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PROLOGUE




CHAPTER 1

Transcript of audio conversation (recovered from private Macao-based server)


	ONE:
	Listen to my voice very closely. That is your only job right now. If you have any questions, please wait until the end of my short presentation. I will answer what is relevant.


	[No response.]


	ONE:
	Excellent. No names, even fictitious ones, will be used at any point during this operation. And that includes this briefing session, the only one we’ll have as a group. All of you have been assigned code numbers. They will appear on your home screens. You may refer to me as One.


	[No response.]


	ONE:
	To set your minds at ease, please know that your voices have all been digitally scrambled. You may answer in the affirmative when I ask you a question directly. Do you understand, Two?


	TWO:
	Stay silent until the question-and-answer portion of the program.


	ONE:
	Well done. Let’s hear from Three and Four. Understood?


	THREE:
	Yes.


	FOUR [Under her breath]:
	Seriously? [Pause.] Yes, One. Three and I understand.


	ONE:
	How about you, Five?


	FIVE:
	Yeah, I got you.


	ONE:
	And, finally, Six?


	SIX:
	Yes. I understand.


	ONE:
	Goody. Now, some ground rules. First: Your numbered code names will stay with you throughout the mission. No trading numbers or changing them. They were assigned to each of you for a specific reason. If this is unclear, speak up now.


	[Pause.]


	ONE:
	Second rule: The plan must be followed precisely. Not a single change will be permitted. If you ignore a step, you will not be paid. If you improvise, you will not be paid. If you involve others, you will not be paid. If you perform a task a minute too early or a minute too late, you will not be paid. You are to perform your tasks at the precise minute—almost to the second. If this is unclear, speak up now.


	[Pause.]


	ONE:
	Final rule, and this is more of an expectation than a rule. It is possible, perhaps even likely, that one or more people will be killed at some point during our mission. You must not let this throw you. Some deaths are unavoidable and ultimately may serve the greater plan. If anyone has a problem with this, speak now and you will be relieved of your duties.


	[Pause.]


	ONE:
	Now for the pep talk. The one thing I want you to remember, above all else, is that you deserve this. You need to internalize that and truly believe it. You have earned this. Why? Because, like me, you’ve all come from nothing. And you are merely taking what is rightfully yours.


	[Pause.]


	ONE:
	When we have completed our mission, this group will have pulled off the most famous kidnapping in history. Nothing else comes close—not the Lindbergh child, not Patricia Campbell Hearst, not John Paul Getty the Third. This is the one they will study in books and films for decades to come. That will be for many reasons, not least of which is the size of the ransom. Which will be the largest ever: one billion dollars.


	[On the recording, there are a series of excited and astonished murmurs.]


	ONE:
	Upon successful execution of your part of the plan, you will be paid your share of that one-billion-dollar ransom within forty-eight hours. Then you have the rest of your lives to enjoy what is rightfully yours. If you follow the plan, no one will ever know you were involved. The money will be untraceable, and you will be able to spend it freely anywhere in the world. Are there any questions?


	[Pause.]


	ONE:
	Excellent. Now you may applaud.




[There is a confused pause before One breaks out in a hearty laugh, which seems to give permission to the others. They join in the laughter and eventually erupt in a round of applause.]




DAY ONE




CHAPTER 2

Wednesday, 3:14 p.m.

ELIZABETH “BOO” SCHRAEDER couldn’t help but smile as she settled the tab at her favorite Beverly Hills salon.

The salon was arguably the most exclusive in LA. Their hair-extension work was unparalleled, and appointments with their stylists were among the most highly coveted on the West Coast. The real draw to potential customers, however, was the salon’s clientele, a list of million-dollar names: Kim. Taylor. Chrissy. Zendaya. What you had done to your hair was not as important as who might be sitting in the next chair.

But Boo didn’t patronize this salon for any of those reasons. She honestly just got a kick out of the place. The Style Circus, she called it when gossiping with friends back home in Arkansas. Only here could some of the world’s most important faces be seen at their most unguarded and vulnerable. The sheer spectacle cracked Boo up, especially as she got a little wine-drunk in the early afternoon.

