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To all my readers






Prologue LUNA


The noise of the crowd is a deafening roar, so loud it’s like being inside the barrel of a wave, but it still can’t silence the screams in my head.

Twenty minutes ago I was feeling calm and confident, and now I’m falling apart. It shows me just how shaky my new sense of self was. I was a badly constructed Jenga tower, and someone has pulled a block from the very bottom and I’m collapsing in slow motion.

Adrenaline pounds furiously through my veins, making it hard to breathe or think straight. I take a swig from my water bottle, hoping it might drown the million ants that have started to burrow and scratch beneath my skin. I thought I had it under control, was managing to swim with my head above water, but just like that, I’ve been dragged under.

The idea of walking onstage in front of seventy thousand people is suddenly an impossibility. How can I—knowing someone out there wants to kill me?

How did they slip unnoticed into my dressing room? How did they get past my bodyguard? Everyone with backstage access is meant to have been security-checked. No strangers should be able to get back here, so whoever it is must work for me. But who do I know that could secretly hate me that much?

The roar in the distance grows louder, making me think of a hungry crowd baying for a gladiator’s blood. I have to go out there. I don’t have a choice. The clock is ticking.

I think of Will to help calm me and wonder where he is right now. If he’s happy. Closing my eyes, I allow myself to picture him—focus on recalling every detail, pulling them out of my memory like treasures from a box. I see the soft curve of his lips and the rough scratch of his beard, how it felt when he kissed me. I remember the exact sensation of his hands gliding down my body, coming to rest on my hips, the way he’d tug me toward him. I can visualize the warmth in his smoke-gray eyes as he looked at me, seeing all the way through the outer layer to the real me inside.

For a while we were free, on the run together, never glancing over our shoulders or looking back, but only focusing on the present and each other. The rest of the world could have gone to hell. It was just us. I smile as I recall those days of dizzy escape, but then the smile fades. I always knew deep down that they’d have to end. You can’t be a fugitive from your life forever. One day you’ll get caught and sent back to do your time. I just wish it hadn’t happened so soon.

I wish we’d had longer.






ELEVEN MONTHS AGO WILL


There are few things worse than being forced to spend a whole evening with a bunch of strangers, but I promised that I’d show my face, so here I am, gritting my teeth and trying to get through it.

“Will!” I hear my name being called as I’m walking up the steps to the front door of the biggest house I’ve ever seen. I turn around and find my best friend, Tristan, arm in arm with my sister Zoey.

It still messes with my head seeing them together, but I have to admit they really do seem happy. And I know Tristan—he’s a good guy. I always worried Zoey might end up with someone like my dad, because they say that’s what happens to kids who grow up with asshole fathers; they gravitate toward what they know, not what they deserve. It gives me hope, because they also say that the sons of asshole fathers often end up modeling their father’s behavior, and I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that I secretly sometimes worry that I might turn out to be a violent asshole just like him. It keeps me up at night.

I keep those concerns to myself, obviously. They’re not ones you want to share, even if I were the sharing type.

Zoey hugs me like a long-lost relative, even though she only saw me a few hours earlier. I can tell she’s relieved I made it to the party, and that makes me realize she thought I wouldn’t show. It bothers me. I guess that no matter how many times I apologize for joining the Marines and explain why I thought it was a good idea at the time, she’ll never fully be able to trust me not to abandon her again.

“How’s it going?” Tristan asks, and I pick up on the concern in his voice. His worry isn’t obvious, but I’m good at reading people. You get good when you have a father like mine, whose moods flipped on a dime. You also get good at it when you have to stand guard outside a Marine base.

“Okay,” I tell him. “Finding my feet.”

I’ve only been out of the Marines a couple of weeks. They warn you it’ll be strange returning to civilian life, and they are definitely right about that. I’m still getting used to not having to get out of bed at the crack of dawn, or wearing a uniform, or carrying a weapon with me wherever I go.

But I don’t miss a thing about being in the Marines. I couldn’t wait to get out. I figured I would feel like a free man, like the guy in the Shawshank Redemption movie who hightails it to Mexico after being released from prison to live on the beach and build his own boat. I have similar ambitions, but unlike the guy in the movie, I don’t have a stash of cash hidden away to help me achieve my dreams.

Until I have a job and some money and start paying off my debt, I’m stuck here. Not that Oceanside is bad—as its name suggests, it’s by the ocean. But it’s just not what I’ve been dreaming of for the last seven years.

“You’ll get there,” Tristan tells me with more confidence than I feel. “Did you talk to Kit?”

I shake my head. I haven’t seen Kit yet. He’s busy with the restaurant and the new baby. I don’t want to get in the way.

“You should ask him for a job,” Tristan says. “He’s always looking for people to work at the restaurant.”

“I can’t cook,” I say, pulling a face. “And I’m not sure I’d make much of a waiter.” I’m not the best at dealing with people, especially difficult ones. I don’t have the patience for rude idiots. But more than that, I don’t want to have to ask Kit for a job. It’s embarrassing.

“I’ll find something. Don’t worry,” I tell Tristan, forcing a smile. It’s not his problem.

