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      Snow Hendricks stared around the empty set in complete disbelief. In a few hours, this place would be hopping with cameramen, producers, and hosts. The cameras now stood unmanned, but they would soon be filming her—her—Snow Freedom Hendricks.

      She still found it hard to believe that she was the selected bachelorette to be featured on Heartthrob’s Most Wanted, where she would be meeting seven bachelors who’d opted to be candidates for her heart.

      Or—for the billion-dollar prize at the end once she picked her prince charming.

      She wasn’t naïve enough to believe any of the men were participating solely to meet her. Even so, she hoped she might find a connection with at least one of them.

      Snow had dated other guys. She’d had the occasional boyfriend, but none of her relationships lasted long, and she hoped for something that didn’t have an expiration date. After her most recent relationship with Terry Waverland had ended—there had been little between them to build any kind of connection on, and they’d both agreed as much—Snow had decided to try a different route. A wait-and-see route that didn’t involve online dating apps. She’d been there. Done that.

      Then, when the ad for Heartthrob’s Most Wanted crossed her inbox, she’d auditioned on a whim. Her friend and neighbor, Lily Hope—now Lily Von Frosk—had helped her submit the video. There had been follow-up videos, additional applications, and a tense waiting period while they decided between her and two other women.

      And here she was, taking time off from her position at the community theater in Clearwater to star in a completely different act. One that was no act at all.

      She opened her phone and began swiping through each bachelor’s profiles, something she’d taken to doing every spare minute she had. Not only was each man extremely good looking in his own way, but their diverse personalities and occupations were so interesting. She wanted to make sure she remembered at least a few details about each man before they were introduced.

      She couldn’t wait to meet them. Oh goodness—tomorrow. After all this time, all this waiting.

      “Tomorrow,” she said aloud, pressing her phone to her chest and grinning like a fool.

      The sound-canceling flooring almost fully masked the clacking heels, but Snow turned to find Heartthrob’s producer, Eloise Sanchez, approaching. Eloise’s appearance could have been described as cold and exacting, a complete contradiction to how jovial and welcoming the producer had been in their personal communications thus far. Her porcelain skin was on full display thanks to the tight strain of her black hair pulled into a harsh bun on the back of her head. Snow experienced the same rush of intimidation she’d felt when she’d first met Eloise, but she schooled herself to relax.

      “It’s something, isn’t it?” Eloise said, gesturing to the set.

      “It is,” Snow agreed. She’d received a tour when she’d first arrived in San Diego, but this venture allowed her the time she hadn’t had before to process the magnitude of it all. She had been selected. She was America’s heartthrob.

      A man strolled in behind Eloise. He was tall, ebony-skinned, and along with his impressive cheekbones and brooding, sultry eyes, he wore a button-up shirt and slacks. Her awareness of him instantly heightened at just how put-together he was. Not only was he attractive, but his perfectly tailored clothing added to the confidence he exuded.

      “Here you are,” he said, nodding at Snow but directing his response to Eloise.

      “Here we are. Snow, meet Hunter Bradley, the owner of Heartthrob Magazine and security manager.”

      Mr. Bradley offered Snow a hand. “Nice to meet you in person, Snow.”

      Snow found herself ensnared by his direct glance. It’s nothing, she told herself. It’s only because he owns the show. She brushed off her reaction and shook his hand.

      “You too,” she said, stomach quivering with nerves. She hurried to look away.

      If she didn’t know any better, she’d have thought that, like Eloise, he had a hand in her selection for this position. Then again, as the owner of the station, perhaps he did. She’d had no idea the owner himself would be here for the onset of the show.

      She’d been briefed about the security staff and the videographers who would be tailing her in her hotel room and on her dates with the bachelors. Lack of privacy was one of the hazards of reality TV. But meeting the owner?

      He was still watching her, his warm eyes questioning and analyzing her at once. She wondered what the reason for his scrutiny was.

      “Now’s the time to turn back,” Mr. Bradley said. “After tomorrow, we’re going to go from a coast to full throttle.” He gazed around the set as though he could picture the acceleration taking place. The lights, the energy, the movement. Snow couldn’t wait to drink it all in.