Now that her two-hour appointment was over, Boo emerged back into reality through the shaded private back entrance behind Burton Way, where her car—an onyx Bentley—would be waiting.

Boo had finally gotten used to the idea of having a driver. She’d resisted for months, but eventually Randolph had put his foot down. Yes, her husband understood that Boo was a woman fully capable of taking care of herself on the mean streets of Beverly Hills. “That’s one of the many reasons I married you,” he’d said. But Randolph also reminded her that being his wife came with all kinds of attention. Some of it was the kind of attention no one wants. And Randolph, as he liked to remind people, was a man with many enemies.

And Boo had to admit it was nice to be driven home after enjoying a glass (or three) of a 2017 Château Lafite while relaxing in the styling chair.

It helped that Boo genuinely liked her driver, Emily, the epitome of chill. LA’s notorious traffic, which spiked the blood pressure of even the most seasoned drivers, didn’t seem to faze Emily. She didn’t waste time with small talk but was happy to engage in a chat. Not quite the same as talking smack with her besties from Fort Smith, Boo knew, but sometimes she was simply grateful for the companionship.

Emily climbed out of the driver’s seat the moment she saw Boo. She smiled and moved to open the back door. “See anybody cool this afternoon?” the driver asked with a playful smirk. “Queen Bey, perhaps? She’s playing at SoFi Stadium tonight.”

Emily didn’t see the hulking form crouched behind the Bentley. The form rose, quick as a shadow, a dark object dangling from his right gloved hand.

Boo shouted a warning. “Behind you!”

But it was too late.

The figure whipped a leather sap across the back of Emily’s skull. Her body bounced off the side of the car and collapsed on the pavement. The attack lasted all of three seconds.

Boo spun around and grabbed the handle of the salon’s back door. But it was locked. Guests had to be buzzed in, just like at the front entrance.

Deep down she’d known this, but she had to try anyway.

Before Boo could reach into her purse for her industrial-strength mace—an item that Randolph insisted she carry—the attacker had his burly arms around her upper torso, squeezing tight, letting her know he was in charge.

“Mrs. Schraeder, stay calm.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“That doesn’t matter. What matters is what I know about you,” he said in a tone that was grave yet controlled. “For instance, I know you were army, Seventy-Fifth Ranger Regiment. You have training and know how to defend yourself.”

“You want a demonstration, asshole?”

“That won’t help you now, so please be cool. Last thing I want to do is hurt you.”

Boo said, “Like you hurt my driver?”

“Your driver will be fine.”

“I don’t know. You hit her pretty hard.”

“I needed the keys.”

“Wait … all of this just so you can steal my Bentley? You’re an idiot, whoever you are.”

Boo tried to turn and get a closer look at the assailant. He was wearing some kind of sheer mask. The material resembled the mesh of a stocking, but the construction was something more advanced—it looked thin, yet it was substantial enough to twist and distort his features.

Boo’s attacker placed his hand on her chin and, as gently as a doctor examining a patient, moved her head so she was facing forward. Then he whispered hot against her cheek: “That’s not what this is.”

Boo said, “You know someone is watching us, right? He’s been watching this whole time. Guy in the green baseball cap, down at the end of the drive. I don’t think you’ve thought this through.”

“He’ll be taken care of. Right after I take care of you.”

“Take care of me how?”

“Don’t worry. This won’t hurt.”

A harsh blast of wetness hit Boo’s mouth and nostrils. It was like being slapped in the face by a wave from an ocean of chemicals. The spray seemed to instantly seal up her airway.

She tried to suck in a breath, but before that could happen and far quicker than she would have thought, her brain stopped recording.




CHAPTER 3

THE MAN IN the green cap standing at the end of the driveway had indeed been watching. He’d been there for a few minutes now and had witnessed pretty much everything:

The kidnapper hiding behind the Bentley.

