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  Hands on Her

Lila


The barricade gives. 
It doesn’t bend or sway or politely suggest compromise. It gives—metal shrieking against concrete as bodies surge forward and security shouts are swallowed whole by the roar of my name.
"Lila! Lila! Lila!"
Stage lights still burn spots into my vision as I step off the last riser. Sweat slides down my spine beneath the sequined bodysuit; my lungs are still chasing the encore. I’m smiling because that’s what I do—because cameras are always somewhere, because joy sells better than fear.
Then the crowd spills past the velvet line.
Hands reach.
Not the soft, trembling kind that just want a brush of fingers. These hands grab. Claw. Desperate.
Security shoves back. A whistle pierces the noise. Tess is yelling my name somewhere to my left, sharp and frantic.
I wave. I always wave. It keeps them calm.
It doesn’t keep them calm.
A body slams the barricade and the whole thing tilts. Metal groans. A gap opens.
And then a hand wraps around my wrist.
Hard.
I laugh automatically. “Hey—okay, okay—easy—”
Muscle memory. Diffuse. Smile. Reassure.
But this grip doesn’t loosen.
It tightens.
My arm jerks forward so violently my shoulder pops. I stumble, heels skidding on concrete as the world tilts and the roar shifts from adoration to something uglier. Something hungry.
“Let go.” I twist, still smiling because surely this is just a fan who doesn’t know his own strength. “You’re going to hurt—”
His face isn’t starstruck.
It’s focused.
And he’s not pulling me toward the crowd.
He’s pulling me backstage.
The smile drops like it was never real.
I plant my heel and yank back. “Security!”
The word disappears in the noise.
His other hand comes up and for half a second I don’t understand what I’m seeing. It flashes under the fluorescent spill from the loading dock—metal. Small. Sharp.
Not a phone.
Not a pen.
Sharp.
My heart slams against my ribs.
This isn’t a fan.
This isn’t an accident.
This is deliberate.
He jerks me again and my heel snaps. Pain shoots up my calf as I drop to one knee, sequins scraping concrete. The crowd is still screaming my name.
They think this is part of the show.
I open my mouth to scream—really scream this time—
—and a wall of black slams into the space between us.
The grip on my wrist vanishes. I fall backward, shoulder hitting the floor, air punching from my lungs.
A thud. A grunt. The crack of bone against bone.
I blink up at the loading dock lights and see broad shoulders blocking everything else. Dark shirt. Tactical watch. Earpiece catching harsh white light.
The new bodyguard.
Rowan.
He moves like he’s done this a thousand times. No wasted motion. No panic. One hand locks the attacker’s wrist, twisting until the metal clatters to the concrete. The other drives him face-first into a stage crate.
It happens fast.
Too fast.
Rowan doesn’t look at me when he speaks.
“Stay down.”
Not a suggestion.
Not loud.
But it cuts clean through the chaos and lands deep in my spine.
For the first time in years, I don’t argue.

      ***Rowan’s knee pins the man’s back. The attacker thrashes, spitting curses that disappear beneath the crowd chanting my name. My name. Like this is a victory lap.
Security floods the gap—black shirts, headsets, contained panic. Someone scoops up the weapon in a gloved hand. Another drags the attacker away, boots scraping concrete.
Rowan rises in one smooth motion.
Up close, he’s bigger than I remember. Taller. Broader. His expression is carved from stone, jaw tight, eyes scanning past me, over me, through me.
Not checking if I’m okay.
Checking for the next threat.
His hand closes around my forearm—neither rough nor gentle. Just unyielding.
“Up.”
“I can get up on my own.”
He doesn’t let go.
“Up. Now.”
No heat. No ego. Just command.
I let him haul me to my feet.
My ankle protests where my heel snapped. My wrist throbs. The bodysuit that cost more than my first car is dusted in concrete and glitter.
The crowd surges again. Phones are everywhere. Red recording lights blink like a constellation. This is going viral before I catch my breath.
Rowan steps directly in front of me, blocking the lenses. His body becomes a wall.
“We’re moving.”
“I have to wave,” I say, angling toward the fans. “If I don’t, they’ll think—”
“They’ll think you exited safely.”
His hand shifts to my lower back. Firm. Guiding. Possessive enough to spark something sharp in my chest.
“I’m not a package you can just—”
He leans close, breath brushing my ear.
“You were almost dragged into a loading dock with a blade at your throat.”
My stomach drops.
He doesn’t soften it.
“Move.”
Security closes around us. The crowd screams louder as we’re funneled toward the service doors. I try to look back, to assess, to reclaim control.
His grip tightens.
“Eyes forward.”
I hate how easily I obey.
The metal door swings open and cool backstage air hits my overheated skin.
For a split second, before it shuts and muffles the roar, I see the attacker on his knees.
He isn’t angry.
He’s smiling.
And that’s when the fear settles in.

