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      “Cheer up, man. We’re basically getting a free vacation.”

      Knox Livingston swallowed the Tylenol, chased it down with coffee, and groaned. He didn’t share his friend and housemate’s opinion.

      “This is not a vacation.”

      “Stay in the Navy, my dad said. You’ll see the world, he said. Well, guess who’s stuck on an aircraft carrier in the North Atlantic while we head to the Caribbean?”

      Ryder’s father, Rear Admiral Metcalfe, was the deputy commander of the second fleet, so he wasn’t exactly suffering. And an aircraft carrier seemed like a mighty attractive option right now.

      “I’d rather scrub the mess deck with a toothbrush than be trapped on a yacht with Luna Maara. She’s the human equivalent of artillery shrapnel.” Red hot, but not in a good way. “She bitches constantly, treats people like shit, and if you tell her to get down in a hurry, she’s gonna stop and take a selfie first.”

      “If I can survive a week in the jungle with Sky, then I can handle a spoiled singer. What is she, five feet tall? Ninety pounds? We can just carry her out of danger.”

      Sky was the boss’s protégé, a foul-mouthed eighteen-year-old who would probably have been in a psych ward if she weren’t so good at her job. Knox would rather play Russian roulette with her than spend another second in Luna Maara’s presence. Four months ago, he’d shared Ryder’s optimism when he set off for Antigua. On that trip, Luna Maara hadn’t even been the client—he’d been tasked with ensuring the safety of a minor British royal as she relaxed on the beach—but the pint-sized pop princess had still made everyone’s life hell.

      When the tail end of a hurricane forced the yacht she was residing on with her mother into port, she’d ended up in the same hotel as Lady Petronella Effingham’s party, where she’d pissed off every single member of staff and most of the guests too. On day three, Lady P, a woman so particular that she insisted Knox iron the board shorts he wore off duty, had privately referred to Luna as a “barnacle on the backside of humanity” and “the rotten branch of the family tree.” On day four, after the brat asked Her Ladyship to move her sun lounger three feet to the right because its shadow was spoiling the view, Lady P told her that “In the land of the witless, you would be queen.” The insult hadn’t registered for a good twenty seconds, and then Knox had been forced to step in to stop the catfight. Fortunately, Luna was as shallow as a creek in the desert, and she’d gotten distracted by his guns. Not his semi-automatic; his biceps. Lifting weights sometimes paid off in unexpected ways.

      “I’ll let you do the carrying. I value my nuts too much to interfere with one of her blog posts.”

      Before Ryder could agree or protest, a voice spoke from behind them. Confident, snarky, British. The boss had arrived, silently as usual.

      “Sorry I’m late—I had to see a man about a hostage situation in South Sudan. Danger tourism has a lot to answer for. Anyhow, I take it the two of you are discussing your next assignment?”

      “You need someone to go to South Sudan?” Knox asked. “I’ll volunteer.”

      A few weeks in a restless African nation was more appealing than playing bodyguard in the Caribbean. Saint Vincent might have looked like paradise, but with Luna Maara present, it would turn into a slightly more temperate version of hell.

      “Nice try, but no bandana. The client asked for you personally.”

      What the fuck? “She did?”

      “Her mother said she wanted—and I quote—the hot guy with the snake tattoo who was following Lady Petronella around.”

      “Her mother said that?”

      “Her mother is also her manager, and if you want my opinion, that’s where Luna gets her attitude from. Most clients ask about experience and operational capabilities; Luna Maara just wanted photos. And then she rejected everyone with availability from the executive protection team, so Nick asked if we had the capacity to help with an additional body, and Ryder was first runner-up in the beauty parade. Congrats, I guess.”

      Seriously?

      “It’s an eel, not a snake. Does that mean I get a pass?”

      “Marine life isn’t her strong suit, but no. If it’s any consolation, Blackwood didn’t want to take the job, so we quoted an outrageous fee, and her mom actually agreed to it. Mind you, it was either that or leave her unprotected after her last bodyguard quit on the spot. I’m pretty sure Luna’s running out of reputable companies that will work with her.”

      “Couldn’t you have recommended Sentinel?”

      “Nuh-uh. I heard she had a falling-out with them last year and terminated the contract.”

      “Over what?”

      When it came to executive protection, Sentinel was Blackwood’s biggest competitor, although in general, they tended to be more conservative in their approach. They didn’t have an equivalent to Emmy’s Special Projects team, for example. But they were professionals, and Knox couldn’t imagine one of their bodyguards doing anything inappropriate enough for a client to fire them. Then again, this was Luna Maara. The love child of Barbie and the Terminator who never, ever stopped being a pain in the ass.

      “She overheard an off-duty member of her protection detail referring to her as ‘Godzilla in a bikini,’ which I personally think was unfair to Godzilla because wasn’t Godzilla just looking out for her kids?”

      “Depends which version of the movie you watch,” Ryder—the resident movie buff—said. “The 2014 remake had a different storyline.”

      Godzilla in a bikini? A mild insult was all it took to get canned from the job? Knox called his friends worse names than that. But Emmy read his thoughts and shook her head.

      “Don’t get any ideas—I put a hefty termination penalty in the contract, so she’d be an idiot to pull that stunt again. Not that I think she isn’t an idiot, but her accountant’s going to step in with that amount of money on the line.”

      “Does she genuinely need security? Or are we just glorified babysitters?”

      “A month ago, I’d have gone with the latter, but apparently there have been a few dodgy messages.”

      “Only a few?”

      Knox wouldn’t have been surprised if Lady Petronella had sent choice words herself, written in fountain pen on personalised stationery. Her butler would have ironed the envelope and sealed it with a wax stamp. Luna just had that effect on people.

      “I mean, she probably gets thousands, but her mom said these ones are different. The contents suggest that someone’s been watching her in person. The last one talked about the way she looked in a green-and-white striped bikini, and she only wore that on a hotel beach in Long Bay. No social media pics. The writer said Luna looked as if she was asking for it, and he’d be happy to oblige.”

      Okay, that bumped the job into a different category. There was a big difference between escorting a celebrity who only hired bodyguards to pad out their entourage and protecting a high-risk client where the threat of kidnap or assassination was very real. The former focused on maintaining a safe distance from fans and paparazzi and blocking the path of anyone who got too enthusiastic, while the latter meant a constant watch for IEDs, guns, and potential abductors. A crackpot lurking in the shadows meant a change in approach. Tiresome as Luna Maara might be, Knox didn’t want to see her suffer physical harm.

      Especially on his watch.

      “Is she aware of the messages?” Ryder asked.

      “Not yet. Her team doesn’t want her worrying.” Emmy rolled her eyes. “Or doing anything dumb like holding a ‘spot the stalker’ contest on TikTok.”

      Yeah, Knox could imagine her doing that. She’d incite a frenzy, and her fans would end up targeting innocent fishermen, cab drivers, and café goers all over the Caribbean.

      “How are the messages being sent? By email?”

      “Through the contact form on her website. Mack’s already taken a quick look. The mystery weirdo is using a VPN, and we’re not contracted for investigative services, only protection. The guy calls himself William, but there’s no way that’s his actual name.”

      “What do you think? Is he the real deal?”

