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Chapter 1 – The Man Who Doesn’t Fall
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The explosion was supposed to bloom behind him.

Not under him.

Flames ripped through the air a half-second too early, the heat slamming into Usain Vale’s back like a living thing. The impact wave knocked him forward as he launched from the collapsing balcony, his boots barely clearing the edge before gravity claimed him.

For one suspended, breathless moment, he was weightless against a canvas of fire and smoke.

The crew would later call it cinematic perfection.

Usain knew better.

He twisted midair, adjusting for the blast’s shift, aiming for the crash mat hidden between shattered set pieces three stories below. He hit hard. Too hard. The impact rattled through bone and muscle, a violent jolt that snapped his teeth together and drove the air from his lungs.

He rolled on instinct, as trained, turning the fall into momentum.

The director’s voice cut through the ringing in his ears.

“Cut! Cut! Jesus—Usain!”

Applause erupted from somewhere beyond the lights. Crew members clapped. Someone whooped. Cameras lowered.

Usain pushed to his feet before anyone could reach him.

“I’m good,” he called out automatically, flashing the easy grin that had sold out theaters worldwide.

Because heroes didn’t lie on the ground.

They stood.

The set of Sentinel V was a war zone of fake rubble and carefully choreographed chaos inside one of the largest soundstages in Los Angeles. Smoke machines hissed. Sparks crackled from broken prop wiring. Above, rigging crews adjusted lighting grids the size of small houses.

Three hundred people waited for him to either walk it off—

—or prove the insurance department right.

He took one step.

The world tilted.

Not visibly. Not enough for anyone else to notice.

But inside his skull, something shifted, like a compass spinning without direction. His vision tunneled for a fraction of a second before snapping back into focus.

Adrenaline. That was all.

He’d run competitive track for half his life before Hollywood discovered his speed and built a franchise around it. Pain was data. Dizziness was weakness. Weakness was unemployment.

“I said I’m good,” he repeated, louder now.

A production assistant hurried toward him. “Medical’s coming anyway.”

Usain suppressed a sigh.

Of course they were.

The studio had insisted on hiring a new on-set medical supervisor after a minor accident two weeks ago went viral. Some blogger had called the production “reckless.” The word had stuck.

He adjusted the tactical suit hugging his frame, ignoring the dull throb spreading across his lower back.

Then he saw her.

She didn’t rush.

Didn’t flail.

Didn’t look starstruck.

She walked through smoke and cables with steady precision, black medical bag in hand, dark hair pulled into a low, practical bun. Her expression wasn’t impressed.

It was assessing.

She stopped two feet in front of him and looked up—because nearly everyone had to look up at him.

“You took impact at the lumbar,” she said calmly. Not a question.

Her voice was smooth. Controlled. No awe. No flirtation.

Usain blinked.

“And you are?”

“Laticia Monroe. Lead medical consultant.” She extended no hand. Instead, she gestured toward a folding chair nearby. “Sit.”

A few grips nearby tried—and failed—to hide their surprise.

No one told Usain Vale to sit.

He gave her a slow once-over. Simple black slacks. Production badge clipped to her waist. Clear brown eyes that missed nothing.

“I’m fine,” he said.

Her gaze didn’t shift. “You lost orientation for half a second after standing.”

His jaw tightened.

“You reviewing my performance now?”

“I’m reviewing your balance.”

A few crew members went very still.

The director cleared his throat awkwardly. “Usain, maybe just let her check you out. Insurance is already breathing down my neck.”

He hated that word.

Insurance.

It meant replaceable.

Usain held Laticia’s gaze another moment, silently asserting dominance the way he did in every negotiation, every press interview, every contract renewal.

She didn’t blink.

Didn’t soften.

Didn’t smile.

Interesting.

With a controlled exhale, he walked to the chair and sat.

The movement sent a sharper pulse of pain up his spine. He hid it well.

Laticia crouched in front of him, professional distance maintained. She smelled faintly of clean linen and something citrus, nothing perfumed or distracting.

“Any numbness in your legs?”

“No.”

“Headache?”

“No.”

“Blurred vision?”

He hesitated.

Her eyes sharpened.

“For a second,” he admitted.

“How long?”

“Less than one.”

She studied him in silence, reading the micro-expressions he usually weaponized against others.

“Concussion protocol,” she said finally.

He laughed once, low. “Absolutely not.”

“You experienced disorientation after high-impact force.”

“I’ve done worse.”

“That doesn’t make it safe.”

Her tone remained even. No challenge. No attitude. Just fact.

And somehow, that made it worse.

The director hovered nearby. “We’re already behind schedule.”

Laticia stood slowly, turning to him. “If he collapses mid-shoot, you’ll be further behind.”

Silence.

Usain watched the power shift in real time.

She wasn’t impressed by budget numbers.

Or box office projections.

Or his face on lunchboxes.

She looked back at him. “Stand.”

He almost smiled.

“Didn’t you just make me sit?”

“Yes. Now stand.”

A couple of crew members pretended to adjust equipment just to keep watching.

He rose carefully this time.

“Walk toward me.”

He took three steps.

On the fourth, that same subtle tilt flickered through his skull. Barely perceptible—but she saw it.

Her hand came up—not touching him, but ready.

