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      THERE WERE THREE kidnappers, a woman, and two men. They sat inside a parked Crown Victoria, looking out into the early morning darkness at a bar across Sunset Boulevard. The woman sat behind the wheel, and the men lounged on the passenger side, one in the front and the other in the back. The car’s floorboard was littered with wrappers and fumed with the smell of takeout.

      The man in the back seat crossed his arms and sighed. “Are you sure he’s here?” he asked the woman.

      She whipped her silky black hair over her shoulder and looked at him with penetrating brown eyes. “No, Phil. I just happen to like this bar.”

      “I’m only asking because we’ve been here for hours. No need to get rude.”

      The man in the front threw his bulky arm over the seat and twisted his body to look at Phil. He shook his head before turning back. “Amateur,” he said in a slight Spanish accent.

      “Amateur?” Phil replied. “I’m the only one here with formal law enforcement training,” he boasted.

      “That makes you the least qualified for this.”

      “What was that, Lucas?”

      “You heard me, güero.”

      “What did you call me?”

      “Boys, boys,” the woman said. “There he goes,” she continued, pointing across Lucas and out the window.

      From the bar staggered a slender, dark-skinned man. He wore a dingy, yellow shirt halfway tucked inside, a pair of blue slacks torn at the thigh. The soles of his brown dress shoes flapped with each step.

      “This is the guy that’s worth millions?” Phil asked with a slight chuckle.

      Lucas took in a breath and exhaled sharply while looking at the woman.

      She raised her palm, gesturing for him to keep his cool. At that, Lucas looked out his window toward the drunken man, and the woman at the wheel turned to Phil with a smirk cutting into her cheek.

      “Why don’t you let mom and dad handle this? You just sit back there and be a good boy. Okay, Phillip?”

      Phil tilted his head. “Interesting,” he said, squinting. “Mom and dad asked for my help. Plus, I’m not the one who has fallen from the cartel’s grace. Am I, Eva?”

      She stared at him hard. Winkles began to expel the smooth skin from her light-brown face, and her nose crinkled, exposing some of her tiny, white teeth.

      Phil stared back but noticed Eva’s hand creeping close to her waist. Her motion ceased as Lucas interrupted.

      “It’s clear. If we’re going to do this, we better do it now,” he said.

      Eva fixed on Phil for another second before turning to face the wheel. She fired up the car and threw it into gear before performing a maneuver that ended with the Crown Vic on the opposite side of the street, stopped in front of the inebriated man.

      Lucas and Phil sprung from the car and dashed to the wobbling man. Lucas grabbed him from the left and Phil from the right.

      “Oh, this guy smells like a beer factory,” Phil commented, wincing as they pushed the guy toward the car.

      “Just get him inside,” Lucas said.

      The man stumbled along. “Hey—wh-wha-wh-where you take me?” was all he asked in a slurred British accent as they shoved him into the back of the Crown Victoria.

      “He’s in. Let’s go, let’s go!” Phil said, closing the back passenger side door.

      Eva floored the gas pedal, sending the Crown Vic racing down the road.

      
      SIX HOURS LATER, Orlando Black was driving on that same street. He enjoyed the sight of the palm trees rolling by with the Hollywood sign at the top of the mountain in the distance. What he wasn’t enjoying was stopping every thirty seconds for a traffic light and the horns and revving engines of morning traffic.

      This is what I get for taking the scenic route, he thought.

      His plan was to continue south to San Diego, then head east through Arizona. He had a full tank of gas, but his stomach was running on empty. Black remembered days in the military when meals were infrequent, so better eat while you have the chance became his philosophy. The same with rest and sleep.

      After another mile of driving, he whipped the Viper GTS into the parking lot of a popular cafe. The restaurant was a small building that sat directly off the main road. He closed his car door and crunched across the gravel parking lot toward the entrance, where a man in a loosely fitted suit with slick dark hair addressed him.

      “A Viper. You don’t see many of those anymore,” the man said, holding his chin. “It’s black too. Hot car.”

      Black hunched his shoulders. “Thanks.”

      The guy crossed his arms. “I have one of the new E-Class Mercedes Benz,” he said, tilting his head in the car's direction.

      Black looked in that direction and saw a brand new, silver coupe. “Nice car,” he said.

      The slick-haired man smirked. “It cost sixty thousand dollars—it better be.”

      Black gave him a quick nod and turned toward the restaurant.

      “I have great credit, so the bank didn’t mind loaning me the money,” the man continued.

      Black sighed and looked over his shoulder.

      The guy in the suit was nodding, arms still folded and a grin on his face.

      Black shrugged, softly shaking his head before continuing to the restaurant and leaving the man standing in the parking lot. The superficial capital of the world, he thought.

      He stepped off the gravel and onto the sidewalk leading to the front door where a large sign that read Ralph’s Donut House hung above. The inside of the cafe greeted him with aromas of coffee and pastries and the clinking of cookware. The dining area had little seating, and there weren’t many customers, so it was easy for Black to order a breakfast sandwich, water, and black coffee before sliding into a booth facing the front entrance and an overhead TV.

      The news was on, and a clean shaved reporter with salt-and-pepper hair talked about the politics in Washington.

      “The White House reported the president’s staff is rethinking Public Law 324,” the news anchor said. “It appears to be causing more unrest than his advisors expected.”

      Black chuckled to himself. “No kidding,” he muttered, turning his attention to his breakfast.

      He cleared his plate just in time to catch the tail end of the weather segment. The meteorologist forecasted comfortable day temperatures and cool night temperatures for the rest of the week. He then turned the broadcast over to his colleague to cover celebrity news, and a fair-skinned woman with a head full of blonde hair appeared on the screen.

      “We’ll begin with the story everyone is talking about,” she said. “The lady who has been a major headline over the past couple of weeks, Chasity Fox.”

      The TV flicked to a video of a skimpily dressed young woman dancing on stage. The camera zoomed in closer, revealing her dark olive skin and toned physique as she brushed her highlighted hair behind her ear. The screen then displayed a closeup of the performer’s face next to an older woman’s face, and the reporter started talking again.

      “Many are wondering what happened between the pop artist and her mother slash ex-manager. In an interview, Fox stated she fired her
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