious than the others. They’re the only ones who left their rooms last night. I watched them descend the stairs. When Tori pulled Reed’s arm and she refused to follow, I saw an opportunity to speak to her alone and took it.

She didn’t seem at all affected by me. Maybe I’m not her type. I think about who she is and realize she’s way out of my league. I have a greater chance of being arrested by her than her being attracted to me. She’s plain in a perfect “girl next door” way. I’m definitely the bad boy, and we all know the bad boy always hurts the good girl. I don’t want to be that guy.

I pay extra attention to my appearance. Dawson advises they want me in the dressing room early for prep, so I go downstairs for my meeting. It’s time to find out what they have in store for me today. There had better not be a cape.

JP and Esto are in deep conversation when I enter. It’s 7:00 a.m. and we have the dining hall to ourselves.

JP stands to shake my hand. “Good morning. We were just discussing the plans for today.”

One of my servers pours me coffee and then exits the room. He knows we need privacy.

Esto is the first to speak. “Thank goodness it’s a beautiful day. We’ll start off in the forum and then move outside.” I get the feeling JP already knows what’s going to happen. I don’t like being the last to know.

“We always like to start off with something really grand on the first day,” Esto says excitedly. “So we arranged for a few guests to be flown in.” He glances at his watch. “They should be arriving soon.”

“Guests? What kind of guests?” I ask.

Clark suddenly appears around the corner. “Sorry to interrupt. Esto, we have a problem.”

“What kind of problem?” I ask.

Esto immediately stands and places his napkin on the table. “I’ll handle it,” he says. “I want this to be fun for you, Roman. The last thing we want to do is worry you with minor production snafus.”

Clark smiles awkwardly. He knows what’s going on, I can see it on his face. I gawk at JP. He knows everything too. Am I the only one they don’t “worry?” Something builds inside me. It’s time for another visit with my best friend.

Pushing out from the table, I stand. “So what I hear you saying is that everyone knows the fucking plans except me? What am I, a child? You don’t tell me so I don’t worry? What the hell does that even mean? This is bullshit. This is my house and my life. If someone doesn’t fill me in on exactly what’s going on, you’re all packing up your shit and getting the fuck out of my fucking house.”

I’m pissed and by the expression on everyone’s faces, they know it.

JP places a hand on my arm and I pull away. Esto and Clark glance back and forth between each other, as if they’re communicating with their eyes.

No one says a word and it’s making my blood boil.

“Listen,” Esto begins. “If you want to know the plans, we’d be happy to tell you. The truth is, we figured it would be better not to stress you out with all the minor details.”

“Minor details? I don’t know any details. If this is how you operate, then I’m done. I don’t ever walk into something without knowing what’s expected of me.”

Rushing from the room, I push Clark’s hand away as he attempts to stop me. Dawson sees me bolt from his position in the hall and he takes off after me as I climb the stairs two at a time. Bobby and Cedric are coming from the opposite direction and stop cold when they see me.

This whole thing is starting to feel like a shit idea.

“Boss, wait!” Dawson yells.

But I don’t stop. I fly down the hall and into my bedroom, slamming the door behind me.

A few minutes later, I hear a soft knock. “What?” I shout.

Dawson opens the door slightly. “Esto wants to meet with you. He said you’re right. They made a mistake and he wants to tell you everything.”

Pushing my hands through my thick hair, I feel like breaking something. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

Dawson nods. “Say the word and they’re all gone. I’ll remove them myself if I have to.”

Staring at him and his stance, I know he would. He didn’t want me to do this stupid show from the beginning and once again I didn’t listen. Now everyone is here, and I want it to stop.

“You’ve never quit anything, boss. Not once, the entire time I’ve known you. If you want them gone, there’s a damn good reason. Say the word. Just say the word.” He folds his arms and waits.

I know he’s ready to pounce. He always has my back, even when I make mistakes. He’s right. I never quit anything. I follow through on my promises. Always have, even since I was a kid. My word has always meant everything to me.

Trudging over to the window, I see a tent and at least fifty people setting up something major. Yeah, I’m pissed I’m in the dark and it would make my life a lot easier if they all went home. But as I watch them working, I wonder how many of those people would be out of a job if I quit. I bet they have families to feed and people counting on them, like me. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and try to think. Everything is a jumbled mess.

I scratch my head and flop down in the chair in my sitting area. Dawson waits patiently. He knows my process.

“Tell them I want to know everything. No more secrets. I want them to promise to tell me everything from this point forward.”

After Dawson leaves, I pull out a pad of paper and flip through my drawings from yesterday. I consider sketching the tent to help clear my head but I’m almost out of paper. I couldn’t sleep last night so I sat up for hours drawing everything and anything to avoid the long, lonely night. The only time I have trouble sleeping is when I’m worried. Most nights, I sleep hard and fast, but this whole thing has me tense and aggravated.

I stop flipping the pages when I get to a picture of Reed. I re-draw the freckle on her face until I know it’s perfect. I flip to the next drawing of Natalie sitting by the bed while she reads.

The pit in my stomach returns and memories of the past flood my mind. Natalie should be out enjoying her life. Instead she’s cooped up in that room. She can’t go outside like she used to, now that everyone is here. I need to make amends. The money I make from this show will be enough to hire others. There’s no one like her, but she can’t do this alone.

I’m reminded again why I went into this blindly to begin with. The money. I’m not like my parents. Money isn’t why I live and breathe. I use it to protect the ones I love. I made a vow and I won’t break it. Not this time, not ever.
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Grabbing hold of my sword, I twist and turn to avoid his thrusts. As he swoops downward, I move in for the kill. The gladiator falls to the ground, clutching his chest, blood seeping out around his fingers. Catching my breath, I crouch next to him and remove his mask. I gasp in horror when I realize the man I slayed is Roman Creed.

The buzzing of my alarm sends me flying out of the bed in a panic. I hit snooze, afraid I woke Tori, but her bed is made, and she’s gone.

Grabbing my watch from the nightstand, I check the time, breathing deeply when I realize I’m not late after all. I wonder how long ago she left.

I heard her come back last night. I was already in bed, but I couldn’t fall asleep. Trying to close my eyes and drift off was almost impossible, knowing the bedroom door was unlocked. It reminded me of many a frightened night in my childhood.

She must have laid out some major confessions in the dairy room last night, because she was gone for a solid hour after I returned to the room. I didn’t want her to think I was waiting up for her, so I pretended to be asleep. I was going to ask her about it this morning, but I’ll have to save my questions for later.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, I push my disheveled hair from my face. I can’t believe she was able to shower, get dressed, and make her bed without waking me. I’m a really light sleeper. I must have been more exhausted than I realized.

After I shower and dress, I head downstairs. Bryce gave us a schedule of what we needed to wear each day. Today is business casual, so I opt for my black slacks and pale pink blouse. I have to admit, I’m brimming with excitement to see what they have in store.

I’m right on time as I enter the dining room. Tori has already eaten and is chatting with Bobby McNeal, from Chicago. He seems to be entertaining her. She’s laughing and trying to be quiet.

Cedric is holding a cup of coffee and reading the paper. There are several copies stacked on a table in the corner. I haven’t held a real newspaper in my hands since I was a kid. I’m surprised they’re still in print.

“Good morning,” Cedric says as I approach an elaborate buffet set up at the side of the room.

“G’morning,” I reply. “How’d you sleep?”

“Great. I think I got a full three hours.”

“What are you, Elf?” I ask him. The throne of lies comment I made yesterday is still playing in my mind.

He stares at me questioningly.

“Elf?” “The movie? Oh, come on. You know what I mean. Elf… Will Ferrell thinks he’s an elf. With Santa? Wait, you haven’t seen it?”

He smiles, and I know I’ve been duped. Shaking my head, I pour myself I cup of coffee and he returns to reading his paper.

A few seconds later, Akio and Raul appear near the entry to the dining room. Akio wasn’t a popular choice for a roommate last night, and I sense Raul picked him because he felt bad. Akio sashays through the doors as if he’s royalty. His head is back, his chin is up, and he pauses while making his entrance until heads turn to regard him. Raul waits for him to move. Akio didn’t need to showboat. His outfit makes a statement all by itself. He’s wearing a black shirt with gold buttons and gold flourishes in the panels of the sleeves. His black pants shine like silk and hug his ankles like joggers. He sticks out like a sore thumb.

Cedric holds out his fist to Raul and he bumps it as he passes by. I wonder if they’ve spoken to each other. Their military training must give them an edge over the rest of us. I decide it’s time I met Raul.

“Hi,” I say, approaching him at the buffet. He’s already fixed himself a heap of eggs and quickly puts down the spoon, rubs his hand on his pants, and holds his hand out to shake mine.

“I’m Reed. I think I saw you at auditions in LA a few months ago.”

“Yep, that was me. I remember you too. You stood out from the others.”

“How so?”

“Did you see the way some of those people dressed? Have they ever been on an interview in their lives? You’d think it was a fashion show competition.”

I laugh. He’s right. I like his smile. “I felt underdressed and out of place. Who knew five pounds of makeup was a requirement,” I reply sarcastically.

“You’re a natural beauty. You don’t need all that stuff on your face to stand out.”

I smile shyly. Is he flirting with me? I’m so bad at this stuff. He is kinda cute. Crew cut, clean shaven, arm muscles that show he’s strong but not vain. “Thanks,” I reply awkwardly as if I’m twelve with no idea how to take a compliment.

He grins at me as I take a step toward the plates. He returns to assembling his breakfast, and we don’t speak again. I need to up my flirting game. I suck.

I take a piece of toast and a couple of slices of bacon and sit next to Tori. She turns as I pull out my chair.

“Hey, roomie. Have you met Bobby?” she asks.

“No I haven’t.” I hold out my hand, and he fist-bumps my palm. I pull back slowly after attempting to make a fist too late. I should have seen that coming.

“You two are roommates, huh?” he asks. “How’s that workin’ out for ya?”

“Great,” I reply. “I hope I didn’t keep you up by snoring or something,” I say to Tori. “You were already gone when I woke up.”

She takes a sip of a soda and waves off my question like it’s absurd. “Not at all. I’m an early riser.”

“Yeah, that’s her second soda. She’s gonna be high as a kite from all the caffeine,” Bobby replies, taking a huge bite of a danish.

“I can’t help it. I’m addicted to soda. Plus, it keeps me awake when I’m tired.”

“Are you tired?” I ask, still afraid maybe I called out in my sleep and woke her. I’ve woken myself many times after having a nightmare.

“I’m good. I’m excited to get started.”

One by one, the rest of the contestants join us. I note Naya and Kari seem to get along really well. Maybe I judged her too quickly. I need to get to know them. Logan the cop and Matt the bouncer are the last to enter. Logan heads straight for the pastry table and Matt stops at the buffet, stretching out his arms and yawning loudly. Cedric stares at him briefly before turning back to his paper.

Bryce enters the room as Matt sits down with a heaping plate of food.

“Good morning! I hope you all slept well.” His smile is bright and welcoming. He must be staying here, like the rest of us. I heard he got married not long after The Fabulist aired. His wife must be pretty amazing. He’s a catch and a half. I wonder if he has children.

I gaze down at my cup of coffee as people chatter around me. I always thought I’d be married with a kid or two by now. I’m even up for adoption or fostering. I see a lot of kids enter the system, due to situations like mine. I’d like to give them hope and a chance at a better life. I wonder if my recent suspension will affect that dream. I don’t want to be a single parent, so I guess it’s not in the cards, or maybe I haven’t met the right guy. I refuse to settle. The man I marry better love kids and have the patience of a starving man waiting for his Jell-O to set. I will not repeat my past.

Bryce captures everyone’s attention the minute they hear his voice. “Please enjoy your breakfast. I’m going to ask you to meet me in the forum at nine o’clock on the dot.” He clasps his hands excitedly. “We’ve got a great day in store for you!”

“I wonder what they have planned,” Tori whispers.

“I have no idea, but I bet it’ll be something crazy.”

Tori moves her head to the right and stares. Following the direction of her gaze, I see Creed has entered the room.

The mumblings of conversation end abruptly, and you can practically hear every breath he takes, it’s so quiet. He pours himself coffee and then turns his head in our direction. I swear, everyone turns away like we’re doing the wave. It makes me chuckle. I cover my mouth with my fist and cough to cover it, but he’s staring quizzically right at me. I gaze at my coffee like it’s the most fascinating beverage I’ve ever seen.

Creed says, “I’m just a guy. A normal guy who needs coffee to function in the morning, like the rest of you. Please don’t stop talking because of me. If it’s too quiet, I may doze off.”

Raul is the first to stand. He approaches Creed and shakes his hand. Creed smiles like he genuinely appreciates the effort. Chatter begins again as person after person introduces themselves and makes small talk. He doesn’t seem to mind at all.

As he’s chatting with Bobby, I steal a glance in his direction. His hair is messy in a way that looks like he did it on purpose. He’s wearing a gray T-shirt and I notice the muscles in his arms. He has a long sleeve of tattoos on the right arm, with a couple random on the left. I wonder if his body is covered with them. I don’t have anything against tats, but it would be a shame to cover something that beautiful. I bet his olive skin is flawless everywhere, like it is on his face. I catch myself mid-thought and feel my cheeks heat. I remind myself of our conversation last night and how he stood in front of me during his presentation. He’s an ass in horse’s clothing. I repeat it inside my head until I believe it.

Tori pushes away from the table and makes her move, whispering, “Here goes nothing” in my ear as she stands.

She steps over to him as he takes a sip of coffee and he automatically puts it down and smiles up at her. I wish everyone would shush. I can’t hear what they’re saying. Tori pushes a lock of hair behind her ear as she speaks, and he gazes at her with interest. My teeth clench and I stand with the intention of filling my cup with coffee I don’t want to get close enough to hear them.

“You’re up,” Raul says, nudging me from behind. “You’re the only one who hasn’t introduced herself. I think he’s waiting.”

I turn to reply to him and lock eyes with Creed. He lifts his cup to his lips and I tense. Facing the coffee pot once more, I cringe. No one has ever made me feel so nervous. I’m a goddamn cop. I don’t get nervous around anyone but the mayor.

Raul nudges me again and I decide for appearances sake I’d better pretend we haven’t been introduced already. I don’t want anyone suspicious of me.

Abandoning my cup on the buffet, I wipe my hand on my black slacks to make sure it’s not sweaty. It feels like I’m walking in slow motion. He stares down at his cup, but the slight lift of his upper lip tells me he knows I’m coming. He’s a guy. Just a guy.

“Roman, I thought I should introduce myself. My name is Reed Manning. It’s nice to finally meet you.”

He lifts his eyes to mine without moving his head. Then he slowly turns his entire body to face me and places his right arm on the back of the chair. His lips twist. It looks like he’s pressing his tongue into his cheek. He says nothing. He only stares.

I awkwardly reach out a hand to him. He lets me stand there holding it in mid-air for what seems like eternity before slowly moving to shake it. “It’s Mr. Creed to you. After all, we’ve just met. We certainly don’t know each other well enough for you to think it’s appropriate to call me by my first name.”

I hear a snicker behind me. All chatter stops abruptly. I sense my nostrils flaring and I clench my teeth. “My mistake. It won’t happen again, sir.”

I return to the buffet, pick up my cup, and take a sip facing Raul. Raul cringes in embarrassment for me, but he shouldn’t. I’m not embarrassed. I’m mad. In fact, I’m downright furious. He introduced himself as Roman to me yesterday. If that’s how this is going to be, then so be it. He’ll be nice in private and a dick everywhere else. Got it. Crystal clear.

I form a definitive plan. He won’t know what hit him. I’m going to win this game. I’m going to make him think he can’t survive without me, and when he wants me, when he thinks he needs me, I’m going to take the money and run. Fuck him. If he thinks he’s rattling me, he doesn’t know me at all. He just made me determined to fight harder than before.

People randomly head to the forum. Creed is still sitting at the table. I feel his eyes burning into the back of my head. I slowly sip my coffee, acting as if I don’t have a care in the world.

I feel a tap on my shoulder and I turn, ready to pounce on him. It’s Tori. “Are you okay? That was brutal. Why was he so mean to you?”

I shrug. “I’m fine and I don’t care. I’m going to use the ladies room, then I’ll meet you in the forum,” I say confidently.

She nods and rubs my arm, gazing briefly at Creed as she exits. Matt and Creed are the last ones in the room. Matt is finishing the last bite of his mega meal. He’s chewing with an open mouth and glancing between Creed and me like he’s waiting for the next fight scene in a movie.

I place my cup on the table and leave the dining room with my chin up and my shoulders back. He’s watching me, maybe waiting for a response from me, but I don’t give him one. I’m made of stone. I can hide my emotions with the best of them when I have to. I learned how to hide my fear a long time ago. I can certainly hide my anger.

As soon as I’m out of his sight, I lean on the wall and breathe. I hear voices near the front doors of the house, but no one’s around. Glancing at my watch, I note I have five minutes. I pass the kitchen in search of a bathroom. I don’t want to go out into the main area, where everyone is waiting, until I’m fully composed.

I have to travel quite a way down the hall to find a bathroom. I close the door and lean my hands on the sink. Motherfucker. I pull down my pants angrily and sit on the toilet. I stop my pee mid-stream when I hear voices in the hall.

“Make sure you puree the apples more thoroughly next time. Ms. Natalie was not at all pleased with their consistency this morning. You know how Mr. Creed gets if she’s not happy.”

“I’ll be more careful, I promise,” a female voice replies nervously.

I wait and listen. It’s quiet again. As soon as I’m finished in the bathroom, I wash my hands and start back to the forum. I didn’t see pureed apples on the buffet. Who is Natalie?

I’m preoccupied with my thoughts as I gaze into the kitchen when I pass by, hoping to see someone. It’s completely empty. I face forward and walk right into him.

“Where were you just now?” Creed asks, holding my arms to steady me after our collision.”

“I was using the restroom, Mr. Creed. I wasn’t aware that was off-limits. I’ll refrain from using the facilities in this area. My apologies,” I say, pulling free of him.

“Reed, wait,” he says as I push past him.

“That’s Ms. Manning to you. We don’t know each other well enough for you to call me by my first name.”

His eyes twinkle with delight. I spin on my heel and walk away. Just another guy indeed.
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Hot damn. Her hips sway as she struts away from me. I want to chase after her, grab her, and kiss that smart mouth of hers. Women don’t usually speak to me that way and man, what a turn on.

I suppose my reaction to her pretending we hadn’t met was a little harsh, yet she managed to stay cool and composed. I don’t know what I expected when I approached her in the hall, but her shoving my words back down my throat wasn’t it. She intrigues me.

I’m still standing in the hall when I notice Clark rushing from room to room, poking his head in and out. I bet I know who he’s searching for.

He sees me and his shoulders slump. He wogs his way over to me, whisper-shouting, “You were supposed to be in your dressing room fifteen minutes ago. Everyone is waiting for you, so we can get started.” He lifts his phone from his pocket. “Now we only have… three minutes.”

I stroll past him without a word.

“Where are you going?” he asks.

I spin and walk backward. “To get beautiful.”

“Roman, I really think I should stay.”

Knowing a break from him sounds like heaven, I turn back to him with concern. “There’s no one I trust more with the press than you. This meeting is key to my next release.”

“But if I leave, who will—”

“Dawson and Esto have it under control. I promise I’ll behave. You can watch the recordings when you get back. Okay?”

He nods, defeated and I walk to the forum with a little extra pep in my step.

Esto smiles as I enter.

“Sorry I’m late. I’ll be ready in a second,” I tell him.

“You’re fine. We’re still setting up,” he replies.

I sense he’s still on edge from this morning, when I got pissed. JP and Esto filled me in on their plans for the show. There are probably small details they didn’t share, but I’m fine with that. Since this is about my life, I think it’s only fair I’m told what I’m walking into.

I hadn’t even considered asking Dawson to tell me what the plan was until after he stayed through the meeting. As my head of security, it was part of my deal that he knew everything in advance to prepare. He would have told me, if I’d asked him. But to be honest, a lot of it was based on principal.

Pigtails is waiting for me in my dressing room. Her hair is in a braid today, so I decide I probably should know her real name.

She smiles nervously as she straightens my outfit for the day on a hook on the wall.

“Hey,” I say, closing the door behind me.

Her eyes widen in delight. This is the response I’m used to and the one I’m quite sick of.

“Your clothes are here. Your boots are there. Do you need me to help you change or… are you… good?” she says, batting her eyes.

“What’s your name?”

“Jennifer or Jen. You can call me Jenny too. Whichever you like.”

“Which one do you prefer?” I lift my shirt over my head.

She gawks at my chest. “Umm, I, Jen is good. Jen is… wow.”

“Great. Thanks for your offer, Jen, but I can dress myself. I’ve been doing it for years.”

“Uh-huh,” she whispers shifting her weight from one foot to the other.

I pull the long-sleeved black shirt from the hanger and slide it over my head. I undo the top button of my jeans and pull down the zipper and she takes a large, audible breath.

“Like I said, I’m good with getting dressed.” I pause, waiting for her to take the hint. She bites her lip. “By myself.”

“Oh yeah, right.” She swings around too fast and almost loses her balance. “Tell me when you’re ready for makeup.”

She slams the door behind her and it shakes the wall.

“Sorry,” she shouts through the door.

She opens it and sticks her head in the door. “Sorry,” she whispers.

I half-smile to be polite and the door slowly closes, clicking lightly into place.

I finish getting changed and lean forward on the desk, searching the cameras. I zoom in on Logan. He’s sitting on the edge of a table in conversation with Kari, the one currently employed as an executive protection officer. I’ll be watching them both closely. Either one of them has a good chance of winning.

Moving the camera, I stop and mouse back over Akio Goro. He’s sitting at his table with his hands together, like he’s praying. His eyes are closed. Maybe he’s napping. Bobby walks in front of him and stops suddenly, waving his hands. Akio doesn’t flinch. I shake my head. If I had to choose someone based on their ability to make me laugh, I’d pick Bobby, hands down.

Tori and Naya are by the main doors, chatting it up. I’m all for confidence, but Naya rubs me the wrong way. It’s one thing to be proud of your accomplishments, it’s another to brag.

I zoom around the room until I find her. She’s at her table next to Cedric and Raul is leaning on her chair. She’s gazing up at him with wide eyes and I don’t like it.

Dawson knocks on my door. “Esto Rivera”

“Come in.”

He’s all business. “Change of plans. We decided it would be better if you make your entrance when it’s time for the show.”

“No problem.”

“Great. Dawson will bring you through the back once we have everyone outside.”

“Sounds good.”

He rushes out swiftly and Jen steps hesitantly into the open door. “Um, Mr. Creed?”

“I’m ready, Jen. You can come in.”

She inches through the doorway as if her footsteps might wake a sleeping baby, then moves over to me like I might pounce on her for my next meal. As soon as she lifts the powder puff to my nose, I say, “Boo,” like I did yesterday. And again, as expected, she jumps.

I laugh. “You don’t have to treat me like a cornered animal, Jen. I don’t bite.”

She smiles. “I know you don’t like the makeup stuff.”

“It’s okay. I don’t mean to be difficult. I know you’re just doing your job.” I sit down and open my arms. “Make me pretty.”

She pauses for a second then flies over to me, pressing her lips against mine. I push her away. “Whoa…”

She freezes. “I’m… I’m so sorry. I thought…”

I stand. “This is all my fault. I was flirty yesterday and I shouldn’t have been. Sometimes I forget my place. Please accept my apology.”

Her bottom lip quivers and she starts to cry. “Please don’t tell my boss. He’ll fire me. I’m so sorry.”

“Hey, hey…” I pull her hands from her face. “How’s it going to look if the makeup expert has crappy makeup? Don’t ruin your pretty eyes.”

She stares at me again and I’m worried she’s taking me the wrong way.

“Let’s forget it. You fix my face and we’ll both be professional from here on out.”

She nods and wipes her eyes, continuing to sniff as she applies something to my cheeks. I gaze up at the ceiling and avoid making eye contact.

What is this life?
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Bryce did the intro and now they’re doing a camera re-set. I sip from my bottle of water and place it down by my feet. I was pleased no one treated me differently after the scene at breakfast. I’m ready to be over it.

Esto counts down filming again. “In five… four… three… two… one.”

“Welcome back. As I said before the break, Executive Protection has both risks and rewards. Most people think a bodyguard’s job is to stand around and look frightening, but there’s more to it than you might expect.”

Bryce moves left and stands near the center of the arena. That’s what they call it. To me it’s a large oval we sit around that has an edge you could trip over if you’re not careful.

“Throughout the game, we’ll be explaining the requirements needed to be successful in this line of work, and who better to teach us than a man who’s worked in the industry for almost half his life. Not only is he the bestselling author of My Body is a Shield, but he’s also the CEO of Beck Security and Protection. With fifteen years in the industry, personally working as an EPO for some of the hottest movie stars and musicians in the world, it’s my honor to introduce to you our judge and challenge officiant, Jean Paul Beck.”

The other contestants seem excited to meet him. Do they know who he is? I clap like I do too. I suppose I should get on his good side. He’s my stepping stone to $100,000.

He’s tall and slender, with an athletic build. He has an intimidating look about him. I’d guess he’s in his late thirties, early forties, based on the crow’s feet around his eyes and lines on his forehead. I wonder if he earned those from years of looking angry. His hair is sandy brown, and he’s dressed in a high-quality suit. It almost looks like it was tailor-made for him. He must earn some bucks to afford it.

He holds up his hands to stop the applause. “Hello everyone, and although you’re welcoming me, it is I that should welcome you. I know each and every one of you better than you think as I was involved in your selection from the beginning. First, I’d like to thank Seamore Productions and Roman Creed for asking me to join this fabulous show. I’ve spent some time with Roman, and I can tell you he’s a man who knows what he wants and doesn’t accept anything less than the absolute best.”

I watch Bryce out of the corner of my eye. He continues to nod and react like he’s on camera. He appears genuinely interested. Everyone does. I sit up a little straighter in my seat. Something tells me I’d better memorize every word that comes out of his mouth.

“What exactly is an EPO? I’d say a Praetorian hits the nail on the head. Executive protection is more than keeping your principal from unsavory individuals. It’s also about knowing your principal and anticipating his needs before he knows them himself. If my principal tells someone he has a headache, you’d better bet I’ll be standing by with a couple of pain relievers as soon as he’s alone. Is that expected? Absolutely not. Does it make me more valuable? You’d better believe it. My job is not only to protect my principal from individuals who seek to hurt him, but it’s also my job to keep him healthy and safe.”

He moves about the room like he’s used to being filmed. I wish I had my phone so I could google him.

“It makes sense then that you should know a little about Roman Creed in order to guard him. That’s why we arranged a little party.” He smiles and the hairs on my arms stand at attention. Here we go.

“Today you’re going to have a rare opportunity to meet some of the people who know him best. Some know something small, while others know a great deal. What they know about him and how much you learn is up to you. Mingle and be social, but be tactful. These people know they don’t have to talk to you if they aren’t comfortable.”

He moves over to Bryce and places a hand on his shoulder. “I know you said there was a challenge today, but we felt this was more important. A bodyguard has to know how to talk to people and get the information they need as quickly as possible. They have to know how to blend in. They need to know how to get the information they need to do their job. Information isn’t always handed to you on a silver platter. Sometimes you have to work for it. Forge relationships. You never know when someone you least expect might be a person you need someday.”

Bryce faces the camera. “When we come back, we’ll take you to a party like nothing you’ve ever seen. Expect the unexpected on The Praetorian.”

“And cut.”

“Off to the races,” Cedric whispers.

“Do you believe them when they say there isn’t a challenge today?” I ask.

He gazes to Jean Paul. “Not for a second. Everything you do is a test in the real world. I’d slither like a snake if I were you.” He pauses. “Gather as much as you can and hold on tight. It’s gonna be a long day and an even longer night.”

Grinning at him, I say, “That rhymes.”

“Guess I’m a poet and don’t know it.”

“Hey, do you have a second?” Tori asks, touching my arm.

“Sure, what’s up?” I ask.

She motions me away from Cedric. He pretends not to notice, but I’m fairly certain nothing gets past him. We move a few feet from the table.

“I was talking to Kari earlier and she said that she, Naya, and Logan would all be willing to be on a team with us.”

My stomach clenches. “Really?” It’s all I can muster.

“What do you think?” Gazing over my shoulder at Cedric and then Raul, I know in my gut they’re the people I feel most comfortable with.

“I don’t know,” I say honestly. “I haven’t spoken to Logan or Kari yet and to be honest, Naya doesn’t seem to think too much of cops.”

Tori shakes her head scornfully. “I’m telling you they’re good people. I think you’re reading too much into one slip of the tongue. Logan doesn’t have a problem with Naya and he’s a cop. Why should you?”

I lick my lips and feel my body tighten. Something isn’t sitting right with me, but I’m not sure if it’s the group, the comment, or Tori in general. “Okay. If you think she’s cool, then I’m sure I will too.” I wonder if she’s going to believe me. It’s a big fat lie.

She releases a gratifying sigh and pats me on the back as she takes a step toward the group huddled in the corner. All my years of hiding the truth have come in handy after all. She spins back to me when I don’t move with her. “Aren’t you coming?”

Leaning forward, I whisper, “I think it’s best if we don’t broadcast we’re in a group. Once people know we formed a team, they won’t be so quick to share information.”

Her eyes widen. “Good thinking.”

Returning to my seat, I feel nauseous. I think Tori means well, but I don’t feel I have a good enough grasp on the others to be allies with them. I don’t like being pressured into anything. It’s a surefire way to make me do the exact opposite.

“You okay?” Cedric asks as I drop into my chair.

My head teeters back and forth. “Let’s just say being here is a lot more complicated than I imagined.”

He folds his arms over his chest and puckers his lips. His expression piques my interest.

“You look like you have words of wisdom you’d like to share.”

“I might.”

“Lay it on me,” I say, turning in my chair to face him.

He unfolds his arms. In little more than a whisper, he says, “Life is a series of waves. Some waves push us farther along while others pull us under. Sometimes people toss us a lifeline and other times they stand by and watch as we drown. It’s how hard we swim against the current that defines our character.”

I ponder his words for a moment. “You don’t let things bother you, do you?”

“As long as I’m breathing, everything is A-okay.” He leans back in his chair and sighs, glancing over at the groups forming before our eyes.

I follow his line of vision, turning back to face him when I notice two obvious groups seem to have formed. On one side of the room are Tori and her crew. Sitting on the stairs to the left are Raul, Akio, and Bobby in deep conversation. Matt’s sitting alone with his eyes closed. They could all be talking about the weather, but I know it’s more than that. “I guess this is about the time when people start making alliances.”

“People only seek out mergers when they don’t have enough faith in themselves.”

I squint. “Something tells me you have an adage for every situation.”

“Pithy sayings don’t matter if your ears are closed. People only hear what they want to hear.”

I laugh because he proved my point. “I bet you’ve seen and heard it all. Being in the military, I mean.”

“I learned a few things,” he says with a wink.

“You’re really smart, but you know that.”

“Smart people don’t claim to be smart. If you say you’re smart, that automatically makes you dumb.”

I laugh. “You’re absolutely right.”

“Ladies and gentlemen, if you would return to your seats, we’re almost ready to start.” Bryce’s voice reminds me we’re only beginning the game. I already feel as if I’ve been playing it for months.

“In a few moments, we’ll be heading outside. It’s imperative you listen closely to every word I say. I’ll only state the directions one time. Please stand behind your tables.”

Everyone rises to their feet as four additional camera operators enter the room.

“Welcome back to The Praetorian. Before the break, we met security expert Jean Paul Beck. Jean Paul will be leading the contestants and also one of the judges of during the challenges. Please join us for a celebration on the lawn of Creed Manor. Contestants, follow me.”

Kari and Logan scurry to be first in line. I stay close to Cedric. I have years of experience interviewing people, but Cedric has a quality about him that draws me to him. I want to see what he does. He may be my biggest competition.

We walk out onto the drive, past the large fountain and onto the back lawn. As soon as we round the corner, I see multiple limousines lined up and a very large white tent. It’s the kind you’d see at a swanky wedding, but larger. Bryce leads us to the front of the tent. It’s extraordinarily quiet for a party.

“Once you enter into the festivities you are free to move around, eat, and speak to whomever you choose. This is not your typical meet and greet. You’ll see why in a moment. When you hear the horn, you are to return to the forum and not speak to anyone.”

A gentleman hands Bryce an oddly shaped horn-like instrument. It wraps around his entire body and has an opening at the top. “This is a cornu, if you’re up on your ancient Roman history, it was often used in times of battle. You could be hearing it throughout this event.”

Bryce hands the instrument back and straightens his coat. He smiles brightly and with a flourish of his hand says, “Welcome to ‘The Festum.’”

White linen panels lift to reveal two very large Roman guards in full uniform. We scurry into the tent. Columns of stone hold up the fabric roof. There are at least twenty people inside and they all turn as we enter. The guests are wearing red-and-black clothing and silver masks on their faces. Each mask is ornate, but some only cover the eyes, while others shroud the entire face. Most are dressed to the nines. A particular woman in a backless red sequin gown catches my eye. Her silver mask has swirls and ribbons but covers only her eyes. Her bright red lips stand out, as does her long brown hair.

After they see us, they begin speaking again. A large buffet of fruits, cheese, and wine is to the right, surrounded by Roman guards holding flags bearing the Core Damage insignia—a skull squeezed to look like a core of a fruit with a C and D on the sides.

Tori, Akio, and Raul approach guests and start talking. Matt goes for a glass of wine, and Bobby is gazing at the top of the tent, where I see flourishes of red and black leading down to the stone columns.

A guard stomps his feet and hits a metal gong. “Long live Roman Creed. For your entertainment, here’s Core Damage with ‘One More Day’.”

Creed and his bandmates appear on a stage toward the back of the tent and he begins to play. I don’t know the song, but I’m paralyzed, watching him strum the slow, rhythmic sound on his guitar. It’s not their traditional type of music from what I’ve heard. This is haunting.

 

“If I could go back in time

To a place I used to know

I’d choose twenty years ago

And step back with you.

 

If I could walk in your shoes

Take every ounce of your pain

For you I’d take it and trade

So you could be.

 

When I fall down I fall harder than most

It’s not something I easily say

But I’d surrender to the fires of hell

Just to give you one more day.

This life of mine is nothing

If I can’t spend it with you.

What can I say to make you come back?

Please tell me what to do… for one more day.”

 

His eyes close as he sings, and I sense he means every single word. I feel his pain in my chest. I wonder if it’s about a woman he once loved. A hand on my back pulls me out of my thoughts.

“Now would be the time to talk to people,” Raul whispers as he strides past me, glancing over his shoulder.

I mouth “I know,” and he smiles. I take a few steps farther into the room and decide to speak to the first person I see. He’s small in stature, has gray hair, and is tossing grapes in the air and catching them in his mouth. His mask is plain silver with no embellishments and he’s wearing a black, button-down shirt and red pants. I might not have seen him if I didn’t walk closer to the buffet. He’s standing in the shadow of a large, muscular Roman guard.

“Hello.”

The grape hits him in the eye as he adjusts his head to see me.

“I’m so sorry,” I say, cringing.

He smiles kindly. “It’s not a big deal. I was trying to look busy.”

Holding out my hand, I introduce myself. “Reed.”

He shakes my hand, gazing past me. His palms are sweaty. I turn to see a cameraman filming me. Yikes.

“Colton,” he says softly, staring at Creed as he sings.

“Are you a big fan?” I ask.

“Oh yeah. You could say I was his first.”

“Really? How so?”

He smiles. “I taught him how to play guitar.”

I smile brightly. “Wow, that’s awesome. I never learned to play anything.”

He scowls with pretend pity. “His parents brought him to me to learn piano. He was horrible at it. He hated it. One day he saw my guitar and wanted to try it.”

“And I bet he was a natural.”

“Oh gosh no.” He laughs. “It took him forever to learn how to hold his fingers the proper way. Do you see how his left index finger is slightly bent?”

I notice Creed holds it out from time to time.

Colton leans closer, and the cameraman moves in as well. “He broke his left hand, punching a wall in my studio. He told me he used his left because he didn’t want to hurt his strumming hand. I tried to explain to him that serious guitar players don’t misuse their hands. He didn’t like that too much.”

I snicker, and he continues. “I thought his parents would be angry, but they weren’t. Apparently it wasn’t the first wall he’d punched.” He shakes his head. “It still bothers him from time to time. We used to have to stop practicing so he could ice it. The last time I spoke to him, he said he’s learned to play through the ache, but I bet he still needs to massage it after a concert.”

“How old was he?” I picture a teenage boy with uncontrollable hormones.

He laughs. “Eight.”

“Eight?” I question, shockingly.

Colton nods his head. “He’s always had a temper. He’s a perfectionist.”

There’s a bit of awkward silence as we watch Roman. I decide I’d better move on. Placing my hand on his arm to get his attention, I say, “Thank you for talking to me. It was really nice to meet you, Colton.”

He stops me leaving before I take more than a step. “You see that guy in a black suit with his hands behind his back? Talk to him.”

“Thanks.” I smile and his face lights up.

“Good luck, Reed.”

Hurrying through the crowd, I see Cedric in deep conversation with a man in a full mask. I wonder what he knows. Every contestant has their own camera person. I wonder how much time we have. I need to hurry.

As I make my way over to the man in the suit, adrenaline courses through my veins. I’m excited by all of this. It’s similar to the rush I get when I know I’m close to cracking a case. I need to get as much info as I can. The band moves into another song. It’s loud as hell and my chest is thumping in time with the drums.

“Hello,” I yell to the man in the suit. “My name is Reed.”

He nods and looks away, saying nothing. I stare at him briefly, then glance around the room. He’s the only guest who’s not smiling.

“You don’t seem to be enjoying yourself,” I shout so he can hear me over the music.

“I don’t get paid to enjoy myself.”

“Oh, are you working? I’m sorry. I’ll let you be.” As I take a step away I hear him speak.

“Technically I’m not, but it’s a habit.”

“Ah, I bet you’re an EPO, aren’t you?”

He smirks and I’m glad I used the lingo. I bet he doesn’t like being called a bodyguard.

“I was Roman’s many moons ago.”

“Really? Something tells me the job sucked.”

He laughs. “Why would you say that?”

“Because I heard he has a temper.”

“He’s a good guy. He’s had way more than his share of shit in life. He means well.”

Lifting my eyes to Creed, we make eye contact. His lips curl up as he sings.

“Is there anything you can tell me about him I should know if I win this game?”

He scratches his chin and studies me. His shoulders seem to come down a notch. “He eats oatmeal with blueberries for breakfast every single day. He drinks his coffee black and strong. He draws, so if you want to get on his good side, always carry a pad of paper when you travel. When he gets tense, he likes to sketch. And one more thing…”

I stare at him, soaking up every word.