      The last relationship Snow had been in had only lasted for a few months. Terry had been a guitarist in a band and had cared more about his ego than he had about Snow. She had liked the fact that he was athletic, though. It was nice to have a running partner.

      Maybe a few of the men she was about to meet tomorrow evening would enjoy running…

      “Did you find what you needed?” Eloise asked.

      Mr. Bradley inhaled and stretched his back to elongate his posture. “We got it sorted out. One of the cameramen had a family emergency, but he was able to find someone to cover his placement. We’re good to go.”

      “Excellent,” Eloise said and then turned to include Snow in the conversation. “We want to make sure everything is as smooth as possible before launch tomorrow.”

      “Absolutely,” Snow said, though to be honest, she wasn’t sure she knew all the aspects Eloise and Mr. Bradley had to cover to make sure a smooth launch happened. She’d had experience regarding this from acting on stage, but never anything to do with television.

      Mr. Bradley gave her an acknowledging nod. There was a quiet intensity in his dark eyes. He carried himself with confidence, from his well-formed shoulders to his slim waist. He even had polished shoes. What made him want to be head of security if he owned the magazine and the station? Couldn’t he hire someone else to oversee safety precautions?

      “Glad to have you here,” he said. “Tomorrow’s the big day.”

      “It is. A big day for you as well, since you’re the man behind the curtain.”

      Mr. Bradley gave a little chuckle, and his lips barely cracked into a smile. “Believe me, there are no secrets here. We run things pretty systematically, and I know a lot of fans are eager to meet you and the guys tonight. You feeling up to meeting your dates?”

      “I’m so ready,” Snow said. With the chance to peruse their profiles, learn their names and faces, and do her research to become acquainted with each of them before now, she wondered if they had a similar opportunity with her information. The same energy she felt before a marathon coursed through her now. She’d trained. She’d prepared, woken before the sun—so to speak—and was ready to put her feet to the course.

      Mr. Bradley kept his face stern. Something told Snow he wasn’t the kind of man who smiled easily. “Excellent. Keep some of that energy for the cameras, all right?”

      “Got it,” she said.

      “Again, it was nice to meet you, Snow. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you around.” He acknowledged Eloise before turning and stepping quietly off the set.

      Snow felt jittery and bolstered by his confidence in her. Her energy effervesced. She couldn’t wait to get this show going.

      “Makeup will be here by four pm,” Eloise said. “Make sure you’re here before then. Do you need anything else before I take off?”

      “Not that I can think of. Just for time to go faster.” She was practically flapping inside.

      Eloise smiled. “If you’ll excuse me, there’s still so much to do before go-time.”

      “Of course,” Snow said. “I’ll head to my room, I think.”

      “See you tomorrow,” Eloise said, padding toward the set’s exit.

      “Tomorrow.” Snow breathed out that word again, directing a final glance to the dormant lighting, the vacant armchairs, the quiet set. Tomorrow, the rest of her life would change. That thought lingered with her as she made her way out of the studio, across the street to her hotel, and up the elevator to her room. She slipped her card into the reader and opened the door.

      Somewhere, in this hotel, the seven men who were her bachelors, also had rooms. Were they as giddy and eager to meet her as she was to meet them? Were they questioning their sanity for doing something this daring?

      They wouldn’t only be live on TV; the men had had to bare their souls and sob stories just as she had, to prove they deserved such a coveted place on the show to garner sympathy from the audience. And Snow didn’t doubt they’d had to sign all kinds of non-disclosure agreements as she had, as well as the same agreement to date her for a year after the show concluded and the prize of one billion dollars was awarded to her and the lucky guy. To keep up appearances, the form had said.

      “Appearances,” Snow said, flicking on the light in her room. Not love.

      It was just as well. She doubted love was possible after only a few dates. This show was simply for entertainment.

      People wanted a fairytale. So she’d give them one—but that didn’t mean she couldn’t hope for more. Falling in love with any of these men was about as unlikely as kisses waking maidens from the effects of poisoned apples. The most she expected was to make a few friends, she told herself. Friends. And the grand, billion-dollar prize—or the $500 million dollar prize each, however you wanted to look at it. Love wasn’t even a factor anywhere in this televised equation.

      She wished it was, though. She wanted her Prince Charming.

