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        The sun loves the moon so much that he dies every night to let her breathe, and in return, she reflects his love.
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            LUNA

          

        

      

    

    
      I’d cried a thousand times in my life—most of them in the last two months—but never on stage in Las Vegas. Tonight, I sniffed back a tear as I took a final bow. This was the first show where I’d had any creative control, where I’d chosen the songs and choreographed most of the routines. Okay, so the costumes were a sore point—think Ancient Egypt meets Victoria’s Secret—but the audience loved the performance.

      Especially the last number.

      The ballad I’d written from the heart on a flight back from San Gallicano.

      
        
        In a palace of wonder, by moonlight’s gleam

        A tale of heartbreak, a sorrowful dream

        An Insta princess, her trust did confide

        In a man who guarded her, right by her side

      

      

      
        
        He stood as her shield, through storms and strife

        She thought him a friend, her guardian for life

        But behind the facade, in shadows he’d hide

        Betrayal’s cruel secret, like a serpent inside

      

      

      
        
        Lies crushing her

        Truth rushing her

        The fantasy unwinds

        But still the old ties bind

      

      

      
        
        With whispered words and his tender embrace

        He shattered her world, left no solace or grace

        The lies were a poison, his deceit cut so deep

        Leaving her broken, in the abyss she’d weep

      

      

      
        
        She had given her all, her heart open wide

        But his treacherous actions left every tear cried

        In the ruins of trust, a soul torn apart

        She’d rebuild her life, in lyrical art

      

      

      I was known for peppy pop songs, for elaborate sets and big-budget productions, but for two minutes and forty seconds tonight, it had just been me, a spotlight, and a microphone as I gave the vocal finger to all the haters who accused me of lip-syncing. Okay, so I did lip-sync sometimes, but only on the high-energy dance numbers where I felt as if I were gasping my last breath otherwise.

      The lights dimmed, and I trooped off stage with my dancers. There were only four of them—Venus, Aisha, Luis, and Paul—but I liked the more intimate feel of this show. I’d gone from having the world watching me to only three thousand people, which was practically like performing in my own living room. Tickets had sold out for the entire four-month run.

      It wasn’t a booking anyone had expected to happen, not my pig of an agent, not Frank Serafini who owned the Nile Palace, not even me. But Kalinda de Leon, whose show had been in final rehearsals, had suddenly discovered that she was seven months pregnant—like, how had she not noticed earlier?—and since nobody wanted her to give birth on stage, Frank had needed to find a replacement quickly. He was willing to pay top dollar for a short run until Kalinda could fit into her costumes again.

      And after my former record label cancelled my contract for bringing the company into disrepute—honestly, I hadn’t meant to show my boobs to the world, and it wasn’t my fault they marketed me to a teenage audience—I’d found myself at loose ends. And also quite poor, thanks to my ex-accountant running off with all my money while I was incarcerated at a turtle sanctuary. Long story. Anyhow, I had the time, and I needed the cash, so I’d had my new lawyer add a bunch of stipulations to the contract and then I’d signed it.

      One show down, ninety-seven left to go.

      “You were fantastic, my sweet.” Luis picked me up and swung me around, almost taking out Paul with my feet. “You slayed. The voice of an angel.”

      He put me down and tippy-toed sideways, pretending to play a flute, and I giggled. Luis was camp and over the top and, most importantly, very, very gay. I adored him. My lawyer said I couldn’t specify the sexual orientation of my colleagues in my contract—there were rules against that, apparently—so she’d added a clause stating that I got the final say in whoever was hired instead. Once we had a shortlist, I’d hunted through their social media until I found that Luis loved gay club nights and Paul had been happily married to Rufus for almost two years. It wasn’t that I wanted to discriminate; I just didn’t want to get hit on. Or worse. Ever since my innocence had been stolen by a man I’d once thought was a friend, a man heavily involved in the music industry, every interaction with the opposite sex had been clouded with suspicion, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—allow that to affect the show.

      It wasn’t as if Luis and Paul couldn’t dance, anyway. They absolutely could.

      “And you have the feet of Fred Astaire.”

      “Oh, please. Fred has nothing on me.”

      “Dinner at the Peppermill?” Venus asked. “I’m too wired to sleep.”

      “Yass!” Luis high-fived her. “Tonight, we’re celebrating. Go change, and I’ll make a reservation.”

      He was looking at all of us. At me. Oh no, no, no.

      “I should get an early night.”

      “No, my darling, that’s simply not possible. You’re the star! Don’t break my heart and leave here alone.”

      Alone. For the first time in my life, I was spending time on my own, and everybody knew it. Mom was busy telling any reporter who would listen that I’d had another breakdown, my ex-assistant—who was also my cousin—was still living with her in a mansion I owned, and I could no longer afford the army of masseuses, stylists, personal trainers, and bodyguards who’d once followed me around. Not that I was really missing them.

      Well, apart from one person.

      Ryder Metcalfe, my ex-bodyguard, ex-friend, and the one man I thought I might actually have been brave enough to consider dating if he hadn’t been gay. But then it turned out he wasn’t gay, he’d just lied about his sexuality because he thought it would make his life easier. He knew why I was so nervous around men. Ryder was only the second person I’d confided in about what happened to me, and still he’d kept lying.

      Jerk.

      And not only was he straight, but he also had an ex-wife lurking in the background. Oh, and a dead girlfriend he was still in love with. I didn’t know her name, but during one of our heart-to-hearts on Valentine Cay, he’d told me I reminded him of a woman he’d once cared for a great deal. A woman who’d died.

      A ghost who still haunted him, according to his ex-wife’s bestie.

      What a freaking mess.

      I didn’t want to miss Ryder, but my stupid heart hadn’t gotten the memo.

      “I’m not going to the Peppermill.”

      Four months ago, I would have been there in a heartbeat, dancing on the freaking table, tossing rainbow sugar like confetti while my cousin Jubilee and twenty other people filmed my antics for social media. My worth had been measured in likes back then. Likes, views, and comments. Those little hearts that meant people loved me, or at the very least, their finger had slipped before they scrolled on to the next piece of content. If my metrics dropped, Mom had wanted to know why, and I’d spent hours scheming with Jubilee in order to keep myself trending.

      And for what?

      I’d lost almost everything.

      All I had left was my voice and this show.

      And my dancers. Yes, they were getting paid to be here, but they’d had my back since the first rehearsal. Even Paul, who didn’t say much but rode home with me in my car every night and checked I made it safely into my apartment building. Okay, so it wasn’t my car. It was a limo provided by the hotel. I did own a car—a gift from a past sponsor—but it was parked in the garage at the house I no longer lived in, and I didn’t know how to drive it.