“Honey.”

“Honey?” Is he calling me honey?

“He’s allergic,” he continues, and I feel dumb. “Really bad. Like swollen face allergic. He can’t have it. One time he ate a piece of cake made with a tiny bit of honey while we were on tour and we had to rush him to the ER to get a shot. Almost had to cancel the show, but he insisted he was fine.”

“Cripes. Thanks, um…”

“Kurt, with a K.”

“Thank you, Kurt.” I shake his hand before I step away and into the crowd in the center of the room.

Tori is speaking to Jean Paul in the corner. Interesting choice in a room full of information. Akio is speaking to Colton now and Colton doesn’t seem amused.

Bobby struts away from the woman in the red dress. “Anything worthwhile?” I ask.

“Nah, don’t waste your time.”

Something tells me he’s lying. She’s not the only woman in a red dress, but my gut tells me to talk to her. “Hi, having a good time?” I ask as I approach her.

She takes me in from head to toe and smirks. “You are so not his type.”

Lifting my eyebrows, I reply, “Good. I don’t want to be.”

She huffs out a breath and takes a sip of the wine she’s holding. As she raises the glass to her lips, I note her hand is shaking. She doesn’t seem nervous. Maybe her blood sugar is low.

“You’re shaking. Do you want me to get you something to eat?” I ask.

“Hell no,” she states, horrified at the thought. “Do I look like I need to eat?”

Is she serious? “Actually, yes. You’re rail thin.”

“You think?” Her face brightens up considerably.

I see an in, so I go with it. “I wish I looked like you. How do you do it?”

She smiles. “I eat once a day. I drink tons of water and exercise three hours twice a day, every day.”

I nod as if I’m taking notes. I could never eat once a day. I like food too much. I search for the words to make her talk. If I’m not his type, she must know who is. “I bet Roman has the hots for you, huh?”

She laughs loud and hard, holding onto her stomach as if I’ve said the funniest thing in the world. “God no. I wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole. I’m his drummer’s girlfriend. I’m pretty sure the only reason I’m here is to make the place look better.”

Skinny and vain. Got it. “That’s Shaw, right?”

“Yeah, the hot one with the amazing hands.”

“I bet you’ve seen it all, hanging around these guys.”

“Have I ever. Roman is good-looking and charming as hell, but he’s also a man-whore. He moves from girl to girl like he moves from dish to dish at a buffet. From what Shaw tells me, he hasn’t had a serious relationship since his early twenties. I guess she couldn’t take the baggage that came along with him. She must have done a number on him, because Shaw said he stopped looking for the right girl and just feasts on them instead.”

She gazes at me from head to toe again, but less critically than before.

“You know, with some work, you could be his type. He has a thing for blondes. If you put your hair down, actually wore some makeup—you’d need a ton—and maybe dressed like a girl, he’d look at you differently. Oh, and definitely a pushup bra. You don’t have enough there to make him look twice.”

“Thank you,” I say. “In that case I will make sure to do the opposite of all the things he finds attractive. I’m here to be his guard, not his girlfriend.”

She snickers and takes another sip of wine. “That’s what they all say. That is until he gets to talking. Then he’ll wrap you so tight around his finger, you’ll beg for him to say your name.”

I step back away from her. “Great, thanks.”

She calls out, “Hey…” My cameraman moves around us to get us both in the shot. She glares at him and tries to whisper over the music so he can’t hear. I have to strain to hear her myself.

“He’s really private. He hates questions about his family, so don’t ask. It’s a sore subject.”

“Why?” I ask, moving close again.

“Shaw hasn’t said much, but I think he and his parents had a huge falling out. He hasn’t spoken to them in years, even though I heard they stop by the house, like, once a month.”

“So he sits there and ignores them?”

“No, I guess they come over and he leaves. I don’t know why.”

“Thanks, um, we never exchanged names.”

“Kinzie.”

“Thanks, Kinzie, you were a big help.”

As I approach an attractive man in a tux, Roman’s song ends and the horn blares through the room.

The guests head for the doors. I’m guessing they were instructed to leave when the horn blew. Damn, I wish I’d had more time to pick their brains. Did I get enough information for what lies ahead? There’s no way this was for fun. There has to be more to it. There has to be.
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Knowing all kinds of information about me just became public knowledge makes my stomach curl. Clark and Esto promised me they instructed the guests on what facts they were allowed to share, but knowing a couple of people in the crowd, I’m guessing they said too much.

I hand my guitar to Dawson, who waits quietly offstage and out of the sight of the cameras, as I wave in thanks to my band for coming in to play. We all know this show will have TV viewers who could become our fans.

I watch my ex, Mandy, as she leaves. She got married a few years ago, but she threw her hand around enough today to make sure I saw her rock. She meant nothing to me the second she insisted I choose her or lose her. If she’d really loved me, she would have known I’d never pick her over my family. Asking that of me proved she wasn’t right for me.

Being with me is a lot to take and I never claimed to be easy, but it’s the way it has to be. It’s one of the reasons why I don’t bother getting close to anyone anymore. I don’t think anyone should have to carry my burdens.

The room clears of guests, and the contestants leave as well. I step off the backstairs and follow Dawson around the house. We walk past a couple more guards I don’t recognize.

“Who are they?”

“New guys. Jean Paul brought them in. We needed more skilled people for the event, and he said he would vouch for them.

“And that was okay with you?”

“I checked them out. I’m not slipping, if that’s why you’re asking. One guy grew up with Jean Paul in Utah and the other was a recruit through his company. I’ve got you covered.”

Yawning, I respond, “I don’t want you to get lackadaisical.”

“Huh?” Dawson questions as he holds the door for me.

“Careless.”

“Never.” I don’t doubt him for one second, but I do like to keep him on his toes.

“What did you think of today?” he asks as we walk through the back of the house toward the forum.

“I thought it was good TV.”

“So you hated it.”

I chuckle. He knows me so well. “I know the purpose to all of this is to keep people watching.”

His face contorts, and he pulls at his tie to loosen it a bit.

“What did you think?” I ask.

“I think there’s a whole hell of a lot of information out there about you now that’s going to open you up for more problems.”

I don’t respond because he just confirmed my deepest fears, and the show has barely begun.

In the dressing room is another change of clothes laid out for me on the couch. How many times can I change in one day? It’s a little after ten and this will make my third change so far. Ridiculous. I scrub a hand over my growing beard, noticing the monitors are on. I could have sworn I turned them off before I left to play. I must be more tired than I thought. Sleep and I might have had a fight. She doesn’t come around much anymore.

As I’m about to turn to get Dawson, I see the contestants entering the forum. They all look nervous. I can’t help but laugh. I’m glad I’m in the know for once. I can’t wait to see how they react to what comes next.

Plopping down in my desk chair, I swivel back and forth, studying the contestants, thinking about what I saw while I was performing.

I was concerned about Matt when he made a beeline for the buffet, but after getting a drink, he approached my gardener. I wonder if he was able to get my morning run times out of him? My eyes dart to Naya. She’s quite alluring, even though she never smiles. I wonder why? I feel it’s my duty to get at least one smile out of her before she leaves. If she leaves. Maybe she’s the female equivalent of Dawson. He never smiles either. They’d make quite a pair.

Naya goes to her seat, sits, and crosses her legs. She’s confident and tough. I like the vibe she gives off, although her attitude is shit. I wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. She was the only person who approached my ex, Mandy. Even though Mandy and I dated right after high school, she still knows me better than anyone. I’m glad she was briefed not to discuss my family situation. I don’t want anyone knowing that part of my life.

Tori walked right past her and didn’t give her a second look. Maybe she didn’t think Mandy was worth her time. That was an oversight on her part, but she did speak to my chef and I bet he told her all kinds of interesting things. After all, he’s been asked to make some odd foods to satisfy my late-night guests and food cravings over the years. I laugh to myself over my request for rock candy at 2 a.m. the night of my release party. His expression was better than the candy.

Dawson opens the door. “Roman? Ten minutes. Jen is here to help with wardrobe.”

Jen has her hair down now and it frames her face. She reminds me of someone, but I can’t think who. She notices me staring and shyly pushes a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Hi. I’m here to undress you. I mean, dress you. I mean, help you with whatever.”

I realize she looks like pigtails Jen and shrug it off. I’m tired. Too many people in my house and too much thinking about a certain ponytail. “I’ve got it. How many changes of clothes can I expect today?”

“Um, there’s this one, the diary room outfit, and then the one for dinner. Then I think you’re done.”

“I sigh. “Give me a second to change.”

She nods and closes the door slowly as she exits. I can only assume it’s to see as much as possible. I feel bad. Maybe I should flash her a little bare ass, so she has something to fantasize about at night. Pulling my shirt off over my head, I remember I don’t want to encourage her. She’s cute and I would have banged her a few months ago without a second thought, but these days I find myself more drawn to tough-as-nails women with smart mouths and freckles.

I gaze at the monitor as Reed picks invisible lint from her pants. I wonder why she does it. Is it because she’s nervous, thinking, or does she have cheap clothing?

I’m pulling on ripped blue jeans when Dawson knocks. “Five minutes, Roman, and you’re on.”

I rub my hands together. Shit’s about to get fun.
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Crap. I wonder if I got enough information. I wish we could talk to each other and compare notes. It’s times like this when allies are really appealing. Tori gazes at me, eyes wide, from across the forum and I wonder what she knows that I don’t. Damn, I don’t like uncertainty. I like facts and right now I wish I had more of them.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we appreciate your patience as we set up. Please continue to remain silent and sit tight. It should only be a few more minutes.”

Esto walks over to Bryce after making the announcement, and they dive into deep conversation. I try to read their lips. I think I make out diary room, and I swallow hard. This had to be a challenge. I review what I learned about Roman today and attempt to remember the stuff I read online, assuming the internet stuff is even true.

“Okay everyone, filming is about to start. Grab your seats and remember to smile,” Esto says, patting Bryce on the back. Esto whispers to a camera operator and heads to the curtain behind the throne. Leaning slightly in my chair, I notice light when Esto pulls the draperies aside. I would love to see what they see for once.

“In three… two… one….”

Bryce smiles as he strolls the perimeter of the room. “Welcome back to The Praetorian. We’ve assembled the contestants in the forum. It’s time we find out what that party was all about. I defer to our head judge and protection expert, Jean Paul Beck.”

Jean Paul darts down the steps near the tapestries on the side of the room in a slight jog and stops in the center of the half circle we’ve formed with our tables.

“Thank you, Bryce. As I mentioned before, being an EPO is about knowing your principal. It’s about knowing their routines, their visitors, and their likes and dislikes. It’s being ready at any given moment for the one thing that seems to be out of the ordinary. Let me give you an example.”

Beck moves the side of the circle and the camera follows him. One is fixed on me as well. I do a double take and then refocus on Beck. I’m instantly reminded that my every move is being watched and judged. It’s like the cameras the police officers have to wear. It seems like it’s for the public’s safety, but it’s really for our own. I need to appear confident at all times, like I’ve had to do on the force. It’s not easy to rise up the ranks as a female in a male-dominated profession.

Beck continues. “While I was working personal security for a well-known criminal defense attorney about ten years ago, his assistant brought him his mail. This wasn’t abnormal. It was a daily occurrence. But there was one letter that remained sealed. It was customary for the assistant to open everything. I stopped my principal and asked him to move away from the desk. He stood immediately, and I called the assistant back into the room. The assistant was nowhere to be found. Carefully collecting the mail, I moved the suspicious letter out to the patio and contacted the police. The envelope was unmarked except for the word Confidential. In short, the assistant had been paid to deliver what can only be described as enough powder to take down the entire room.”

Beck raises his leg on a step, revealing the brown leather of what I assume to be a gun holster. The fact that he’s armed stirs feelings of unpreparedness in me. I don’t like being weaponless. It makes me feel vulnerable and there’s nothing I hate more.

“As an EPO your job is to know your principal, his regular contacts, his staff, and his habits. Everyone is always a suspect and you can never have too much information. Today you had the opportunity to meet with various people from Roman’s past and present. Although we told you this wasn’t a challenge, you should know by now, nothing is as it seems. In the next few moments, you will each have the opportunity to ask Roman two questions in the privacy of the diary room. Choose those questions wisely. The questions you ask and the answers you receive could make or break you in this game. After you meet with Roman, you will meet with me. I have a series of questions you will also answer. One or more of you will be going home tonight.”

I tense as a collective sigh comes from the group. Bryce steps forward with a large red velvet sack. “There are ten of you and ten numbers in this bag. Number one will head to the diary room where Roman is waiting. Once that contestant leaves the room, the person with number two will enter and so forth. Obviously, there is a benefit to drawing a higher number. May the luck of the Romans be with you.”

Bryce approaches Cedric, since he’s on the end. I’m glad he didn’t start with Logan this time. I thank my lucky stars Bryce was standing on this side of the room.

“Please pick a tile and hold it up for the room to see,” Bryce instructs.

Cedric reaches into the bag. He glances at the number, smiles, and holds up a tile. “Lucky number eight.”

Matt squirms. Naya glances at Logan. I’m guessing she’s trying to figure out her odds, since she’s second to last.

I reach in and take the first tile I feel. When I see the number on it, I want to scream “Fuck,” but all eyes are on me so instead I feign excitement and display the tile. “Number one.” Akio cracks a smile and Raul cringes. “Looks like I’ll be setting the standard.”

Bryce moves to Raul and I stop paying attention to the drawing of numbers. My mind races with questions for Roman. Why are you such a douchebag? Where you always this arrogant? If you were an animal, what would you be?

“Reed? Reed?”

I don’t hear him the first time, but Bryce’s movement grabs my attention.

He smiles kindly. “Looks like you’re first. Please make your way to the diary room.”

I was so quick to feel lucky when Bryce started with Logan and now look at me. Maybe luck doesn’t really exist. My future has always been in my hands. It’s about being in the right place at the right time with the right set of skills. I know I have the skills, but time definitely isn’t on my side.

As I make my way to the diary room I take a deep breath. This is a game. I’m a detective. I’ve got this. I’m conducting an interview. It’s no different from any other day on the job.

Since I’ve never used the diary room and didn’t check it out during the tour, I have no idea what to expect. It’s dark inside and almost cozy. The first thing I notice is a long red couch that curves upward into a hook. On the couch is a single black pillow. The walls have different drawings of the Core Damage logo on them. They catch my attention and for a moment, I forget why I’m here. Then he clears his throat.

Swirling my head to the right, I see him sitting in a tall-backed chair with his arms crossed. He’s wearing faded, ripped blue jeans, brown leather boots that probably cost my rent for the month, and a white V-neck T-shirt. A tear on his thigh reveals toned, tanned skin and I feel like someone turned up the temperature in the room. I gaze at the tattoos lining his arms and the one that stretches up the side of his neck. He smirks, and I realize I’m staring. I hate myself immediately. Why does the room smell so good? Is that him? I decide it’s not, because he’s an asshole and assholes smell like turkey farts.

“Have a seat,” he says, gesturing to the couch. “There are two cameras in this room.” He motions to the one in the corner opposite him and then the stationary camera next to him. “We’re already filming. You have two questions to ask me. Make good choices.”

Taking my seat, I observe a pad of paper resting on his leg and wonder if he’s drawing, like Kurt, his previous guard, said he did.

What in the fuck am I supposed to ask him? I close my eyes briefly to collect my thoughts. This is about getting to know him. “If I were your personal guard, what might be some things you would expect me to know about you?”

He rolls his eyes and sighs. “Well, that’s a boring question if ever I heard one. I guess I shouldn’t have expected you to be creative or interesting. You are just a flatfoot after all. Right, Reed? I mean, Ms. Manning.”

What a jackass. There’s a moment between us I’d call a stare-down. He’s silently waiting for me to get angry and I decide not to let him see any emotion at all. I mimic his posture. It’s a technique I’ve used when interviewing suspects. As expected, he shifts back in his seat. I do the same. He nods. I nod back. He doesn’t like it and it gives me sick joy.

“Are you trying to intimidate me, Ms. Manning? That’s very unbecoming of a future employee.”

“May I withdraw the question and start over?” If he wants difficult, I’ll give it to him.

“I haven’t answered yet, so go ahead. I hope the next one is better thought out,” he states, crossing his arms over his chest once more.

I lean forward and gaze directly into his eyes. He’s an artist. A smug one, but no doubt he’s right-brained. He’s all about what makes him feel. “What is the one thing in your life that causes you the most pain?”

His eyes widen, and his Adam’s apple visibly moves as he swallows hard. His eyes fall briefly, then meet mine and darken. He’s almost angry. I’ve touched a nerve.

“I don’t like that question. Ask something else,” he says.

I don’t even try to hide my smile. “I believe you wanted more depth. You’re supposed to answer any question I have. Isn’t that right, Mr. Creed?”

His jaw tightens. Why am I acting this way with him? He’s not a criminal, yet I enjoy treating him like one. This feels so wrong, yet so right. It’s like a dance and I’m the fucking prima ballerina. I want an answer.

“One thing that causes me pain?” he asks as if he didn’t hear it correctly. I sigh like I’m bored.

“Interviews. Interviews cause me pain. Especially with reporters trying to get a scoop and snide, arrogant people who think they know me when they don’t. See, I’m a very private person. If you want to get to know me, then ask me about my music. My songs tell you everything you need to know.”

“I didn’t say one thing that causes you pain. I said the thing that causes you the most pain,” I clarify. “I highly doubt interviews are the most painful thing in your life.” I sense I may be pushing myself right out of this game, but I will not back down from a challenge and he didn’t answer my question. He asked for it and he’s getting it.

He takes a deep breath and I think his eyes even soften. “I live with a lot of regret. It eats me up inside. Every second of every day. Next question.”

He gazes at the clock on the wall and there’s something about his discomfort that makes me feel guilty. I shouldn’t have strong-armed him like that. Whatever he’s referring to is big. I can feel it. It’s hidden behind his cocky exterior, but it’s there. He’s in a lot of pain. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I was staring into my own eyes. I see myself in him and suddenly I like him a little more and myself a little less for pushing him.

I’m supposed to get as much info as I can, but I don’t want to ask any more hard questions. I don’t want to see that look in his eyes anymore. I want the smirk back. What’s the opposite of pain?

“What’s the one thing that gives you the most pleasure?” I ask.

He smiles bigger than I’ve ever seen, and my cold heart feels a flicker of warmth. Is it possible I get more gratification from his happiness than one-upping him? That’s not me at all. I look away. I refuse to like him.

He clears his throat to draw my attention. “I take pleasure in finding beauty in things that often go unnoticed by others.”

He’s excited. He likes this question and I feel like a teacher placed a gold star on my spelling test.

“For example, do you see the curve in the couch behind you?” He traces that curve in the air as if he’s touching it, but for some reason it feels as if he’s touching me.

“It reminds me of the soft curve of a woman’s hips when she’s lying in my bed. When she’s asleep and she thinks I’m not paying attention. But I do pay attention. I watch the way she moves: the way her chest lifts when she breathes and the way her eyes dance when she wakes and sees how I’m staring at her.”

Wow. When his words come from his heart, it sounds like a song. I can’t help but picture myself lying naked in his bed as he sketches the curve of my hips. I picture Kate and Leonardo in Titanic and realize I’m getting sidetracked. Aware I’m gaping at him, I close my mouth. He doesn’t seem to notice; he’s too caught up in his thoughts.

“Women are the most beautiful thing in the world and each one of them is a work of art. They are meant to be appreciated and adored. Their bodies are perfection, no matter where their curves lie or how many of them there are.”

He pauses to study me. I make direct eye contact, though I really want to blush and look away. I won’t look affected. I won’t.

“But there are some women who force you to look beyond their outer beauty, because they don’t want people to notice or look at them, or see who they really are inside.”

Is he talking about me? No. He doesn’t know me. I’m not that transparent.

He leans forward in his seat and suddenly feels too close. “Even though you see something special about them on the outside, chances are there’s even more beauty when you break through to what’s really in their heart. The ones who make you work hard are usually worth fighting for. They’re also the ones that make you hard.”

And there he is. Is this all about his dick? There’s a moment of silence until he breaks it.

“Your two questions have been asked.”

That’s it. I’ve gained absolutely nothing from this interview. Defeated, I stand to leave.

“Wait,” he says sincerely. Flipping the switch on the camera next to him, he stands to get the one on the wall.

He takes a step toward me and our eyes meet. He tucks a strand of loose hair behind my ear. My breath hitches. What’s happening?

“I’m only going to tell you what I think you don’t already know.”

I nod, although I don’t understand.

“No one gets to me unless they get past Dawson, my head of security. He checks everyone out. I’ve recorded six CDs, but I’m most proud of Annihilation. It’s not only because it won awards, but also because I drew the cover art. Almost no one knows that. All the art in the house is my own work. I draw and paint to release stress. I’ve done it since I was a kid. I was and am a spoiled rotten rich kid to my core, but my family is as dysfunctional as they come. I have a love/hate relationship with water and I go for a jog almost every single day.”

He opens the door and I push it closed. “Why did you tell me all that?”

“I haven’t been fair to you. I know I come across like a jerk, but you bring that out of me. If it helps, you should know that usually only happens when I like someone.”

His walls are down, and I think I might actually be seeing the real Roman for once. He stuffs his hands in his pockets and waits uncomfortably for a response.

I’m not sure what comes over me. Maybe it’s the softness in his eyes that I didn’t see before. Maybe it’s the way his voice calms and excites me all at once, or maybe it’s the way he’s looking through me. Without thinking, and acting purely on emotion, which I never allow, I lift on my toes, and press my lips to his.

As soon as we touch, I realize what I’m doing and with whom. The color drains from my face, and I open my eyes. He’s staring at me, completely dumbfounded. He hasn’t moved a muscle.

“Fuck me,” I say, pulling back.

“Is that an interjection or an invitation?”

I choose to ignore it purely out of embarrassment. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know why I did that.”

“It’s okay,” he says in a soothing tone.

I know I’ve crossed a line. “I’ve never ever been so unprofessional in my life. I am so sorry. I swear to you it will never happen again.” I make an X over my heart for emphasis.

He licks his lips. “It happens all the time.”

Great. Now he thinks I’m a groupie. I shake my head and open the door.

“Wait! That’s not what I meant,” he says as I leave.

I am the biggest idiot in the history of idiots. I will never ever be able to look at him, or myself, again.




[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

I am a raging moron. The woman who’s been the star of my dreams kissed me and I froze. I never freeze. Hadn’t I been staring at her mouth the entire time she spoke?

Somehow I remain professional through the rest of the questions, even when Kari gets a little flirty. Her question about the type of woman that turns me on threw me off. I manage to not describe Reed, even though I want to use her as my example. Bobby impresses me with his out-of-the-box question regarding people I’ve cut from my life and why. No one goes too far and I’m able to tell them only what I want them to know. That’s how I roll.

JP watches my sessions and I’m viewing his from the comfort of my dressing room. Esto, Dawson, and JP came up with the questions for the first challenge. There was something each person in the tent knew about me they were supposed to find out. The person with the fewest correct answers will get cut tonight.

I’m still working out the phrasing for the show. Esto wants me to say something like “The principal has spoken. You’ve failed the forum,” but I don’t like it. I need to think.

I’m a little worried when Reed gets her turn in the diary room with JP. Knowing how professional she tries to be, I’m concerned she may try to get herself kicked out of the game for kissing me, but she’s the picture of control. She doesn’t flinch once with JP. She knows even more about me than I thought she did. I’m thrown when she says she doesn’t know what my biggest accomplishment is or what I’m most proud of. I gave that one to her. She’s got scruples and I although I respect it, it also pisses me off. What the fuck? I went out of my way for her.

After the diary room meetings are complete, the contestants break for lunch. Esto, JP, and I eat in private in the forum to discuss the scores.

“Akio has the lowest score,” Esto admits.

“I’m not surprised. He’s too self-involved to pay attention to anyone other than himself.”

“But,” Esto continues, raising a finger to me, “I like the conflict between him and Bobby. Their banter adds comic relief and a bit of tension. I’d rather not cut Akio until there’s more drama.”

“Really, Esto? Is that what this show is about?” JP asks.

“No, of course not, but you have to admit his questions with Roman showed higher-level thinking. That alone is a good enough reason to give him another shot.”

“I’m starting to see how this whole thing is going to work, and I’m not sure I like it,” I reply.

Esto swivels to face me. He wipes the corner of his mouth with a napkin as JP crunches loudly on a chip. “I understand your concern, Roman, but the fact is, the more drama we have, the more viewers we get. The more viewers we have, the more people talk about the show. And the more people talk about the show, the more they discuss you and your music.”

“I see where your head is, Roman, but I can also see Esto’s point. Let’s put him in the bottom three. Maybe he’ll realize he almost went home and he’ll step it up,” JP says. “If he does poorly in the next round then he’s out. Deal?”

They both turn to me. I shrug. “Fine.”

As the meeting ends, we agree on the process for voting and I run an idea by Esto for my signature line. Surprisingly he loves it. “Sick” is how I believe he describes it. I do have a way with words. Sometimes. Unless a feisty cop has her lips on mine and then apparently I’m speechless.

What a day. It’s only 1:00 p.m. and there’s still so much to do. After a short walk around the grounds, I return to my dressing room and find Jen sitting at the desk.

She spins to face me and smiles awkwardly. If she had a trademark look, that would be it.

“What are you doing here?” I ask her.

“Waiting for you. I need to get you ready.”

“I understand that, but who let you in?”

“Dawson. Then he left. Did I do something wrong?”

Her knee bounces and she bites her lip. I know I make her nervous, so I choose my words carefully. “You didn’t do anything wrong, but in the future, I’d prefer if you weren’t here alone without Dawson or me present. I’m a very private person and I consider this part of my space.”

“I’m so sorry, Mr.… I mean Roman. It won’t happen again. Dawson couldn’t stay. Something happened, and he ran off.” She points at the cameras. “He took off to the west wing. You know… your other space?”

My heart constricts. I lean over Jen, locate him, and zoom in on his face. Is that worry I see? I fly out the door and my sprint quickly turns into a full run. I see blurs of shocked faces as I rush by the crew and contestants, but I don’t care. Something must be wrong. He never runs unless there’s an emergency.

I take the stairs two at a time and find three guards and Dawson convening in the hall. “What happened? What’s wrong?” I shout.

Dawson places a hand on my chest to hold me back. He whispers, “Everything’s fine. I would have come to get you if—”

“What happened?” I’m still yelling. Pushing his hand away, I stride down the hall. Dawson charges after me. The door is unlocked, and it causes me physical pain as I push on the cold hard wood.

She’s clearly shaken as she gazes up at me from the floor. She manages to smile, but she’s as white as a ghost and scrubbing the carpet near the bed. I steal a glance at the bed and see blood and vomit.

The weight of it drops me to my knees.

She skootches over to me and lifts my chin so that I’m looking her in the eyes. “There was a slight problem, but it’s all good now. I needed help this time, so I had to call for a guard. They called Dawson. Her eyes shift to glance behind me and I know he’s there. “I’m cleaning up now and in a little while everything will be right as rain. It’s the same thing that happened last month. We knew this could happen from time to time, but it’s under control. See for yourself.”

Rising from my knees, I make my way to the bed. Over the years, I’ve learned what to look for and everything is as it should be. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and let my fears slip away with the release of air from my lungs. “You shouldn’t have to clean this up. I have people,” I say when she bends back down to wipe the floor.

“I’m fine. It’s fine,” she says with another, brighter smile. “I’m glad you came to check. You had to see if with your own eyes, didn’t you?”

I nod and feel Dawson’s hand on my shoulder. I turn to leave, not saying another word. Natalie knows how I get when I’m scared, and she knows Dawson has me.

He closes and locks the door behind us as we head down the hall. As soon I get to the stairwell, I realize what I’ve done.

At least ten pairs of eyes are looking at me from the bottom of the stairs. Cameras are rolling, and my rage grows.

As if on cue, Dawson speaks. “Nothing to see here, folks. Turn those cameras off right now,” he shouts, pointing to the cameramen, who surprisingly listen and pull away.

“We have a show to do. Back to your seats please.” Esto acts as if what occurred is an everyday thing. He calmly ushers the contestants back into the room like they’re a herd of cattle. He glances at me nervously before disappearing into the forum. What was once my personal space just became my personal secret.

“Dawson, I’m going to need a reason I ran up the stairs and it better be good.”
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The detective in me wants answers. My mind races with possible scenarios as I make a mental list of the facts.

Roman runs through the forum, almost knocking over a camera or two. Esto is the next out the door, followed by JP, then Cedric. We all follow. Roman shouts, “What happened?” at least twice as he rushes out of sight. Esto and JP whisper to each other, concern etched all over their faces.

Out of the corner of my eye I see movement. A man in a trench coat is being ushered down the hall. He’s unfamiliar, but a guard I’ve seen before is leading him out or maybe in. What the hell?

Roman appears at the top of the stairs and I think he’s pissed. Glancing around, I notice we’re two people short. Logan and Kari aren’t here. When I go back into the forum, I realize they’re still in their seats. Bryce is there as well. Why didn’t they come with us? What did I miss?

“We promised you twists at every turn and boy, do we deliver!” Esto says with a smile, clapping his hands together. “I hope you enjoyed your lunch. We’re about to get to the results. Two more minutes!”

I did enjoy my lunch, actually. Bobby kept Tori and I entertained with his impression of Jean Paul during his interview. After he left, Tori and I compared notes. She found out from Naya that Roman’s ex-girlfriend was there. I guess she wanted a commitment from him and he ran. Tori also told me she spoke with Roman’s driver. Roman has six cars in his garage, two motorcycles, and a boat which he’s never used. The driver said he didn’t know why he had it but it was called Moby Dick. I thought boats were supposed to be named after girls. Why Moby Dick? Was it the whale or the dick he was referring to? Tori said the driver didn’t know either.

I told Tori about the guard I spoke with. I basically told her everything I knew, except the stuff about Roman breaking his hand by punching a wall. I don’t know why, but I decided to keep that for me. Maybe we both have tempers.

As I’m recalling the details in my head, Raul plops down in the seat next to me and winks. I smile awkwardly.

“You know,” he begins, “they could have put better cushions on these chairs, considering all the time we spend in them. My ass hurts.”

I chuckle. “Thanks for mentioning it. Now mine hurts too.”

“It should. You don’t have as much cushion on yours as I do.”

“Some people would call that muscle, not cushion,” I respond.

“Oh, so you’ve been looking at my muscle?”

I roll my eyes and he laughs. “How do you think you did? I wanted to ask you at lunch, but Tori was hoarding you.”

“I don’t know. Okay, I suppose, but there were a few that stumped me. How about you?”

“I’m pretty sure I aced it,” he says, folding his hands behind his head. His arm muscles flex and I give them a second look.

“Keep that up and you’ll be giving Creed a run for his money.”

“How’s that?” he asks, leaning closer.

“The cocky attitude,” I whisper. “Don’t let him rub off on you.” I nudge him with my elbow and garner a half-grin from Cedric, who appears to be listening.

“Well that depends,” Raul states. “Do you like cocky attitudes? Because if you don’t, then—”

“And what if I do?”

“Then I’m as arrogant as they come.”

Shaking my head, I say, “I prefer the confident side of cockiness. I’ve met enough conceited people to last me a lifetime.”

“Attention please. Here we go.” Esto counts us down, then points at Bryce.

“Welcome back to The Praetorian, the show where you can never let your guard down.” Bryce moves to the forum center and the camera follows him. Although I’m watching Bryce, I can feel Raul’s eyes on me. I’m not sure if that was flirting on his part or just conversation. I steal a glance at him and he smiles at me. I guess he was flirting. Do I like him? Do I want him to like me? I did just kiss Roman. Ugh. I’m going to allow myself one stupid act per lifetime, I guess I’m covered now.

“The last time we saw our contestants, they were in closed-door interviews. How do you think they did? Who’s your favorite? Make your predictions online and you could win tickets to the finale. Let’s listen in on the contestants at lunch.”

“And cut,” Esto yells. “Reposition.”

Bryce moves to the steps near the throne and waits for the signal. “As you can see there’s more going on than meets the eye. Some of our contestants learned more than others, but who? I think we’re ready for the results. How did they do? Who passed the test and who failed miserably? Let’s get your results from the man himself, your principal, Roman Creed.”

Spotlights flicker white and red as the main lights darken. “Returns a King” plays again. This song. I break out in chills as the voices fill the room. Roman guards stomp their way from the back doors to the front of the room in time with the music, ending near the throne. They bang their spears on the ground and back away, revealing Roman sitting on the throne. I didn’t even see him come into the room. His shirt is black now, but I’d know those jeans anywhere. The music slowly fades but continues to play softly as he speaks.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it seems some of you are taking this game more seriously than others. To a few of you, this may be only a job or a check, but this is my life. If you don’t want to be here, you should make my job a lot easier and leave now.”

Who the hell pissed him off? Someone must have scored really poorly for him to be this mad. What if he’s pissed at me from earlier? Or maybe it has to do with why he flew up the stairs. I need to know what happened. I’ll figure it out. I love a good mystery.

He stands. “Every one of these challenges is a means to an end. There are traits my EPO must have, and each test is designed to see what you are capable of. In this challenge, your job was to get to know me. Some of you put in the effort and impressed the hell out of me, and some of you, well…”

He sits down on the throne and pierces his lips in his fingers. “When I call your name, please move to the lighted spot, center stage.”

The lights turn red over the center of the forum and the music stops. Here we go.

“Raul Martinez.”

Raul stands as a light appears on the floor in the shape of the shield the roman guards are holding. As Raul moves toward it, the guards pound their spears on the floor in unison.

“Tori Johnson and Logan Porter.”

They take their places in a similar fashion, standing on their own lights, the placement of which seems to be random. “Cedric Calloway and Bobby McNeal.” More stomping.

Two more lights appear, almost dead center. Shit. Am I going home?

“Reed Manning.”

I stand and straighten my shirt. I’m in front of Cedric and Bobby, but dead center on my own.

“Kari Haston.”

Kari stands in front of me and to my left.

“Akio Goro, Naya Moore, and Matt Xavier.”

We’re all standing on lighted shields now.

“If your light stays out after the drums have ended, you are safe and have the highest score for this challenge. Today’s champion will receive a medallion to wear around his or her neck. This medallion will give you immunity in the next challenge, but you still need to impress me or face the consequences. No one is beyond reproach.”

Roman stands and scowls. “Our champion is…” The lights under us flicker and flash in time with the drums. Mine goes out and comes back on again. The drums start slow and then pick up in speed until everyone’s lights are flashing at the same time.

Then suddenly, they stop. My light is on. I look forward and back and see Raul’s light is off. He smiles brightly as the group claps for him. Bryce places the gold medallion around his neck. The material holding the medallion is red, but the gold has an imprint on it. I can’t see what it says from here.

“Raul, it seems you’re someone to watch. Please take your seat and thank you for doing your job.”

As Raul sits, I’m suddenly uneasy. Maybe I should have used the info Roman gave me to answer the questions in my interview with Jean Paul. No, I did the right thing. I won’t be given an unfair advantage in this game because he feels bad for being tough on me. I can take tough. What I can’t take is smoldering eyes and sincerity. I prefer asshole Roman. Nice Roman makes me do stupid things.

“The shields under your feet will turn off in random order. When your light turns off, take your seat. You are safe for now. Three of you are at the bottom. One of you will go back to your seat, and the other two will have to fight to show they belong.”

Roman takes his seat on the throne and places a leg over one arm. He’s never worn light-colored jeans in here before and I’m closer than usual. I think I see a bulge in his pants. No… look away, Reed, look away. Stay away from the light. Do not go into the light.

The drums begin again, and the guards pound their spears in time. One by one people take their seats. First back is Bobby, then Tori, Cedric, then… oh thank goodness, me.

I breathe a sigh of relief. The drums end and the lights shine down over Akio, Matt, and Naya. Holy hell. Matt’s in the bottom. I remember my bet with myself. If he goes home, I don’t have to add a mile to my run, but I kinda like him now, so I feel bad. Even though I haven’t really spoken to him, he seems like a decent person.

“One of you is safe, but let me say this. You haven’t impressed me. Remember why you’re here and step it up. If you’re going to work for me, I expect to see more effort and more focus. The person who is safe from this elimination and can take their seat is…”

His eyes move from one person to the next. Cameras are trained on each person and one on Roman. Everyone is watching Roman and it’s so quiet I’m afraid I’m breathing too loudly.

“Akio Goro, you are safe. Naya and Matt, you’ve been caught off guard. One of you will be safe and the other is headed home. Use this time wisely. Your fellow contestants will have a chance to vote for you to stay. I hope you made friends.”

Bryce stands between Naya and Matt and turns them to face us. Naya looks pissed. Matt looks worried. I think it says a lot about their character.

“Naya and Matt, at 7:00 this evening, we’ll meet back here in the forum, where you’ll have the chance to make your final arguments. Use this time wisely.” He pats them on their backs. “Who will it be? The army officer from Ohio or the bouncer from Pennsylvania? Make sure you keep watching. Surprises always await you on The Praetorian.”

“And cut.” Esto’s voice booms over the loud speaker. “Contestants, please remain seated. Extras, thank you. You’re dismissed. Please return your gear to the costume department.”

The crew claps as the guards remove their helmets and relax their posture. A couple of guards turn to Roman. His eyes are fixed on the floor, but as soon as they catch his attention, his hand extends, and he smiles. He stands and says a few words to them. I’d like to hear what he has to say. I’d kill for another chance to ask him questions right now. My curiosity is bubbling like a pot on the stove.

“Well that was cray-cray.” Tori steps in front of me, blocking my view of Roman.

I gaze at her, slightly annoyed, and then check myself. “It really was. Thank God we’re safe.”

“Right?” Tori turns to Raul. “Congrats on your win. Don’t get used to that medal around your neck. It’ll be finding a permanent place on mine soon enough.”

Raul smirks. “Oh, I don’t know about that. I think it looks mighty fine right where it is. It’s heavy. I’m not sure your dainty neck could handle the weight. Oh, and”—he leans in as if to whisper—“you kinda need to earn it.”

“If you got the gold, how come there ain’t no silver or bronze?” Bobby interjects.

He’s something else.

“That shit real?” Bobby asks, pointing to Raul’s medal.

“I think so. It feels heavy,” Raul responds.

“Uh-uh-uh!” Bobby steps back and places his hands on his hips. “That’s some fine-looking bling you got there, man. Let me know if you want me to guard it for you.”

Raul and he pound fists and explode their fingers. “I think I got it covered.”

“You better sleep with that shit under your pillow. Ain’t no locks on these doors.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s because we’re all trustworthy,” Tori adds. “Why would they lock the doors? We’re professionals.”

