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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      “Joe. Hey, it’s me. Listen, we’ve got a problem. You’re not gonna like it, and I think you know what it’s about. But I want—Joe, for god’s sake, calm down. Joe, I want to help you out, but we don’t got a lot of time. Someone’s on the way to your house now. As soon as I hang up, get into your car and drive west out of town until you get to the gas station by that billboard with the hole in it. I’ll meet you there.”

      Joe’s still stammering out a few panicked words when I end the call and look at myself in the bathroom mirror, seeing the dark rings under my eyes. I brush my hand through my messy, dark hair, then run cold water and splash some in my face and into my short, scruffy beard.

      I give myself one more look in the mirror, wondering if the face about to drive into that Vegas desert is the same man that’ll be driving out.

      A minute later, I get into my car, give my shitty duplex one last look, and pull out onto the road, the headlights of the convertible being the only light besides the thin sliver of the moon in the sky.

      I won’t be coming back here.

      My rough hand grips the steering wheel tightly as I roar down the desert road, nothing but endless sand and the occasional dried-out shrub on both sides of me. There’s no music playing on my radio. No piping-hot coffee in my hand.

      Just me and the weight of what’s got to happen tonight.

      Joe was scared shitless on that phone call. Part of me wonders if he’ll listen to me and actually meet me out here. Part of me hopes he doesn’t. Hell, maybe that’s why I was so curt on the phone, in my subconscious.

      The mob wants Joe Mackey dead. He’s in deep, deep debt, and they’ve realized they’re never getting their money from him.

      In the passenger’s seat of my car is a bag full of a week’s rations, a forged passport with a fake name and Joe’s picture in it, and enough cash to last anyone a nice, long time. It’s the perfect package to skip the border and settle down in Mexico in relative comfort. It’s the best chance for someone like Joe to give the mob the slip and start over as a new man.

      And in my jacket is the gun I’m bringing to kill Joe Mackey.

      The bag is just bait to get his guard down.

      I’ve been an enforcer for the mafia in Las Vegas for a long time. Longer than I’d like to admit. The money and the power I could wield even as just hired muscle would be tempting to any young man growing up in Vegas, but if I could have seen myself now, I wonder whether I would have still started agreeing to security gigs, then debt collection, then extortion. Now murder.

      I’m about to cross a line I can’t come back from.

      I reach the gas station and find that I’m alone. Either Joe hasn’t gotten here yet, or he’s panicked and fled on his own. I almost wish he has, but that’s selfish. It would take his blood off my hands, but he’s not a smart enough man to outrun the mob. They’ll find him if he’s on his own.

      I park my car in front of the billboard I told him to meet me at. It’s a weathered old thing that hasn’t been touched in longer than the abandoned gas station has. It’s mostly rust and rotting wood, but the last faded, peeling picture is still up there.

      It’s a picture of a woman with long, brown hair in a one-piece swimsuit. She’s turned so that her ass is facing the viewer, looking over her shoulder with a bright smile that looks downright eerie, with all the grime of the years on it. I think it used to advertise the swimsuit company, but there’s a huge hole in it toward the bottom where the logo used to be.

      While I wait for Joe to show, I stare up at the thing for a few minutes. It always amazes me that some people like the model and the people who run her brand are so close, yet so far from the morbid business I’m about to do here.

      They just live in this perfect little bubble over everything, never worrying about money, never wondering where the next paycheck or meal will come from, never having to turn to something so dark to survive.

      The shine of headlights behind me snaps me out of my thoughts. Damn him, he’s coming after all.

      It makes it worse knowing that the only reason Joe decided to listen to my offer was that I’ve known him practically all my life. Mom is a blackjack dealer and dad walked out when I was a kid, so I grew up in and around casinos. And that meant I saw Joe a lot. I remember when he only had a few gray hairs, but the Joe I see looking feverish as he brings his car to a stop beside mine is almost bald and starting to go white.

      He drank the last traces of his youth away. That’s what got him into this mess.

      “Wes!” Joe nearly shouts my name as he clambers out of his car, running a hand over his face before running up to me and shaking my hand vigorously. “Oh my god, Wes, I-I-I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t mention it, Joe,” I say, keeping my tone even. “You don’t have to explain anything to me.”

