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Chapter 1: Yacht of Fools
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Octavious Monroe, legendary Hollywood studio head, hosts an extravagant party aboard his 120-foot luxury yacht off the coast of California. The Universal board of directors and several major studio executives are present, drinking champagne and discussing upcoming film projects. Octavious proudly shows off photos of his new fiancée, Thea Wilkes, who couldn't attend due to a "charity commitment." The executives fawn over her beauty while subtly jockeying for position with Octavious, whose approval means everything in their world. Unbeknownst to the revelers, a small, unmarked boat has been following the yacht since sunset, maintaining distance but never losing sight of its target. At the stern, the wind whipped at Octavious’s hair with a lover’s vigor, threatening to snatch his sunglasses clean off, but the man himself stood solid, one hand on the rail, the other raising a flute of Bollinger to the dusky horizon. His laugh cut across the deck, warbling between the towers of crystal and silver. These affairs, these floating salons, had become his preferred mode of conducting business, sea legs sorted weak men from men worth the salt. Tonight, they all braced like sailors, yet it was clear who captained this unsteady ship.
He’d noticed the little boat early, an hour before sunset, as the guests finished picking through the crudo and moved on to cocktails. It dogged the yacht at a careful crawl, its silhouette pinched and mean. Octavious pretended he hadn’t seen it, but every time the horizon broke open with another clap of red, he checked again. She was still out there. Octavious leaned forward, elbows planting themselves among the empty flutes and sweating bottles, tanned fingers splayed with a carelessness that said everything in the world belonged to him and the board was merely borrowing it. “She’s got a touch I’ve never seen,” he said. “A mind for the business, only person I ever met who could out-talk Marty Rothstein at a premier. And you saw her at the Apollo Benefit Cliff? Not a dry eye in the place, except for those of us who still have souls.”
Cliff Danbury, in his thin pinstripe and borrowed hairline, nodded like a before-and-after comparison of deference. 

“Listen, Octavious, you’re a lucky man. She’s a knockout, but it’s the, uh, the philanthropic side that really speaks to her character. She’s a builder. You can’t teach that.” He let the last word hang, hoping to draw a smile from the master Mustang Monroe, Hollywood’s most reliable line producer, felt the ocean under his rubber soles, a subtle displacement every time Big O’s yacht threw a wake. The salon’s marble-topped wet bar gleamed under the recessed LEDs, bottles refracting a hundred drunken refractions of the men gathered around Octavious. Mustang claimed a permissible distance, his back to the sliding glass door, the deck and night out of reach, though with every syllable the execs dropped about the next “tentpole” vehicle or “prestige” mini-series, he craved salt air more than oxygen.
Octavious, too large for his own shirt, held his phone up for the crowd. “You see her, right?” The screen was a quadriptych of Thea: Thea in crisp tennis whites, Thea at some Italian villa, Thea shadowed winsomely in a private helicopter. “She’s not just a looker,” O said, relishing the way the men’s faces involuntarily tilted, their stubble and hair plugs bathed in the blue glow, each one working out what it would mean to be the next to catch her orbit.
“She’s incredible,” said Cliff, words rushing like a kid spitting out cold medicine. “I mean, you want the best, you build around her. That’s how dynasties work, ask Coach Saban.” The others, smelling blood in the water, laughed accordingly. Mustang Monroe sipped at his club soda. The ice burned his lips. Thirty years in the town and he still couldn’t believe how these people got off on the sound of their own voices, battering facts against each other like dogs in a pit. But he also knew to keep his mouth shut, wait for the right moment, the single clean chance to steer the evening.
The little boat still kept pace, somewhere off the aft, lights off, engine coughing every so often. Mustang watched it over the rolling waves. Mustang couldn't shake the unease crawling up his spine. Something about that boat didn't sit right. He'd been in the business long enough to know when someone was watching, waiting. In Hollywood, everyone wanted something from someone else.
"Have you seen her new charity foundation, Mustang?" Octavious called out, breaking his concentration on the mysterious vessel. "Tell them about the gala next month."
Mustang cleared his throat, stepping reluctantly back into the circle of power. "The Wilkes-Monroe Foundation for Children's Arts. Very impressive portfolio already." He kept his tone neutral, professional. What he didn't say was how quickly the foundation had materialized after Thea entered Octavious's life, or how little concrete information existed about her past philanthropic work.
"Five million in pledges already," Octavious boomed, clapping a meaty hand on Mustang’s shoulder. Mustang wondered if anyone else had noticed the vessel. Probably not, they were all too busy polishing Octavious's ego or calculating their next move up the ladder. That was Hollywood in a nutshell: a bunch of sharks circling the biggest predator in the water, hoping to catch his leftovers without becoming lunch themselves.
"You know what I love most?" Octavious continued, sliding his thumb across his phone to reveal yet another photo of Thea draped in diamonds at some gala. "She understands sacrifice. Not like these actresses who cry about early call times. Thea's got grit."
The executives murmured their agreement, nodding with such synchronized enthusiasm that Mustang had to suppress a laugh. He'd met Thea exactly twice, and both times something about her had set his teeth on edge. Not that he could say that to Octavious. 
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Chapter 2 Pirate Boarding
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Scene 1

Night had fully claimed the sky, transforming the yacht's deck into an island of golden light floating on black water. Mustang moved to the railing, his fingers tight around his glass as he scanned the horizon for the small boat. It was still there, closer now, a dark shape sliding between swells like a shark circling prey. The hairs at the nape of his neck stood on end. Behind him, Octavious's laughter rose above the murmur of conversation and the clink of crystal, the sound of a man who believed himself untouchable.