      “Possibly. The messages are sick and specific. Luna’s looking for the usual celeb package: keep the great unwashed out of her way, ditto for the paparazzi—unless she’s on a quest for column inches, anyway—and make sure you act suitably intimidating. But keep your eyes peeled, okay? And don’t mention the threats in front of her. If there’s further communication from this guy, her mom will channel it to us here.”

      “Understood,” Knox and Ryder said in unison.

      “The logistics team has prepared a file for you to read on the plane. Risk assessment, routes, locations, personnel. The yacht she’s staying on belongs to a hedge fund guy named Crawford Balachandran, but his son’s commandeered it. Kory Balachandran, also known as DJ Sykik. That’s spelled S-Y-K-I-K. I guess all the good names were taken, or maybe he just flunked English? He got booted from college after the third semester, so who knows? Anyhow, he’s headed out to the Caribbean to do whatever it is people with no responsibilities and no ambition do all day, and he’s invited a bunch of his friends to join him. Luna’s going to hang out on the yacht for two weeks before she performs at the Blayz Festival in the Bahamas, and then she’s got appearances scheduled in France, Italy, and London. After that, she’s flying to LA to spend time in the studio.”

      “And we’re going with her?”

      “The contract is for two months, and hopefully by then, her people will have found some other poor schmuck who’s willing to join the team permanently. Remember, neither of you is a pool boy, a bartender, a cab driver, a porter, a masseur, or an extra in a TikTok video, all of which are duties I suspect Luna will ask you to perform. Don’t. If you get pushback, stand your ground. If she threatens to call the manager, give her my number. I’ll gladly tell her to go Facebook herself.”

      Two months? They wouldn’t be back until mid-April. This was the first year Knox had managed to get season tickets for the Capitals, and now he’d miss the end of hockey season. He couldn’t help the groan that escaped.

      “I know, I know, you’d rather be tiptoeing around a minefield in Angola, but I included hazardous duty pay in the fee. You’ll come back with a suntan and enough money to pay for therapy.” Emmy patted him on the cheek. “Just avoid jail time, okay?”

      She was kidding, but if Knox had realised how prescient her words would turn out to be, he’d have walked to Angola. Fuck the hazardous duty pay.
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      Knox stretched out in the airplane seat and closed his eyes, enjoying one last moment of relative peace before they landed in Saint Vincent. “Relative” because the jet engines were still damn loud. He’d been in this position many times before, flying off to far-flung corners of the world—okay, more often on military transport than a private jet—but he’d dreaded few jobs as much as this one. He’d taken the role with Blackwood because Emmy Black had a reputation for getting things done. For making a difference. For challenging her team to do the impossible.

      If he’d known that he’d end up kissing celebrity ass, he’d have worked someplace else.

      “Gotta take the rough with the smooth,” Ryder muttered as he scrolled through the background file. After the briefing from Lita, a logistics manager who worked with the executive protection team, he’d lost some of his initial enthusiasm.

      “Yeah, my mom used to say that.”

      Usually about Knox’s father. Despite everything Knox had accomplished on the battlefield, putting that motherfucker in jail was his greatest achievement to date, although if his mom ever found out what Knox had done, it would destroy their fragile relationship.

      “Luna’s daddy is an English duke. He hooked up with her mom while he was drunk.”

      “Yeah, I heard.”

      After Lady P’s “rotten branch” comment, Knox had gotten curious and looked it up. Luna Maara had been causing controversy since before she was born. Her mom, a Vegas showgirl, had sold the story of her wild night with the Duke of Southcott when she was eight months pregnant, and the paternity suit had been covered in salacious detail too. Knox had no idea how much contact Luna had with her father’s side of the family, but probably not much if Lady P’s acerbic remarks were anything to go by. Luna was her fifth cousin once removed, whatever that meant.

      “And her mom used to dance half-naked on stage. Gemma Puckett, better known as Amethyst.”

      Knox had seen her at the hotel in Antigua, a tall, slender woman with bleached blonde hair and talon-like fingernails who must have had work done to look that good at fifty. Emmy was absolutely right about Luna’s attitude—she’d inherited her mom’s personality along with her looks. Sure, Mom was more subtle with the demands, but she still had the staff dashing around after her.

      “Ambition runs in the family.”

      And Luna’s cousin also worked with her. Jubilee was her name.

      “Did you get to the part about the agent? He stays in Las Vegas.”

      “Smart guy. He gets to milk the cash cow from a distance while we have to get up close and personal. Ever rethink your career?”

      Knox had meant it as a joke, but Ryder appeared to give the question serious consideration.

      “Sometimes.” And then, more quietly, “I nearly ended up selling tractors.”

      “What the fuck?”

      “Shylah’s dad owns Birkley Machinery. It’s the largest agricultural equipment dealership in Iowa. After I decided to quit the Navy, she figured we’d go back there, and…” He trailed off. “Man, I just couldn’t do it.”

      Ryder didn’t talk about his ex-wife much, but Knox got the impression the breakup hadn’t exactly been amicable. Because she’d disagreed with his chosen career path? This life wasn’t easy on a family, Knox knew that. It took a special kind of woman to wait in the wings while her man put himself in danger, a true unicorn, and he’d never managed to find one.

      Not that he’d looked very hard.

      With love came loss, and with loss came heartache. Knox never wanted to experience that devastating pain again.

      And Ryder was zero for two. There had been another woman once, a long time ago. Neve. He didn’t talk about her much, but one dark February evening, soon after they moved into the house in Rybridge, Ryder had started drinking, and he hadn’t stopped. In a rare moment of vulnerability, he’d confessed that he was thinking of the woman he’d lost. His high-school sweetheart, the woman he should have married instead of Shylah. The next day, he’d sobered up and never spoken of her again.

      “You wouldn’t have lasted six months selling farm equipment.” Knox looked out the window to the vivid blue sea, to the distinctive black sand beaches and the runway that was fast approaching. “Although if the guy still has openings, I might be interested.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanks to Lita, there was a car on standby at the airport in Saint Vincent, and they transferred their luggage for the ten-minute drive to the marina. There, the yacht would be waiting, along with Luna Maara, Kory Balachandran, and a dozen more twenty-somethings with more money than manners.

      The driver didn’t seem impressed when Knox told him their destination, more relieved.

      “You’ll be settin’ sail tonight, then?”

      “No, we’re staying here for a few days.”

      Was that a grimace?

      “Maybe you should try visitin’ Bequia? It’s a beautiful island. Or Puerto Rico? If you’re lookin’ for nightlife, you won’t find it here.”

      Knox saw the suggestion for what it was—a not-so-subtle hint to leave. Luna and her friends had upset the islanders already? They’d only been there for three days.

      “We’re just the hired help, buddy.”

      This time, the driver’s glance was more sympathetic. “Then I hope you’re gettin’ paid well.”

      Cleopatra, the hundred-and-forty-foot tri-deck yacht Kory’s father had named after his fourth wife, gleamed in the sun at the end of the dock, sparkling water lapping at her hull. A deckhand in a white polo shirt and black shorts polished gleaming brass fittings, and two more staff struggled across the passerelle with an oversized cooler. Dance music blasted out across the marina, and a pair of women in bikinis were dancing on the top deck. Was one of them Luna? Knox couldn’t tell from a distance.