      Mentally, I added driving lessons to the long, long list of things I needed to do after Luna at the Palace closed. Perhaps I could take a road trip? Just keep driving across America until I plopped off the edge?

      “If we have to go out, then maybe we could go to a quieter restaurant?” I suggested. “Someplace I can eat rather than you guys having to take pictures of me with fans every five seconds.”

      Venus glanced at Aisha, and a look passed between them. “You’re still on your social media hiatus? We thought that was only for the rehearsals.”

      “No, it’s permanent.”

      Another glance. “Really? But you have, like, fifty million followers.”

      It was true. I’d posted nothing but official promo for the show since I returned from San Gallicano, and somehow, I’d still gained ten million followers during that time. I’d also put on five pounds through eating like a regular person, and now I was either pregnant, bulimic, or letting myself go, depending on which gossip column one happened to read. I hadn’t read any of them myself—the “head in the sand” approach was surprisingly liberating—but my half-sister on my dad’s side, Cordelia, messaged me to complain that I was ruining the family name every time a new article came out. I didn’t even have the family freaking name. When I blocked her number, she’d begun sending angry, all-caps letters on personalised stationery. I was on first-name terms with the courier now. Hassan, but his friends called him Hass. He apologised every time he handed me a new envelope.

      “I’ve changed a lot in the past several months. Reevaluated my priorities. Having half the world mutter about cocaine addiction every time I sneeze wears me down, you know? I’m tired of being public property.”

      “I couldn’t stand it,” Aisha announced. “I mean, I love being on stage, but having people watch me twenty-four-seven?” She shuddered, and her golden headdress shimmered under the lights. “No way.”

      “So why don’t we go to the Rock?” Venus suggested. “They have a strict ‘no cameras’ policy. Reservations only, but I bet they’d give Luna a table.”

      No cameras, no phones, no electronic devices whatsoever. I’d never been there, for precisely that reason. Until I took a trip to San Gallicano, I’d never eaten a meal without a picture of either me or my food appearing on the internet.

      “That’s one of the restaurants at the Black Diamond?” I asked, just to check. When I slunk back to Las Vegas at the beginning of April with my tail between my legs, I’d stayed at the Black Diamond for a week while Ryder’s boss helped me to find a new place to live. I think she felt sorry for me. Pity wasn’t something I enjoyed, but I also knew nothing about renting an apartment, so I’d sucked it up and accepted the help. The suite at the Black Diamond had been a sanctuary. The staff probably thought I was a weirdo because I didn’t leave for seven whole days, but they’d been friendly and, more importantly, discreet. My whereabouts hadn’t leaked. Even Mom hadn’t been able to find me.

      “The fusion restaurant. Food to die for and prices to match, but this is a special occasion. My credit card can just cry quietly.”

      Could I afford to buy them all dinner? I was almost sure I could, but math wasn’t my strong point. Why study from books when I was already making lots of money, Mom always used to say. The university of life would provide a better education than some Ivy League college full of stuck-up bookworms. Officially, she’d home-schooled me, but in reality, she’d only cared about the subjects necessary to win pageants. Ask me about my proudest accomplishment (the journey of self-discovery and personal growth that has brought me to this stage today), or what society could do to encourage civic engagement in my generation (promote open dialogue and help young people to find their passions), or if I could have dinner with anyone, dead or alive, who would it be (Zainab Abbasi, because her unwavering dedication to education and gender equality is truly inspiring), and I could give the perfect answer. But multiplication? If I couldn’t use the calculator on my phone, I struggled. And I’d rather dress up like a cowgirl stripper and do a photoshoot on a ranch—again—than try to split the check after dinner.

      A stagehand approached, wide eyed and hesitant. “Tiana says can y’all get changed? She needs to clean your costumes.”

      “We’ll be there in a minute,” I told her, and she scurried off.

      Paul checked his watch and began walking toward the dressing rooms. “If we’re going to get dinner, we should go soon.”

      “Luna?” Venus asked.

      “Okay, make the reservation.”

      “What time should I ask for?”

      “Ten thirty?”

      Late, but the Rock was open twenty-four-seven, whether you wanted a midnight snack or brunch with friends. Welcome to Vegas, land of neon lights and messed-up body clocks.

      “Uh-uh,” Luis told her. “Make it eleven. Have you seen the pile of gifts on Luna’s dressing table? And there’s a crowd waiting by the stage door, baying for blood and selfies.”

      My stomach dropped. So much for keeping a low profile. I liked the idea of the gifts, but not the people, not all the cameras. It was as if a switch had been flipped during my time in San Gallicano. What had once fuelled me now made me sick. Like water, I guess. A little was essential for life, but swallow too much and you drowned.

      “Is there another way we can sneak out?”

      The theatre manager materialised behind me. “These people have waited for hours to see you. Remember your contract? You have to interact with the fans.”

      Right. Promote the show, use my experience with social media to spread the word. Hashtag LunaMaara. Hashtag LunaAtThePalace.

      My life was just one long infomercial.
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            LUNA

          

        

      

    

    
      On any other day, I would have had the gifts packed up and delivered to my apartment, but today, I changed into street clothes, removed the heavy make-up I wore on stage, and began sorting through the boxes. Anything to avoid going outside. Anything to avoid the reporters and their questions. There were so many I didn’t want to answer.

      Why had I fired my mom?

      Where was my cousin?

      Had my topless dip in the Caribbean Sea been planned, or was it just a dumb, spur-of-the-moment decision that had led to me losing my record deal with Sonic Flare?

      Who was the man I’d been caught on camera with in a restaurant looking oh-so cosy?

      “Ooh, are those truffles?” Luis asked. “Are you sharing?”

      “Help yourself.”

      I had three boxes of artisan chocolates from people whose names I didn’t recognise, plus another of Turkish delight from Kory’s assistant, and a bottle of fancy rosé courtesy of my agent. I dropped the wine into the trash. If Julius thought he could ever buy himself back into my good books, he had another think coming. The only reason I hadn’t fired him along with my mom was that he had a watertight contract, while she’d been lax with the paperwork. I was stuck with him until renewal in two more years. Until then, he could speak with me via my new lawyer.

      Bags contained spa certificates, jewellery, a designer watch, shoes, several purses, beauty products, basically anything people thought I might use so they could get free advertising. I pushed a bunch of goodies toward Venus and Aisha.

      “Help yourselves. There’s way too much stuff for me.”

      “Are you sure?” Aisha asked, but Venus was already rooting through the bags.