      ***The door slams shut.
The sound is thick. Final. The crowd dulls to distant thunder.
Rowan doesn’t slow.
He pivots us down the narrow service hallway—fluorescent lights buzzing, concrete walls, coiled cables, the scent of dust and hot metal. His hand stays at my back.
“I can walk,” I snap, trying to pull free. My ankle wobbles; pain lances up my leg.
“You are walking.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
Two guards move ahead. One falls in behind. We move like something practiced.
Like this was expected.
The thought lodges under my ribs.
Rowan steers me around a rolling case without breaking stride. His gaze catalogs doors, corners, exit signs.
I catalog him.
The steadiness. The lack of panic. The way he angles toward me without looking like he is.
“I had it handled,” I say, needing something back.
A flick of dark eyes.
“You were on your knees.”
Heat climbs my neck. “I meant before that.”
“You didn’t see the blade.”
My throat tightens.
I did.
Too late.
Crew members freeze in open doorways. Someone whispers my name. Someone else is already filming.
I straighten automatically. Chin up. Back straight. If there’s a camera, it gets composure.
His hand presses firmer between my shoulder blades.
“Stop performing.”
“I’m not—”
“You are.”
The hallway narrows toward my dressing room corridor. My pulse still pounds, now threaded with something colder.
That smile.
Fans don’t smile like that.
They cry. They shake. They beg.
They don’t look satisfied.
Angry red marks bloom on my wrist.
Not hysteria.
Intent.
Rowan signals the guard at the corner. They pause. Listen.
The building hums. HVAC. A distant door slam.
My breathing sounds too loud.
He leans closer. “From here on, you don’t move unless I tell you to. Understood?”
It should make me bristle.
It does.
But beneath it—fear.
I swallow.
“…Understood.”

      ***He nods once and steps past the corner first.
I hate that I notice how he positions himself—slightly ahead, slightly to the side—making himself the first target.
The private corridor is quieter. Carpeted. Framed tour posters line the walls. My face, twelve feet tall, smiling down at us.
Obscene.
“Keycard.”
“It’s in my bag.”
“Where’s your bag?”
“Tess has it.”
He swears softly into his earpiece. “Morgan. Bring the principal’s bag to dressing room one. Now.”
Principal.
Asset.
We reach the heavy door. My name gleams in gold vinyl.
He grips the handle.
Stillness.
Every muscle tightens.
“What?” I whisper.
No answer.
He shifts me behind him with a firm hand at my hip.
Deliberate.
He presses his ear briefly to the door.
Nothing.
He opens it fast.
The lights are on.
Too bright.
Too exposed.
I step around him.
The room smells wrong.
Not hairspray and powder.
Cold, disturbed air.
The garment rack is tipped. Stage outfits spill across the floor. My makeup case lies open, palettes shattered. Foundation streaks the mirror.
Drawers hang open.
Cushions overturned.
My lucky ceramic elephant—Juno’s gift—lies cracked at my feet.
My lungs forget how to work.
“This is part of it, right?” My voice sounds thin. “Security sweep. You— you did this.”
No one answers.
Rowan scans the room—closet, bathroom, vents, ceiling.
His jaw hardens.
“This room was cleared forty minutes ago.”
Forty minutes.
I was on stage.
Which means someone was in here while I was performing.
Watching.
Waiting.
For one impossible second, I expect to see someone behind me in the mirror.
Instead, I see myself.
Scuffed sequins. Smudged mascara. Bruised wrist.
Exposed.