      “Good luck,” the driver said as they unloaded their luggage. Packing had taken longer than it usually did because of instructions such as “all clothing will be black or white,” and “no synthetic fibres to be worn by staff,” and “toiletries must be vegan and cruelty-free.” The rider also specified that staff shouldn’t have facial hair, but fuck that. They were contractors, not employees. Ryder was rocking a short beard, and Knox’s was a little longer. If he’d known he’d be assigned to this job, he’d have gone full Gandalf. As it was, he’d had to tie his hair back in a man-bun to avoid falling foul of the “no hair past the collar” stipulation.

      When it came to weapons, they were travelling light. The logistics team had secured permits for one handgun each, and they’d stashed a couple of knives in their luggage. Plus they had the usual zip ties, binoculars, night-vision goggles, first-aid kit, flashlights, and survival gear, as well as diving equipment in case they got any downtime.

      Knox waved to the security guard in the marina office as they walked past. “We’re here to join the Cleopatra’s crew,” he called.

      The guard waved back. “Better you than me, man.”

      Great fucking start.

      “Did you bring earplugs?” Ryder asked as they lugged the bags along the dock.

      “Yeah. You?”

      “A half-dozen pairs. We’re gonna need them.”

      They made it onto the Cleopatra’s swim platform, complete with guns, before anyone stopped them, and even then it was only a willowy brunette who definitely wouldn’t present a challenge to a deranged fan with ill intentions. A crew member? The clipboard in her hand suggested she was staff, but she was wearing a shapeless blue sundress and Converse.

      “Can I help?” she asked.

      “Knox Livingston and Ryder Metcalfe here for Ms. Maara.”

      Whose legal name was Luna Maara Puckett, but she seemed to have erased the surname from her identity.

      “Are you the bodyguards?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Uh, did you get the briefing pack?”

      “Rest assured, our dopp kits are entirely vegan.”

      “But your hair…”

      “We’re not cutting our hair for a two-month contract.”

      “Luna won’t be happy about that.”

      “Seems from the briefing notes that Luna isn’t happy about a lot of things. We’re here to keep her alive, not to participate in a fashion parade.”

      That earned them an unexpected smile and a giggle that turned into a snort when the brunette tried to swallow it down.

      “I can’t say you’re wrong.” She held out a hand. “I’m Jubilee.”

      So this was Luna’s cousin? The background report said she worked on Luna’s social media team, so Knox hadn’t expected to see her ticking off arrivals at the back of the boat. Jubilee looked as if she’d be more at home behind the camera than in front of it. Her hair was scraped back in a low ponytail, and instead of jewellery, she wore a rubber bracelet with “You’ve got this” printed on it. Wishful thinking? Her nails were chewed to the quick.

      For a moment, Knox felt bad for not visiting the barber.

      “Good to meet you.”

      “Where’s the rest of your luggage?” she asked.

      “This is all of it.”

      “Puzzled” seemed to be Jubilee’s default operating state. “Only two bags each? Really?”

      “Really.”

      “Well, okay then. You haven’t worked with Luna before, have you?”

      “Never had that pleasure.” Knox’s smile felt like more of a grimace. “But our team has carried out background research, so we’ll be able to hit the ground running.”

      “Background research?” Jubilee didn’t have much success with smiling either. “Oh dear. Uh, so I’ll show you to your cabin, and then you can go meet Luna in the flesh.”
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        * * *

      

      Jubilee hadn’t been kidding about the “flesh” part. They found Luna on the upper deck in a tiny blue bikini, perched on the edge of a hot tub as a crew member held two portable fans on her and a guy in a pastel-pink polo shirt and loafers took photos.

      “Turn the fans on higher. My hair needs to look windswept, like the yacht’s moving. Kory, don’t get that ugly fishing boat in the shot. Wait. Wait!” She adjusted her bikini top to cover up two small moles that nestled in the cleavage she didn’t have. “Okay, now.”

      The guy in the polo shirt was DJ Sykik? Knox had expected something edgier. His promo pictures showed him standing behind a dimly lit mixing desk with a pair of headphones around his neck, usually with a crowd in the background and a bunch of glow sticks. In reality, he looked as if he’d taken a wrong turn out of the Hamptons.

      “Can’t Jubilee photoshop the fishing boat out?” he asked.

      “Probably.”

      “Ma’am, the fans are already at their highest speed.”

      “Then get another one.” Luna spoke to the crew member slowly, enunciating each word as if she were dealing with a toddler. “Do I have to think of everything?” She spotted Knox. “Hey, you—take Jubilee’s clipboard and fan me.”

      Good start.

      “Can’t do that, ma’am.”

      “Why not? Don’t your arms work?” Then she caught sight of Ryder and narrowed her eyes. “Which part of ‘no facial hair’ do you two not understand?”

      Ryder stepped forward. “The part where our next job could be in a country where a beard is necessary to blend in, and shaving it off could compromise our team’s safety as well as our own. Ma’am,” he added as an afterthought.

      “You’re the bodyguards?”

      “We are.”

      “Your agency sent photos, and you didn’t have a beard then,” she said accusingly. “They don’t fit my aesthetic.”

      “Well, before I joined my current team, my boyfriend and I both shaved our beards for a charity fundraiser. That’s when the picture was taken.”

      Knox’s lips twitched, and then he felt a rumble of annoyance that he hadn’t thought of the idea first. Pretending to be gay? Genius.

      Although Luna didn’t share that sentiment. “You’re gay?”

      “Is that a problem?”

      Her mouth set in a thin line. “Just fan me.”

      “Right now, we have a security audit to perform.”

      “A what?”

      “A security audit. We need to evaluate the environment and assess for possible threats.”

      “But we’re on a boat.”

      “Yacht,” Kory muttered.

      “We’re aware of that, ma’am.”

      “Nobody’s going to harm me on a boat. We’re surrounded by water.”

      “The two of us just walked on board, no questions asked, no ID requested, and we’re both armed,” Knox told her. “Changes need to be made around here.”

      Jubilee hung her head, and Knox felt a little guilty for that, but that didn’t alter the fact that she’d let them walk right up to Luna. If the threats against their new client were serious, then he and Ryder had to set feelings aside and focus on the goal: securing her safety. A part of him wondered if the security guard in the marina office actually hoped a bad actor would show up. If a willing kook shot out the speakers, at least he’d get some peace.

      “Hold on a minute…” Kory started, but Luna held up a hand, stopping him.

      “Shush. I’ll handle this.” She stepped forward on bare feet and snapped her fingers. “Phone.” Like magic, a crew member scurried over and placed it in her hand. “I don’t know who you think you are, but how dare you interrupt my day and start making demands? Don’t you understand your job? You’re here to stop fans from bothering me, and apart from that, you keep out of the way.” She jabbed at the screen, then put the phone to her ear. “Mom? We need to get new security.”

      She spoke smugly, clearly used to making demands. Knox couldn’t decide whether he felt sorry for her mom or relished the schadenfreude because Amethyst Puckett had probably schooled her daughter to act that way. Either way, he felt no small measure of joy when Luna’s smile faded.

      “What do you mean, there’s no other security available? Fine. Fine. Just get rid of them. I’m not putting up with them and their changes.”

      If thunderclouds were sentient, Luna Maara would have been their pin-up girl. Her expression darkened, and she threw the phone into the hot tub.

