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      Flashbulbs flared like artillery along the Croisette, and I thought about how close glamour sits to chaos. The barricades quivered under the pressure of hundreds of screaming fans, and every few seconds a wave of noise rolled down the boulevard like surf breaking against glass.

      “Audience controlled behind the barricades as far back as the rue d’Antibes,” Liam said in my ear. “I’m heading down the rue Jean de Riouffe to you.”

      “Copy.”

      I scanned the crowd pressed against the rails, mostly teenagers and twenty-somethings clutching banners, light sticks, and phones held high above their heads. Salt air mixed with perfume, sweat, and fried food from vendors who had somehow survived the beachfront’s endless security sweeps.

      My husband and I had worked plenty of Cannes gigs before. Celebrity escorts, private parties, discreet assignments for rich people who preferred their problems handled quietly. This was different. Though the Cannes Film Festival was going on around us, the frenzy around this temporary waterfront stage wasn’t for a film star.

      It was for Pryzm, the latest K-pop group to take Europe by storm, who were performing the title song for a Korean film showing during the Midnight Screenings.

      A contact in the Cannes police had recommended us to the record label, Starhouse, as “international crowd control consultants.” It sounded more respectable than “extra muscle.” We’d handled crowds often, and this one had a devotional energy, which often made it more dangerous than one full of angry demonstrators.

      A Korean woman in a business suit hurried toward me, headset askew, her badge bouncing against her chest. Kim Sun-hee was the group’s tour manager, and she’d given us our initial assignments. “Mr. Greene. They are arriving. Please, no incident.”

      “We’ll do our best.”

      She gave a nervous nod and vanished.

      Liam’s voice crackled through the comm. “I’m passing the Square Mérimée. Convoy expected in two minutes.”

      “How’s the crowd out there?” I asked.

      “The line’s pretty polite. Kids in matching shirts. Homemade signs. Much younger crowd than most of what the Festival draws.”

      The giant outdoor screens beside the floating stage flickered to life with a promo reel. Five young men in perfect sync. Flashing lights. Precision choreography. The crowd erupted so loudly my earpiece vibrated.

      The whole performance setup had been built just offshore from the beach, a stage mounted on a barge and connected to land by two narrow pontoon gangways. Farther out in the bay, another barge held the fireworks that would accompany the finale.

      I’d already decided I didn’t like any of it. Too much water and too few ways off.

      “Convoy turning now,” Liam said. “And there goes my hearing.”

      Black SUVs rolled into view, turning on to the boulevard de la Croisette and the crowd surged hard enough to make the barricades groan.

      “Easy,” I muttered, more to the guards than the fans.

      The convoy slowed as it reached the Palais des Festivals et des Congrés, then turned into the secured area beside the building. Fans lined the barricades across the street, screaming and holding their phones overhead.

      I hurried to keep up as the SUVs came to a stop near the Promenade Robert Favre Le Bret. The doors opened, and Pryzm emerged into a wave of camera flashes.

      Even knowing nothing about K-pop beyond the briefing packet, I could tell why these kids inspired this kind of hysteria. They moved like they’d been engineered for public consumption. Smiles timed to the cameras. Waves angled for maximum effect. Effortless, practiced charm.

      The center member drew the eye immediately.

      His name was Jin, and he was the one with the best English. The front man, the group’s media face. He moved with a polished ease that made the others seem slightly awkward. Handsome wasn’t quite the word for him. There was something more adult in the way he carried himself, a quiet sexual confidence that made the expensive clothes look less like styling and more like packaging.

      He carried it all with a knowing smile, and enough sex appeal that even a happily married man could appreciate the view.

      The group waved to the screaming crowd, posed for the cameras, then disappeared into the backstage area. The fans didn’t calm down so much as shift from shrieking to vibrating. Some began moving east along the Croisette toward the beach, to join the concert crowd before Pryzm took the stage.

      Liam joined me near the secured artist access to the beach. “Local teams already out there?” I asked.

      “Two teams. Young, starstruck, and probably useless.”

      “Good.”

      He snorted.

      We passed through another security checkpoint and headed across the sand toward the pontoon gangways. The floating stage sat just offshore, close enough to look almost like an extension of the beach. One gangway was reserved for performers and crew. The other was supposed to serve as the emergency route back to land.

      I stopped long enough to look at both. “If anything happens, we use the landward gangway,” I said.

      “Already checked it. Clear all the way back to the Palais.”

      That was why I liked working with my husband.

      Cannes was accustomed to this kind of excess. During the Film Festival, the Croisette belonged to cinema. Fans pressed against barricades outside the Palais, hoping for a glimpse of movie stars in black tie and elegant gowns. Paparazzi patrolled the streets, photographing anyone who looked beautiful or important.

      A month later, Cannes Lions would turn the same stretch of waterfront over to brands. Beach clubs became corporate compounds. Executives in linen jackets wandered between panels and parties while DJs performed beside the Mediterranean.

      But this was different. These fans were ordinary people who had driven for hours across Europe and packed themselves behind barricades just to glimpse five young Korean men.

      The temporary concert venue was elegant from a distance. Less reassuring up close.

