
[image: Cover for The Heist]



[image: Penguin Random House]




A list of titles by James Patterson appears at the back of this book




James Patterson
& Howard Roughan



THE HEIST

[image: Penguin Random House]




Foreword

THIS IS A true a.fn1

How James Patterson even heard about it in the first place is still a mystery to me, although I guess that’s what a lot of his books are—mysteries—so, yeah, there you go. Still, it’s not like I was scurrying around door to door and hawking my tale to the highest bidder. Or any bidder, for that matter. That’s one of the rules of the Witness Protection Program. You’re not allowed to profit off the very reason they stick you in it.

Somehow, some way, Patterson must have had access to somebody awfully high up and with a badge, because that’s the only way to explain how he ever got hold of me. Of course, that’s mere speculation. I’ll never know for sure, and I’m more than fine with that. Just because Patterson wanted to know my secrets didn’t mean I needed to ask about his. As for why I ultimately said yes to him, I think it’s because I had every reason to say no. Someone near and dear to me once explained that the secret to life was learning how to zig when the rest of the world zags. Otherwise, what’s the point of it all?

So what more can I tell you before I let the storytellers take over? Well, maybe this. There’s a reason none of what you’re about to read ever made it into the press. It’s complicated. Not so much the reason but the story itself. When you combine organized crime, power-hungry federal officials, and filthy-rich people with a hell of a lot to hide, the results are never neat and tidy. Especially in New York. Go figure, right? If it ain’t extra-messy, it ain’t Manhattan.

As you turn these pages, you might think you know what’s going on, and you might think you know what’s going to happen next. And maybe some of you will.

Most of you won’t.

—Halston G.




Prologue

Serious as a Heart Attack







	“So can we trust her?”
	



	
	“Can we afford not to?”



	“What if she can’t pull it off?”
	



	
	“She’s pretty damn smart.”



	“How smart?”
	



	
	“Second in her class at Columbia.”



	“What do they call that, again?”
	



	
	“Salutatorian.”



	“That’s right.”
	



	
	“She should’ve been the valedictorian.”



	“What do you mean?”
	



	
	“She got all As until her last semester. Then got a C in one course.”



	“So?”
	



	
	“The course was Twentieth-Century Art History.”



	“She could’ve taught that class.”
	



	
	“Exactly. She tanked the final on purpose.”



	“How do you know?”
	



	
	“The professor’s convinced.”



	“What about her? Did she admit it?”
	



	
	“I didn’t ask.”



	“Why not?”
	



	
	“Because it’s not relevant.”



	“It is if we intend to trust her.”
	



	
	“Remember, she’s not working alone.”



	“He’s not the one I’m worried about.”
	



	
	“And he says she can handle it.”



	“Of course he would say that. He’s her brother.”
	



	
	“He’s not just some guy, though.”



	“I understand. But their motive …”
	



	
	“Can you blame them?”



	“Sometimes people get blinded. Emotions—”
	



	
	“That’s what we’re here for.”



	“We’re not shrinks.”
	



	
	“I know.”



	“This is personal for them.”
	



	
	“Very personal.”



	“That’s what I’m saying.”
	



	
	“How can it not be, though?”



	“So you’re okay with that?”
	



	
	“It’s why I trust her.”



	“Because it’s so personal?”
	



	
	“Because she’s willing to risk her life.”



	“Some people would call that crazy.”
	



	
	“I’m well aware.”



	“Because that’s the risk if things go sideways.”
	



	
	“Well aware of that too.”



	“Are you really, though?”
	



	
	“What do you want me to say?”



	“I want you to say it out loud.”
	



	
	“You serious?”



	“As a heart attack.”
	



	
	“You mean, if she gets found out?”



	“Yes. What happens to this girl, Halston, if she gets caught?”
	



	
	“Fine.”



	“Fine what? Let me hear the words.”
	



	
	“She’s as good as dead, that’s what.”
	








Act I



GAMES PEOPLE PLAY




CHAPTER 1

TENNIS, ANYONE?

Growing up, I remember my mother really wanting me to learn how to play the sport. She never asked if it was actually something I wanted to do, and not once did I express even the slightest interest in setting foot on a court. Still, for my twelfth birthday, she handed me a pink envelope with my name, Halston, spelled out in rainbow-glitter glue, and inside was a card announcing that I’d been signed up for a dozen tennis lessons at the local YWCA.

Honestly, I think my mother simply liked the idea of having a daughter who played tennis. It conveyed normalcy, as if we were your typical upper-middle-class family living in Westchester, New York. (Spoiler alert: We weren’t.)

But that’s what most alcoholics do, and that’s why my mother used to bury her empty liquor bottles at the bottom of our recycling bins: They try like hell to hide the truth. Or, better yet, they construct their own reality. So whether or not I was having fun playing tennis didn’t seem to matter much to my mother. It looked good, like she was being a good parent. Who cared if I enjoyed it? (Spoiler alert: I didn’t.)

Still, I never missed a single one of those tennis lessons. I learned how to play, and that of course included learning how to keep score. It’s ten years later, I’m twenty-two, and I haven’t picked up a racket since then. But I still know how to keep score.

And that’s where this story begins.

“Skip, talk to me. How’s the volume?” I whisper, testing the level in my earpiece, which is hidden by the blond wig underneath my baseball cap. I’m in Queens at the Billie Jean King National Tennis Center, right next to Citi Field, where the Mets play, so I’m wearing a Mets cap. This whole operation is about blending in.