      Someone had collected the fan mail into a folder, drawings of me and a bunch of letters that I would have given to Jubilee to answer if she still worked for me. Maybe I could borrow one of the interns who always seemed to be hanging around? Writing back myself was something I’d never attempted before—my handwriting was no better than a child’s, and I didn’t have a printer. Hmm… I quickly checked the rest of the packages, but there was no printer, only a new smartphone and some kind of fitness tracker.

      “We couldn’t light the candles on the cake,” a girl I didn’t recognise apologised. “Fire hazard.”

      What cake?

      “And the pyrotechnics on the stage aren’t?”

      I meant it as a joke, but she backed away. “Uh, sorry, I think there’s a different fire system or… I’ll go ask.”

      I opened my mouth to tell her not to bother, but she was gone.

      There were several cards, and I couldn’t help smiling as I recognised the writing on the top one. Caro. We’d started out as sworn enemies before salvaging a friendship from the ashes of our time in San Gallicano, and we’d kept in touch after we both returned to the US, me to Vegas and her to Virginia. She had a new job in accounting at a charity foundation, but she was helping me to unravel my finances in her spare time. I’d offered to pay her, but she refused to take any money.

      More pity.

      I opened the card and read.

      
        
        Congrats on surviving opening night! We can’t wait to see the show ourselves—you’re a born performer.

        Caro & Knox.

      

      

      I’d sent them front-row tickets for the finale. It was the least I could do.

      The next card came from Kory, but I knew he hadn’t sent it himself. He just wasn’t that organised. One of his staff would have slid the card and a pen in front of him, told him to sign his name, and then visited the mailbox. Kory was probably drunk in a club on the French Riviera, blissfully oblivious to the fact that it was a big day for me.

      Officially, he was one of my friends—one of my few friends—but we had more of a symbiotic relationship. Symbiotic. I’d had to learn that word because a judge at Miss American Radiance had asked the same question in the last three contests: In a world where cooperation and harmony are essential, can you give an example of a symbiotic relationship that inspires you and explain how it relates to your personal journey? I’d memorised a long answer about bees and flowers, but in reality, my friendship with Kory wasn’t that beautiful. He let me hang out on his daddy’s yacht and in various vacation homes around the world, while I pretended to be his girlfriend when necessary and gained him column inches that boosted his career as a DJ. I wasn’t yet sure how things would change now that I could no longer offer the column inches, but I’d promised to provide guest vocals for a track on his upcoming album, so I guess that counted for something.

      The next card wiped the smile right off my face. A cartoon sea turtle told me “You’re turtle-y awesome,” and when I opened it to read the message, a gift card fell out, a gift card for…Arby’s? But it was the handwriting that made my heart lurch.

      
        
        Moon,

        Sing from your heart and hold your head high. Don’t let the haters get you down.

        I’ll always be sorry,

        R

      

      

      One night on the beach in San Gallicano, I’d confessed to Ryder that I loved the curly fries from Arby’s, but Mom wouldn’t let me eat them. And he’d remembered. He’d remembered a dumb comment I made because he listened to me. Really listened. I quickly shoved both cards into my purse and pasted on a smile that was fake, fake, fake.

      “Are we ready to go?”

      Luis spun around, holding a pair of dangly earrings up to his ears, swirly gold with red-orange stones. “Did you see these? So fancy.”

      “Who sent them?”

      “Mark.”

      “Mark who?”

      “You don’t know? The note said he was looking forward to seeing you again.”

      I only knew one Marc. Marc di Gregorio, Hollywood heartthrob. Two years ago, at a party, he’d whispered in my ear that I looked a little dirty and tapped my ass, and I’d thrown my glass of wine over him. But it turned out that I’d sat on a chocolate truffle and he was just trying to help, so obviously I could never face him again. At least it had been white wine rather than red. Anyhow, Marc di Gregorio wouldn’t be sending me earrings, so I was at a loss.

      “Where’s the note?”

      Luis fished around in a sparkly gold gift bag. “Right here.”

      The paper was weird, like it was made from leaves, and the words were weirder.

      
        
        My Dearest Cleopatra,

        As I watch you, I can’t help but feel a connection that transcends time itself. Just as the Nile flows eternally, so does my love for you. I am convinced that destiny has brought us back together in this lifetime, the way it did in Ancient Egypt.

        The moments we’ve shared have been a glimpse into the past, and I look forward to the future that awaits us. Soon, our paths will align once more, and we’ll create a new chapter in our story. Until then, know that my heart beats for you, my Cleopatra, and we’ll soon be together again.

        With all my love,

        Mark A

      

      

      I wasn’t so good at reading, so it took me a moment to get through the whole note. Then I read it again and shuddered. A connection that transcended time? He’d been watching me? I mean, a lot of people watched me, but he said we’d shared moments? The note was mild compared to some I’d received, but my skin still crawled.

      Aisha leaned over my shoulder. “Girl, tell me you have good security.”

      “There are armed guards here, and my building has a daytime concierge and an intercom.”

      “What about that guy who came with us to the TV studio?”

      Two weeks ago, we’d made a guest appearance on a late-night talk show, and I’d sung one of my old hits and a new song someone else had written for Luna at the Palace. I’d hated every moment. Hated contractual obligations. Tomorrow morning, I had a photoshoot with a live snake, and if my current run of luck was anything to go by, I’d probably get bitten.

      Anyhow, when I heard about the TV show, I’d called Emmy Black—Ryder’s boss—and begged her to find me a bodyguard who was the complete opposite of Ryder, partly because there would be crowds outside the studio, but mainly because Julius insisted he was coming along to make sure I behaved. Emmy had obliged by sending me Randall, who had a head like a bowling ball, a body like a tank, and a long-term boyfriend named Carsyn. The best part? Every time Julius got within six feet of me, Randall had scowled so hard that Julius stopped dead. Okay, not actually dead—that was wishful thinking—but he didn’t come any closer.

      “He was only temporary.”

      “You should be careful. The world’s full of psychos. I should know; I always end up dating them.”

      “It’s just someone messing around.” Was I trying to convince them or myself? “A weird joke.”

      Someone messing around… Like my half-sister? Cordelia had tried to scare me with notes once before, and it had worked, the spiteful little witch. Yes, this was exactly the kind of stunt she’d try to pull. She hated my success, hated that I was in the public eye, and even though I’d toned down my act, nothing would ever be good enough for her.

      “You know what? Forget the stupid earrings. Forget keeping a low profile. Let’s go to the Peppermill.”
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      Another day, another disaster. A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped, then blew out a breath when I realised it was only Luis.

      “How do I get the stupid SIM card out of this?” I asked.

      “Aw, the screen broke?”