      I clocked the vulnerabilities automatically. Cables everywhere. Crowded access points. Minimal barriers. Water on three sides. And staff who seemed more interested in Pryzm than in doing their jobs.

      Liam followed my gaze. “You look happy.”

      “Just imagining the insurance paperwork.”

      He laughed and peeled off to sweep the rear access corridor while I took position near stage left.

      Backstage was controlled chaos. Stylists with garment bags. Makeup artists doing last-second touch-ups. Techs with headsets. Translators with phones pressed to their ears. A thirty-something Korean man and woman approached, both wearing name badges. Before I could say anything the woman stuck out her hand. “I’m Sara Yoon, with Starhouse. This is my colleague, Lee Sang-min. We’re here to help out any way we can.”

      I spotted Kim Sun-hee, the tour manager, and sent them toward her.

      Then the music started, and the crowd screamed again as the band took the stage. Jin stepped into the spotlight.

      I’d seen charismatic performers before. Rock stars. Politicians. Billionaires who thought money made them magnetic.

      This was different. Jin didn’t dominate attention. He pulled it toward him. Even from twenty yards away, he had presence.

      I understood the obsession. I also understood why Starhouse Entertainment had wanted additional security. This wasn’t just a concert. It was a phenomenon.

      The other four members were attractive in their own way. The oldest had very defined cheekbones; the next was built like a football quarterback, broad in the shoulders and narrow in the waist. The third was slim and moved like a cat, while the last member looked barely out of his teens.

      I was tracking the stage when movement in the wings caught my eye.

      A male crew member stood half-hidden behind a costume rack. Mid-twenties, dressed in standard backstage black. Official badge clipped to his belt.

      Nothing unusual. Except the way he watched Jin.

      His whole body leaned toward the stage. His hands flexed at his sides. When Jin crossed too close to another performer during choreography, the man visibly flinched.

      I touched my earpiece.

      “Liam. Stage left. Male crew. Mid-twenties.”

      “The one who looks like he’s praying?”

      “That’s him.”

      I moved closer.

      The man never looked away from Jin. Not admiration. Not casual professional focus. Something more personal.

      Obsession, maybe. Or love. From a distance, the difference could be hard to spot.

      Song after song, the group delivered on their promise. Their repertoire alternated between power ballads and love songs that had the audience swooning. Their voices were strong, either individually or together. Their dance moves were carefully choreographed. It was probably one of the best concerts I’d ever experienced, and I’d grown up on a steady diet of Bruce Springsteen and Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes, with occasional spectacles by America, Chicago, and the Rolling Stones.

      The final song built toward its crescendo, the crowd screamed, and the crewman I’d been watching took a half-step forward. Then the first firework exploded over the bay.

      Gold spread across the sky, reflected in the black water below us. Another shell followed, then a third.

      Something cracked. The next shell didn’t climb. It streaked sideways from the fireworks barge and slammed into equipment along the outer edge of the performance platform. White fire burst across the rigging.

      The concussion rolled through the stage beneath my feet. The platform jolted and the lights flickered.

      Someone screamed. Onstage, choreography broke apart as Jin stumbled sideways, his headset shrieking feedback.

      Smoke drifted across the stage. Crew members shouted and stagehands ran for extinguishers. And the man I’d been watching bolted toward Jin.

      “Unknown moving toward the performer,” I said.

      “On my way.”

      I intercepted the man in black halfway to the ramp and grabbed his arm. “Sir, stay back.”

      “Let go.” His English was accented but sharp. “I need to get to him.”

      Another burst of sparks rained down across the rigging. The man twisted free with surprising strength and sprinted forward.

      I followed. He vaulted a cable coil and reached Jin just as the singer staggered again.

      Instead of attacking him, he caught him under the elbow, steadying him with practiced familiarity. His free hand went straight to Jin’s face, checking him for injury.

      Jin locked onto him instantly. Not in fear, but in recognition.

      I caught sight of the credential clipped to the man’s belt. Starhouse Entertainment. A licensed crew member.

      “Who are you?”

      “His stylist,” he snapped. “Sang-hoon.”

      Another blast sounded from the bay, and the slim dancer fell to his knees as the quarterback reached for him.

      “Liam, we need to evacuate. Landward gangway.”

      “Moving.”

      I grabbed Jin’s other arm. “Go.”

      Sang-hoon already had him by the shoulder, and the three of us headed for the gangway as Liam came in from the opposite side, gathering the other members of Pryzm and driving them toward shore.

      The gangway pitched beneath us, but nobody stopped, and Sang-hoon never let go of Jin.

      Jin didn’t let go of him either. We hit solid ground, where EMTs were already converging under a medical tent. “Sit,” I ordered. Jin dropped into a chair.

      Sang-hoon crouched beside him, checking a scrape at his temple with hands that shook only slightly.

      I stepped back, scanning for secondary threats.

      Behind me, Sang-hoon was speaking to Jin in quick, low Korean, his hands still moving over Jin’s face and arms with the practiced efficiency of someone checking for injury. Jin answered in a murmur, letting him work.

      Liam appeared at my shoulder. “I talked to one of the engineers. The shell that went sideways wasn’t part of the licensed display,” he said, voice low enough that only I could hear. “It was a separate unit. Not on any manifest I saw.”