“Yeah, course we are,” Bobby says with a wink.

“Could we have your attention please?” Bryce asks. “We’re going to break now. The afternoon is yours. Feel free to use the diary and exercise rooms, roam the grounds within limits, and use the pool. We ask that you arrive at dinner at 5:30 p.m. dressed in the clothes you’re currently wearing. Oh, and before you leave, Roman would like to say a few words.”

Everyone turns to face him. He has our undivided attention.

“First I’d like to apologize for my disruption earlier today. We thought there was a security breach in the west wing and my prized guitar had been stolen. Turns out it hadn’t been returned to its proper place. I like things in order if you didn’t know that about me by now. So again, my apologies for my overreaction. Please enjoy the rest of your afternoon.”

He makes zero eye contact with me. It’s as if I’m invisible. He vanishes backstage.

“Smells like trout,” Cedric whispers to me.

I know exactly what he means. That story was as fishy as they come.
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“Do you think they bought it?” I ask as Dawson closes my office door.

“Nope.”

I sigh as I fall into the chair. “Fucking son of a bitch.”

“Why didn’t you tell them your personal alarm went off in the office, like I told you?”

“I didn’t like it. Wouldn’t they have heard it? I thought my idea was better.”

“Nope.” He says again and leans on the back wall.

“Now what do I do?”

Dawson shrugs. “We’ll increase security at all the entrances to the west wing and pretend it’s business as usual. Stick with your story and own it. It’s all we can do.”

A fist pounds on the door, causing Dawson to jump. “Who’s there?”

“It’s Clark. I need to see Roman right now!”

I wish I could escape the room. I forgot to enjoy my peace and quiet while he was gone.

Dawson reluctantly opens the door.

“What the hell happened today?”

“Nice to see you too, Clark. You missed me? Aw, that’s really sweet of you.”

“Let me get this straight.” He counts things on his fingers as he says them. “You argue with Esto and JP this morning, making us seem completely unprofessional. You change your lines in the script. You cause a scene in front of everyone, creating a zillion and a half questions for me to deal with, and you make up a dumb, unbelievable story too?”

I glance up at the ceiling and teeter my head. “You forgot that I yelled at my makeup girl, shouted in the hall, and smudged my eyeliner.” I lift my finger to my face and make sure it smears down my cheek.

“Roman, this is serious!”

I prop my feet on the desk and shrug.

“I knew I should have stayed here today. The minute I leave, all hell breaks loose.”

I must be even more tired than I realize, because I laugh. He looks ridiculous. When he steps closer to me, I see a mustard stain on his shirt. It makes me laugh even harder. I picture him having lunch with big executives and dropping part of his hot dog or burger down his shirt. My stomach starts to hurt. There are tears in my eyes. I glance at Dawson and actually see his lips curl. What a fucking day. What a fucking life.

Clark’s shoulders slump. “You’re a child.”

My laughter stops abruptly. “What did you say?”

His eyes widen.

I stand and stalk toward him. “You want to know how my day was, Clark? It was fucking awful. The person I value most in this world could have died and I’m sorry if I didn’t handle it the way you would have liked. But you know what? It’s my life. This show is a fucking waste of it and if you think I need to be babysat by anyone, especially you, there’s the fucking door. Get the fuck out of my house. I may not always do what you want me to do, but I’m not a fucking child and I don’t need a fucking parent.”

“Calm down,” Clark says, raising his hands in the air.

He didn’t say what I think he said, did he? Those words are my least favorite in the world. Did telling someone to calm down ever actually make them calm down? I turn my head to Dawson who is shaking his. He knows.

I pick up the stapler on my desk and throw it at the wall. It smashes into fragments and then I’m out the door.

“Roman, wait…” Clark yells.

I don’t know where I’m going, but I need to get out of this house and fast. I wipe my eyes with my shirt to remove the stupid eyeliner I smudged for emphasis. The guards immediately stand in anticipation as I race past them and down the stairs. I hear my name and ignore it.

“Roman? Roman, can you hold on? I want to talk to you.”

Is that Reed? I can’t talk to her right now. I’m too aggravated. She chases at my heels.

“Are we going somewhere? Because I’ll follow you until you stop.”

I hop down the stairs and right out the front door. Maybe she gave up. She’s not directly behind me anymore. Dawson is close by. He always is. Maybe he can tell her to leave me alone.

I slam the door and go straight to the fountain in the middle of the yard. Oh look, there’s a cameraman here too. He must not know what I did to the one who’s suing me when he pissed me off.

“Get the fuck out of my face,” I tell him.

He doesn’t move. I hear two sets of footsteps approaching fast behind me.

“He’s just doing his job,” she says. “If you’re mad at me, take it out on me, not him.”

I whirl around. “Why in the fuck would I be mad at you?”

“For, um, earlier.” She gazes at the cameraman and then behind her, where Dawson is waiting. Her eyes dance from person to person and then she purses her lips at me as if to beg me not to make her say it out loud in front of them.

Damn, she’s pretty. She pleads with me with her eyes not to embarrass her and for a moment, I forget why I was mad at anyone.

“Earlier?” I feign confusion. “You mean for making me wait for a decent question?”

She smiles, and it does something to me. I’m not pissed anymore about anything. Nothing is wrong with the world. It’s fucking perfect and so is she.

Dawson rubs the back of his neck and then speaks into his headpiece. “Patch is on the front lawn.”

Reed gives him a look. “Patch?”

I whisper. “Guards usually have a special name for their principal. Dawson calls me Patch because there have been a lot of holes in my walls that needed to be fixed.”

“Good to know. I guess I’ll need a name for you too.”

“I’m guessing you already have one.”

“I have several,” she says, dropping her hands below her waist, one over the other in typical guard form.

“You’ll have to tell me sometime, but right now I need a walk.”

“Good. Me too. Where are we going?”

“We aren’t going anywhere. I’m going alone.”

“You’re never alone.”

“When I say alone, that includes Dawson.”

There’s movement behind her as a bunch of contestants strut out the doors and come toward me. Looks like I’m never going to be alone again.
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“We goin’ somewhere?” Bobby asks.

“I was about to walk the grounds. If you want to join me, that’s fine,” Roman announces.

“Were you out here alone with him?” Tori whispers as we walk through the grass toward the outer perimeter of Creed Manor. Raul moves in, I assume to hear my response.

“I followed him out of the house. I was hoping to ask him some questions about what happened earlier, but I haven’t had a chance.”

Matt and Akio have joined us as well. I don’t think Roman’s going to give me any answers right now, so I contemplate getting to know Matt a little better.

Raul places his hand on my back. Roman notices. He opens his mouth to say something and then doesn’t, making eye contact with Raul and then me. He smirks and raises his eyebrows. I instinctively move away from Raul’s reach.

First of all, Raul shouldn’t be touching me. I don’t like it. Second, I don’t like the way Creed smiled, like he thought there was something between Raul and me. Neither of these men know shit about me and I plan to keep it that way.

“Now that I have you alone, what do you all think about the game so far?” Roman asks.

Tori walks a little faster to get closer to him, leaving me toward the back by Raul. “I love it. Think you could give us a clue what’s going to happen next?”

Roman laughs. “I wish I could. I can tell you this. One person is definitely going home.”

Matt’s head droops. Tori says something else to Roman, but I’m more focused on Matt. “Hey,” I say to him as I catch up.

“Hey,” he says back, surprised to see me.

“Do you know what you’re going to say tonight to get people to vote for you?”

“Not a clue. Logan said he has my back, but that’s probably because we’re roommates. He and Kari are awfully chummy, and I know Kari and Naya are friends, so who knows. I don’t trust anyone.”

“I agree with you there. Everyone seems to have an agenda. Let me ask you this. Why do you think you ended up at the bottom?”

He sighs. “They said it wasn’t a challenge. I didn’t take it seriously. That was a huge mistake. I was so busy watching what everyone else was doing that I didn’t talk to enough people. Oh, and I have a little food addiction.”

At least he’s honest.

“I swear, if I see food in a room, I have to eat. I think it comes from growing up poor and hungry all the time. I had two brothers and if there was food and you didn’t act fast, you didn’t eat.”

I feel sad for him. I remember what it felt like to be hungry all the time and not be able to eat. “For me, it’s the opposite. I was always stressed and hungry at the same time, so sometimes I confuse the two and don’t eat when I’m upset.”

He smiles, and I realize we’re significantly falling behind the rest of the group.

“Whoa. We’d better catch up,” I say.

Eyeing the distance ahead and the distance back to the house, Matt pauses. “I think I’m going to head back and see if I can talk to Cedric. He’s been really nice to me. Maybe he can offer me some advice. Plus, exercise and I don’t get along.” His shoulders slump as he turns back toward the house.

I jog to catch up to the group.

“And that’s why I don’t like rabbits,” Roman says. Everyone laughs, and I’m pissed I didn’t hear what he was talking about.

“What did I miss?” I whisper to Raul.

He rolls his eyes. “Nothing good. Just this pompous ass talking about himself.”

That catches me off guard. Raul has seemed really professional up until now.

“In my culture, rabbits are a symbol of luck and longevity,” Akio says. “Rabbits are thought to be smart and resourceful. The year of the rabbit is one that brings good luck for people.”

“My experience with rabbits is that they make good stew,” Bobby says. Akio shakes his head. “What, you never had rabbit stew? I thought you ate anything that moved. You know dogs, rats…”

“Ignorant men believe all they hear.”

“You callin’ me ignorant?” Bobby asks defensively. The camera operators have their work cut out for them. The one that was with Roman was lucky two more followed the group out of the house.

“Who’s up for a little game?” Roman asks, clapping his hands together loudly. I imagine it’s to deter a fight and I for one am grateful. “I’m a runner. I’m curious which of you can keep up with me.”

“I’m game,” Tori adds. “What do we win?”

“How about dinner with me? Alone.”

His eyes meet mine when he says alone and adrenaline courses through me like fire. I’d get to ask all kinds of questions. I’m pissed I’m in flats and not tennis shoes, but what choice do I have.

“Let’s do it!” Bobby shouts.

Raul stretches his calves by pulling his good leg up behind him.

“You’re in boots,” Akio says, pointing to Roman’s feet. “Not a smart running choice.”

“True, but in my line of work, you have to be prepared to run in anything. Fast. And you have to stay with me. A bodyguard never leaves his principal.”

Roman purses his lips as he makes eye contact with Dawson. I wonder if there’s a story there.

With a quick glance around at everyone, Roman takes off in a full run.

“Fuck,” Bobby shouts and sprints after him. Dawson is at Roman’s back. He’s obviously done this before.

I take off a full run. Damn these shoes, I want that dinner. Raul is fast. I bet he had to do a lot of running in the military, but shit. He’s faster than me and has an artificial leg on top of it. Akio doesn’t run at all. What the hell is his problem?

Tori is neck and neck with me. I can see her out of the corner of my eye. She keeps glancing over to see where I am, which is her downfall. She almost trips several times, watching me instead of focusing on the prize.

I pass her easily and catch up to Bobby. He’s out of breath but still pushing hard. Raul stumbles. The team player in me wants to help him, but the competitor in me wants to win even more.

Raul is alongside me again almost immediately. My feet hurt like hell. I promise myself to wear shoes I can run in from here on out.

“That all you got, Manning?” he asks.

Roman is directly in front of us. Dawson runs alongside him. He’s barely broken a sweat and seems to be listening.

“You don’t know shit about me, Martinez. Maybe you should stop thinking about me so much and focus on Creed.”

Roman picks up speed and Raul and I take off too. Right before we get back to the house, Roman stops suddenly and Raul and I pass him by. Bobby stops along side of him and they walk forward together.

Roman holds Bobby’s hand in the air. “This is about me, remember?” Roman says directly to us. “You may want to beat each other, but I come first. Always. Or else you don’t keep me safe.”

I bend at the waist to catch my breath, defeated. Fuck, I don’t like to lose. Tori comes up next to me and bumps me with her hips. I lose my footing and fall to the ground.

“Shit. Sorry. You okay?” she asks, offering me a hand up.

“Yeah, fine.” My pants are now dirty on top of sweaty. I’m supposed to wear them tonight for the results too. Fucking A. I wonder if there’s a place I can wash them.

Roman is speaking with Bobby and the rest of the group as I go into the house alone. I’m pissed at myself and I need water.

I head directly to the kitchen, where three cooks are busy chopping and mixing what I assume will be our dinner.

“Water?” I ask.

An older woman motions me to the fridge. I take a bottle of water and chug it, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. They stare at me for a moment and then go back to work.

“Um, excuse me, can anyone tell me where I might be able to wash my pants? I need them clean for tonight.”

They glance back and forth at each other and no one speaks. Do they not speak English? What the hell.

The elderly woman wipes her hands on a towel and gestures for me to follow her. She takes me down the hall past the bathroom I’d used this morning and into a large laundry room.

“You’ll have to stay here until they’re done and move fast. No one is supposed to be back here,” she says in a nervous whisper. I nod. “Do you know how to use the washer?” she asks. “I need to get back to the kitchen.

“I’ve got it. Thank you so much.”

As soon as she leaves, I slip off my shoes. Under my left big toe, a large blister is forming. I unbutton my slacks. Before I slide them off, I decide I’d better check the room first.

Glancing left and right, I don’t see anything that resembles a camera and I know no one comes down this far. I open cabinets until I find detergent. Baby soap? Why in the hell is there baby soap here? I grab the Tide next to it and poor a small amount into the washer. Assuming I’m safe, I pull my pants down my legs and toss them in the washer, opting for the quick cycle.

I make myself comfortable, sitting cross-legged on the cool floor.

This house and everything in it is an enigma. Everywhere I turn is another secret. If it’s a puzzle, you can be damn sure I’m going to find every piece.
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“Where did you go?” Tori asks when I return to my room, limping and shoeless. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

“What’s up?” I ask, avoiding the question.

“Come with me.”

I drop my shoes on the floor. She leads me down the hall and into Kari’s room. Naya and Logan are sitting on the bed.

“Found her,” Tori announces.

“Are you in this alliance or not?” Naya asks, crossing her arms.

All eyes turn to me. I want to say no, but I nod, curious to hear what she has to say. Is there any way she can be a bigger bitch?

“Cedric and Bobby will support me for obvious reasons. Now that you’re here, I’ll have six out of ten. Crusher needs to work on crushing his gut, ’cause he ain’t crushing this game.” She laughs and so do Kari and Logan. Tori and I make eye contact and she smiles apologetically.

“I need to jump in the shower. I’ll see you all at dinner,” I say, waving as I head to the door.

I hear her huff.

“Do you have something you want to say to me?” I ask her.

“Oh, so now you have a voice, mouse? The rest of us have been talking and we don’t think you belong in an alliance with us. You don’t fit. See, we’re a tough group and you’re too timid for us. If you don’t watch your attitude, we’re going to kick you to the curb.”

I start to laugh. Loudly. A full-on belly laugh. She’s fucking hysterical.

“Are you laughing at me?”

“Yep. Yes, I am. You’re a piece of work.”

“Like art,” Tori interjects and places a hand on Naya’s arm to appease her.

“Art, but only if it’s ridiculous and makes you laugh because it’s a paint-by-number that thinks it’s a Rembrandt.”

“You little bitch. Who the fuck do you think you are?” Naya fumes.

“I think I’m a fucking human being. You walk around like we’re lucky to be in your presence. Maybe if you treated people with a little respect and had an ounce of tact, you wouldn’t be at the bottom of the game, fighting for votes.”

“No one’s fighting for votes. I’ve got all I need without you. You’re out of the group. Now get your pathetic mousy ass out of my room.”

“I will take great pleasure when your ass gets kicked out tonight. I’d say it was nice knowing you, but that would be a lie.”

“Fuck you, cunt. You’d better watch your back.”

I wave my hand in the air as I leave. I hate people like Naya. She’s a bully and I don’t do bullies. I don’t need an alliance. From here on out, I vote what I feel, and I do what I want. No regrets, including kissing hot-ass men. I wonder where Raul went.




[image: ]

 

[image: ]

 

I wanted her to win, but damn, she was so worried about Raul, she stopped focusing on me. I demand to be number one with my guards, but also in general.

Bobby and I met for dinner. I like him. He makes me laugh and I need more laughter in my life.

I’m about to head down for the results when Dawson stops me. “I need to know if this is okay with you before I say anything to the staff.”

He hands me the iPad and closes my office door behind him. Curious, I press the play button and watch one of my cooks leads Reed out of the kitchen and down the hall to the laundry room. What the hell? Sitting on the edge of my desk, I watch her say something to Reed and point to the washer, then leave. What in the hell is Reed doing there? She fumbles with something in front of her. Her back is to the camera. I wish we had audio in there. I need to fix that. I never expected anyone to venture into that area of the house.

She stops whatever she’s doing and turns, looking around the room. She’s wondering if there’s a camera. I smirk. “Oh yes there is, babe, but it’s hidden in the picture on the wall. You keep looking.”

She opens cabinets. What is she looking for? I shake my head. She’s too damn curious for her own good. She holds up a bottle of Dreft soap and my stomach tightens. She stares at it and then puts it down. Dammit. She shouldn’t be there.

I’m about to yell for Dawson, when she starts the washing machine. She glances left and right again and then… I start to cough on my own spit as she slowly drops her pants to the floor. She’s wearing a pink lace thong and my dick twitches. I pause the video as she bends over to remove her slacks from her feet.

Tripping over myself as I attempt to walk to my desk, I almost fall into it. I refuse to take my eyes off her ass. She has that little space between her thighs. Her legs are toned, and her calves make me want to run my tongue up and down them.

I feel myself hardening as I push play once again. She walks over to the machine and tosses her pants inside. Then she sits on the floor. In her underwear. On my floor. Holy hell. This video makes the money I spent on cameras worth every cent.

She looks at one foot a few times. I wonder if it hurts from running. Then she lies down and places her hands behind her head.

I can see half of her toned abs as she crosses her feet at the ankles. Dawson knocks on the door. “Can I come in?”

“Yeah.”

I’m still staring at her long legs when he asks, “So is that a problem I should address?”

“Not a problem. I’ll handle it.”

Glancing up for a second, I almost think I see him smile before he closes the door once more. But Dawson never smiles, so I know it’s my imagination. My imagination…

I picture myself walking into the laundry room and finding her half-naked on my floor. Feigning surprise, I’d remove my shirt and place it behind her head so she had a soft place to rest. I’d skim my fingers along the line of her legs as I bent down and kissed her lips. My fantasy comes to a screeching halt when she rotates and turns on her side facing the camera.

I stop breathing and pause the video once more to search for what I need. I can’t turn the paper fast enough and my hand goes to work like it’s being controlled by an unknown force. I sketch the beautiful curve of her hips, the soft line of the lace panties she’s wearing, and I study her. As I draw her, she becomes permanently etched in my mind as one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. I could write a song about her and the way I feel right now.

I’ve just crossed a line I can’t uncross and to be honest, it feels right.
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“I screwed up, but it won’t happen again.” Matt stands in front of the group, making his final plea before the vote. “If you’ll consider giving me another chance, I’ll prove why I belong.”

“Thank you, Matt,” Bryce says. “Naya, do you have anything you’d like to say?”

“You’re damn right I do.”

She’s a train wreck. I’m disappointed in her. She showed so much potential at first, but she blew the challenge. She must not know how to talk to people, because every piece of information she got was superficial and her questions for me were more about stroking her ego than learning. I watch the contestant’s reactions as she speaks. Some of them are great at keeping a straight face. Tori is smiling at her. Reed is glaring. Cedric’s arms are crossed, and he seems angry, but I think that’s how he always looks. Logan’s hat is pulled low and I can’t see his eyes. I need to tell Esto no more hats.

“There’s a reason he’s here. Look at him, then look at me. I don’t belong at the bottom. I’m Army, and I don’t quit. I won’t quit. So bounce the bouncer. Would you rather have a girl that can handle a gun protecting you, or a guy that can handle a cheeseburger?”

“Thank you, Naya,” Bryce says. He looks uncomfortable. I don’t blame him.

“We’re going to start the voting at the end with Logan and continue on through Cedric. “You’ll each have a chance to vote on who you’d like to stay and who you’d like to send home. No one will hear your answers but Roman, John Paul, our producer, and the viewers at home. Feel free to say what’s on your mind. Once Logan returns to his seat, the next person may go.” He motions Logan toward the doors.

Logan stands and leaves.

“And cut. Now keep in mind, we’re always filming, so whatever happens can still be used. Watch for your turn,” Esto says over the loudspeaker.

I glance at Bryce and he signals me to take off. Raul is saying something to Reed and I don’t like how she’s smiling at him. Raul needs to back the fuck off. Is he here for a job or to get laid?

Yawning, I push open the door to my dressing room, and Clark is sitting at the desk. I sigh.

He hears me and stands. “Roman, about earlier… I owe you an apology.”

“Let’s forget it. I’m not mad anymore, and I don’t want to make more out of it. Just know I’m taking this seriously.”

He nods and pats me on the back as he exits. Hmph. That went well. Two seconds later, Esto and JP come in and we watch the diary feed. I’m ready to send someone packing.
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I was brutally honest in the diary room. I think Naya has a chip on her shoulder. Matt may have messed up, but at least he admits it. On the force, I’d rather trust someone who means well than have to worry about someone who’d use you as a shield to get to the top. I’d take Matt over Naya any day.

When I return to my seat, I notice a folded piece of paper under my water bottle. I’m about to reach for it when Raul leans over. “After this is over, want to go to the pool for a late-night swim?”

Even though I was flirting with him a few minutes ago, his question makes me cringe. While I was in the diary room, something shifted in me. Maybe it was talking about being a cop. I really love my job. It made me remember why I’m here.

I didn’t come to flirt or make friends. I want to win money. I have bills to pay. Today has been a roller coaster of events and emotions. It almost made me forget who I am. I’m a fighter and a professional, although I haven’t acted like one. I need to get back on track, starting right now.

“Thanks, but I’m beat. I could use a good night’s rest. Who knows what tomorrow’s going to be like?”

“Yeah, true. This was a long day.”

He’s disappointed. I need to be careful around him. I don’t mean to send mixed signals to anyone.

As soon as he turns away, I reach for the piece of paper. Just as I’m about to unfold it, Cedric returns from the diary room. I push it down into my lap.

“Go ahead and read it. I’m not looking,” he says, shielding his face with a hand. It makes me smile.

“Is it from you?” I ask.

“That? Nope. I don’t put things in writing unless I have to. And why on God’s green earth wouldn’t I turn to talk to you if I had something to say?”

“Good point,” I say, unfolding the note.

We were friends first and that counts for everything. I have your back as long as you have mine.

Blinking, I read it again. I place it back under my water bottle nonchalantly and tighten my ponytail. One person is looking at me. Tori winks as Bryce begins to speak.

“Okay, we’re about to start. Please quiet down. I know it’s been a long day. I promise they won’t all be like this. First challenge day, all the kinks show up.”

A voice chimes over the speaker, “Roman, we’re ready for you.”

He hands off a bottle of water to someone and a girl powders his nose. I snort lightly, willing to bet a million dollars he hates every second of it. His expression gives away his emotions every time. He’s not good at hiding how he feels. I could teach him a thing or two.

He sits on the throne and yawns. We make eye contact and I yawn back. He mimes slicing his wrists and then his head drops to the side, like he’s dead. I chuckle too loudly, and he smiles. I try to cover it with a cough.

Roman turns to Bryce and all sign of humor is gone. Maybe he’s better than I thought.

The makeup girl that was working on Roman, as well as one from earlier, show up to make sure we’re not shiny. I get Roman’s girl.

“Hi, I’m Jen. Mind if I check for glare?”

“Not at all.”

A few minutes later, after we’ve all been checked, Bryce holds his finger to his ear like he’s listening to something. He straightens his tie and turns to the camera.

“Okay, people. We’re set.” Esto counts down to three.

Wow, even the producer must be tired. He didn’t even bother counting to two.

“Before the break, the contestants went to the diary room to vote. We have the results. Matt and Naya, would you come to center stage and face Roman?”

The TV monitors pop on in the four corners, I assume so we can see their faces as they face Roman. Naya grins.

I wonder what Tori’s note meant. I glance over to her and she’s smiling. She knows something.

“Naya and Matt, it seems your fellow players have a lot of feelings about you. One of you made a definite impression. Our producer told me he’s never seen a less divided group. That must mean there are strong bonds among you.”

Naya smugly glances over her shoulder. Damn it. I don’t want Matt to go home. Come on, Roman. Get it over with.

“And the results…” The lights dim, and two shields appear on the ground with Matt and Naya’s names on them. “Please step on your shield.”

Roman stands. “The vote was nine to one. I think we can guess you are the only one who voted for yourself. That speaks to your character more than anything I could ever say. The person who is leaving us is… Naya Moore. You’ve been caught off guard. Your gig is up. Looks like you’ll be buying a ticket to my next show. See ya.” Roman makes a double finger motion to the door.

I can’t help the sick smile on my face. Matt gasps in relief and Naya flips her hair as she says, “You’re all a bunch of fools. Jealous much?” I assume she’s talking to the whole room. Apparently no one likes her.

Bryce places his hand on her back. “Naya, on behalf of all of us here at The Praetorian, I’d like to say we’re sorry to see you go. Please follow the guard at the end of the hall. He’ll help you collect your things and a car will take you to the airport.”

Naya stomps off without another word.

Bryce turns to the camera. “We’re one step closer to a winner. Who will have what it takes to become Roman’s protector? Join us next week for a fast-paced challenge. You won’t want to miss a moment on the show where security takes on a whole new meaning. We’ll see you next time on The Praetorian.”

“And cut!”

Esto comes out from behind the curtain. “Great job today, folks. We’re going to ask you to sit tight for a few minutes, until Naya has cleared the building. Then you’re free for the rest of the night. Remember, you’re always being filmed so keep up appearances. Breakfast will start at 9:00 a.m. and filming around eleven. Get some rest. You’re going to want to be comfortable tomorrow but dress for the weather. We’ll be outside a good portion of the day.”

He holds his hand to his ear and lifts a finger. Do they wear earpieces all the time?

After a few minutes, Esto announces, “Naya is gone. You’re free to go. Have a wonderful evening!”

I glance at my watch. It’s only 8:35, but it feels like midnight. I’m tired. I hope this means I’ll fall asleep quickly. I’m ready for this day to be over.

Lifting my arms above my head to stretch, I watch Roman in deep conversation with Jean Paul, Esto, and someone I think is his agent. He removes his earpiece and follows them backstage.

“Hey. Did you like my note?” Tori asks as she takes Raul’s empty seat.

“I did. What happened? No one voted for her?” “I didn’t like how she talked to you, so I convinced the others to vote her off. I can be pretty persuasive when I want to be.”

“Thanks, but you didn’t have to do that. I could have handled her.”

“For sure,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder. Is she trying to appease me? “A bunch of us are going to the pool for a swim. Want to join us?”

“Nah, you go ahead. I’m beat.”

“Really?” she says sarcastically. “Don’t you think you should spend some time getting to know the others? I mean, Logan and Kari said they think you think you’re better than them. They said you haven’t even tried to talk to them at all.”

“They said that?” I ask, concerned. I haven’t spoken to them, she’s right. But is that the vibe I give?

Tori nods. “I’m going to mingle and see what I can learn. I hope you change your mind.”

She joins Kari, who’s talking to Matt. Logan is speaking with Bryce. Bryce says something and for a moment Logan looks pissed. Then he removes his baseball cap and shrugs. He and Bryce shake hands, before Bryce walks away. Logan is alone for once. I see a chance and take it.

“Hey, do you have a sec?” I ask as I approach him.

“Of course. What’s up?” Logan asks.

“I wanted to apologize to you. I certainly did not mean to act that way.”

His eyebrows furrow and his head tilts to the side. “I feel like I’m missing something. Why is it that you think you owe me an apology?”

“Tori told me I gave you the impression that I thought I was hot shit. I most certainly don’t think that at all and I hate it’s how I came across.”

Logan regards Tori, who’s speaking to Kari. He gazes back at me and motions with his head for me to follow him.

I wrinkle my nose and squint. What’s going on?

I let Logan leave first, and when he’s a good distance ahead of me, I yawn purposefully and then slowly follow him. He’s leaning on the wall near the stairs, waiting for me. When he sees me, he walks into the dark dining room and I shadow him.

Once we’re alone, I say, “You have my full attention.”

“I most certainly did not say anything of the sort to Tori and I’m almost positive that Kari didn’t either. The most I’ve said to anyone about you is I’m sure we could relate well, having both served in law enforcement.”

“That’s odd. Why would Tori say that?”

“I’d be careful with her,” Logan adds. “She was adamant that we all vote for Naya. Neither Kari or I could stand her, but she told us you said we should and you had a good feeling about her.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“When you came to the bedroom, we got a different vibe altogether. We questioned Tori and she said something must have changed and we should definitely listen.”

My face contorts into complete confusion. “That’s really odd. Well, damn. I’m glad I finally talked to you. Thanks for the heads up.”

He scrunches his baseball cap in his hands and runs his hand through his hair.

“I think it’s the first time I’ve seen you without one,” I say, gesturing at the hat.

“I can’t wear them anymore. Direct orders from the boss.”

“Esto?” I ask.

Logan smirks. “Creed. He thinks it’s unprofessional.”

I shake my head.

“I’m going to get some sleep. So you know, Kari doesn’t think you’re a bitch either.”

“It seems you two have known each other forever.”

“Really?” he asks uncomfortably. “That’s weird. Anyway, g’night.”

“Goodnight, Logan.”

After as he leaves, I pull out a chair and sit alone in the dark. It’s nice to be alone for once and I need a minute to think. I hear voices down the hall. They get closer and then, after a few minutes, it’s completely silent.

I close my eyes and lay my head on the table. I just need to rest my eyes for a second.
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“He said it’s a symptom of the TBI. It’s not uncommon.”

Voices nearby stir me. I lift my head and wipe drool from my cheek. I must have dozed off. I glance at my watch. It’s 2:47 a.m.

“It breaks my heart. No one should have to live that way.”

“I don’t think there’s any other option. I just wonder why it keeps happening.”

I don’t recognize either of the voices in the hall and I don’t move for fear of alerting them to my presence. I find myself straining to hear what they say. It sounds like they’re moving away.

“Hopefully the blood they took will give them a clue.”

“Let’s hope so. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“G’night, Ms. Natalie.”

Natalie? I slowly push away from my chair and tiptoe to the doorway. Glancing left I see flash of long red hair as it turns the corner.

I move cautiously down the hall. Keys rattle, then a door closes. I’m almost at the end of the hall on the left.

I pass the kitchen, the bathroom, and the laundry room. I’ve never been this far into the house. Peeking around the corner, I see a large burly man reading a newspaper next to a closet. Is he a guard? If he is, why is he guarding a closet? Where did Natalie go and more importantly, who in the hell is she?
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“Welcome to week two of The Praetorian.”

Bryce moves to the center of the forum and a camera follows him. It’s only the third day, but he’s speaking in terms of air dates. I take another sip of coffee as I watch him on the monitors in my dressing room.

“He’s a great host,” Clark says, taking a bite from his bagel.

“Yeah.” I crashed hard last night and woke up later than usual. After checking in with Natalie, I took a long run. Clark and I are eating a late breakfast. I feel rested and ready to start this day.

“Without further delay, let’s have Jean Paul Beck tell you a little about today’s challenge.”

JP enters the forum. I can’t wait to get out of this house for a while. I’m starting to go a little stir crazy.

“Today we’re going to discuss the ins and outs of getting your principal in and out of a car. In professional terms, we call this embus and debus. As an EPO, your job is to safeguard your principal everywhere he goes. This most often involves events and performances, but it can also revolve around a dinner out or a trip to the mall.”

JP moves directly in front of Logan, who’s not wearing a hat today. I can see his eyes. No more hiding, Logan.

“Many of you have experience in the area of protection, but most often you were either protecting yourself or working toward a target. When you’re guarding an individual, there is a place you want to stand. Who can tell me where they think that might be?”

Kari’s hand is the first one up.

“Kari?”

“You want to stand behind your principal, to their left or right, depending on where the threat could be coming from or which side your firearm is located.”

“Excellent,” JP says, snapping his fingers and pointing at her. “For the purposes of the show, we won’t be armed, but in real life, you most definitely will be. Kari could you join me for a second?”

Kari stands and makes her way to him. They move to the center of the room.

“If Kari were my principal, this is where I’d stand. Why? So if there’s a threat to her, I can do this.”

JP pulls her back and down and covers her with his body as he moves.

“Thanks, Kari.”

She returns to her seat. I almost forgot she already does this for a living. I make a mental note to expect great things from her.

“Today is a three-part challenge. In a few minutes, we’ll be traveling to a special location, where you will learn all about inspecting a car before your principal uses it. In part one of the challenge, you’ll be required to inspect a vehicle for potential risks. When I say risks, I’m referring to items in or on the car that don’t belong, not mechanical deficiencies, although that would be a bonus as an EPO. You will not observe each other, and you will not be told how many threats might be present. You’ll need to remove those threats, assuming you find any. You’ll be judged on how well you inspect and what you see.”

I zoom in to see their reactions. Matt looks nervous, but after last night, who could blame him? He’s got a lot to prove. And Reed… Reed looks as confident as ever. She’s wearing jeans today and a button-down navy-blue Henley. Her hair is pulled tight, as usual. She’s not wearing makeup, but she still makes my heart constrict. I hate that I can feel that way just looking at her. Now that I have a visual of her in her underwear, it’s hard to stop undressing her with my eyes. I force myself to look away.

“In the second part of the challenge, you’ll practice embus and debus with Roman. Again, this refers to getting him in and out of a car. Is that all I have to do, you ask? No. We’ll also be explaining your job as a passenger EPO in a car someone else is driving. Who controls the radio, the temperature, the conversation? We’ll review all these things before you attempt this with Roman. Make sure you impress him. He’ll score you himself on this one.”

JP moves again to the opposite side of the room and places his hands on his hips.

“The second part will definitely impact the third. In the final part of the challenge, you’ll be driving an obstacle course and working on 180-degree turns. You’ll practice on simulators first and then get two attempts to show us your best moves in the shortest amount of time. Points will be deducted for the number of cones you run over. Oh, and you’ll have to pick up—how should we describe this?—a Roman imposter. More on that later. Bryce?”

I stand. “Time to go,” I say to Clark. He claps his hands together enthusiastically. I know he’s excited to watch today, but I can tell he’s biting his tongue. I barely have any lines. I can respond however I want to, and I know he’s praying I’ll keep it together in front of the cameras. “Stop worrying. I’ve got this.”

We leave the forum. After yesterday, I know he’s afraid I’m going to bail. I’m not a quitter. I never have been, but he worries about everything all the time. Maybe it’s one reason I haven’t been stressed. He handles it.

Everyone has already boarded the limo buses outside. Seamore Productions spares no expense to make great TV.

Dawson opens a door to my SUV as he speaks into his headpiece. “Patch embus.”

I slide across the seat and Clark sits next to me. Dawson sits directly in front of me, as expected. A change of scenery will be good for all of us.
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I’m able to practice my driving skills on a simulator for a good hour-and-a-half while the group is learning how to inspect a car and then completing part one of the challenge. The production company got permission to use the facility, owned by some bigshot from Seamore, for the event and brought in special simulators for the challenge. I watched the instruction for filming purposes, but I wasn’t about to stand around all day viewing them search cars, so JP and Esto made up something about me having to take a business call.

The simulators were programmed especially for the game, mimicking a real-life situation where an EPO would have to drive defensively. If it’s anything like the real thing, I’d make a great bodyguard. I try to get Dawson to show me his skills, but he only shakes his head and blows me off. I think he’s afraid I’ll beat him.

“Roman, they’re ready for you,” Clark announces as he enters my simulator.

The contestants must have already completed the first section and be ready for part two.

Following Dawson, I’m temporarily blinded by light as we head back outside. The contestants circle a car and cameras are being placed strategically.

JP approaches me. “Hey, I’m going to embus you myself for show after I explain proper car etiquette for EPOs. You game?”

“Yep. I’ve been forced into a car a few times.”

He smirks. “Are you clear on the judging criteria?”

“Situation aware, positive control, space, communication…”

JP seems surprised.

“I pay attention.”

“Hi.” I hear her meek little voice before I see her.

I prepare myself for what’s to come.

“Um, I need to do a few touchups. Outdoor makeup is a little different from indoor,” Jen says. Her hair is in a ponytail today, but it’s loose, with strands framing her face. She leads me to a chair, where she applies eyeliner, powder and something on my lips.

“I’m going to need a mirror,” I say. “I’m not sure what you’re doing to me, but if you put lipstick on me, I’ll need a rag too.”

Handing me a mirror, she says, “Just a bit of tinted matte. So you don’t look pale.”

I nod after seeing it’s mostly natural. She goes to work spraying my spiked hair. God forbid the wind moves it.

After she finishes, I join the group. Tori, Kari, and Reed are standing with their backs to me and the beautiful display of tight asses in jeans makes me want to draw. I close my eyes and breathe. Future employees. Future employees. I repeat it in my head until I feel more professional. Why couldn’t they be ugly? That would make this a whole lot easier.

“It’s a beautiful day here at Kingston Roadway,” Bryce says. “The contestants will now demonstrate their skills with our principal.”

He’s still dressed in a suit. I wonder how many he owns. It’s all he ever wears.

“Jean Paul, we’re ready for you to explain part two of the challenge to the contestants.”

“Thanks, Bryce. Embus and debus are two words you’ll hear quite frequently when it comes to your principal. Travel is a necessity and always an area for concern. As an EPO you always need to be proactive and forward-thinking. It only takes a second for something to go wrong, so it’s important for you to always be situation aware.”

He opens the car door. “When placing your principal inside, you always want to have your arms in a position to shield them. You’ll see I have one hand on the door and the other on the frame. In this way I have control over access to my principal. We call this grip, positive control, grip.”

A camera is trained on me. I make it sure it seems like I’m interested in what JP is saying.

“You should always be watching over your shoulder. Once your principal is inside the vehicle, close the door, observe the surroundings, and sit directly in front of him in the passenger seat. What goes on inside the vehicle? Is your principal comfortable with the temperature? Do they want the music on or off? Should the driver engage the principal in conversation? Everything is your responsibility. Roman, would you join me?”

The contestants seem to straighten as I pass them. I kinda like it. I try not to make eye contact with Reed but damn it, I can’t help myself.

JP demonstrates how to get me in and then out of the car twice before the contestants draw numbers on who will go first. They’ll get me in the car, we’ll drive for a few minutes and then they’ll get me out. My job is to observe how they handle themselves and follow instructions.