We enter the house, which is packed with so many gold helium balloons that it’s like we’re swimming in a giant glass of champagne. Waiters drift past with trays of drinks and fancy-looking burgers the size of quarters, and a DJ is playing somewhere in the distance. There must be over a hundred people, but I spot Tristan’s twin sister, Dahlia, immediately as she rushes toward us through the crowd.

I used to have a crush on Dahlia, back when we were all fourteen and at school together, and I wonder if she ever suspected. I was pretty good at hiding my feelings, and I never worked up the courage to tell her how I felt because I figured she’d never feel the same way. Why the hell would she? I was the kid who was always getting into trouble, the one with the shameful family secret, who’d often show up to school with black eyes and bruises and act all sullen when questioned. I figured my survival rested on being both watchful and quiet, habits that have stuck with me.

I was surprised Dahlia invited me to the party, to be honest, as I haven’t seen her since I was sixteen and quit school to enlist. I’m guessing Tristan pushed for the invite, trying to get me out of the house. But Dahlia throws her arms around me and hugs me tight, and I realize that maybe she did actually invite me herself, without being prodded to.

She pulls back to look at me, holding me by the shoulders. “My God!” she shouts over the music, squeezing my biceps. “Look at you! Someone’s been to the gym.” She eyes me up and down approvingly. “Like the beard. It suits you.”

“Hey, Dahlia,” I say, rubbing a self-conscious hand across my scratchy beard. I haven’t bothered to shave in two weeks because I don’t have to anymore and it feels good to not have to follow orders. “You look just the same.”

She winces. “I hope not. I was the ugliest, dorkiest teenager. But now I’ve blossomed. Don’t you think?” She twirls in front of me with a big grin.

I smile. “Yes. You’ve lost the dorkiness. At least, mostly.”

“You have to meet the birthday girl,” she says, and pulls me by the sleeve away from Tristan and Zoey and over toward a striking-looking, elfin girl with blond hair, who stands in the center of a half dozen people, like a brilliant planet being orbited by lesser planetary bodies.

“This is Emma,” Dahlia announces. “And this is my friend Will,” she says, introducing me. I know this girl is Dahlia’s girlfriend and that she’s an actress. This is her house, so I’m guessing she’s a successful one.

“Hey,” I say, feeling incredibly awkward as all eyes land on me. “Happy birthday.”

“I used to have the biggest crush on him.” Dahlia laughs.

I glance sideways at her, bowled over by the news, and by the fact she’s announcing it to the world, including to her girlfriend.

“She’s only saying that to be nice. I was the weird kid on the block,” I mumble, already wondering how long I have to stay. It’s not that the party doesn’t seem fun and buzzy and all those other adjectives people use to describe parties, but it really isn’t my kind of thing. I prefer small groups—one-on-one conversations, and even those I find difficult most of the time. I’m also not good at chitchat, and that’s obvious after several strained minutes of standing like a lemon making small talk with Dahlia and her friends. I don’t feel out of my depth here, so much as in the wrong swimming pool.

Emma suddenly inches over to me. “You don’t like crowds, I can tell.”

I look at her, surprised. “I guess I’m just not used to them.”

“You’re an observer, like me.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

She sighs. “I’ve had to learn to play the role of an extrovert, but secretly I’m not one at all.”

“I hear you,” I say, smiling as my eyes roam the room. It’s another habit from the Marines. I’m used to always being on the lookout for threats coming my way, so even in a party in a fancy house owned by a film star, I’m behaving like a sentry on the base.

“Dahlia told me you were looking for a job,” Emma remarks.

I take a deep breath in. For crying out loud, does everyone know my business? “Yeah,” I grunt, before telling myself not to get so upset. It’s not like it’s a secret. I’m just sensitive to the idea of anyone worrying about me or taking pity on me. I can take care of myself.

“I think I can help,” Emma says. “I know someone who’s looking to hire someone in your”—her eyebrows lift—“area of expertise.”

What could that possibly mean? I squint at her. Then I realize that whatever friend she’s talking about is probably part of this celebrity world—a world I want nothing to do with. But before I can dismiss her, someone calls her name from across the room. Emma quickly squeezes my shoulder. “We’ll talk later, okay? It really is a great opportunity.”

“That would be great,” I murmur politely. “Thanks.”

Emma hurries off, darting through the crowd like a silver comet. And I stand in the corner, watching people talking and dancing and flirting. I feel like I’m on the outside of a galaxy, looking in, like some piece of floating space debris.

I watch Tristan and Zoey slow-dance but have to turn away when they start kissing. My gaze falls through open French doors that lead into the back garden. Outside I catch a glimmer of an azure swimming pool, and then a flash of neon purple streaks past. It’s a girl with dark hair pulled into a sleek topknot. She’s wearing a clinging purple dress that reveals slender arms and a tiny waist. I can feel myself automatically leaning closer to get a better look at her. There’s something about her that catches the eye, beyond the dress and the body. She’s talking to someone who I can’t see, but it looks like they’re having an argument.