      With the light on, the sight of a small envelope on the floor gave her pause.

      “What’s this?” Snow asked the empty room, wondering where the note had come from. From the envelope’s positioning, it looked as though someone had slipped it beneath the door.

      Her mind went to the few people who could have snuck in something for her. Her best friend, Lily, lived across the ocean; her parents were back in Vermont. Although there was a possibility that they could have surprised her by flying out for the premier. They did things like that to support her.

      Her other friend, Juliet, could sent her a good luck note. Or was it possible one of the men knew where her room was and had sent this to try and get an edge on the competition?

      She bent for the envelope and slipped her finger beneath the seal. The paper released a satisfying ripping noise, but she couldn’t see a card or anything like it peering from the small opening. Strange. Snow opened the envelope and removed a marginally small piece of paper from within.

      Fingers itching with curiosity, she opened its single fold and frowned.

      Leave now while you still can.

      The words were formed with letters that had been cut from what looked like magazines and glued together into place. Unease coiled along her ribcage.

      “Not what I was expecting.” She considered only for a moment before crossing to the garbage can and letting the little paper drift down to join the empty soda cup and tissues that had been discarded earlier.

      Leave? It wasn’t surprising to receive a little backlash—she knew as much from anything anyone tried from an artistic standpoint. Bad reviews and harsh critique were a part of show business.

      She just never expected to receive them before the show even began.

      Snow wasn’t going to let a harmless, anonymous threat sway her in the slightest. For dinner, she ordered room service from the Elir resort’s front desk and opened her phone to daydream a little longer about the gorgeous guys she was about to meet.
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      The cosmetician, a woman named May, dusted Snow’s cheeks, readied her lashes, and curled her silver hair. She was presented several outfits to choose from for Heartthrob’s Most Wanted’s debut episode, so she opted for a classy-casual blouse in power-color red that offset the silver of her hair, jeans, and leopard-print heels. By the time Snow was waiting in the set’s wings, she felt like she was about to walk down the red carpet.

      “Ready to meet your bachelors tonight?” Eloise said, clipboard in hand. Though she was a producer, she looked as though she owned her personal makeup team who’d readied her for the night as well. Eyes lined, skin glowing and bronzed.

      “If I’m not it’s too late now,” Snow said with a laugh. But she was ready—utterly and completely. She was competitive by nature and thrived on the energy that came from a challenge.

      Voices and male laughter could be heard from the set. Waiting in the wings as she was, she could only see glimpses of Oswald and Amira, the show’s hosts, and the bachelors as they entered from the other side of the stage. Security members skulked around the perimeter, wearing black and looking contemplative and serious.

      A screen on a wheeled stand showed the footage as it was being taken. Though the sound was turned off, she watched the handsome men strolling onto the set one by one.

      One of the cameramen approached and offered her a small black contraption with a few cords. He explained that it was her mic and instructed her how to position it to her blouse and thread it behind to secure it beneath her shirt at the top of her pants. Snow did so.

      “Want to hear what’s going on?” Eloise’s heels were silent. She approached with a smile and offered Snow a headset. “Oswald is introducing your bachelors,” Eloise continued, catching her up as Snow held the headset to her ear. All at once, sound coupled with the image on the screen.

      “Tell me, Preston,” Oswald said to one of the seven handsome men. “You’re an actor, so you’re used to being on the stage. What are you most nervous about tonight?”

      Snow recognized Preston from the headshot she’d been given, and she knew from his profile that he liked mangoes and pizza. He was lanky, taller than she’d pictured him to be.

      “Meeting someone as incredible as Snow,” Preston said, running a hand through his curly brown hair. The gelled curls settled back into place. “I mean, she’s got an incredible profile. Degree in health and wellness? She seems like she’s got this enthusiasm for life, and I can’t wait to meet her.”

      “She really does,” Oswald said, moving down the line toward the Hispanic man standing beside Preston.

      “Marcos. You’ve come a long way to be on the show. You’re here from the Dominican Republic, is that correct?”

      “Ah, yes. I comed here to the United States for to go to the school. When I see the advertisement to be dating with Snow, I took a chance. And here I am.” He flashed an adorable grin. Snow liked his winsome, approachable personality.