After they pull numbers, the contestants wait inside until it’s their turn. Dawson speaks to the driver. He’s one of ours, but I can tell Dawson doesn’t like this part. He can’t be in the car and he’s all about control. What could go wrong?
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He thought he was being funny, but saying in front of the group that I couldn’t keep the cardboard cutout of him to sleep with at night was embarrassing as fuck. Why would Roman do that? My time getting him in and out of the car went smoothly and I was extremely professional.

During the driving challenge, we had to drive down a straightaway, pick up a cardboard Roman, place him in the car and navigate an obstacle course, making two 180-degree turns, like we’d practiced in the simulators. This part of the challenge was all about negotiating corners with speed and evasive maneuvering. I thought I did pretty well. I drive fast and handle a car well. As a cop, I do it all the time.

But when it was over, and I was removing cardboard Roman, he goes and says that shit in front of everyone.

“You’ll have to give me back, Reed. I know how much you’d like to keep it to sleep with at night, but there’s only one of me and you have to share.”

What pisses me off even more is that his comment took me by surprise and I had no response. I can think of fifty things I should have said, now that it’s over, but all I did was glare at him.

I wish I would have said, “Cardboard or real, you’ll never get in my bed.” But I didn’t and as I sit here, waiting for the results in the forum, I’d like to march up to him and tell him to fuck off. I wish I never would have kissed him. Ever since, he’s treated me differently. He thinks I want him or something. Obviously I misjudged him. First chance I get, I’m setting that record straight.

He’s sitting on his throne, all smug and high and mighty. So he wrote a few songs. That doesn’t make him a god. Raul was right. He is a pompous asshole, although I’d never say it out loud. I need to win this game and get that money. He can take the job and shove it down his throat.

His eyes move to mine and he smirks. I turn away. I hope that gives him a great big fat hint. I’ll guard him for this show, but I hope he gets run over by a herd of elephants as soon as I’m gone.

Esto has been running back and forth, from the front to the back of the room, for the last fifteen minutes. Everyone is getting antsy. It’s dinnertime and it’s been another long day. My nose hurts. I think I got too much sun.

Cedric notices me rubbing it and smiles.

“Do I look like Rudolph?” I ask.

“You look like you got some color. It suits you.”

“Thanks. How many bags did you find?”

“You mean the plastic baggies inside and outside the car? Six. You?”

“Six? Oh shit. I only found three.” I let loose a big breath. I thought I’d done well today. Had I screwed up?

“Maybe it was different for everyone.”

“Stop trying to make me feel better,” I tell him.

He leans back in his chair and Raul speaks up. “I found five.”

“Fuck,” I respond, tightening my ponytail.

“You always do that when you’re nervous, huh?” Raul asks.

“No. I don’t think so. No.”

He leans over me to smile at Cedric. Cedric is grinning. What is it with men today? I need a drink. To my right, Bobby gives me a thumbs-up. I genuinely smile at him.

I want to laugh when I think about his driving challenge today. We were being timed. When he picked up cardboard Roman, he literally threw him in the backseat and closed the door on his leg. He had to open the door and push him in twice. The entire group was in hysterics, including Roman. I’m surprised he laughed and didn’t get mad. It couldn’t have scored him points though. Comic relief and stress-reducing points, definitely yes.

Once filming finally begins, we’re joined by two Roman guards, who stand on either side of Roman and his highfaluting throne. We’re called up to stand on shields, like last time. First up is Tori, then Matt, Bobby, and me.

Does that mean I did well? Last time the people in the back were the best scorers. But Bobby? Cedric is in front and Kari is right next to him. Raul is directly behind them, wearing his immunity medal. I need to get that thing. It would make the day a lot less stressful.

Roman speaks. “Raul, you have immunity for this challenge. You can have a seat. To the rest of you: if your light goes out, you have the highest score and have won immunity for the next challenge.”

The lights under our feet flicker and flash. When the drums stop, my light is still on. A female laughs from the front of the room. Leaning to see past Logan, who’s directly in front of me, I watch as Bryce puts the medallion on Kari. I smile. I’m happy for her. I got to speak to her today and she’s nice. I’m so glad a woman won. These men need to see us as the threat we are.

“Congratulations, Kari. You impressed me not only with your ability to find all six threats in the car, but also your professionalism in handling me, as well as your sick driving skills.”

Six. There were six. I panic. I messed up. Oh shit.

“If your shield goes out, you are safe for now and can have a seat.”

The drums begin again and one by one, Akio, Cedric, Logan and even Bobby’s lights go out. That leaves me, Tori, and Matt. The drums continue and with the final boom, my light is out. Relief rushes over me as I take my seat, but then there is fear as I realize two of my favorite people might be sent home.

“Tori and Matt, you had the lowest scores. To say I’m disappointed would be an understatement. I suggest you use your time during dinner to beg your fellow contestants to save you. After dinner, you’ll have a few minutes to make a statement before the voting begins.”

Roman speaks sternly. When he’s finished, Bryce wraps up and Esto lets us know we can head to dinner.

As I stand and walk to the dining room, I wonder if the light order indicated the lowest scores. If that’s the case, I was in the bottom three. Preoccupied with my thoughts, I almost leave without waiting for Tori. I turn back around and watch for her as the rest of the group goes past me. No Tori. Did she leave before me?

Searching, I see her in the back corner of the room speaking to JP. Her arms are crossed, and her posture is weak. She keeps rubbing her face as she speaks. Then she stomps her foot suddenly and marches away from JP. Her expression changes when she sees me; she tries to smile.

“Hey, thanks for waiting. I could use a friend.”

“What was that all about?” I ask.

“Oh, that? Nothing. I asked him what I did that was so wrong, and he wouldn’t tell me. I kinda wonder if there’s even a method to the judging, or if they only keep who they like.”

“Hm, yeah I don’t know.”

“It would make sense, since you’re still here.”

I stop in my tracks. She takes a couple more steps before she notices, then turns to face me.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Chill out, Reed. Damn, do you always get so pissed about everything?”

“You just implied I’m not here based on merit.”

“You’re overreacting. I only meant that I can see Roman likes you. I know you know your stuff. I meant it must be nice to have an in with the boss.”

“Why in the world would you think he likes me? He’s been mean as hell to me since the very beginning.”

She laughs. “What’s that saying? Guys always pick on the girls they like?”

My eyebrows furrow. “That saying is one of the reasons so many women stay in abusive relationships. Implying that a guy can be a nasty son of a bitch because he loves you makes young girls think it’s okay to be treated like they’re nothing when they grow up.”

She shrugs. “You’re overanalyzing everything I say. Jeez, Reed, I could be kicked off the show and when I need support, you’re dead set on picking a fight?”

Sighing, I decide to let it go for now. But damn if everyone isn’t pushing my buttons tonight. “You’re going to be fine. Let’s go talk to Kari. I’m willing to bet she and Logan can help us come up with a plan to save you.”

In the dining room, I’m surprised to see the king has lowered himself to eat with the peasants. Cedric and Raul are in deep conversation with him as Matt listens and I purposefully sit at the opposite side of the table. The only chair available, after Tori takes hers, is at the head of the table, directly opposite Roman.

Ugh. I won’t even look at him.

The staff brings plates of roast chicken and vegetables to the table and my stomach growls. I’m going to gain ten pounds while I’m here if I’m not careful. Good thing I’m upset right now; I’m not sure I can eat, even if I am hungry.

“Bobby, can I count on you?” Tori asks in a whisper.

“You bet you can. Matt’s been at the bottom twice now. I don’t think he knows what he’s doing.”

I place a chicken breast on my plate, along with sweet potatoes and broccoli. I start to build a small forest. Glancing up I notice Kari is smiling at me.

“The potatoes would help the trees stand if you smooshed them along the perimeter.”

“Thanks.” I lean my head on an open hand. “Congrats by the way,” I say, gesturing to her medallion. “You deserve it.”

“Thanks. You okay?”

“Meh. I’m pissed at the world today.”

She laughs, and I genuinely smile. Her potato border idea works, and my broccoli trees stand in a circle. I glance up briefly and he’s watching me.

Even though Raul is speaking to him, Roman’s eyes are on me. For some reason, I feel heat from across the room. I look away, like I couldn’t care less, but I feel his warmth, like he’s right next to me.

He must be jealous of my creativity. I convince myself that’s why he’s staring. Yep, I’m a master at food art, kingpin. Guess you’re not the best at everything after all.

I push away from the table without eating a thing and decide to go up to my room. I need some alone time to calm down. I’m so irritable, I want to punch something… or maybe someone.

Lying on the bed, I stare at the ceiling and focus on taking long, deep breaths. After about ten minutes, I splash water on my face and decide I should head back downstairs. Opening my door, I hear Kari’s voice. She sounds upset. I close the door slightly and try to listen in.

“No one knows. Stop worrying.”

Is that Logan?

“Did you see the way she was looking at me? She’s smart, Lo. She’s on to us.”

“If she knew something, she’d say it. Cops speak up. She’d have questioned me by now if she had any clue. Trust me.”

Are they talking about me? What is it they think I know? More importantly, what are they up to?
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“After the vote, the person leaving us tonight is…. Matt Xavier,” Roman says. “You’ve been caught off guard. Your gig is up. Looks like you’ll be buying a ticket to my next show, along with Naya. See ya.”

As Roman motions with his fingers, Matt waves to us and exits the forum. I’m sad to see him go but relieved Tori’s still here. I need to tell her what I heard in the hall. Now that I think Logan is covering something up, I doubt everything he said to me about Tori and I trust her more than before. At least I hope she’s been honest with me.

Tori smiles brightly as she takes her seat. She slaps the hands of Raul and Bobby as she passes them. I guess they helped sway the vote in her favor.

Esto releases us for the night and tell us to dress comfortably tomorrow. He adds, “Prepare to get dirty.”

I wonder if that means actual dirt or playing dirty. You never know around here.

Tori and I hug, and she wraps her arm in mine as we head out of the forum. We need to celebrate! There has to be some liquor around here somewhere.

“Raul had beer last night at the pool. I’ll ask him where he got it,” Kari says.

Raul stops talking to Akio as she approaches. She points at us and he smiles at me. I’m not as pissed off as I was before, but I wish everyone would stop looking at me all the time. Do I have a star on my head?

Kari returns. “We’re going to start a fire. Raul said he’ll grab the drinks. He said there’s a whole cabinet of booze in the kitchen. Looks like we’ll be doing some shots!”

We gather around the fire pit by the pool. It’s a beautiful night and it’s just what I need. A few hours and a few too many shots later, I make my way back to the room and crash on the bed.

After a few minutes, I hear a voice. Is that Logan? He opens the door so hard, it crashes into the wall. He stomps over to my bed and yanks my arm, pulling me upright. I can’t speak. I’m shocked.

“What did you do?” he asks accusingly.

I’m dumbfounded. I have no idea what he means.

There’s a flicker of light from the doorway, and a Roman guard dressed in full gear appears. “Come with me.”

“No!” I shout.

“I said, come with me!”

I immediately stand and draw my sword. My sword? Where did I get a sword? Now we’re in the middle of the forum. It’s only me and the guard. He pulls his sword and we battle. He swings upward, and I block him, pushing him away.

“It’s no use, Reed. You can’t beat me.”

“The hell if I can’t!” I shout.

We swing high and low for what seems like forever, until he misjudges my move and I hit his leg. As he bends, I go in for the kill, stabbing him. The sword pierces his armor and blood seeps out through the silver lining.

I stand over him proudly as he arches back in pain. He reaches out for me. I snicker and lean over to remove his helmet. I pull it off and gasp. I stabbed Roman.

“Help me, Reed. Help me.”

I wake in a cold sweat, wondering if I screamed out loud. Turning right and left, I remember where I am.

Just a dream, I tell myself. It’s pitch dark in the room, except for the bit of moonlight coming through a crack in the curtains.

Staring at Tori’s bed for a few minutes, I realize she’s not here. Her bed is still made. There’s a piece of paper on her pillow. I take a deep breath, grateful she didn’t hear me freak out in my dream.

Lifting the note from the pillow, I angle it toward the little light in the room. “Sleeping at Kari’s tonight. See you tomorrow.” Scrunching the note into a ball, I roll it in my hands as I walk to the window and pull the curtains aside to get a better view of the moon.

Why do I keep having these dreams? Why do I keep having a sword fight with Roman? It’s so fucked up! And now Logan is in my dreams too? I check the time; it’s 3:00 a.m. There’s no way I’m going to be able to go back to sleep after that dream.

After cracking my neck from side to side, I slip out the bedroom door. I’m a bit nauseous after all the drinking I did on an empty stomach, and I go in search of crackers.

Once I’m in the pantry, crackers no longer sound as appealing as the bag of chocolate chip cookies next to them. I should have eaten dinner. As I shove a cookie into my mouth, I hear the mumblings of voices.

I tiptoe through the kitchen to the hall, thankful that I never turned on the lights. I edge my head around the corner as I try to chew quietly.

Roman steps into the hall and says something to someone before opening the back door and going outside. He’s got a bunch of towels in his hands and I’m fairly certain he’s wearing swim trunks.

It’s a little late for a swim. Is he going out alone? As the door closes behind him, my heart aches a little. I only killed him in my dream, not real life, so why do I feel guilty?

Leaning against the wall, I pull my slipping hair tie and retighten my hair into a ponytail. I decide this is a perfect time to get some answers. I’ll have him all to myself. Shoving another cookie in my mouth, I place the package on the counter and round the corner. My stomach growls. I reach back. Looks like the cookies are coming too.
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I place the final towel over the last outdoor camera and finally feel at ease. Sitting at the edge of the pool, I have a little pep talk with myself.

You can do this. It’s not a big deal. Nothing is going to happen. I bet you can even stand up in it.

I slip one foot into the water and swallow hard. It’s colder than I thought it would be. Why does this have to be so difficult for me?

“Whatcha’ doin?”

Her voice makes me jump. I twist at my waist and see a barefoot Reed standing behind me, holding a bag of something and chewing loudly.

“Want one?” she asks, elongating her arm. She holds out the bag in mid-air like a two-year-old. She’s eating cookies. She shoves another into her mouth with her free hand as she waits for an answer. Her hair is a mess. Half of it’s in a ponytail and half is hanging out in a disheveled, frazzled heap. I don’t know why, but I find her even more beautiful.

“What kind are they?” I ask.

“Chocolate chip.”

“I mean what kind. Are they crispy, soft, or medium hard?”

She rolls her eyes and looks at the package. “Never mind. You can’t have one.” She strolls over and casually sits next to me at the pool, crossing her legs.

“What do you mean, I can’t have one?”

“You asked a stupid question and now I don’t want to share. They’re cookies. Who cares?”

“It wasn’t a stupid question. I prefer soft cookies.”

“Aww, do the crispy ones hurt your precious little chompers?” she asks mockingly, pouting her lower lip.

“Are you drunk?” I’ve never seen her so carefree before.

“I don’t get drunk. I drank some stuff, but I’m fine. Mostly.” She giggles and pops a cookie in the air, catching it in her mouth. Her mouth is full, so I struggle to make out the words. “If I were drunk, could I do that?”

I can’t help but smile. “Give me a damn cookie.”

“Nope,” she says, pulling the bag away. “Go get your own.”

I try to reach around her, and she laughs.

She gazes at the towels I’ve strategically positioned in the backyard. “I like what you’ve done here,” she says, pointing at them. “Redecorating?”

“No, hiding cameras.”

“Ah, good call. So why are you out here without a guard?”

“Technically I have one. She’s more interested in her cookies at the moment.”

“That’s not an answer and this isn’t a challenge. I’m off-duty.”

I nod and brush my hand over my face. I realize my foot is still in the water; I forgot all about it. That’s definite progress. “I’ll give you an answer if I get a cookie.” She peeks into the bag as if she’s counting them, and I laugh. “Oh for fuck’s sake, Reed, why are you so difficult?”

“Me? I’m not difficult. You’re just an asshole.” Her eyes grow wide. “I didn’t say that out loud, did I?” she asks.

I’m not sure why, but I’m not even the slightest bit angered. “Yeah, you did.”

“Shit.” She pauses, shrugs and eats another cookie.

I can’t stop staring at her. The moonlight lines her blond hair and makes it appear almost silver. The way the light reflects in her eyes makes her seem angelic. I wish I could draw her.

“How about one cookie per answer?” she asks.

I nod. She holds a cookie in her hand in front of her. “Why are you out here alone?”

“I didn’t want to wake Dawson and I needed some time to myself.” I extend my hand, and she places the cookie in it.

She immediately holds out another. “Why are you really doing this show?”

I wrinkle my nose. “Because I could use some good publicity.”

She places the other cookie in my hand. I haven’t even touched the first one, but she immediately holds out another. She smiles, and I smirk.

“Why are you such an asshole?”

I laugh and grab the cookie out of her hand, shoving it into my mouth.

“Hey. You didn’t answer. That’s cheating.”

“You called me an asshole twice, and I didn’t get mad. I think I deserve a cookie for that alone.”

Her head teeters back and forth like she’s mentally accepting my words.

These are probably the worst chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever had in my life, but they come with the best company I’ve ever had, so I’ll eat every single one of them. I’d answer anything she asked to spend more time alone with her.

She offers another cookie. “Why did you run up the stairs so fast today?”

My face drops. “I think I’ve had enough cookies.”

“Come on, Rome! We’re just getting to the good stuff.”

“Rome?”

“an,” she adds playfully.

“Not a game I want to play,” I respond.

“Ugh,” she moans, putting the package on the ground. She rolls her jeans at the ankles and places her feet in the water. Watching her, I try to be brave. I place my other foot in the water as well and cringe.

“Too cold for you?” she asks.

“Too hard for me.”

“What?”

I’ve said too much. “Don’t you think you’ve had too many turns? When do I get to ask some questions?”

“Ask away,” she says.

I think for a moment. “What’s something that gives you pleasure?”

She laughs. “Now you’re making fun of me.”

“No, I really want to know. It’s a good question.”

“Pleasure…” Her eyes dance as if she’s looking around outside for an answer. “I get pleasure from putting bad people behind bars.”

I roll my eyes.

“What?”

“Never mind. I can see you’re not taking this seriously.”

“I am too,” she says, touching my arm. I glance down at her hand and she immediately removes it.

“Put it back,” I say, staring into her eyes.

“Put what back?”

“Your hand. It was nice.”

“Now you want me to touch you?”

“Now?” I question.

“Never mind.” She leans back on her hands and gazes at the moon.

I’m doing my best not to smile, because I like where this is heading. “Are you referring to when you kissed me?”

“Nope. That was very unprofessional and will never happen again.”

“Never? Are you sure?”

“I’m positive.”

“Really, because I think you want to kiss me right now.”

She laughs. “Get a life, Roman. The last thing in this world I want to do is kiss you.”

“What if I told you the only thing I wanted was to kiss you?” I say. She jolts to face me. She wrinkles her nose after she assesses me.

“I’d say too bad, so sad.”

I laugh. “Oh, I’m going to kiss you.”

“No, you’re not. That ship has sailed.”

“That ship is about to dock,” I lean closer to her.

“Why is your boat called Moby Dick?” she asks. “And how come you’ve never use it?”

I shake my head. “Always after information.”

“You said ship and it made me think of another question.”

“How badly do you want to know?”

Her eyebrows lift. I’ve piqued her curiosity. “What do you have in mind?”

“If I answer your question, you have to kiss me again.”

“I don’t want to know.”

“Too bad. It’s a great story.” I don’t want to tell her, but I really want to kiss her.

“Ugh. Fine. But only because I want to know. For the game.”

“Right. For the game.” I nod and scrunch up my face because she and I both know it’s more than that.

“So?”

“Have you read Moby Dick?” I ask.

“I think maybe in high school.”

“Moby Dick is a sperm whale—”

“Is everything about sex with you?” she asks, lying back and covering her face with her hands.

“Like I was saying, he’s a whale that’s untouchable. He’s tough and difficult and even though he dies in the end, there’s something in the book about daring the sea and losing your soul. It spoke to me. I like words.”

She sits back up. “So why haven’t you ever used the boat? I heard you’ve never taken it out.”

“I want to. I really do, but water… I don’t like it.”

She regards me. “But you’re sitting by the pool.”

“And it’s very, very hard.”

“Why don’t you like the water?”

“Ahh…” I hold up my finger. “I believe I answered the required questions. I want my kiss.”

Her lips curl upward and she stares at my mouth. I’m fairly certain I’ve never wanted to kiss anyone this badly in my life.

“Close your eyes,” she says.

I do as I’m told, but not before I lick my lips and smirk. I’m going to kiss the shit out of her and after she’s going to beg me for more. Then I feel a small peck on my cheek.

“Done.”

My eyes dart open. “Oh, hell no!”

She laughs. “I wish the cameras were on right now. If you could have seen yourself.” She licks her lips and moans, like she’s trying to wet her face. Then she laughs even harder.

And I’m mad. Rising, I grab the bag of cookies. “Goodnight, Ms. Manning.”

“Oh, come on, Roman. I’m just playing. Don’t go back to the Ms. Manning shit.”

“Roman, what the hell?” Dawson is standing by the doors and grimacing. “You can’t seriously be out here alone?”

“I was about to go inside.”

“Please wait,” Reed begs as I enter the house.

“Are you asking for trouble?” Dawson asks as he follows me down the hall.

“For what? The pool or the girl?”

“Both,” he replies adamantly.

“Go back to bed. It’s where I’m headed after I put this shit away.”

Dawson scrubs a hand over his face before making his exit.

I walk into the kitchen in the dark and toss the bag in the pantry, missing the shelf. The cookies fall and spill all over the floor. “Fucking perfect end to a fucking perfect day.”

I bend over and pick up cookie pieces, tossing them back into the bag. I finish scooping up the last crumbs and turn to leave. Reed is blocking the pantry door.

“There aren’t any cameras in here, right?” she asks.

“No. Now move,” I tell her angrily.

She places her hands on each side of the doorframe. “Grip, positive control, grip.”

“I’m tired. I want to go to bed.”

She takes a step toward me. “No more evasive maneuvers.”

“What are you talking about?” She’s starting to get on my nerves.

She takes another step toward me and places her hand on my chest. She flexes her fingers over the fabric on my T-shirt as our eyes collectively travel to the spot she’s touching. Fire burns inside me, but it’s not anger, it’s something else.

“No more evasive maneuvers,” I whisper.

“This is wrong on so many levels,” she says, shaking her head.

I run the back of my fingers along her cheek. She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I say.

“So are you.”

I grin, and she opens her eyes like she said the wrong thing. Then she shrugs. “You are.”

“Pay up, Reed.”

She takes a step toward me and when there’s no space left between us, she lifts her head and gently places her lips to mine. As much as I want to ravage her, there’s something about the feel of her that makes me want to enjoy every slow delicious second. This time, I kiss her back. It’s soft and tender, like a first kiss should be. Like a first kiss that will go down in history as “the kiss” that sealed the deal.

I thread my fingers into the hair at the back of her neck as I hold her mouth against mine. I’m not sure which one of us is breathing more heavily as I lick her bottom lip. She folds in my arms as if I touched a magic nerve. She slides her arms under mine to my back, where she kneads my skin.

We’re all lips and tongues, as what started tenderly now becomes all about passion and need. I want her. I need her. Everything about this feels so right now that she’s in my arms. Slowly lowering my hand from her neck, I touch my way down her back until I reach her ass.

She pulls away. “Holy crap, I did it again!” she says as she pushes away from me.

“Don’t,” I say, pulling on her arms. “Don’t lessen this moment or make it sound like it was a mistake. It was a long time coming and it was fucking perfect.”

“But the game? I can’t—”

“Yes, you can. No one knows anything, and we’ll keep it that way.”

She shakes her head. “I refuse to win this because I’m fondling the boss.”

I can’t help but smile. “Are you suggesting there will be fondling?”

She rolls her eyes and I step toward her.

“I’m not going to make this easy on you. If you want to work for me, you’ll have to earn it through the challenges, like the rest of them. What happened tonight won’t have any effect on the game. Got it?”

She nods.

“With that being said, you need to know that I’m insanely attracted to you.”

“I was drinking. That’s what this was.”

“Nope.”

“I had too much to drink and I—”

“Nope,” I say again and place my lips on her forehead. “It was just meant to be. I’ll see you in the morning.”

I leave her alone in the pantry. She won’t call this a mistake. It might be one of the best moments of my life.
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Maybe it wasn’t a mistake. It was amazing. He’s warm and funny and kind and he tastes like chocolate chip cookies and perfection.

I couldn’t sleep after I got back to my room. I paced the floor and analyzed what had just happened. Being with him was so easy. He wasn’t arrogant or pig-headed. He was sweet and normal. He’s a rock star and he’s nice too? It can’t be real, can it? Did I get the best kiss of my life in a pantry?

“Welcome back to The Praetorian. Today is bound to trigger all kinds of fun.” Bryce steps to the side as tapestries billow on cue. It’s all so cinematic.

“Today we have a challenge like nothing you’ve ever seen, but first the contestants are going to need some training. Let’s bring out Jean Paul Beck to tell us more.”

There’s a moment of silence and Bryce stands by awkwardly as we fix our eyes on the stage. He normally comes out right on cue, but this time, nothing.

“Cut,” Esto yells from overhead. “Can someone find JP?”

The crew moves about the room and Bryce turns to Logan and shrugs. I wonder what’s going on this time? I haven’t seen Roman yet today. He wasn’t at breakfast again, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t excited to see him. He gives me butterflies. I haven’t felt like that since my first school crush walked into math.

“Sorry about last night. Hope you didn’t miss me,” Tori says as she sits on the corner of my table.

“No worries. I crashed hard.”

“You look different today.”

“I do?”

“Yeah. You seem, I don’t know… happy?”

I laugh. “Gee, thanks. I guess that means I seem miserable on other days?”

“She does look happy today,” Raul adds. “Drinking suits you.” He winks at me as he places a water bottle at his spot before heading off to talk to Bobby.

“Holy shit! Did you and Raul hook up?” Tori asks.

“No! Hell, no! Why would you say that?”

“Because he keeps looking at you and you’re all gooey today. You totally hooked up. Is that why he didn’t sleep in his room last night? Did you two get it on?”

“I don’t know anything about that. I slept alone last night. Alone. And how do you know he wasn’t in his room?”

“Akio told Logan, Logan told Kari, and Kari told me.”

“Why did you sleep in Kari’s room?”

“Um, well—”

“What?” I ask, furrowing my brows.

“I came back to the room and you were snoring. Like really loud.” She imitates me and if it’s accurate, I sound like a dying cow.

“Oh fuck, Tori. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Okay, people, back to your seats. We’re ready to start again,” Bryce announces. “But first Esto has something to say.”

Esto rounds the corner, carrying a clipboard. “I think you should know someone stole Roman’s iPad.”

“How do you know he didn’t simply misplace it?” Logan asks.

“Misplaced iPads don’t change settings on their own. Whoever took it knew his password and was able to turn off location services.”

I glance at Cedric, who rubs his chin.

“If any of you have any information, we’d appreciate your help. If you saw something or heard anything suspicious, please report it. All right, back to business. Let’s set up.”

Esto trudges back behind the stage and Bryce resumes his position.

“You have a thought?” I ask, leaning toward Cedric.

“I have a few. There are lots of extras, but I’ve never seen Roman with an iPad. Is it safe to assume he only uses it in his personal space?”

“I’d say yes.”

“Then that would mean someone with access took it.”

“But how would someone know his password?”

“Lucky guess?”

I frown, and he chuckles. “Exactly. Feel like doing some investigative work later?”

I almost fall off my chair. “Hell yeah!”

“Ready people! JP, we’ll start with you coming down the stairs. In five, four, three, two…”

“Good morning contestants. Today is going to be broken into two parts. Basic training and then the challenge. Let’s start with training. If you’d please stand and follow me. We’re about to take a little trip.”

Glancing behind me as I walk, I search for signs of Roman. He’s nowhere to be found today. I have a pit in my stomach. What if he regrets last night?

I hear laughter ahead of me and when I get outside, I see why. There’s a large open-air bus waiting for us. It’s more like an army bus then a tour bus. It’s camo and says Seamore Productions on the side.

“Hop in. We’ve no time to waste!” Jean Paul says. Still no sign of Roman.

Raul slides into the seat next to me and Tori turns around and winks at me. I shake my head and mouth “No” to her, but she faces forward so quickly, I’m certain she didn’t see it.

“What’s that all about?” Raul asks as the bus pulls away from the house.

“She’s just being Tori.”

“What does that mean?” he asks, reaching up to hold onto a strap for balance.

“That means she thinks she knows things, but she actually doesn’t know squat.”

“Enlighten me.”

“It’s dumb,” I say.

He stares at me intently and I gaze around the bus. There are plenty of open seats. No one is sitting with another person besides Raul and me. I suddenly feel uncomfortable.

“I’ll tell you some other time.”

“No one’s around. Tell me now.”

I sigh. “She thinks there’s something going on between us. Dumb right?”

He smiles shyly and blinks a couple of times. “I don’t think that’s dumb at all.”

Clearing my throat, I turn away from him. I need to focus on something besides Raul. “Oh look…” I search desperately for something to point out but we’re in the middle of nowhere. My sentence ends with look.

“What?” he questions, scooting closer to me.

“I, uh, thought I saw a squirrel.”

“A squirrel, huh?” He curls his lips ever so slightly.

“It’s, well, there’s a guy.”

“He’s not here though, is he? And what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, will it?”

“Um…”

“Think about it. I like you, Reed. A lot.”

He nudges me with his shoulder and then stands, moves forward, and plops down in a seat near Logan. They bump fists. What the ever-loving hell?

A few minutes later we pull up to what looks like an abandoned building in the middle of nowhere. There are at least six Seamore vans and trucks and the place is crawling with people, yelling at each other and pointing.

Jean Paul stands and shouts, “Sit tight for a few minutes.”

Everyone is quiet as we wait for any clue to what we’re going to be doing.

“Move those vans,” someone screams. Two guys jump into the vehicles and drive them away. As the dust clears, I see him in the distance, like in a movie.

Roman is wearing ripped gray jeans and his black combat boots. He’s got on a black V-neck T-shirt and some sort of black rope chain around his neck. He’s wearing sunglasses and the sun reflects off his nose ring. He turns and scowls as someone taps him on the shoulder. I think it’s his agent—I can’t remember his name. He crosses his arms and his arm muscles tighten.

I wish I would have paid closer attention to his tattoos last night. I can’t describe even one of them. That’s so unlike me.

My heart picks up speed as he moves. What am I doing? What am I thinking? He’s so not my type. I’m usually more interested in someone like… I glance at Raul, who is chatting with Logan.

I’m not the kind of girl who kisses rock stars I barely know. I’m a cop who protects or arrests them.

Roman shakes his head at something someone is saying and then does a double take at the bus. He lowers his sunglasses with his hand, gazing over them and smiles. I swear he’s looking right at me and damn, if he isn’t the sex god the internet said he was. Not now, Reed. This is the game. Stop looking at him. No eye contact. Stop picturing him naked. Look anywhere else. Anywhere.

I gaze up at the ceiling of the bus. There’s nothing to see and I regret my impulse choice. I’m certain I appear as dumb as I feel. I could have looked out the window like a normal human being.

“Hey, everyone.”

I hear his voice and try to nonchalantly gaze at him as if I hadn’t seen him before. It’s as if he doesn’t notice me either.

“I know it seems disorganized and crazy, but I promise it’s going to be a kick ass day.”

“Roman!” Esto calls and Roman hops down the bus steps and jostles over to him. Esto points to somewhere out of my line of sight and Roman nods and walks in that direction. The makeup girl follows him, holding a leather coat.

“If you’d all exit the bus, we’re about to get started. Please stay near the bus and wait for further instructions.”

I didn’t even see Bryce until he spoke, but apparently he was on the bus with us the whole time. I need to get more sleep and more coffee. My observation skills are seriously lacking this morning. It’s time to step it up. Pinching my leg a few times helps shake off the drowsiness. I need to prove I deserve to be here and can do this job. Roman said no favors and I’m going to hold him to that.

Bryce, Esto, and Jean Paul are discussing something quietly as I move over near Kari. Everyone is trying to figure out what’s going on. I’d like to find out what’s going on between her and Logan. I place that on top of my agenda for the day, right after winning this challenge. No matter what it is.
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I’m at the shooting range Seamore put together on the hill near the building. The contestants excitedly approach. There are plastic dummies set up along with a separate area with circular targets to my left.

“Today,” JP begins, “we’ll be discussing the art of protecting your principal. This is a TV show, so while you’re here, and for the safety of the crew and staff, we’ll be using paintball guns specially made for this contest. Each of you will have range practice before the challenge begins. First let’s discuss what guarding your principal means.”

JP moves to the center, meeting his mark and the camera follows him. He really likes the attention. Even though I hear he’s a juggernaut when it comes to protection, I think he’s more of a whore when it comes to the cameras.

“When there are unknowns present, you want to stay an arm’s length away from your principal. Make it a habit to practice keeping your client on the side opposite your weapon. If you need to draw your weapon, this will allow you to move him out of the way with one hand while simultaneously pulling your gun with the other. We call this the reaction side.”

He moves over to Bryce and places his hand on his shoulder. “Bryce is to my left, so I can move him with my left hand and draw my weapon with my right, since I’m a right-handed shooter. We’re going to practice shooting two rounds at a time. I know some, if not most of you, are already trained in using a gun, but here, you’ll do it my way or not at all. Understand?

“We’ve got five spots open for practice. Who’s game to go first?”

Reed immediately raises her hand. I try not to look at her, but I can’t help it. When I saw her on the bus, I wanted to make sure she was okay about last night. Not talking to her is going to be harder than I thought.

“Akio, Reed, Bobby, Kari, and Raul. Step forward.”

JP positions them in front of targets. “Two rounds,” he says, holding up two fingers. “One to the chest, and one to the head. You’ll have several chances to learn how this gun shoots. Don’t get discouraged if you don’t hit the target right away, and you’re usually an excellent shot. No matter how much we tried, paintball guns will never shoot like a 9mm. When I say down low, that means you hold your gun by your waist. When I say contact front, that means someone armed is approaching and you need to stop them. Ready?”

Reed grips the gun. I can tell she’s getting a feel for it by the way she moves it in her hands. I’ve never shot a gun and I kinda wish I had the chance to try it out today.

“Down low. Contact front.”

She shoots two paintballs and they fly right past her target. I want to cringe. I figured she’d have better aim.

“Down low. Contact front,” JP shouts once again.

This time she nails one in the chest and one in the head. Fucking hot as hell. She’s standing with her legs apart and she looks fierce. I wonder what it would be like for her to put me in handcuffs. I’m staring a little too long. As soon as I realize it, I shift my focus. I need to make sure I give everyone equal observation time.

Bobby has managed two solid hits to his dummy’s groin. He makes me laugh. He knows what he’s doing, but sometimes I think he’s a loose cannon. Akio hasn’t landed a single shot. I hear him say, “I’m not used to this fake stuff. If we had real weapons, I could pin a fly to the wall.”

Kari seems to be the intended recipient of his words, but her attention is elsewhere. She’s good. Really good. No surprise to me, Raul also has perfect aim. I like him, except for the fact he’s a ladies’ man. Based on the videos I’ve watched, he spends a lot more time flirting than he does focusing on the challenges. As long as he does well, I suppose it’s not really a problem, but there’s something about him that doesn’t sit well with me. It could be that he sits a little too close to Reed. Then again, he seems to have just as much interest in Tori.

After the next group practices taking shots, I head over to my mark. This could be my favorite challenge so far. Dawson is pissed that I agreed to it, but I’ve never had to be extracted before and it sounds pretty cool. I mean, I’m not supposed to be hit. That would mean someone actually killed me and who’d want to do that?
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“I told you they hurt,” Dawson says as he pops an ice bag and hands it to me in the backseat of the SUV.

“It’s not bad.” I play it off for his sake, but damn, I have a welt.

“I should have insisted you wear the armor the contestants had on. At least the damn helmet.”

“Then they couldn’t see my pretty face,” I add, cringing when the ice hits my neck.

“Who the fuck shot you in the neck?” He’s pissed. I think he wants to hurt someone.

“I don’t know, man. It was a little confusing.”

“Never again. Do you hear me? I know you want this to be good television, but I will not put your safety on the line again. Standing off to the side and hoping one of these idiots can rescue you almost gave me a damn heart attack.”

“He’s right, Roman. That was frightening.”

I ignore Clark’s two cents. There’s no point in arguing with either of them. I have to admit, I’m not happy about getting hit. It was like someone was aiming for me, rather than trying to protect me.

The whole point of the game was for the contestants to work as a team to extract me from a dangerous situation. One group played the bad guys while the other rescued me and then they switched.

Reed was on a team with Tori, Bobby, and Raul, while the other team consisted of Cedric, Akio, Kari, and Logan. Cedric’s team lost major points when I got shot since they were supposed to be protecting me.

I have a feeling Raul likes me about as much as I like him. My gut tells me he’s the one who aimed for my head, but I have zero proof. I suppose it could have been an accident. The whole challenge was pretty dramatic. I plan to view the tapes later to see exactly what set Akio off. Bobby said something to him and Akio pushed him to the ground. As soon as Bobby stood, Akio did a roundhouse kick and smacked him in the face. Bobby full-on tackled him to the ground. JP and Esto had to pull them off each other. I was pretty impressed with Esto. He’s a lot stronger than he looks.

I’m supposed to meet with them at 4:30 to choose who goes home. I’d like to see Akio go, but after today, I’m guessing Esto wants him around more than ever. I only have an hour to shower and rest. That’s not enough time for a nap and I feel I could sleep for days. When I get tired, I tend to lose my temper more easily. I need to be aware of it, so I don’t make a scene.

As we drive back to the house, I yawn, and Clark takes notice. “Are you not sleeping well again? Do you want me to get you some pills?”

“No. You know I don’t like taking that shit. The one time I took it, I felt like a zombie the next day. I’d rather be tired than feel like death.”

Clark’s phone rings and he answers. I flip the cold pack to the cooler side and lean my head against the window, closing my eyes.

“What? Are you sure? But I thought you said… No, of course not. Yes, I’ll tell him. I hope that means you’re opening it up again…. Okay, keep me posted. Goodbye.”

Rolling my head to face him I can tell it isn’t good. “What now?” I ask.

“The man they arrested for the death threats is no longer a suspect.”

“How’s that?” Dawson asks.

“He has a long history of mental illness, including fabricating wild stories. It turns out our alleged stalker was caught on video, robbing a convenience store almost thirty miles away the same night.”

“So maybe he committed two crimes,” Dawson adds.

“The time stamp on the video indicates it was around the same time the note was placed in Roman’s dressing room. There’s still a chance he had something to do with it, but for now, they’re clearing him of being the one who did it.”