I can only see her in profile, and I find myself wanting to see her face-on. She starts to walk off, out of sight, but a guy suddenly appears. He chases after her and yanks her by the arm, pulling her back around to face him. He’s yelling at her, saying something I can’t catch, and she’s trying to pull away, but he won’t let her go.

I’m moving before I can think about it, pushing past a couple of people making out by the window and walking out the French doors onto the terrace.

The guy, who is skinny and blond, with hair sprayed into some weird shape that looks like he walked backward through a wind tunnel, is still holding on to the girl. “Leave me alone, Jamie!” she yells.

Instinct kicks in. “You heard her,” I say, stepping toward them and staring at the guy. My heart rate drops even as adrenaline seeps into my veins. “Let her go.”

I’m aware of them both turning to look at me, the boy’s face twisted up with anger. I’m aware, too, of his hand still gripping her arm, and I’m aware of the music and the sounds of the party, but only as a distant thrum beneath my own heartbeat. I move, lightning fast, and break the hold with a snap of my hand against his elbow.

The guy lets out a yell and falls back, clutching his arm and looking up at me, with a touch of fear flashing across his face as well as indignation. “What the hell? You just attacked me!” he shouts, looking around as though for witnesses to our exchange.

“I told you to get your hands off her,” I answer quietly. I turn to the girl, ignoring him. “Are you okay?” I ask, searching her face.

I can’t read her expression. She seems relieved but also angry, though I can’t tell at whom. I have my back to the guy, but I sense him as he comes up behind me, and I turn in time to catch his fist as it plows toward me. Keeping his fist gripped in my hand, I twist his arm up and behind his back. He lets out a high-pitched howl in response, but I don’t let go.

“Ow! Get off!” He flails, trying to get free, but I hold him tighter, unsure if he’s going to try to hit me again.

“Stop it!” the girl says to me. “Let him go.”

Reluctantly I do, shoving him a little so he gets the message not to try anything.

I turn back to the girl. She has mascara streaked down her cheeks, but even so, she’s breathtaking, with huge brown eyes, bronzed skin that’s smooth as butter, and lips so full that I can’t stop staring at them. I almost lose my train of thought. “You want me to walk you inside?” I finally manage to stutter, giving myself a mental slap.

She shakes her head and then looks away, as if she doesn’t want me to see she’s been crying. “No,” she says, sounding annoyed.

I feel my simmering anger at the guy start to bubble up, irritated that she’s making me feel like I did something wrong. Did I? “I’m only trying to help,” I tell her. What was I meant to do, let him hurt her?

“I don’t need your help,” she spits. “I’m fine.”

“Really?” I ask, sarcasm dripping off my voice as I glance at her arm.

She stops rubbing it. “We were just having an argument. It’s none of your business.”

“Yeah,” the guy pipes up. “It’s none of your business. So why not get lost?”

I raise an eyebrow at him. Get lost? That’s the best he can come up with? Are we in grade school?

“Or I’ll have you arrested for assault,” he adds, fronting up to me, obviously keen not to lose face in front of his girlfriend.

“Are you going to tell the cops you also assaulted your girlfriend?” I ask him, managing to get a handle on my anger and keep my voice low.

“He didn’t assault me,” the girl interrupts. “Look, just go away, would you?”

I open my mouth, wanting to argue with her, but she’s waving her hand at me like a princess dismissing a peasant, and even though it pains me, I force myself to say nothing and back off, shaking my head.

“Right,” I say. “Well, good luck.” I shoot a glance back at her boyfriend, who sneers at me. “Asshole,” I mumble under my breath, but loud enough for him to hear me.

I head back inside. Tristan and Zoey are still slow-dancing and kissing, so I slip around the edge of the room, following a waiter as he heads into the kitchen. Once away from the party, I dart out a side door and make my way to my car.

When I was overseas, Zoey always used to write me emails. She’d sign them off saying, “Don’t be a hero.” From now on, I’m going to follow that advice.






WILL

The gates are wrought iron and ten feet high. Shards of broken glass stud the top of the walls on either side.

“It’s like being back in Afghanistan,” I mutter to myself as the sullen old guy in the security booth waves me through and up the long, winding driveway.

Up ahead I catch a glimpse of a house framed by palm trees and fringed with a bright bloom of pink bougainvillea. It’s Spanish style, two floors, with lots of windows and balconies. Though the security might be on a par with an Afghan military base, the house is one hundred percent Beverly Hills.

I pull up beside a fountain that is almost as big as a swimming pool and sits in the middle of a circular driveway in front of the house. My beat-up old Bronco is wildly out of place in such manicured, high-end surroundings. I don’t want to dirty up the view.

I follow the driveway around the side of the house, hoping to find somewhere to park around back, but as I do, a bright yellow Porsche screeches up, spraying gravel in its wake. I slam on my brakes, but this person doesn’t seem to notice that they almost drove into me.

The Porsche pulls up in front of the house. The windows are tinted black, so I can’t see who’s driving and music pounds from inside; a stream of rap that drowns out the jazz track playing on my radio and makes my Bronco vibrate as though King Kong is rocking it. I shake my head and follow the drive around the house, tempted for half a second to reverse and get the hell out of here. I wonder if whoever is driving the car is the person I’m supposed to be interviewing with, and I worry that I’m doing the wrong thing. I don’t want to work for a selfish asshole.