      I looked at the burning barge. Then at Jin, sitting ten feet away with his stylist’s hands bracketing his face. Then back at Liam.

      “So it wasn’t an accident.”

      Liam’s jaw was tight. “Doesn’t look like it.”
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      The medical tent smelled of antiseptic and sea salt. All five members of Pryzm were being checked over by EMTs. Jin was on a folding chair getting his blood pressure taken. The prime dancer, Tae, sat on a cot with an ice pack pressed to his knee. The young-looking one, Woo, curled up with his head on the shoulder of the quarterback, Min-kyu, who was having a medic check his pupils for signs of concussion. The oldest, most serious one, Haneul, stood by the tent wall, arms wrapped around himself, letting an EMT listen to his lungs in a smoke inhalation check.

      Before I joined Liam, I’d taught English as a Second Language to immigrants in Philadelphia, and I’d developed the ability to remember foreign names. That came in handy when we had multinational clients, and now with a flood of Korean names around us.

      Sang-hoon hovered near Jin like a satellite locked in orbit, but his eyes kept flicking to the other members, silently taking inventory. Making sure everyone was accounted for.

      I stood near the entrance, giving them space but keeping eyes on the perimeter. Through the canvas flap, I saw Liam coordinating with venue security, three uniformed officers and a woman in a sharp black suit who’d appeared the moment we’d cleared the stage.

      That woman left them and came to push through the tent flap, phone pressed to her ear, expression carved from granite. She finished her call with a clipped phrase in Korean, then turned her attention to the group. Her gaze swept over each member—cataloging injuries, assessing damage—before she looked at me.

      “I’m Park Eun-ji,” she said. “Head of Global Operations for Starhouse Entertainment. Who are you?”

      “Aidan Greene. Private security, contracted for crowd control.” I angled a thumb toward where Liam was visible through the gap. “Liam McCullough. Same.”

      She didn’t offer a hand. “Stay.”

      It wasn’t a request.

      “We’re here,” I said.

      She moved through the tent, speaking to each member in Korean. Brief, efficient checks. Tae nodded, wincing as he shifted his leg. A man I learned was the tour’s physical therapist was wrapping his leg in a brace. Woo mumbled something that made Min-kyu squeeze his shoulder. Haneul just bowed his head slightly, still holding himself too tight.

      Then she came to Jin. The EMT was finishing Jin, showing Eun-ji Jin’s blood pressure reading. Numbers acceptable, pulse elevated but not dangerous. Jin stared at the ground between his shoes like it held answers he couldn’t find anywhere else.

      They talked for a few minutes. At first it seemed like an argument, but eventually they were both nodding.

      When she turned away, Sang-hoon began dabbing at the ash smear on Jin’s temple with a clean cloth. His movements were practiced and gentle, the hands of someone who’d touched this face a thousand times before. Jin reached up without thinking and caught Sang-hoon’s wrist for a second, a touch that said thank you or don’t go yet or both.

      I looked away. Privacy is a human right, even in a tent behind one of the most photographed beaches in the world.

      Eun-ji returned to us. “Mr. Greene.” Her voice was level again, the panic buried where good executives hide everything they don’t have time to process. “Whatever contract you have just got extended.”

      “To when?”

      “To the end of our tour,” she said. “Paris, Amsterdam, London, New York, São Paulo, Seoul.” Each city landed like a hammer. “You will travel with Pryzm. You will coordinate with our team and with local authorities. And you will keep them safe.”

      “Why us?” I asked. “You must have your own tour security.”

      “We do, and it’s excellent. But they have their limits, especially in situations like tonight, when they had to be focused on crowd control. You were watching the performers instead of the crowd, which is how you saw the way Sang-hoon rushed to protect Jin and jumped in to help. We need that kind of vision for the rest of the tour.”

      She showed me her cell phone. “I don’t believe this was a technical malfunction, or that it was a one-time thing. This message came in a moment after the fireworks explosion.”

      A text message. No sender ID, just a string of numbers and a single line of Korean.

      Her face tightened. “It says, The center should have burned brighter.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “In K-pop, the center is the member who stands in the middle of the choreography. The face of the group.” She looked toward Jin. “Him.”

      I took a photo of the screen with my own phone. “You should forward this to the police. They’ll want to trace the number.” I looked at her. “Has anyone else received messages like this?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.”

      “I’m still not sure we’re the right men for your job. We have a lot of experience in close protection, and we’re accustomed to foreign travel and negotiating international situations. But surely there are bigger agencies you can call on.”

      “Jin is very sensitive to security,” she said. “He believes, and I agree with him, that he has a right to a private life. But he is willing to make an exception for you and…” She looked over at Liam.

      “My husband. Liam McCullough. We work as a team through a French company called Agence de Sécurité.”

      I glanced toward the tent entrance where Liam was finishing with the officers. He caught my look and gave a slight nod. After sixteen years together, the last twelve of them married, we could have entire conversations without words.

      “I guess that’s a good enough reason. Our rate for extended protection details is higher than event security,” I said, because being clear about business keeps relationships clean. “And we’ll need full access to schedules, venue layouts, and personnel rosters throughout the tour.”

      “Done.” She didn’t even blink at the rate implication. “Just keep them breathing.”