String lights swayed gently overhead, casting honeyed patterns across the polished teak. Waitstaff in crisp whites glided between clusters of Hollywood's elite, their silver trays laden with flutes of champagne and delicate canapés. The party had reached that sweet spot between sobriety and excess, where deals were made and careers broken over casual asides. Mustang watched it all with the practiced detachment of a man who'd survived three decades in the business by knowing when to speak and when to disappear.

Octavious held court near the bar, his massive frame somehow expanding to fill whatever space he occupied. His phone was still out, screen glowing with another portrait of Thea.

"Look at this one," he said, thumb swiping to reveal Thea in a silver gown, her neck draped in diamonds. "Opening night at the Met. She knows everyone worth knowing in that crowd. Even Anna Wintour asked where she got her dress."

Cliff Danbury leaned in, his eyes slightly unfocused from too much Macallan. "Extraordinary woman. Truly extraordinary. When's the wedding date again?"

A shadow passed over Octavious's face, so brief that only someone watching for it would catch it. "We're still finalizing details. Thea wants everything perfect. You know how women are about these things."

"Women," echoed Harold Steinman, Universal's head of distribution, with a knowing nod that suggested he understood nothing about women at all.

Mustang turned back to the water. The boat had changed course slightly, cutting a diagonal path that would bring it alongside the starboard side of the yacht within twenty minutes. Its running lights remained off. Standard navigation protocols required lights after sunset. Whoever was piloting that vessel wanted to remain unseen.

He scanned the deck for security. Two men in dark suits stood at opposite ends, eyes hidden behind sunglasses despite the darkness. They looked bored, more focused on the party than the surrounding waters. Neither had noticed the approaching boat.

The yacht's sound system shifted to something with more bass, and a few of the younger executives' wives began swaying to the rhythm, expensive jewelry catching the light. A server approached Mustang with a tray of champagne, but he waved her away, his attention fixed on the dark waters.

"Monroe!" Octavious's voice boomed across the deck. "Get over here. Tell Bennett about that stunt fiasco on the Rodriguez picture."

Reluctantly, Mustang rejoined the circle. Five studio heads now clustered around Octavious like planets orbiting a sun, their faces masks of amused interest.

"It wasn't a fiasco," Mustang said, the practiced story sliding from his lips while his mind remained on the boat. "We just had to convince an eighty-year-old stuntman he couldn't jump from a helicopter anymore."

The executives laughed on cue, their expensive watches glinting as they raised their drinks.

Octavious clapped a hand on Mustang's shoulder. "This man has saved my ass more times than my proctologist. The best in the business." He turned to the group. "Speaking of business, Thea's got her eye on that script package from WME. The one about the female test pilot."

"Expensive," murmured Cliff, testing the waters.

"Worth every penny with her notes on the third act. She's got an instinct." Octavious's chest puffed slightly. "She's helped me see things from a different angle. Fresh eyes."

The executives nodded in unison, no one willing to question the sudden creative influence of Octavious's new fiancée. Mustang saw the calculations behind their eyes: how to benefit from this new power dynamic, how to ingratiate themselves with Thea without seeming obvious.

"Her charity gala next month," ventured Bennett, Universal's Head of Marketing, "we should discuss sponsorship opportunities. The optics would be phenomenal."

"My wife would love to join the committee," added Harold, though Mustang had never once heard him mention his wife's interest in charity work.

The sycophancy continued while Mustang checked the water again. The boat had disappeared from view. His stomach tightened. Either they'd given up their pursuit, or, more likely, they'd killed their engine and were now drifting closer under cover of darkness.

"Excuse me," Mustang said, breaking away from the circle. He approached the nearest security guard, a square-jawed man whose suit strained against his muscled frame.

"There's a boat," Mustang said quietly. "Been following us for hours. No running lights."

The guard's expression didn't change. "Mr. Monroe is aware of all marine traffic in the vicinity. Nothing to be concerned about, sir."

"Did you actually check it out? Call the Coast Guard?"

"Sir, perhaps you should enjoy the party." The guard's tone made it clear the conversation was over.

Mustang returned to the railing, frustration crawling up his spine. Something wasn't right. Thirty years of production work had honed his instinct for when a situation was about to go sideways. He pulled out his phone, thumb hovering over the emergency call button.

Behind him, the party reached a new level of volume as Octavious announced, "And that's not all! Universal's board has just approved a first-look deal with Thea's new production company!"