      “Shit, I know,” he says, sighing deeply. “I just… I knew you had contacts with these thugs, but I didn’t know it would let you see all my dirty laundry like this. You’re a good kid, Wes. I hate that you even have an ear to this kind of situation. It was a damn hospital bill when I was young. It put me under so much strain I had to turn to the booze, and the bills just kept coming and I kept drinking and-and-”

      “None of that matters anymore, Joe,” I say, putting a hand on his shoulder and smiling while I hold back the sadness in my heart. He smiles back at me, and it wrenches a knife into my soul.

      “Come on, I’ll show you what I’ve got.”

      I move to the passenger’s seat and pull out the bag, setting it on the hood of the car. I look him in the eye.

      “Food. Passport. Money. Your new name is Harold Smith. Skip Mexico City. There should be enough in here to get you all the way down to Merida. I hear it’s nice. The drive will be rough, but it’s not as rough as what the mob will do.”

      “Wes…” Joe says, incredible relief on his face, “I…I don’t know what to say. Where did all this come from?”

      “Don’t worry about it. Trade cars with me. This one’s clean.”

      He takes a breath.

      “Thank you, Wes. I…I’ll never be able to repay you for this.”

      “I know,” I say. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Right,” he says, and after a moment’s hesitation, he takes the bag, turns, and starts to walk back to the car.

      It’s a perfect shot.

      In a fluid motion, I reach into my jacket and draw my pistol.

      He hears it cocking and freezes.

      There’s a moment of silence between us.

      Finally, I break it with a few calm words.

      “Get on your knees, Joe.”

      In disbelief, he obeys, slowly getting down and setting the bag aside before he puts his hands up.

      “They…they told you to do it, didn’t they?”

      “They did, Joe.”

      I step toward him, gun trained on the back of his head. His hands are trembling. He turns his head ever so slightly, and I can see that his face is pale. “Wes, you don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s better this way,” I say. “I’ll make it quick and clean.”

      “You don’t want to do this, Wes,” he says, a tremble in his voice. “You’re a good guy, Wes.”

      My jaw sets, and I take a breath, leveling the sights right where I know the shot will be painless.

      My finger rests on the trigger, less than a second from that point of no return.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, dawn is just starting to break over the desert horizon, painting the sky beautiful shades of blue and pink mixed together.

      I’m not driving back to Vegas. I never will again, and I’ll never look back to that life. I’m headed west, toward California.

      I know how the mafia works. This job was supposed to be a test, and they expected me to come back with news of success, and they’d discuss a promotion for me—something more permanent.

      But that’s not going to happen. This was the last errand I’d ever accept from the mafia.

      By about 6:00 AM, I pull out my phone and call up the one and only contact I have out west.

      After a long wait, he picks up the line, and a groggy voice answers.

      “…Wes? What the fuck do you want calling at ass-crack o’clock?”

      “Cody,” I say, my voice gruffer than usual. “I’ll buy you breakfast to make up for it. I’ll be in LA in about an hour.”

      “The fuck? Shit, man, what are you coming all the way out here for?” There’s a pause. “You’re not dragging that shady shit my way, are you?”

      “On the contrary,” I say, watching the skyline of the city start to come into view, “I’m doing exactly the opposite. I’m calling in that favor you owe me. I need a place to crash until I can get my own place.”

      I take a breath.

      “…And I’m going to have to find a new line of work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Molly

          

        

      

    

    
      “Have a holly, jolly Christmas! It’s the best time of the year!”

      No, thank you. I reach out and press a button on the car stereo.

      “Feliz navidad!”

      Double no, thank you. Click. Silence.

      “Much better,” I murmur to myself, heaving a sigh. I look to my left, through the tinted window of my cherry-red Lexus RX. The beach is virtually deserted, the white sand smooth and undisturbed by footprints.

      If you squint and suspend reality just a little bit, you can almost believe it’s snow.

      But it’s not.

      Because this is Los Angeles, and even though it is December, the thermometer on my dashboard tells me it’s barely less than seventy degrees outside. Yeah, it’s going to be one those winters. Most people here love the fact that it never gets too cold, but this December, it would almost be nice if the weather could match my current mood.

      I’m driving back from possibly the second-most uncomfortable one-on-one meeting I’ve ever had. I met with my newly-hired lawyer, Arthur O’Connelly, attorney to the stars, to discuss the awful situation I found myself in last week.

      I still can’t believe this is happening.

      I have read in the gossip columns (yes, even I have my weak moments) about many actresses and musicians having to break their contracts suddenly, and the scandals that come to light as a result. It happens so often, I’m actually surprised nobody in my family has gone through it yet.

      After all, we are probably the definition of what you might call Hollywood royalty.