“Volume’s good,” I hear back in my ear, “although I’m getting a little static, and you broke up on me there for a sec—”

Skip’s voice suddenly cuts out, and I start dropping F-bombs, thinking we’re screwed. Skip laughs. He’s messing with me. That’s what older brothers do. He can hear me crystal clear in his hotel room at the W Hoboken over in New Jersey. The hotel has good Wi-Fi, over 100 Mbps. More important, at least according to Skip, it’s got a kick-ass bacon cheeseburger on the room-service menu.

“You logged in?” I ask.

“Yeah,” says Skip. “Are they done warming up?”

“Yep. They’re just about to start.”

It’s day two of the US Open tennis tournament, still the first round in a crowded field of over two hundred men and women. That means the most matches are being played on the most courts with the most chair umpires being used, including none other than the man of the hour, Lucas Montgomery.

Lucas is a very tall, lanky Australian in his late fifties who doesn’t so much sit in his umpire chair as fold himself into it, contorting his body so his bended knees are nearly as high as his chest. Perched above midcourt, he looks like a human accordion. I absolutely love Lucas. I’d follow him anywhere, and this summer, after graduating college, I literally have. The Mallorca Championships, Wimbledon, the Swiss Open Gstaad. What a great way to see the world, and all of it paid for with wagers placed and won in split seconds.


courtsiding

verb

Transmitting real-time information from a sports event (especially a tennis match) for the purpose of gaining a betting advantage



In other words, if we can place a bet online before the bookmakers adjust their real-time odds, we have the upper hand. Advantage us. All it takes is that certain chair umpire who officially updates the score after each point a teeny bit slower than I update Skip on his laptop at the hotel. Someone like Lucas Montgomery, aka Slow Hand Luke.

Is courtsiding against the law? Technically, no. Just don’t try telling that to the guys who run the online betting site offering the highest limits for live, in-match betting. That crew tends to have a slightly different opinion about courtsiding, one that they’d be more than happy to make me painfully aware of—and I do mean painfully—should they ever get the chance. Like today, for instance.

Because today I’m going to make a mistake. A big mistake. Huge. The kind that will forever change the rest of my life.

I’m going to get caught.




CHAPTER 2

“FIVE, RED,” I whisper just loud enough so Skip can hear me over the cheering crowd.

Five as in five hundred dollars. Red as in the Russian. I never bet during the first few games of a match when the two players are feeling each other out. But once they settle into the first set, I pounce.

Red’s opponent is Green, a Brazilian. Flag colors are faster than names.

Lucas, snug in his umpire chair, maneuvers his long arm like a crane and taps his touch screen right as I relay the bet, but I’ve beat him by a breath. As he announces the score I hear back from Skip. “In,” says my brother. He got the bet in before the odds changed.

We’ve got five hundred bucks on Red, the Russian player, to win the game. He’s now ahead, 40–30, but our payoff reflects the longer odds of 30–30. Just like that, we’ve got a better chance of winning with a bigger payout.

Is it guaranteed? No. Green could win the next point, taking it to deuce, then win two more points in a row after that to take the game. But the chances of that happening are not nearly as good as the chances of Red prevailing. Gambling is about one thing and one thing only: Leverage. You have it or you don’t.

We have it. Red wins the game and our account gets credited $1,060—$500 back for the initial wager, plus $560 profit. And now it’s on to the next game and the next bet. That is, until I hear the voice to my right.

“Good match so far,” the man says, leaning slightly toward me. “Very entertaining, no?” He’s got a thick Eastern European accent. His breath reeks of cigarettes, two packs a day.

I know he wasn’t sitting there a minute ago. Now he is. That’s what I get for being so focused on placing my bet in time.

“Yeah. It’s pretty good tennis,” I answer, staring straight ahead. I don’t look at him.

“Who are you rooting for?” he asks.

It’s a harmless question but I know this guy’s anything but harmless. He’s not trying to be menacing. He doesn’t have to try. It clearly comes naturally. Keep it together now, Halston. Breathe in, breathe out …

“I don’t know who I’m rooting for,” I say. “I guess I don’t really care who wins.”

I can feel and smell him leaning in even closer. “Yeah, but if you had to bet,” he whispers, “who would you bet on?”

For the first time, I turn to him. He’s got greasy dark hair combed across his forehead in a guillotine-like slant. He’s smiling. He’s also big. No, thick is a better word. His forearms, folded tight against his chest, look to be the size of ham hocks. I’m guessing they’re covered in tattoos, but I can’t see them because he’s wearing a tragically ugly teal windbreaker. Never mind there’s not a cloud in the sky, we’re in late August, and it’s pushing ninety degrees.

“What do you want?” I ask.

What he wants first is to show me the gun he’s got tucked in his waistband underneath the windbreaker. The second thing he wants is my earpiece. He sticks out his palm. “Hand it over,” he says. “Along with your phone.”

The next game in the match has just gone to deuce on Green’s serve. I would’ve been placing another bet after the following point. How much of this are you hearing, Skip?

I glance down again at the gun the guy’s got tucked into his waistband and then back up at his eyes. I’m wearing sunglasses; he’s not. He wants me to be able to see his eyes. I could play stupid and ask, What earpiece? But stupid won’t get me anywhere. Coy is a different story, though. Coy buys me a little time.