Applause erupted, followed by a chorus of congratulations and raised glasses. The executives pressed closer to Octavious, each trying to claim a piece of his attention in the aftermath of the announcement.

A flicker of movement caught Mustang's eye. Not on the water, but on the lower deck of the yacht itself. A shadow where no shadow should be. Then another, on the opposite side.

His mouth went dry. He stepped back from the railing, eyes darting to the security guards. One was checking his watch, the other scrolling through his phone.

The sound system switched to a Frank Sinatra classic, the crooner's smooth voice floating through the night air as Octavious launched into another story about Thea's brilliance. No one noticed the dark figures silently scaling the sides of the yacht, their movements synchronized and practiced.

Mustang started toward Octavious, pushing past a cluster of laughing executives, but he already knew he was too late. The shadows had become men, and the men had weapons.

Scene 2

The first pirate appeared so suddenly that Mustang thought he was hallucinating, a dark figure vaulting over the railing, weapon already drawn. Then came another, and another, materializing from all sides like a choreographed nightmare. Their movements were precise, economical. Not amateurs. Not even close. Mustang froze mid-step as the nearest security guard reached for his weapon and crumpled with a muffled grunt, a taser's electrodes embedded in his chest. The music continued to play, Sinatra crooning about flying to the moon, as six armed men in tactical gear secured the deck in seconds flat.

"Nobody move!" The command cut through the night air, silencing the ambient chatter. A moment of suspended disbelief hung over the party, these things didn't happen to people like them before reality crashed down.

A woman screamed. Glasses shattered against the deck. Executives who had been jousting for power seconds earlier now huddled together like frightened children. The second security guard reached for his holster but never made it. One of the intruders struck him from behind with the butt of a rifle, and he collapsed in a heap beside a champagne ice bucket.

"Inside," barked the nearest pirate, gesturing toward the main salon with his weapon. "Now. All of you."

Mustang felt Harold Steinman grip his arm, the man's fingers digging painfully into his bicep. Harold's face had gone sheet-white, his earlier bravado evaporated. Cliff Danbury looked as though he might vomit on his thousand-dollar shoes. Together, they shuffled toward the salon's wide glass doors, herded like expensive cattle.

Octavious stood rooted in place, his massive frame rigid with disbelief. One of the pirates shoved him roughly from behind. "That means you too, big man."

Inside, the salon's opulence took on a surreal quality under the circumstances, the marble bar, the Italian leather sofas, the priceless art on the walls, all now a backdrop for armed robbery. The pirates positioned themselves strategically: one at each exit, two controlling the center of the room, one checking adjoining spaces for stragglers. They wore black balaclavas that revealed only their eyes, tactical vests over dark clothing, and earpieces that suggested communication with someone else. Their weapons, a mix of pistols and compact submachine guns, were held with the easy familiarity of men accustomed to their weight.

A new figure entered the salon last. Taller than the others, he moved with an unhurried confidence that marked him as the leader. Unlike his men, he wore no mask. Instead, he displayed his face openly, lean, weathered, with a prominent scar that ran from his right temple to the corner of his mouth, pulling it into a permanent half-sneer. His eyes were pale blue, so light they appeared almost colorless under the salon's recessed lighting.

"Ladies and gentlemen," he said, his accent impossible to place. "Welcome to the real world." He smiled, revealing teeth too perfect to match his rough exterior. "Tonight, you'll experience what it feels like when money can't save you."

One of his men tossed him a black duffel bag, which he caught without looking. "Your valuables, please. Watches, jewelry, wallets, phones. Everything." He unzipped the bag and held it open. "My associates will help expedite the process."

Two pirates moved through the crowd with additional bags, barking instructions. Trembling hands removed Pateks and Cartiers, diamond cufflinks and gold bracelets. A studio executive's wife sobbed silently as she dropped her anniversary earrings into a bag. No one resisted.

No one except Richard Keller, Universal's silver-haired CFO, who clutched his left hand to his chest. "Please," he said, his voice barely audible. "This was my father's. It's just gold-plated, not worth much."

The pirate captain's expression didn't change as he crossed the room in three long strides. The blow came without warning, his pistol whipping across Richard's face with a sickening crack. Blood sprayed from the man's split cheek, spattering the white shirt of the woman beside him. Richard crumpled to his knees, blood pooling in his cupped palm.

"Next time, I don't aim for the cheek," the captain said calmly. He bent down and wrenched the ring from Richard's finger. "Gold-plated lies. Like everything else in this town."

Octavious stepped forward then, drawing himself up to his full height. The room seemed to hold its breath. Even in crisis, Mustang noted, Big O couldn't help playing the hero, couldn't conceive of a world where his name wasn't a skeleton key.

"I'm Octavious Monroe." His voice carried the weight of someone accustomed to being obeyed. "Perhaps we can come to some arrangement. Whatever you're being paid, I can double it."

The pirate captain turned slowly, studying Octavious with those pale eyes. For a moment, something passed between them, a current of recognition that made Mustang's skin prickle. Then the captain laughed, a sound devoid of humor.