      My dad, Kenneth Parker, is a semi-retired producer and director. He’s made over fifty films during his career and garnered all kinds of prestigious accolades, hosting award shows, being asked to guest-star on variety shows, taking interviews on talk shows. He’s well-respected and well-known, a permanent fixture in LA history.

      My mom, Pamela Franklin, is an actress with almost the same amount of star power as my father. She’s starred in so many movies, she starts to lose count of them, often forgetting which movie was filmed where and when. I can’t blame her. My mom is a workaholic to the extreme. Hell, even when she was pregnant with me and then my little sister, she kept working right up until the days we were born.

      It bothers me when people say my parents don’t deserve what they have. They’ve worked their asses off to give my sister Andie and me a wonderful life.

      And to their credit, they’ve shielded us from much of the pain and stress of being in the public eye, even despite the many times we’ve been photographed and editorialized, with or without permission granted. They’ve always had a pretty tight grip on controlling how much media exposure we got as kids, wanting us to have the most normal childhoods possible, considering the circumstances. I can thank them for not turning me into some bratty, spoiled princess who refuses to work for what she wants.

      No, as much as the media would love to portray me that way, I won’t let them. Besides, how boring is that? Can these journalists really not come up with a different angle than the whole overdone “entitled rich girl riding on her parents’ coattails” scenario?

      Don’t get me wrong, I fully admit that my parents’ connections and insider knowledge of the industry has helped me, given me a leg up on the competition. But to make up for it, I do work really hard. My career is everything to me.

      I want to be respected not for my famous family legacy or my last name, but for my talent and ambition. I may be following in my mother’s footsteps by becoming an actress, but I refuse to be typecast into the same roles she was. Not because I don’t think my mom isn’t an incredible actress who has played really cool parts, but because I don’t want everyone to constantly draw comparisons between us.

      We’re two different people, with different talents and interests.

      If it isn’t already abundantly clear, I really, really don’t like when someone slaps a label on me before they even know who I am. People tend to judge me based on my appearance. I understand why. With my thick, mahogany brown waves of hair nearly down to my ass, swimsuit-model body, glittering smile, and big amber eyes, I look like an understudy to a Bay Watch character.

      Add to my looks a famous family name and you have a recipe for a gossip-column darling, a favorite of paparazzi and serious journalists alike. I don’t know what it is, but people are obsessed with the children of celebrities.

      When I was born, the paparazzi staked out the hospital, then our family home in the Hollywood hills. I know my parents were overwhelmed, terrified that overexposure would mess with my head. So they kept a tight watch on Andie and me, tightened their security, threatened legal action against those photographers who got too close and pushed their boundaries. But my parents are also pragmatic. They understood that the public’s fascination with their kids was potential source of profit.

      So when I was eleven, I posed with my mother for Vanity Fair. I recorded my first commercial for some insurance company when I was thirteen. From there, I springboarded into other minor roles in print and film advertising as well as the occasional part in soap operas.

      I’ve always been interested in fashion, and my mom made sure I was constantly dressed to impress, which paid off—photos of my outfits ended up in magazine features almost monthly. At sixteen, I landed the cover of Teen Vogue. I had a recurring part as the face of a shampoo company for a year or so. At age eighteen, I skipped my senior prom to walk in a fashion show—closing for one of my favorite avant-garde designers. And in the front row of that fashion show sat a casting director who scouted me for my first major big break—the lead female character in a dystopian teen drama called The World Enders.

      Directly after walking across the stage at my high school graduation, I hopped on a plane to Vancouver to shoot the film, in which I played a cheerleader-turned-survivalist who uses her leadership abilities and athleticism to head a group of teens during an apocalyptic war. It was a little over the top, a little cheesy at times, but it was wildly successful. Critics loved it. The public loved it. And ever since I played that role, I have received scripts and offers on a near-daily basis.

      It became a lot to sort through on my own, so my parents hooked me up with one of their oldest friends, a fast-talking agent called Eddie Arnold. He’s been a friend of the family since before I was born, and I always thought of him as a kind of uncle.

      Or at least, I used to.

      Anyway, the point is that I have poured my blood, sweat, and tears into my career and my reputation, which is why it’s so scary that I’m having to put it all on hold right now.

      And it’s not even my fault.

      I roll my eyes and grit my teeth, forcing myself not to break down and cry.