But instead, I pull into a shady parking spot beside a truck filled with gardening equipment and get out, pausing to scan the grounds, noting the team of gardeners grooming the bushes and clipping grass in the distance and a man dredging leaves from a glistening blue pool. My eyes skip over the menagerie of colorful floaties on the surface of the water and land on the perimeter wall, hidden in places by thick stands of eucalyptus and palms. I clock the half dozen cameras camouflaged in the trees and the one above the back door, as well as the touch-pad entry system and the reinforced glass windows. This house has more security than the military base I just spent the last year on, and over there we were facing bomb threats. But maybe that’s normal in this world?

The back door opens as I start walking toward it. A woman in what I’m guessing to be her late twenties, wearing skinny jeans and high heels, stands on the threshold. She frowns at the sight of me, looking me up and down, and I pull off my sunglasses and arrange my face into what I hope resembles a smile. She doesn’t smile back. Instead, her mouth tightens with disapproval. I guess maybe I should have shaved.

She’s wearing stiletto heels and has more jewelry on display than the front window of Tiffany and Co. Diamonds drip from her fingers and ears, and a gold chain that could double as a bike lock hangs around her neck.

“You’re the guy Emma sent?” she asks.

I nod and hold out my hand, forcing the smile to stay fixed on my face, even though she isn’t reciprocating it. “Yes. I’m Will Ward.”

She appears to be frowning, but her brow stays smooth as stretched latex. It’s the pursed lips that give away her consternation. “You’re very young,” she remarks, and I pick up the trace of a Hispanic accent.

“Twenty-three,” I tell her, wondering how old she is. At first glance I took her to be in her late twenties, but now I’m wondering if she’s older, maybe even in her late thirties or early forties, with just really good skin.

“You were in the army?” she asks.

“Marines,” I answer. “Just finished my fourth tour.”

Her eyebrows rise the smallest amount. “Where were you deployed?” she asks.

I squint against the harsh sunlight. “Afghanistan mainly. Helmand Province. Iraq, too, for a while.”

I wonder if this is the actual interview and it’s being conducted here in the doorway. Maybe they don’t let the help inside the house.

There’s a long pause where she seems to be weighing me up before she steps aside and gestures for me to enter the house.

I have to admit I think twice about it. So far, nothing is making me feel like working here will be worth the hassle, but curiosity gets the better of me. I’m here now and I drove all this way, so what’s ten more minutes?

When we walk into the cool interior of the house, my first thought is that it feels like entering a tomb. Despite the sunlight streaming through the windows, there’s something airless about the place. All the windows are sealed tightly shut, killing the summer breeze, and instead of the balmy seventy degrees of outside, it’s as cold as a morgue in here. The tile floors and white walls aren’t helping to dispel that notion either, nor is the huge vase of white calla lilies on the table in the atrium-like hallway.

I hate those flowers and what they signify. The sight of them in their tall black vase takes me instantly back to the four funerals I’ve attended, all for brothers in the Marines who never made it home. I shiver involuntarily, fighting the urge to escape this place and get back outside into the sunshine.

The woman, who has introduced herself as Mrs. Rivera, leads me into a living room filled with giant white sofas and a grand piano. She gestures for me to sit on one of the sofas, and she takes a seat opposite me.

“So,” the woman says to me, straightening the diamond-crusted watch on her wrist. “I take it you know what the job entails.”

I shake my head. “No.”

Emma didn’t tell me much beyond the fact that someone she knew was looking for someone to work security. She said it would be an easy, fun job and that it would pay well. Right now I’m holding out hope that the third of those might still be correct.

The woman’s lips tighten into the smallest pout of displeasure. “My daughter is receiving threats,” she says.

Her daughter?

“The threats aren’t public knowledge,” the woman adds hastily. “And this conversation that we’re having is obviously confidential.”

“Of course,” I answer.

“I’ll have our lawyer send you an NDA,” she goes on.

“A nondisclosure agreement?” I interrupt.

“Yes.” She nods. “It’s standard. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

“I don’t need to sign an agreement. I just gave you my word.”

She shrugs. “And with respect, I don’t know you, and everyone in Luna’s orbit has to sign one. That’s the deal.”

“With respect,” I say to Luna’s mother, “I was in the military for seven years—I know how to keep a secret.”

Mrs. Rivera eyes me with a jaded expression. “And do you know how many times people have told me to trust them and have then sold my daughter out to the tabloids or gossip sites?”

I stay quiet.

“As I was saying,” she goes on, “my daughter has been receiving threats.”

“What kind of threats?” I ask.

Luna’s mom stands up and walks over to the window. She takes in the view for a few seconds, then turns to me, and for the first time her face expresses an emotion that’s clear to read: one of pure fear. “Death threats.”