"I know exactly who you are." He circled Octavious like a wolf sizing up prey. "The great Octavious Monroe. The man who thinks he owns this town." He stopped, face inches from Octavious's. "Your fame means nothing out here. Your money means nothing. Your name?" He spat the last word. "Less than nothing."

Something collapsed behind Octavious's eyes, a foundation of certainty crumbling. Mustang had never seen that expression on his boss's face before. Not through studio bankruptcies, not through divorces, not through the scandal of '08. It was the look of a man discovering his own powerlessness.

"Now," the captain continued, "I hear you have a particular collection. Vintage Rolexes. Rare pieces. Where are they?"

Octavious's jaw clenched. "In the safe."

"The combination."

"Go to hell."

The captain sighed, as if disappointed by such a predictable response. He nodded to one of his men, who grabbed the nearest executive's wife, a willowy former model with terror-stricken eyes, and pressed a gun to her temple.

"The combination," the captain repeated.

Octavious deflated. "23-58-17-42."

Two pirates disappeared toward the master suite while the others continued collecting valuables. Mustang's hand trembled slightly as he dropped his own watch into a bag, nothing special, just a Tag Heuer he'd had for fifteen years, but it felt like surrendering more than just a timepiece.

The pirate collecting from Mustang paused, studying his face. "You. You're not like these others." His eyes narrowed behind his balaclava. "You noticed us coming, didn't you?"

Mustang said nothing, but something in his expression must have confirmed the pirate's suspicion." Smart man," the pirate said quietly. "Smart enough to keep your mouth shut now."

From down the hall came triumphant voices. The pirates returned carrying a wooden display case, its lid already open. Inside, nestled in velvet, lay Octavious's pride and joy, twelve vintage Rolexes, each worth more than most people's homes. Pieces he'd hunted down over decades, outbidding collectors and royalty alike.

"Excellent taste," the captain said, running a gloved finger over the watches. "Especially this Daytona. Paul Newman would be proud." He snapped the case shut and handed it to one of his men. "Consider yourself honored, Monroe. Most people we rob, we just take what's convenient. You? We came specifically for you."

Something cold twisted in Mustang's gut. This wasn't random. The pirates knew too much about the yacht's location, about Octavious's collection, about the security setup.

Around him, Hollywood's elite stood in various states of shock and humiliation. Men who controlled billion-dollar empires wept openly. Women who graced magazine covers shivered in their designer dresses. All stripped of the armor they thought protected them.

The captain checked his watch, ironically, Mustang noted, a simple military-style timepiece, and nodded to his men. "We've taken enough of these fine people's time." He turned to address the room. "Your phones will be disposed of offshore. The Coast Guard will be notified of your location in one hour. Until then, I suggest you enjoy each other's company without your usual distractions. Perhaps actually talk to one another."

He backed toward the door, his men forming a protective formation around him. "Oh, and Mr. Monroe?" His scarred lip curled upward. "Give my regards to your lovely fiancée."

The words hung in the air like smoke as the pirates retreated, taking with them not just valuables, but the illusion of invulnerability that had cloaked everyone in the room.

Scene 3

Thea Wilkes glided through the gilded doors of Gucci on Rodeo Drive, her arms already laden with shopping bags emblazoned with the logos of Dior, Prada, and Balenciaga. The weightless confidence in her step suggested a woman who had always belonged in such rarified air, though nothing could be further from the truth. The sales associate recognized her immediately, not from any actual fame of her own, but as the latest acquisition of Octavious Monroe. Her smile, practiced to perfection in a hundred motel mirrors, revealed nothing of the calculations constantly running behind her eyes.

"Ms. Wilkes, welcome back," the associate, Margot, according to her nameplate, approached with the appropriate mix of deference and familiarity. "We've just received the new collection you inquired about last week."

Thea ran her fingertips along a display of handbags, feeling the buttery leather beneath her manicured nails. "Show me everything," she said, not bothering to look up. "And have someone bring me sparkling water. No ice."

Within minutes, she was ensconced in a private viewing room, surrounded by purses arranged like museum pieces. Margot hovered nearby, reciting the virtues of Italian craftsmanship and limited availability as if reading from scripture.

Thea pointed at a crocodile tote in emerald green. "That one." Then a quilted shoulder bag in cream. "And that." A bejeweled clutch caught her eye. "This too."

"Excellent choices," Margot gushed. "The bamboo-handled tote is particularly, "

"I'll take all of them." Thea cut her off, reaching for her water. "And the burgundy hobo bag in the window."

Margot blinked, her commission calculator almost visibly spinning behind her eyes. "Of course. Shall I prepare them while you continue browsing?"

"Have them sent to Mr. Monroe's residence." Thea extracted the black credit card from her Valentino wallet, Octavious's card, with her name embossed beneath his in smaller letters. A reminder of her position, though not for much longer.

She signed the receipt without glancing at the total, $43,600, and accepted the associate's effusive thanks with a regal nod. Outside, her driver appeared to take her growing collection of bags, storing them in the trunk of the waiting Bentley.