      “Get out of my sight,” she snapped. “I don’t want to see you or hear you for the rest of this trip. Jubilee, I need a drink.”

      Knox glanced at Ryder and tried not to smirk. This was going great so far.
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      “Just when I think it can’t get any worse…” Ryder said as he dropped into the deckchair beside Knox’s. They were on the swim platform, both for security purposes and because it was the quietest place on the yacht. Over the past couple of days, they’d tightened up procedures, meaning the guard in the marina office was no longer waving strangers through, and the crew were questioning anyone they didn’t recognise rather than leaving it to Jubilee and her clipboard.

      “What did Luna do now?” Knox asked.

      “Wasn’t her. Kory hit on me outside the bathroom.”

      Knox’s bark of laughter made the deckhand cleaning the windows look across in alarm. But fuck, it was funny. Almost as funny as Kory getting relegated to the lower deck because Luna insisted on sleeping in the master stateroom on the main deck.

      Knox’s fears about getting propositioned by a woman who hated taking “no” for an answer had so far proven unfounded. Most of the time, she just blanked him, although her inappropriate requests included—but weren’t limited to—asking him to take off his shirt to “add ambience” to one of her social media posts, demanding he make her a passion fruit martini at one thirty in the morning, and telling him to stay ten paces back because she didn’t like his cologne.

      He hadn’t even been wearing cologne.

      On Tuesday evening, she’d whined about camera flashes ruining her dinner with Kory at the Sugar Reef Brasserie, but she’d also ordered Jubilee to make sure the paparazzi knew she was there. On Wednesday morning, she’d climbed on top of an antique cannon at Fort Charlotte even though the guide asked her not to, and then kicked up a fuss when she got asked to leave. Wednesday afternoon, they’d actually taken the yacht out, and she’d spent the afternoon sipping cocktails in the saloon while Kory and a couple more friends zoomed around on jet skis. The excursion ended sooner than Knox had anticipated—jet skis were banned in Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, and the coastguard had escorted them back to the marina after a “don’t you know who my father is” argument with Kory. Fuckin’ rich kids.

      Today? Today, Luna and Jubilee had talked business over breakfast. Social media engagement was trending in the wrong direction, which Jubilee said could be seasonal, but Luna wasn’t a girl who liked negativity. She wanted those numbers up again. Right now, she was brainstorming a plan, and Knox just knew he wasn’t going to enjoy the result.

      “Did you let Kory down gently?” he asked Ryder.

      “I reminded him about my ‘boyfriend,’ and he said that what happens in Saint Vincent stays in Saint Vincent.”

      “Next time you pretend you’re gay, remember to check whether the client’s entitled friend is also into cock.”

      “It was a ‘lesser of two evils’ situation. Luna’s a succubus. Beautiful on the outside, but exhausting, and she’d sure as hell turn a man’s life upside down.”

      True. Knox leaned back in his chair and stared up at the blue sky. “Could be worse.”

      “How?”

      “Could be raining.”

      Ryder’s turn to laugh. “And at least nobody’s shooting at us.”

      Footsteps sounded on the stairs behind them, soft, but Knox was attuned to every movement. He turned to see Jubilee hesitate and beckoned her forward. She wasn’t smiling, but then again, she rarely did look happy. Was that any surprise, given that she worked for Luna?

      “Everything okay?”

      She shook her head, then checked behind her, furtive. What was the problem?

      “There’s been another message,” she said, her voice a whisper.

      “Message?”

      “From the guy.”

      “I didn’t realise you were aware of the…communications.” How much did Jubilee know?

      “I have access to the inbox. Aunt Amethyst said we shouldn’t tell Luna because she’ll freak out. I mean, some of the stuff the guy says is really nasty.”

      It was. The background file included copies of the messages, and Knox had read them on the flight over. The writer called her his pretty little whore and described his fantasies in graphic detail. How he wanted to drag her into the shadows, hold his hand over her mouth, and fuck her while people close by remained oblivious. That was what she craved, right? Why else would she lie out in public almost naked? How he wanted her to sing for him, then grip his shaft as he emptied his balls down her throat on a high note. How he wanted to slice off the tiny dresses she wore and plug every hole while she begged him for more. And she would beg. She was gagging for it, wasn’t she?

      “Show me,” Knox ordered.

      Jubilee handed over an iPad, and he squinted through the glare on the screen.

      
        
        You looked so pretty yesterday, my little slut. Were you imagining me as you rode that cannon? Did you think of my dick exploding in your tight little pussy? One day, I’m going to show you what a real man can do. One day soon.

        William S

      

      

      “He’s no Shakespeare,” Ryder muttered.

      No, he wasn’t. But he was nearby. He’d been at Fort Charlotte on Wednesday. The pictures Luna had posted on social media showed her standing on the cannon, balanced on one leg with her arms extended in some yoga pose. War versus peace in St Vincent #Namaste. She’d gotten forty-three thousand likes so far. But before she began posing for the camera, she’d been sitting astride the cannon’s barrel, laughing as Jubilee told her to get off.

      And Fakespeare had been there, watching.

      Fuck.

      Knox usually had a good sense for danger—he needed those instincts to stay alive—but he hadn’t felt the man’s presence. Nobody standing a little too still, no glances lingering a little too long. Just the usual tourists meandering around, admiring the view and taking photos without standing on historic artifacts.

      “This arrived yesterday, and you’re only telling us now?” Knox’s words came out harsher than he intended, and Jubilee flinched.

      “I-I don’t have time to read all the messages myself. An assistant in the US usually looks through them first and flags the important ones, but she was off sick until this morning.”

      “We can’t afford any more delays like that, not with Luna’s safety at stake.”

      “I understand. If Sindee gets sick again, I’ll make sure I go through the inboxes. You don’t think we should tell Luna what’s happening?”

      “Personally, yes I do, but it’s not my decision to make. Ryder and I are just here to throw ourselves in front of the bullets.”

      It was meant to be a joke, but Jubilee didn’t laugh. Her eyes widened.

      “You think someone might try to shoot her?”

      “Well, those messages don’t seem very friendly. What are the chances of getting her to reconsider her trip to Bar None tonight?”

      The nightclub would be difficult to secure, and Luna wouldn’t want to sit quietly in the VIP area. Luna didn’t sit quietly anywhere. The last time she’d visited Bar None, Kory had played an impromptu DJ set, and she’d joined him on stage in an outfit that made an OnlyFans model look modest. The video on her official Instagram profile suggested her antics had been harmless. The photos in the tabloids of a bodyguard rushing her out of the building, beer bottles flying, after the drunken crowd got out of hand, told a different story. But in Luna’s eyes, no publicity was bad publicity, and she’d sure gotten column inches out of the drama.

      Jubilee perked up and smiled for the first time since she appeared. “The chances are good, actually. The manager at Bar None won’t let Kory play another set, so they’re planning to go to San Gallicano instead.”

      Knox took a calming breath. “San Gallicano? As in a whole other country?”

      “I mean, it’s not far away. Only a couple of hours by boat. And the last time we were there, Luna took an amazing photo with a turtle and got two hundred thousand likes on Insta.”