      “We’ll need a formal contract through Agence de Sécurité,” I said. I gave her a card I kept in my wallet. “We’ll consider today under the existing contract with Starhouse, but as of tomorrow we need to start fresh.”

      “I can do that,” she said.

      Through the tent opening, I saw the harbor had gone quiet. The crowd that had been screaming Pryzm’s name an hour ago had been reduced by police. Some evacuated for safety, others held behind extended barricades while emergency crews worked. The floating stage sat dark and silent in the distance, surrounded by fire department boats with spotlights scanning the damaged barge.

      “The police will handle the investigation,” I said. “That’s their job. Ours is threat assessment and prevention. We’ll need to know everyone who had access backstage tonight, and anyone who’s been added to your tour staff in the last two weeks.”

      “You’ll have it within the hour.” She glanced at Jin again, something unguarded crossing her face—fear, fury, protective instinct, maybe all three. “The lead pyrotechnician disappeared right after the blast. Police are searching for him now.”

      Liam stepped into the tent. “French authorities are treating this as a criminal investigation. They’ve impounded the barge and they’re pulling all the security footage from the venue.”

      “Good,” Eun-ji said. “We’ll cooperate fully.”

      “They’ll want statements from all the performers,” Liam continued. “But they’ve agreed to do it at the hotel tomorrow morning. For tonight, they want everyone secured and accounted for.”

      “Forward me the text message you received to the personal number on the card, and I’ll send it to a consultant we use who can often get quicker and better results.” I looked at Eun-ji. “We’ll want to talk to each of the performers, when they’re rested,” I said. “Tomorrow, after they talk to the police.”

      I turned to Jin, who was watching our exchange in English with growing comprehension. “Do you have any idea who might want to hurt you?”

      Something shuttered behind his eyes. “No.”

      It wasn’t quite a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth either. I filed that away for later.

      Sang-hoon’s hand tightened on Jin’s shoulder. A warning, or comfort, or both.

      Eun-ji gestured to Kim Sun-hee, the woman I’d met as the group was arriving. She was in her forties and she’d been quietly moving between the members, offering water bottles and checking on each of them with practiced efficiency. She wore comfortable black pants and a blazer, her hair pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she had the kind of calm, competent energy that suggested she’d handled worse crises than this.

      “Kim Sun-hee is our tour manager,” Eun-ji said. “She handles all logistics. Schedules, transport, accommodations. And serves as the group’s personal manager. Anything the members need, day to day, Sun-hee coordinates it.”

      “We met earlier,” I said, smiling.

      Sun-hee gave a small bow. “Please, call me Sunny. That’s what everyone outside Korea does. Thank you for getting them off that platform.” Her English was excellent, with a British accent. “As you know, we came in direct from the airport in Nice. I’ve already contacted the Majestic and confirmed that the rooms for talent and senior staff are ready and baggage has been delivered. I’m arranging food to be sent up as soon as we arrive.” She looked down at her tablet. “The other team members traveling with us will be at the Hotel Splendide, and I’m making similar arrangements there.”

      “Good,” I said. “We’ll want all the performers on the same floor if possible.”

      “Already done. Ms. Park is in an executive suite suitable for holding team meetings. Jin, Haneul, and Min-kyu have their own rooms. Tae and Woo prefer to share a room since Woo is so young. They’re all on the same floor. My husband Jason and I are in another room on that floor as well.”

      “How long have they been a group?” I asked.

      “Six years next spring. Five since debut, though Woo hasn’t always been with them. He replaced another singer who was unable to continue.” Sunny didn’t look up from her tablet.

      “And the name. Pryzm. Does it mean something in Korean?”

      That earned a small smile. “No, it was chosen because a prism reflects light, and it looks good in all capital letters on merchandise.”

      A man approached from the tent entrance. Late forties, solid build, moving with the deliberate awareness of someone with military or security training. He wore dark tactical pants and a fitted shirt, and had a radio clipped to his belt.

      “This is Cho Jae-sung,” Eun-ji said. “Chief of Security for Starhouse. He’s been with the company for eight years and has managed security for all of Pryzm’s tours.”

      Liam and I both shook hands with him. Firm grip, direct eye contact. “Please, call me Jason. I understand you will be joining us for the remainder of the tour.”

      “That’s the plan,” I said. “We’ll coordinate with your team. What’s your current setup?”

      “Two close protection officers who travel with the group. They’re at the Majestic now, securing the floor. Local security as needed at each venue, vetted through our European coordinator. I’d like to brief you both on our protocols and get your assessment of what happened tonight.”

      “Agreed,” Liam said. “But first we get everyone secured at the hotel.”

      Sunny touched Jason’s arm, a brief, familiar gesture that spoke of long partnership. “We’re leaving soon.”

      Liam pulled out his tablet and motioned Jason aside. “Let’s confirm routes and comm protocols. I want everyone on the same channel.”

      “Agreed.”

      I looked at the rest of Pryzm, clustered near the far side of the tent. Tae was scrolling through his phone with shaking hands. Woo had his head on Min-kyu’s shoulder once again. Haneul stared at nothing, earbuds in, probably replaying the moment the stage tilted.

      They were kids. Talented, famous, wealthy kids. But still kids who’d just survived something that could have killed them.