      ***“You’re not safe here.”
The words hit harder than the shove in the hallway.
Not safe.
In my own dressing room.
My gaze snaps to the bathroom door.
“Stay.”
He crosses the room in three strides and pushes the door open with his forearm, body angled.
I hold my breath.
Empty.
The shower curtain hangs still.
That’s worse.
Because whoever did this isn’t here.
They had time.
He checks the closet next. Garment bags sway slightly.
No one.
“How long was she unattended?” he asks.
Static. Then: “Less than a minute during barricade breach.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Silence.
“I was on stage.”
“You weren’t the target,” he says quietly.
My skin goes cold.
“What?”
“The breach was a distraction.”
The room tilts.
The blade.
The smile.
He wasn’t dragging me toward the crowd.
He was pulling me away from it.
So someone else could walk in here.
Rowan crouches by the vanity, studying the smeared foundation.
Not rage.
Searching.
“What were they looking for?”
He doesn’t answer.
A distant crash echoes down the corridor.
His hand lifts—still.
The earpiece crackles.
“We’ve got movement. Second intruder near east service stairs.”
My heart stutters.
He meets my gaze.
Decision.
“Stay behind me.”
Static hisses.
“Subject heading toward dressing room corridor.”

      ***Everything inside me goes quiet.
The kind of quiet that comes before a scream.
Rowan steps back until his body blocks mine. His arm extends behind him—don’t move past this.
Boots shift outside. Metal clicks.
My name gleams on the door.
So easy to find.
“How many?”
“Unknown.”
Static. Footsteps. Someone swears.
Then—running.
Closer.
Toward us.
My pulse slams harder than it did in the crowd. This isn’t chaos.
This is precision.
Rowan moves to the side of the door, flattening against the wall. A guard mirrors him on the other side.
I stand in the wreckage.
Sequins glitter at my feet like confetti after a celebration that ended too soon.
The footsteps stop.
Right outside.
Silence stretches.
The handle rattles.
Once.
Twice.
Slow.
Testing.
My body locks.
The handle stills.
For half a second, I think they’ve moved on.
Then something slams into the door.
The frame shudders.
Shouts. A scuffle. Bodies colliding.
Rowan doesn’t move.
He waits.
Listens.
Another crash.
A yell.






  
  No Autographs, No Mercy

Rowan


The door doesn’t break. 
It holds.
Barely.
The impact reverberates through the frame, through the wall braced against my shoulder. Whoever is out there hits hard—but not smart. Desperation. No leverage.
“Clear the corridor,” I say into my comms, voice level. “Box him toward the stairwell. Do not let him double back.”
Boots pound. Someone shouts. A grunt signals contact.
Behind me, Lila’s breathing is shallow. Fast.
I don’t look at her.
I can’t.
Rule one of protection: never split focus.
Rule two: assume it isn’t over.
The barricade breach wasn’t hysteria. It was timing. The dressing room wasn’t vandalized. It was searched. And the second body in the hallway confirms what I already know.
This is coordinated.
Another slam. A scuffle. A body dragged across carpet.
“Subject contained,” someone breathes into the comm.
Contained.
Not neutralized.
“Restrain and isolate. Search for secondary weapon.”
Silence stretches half a beat too long.
“Copy.”
I ease off the wall but don’t move to center. Not yet. I scan the ceiling line. Vents. Fixtures. Mirror. The wrecked vanity.
Forty minutes.
Someone had forty minutes in this room.
That doesn’t happen without help.
Inside job or compromised access. Either way, the perimeter failed.
Which means she failed.
I turn.
Lila stands in the wreckage, sequins dulled under fluorescent glare, jaw set like she’s refusing to give fear a stage. Red marks bloom along her wrist.
She looks furious.
Good.
Fear freezes.
Anger moves.
“This was planned,” I tell her.
No cushioning.
“You were bait.”