“We both know you’re not about to shoot me in front of all these people, and you’re not going to throw me over your shoulder or drag me out of here kicking and screaming,” I say. “So what’s to stop me from standing up and heading for the first cop I see? There’s lots of them around here, in case you haven’t noticed.”

He laughs. “Such a clever girl, huh? But we also both know you’re not going to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Because we found you, that’s why. Now we’ll always be able to find you, Halston.” He really enjoys saying my name, showing me that he knows it. “Come with me now and we won’t hurt you,” he says. “But if you don’t come with me now? We’ll definitely hurt you.”

I think it over for a few seconds, or at least I act as if that’s what I’m doing. My mind’s been made up since the very second this guy sat down. Meanwhile, Red wins the next point with an overhead slam, the ball careening into the stands. I look up at Lucas, crammed in his umpire chair, as he methodically inputs the score change. Damn; I could’ve placed ten bets in the time that took.

But my courtsiding days are over for now. I’ve officially been caught.

I take out my earpiece and hand it and my phone over to my new friend in the ugly teal windbreaker.

“Okay, you win,” I say. “Let’s go.”




CHAPTER 3

HE FOLLOWS ME out of the stands, staying a few steps behind me and talking only when he needs to tell me left, right, or keep going straight. I glance back over my shoulder just once, not at his lumpy face but down at his Gucci-wannabe shoes with inch-high heels that scrape on the pavement, first one, then the other, sounding like a rusted metronome.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks when I make a sharp turn that he didn’t instruct me to take.

“I’m thirsty,” I answer.

He looks and sees the water fountain against the wall to our left. What I don’t think he sees is the security camera about twenty yards away from it. He of course knows there are cameras everywhere at the tournament but he most likely doesn’t realize that this is how the police will know I didn’t leave alone. I had company, and it’s the guy cooling his cheap one-inch heels behind me while I bend at the waist and take a long sip. No one’s ever going to mistake the two of us for boyfriend and girlfriend. I turn around, take another glance at his greasy hair and that god-awful teal windbreaker. Ugh. At least I hope not.

He falls in step behind me again, definitely closer now. “Up ahead, just outside the gate,” he says. “The Uber lot.”

We leave the grounds, passing a couple of cops along the way. I don’t look at them, staring instead at the huge black Cadillac Escalade with tinted windows that’s idling behind a couple of rows of late-model Nissan Sentras and Toyota Camrys doing pickups and drop-offs. The most unsurprising sentence of the day is when he announces that our destination is the Escalade. As we near it, he walks in front of me, then opens the back passenger door and points inside. The second I get in, I see another huge, hulking guy sitting by the opposite window; he tells me to slide over. He’s also got an Eastern European accent, although not quite as thick. I move to the middle seat, and Mr. Ugly Teal Windbreaker climbs in next to me and slams the door shut.

And just like that, I’m the meat in a goon sandwich.

Faster than you can say rodeo, my wrists are zip-tied tight together. My wig and sunglasses are yanked off, a black pillowcase is pulled over my head, and I officially can’t see where we’re going. The driver, who I didn’t get a good look at, takes off, but not before turning up the radio in case I decide to scream. Why they didn’t gag me too, I don’t know. Then again, who says a mob abduction has to be an exercise in airtight logic?

I’m not about to scream. There’s no point. Besides, it would only make it hotter underneath this pillowcase, the fabric of which likely possesses the thread count of industrial sandpaper. I remain silent, as do the other three, while Bruce Springsteen belts out “Rosalita.” Only when we speed up and merge onto what I’m guessing is Grand Central Parkway does the radio get turned down. Still, no one talks until about twenty minutes later when we veer onto an exit, slowing down. That’s when I make an announcement. “I have to pee,” I say.

I don’t really have to go to the bathroom but it’s the quickest way to figure out the pecking order among these guys. Whoever responds to me is a little higher on the organizational chart than the other two. He’ll speak up because he knows it’s his decision whether or not we stop for me to pee. Already, though, I can rule out the driver. Drivers are always entry-level. My money’s on the guy to my left, whose only job thus far has been to sit there and do nothing.

Sure enough: “Hold it in,” he tells me. “We’re almost there.”

No surprise, we’re actually not. We’re still driving after half an hour. By the time we’re done taking all the turns and exits, I don’t even know what borough we’re in anymore or even if we’re still in New York. Finally we come to what I think is another red light, only it isn’t. Wherever we are, we’ve arrived. I listen to the loud, mechanical cranking of a heavy garage door rising. We creep forward only a little farther than the length of the Escalade before the cranking resumes: the same garage door closing. The driver cuts the engine, and the pillowcase gets pulled off my head. Before my eyes can adjust, I’m being manhandled out of the back seat.

A couple of hours ago, I was on the pristine grounds of the US Open making my way through the champagne-sipping, upper-crust crowd gathered to spectate the sport of kings. Now I’m being dragged to a rusted metal folding chair in an empty warehouse that’s layered in dust and smells like a dumpster. I spot a second black Escalade, and for a moment, I think my eyes still haven’t adjusted and I’m seeing double. I’m not. There’re two of them. One was already here, waiting. A man steps out of the shotgun seat of this second Escalade and walks toward me as I get pushed down into the folding chair with my hands still tied. He’s wearing black jeans, a black T-shirt, and a look of utter disgust.

Odds are he plans to kill me.




CHAPTER 4

“DO YOU KNOW who I am?” he asks.