      Knox had seen that one. She’d put a pair of Gucci sunglasses on the poor creature and posed next to it with a cocktail. Tipsy turtle, lol. #JustChillin #EcoWarrior #SanGalli. The comments had been a toxic mess of Hey, that’s so cute and I love you Luna and Are you crazy, turtles are endangered and You suck, dumb bitch.

      “Don’t we need visas?”

      “No, there’s a waiver program. Last time, we just filled out tourist arrival cards, and the captain got somebody to stamp them.”

      “We haven’t run background for San Gallicano,” Ryder pointed out.

      Knox knew little about the place, only that it was an archipelago to the west of Saint Vincent. What were the rules on guns there? And how many bars might Luna get into trouble at? Were there cannons? Did San Gallicano have any ancient monuments for her to defile?

      “Does that matter?” Jubilee asked. “It’s real quiet there.”

      On any other day, Knox would have argued against the trip, but spending a few days in San Gallicano could be beneficial. Fakespeare was in Saint Vincent, and by the time he caught up with Luna’s movements and followed them across the Caribbean Sea, Luna would probably have gotten bored and they’d be on their way back again. Plus Knox and Ryder were former Navy SEALs. They were used to adapting on the fly and making the best of adverse conditions.

      “When do we leave?” he asked Jubilee.

      Being realistic, if Luna had made up her mind about something, a complaint from a minion wasn’t going to change it.

      “As soon as the beauty therapist finishes Luna’s nails.”

      How long would that be? Thirty minutes? An hour? Why did women paint their nails anyway?

      “Okay, we’ll work with it.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked brightly.

      “Can you convince Luna to wear a kaftan?”

      “Oh, I don’t think she’d like that.”

      “Then no, there’s nothing you can do to help.”

      Seven weeks to go, and the end of this job couldn’t come soon enough.
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      “It’s just the way I remember.” Luna peered through the window at the front of the main cabin, and for once, her smile seemed genuine. Unguarded, not the fake grin she wore most of the time. “All those empty white beaches. There used to be pirates here, did you know that?”

      “Like, real pirates?” Kory asked. “Or Jack Sparrow pirates?”

      “Real pirates.”

      “One of the islands used to be a pirate prison,” Jubilee said. “Skeleton Cay. It’s meant to be haunted.”

      Luna shuddered. “We’re definitely not going to that one. I just want to chill out for a while. Make some new content and relax on the beach.”

      Two new blondes had arrived yesterday, Lotus and Chanel, and their sole purpose in life seemed to be sucking up to Luna and Kory. Lotus giggled.

      “Oh, totally. We could, like, have a bonfire by the water and tell ghost stories.”

      Luna gave her a scathing look. “We’re not twelve.”

      A look of panic flashed in Lotus’s eyes, but she recovered quickly. “Right. You’re so right. Let’s just make awesome vids.”

      This was like being back in high school. How did these people make it to adulthood? If you took any of them out of their bubble of privilege, they’d have no idea how to survive in the real world. Luna insisted on her drinks being served at seventy-five degrees and threw a hissy fit if the AC was too cold. Then, thirty minutes later, she’d get pissy because it was too hot.

      Blackwood’s logistics team was researching the location, and background was trickling in. San Gallicano consisted of one large island—Ilha Grande—surrounded by over a hundred smaller ones. Some weren’t much more than rocks in the sea, but a number were inhabited. The area had once been a pirate’s paradise, Jubilee was right about that, and smugglers used the islands as a base on their way to South America. The rabbit warren of cays and inlets was a Bond villain’s wet dream.

      But illicit activities had declined in the past several decades thanks to proactive policing and a tough legal system. Judges faced reelection every six years, and few locals wanted a return to the bad old days. No, the main source of income came from a loosely regulated banking industry supported by agriculture, sustainable fishing, and tourism. A handful of luxury resorts had sprung up on private islands, putting wealthy owners at odds with locals who preferred a traditional way of life. A culture clash. Scuba diving was a popular pastime thanks to the number of shipwrecks in the area, although conservation regulations meant permits were needed for many popular sites, and sheltered coves with clear water meant paddleboarders were a common sight. San Gallicano was one of the Caribbean’s hidden gems, according to the nation’s official website. A magical hideaway for those who wanted peace and quiet. They’d have to rewrite their marketing blurb once Luna Maara arrived.

      Knox thought they’d head straight for the main harbour on Ilha Grande, a crescent lined with restaurants and stores selling trinkets. But Luna decided she wanted to sail around several of the smaller islands and scout for locations from the yacht before they ate dinner.

      “Where are the sharks?” Kory asked the first officer. “We should go look for sharks. That would make a great picture.”

      “I’ll try to find out, sir.”

      “I’m not going near a shark,” Luna said. “Are you crazy?”

      “You did that thing with the tiger last year.”

      “That was on stage in Japan. There was a handler, and I still thought it would bite my freaking arm off.”

      “Why don’t you just snorkel with some fish?” Chanel suggested. “Underwater shots would look amazing. And you wrote that song about floating, right?” She began singing. “Floating on love, we resist the earth’s pull…”

      Luna joined in, and although she acted like Satan’s baby sister, she had the voice of an angel. The whole diva act was unnecessary—she really could sing. “A cosmic connection, so beautiful; Our souls entwined, in the heavens we roam; In this boundless love, we’ve found our home.” Then she rolled her eyes, and the spell was broken. “It was about floating on clouds, dummy. Not in the water.”

      “So no snorkelling?”

      “No snorkelling.”

      A hundred photos of the sunset later, they arrived in Half Moon Harbour, waited while the captain handled the customs and immigration paperwork, and then rode the tender shore for dinner because Luna refused to wait for boats to shuffle around so they could dock. When she managed to get through three courses without causing a scene or pissing anyone off, Knox began to think they might survive this side trip unscathed. But what had both his former commanding officer and Emmy told him time and time again? Never assume—it makes an ass out of u and me. If he’d known what was to come, he’d have bundled Luna back onto the yacht and taken off for Saint Vincent, fuck her protests.

      But instead, he climbed into the top bunk, mumbled a “goodnight” to Ryder, and got the last decent sleep he’d have in a while.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning started bright. Not a cloud on the horizon, not a whiny complaint from Luna or her entourage. Knox took advantage of the peace to indulge in a quick swim across the bay while Ryder stood watch, but before he could towel himself dry, a trio approached the Cleopatra. He tensed, then relaxed as he recognised the harbour master. The two men with him looked like police officers. Neither wore a uniform, but Knox had seen a thousand cops and unless they were undercover, they all moved the same way. A slight swagger and a superior expression seemed to come as standard with the badges they wore on their belts.

      “Can I help you, gentlemen?” Ryder asked as Knox grabbed a T-shirt.

      “We’re here to speak with Luna Maara,” the taller of the two cops said.

      “Under what authority?”

      “Under the authority of the Court of San Gallicano. I’m Detective Fernandez, and this is Officer Roy.” Fernandez produced a folded sheet of paper. “We have a warrant for her arrest.”

      What the fuck? Knox stepped forward as Ryder took the paper and began to read.

      “What did she do? We’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, and she just rode around in the yacht and ate dinner.”

      “The warrant relates to a matter last year. She’s being charged with illegal disturbance of a wild animal.”

      “A turtle,” Officer Roy added. “She dragged it along the beach and poured it a cocktail.”