      “Come on, Molly, you’re stronger than that,” I whisper to myself as I turn the corner and drive up to my cozy condo in Marina del Rey. I parallel-park on the street and, slinging my workout bag over my shoulder, head down the street to my neighborhood gym. This gym is the main reason I pay as much as I do per month for my condo, because it’s right up the road.

      In my line of work, it’s vital that I keep my body in tip-top shape. People don’t hire me solely for my skills—at least, not yet. Right now, they hire me because I’m pretty and because my particular style—my brand—is really hot at the moment. This year, this month, this day, I am exactly what those Hollywood executives are looking for. When I walk into a casting room, I can see faces light up at the sight of me. I am the answer to their questions.

      I know this probably makes me sound a little arrogant. Too full of myself. But trust me, there isn’t a single part of my existence I take for granted. I know how lucky I am to have inherited my father’s wealth and prestige along with my mother’s beauty and talent. But my competition is often just as rich, beautiful, and skilled as I am. I need to have the edge. That one thing that makes me stand out, makes me more valuable to the crew.

      And I’m already establishing that edge. I do my own stunts.

      In The World Enders, I had to perform all kinds of jumps, rolls, sprints, and fight choreography. Originally, they offered to hire a stunt double for me. After all, pretty much every one of my co-stars had a double. But I was determined to make myself totally invaluable, irreplaceable in every way.

      I’ve been running track and doing gymnastics since I was a little girl, and for the past few years I’ve added another workout to the mix: self-defense classes. And I don’t mean those wimpy “hit your assailant in the nose and run away” self-defense classes. I mean stuff like taekwondo and krav maga. Like boxing.

      I know how to make a fight look real, because I know how to really fight. Of course, I’ve been lucky enough to avoid ever having to be in a real fight. But I would like to think that if I had to, I could.

      As I walk into the gym and head straight for the treadmill, a sad thought occurs to me.

      I may be a fighter trained in self-defense, but even that knowledge couldn’t protect me from what Eddie Arnold did to me. I can feel tears burning in my eyes. I shake my head and blink rapidly, refusing to shed a tear over that awful pig of a man.

      I step onto the treadmill and instantly turn the speed up as high as it goes. I’m not even in the mood to stretch first. I just want to sweat and run and let my anger motivate me to work harder.

      I glance up at the flat-screen television on the wall and am only half-surprised to see the image of my mother’s face. I have my earbuds in, listening to my workout playlist, but I can read lips and context clues well enough to figure out that the TV is playing some sort of celebrity gossip show. Cartoon hearts appear around my mother’s face on the screen and I smile, a little sadly.

      The media almost never has anything bad to say about my mom.

      My parents are both hard workers with hearts of gold. I determine after a minute or so that the host of the gossip show is talking about how my mom recently donated a bunch of money to a cancer research organization. She had a breast cancer scare about five years ago, and while it turned out totally benign in the end, she still walked away with an even deeper respect for the victims of cancer and the doctors who treat them.

      Good people. My parents are good people. And they only ever associate with other good people, having high standards for who they work with and hang out with on their down time.

      But even good people make bad choices sometimes, I think to myself.

      Like Eddie. Eddie Arnold is a bad choice. A bad guy.

      I swallow hard, feeling sick to my stomach as the memories of this past week flood back to me. The escalation of his attacks, evolving from minor annoyances to genuine harassment to bonafide threats. At first there were just some voicemails left on my phone, urging me gently to call him back so we could talk it out, discuss what happened and come to a congenial agreement about it.

      Then there were the texts. Alternating between begging for forgiveness and threatening to “make my life hell” if I didn’t return his calls and meet with him.

      I ignored them all for as long as I could, thinking eventually he would give up and leave me alone.

      All this time, I had no idea just how bad it would get.

      I thought at first maybe I could just pretend it never happened. Pretend I wasn’t that affected by what he did. I told myself maybe I misinterpreted his actions. Misread the situation. Exaggerated it in my head. The first couple days, that’s what I told myself.

      But then, when I thought about it more, I just felt so angry. So hurt. Offended that this man who I’ve known my whole life, who has been like an uncle to me, could try and take advantage of my trust in him that way. The more he harassed me, the angrier I got. The more I ignored him, the angrier he got. Soon, I was getting messages on social media. My Facebook account, my Instagram page, even on Snapchat. I had to turn off my email notifications because he was sending me messages there, too. I figured if I ignored him he would eventually stop, and I could just move on.

      But then I realized just how badly he’d tricked me.