LUNA

I’m starving and I have nothing to wear, and all I want to do is crawl into bed and watch Queer Eye while eating a gallon of ice cream, but I can’t. I glance at my phone, which is lying on the bed. I promised myself I wouldn’t go near it for at least twenty minutes and it’s only been about five, though I’m not exactly sure because to check how long it’s actually been, I’d have to look at the phone.

I step toward the bed but then stop myself. If I pick up the phone, I’ll get sucked in. But what if Jamie has texted? He’s probably awake by now. What time is it in Japan anyway? No. We broke up. We’re over, this time for good. Last week at that party we got in a fight. It wasn’t even over anything big. I wanted to go home and he wanted to stay. I didn’t really know anyone, and I don’t feel comfortable around strangers. I’m always too nervous to relax, too aware that I’m being watched like some rare species in a zoo. Jamie’s the opposite. He thrives on attention. It’s his oxygen. He loves knowing people are staring at him, and he becomes a different person in public, loud and kind of obnoxious, and that night I’d had enough.

I force myself to back away from the phone and focus instead on the problem of what to wear tonight. I don’t want to go and I’ve already tried getting out of it several times, but standing up to Marty is like trying to stand up to Thanos.

Standing in the doorway to my walk-in closet, I glance at the rails of clothes and boxes of shoes stacked all the way to the ceiling like an architect’s model of New York City skyscrapers, but instead of feeling excited about getting dressed up, I feel only a creeping sense of dread. My breathing is shallow, and it feels as if there are rocks pressing down on my shoulders and an army of ants on the march beneath my skin. I glance at my reflection in the mirror.

If only I could wear these sweatpants and a hoodie tonight. I laugh under my breath, imagining what people would say if I did. When I take a step toward the mirror, it’s easy to see myself the way other people do, because it’s like looking at a stranger. The girl in the mirror smiles at me, a big, broad dazzling smile. And it is so genuine that for a second I feel envy at how happy she is and wish I could feel that way myself.

Wanting to ease the antsy feeling, which is only getting worse, I head downstairs, making a beeline for the kitchen. I hurry to the freezer and yank open the door. Someone has been shopping. There are six tubs of Ben & Jerry’s ice cream to choose from, one Cherry Garcia and the rest Chunky Monkey. Cruel. Carla knows my weaknesses and is exploiting them.

I hear the back door opening and spin around. Carla bustles in with her hands full of fresh pink and red roses she must have just cut from the bushes in the garden. Or maybe the gardener, Francisco, gave them to her. I’ve seen his eyes follow her when she wanders outside.

“Are you hungry?” she asks me, setting the flowers in the sink before crossing to the fridge. “Let me make you something. You can’t have ice cream for breakfast.”

I slam the freezer door. “I wasn’t going to,” I say indignantly. “I’m not hungry.”

Carla ignores me and starts pulling food from the fridge: eggs, tomatoes, chilies, cheese.

“I’m serious,” I tell her. “I’m not hungry.” But my mouth salivates all the same.

“Well, I’m going to make something anyway for Matias,” she says. “I’ll make you some too. You don’t have to eat it.”

I glower at her, but she is busy moving around the kitchen, gathering bowls and whisks and frying pans, and oh no, I realize too late what it is she’s doing.… She’s making huevos rancheros. She hums as she cracks the eggs into the bowl, and I watch as she starts to froth them with the whisk, adding liberal shakes of salt and pepper.

I did do a two-hour workout this morning, so surely I can cut myself a break just this once? Grudgingly I take a seat at the kitchen counter and watch Carla as she starts chopping a green chili, smiling a little smugly and very annoyingly to herself.

“Who’s the cute guy talking to your mom?” Carla asks as she drops the chili into the egg mixture.

My head pricks up at that. “I don’t know,” I say, hopping off the stool and heading for the door. My suspicions are raised.

“Will you call your brother?” Carla asks, seeing me heading for the door. “Tell him breakfast is almost ready.”

I mumble a yes, but I make straight for the living room, tiptoeing closer to the door. I can hear my mom talking in a low voice, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. I peek through the crack in the door and see a man with broad shoulders sitting on the sofa. It takes me a few seconds to place him, but then…

“No, no, no,” I whisper to myself—it’s the guy who inserted himself into my argument with Jamie at the party. What’s he even doing here? How did he get in? Panic weaves through me.

“… already been through three bodyguards,” I catch my mom saying to him.

“Three?” he responds, sounding vaguely amused, vaguely horrified.

My stomach lurches. My blood starts to boil. I storm into the room. “What the hell is going on?” I demand, glaring at my mother. “What are you doing here?” I say, turning to the guy, who double-takes when he sees me, his mouth falling open.

My mom looks up at me, alarmed. “Luna,” she stammers. “I thought you were out.”

“Clearly,” I answer, anger rising like a geyser in my chest.

“This is Will,” she says now, gesturing toward him. He forces a smile, only it comes out as a grimace. He recognizes me too.

“Hey,” he says with a trace of what looks like a smirk. “I think we met before.”

My mom looks at him and then me with what can only be assumed is a frown, though it’s impossible to tell because all the Botox she’s had has frozen her face, so she always looks blank. “I thought you didn’t know her,” she says to him.