"Cartier next," she instructed him, checking her reflection in a compact mirror. Perfect. Always perfect. She had learned early that beauty was currency, but perfection was power.

The renowned jeweler's boutique greeted her with hushed opulence, plush carpets that swallowed footsteps, vitrines glowing like shrines to excess. A silver-haired manager approached, recognizing her instantly.

"Ms. Wilkes, what a pleasure. How may we assist you today?"

"Diamonds," she replied simply. "Show me your finest pieces."

Her phone vibrated in her purse. Shelby. Again. The third call in an hour. She silenced it without answering, her mouth tightening briefly before resuming its practiced curve. Octavious's daughter had been a persistent thorn since their engagement, always watching, always questioning. Always calling when Thea was busy with more important matters.

She followed the manager to a private viewing room where velvet trays appeared, bearing constellations of stones that caught and fractured light. Thea tried on a pair of chandelier earrings, watching them swing gently against her neck.

"These feature our finest D-flawless diamonds," the manager explained, "over twelve carats total, set in platinum with our signature, "

"How much?" Thea interrupted, though she didn't care. The price was irrelevant; the possession was everything.

"One hundred and sixty-five thousand dollars."

She nodded, removing the earrings reluctantly. "I'll take them. And show me your tennis bracelets."

After selecting a diamond bracelet to complement the earrings, another eighty-three thousand, she signed Octavious's name with practiced ease and instructed the manager to have everything delivered. The entire transaction took less than twenty minutes.

Outside, Beverly Hills continued its carefully orchestrated ballet of wealth, women who looked like polished replicas of each other drifting in and out of boutiques, men in Italian suits pretending they were too important to be shopping. Thea checked her phone again. Another missed call from Shelby and a text: "Need to talk about Dad's party tonight. Call me ASAP."

Thea smiled thinly. Poor Shelby, worried about yacht decorations and champagne selections while something far more consequential unfolded at sea. She slipped the phone back into her purse without responding.

At Chanel, she was greeted like returning royalty. The boutique director himself escorted her through the newest collection, praising how each piece would complement her figure. Thea nodded along, selecting dresses, suits, and accessories with barely a glance at their details.

"The entire resort collection?" the director confirmed, unable to keep a note of surprise from his voice despite his professional demeanor.

"Is that a problem?" Thea asked, one perfectly arched eyebrow rising in challenge.

"Not at all. It's just... substantial."

"I have substantial events coming up." She handed over the black card again. "We're announcing my foundation's first major initiative next month. I'll need options."

The lie slid from her lips without effort. There was no initiative, just as there was barely a foundation, just a website and letterhead created by a college dropout in a basement office in Reseda who specialized in crafting impressive-looking facades for empty entities. But the director nodded appreciatively, as if she'd just revealed plans to end world hunger.

The receipt this time made even the director blink, $127,800, but Thea signed it with the same indifference she might show a coffee bill. She checked her watch. Nearly five. Events would be unfolding according to schedule.

La Perla was her final stop. The lingerie boutique's hushed interior felt like entering a boudoir, all soft lighting and plush surfaces. Thea selected several sets of handmade Italian lingerie, enjoying the feel of silk and lace against her skin as she tried them on. In the dressing room, surrounded by scraps of fabric that cost more than most people's monthly rent, her phone vibrated again.

This time, the screen displayed no name, just a number she knew by heart. She answered immediately.

"Yes?" Her voice changed, the cultivated warmth replaced by something cooler, more efficient.

"It's done." The male voice on the other end was clipped, professional.

"Any complications?" She kept her tone neutral, aware of the sales associate hovering just outside the dressing room door.

"None. Clean execution. The package you specified has been secured."

"And the rest?"

"As discussed. We'll meet at the arranged location."

Thea allowed herself a small smile. "Everything's going according to plan. He suspects nothing."

"Your share will be ready. Twenty-four hours, as agreed."

"Perfect." She ended the call and slipped back into the persona of Octavious Monroe's adoring fiancée, emerging from the dressing room with a dazzling smile. "I'll take everything in black and red. The cream set doesn't do enough for me."

Outside, the sun was beginning its descent, casting long shadows across Rodeo Drive's pristine sidewalks. Thea's driver appeared with mechanical promptness, opening the car door as a saleswoman followed with her La Perla purchases.

"Will there be another stop, Ms. Wilkes?" the driver asked.

Thea checked her watch again, a slim Patek Philippe that had been her first acquisition after meeting Octavious, and calculated. By now, the yacht would be in chaos. Octavious would be calling, frantic, humiliated. The Coast Guard would be involved. And somewhere on the water, a boat was speeding away with millions in watches, jewelry, and cash.

"Take me home," she said, settling into the Bentley's leather seat. "I should be there when Octavious calls. He's going to need comforting after his party."

As the car pulled away from the curb, Thea mentally tabulated the day's expenditures, well over $300,000 in just a few hours. A rounding error in Octavious's fortune. Pocket change compared to what would soon be hers. She gazed out at Beverly Hills passing by, at the storefronts and restaurants where the wealthy displayed themselves like exotic birds, preening and strutting.