The kidnapper bashing the back of the driver’s skull with a leather sap.

The kidnapper grabbing the blonde and putting his mouth close to her ear as if he were telling her an important secret.

The kidnapper spraying a chemical into her pretty little face.

The blonde passing out instantly, like a puppet with its strings cut.

The kidnapper catching her full weight, then gently lifting her unconscious body and depositing it in the Bentley’s trunk like he was putting away a doll in a fancy toy chest.

All in a matter of, what, thirty seconds? What a thrill to watch a total professional at work! The man in the green cap almost wished he knew the kidnapper’s name for no other reason than that he was now an instant fan.

With his blond victim tucked away, the kidnapper took care of a few details. He felt for the unconscious driver’s pulse. Once satisfied that she was alive, he dragged her to the back wall of the salon—presumably, Green Cap thought, so she’d be out of the way if someone came blasting down the drive. He scanned the asphalt to make sure the pretty blonde hadn’t dropped anything, then climbed behind the wheel of the Bentley and peeled away.

The whole thing was great fun. Almost like a movie—ten out of ten, no notes. Green Cap wished he could rewind it and watch it again.

Alas, now it was his turn to work.

Green Cap pulled a burner phone from his jacket pocket. It was an old-fashioned flip phone with only one contact stored in its memory. He pressed the number. After exactly three rings, someone answered.

Following a moment of silence, Green Cap said: “One hundred percent.”

The listener did not reply, nor was a response expected. The person simply hung up.

Green Cap began strolling toward Burton Way, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world. And he didn’t. Well, he wouldn’t—after a few minor tasks. He pulled the battery out of the phone and deposited it in the first trash can he saw. This was improper battery disposal, but he didn’t care. The world was already going to hell. One more cell phone battery wouldn’t make a difference.

Without breaking his stride, Green Cap removed the SIM card from the phone and pocketed it. He snapped the body of the phone in half and tossed the broken pieces in two different trash cans. More fodder for the Great Pacific Garbage Patch.

He stopped to buy a small cup of piping-hot coffee from Starbucks, but this was not to drink. This was to drown and destroy the SIM card. Into the coffee it went—plunk—and then he tossed the entire cup into yet another trash can.

Green Cap reached an ATM four minutes after the driveway abduction of the blonde and his follow-up phone call. He pushed in his scratched-up debit card, entered his PIN (the day and month his divorce was finalized), and asked for the balance in his checking account. This morning the balance had been $789.43.

Now it was $25,789.43. He’d earned twenty-five grand for about five minutes’ work.

Not bad at all!

Green Cap decided to celebrate with another purchase from Starbucks, this time a frothy latte he’d get to enjoy. And by God, he’d savor every swallow.




CHAPTER 4

THE KIDNAPPER PILOTED the Bentley west down Sunset toward the Pacific, weaving around other luxury cars, going a good fifteen to twenty miles above the speed limit. No one would stop him. Not in a Bentley. Traffic cops knew it wouldn’t be worth the headache—they wouldn’t stop him unless they saw a screaming old lady being dragged under the chassis. And maybe not even then.

Anyone who could afford a Bentley could easily afford a lawyer who’d make a moving violation disappear in an instant.

The kidnapper didn’t keep the Bentley on Sunset very long. He made a sudden right on Linden Drive, tires screaming, executed a perfect K-turn, and reversed until he was trunk to trunk with a black Audi parked in a security-camera dead zone.

The kidnapper’s code name was Two, and from this point on, his life would never be the same.

To be honest, this version was much more exciting.

He should have considered a life of crime years ago.

Two opened both trunks with simultaneous presses of the two key fobs. Both lids opened at the same time, like a beetle expanding its wings to take flight. Inside the trunk of the Audi was a soft oversize blanket. Two tucked the blanket around Boo Schraeder’s unconscious body, wrapping her like a breakfast burrito, then moved her from the trunk of the Bentley to the trunk of the Audi.

Two removed a glove and pressed fingers to her carotid artery. Her pulse was slow but steady.