      ***Her chin lifts.
“I’m not bait. I’m the headliner.”
Ego armor. I’ve seen it before—people who mistake visibility for control.
“It’s the same thing.”
Her eyes spark. “You don’t get to talk about me like I’m a prop.”
I step closer, lowering my voice.
“They breached the barricade when your pyros fired. Maximum noise. Maximum distraction. You were pulled toward the loading dock—away from cameras, away from density. Meanwhile, someone with clearance walked in here and searched.” I gesture to the destruction. “That’s choreography.”
She falters.
Reality landing.
“They didn’t take anything.”
“You don’t know that.”
Her mouth tightens. “What were they looking for?”
If I knew, this would already be contained.
Instead, I catalog variables.
Tour schedule. Digital storage. Contracts. Leverage.
Drawers opened, not ripped out. Garments shifted, not slashed. Purpose, not rage.
Which means expectation.
Which means someone assured them time.
I key my comm. “Lock down all access points. Freeze badge activity. Full credential audit in ten minutes.”
“Copy.”
She steps closer despite everything.
“That man in the crowd… he smiled.”
“I know.”
She studies me for fear.
There isn’t any.
Fear clouds judgment.
But something colder settles in.
Intent.
This wasn’t a line crossed.
It was a rehearsal.
“From this point forward, you don’t move without me. You don’t answer calls I don’t clear. You don’t open doors unless I say so. Understood?”
Her jaw flexes.
“I don’t like being handled.”
“I don’t like burying clients.”
Silence hums between us.
Then my comm crackles.
“Sir. You’re going to want to see this.”

      ***I hold her gaze one second longer.
“Stay here.”
I don’t wait for the argument.
The corridor smells like sweat and cheap cologne.
My man has the second intruder on his knees, zip-tied. Late twenties. Fit. Black crew shirt.
Too composed.
“What did he have?”
“Nothing visible.”
“Badge?”
He holds it up.
Valid laminate. Untampered hologram.
All Areas.
Daniel Ruiz.
Vendor list clearance two days ago.
By who.
That’s the breach.
I crouch. He doesn’t look at me. He looks past me.
Toward her.
“You ran toward a secured corridor. Why?”
Nothing.
Pulse steady. Breath controlled.
Not amateur.
“Who cleared you?”
Jaw tight.
Silence.
“We can take him downstairs—”
“We will. After I identify the failure.”
I hand the badge back.
“Run a live log. Every door. Time stamps. Cross with cameras.”
If cameras are intact.
Two bodies. Valid badge. Forty minutes.
This isn’t fandom.
It’s infrastructure.
And rot starts inside.
“Get Nico on the line.”

      ***The line connects fast.
“Kane. Report.”
“Two coordinated breaches. Barricade distraction. Dressing room accessed with valid credential. Second intruder contained.”
“And the principal?”
“Uninjured.”
“Optics?”
Of course.
“Manageable. For now.”
“You’re implying internal compromise.”
“I’m stating it. Badge cleared two days ago. I want to know who signed off.”
“That’s above your tier.”
Forty minutes in her room.
Above my tier.
“With respect, my tier just took a blade to the shoulder.”
Silence sharpens.
“We’ll conduct a review. Maintain containment. Avoid escalation. The tour continues.”
Revenue never pauses.
“Kane. We cannot afford another incident.”
Another.
Headlines flash in my memory. A different client. A different hallway.
“This won’t repeat.”
“It better not.”
The line dies.
I don’t cross lines.
I don’t lose control.
And I don’t repeat mistakes.
I step back into the dressing room.
“Pack essentials. You’re not staying here.”

