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      For every woman who was told she was too much.

      May you find the version of yourself no one gets to control.

      And may someone love you enough to guard the door while you burn the whole cage down.
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        Some cages are built from fear.

        Others are built from love that calls itself protection.

        Freedom begins when you learn the difference.
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      Miami in June was proof that God had a petty side.

      I stood in the middle of the arena stage, sweating through designer mesh while the bass from Pretty Poison shook the floor under my boots and turned my bones into percussion. Tomorrow night, this cavernous space would be packed with twenty thousand screaming fans, a sea of glowing phone lights, and enough chaotic energy to power a small country.

      “Okay, cut it!” I yelled into my headset microphone, waving a hand at the sound booth. The music died with a pathetic squeak. I dropped my shoulders, blowing a damp curl out of my eyes. “The transition out of the bridge is still dragging. It feels like we’re wading through molasses, guys. Let’s snap it up. One, two, hit.”

      Marcus, my dance captain, who was currently panting like a golden retriever on a treadmill, gave me a thumbs-up from the floor where he was dramatically sprawled. “We got it, Sof. Just… give us a minute to remember what oxygen tastes like.”

      I grinned, tossing him a towel. “You have sixty seconds, divas. Then we run it from the top of the chorus.”

      I walked to the edge of the stage, grabbing my bedazzled water bottle. The Rebrand Tour. That was what the internet was calling it, even though the official title was Uncaged. But they weren’t entirely wrong. For the first time in my twenty-five years on this earth, I was steering my own ship. No more bubblegum pop dictated by executives who thought women were just walking, singing merchandise. No more Caleb, my ex-manager and ex-boyfriend, breathing down my neck and telling me my skirts were too short and my opinions were too loud.

      I was Sofia Reyes, loud, single, wearing a rehearsal outfit made of mesh, sweat, and spite, and for once, I wasn’t asking permission from anyone with a clipboard, a contract, or an opinion about my hemline.

      “Sofia!”

      I winced, recognizing the frantic, high-pitched squawk of my current manager, Chloe. Chloe was twenty-eight, ran on iced matcha and pure anxiety, and always looked like her calendar had personally threatened her family.

      She scurried toward the stage, her tablet clutched to her chest like a shield. “Sofia, we need to talk about the VIP meet-and-greet schedule. Also, PR wants you to do a TikTok dance with that influencer who only eats raw meat, and I told them absolutely not, but they’re pushing.”

      “Tell them I’m vegan, and if they bring raw meat near me, I will throw it at them,” I said, hopping down from the stage and pretending my calves weren’t on fire. “And the meet-and-greet stays at fifty people. No more. I’m not a petting zoo, Chlo.”

      “I know, I know,” she muttered, tapping furiously on her screen. “Oh, and there’s a delivery for you in your dressing room. I think it’s from the label? No card on the outside. Just a plain envelope.”

      “Probably another plaque I have to pretend to be surprised by,” I sighed, wiping sweat off my forehead with the back of my hand. “Give me ten minutes. I need to change out of this mesh before it permanently fuses to my skin.”

      I left Chloe muttering to her tablet and headed into the concrete maze beneath the arena, where every hallway smelled the same: ozone, cheap industrial cleaner, and the faint, lingering scent of weed from whatever band had played here last night.

      My dressing room was at the end of the main corridor, guarded by a bored-looking local security guy who was currently deeply invested in a game of Candy Crush on his phone. He barely looked up as I pushed the door open. Note to self: tell Chloe we needed better door guys.

      The room was standard arena dressing room chic: harsh fluorescent lights, a ratty brown sofa with suspicious stains I refused to identify, and a massive vanity mirror framed by bulbs that were entirely too bright for my current state of exhaustion.

      On the center of the vanity, sitting perfectly square in front of my makeup bag, was a heavy, cream-colored envelope.

      No return address. No stamp. Just my name, Sofia, written in a sharp, slanted scrawl that made my stomach give one stupid little kick.

      I frowned, dropping my towel onto the sofa, then crossed the room, my combat boots squeaking against the linoleum with every step. It didn’t look like label mail. Label mail came in massive, obnoxious boxes filled with branded cupcakes, flower arrangements arranged by people who had never met pollen, or champagne I didn’t drink but still had to pose beside for someone’s Instagram story.

      I picked it up. The paper was thick, expensive, the kind of stationery people used when they wanted a message to feel important before you even opened it. I slid my thumb under the unsealed flap and pulled out a single photograph.

      For a second, I didn’t move.

      The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. Somewhere beyond the walls, someone laughed in the corridor, the sound distant and normal and completely wrong for the way my fingers had tightened around the edge of the picture.