Her freshly coiffed hair was in disarray. Two fixed it as best he could, but he wasn’t a stylist. Pretty far from it.

Trunk lids slammed shut, Two chucked the Bentley’s key fob down a storm drain and climbed behind the wheel of the Audi. This would be his new ride.

For exactly 2.3 miles.

On a quiet side street near UCLA, Two repeated the routine, this time with a black BMW 7 Series. And several miles later, on the fringes of the Pacific Palisades, Two transferred his captive to still another black Audi. The cars were as clean as the plates on the front and rear bumpers.

The whole time, Boo Schraeder never stirred. The chemical he’d sprayed in her face was a potent one, a proprietary and long-acting form of halothane. Two had tried it on himself a few days ago. Probably the best sleep he’d had in over a year. He knew she’d enjoy the rest of the ride in ignorant bliss.

How she’d feel when she woke up, however, was another story.




CHAPTER 5

Wednesday, 3:14 p.m.

AT THE PRECISE moment Boo Schraeder was leaving her favorite Beverly Hills salon, a luxury charter bus made a right turn from Mulholland onto Roscomare Road.

Classes at the Curtis School had ended for the day, and the private motor coach was beginning its two-mile route to deposit a dozen children at their homes in Bel Air. The trip was short, but nonetheless, the bus was equipped with everything a child could possibly need for the journey—reclining seats, Wi-Fi, power outlets, and two private restrooms.

The driver glanced in the rearview at her young passengers, none of whom seemed to care about those amenities. All of them were bursting with the energy that only seven- and eight- and nine-year-olds have in the middle of the afternoon.

The driver? Please. She was eager to take a nap. Not that such a thing was likely. She had another gig this evening, ferrying adults around some studio lot until midnight. And then she’d be up again first thing to drive these same kids to school. If she was exhausted now, how would she feel at five a.m. tomorrow? She stifled a yawn, saw the speeding car, and stomped on the brakes at the last possible second.

The white BMW had blasted out of an obscured driveway. The car braked hard, and double screams of rubber on asphalt echoed through the canyon.

The driver yelled for the children to hold on. This vehicle was outfitted with every possible safety feature. The kids would be fine. But the driver was still paying off the loan for this luxury bus, and a wreck right now would be a financial nightmare.

Her first impulse was to scream something at the impatient moron who had almost crashed into a bus containing grade-schoolers. But the moron’s passenger—a woman—was up and out of the car so quickly, the driver reconsidered.

Especially when she saw that the woman was wearing a skintight mask that warped her features, almost like a nylon stocking over a bank robber’s face, and was holding some sort of device.

The driver lunged to lock the hinged loading doors, but the woman was already there, forcing them open with a gloved hand. This seriously can’t be happening. Not with the bus loaded with kids! Whatever this was, this creepy bitch wasn’t setting foot on her bus.

The driver pulled as hard as she could on the handle of the door mechanism. The masked woman forced her weapon through the gap anyway. Oh, no, you don’t, the driver thought and pulled even harder, putting her entire body weight into it, trying to exert so much pressure that the weapon would drop from the woman’s hands.

(That was the last thing the driver would remember. Later—during intense grilling by the FBI—the driver would learn she had been jabbed by two metal barbs and subjected to fifty thousand volts of electricity, at which point there was nothing she could have done to protect those kids. The electricity coursed through her system faster than her brain could commit anything to memory.)

The bus was under the kidnapper’s control now.




CHAPTER 6

THE MASKED KIDNAPPER hurried onto the motor coach, trying hard to ignore the unconscious driver slumped over the wheel. There had been plenty of assurances there would be no long-term damage from this type of Taser, but still, she couldn’t bring herself to look down at the poor woman. And this was no time to get emotional.

“Children?” the kidnapper said, loud enough to cut through their nervous chatter but in a relaxed, friendly tone meant to reassure them.

Her kidnapper code name was Four, and she knew this was the make-or-break moment of the mission. If she didn’t keep these kids calm for the next thirty seconds, things could unravel real fast.