      ***“I have a meet-and-greet in forty minutes.”
“It’s canceled.”
“You don’t get to cancel my schedule.”
“I just did.”
She steps forward, not back.
“You think I can disappear every time something goes wrong?”
“This didn’t go wrong. It was executed.”
She exhales. “You’re overreacting.”
I gesture to the room.
Two intruders.
Valid badge.
“Am I?”
Her shoulders square, but her fingers tremble against her arms.
“I’m not hiding. That’s how they win.”
“You’re relocating.”
“To where?”
“Secure suite. Different floor. Different access route.”
“And tomorrow?”
“Tomorrow we reassess.”
She searches for doubt.
There isn’t any.
“One bag. Two minutes.”
She hesitates.
Then moves.
Because the air has shifted.
Because she feels it too.
“Rowan.”
Her phone glows in her hand.
“Tell me this is just a coincidence.”

      ***I close the distance.
Unknown number.
One image.
Her dressing room.
Before the wreckage.
Time stamp: eight minutes ago.
“Zoom in.”
Wrong angle. Too high.
Ceiling seam.
Another image loads.
Her reflection mid-costume change.
Unaware.
Cold focus replaces adrenaline.
“When was this sent?”
“Just now.”
Three words appear.
I SEE YOU.
Masked number. Disposable.
“Don’t respond.”
“They were watching.”
“Yes.”
Failure tastes metallic.
Another image.
Hallway outside.
Time stamp: one minute ago.
Live.
NOT ALONE.
“All units. Assume live feed. Sweep for devices. RF scan this floor. Now.”
Static explodes.
“Sir. We’ve got a problem.”

      ***“Define it.”
“Corridor cam is looping. Last six minutes recycled.”
They didn’t just gain access.
They erased it.
I study the tablet feed.
Empty hallway.
Too still.
The flicker repeats every thirty seconds.
Loop.
“They can see us?” she asks.
“Yes.”
“From where?”
“That’s what we’re about to find out.”
“Kill internal Wi-Fi. Hard reset this floor.”
“That’ll drop production.”
“Do it.”
Lights flicker.
The tablet glitches.
Black.
My personal phone vibrates.
Unknown.
I answer.
Breathing.
Close.
I hang up.
Her phone lights again.
New image.
The cracked elephant.
Fresh.
TURN AROUND.

      ***I don’t.
If they’re close enough to capture that angle, they’re either in the room—
—or somewhere we missed.
Ceiling. Vent. Floor line.
There.
A glint beneath the overturned chaise.
Lens.
Matchbox-sized. Active.
Recording.
“They’re still watching,” she whispers.
“Yes.”
Tangible threat.
Hardware can be crushed.
People can be found.
I cover the lens without disturbing prints.
“Bag. Now.”
She moves instantly.
My comm crackles.
“Unauthorized badge activity—”
“Location.”
“Service elevator. Sub-basement access. Credential used is…”
Static.
“…yours.”






  
  Glitter Meets Grit

Lila


We move fast—new corridor, new elevator, new everything. Security closes in around us, tight formation. Protection that feels a lot like containment. 
His badge.
Used downstairs.
I don’t understand enough about security systems to know how that happens, but I understand tone. When he said, “Location,” it wasn’t confusion.
It was fury.
I match his stride even though my ankle throbs from the broken heel. The sequined bodysuit scratches against my skin, sweat drying stiff along the seams. I feel exposed in it now. Not glamorous.
Observed.
“Rowan.”
He presses the elevator button harder than necessary. “Not here.”
The doors open.
We step inside.
Two guards follow. One stays out.
The doors close.
For the first time since the barricade broke, there’s silence.
Just the hum of cables.
And my pulse.
I turn to him.
“Your credential was used.”
“I heard.”
“That means someone has access to your clearance.”
“Yes.”
No denial.
No spin.
Under the fluorescent lights his jaw is tight, shoulders squared like he’s bracing for impact that hasn’t landed yet.
“This isn’t just about me anymore.”
“It was never just about you.”
The elevator jolts into motion.
My stomach drops with it.
“I don’t like not knowing things.”
“That makes two of us.”
There’s something under the words.
Not fear.
History.
“You said this was coordinated. How bad is it?”
“Bad enough that you don’t move without me.”
That should make me snap back.
It doesn’t.
Because I believe him.
The elevator continues down.
If someone can use his credentials…
Someone wants him blamed.