      “Conversation starter potential,” she muttered to herself, grateful that though she could hear through the headset, no one could hear her. Marcos had mentioned school. She had more than a few questions she could ask him about that if the occasion called for it.

      “Two minutes,” Eloise said in a low voice, and those two words set off a drumline in Snow’s bloodstream. Two minutes and she would be on. Two minutes and she would meet these men she’d been reading about. She would have to date them—on live TV.

      She so couldn’t wait.

      Oswald spoke with Tys, the video gamer, and finished with Eric, the construction worker, but Snow missed the last of their conversation before Eloise took the headset from her, smiled, and signaled her on.

      At Eloise’s nod, Snow fixed her smile into place and stepped past the set’s backdrop and into the blinding lights. Applause bombarded her, making her smile all the wider. The crowd was relatively small, talk-show-sized, filling the entire arena of seats facing the stage. Cameras pointed in her direction, Snow paused to give them a wave, lifting two hands to maximize the effort.

      This was incredible. This was a supercharge, a dream coming true right before her eyes. She could hardly believe this was finally happening!

      “Come on over here, Snow,” Oswald said before the applause quieted down. “I’ve got several young men here who’d like to meet you.”

      The audience laughed, and their applause died down. Snow lifted her chin and beamed at the older host with his graying hair and glasses in his magenta shirt and tie. Amira was around here somewhere too, she knew, though Snow wasn’t sure where the accompanying host was.

      “They think that now, but they might regret it later,” she teased.

      Several of the men laughed, while a few others fidgeted. The seven bachelors were situated in tall chairs beside several potted plants and in front of an elevated screen where images of Snow—images she’d submitted for consideration when she’d first auditioned—continued on a slideshow. The moment she stepped onto the podium, the slideshow faded in place of the show’s logo instead.

      Snow strode straight to Oswald. She took his outstretched hand and was careful not to turn her back to the cameras. Though she had acting experience on a stage, being in front of cameras was a different experience entirely.

      “Snow Hendricks, the belle of our show.”

      “A whistle, maybe,” Snow joked again. “I wouldn’t know about bells.”

      More laughter came from the audience. Oswald gestured for her to situate herself on the tall vacant chair at the end of the lineup of men. She did so, grinning and buzzing with the excitement of finally being here and casting a smile at the men. Several of them smiled back at her, making her stomach flop.

      “We watched your audition video before you came on set,” Oswald said. “It was a first for many of these contestants, who weren’t privy to your many accomplishments.”

      Snow waved away the compliment, though if she were being honest, it was true. She’d had to talk herself up big time to be considered. Lily had helped her record a passable video showcasing her musical abilities, her feats in gymnastics and ballet, and an impressive spread of her accomplishments in culinary and acting schools.

      “I’ve been able to stalk them too,” she said, earning more laughter.

      Oswald boomed before settling down again. “Ho ho! Might as well call it what it is, right?” he said, his chuckles dying away. He gripped his microphone and positioned himself in the space between Snow and the bachelors. As he had no chair, he remained standing, which put him face-to-face with Snow, thanks to her chair’s height. “In that case, I’m sure you’d like to meet the men you’ve been getting to know, so I’ll get out of your way. From this point on, we’ll leave you all to chat. The men have an assignment before the end of the night, however—which is in about twenty minutes.” Another chuckle.

      This was news to Snow. She’d been briefed on the goings-on so far—she hadn’t known there would be anything else. “Oh? What assignment?”

      Again, this was part of the agreement. The producers wanted as much reality and impulsivity as possible on HMW and not having every detail laid out was a way to facilitate that.

      Oswald swept his arm toward the men, who rose to their feet. “You’ll have the opportunity to speak with each one of them, and they must each earn an apple from you in order to continue on in the show. No apple, no moving on to round two, gents.”

      The audience released a sympathetic mutter. Snow already knew this was the case, but she also knew specific details were left off so she could react as naturally as possible. She hadn’t realized she could vote someone off after the first night.

      No pressure.

      “And how do they earn this apple?” she asked.