I do. He’s Blagoy Danchev, aka Blaggy, right-hand man and lead muscle for the Bulgarian mob that usurped all New Jersey–based online sports books due to their crypto prowess. I was courtsiding through their website, GameTime Wagers.

Blaggy repeats the question. “Do you know who I am?” Apparently, the higher up on the company ladder you are, the less prominent your Bulgarian accent is. It’s barely there.

“No,” I finally answer. “I don’t know who you are.”

“Are you sure?” He scratches his bald head. “Because I once read this story in a newspaper that said over eighty percent of murder victims know the person who kills them.”

Blaggy is trying to scare me so I’ll tell him everything about my operation, especially any and all partners I have. This is not to say that he won’t actually kill me. He might. Blaggy’s a cold-blooded murderer who makes people disappear faster than a Vegas magician. He’s capable of putting a bullet through me in a heartbeat. But he won’t. Not here. Not now.

Because I’m not dying today.

I look him square in the eye. “Can I ask you a question, Blaggy?”

He squints. “I thought you said you didn’t know who I am.”

“How did you guys catch me today?” I ask.

“You fucked up,” he says, shooting a look at the guys who brought me in. They’re surrounding me, but center stage belongs to Blaggy. “Two weeks ago, you gave the same wire instructions for six different accounts on our site to make a withdrawal. Your bank issued a fraud alert, and that’s how we figured you out.”

“But you didn’t freeze the accounts right away, did you?”

“No. We waited until—”

“Until I placed more tennis bets so you’d know which tournament I was at and precisely which match,” I say. “It’s crazy, right? I might as well have been wearing a neon sign over my head saying ‘Come and get me, boys.’”

Blaggy’s really squinting now. He hasn’t gotten where he is, second in command for the Bulgarian mob, by being slow on the uptake. I was able to angle them for a boatload of money without anyone catching on, so would I really be so sloppy as to give the same wiring instructions for multiple accounts opened under fake names?

Unless …

“You wanted to get caught?” he asks.

“What I wanted was this right here, this meeting. It was the only way to get your attention,” I say.

“For what?”

“I need your help.”

Blaggy laughs in my face. They all do. “My help? You take us for a hundred grand, and now you want my help?”

“It’s actually a hundred and fifty grand,” I say.

Blaggy stops laughing. The others do too. He reaches for the back of his belt and steps toward me. For the first time in my life, I have the barrel of a gun pressed against my forehead, and I wonder if maybe, just maybe, I pushed the wrong button on the wrong guy at the absolute worst time. Don’t freak out now, Halston. Whatever you do, don’t freak out. Hold steady. Hold your ground …

“Give me one good reason I don’t put a hole in your head,” Blaggy says, grinding the barrel hard into my skin.

Life is a calculated gamble. Sometimes, so is death. If someone’s willing to kill you over money, they’ll be just as willing not to kill you if you can deliver even more money. Lots and lots of it.

I swallow hard, pushing down the lump in my throat. It’s the only way to get the words out.

“I’ll give you better than one reason,” I say. “In fact, I’ll give you fifty million.”




CHAPTER 5

BLAGGY HOLDS OFF on killing me.

I’ve talked my way into another car ride, this time without the pillowcase over my head. It’s okay if I see where the big boss lives. Anton Nikolov, the big boss, hides in plain sight.

My hands are still tied but Blaggy doesn’t think I’ll do anything crazy. Or at least, not anything crazier than intentionally getting caught stealing from the notorious Anton Nikolov so I can pitch him the art heist of a lifetime.

I’m in the back seat of the other Escalade, the one Blaggy used to get to the warehouse. He’s riding shotgun, his own driver behind the wheel. The rest of the guys have been sent on their way, wherever that may be. “See you tomorrow,” Blaggy told them, which turns out to be three more words than he says to me during the entire drive to Nikolov’s home in Millburn, New Jersey. I’m taking note of everything; there’s no detail too small. They originally didn’t want me to know the location of the warehouse, but now I know it’s in Weequahic Park, near the Newark airport.

Blaggy’s silent treatment during the drive is a good thing, a confirmation that I’ve officially explained enough of my plan to him. He’s talking to his boss on the phone, and he’s not peppering me with follow-up questions. Does he trust me? Hell no. He doesn’t have to, not yet. Maybe not ever. But guys like Blaggy and his boss do plenty of business with people they don’t entirely trust. As they say, if you want absolute loyalty, get a dog.

Speaking of which, I can’t help noticing from where I’m sitting that the back of Blaggy’s bald head looks like the rippled coat of a shar-pei, albeit not in a cute way. Just saying.

Welcome to Millburn. It’s the wealthiest town in New Jersey, and Anton Nikolov is one of its wealthiest residents. The feds have tried to link him to organized crime for years, but he pays his team of lawyers extremely well. It helps that he doesn’t claim to be in “waste management.” A legit shipping-container business has helped Nikolov conceal a host of slightly less legit business endeavors. As for his gaming website, it’s fronted by a shell corporation, which is how the gaming license was obtained. Nikolov runs the show but his name isn’t on any piece of paper.

We’re here, no one says as we arrive at his house. No one has to. The giant gates do all the talking. Blaggy’s driver nods at one of the security cameras; the gates part, and we’re heading up a long driveway lined by tall trees that eventually opens up to a brick mansion with two humongous bear topiaries flanking the front door. It’s all as subtle as the security detail milling about, each guy openly carrying an AR-15. I count a half dozen men and there are probably a few more along the perimeter of the property.