He shakes his head, and his nostrils flare in dislike. “I don’t,” he says. “We ran into each other at a party. I had no idea who she was.”

Oh, nice. I laugh, though it comes out as a snort. He didn’t know who I was? I’m sure he interrupted Jamie and me on purpose, wanting to know the juicy gossip and what we were arguing about, so he could spread it all around.

“What’s he doing here?” I demand, without looking in his direction.

My mom glares at me, her eyes bulging because she thinks I’m being rude. “I’m hiring him to provide security,” she says.

“I don’t need security,” I spit back, feeling my cheeks burn and adrenaline bursting through my veins, making me feel like I might explode. “I’ve already told you I don’t want anyone. And definitely not him.”

My mom nods. “I know. But I disagree, as does Marty.”

“I don’t care what you or Marty think. It’s my life.”

My mom takes a deep breath, then lets it out slowly, as though counting to ten. I bet she learned that in her one-to-one yoga class. “I know it’s your life,” she says calmly. “But Marty and I are making an executive decision.”

I bite my lip, tears stinging my eyes. “No,” I say. I feel like a toddler, and that I actually might stomp my foot. It’s the injustice of it, the complete lack of control over my own life. It’s a helpless feeling that makes my skin crawl. I don’t want someone spying on me and reporting back to my mom on everything I do, or worse, selling me out. It’s suffocating and humiliating, but no matter how many times I try to explain all this to her, I can’t seem to make my own mother understand it.

“You don’t have a choice in this,” my mom answers.

“Screw you!” I manage to yell as a sob bursts out of me.

I turn around before she can see me crying, only to find Will standing in my way. I charge toward him, desperate to get out of the room, and he steps smartly aside, but I’ve already started to swerve around him and so we bump into each other. I shove him with my hands and he stumbles back, hitting the edge of the coffee table.

“Luna!” my mom shouts after me, but I ignore her and run up the stairs, tears streaming down my face.






WILL

I watch Luna run from the room. She’s like a human hurricane, whirling in, wreaking havoc, then storming off to no doubt wreak havoc someplace else. What are the freaking odds? My heart leaped and sank at the same time when I saw it was the girl from the party. I’m tempted to get up and leave right now, but before I can, her mother starts talking at me again.

“I’m sorry,” she says, turning back to me. “I was meaning to talk to her before you came, but she went out early this morning before I could.”

I shrug. “That’s okay.” I hesitate for an awkward moment, then hold out my hand. “It was nice to meet you.”

“You’re not leaving, are you?” she asks, surprised.

I glance toward the door that Luna just ran through, crying. “Well,” I say, “I figured that she doesn’t want a bodyguard, so—”

“What Luna wants doesn’t matter,” her mother interrupts.

I laugh to myself. “It kind of does. I can’t do this job if the person I’m paid to protect doesn’t want me around.”

Her mom sighs and gestures to the sofa. I don’t want to sit down, though, because I just want to get out of here. I’m not a fan of drama. I’ve had enough of it to last a lifetime. “I think I should go,” I tell her.

“Please,” she urges. “Let me at least tell you what’s going on.” Before I can stop her, she gets up and walks over to the door and closes it, cutting off my escape.

I glance at the window with its triple-thick glass, then sigh and sit back down.

Once she sees that I’m no longer about to bolt, she sits down too, perching on the edge of her seat, ready to leap to her feet if I try to flee again.

“Letters started arriving about two years ago,” she says. “They were nasty—abusive, but they weren’t threatening her life. We thought it was just an angry fan.”

“A fan?” I ask. “Why would a fan send nasty letters?”

“I mean, a fan of Jamie’s.”

“Who’s Jamie?” I ask, confused.

Mrs. Rivera gives me a look like she wonders if I’m joking. “Are you serious?”

I nod.

“Have you been living in a hole for the last six years?”

“Kind of,” I answer, deadpan. “I’ve been on deployment, remember?”

She flushes. “Of course. I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

“I’m talking about Jamie Whitstone. He’s a singer. He just had a Billboard number one. His album has been in the top ten for sixty-three weeks. He recently launched a clothing line. He’s her boyfriend.”

“Oh,” I say, trying to hide my reaction. “We met at the party. Nice guy.”

Her mother’s face doesn’t change. Not even a flicker. She has an even better poker face than I do. I wonder if she likes the guy or not, or if she knows how badly he treats her daughter.

“They’re on and off a lot. A lot.” She rolls her eyes.

“Are you sure he isn’t behind the threats?” I ask, thinking back to Jamie’s behavior at the party and the way he was dragging Luna back by the arm.

Mrs. Rivera shakes her head at me. “It’s not him. They get hand delivered, often when Jamie’s overseas. The police have already investigated.”

“I was about to ask if the police were involved.”

She nods. “We spoke to a detective a while ago, but he wasn’t able to trace the letters, and until the person who sends them actually does something more than send letters, until he threatens her in person, there’s nothing more they can do, apparently.”

“So, if it’s only an angry fan, or someone who’s jealous, why not just ignore them?” I ask. It sounds like middle school–level drama to me when I compare it to what I’ve seen in Afghanistan—a place where threats are usually followed by an IED explosion. Even the police didn’t take it seriously, which tells me something.