      “They must give you three things. One secret. One truth. And one wish. If you feel like, based on their responses, they’re someone you’re interested in getting to know better, you grant them a coveted apple.” He sniggered and snarled the phrase coveted apple, earning another reaction from the audience before offering Snow the handle of a basket filled with ruby red apples that gleamed under the stage lights as though they’d each been individually shined.

      She wouldn’t be surprised if they were.

      “Sounds like a challenge of my own,” she said.

      “It is,” he said, his expression turning solemn. “Much as we hate to think of the eventuality, only one man can continue on with you once the show is done. The elimination is an unfortunate part of the situation. However, each of the men here is prepared to handle it if it comes down to that.”

      His smile shifted as quickly as if he were a masked prop whose frown had been turned upside down. “But we’re not here to dwell on such unpleasantness tonight. Go on, mingle. Chat. Just know it’s okay if you still have more than one apple left in your basket by the night’s end.”

      The basket was lighter than she anticipated. As she suspected, they weren’t real apples but plastic, spit-shined imposters. Snow took in the expressions on each of the men’s faces. This was going to be more daunting than she thought, and she wasn’t sure who to single out first. She liked the look of Carter’s smile, and so approached him.

      “Hello, Carter,” she said, feeling the cameraman inching forward to zero in on the two of them. “Preston, Tys,” she said, greeting the two men who’d remained at Carter’s side. The other four contestants shuffled to the side and clustered to speak together under their breaths.

      “Snow.” Carter adjusted his thin-rimmed glasses and straightened his shoulders. He had brown hair and wore a soft gray t-shirt and jeans with tennis shoes. Snow could practically wade through the nervousness radiating off of him. She was glad she’d picked him first if only so she could put him at ease.

      “So nice to meet you,” she said, gripping the handle of the basket, which grew heavier the longer she held it. “I was impressed by your interest in software design.”

      “Yeah,” he said, dipping his head as if to hide the color climbing the sides of his neck. “I mean, thanks. I was impressed by your profile too. You had some credentials, that’s for sure.”

      “Don’t bore her,” Preston said, clapping Carter on the back hard enough to make him stagger. “She knows what her video contained. She wants to know about you. Or maybe, me.” Preston offered his hand.

      Snow was immediately turned off by his arrogance. It was entirely possible he was also nervous and trying to play off the emotion, but putting Carter down wasn’t the most impressive way to do that.

      She hadn’t thought she’d deny anyone an apple tonight, but with Preston’s act, that might be the case after all.
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      Snow slipped her hand into Preston’s. “Very well then,” she said, gripping hard before releasing her hold. “Why don’t you show Carter how it’s done.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Impress me,” Snow said, planting her heels. “These apples are getting heavy.”

      Several of the other guys laughed. A small smile tweaked the corner of Carter’s mouth. He shrugged and stepped back as if making way for Preston to take over.

      “All right then,” Preston said. “I’m not just going to tell you my three things—secret, then truth, then wish. I prepared something special just for you.”

      “Oh?”

      He dropped to one knee in front of her and took her hands in his. Snow was taken aback, uncertain what he meant by this. He wasn’t attempting to propose to her here, now, during the first episode, was he? Because he’d find himself thoroughly rejected—probably not something he wanted.

      She was tempted to withdraw her hand when Preston shook curls from his eyes and began to sing. His voice was deep and soulful and impressed her despite her increasing dislike of him.

      “My secret is in the depths of me,

      Hidden away in a rush.

      That secret begs its way to you,

      Letting you know of this crush.

      He pounded a fist to his heart at the word crush. Snow’s lips cracked, and she glanced at the other six men scowling or looking incredulously at Preston’s dramatics. Preston went on, rising to his feet but keeping Snow’s hand in his.

      Truth is a harder thing to confess, he sang, taking a few exuberant dance steps.

      But I can’t keep this to myself.

      If there’s anything I want to eat right now,

      It’s mangoes on my shelf.”

      Snow couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped at this vocal, melodic admission. Laughter ricocheted from the audience behind her as well. The other contestants gathered around Preston now. Several had their arms folded, though Marcos clapped at the confession of mangoes being Preston’s favorite food and the cowboy, Judd, tipped his hat in Preston’s direction.

      “Last of all, I owe you one wish,

      If it could share what’s in my heart.

      I want nothing more than to be with you,

      And to give our life together a start.”