      “Get them cleaned up and fed,” I said to Eun-ji. “Keep them together. And no social media posts until the police clear it.”

      “Our PR team will need to make a statement⁠—”

      “Technical malfunction,” I said. “Equipment failure under investigation. Anything else creates panic or tips off whoever did this that we’re taking it seriously.” I softened my tone slightly. “You can say the performers are shaken but safe, and you’re cooperating with authorities. That’s enough.”

      She studied me for a moment, then nodded. She understood the balance between transparency and security.

      I turned to Sang-hoon. “You’re staying with him tonight?”

      “Yes.” No hesitation. Just fact.

      “Good. If anything feels wrong, anyone approaches who shouldn’t, any message, any call, you contact me immediately.” I pulled out a business card, wrote my mobile number on the back. “Day or night. Don’t wait to see if it’s important.”

      He took the card, studied it for a moment, then met my eyes. “Thank you. For getting us off that platform. And for... earlier. I understand why you stopped me.”

      “You moved like you knew what you were doing. Most people would have frozen.”

      “I’ve worked with Jin for five years.” His voice was quiet, but there was steel underneath. “I know when something’s wrong.”
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      “We’re leaving in five minutes,” Eun-ji announced. “Three vehicles. Jin, Sang-hoon, and Mr. Greene in the first. The rest of the group in the second with Mr. McCullough. Then the support staff in the third.”

      Liam and Jason joined us again. “Send that third one out as a decoy goes through the main entrance, draws any press or fans. We take the principals out the service route.”

      Jason nodded. “I’ll drive the decoy myself. Sunny will ride with the second vehicle to keep the idols calm.”

      “What’s the situation outside?” I asked.

      He checked his radio, listening to a crackling report, then looked up. “Venue security has established a perimeter, but there are approximately two hundred fans at the barriers. They know the group is in here. Some are crying, some are trying to get photos, a few are attempting to breach the line.”

      “Lovely,” Liam muttered.

      “They’re not going to disperse,” Sunny said quietly. “Not until they see the members are safe. That’s how it always is.”

      I glanced at Jin, who had tensed at the mention of fans. Sang-hoon’s hand moved to his shoulder.

      “The decoy needs to be convincing,” I said. “Can you get some of the crew to fill the vehicle? Make it look like the members are inside?”

      Jason nodded. “Already arranged. Three of our local security team and two crew members. They’ll wear hoodies, keep their heads down. The fans will see movement, get their photos, and hopefully follow the decoy to the main entrance.”

      “Timing?” Liam asked.

      “Decoy leaves first, takes the Croisette, which is slower, more visible. Gives the fans something to chase. You leave thirty seconds later through the service exit, take the back streets. By the time anyone realizes the switch, you’ll already be at the hotel.”

      “What if fans are waiting at the hotel?” I asked.

      Sunny pulled out her phone, scrolling through what looked like social media feeds. “Some are already there, but hotel security is keeping them across the street. The service entrance is clear.”

      “For now,” Liam said.

      “For now,” she agreed.

      Through the tent flap, I heard the crowd. Not the stadium roar from the concert, but something different. Anxious. Worried. A chant started up: Pryzm! Pryzm! Not celebration this time. Concern.

      “They love you,” I said to Jin.

      He looked at me, something complicated crossing his face. “Sometimes love is the most dangerous thing.”

      Before I could respond, Jason’s radio crackled. “Decoy vehicle in position. Ready when you are.”

      “Let’s move,” Liam said.

      We stood, and Sunny immediately began organizing the members, checking that they had everything, making sure Tae was able to walk on his injured knee, wrapping a scarf around Woo’s face to hide how pale he was. She moved with the efficiency of someone who’d done this a thousand times, half mother-hen, half logistics coordinator.

      Sang-hoon helped Jin to his feet, keeping a steadying hand on his elbow.

      Eun-ji appeared at the tent entrance. “Vehicles are ready. Jason, you’re clear to go.”

      The Chief of Security stepped outside, and a moment later we heard the engine start, then the immediate reaction from the crowd. Screams, the sound of barriers rattling, camera flashes strobing through the tent fabric.

      “Now,” Liam said quietly.

      We moved as a unit. Me in front, Jin and Sang-hoon behind me, the other members clustered with Sunny and Liam bringing up the rear. The two close protection officers from Starhouse fell into formation on the flanks.

      The service exit was around the back of the tent, away from the main crowd. But as we emerged, I saw at least thirty people pressed against a chain-link fence. Fans who’d figured out there might be another way out. They started screaming the moment they saw movement.

      “Jin-ah! Are you okay?”

      “We love you!”

      “Please, just wave! Let us know you’re safe!”

      Phones were up, recording, flashes firing. Jin’s shoulders hunched, and I felt him wanting to stop, to acknowledge them, to give them what they needed.

      “Keep moving,” I said quietly. “You can’t stop now.”

      Sang-hoon’s hand tightened on Jin’s arm, guiding him forward.

      The first vehicle was waiting, engine running, rear door open. I handed Jin in, then Sang-hoon, and climbed in after them along with two other men. One had been introduced as the team’s vocal coach, and the other was the physical therapist. The door shut, muffling the screams.