      Eddie was my go-to guy whenever I needed to sign a contract of any kind. I would have him read through it. He sorted through my offers and scripts, giving me advice. And at some point, he put a contract in front of me to sign. I did. And in that contract, I signed away all the rights to my own career. All my scripts and offers, all my profits. They go through him.

      He is holding my career hostage. And that’s why I ended up talking to Arthur O’Connelly, attorney to the stars, today. To discuss what steps I should take to break that contract and win back my life from Eddie Arnold.

      Arthur didn’t mince his words. He told me, straight-up, that this will be an uphill battle. That Eddie is a seasoned veteran in the world of legally binding contracts, and he knows all the loopholes, all the ways to trap me and make me his little marionette.

      I finish my workout and walk back home as the sun sets over the beach. I pass by the little eat-in table in my kitchen and at the sight of it, my stomach turns. I flash back instantly to that fateful night last week when my life turned upside down.

      It was just a business meeting, or so I thought. A little late in the evening, sure, but Eddie’s a night owl, so no huge surprise there.

      We met at an upscale restaurant downtown, near closing hours. We were the only people still dining in that late, and Eddie seemed a bit off from the moment we sat down to talk. He sat next to me in the booth instead of across from me. He was slurring his words, but only slightly. He had the top three buttons undone on his silk shirt, the sleeves of his jacket rolled up. Eddie’s in his mid-forties, a paunchy, broad-shouldered chain-smoker with a raspy voice and a way of talking so quickly and confidently that he can make anyone agree to almost anything.

      He downed three glasses of wine at dinner, while I slowly sipped one. He was telling me all about this new project his director buddy is working on, about how I could be a perfect fit for the lead role. I excitedly told him I was interested, of course, but then he shook his head.

      “Yeah, oh yeah, you would be a great fit. Perfect. You got the body for it, obviously,” he slurred, gesturing with his hands in the shape of an hourglass. A little inappropriate, maybe, but I ignored it.

      “So can you set me up for a casting call?” I asked.

      Eddie looked at me long and hard. Then he said quietly, “Yeah, sure can, Molly-pop… But uh, he might need some coaxing.”

      “Oh?” I asked, frowning in confusion.

      “Or rather… I might need some coaxing,” Eddie said in a low voice.

      And that’s when I felt it.

      His hand. His meaty, thick fingers sliding up my thigh under the table. I froze up, paralyzed with shock. Eddie gave a low growl and leaned over, his boozy breath hot on my neck. Goosebumps prickled up on my skin. What the hell is he doing? I thought to myself.

      His lips brushed my neck, his hand resting on the soft mound between my thighs.

      Finally, my shock wore off and I jumped up, sliding out of the booth so quickly that I knocked over our wine glasses and sent a basket of ciabatta rolls flying off the table. I gave Eddie a horrified look and muttered, “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

      And then I turned on my heel and ran. Right out of the restaurant. Right into the middle of the street. Cars honked and swerved to avoid me. I hailed a cab and climbed inside, shaking so hard I could barely tell the driver my address.

      When I got home, I called my sister, sobbing. Andie came over and held me while I cried and told her the whole horrible story. I made her promise not to tell our parents. Not yet. I needed to think it over first. I knew it would be difficult to tell them. Eddie has been their closest friend and confidante for decades. It would be a huge shock to them, that kind of betrayal.

      I sit down at the kitchen table and finally allow the tears to fall. But only for a minute or so. Then I wipe my eyes, get up, and murmur, “That’s enough. Time to make dinner. Think about something else for awhile.”

      Just as I’m chopping vegetables at the kitchen counter, I hear a loud, curt knock at the front door of my apartment. I glance at the digital clock on the microwave.

      Nine-oh-five.

      Not super late, but definitely late enough to arouse my suspicion. I don’t have plans with anyone, to my knowledge, and the only person who ever comes over unannounced is my sister Andie. I set down my chopping knife, then think twice and pick it back up as I walk quietly over to the front door. I peek through the tiny peephole.

      Nobody there. Empty hallway.

      Then I hear a crinkling sound under my foot. I look down to see a white envelope poking out from under my slipper. Scowling in confusion, I reach down and pick it up. It’s totally blank. Should I even open it? What if it’s—

      “No,” I sigh. “Come on, Molly. It’s not anthrax.”

      With my heart pounding, I open the envelope and pull out a single sheet of crisp white printer paper. I unfold it to read a brief message in all caps.

      COME BACK OR I WILL DRAG YOU BACK.
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"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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