      Preston ended his chorus with a soulful warble and a dashing smile. Coined with his curly hair and puppy-dog brown eyes, Snow had to admit, her previous frustration with him quickly vanished. In fact, she’d turned slightly gooey inside. He stood across from her, a little breathless, hope glinting in his expression.

      She wasn’t quite sure what to say. “That was kind of adorable,” she began.

      He grinned, all white teeth and winsome looks. “Thank you.”

      Snow went on. “I have to say, that took some guts to do on live TV. Not to mention some practice. You were right on pitch.”

      “I only practiced it a thousand times.” He ran a hand through his curls again. He was even taller than she’d realized. And leggy, as though he’d been stretched. He had a confident posture, though, and that was appealing.

      Anticipation brewed, and Snow considered. How could she reject him after that? Chances were, every man in this room was nervous about meeting her tonight and having to bare his soul and secret and truth to a live audience from the get-go. She’d give Preston a chance to redeem himself.

      Lifting her chin, Snow reached into her basket and handed him the first apple she came into contact with. Cheers broke out in the audience, but the thing that really got her was the handsome definition of Preston’s smile and the way it lit his eyes beneath his curls.

      Snow didn’t want to dwell on him too much, not when so many others still had their offerings to give. She smiled and turned back to Carter, who had shrunk back to the sidelines. “Did you have something you wanted to tell me?”

      His shoulders slightly hunched, Carter angled his head and adjusted his glasses again. “Yeah, though I don’t see how I can top that.”

      “Give it a try,” Judd said in his cowboy hat from behind, giving Carter a shove in Snow’s direction.

      Carter’s cheeks turned pink, and in spite of herself, Snow wanted to help him.

      “Why don’t you start with your truth?” she said kindly. “That might be easiest. What’s your truth?”

      “Family is everything,” Carter said without hesitation. “That’s my truth. I wouldn’t be where I am if it wasn’t for the support of my family.”

      “I love that,” Snow said, and several of the other men bobbed their heads in agreement. “It’s a truth for me too. Since I don’t much care for mangoes, that’s something you and I can see eye to eye on.” She winked at him and then through the recurring laughter gave Preston a smile. He needed a small dose of humility, after all. And that was one of her truths—mangoes were not her favorite.

      “What about your secret?” she prodded.

      He hesitated. His eyes shifted to the other men and then back to her. “Aren’t secrets made to be kept?”

      Snow chewed her lip. She inched in and lowered her voice. “You can whisper it to me, if you want.”

      Marcos’s grin spread. Preston lifted his chin, and Eric tapped the back of his hand against Tys’s chest. Carter’s cheeks pinked. He dipped his head for a moment before nodding.

      She approached him, surprised at the butterflies flurrying in her stomach. She could sense the audience tilt forward in their seats too. Carter was only a few inches taller than she was. She inhaled his clean smell of soap and aftershave, and noticed the hazel in his eyes and the tousle in his nut-brown hair. His eyes held hers for moments, gauging her as if checking for her permission to move closer.

      Snow gave him a little nod. The anticipation effervescing between them was somewhat ridiculous. It was just a whisper. Just a close proximity between essential strangers. But he was handsome—every man in this room was good-looking—and she got the sense she was treading toward the deep end before she’d learned how to swim.

      “If you’re sure,” Carter said.

      “I am.”

      He placed a hand on her elbow, and the touch fizzled through to her bones. Snow’s lashes fluttered, and she inhaled his scent again as he inched closer. His warm breath struck her ear, and his voice became a melody all on its own.

      “My secret is that I want to be the next Elon Musk.”

      The words weren’t romantic in the slightest, yet the sound of them somehow melded with parts and pieces of her, breaking her into shambles before allowing her to recollect herself again.

      Snow swallowed. “I think that’s a wonderful dream,” she said. “And your wish? Or was that your wish as well?”

      “My wish and my secret are kind of the same,” Carter said with a sheepish smile.

      “That’s all right,” she said, reaching into her basket. Her hand trembled as she passed the apple in his direction. “Thank you for sharing them both with me,” she said.

      Carter’s eyes lit brighter than the spotlights overhead, and he took the apple. “Thank you,” he said, sounding completely sincere. Snow beamed at him before turning to the others.