“He could have an accomplice,” Dawson suggests.

“I agree,” Clark says with a nod. “They’re going to send the footage to a special group at the FBI. They want to see if the facial recognition software picks up anything.”

“I have a bad feeling about all this,” Dawson says.

“Why so quiet?” Clark asks me.

I shrug. “There’s nothing to say. It’s just another day.”
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“It was an accident. I’m sure of it,” Tori insists.

Wrapping a towel around my wet hair, I flop down on the bed. “I’m not convinced.”

She whispers, “Why in the world would Raul shoot Roman on purpose? It makes no sense. Why jeopardize his position in the game by doing something so dumb?”

“I don’t know, but the fact that he begged all us not to say anything makes him seem even guiltier to me.”

“You’re being ridiculous. I think you’re bored, so you’re looking for a mystery where there isn’t one.”

“Maybe,” I say, lying back on the bed.

Tori goes to take her shower. We were both covered in paint from the challenge today.

I wish I knew if Roman was okay. He took one hard in the neck. I wanted to beat the shit out of Raul after it happened. For some reason, the production staff blamed the other team for not guarding him enough and didn’t question who shot him or why.

I hear water in the bathroom and realize I left my blow-dryer inside. I walk over to the door and knock. “Hey, can I come in a minute?”

There’s no answer. I twist the handle and it’s locked. I check the time. We have thirty minutes before dinner and the results. If I don’t start drying my hair now, it’ll still be wet for the show. Damn thick hair.

Confident Tori won’t mind if I borrow hers, I lift her suitcase from the corner in the closet. There isn’t enough room on the bathroom sink for all our stuff, so we’ve been keeping my hairdryer in the bathroom and sharing it. But I know she told me she brought one. I just have to find it.

As I lift her suitcase, stuff rattles around inside.

Unzipping the zipper, I find an array of odds and ends: a notebook, a tape recorder, various travel-sized bottles, and a hair-dye pen. Maybe black isn’t her natural color. I wish I had the courage to do something different. I’ve been dirty blonde my whole life.

I find the hairdryer and use it. I can’t believe I finish before she’s out of the shower. Placing it back in her suitcase, I stand it upright in the closet where I found it.

A few minutes later, the water turns off and she opens the door. Steam follows her out of the bathroom. I’ve never been one to stay in the shower any longer than I have to, and I wonder what took her so long.

“Oh my lord, your hair is down!” she exclaims, catching me by surprise. “You should always wear it down. It’s gorgeous.”

“Thanks, but no. I left my favorite tie in the bathroom.” Walking into the steam trap, I have to wave my hands in the air. It’s hard to breathe.

“Why not mix it up a little?” she asks.

“I don’t like to wear it down.”

“Why not?”

“I just don’t.” I grab the tie from the bathroom and quickly pull my hair into my usual ponytail.

“You know, I heard you’re more likely to go bald later in life if you wear your hair in a ponytail all the time. It does something to the follicles or roots or something.”

“Hm. Maybe I should shave my head now and save myself the trouble of having to lose it later.”

She sighs. “Why are you always so difficult?”

I laugh. “Roman asked the same thing.”

“He what?”

Oh, shit. I didn’t mean to say that. “Yeah, during my interview with him. He asked me why I’m so difficult. He’s such a dick.”

I figure acting like I don’t like him will cover the fact that I really, really do.

She smiles. “I’d have to agree with you there. He’s a pompous asshole.”

I purse my lips and clench my hands into fists. Those were Raul’s exact words to me not that long ago. He must be sharing his opinion with everyone. I need to get out of here. “I’ll meet you downstairs for dinner. I’m going for a little walk first.”

“’K. See ya.” she motions with two fingers like Roman does when he’s sending someone home.

A few days ago I was also convinced he was a jerk. He really does give off that vibe. Maybe it’s because he looks pissed the majority of the time. Unless you really watch him. Then you see how kind he is to the extras, how patient he is with his makeup person, and how sweet he can be when you’re alone with him.

I lean on the door after I close it and remember our kiss. I don’t regret it, but I also wish he and I had met under different circumstances. It would make this thing between us a lot less complicated if I weren’t trying to win a prize.

Rolling my neck as I walk, I realize how tense I am. Was I always this way or has the game made me more aware of it? And why does everyone think I’m so difficult?

The forum is empty and dark, except for the lights along the tapestries. It’s actually a really beautiful room. I run my fingers over the smooth tables where we sit before standing in the center of the room. I turn and face the tables to see what’s it like to be there in front of everyone, but it’s so dark, I can barely see the furniture. I decide to get a closer look at Roman’s throne while I’m up here. It’s really dark on the stage and I have to feel my way up.

I can’t see it, but I can feel it. I slide into the seat and gaze out at the forum. I picture his leg draped over one arm. I smile to myself as I lift my leg in imitation.

“I don’t think we’re supposed to be in here.” A sudden male voice catches me off guard.

“It’s fine. How else are we going to see what he sees?” Now a female.

I don’t dare move. Someone is coming from backstage. “Yep. He can totally see every room in the house. Even our bedrooms,” the guy says.

“Do you think he knows?” she says.

“Don’t you think he would have said something by now if he did? Or even Esto for that matter? Chances are no one will know what’s going on until after the show airs. But for now, we’d better get out of here.”

I pull my legs up and hold them against my chest as two shadows appear to my right. They move towards the door. I can’t make out who they are, but I recognize the voices. I struggle to identify them.

They open the door and hall light washes over their faces. I gasp lightly.

I’m going to figure out what you’re up to, Logan and Kari. Even if it’s the last thing I do.
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“And the person with the highest score is…”

The lights dance under their feet and disappear when they come to Reed. I try to hide my enthusiasm.

“Reed Manning. Congratulations, you’ve won immunity for the next challenge. But be aware, nothing is ever guaranteed.”

I look angry when I say the words and hopefully she knows it’s an act. I told her I’d treat her like everyone else and that’s exactly what I’m doing. I look pissed at everyone.

She smiles brightly as her fellow contestants congratulate her and Bryce places the medallion around her neck. She takes her seat alone as the rest of the contestants wait for their results.

“Once again, if your shield light goes out, you are safe and can take your seat.”

One by one, the better qualified contestants sit down. After reviewing the footage from today, I’m convinced we are making the right decision.

After the final person takes their seats, I announce, “Akio and Bobby. You are the bottom two. Usually I’d tell you that you have an hour or more to figure out what you want to say, but I want to hear it now. Do you know why you’re in the bottom?”

Akio barely moves. He is solemn, and his hands are at his sides.

Bobby glances at Akio and huffs. “I know why. It’s ’cause sweet and sour shrimp over here picked a fight today.”

Akio shakes his head. “Mr. Creed, I defended myself against a verbal onslaught. I do not feel I should be punished.”

“Onslaught?” Bobby asks. “All I said was I was glad you weren’t on my team, since you couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn.”

“That’s not all you said. Your tone and words indicated you weren’t going to quit until you were put in your place. I put you there,” Akio responds. He’s holding it together fairly well now, but he lost it at the challenge.

“Yeah, well, I might have also said you couldn’t hit the hay if you were tired, hit the road if you had somewhere to go, hit the spot if you were starving, or hit the nail on the head if you had a hammer the size of King Kong. But I do believe you hit something. The bottom.” He laughs, holding his stomach.

No one else is laughing.

“Come on, he missed every single target. He don’t belong here. You can’t karate chop your way out of a bullet.”

Bobby thinks he’s being funny, but there’s a time and place for everything.

“As you can see Robert has no tact,” Akio says.

“The names Bobby, Akita. Isn’t that the name of a dog, dog?”

Akio gestures to him, as if to prove his point.

“Do either of you have anything else of significance to add?” I ask, noting Akio is turning red.

“I lost my temper, but in this situation, I believe it was warranted,” Akio says, crossing his arms.

I shake my head. “I’m going to make this really easy on everyone. The type of person I look for in a bodyguard is someone who can handle stressful situations. If I wanted or needed someone who lost their temper at the drop of a hat, I’d look in the mirror. I expect the people in my employ to be professional at all times. You are a direct reflection of me and I don’t need bad press. I’m disappointed in both of you. Fighting is unacceptable among my EPOs and shows a complete lack of respect for others. Therefore, Bobby and Akio, you’ve both been caught off guard. Your gig is up.”

There’s a collective gasp from the room. Sitting back on my throne, I point two fingers, “Get the hell out of my house.”

Bobby tilts his head at me. “You’re making a big mistake. I could have been good for you.”

Akio shuffles back a couple of steps, as if in shock. Is it that hard to believe?

“Bobby and Akio, we’ve enjoyed having you with us and on behalf of myself and the other contestants, I can say we’re definitely going to miss you.” Bryce taps them on the back and then shakes their hands. “Please follow the guards and pack your things. There’s a car waiting for you out front.”

As soon as they’re gone, Bryce steps on his mark. “Well, that was an unexpected twist. Cedric, what are your thoughts on what just happened?”

He leans forward and places his arms on the table. “I’ll tell you, Bryce, it doesn’t surprise me. Some people take this a little more seriously than others. It’s like I always say, the only thing furious and serious have in common is a fuse.”

“Well said, Cedric. Kari, as an EPO yourself, what are your thoughts?” Bryce asks, moving to stand in front of her.

“It’s sad. They both seemed to have a lot to offer, but there’s no room for sensitivity in this field. My job is to protect my principal. My feelings can get stepped on as long as he doesn’t.”

Bryce smiles into the camera. “As you can see, the remaining contestants are the best of the best and this game has only just begun. Stay tuned for scenes from next week. The tides will turn, and the contestants will be tested like never before. We’ll see you next week for the most shocking show in the history of reality TV. You don’t want to miss a thing on The Praetorian. Goodnight.”

“And cut.” Esto’s voice booms over the speakers and a few seconds later, he’s in the middle of the forum. “We’re going to need you all to hang out here a few minutes while Akio and Bobby pack. Tomorrow is going to be a late start day. Dinner and the challenge will be a formal occasion. It’s time you pull out those gowns and suits we asked you to bring. You’ll receive a schedule in the morning on what time you should expect the costume and makeup people to come to your rooms. We want this to be amazing, so we’re pulling out all the stops!”

Esto presses his hand to his ear. “Give us about five more minutes and you’ll be free for the night. Chances are we’ll be filming late tomorrow, so I suggest you get a good night’s rest. Some of you like to burn the midnight oil.” He glances at me and raises his eyebrows.

Was that comment directed at me? What’s that supposed to mean?

“Thanks again for another great show!” Esto turns to me. “Great job. Really great!”

“Thanks,” I reply, noting Esto looks beat.

I imagine his job is pretty rough. I heard he has a cot in the master control room and he’s been known to spend the night from time to time. I picture him watching me place towels over the cameras by the pool and getting mad. Either he hasn’t reviewed the footage or he’s afraid to piss me off, because he hasn’t said a word. Was that what he was referring to? Does he know?

“All clear,” Esto says over the loudspeaker. The contestants stand and chatter on their way to the door. Reed is talking to Raul.

I rise and stretch. It’s been a long day. As much as I want to get some sleep, I’d rather talk to Reed more. I need to figure out how to get a message to her.

I have an idea and run with it. “I wanted to thank you all for mostly keeping me safe today. I’m going to the dining hall for a drink, if anyone wants to join me.”

“I could use one,” Tori replies, loudly.

“Amen,” Logan seconds.

Hopping down the stairs, I catch Reed’s eye. She gazes up at me from under her lashes.

Raul asks her if she’s going.

“Yeah, I might have one.”

“You’re fun when you drink,” he says with a chuckle, and I want to tell him to back the fuck off.

I don’t know why I feel so protective of her, but I do. I know she can handle herself. She can definitely handle me. But there’s something in her eyes that makes me think she needs me. Maybe I’m just flattering myself, but I feel like I need her too.

Surprisingly, the entire group comes for a drink. I guess no one wants to miss out on anything.

“Give me a second,” I tell them, heading off down the hall.

In the kitchen, I open my liquor cabinet and pull out a bottle of scotch and a bottle of brandy.

“Need some help?”

A female voice causes me to spin a little too excitedly. I’m afraid my face visibly drops when I see it’s Tori.

“Were you expecting someone else?” she asks.

“I thought maybe you were my chef. I was going to ask him to whip up a little something.”

“Do I sound like a man to you?” she asks. “That hurts.”

“You most certainly do not sound like a man. I apologize.”

Taking a step closer she places her hands on her hips and licks her lips. “Do I look like a man?”

Is she flirting? I place the bottles on the counter and lean back, crossing my arms. “You most certainly do not.”

She smiles. “I wasn’t sure you even noticed. Along with knowing how to mix drinks, I’m a personal trainer too, you know. I bet I could show you a few moves to help you stretch out after today.”

Oh boy. “That’s really nice of you, but I already have a personal trainer and I run five miles a day. I’m in decent shape.”

“Yes, you are,” she says, sweeping me up and down with her eyes.

I clear my throat. “I’m sure everyone’s waiting on that drink. Would you mind getting some glasses?”

“Where’s your staff?” she asks. “Surely you don’t need to do this on your own.”

“I gave them the night off. I don’t mind pouring a few drinks. You all deserve it.”

She brushes against me as she picks up the glasses. “These?” she asks, batting her eyes.

“Yep.” A moment passes, during which I think she expects me to make a move. She stares at my mouth and then at my eyes. “Shall we?” I say, inclining my head toward the door.

“Right.”

Doesn’t she know it’s not appropriate to flirt with the boss?

In the dining room, everyone is seated. I was hoping to sit by Reed, but Raul’s on one side and Kari’s on the other. I have no choice but to sit across from her.

“Brandy and scotch. Pick your poison.” I place the bottles on the table and begin the process of opening a bottle.

“Let me get that,” Raul says, reaching out to take it from me.

“I think I can manage,” I reply. I’m fairly certain he sees I’m not impressed by the scowl I give him, because he immediately sits down.

I pour, and Reed takes a glass. Our eyes meet, and she frowns. What the hell? This is all for her. No one forced her to come. If she doesn’t want to be here, she should leave.

I’m getting irritated. I slam back the drink, pour myself another and push away from the table.

“So, boss, any feedback on how we’re doing?” Logan asks.

“You wouldn’t still be here if I didn’t think you had what it takes.”

“What’s this thing tomorrow all about?” Kari asks.

“You know I can’t tell you anything,” I warn.

“How’s the neck?” Raul asks.

I stare at him for a moment. He glances at his drink briefly before gazing at me uncomfortably. “I’ll survive.”

I can tell they don’t know what to do with themselves and with Reed so cold, I decide to make my exit. I haven’t spent nearly as much time upstairs as I should, and Natalie’s been alone all day. She could probably use the company. At least she’d be glad to see me.

“I wanted to assure you all that I think you’re doing a great job. Sorry for the drama tonight, but it had to be done. Enjoy the drinks. I’m going to turn in for the night.”

Her head lifts and her mouth opens slightly as if she wants to say something but doesn’t know what. Does she want to talk to me? I decide to carry out my original plan and make my way back to the kitchen to find a piece of paper.

I’m rummaging through the drawers when she clears her throat.

“Need help?” she asks, setting her drink on the counter.

“I was just about to—”

“Hey, Reed, where’d you go?”

Raul rounds the corner and stops in his tracks when he sees me. “Oh, sorry. You were just about to what?” he asks.

“I was looking for a piece of paper to write a note to my chef, but I can’t find any.”

“You could use a napkin,” Reed suggests. She moves to the pantry and comes out with one. Our fingers brush as she hands it to me and I think I see her take a quick breath. I can’t help but smile.

After running my fingers through my hair, I search for a pen.

“Reed, any good suggestions on what he could write with? Maybe ketchup?” Raul asks with a laugh.

Her smile is forced. “No, no suggestions.”

“That’s okay. I’ve got some work to do in my dressing room anyway. I’ll just text him.” Raul nods, and I ball up the napkin and toss it at him as I pass. “Throw that away for me, would you?”

He misses, and it falls to the ground. I tsk. “You’re going to have to be quicker than that around here. G’night.”

I don’t care if he’s the best EPO in the world. There’s no way in hell I’d hire him to work for me. He’s got a chip on his shoulder and I’m making it my personal responsibility to knock it off.
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They’re like unicorns. I’ve heard about them, but I’ve never witnessed it until now. I saw my first and hopefully last, pissing contest over me. It wasn’t attractive on either of them, although pretty much every move Roman makes is hot to me lately. I don’t know who flipped the switch, but I can’t stop thinking about him.

I’m no expert when it comes to flirting, but I believe Roman wants me to meet him in his dressing room. If he didn’t mean anything by it, then I’m going to look like a real ass if I show up unexpectedly.

I want to talk to him about last night. I’m still uncomfortable with this whole situation. Maybe he’ll be a dick to me and it’ll help me stop undressing him with my eyes whenever I see him. One can hope.

I’m nursing my drink in the dining hall, biding my time until I can sneak away. Everyone has already turned in for the night except for Tori, Kari, and Raul. Don’t these people ever sleep? I hope Roman waits for me—assuming he’s not just working. Ugh, why can’t everyone go to bed?

“You look tired, Reed. You should go up,” Tori says.

“I was kinda hoping to give you a head start so I didn’t keep you up again.”

“What do you mean?” Kari asks as she takes another drink.

“I guess I was snoring last night and that’s why Tori had to crash in your room.”

Kari’s eyes narrow as she glances at Tori.

Tori smiles. “You may not remember. We all had a lot to drink.”

“Oh, yeah. Of course.”

“You missed swim night,” Raul adds. “But hey, I bet we could take a quick dip tonight.”

“Thanks, but, uh….” I stretch my arms over my head. “I am getting sleepy. Maybe I will turn in after all.”

“’K. Night, roomie. I’ll be up in a bit.”

“Take your time! Have fun.”

I hope I didn’t emphasize that too much. I don’t need her questioning where I went if she beats me to the room.

I stand in the foyer for a few seconds to make sure no one is following me. When I’m sure they’re not leaving, I dart off to the forum. Cameras are all over this house. I have no idea how to explain what I’m doing, but I’m too excited to care.

Being secretive is a bit of a rush and I’m nothing if not an adrenaline junkie.

I tiptoe through the dark forum, not exactly sure where I’m going. I glance behind me a few times to make sure I’m alone. Pushing through the curtains, I see a door to the left and a light shining on the floor under it. I hope it’s the right room.

Wrapping my knuckles softly on the wood, I slowly turn the handle and go in. I see a desk full of monitors and a chair off to the side.

“Roman?” I whisper, as I push on the door.

It’s too quiet. Maybe he’s not here. Once I step fully inside, I see he’s lying on the couch with his hands behind his head. His eyes are closed, and he seems so peaceful. Biting my lip, I quietly close the door behind me. Then I take a moment to stare at him.

He’s still wearing the gray jeans from earlier and his feet, still encased in combat boots, are crossed at the ankles and hanging off the couch. He’s too tall to fit, but he’s obviously made himself comfortable. I assume being in his line of work, he’s probably used to sleeping wherever he can.

I take a step closer to him and tighten my slipping ponytail. His face is perfection. He’s got enough facial hair to be fashionable and not enough to make him look gruff. His lips are the perfect shade of pink. The more I look at him, the more I want to kiss him.

I bend over him and then wonder if there are cameras in this room too. I assume not, since he watches us from here. I do a double take at the monitors on the desk realize he can see inside our bedrooms. It’s creepy, but I let it go.

I crouch next to him and try to decide at what angle I should go in for the kiss. He’s breathing lightly; maybe I shouldn’t wake him. I study his tattoos. One climbs up his arm and is blocked by his T-shirt. I wish I could see the whole thing. The thought of his bare chest makes my heart leap into my throat. I have to kiss him. I have to.

As I bend down one more time, one of his eyes cracks open ever so slightly and he smirks. “What’s taking you so long? Kiss me already. I’m going to die of old age waiting.”

I push myself upright, using his chest for balance. He grabs hold of my wrists and pulls me down on top of him.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he whispers.

Even though I would have never climbed on top of him, I like being there. I get in a better position and he moves so I fall into the area against the couch and right next to him.

“Hi,” he whispers as he tucks a strand of loose hair behind my ear.

“Hi.”

He leans in and lightly kisses me. I melt. How does someone get to be such a good kisser that they can cause another person to lose all sense of reason by touching them? Was he born this way? Is it years of practice?

His kiss is tender and way too short. He pulls back to gaze into my eyes. “Is this okay?”

“Uh-huh.” It’s all I can manage.

He smiles, and I swallow hard. I can’t help but stare at his lips.

“Good.” He leans in and kisses me again. Pulling away just enough that our lips barely touch, he slowly kisses me once more. It’s complete torture. I need more.

I tug on his lips with mine. He moans and pushes against me. Our tongues touch lightly outside of our mouths and then, as if we come to the same conclusion at the same time, we devour each other. His tongue dances against mine as he slides in and out of my mouth. There’s pressure, then tenderness, then forcefulness, then softness. It’s like he knows what will keep me coming back for more.

I’ve never felt this way about kissing before. It’s pure sexual tension and I love every second of it.

He moans as he moves me so that his head is higher than mine. I run my fingers through his hair. He must like it because his kiss becomes hungrier. I don’t know if I’m doing to him what he’s doing to me, but I’m pretty sure I’d fuck him if he said the word. I’ve never wanted a man so much in my life.

He opens his eyes to search mine. “I’ve been thinking about this all day.”

“You could have fooled me.”

“I guess I’m doing a good job of treating you like everyone else then.”

“Aren’t I like everyone else? Maybe you call all the girls into your dressing room.”

He laughs. “Worried?”

“No. Please,” I say, rolling my eyes. “You’re not a very good kisser and looking at you causes me physical pain.”

“I can tell,” he responds, scrunching his face mockingly. “You definitely don’t like being kissed by me.”

“I hate it.”

“What can I do to change your mind?”

“I don’t know. What do you suggest?”

He laughs. “Oh, Reed, there are so many things I’d like to suggest right now.”

“Do any of them involve me getting naked?” I ask playfully, touching the stubble on his cheek.

His head rolls back and he sighs. “They all involve you getting naked.”

I laugh, and he laughs. The sound of it and the feel of his chest against mine causes the butterflies in my stomach to dance. What’s happening to me?

“How was your day?” he asks.

“How was yours?” I turn his head with my hand and cringe when I see the welt. “Does it hurt?”

“Nah. I’m tough.”

“Oh, good,” I reply, sighing in relief. “Because if it hurt, I was going to kiss it and I really hate the idea of having to kiss your neck.”

“Now that you mention it, it does sting a bit.”

“Hm…” I gently press my lips to his neck. I’m certain I feel my ovaries explode when I get a good whiff of him. No man should be allowed to look like him and smell good too. It’s not fair.

“Is it torture?”

“It’s awful. I hate it,” I say as I kiss my way up and pull on his earlobe with my teeth.

“Do you have any idea what you do to me?” he asks.

“Really?” I say a little too excitedly.

He laughs. “Don’t you believe me?” He rolls to the side a bit to see my face.

“Oh, I believe it. I know I’m good.”

“I’ve never met anyone quite like you, Reed Manning. Where did you come from?”

“That’s a long story,” I say, propping my head on my hand.

“Tell me. I want to know something about you no one else knows.”

I shrug. “Not much to say.”

He studies me for a moment. “Let’s start with the basics. Tell me why you really decided to become a cop. I heard your answer in the interview, but something tells me there’s more to it.”

I swallow hard and push up on his chest. He sits up as well. His eyebrows furrow and he seems concerned. He really wants to know. What can I tell him without saying too much?

“I don’t like not having control.”

He nods his head and glances down as if he’s really thinking about my words. “And being an officer gives that to you?”

“It makes me feel I have power. I don’t like looking or feeling weak.”

“Weak is not a word I’d use to describe you.”

I get up and wrap my arms around myself. “Good.”

“What did I say?” he asks as he stands and places his hands on my face.

“Nothing, why?”

“I just watched you build a wall right in front of my eyes.”

I shake my head and glance at the door.

“You want to leave, don’t you?”

“No, of course not. Let’s talk about something else.” I turn to the monitors. “I’m not sure I like the fact that you can watch us sleep.”

He pulls out the chair to the desk and sits. “Do you have any idea how many cameras are in my house right now?”

“Fifty?”

He points up.

“Seventy?”

He points up again and my mouth drops. “A hundred?”

“I’d say a little over, if you include the grounds and the garage, yet none of those cameras picked up anyone taking my iPad.”

“Where did you last see it?”

“I’m fairly certain I left it here on the desk last night before I went to the pool.”

“Did you go straight to the pool from here?” I ask, leaning on the desk to get a better look at the monitors and what the cameras record.

He pauses for a moment and I glance at him. “No,” he says curtly.

“That’s not giving me much. Where were you before you went to the pool?”

“Upstairs.”

“Doing what?”

He rises. “The point is, it was here and then it wasn’t.”

He almost seems defensive. “Did I touch a nerve?” I ask, turning to face him and leaning on the desk.

“Nope.”

Narrowing my eyes at him, he rolls his at me.

“There’s that look again.”

“What look?” I ask.

“The one you gave me in the dining hall. I almost gave up on you.”

“Really? All it takes is one look for you to quit? And I’ve barely scratched the surface of all the faces I can make.”

He drops down on the couch. “I don’t like Raul.”

“I can tell.”

“Be careful around him.”

I let out a small laugh.

“What the hell, Reed? I’m being serious.”

“I can take care of myself. He’s harmless.”

He glares up and to the right, making a steeple with his fingers. His chest muscles tighten, and I wonder if he’s getting angry.

“Are you mad right now?” I ask.

“Getting there.”

“Do you get mad a lot?”

“Maybe.”

I purse my lips and try not to smile. He’s adorable. I take two steps and stop when I’m standing in front of him. He won’t look at me, so I crouch in front of him. He looks away. “On a scale of Rauls from one to ten, with one Raul being happy-go-lucky and ten Rauls being ready to punch a wall, how many Rauls would you say you are?”

He closes his eyes and I watch his upper lip curl ever so slightly. He opens his eyes and sighs when he sees me smiling at him. I place my hands on his legs mostly for balance, but also because his jeans are ripped there, and I can see his skin.

He takes a deep breath and gazes down at their placement. Placing his hands over mine, he pulls them up his thighs. Now I’m the one who needs more air. He moves my hands up and down his legs and I swear I almost pass out. I get on my knees in front of him, and he leans forward and crashes his lips to mine.

He lifts me until I’m straddling him on the couch. The bulge in his jeans begs for attention so I grind down on him, reveling in the delightful friction that my body craves. It’s not enough, though. With each slide, the bulge grows, furthering the ache between my legs.

He runs his hands up and down my back before they land on my ass. This time I let him touch me.

“Reed, fuck…. We need to stop.”

“No, we don’t.” I kiss him harder.

He laughs. “We do. Reed! We really do!” He pushes back on my arms.

I pull back quickly, and lift off him. I can’t help but feel a sting of rejection.

"Don’t,” he says forcibly. “Don’t you dare.”

I straighten my shirt as I stand, and he jumps up and pulls me to him. “Do you know how long it’s been since I felt this way about someone?”

“I’m fine, Roman. Stop. It’s late and I should go. Big day tomorrow.”

“For fuck’s sake, Reed. Look at me.”

I shrug and avert my eyes.

“I’m three Rauls mad right now.”

“I don’t give a fuck.”

“We are in my office, right next to the control room where sometimes Esto spends the night. There’s a chance my head of security, Dawson, might wonder where I am and come searching for me. He does it all the time, like last night. There’s a chance someone, anyone, could walk in at any moment. As much as I want you, I won’t have you embarrassed that way or let someone see your body. I want it all to myself.

“When I finally make love to you, I’m going to do it all night long in my bed, not on a lopsided couch in the middle of a dirty dressing room. You’re too important to me and I’m not going to fuck this up, because there’s only one first time with someone and my first time with you is going to be everything it should be and more.”

My heart explodes. I don’t want to smile. I want to act like his words don’t affect me. I want to pretend they aren’t the nicest, most romantic words I’ve ever heard in my life, but I can’t do it. Because unlike any man I’ve ever known, he broke through a wall I built. No one has ever gotten through when I’m angry and as much as I don’t want to admit it, he’s special.

What I feel for him is maddening and stupid and crazy because I really don’t know him and yet, I feel like I do.

He’s staring at me and I can’t help it. I smile. Closing my eyes, I shake my head as he kisses my forehead, pulling me tighter into his embrace. I haven’t been hugged in forever. I forgot how good it feels.

“Are we good?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“Before I say or do anything to make you stop smiling, I’m going to go. Give me five minutes and then turn off the light and take off. Stay as close to the center of the room as you can. It’s dark there and hopefully the cameras won’t pick up on your movement. Just don’t trip over the edge of the circle, okay?”

I nod.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, where I’ll most likely not look at you and seem pissed.” With a final kiss, he disappears out the door.

It takes me a moment to get a grip. I try to make out his movement on the monitors, but I barely see him. He’s good. I check the time on my watch. I have three more minutes. Glancing around the room, I picture him back here, watching when we’re being instructed before a challenge.

Something catches my eye. Something shiny.

There on the couch, stuffed between two cushions, is a set of keys. Picking them up, I wonder how I’m going to sneak them back to him tomorrow. I stare at the monitors and watch the guards near the west wing. I bite my lip as I think. This is an opportunity I can’t resist. It’s like he wanted me to find them, right?

At first, it’s a tiny thought. Then it forms into a solid idea. A minute later it’s a full-fledged plan. One that’s certain to get me in a lot of trouble. More trouble than I’ve ever been in before.
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“You did background checks?” I ask.

“Yes.”

“And they all came back fine? No red flags?”

“Not that I could see, but—”

“But you don’t like the idea of having a bunch of actors in my house, even if they’ve been cleared by you and Seamore Productions, and instructed to follow a script?”

Dawson scowls. “That’s exactly right.”

“Please hold your arms out straight, sir,” the tailor says nervously. His hands are shaking as he pins the final alterations for my tux for tonight’s challenge.

“I feel like a fucking scarecrow,” I mumble.

Dawson flips through a stack of papers as he sits at my desk. He’s one of the only people allowed to sit there besides me. I trust him with everything.

He grimaces and rubs his head with his palm as he flips from page to page.

I don’t think I’ve ever drawn him at my desk and I wish I could capture this moment, but I left my pad in my bedroom last night. I couldn’t fall asleep until after I drew her.

After I left Reed, I decided to check on things. Natalie was happy to see me. She hinted that someone had missed me all day. I felt bad for being gone so long and I promised that as soon as the show was over, I’d make up for lost time. I got a smile out of it and most days that’s all it takes to keep me going.

“Ugh,” he moans, shaking his head. “This is a security nightmare, Roman. A freaking nightmare.”

“It’ll be fine.”

“Arms down, please.”

Finally. They were starting to ache.

“Considering all that’s going on in your real life, I don’t think this is the time to pretend there’s a security breach and someone is armed at the party.”

“It’s not going to be a real gun.”

“Yeah it is. Just not loaded.”

“Well, there you go,” I say, waving it off.

“Please don’t move, Mr. Creed. I’m almost finished.”

I ignore the tailor. “You’re going to hold onto it until the show and then after, it gets returned to you, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“It’s got to happen. I already signed the contract.”

“There!” The tailor sighs. “All finished. I’ll have it ready for you by five.”

I remove the material and hop off the small platform. Dawson jumps up and opens the door, thanking the tailor as he leaves.

Taking Dawson’s place at my desk, I shuffle through the paperwork and cringe at the amount of things he has to account for. “Guess this is why I pay you the big bucks.”

He holds out his hand and I give him the file.

“You need anything before I go?” he asks.

“My iPad would be nice.”

“The new one should be here any minute.”

“I want the old one. Any leads?”

He shakes his head. “I asked Rivera to let Phil review the footage, but with all Seamore records, it’s a mountain of red tape. I think they’re afraid we’re going to tamper with it or something. It’s like pulling teeth to get them to turn anything over to us. Bureaucratic bullshit.”

“Yeah. All right, I’m good but Dawson…”

At the door, he spins to face me.

“I know I don’t say it enough, but thank you.”

His shoulders straighten, and he nods before taking his leave. He’s got a shit-ton of work to do for tonight.

Laughter coming from outside draws my attention. I go to the window and lean on the glass. Kari, Logan, and Tori are in the pool. No sign of Reed. Raul dives in and my stomach curls. I turn away and close my eyes. Watching them in the water causes physical pain.

Sitting at my desk again, I think about last night and the smile returns to my face. I open a desk drawer and flip through various folders until I find hers. I want to know more about her.

Reed Manning. No middle name. Born in Portland, Oregon, and twenty-eight years old. Parents are Hazel and James Manning, divorced. Reed moved to LA with her mom when she was eight and has lived there ever since.

I turn the page and pick up the picture of her in full uniform. Then I spot the promo pic Seamore took of her. I’ve never seen more natural beauty in my life. She’s so different from any other woman I’ve ever been attracted to. No makeup, no fancy hairstyle. Just straightforward, you-get-what-you-see radiance. She doesn’t need artifice. I wouldn’t change a single thing about her.

“Roman?” The door opens, and I shove her file back in my desk. “Esto wants to see you downstairs. He wants to do a run-through.”
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Two hours later, I’m finally eating lunch in my dressing room while reviewing my lines. I’ve never thought about entering the acting world, although I’ve known a few fellow musicians who successfully crossed over. Flipping through the pages, I can honestly say it’s not my thing. In some ways, singing songs is like playing a part in a story. You need to show and feel the emotion in the words, like acting. But I feel them because they are my words. Speaking of which, I have the beginnings of a new song itching to come out. Someone has inspired me.

I glance at the monitors as soon as I think of her and that’s when I see the commotion in the hall near the kitchen. Cedric is coughing and hacking. Is he choking? I zoom in, turning on audio to hear what’s going on.

My security guard rushes over and starts to do the Heimlich. After a few seconds, Cedric holds up a hand and I finally breathe. Good thing my guard was down the hall.

My eyes immediately narrow as I click on the camera by the secret stairwell.

“What the hell are you doing?”
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I fumble with the keys, knowing I don’t have much time. The third key finally turns, and I almost cheer, but I’m too nervous. I can’t get caught, but I need to know more about him. He’s hiding something, and I have to know what it is.

The closet door leads to a stairwell. I close it behind me just as the security guard comes back into the room.

Standing perfectly still for a moment, I pray he didn’t hear or see me. He coughs, and I make my move, ascending the stairs. They wind and twist as they climb, and I feel like I’m in a spy movie as I get closer to the top.

Turning the handle, I realize the door at the top is locked as well. I fumble with the keys and get it on the second attempt. Carefully, I inch open the door. There is a small hall table with a lamp directly in front of me, as well as multiple closed doors along a hall. I hear the mumblings of guards and know I need to move quickly.

I go to the first door on the left. It’s not locked, but the handle is difficult to turn. It’s almost as if something heavy is on top of it. I twist a bit harder and find it easier on my second try.

Pushing open the door, the first thing I see is a large, king-sized bed with a white bedspread and red chenille blanket. There must be five or six red-and-beige throw pillows against an oversized, dark brown headboard. To the right is a fully stocked bar with stools in front of an enormous window I imagine probably has the best view in the house. When I see the guitars lining the walls, as well as several others resting on stands, I know where I must be, and my heart constricts. I’m invading his privacy and I hate the way it makes me feel. I take a step forward and the door closes behind me.

My hand flies to my hip as I spin around to see Roman regarding me with his arms crossed. He’s angry. Really angry. If I had to count Rauls by the look on his face, I’d say maybe thirty. Like, blow a gasket angry.

“I can explain…”

He doesn’t say a word. He only stares at me. I think it’s worse than him yelling. But how did he get up here? After I explained my plan to Cedric he agreed to help me. He and I made sure Roman was in his dressing room and there’s no way he came down the hall. A quick glance to my right and I see a door leading to another set of stairs. It’s like freaking Harry Potter.

“Last night after you left, I found your keys in the couch. I was going to run after you, but you’d already been gone a while, so I figured I’d give them to you today. So… surprise!” I smile awkwardly and his nostrils flare.

He turns and slams the open stairwell door. The wall rattles, and I cringe. “Now why don’t you tell me what you’re really doing?” he shouts.

There’s a knock at the door. “Boss, you okay?” Dawson asks.

“Just a second,” Roman yells back, grabbing me by the arm and leading me toward the guitars in the far corner. He opens a closet door filled with paper and more guitars. It’s small and dark.

“Get inside,” he tells me. “And be quiet.”

“I can’t,” I whisper, shaking my head.

“Do it, Reed. Now!”

“Not the closet. Please. Don’t make me…” He pushes me inside and closes the door.

It’s dark and cramped. I hear muffled voices outside and I crouch down on instinct. My chest starts to heave, and I fight to hold back tears that threaten to spill over my eyes. Must be quiet, I tell myself. Must be quiet…

I’m dizzy. I hate closets. I always have. Grabbing hold of my legs, I assume the position and rock.

It’s so dark. He’s so mad. I shouldn’t have done it. I was bad. I’m going to get what I deserve. A few seconds later, footsteps approach and I gasp when the door opens. I close my eyes and lift my hands defensively to protect myself from the blow I know I’m about to receive.

The tears start to flow. “I’m sorry, Daddy. Please don’t. Please don’t hit me.” My whole body convulses, and I sob.

I close my eyes and wait for the pain, but it doesn’t come. I slowly open my eyes and he’s squatting next to me. He’s not angry. He’s scared.

“Reed? Give me your hand. It’s Roman. It’s okay.”

“I… I…”

“Give me your hand. You’re okay.”

I swallow hard and shakily place my hand in his. He tugs me gently and helps me to my feet. My face is wet with tears and as I remember where I am and who I am, I feel humiliated and ashamed.

He doesn’t speak. He pulls me to his chest and holds me in his arms. I’m reluctant at first. I try to push away from him, but he pulls me even closer, holding me tighter.

I close my eyes and try to breathe. No one has ever seen me like this. His heart is pounding against my chest and I curl my head into his neck. He feels warm and safe. I’ve never felt this way before after being found. Maybe this time I’ll be okay. The tears start again, and I cry. I don’t want to, but I can’t help it.

I don’t know how long I stand there in his arms, but I know he never lets me go. I sniff and finally push lightly away from him. His face is ashen, and his eyes are pained.

“I’m so embarrassed. I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say a word unless you want to. I’m here either way.”

Covering my face with my hands, I wish to be anywhere but here.

He pulls my hands away and leads me over to the bar, where he pours me a shot of something. I slam it immediately and it warms me from the inside out. He leans his elbows on the bar and faces forward. I’m glad he’s not looking at me. I want to pretend it never happened, even though I know I can’t.