“Again.”

He repeated it.

This time steady.

She waited.

Then nodded once.

“Twenty minutes. Hydration. Neuro check again before next stunt.”

“That’s excessive.”

“That’s my decision.”

There it was again. No hostility. Just certainty.

He studied her more closely now. She was beautiful—but not in the polished, camera-ready way he was used to. There was strength in the line of her jaw. Composure in her posture. A quiet gravity.

“You new to film?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Not dazzled yet?”

“By pyrotechnics?” One brow lifted slightly. “No.”

A ripple of laughter passed through nearby crew.

He felt something unfamiliar then.

Not irritation.

Not attraction.

Challenge.

Most people in Hollywood either wanted something from him or feared him.

She did neither.

She turned to the director. “Reset in twenty. If he reports any nausea or dizziness, we pull him.”

Usain folded his arms. “You don’t get to pull me.”

She looked at him again—steady, unshaken.

“I absolutely do.”

For a brief second, something electric passed between them. Not romantic. Not yet.

But undeniable.

He leaned slightly closer. “You planning on grounding me all shoot?”

“If necessary.”

“And if I refuse?”

Her voice lowered just enough that only he could hear.

“Then I document it. And when the studio reviews liability, they won’t side with the actor who ignored medical clearance.”

A beat.

“You’re threatening me?”

“I’m protecting you.”

The words landed differently than he expected.

Protecting.

Not controlling.

Not policing.

Protecting.

From what?

From himself?

He straightened slowly.

“Twenty minutes,” he conceded.

She gave one sharp nod, satisfied—not victorious.

As she turned away, he noticed something else.

Her shoulders were relaxed.

Most people tensed around him. Adjusted their behavior. Smiled too much.

She moved like he was just another body on set.

Another patient.

Another man who could fall.

The thought unsettled him more than the explosion had.

Because Usain Vale didn’t fall.

Not on camera.

Not in headlines.

Not in life.

But as he watched Laticia Monroe cross the smoke-filled stage, issuing quiet instructions with effortless authority, a strange, unwanted awareness settled in his chest.

For the first time in a long time—

He had met someone who wouldn’t let him pretend he was invincible.

And somehow...

That felt more dangerous than any stunt he’d ever performed.
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Chapter 2 – Headlines & Damage Control 
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By sunrise, Usain was trending.

Not for the stunt.

Not for the flawless explosion shot that would look breathtaking once edited.

But for a seventeen-second clip.

Seventeen seconds of him stepping toward the director, jaw tight, voice raised just enough to cut through background noise.

“You moved the blast mark.”

“That wasn’t the agreed distance.”

“Don’t gamble with my body.”

Out of context, it looked explosive.

The video ended before the director’s response. Before the handshake. Before the reset.

Online, it didn’t matter.

#HeroOrHazard

Usain stared at the massive television screen mounted across from his living room in the Hollywood Hills. Every entertainment network had the footage looped. His face frozen mid-sentence, eyes sharp, body language intense.

Dangerous.

Unhinged.

Difficult.

The headlines scrolled beneath it.

“Action Star Meltdown?”

“Is Usain Vale Becoming a Liability?”

“Crew Sources Say Temper Is Rising.”

He muted the TV.

The silence felt louder.

His phone vibrated again on the marble counter. He didn’t need to look to know who it was.

Marla.

Head of PR.

Persistent. Relentless. Strategic.

He let it ring once more before answering.

“What,” he said flatly.

“You’ve seen it.”

“Yes.”

A pause crackled between them.

“We have a situation.”

“We have a video.”

“We have perception,” she corrected. “And perception writes checks.”

He exhaled slowly, walking toward the glass wall overlooking the city. Morning haze softened the skyline of Los Angeles, deceptively calm.

“I didn’t touch him,” Usain said.

“I know.”

“I didn’t threaten him.”

“I know.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The problem,” Marla replied carefully, “is that you look big. You look angry. And right now the internet is allergic to powerful men who look angry.”

He almost laughed.

“I was protecting my body.”

“And that doesn’t translate in seventeen seconds.”

He rested his palm against the cool glass.

“What do you want?”

“Damage control. Immediate.”

“I’m not apologizing for something I didn’t do.”

“I’m not asking for an apology. I’m asking for optics.”

There it was.

Optics.

Hollywood’s favorite religion.

He turned back toward the silent television screen. The footage replayed again on a streaming entertainment channel.

Freeze frame on his face.

The chyron beneath it read: Franchise Fatigue?

“You have a meeting at the studio in forty minutes,” Marla continued. “They’re nervous.”

“They always are.”

“They’re nervous enough to discuss insurance clauses.”

That made him still.

Insurance clauses meant renegotiations.

Renegotiations meant replaceable.

The Sentinel franchise had made billions. But in Hollywood, yesterday’s hero was tomorrow’s liability.

“I’ll be there,” he said finally.

He ended the call and stood in silence for a moment longer.

He didn’t yell.

He didn’t break things.

He didn’t rage.

He dressed.

Dark jeans. Black Henley. Jacket. Controlled. Neutral.

The armor of a man who had learned early that composure was currency.
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The studio lot buzzed differently when scandal hovered.

Assistants moved faster.

Conversations stopped mid-sentence when he passed.

He
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