      Yes, when I dropped the phone onto my dressing table after yet another fight with Cordelia. Okay, so I’d actually thrown the phone, but not very hard. Luckily, most of my gifts from last night were still in my dressing room, so I had a replacement available if I could only manage to free the SIM card.

      “You need a widget for that.” Luis shook the box, and a little metal thing fell out. “You want me to have a try?”

      I handed him the phone and slumped into the nearest seat. There should be a school for this—surviving modern life alone. How to deal with technology mishaps, how to manage your finances, how to cook, how to form healthy relationships. Instead, people were just expected to know all that stuff instinctively.

      Although school didn’t always work out. As well as attending a stuffy private academy, Cordelia had spent a summer at the British School of Etiquette, and she was still rude, rude, rude. This morning had been no exception. Last night, I’d tried to ignore the “Mark A” note and have a good time, but my anger had still been simmering when I woke up, so I’d unblocked her number and fired off a text before I got out of bed.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Stop sending stupid notes! Are you six years old? Don’t you think you made your point the first time?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cordelia

      

      
        What are you talking about?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Don’t play dumb. Why are you always trying to ruin my life?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cordelia

      

      
        Did someone send you a note? Maybe if you didn’t prance around with so much flesh showing, you wouldn’t attract the wrong kind of attention.

      

      

      

      

      

      See? No manners whatsoever.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        At least I have a job.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cordelia

      

      
        My job is to represent the family. A family you seem determined to scandalise.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        You think a scandal is showing an ankle in public. Loosen up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Why couldn’t my mom have had a one-night stand with a regular guy? Why did she have to hook up with the Duke of Southcott? My dad was a snob, and Cordelia was unbearable. I tried Jubilee instead.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Do me a favor and tell Cordelia to quit with the notes. It wasn’t funny the first time, and it isn’t funny now.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jubilee

      

      
        What notes?

      

      

      

      

      

      Arrrgh. I’d tossed the phone, then cursed in my head as a spiderweb of cracks spread across the screen. Was anything going to go right today?

      Luis handed me the new phone, and the screen lit up with notifications. Insta, BuzzHub, TikTok… I’d posted one picture of myself last night, an arty backlit shot taken by Paul, and the likes were pouring in. Mom would be so proud of the numbers, but I found I no longer cared. I’d spent my whole life trying to make her happy, to make her like me, only to finally realise it was an impossible task. But hopefully my new, classier image would stop all those pious people who offered to pray for my soul from commenting.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Try asking Cordelia.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Ms. Maara?” an assistant said. “The photographer is ready now.”

      For the show, our costumes were Ancient Egypt-lite. I wore a black-and-gold minidress with a matching headband, a turquoise playsuit with a snake belt, and a white maxi dress with winged shoulders and gold embroidery on the neckline. But for this photoshoot, which would be used as promo for the hotel, I’d be going full-on Cleopatra. A black wig, heavy make-up, an elaborate gold headdress that had to weigh twenty pounds. Apparently, it had been borrowed from a museum somewhere, and it came with its own security team. My vertebrae might get crushed in the name of marketing, but at least Mark-the-weirdo wouldn’t be able to get near me today. Not that I thought he truly existed, but Cordelia might be mean enough to hire an out-of-work thespian with dubious morals to pretend. She acted all offended by my publicity stunts, but Mom said that secretly, she was just jealous. Mom talked a lot of trash, but I thought she might actually be right about Cordelia. I opened festivals. Cordelia opened shopping malls.

      The first outfit reminded me of something out of the Gladiator movie, except in gold and with more cleavage showing. Not that I had much cleavage, but I could fake it. A push-up bra, careful use of bronzer… Everything in my life was fake. The whole of the Nile Palace was decorated to look like Ancient Egypt, so it hadn’t taken much for the photographer’s team to transform one of the event spaces into Cleopatra’s bathing chamber. Yes, my second outfit would be a bikini. Dad was going to lose his mind.

      I eyed up a basket beside my fake throne. “Is the snake in there?”

      “The snake handler has it in a box,” the assistant said. “We just need to get some shots of you and the, uh, gods first.”

      They’d dressed Venus, Aisha, Luis, and Paul up as Egyptian deities with black-and-gold dresses—even the men—leather sandals, and animal heads. A cat, an eagle, a jackal, and a cobra respectively. The problem? They’d forgotten to put eyeholes in the masks, and Aisha bumped into me as she tried to find her way to the set.

      “Sorry, sorry.”

      “You need a hand?”

      “Could you just tell me if there are any steps?”

      “No steps, but don’t walk into the bath.”

      Yes, there was an actual bath, more like a small raised swimming pool really, and that bikini had better not go see-through. Four months ago, I would have freaked at the idea of getting into the water, but Ryder had helped me to conquer that fear. We’d spent hours floating in the Caribbean Sea, staring up at a star-flecked sky, talking about everything and nothing. I’d held his hand so I didn’t float away, all without realising that the tiny connection meant more to him than he’d ever let on.

      Sheesh, I missed him.

      I missed him, but I wasn’t sure I could forgive him for breaking my trust the way he had.

      We sweated under the lights as the photographer posed us this way and that. When Frank Serafini showed up and wrapped a pudgy arm around me, I didn’t argue, just squirmed quietly. Frank was an old-school Italian American. He reminded me of Tony Soprano, which was another reason I felt safe in the hotel. If a stalker tried anything creepy at the Nile Palace, hopefully he’d end up starring in a remake of The Godfather. Anyhow, Frank Serafini was mostly a gentleman. His arm didn’t stray below my shoulders, and he kissed the back of my hand once his pictures were done.

      “You were wonderful last night, mio angelo. Stupendo!”

      Stupendo? Was that an insult? He was smiling, so I didn’t think so, but I made a mental note to ask Google later.

      “Well, I’m happy you enjoyed the show. It was— Holy crap!”

      I took several rapid paces backward as a man approached holding the snake. The really freaking big snake, and it looked terrifying as it flicked its tongue out, scenting for blood or whatever snakes did to find their prey.

      The guy holding it laughed. “Relax, she’s real docile.”

      He took a step forward, and I ducked behind Paul, who was holding his cobra mask under his arm in a way I hoped the actual snake would find intimidating. It fixed its beady black eyes on me, and I clutched at Paul’s dress. Respect to Britney—my heart would have given out if I had to wear a snake as a necklace the way she did.

      “She’s probably also real poisonous,” I told the snake guy.

      “Do you have antivenom?” Paul asked. “The original Cleopatra died from an asp bite, and we don’t want a repeat.”

      What? “Are you kidding me? She got bit by a snake?”

      “You didn’t know that?”

      “Do you think I would have agreed to be here if I did?”

      Frank must have heard the panic in my voice because he held up a hand to stop the snake guy from coming any closer.