I clear my throat. “I don’t like closets.”

“Noted,” he says with a small smile. “I’m sorry.” His eyes are soft and his words sincere.

“How could you have known? It’s not like the general population hid from their abusive father in a closet.”

I pour myself another shot. Then I pour him one and inch it toward him. I hold my shot glass out in a toast. “To secrets?”

He smiles and taps mine before he pounds it, then places the empty glass upside-down on the bar.

“Well, you wanted to know more about me. Here you go!” I say, handing over an invisible box and dropping it in front of him.

“I’m sorry I caused you pain, Reed. I’d never, ever want to hurt you.”

“I know that,” I say, touching his arm. “I’m just… mortified. I’ve never told anyone.”

“You mean no one else knows?” he asks, suddenly angry and concerned.

“Well, my mom knew. She finally left him, and we moved away, but… something happened at work and all the memories I thought I’d blocked came flooding back. Since then, it’s like I opened the gates of hell.”

“Does it have to do with the guy you beat up? Is it why you were suspended?”

“Yeah.” I feel like I want to puke. “Can we not talk about this anymore? Can we pretend it never happened?”

“Yes, we can stop talking about it, but no, we can’t forget it. I’m glad I know. It explains so many things about you.”

“Great!” I say rolling my eyes as I push away from his bar. I turn to his bed. The reason I’m in his room comes flooding back and I realize I still owe him an explanation. “Crap.”

“I see you remembered where you are. Care to explain why you’re here?”

“Are you going to yell?”

His expression softens. “At you? No. I don’t think I ever want to yell at you again. I can’t promise I won’t get mad, but I will try to control myself. I don’t ever want to scare you.”

“Please. You don’t scare me in the least.”

His brief smile fades into a scowl. “Well, in that case, what the fuck, Reed?”

Grinding my teeth, I decide to go with the truth. “From the moment I walked into this house and was told I couldn’t go into the west wing, it’s all I could think about. I wanted to see it. I’m an information addict. I like to know everything. Plus, I’m a detective. Figuring out puzzles is in my blood. That day you took off like a bat out of hell up the stairs told me you were hiding something. Your explanation didn’t fit, and you looked up and to the right when you spoke, so I knew you were lying. Plus, there are all these secret stairways.”

He sighs and shakes his head.

“And then there’s all this hush-hush stuff about Natalie—”

“What did you say?” he asks, gliding toward me anxiously.

“Natalie. I keep hearing her name, yet I’ve never met her. Who is she and why is she never around?”

“Who said her name? Where did you hear it?”

“I heard one of the cooks say something about her not liking the way the apples were pureed. Then I fell asleep one night in the dining hall and I heard her talking.”

Roman shifts his balance from one foot to the other and tightens his hands into fists before he forcibly loosens them. His turns away and his posture goes rigid. My gut tells me there’s definitely something big here.

“What’s going on, Roman?”

“Who else knows about her? Who did you tell?” he asks, panicked.

“No one. I haven’t said anything to anyone about her. Who is she?”

“Don’t worry about it. Just please stop asking so many questions.” He scrubs his face and then shoves his hands into his pockets.

“Don’t worry about it? Telling me not to worry makes me worry even more. Are you in some kind of trouble?” I ask, reaching out to him.

“No! No trouble. But I’d really appreciate it if you’d stop sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

My eyebrows shoot up and I jerk back in surprise. “Well, I guess my nosey nose can sniff out lies better than most people. What is it you don’t want me to know?”

“Dammit, Reed, back off. I’m telling you, just back off!”

“What are you hiding, Roman? Is she some kind of personal sex slave or something?” I half laugh, half worry. He sighs and gazes at the floor. “Is that what this is? Is she your girlfriend?”

“No. Of course not,” he says.

He won’t look at me and I think I’ve touched a nerve. “Oh fuck, she is your girlfriend!”

“No.”

“Lover?”

“No! Reed… come on. You’re being ridiculous.”

“Am I? I read about you online before I came to the show. They say you’re a player, a man-whore, and a user.”

“Yeah, well, they say a lot of things about me that aren’t true.” He sits down on the corner of the bed.

His jaw shifts as if he’s irritated and something clicks in my head. I feel sick. “You picked me, didn’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“You saw I was weak and you went in for the kill.” I close my eyes. “You’re good, really good. I’ll give you that. You almost had me fooled. This is all part of the game. Are there cameras here too?”

He stands and crosses the room to me. “Reed, I promise you, this thing with us isn’t a game. Can you trust and believe in me?” He lifts his hand to touch my face and I pull away.

“Tell me who she is to you.”

“I can’t. You don’t understand. I’m a private person. I don’t share stuff about myself easily, if at all.”

I throw my hands in the air. “Do you think it was easy for me to tell you my father used to beat me? I’ve never told anyone that, Roman. You made me feel like I—”

“Like you what?” he asks sincerely.

“Nothing. It doesn’t matter. The fact is I’m not going to be a side girl. I’m not like your other floozies. I don’t fuck for fun. I thought there was something here,” I say, pointing back and forth between us. “But I guess I’m simply another notch on your belt. Are you trying to get in Kari’s pants too? How about Tori?”

“Dammit, Reed! Is that what you really think about me?

I glance around, trying to figure out how I’m going to get back downstairs.

“You want to leave, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“When things get tough you run. Good to know.”

“Fuck you, Roman. You don’t know anything about me.”

“I guess I don’t.”

He points at the hall. “Go out the way you came. The doors don’t lock from this side.”

I turn to leave, and he reaches out and touches my arm. I spin, hoping he’ll say something to stop me.

“I want my keys.”

I take them out of my pocket and throw them across the room. “I wish I’d never met you.”

I open the door and do my best not to punch my hand through the wall as I stomp down the stairs and out the closet door. The guard stands. “Hey!”

I glance at him as he presses a hand to his ear. He nods to me and sits back down.

I guess that’s that. It’s over before it even started.
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Leaning my head against the window, I watch the rain bouncing off the rooftop. It’s been dry for weeks. It’s fitting that the sun went away, and the sky is dark and gray. It’s like my life. I fucked things up and I don’t know how to make them right.

Dawson opens the door. “Clark is coming up. Want me to tell him you’re busy?”

I shake my head.

“Say the word and I’ll send them all home.”

“No. I need to finish what I started.”

“It’s going to be all right.”

“Is it?”

There’s a knock on the door. Dawson opens it, and Clark cheerfully enters the room.

“Let me take a look at you! Turn so I can see.”

I roll to face him, keeping my head against the window as if it’s glued in place.

“Now that’s one fine looking tux! You look like a million bucks. You’re going to break some hearts tonight.”

I roll back around to gaze out the window, never lifting my head.

“What’s wrong?” he asks, concerned.

I don’t answer. I don’t want to talk.

“Dawson, what happened? Is this about the threat and the stalker getting out? Is he okay? I’ve never seen him like this.”

“I can hear you,” I announce in an irritated tone.

“Then answer me. What’s going on?”

“Nothing other than my fucked up regular life.”

“He’s fine. He’ll make his grand entrance in a few minutes. Roman is just mentally reviewing his lines. He’s extremely focused and I think it would be best to let leave him be,” Dawson advises. I pray Clark listens.

“Um, yeah. Okay. You sure?”

“Positive,” Dawson replies.

“Call me if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Clark. Will do.”

I let out a deep sigh when the door closes. “Thanks.”

“You’ve been saying that a lot lately.”

“I don’t think I’ve said it enough.” I straighten my tie and walk to the door, supposing it’s time for the show. “Ready?”

His mouth twists.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Dawson, I’ve known you forever and I can tell when you have something to say. Just say it.”

“It’s not my place.”

I tilt my head. “You are one of the few people in this world whose opinion actually matters to me. If you have something to say, I want to hear it.”

“Remember you asked for it. I wanted to tell you it doesn’t need to be this way. This burden you’re carrying doesn’t have to be carried alone. I bet there are a lot of people who would surprise you with their level of understanding if you gave them the chance. If you told them the truth.”

“I tried being honest once and look where it got me.”

He places his hand on my shoulder. “You were honest, but with the wrong girl at the wrong time. You’re used to being disappointed because you don’t give people the chance to prove you wrong. If you don’t trust her, then ask her to sign a confidentiality agreement. Hell, I’ll ask her. You’re a good man. People don’t even know the half of who you are. Let her see the real you. If she walks away, then she was never right to begin with. But if you let her walk away without giving her a chance, the only one you’ll end up disappointing is yourself.”

“Damn. You been holding that in all this time?”

“Sometimes I have deep thoughts.”

I pat him on the back, then button the bottom button of my tuxedo and straighten my tie. “Let’s go get me a stalker.”

“Not funny.”

“It’ll be fine. I can feel it.” I lie. This whole day feels off.
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“Ladies and gentlemen, I give you your principal, Roman Creed.”

I step out into the hall at the top of the stairs, as instructed. The contestants are gathered at the bottom and they all gaze upward, waiting for me. I immediately scan them for a blonde ponytail and stop dead in my tracks when I see her.

Her long hair is down around her shoulders and her lips are bright red. She’s wearing a black sequined cocktail dress that hits mid-thigh and black heels. I thought she was beautiful before but holy shit, I can’t breathe. I try to swallow and choke on my own spit.

“And cut!” Esto yells. “You okay?” he asks as he runs up the stairs to greet me.

I nod, coughing. “Yeah. Give me a sec.”

“We’ll take it from the top. That’s the beauty of recorded television.”

I need to get my shit together. Gazing at Dawson, I blow air out and relax my shoulders, shaking out my arms and legs. “I made a decision,” I tell him. “I’ll be taking that chance.”

“Glad to hear it.”

I turn around and get ready for my entrance. I’m back and ready to kick some ass. I’m also ready to prove to a certain girl that I’m worth it.

Bryce starts again. “Ladies and gentlemen, I give you your principal, Roman Creed.”

Smiling, I make my entrance. “Good evening. There’s a reason we’ve assembled you in the main hall versus the forum. Tonight we’re doing something a little bit different. In this challenge, I have assembled a room full of music executives, rising stars, and fellow musicians. But someone has it out for me. Someone is plotting my demise.”

I take two steps down the stairs and lean on the railing, gazing over at Reed. As soon as we make eye contact, she looks away. Damn, that woman drives me wild.

“As an EPO your job is to mix in with the crowd. In some cases, I may not want my bodyguard to stand out, but I want him or her there, always watching, always waiting. Your job is to watch for suspicious behavior and intervene when necessary. At the end of the night, we’ll want to hear your observations. The person who made the best observations or took the most evasive actions will be the winner.”

I turn and look directly in her eyes. “Reed, you have immunity for this challenge and cannot be eliminated. However, I suggest you perform to your highest potential because a fatal flaw could land anyone in a car headed home.”

She forces a half smile at me and I almost laugh out loud. She doesn’t know I’m about to lay it all on the line. Hopefully this will prove to her how much I care.

“This will be the final challenge offering immunity. After tonight, there will be no winners, only losers. Don’t let your guard down.”

“Thank you, Roman.” Now we’ll hear from our protection expert, Jean Paul Beck, with some tips for our contestants.”

Jean Paul saunters out from the other side of the hall and steps down so he’s on the same level as I am. He’s wearing a suit, like the rest of the EPOs. Only the guests will be in tuxedos.

“We’ve spent a lot of time discussing the basics of being an EPO, but we haven’t discussed exactly what type of behavior would call someone into question. You should watch out for individuals who appear nervous or are fidgeting. Most fans are nervous or excited about meeting a star, but I’m talking about extreme, abnormal behavior. Is the person overly dressed in an attempt to conceal a weapon? Do they fail to react to events around them because they’re focused on their impending task? Is there an abnormal bulge in their pants or pocket? Perhaps they walk with a slight limp or their stride fluctuates, indicating they’re wearing an ankle holster or carrying a knife.”

He walks down two more steps. I do my best to not make eye contact with Reed. She still has a shot of winning this thing and I don’t want to get in her way.

“Your job is to protect Roman without embarrassing him. If you notice something is off, ask to speak to him in private. But if his life is in danger, don’t hesitate. React. An overreaction only lasts a moment, but a regret lasts a lifetime. You have each been fitted with an earpiece and microphone so you can talk to each other. Another part of this challenge is how well you keep your team posted on Roman’s whereabouts. Communication among EPOs is key to your principal’s safety.”

“Thank you, Jean Paul,” Bryce says. “Contestants, you may speak with the guests as needed and if they ask you who you are, you may tell them you’re an EPO and who you are guarding. Eat, have a drink if you choose and watch carefully. One thing we want to stress to you is that these guests are trained actors. Any and all events that occur tonight are not real. Roman is in no real danger and any perceived threats are simply part of the challenge. You should definitely pretend they are real. The guests are prepared to be tackled, restrained, and questioned, like in real life. But please know, Roman is playing along and all movements and actions have been rehearsed and assigned. There will be a fake threat to Roman tonight. Your job is to act like it’s real and keep him safe.”

Bryce walks over to the doors and stands in front of them. “Roman?”

I stride down the stairs and traverse an aisle the contestants have made for me. They’re dressed to the nines. In a real situation, they wouldn’t need to be so glamorous. Just professional. But this is TV and on TV, everyone looks pretty.

I can tell they’re all on edge. To be honest, I am too, even though I know exactly what’s about to happen. Dawson has already handed off the gun.

As I pass Reed, I take a closer look. My breath hitches. I can tell she has no idea how beautiful she is. To me, that makes her even more spectacular.

Everything will change tonight. She doesn’t know it yet, but I’m going to make this right. No matter what I have to do.
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I stare at the back of his head as we wait for the crew to set up. I’m extremely uncomfortable. It’s not the dress or the heels. It’s not even that the asshole is standing right in front of me. It’s my hair. I’m not used to wearing it down. I don’t even sleep with it down. It makes me feel vulnerable and after all that’s happened today, I need to feel more like the strong cop I am.

The makeup department insisted on doing my hair and face. Jen said it was important for the viewing audience to see another side of me. The expression on Roman’s face when he saw me made me consider doing it every day.

I’m extremely close to him. If I wanted to, I could grab his ass, and no one would see. If we were still a possibility, I might have considered it. But that’s over now. He does look divine in his tux. It’s like second skin. It fits him snugly in all the right places, and he smells like sex on a stick. Damn it, Reed, stop!

Damn him for ruining this. I hate him right now for being a lying snake. I’m back to my original goal of winning the money and dropping the job. I need to stop staring at him unless it’s for the game. It will be the only reason I look at him from now on.

After all, he’s got Natalie with her apples. Why does he need me? My chest aches and I push it aside.

Roman turns around and nods to the other contestants as Esto counts us down. Roman rounds his way to me and winks. No one else can see since we’re so close. I scowl, and he laughs before facing forward. Motherfucker. I kinda wish I was the one out to get him tonight. I hope he gets tackled.

“Five, four, three, two…”

The doors open. The forum has been transformed into a grand venue. The tables we usually sit at have been removed and center stage is lit in blue, like a dance floor.

Couches and bar tables are strategically placed throughout the room and there’s a large wraparound bar to the right. A buffet with extravagant displays of fruit, seafood, and cheeses has been placed at the back of the room. Large planters of flowers and greenery line the walls. A waterfall of champagne pours from a fountain and guests place their glasses under it to get their fill. Everyone is laughing and smiling. There’s too much to see.

The Core Damage logo shines on the ceiling. The walls and lights are shades of white and blue. It’s inviting.

As Roman enters the room, he lifts his arms in the air and the fake guests cheer. There are around twenty of them. This is going to be hard.

Pressing a hand to my earpiece, I think I hear Logan.

“Holy fuck. We’re going to have to split up.”

Cedric’s deep voice is clear. “I’m headed up toward the front behind Roman as we speak.”

“I’m behind you,” Logan replies.

“This is Tori. I’ll cover the right near the bar.”

“I’ve got the left near the red couch,” Raul says.

“I’m going dead center,” Kari announces.

“I’ll take the back, near the buffet,” I say.

“Go, go, go,” Cedric commands. “Principal is standing to the left of the blue floor.”

I move toward the buffet. Various guests fill their plates. I scope them out. Dark blue tux, blond hair, walk is normal. Red dress, she has a cane. I make a mental note. It could be a weapon, or maybe I’m just paranoid as fuck. This sure feels real.

Think, Reed, think. You’re a cop. You watch people all the time. You’ll know someone suspicious when you see them. Breathe.

“I’ve got a quiet loner near the bar,” Tori says. “He hasn’t made contact with anyone since I’ve been here.”

“Watch him, Tori,” Logan replies.

Roman moves to the bar, and two women follow him. Tori is standing nearby. Someone steps in front of him and I lose sight of him.

“Headed to the bar,” Raul announces.

Moving forward, I get him back in my line of vision and take a deep breath. A leggy brunette grabs his arm and flips her hair, laughing as if he said the funniest thing she’s ever heard.

Kari speaks. “Principal has contact with red dress near the bar. Not in distress.”

I’m in distress, I think to myself. He leans on the bar and gazes into her eyes. She whispers in his ear. His eyes search the room. He stops moving when he sees me and lifts his drink to his lips, never breaking eye contact with me.

I hate this challenge.

Roman whispers to the woman and she nods. He strolls toward the buffet and a gentleman in a white tux steps directly in front of him and places a hand on his chest.

“White tux, physical contact. Moving in,” I announce.

Standing directly to Roman’s right, I hear the man say. “You lucky son of a bitch. Grammy nomination again!”

Roman smiles, and they shake hands.

“Clear,” I say into my headpiece.

“It’s good to see you. Make sure you try the caviar. It’s imported. I know how you like the expensive stuff.”

“You know it!” White Tux says before strutting away.

Roman gazes at me and I don’t know what to do. Is this part of the challenge or something else?

“You okay?” I ask him.

“Could be better, could be worse.”

At the buffet, he picks up a plate.

“At the buffet,” I announce.

“I have a shuffler at the front of the room,” Cedric announces. “His gait is off. Black tux, white tie. Caucasian, black hair, glasses.”

“Dead center. Principal in sight,” Logan announces.

Roman, holding a plate of food, stops to talk to a Hispanic man dressed in leather.

“Leather man, left of buffet,” Raul says. “I’m close.”

I lose sight of him as he strolls with the man in leather. I don’t like it at all. My heart is pounding. I know something is going to happen. I just don’t know what.

“All okay?” Raul asks.

I hear Roman respond. “It’s all good.”

“Oops, sorry.”

“No problem.”

“What happened?” I ask.

“Nothing,” Raul says back.

“He’s coming toward me,” Tori exclaims.

“Making my way over,” Kari says. “I have funny walk with glasses in my sight. He’s approaching Roman.”

“This is Logan. This could be it, people. Be sharp.”

“Loner is on the move,” Tori says nervously. “I’ve got Roman coming in directly in front.”

“Hey. Can I do anything?” Tori asks.

I don’t hear a response. I do hear coughing. “I’m okay,” Roman replies.

“You sure?” she asks. “Want me to get you some water?”

“On my way,” Cedric announces.

I move toward the bar as well. My eyes shift from left to right as I watch for any sudden movements. I see Roman and I breathe deeply. He’s still coughing.

Cedric stands to his far left, close but not on top of him.

“What’s happening?” Logan asks.

“I’ve got glasses. He’s moving closer. I’m behind him,” Kari says.

Roman takes another sip of his drink and tries to place it on the bar, but he misses and it crashes to the ground. He loosens his tie.

I pick up speed, but someone steps in front of me, causing me to lose my balance. I push them aside.

“Roman? Roman?” Tori shouts. “I need some help here!”

I fly over to him and grab his arm spinning. He’s sweating, and his face is turning blue. “Someone call an ambulance,” I shout. Is that makeup? What should I be looking for?

Roman falls to his knees and Tori and I go down with him. Someone grabs ahold of my shoulder and pushes me out of the way. I almost pounce on him until I see it’s Dawson.

Roman grips his arm, his eyes pleading with him for help. Dawson pushes something forcibly into his leg. The crowd goes silent.

“Fuck, what did we miss?” Logan says.

“Cedric, do you see anyone making a run for it?” Kari asks.

“I’ve got nothing.”

I thought Dawson was supposed to stay off camera. Why is he here?

Dawson lifts Roman into his arms and carries him out of the room. The music suddenly stops. Esto, Roman’s agent, and JP rush from behind the stage and out the forum doors and that’s when I know. This wasn’t part of the challenge. It was real. Oh my God, it was real!
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It’s been five torturous hours. It’s almost midnight. We’ve been camped in the main hall, waiting for news. At nine o’clock, Esto advised us that Roman had a severe allergic reaction and was rushed to the hospital. Dawson drove and he was unresponsive by the time they got there, his breathing shallow.

I lean my head on Tori’s shoulder and she leans on Cedric. We are on the floor in our dress clothes and it’s so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

Bryce walks in through the main doors and our heads lift in response. “He’s okay. They’re trying to get him to spend the night and he’s arguing with them. I’d say that’s a good sign. Esto and JP wanted me to tell you to get some sleep. I don’t know if we’ll be filming tomorrow. Breakfast will be at 9 a.m. but that’s all we have for now.”

There’s a collective sigh of relief. Logan holds out his hand and helps Kari stand. Raul rubs his face.

Tori turns to Cedric as he pushes up from the ground. “I was so scared.”

“We all were.”

“Yeah, but I was right there. I saw the whole thing up close.”

“I’m sure it was frightening.”

“It really was.”

They continue to chat as they climb the stairs. Logan and Kari aren’t far behind.

Bryce heads off to the forum and Raul stretches. I haven’t moved.

“Need help?” he asks, holding out a hand to me.

“I’m good. I just want to sit here for a few minutes.”

“Want some company?”

I smile up to him genuinely. “Thanks, but I think I need some time to process.”

He nods. “Goodnight, Reed.”

“G’night.”

I watch him climb the stairs and I lean my head up against the cold wall. Staring upward, I gaze at the various artwork on the walls. Deciding to get a closer look, I rise, still holding my heels in my hand.

I walk over to a blue painting and admire his work. It’s even more beautiful now that I know he made it himself. Running my fingertips over streaks of black, I imagine Roman standing in front of a blank canvas, dipping his brush into the paint. I wonder what he was thinking when he did this one. What he might have been feeling. I touch the blue paint and picture his face on the floor of the forum. It was bad enough seeing him like that when I thought it was faked, but now that I know it was real, it hurts even worse. He was pleading with me to help him and I did nothing. He could have died right in front of me. A tear slides down my cheek and I immediately wipe it away.

What’s wrong with me? I never cry, and yet I’ve done it twice today. Wrapping my arms around myself, I ponder the idea of sleep. After the day I’ve had, nightmares probably await me. I’d rather not sleep at all than have bad dreams.

In the kitchen, I think about making a cup of coffee. I flip on the lights, drop my shoes on the floor and think about what I should do. Walking into the pantry, I recall the night I ran into Roman. He was so cool and cocky. I remember him telling me how sometimes he’d make himself a cup of hot chocolate to help him relax and now I want nothing more. I search the shelves, looking for hot chocolate and find none.

I’m getting more and more frustrated and when I’m about to pull everything down and throw it across the room, a blue box catches my eye.

Instant cocoa with marshmallows. Holding it against my chest, I open cabinets until I find the mugs. I reach for an orange one which catches my eye. I have to push a few out of the way to get to it and stand on my tippy toes. I lift it out and read it out loud. “You’re a rock star.”

A ridiculous smile plays across my face as I heat a cup of water in the microwave, then I sit on a stool at the island and close my eyes. I wonder if he’s really okay. Bryce wouldn’t lie, would he? What if Dawson hadn’t have been there? What if I’d lost him?

I stand and pace. The last thing I said to him was, “I wish I’d never met you.” It’s the farthest thing from the truth. Meeting him… this game… it’s been one of the best experiences of my life. I need to tell him. Even if this Natalie is his secret girlfriend, I can’t help the way I feel about him. Please let him be okay. I sit on the stool again and lower my head on my arms, staying that way for a long time.

I’m dozing off when the front door slams and I jump. Realizing it could be him, I bolt from my seat, pick up my shoes from the floor and run down the hall.

I make it to the bottom of the stairs in time to see Dawson coming back down.

“Is he here?” I ask. “Is he home? Is he okay?”

“He’s home. He’s going to be fine. He’s sore and exhausted.” Dawson lifts Roman’s tux jacket from the railing and starts back up the stairs.

I swallow hard and try to think of what to say. “Dawson?” He stops. “Could you tell him I’m sorry? That I’m glad he’s okay, and all of us were really worried about him?”

He nods. “Sure.”

I climb a step as he ascends. “Could you also tell him that I’m sorry I’m nosey, and I wish I would have helped him? I was so scared when he fell to the floor.” My voice shakes and I tremble. “I don’t ever get scared, but I was tonight. Could you also tell him he’s more important than a TV show, and I know I’m difficult?”

“That’s a lot for me to remember.”

Nodding my head, I bite my lip. “Then just tell him I’m thinking about him.”

Dawson stares at me for a moment and purses his lips. “Go to the closet stairwell and I’ll let you up. I’m sure he’d rather hear it from you anyway.”

“Really?”

“Be sneaky about it. Understand?”

I nod my head and Dawson vanishes upstairs. When he’s out of sight, I return to the kitchen, put my cup in the sink, and turn off the lights. I walk along the hall. It seems to take forever to get to the last room on the left.

I round the corner and the guard has opened the closet door. “Go ahead, Ms. Manning. You’re clear.”
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As much as I want to get out of these clothes, I’m too tired to move. I stare at the ceiling in my bedroom and try to figure out exactly when I knew something was wrong.

My bedroom door creaks open and I yawn. “I know. I was going to get changed, but lying in the bed seemed like a better idea.”

Dawson doesn’t respond. He just closes the door.

“Does everyone know I’m all right?” I ask.

Again nothing. I lift my head from the pillow and that’s when I see her standing by the door. I blink a few times in disbelief. She’s gripping her heels in her hand and staring at me like she’s seen a ghost.

“Hey,” I say, leaning up on my elbows. “How did you—”

“Dawson let me up. I don’t know why,” she whispers. “Don’t be angry with him.”

“I’m not angry.” I stare at her for a few minutes and force myself to sit up. I’m still in my tux shirt but it’s open down to my navel and I have no idea what happened to my tie. “You can come in.”

“I… don’t want to bother you. I just needed to see that you were really okay. You should get some rest.” Turning, she grabs a hold of the doorknob.

“Stay. Will you?”

Pausing with her back to me, she glances over her shoulder. “Sure.”

My eyes widen as I stare at her. She hasn’t moved. I don’t know what she’s waiting for. “Please don’t make me get up. Come here,” I say motioning to her with my head.

She drops her shoes at the door and cautiously approaches me. The closer she gets, the happier I am to see her. Her makeup is smudged around her eyes, but her lips are still plump and red. There’s so much I want to say.

She sighs when she reaches me and places her hands on her hips. “What in the hell were you thinking?”

Is she mad? I furrow my brows in confusion.

“Why in the hell would you eat something with honey in it? And why would your staff make anything with honey it, knowing you’re allergic to it? You need to find out who was responsible and fire their ass. Better yet, give me their name and I’ll take care of it.”

She’s furious. Placing my hand over my mouth, I try to hide my smile. It’s useless, because I laugh instead.

“Are you laughing at me?” she asks. “This is serious. You could have died.”

“But I didn’t. Surprise!”

“Don’t you even!” She lightly pushes my chest. I grab hold of her hand, so it stays there.

She gazes down into my eyes and I stare up into hers. She spreads her fingers across my skin. “I was so worried.”

“I know.”

“I didn’t know what was wrong.”

“It’s okay.”

“What if Dawson hadn’t been there?”

“He was.”

“I could have lost you,” she whispers, voice shaking.

“But you didn’t.”

“Did I ever have you?”

“From the first second I heard your voice.” I get up from the bed to stand directly in front of her and flinch. My leg feels like it has a piece of lead in it.

“Does it hurt?” she asks, reaching out to help me balance.

“Only from the needle. Dawson slammed that fucker into my thigh. It’s gonna leave a mark.”

“Sit back down,” she commands. I do as I’m told. “What can I do to help you?”

“Nothing really. I’m just glad you’re here. I didn’t like how we left things this morning.”

“Me either.”

She stares at the floor and picks at a sequin on her dress.

“You look amazing tonight.”

“So do you.”

I smile. “Do I?” I ask, bending my head to try to get her to look at me.

“Ugh, you’re such a pain.”

“But you were checking me out tonight, weren’t you?”

I roll my eyes. “It was hard not to see you. You made your grand entrance and then strutted down the stairs like you owned the place.”

“I do own the place.”

“Uh! You know what I mean.”

“But you thought I looked hot, didn’t you?” I ask.

“No.”

“Yeah you did.”

“If you’re so sure of it, why are you asking me?”

“Maybe I want to hear you admit it.” She stares at me blankly and I nudge her. “So?”

“Fine. Yes. You looked hot. You always look hot.” She stands and paces the floor, clearly irritated. It makes me grin. “You had to stop right in front of me, didn’t you? So I could smell you and see your tight ass in that damn tux. I mean, it was so snug I’m surprised you could breathe. I couldn’t. Breathe… when you… were… next to me.”

I inhale deeply, feeling the fire build inside. “I can’t breathe unless you’re next to me.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I ask as she takes off to the bar.

“Say things like that. You shouldn’t say those things to me.”

She pours herself a shot and slams it back like it’s water.

“Why not?”

“Because of her. I’m not faulting you for it. It’s none of my business.”

She’s talking about Natalie and it makes my skin crawl. “I swear on my life, there is nothing now nor will there ever be anything more than friendship between Natalie and me. Will you please believe me and drop this insane notion that I have a woman more important in my life than you?”

“Me?” She laughs and hops on the bar stool. “You don’t even know me.”

“I feel like I do.”

She crosses her long lovely legs and I realize she’s too damn far away. “Come back over here.”

“No.”

“Please? I can’t walk very well.”

She jumps down immediately and rushes over, sitting down on the bed and folding her legs under her. She looks like she belongs in my bed.

“Esto told us you were unresponsive when they got you to the hospital. I thought I was going to lose it in front of everyone.”

“That’s not true. Dawson wouldn’t let me stop talking. As soon as the Epi pen kicked in, he made me talk all the way there. I couldn’t rest for a second. It was almost as bad as listening to Clark.”

“Is that your agent?”

“He’s my manager.”

She pauses. “You were blue.”

“I was? That sounds bad.”

“We thought it was part of the challenge, but then Dawson showed up.” She shakes and wraps her arms around herself once more.

I wrap the red blanket from the bed around her shoulders. “Better?” She nods as I rub her arms.

“Do you know why Dawson let you come up here?”

She shakes her head.

“Because he knew you were here earlier today and he also knows I’m a hell of a lot happier when you’re around.”

“You are? Is that because you think I’m hot?” she asks playfully.

“I think you’re smoking hot. And this dress, and those heels,” I say motioning toward the door. “I messed up my lines on the stairs because I couldn’t catch my breath after I saw you. Fuck, Reed. I thought you were beautiful before…”

I slide my fingers across her smooth cheek and she closes her eyes. “Do you like it when I touch you?”

Her eyes flutter open and she stares at my lips.

“I know this is crazy. I know that being with me seems like taking too big of a risk to you, but I don’t want to miss out on something amazing because the timing isn’t perfect. I told you I don’t like to talk about my shit. But if not telling you means I could lose you, then I’m willing to give you all I’ve got. Because when I’m around you, I can’t think. All I can do is feel. I haven’t allowed myself to feel for a really long time. Right now, more than anything, I want to feel you in my arms, against my skin, and underneath me, all night long.”

She gasps, and I’m worried I went too far. Rising, she tosses the blanket on the floor.

“Reed, wait,” I plead.

She walks to the bedroom door and I’m afraid she’s going to leave. But instead, she turns the lock and leans back against it.

I float across the room to her, unaware of actually walking, my leg no longer of any concern. She’s breathing heavily, and her back is pressed firmly against the door. I lean my forehead up against hers and she touches my chest. Her fingers pulse as she glides the tips over my exposed skin and her mouth opens slightly as if to get more air.

Lowering my head, I inch my face closer to hers, resting my forearms against the door, effectively trapping her. Her intoxicating scent surrounds me with only inches separating us. I drop my focus to her mouth, begging for attention.

I close the distance and gently tug on her upper lip; her shoulders relaxing with every slide of my tongue against hers. She glides her fingers underneath the fabric of my shirt, trailing them up and down my back before tugging me closer. I groan in response, deepening the kiss until all I can taste is her.

The simple act of kissing arouses me more than ever before. It’s as if her mouth was made for mine. Our tongues tangle as I push my hips against hers, pinning her to the door. She wraps a leg around my waist, pressing her body even closer. It’s taking everything I have not to give in and take what I want.

I trail my fingers along the side of her cheek, taking a slow path down the curve of her neck before wrapping my hand around the back to devour her gasps and sighs. It’s like I’ve been starved for her my entire life and I can’t get enough.

When she sucks my tongue between her lips, vivid images of her performing that same act on my dick flash behind my closed lids. I skim my fingers along the outer shell of her breasts, past her quaking stomach before rounding the luscious curve of her ass. With little guidance, Reed wraps the other leg around my waist while clasping my face, never once breaking our connection as I walk us over to the bed.

The minute her ass hits the plush mattress, I give her a lingering kiss before stepping away, undoing the remaining buttons of my shirt and tossing it to the side. Reed leans forward, pressing an open-mouthed kiss to my stomach, creating a rippling shockwave through my body as she trails a path up and down my abs.

Tugging my belt free while her lips rest on my chest, she unbuttons my pants, sliding the zipper down at a slow, torturous pace. I gnaw on my lower lip, trying to distract myself from my need to be set free.

Reaching her hands back behind me, Reed presses them into my ass, kneading the muscles while digging her nails into the fabric of my pants that are barely hanging onto my hips. Another aching throb sends a spark up my spine. Need and desire travel through my blood, all of it crying out for the woman setting my body on fire.

In one swift motion, she tugs at my pants, letting them and my boxer briefs drop to the floor. My cock springs free, eager and wanting the beauty who’s crawling off the edge of the bed to kneel before me. I watch with rapt attention as those red lips wrap around the head of my dick, disappearing into the warm, wet heat of her mouth. I let my head roll backward as her tongue runs up and down my shaft; my eyes rolling into my head with each suck and pop from her mouth. If I’m not careful, this is going to end sooner than I want. It’s too good. This isn’t how I want to come in her. Using all my willpower, I pull her upright, allowing my body to cool down, even though the vision of my dick disappearing between those lips still plays on a loop in my mind.

“Turn around,” I whisper into Reed’s ear. She obeys with a smirk as I repeat the torture she inflicted when she took her time with my zipper. I push her hair to the side, exposing more of the milky white skin on her back, trailing my fingers along the seam until the dress falls from her shoulders and pools around her feet.

She moans lightly, and the sound encourages me. Standing only in her bra and panties, I kiss my way from one shoulder to the other, letting the straps fall down her arms. A shudder runs through her body as I smile against her skin, trailing my lips higher to get a glimpse over her shoulder at what awaits me.

Her breasts are taught and perky. I reach my hand around her and shift the cup of her bra, pulling it down and exposing her breast to the cooler air. She arches her back and slides her arm around my neck as I tease her pert nipple, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger. Every moan that escapes her lips brings my desire to life even more. It’s as if she’s singing to me.

Turning her to face me, I attack her mouth again while expertly undoing the clasp of her bra. I bend to take her breast in my mouth, so soft and supple against my tongue, as I lave against the tightening bud.

I lift her onto the bed and climb alongside her. Taking my time, I skim my fingers down the valley of her breasts, over the trembling muscles of her stomach before skirting around the edges of those black-laced panties. I smile and follow the path of my fingers, licking and sucking down her body as she writhes beneath my touch. Reed tugs at my hair, pushing me down until I’m seated before what I crave. A scrap of material stands between me and what I want most. I place a kiss to the outside of the lace. Another moan of pleasure escapes her lips, growing louder as I tug the panties aside and take the first real taste of her.

It’s everything I ever hoped for and more.

My tongue dances along her as I alternate between tender caresses and deep, hard licks. Feeling her muscles tighten around my tongue drives me further, taking no prisoners as I eat her with the hunger of a starving man.

When I slide a finger inside, Reed tightens her grip on my hair, shouting her prayers in the air for all to hear.

No more foreplay. I need to be inside her. Now.

I grab a condom from the nightstand and peel it open with my teeth.

“Roman. I want you. So bad.”

Her eyes are full of want and need as I slide the condom over my length, pressing against her while slowly sliding inside, feeling every inch until I’m surrounded entirely by her. Her gasp pushes me on as she meets me thrust for thrust while tangling her tongue with mine.

It’s been so long, but I don’t want this to end. She locks her legs around my waist, digging her heels into my ass as we move in tandem to a rhythm only we know. I snake my hands underneath her, changing our position slightly, letting me slide deeper within her depths. It’s too much.

The first shock up my spine has my balls tightening as I pick up the pace, racing toward the orgasm I know is coming. “Oh fuck.” With a few jerking motions, I explode inside her, finding my release. Reed hasn’t finished yet, still gripping my shoulders while grinding her pussy for any friction she can find.

Reaching down, I snake my hand between us and vibrate my hand like I’m playing the perfect guitar strings of her pussy. She tightens around my cock, crying out my name as she pulses and shakes underneath me. Reed’s lingering orgasm brings a slow smile to her face as her eyes come back into focus.

I decide to make it my mission in life to make her come during sex. It’s greater than anything I’ve ever witnessed and more valuable than anything I own. From this moment on, I want her pleasure to be mine and mine alone.

I lower my head to hers and she threads her fingers through my hair. Staring into her eyes, I know this is way more than I bargained for and better than I ever dreamed. For the first time in my life, I think I could be in love.
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The sun is just starting to rise. I’m facing the window and I’ve been lying here thinking for hours, watching for the early signs of dawn. I haven’t slept at all, but I’m not the least bit tired.

His arm is wrapped around me and I can feel his warm breath on the back of my head. He’s still sleeping, and I don’t want to move a muscle for fear of waking him.

Lightly skimming my fingers over his arm, I trace the lines of his tattoo. It ebbs and flows in no particular manner. It’s art but nothing in particular. I wonder if he drew it himself. That’s when I finally see the initials on his wrist: D.L.C.

Last night was perfect. I close my eyes and burn it all into my memory. He is nothing like I imagined he would be and more than I ever thought I’d deserve.

I could have slept peacefully in his arms, but I didn’t want to miss a single moment of being here with him. I can’t believe I made love to Roman Creed. Who am I?

He stirs and strengthens his grip around me, pulling me tighter against his chest. He kisses the back of my head and I turn to take one on my lips. He doesn’t disappoint. I gaze at his beautiful face. It should be illegal to create a man this good-looking. I could get wet just looking at him.