“You don’t understand,” Luna’s mom goes on. “At first we thought they were letters from a jealous fan of Jamie’s, or someone who just hates Luna. You’d be amazed at the nasty things people post online.”

I don’t have social media, but I can guess. I know enough about people to know that most of them aren’t very nice, and they’re even less nice when they can hide behind anonymity.

“I tell Luna not to read the comments online, but short of taking away her phone, I can’t stop her. But then the death threats started,” she goes on. “And they were detailed. Extremely graphic. Explaining what this person wanted to do to her.” She swallows hard, as though even recalling it is difficult, and then she looks up at me, and I see her eyes are welling up with tears. “I mean, I know you must have seen some awful things in your time, but this was pretty much the worst thing I’ve ever read. And this is my daughter we’re talking about. I’ll do anything to protect her.”

I nod because I get it. I’d do anything to protect my family too. Though, admittedly, when they needed me most, I was overseas—I wasn’t there for them. If it weren’t for Tristan, they may not even be here at all, but I force myself to avoid thinking about the past. If I don’t, I’d spend my life beating myself up over something I can’t change.

“These letters, they were sent to the house?” I ask, forcing myself to focus.

She nods, and I can see she’s struggling to keep composure, obsessively twisting the diamond rings on her fingers. “Yes. Whoever sent them found out our address. But they also send letters to the hotels we stay at when we’re on tour or traveling. Luna even found one in her dressing room. We have security on-site, so whoever sent it managed to get backstage and into her private space. It really scared me. And a month ago someone broke into her tour bus.… They slashed the seats with a knife, threw red paint all over everything. It looked like a slaughterhouse. It was horrific.”

I take that in, feeling a buzz of irritation. “Where was her bodyguard when all this happened?”

“He was distracted, watching Luna rehearse.”

Sounds like a real pro. I shake my head in disgust.

“We got rid of him, obviously,” she adds.

“You mentioned there were three bodyguards. What happened to the other two?”

“One sold gossip about Luna to the National Enquirer, so I fired him.”

I wonder what kind of gossip, but I don’t ask.

“And the third one quit.”

“How long did he last?” I ask, alarm bells ringing loudly.

She hesitates. “Eight days,” she finally admits. “He found the job too challenging.”

I can’t think why.

“Whoever is doing it has to be someone who knows Luna,” I say. “Someone who knows her schedule, and someone who doesn’t look out of place wandering around backstage.”

Mrs. Rivera nods in agreement.

“So, it should be easy to figure out who it is,” I say.

She lifts her chin at me. “You would think so, but there are dozens of people it could be: assistants, makeup artists, stylists, PR people, managers, agents, advertisers, brand strategists, musicians.”

She keeps reeling off job titles, though I have no idea what even half of them mean.

“It could be anyone,” she admits, throwing her hands in the air.

“Why is Luna so against having a bodyguard, given the situation? Is it just because she doesn’t trust them to do the job properly?”

Mrs. Rivera sighs loudly again, and I see it’s a sore spot for her. “Well, it’s not as if the last three have given her much confidence. And she thinks they get in the way of her living her life, that they’re there to spy on her. We’ve also kept a few of the more recent letters from her, not wanting to scare her.”

I take that in. Maybe she should be told; it might help them convince her she needs security.

Her mom looks at me. “So, will you take the job?”






LUNA

I don’t need a freaking babysitter. I’m nineteen! How many times do I need to tell my mom that I’m an adult and I can make my own choices? I’m sick of her and Marty and their executive decisions. To them, I’m not a person with feelings; I’m a money-making robot. If they could turn me off and not have to deal with me until it came time to wheel me out and push me onstage, they’d be a lot happier. They always think they know what’s best, and I’m sick of it.

I know I’ve had threats, but those were a while ago, and it’s not as if anyone can get near me when I’m home, thanks to all the security cameras and alarms. I hardly go anywhere either, so what do I need a bodyguard for? It’s not like they’ve stopped any of the threats or figured out who is behind them, not to mention the fact they’re never reliable or trustworthy. The first guy perved on the dancers and let someone walk onto my tour bus and deface it. And the second one sold me out to the tabloids. The last guy I acted like a total diva toward, in the hopes of making him quit, and it worked.

My mom’s using the threats as an excuse to employ someone to spy on me. The fact that I don’t want yet another man giving me orders, spying on me, and interfering in my life is of no concern to her or to Marty or to anyone.

I throw myself down on the bed and bury my face in a pillow before I let out a howl of frustration. I bet that guy Will is going to go and tell all his friends about me. He’ll probably post something on Twitter about what a bitch I am, and how I’m not half as pretty in the flesh.

That’s what they always do. And they’re right, the voice in my head pipes up with a friendly reminder.

My phone buzzes. I sit up and grab for it. It’s a reminder from Marty about my schedule for this afternoon. The ants are crawling over and under my skin, and I pace my room, hands on hips, trying to catch my breath, but it feels as if I’m wearing an iron corset and sipping air through a straw.