Four lowered the Taser to waist level. She prayed she wouldn’t be forced to use it on one of the children. Using it on the driver had been bad enough.

“Everything’s going to be okay,” she said. “Please stay in your seats.”

“Who are you?” one kid asked.

Outside, the kidnapper’s partner backed the white BMW into an empty driveway. He killed the engine, stepped out of the car, glanced briefly at the nearest house, then tapped the key fob to open the trunk. The lid popped up, wobbled in the air, and steadied. The BMW driver jogged to the bus and went through its open doors.

His code name was Three.

Without a word, Three stepped up and hooked his hands under the arms of the unconscious bus driver. She needed to be out of the way. Keeping her head and neck supported, he quickly carried her off the bus and over to the trunk of the BMW.

Four didn’t acknowledge Three or his activities. She trusted him to do his part as he always had throughout their marriage. No, she was keeping her eye on the children, waiting to see if any of them would try to make a break for it (unlikely) or use their phones to text moms and dads (entirely likely).

But any message they might try to send would fail to reach its destination. Four had a device clipped to her belt that briefly killed all cell phone and Wi-Fi signals in a quarter-mile radius. Nearby residents might wonder why their shows suddenly ceased streaming.

“Cal and Finney Schraeder,” Four said, “please come with us right now.”

The children turned in their seats to gawk at two kids in a middle row. They stood up, a boy and a girl who were undeniably related. Most people assumed, incorrectly, that they were twins.

“Are we being kidnapped?” asked Finney, who was eight years old and a little taller than her nine-year-old brother.

Four had wondered how the Schraeder kids would react to their abduction. Angry tantrums? Flowing tears? Stunned silence? She had been prepared for all three possibilities, but she hadn’t counted on a direct question. The best response, she decided, was a direct answer.

“Yes,” Four said. “You are being kidnapped. Now, please, come quickly.”

Without another word and without resistance, the siblings began to move up the aisle. Perhaps, Four reasoned, their wealthy father or their ex-army stepmother had taught them how to react in this situation.

Which was smart, but also troubling. Because if they’d had a little family chat on what to do in the event of a kidnapping, the parents might also have taught them how to get the upper hand.

By the time the Schraeder children reached Four, her husband had stepped back onto the bus.

“The rest of you stay in your seats,” Three said, raising his voice a bit too much. “The police will be here soon. Do not step off this bus!”

Four shot him a warning look. She knew her husband meant well, but she was worried he might have overdone it a little. She saw the children’s startled expressions. This was all sinking in. People in masks taking their friends …

“It could be dangerous on the street,” Four calmly explained to the children. “Cars drive awfully fast on this road. We don’t want anyone to get hurt.”

“What about Cal and Finney?” asked one voice from the back.

“Especially not Cal and Finney,” Four replied.




CHAPTER 7

THE COLLEGE SOPHOMORE watching from the window waited until the two kids were seat-belted into the back of the white BMW and it had roared to life and peeled down the hill away from the motor coach.

Sophomore counted backward from twenty. No sirens. Excellent. She picked up the burner phone and called the only number in its memory.

“One hundred percent,” she said.

The call ended without a verbal confirmation that the message had been received. This was expected, but Sophomore found it a little unnerving. What if she’d spoken too soon, before the listener had connected and heard the words? Well, too late now.

Sophomore peered outside and waited to see if any of the remaining children would try to step off the motor coach. Now she began counting down from sixty. Thirty seconds in, no kids came running out. They were good little listeners. After thirty more seconds, there was still nothing.

Countdown over, Sophomore set about covering her tracks (wiping down the doorknobs and windows) before she exited the house, which had been on the market for about a year now. The asking price was way too freakin’ high—in her opinion, at least. But she supposed that worked to her mysterious employer’s advantage.