      The second vehicle was loading behind us. Tae limped in with Sunny’s help, Woo and Min-kyu climbed in behind him, and Haneul got in last waiting until the others were situated. The other crew members rode in a third vehicle.

      The ride to the hotel was silent except for the hum of the engine and the distant wail of sirens. Fire department, probably, still dealing with the barge. Jin sat in the back between Sang-hoon and me, staring out the window at the lights of Cannes sliding past. Sang-hoon kept one hand on Jin’s knee, a touch so casual it might have meant nothing if you didn’t know what to look for.

      I gave them space, keeping my attention on the street, the vehicles around us, the pedestrians on the sidewalks. Old habits. You learn to read a city’s rhythm, to notice when something’s out of sync.

      Everything looked normal. Tourist couples. Late diners. A group of French teens laughing outside a café. We passed a movie theater where one of the Marché films was letting out. The red carpet was lined with spectators five or six deep, but they stood behind the barriers, phones raised, waiting for a glimpse of an actor or director. Security was almost relaxed.

      Two blocks later we crawled past another venue, where fans clustered around the entrance hoping to catch a filmmaker between screenings. They called out names, snapped pictures, applauded when someone waved.

      Then we turned toward the hotel.

      Hundreds of Pryzm fans filled the sidewalk outside the Majestic. They weren’t waiting for a glimpse of a celebrity. They were waiting for their idols.

      We pulled into the service entrance of the Majestic, a narrow alley behind the hotel, blessedly free of cameras and crowds. Liam’s vehicle arrived thirty seconds later, the rest of the group spilling out with Starhouse security guards forming a loose perimeter.

      “Jason’s security team has already cleared the freight elevator and the suite,” Liam said. “Freight elevator. Straight up. Jason and I will do a full sweep once everyone’s settled, but right now we need them off the street and behind locked doors.”

      We moved as a unit: tight, controlled, professional. The elevator was industrial, smelling of cleaning solution and old metal. We packed in close, and I felt Jin’s breathing pick up, just slightly. Confined spaces after an explosion. Normal response.

      The elevator opened onto a carpeted hallway on the top floor, as promised. Eun-ji led the way to a suite at the end, swiping a key card and pushing the door open to reveal the kind of luxury that costs more per night than most people make in a month.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the bay. The floating stage was still visible in the distance, lights dimmed now, a few boats circling. Probably emergency crews, making sure nothing else was about to explode. The Croisette was crowded with limos, men in tuxedos on mopeds with women in fancy dresses behind them, and plenty of pedestrians trying to find their way wherever they were going.

      “This is Jin’s suite,” Eun-ji said. “The rest of the group is across the hall. My room is next door.”

      Liam was already moving through the space, checking windows, sight lines, testing locks. “These windows don’t open, which is good. Clear view from that yacht, though.” He pointed. “We’ll want curtains closed at night.”

      “Noted,” Eun-ji said.

      “Food?” I asked.

      “I’ll have room service sent up. Something light. Rice, soup. And water. Lots of water.” She stepped into the hallway, phone already at her ear.

      Liam caught my eye and tilted his head toward the door. I followed him out, leaving Sang-hoon and Jin alone in the suite.

      In the hallway, Liam kept his voice low. “I’ve got two of Starhouse’s regular security team doing hallway rotation. They’ve been with the group for two years, background checks clean.”

      He pulled out his tablet, showing me a schematic of the floor. “I’ve also mapped the hotel. Three stairwells, two elevators, service access here and here. Fire exits are alarmed. Hotel security is cooperating, but they’re stretched thin with other celebrity guests.”

      “So we assume we’re on our own.”

      “Always do.” He glanced back toward Jin’s door. “What do you think? Professional hit or obsessed fan?”

      “The message Eun-ji got showed too much insider knowledge for a typical stalker,” I said. “Most obsessed fans go after a particular person. They don’t talk about ‘the center’ as if they’re discussing choreography. And the timing’s too precise. Whoever did this had access, knowledge, and resources.”

      I rubbed my eyes, feeling the exhaustion settling in. “Especially with the disappearance of the fireworks tech, it’s clear this was planned.”

      “Agreed.” Liam twisted his neck to release the tension in his shoulders. “Which means they’re not done.”

      My phone buzzed. Text from Eun-ji: Here’s the personnel roster you requested. Everyone who traveled with us from Seoul, plus local hires in Cannes.

      I opened the attachment. Names, job titles, passport numbers, hire dates.

      “Police will vet them all,” Liam said.

      “I’ll get Richard to do some research anyway,” I said, and sent it to Richard with a short note:

      Travel roster attached. Cross-reference with previous employment, travel history, and known aliases. Prioritize anyone added within the past two weeks.

      Within minutes, the reply came back. Just one line, typical Richard:

      On it. Don’t get dead before breakfast.

      Liam took the tablet back. “Our job is to keep Jin alive while they figure out who’s trying to kill him.”

      “Speaking of which, I want to talk to Sang-hoon. Get a better sense of the dynamics.”

      Liam studied me for a moment, then nodded. “Aidan? Don’t get too invested in a romantic relationship. We’re here to do a job.”

      “I know.”