      It wasn’t a glossy PR shot. It wasn’t a paparazzi photo of me stumbling out of a club.

      It was a Polaroid. Slightly faded at the edges, the colors washed out by time and cheap film.

      In it, a girl sat on the dropped tailgate of a beat-up Ford pickup truck, barefoot, wearing cut-off denim shorts and a faded Nirvana T-shirt. Her dark hair was a tangled mess, blowing across her face, and she was laughing, really laughing, the kind of laugh that didn’t know about cameras, contracts, stage lights, or men who thought love meant ownership. Behind her, the Montana mountains cut into a bruised purple sky, wide and jagged and impossible to crop into something marketable.

      It was me.

      But it wasn’t Sofia Reyes.

      It was Casey Reed.

      I stared at the photo, my thumb tracing the white border. I hadn’t seen this picture in almost eight years. I hadn’t been that girl in eight years. That girl didn’t exist anymore, or at least she wasn’t supposed to. She had been covered over with auto-tune, media training, stage makeup, better hair, better teeth, better answers, and the sheer, exhausting willpower it took to become Sofia.

      My hands were shaking. Just a little. Just enough to make the mountains in the photo blur.

      I flipped the picture over.

      Written on the back, in that same sharp, slanted black ink, were two sentences.

      
        
        Casey was real.

        Sofia is what they sold.

      

      

      The back of my neck tightened first.

      Not from the heat. Not from rehearsal. Something smaller and uglier, sliding under my skin before I could talk myself out of it.

      I spun around, looking at the empty dressing room. The door was closed. The bored security guard was still outside.

      “Okay,” I whispered to the empty room. “Okay, very funny. Ha ha.”

      I waited for a punchline. For a camera crew to jump out. For Caleb to appear and tell me this was some twisted psychological tactic to get me to sign back with his management company.

      Nothing but the hum of the fluorescent lights.

      I looked back at the photo.

      Who had this? Who even remembered that day? It was just me, the truck, and…

      Nate.

      Nate Brooks. The local boy with the camera who was always trailing after me, taking pictures of the dirt, the sky, and me. The boy who took the photo that eventually landed on the desk of a talent scout in Los Angeles, ripping me out of Montana and dropping me into the meat grinder of the music industry.

      But I hadn’t spoken to Nate since I left. He hated what I became. He told me I was selling my soul.

      I swallowed hard, my throat too tight for the lie I was already building.

      It was just a fan. It had to be. Some weird, obsessive fan who dug up an old photo and thought they were being edgy and deep. People sent weird shit all the time. Last month, someone sent me a jar of their own fingernail clippings. A Polaroid was wholesome in comparison.

      I shoved the photo back into the envelope and tossed it onto the vanity.

      I am not doing this, I told myself, staring at my reflection in the bright lights. My eyeliner was smudged, my hair was a damp disaster, but my jaw was set. I was not letting some creepy piece of mail ruin my tour.

      I grabbed a makeup wipe and started scrubbing at my face. I was Sofia Reyes. I was untouchable. I was headlining a sold-out arena tour, and I did not have time to be scared by a photo, a name, or a town I had spent eight years pretending was smaller than it was.

      The dressing room door swung open, and Chloe bustled in, her tablet still glued to her hand.

      “Okay, so I pushed the TikTok dance to next week, but PR is insisting on—” She stopped, blinking at me. “Are you okay? You look like you just saw a ghost. Or worse, Caleb.”

      I forced a laugh, tossing the dirty makeup wipe into the trash. “I’m fine. Just tired. Rehearsal was a beast.”

      Chloe’s eyes darted to the cream envelope on the vanity. “Was that from the label?”

      For half a second, I almost told her. If I told Chloe, she would panic. She would call security, she would call the label, she would probably call the FBI. It would become a thing. It would be meetings and protocols and people telling me what to do and where to go. It would be another cage, just painted a different color.

      “Yeah,” I lied smoothly, picking up my hairbrush and yanking it through my tangled ends. “Just a weird promo thing. Some indie band trying to get my attention.”

      Chloe wrinkled her nose. “Ugh. Desperate. Anyway, we need to talk about security for the after-party in Miami. The venue is saying they only have two guys for the VIP section, and I don’t love that.”

      “It’s fine, Chlo. It’s an exclusive party. Who’s going to get in? The raw meat influencer?”

      “I’m serious, Sofia,” she said, her voice dropping a register, losing the frantic edge. “You’re bigger now. The crowds are crazier. You need a dedicated shadow. Someone who actually knows what they’re doing, not these rent-a-cops who play Candy Crush all night.”

      I paused, the hairbrush halfway down a strand of hair. I glanced at the envelope again.

      Casey was real.