“Good morning,” he whispers.

“Hi.”

“How are you? Did you sleep?”

“No, but I’m great. You could say I’m amazing.”

“I would say that.”

I smile as he nuzzles my neck, breathing deeply.

“The sun is rising. I should get back to my room before anyone sees me. I don’t want to have to explain why I’m still in my dress or do the walk of shame.”

“No shame. Not an ounce of it and I’m not ready for you to move,” he whispers in my ear.

“Trust me, if I could, I’d stay right here, wrapped up in you all day long.”

He moans. “I would like that.” He tugs on my earlobe with his lips.

“But I can’t so you need to stop kissing me.” I whisper.

“I don’t want to stop,” he says.

I take his face in my hands and force him to look at me. “Are you feeling okay? I don’t know how this whole allergy thing works. Are you really going to be fine?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever been better.”

Knowing the grin on my face probably looks ridiculous, I ask, “So I guess you had a good time last night?”

“I’d let Dawson plunge a needle into my leg every day to have every night be like last night with you.”

“Ugh.” I sit up, pulling the blanket around my chest. “Why do you always say the perfect thing?”

“Is that bad?”

“No, it makes it hard for me to leave you.”

He leans over and kisses my hips. “Don’t leave then.”

Arching my back, I smile. His kiss is everything. “I don’t mean leave you, leave you. I mean leave you for now.”

He leans away from me and scrubs his hands over his face.

“Did I say something wrong?”

He shakes his head and sits up next to me. His face is pained.

“What is it?” I ask, turning so I’m facing him.

“Last night before the party, I made a decision to tell you all my secrets. But now I realize you may not like what I have to say. I don’t want you to run.”

My eyes narrow as I study him.

“Don’t do that thing with your eyes,” he says, waving his hand at me.

“Is it that bad? Did you commit some major crime that will make me wonder if I should hide you or arrest you?”

“No, not a crime.”

“Tell me,” I say, taking hold of his arm.

“It’s not easy for me. I’m not good at talking about feelings and shit.”

“You sing your feelings.”

“Yeah.”

“So sing it,” I tell him.

“I have. I’ve written song after song to try to ease the ache, and it never goes away. Now that I know more about you, I think it’s why I felt so connected to you, even before we met.”

“What do you mean?”

“You have the same pain in your eyes that I see when I look in the mirror.”

My heart breaks. What hurts him? Who hurt him? I want to beat the shit out of anyone who would dare make him suffer.

He slides to the side of the bed and stands, exposing his bare ass. My insides tighten with need. I force myself to turn away, hiding behind my hair. I hear a drawer open and close, then the sound of a zipper.

Another drawer opens, and I turn my head so see what he’s doing. He pulls a T-shirt over his head, bends to lift something, then walks around the bed to me.

He sits down next to me and holds out my panties, bra, and one of his shirts. “I need you to get dressed.”

I slide his shirt over my head, fastening my bra underneath, and swing my legs over the side of the bed, scooting into my underwear. My stomach is churning and I’m more nervous than I’d ever want him to know. His shirt hangs down well past my knees. It could almost be a dress on me.

He crosses to the window and leans his arms on it, staring out at the trees surrounding his property. I stand and move up behind him, sliding my arms up his chest from behind and placing my head against his back.

“Whatever it is, I’m not going anywhere.” I will myself to make it true. I imagine he has Natalie shackled to a bedpost, or he kidnapped her and has been keeping her locked in his house. My mind works to rationalize how it could be acceptable because I really, really want these growing feelings for him to continue. He’s become important to me. I don’t know how to wrap my head around how I let myself feel so much, so fast.

“I want to make you promise you won’t go, but it’s too much to ask of anyone.” He turns and searches my eyes. “I would completely understand if you wanted nothing to do with me after I’ve told you everything. I would never, ever hold it against you. You’re probably the most amazing woman I’ve ever known, and I’ll always feel that way, no matter what you decide.”

He’s scared.

“Tell me. Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out.”

He nods his head and gazes at the ceiling before closing his eyes and taking a deep breath. His eyes meet mine. “Do you remember when we were sitting by the pool the other night and I told you I didn’t like the water?”

“Yes.”

“There’s a reason for that.” Walking away from me, he sits on the edge of the bed, resting his hands in his lap and staring at his fingers. “Phew, this is hard,” he says, taking another breath.

Crossing the room back to him, I take his hand in mine and sit down next to him. “You’re doing great.”

“My parents had money,” he begins. “We were what some would call old money. It’s been handed down for generations and I grew up always having everything and anything I wanted. Horses? We had them. I wanted guitars, I got them. I wanted a party for my birthday, we invited the world.”

I try to imagine that life. It’s so different from mine. “You said we?”

“My brother and me.

I nod again. So many things I don’t know about him.

“When I was eleven, my family was invited to a swanky Memorial Day party outside Beverly Hills. These people had acres and acres of land. Their house was enormous and the pool, well, it was like being at a desert oasis. We were bored out of our minds. I kept asking my parents if we could go for a swim and they kept ignoring me. There was nothing to do but stand around and stare at rich people comparing money, so I took it upon myself to go down to the pool anyway.”

He tightens his grip on my hand and closes his eyes. “My brother was five years older than me and we were as different as night and day. He was a star athlete and everyone’s favorite person, not to mention a straight-A student with probable college offers lined up around the block. I, however, was an angry introvert with a smartass mouth and a knack for finding trouble. I fancied myself a troubled artist. I was popular in my own right, just with a totally unacceptable group of people, according to my parents.”

I smile. I can see him as a child. A young beautiful version of who he is today. I imagine he was as misunderstood then as he is now.

“I snuck down to the pool and my brother followed me. I undressed and got ready to jump in. The whole time he was telling me it was stupid. I mocked him. I made fun of him for always doing what he was supposed to. I asked him when he was going to start living his life, why he couldn’t ever do something unexpected and fun. I told him I hated him for always being so high and mighty, for always being Mom and Dad’s golden boy. He shook his head at me and told me I was wrong.”

He stares at the ceiling. “I can still see the pain he felt at my words.”

I swallow hard and lean closer to him, so our arms are touching.

“He said, ‘You want to see me do something I shouldn’t? I can be brave and bold like you.’ I cheered as he undressed. He positioned himself at the end of the pool, looked left and right to see if anyone was coming and then dove in head first. It was more shallow than it appeared, and he smacked his head on the concrete floor. The water turned red and I couldn’t see him. I froze. I stood there frozen until a scream escaped my mouth. Then I screamed his name over and over again, but still I never moved. He’d started to float by the time help arrived. They did CPR and airlifted him to the hospital, but the damage was done.”

He pushes up from the bed and stands, hands flying into his hair. “It was my fault. All of it.”

Jumping up, I rush over to him and grab his arms. “You were just a kid. It was a freak accident. It wasn’t your fault.”

“My parents knew. Everyone knew what I’d done. They had cameras by the pool for security. They watched the video. They heard what I said to him. They watched me stand there and let him drown.”

I pull him toward me and hold him in my arms. I squeeze him until I can’t pull him any closer. He pushes me lightly away and gazes down into my eyes.

“I’m not a good person, Reed. You need to know that.”

I shake my head. “That’s not true. You’re amazing. I’ve watched you from the second I arrived. You have a hard shell, but damn if you aren’t soft and gooey in the center.”

He huffs out a small smile and looks at the door.

“What?”

“I want to tell you who Natalie is, but I think it’d better to show you. I need to warn you though, we haven’t gotten to the part where you’ll really want to run.”

My skin pricks like pins and needles at his words. “Why don’t you let me make that decision for myself?”

He walks me to his bedroom door. Pausing, he presses his lips to mine. He’s really worried I’m going to leave him over this. I’m starting to worry he might be right.
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Her arm is snaked through mine and I can feel her eyes burning into me as I turn the key in the door. Part of me wants to stop and tell her to forget it and the other part of me desperately needs her to know.

Natalie stands the minute I open the door. She smiles brightly at me, then it fades when she notices Reed behind me. She gazes from me to Reed and back again, trying to understand.

As soon as she steps into the room, she’ll know my secret. I cautiously watch Reed’s face. The first thing she sees is Natalie, then the bed, the monitors, and then him. His eyes are open, but I don’t know what he sees or if he sees anything at all.

Her mouth gapes as she glares up at me. I close the door. “Reed, I’d like you to meet Natalie and this… this is my brother, Deacon Creed.”

I take her hand and we walk to the bed. Natalie steps out of the way.

Deacon’s head turns slightly. He smiles and moans lightly when he sees me. “Hey, buddy. I brought someone to meet you.” I turn to Reed as she steps forward.

“Hi Deacon.”

His eyes roll back and his hands arch.

“I think he’s saying hi. I’m also pretty certain he thinks you’re beautiful.” I try to gauge what she’s thinking, but I can’t read her.

“Natalie is Deacon’s full-time live-in nurse. Usually I have at least a couple of nurses, but we’ve been having trouble finding anyone half as good as Natalie to care for him. She’s mostly cooped up here all day by herself. I try to relieve her as much as possible, so she can have some personal time, but this game has made it more difficult. She’s really been a trooper.”

Natalie sticks out a hand, and Reed shakes it. “It’s nice to meet you. I apologize for my initial reaction when I saw you. Roman never brings anyone here. Oh, was that okay to say?” she asks me.

I smile. “It’s fine.”

“I thought you were his secret girlfriend,” Reed blurts out.

Natalie laughs. “Oh, gosh no. One Creed boyfriend is all I can handle,” she says as she adjusts Deacon’s pillow.

“Nat, would you mind giving me a few minutes alone with Deacon and Reed?” I ask.

“Of course.” She steps into her attached bedroom and closes the door.

“The way you made it sound, I didn’t think he—”

“Made it?” I interject.

She nods, turning to gaze at Deacon.

“He did, and he didn’t. He had a traumatic brain injury. They call it massive axial force with facet dislocation of the cervical vertebrae. He was mostly paralyzed from the neck down. But after therapy and a couple of surgeries, sometimes he moves his hands or arms. That took years of physical therapy.”

I sit on Deacon’s bed and he turns his head toward me. He smiles, and I take his hand in mine.

Her eyes are on me. She’s still here—that’s a good sign. “My parents were devastated. Deacon was in a coma for almost a year. The doctors couldn’t believe he survived. But I could. He’s strong and brave. He never gave up before he got hurt, so why would he give up after? When Deacon opened his eyes, my parents thought their prayers had been answered, but after years of therapy that brought very little change, they just gave up.”

Deacon drifts to sleep and I let go of his hand. I lead Reed to a couch off to the side of the room.

“He was the bragging child. For a while, the sympathy poured in and they used it, turned it into a way to show what amazing parents they were. They hired a full-time staff for him and after a while, people stopped asking and caring, so they moved on. They’d visit with him from time to time, but the visits got shorter and less frequent. Right before my eighteenth birthday, my mom caught my father having an affair and she filed for divorce. During the legal battle, they fought over who would take Deacon. Not who would get him, who had to take him.”

That memory makes my blood boil. I gaze over to Reed and she’s staring at me. I wish I knew what she was thinking. I’m guessing she’s still trying to process the enormity of what I did to him. I take a deep breath. I’ve come this far, I need to tell her everything.

“During the divorce they decided to put Deacon in a home. I begged them to reconsider. I told them I’d give up my band and my car. I’d quit school and stay home full time to care for him. They refused. So I took matters into my own hands. When I turned eighteen, I filed for custody of him. I took the money in my trust fund and spent it all on lawyers and home care. After I graduated, I worked odd jobs during the day and played gigs as much as I could to make ends meet. I was lucky to get discovered when I did. I was literally on my last few dollars.”

She takes hold of my hands. I stare down at them as she laces her fingers into mine. “You’re still here,” I say in disbelief.

“Where else would I be?” she asks.

“Out the door and down the drive?” I stare at Deacon. “Look what I’ve done.” My voice shakes and I immediately clear my throat to cover it.

She kneels in front of me, sliding between my legs. “Yes, look what you’ve done for your brother. He’s lucky to have you. I’m lucky to have you.”

I shake my head. “Maybe you didn’t hear me. I’m the reason he’s like this. I took away his life, his future. I ruined everything.”

“No, you gave him everything. He made the choice to jump in the pool. You didn’t push him in. He did it himself. And yes, something terrible happened, but you were just a little boy.”

“I goaded him into it.”

She makes sure I look in her eyes. “If I told you to jump off a bridge, would you do it?”

“I might do anything you asked me to.”

“No, you wouldn’t, because it would be silly and if you did, it wouldn’t be because I told you too but because you wanted to. Deacon wanted to jump in the pool. Did you want him to get hurt?”

“Of course not. I looked up to him. I still do. He was always everything I never thought I could be.”

She grabs a hold of my face and kisses me.

I pull away slowly. “Reed, you need to know he will always come first. I will always take care of him. It’s my burden, no one else’s. If you can’t handle that, I understand.”

“I’m not going anywhere. Why would you think this would change things for me? If anything, it makes me want you even more.”

“But… what I did?”

“You mean loving your brother and putting him first? Yeah, what about it?”

Is she not hearing me? Why is she saying these things? Why hasn’t she left me?

She tugs on my arms. “I want to know who did this to you. Who made you feel like you were less than the angel you are? Who made you think taking care of your brother was a bad thing? I want to know so I can kick their ass.”

I roll my neck and smile, genuinely. “I don’t think I’ve had a girl want to kick someone’s ass for me, yet you’ve offered twice in less than twenty-four hours.”

“Did you really think this would bother me?”

“Yes, and that’s why no one knows—no one other than my staff and they’ve signed confidentiality agreements. You can’t tell anyone. You have to promise me.”

“Of course! I’ll do anything you want, if it will make you feel better.”

I smirk. “Anything?”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Creed,” she says. She crawls into my lap, throwing her arms around my neck. Is it possible she could be okay with this? With me? This woman might change my life.
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I made it back to the room before Tori woke up and jumped in the shower. I ruffled my blankets before going downstairs for breakfast. Cedric is sitting at the table, reading the paper when I arrive.

He glances up at me from the tops of his eyes and then turns his wrist to check his watch. “You’re up early.”

“Never slept,” I tell him. “I was too wired.”

“You never told me what you found upstairs.”

Think Reed, think. “I found a bunch of locked doors and an angry security guard, who promptly confiscated the lost keys I found.”

“So nothing then?”

“Nope. Guess it’s still a mystery,” I say with a shrug.

He shuffles the paper and turns the page all while glaring at me. Shit. He’s not buying it.

“How’d you sleep?” I ask.

“Actually, pretty well. I was tired after listening to Tori talk about last night. She followed me to my room. She was really high-strung.”

“Yeah, I’ve never heard her be such a chatterbox.”

“I think it’s the most she’s ever said to me, but people babble when they’re nervous or hiding something.”

I pour coffee. “Which one was she?”

“Hard to say. I don’t know her well enough.” He folds the paper. “I sure hope we have a challenge today. I don’t like sitting around. I wonder if Roman is home yet?”

Taking a sip of my coffee, I decide to give him that at least. “After you all went upstairs, I went to the kitchen for a drink and dozed off at the counter. I can sleep almost anywhere it seems. Anyway, I heard the front door slam and saw Roman’s guard. He said he was home, exhausted and sore.”

“Wow. Good to know. I’m glad he’s all right. That was some crazy stuff last night. We never did get to find out what was really supposed to happen.”

Pulling out the chair and sitting next to him, I realize I hadn’t thought to ask him that. “You’re right. I wonder who it was.”

“I hope they tell us,” Cedric adds. “I don’t like not knowing things.”

He stares into my eyes as he says the words. All I can do is nod. I will never tell a soul what Roman shared with me, game or no game.
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I’m surprised when we’re all summoned to the forum after breakfast. I have no idea what’s happening, but I’m thankful for my immunity.

Esto hops down off the stage. Everything has been reset. All the pageantry is gone. It’s just the normal forum and throne. I wonder if Roman will make an appearance.

“Hi, and thanks for being so flexible today. Roman is feeling better and wants to continue so we’re going to do the results.”

Logan’s hand shoots into the air and Esto motions to him.

“How can there be results? We never discovered who was out to get Roman and we didn’t have a chance to complete the challenge.”

“I can see how you’d think that would deter us, but we gathered a lot of information last night and even into this morning. I’m going to let Jean Paul explain once we begin filming. I’m going to need you all to sit tight while we get some last-minute things together. Feel free to move about the room. We only ask that no one leave the forum. It shouldn’t be longer than an hour.”

“An hour?” Raul asks. “Can we leave to use the bathroom?”

“Uh… if you need to use the bathroom, let Bryce know and we’ll figure something out. Thanks for your patience.”

“What’s with all the secrecy?” Raul whispers to me. I shrug.

The doors to the forum close and a guard stands there. “What the hell?” I ask, gesturing toward him. Bryce walks over to him and they start talking.

Cedric, Raul and I look at each other.

“What do you think is going on?” Logan asks. He and Tori come closer to our tables. Kari gets out of her chair and sits on the edge of the table to get even closer.

“Maybe Reed knows something,” Tori says, crossing her arms. “You never came to bed last night.”

All eyes turn to me. “Sure, I did. You were already asleep when I came in. Like I told Cedric, after you all went to bed last night, I couldn’t sleep so I went to the kitchen to make hot chocolate and I ended up dozing off at the counter. I must have been out for a while.”

“She heard Creed come home,” Cedric adds.

“Really? What time was that?” Tori asks, raising her eyebrows.

“I don’t know. I was really out of it.”

“I guess we could ask Bryce or Esto when he returned. Then we’d know what time you supposedly woke up from your kitchen counter snooze fest.”

“What’s your problem?” I ask her.

“Yeah, why are you giving her such a hard time?” Kari asks.

“I didn’t fall asleep until after three and you still weren’t back.”

“So?” Kari asks. “She just told you she fell asleep in the kitchen.”

“Yeah, what’s the big fucking deal?” Raul asks.

Tori scowls at Raul. “I just find it hard to believe Reed slept for three hours hunched over the kitchen counter.”

“Where else would she be?” Logan asks protectively. “Snuggled up in Roman’s room?”

Everyone laughs, and I snicker, trying not to show my shock at his insightfulness.

“I’m only saying her story doesn’t add up,” Tori replies, glancing at her nails.

“You should talk,” Kari says as she crosses her arms.

Raul links his hands behind his head. “What do you mean?”

Kari rolls her eyes. “Nothing.”

Glancing at Logan, I can see by his expression he knows exactly what she means.

“If you’ve got something to say Kari, tell us,” I say, leaning forward.

Kari glances from me to Tori and then back at Logan. He gives her a slight shrug. She sighs and then speaks, like she has no other choice. “You told Reed the night of the fire pit that you spent the night in my room, but you most certainly did not.”

I glare at Tori, whose eyes narrow at Kari. “You don’t remember because you had too much to drink.”

“No, I didn’t.”

“You were pretty out of it,” Raul adds.

“No, she wasn’t,” Logan says, defending her.

“How do you know? You left an hour before she did,” Tori huffs.

Logan glances at Kari uncomfortably.

“What do you know?” I ask, pointing back and forth at them.

Logan huffs. “Fine, Kari might have had a little too much. I heard her puking when I walked by her room, so I stayed the night to make sure she was okay. And Tori, you never once even poked your head in the room. If you had, you would have seen me sleeping in Naya’s bed.”

“Hoo, hoo, hoo!” Raul laughs. “Now this is some juicy shit. I wonder if you slept in Naya’s bed or Kari’s.”

Logan scowls. “Shut the fuck up, Raul. From what Akio told me, there was a night you didn’t sleep in your room either.”

All eyes glare at Raul. “That’s bullshit. Of course I did.”

“That’s convenient for you to say, now that Akio’s not here to confirm it,” Kari says with a smirk.

“Guess you’ll have to wait for the show air to see it with your own eyes.”

Cedric sighs loudly and dryly asks, “Am I the only one who sleeps in my own room?”

“So where were you, Tori?” I ask, turning to face her.

“Maybe no one is remembering things correctly. I think we’re all on edge because of what happened last night. I can’t believe he almost died.” Tori places her hand over her heart.

I can tell no one wants to discuss where they slept anymore because the conversation easily flows back to Roman.

“How in the hell are they going to judge us on, like, twenty minutes of a challenge?” Logan asks.

Kari moves around to her normal spot near Raul and sits. “Maybe one of us identified the person that was going to attack Roman.”

Heads teeter as we consider the possibility. Deep down, I feel like there’s a hell of a lot more going on than meets the eye.
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Dawson takes the note I pulled from inside my tux jacket and places it inside a Ziploc bag.

“We’ll have someone dust it for prints right away, sir,” the police officer says before leaving my office.

“Show’s over!” Dawson explodes. Clark, Esto, and JP turn to me, begging me to say something.

“Hold on.” I offer, lifting a hand.

“No! No way. I want everyone out of this house in the next hour,” Dawson shouts. I’ve never seen him so angry.

Esto stands up so quickly, his chair falls back and hits the floor. “I know you’re upset, but now that we know who took the iPad, I think we also have a good idea of who might have slipped the note in Roman’s pocket. We’ll just get rid of the contestant and move on.”

Dawson’s trying not to lose his shit. “What makes you think the person who wrote,”—he opens his phone to read from the picture he took—“‘You won’t get away with what you’ve done,’ is the same person who stole Roman’s iPad, and removed the SIM card? Are they also the same person who slipped honey into his drink and stole my gun?”

Esto looks to JP for help. JP clears his throat. “It makes sense.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Dawson says. “What’s the motive? What does this contestant think Roman’s done?”

“We’ll know more after we question them,” JP says. Everyone is frustrated.

“You could be questioning them now instead of letting them sit in the forum. Where the hell is the gun, huh? Who has the fucking gun?”

“I can tell you’re really upset and believe me when I say we are too,” Esto begins. “But I can assure you, my people are trying to reach the actor who had the gun last night. I’m sure, with all the commotion, he simply forgot to return it.”

Dawson advances on him and I reach out to stop him. “You were supposed to get that gun back to me. I told you we should use a prop, but you insisted on it. Why is that? How do I know this isn’t all you?”

“Whoa!” JP shouts, standing with his arms up. “You can’t possibly be accusing Esto of threatening Roman.”

I rub my forehead. I have a headache.

“I’m not accusing him of anything, but I also know how this shit works. I know you’ll do anything for ratings.”

“Dawson, if you could just calm down,” Clark says, reaching his hand out to touch Dawson’s shoulder. Dawson shrugs it away.

I shake my head. Hasn’t Clark learned anything about what happens when you tell someone to calm down?

“Roman’s safety is my responsibility. Can we agree on that?” Dawson asks, glancing at each person in the room. They nod. “So when I feel his life is danger, it’s my duty to protect him. That means eliminating potential threats. Since we don’t have the proof to back up your claims, I say everyone goes.”

Clark gestures to Dawson and glances at me. He wants me to say something to him. I shrug and Clark’s head rolls back.

“This is ridiculous!” Clark says. “We’ll beef up security. We’ll limit Roman’s interaction with everyone.”

Dawson lowers his head. “You said you got a tip about who had the iPad. Who gave you that tip?”

“We didn’t see where it came from,” Jean Paul comments.

“Bullshit. How many cameras are in this house? You’re going to tell me that no one saw anything?”

“There was a note left on the dining hall table after breakfast, but for some reason the cameras malfunctioned. We lost the footage. At some point today, the entire crew, contestants, and half your staff were in that room. It could have been anyone.”

“Have the cameras malfunctioned before? Have you checked out who was in the production room at the time they stopped working? And how did this person know who had the iPad? It’s way too convenient, if you ask me.”

“My team is looking into it, but it sounds like it might have been a virus in the system. As far as the tip goes, all I can say is, it panned out. We reviewed the tapes and this person was in the forum after hours during the time we believe the iPad may have been stolen.”

Dawson shakes his head. “Things don’t add up.” He turns to me. “I have a bad feeling, boss. Trust me on this. Call it quits.”

“I didn’t want to have to bring this up, but we have a contract,” Esto says to me. “If you break it, you pay the fees.”

I grit my teeth. “Don’t threaten me. I’ll walk based on the way you’re looking at me. You and I both know you’ll lose a hell of a lot more than I will if this show flops and I will make it my purpose in life to let it be known Seamore Productions cared more about their show than my life.”

“Hold on now…” Esto pulls his chair over to me. “That was premature on my part. I apologize. I know you’re professional and the last thing I want to do is upset you. You’ve been through enough. All I’m asking is that we try to figure out the best way to make sure you’re safe while we wrap things up.”

I cross my arms and glare at him.

“We’ll cut a challenge or two and only do one more before the finale. You’re doing the award show regardless, right? So we beef up security for this last challenge. We let two more go in the next challenge and leave three for the end. Then we’re out of your hair for two months, until the show hits the network and we announce the winner. Since we lost the challenge today and the award’s show is day after tomorrow, it makes sense to cut some. What do you say?” Esto asks.

All eyes are on me. Everyone has their own agenda. I wonder what Deacon would say? He’d probably say, “You made a commitment. Keep your promises. It’s only two more days.” My insides clench. People are counting on me. “Two more and that’s it.”

Esto clasps his hands together and Dawson turns and faces the door.

“We’ve got the cops standing by to question the suspect. We’re going to film it. Can you be downstairs in ten minutes for makeup?” Esto asks.

“Yeah.”

“You won’t regret this.”

I nod but deep down, I already do.
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“Welcome back to the The Praetorian,” Bryce says in his normal host tone with his special host swagger. “Reality TV means just what it says. It’s real. And in real TV, sometimes things go wrong. Last night we all had the shock of our lives when our principal, Roman Creed, almost died from an allergic reaction.”

There are at least five additional camera operators in the room today. Usually there are a lot less for a results show. I haven’t seen Roman since this morning. I hope he’s alright.

“Although it was a freak accident, our contestants were told that everything was scripted. They thought it was part of the challenge. Because Roman’s health and safety were threatened, the contestants were unable to discover the planned threat. Jean Paul Beck will tell us more.”

“Thank you, Bryce. As you at home can see, there are cameras everywhere. The contestants have been living here and going about their tasks, fully aware their every move is being watched. It would take weeks for us to show you all the footage from every angle. It would also be nearly impossible for you to know all the ins and outs of filming a show of this magnitude unless you were here every second of the day.

He steps over to the left and crosses his hands down below his waist.

“To that end, Roman’s iPad was recently removed from his private area. Our contestants are fully aware they are not allowed access to the internet while they’re here. Any violation of that rule would result in their immediate dismissal from the game. We were fully prepared to judge the contestants based on how well they performed up until the accident, until we found the iPad in one contestant’s personal effects.”

I glance left and right, noting that everyone seems shocked. I find it hard to believe that any of us would be dumb enough to jeopardize a chance at a $100,000 prize over an iPad. Plus, we’re all in the security field.

“Theft is a crime and inexcusable in this profession. The police are waiting to escort this individual from the game immediately. Roman?”

My heart leaps when he walks on stage, joining JP. I’m glad to see him, even though he looks exhausted and defeated.

“To say I’m disappointed would be an understatement. I expect a great deal from you. You’re supposed to be the cream of the crop. I truly believed, up until a few hours ago, that this person could have won it all. Kari Haston, your gig is up. It was me that let my guard down this time. It won’t happen again. See ya.”

“What?” Kari shouts as she stands. Two guards suddenly bracket her.

Jean Paul steps between Kari and Roman. “Don’t make this harder for yourself, Kari. We found the iPad in your room.”

Logan jumps to his feet. “There’s no way!”

“I didn’t take your iPad. There’s been some kind of mistake. I would never do that. Roman… you have to believe me. It wasn’t me. I’m being set up.”

“Kari, we have footage showing you sneaking into Roman’s dressing room. It’s open and shut,” Jean Paul adds.

“No, it isn’t!”

“Kari would never do that!” Logan yells.

“Logan, please be seated or you’ll be removed as well.” Jean Paul motions to the guards and they lead Kari out. “Logan…” she shrieks. “Tell them. Roman, please listen to me.”

The doors close behind her, and Logan sits down, placing his head in his hands.

The camera turns to Bryce. “We’ll be right back.”

“Cut!”

I can’t believe they filmed that. How awful. I gaze at Roman and his expression tells me he’s thinking what I am. Kari? No way.

“If I could have your attention,” Jean Paul says. “We need to make you aware of some things that could impact your desire to continue the game. If you choose to leave now, we completely respect your decision.”

“Roman, do you need a chair?” Esto asks.

He shakes his head and waves him off.

“As you all know, last night Roman almost died when he suffered a severe allergic reaction. What we’ve since discovered is that someone purposefully slipped honey into his drink. It wasn’t an accident. It’s now being investigated as attempted murder.”

I gasp and make direct eye contact with Roman. He narrows his eyes. I think he’s telling me to stay calm, but I have so many questions.

“A few months before the show, Roman received threats to his life. The police and FBI believed they had caught the person responsible, but it turns out he was only an accomplice, not the perpetrator. Whoever threatened Roman is still on the loose. At this time, even though we feel we have a break in the case, we cannot rule out that the threat is still very much active.

“Roman received a note last night that wasn’t discovered until this morning. It could have been placed in his pocket during the party or while he was in the hospital. We don’t know. Security is going to be tightened and for the next two days, we’ll ask you to refrain from leaving the house. No walks or pool time until further notice.”

I glance at Tori, who mouths “What the fuck?” I nod my head.

“We will continue the game as planned and there will be no mention to the viewing audience of any danger. We truly believe it will not affect the game, but as always, you must do what’s best for you, even if that means leaving the show.”

Cedric is the first to speak. “I’m staying. I never walk away from a challenge. The way I see it, the more of us there are, the safer Roman will be.”

“I agree,” Tori says. “Obviously you think Kari had something to do with this. I’m glad she’s gone.”

Logan’s face drops. I really need to find out what was going on with him and Kari.

“I’m in,” Raul says.

It’s my turn to talk. “I’m not going anywhere. Possible danger and threats are part of the job.”

Roman glares at me as he crosses his arms. I don’t know why. Maybe it’s part of the act.

“Logan?” Jean Paul asks.

“Kari would never steal anything. I’d like to talk to someone about what happened.”

“Right now all we need to know is whether or not you’re staying,” Jean Paul says sharply. It’s pretty obvious he’s aggravated with Logan.

“There’s no way I’m walking away,” he responds, leaning back in his chair.

“Good. Esto?”

“We’re ready to continue. Bryce, take your mark by the tapestries.” Esto’s voice crackles over the speakers. “Roman, have a seat on the throne.”

Roman flinches a bit when he takes the stairs. I imagine his leg is still sore. It probably doesn’t help that he didn’t get to ice it or rest last night.

“On Bryce in three… two… one…”

“Welcome back to The Praetorian. We promised drama and twists and boy, have we delivered. We just watched as Kari Haston was eliminated from the game. Now we’ll hear from Roman Creed about what was supposed to happen last night. Roman, I can’t tell you how relieved we are to see you’re feeling better. You gave us quite a scare last night.”

“Thank you, Bryce. I’m tougher than I look.” Roman rises from his throne and stands in front of it. The camera swerves to get a different angle.

“Last night we had a staged attack challenge for our contestants. I can now reveal to you who it was that was supposed to make a move on me. The ‘loner’ at the bar, as you called him, Tori, was the attacker. Props to you for seeing him first. There will be no winner or loser in this challenge since we lost a contestant already and the challenge could not be completed. But I was able to watch the footage this morning, and you all did a fantastic job.”

He comes down the stairs and moves to center stage. I feel in tune with every move he makes. Every facial expression, every adjustment in his posture, every look means something different to me now. I need to speak with him. How can I make that happen?

“We’re coming closer to the end of the challenges and they will continue to get more difficult. Two people will be sent home next time and the final three will compete during a real-life event for a chance to become the winner and my next bodyguard. So prepare yourself for a challenge like nothing you’ve seen before on any reality show, ever. This one will go down in the books.”

“Thank you, Roman,” Bryce says, turning to look directly into the camera. “Don’t forget to go online for additional behind-the-scenes footage and join us next time for the most difficult challenge to date. Who will become The Praetorian? You will decide. We’ll see you next week. Goodnight.”

“That’s a wrap.”

I stand and stretch. Roman sits down on his throne and grabs his lips with his hand. He’s deep in thought.

Logan pushes out from his seat and crosses forcibly to Roman.

Jean Paul steps in front of him. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I want to speak to Roman. Why, is that an issue?”

“It’s not,” Roman murmurs, waving Logan to him.

Cedric and I share a questioning look.

“I want to hear this,” I say.

“Me too,” Cedric says. We start toward Roman. Tori and Raul join us. Jean Paul holds up his hands and starts to speak.

“I’m good, JP. I want to talk to them.”

The cameramen follow us. I guess they do film everything.

“She didn’t do it,” Logan says adamantly. He notes our presence. “Can we please speak in private?”

“Anything you have to say can be said in front of everyone. If you want privacy, go to the diary room. You can say whatever you want there and no one else will hear.”

“I don’t want to go to the fucking diary room,” Logan shouts. Roman clenches his jaw and Logan recoils. “I’m sorry I yelled. I’m just ticked off at this whole situation.”

“I get angry. I’m pretty angry myself. Why don’t you tell me why you’re so sure Kari didn’t do it?”

He hesitates as if he’s trying to find the words. “Oh, fuck it. I was with her both times we went to your dressing room. One time your iPad was on the desk and the other time it was not. Kari didn’t take it. If she had, I would have seen her.”

“What were you doing in his dressing room?” Cedric asks.

“How do we know you two aren’t working together?” Raul adds.

“Why don’t you guys lay off,” Logan pleads. “The point is this: if they saw Kari, then they had to have seen me. Why am I not being questioned? Something’s going on here,” he whispers, looking at Roman directly.

Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention. Jen is standing near the curtain, biting her nails. We make eye contact and she darts out of sight.

What does she know?
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“I know you like her, but she’s just as suspect as everyone else.”

“Look at me when I say this because I want you to know how serious I am,” I say to Dawson. “Reed has nothing to do with this. I would bet my life on it.”

He scrubs his hands over his face. “Your emotions are clouding your judgment.”

“No, they’re not. When have you ever known me to put pleasure before business? Do you think I’d risk my life and my future over my dick?”

He shakes his head. “We both know this isn’t about sex, Roman. She’s not like the others. I know you. You’re falling for her. You realize she can’t win this game, don’t you? Even if she’s cleared, she has to go.”

Picking up my pad of paper, I throw it across the room. I hate everything about this conversation.

“All I can tell you is what I see. Right now, I trust no one. I think we should subject everyone to a personal search of their belongings.”

“Didn’t you do that before they came into the house?” I ask as I flop into my desk chair.

“Yes, but now we have a missing gun.”

“No bullets. What are they going to do, throw it at me?”

“Dammit, Roman. I need you to think about this. Someone is threatening you in front of cameras. Do you know how ballsy that is? That means they want attention.”

Pondering his words for a moment, I spin in my chair and gaze out the window of my office. “Other than social media threats, a note, and some possibly misplaced honey, there have been no real attempts on my life. Maybe this is simply a harmless prank.”

“A harmless prank? You could have died.”

“We don’t know for sure that someone did it on purpose.”

Dawson shakes his head and takes a deep breath. “This is my job, Roman. Let me do my job. All I’m asking is that you have minimal contact with the contestants, extras, and production crew until this whole thing is over.”

“I want to see her.”

He sighs. “Just bear with me for a moment. What if Reed is your stalker? She’s had way more access to you than anyone else. Would you consider the possibility?”

Slamming my fist on my desk, I rise and lean forward. “It’s not her. Don’t say it again.”

He lifts his hands defensively and then moves toward the door. “I’m only trying to protect you.”

After he leaves, I close my eyes and try to clear my head. My gut tells me Kari was set up. Logan had a point. Why didn’t Esto tell me about Logan? What else do I not know?

“Dawson!” I shout.

He opens the door, concerned.

“I want to see Esto Rivera, alone. Can you make that happen?”

“You got it, boss.”
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“I didn’t think it was relevant,” Esto says in regard to my question about Logan as we sit in my dressing room.

“Why? Couldn’t Logan have just as easily taken the iPad and framed Kari?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Why is that?”

“Because I’m fairly certain that Logan is in love with Kari,” he replies in a frustrated tone. “They formed a secret alliance from the day of interviews. Their chemistry was one of the reasons we selected them. We’ve seen how he looks at her. We’ve watched their interactions. We’ve heard their diary room confessions. We’ve listened when they thought no one was listening. I know these contestants, Roman. I know more than you give me credit for.”

“Elaborate.”

“Covering cameras doesn’t kill microphones, Roman.”

His words make my blood heat. Is he referring to Reed and me by the pool? “I don’t think I like what you’re saying. Are you threatening me?”

“Hell no. Look, all I’m telling you is that I’m doing what I think is best for the show. Jean Paul and I have split the contestant tapes. He watches half, I watch the rest. I have Kari and Logan, so I know what I saw and what I’ve heard.”

“What about when the cameras supposedly stopped recording? How do you know you didn’t miss something?” I ask.

“It’s only happened a handful of times.”

“Wait… more than once?” I ask, alarmed. “Why am I just hearing this now?”

“The blips were small and random. Sometimes cameras malfunction. We swap them out and move on. It happens on every show, not just this one. If I were alarmed, I’d tell you.”

I lean back into my chair and rock slightly, creating a steeple with my fingers as I think.

“I’m going to protect you, Roman. You’re part of the Seamore family and the fact is, romance increases ratings.”

“Are you referring to Logan and Kari?”

He teeters his head back and forth and smiles. “Sure.”

“Dammit, Esto. If you have something to say, say it.”

“I see the draw with Reed. The kitchen, the dining hall, the forum, and the pool. It’s all good TV and completely harmless. We won’t let it look like you’ve been biased should she win. We don’t want the show to appear rigged. Trust me.”

He makes no mention of her coming upstairs. Quickly reviewing my time with Reed, I note that what he’s seen and heard probably appears as innocent flirting. I decide to speak to that end. “Hey, I like the girls. Know what I mean? I figured why not make it fun if I have to be here?” I laugh.

He laughs too. “Absolutely. It’s good TV.”

“I’m glad we talked. Thanks for taking the time,” I say, walking to the door.

“Anytime. Just know I’m going to do everything I can to keep you safe while making this the best show possible.”

After patting him on the back as he leaves, I close the door behind him and return to the monitors.

It doesn’t take me long to find her. She’s in her room, flipping through a magazine. Where’s Tori? I locate her, sitting with Raul and Cedric in the dining hall. Logan is in his room. I focus on Reed, watching her start to pace. I’m ruining this for her by getting too close. The last thing I want is to make her look bad on national television, but maybe after this is over? Unless she wins, and then what?