      Blackwood ran an excellent training program. Operators on the Special Projects team spent hours in simulated scenarios, kept themselves in peak physical condition, practised hand-to-hand combat, jumped out of airplanes, kept up their dive certifications, and put hundreds of rounds through a variety of weapons. But never, not once, had they covered the steps to take if two cops turned up to arrest a high-profile client for drinking with a turtle.

      What the hell should he do? Rouse Luna and tell her to stand still while they cuffed her? Stall for time? Refuse the officers permission to board and flee for Saint Vincent? Fortunately, he didn’t have to make that decision because the devil herself appeared.

      “What’s all this noise? Who are you people? Don’t you realise people are trying to eat breakfast in peace?”

      “You’re Luna Maara?” Detective Fernandez asked, presumably to be certain he had the correct suspect. On this boat, arresting the wrong bikini-clad blonde would be an easy mistake to make.

      “Of course I am. What do you want? A picture?”

      “Yes, we do want a picture.”

      “Well, make it quick. My waffles are getting cold.”

      “Ms. Maara…” Knox started. “I wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Oh, be quiet.”

      He did as he was told. The sound of poetic justice turned out to be two quiet clicks and a lot of screeching.

      “What are you doing? Help! I’m being kidnapped!”

      “Ma’am, you’re under arrest for disturbing a turtle during nesting season. You’re not obliged to speak unless you wish to do so, but anything you do say may be put into writing and given in evidence.”

      “Hey, snake guy! Don’t just stand there—do something. They can’t do this.”

      Ryder held up the paperwork. “Actually, they can. This is a signed warrant.”

      People were taking pictures now, and several passers-by were videoing with camera phones. Why was Luna so upset? Hadn’t she been chasing publicity on this trip? Now she had it in spades.

      Jubilee ran down the stairs from the main deck and stopped short when she saw her cousin struggling between two police officers.

      “What’s going on? Why aren’t you stopping them?”

      Ryder was trying not to smirk. Knox saw the telltale twitch of his lips. “Not our jurisdiction.”

      “Call Mom,” Luna wailed. “Tell her to send a lawyer.”

      “Uh, okay.”

      If the client was being held in a police station, did she still need bodyguards on duty? Or should they take the day off? Knox figured he’d better call Emmy. Occasional hiccups on the job weren’t unusual, but this one was going to go down in Blackwood history.

      “Wait! Wait!” Luna pleaded. “I need to change my outfit.”

      “We’ll provide you with clothes, ma’am.”

      An orange jumpsuit? This got better and better.

      “We’ll make some calls,” Knox told her. “Just keep your mouth shut and do as the officers ask. Don’t make this worse.”

      “Worse? How could this possibly be worse?”

      Knox had a feeling she was about to find out.
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      “Ms. Puckett, I’m going to give you a choice,” Judge Morgan said. “Which is more than you gave that turtle.”

      Knox wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that, and from the expression on the lawyer’s face, he wasn’t too thrilled either.

      Just over a week had passed since Luna’s arrest, and in that time, Knox had learned plenty about the San Gallician justice system. Foreigners were automatically considered flight risks and denied bail, so Luna had spent nine nights in solitary confinement at the island’s jail, without make-up or a phone. Jubilee had posted a statement on social media, and Luna’s fans around the world were holding vigils while insulting Judge Morgan and swearing they’d never visit San Gallicano, like, ever. The locals Knox had spoken with seemed pretty happy about that.

      While the bail policy was harsh, it was also fair—Luna didn’t get special treatment for being rich and famous, probably the first time in her life she’d been held accountable for her actions, and it showed. As did Amethyst Puckett, three US lawyers, a rep from Luna’s record label, and half of the world’s media. Judge Morgan banned the press from the courtroom. When a few hapless reporters tried to complain, he threatened to have them arrested for breaching the peace.

      For a case like Luna’s, Judge Morgan had explained at the arraignment, the process would be swift. There was no doubt she’d treated the turtle inappropriately, or that she’d carried out the act in San Gallicano, seeing as she’d tagged both herself and the location in her Instagram post. The arguments would be over whether she’d caused the creature undue distress. Luna, of course, claimed the turtle was “super chilled” and “looked kinda smiley.” She submitted several more pictures, including one of the poor thing wearing an oversized straw sun hat, in an attempt to prove her point. The prosecutor brought in a turtle expert from the Valentine Cay Turtle Sanctuary who explained that identifying stress in chelonians wasn’t easy and the most obvious signs came from their behaviour, but the fact that the turtle had defecated on the beach in the final photo of the series suggested discomfort with the situation. Plus he testified that it was nesting season when the incident took place, and the turtle had most likely been crawling up the beach to lay eggs. Luna’s thirst for fame had put an already endangered species further at risk.

      This morning, a jury had found her guilty of all charges, and now it was time for the sentencing.

      “You can either spend thirty days in jail,” the judge continued as gasps echoed around the courtroom, “or you can do thirty days of community service here in San Gallicano. For those who might see that as a soft option, understand that I’d rather see Ms. Puckett give something back to this nation rather than using yet more of our resources. What’s it to be, Ms. Puckett?”

      “Can’t I appeal?”

      “On what grounds?”

      “Uh…”

      Her lawyer spoke up. “Can I confer with my client, Your Honour?”

      Judge Morgan glanced at the clock on the wall of the courtroom. “You have two minutes.”

      Furious whispering ensued, presumably the lawyer telling Luna that having forty million social media followers and a dislike of the legal system wasn’t sufficient grounds to appeal. Finally, he addressed the judge.

      “My client will undertake the thirty days of community service. If we could agree on an appropriate time for that to⁠—”

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Could you expand on that, Your Honour?”

      “Ms. Puckett will commence her community service tomorrow.” His gaze shifted to Luna. “Treat this as a learning experience.”

      “Your Honour, my client has commitments. She’s scheduled to sing at the Blayz Festival in the Bahamas the day after tomorrow, and⁠—”

      “Mr. Thomson, if your client is allowed to choose when she serves her sentence, it’s not much of a deterrent, is it? The whole point of a punishment is to be inconvenient.”

      “This is outrageous!”

      The cry came from the public gallery, and Knox didn’t have to turn his head to see who was yelling. Only one woman would have the balls, and that woman was Amethyst Puckett. Beside him, Jubilee put her head in her hands.

      “Thousands of people are coming to the Bahamas to see my daughter perform, and you want to deprive them over a damn turtle? What kind of banana republic is this?”

      “Ms. Puckett senior, if you don’t stop this outburst immediately, I’ll hold you in contempt. The law in San Gallicano is clear—sea turtles are protected in our waters, and if a visitor flouts the law, they need to understand there will be consequences. That includes your daughter. Do you realise how many tourists have tried to dress marine life in various items of clothing since she posed for that picture?”

      The judge had decided to make an example out of her, hadn’t he? Her sentence would be talked about as much as the original photo, and he was hoping the publicity would make idiots think twice about messing with endangered species.

      “You should learn to show appreciation, mister. Don’t you understand how much free publicity she generated for this stupid island?”

      “Ms. Puckett! Sometimes, there are more important things in life than money, a lesson you’d do well to learn.”

      “Well, you’d do well to learn about the celebrity lifestyle. You want my daughter to do community service? In public? She’s received death threats, you know. You’d be putting her life in danger.”