      “We keep the snake away from Luna.”

      “But—” the photographer started.

      Frank spread his arms. “No closer than this.”

      “You said you wanted close-ups.”

      “You take the pictures of Luna, and then you take the pictures of the snake, and then you use the Photoshop. Capisce?”

      The photographer must have heard of Frank’s reputation too, because he gulped. “I got it.”

      Even with the snake five feet away, I still struggled to look anything but totally freaked out. The beast was always there on the edge of my vision, slithering and swaying. The photographer was getting exasperated, understandably so, but couldn’t he have the tiniest bit of empathy?

      “Smile, darling. You look as if you’re going to a funeral.”

      “And I might be if the snake has its way.”

      “Clara,” the snake guy told me. “Her name is Clara.”

      Good grief. “I don’t care if her name is Chocolate Fudge Sundae; I’m never going to like her.”

      “Pretend she’s Mark Antony,” the photographer told me. “If you can’t smile, at least go for sultry.”

      I froze. “What did you say?”

      “Go for sultry.”

      “No, the first part. Mark Antony?”

      Mark A? Was he here in the hotel? A member of the crew? If he was, I’d have to instruct my lawyer to ask Julius to tell the creep to stop sending me weird notes.

      “Cleopatra’s husband.” Yikes, seriously? “Didn’t you study history at school?”

      “I didn’t go to school, you dumbass. I went into showbiz.”

      But you know who did go all the way in school? Cordelia. She’d even studied history at Oxford University, which figured, seeing as she was part of a thousand-year-old institution that lived in the past.

      “Take it easy,” Paul murmured.

      “Oh, you think saying that will help? How many times in the whole history of telling people to take it easy have they ever actually taken it easy?”

      “She has a point,” Aisha told him.

      Movement caught my eye, and I was ninety percent sure I saw one of the hotel staff tucking a phone into their pocket. Great. My rant would be up on the internet before my venom-filled body was cold. I wanted to confront the jerk, but knowing my luck, he would turn out to have been texting his sick mom, and I’d look even more “difficult” than I did already.

      “Just keep that freaking snake away from me, okay?”
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      Two shows down, ninety-six to go…

      I’d gritted my teeth and apologised to Paul for snapping, but the photoshoot still cast a shadow over the day. The video of my outburst had appeared on BuzzHub before I managed to change into my gold bikini, and from there, it had quickly spread to TikTok, Facebook, and Instagram. In my previous life, I’d checked my socials hourly—okay, minutely—with a sense of anticipation, but now that had turned to trepidation. Last week, everyone had been worried about me, and my comments were filled with numbers for crisis hotlines and therapy recommendations. This week, the public had turned, and now I was a slut, an attention seeker, and a bitch for ignoring my fans, all at the same time.

      Predictably, Cordelia’s next message had arrived right after I changed into regular clothes. A bunch of emojis followed by Unbelievable. But they clearly didn’t teach emojis at etiquette school because she was confused, drunk, and tired. And also a squirrel, but I figured that was an accident.

      The show in the evening had gone well, but Paul was still off with me. He’d barely spoken in the car on the way home, not that he usually spoke much, but tonight he’d said, like, three words, and those were “See you tomorrow.”

      The car sped off the instant the door to my apartment building clicked shut behind me, and I realised I needed to apologise better. Something else to google. Should I buy Paul a “sorry” gift? A man would send a woman flowers, but Paul didn’t strike me as the floral type. Maybe…beer? Gah. Life had been so much easier when I pretended not to care about anyone.

      My fifth-floor apartment was far smaller than my old home, with just two bedrooms, an open-plan living area-slash-kitchen, and two bathrooms, one with a shower and one with a tub. My bedroom had a small balcony with a table and chairs I never used, not that the view was much to write home about anyway, and long, gauzy drapes stopped people in the opposite building from spying on me.

      I hadn’t met the neighbours on either side of me, but occasionally, I heard a shower running in apartment 503, which made me think the soundproofing wasn’t fantastic. I still sang to myself, but quietly. Just ballads. Several times, I’d seen the brunette in the apartment opposite leaving for work as I got home. She wore a uniform from the Nebula, which would once have taken a prize for the shabbiest casino in Vegas, but in the past couple of years, new management had given it a makeover, and it was super luxurious now. She’d flashed a smile and muttered a “Hi” before she hurried to the elevator. The ring that glinted on her left hand suggested she was married.

      In this new place in life, I felt lonely, but safe.

      At least, I did for the next forty-seven minutes.

      I took a shower, washed off the sweat and grease and glitter, and discovered my tan was going blotchy. Lourdes, the tanning technician who used to come to my house, did a better job than the lady at the theatre. With Lourdes, I’d stayed beautifully bronze for a whole week, but now I was fading after only three days. I needed to get Lourdes back. But I didn’t have her number, or her surname, and I couldn’t remember the name of her business. Which meant I’d have to suck it up and text Jubilee, and I didn’t want her to know what a poor job I was doing of fending for myself with my pile of dirty laundry and my TV dinners for one. This morning, I’d run out of toilet paper. Thankfully I had tissues, but the groceries weren’t being delivered until Monday, and how did people remember all this stuff?

      I couldn’t even remember to take a lasagne out of the freezer.

      Lunch was a distant dot in the rear-view mirror, I’d been on stage for nearly two hours, and my stomach was doing that weird yawny thing that meant it was beyond empty. This was all so…so overwhelming, and I almost curled up and cried, but then my eyes would go puffy and I’d still be hungry. I set the microwave on high power and checked my socials again. I’d posted a picture of myself backstage this evening, an attempt to mitigate the damage from the photoshoot, but nobody wanted to see me happy and smiling. Misery and drama gained all the attention. Oh, and naked flesh.

      The buzz of the intercom made me jump because who the heck would be outside at nearly midnight? Or had somebody’s drunk boyfriend hit the wrong button?

      “Who is it?”

      “Delivery from Carlo’s.”

      “From where?”

      “Carlo’s Italian Restaurant.”

      “You have the wrong apartment.”

      “502?”

      “That’s me, but I didn’t order anything.”

      “I think a friend ordered it for you. A surprise after a difficult day.”

      A friend? Luis, maybe? Or Paul? He’d practically given me the silent treatment, even though I’d said I was sorry for biting his head off, so perhaps he realised he’d been a little harsh?

      “What was their name?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am. Do you want the food or not?”

      Microwave lasagne or restaurant Italian? There was no contest.

      “I’ll be right down.”