Sophomore had punch-keyed into the home just a half hour before. She’d set up by the window of a second-floor bedroom and put down her backpack, which was a little heavier than usual; in addition to the usual notebook, pens, makeup bag, and a paperback copy of Faulkner’s Sanctuary, it contained disinfecting wipes and a 30,000-megawatt laser.

Her task: Disabling every traffic and surveillance camera within range of the stopping point, which was marked on the asphalt with a spray-painted gray X. She’d steadily, carefully, taken aim and fired the laser at each camera, one by one, and the intense heat fried the pixels inside. Sophomore was grateful for all those archery lessons at summer camp back in New Jersey.

Within twenty minutes, the only operating street camera was the one that would record the two-minute abduction from the perfect angle. Again, all per her mysterious employer’s instructions.

Sophomore’s last job on her way out of the house was to avoid that lone functioning camera, which was why she left through the back and cut through the yard of the adjacent property. All of this had been scouted out in advance. There were no cameras, and the only neighbors were in Europe for the next few weeks. Sophomore made her way to the street where she’d parked the SUV that had been rented for her.

She didn’t have to go through the hassle of returning the vehicle. All she had to do was park it at the designated spot on Hilgard Avenue and walk back to UCLA. She was almost sad to leave the SUV; it was nicer than any car she’d ever driven.

Sophomore refused to be the weak link in this operation and prided herself on handling the little details. She pulled disinfecting wipes from her pack and took a minute to clean the steering wheel, gearshift, and start button. She used a lint roller on the driver’s seat to pick up any stray hairs that might have escaped from her baseball cap.

There. Perfect.

Hopefully.

She waited until she was back in her room on campus to check her account balance.

Like magic, there it was: She was twenty-five thousand dollars richer. For the moment. She needed to visit the bursar’s office and catch up with her tuition payments. But there would be a little left over for recreational activities.

Sophomore checked the news on her personal cell phone, the one she’d left in her dorm. There was nothing yet, of course, but she set a Google alert to stay informed. She had to make sure the kids were okay. She didn’t need that on her conscience as well.




CHAPTER 8

THREE AND FOUR made the getaway a kind of game for Cal and Finney, and they seemed perfectly happy to participate. Cal was assigned the role of timekeeper; Finney was the traffic cop.

“Now, Cal, you keep your eyes on the stopwatch,” Four said. “And Finney, you check the streets for a white Audi. If you see the car before the minute is up, you get a point.”

“And if she doesn’t see the Audi before time’s up?” Cal asked.

Well, there was zero chance of that. Three and Four had the route and switch cars plotted out perfectly. It should take only forty-five seconds to reach the next car. The goal was to keep the children busy so they wouldn’t think about ways to run away or alert any passersby.

“Thirty seconds to go!”

“I see it! I see it!”

“No, dummy, that’s a Rolls-Royce, not an Audi!”

“Look again,” Four said.

“There it is!”

Three and Four and the kids changed vehicles three times in the next seven minutes.

The Schraeder children racked up multiple points, clearly excited to be winning so easily—and not thinking about where they were going. Four could practically read their minds: What’s bad about this? So far, being kidnapped is fun!




CHAPTER 9

Wednesday, 3:14 p.m.

PARADISE CAME IN many forms. But the best versions of paradise—at least in Tyler Schraeder’s opinion—were those private Edens that kept out the snakes.

Edens like this insanely exclusive Baja California resort not far from Cabo San Lucas on Mexico’s East Cape. Spacious villas right on the beach, their kitchens stocked with gourmet food, each with a private pool and spa complete with sauna, mud bath, and jet bath. For Tyler, the resort’s most attractive feature was its location—over a thousand miles from the nearest Hollywood studio. Tyler could do whatever he wanted with whomever he wanted, and no one would be photographing him, recording him, or even glancing in his direction.

In fact, since stepping off the private jet earlier this afternoon, Tyler and Cass hadn’t had to deal with a single human being. Even the journey to their private cottage had been entirely automated. It was like everyone else on the planet had disappeared, and they enjoyed the place in peace and quiet for once.