      Luna gasped. “Death threats? What death threats?”

      “We didn’t want to worry you, sweetie. Why do you think we hired bodyguards?”

      “Ohmigosh! Someone’s trying to kill me?”

      The judge banged his gavel. “Ladies, this is a courtroom, not Judge Judy. I’ll do the talking.”

      “You’re just jealous of her success,” Amethyst snapped. “That women are taking on the patriarchy and⁠—”

      “Enough! Bailiff, take the older Ms. Puckett away to cool off. A period of self-reflection would be beneficial—say, thirty days.”

      Luna watched on in horror as her mom was dragged kicking and screaming from the courtroom. Literally dragged. Literally kicking and screaming. Luna’s support network had gone, and she had no one but lawyers to argue for her now. And they weren’t going to risk upsetting Judge Morgan either.

      “Now, Ms. Puckett junior. I’m a big believer in selecting a punishment that fits the crime.” The judge turned to the public gallery. “Mr. Baptiste, are you still taking volunteers at the sanctuary?”

      The turtle expert nodded. He’d stayed to watch the case, probably out of morbid curiosity. Franklin Baptiste was an older man with weathered bronze skin, one of the world’s most prominent authorities on sea turtles. According to his testimony, he’d started out working for his family’s fishing business on Ilha Grande, then gained a PhD in marine biology from the University of Miami and assisted with various conservation projects before moving back to San Gallicano twenty-seven years ago and setting up the turtle sanctuary. He’d dedicated his life to preserving the creatures ever since.

      “Yes, sir, we still take volunteers,” he said. “Just had a group cancel, as a matter of fact.”

      “Then would you be willing to allow Ms. Puckett to take their place?”

      “Never short of paths to sweep or pools to clean out.”

      “Good. Then it’s settled. Ms. Puckett, you’ll be held in custody tonight and report for duty at the Valentine Cay Turtle Sanctuary tomorrow. Your sentence will begin first thing on Wednesday morning. In light of the alleged death threats, I’ll permit your security team to accompany you. I trust that will be acceptable?”

      Luna nodded. What else could she do?

      “I’m also banning you from posting on any of your social media accounts for the duration of your time on Valentine Cay. For every picture of you I see—and I will be watching—your period of service will be extended by one day. You’ll be there to work, not to become a martyr for your cause.”

      “But…but…”

      “I’ll also permit your cousin to join the volunteer program, should she so wish. Although she’s not on trial, she bears some responsibility as your photographer.” He addressed Jubilee. “You might think you’re helping, but by enabling Luna to act as she does, you’re doing her no favours in the long term.” He banged the gavel again. “This case is now over.”

      Judge Morgan left the courtroom, and the bailiff took Luna away. As Detective Fernandez followed her out, he threw a smug smile in Knox’s direction, but there was no need for that. If Knox was honest, he felt that Luna deserved her sentence. The judge had been fair. What she got wasn’t so much a punishment as an educational opportunity. A chance to become a better person, although Knox wasn’t certain she’d take it.

      “Guess we’re gonna learn a lot about turtles,” Ryder muttered under his breath. “I’ll call base, get them to run an assessment on Valentine Cay. Can you deal with Jubilee?”

      Knox cut his gaze sideways. Jubilee hadn’t moved since Luna left, and he figured she was in shock. People gave her instructions, and she carried them out. She wasn’t accustomed to using her own initiative.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “What am I meant to do?”

      “First, I’d say you need to decide whether you want to spend a month at a turtle sanctuary. If you don’t, we’ll find a way of getting you home.”

      “I…I… What do you think I should do?”

      “Only you can make that decision.” Knox paused. “Why do you work for Luna? You’re smart, and you’re organised, and you could probably get a job as a PA somewhere else.”

      What he actually wanted to say was that she seemed to be the one sane person in the asylum. Luna treated her like dirt at times, and he couldn’t imagine Amethyst was much easier to deal with.

      “I…” She gave a heavy sigh. “It’s complicated. I guess… I guess I owe her. When my mom died, Amethyst took me in so I could stay out of the care system, and Luna was a good friend too.” Jubilee shrugged. “Bullies saw me as a target, and she was the one who protected me. She wasn’t always this way—so demanding, I mean—and she gave me a job with a good salary when I left high school. Do you think it’s crazy that I’m still working for her?”

      “Loyalty is a good trait to have, but just be careful you don’t lose yourself along the way.”

      “What if she can’t cope at the turtle sanctuary? Luna doesn’t do well on her own, and she isn’t keen on water.”

      “Isn’t keen on water? Then why did she take a vacation on a yacht?”

      “Because it makes a great backdrop for her socials. Heck, she’s gonna lose her mind if her stats drop.”

      “So you want to go?”

      “I think I should.”

      The decision wasn’t a surprise. Knox suspected that Jubilee didn’t do well on her own either. The two cousins had a relationship that both benefited and harmed each of them. In short, the family was a mess, and how could it be anything else with Amethyst Puckett at the helm?

      “Then I’ll make the transport arrangements. Don’t forget to bring bug spray.”

      Jubilee closed her eyes, appearing to steel herself for what was to come, and at that moment, Knox felt sorry for her. She’d sure lost out in the genetic lottery.
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      “Tell me you’re not serious?”

      I dropped the mop into the bucket and perched on the edge of one of the concrete pools we used for rehab. This had to be a bad joke. Luna Maara, pop psycho and turtle hater extraordinaire, couldn’t be coming to Valentine Cay. Why on earth would Franklin agree to that kind of nightmare?

      “Judge Morgan asked me personally, and we do need the help.”

      “A woman like Luna isn’t going to be any help. She’s going to spend all day on her phone, posting stupid videos and trying to make it look as if she isn’t a horrible person.”

      “The judge banned her from social media, and that cousin of hers is coming too. It’ll give us two extra pairs of hands.”

      I pressed my fingers against my eyes as if that might help with the pounding headache that had started with Franklin’s call. This…this was like a shoal of tuna inviting a shark to stay for a month and expecting to swim away unscathed at the end of it.

      “You know we need help, Caro. We were counting on those folks who dropped out.”

      True. That was true. They’d seemed so enthusiastic too, but then they’d scored last-minute tickets to the Blayz Festival and decided to spend a month in the Bahamas instead. So now we were stuck with Luna freaking Maara, who treated wild animals as fashion accessories and didn’t care two hoots about the critical conservation work we were doing on Valentine Cay.

      When I heard she’d been arrested, I’d been beyond thrilled. So often, tourists disturbed the wildlife and got away with it. Late last year, in one of those rare instances where the culprits were caught, a bunch of idiots on an extended bachelor party had pulled a juvenile shark out of the surf and dressed it up in a sombrero. In the trial—also before Judge Morgan—the groom had cited Luna Maara as their inspiration. To hear she’d claimed in court that her actions did no harm was absurd. The shark had lost its life, along with several turtles and a manta ray that had been found around the islands wearing accessories that ranged from a beaded necklace to a pair of board shorts.

      Even though everyone knew what Luna had done, Vince Fernandez had told me over drinks one evening that it was unlikely she’d ever face justice. From what he’d heard, she’d spent most of her first visit to San Gallicano complaining about the time the bars closed, about the lack of retail opportunities, about the amount of freaking sand. Nobody thought she’d come back, and no way would the US extradite her over a turtle.