      ***The doors open onto a floor I’ve never seen.
No posters. No tour branding. No smiling version of me beaming from the walls.
Just neutral carpet and recessed lighting that hums too quietly.
Anonymous.
I step out first, just to prove I can.
Rowan’s hand closes around my elbow.
Not rough.
Unyielding.
“Behind me.”
“I know how to walk.”
“Not this one.”
Two guards sweep ahead, checking corners and doorframes. Murmurs crackle through headsets.
Clear.
Locked.
Standby.
It feels like I’ve wandered into someone else’s life.
Or a cage.
We stop at an unmarked door.
Rowan swipes a temporary credential.
Green light.
He waits.
Three seconds.
Five.
Then he opens it.
The suite is smaller than mine upstairs but spotless. No wreckage. No cracked porcelain. No sign that someone’s rifled through my life.
Safe.
I hate that relief loosens my shoulders.
Rowan scans ceiling corners, vents, smoke detectors.
“Bathroom,” he says.
A guard disappears inside.
I set my bag on the desk near the window. The glass reflects us back—him in black, solid and immovable; me in glitter that suddenly feels like costume armor that doesn’t fit.
“This is temporary?”
“Yes.”
“And you’re staying?”
“Yes.”
Inside.
Something flutters low in my stomach that isn’t fear.
I fold my arms to contain it.
“You’re enjoying this. Full control.”
“I’m preventing escalation.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
The guard exits the bathroom. “Clear.”
Rowan nods but doesn’t look away from me.
“You don’t like being handled.”
“No.”
“Then don’t give them opportunities.”
I bristle.
“Excuse me?”
“You slip perimeter. Walk alone. Ignore clearance because you’re used to access.”
“That’s called living.”
“That’s called exposure.”
The word lands hard.
I step closer.
“I am not a liability.”
His voice lowers.
“No. You’re a target.”

      ***Target.
Like I’m painted red and pinned to a wall.
I let out a thin laugh. “How flattering.”
“It’s not.”
“I didn’t ask for this. Not barricades. Not hidden cameras. Not someone hijacking your badge like we’re in a bad action movie.”
“No one thinks you did.”
“Then stop talking to me like I’m the problem.”
“I’m talking to you like someone who’s alive because I intervened.”
That hits.
For a second I’m back in the hallway. The blade. The yank on my wrist. His body slamming between me and something sharp.
I hate that my chest tightens.
I hate that I’m grateful.
“I don’t need a lecture. I need information.”
“You’ll get it.”
“When?”
“When I have facts.”
Facts. Protocol. Containment. He hides behind those words like armor.
“You know the worst part?” I ask. “It’s not the cameras. It’s not even the knife.”
His eyes stay on me.
“It’s the feeling that someone else keeps deciding what happens to me.”
Labels.
Managers.
Security teams.
Fans who think access equals affection.
My life is a negotiation between what I want and what someone else calls protection.
“I’m not deciding your life,” he says. “I’m keeping you alive.”
“By locking me in rooms?”
“By reducing variables.”
“You sound like a spreadsheet.”
A flicker—almost a smile.
“Spreadsheets don’t bleed.”
I stare at him.
He doesn’t blink.
The tension shifts.
Less argument.
More current.
He didn’t hesitate when that man grabbed me.
He hasn’t looked away since.
“You don’t trust anyone, do you?”
“Trust is a liability.”
There it is.
History.
“And what am I?”
His gaze locks onto mine.
“You’re the assignment.”