Soon she wouldn't need Octavious's black card. Soon she would have her own, backed by accounts that couldn't be traced or frozen. The shopping bags surrounding her feet were just props in the production she was staging, the devoted fiancée, building her wardrobe for a life with Hollywood royalty.

A life she had no intention of living.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Adrift
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The taxi rolled to a stop at the iron gates of the Monroe estate, and Trevor Phelps leaned forward, his pulse quickening at the sight of the sprawling mansion beyond. Five days ago, he'd been tending bar in Savannah, serving watered-down bourbon to tourists who thought his accent made him quaint. Now he was about to confront the man whose blood ran through his veins, the man whose name his mama had whispered on her deathbed like a confession that couldn't wait any longer. Octavious Monroe. Hollywood royalty. And, if the birth certificate tucked in Trevor's worn leather duffel was to be believed, his father.

"You sure this is where you want to be dropped?" The driver eyed him through the rearview mirror, taking in Trevor's off-the-rack suit and scuffed boots. "They don't exactly welcome walk-ins."

Trevor forced a smile, the kind that had gotten him free drinks and phone numbers back home. "I got business here. Family business."

He paid the fare with crumpled bills from his last paycheck and stepped out into the California sunshine that felt different somehow from Georgia heat, drier, more deliberate. The gates rose before him like a medieval barricade, protecting the castle beyond from commoners like himself. Or at least, who he'd been until a week ago.

For twenty-eight years, Trevor had believed his father was a drifter who'd disappeared before his birth. His mama had spun tales of a handsome stranger passing through town, leaving nothing but heartbreak and a baby behind. He'd grown up with that story lodged in his chest like a splinter, festering, painful, defining. Then came her final days, the morphine loosening her tongue along with her grip on this world, and the truth spilled out. His father wasn't some nameless drifter. He was Octavious Monroe, who'd been filming on location, who'd taken a shine to the pretty local girl working as an extra.

Trevor pressed the intercom button beside the gate, rehearsing words he'd practiced throughout the five-hour flight. He'd imagined this moment a thousand times, the shock on Octavious's face, the stumbled apologies, perhaps even tears of recognition. In Trevor's most indulgent fantasies, there was an immediate embrace, an acknowledgment, a place carved out for him in this kingdom he'd been denied.

"State your business," came a clipped voice through the speaker.

"I'm here to see Octavious Monroe. Tell him, " Trevor paused, tasting the words before releasing them. "Tell him his son is here."

A long silence followed, punctuated by muffled voices and what sounded like urgent discussion. Then: "Mr. Monroe isn't receiving visitors. There's been an incident."

Trevor's fingers tightened around the strap of his duffel. "What kind of incident?"

"Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to leave the premises."

Something in the voice's edge caught Trevor's attention. Not just dismissal, tension. Fear, even. He stepped back, surveying the property with new eyes. Now he noticed details that his eagerness had obscured: the additional security vehicles parked inside the gate, men in suits speaking into earpieces, the harried movements of staff through visible windows.

"Look," Trevor leaned closer to the intercom, dropping his voice to a confidential murmur, "I've come a long way. Whatever's happened, I should be here. I'm family."

Another pause, longer this time. Then the gate began to slide open with a mechanical hum that sounded to Trevor like opportunity.

A security guard met him halfway up the curved driveway, a mountain of a man with eyes that gave away nothing. "You'll need to be searched."

Trevor spread his arms in compliance, mind racing. What the hell had happened? The guard patted him down with practiced efficiency, then gestured toward the house. "This way. Keep your hands visible at all times."

The foyer of Octavious Monroe's mansion swallowed Trevor whole. Cathedral ceilings stretched above marble floors, artwork that probably cost more than Trevor would earn in a lifetime adorning walls that could have housed his entire apartment building. But it wasn't the opulence that struck him, it was the chaos beneath the veneer. Staff hurried through hallways with tense expressions. Phones rang unanswered. A woman in an expensive suit was crying quietly into her cell phone in a corner.

"Wait here," the guard instructed, leaving Trevor beside a sculpture that looked like frozen mercury.

He strained to catch fragments of conversation floating around him:

", Coast Guard found them drifting, "

", everything taken, even his watches, "

", completely humiliated in front of the board, "

", Ms. Wilkes is on her way back from shopping, "

The pieces assembled themselves in Trevor's mind. A robbery. Something significant enough to throw the household into disarray. Something that had humiliated the great Octavious Monroe in front of people who mattered.

A thin smile played at the corner of Trevor's mouth. He'd arrived expecting to throw a grenade into Octavious's perfectly ordered world, only to discover that someone had beat him to it. The timing couldn't be better. A man knocked off his pedestal might be more receptive to unexpected revelations. Or at least, more vulnerable to them.

A harried woman in her fifties approached him, clipboard clutched to her chest like armor. "You're claiming to be Mr. Monroe's son?" Her tone suggested she dealt with similar claims weekly.