Back on the studio lot in the real world, it was 3:14 p.m., but here on the Mexican coast of Baja California, time ceased to exist, along with all the rules.

“Bring that gorgeous ass over here,” Cass said to Tyler with the come-hither smile she hoped would become her trademark on the big screen.

See, right there—in the real world, Cassandra Bart wouldn’t risk uttering those six words in front of any human being, let alone to a camera. She wouldn’t even risk sexting those words; that wasn’t her brand. On-screen, she was an earnest and determined hero who would not stop until she saved the world. But here in paradise, she could say anything she wanted and just get her freak on.

Cassandra was twenty-six years old and for the past three years had been deftly climbing the action-movie ladder, first in a small but memorable role in a wildly successful franchise, then in a supporting role in a superhero tentpole, and finally in a starring role in an abysmal streamer action-comedy. That last one was a massive flop, but it had still worked in her favor—critics called her its only redeeming feature and hailed her as the next Margot Robbie. Now she was on the verge of breaking through in a big way. It was just a matter of finding the right starring vehicle.

Which had been Tyler’s cue to step in and say: “I can help you with that.”

A genetically gifted beauty like Cass intimidated most mortals, but Tyler Schraeder was not most mortals. He had all the benefits of a privileged upbringing plus a genetic advantage of his own—he favored his mother, an actress very popular in action movies of the 1980s and ’90s. You have your mother’s cheekbones and her ruthlessness, his father often told him. Well, back when he and his father were speaking to each other.

Tyler understood that Cassandra Bart, more than two decades his junior, had crashed into his life for reasons beyond his physical endowments and his incredible wealth. He’d turned a graduation present from his estranged father into a small production company on the Universal lot that had a knack for launching massive action franchises—the company had launched plenty over the years—and Cassandra was up for the lead in the next one.

Not that this was a casting-couch situation. Oh, no. The role was hers for the asking. But Cass was currently playing coy, wondering aloud if she should continue along the action-movie route. One forgettable summer tentpole, and suddenly no one considers you for prestige roles. That was her thinking, anyway. Tyler had suggested they go somewhere to discuss.

In depth.

Which was what they were doing now. Deep engagement without any annoying words getting in the way.

Tyler couldn’t believe how thoroughly this woman was throwing herself into the unspoken discussion. Her body demonstrated her athleticism, playfulness, and invention. But the way she continued to lock eyes with him, almost daring him to comment—it was all too delicious.

Best notes meeting ever.

And then she earned herself an Oscar in his mind by somehow turning the most clichéd of phrases into something believable.

“Tyler,” she whispered.

“Yes?”

She breathed in deep for a second, as if she couldn’t believe she was actually going to say these words, then took the plunge: “I love you.”

Tyler Schraeder knew better, but damn if he didn’t completely buy her performance.

“Hell yeah, you do,” he replied.

(Later, Tyler would blame Cass for distracting him at a crucial moment. Had he not been so overwhelmed by her multipronged assault on his senses, he surely would have heard the door to their private villa opening as well as the nearly silent footsteps across the hardwood all the way to their bed.)

A sharp clack roused them both from their passion.

“Do everything I say,” said a man’s voice, “or both of you die.”

For Tyler, the initial shock was immediately replaced by entitled outrage. Serpents weren’t allowed in this paradise—how had this one slithered in?

Even worse, the snake was clutching an AR-15, which Tyler recognized from countless film sets. But this was no set, and the semiautomatic weapon was no prop, and it was pointed at his midsection.

“No,” Tyler said as if negotiating a deal, “this is not happening.”




CHAPTER 10

“THIS IS VERY much happening, Tyler Schraeder,” the gunman replied.

The producer flinched, which pleased the gunman. Yeah, I know your name, rich boy.

The most important weapon he had was not in his hands; it was the element of surprise. This would work only if he could keep the nude couple off balance for the next two minutes.

The gunman, whose code name was Five, had no doubt this spoiled prick would try something, if only to maintain the illusion of dominance. Question was, would he try right away or bide his time and size up his opponent?