As soon as we stop, Blaggy turns to me and gives me his one and only piece of advice for meeting his boss. What to do and what not to do in the presence of Anton Nikolov.

“You stay shut up until spoken to,” says Blaggy.

It’s not a question but he stares at me intently, waiting for a response.

“Okay,” I say.

“Okay what?” asks Blaggy. My answer clearly didn’t cut it.

“I don’t speak unless spoken to.”

He nods. “Good. Now let’s go.”

I don’t get to walk to the front door between the two humongous bears. Instead, Blaggy takes me around to a back entrance and down a long, narrow hall. All the doors are closed, but if I had to guess, I’d say we’re in what was originally the servants’ quarters. Still, even the staff would need a bathroom.

“I have to pee,” I say.

Blaggy’s response is somewhere between a grunt and an exasperated sigh. He’s about to tell me no.

“I really, really have to,” I say, stopping. “I can’t hold it.”

“Okay, fine.” He starts opening doors around us. The first two are closets; the third is a small bathroom. He looks back at me, and I look down at my hands, which are still tied. Out comes a switchblade from his pocket, because of course he carries one on him. With a quick flick of his wrist, he cuts the zip tie. I’m free to pee.

“Thanks,” I say.

He stops me after I take one step. “Wait.”

Blaggy frisks me, checking for a weapon. I don’t have one, at least not the kind he’s looking for. What I do have he’s not going to find. I’ve made sure of that.

Alone inside the bathroom, I remove my right Nike Pegasus running shoe and peel back the insole. They took my phone but I’ve been walking around—literally—with a second one this entire time.

My text to my brother, Skip, is only two words.

I’m in.




CHAPTER 6

ANTON NIKOLOV KEEPS me waiting in his den for over a half hour. I really do have to pee now.

Also, I’m not sure if this room qualifies as a den. Doesn’t a den need to have a television? This room doesn’t, although it does have some couches and armchairs. It’s too small to be a living room, especially in a mansion like this, and it can’t be an office or a library because there’s no desk and not a single book in sight. The American dream, it occurs to me, is having more rooms in your house than there are names for.

Blaggy’s down the hall. I can hear his voice; he’s on his cell. He goes back and forth between English and his native tongue, the latter when he’s talking business, it seems. I could be wrong. I took a lot of electives during my four years at Columbia as an art history major, from statistical modeling to abnormal human psychology, but Bulgarian 101 wasn’t one of them.

Finally, I hear a different voice in the hall. Everything about it—the tone, the pitch, even the pacing—tells me that it’s the boss. The only thing I can’t tell is what Anton Nikolov is actually saying to his right-hand man, Blaggy.

Maybe it’s that he wants to talk to me alone. Two sets of footsteps get louder and louder, but only one pair of feet comes into the room.

“You’re a girl,” says Nikolov, taking a seat in the armchair opposite me on the couch. “And you’re young.”

I’m immediately thinking of Blaggy’s one piece of advice, that I should shut up until spoken to, and I’m wondering if this qualifies as being spoken to. Nikolov might simply be talking to himself—not that he’s mumbling. It’s that same strong, deep, and deliberate voice I heard out in the hall.

I err on the side of caution and remain silent. It’s the right call. “Good,” he says, nodding. “No smart-ass comeback.”

At some point during the day Nikolov might have been wearing a suit, but the jacket’s off now, as is the tie; the button-down collar of his blue dress shirt is open, exposing a gold chain with a cross and the outer edge of a large chest tattoo that looks to be the Bulgarian equivalent of Japanese irezumi, given the attention to detail.

It all makes sense in a contradictory sort of way. Nikolov is a rich man with a hard past, one he makes no attempt to conceal and yet doesn’t dwell on, if you believe the few interviews he’s given over the years. He likes his privacy but is a regular on the charity-gala circuit. He also likes to challenge those in his orbit, whether it’s the people on his payroll or those who wish to do business with him. So it’s no surprise that he’s testing me. Now comes the difficult part: convincing him that my plan is viable and something he wants a piece of.

Nikolov extends his hand toward me, palm open. I’ve officially been spoken to, and now I have the floor.

You’ll only get one shot at this, Halston.

Don’t blow it.




CHAPTER 7

“LAST SUMMER, BEFORE my senior year of college, I interned at Echelon, which is—”

“The auction house,” says Nikolov. “Yes, I know what Echelon is.”

Of course he does. Anyone with a lot of money does. Although not every art collector with a lot of money gets to belong. Echelon is the ultra-elite, members-only auction house in Manhattan that out-snobs both Christie’s and Sotheby’s. Their manufactured exclusivity is a gimmick, but then again, so is everything in the entire art world. In art, there is no reality other than perception, and if you are accepted as a member of Echelon, you are perceived as having scaled the Mount Everest of art high society.

“At the end of my internship,” I continue, “I was offered a full-time position in their valuations department after I graduated this year. I asked if I could have the summer off before starting so I could travel around Europe, and because traveling around Europe is a very Echelon thing to do, they said yes. My first day on the job is Friday.”

“Three days from now.”

“That’s right.”

“Congratulations.” Nikolov crosses his legs and folds his arms. He’s smiling but it’s more like a Doberman showing his teeth. “Now get to the fucking painting,” he says.

“Sorry, yes. The painting. It’s a Picasso, but not just any Picasso. No one in the world knew this particular one existed until two years ago. Not even its owner, who was the live-in maid for some French guy who died and left her his villa in Nice. The painting had been wrapped in cheesecloth and stored in the attic of this villa for fifty years.”