      ***It should make me angry.
It does.
But it also hurts.
Before I can fire back, my phone buzzes.
Tess.
Relief flickers.
“Please tell me you have good news.”
Silence.
“Lila… we have another message.”
My stomach drops.
“Same number?”
“No. Encrypted email through press. Sent during your set.”
Rowan’s posture shifts. Listening.
“What does it say?”
A pause.
“‘You’ll be alone when I’m done.’”
The words slide cold down my spine.
Alone.
I glance at Rowan.
He’s here.
But the threat isn’t about tonight.
It’s about stripping me down to nothing.
“Forward it to security. Don’t respond. Don’t tell Graham yet.”
“You sure?”
“Yes.”
I hang up.
Rowan steps closer.
“Read it.”
I do.
“They’re escalating,” he says.
“Because I moved floors?”
“Because you didn’t break.”
I fold my arms.
“You really think this is about control?”
“Yes.”
Certainty.
The suite feels smaller.
“If they want me alone,” I ask carefully, “are they trying to remove you?”
He doesn’t answer.

      ***“They won’t remove me,” he says finally.
“Because you won’t let them?”
“Because I’ll see it coming.”
He believes that.
“They already got close. Close enough to frame you.”
“I know.”
The admission is heavy.
“From now on, there are additional restrictions.”
I sigh. “Of course there are.”
“You don’t leave this suite without me. Not for rehearsals. Not for press. Not for air.”
“I need air.”
“You’ll get it on a secured balcony.”
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.”
I pace once, glitter scraping my skin. I feel like a trophy in a locked case.
“You know this is exactly what they want. Me boxed in.”
“They want access. Control is collateral.”
“And what about me? Do I get a say?”
“You get to choose whether you follow the plan. You don’t get to choose the threat level.”
It stings because it’s true.
“If this is about isolation,” I say slowly, “we break it.”
His brow furrows. “How?”
“We stay visible. Together.”
The air thickens.
“That violates policy.”
“Policy didn’t keep cameras out of my dressing room.”
Conflict flashes in his eyes.
And it’s not about security.
It’s about me.

      ***The air tightens.
“You want visible?” he says. “Fine. Controlled. Scheduled.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I know.”
My phone vibrates.
Unknown number.
The image loads.
It’s me.
In this suite.
Arms folded.
Looking at him.
Time stamp: two minutes ago.
“That’s not possible.”
Rowan takes the phone, movements precise.
Fury burns under the control.
“Secondary sweep,” he orders. “Now.”
I follow his gaze to the ceiling corner above the curtain rod.
There.
A tiny red blink.
Watching.
“They were already here.”
“Yes.”
Another message.
Another image.
Closer.
Us.
His hand on my elbow in the elevator.
The caption reads:
I TOLD YOU.
You’ll be alone.
I look at him.
For the first time tonight, I don’t feel caged.
I feel hunted.






  
  Rule Number One

Rowan


Idon’t trust clean rooms anymore. 
The suite looks untouched—fresh linens, sealed water bottles, unbroken tamper strips along the minibar—but I’ve already found one camera where there shouldn’t have been any.
That changes the math.
“Out,” I tell the extra guards once the secondary sweep finishes.
They hesitate.
“She stays within arm’s reach,” I add. “Hallway lockdown protocol. No one accesses this floor without my clearance.”
“My clearance?” one of them asks carefully.
“Override my credentials. Issue temporary rotating codes.”
If someone is using my badge, they don’t get another opportunity.
The door shuts behind the last guard.
Silence settles.
Real silence this time.
No radio chatter.
No footsteps.
Just the hum of ventilation and the faint scrape of sequins when she shifts her weight.
I walk the perimeter again.
Window latch.
Vent screws.
Smoke detector casing.
Light fixtures.
Bathroom mirror.
I open the closet and check the ceiling panel with the tip of my knife.
Nothing.
Good.
It doesn’t slow my pulse.
Because someone anticipated the first sweep upstairs.
Which means they’re learning.
And so am I.
Behind me, she exhales.
“You going to check under the mattress too?”
“Yes.”
I don’t look at her when I flip it.
No devices.
No wires.
Still not enough.
I straighten slowly.
She’s standing near the center of the room, arms wrapped around herself, glitter catching the overhead light like she belongs under spotlights instead of in lockdown.
Her composure is thinner

      ***
      ***
      ***
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