      “Fine,” I sighed, turning back to the mirror. “Look into it. Get me a shadow. But make sure he’s not a total buzzkill. If I have to spend the next three months with a guy breathing down my neck, he better at least be nice to look at.”

      Chloe rolled her eyes, but she was already typing furiously. “I’ll call the agency. We’ll get someone top-tier. Ex-military, probably. No nonsense.”

      “Great,” I muttered, grabbing my mesh top and pulling it over my head. “Just what I need. Captain No-Fun.”

      I grabbed the envelope off the vanity and shoved it deep into the bottom of my oversized tote bag. Out of sight, out of mind.

      I was going to own this summer. I was going to sing, I was going to dance, and I was going to forget that anyone named Casey Reed ever existed.

      I slung the bag over my shoulder and walked out of the dressing room, leaving Casey Reed at the bottom of my tote.

      The envelope came with me.
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      The island file had been on my desk for six hours, and every page made me want to bill my client extra for stupidity.

      I sat behind my desk, rubbing the bridge of my nose as I stared at the tactical layout spread across the blotter. My client, a tech billionaire with more money than self-preservation instincts, had a nasty habit of throwing parties in the Bahamas with unvetted guests, half-drunk investors, and enough blind spots to make my left eye twitch. It was my job to make sure he didn’t get kidnapped by a rival cartel or assassinated by a disgruntled crypto investor.

      It was straightforward. Tactical. The kind of security work I’d built Vanguard Protection to handle after I left the Rangers. I dealt in calculated risks, hard perimeters, and neutralizing threats before they ever reached the principal.

      I did not deal in glitter, paparazzi, or pop stars.

      Which was why I was currently glaring at my business partner, Hayes, who was standing in my doorway looking entirely too pleased with himself.

      “I said no, Hayes.” I leaned back in my leather chair, making the old leather groan under my weight. “I told you yesterday, I told you this morning, and I’m telling you now. We don’t do celebrity babysitting.”

      Hayes, who had been my spotter in Kandahar and was now the only man on earth who didn’t mistake my patience for permission, just strolled into the room and dropped a thick manila folder onto my desk.

      “You didn’t even look at the file, Rome.”

      “I don’t need to look at the file. Sofia Reyes.” I said the name like it was a curse word. “She’s twenty-five. She wears outfits made out of dental floss and sequins. She’s currently embarking on a three-month arena tour where she will purposefully throw herself within grabbing distance of thousands of screaming fans. It’s a logistical nightmare and a waste of our resources. Send one of the junior guys. Send Miller. He likes pop music.”

      “Miller is currently in Dubai,” Hayes pointed out, tapping the folder. “And her management doesn’t want a junior guy. They want the best. They want the guy who pulled the CEO of PetroGlobal out of Caracas with half the city looking for him.”

      “Then they can hire a time machine, because that guy doesn’t want to carry a tiny dog in a purse while Miss Reyes shops on Rodeo Drive.”

      “She doesn’t have a dog,” a new voice said from the hallway.

      I narrowed my eyes as a woman stepped into my office. She had the tight, over-caffeinated focus of someone who had already answered thirty emails before breakfast and hated every single one of them. Her tablet was clutched to her chest like Kevlar, her blazer was tailored within an inch of its life, and she looked like sleep had become something she rescheduled instead of did.

      “Roman Hale, meet Chloe Rockwood,” Hayes said, gesturing between us. “Sofia Reyes’s manager.”

      I shot Hayes a look that promised physical violence later. I hadn’t agreed to a meeting.

      I stood up, buttoning my charcoal suit jacket out of habit rather than courtesy. Chloe Rockwood had to tilt her chin to keep eye contact, but she didn’t step back. I gave her one point for that.

      “Ms. Rockwood. I apologize for my partner’s overstep, but Vanguard Protection isn’t the right fit for your client.”

      “You haven’t even heard why I’m here,” Chloe said, marching up to my desk. She didn’t seem intimidated, which I begrudgingly respected. “And for the record, Sofia doesn’t shop on Rodeo Drive. She’s vegan, she works fourteen-hour days, and she is currently the target of a stalker who is bypassing arena security like it’s made of tissue paper.”

      I paused.

      The word stalker was thrown around a lot in Hollywood. Usually, it meant an overzealous fan with a telephoto lens, a parasocial attachment, and too much free time.

      “Have you contacted the police?” I asked.

      “They said it’s ‘fan behavior’ and to call them if someone actually breaks a window,” Chloe snapped, her voice pitching up. She slammed her tablet down on my desk. “But it’s not fan behavior. I know what her fans look like. They send teddy bears and glitter bombs. They don’t send this.”

      She reached into her blazer pocket and pulled out a clear
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