      But as I watched him head down the hallway toward his own room, I thought about the way Jin had looked at Sang-hoon. Recognition and relief and something deeper. The way Sang-hoon had run toward fire without hesitation.

      Some things you couldn’t help but invest in, whether you wanted to or not.

      I knocked softly on Jin’s door. Sang-hoon opened it, still in his ash-stained clothes, exhaustion carved into every line of his face.

      “How is he?”

      “Showering.” Sang-hoon stepped back to let me in. “He won’t talk about it yet. What happened, I mean. He just... went quiet.”

      “That’s normal. Shock has a delayed reaction.” I moved to the window, checking the curtains. “Police want to interview him tomorrow at ten. Will he be ready?”

      “He’ll do what he has to do. He always does.” There was something bitter in Sang-hoon’s voice. “That’s the problem. He never says no, even when he should.”

      I turned to look at him. “How long have you worked together?”

      “Five years. Since before Pryzm’s debut.” He sank onto the sofa, head falling back against the cushions. “I was an intern at Starhouse. He was a trainee. We met in a hallway when he spilled water all over me rushing to rehearsal.”

      I saw a momentary ghost of a smile across his face, there and gone.

      “And you’ve been in love with him since then,” I said quietly.

      Sang-hoon’s head snapped up, eyes wide. “I don’t—it’s not⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’m not here to judge. I’m here to keep him safe. But I need to know the truth about what’s happening around him, and that includes understanding who cares about him and why.”

      For a long moment, Sang-hoon just stared at me. Then something in him cracked, and he buried his face in his hands. “I thought he was going to die tonight. When that firework hit…” His voice broke. “And all I could think was that he would never know. That I’d spent so long in silence and he would die without ever knowing how I feel.”

      Jin emerged from the bathroom wearing only a towel slung low on his hips, hair damp and darkening at the edges, face scrubbed clean of makeup. Without the stage armor, he looked younger. Vulnerable.

      Jin saw Sang-hoon on the sofa and crossed the room without hesitation, sinking down beside him. Sang-hoon immediately straightened, creating space, but Jin leaned into him anyway, head on his shoulder, eyes closing.

      “Jin-ah,” Sang-hoon murmured. “You should eat something.”

      “Later.” Jin’s voice was barely audible. “Just... stay.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      I gave them privacy by moving toward the door. “Food will be here soon. Try to eat, both of you. And get some sleep if you can. Tomorrow’s going to be long.”

      Sang-hoon looked up, and in his eyes I saw gratitude and something else. Trust, maybe. The beginning of it, anyway.

      “Thank you, Aidan.”

      I let myself out. Liam was in the hallway, leaning against the wall near the elevator.

      He showed me his phone. “Police responded. Burner phone, bought yesterday in Nice. Paid cash. They’re pulling CCTV from the shop, but it’s probably a dead end.”

      “Professional.”

      “Yeah.” He looked toward Jin’s door. “Someone wanted to scare them before trying to kill them. That’s calculated.”

      “Or they wanted to see how they’d react. Test the security response.”

      “Either way, we’re dealing with someone smart. Someone patient.”

      “If we’re going on tour, we’re going to need clothes and electronics and the rest of our gear. Can we leave the team here in charge?”

      “I’ll check with Jason.” He pulled out his phone and texted, and a moment later the response came in. “They’ll handle the group, and the police interviews. We need to meet them tomorrow morning at eleven at the airport in Nice.”

      As we drove down the Croisette toward Banneret-les-Vaux, the small town where Liam and I owned an old farmhouse, I saw the harbor, the dark water reflecting scattered lights. Somewhere out there, the floating stage sat empty, scorched, silent.

      Someone had tried to kill a boy tonight.

      And whoever they were, they were still out there, planning their next move.
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      I couldn’t breathe.

      The door clicked shut behind Aidan, and the silence that followed felt like a physical thing pressing against my chest. Jin was still leaning against me, his head on my shoulder, his breathing starting to even out toward sleep.

      He heard me.

      The thought circled like a vulture. Aidan had just left, and before he’d gone, I’d said it. Out loud. To a stranger who was now our bodyguard.

      I’ve spent five years loving him in silence and he would die without ever knowing.

      The bathroom door had been open. The suite wasn’t that big. Jin’s English was better than he let most people know.

      Oh god. He heard me.

      Jin stirred against my shoulder, and I froze. His hand, which had been resting loosely on my knee, tightened slightly. He wasn’t asleep. Had never been asleep.

      He sat up slowly, pulling away from me, and I immediately felt the loss of his warmth like a physical ache. When he turned to face me, his eyes were dark and steady and full of something I was afraid to name.

      “Sang-hoon-ah.” His voice was soft. Too soft. The kind of soft that came before I’m sorry or I care about you, but or you’re important to me as a friend.

      My hands were shaking. I pressed them against my thighs, trying to still them, trying to find words that would take it back or explain it away or turn it into something that wouldn’t ruin everything we’d built. The professional distance. The careful friendship. The thousands of small moments I’d hoarded like a miser, pretending they were enough.

      I couldn’t look at him. “You should eat something. Sun-hee-noona is sending food up, and you need to⁠—”

      “Sang-hoon.”

      He was so close to me I felt his pulse, the way I used to count his heartbeats when I checked him after hard choreography, my fingers at his wrist, pretending I was only doing my job.