“Has it been authenticated?” he asks.

This is the first time Anton Nikolov lets on that he’s a little more familiar with art than the average tourist walking around in circles at the Guggenheim. A noncollector would never think to ask that question right off the bat.

“Yes, it’s been authenticated,” I say. “Twice, in fact. Once in Paris and then again last summer by Echelon. It was during my internship. That’s how I learned about the painting.”

“How was this not in the news? Why haven’t I heard about it?”

“Because of a very smart female attorney who’s representing the maid. Now ask me how the maid knew to hire her. I’ll tell you: She didn’t. After the French guy died, the maid went to work for this lawyer, cleaning her house, and no, I don’t know why she didn’t just sell the villa and retire. Maybe she loves her job. Anyway, a month later, the maid finds the painting in the attic of the old guy’s villa, which now belongs to her, and she tells the lawyer about it.”

“Let me guess,” says Nikolov. “The dead Frenchman has kids.”

“Two. A son and a daughter, both in their forties. They were pissed about the villa going to the maid but they were hardly left out of the will. I heard they split the rest of the estate, about two million euros each. But of course, were they to learn about an original Picasso stuffed away in the attic …”

“How much is it valued at?”

“Echelon is expecting it to go for around a hundred million dollars. If it sold for exactly a hundred million, that would make it the—”

“Sixth-highest-selling Picasso ever.”

“You know your art,” I say. “I’m impressed.”

“No, you’re not. You did your homework on me, that’s all.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t be impressed.”

He picks a piece of lint off the thigh of his pants. “So, a hundred million, huh?”

“The bidding could go even higher, although I’m sure the record for Les Femmes d’Alger at a hundred and sixty-nine point four million is more than safe.”

“A hundred and seventy-nine point four million,” he says.

“Excuse me?”

“Les Femmes d’Alger, Version O, actually sold for a hundred and seventy-nine point four million.”

“Are you sure?” I ask.

“Positive,” he says.

It’s easy to make a man think he’s smarter than you. All you have to do is let him correct you once. That’s all it takes.

“So,” I say, leaning in, “what can I tell you about the plan?”

“Everything. But first, I want to see the painting,” says Nikolov. “I assume you have a picture of it?”

“The auction hasn’t been announced yet but I got somebody at Echelon to email me one.” I reach into my pocket. Then the other pocket. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I don’t have my phone. Your guys took it from me.”

Nikolov pulls his phone out of his pocket because of course a mob boss never goes anywhere without his cell, even in his own house. “Here, you can use mine,” he says. He logs out of his various accounts and hands me the phone. “Go ahead. You just need to sign in.”

I now have about thirty seconds to bring up the picture of the Picasso on Nikolov’s phone. Any longer than that and he might suspect something. And we absolutely, positively can’t have that.

Okay, Skip, it’s time to work your magic.




CHAPTER 8

THE SECRET TO convincing anyone of anything comes down to a single moment of clarity.

It might be a sentence, certain words artfully strung together, or maybe a gesture or a demonstration of some sort, something that transcends the limits of language.

I had told Anton Nikolov about my plan and what it would require. I’d shown him a picture of the painting, and he had commented that it was clearly no ordinary Picasso—it was extraordinary.

Still, he wasn’t sold. There was one aspect of the plan he had doubts about, serious doubts, and there was nothing more I could say to him to change his mind. Someone else would have to do it for me.

Mr. Nikolov, I’d like you to meet Wolfgang.

I wasn’t so much released as furloughed from Nikolov’s home to my SoHo apartment. I slept for a few hours, showered, and skedaddled over to the Museum of Modern Art, better known as MoMA, hurrying so I could be there at the appointed time, ten a.m. For the record, Nikolov did the appointing. “Don’t be late,” he added after telling Blaggy to give me back my phone, “and don’t even think of not showing up.”

I had no intention of doing either.

A few minutes before ten I’m standing on the second floor of MoMA’s David Geffen Wing with my plus-one, Wolfgang. At ten on the dot, Nikolov arrives with his plus-one, Blaggy.

“Jesus Christ,” says Nikolov, looking Wolfgang up and down. “Is anyone over thirty these days?”

I’d already tipped off Wolfgang about the whole shut-up-until-spoken-to thing, including the part about not falling for Nikolov’s opening it-doesn’t-count-as-being-spoken-to comment. Not only does Wolfgang remain silent—he barely blinks. Wolfgang is super-chill.

“Your biggest concern is the forgery,” I say to Nikolov. “So, like I told you last night, it’s best that you see for yourself.”

“See what, exactly?” asks Nikolov.

“What Wolfgang can do. His talent,” I say.

Admittedly, Wolfgang doesn’t look like a world-class forger. He’s too young and too grunge, although I do think his muttonchop sideburns are pretty cool. Not many guys can pull that off.

“Is that actually your real name?” asks Nikolov. “Wolfgang?”

“That depends,” he says. “Is that actually a real Picasso behind you?”

Both Nikolov and Blaggy turn around and stare at the painting ten feet away. “Are you telling me it isn’t?” asks Nikolov.

“Go ahead, take a closer look,” says Wolfgang.

Everything about the painting says Picasso, from its characteristic cubism to the small brass plaque underneath that literally states that it’s a Picasso. Nikolov and Blaggy walk over to the wall. They stare at the painting; they read the plaque; they stare some more. Wolfgang and I join them.