      Could Frank Serafini have sent me dinner? He was Italian, plus I’d overheard him telling one of the brutes who followed him around that I needed more junk in my trunk. Which was strangely complimentary. Most people seemed to think I was too heavy at the moment, although today’s unauthorised snaps hadn’t helped. They said the camera added ten pounds, but the camera and an unflattering angle added twenty.

      I walked past the unmanned concierge desk—he finished work at six—and headed for the front door. It opened onto a landing framed by two stone columns, and wide steps led down to the street. Really, the apartment building started on the second floor because the first floor was taken up by the parking garage.

      Outside on the landing, a delivery guy wearing a red motorcycle helmet with the restaurant’s logo on the side handed over a bag and then stood there. Waiting. Staring at me.

      “What? Do you want an autograph?”

      “Usually, people give me a tip now.”

      Crap. “Right, of course. So I left my purse in my apartment, but I’ll be right back, okay?”

      The guy was leaning against the wall with his arms folded when I huffed my way back down the stairs—the elevator took forever—but when I handed him a fifty, I got a mock salute and a “Thanks, ma’am.” Phew. That meant I’d tipped enough. Jubilee had always taken care of payments; my credit card was just for show. And now groceries. Caro was helping temporarily with the rest of the bills, thank goodness. The logistics, not giving me actual money. After I finished at the Palace, she’d promised to spend a week in Vegas so I could show her the Strip and she could show me how to balance a chequebook.

      My apartment smelled funny when I walked back inside. Double crap. The lasagne was a smoking brick in the microwave, and I was even more grateful for the bruschetta, the perfectly cooked linguine carbonara, and the portion of tiramisu.

      A receipt fell out of the bag, and I took a bite of bruschetta, then checked for clues as to who had bought me dinner. I paused mid-chew as I thought of a possible fourth candidate. Ryder. He liked to buy me food, plus he had some weird way of knowing me better than I knew myself, which meant he’d probably guessed I was craving carbs this evening.

      But the truth was much, much worse.

      The “Special Instructions” section had a whole freaking essay, and my appetite vanished entirely as I read it.

      
        
        My Dearest Cleopatra,

        I hope you’re feeling better after your unfortunate encounter with the asp. Your strength and resilience have always been an inspiration to me, and I have no doubt that they will aid you in overcoming this trauma. Someone should teach that photographer a lesson.

        May this meal bring you the warmth and comfort you deserve, my queen. It is but a humble offering, but it carries all the affection and admiration I hold for you. As you dine, I hope you can feel my presence and know that I’m thinking of you.

        Just as the stars once shone brightly above Ancient Egypt, they now shine upon you. I believe you carry the spirit of the great pharaoh within you, a timeless elegance and grace that hasn’t diminished through the ages. Your strength and beauty enchant me, and I feel honoured that I shall soon walk by your side.

        Yours,

        Mark A

      

      

      I spat the mouthful of bruschetta back into the box and gagged. Sending earrings to the theatre was one thing, but sending dinner to my freaking apartment? What if he’d poisoned it? What if I was about to die? I’d typed out the nine from 911 when I remembered the food had come directly from the restaurant.

      Cleopatra? Ancient Egypt? Mark Antony? Was Paul right and this guy was a total crackpot? He’d been stalking me online, that much was clear. What if he was watching my apartment too? Panic took over, and I dialled the same man I’d called the last time my knees had gone weak with fear.

      And got through to his voicemail.

      Thoughts jumbled, I left a long, rambling message that probably didn’t make much sense, and as I spoke, I realised how crazy I sounded. Someone had sent me earrings and linguine? He’d said I had the spirit of a pharaoh? I hung up and channelled Jubilee and her stupid meditation app. Breathe in, breathe out, breathe in, breathe out.

      Maybe I was overreacting?

      It wouldn’t be hard to find my address. Reporters camped outside most days, and I’d seen pictures of myself leaving the building. People used to mail stuff to my old house, but I hadn’t flipped out because I was never alone there. Mom was nearly always around, and Jubilee, and the maid, the yard service, the pool cleaner…

      If I thought about this logically, I wasn’t alone here either; I just didn’t speak with anyone. My neighbours would hear me scream if a creep showed up at my apartment, I lived on the fifth floor so nobody could climb through the window, and I had two locks on the door. As long as I kept my phone charged and with me, I’d be okay.

      I’d be okay.

      The notes were polite, not nasty.

      And that linguine did smell good.

      I cracked and ate a mouthful as I googled Cleopatra and Mark Antony. Then another mouthful. And another. Cleopatra had married Mark Antony—aka Marcus Antonius, a Roman general—after the death of her first husband, Julius Caesar. He’d been murdered on the Ides of March. What was an ide? I googled and came up with “Integrated Development Environment,” which didn’t seem right.

      Anyhow, Cleopatra had been powerful in her own right, the Queen of Egypt, a pharaoh. They hadn’t fallen in love right away—Mark Antony had fought the attraction and married another woman soon after they met, Octavia, even though Cleopatra was pregnant with his babies—but he and Cleopatra reunited later on. I wasn’t sure I liked Mark Antony much. He seemed like a player.

      So, it wasn’t surprising when he had a tiff with his ex-wife’s brother, Octavian. Did the Romans not have many names available? Octavia and Octavian? Mind you, I’d competed in pageants against a girl named Simona, and her brother was called Simon, so the problem wasn’t confined to ancient history. Octavian and Mark Antony got into a battle, like, with armies, and Cleopatra figured her man would lose, which wasn’t very loyal of her, but she also seemed to be more manipulative than Cordelia, so her actions weren’t entirely surprising.

      Rather than shack up with a loser, she pretended to kill herself, so Mark Antony killed himself in return, and then she really did die by suicide—an asp bit her boob the way Paul said. What a freaking horror story. If they’d lived in this century, the two of them would have been on a remake of The Jerry Springer Show for sure, and Mark A thought I reminded him of Cleopatra? Gee, thanks.

      I polished off the rest of the linguine, double-checked the door was locked, and crawled into bed. Sleep was a pipe dream. I lay there in the dark, googling “how to un-leave a voicemail” and finding that it wasn’t possible. Where was Ryder? Probably in Virginia, working or out with friends. Or maybe saving the world.

      He’d moved on, and I had to do the same.
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      “You expect me to believe that? Nobody could be that stupid.”

      “I was, I swear! She said she loved me.”

      Ronald Hill, Luna Maara’s former accountant, squirmed in his seat, and Ryder couldn’t blame him. The smell of urine was strong in the small motel room. Sitting in soaked-through slacks couldn’t be comfortable, especially when Ana Petrova—also known as Lilith, the she-demon—was staring with a mixture of annoyance and incredulity. Yes, she was wearing a scarf that covered the bottom half of her face, as was Ryder, but her eyes conveyed exactly what she was thinking.