"Not claiming," Trevor drawled, letting his accent thicken deliberately. "Being." He reached for his duffel, movements slow to avoid alarming the security still watching him. "I've got my birth certificate right here, ma'am. And if that's not enough, I reckon a DNA test will settle matters."

She didn't take the document he offered, just assessed him with cool efficiency. "Mr. Monroe has been through a traumatic experience. He's currently meeting with law enforcement and will not be available until tomorrow at the earliest."

"I can wait," Trevor said, settling himself onto a nearby chair as if he belonged there. "Been waiting twenty-eight years already. What's another day?"

Something shifted in the woman's expression, not softening exactly, but recalculation. "You understand that your claim will require verification. Mr. Monroe has dealt with imposters before."

"Yes, ma'am, I do understand." Trevor leaned forward, elbows on knees, voice dipping into the sincere register that had served him well with jury members during his brief stint in county lockup. "But I'm not after his money or his fancy house. I just want the truth acknowledged. The truth my mama took to her grave last month."

The woman's professional mask slipped for just a moment. "I'll arrange a guest room. You'll remain there until Mr. Monroe decides how to proceed." She signaled to a hovering staff member. "Mr. Monroe will be informed of your presence once the current crisis has stabilized."

As Trevor followed the staff member up a sweeping staircase, he caught his reflection in a gilt-edged mirror, his mother's eyes staring back, her stubborn chin, but something else too. Something in the set of his jaw, the breadth of his shoulders. For the first time, he could see Octavious Monroe in his own face, like a ghost emerging from fog.

The timing was perfect. Octavious, humbled and distracted, his defenses compromised. The household in disarray. And somewhere in this mansion were his half-siblings, Shelby and Mustang, who didn't yet know they had another branch on their family tree. Trevor smiled to himself as he followed the silent staff member down a hallway lined with movie posters bearing Octavious's name.

He hadn't come to join this family. He'd come to claim what was his, recognition, legitimacy, and maybe, if the cards fell right, a piece of the empire that should have been his birthright. And if that meant exploiting Octavious's moment of weakness, so be it. After all, wasn't that the Hollywood way?

Scene 2

Thea's Bentley glided through the already-open gates of the Monroe estate, her practiced eye immediately catching the subtle signs of disturbance, additional security personnel, staff members huddled in urgent conversation near the garage, blinds drawn in windows that typically showcased the mansion's interior splendor. A smile threatened to curve her lips before she schooled her features into a mask of concern. The news had broken faster than anticipated, which meant she needed to accelerate her performance as the distraught, supportive fiancée. She gathered her composure along with her handbag, leaving the shopping bags for the driver to handle. Some roles required the right costume, and this one called for unburdened hands, ready to comfort.

"Ms. Wilkes," the head of security appeared at her car door before the driver could open it, his face grim. "There's been an incident."

Thea allowed her eyes to widen, her mouth to part slightly in practiced shock. "What's happened? Is Octavious, "

"Mr. Monroe is physically unharmed," he assured her quickly. "But there was a robbery on the yacht. Armed men. They took everything, watches, jewelry, cash. The guests were held at gunpoint."

She pressed a manicured hand to her chest, feeling her heart beating steadily beneath it, no acceleration, no panic, just the measured rhythm of a plan unfolding exactly as designed. "Oh my God," she breathed, injecting a tremor into her voice. "Where is he now? I need to see him."

"He's still with the Coast Guard and FBI. They're taking statements from everyone who was aboard. He's expected back within the hour."

Thea nodded, allowing tears to well in her eyes, a trick she'd mastered at nineteen, during her first unsuccessful audition. "I should have been there. I was supposed to be there."

"It's fortunate you weren't, Ms. Wilkes." The security chief guided her toward the house. "One of the female guests was threatened at gunpoint when Mr. Monroe initially resisted."

"How terrible," she murmured, mentally calculating how the police report would read, what evidence might exist, what threads could potentially lead back to her. Nothing, if her partners had followed the plan. The boat they'd used would be at the bottom of the Pacific by now, the stolen goods already changing hands through three separate intermediaries.

Inside, the mansion hummed with tense energy. House staff moved with uncharacteristic urgency, phones rang continuously, and in the great room, a cluster of security consultants huddled around laptops. Thea absorbed it all, the fear, the confusion, the scrambling to restore order, with secret satisfaction. Power structures were most vulnerable during chaos. And she had orchestrated this chaos precisely to exploit that vulnerability.

"Ms. Wilkes," Mrs. Henderson, the housekeeper, approached with reddened eyes. "Thank goodness you're here. It's been awful, just awful."

"Tell me everything," Thea took the older woman's hands in hers, a gesture of intimacy she'd observed in women with actual empathy. "How is everyone holding up?"

As Mrs. Henderson recounted details Thea already knew, the masked men, the violence, the humiliation Octavious had suffered when they'd specifically targeted his watch collection, Thea nodded at appropriate intervals, her thumb stroking the housekeeper's wrinkled hand. Every touch, every concerned glance was calculated to cement her role as the compassionate partner, the steady presence in crisis.