“You’d never know,” I say. “In fact, the museum doesn’t even know.”

Wolfgang points to the plaque. “See how it’s on loan from the Rubenstein family, Thaddeus and Camilla? Well, good old Thaddeus sure enjoys the big charitable-contribution tax break he receives for loaning out the painting, but there’s one problem. The dude really likes the painting. Loves it, actually. So much so that he was willing to pay me to re-create it so he could keep the original at his home in Malibu, where I’m told he often just sits and gazes at it for hours on end.”

Blaggy, who hasn’t made a peep up to this point, can’t help himself. “Bullshit,” he says.

“Yeah, I know, right? It all sort of sounds like bullshit,” says Wolfgang. “But do me a favor, big guy, will you? Take a slight step to your left. And Mr. Nikolov, if you could do the same.”

“Why?” asks Blaggy.

With one word, Nikolov shows that he didn’t get to be the boss by accident. “Cameras,” he says.

“That’s right. Don’t look but there’s one up in the corner at three o’clock, and another directly over my right shoulder,” says Wolfgang.

I slide over to block the camera behind us. “Got it,” I say as Blaggy and Nikolov move to block the one off to the left.

Wolfgang casually glances around. I know what he’s doing. He’s waiting for the perfect amount of foot traffic behind us, enough bodies in motion to eliminate a clear sight line of what he’s about to reveal.

“One of the most notorious modern forgers is a German by the name of Wolfgang Beltracchi,” he says, maybe to fill the time. “Beltracchi sold over a hundred fakes; his work was near impeccable. Then he made a mistake and got arrested.”

“What was the mistake?” asks Nikolov.

“He sold a piece that was supposedly painted by Heinrich Campendonk in 1914. The problem was, a specific kind of paint Beltracchi used in his forgery didn’t exist until 1920.”

“That’s a dumb mistake,” says Nikolov.

“Very much so. But I’ve always loved the name,” says Wolfgang. “You see, the whole trick to this game is never being known, and yet there exists this overwhelming desire to leave your mark. A psychiatrist might even say that Beltracchi wanted to get caught, you know, subconsciously.”

“What about you?” asks Nikolov.

“What about me?” asks Wolfgang.

“Can you leave your mark without getting caught?”

The crowd of passersby grows thick in that instant and Wolfgang reaches into his pocket, pulls out a handheld, filtered shortwave black light, and flashes it over the bottom corner of the canvas. For a split second the image of a howling wolf appears.

“Holy shit,” says Blaggy.

“Fuckin’ A,” says Wolfgang, walking away. “Have a nice day, gentlemen.”




CHAPTER 9

THERE’S NOTHING LIKE a mic drop for a moment of clarity. Nice work, Wolfgang.

Nikolov watches him walk off, then his eyes snap back to the painting. He’s marveling at what it is. Or, more accurately, what it isn’t. There’s a fake Picasso hanging in MoMA, one of the most famous modern-art museums in the world.

“The kid’s got balls,” mutters Nikolov, and as soon as he says it I know two things for sure.

One, Nikolov is on board.

Two, the real power play is yet to come.

“Should we talk more elsewhere?” I ask.

“Yeah,” says Nikolov. He points at Blaggy. “Go with her to the car. I’ll be there in a few minutes. I need to make a call.”

Blaggy escorts me downstairs, out of the museum, and into a black stretch limousine parked near the corner of Fifty-Third Street and Sixth Avenue. Less than twenty-four hours earlier, Blaggy had a gun pressed against my head. Now he’s opening doors for me.

I’m alone in the back of the limo. The partition’s up so I can’t see the driver, but I can hear him lower his window and make some small talk with Blaggy, who’s waiting out on the sidewalk. I immediately text Skip, and he answers my question before I can even ask it. Yes, he tells me, Nikolov indeed just called someone from inside the museum. With the spyware Skip uploaded, we can now track Nikolov’s location through his cell and see phone numbers of incoming and outgoing calls. Skip’s already run a trace on the guy Nikolov’s chatting with now—it’s one of his attorneys. He has several on retainer, mostly for business, legitimate and otherwise, and he also has one personal attorney, a limelight-loving shark named Peter Hammish. It’s Hammish whom he’s suddenly had the urge to talk to.

Skip texts again minutes later to tell me Nikolov is off the call and heading out.

I stash my phone and wait. The limo door soon opens and in climbs Nikolov, followed by Blaggy. They both sit opposite me. I’m looking only at Nikolov.

“I want it for myself,” he announces.

“Excuse me?” I heard him perfectly.

“You want my help to steal a Picasso and replace it with a fake. Then you want to sell the real Picasso on the black market for roughly sixty cents on the dollar. You get ten million, and I keep the rest. That’s what you’re proposing.”

“That’s right,” I say. “It’s your manpower, and you’d have the bigger exposure—you get the lion’s share of the money. Figure fifty million, just like I told you.”

“And I don’t want the money, is what I’m telling you. I want the actual painting.”

“But there is no money without selling the painting.”

“You’re not thinking big enough,” he says.

“Okay, then. What do you have in mind?”

“You have to be a member of Echelon to bid on the painting at auction, right? I’m not a member, which is why you initially said we can’t control who buys it.”

“Exactly,” I say.

“But what if we could?” he asks.

“What do you mean?”

“What if we knew exactly who was going to buy the painting?”