      “Who’s next?” she asked. “What about you, Eric?”

      She scanned through the details she could remember from his profile. Eric had served in the Marines for eight years straight out of high school. The handsome man with dark hair and eyes straightened his shoulders, faced her, and then reared back again as a sneeze escaped. “Excuse me,” he said. “Allergies.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I have some allergies too. What are you allergic to?”

      “Everything but horses and feathers,” he said.

      The audience laughed, and Eric only shrugged. Snow continued, “You work in construction. Do your allergies make being outside difficult?”

      “I make it through,” Eric said. “I guess that could count as my truth, that I have allergies to many things.”

      “It’s a good thing food labels can help with that.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “My secret is that I hide in my closet while I record podcasts. It looks like an office, but it’s really just my closet.” He released a little chuckle with that and sniffed.

      “I didn’t know you ran a podcast,” Snow said. Had that been in his profile? She couldn’t recall. “You’ll have to tell me about it.”

      Eric’s smile grew. “I hope to. And my wish is like Preston’s. I’d really like to get to know you. To see if we can be anything more than friends.”

      Snow found she liked his openness. She spoke with Judd next, who shared his love of horses and the fact that he had won over two hundred belt buckles from his days in the rodeo. His wish was to own a ranch.

      Clayton was a dietician whose truth was that he not only adored food, but he was avid about learning of its properties and uses for healthy lifestyles. “More than just mangoes,” he said, giving Preston a playful smirk. Preston gave him a surly scowl in return.

      Something told Snow he’d never live down his cheesy admission about loving the exotic fruit through the duration of the show, not only on the premiere.

      Clayton’s secret was that he was working with several struggling teens—this fact was shared with Snow only, as he wanted to protect the kids he worked with. Snow gave him props for that. And his wish was touching:

      “I wish to travel the world—and if things go well, I wish to take you anywhere you want to go. You’ll have to tell me where that is sometime.”

      “I will,” Snow said, feeling her cheeks heat. She ordinarily didn’t go for men with beards, but she had to admit, Clayton’s well-trimmed beard hugging his jawline gave him definition and a sense of intelligence and maturity that added to his appearance. “I love to travel.”

      Tys was waiting behind Clayton, arms folded, and chin tilted down while his eyes continued to inspect Snow from beneath a frame of dark lashes.

      “You’ve been patient,” she said. “What about you, Tys?”

      “Just waiting here like a waiter waiting tables.”

      Snow frowned at this. “Okay. Were you a waiter? I thought you were a gamer.” Maybe waiting tables was how he made money while he played video games on the side.

      “Just saying I’m waiting for my tip.” He added a little smile to this.

      She blinked. Was he trying to be funny? That almost sounded like an innuendo. Maybe he was referring to the apples in her increasingly lighter basket. So far, she’d handed an apple to each man she’d spoken with. If his dimwitted jokes didn’t lighten up⁠—

      She changed that thought. He deserved a chance. Maybe telling bad jokes was his way of coping with his nerves.

      “I think you’re supposed to earn it,” she said. “Which one do you want to start with? Truth?”

      Tys smirked, and his gaze flicked down her body before returning to her face. “How about dare?”

      Snow couldn’t tell if he was willfully trying to divert her or just being obnoxious. He may be one of the most handsome bachelors here, but she quickly became disgusted and irritated with him. “Wrong game. Secret then. What’s your secret? Which one are you starting with?”

      “Truth. Winter is the best season, which makes your name perfect because I love snow.”

      Snow wasn’t as flattered as she might have been if he hadn’t had such a weird and kind of awful start to the conversation. “Thank you. I love summer, myself. That’s when I like to get out and run.”

      He didn’t respond. “Secret—except it’s not really a secret—I love snowboarding.”

      “I need a secret in order to give you an apple,” Snow reminded him. For the first time, she was tempted not to.

      “I think you’re extremely attractive,” Tys said. “How’s that?”

      There was nothing heartfelt in this admission whatsoever. He stated it like she was a piece of meat. Her stomach had fluttered with a few of the others. They had been genuine. Tys, on the other hand, was acting like he’d just walked on the set from the street and had no idea what he was doing here.