"And Miss Shelby's been beside herself," Mrs. Henderson continued. "Trying to reach Mr. Monroe since the Coast Guard notified us, coordinating with security, "

"Where is she now?" Thea asked, her internal alertness spiking. Shelby was the wild card, the one person in the household who'd never fully accepted her presence in Octavious's life.

"In Mr. Monroe's study, speaking with, "

"Thea." Shelby's voice cut through the foyer, cold as steel. Octavious's daughter stood in the doorway of the study, arms crossed, her sharp features hardened into accusation. At thirty-three, Shelby carried herself with the assurance of someone who'd grown up understanding her worth in the world, the exact opposite of Thea's hard-won confidence. "Nice of you to finally answer your phone."

"Shelby, I came as soon as I heard." Thea moved toward her, arms outstretched for an embrace that never materialized as Shelby stepped back. "The service in the boutiques, I had no idea what was happening."

"Boutiques." Shelby's gaze dropped to Thea's wrist, where the tennis bracelet from Cartier caught the light. "Shopping while my father was being robbed at gunpoint. How convenient."

The accusation hung between them, sharp enough that Mrs. Henderson mumbled an excuse and retreated toward the kitchen.

Thea let her outstretched arms fall slowly, vulnerability replacing her initial warmth. It was a delicate balance, appearing hurt but not defensive, concerned but not guilty. "That's not fair. I would have been there if, "

"If what? If your charity commitment hadn't suddenly materialized yesterday?" Shelby stepped closer, her voice lowering. "The charity no one can seem to find any record of before you appeared in my father's life."

A flutter of irritation passed through Thea's chest. Shelby had been digging, more thoroughly than anticipated. "The foundation is still in its early stages. Not everything makes it onto the internet immediately."

"Unlike you." Shelby's smile was knife sharp. "I've been looking into your background, Thea. It's fascinating how little there is before three years ago. Almost as if you appeared out of thin air, fully formed, just in time to meet my father at the Governors Ball."

Thea's pulse quickened, not with fear, but with calculation. How much did Shelby actually know? How much was bluff? She'd planned for this eventuality, constructed backstories and explanations for the gaps in her history, but she hadn't expected to deploy them so soon.

"I understand you're upset about what happened to your father," Thea said softly, shifting the focus. "I am too. But turning your anger toward me won't help him right now."

"My father has been humiliated. His security compromised. And you're nowhere to be found until after it's all over."

"I'm here now." Thea let steel enter her voice. "And I intend to support him through this, whether you approve of me or not."

The standoff was interrupted by Thea's phone ringing. Octavious's name flashed on the screen. Both women stared at it for a moment before Thea answered, turning slightly away from Shelby's scrutiny.

"Octavious," she breathed, her voice breaking perfectly on his name. "Are you all right? I've been so worried."

His voice came through, ragged and diminished in a way she'd never heard before. "Thea. They knew. They came specifically for me, for my collection."

"Oh, darling." She closed her eyes, savoring the vulnerability in his tone. "I'm so sorry. When are you coming home? I need to see you, to know you're really okay."

"An hour, maybe less. The FBI wants to install a protection detail at the house."

"Whatever you need. I'll be waiting." She paused, then added softly, "I love you."

After ending the call, she turned back to find Shelby watching her with undisguised suspicion.

"He'll be home soon," Thea said. "He needs support right now, not accusations and family drama. Can we at least present a united front for his sake?"

Shelby's jaw tightened, but she nodded once, curtly. "For his sake. Not yours."

As Shelby walked away, Thea allowed herself a moment's satisfaction. The robbery had accomplished exactly what she'd intended, destabilizing Octavious's sense of security, making him more dependent on her perceived loyalty and support. With the pressure of FBI involvement, the timeframe for her next moves would need adjustment, but the foundation was laid.

She slipped her phone from her purse again, sending a brief, encrypted message to an unmarked contact: "Accelerate Phase 2. Target vulnerable." Then she deleted it, squared her shoulders, and headed upstairs to prepare for her role as the devoted fiancée welcoming home her traumatized betrothed.

The diamonds at her wrist caught the light as she ascended, their fire dancing across the walls like scattered promises of the fortune that would soon be hers alone.

Scene 3

Trevor paced the length of the guest bedroom, his boots silent on thick carpet that probably cost more than his car back in Georgia. The room was bigger than his entire apartment, with a view of manicured gardens that stretched toward distant palm trees. He ran his fingers along a mahogany dresser, wondering how many other "guests" had been stashed away in this wing of the mansion, how many other problems Octavious Monroe had temporarily shelved until they could be dealt with properly. The thought soured his mouth. He hadn't come all this way to be managed, contained, or dismissed. He'd come for recognition, and he wasn't leaving without it.

An hour had passed since the tight-lipped staff member had deposited him in this gilded cage with a murmured promise that "someone would be with him shortly." No one had come. No one had called. Just the distant
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