      He turned to face me. I smelled the hotel soap on his skin, saw the faint redness around his eyes from smoke and exhaustion.

      “Look at me.”

      I couldn’t. If I looked at him, he’d see everything. All that longing and careful distance and the moments I’d let myself imagine a different world where I was able to touch him without permission.

      “Please.”

      That word broke me. I looked at him.

      He lifted one hand. Slowly, giving me time to pull away. He touched my face. Palm against my cheek, thumb at the corner of my mouth, the same way I’d touched him on the stage when I was checking for injuries.

      “I heard you,” he said quietly.

      My heart stopped. Literally stopped. For a second I thought I might pass out, might crumble right there on the expensive hotel carpet.

      “Jin, I⁠—”

      “I’ve been waiting a long time for you to say something.”

      The world tilted.

      “What?”

      He smiled, and it wasn’t his stage smile or his press-conference smile or even his genuine-but-tired smile he gave the other members when they needed reassurance. This was something else. Something I’d never seen before because he’d never let me see it.

      “You thought you were the only one?” His voice was barely above a whisper. “Sang-hoon-ah. I’ve had strong feelings for you since you stayed up all night fixing my jacket before our debut showcase because I tore it during rehearsal and I cried about it like a child.”

      “You were eighteen⁠—”

      “And you stayed.” His thumb moved against my cheek, a touch so gentle it hurt. “You always stay.”

      I couldn’t process this. Couldn’t make it fit into the reality I’d constructed over years of careful distance, professional boundaries, and convincing myself that what I felt was one-sided, impossible, and something I’d eventually learn to live with.

      “But you never—you didn’t⁠—”

      “How could I?” Something flickered across Jin’s face. Frustration, maybe, or old pain. “You’re staff. I’m talent. I’m still under a dating ban, and even if I weren’t, staff relationships are career suicide. They wouldn’t need a rule to fire you. And the fans...” He stopped. “They’d destroy both of us, but you’d disappear first. No statement, no goodbye. Just gone.”

      I knew he was right. The industry had no room for this kind of complication. Idols didn’t date staff. Staff didn’t fall in love with idols. And if they did, they certainly didn’t act on it.

      But his hand was still on my face, and he was looking at me like I was something precious instead of something forbidden, and I was so tired of being careful.

      “Jin—”

      “I almost died tonight,” he said quietly. “I was standing on that stage and the world exploded and all I thought was that I’d never told you. That you’d never know.”

      My breath caught. “I thought the same thing.”

      “I know.” His smile turned sad. “I heard you tell Aidan.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t.” He stepped closer, and now there was no space between us at all. “Don’t apologize for this. Not after tonight. Not after so long pretending we’re just colleagues when you look at me like…” He stopped, swallowed. “Like I’m the only person in the room.”

      “You are,” I said helplessly. “You always have been.”

      He kissed me.

      Soft at first, tentative, like he was afraid I’d pull away or disappear or turn out to be a dream conjured by smoke and exhaustion. His lips were warm and dry and tasted faintly of toothpaste, and I made a sound I didn’t recognize, something between a gasp and a sob, because this was Jin, this was Joon-hi, this was the boy who’d spilled water on me once and apologized like it was the end of the world.

      I kissed him back.

      My hands came up to his face, my fingers sliding into his damp hair, and I kissed him the way I’d wanted to for so long. The way I’d imagined in the dark when I couldn’t sleep, when I was touching up his makeup before a show and his eyes would close under my hands and I’d pretend, just for a second, that it meant something more.

      He made a soft sound against my mouth and pulled me closer, one hand fisting in my shirt, the other sliding around to the back of my neck. The kiss deepened, turned desperate, months and years of want and denial and careful distance burning away in the space of a heartbeat.

      When we finally broke apart, both breathing hard, his forehead came to rest against mine.

      “We can’t do this,” I whispered.

      “I know.”

      “The company⁠—”

      “I know.”

      “The fans⁠—”

      “I know, Sang-hoon. I know.” He pulled back just enough to look at me, his eyes fierce. “But I don’t care anymore. I almost died tonight, and you ran onto a burning stage to save me, and I’m done pretending.”

      “Pretending what?”

      “That you’re not the most important person in my life.” His voice cracked. “That has been true ever since the moment you handed me that water bottle and told me not to spill again.”

      My throat closed. “You remember that?”

      “I remember everything.” His hand moved to my chest, palm flat over my racing heart. “The first time you did my makeup and your hands shook because you were nervous. All the nights when you stayed with me until four in the morning because I couldn’t stop panicking. Every time you’ve fixed my hair between takes, every time you’ve checked on me after a hard performance, every single moment you thought I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “Jin—”

      “I was always paying attention.” He kissed me again, softer this time, almost reverent. “How could I not? You’re all I see.”

      I kissed him back, helpless against the weight of time crashing down around us. We sank onto the sofa, and his hands were in my hair and mine found warm skin under his towel.

      “We have to be careful,” I managed between kisses. “If anyone finds out⁠—”

      “Then we’ll be careful.” He pulled back, cupping my face in both hands. “But I’m not giving this up. I’m not giving you up. Not after tonight. Not ever.”
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