If I ignore her or stop talking to her, she’s either going to think I’m scared or a dick. My chest hurts. I don’t want her to hate me. I can’t be selfish. I promise myself one more meeting and then I’ll leave her alone.
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As I sit and wait for her in my bedroom, I try to remind myself to think about what’s best for her.

Dawson opens the door and she rushes right into my arms. He wasn’t happy with me about wanting to see her, but when I told him it was for the last time, he agreed. I hope I’m doing the right thing. I probably hold her a little too tight.

She stares into my eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

I nod my head. I can tell from her reaction, she knows something is wrong. She pushes back from me. “What is it?”

“Reed, we need to stop this. I can’t do it anymore. You need to know this is me, not you. You’re a great girl, just not for me.”

“Really?” she asks dryly, moving away from me. “Okay. Well, it was fun while it lasted.” She shrugs starts to leave.

“What the fuck, Reed? That’s it?” Is it that easy for her to walk away? I thought I was going to have to pull an Edward from Twilight.

She turns back to face me and leans on the door. “Are you going to be honest with me now?”

She catches me completely off guard and reminds me, yet again, why I’ve met my match. I don’t know what to say. I wasn’t prepared for this.

She strolls back over to me, takes my hands and places them on her hips before kissing my lips. I want to fight her, but I can’t.

When I pull her into my chest, I feel her smile through her kiss. I want to be angry that she got me, but I can’t because she gets me. She gets me better than women I’ve known a lot longer. Does she already have me figured out? Either she’s brilliant or I’m losing my touch. Maybe both.

“That’s a much better greeting,” she says. “Now tell me why you decided breaking my heart was a good idea.”

I push my hands through my hair. “Esto knows I like you. I don’t think he knows you’ve been up here, but he knows I stare at you too much. Plus, Dawson thinks I need to limit my interaction with everyone until this is over, for my safety. He also might have said you could never work for me now that we’ve slept together.”

“He’s right. But I don’t want to work for you. I never did. I only wanted the cash prize. Does that make it better?”

I’m not sure how to take her. “Well, that’s cold.”

“I’m being honest with you. When I first started this game, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a cop anymore. But I love figuring things out. I love being presented with different challenges and solving them. No offense, but following you around all day sounds really boring.”

“Well that’s fine because I didn’t really want you around all the time anyway.”

“Good, because having to look at you makes me want to hurl and you stink.”

I can’t help but smirk.

“Why are you so damn adorable?”

I brush a stray hair out of her face. “Because I was made for you.”

She leans into my hand. “I think you were.”

I kiss her cheek. Keeping my lips pressed to her face, I lean my forehead against hers.

“I’m worried about you,” she says.

“I’m fine.”

“What does Dawson think about all this?”

“He wants me to kick everyone out of the house. He suspects everyone.”

“Including me, I assume. I could tell by the way he spoke to me tonight. It’s okay. He’s doing his job. But I hope you know I’d never hurt you. I like your face too much.”

“You like my ass too much.”

“That too,” she says with a smile that doesn’t touch her eyes.

“What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking Kari was set up. There was something going on between Logan and her. I think they had an alliance or maybe they knew each other before they got here.”

I lay down on the bed. “Esto thinks Logan’s in love with her.”

“Really?” She sits on the edge of the bed. “I can see that. I noticed something else today that bugs me. How well do you know your makeup person, Jen?”

I push up on my elbows. “Not at all. I met her when the show started. She tried to kiss me.”

“What?” she questions, eyes narrowing.

I smirk. “Jealous?”

She rolls her eyes once more. “No, I couldn’t care less who you kiss.”

“I only have eyes for one girl, you know.”

She grins and circles back to Jen. “She was listening when Logan spoke to you after filming. She seemed nervous. I think Dawson should talk to her. I think she knows something. I wanted to do it myself, but she took off backstage and I’m not supposed to be back there.”

“You’re not supposed to be up here either. Speaking of that, you’d better go.”

I stand and hold out my hand to her. She places her hand in mine and I pull her to her feet. Walking over to my guitar stand, I pull out blank sheet music and grab a pen.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen from here on out. I don’t know if I’ll have alone time with you again. I want you to have this.” I scribble on the paper and hand it to her. She glances at the numbers and back up to my face. “Put it somewhere safe. If we get separated, use it. If you want to, I mean.”

“Is this your phone number?” she asks, surprised.

“My cell.”

“You’re giving me your digits? Wow, I wonder how much I could get for these?”

“Probably not $100,000. You’d better still try to win.”

She tears off a corner of the paper and picks up the pen. After she writes on it, she pushes it into the front of my jeans pocket, lingering there until my breath hitches.

“In case you want me,” she whispers in my ear. Her breath and her hand in my pocket makes my head spin. Turning my face to hers, I grab her head and pull it to mine, crashing my lips against hers. “You know I want you.”

“Not as much as I want you.”

“When this is over, promise me you’ll come back.”

“Nothing could keep me away.”
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“In today’s challenge, we’ll be testing your ability to handle a stressful situation with both mental and physical limitations.”

Jean Paul is standing directly in front of me. I do my best to look completely focused. We spent the last three hours learning about crowd control and risk assessment. Now we’re finally ready to get to it.

“In today’s society, criminals and ‘bad guys’ live among us. They look like us, walk like us, talk like us, and might even live next door. They are smart, evil, highly motivated, and quite possibly desperate. Desperate for what? An autograph, a piece of clothing, to be close to the principal, or maybe to do them harm.

“As an EPO you need to protect your principal while maintaining humility, respect, and a positive attitude. You are a reflection of the principal. This requires situational awareness, composure, strength, and stamina. You will deter possible threats while ensuring your client is relaxed and all his needs are met.”

I glance at Roman, who is listening from the throne. He’s looking especially yummy today in his black jeans and fitted shirt. It’s difficult to pry my eyes away.

“Earlier today, you had the chance to learn the layout of the challenge. That is, how to get Roman from point A, through the recording studio, to point B, through the crowd and into a waiting car. Your challenge will be to move Roman through a crowd of reporters. It will require you to think on your feet and adapt. You’ll all be equipped with a wrist monitor that will track your steps, heart rate, and respiration.”

Cedric is extremely focused. Raul looks a little sweaty. I wonder if he’s feeling all right.

“How will you cope with stress?” Jean Paul walks to the center of the room. “Will you rise or will you crumble? How will you handle a pushy photographer when you can’t see two feet in front of you from all the camera flashes? How will you get Roman to his car when his path is blocked? We’ll be watching you closely.”

“Thank you, Jean Paul. Now, contestants, if you would please follow me, your escort awaits.”

I wonder how Dawson feels about this challenge. My guess is he’s not happy at all.

Raul is slow to stand. “You okay?” I ask.

“Yeah, fine why?”

“You seem off today.”

“Me? No way. I’m just focused. Need to kick some ass.”

“You guys coming?” Tori asks.

“Let’s go,” I say with a smile.

Even though she apologized to me for her attitude yesterday, I haven’t forgotten. She claimed she was just on edge, but I saw a different side to her. I’m not letting my guard down with any of them.

 

[image: ]

 

My face is flushed as I take my place on the center stage for the results. We’re all there, standing arm to arm. I’m so angry I want to punch myself in the face. I glare at Raul as he steps next to me. I let him mess with my head. It’s my own fault.

He and I were the last two to walk Roman through the flashing lights of photographers and pushy reporters. After Cedric was called to take his turn, Raul started talking about the contestants and what he’d heard about me. He said Tori talked shit about me all the time. She secretly hated me. He said Kari and Logan thought I was a joke and he had stuck up for me because we were friends. Then he started in on Roman and the threats against him. He worried that one of the photographers wasn’t an actor. What if one of them was the real stalker? What if Roman got hurt because we failed to pay attention?

He talked about his experience in Iraq. He told me what it was like to consider someone a friend and have to stand by as they were killed in front of you. When bullets flew unexpectedly and you were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

By the time I got to Roman, I was paranoid. He could see it. He told me to breathe, but all I could see was him falling to the ground in front of me and turning blue. What if someone tried to hurt him? Could I stop them?

I panicked when a photographer rushed past me and got in his face. I took him down and lost my cool. I wonder if I would have handled it the same way if I hadn’t been so close to Roman. If I wasn’t romantically attached to him. If I wasn’t in love with him.

As soon as I think the words in my head, I know they’re true. I am in love with him. How did I let my emotions cloud my judgment yet again?

I glance at him from the tops of my eyes and burn his face into my memory. I know just by looking at him. I’m going to have to fight hard.

“As the drums beats, two shield lights will go out. If your light goes out, you are safe and have made it into the finale. If your shield light stays lit, you are in the bottom three and two of you will be going home. You’ll each have a chance to fight for to stay in the game. Your fellow contestants will vote to keep you or send you home. Are you ready?”

The guards pound their spears next to Roman on his throne.

I don’t bother looking down, but I can’t look at him either. Instead, I stare at the Core Damage logo on the shield of the soldier. When the drums finally end, Cedric and Tori are high-fiving each other. Logan, Raul, and I are in the bottom three. What can I possibly say to get them to keep me here?

“Congratulations to Cedric and Tori,” Bryce begins. “You’ll be joining Roman at the Festival Concert tomorrow to compete in the final venue challenge. Raul, Logan, and Reed, you may each make a statement on your behalf. You will all have a chance to vote for the two contestants you want to stay. Logan, we’ll start with you.”

“I guess I must have pissed someone off here. I don’t think I belong in the bottom three, but does it matter what I say? If they want me gone, they’ll figure out how to do it. Just like Kari. I’d tell you to vote for me if I thought it’d make a difference.”

Bryce smiles awkwardly. “Thank you, Logan. Raul—”

“I deserve to be here. I’m Special Ops. I know what I’m doing. I’m not sure why I’m at the bottom tonight, but I can tell you this, I haven’t kissed asses on my way here, like Logan and I haven’t lied and flirted my way to the top like Reed. I deserve to be here because I’ve got the skills. I stand here in a cop sandwich. I applaud our police for all they do, but when it comes down to it, who do you want by your side? Special Ops or special cops?”

“Thank you, Raul. Reed?”

“Special cops?” I laugh and then stop suddenly. “Raul can point fingers, but what he won’t tell you is that he’s done more ass kissing and flirting than anyone in this room. He puts on a persona of being a stand-up guy, but after today’s challenge, I saw a new side of him. Trust me when I say he’s not who you want on your team. I know what I’m doing. I’m smart and I have what it takes. Give me a chance to show you.”

“Thank you, Reed. You’ll each be called to the diary room to cast your votes. Cedric, you’re up first, followed by Tori.”

I may still have a shot. Tori nods to me and smiles as I return to my seat. Raul whispers something to Logan and Logan does a double take at Raul and then stares at me.

What the hell was that about?
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As the guard escorts Logan and me out of the forum, I take one last look at Roman. His eyes are pained but he nods and winks. I feel I let him down. It’s pretty clear to me now that Tori voted against me. She had to have. I don’t believe Cedric would have, but I guess I don’t know anything anymore.

I climb the stairs to my room to pack my belongings, getting angrier with every step. I’m pissed at myself for letting anyone in my head and I’m pissed at Raul for manipulating me. I don’t think he was ever my friend or even interested in me. He was playing the game. But more than anything, I’m angry Roman is still in danger, and there’s nothing I can do about that from home.

I stomp into the bedroom as the guard waits by the door. I grab the first suitcase I see in the closet and throw it. The contents fly about the room and I realize it’s Tori’s, not mine. I scramble to pick up her things.

I toss her hairdryer back into the suitcase, along with her travel-sized containers of lotions. I never saw her use any of them. I bend down to grab her notebook and lift the bedspread to get the tape recorder. The wires are hanging loose, and the box is open. It looks like I broke it. I’m no tech expert, but I never would have guessed there would be so many loose pieces inside and where are the batteries?

Great, Reed. More points for you today. I decide to write her a quick note, explaining what happened and to let her know where to contact me so I can replace it. I open her notebook and flip through pages to find a blank one. As I turn the pages, I see a thick piece of folded paper.

Glancing at the door, I quickly unfold it. There’s a picture of Roman from his high school yearbook. It’s been circled in red. He was hot even then. But why does Tori have it? I flip it over and notice more pics, but no notes. Maybe she did her own research before coming to the show. I sure did mine.

Folding the paper, I almost stick it back into the notebook, but something twists in my gut. I stare at her suitcase. How did she get a picture of him from his yearbook and why would she bring a tape recorder to the show? What would she use it for? And why so many lotions?

I stand and pace the room. She’s been so volatile. One day she’s nice, the next she’s hurling accusations. What does my gut say?

“Ms. Manning, I’m going to need you to move it along,” the guard says, sticking his head into the room.

I close Tori’s suitcase and put it back in the closet before quickly packing my belongings, along with the yearbook page. When I’ve gone through everything, I take one last look at the room. I’m going home, but just because I’m leaving doesn’t mean I’m finished.
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I close Deacon’s door behind me and smile. He’s more alert than usual and it makes me happy to know that after tonight, I’ll be able to spend a hell of a lot more time with him.

Glancing at my phone, I think of Reed. She hasn’t called or texted since she left last night, and I hope she’s not pissed at me. I fought to keep her, but she really lost her temper at the fake photographer. Watching her take him down in front of me was hot as fuck, but not EPO-worthy, according to JP.

Deciding to make the first move, I scroll through my contacts and pull her name up in my text window.

“Roman, you need to leave for the venue in ten minutes,” Clark says as he approaches. “Jen is waiting for you in your dressing room. We need to get there early to prep. It’s going to be a big day.”

I close my phone and head downstairs. I’ll have try again later.
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My apartment doesn’t feel the same after living in Roman’s house. It’s cramped and way too quiet. But I slept like a rock and am way less stressed now that I’m home.

I’ve already gone to the station, submitted my paperwork, and picked up my badge. Even though I planned on taking another week off for the show, the chief agreed to let me waive my leave. I go back to work Monday. It feels good to be back on the force. I finished washing my clothes and I already put all my things away. I’m bored to tears.

I stare at my cellphone and will it to ring. I hoped maybe he would call or text, but nada. I know he’s at the Festival Concert tonight. I wish I could be there.

I google the venue to see what I’m missing. Crap! There are a few artists presenting along with Roman that I would have loved to see in person. I blew this on so many levels. I think back to the last challenge, then my time with Roman and how it felt to fall apart in front of him. He didn’t falter once.

My chest aches as I remember everything he told me about Deacon. I picture eleven-year-old Roman carrying the blame for his brother’s accident all these years, and wish I could take away his pain.

Remembering Tori’s picture of young Roman, I google him to see if I can find photos from when he was first discovered. I wonder how hard it must have been for her to get hold of his yearbook and that’s when I start to feel anxious again.

I end up at Wikipedia. Roman attended a private high school in Beverly Hills. Werchester Academy is prestigious and expensive. It turns out almost everyone that went there had money. I guess they offered a few scholarships to people who showed promise but couldn’t afford the tuition.

I wonder what it says about me online. After scrolling through all the information I can find about myself, I google the other contestants. After all, the show hasn’t aired. They probably haven’t wiped our personal stuff yet.

I laugh at Cedric’s Facebook photos. He’s got two daughters, both in college and his wedding photo shows a whole other side to him.

I pick up a chocolate chip cookie and stuff it in my mouth. Roman immediately comes to mind. These would be way too crispy for his liking. I contemplate baking him cookies as I search Tori’s name.

There isn’t much there. No Facebook profile, no Instagram, not even a LinkedIn profile. Am I being paranoid? Why does all of this bother me so much? She said she was from Utah.

I type in Tori Johnson, Utah. It asks me if I mean Victoria Johnson. Sure, why the fuck not. Still not much. I am able to find her known relatives: Grace Johnson, Abe Tucker and Florence Johnson Tucker.

I glance at my phone, noting the time and lack of phone calls. I click on Abe Tucker, which takes me to an Abe Tucker from Los Angeles. Huh, must be a mistake. But he is related to Florence Tucker, so maybe it is the same person. He’s also related to Victoria Tucker.

I’m not sure why, but I search Victoria Tucker, California. Chomping on another cookie, I almost choke on it. Holy shit!
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Handing my cell over to Dawson for safekeeping, I change into the clothes Jen left out for me for tonight.

I open the door to tell her I’m ready to get pretty. She enters the room, eyes on the floor.

“You okay?” I ask. She seems oddly distracted and quiet. She’s never quiet.

“Yeah. You?”

“I’m good.”

She works on my eyeliner and that’s when I notice she’s crying.

I push the pencil away from my face. “What’s wrong? Why are you crying?”

“Do you think I’m good at this job? I mean, do you think I could get hired by Seamore permanently?”

Confused, I shrug. “I don’t see why not.”

“Would you suggest me?”

“Sure. Do you need a letter of recommendation? I’d be happy to write one for you if you think it would help.”

“Why are you so nice to me?” she asks as the tears flow.

Crying women scare me. It seems like a loaded question. Am I nice to her or is she trying to say I’m not nice to her and she’s being sarcastic?

“I feel bad for everything I’ve done.”

Am I supposed to know what she’s talking about? She glances at me and I nod. Shit, was that a yes or no question?

“If I tell you, you have to promise you won’t be mad at me.”

Why would I be mad at her? Did she mismatch my clothes? “Jen, whatever it is, I’m sure it’s okay.”

“Really? Because I know Jean Paul and Esto thought it was a big deal. I assumed you had a bunch of them and with all your money, what was one more?”

“I’m not following.” I glance at the monitors. The contestants are leaving for the venue. They need to do a walkthrough and meet with the staff for interviews. It’s part of the challenge tonight.

“I mean, he was so cute and charming. He said after this was over, we could go on a date. Guys like him never flirt with girls like me. You know? I should have known better.”

“Jen, I really would love to hear all this, but I need to get going. Can we chat later?”

“Sure. Thanks for being so understanding. I feel bad she got sent home.”

“Who?” I’m so confused.

“Kari. I mean, after all it wasn’t her, it was me.”
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“Tell me what you can find on a Victoria Tucker a.k.a Tori Johnson. I need it ASAP!”

“It’s nice to hear from you too, Reed.”

“Sorry, Andrea. I promise I’ll explain everything later. You may need to call in some favors.”

“Marty is working at the courthouse. He likes me. Let me see what I can do.”

As soon as I hang up, I open the pictures in two windows so I can view them side by side. She looks completely different, but Tori and Victoria are one and the same. When I searched Victoria Tucker, I found a newspaper article about school bullying. Eighteen-year-old Victoria Tucker was expelled from Louden High School for pushing a child down the stairs, breaking his arm, leg, and hip. He also had a fractured skull. He’d been bullying another kid and she said she was sticking up for him. The bullied kid, as well as the boy she pushed, were still minors so their names weren’t listed.

I’m hoping Andrea can get their names for me. Maybe I’m overreacting, but I can’t help this feeling I have in my gut. It reminds me of what I felt right before I left the house yesterday. I should have paid closer attention.

My phone rings and I answer it immediately. “Well?”

“Again, ‘Hi, Andrea’ would be nice.”

“Dude, just tell me you got something.”

“I did. Victoria Tucker was eighteen at the time of the incident. She attended Louden for two years after transferring in from Werchester Academy. It’s weird. She had a full ride there. It’s a top-notch school and her parents pulled her and sent her to Louden. Louden was in the projects. It must have been a shell shock for her.”

I sit and try to process the information. Victoria, a.k.a Tori, went to the same high school as Roman. She had a picture of Roman from high school at the house. Why? Did she know him? Tori is thirty. Roman is thirty-one. Hmm.

“Oh…” Andrea continues, “The boy she pushed down the stairs was named Leo Miatkowski. He healed and was fine. The bullied kid she supposedly tried to help was her best friend. I guess he had a pretty rough life. Came from foster care and was in and out of homes. He was a straight A student but got picked on a lot by this Leo kid. I guess it was pretty damn brutal. Anyway, the kid she was protecting testified about all the stuff Leo had done to him through the years. Leo’s family was mortified and dropped the charges against Victoria. She was still expelled though. Anyway, the kid she saved was named Raul Martinez. Does any of this help?”

I fold into my chair. Raul and Tori knew each other. Why wouldn’t they say anything?
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“Tell Esto what you told me.” I motion to Jen to talk into my speakerphone as we ride to the venue.

“So Raul asked me to get him the iPad. He said he needed it for part of the show. He asked me not to say anything and promised we’d get together after he won.”

“I want him gone, Esto,” Dawson states.

“I can see why you would, but we’ve already started filming the finale. How about if we release him right after the challenge?”

“No. He obviously set Kari up. I want him gone now.”

“I agree,” I say, backing up Dawson.

“Let me see what I can do. I’ll get back to you.”

As the phone clicks, Dawson turns to face me. “I don’t like this, Roman. I have a feeling Esto’s going to let him finish.”

“I never liked that guy. You need to keep him away from me tonight.”

Dawson nods.

“Did I do okay?” Jen asks.

“You did great,” I say, patting her leg. She gazes down at my hand and I instantly pull back. “Tell me what else you know.”
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“Hi, Mrs. Tucker. My name is Reed Manning. I went to Werschester Academy with Victoria. We’re planning our fifteen-year reunion and I was wondering if you could give me her contact information.”

“You knew my daughter?”

“Oh yeah! We had English together. I always thought she was so nice. I never knew why she left. I wish we’d stayed in contact.”

“Well, Vicky was always a loner. I’m surprised you two were friends. She didn’t have many after all the rumors.”

“Rumors? Gosh, I never heard any of them. Is that why she transferred?”

“Oh yes. After that boy called her a mean name, everyone started repeating it. Pretty soon the rumors started, and she couldn’t take it anymore. She suffered so much, we finally pulled her out.”

“Poor Vicky. I wish I’d known. If you don’t mind my asking, what was it they said?”

“Well, like I said, it all started with that boy. He was cute and popular. He’d always been kind to her so she thought maybe he liked her. She was overweight and had terrible acne. She barely had any self-confidence. I can’t remember his name, but it took her weeks to get up the courage to tell him how she felt. He was nice enough to her face when he said they were just friends, but he called her Icky Vicky behind her back. Some other kids heard, and they started saying it too. It spread from there. They wrote it on her locker, chanted it when she’d walk into the room. Pretty soon they called her Dicky Vicky. They said she was so ugly she’d screw anything that moved. Then they started calling her Trucker the Fucker. It was awful. She’d come home every day in tears.”

“Poor Vicky. That’s awful.”

“She transferred to a new school. That didn’t go so well either, so she ended up moving in with her grandma in Utah. Even changed her name so she could forget it all. We barely even speak to her anymore.”

“If I said the name of the boy, do you think you’d remember him?” I ask her.

“I don’t know. It’s been a long time.”

“Roman Creed?” I ask, praying I’m wrong.

“Oh my. Yes, that was him. She always said she’d never forget him. She was never the same after that. It was like she snapped.”
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Bryce walks away after his introduction. All cameras are on me as Tori, Cedric, and Raul stand nearby. They’re dressed in suits and fitted with earpieces. It’s almost time to start the challenge. I can’t believe Raul is still here after what he’s done, but Esto assured me I’ll have my chance to kick him to the curb as soon as this challenge is over. I’m doing my best to bite my tongue.

Dawson is nearby. He insisted he be present for the challenge and I’ll admit, I feel better knowing he’s got my back. This is a live event and I don’t need any more bad press. He keeps me focused.

His phone rings and he cringes, mouthing, “Sorry,” to me. He looks at the phone, then silences it and shoves it into his pocket.

Everyone seems a little on edge. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say even Cedric was nervous. It’s a big night for them. How they perform tonight will determine whether or not they end up working for me.

Tori whispers something to Raul and he nods. I’ll be happy to see him go.
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Why won’t Roman answer my calls? I’ve left him four messages already. Traffic is a nightmare. I’ve got to get to that venue. I have to tell him.

I dial his number again. It goes straight to voicemail. “Roman, listen to me! Get out of there right now. Tori has it in for you. Raul knows her. Please, Roman. Get away from her as soon as you can.”

My mind races with thoughts. Tori has a degree in Computer Science. She graduated at the top of her class in college but got fired and blacklisted when she was caught hacking. Then she went into bartending. Bartending… Wasn’t she in a hurry to get to the bar in the challenge? Didn’t she want to help Roman with the drinks in the kitchen? Oh crap. I told her he was allergic to honey after the first challenge, but there was no honey in the house so how could she have done it?

I gaze at my phone. It’s time to take this to the next level. Punching a number in my contact list, I make a call. He answers on the first ring.

“Chief, I’m going to need some help.”
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So far things have gone smoothly. Cedric got me into the building and backstage. Raul has been monitoring me from the balcony above. Apparently, he thought there were some risk factors. I think it was a dumb move on his part, but considering he’ll be gone regardless, I don’t give a shit what he does. I’m just glad he’s far away from me.

Tori smiles. “Are you ready?” she asks.

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” I tell her.

“I want you to know, I’ve always been your biggest fan.”

I half smile at her. It’s an awkward time to tell me. “Thanks.”

“You know, I heard you were really popular in high school. There must have been a lot of girls who liked you.”

“A few.”

“I bet you broke a lot of hearts. Any regrets?”

“Not that I recall.” My mind wanders to Deacon. He’ll always be my biggest mistake.

“That’s what I figured you say. Good luck tonight.”

My head twists to regard her. She smiles brightly, and I turn face front. Something feels off, but I can’t put my finger on it. The show must go on.
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Abandoning my car on the street, I rush toward the venue. An officer yells at me, but I flash him my badge.

I don’t think I’ve ever run so fast in my life, but I’ve never cared for anyone like I care for him.

I get to the side entrance before I’m stopped by security. I show them my badge. “Roman Creed is about to present the award for artist of the year. He’s in danger. I have it on good authority there is a threat to his life. You need to let me in this building now.”

“Calm down. We were told there might be extra issues with fans tonight. They’re filming inside. That’s a nice fake badge, but we can’t let you in, sweetheart.”

“Listen, fucker, call the chief of police. I just got off the phone with him. I’ve been trying to reach Dawson Hughes—he’s Roman’s head of security—but I can’t get through.”

They turn and raise their eyebrows at each other. I’m getting desperate. I pull out my gun and aim it them. “Open this door now or so help me, I’ll take you both down!”

The guard unlocks the door and I rush inside. I hear them reporting me on their radios. Let them tackle me to the ground. As long as he’s safe, I don’t care what happens to me. I can’t lose him.
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“To present the award for artist of the year, please help me welcome from Core Damage, the one and only, Roman Creed.”

The music plays. Tori covers her headpiece and says, “I’m sure you’ll get exactly what you deserve.”

I furrow my brows as her words click in my head. I glance back at the main doors, where Dawson is standing. He’s on his phone. Of all times for him to take a personal call. He makes eye contact with me and I shake my head as I walk onstage. What do I do now?

He straightens his posture and talks into his headpiece. I swallow hard and smile at the audience. This is a live show. I’m sure I’m safe. I convince myself it’s true. “Thank you. I’m honored to be here tonight to present the award for artist of the year…”
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The first person I see is Bryce. He’s standing off to the side, waiting for his next cue. I hear the guards coming up behind me.

“Cedric? Dawson? Where are they?”

Bryce points to the right and I see Cedric. His eyes widen when our eyes meet. “It’s Tori,” I hiss. “She’s going to hurt him.”

Cedric takes off running. Bryce’s eyes grow wide. “Where’s Raul?” I ask, desperate.

“Up in the balcony.” He points.

A guard reaches for me as I start to climb the stairs. I knee him in the groin and shove him backward, running up two at a time.

I scan the balcony. There are guests everywhere. There’s movement two sections down. Raul stands out. He’s walking forward to the ledge. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a gun. He aims, and I rush him. He fires as I tackle him to the ground. Am I too late?
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There’s a sharp pain in my head and I’m lying on the floor. Dawson is lying on top of me. I’m not sure how long I lie that way until he finally moves.

“Are you hurt?” he asks. “Roman, are you hurt?”

I do a quick inventory. My head hurts, but I’m pretty sure it’s because I cracked it on the stage. “I think I’m okay.”

Dawson struggles to stand, and I reach out to him. “Are you?”

He brushes himself off. “I’m fine.”

There’s commotion all around me as police and security storm the stage. People are freaking out and running in every direction.

“Stay down,” he shouts, and I do as I’m told.

Cedric has Tori in a restraint hold; she’s struggling, but he’s got her. “What the fuck?” I say.

Dawson hovers over me, speaking into his headpiece. “Patch is secure. Do you have him? I repeat, do you have him?”

The police rush over to Cedric and put Tori in handcuffs. I lift my head off the stage and Dawson grumbles, “So help me God, if you move I will jump back on top of you. I’ll do it! I swear I will.”

I put my head to the floor. He’s a big man.
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They have me sitting on the floor in handcuffs next to Raul. We’re both being held by the police.

“Just tell me, is he okay? Is Roman okay?” My chest heaves. Why won’t anyone tell me?

“She’s with us.” I hear a familiar voice and see Jean Paul pointing to me. I’ve never been so happy to see him in all my life. “Let her go. She’s a cop.”

As they help me up off the floor, I glance at the stage. There’s no sign of Roman anywhere. I turn to Jean Paul, but he’s already halfway down the stairs. The officer removes my cuffs and I rush to the edge of the balcony. I can’t see a thing. I fly downstairs, pushing past anyone who gets in my way. Everything is a blur. I can’t think.

My head spins as people pass me left and right at the base of the stairs. My hands fly to my head. If someone doesn’t tell me something, I’m going to scream.

As I touch my head, I realize my hair is down. I left the house without a ponytail for the first time in my life. Just as I feel tears threaten my eyes, I hear my name. I spin toward the sound.

He’s a sight for sore eyes. I allow myself to breathe again. He smiles at me and it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life. I do a quick assessment. I don’t see any blood. Is he real? Am I dreaming?

“You couldn’t stay away, could you?” he asks, crossing his arms.

The emotion of the moment overwhelms me, and I choke as I say the only word I can. “Nope.”

He huffs out a small knowing breath.

“You’re okay?”

“No, I’m not.” He takes a step closer to me and I assess his body, looking for any sign of injury.

He points to his chest, then places his hand over his heart. “I’m in love.”

Tilting my head, I feel a combination of relief and overflowing joy. “That makes two of us.”

He pulls on my arm and I crash into his chest. He presses his face into my hair and I tighten my grip around his waist.

“Do you see what happens when you leave me?” he whispers. “I can’t be trusted to take care of myself. I need you.”

I laugh lightly and raise my head to look at his face. “I guess we’ll have to take care of each other then, because I need you back.”

As he presses his forehead to mine, the chaos around us disappears. It doesn’t matter how many people come and go from my life or how many mistakes I make. We all have a past. We all have our sins to bear. But if I’m going to make it, I’m going to make it with him by my side. I feel it in my core.

It’s always been him. This is where I belong.
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Three months later

 

“Have another one. I insist.”

“If I eat another chocolate chip cookie, I’m going to burst.” Dawson places his hand on his stomach. Maybe I shouldn’t push.

“What about me?” Roman asks.

“I baked these a little too long. They’re not as soft as the first batch.”

“I don’t care. Give them to me.”

“Hm, I don’t know,” I say pressing my hand to my lips. “What do I get in return?”

He rolls his eyes. “Fine!” He holds out the remote and I grab it excitedly. Roman rarely lets me have the remote. I guess we both like being in control too much.

I turn up the volume and he tries not to smile. He likes making me happy, even though he tries to act like he hates it. It’s our thing. Even though the finale aired last month, we decided to watch it on the DVR again tonight. I saw it all in person, but seeing the behind-the-scenes stuff is much more interesting.

I push Play as Cedric is announced as the winner of The Praetorian. I smile when I think back to his family and how proud they were of him at the show. I got an honorable mention for my part and the public went wild over all the drama.

Seamore Productions was careful to air our relationship in a positive light after it came out that Jean Paul knew Tori and Raul were up to something. He swore he didn’t know they were a threat and thought it was just good TV, but Roman was so furious, he threatened to sue. That was enough to get everything and anything he wanted.

The publicity Roman received from the show has given his career a significant boost. Sales are up and bookings have increased. He’s a hot commodity. There’s even been talk about writing his story.

Dawson’s phone rings and he steps outside Roman’s TV room to take the call. I didn’t even know this room existed. Another secret room. I swear I’ll never get used to this place. Even though I’m here almost every other night of the week, I still can’t figure out all the stairwells and secret doors.

Dawson steps back inside. “That was the FBI profiler. They confirmed Raul was the man outside your dressing room the night of the concert. He was blackmailing the guy we originally thought was the stalker. He’s the one that got him in.” He yawns. “I’m going to bed now. Call me if you need anything. I know Reed will keep an eye on you.”

I point both index fingers at him. “See ya.”

Roman rolls his eyes at me. He hates it when I do that, which is why I do it whenever I can.

“Hey, Dawson?” Roman says. “Thanks again.”

Dawson mumbles as he walks out, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You want to thank me? Start listening.”

I let out a small laugh and Roman scowls. “You know, I think Dawson’s getting a little too cocky. I may have to let him go.”

I sigh, and he does his best to keep a straight face, but he can’t. “Am I that bad of an actor?” he asks.

“No, baby. I just get you.” I shove another cookie into my mouth and we turn to the TV.

Dawson is amazing. He’s apologized to me at least fifty times for not telling Roman I called at the venue. He said he kept sending them straight to voicemail because, even though he liked me, he didn’t trust me. I know he loves Roman. We both do.

I still can’t believe how crazy these last few months have been. So many clues right under our noses. One of Tori’s lotion bottles was actually filled with honey. She knew he was allergic from high school. She was obsessed with him. Ironically, it was never Roman who called her Icky Vicky. She overheard one of his friends and assumed it was Roman. Roman never once called her any names. He said he always felt bad for her.

He didn’t recognize her from high school. Not only had she lost weight, but she’d cut her hair and dyed it black. I was right when I assumed it wasn’t her natural color.

Raul convinced Jen to get him the iPad and then Tori used her hacker skills and parts from the tape recorder to break inside of it. After Tori slipped the honey into Roman’s drink at the bar and Roman was rushed to the hospital, Raul approached the actors and told them he’d get the gun back to Dawson. He told them his name was Logan Porter in case the truth ever came out. They never did reach the guy who was supposed to threaten Roman in the challenge. He disappeared. Raul and Tori are still under suspicion for him as well.

Tori used the iPad to rush-order bullets for the gun and was able to get to the delivery driver before he made it to the house during one of her walks. Once they hacked into the cameras through the iPad, they didn’t need it anymore, so they framed Kari. They needed to get rid of her. She was a threat.

Just as I think of her, she shakes hands with Roman on the TV screen. He offered her a job after the show. He said she was too talented to let go. I agreed. He’s a smart man.

I thought Raul was smart too, but I was wrong. He’s as messed up as Tori. They bonded over their difficult lives in high school and he promised her he’d repay her someday for taking care of his bully. When she presented Roman to him, he agreed to help her. Childhood trauma does weird things to people. I should know. Some people let it shape them and others shape themselves around it.

Roman and I were the lucky ones. Although I understand what Raul and Tori went through, it doesn’t excuse what they did. It’s never okay to take out your anger on others. I too had to learn from that mistake. It’s one I’ll never make again.

“What are you thinking about?” Roman asks as he lifts my legs over his.

I wipe a bit of chocolate from the corner of his mouth. “Everything,” I reply.

“You’re thinking about me, aren’t you?” he asks with a smirk.

“Ew, no. Why would I do that?”

He shifts my legs and pushes me back into the couch, hovering over me. He lifts the remote and turns off the TV, then places the cookies on the table next to the couch.

I smile up at him as he presses his body against mine.

“Marry me?” he asks, grinding into me. The man knows my weakness.

“I’m still thinking about it. I mean, come on. We barely know each other.”

He shakes his head. “What else do you need to know? I love you, you love me. We’re perfect for each other.”

“Reed Creed?” I say and cringe. “There’s no way.”

“Then don’t take my name. I don’t care. All I want is you.”

“And you have me.”

“Then why not make it official?”

I sigh. “If I agree, will you stop asking so we can have hot sex?”

“I’ll fuck you into next week if you agree.”

“You’re so romantic,” I tease.

He closes his eyes and when he opens them he’s even hotter than before. I’ll never get used to the way he looks at me. I still don’t know how I got so lucky.

He pushes up off me and walks over to a drawer by the bookcase. He pulls something out and hides it behind his back.

He already did the great big romantic proposal. At first I said yes, but then I said no because, shit, it’s only been three months. But he’s determined. It’s one of the things I love about him.

“What now?” I ask, motioning to whatever he’s hiding.

“You question how romantic I am?”

I shrug. He’s the most romantic man I’ve ever known, but I need to keep him on his toes.

He hands me a pad of paper.

“What’s this?” I ask, sitting up.

“Go ahead. Look for yourself.”

There’s a piece of loose paper inside. It’s my profile from the game.

“Turn it over.”

As I turn the paper, I gasp. It’s like looking in the mirror. Flipping through the pad, I find page after page of drawings of me. Some as I sat at the table in the forum. Others of me at the dining room table. One of me at the pool. One of me from the laundry room in my underwear, nice. Another as I slept. Another of me laughing. One of the looks he hates that I give him. Another of me sitting next to Deacon’s bed and reading to him.

I gaze up at him and feel the tears well. Why does this man always make me want to cry in the best way possible? I never knew there was such a thing as happy tears until he came into my life.

“I could draw you in my sleep. I know everything about you. Every inch of your face, every curve of your body, and every beautiful thing on the inside as well. You say I don’t know you, but I beg to differ. I’ve never cared to know anything more.”

A single tear rolls down my cheek and he wipes it away. I close the notebook and hold it tight against my chest. “I hate you,” I tell him.

He smiles. “I know.”

I climb on top of him, straddling his thighs as I gaze deeply into his beautiful eyes. “This is going to be a long-ass engagement. Do you understand me?”

He tries to hide his smile.

“And we’re going to have lots and lots of babies. Maybe even adopt a couple. Do you hear that?”

He nods.

“And you’re going to draw all of them and you’re going to write special songs about each one of them.”

He smiles a little brighter.

“And you’re never going to get rid of me, so you’d better get used to that idea too.”

“It’s a lot to think about, but I think I can handle it. Is that a yes? A definite yes?”

I hold his face in my hands. “It’s always been yes. It always will be yes, because it’ll always be you.”

I burn his returning smile into my memory. It’s another one of the best days of my life, because when it’s right, you know it, you feel it, you breathe it in.

I never let my guard down until he came into my life and now, the only wall I want to build is one to keep us safe. I’ll protect his heart just like he protects mine.

I’ve finally found my home.

 

 

The End
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