      But then she’d shown up, and when Vince had called with the news, I’d celebrated with a pineapple-and-coconut smoothie and two chocolate truffles from the box I kept in the refrigerator for special occasions. Now? Now, I wanted to puke.

      “It’s going to be a circus. She’ll bring every reporter in the Caribbean with her.”

      “Vince Fernandez says the coastguard will put extra patrols in the area, and if anyone trespasses on the sanctuary’s grounds, they’ll end up before Judge Morgan. There’s nowhere for visitors to stay on Valentine Cay, anyway.”

      That was true. No hotel, no guesthouse. A wealthy businessman had tried to buy the sanctuary last year and turn it into a luxury resort, but Franklin had refused his money, even though he barely had two cents to rub together. He was rich in spirit, he said. And so was I. Once, I’d been the girl riding around on the expensive yacht and partying into the early hours, but in the end, it hadn’t been as hard as I’d feared to give it all up.

      “I’ll just have to stay out of the way while she’s here.”

      And heavens above, grant me the strength not to throat-punch Luna Maara because I couldn’t afford to end up before Judge Morgan myself.
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      Even while doing community service, Luna Maara managed to bring an entourage. Not only her cousin but two ridiculously hot “bodyguards” who I bet she’d absolutely hired for their looks and not their defence skills. If they had any kind of qualifications, they’d probably gotten them from the internet. Done a Groupon course or something.

      Vince accompanied them on the coastguard boat, presumably because he didn’t trust her not to flee the country otherwise. Although I’d heard her mom was in jail for yelling at Judge Morgan, which might throw a wrench into the works. Would Luna abandon her own flesh and blood?

      Franklin walked down to the dock to speak with Vince while I watched from the safety of the dining room as the group made their way up the beach. Tango sat beside me, her tail still. Usually, it wagged constantly.

      “I know, girl. It sucks.”

      The black lab had shown up soon after I did, and where she came from, nobody knew. Valentine Cay wasn’t a big island, so she wasn’t local. Vince thought she’d fallen from a passing boat, but nobody ever came looking for her, so maybe she’d been thrown off instead? Whatever, she’d decided she was staying. She’d graduated from begging for the sardines we fed the turtles to eating cans of dog chow Franklin picked up on Ilha Grande, and although she had a bed in the bunkhouse, half the time, she preferred to sleep on the veranda so she could watch the stars.

      Tango whined, and I scratched her head in sympathy.

      “One month, and it’ll all be over.”

      The bodyguards went up a notch in my estimation when they made Luna carry her own suitcases. Plural. Six of them. How long was she planning to stay? Less than thirty days, if I had anything to do with it. She should be in a jail cell, not wreaking havoc on the life I’d spent the past three years rebuilding. Back and forth, she went in a pair of bejewelled flip-flops. Back and forth. Finally, she had all the cases piled up at the edge of the shingle path that led to the bunkhouses, and she stood there surveying the buildings, hands on her hips and a faint expression of disgust on her pampered visage.

      “Where’s my room? And I need a glass of water.”

      No “Hi, I’m Luna” or “Sorry I’ve turned your lives upside down.” Just another demand. Although to be honest, I hadn’t expected anything else.

      “There are no rooms,” I told her. “There are bunkhouses. One for the men and one for the women. I’m Caro, by the way. I’d say it was a pleasure to meet you, but I’d be lying.”

      “How dare you speak to me that way?”

      “Easy—I open my mouth, and the words come out. Look, I don’t get paid to be nice to you. In fact, I barely get paid at all, and the last thing I want to do is spend the next month babysitting your spoiled ass. So stop whining, pick up your many, many suitcases, and come choose a bunk bed.”

      The nearest bodyguard, the one with the eel tattoo curling up his left arm, snorted and tried to turn it into a cough, but not a very convincing one. His eyes twinkled. The man was entirely too handsome for his own good, and that made him dangerous. I’d already fallen for an egotistical Casanova once in my life, and I’d paid the price for my stupidity. Never again.

      He held out a hand. “Knox Livingston, and this is Ryder Metcalfe. We’re here to provide security for Ms. Maara.”

      “Caroline Menefee.”

      That wasn’t my real name, but it was the one I’d begun using almost three years ago. Nobody in San Gallicano knew my true identity, and although Franklin was aware I’d had a bad breakup in the past, I’d glossed over the full story of why I’d left Los Angeles.

      “It’s good to meet you. I’ll apologise in advance for our presence.”

      “Apology accepted.”

      Grudgingly, although deep down, I understood that none of this was his fault.

      Ryder offered a handshake and a smile as well, complete with dimples. He looked to be the more relaxed of the two, boy-next-door cute with dirty-blond hair rather than devastatingly gorgeous, in his late twenties at a guess. Which deity had he offended in order to get this job?

      “My arms hurt,” Luna announced. “There’s no way I can carry these suitcases any farther.”

      “It’s meant to rain tonight,” Knox told her. “They’ll get wet if you leave them there.”

      “Why are you so mean?”

      “If you want us to be pleasant, that costs extra.”

      Hmm, perhaps Knox wasn’t quite as unlikeable as I’d assumed he would be?

      “I hate you. I hate all of you.”

      “If you want to try firing us again, then go right ahead.”

      “I would if some psycho wasn’t threatening to hurt me. Jerk,” she added under her breath.

      Luna’s cousin seemed to be the nervous type. If she chewed that lip any more, we’d have to take her to the emergency room for stitches. She was also the peacekeeper.

      “Why don’t we unpack, and maybe we could get breakfast?” The cousin, who’d brought three suitcases of her own, turned to me. “Do you have alkaline water?”

      “Do we have what?”

      “Alkaline water. Luna drinks it with a slice of lemon every morning.”

      I didn’t know what the fuck alkaline water was, but I did know basic chemistry.

      “Lemon’s acidic. If you add it to an alkaline, you’ll neutralise it.”

      “You don’t know anything about nutrition.” Luna spoke to me as if I were a small child. “When you drink lemon water, it reacts in your body and turns alkaline.”

      “I have a degree in biology, and I’m telling you an ad exec made that up.”

      “The guy who runs the company is a doctor.”

      The cousin raised both hands. “It’s been a stressful week, and everyone’s tired. Uh, I’m Jubilee.”

      Luna fixed her cousin-slash-assistant with a glare. “Don’t think I’ve forgiven you for holding back important information. You can’t just change the subject and expect me to forget about it.”

      What hadn’t Jubilee told her? I was curious, but it wasn’t my place to ask. Plus I didn’t want to get pulled into Luna’s drama. Having to spend the next month making sure she didn’t put lipstick on a turtle or something equally stupid was quite bad enough.

      “Do you want a tour of the place, or would you rather find your own way?” I asked.

      Ryder sighed and stepped forward. “Luna, if you take two of the suitcases, I’ll bring the rest.”

      Instead of being grateful, she huffed and grabbed the handle of the smallest case. Wow.

      I couldn’t help myself. “Isn’t that worth a thank you?”

      “I pay him.” But she did turn back and roll her eyes. “Thank you, Ryder,” she said, her voice overly saccharine.

      What a piece of work.
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