      “Are you saying that for my benefit?” she asked. “It sounds like you just made it up on the spot.”

      “Nah. It’s the truth. Maybe that should be my truth, except it’s no secret that I like winter.”

      She was growing more exasperated by him by the minute. The man was, frankly, an idiot. “I’m not sure I want to ask what your wish is.”

      “Yeah, might not be worth sharing either. At least not on TV in front of all these people. Maybe when we’re alone.”

      Which would never happen. This man was giving her all kinds of wrong vibes. Several of his answers now had teetered on the edge of crassness, which was completely inappropriate under the circumstances. A total turnoff.

      Snow cleared her throat. “I feel everyone should be given a chance to try but I have to tell you, you’re not impressing me.”

      “No?”

      “No.”

      Tys cleared his throat. “Okay. No apple, then.”

      “I’m afraid not,” Snow said, her decision fixed. From his inappropriate comments, she couldn’t see any reason to give him a chance to make more offhand remarks, which he was sure to do. “I wish you the best, Tys.”

      “You just said you’d give me a chance,” he said.

      “I said everyone should get one, but…” How could she say he was being a creep? She hoped he wasn’t going to cause more of a scene. What would she do if he insisted she give him the apple?

      “Ho ho,” Oswald said jovially, stepping in and smiling at the audience while somehow managing to give Tys a sympathetic glance. “But she’s made her decision, son. That’s the way these things go.”

      Tys’s eyes blazed. Snow held her breath, praying he would follow the rules and leave the stage. She didn’t blame him for being put-out. He was after a billion-dollar prize, after all, but if that was the reason he was upset, she would have thought he’d have put a little more effort into acting like a decent person.

      Finally, Tys turned away. Several of the guys patted him on the back, mentioning their condolences, but he shook them off with fisted hands before he made his way toward a waving Eloise on the side of the set.

      Marcos remained, beaming at Snow with the widest grin she’d ever seen a man wield. He was adorable, with bronze skin, dark hair, and an infectious likeability that she couldn’t help but reciprocate.

      “I love America,” he said before she managed to ask for his three offerings. He kept his hands at his sides as if reciting verses. Snow smiled and quickly allowed the lingering ickiness from her conversation with Tys to melt away. “That’s my truth. America is a beautiful country.”

      “I love it here, too,” Snow said. “Thanks for making this easy on me.”

      “Yes,” he said, beaming and grinning. “My secret is that I’m hoping to bring my family here too. I guess it’s no secret to them, but it is to you.” He glowed at this.

      “That would be amazing,” Snow said, matching his infectious smile with one of her own. “Is that why you’re going to school?”

      “Yes. And my wish is for time with you, Snow. Time to talk, and time to sit together, and get to know one another.”

      Snow reached into her basket. The two remaining apples rolled, but she grasped one of them and handed it to him. Marcos’s smile displayed even more of his teeth as he accepted the apple.

      “Thank you, thank you,” he said. “Muchas gracias.”

      “De nada,” she said with a laugh.

      “Oh, you habla Español?”

      “Only phrases,” Snow said, then offered one of the few things she could remember from her Spanish class in college. “Necessito los pantalones azul.”

      Marcos laughed and wagged his finger at her. “Good, good. Your accent is muy bueno.”

      “Ho ho,” Oswald said, closing in from where he’d been sitting on the sidelines. He strutted to the center of the stage, holding the microphone to his chin. “All apples but one were given, that is impressive, very impressive, men. Snow is obviously a woman who knows her own mind. We wish Tys Ulrich the best of luck in his future endeavors.”

      The audience gave sympathetic applause. Snow wished she could agree quite as readily. She hadn’t liked how confusing Tys had been or how cheap he’d made her feel in only minutes. The other men had been completely charming, but Tys had instantly rubbed her the wrong way.

      “Now then,” Amira said, stepping forward. She was shorter than Oswald and wore a silk navy blue blouse and pencil skirt. “That’s the conclusion for tonight. Before we go, Snow will tell us which of our lucky six she’d like to take on a date first.”

      Snow placed the basket on the table behind Oswald and smiled at Amira and Oswald. Her cheeks were starting to hurt. “It’s a hard choice, since they’re all amazing. I would like
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