Five decided it was best to proceed with clear instructions and wait for the producer to make his move.

“On your feet. Hands on top of your heads, fingers laced,” Five commanded.

“Not gonna happen,” Tyler said. “You and I are gonna talk this through, because obviously, you’re not thinking straight. I can get you whatever help you need.”

“I won’t ask again, Tyler.”

The actress was already in full compliance mode. Cassandra Bart seemed to have made the transition from brazen hellcat to helpless victim without missing a beat. Then again, that’s what people in her profession did. Maybe she would make the first move.

Five would have to watch her carefully.

“Look,” Tyler said, “you hit the jackpot! I am a very wealthy man. And you’re going to walk out of this room much richer than when you stepped into it, my friend.”

Five just stared at him.

“But here’s the thing,” Tyler continued. “The longer you act all tough and the more you threaten to blow our brains out, the lighter your little payday gets. So do the smart thing. Drop the gun and you can name your price. But every second you hesit—”

Crack.

Tyler Schraeder was unable to finish his speech because Five smashed the butt of the AR-15 into the rich boy’s handsome face.

“I’m sorry,” Five said. “You were saying something about hesitating? How much has the price gone down now? Did I just lose a couple of thousand there, my friend?”

“You …” The naked producer struggled to stay on his feet. “You bwoke my fucking teef!”

“Yes, I did. Disobey me again and see what I break next.” Five unhooked the bag from his shoulder and tossed it to the floor between the producer and the starlet.

“Inside the bag are jumpsuits. They’re your sizes. Put them on.”

“What is even happening?” asked Cassandra in a pitch-perfect blend of confusion and panic. “Please, I am seriously terrified, and I need to know what this is about—”

“Now!”

Maybe it was the blood pouring from Tyler’s mouth or maybe it was the tone of the gunman’s voice, but Cassandra Bart immediately dropped to her knees and unzipped the duffel bag.

The first jumpsuit she pulled out was too long. She held it out to Tyler without looking up at him; he snatched it out of her hand while also avoiding eye contact. As if they believed that looking at each other would confirm this nightmare was real.

This greatly amused Five. Just a few moments ago they had been all about athletic sex and cheap lies. Look at them now—bleeding, naked, afraid … and totally under his command. Being rich and powerful meant nothing when you had a gun aimed at your head and you were trying to pull on a stiff prison jumpsuit without falling over.

Tyler Schraeder looked up at Five, his chin covered in blood and a flicker of defiance in his hard eyes. Oh, yeah. Time to extinguish that too.

“Tell me, Cassandra,” Five said, “will you still love him even without his perfect smile?”




CHAPTER 11

Wednesday, 3:30 p.m.

THE ESCALADE KEPT pace with the fourteen-year-old girl until she finally stopped and turned to glare at the woman behind the wheel.

“Shouldn’t you be engaged in a deadly shoot-out down by the San Pedro docks or something?” the girl asked.

FBI special agent Nicole “Nicky” Gordon glared right back at the girl. “They canceled all the deadly shoot-outs for today. So I decided to give you a ride home instead.”

“That was very kind of the international drug-dealing community,” the girl replied. She remained a few feet from the Escalade.

“Come on, what are you waiting for?”

“Leave me alone, stalker!”

Nicky flinched, then cracked a wide smile. It was a silly game they’d played since … well, forever. “Will you get in already, you goofball?”

Nicky’s daughter, Kaitlin, opened the door, flung her loaded backpack into the rear seat with expert aim and gracefully spun herself into the passenger seat. She was a natural athlete, like her mother. Though in terms in height, Kaitlin favored her father. When Nicky hugged her daughter these days, she had to be careful her forehead didn’t slam into the kid’s chin.

Nicky steered the Escalade away from the Girls Academic Leadership Academy—GALA—hoping to get ahead of traffic. But who was she kidding? This was LA. There was no getting ahead of anything, not at this hour. She checked the time on her dash—3:31 p.m. If the traffic gods smiled on her, they
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