      Ron Hill might have been a reasonable accountant, but he wasn’t much of a fugitive. Over the past two months, Hallie had given up most of her spare time to help Ryder track the motherfucker from Las Vegas to New York, to New Jersey, to London, to Zurich, to Vienna, and finally to Tbilisi.

      Agatha had hacked Hill’s email and found that he’d gone to meet his girlfriend. They’d all assumed that the pictures of the beautiful blonde were clickbait, photos stolen by a scammer and used to con unsuspecting marks into parting with their cash. But no, Hill swore that Irina Vardanashvili was a real person, although it wasn’t yet clear whether that was her real name. She’d met him at Tbilisi International, and from there, they’d headed to the Wyndham Grand hotel and spent three weeks having rabid sex and spending Luna’s money on spa treatments, designer clothing, and expensive meals. At the beginning of week four, Irina had blindfolded Hill, handcuffed him to the king-sized bed, and promised him a night he’d never forget.

      She hadn’t lied.

      While he was incapacitated, she’d logged on to his laptop, stolen Luna’s money—again—and vanished into the depths of the city. A maid had called the cops at seven o’clock the next morning, but Hill couldn’t exactly report the crime, so he’d been trying to find Irina himself. In a city he didn’t know. In a country whose language he barely spoke. At least, that was his story, and given that Ana was asking the questions, Ryder was inclined to believe the jackass.

      Now they had to decide on their next course of action. The plan had been to locate Hill, gently persuade him to return Luna’s money, and then relocate him to a police station in Vegas. Luna had reported the theft, but seeing as Hill had fled overseas, the detective in charge had just hemmed and hawed and said there wasn’t much he could do.

      Hence Ryder taking matters into his own hands.

      Kind of.

      Emmy had lent him Ana, her half-sister, with a directive to “Get this done, get your head out of your arse, and get back in the game.”

      To say she’d been pissed at him in San Gallicano was an understatement. The dressing-down she’d given him behind closed doors had made his XO at SEAL Team Five look like Betty White. But Emmy hadn’t yelled. No, her voice turned deadly quiet, which had actually been worse.

      “You broke rule number one, Metcalfe,” she’d said, in full ice-queen mode. “You got involved with a principal.”

      “I didn’t sleep with her.”

      “You didn’t have to. The way she looks at you, lines were crossed, and she ended up in serious danger.” Emmy held up a hand. “Yes, I know Knox was fucking around with a woman too, and believe me, I’ll be kicking his arse if he got distracted. But she wasn’t the principal. She wasn’t an attention-seeking pop star whose mother-slash-manager has turned complaining into an art form.”

      “Luna’s not the person you think she is.”

      “Oh, really? Have you forgotten why you ended up at the turtle sanctuary in the first place?”

      Emmy made a fair point, but she also didn’t know the real Luna Maara. Ryder knew he’d fucked up, though. Luna’s near-death experience was only a small part of what had gone wrong that day.

      “Do you want my resignation?”

      Emmy’s hesitation was long enough to make him squirm, but finally, she sighed. “No. But next time you decide to catch feelings for a drama queen, do it in your own time. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      Ryder was still on thin ice with the boss, but she’d been good to Luna. Spent time talking with her after Ryder messed up, found her a good lawyer, and helped her to get settled in Vegas. Plus Emmy had grudgingly okayed the trip to Georgia, so he had to be grateful for that. But now Hill had thrown a wrench into the works. They had the suspect, but they didn’t have the money. The scammer had been scammed by a true con artist.

      Ana stepped back and beckoned Ryder into the filthy bathroom. If this motel had one star, it had been stolen.

      “The man is a fool,” she said.

      “I realise that.”

      “Good. So now you have a decision to make—what’s more important to you? Do you want this mudak in prison, or do you want to go after the money?”

      “Can’t we do both?”

      Ana shook her head. “If we’re going to find Irina, we need his cooperation. And we’ll only get that by promising his freedom. Otherwise, he has no reason to help.”

      “So we find the money, and then we drop him off in Vegas.”

      “Nice idea, but it won’t work. A snatch and grab is one thing, but if we spend time with him here in Georgia, he’ll wind up knowing things about us that I don’t want coming out in court.” A shrug, and she lowered her voice. “How about I just shoot him when we’re done?”

      Ryder would be okay with that, but Luna wouldn’t. And he’d promised that he’d never tell her another lie.

      Which meant he really did have a decision to make—money or justice? Either way, Hill would be out of Luna’s life, so which option would give her the better outcome? The satisfaction of knowing that Hill was bending over in the showers, getting fucked in the ass? Or having the money she’d spent her whole life earning? Right now, Irina had the cash, and Amethyst Puckett was squatting in the home her daughter had bought. Luna had been left with next to nothing.

      The decision sucked, but it wasn’t a hard one to make.

      “We find the money. And don’t shoot him,” Ryder added. “Will Emmy be okay with this?”

      Ryder was well aware that he’d been trying her patience lately. His performance in San Gallicano had been less than stellar, Knox’s too. They’d almost lost a client—twice—and then Ryder had committed the ultimate professional sin. Only the fact that Emmy was a closet romantic as well as a bitch had saved them.

      Ana shrugged.

      “I can take unpaid leave.”

      “Emmy doesn’t care about money, only justice.”

      And her team. She cared about her team. Give and take, she’d once told him. Give and take. She couldn’t take a hundred and ten percent when it mattered if she didn’t give at other times, and with some of the jobs she agreed to take on, she needed that hundred and ten percent.

      “Thank you for being here. For helping me.”

      Another shrug. “We’re doing this for Luna as well.” Then, more quietly, “Emmy knows what it’s like to have a difficult mother.”

      That was the first mention Ryder had ever heard of Emmy’s mom. He knew from the Blackwood grapevine that she and Ana shared the same father, but her mother was a mystery.

      “I always assumed her mother was dead.”

      “She might as well be.” Ana’s expression hardened again. “Let’s get this done. We should introduce ourselves at the office here because we might need extra manpower.”

      When they laid out the terms to Hill, he readily agreed to help. Ryder didn’t trust him an inch, but he doubted Hill would try to run, not after they’d found him so easily the first time, and especially not after Ana threatened to gut him if she had to hunt him down again. The man was a morally bankrupt opportunist, not a hardened criminal. He’d help them to find Irina and the money, and in return, he wouldn’t have to spend the rest of his life in a six-by-eight-foot box with a roommate named Piranha.

      What a fuckin’ weasel. Ryder’s heart ached for Luna, for the life she’d been pushed into. Everyone around her took advantage of her talent, from her mom and her cousin to the staff she employed. But equally, she didn’t like being alone. He hoped Kory was supporting her. The guy was an asshole, but he was a rich asshole, and probably the “friend” who demanded the least from her.