“In other words, we’d somehow be working with a member,” I say.

“That would open up some other revenue possibilities, wouldn’t it?”

“I can think of one.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m thinking of the same one,” says Nikolov.

“Which is why it’s impossible.”

“Nothing’s impossible.”

“This isn’t like asking someone for a favor. We’re talking about fraud,” I say. “Why would any Echelon member take the risk?”

“Normally they wouldn’t.”

“So why are you smiling like that?”

“You’re right, this isn’t like asking someone for a favor,” he says. “But what if I was the one who was owed the favor?”

“You have someone in mind, don’t you?”

“I do. There’s a member of Echelon who owes me.”

“Are you talking a dollar amount?” I ask. “Someone who owes you money?”

“Not exactly. Let’s just say he’s in my debt.”

“You really think he would do it?”

“I do. But he’ll need some convincing. We’ll need to work him a little bit.”

“The auction’s in three weeks


























[image: Penguin Random House]

THIS IS JUST THE BEGINNING

Find us online and join the conversation



TWITTER / X
twitter.com/penguinukbooks



FACEBOOK
facebook.com/penguinbooks



INSTAGRAM
instagram.com/penguinukbooks



YOUTUBE
youtube.com/penguinbooks



PINTEREST
pinterest.com/penguinukbooks



LINKEDIN
linkedin.com/company/penguin-random-house-uk



TIKTOK
tiktok.com/@penguinukbooks




For the latest books, recommendations, author interviews and more
Sign up to the Penguin Newsletter

Find out more about the author and discover
your next read at Penguin.co.uk




PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published by Century 2025
Published in Penguin Books 2026

Copyright © James Patterson, 2026

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover design: Tim Byrne 
Cover images: Arcangel & Adobe Stock

Previously published as The Picasso Heist

ISBN: 978-1-804-96464-4

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


All correspondence to:

Penguin Books

Penguin Random House

One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW



EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/follow_penguin_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
JAMES
PATTERSON

THE WORLD'’S BESTSELLING THRILLER WRITER

& HOWARD ROUGHAN

i A dangerous game.
—— A woman with everything to lose.






EPUB/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		ABOUT THE AUTHORS



		BY THE SAME AUTHOR



		TITLE PAGE



		FOREWORD



		PROLOGUE: SERIOUS AS A HEART ATTACK



		ACT I: GAMES PEOPLE PLAY



		CHAPTER 1



		CHAPTER 2



		CHAPTER 3



		CHAPTER 4



		CHAPTER 5



		CHAPTER 6



		CHAPTER 7



		CHAPTER 8



		CHAPTER 9



		CHAPTER 10



		CHAPTER 11



		CHAPTER 12



		CHAPTER 13



		CHAPTER 14



		CHAPTER 15



		CHAPTER 16



		CHAPTER 17









		ACT II: MOVERS AND SHAKERS AND ALL THE WORLD’S TAKERS



		CHAPTER 18



		CHAPTER 19



		CHAPTER 20



		CHAPTER 21



		CHAPTER 22



		CHAPTER 23



		CHAPTER 24



		CHAPTER 25



		CHAPTER 26



		CHAPTER 27



		CHAPTER 28



		CHAPTER 29



		CHAPTER 30



		CHAPTER 31



		CHAPTER 32



		CHAPTER 33



		CHAPTER 34



		CHAPTER 35



		CHAPTER 36



		CHAPTER 37



		CHAPTER 38



		CHAPTER 39



		CHAPTER 40



		CHAPTER 41



		CHAPTER 42









		ACT III: SLEIGHT OF HAND, TWIST OF FATE



		CHAPTER 43



		CHAPTER 44



		CHAPTER 45



		CHAPTER 46



		CHAPTER 47



		CHAPTER 48



		CHAPTER 49



		CHAPTER 50



		CHAPTER 51



		CHAPTER 52



		CHAPTER 53



		CHAPTER 54



		CHAPTER 55



		CHAPTER 56



		CHAPTER 57



		CHAPTER 58



		CHAPTER 59



		CHAPTER 60



		CHAPTER 61



		CHAPTER 62



		CHAPTER 63



		CHAPTER 64



		CHAPTER 65



		CHAPTER 66



		CHAPTER 67



		CHAPTER 68



		CHAPTER 69



		CHAPTER 70



		CHAPTER 71



		CHAPTER 72



		CHAPTER 73



		CHAPTER 74









		ACT IV: THIS WAY, THAT WAY, EVERY WAY



		CHAPTER 75



		CHAPTER 76



		CHAPTER 77



		CHAPTER 78



		CHAPTER 79



		CHAPTER 80



		CHAPTER 81



		CHAPTER 82



		CHAPTER 83



		CHAPTER 84



		CHAPTER 85



		CHAPTER 86



		CHAPTER 87



		CHAPTER 88



		CHAPTER 89



		CHAPTER 90



		CHAPTER 91



		CHAPTER 92



		CHAPTER 93



		CHAPTER 94



		CHAPTER 95



		CHAPTER 96



		CHAPTER 97



		CHAPTER 98



		CHAPTER 99



		CHAPTER 100



		CHAPTER 101



		CHAPTER 102



		CHAPTER 103



		CHAPTER 104









		EPILOGUE: AUTUMN RHYTHM



		CHAPTER 105



		CHAPTER 106









		COPYRIGHT













		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		1



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		67



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		iv













		Cover



		Frontmatter



		Begin Reading











EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