There’s a knock on my door. “Go away!” I shout, feeling light-headed. I don’t want to see my mom right now.

But then there’s another knock. This time more of a thud. I run over to the door and pull it open. It’s Matias, in his Star Wars pajamas. His lip is trembling and he looks like he’s about to burst into tears. “Why go away?” he asks plaintively.

“I didn’t know it was you,” I tell him. “I’m sorry.”

He gives me a timid smile, and I pull him into the room, closing the door behind him. He runs and dives onto my bed, already laughing, and I jog over to the remote and throw it to him.

“Gumball!” he shouts with excitement as he flips to his favorite cartoon. I sit next to him on the bed as he cranks the volume up, and I smile despite the fact the sound is deafening because the joy on his face is so infectious.

I stretch out beside him and watch the cartoon as Matias bounces on the bed, guffawing with laughter. Lying here beside him helps distract me from the ants and the tightness in my chest.

People find Matias to be hard work, or at least some people do. He’s been through almost as many occupational therapists and special needs teachers as I have security guards. But Matias, despite his size—he’s taller than me and he’s only twelve—and his uncoordinated movements, isn’t difficult to manage, not if you get to know him, which most people don’t. He’s the sweetest boy on the planet, and easily my favorite human, which isn’t hard because most people I meet are Grade A assholes with their own agendas who can’t be trusted not to screw me over.

Matias just doesn’t know how to communicate quite like other children his age. Most people can’t be bothered to engage with him, so they make up ideas about him that aren’t true. I guess Matias and I have that in common.

Carla knocks and enters a few minutes later, carrying a tray laden with plates of food and glasses of fresh-squeezed orange juice.

“I thought you and Matias could have breakfast in bed,” she says, crossing to the bed, where she greets Matias with a big smile. “Good morning!” she says.

“Good morning.” Matias grins back. He loves Carla more than he loves cartoons, which is saying something. Besides me, Carla’s the only person who actually bothers to make an effort with him. I can’t help that voice inside me wondering if it’s because she’s paid to.

“Did you sleep well?” Carla asks Matias.

Matias nods and reaches for a spoon and his special bowl—a blue plastic Ninjago one he eats all his meals out of—where Carla has piled his food, already thoughtfully cut up into bite-size pieces. “Eggs!” he shouts in delight.

Carla turns to me and nods at the other plate on the tray. “Eat it while it’s hot,” she says.

I frown. Carla—a trained special needs teacher—has worked for us for the last eight years, mainly to look after Matias, but she seems to think that gives her permission to order me around too.

“You can’t live on Diet Coke and air,” she adds, hands on hips.

“I don’t,” I protest, albeit weakly because I have tried this diet in the past.

“You don’t eat enough.”

She sounds like my mother, except my mother is usually telling me to watch what I eat.

“Are you pining for Jamie?” she asks, a strong note of disapproval in her voice.

I huff. “No.” Pining suggests I’m a dog sitting on a doormat, waiting for its master to come home, tongue lolling out. And I’m not doing that. Not really.

“Good, because you deserve better than him. He doesn’t treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”

I shrug. I don’t know about deserving better. Who else would put up with me? But this time I am determined to stay broken up with him. It’s not as if we make each other happy. I think we just get back together out of habit. We’ve been together so long and we’ve shared so much, it’s hard to break that habit.

Back when we first got together, before either of us were so well known, things were different. He was sweet and genuine, and we were best friends, supporting each other. It’s tough for people who aren’t in this world to understand the pressures, and he did because he was dealing with the same level of public scrutiny.

But in the last two years, his ego has grown out of control. He seems to thrive on adoration, and he’s adopted this swagger that he never used to have. Maybe part of the reason I go back to him is because I keep hoping that the old Jamie will resurface sometime.

“There’s extra hot sauce on your eggs,” Carla says, switching topics back to food.

To appease her, I sit down on the bed. I am hungry, and so I give in to her evil temptress hot-sauce ways. Carla looks on approvingly as I take my first bite.

“Did you find out who the cute guy is?” she asks as I swallow.

I frown. “No one,” I say.

Carla makes a hmmm sound and starts busying herself picking up items of clothing from the floor, as well as bits of stray knitting. I know she’s just hanging around to make sure I finish my food.

“And he wasn’t handsome,” I mutter.

“You need an eye exam, then.” She chuckles as she throws my dirty clothes into the laundry basket.

I start to protest, but the eggs go down the wrong way and I start coughing. Matias slaps me on the back so hard I almost bounce off the bed. “Saved your life!” he announces proudly when I’m done coughing.

I glare at Carla, who is still smirking with amusement. “Hot,” she comments.

“He is not hot,” I splutter.

“I meant the eggs,” she says, laughing as she walks out the door.






WILL

Mrs. Rivera is still waiting on me to answer her about whether I’m taking the job, but I don’t know what to say. I’m torn. Half of me wants to say no and walk away. I want peace and quiet, and neither Luna nor her world fits that description. But on the other hand, now that I know the threat she’s facing, I don’t feel like I can walk away. What if I did, and something happened to her?
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