      Three hours later, they’d broken the news about Irina to Emmy; briefed Khatia, an investigator from the office in Tbilisi who would be assisting them; and relocated to an apartment on the outskirts of the city that Blackwood used as a safe house from time to time. Their team in Georgia was small, only forty people, but they were well-trained and also well-placed to operate in Russia when necessary.

      The apartment was sparsely furnished but clean, and Khatia had sent an intern to pick up groceries. Ana handcuffed Hill to a chair while she made coffee in a cafetière, and Khatia settled in at the kitchen table with her laptop and a bowl of cashew nuts. The first step was an in-depth interview with Hill to find out everything he knew about Irina. Ryder knew from working with Hallie that the smallest clue could lead to a big break, and all they were certain of at the moment was that Irina was a beautiful liar who preyed on weak-minded men. Plus she was smart, ruthless, and an excellent actress. In her emails, she’d claimed to work as a freelance interior designer in Tbilisi, with family back in South Ossetia who relied on her for financial support. Hill had been sending her money out of his own pocket even before he emptied Luna’s bank accounts. Irina had begged for more to fund her grandma’s cancer treatment, he claimed. The weeks spent living in luxury on Luna’s dime had merely been an added bonus.

      “Milk?” Ana asked Khatia.

      “Just black.”

      “I take milk,” Hill said, and Ana scowled at him.

      “You’ll have what you’re given and like it.”

      Ryder wanted to punch his fucking teeth out.

      To stop himself from doing exactly that, he stepped into the hallway and checked his personal phone. He didn’t use it much because life revolved around work these days, but he’d given the number to Luna. Work comms weren’t private, and his friendship with Luna had moved beyond that.

      He saw the missed call.

      Dialled his voicemail, heart thudding against his ribcage.

      “I…I don’t know where to start. Some guy sent me linguine. And earrings. The earrings came first, but they went to the theatre, not my apartment, which was kind of creepy but not really because lots of weirdos send me gifts, but now there’s pasta and he knows where I live. And I don’t know who he is, but he seems to think he’s a dead Roman guy and I’m Cleopatra, so I’m pretty sure he’s a psycho. And…and I don’t know what to do. That’s crazy, right? I mean the Mark Antony guy, not me not knowing what to do, because I never know what to do. Should I eat the pasta? I’m so, so hungry, and I think maybe the microwave broke because there’s smoke, but not, like, loads of smoke. The fire alarm didn’t go off or anything. Anyhow, I…I don’t even know why I’m calling you. Forget I said all that, okay?”

      The line went dead.

      What the actual fuck?

      He tried to call Luna, but there was no answer.

      Shit. He must have cursed out loud because Ana poked her head through the doorway.

      “Problem?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Elaborate.”

      Ryder replayed the recording, on speaker this time, and it sounded even worse the second time around. Luna was rambling, but she was also scared.

      “What does that mean?” Ana asked. “A dead Roman guy sent her linguine?”

      “Maybe she’s drunk?” Khatia suggested.

      She didn’t sound drunk; she sounded terrified.

      “Luna doesn’t drink much,” Hill put in.

      “Nobody asked you,” Ana and Khatia said in perfect unison, and Khatia kicked the leg of the chair he was sitting on for good measure.

      Ana took a sip of her coffee, then swore because it was too hot. “You tried calling her back?”

      “There’s no answer.”

      “So call the Vegas office. Get them to send someone to her apartment.”

      “It’s five thirty over there.”

      “Are you worried or not?”

      Yes, he was. The Vegas team confirmed they’d send an agent to do a welfare check right away, but Ryder couldn’t settle. He leaned on the counter as Khatia started questioning Hill, ignoring the way Ana glared when he tapped his foot.

      After half an hour of back and forth, Hill turned to him. “Luna’s a survivor. You shouldn’t worry about her.”

      The gall of the man. “The way you didn’t when you stole her money?”

      “It was Amethyst who liked to spend the money, not Luna.”

      “And that makes it okay? Because one person took advantage of Luna, it was fine for you to do it too?”

      “She was due to get another seven-figure sum from her record label in May. It wasn’t as if I planned to leave her bankrupt. Amethyst would only have wasted everything on clothes and shoes, and Irina’s grandma was going to die if she didn’t get experimental immunotherapy.”

      “Did you ever even meet her grandma?”

      Hill looked at the table. “Irina said she had to stay in isolation due to the risk of infection.”

      Khatia’s response was scathing. “If her grandma is still alive, she’s probably living in a beach house in Batumi.”

      Finally, Ryder’s phone lit up, and he answered before it had a chance to ring.

      “Is she okay?”

      “This is Lance from the executive protection team. She’s fine. Just tired, is all.”

      “What about the message she left me?”

      “She seemed embarrassed when I mentioned it. Said someone sent her takeout, and she overreacted.”

      “Someone sent her takeout?” The pasta she’d mentioned in her message? “Who?”

      “She didn’t elaborate on that.”

      “Didn’t you ask?”

      “Uh, no? The office said I needed to do a welfare check, nothing more, and Ms. Maara wasn’t real talkative.”

      Ryder gave a heavy sigh. He couldn’t ask a colleague to get involved in his issues with Luna; it wasn’t their place to do so.

      “Thanks for your help, buddy.”

      “No problem.”

      “She’s okay?” Ana asked when he hung up.

      “Physically, yeah.”

      “But you’re still worried about her?”

      He nodded. “She’s had a hard time these past few months.”

      “Then go to her. The plane is still at the airport.”

      “What about Irina?”

      Khatia rolled her eyes. “You don’t speak Georgian, you don’t speak Russian; you’ll just get in the way.”

      Ryder sucked in a breath and voiced the bigger issue. “And what about the boss?”

      “You’re not the boss?” Hill asked Ana.

      Khatia kicked his leg this time. “Shut up, brrochi.”

      “Here, I’m the boss. And don’t worry about the blonde one. She’s a sucker for a happy ending.”

      “Are you?”

      At work, Ana was unapproachable, untouchable, and for the most part, unlikeable. But Ryder suspected that was an image she cultivated rather than her natural personality. He’d met her boyfriend a time or two, and he seemed remarkably normal. They even had a kid. Although if rumours were to be believed, the kid was anything but a typical five-year-old.

      “If you ever suggest that again, I’ll remove your tongue with a rusty carving knife.” Ana pointed to the door. “But I do have money on the two of you hooking up. Get the hell out of here.” Then she turned to Hill and smiled. He shrank back into his seat. “We have everything under control.”
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