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CHAPTER 1

Exie

 

“I didn’t want it to end like this.” I angrily swiped the tears off my cheeks and took a dramatic step closer to the mirror, staring into my own dark brown eyes, searching for some kind of clarity in the haze of confusion surrounding my life. “I didn’t want it to end at all. I wanted it to last forever. I wanted him forever…” My breath hitched as I screamed in agony and pounded my fist into the glass. Shards sliced into my skin, but I wasn’t able to register a single ounce of pain.

The ache in my chest, my broken heart, the emptiness in my soul… that was all I could feel. I dug deep and pulled from experiences I tried so hard to forget as I let emotion overtake me. I remembered the time I lost my best friend and how I thought my world was ending. I wept at the memory of the man I loved driving away from me. I poured every drop of that into the well of torment and sobbed at the reminder. That was painful back then, but this? This was debilitating in comparison. It was like I was dying, or worse, forced to live in a world without him. A huge part of me would cease to exist, and I wondered how I could even go on.

I wished I could leave him a note because I wanted to explain everything and let him know why I was leaving. I needed him to understand it wasn’t his fault. He’d come for me, he’d sneak into my room like he always did, and when he found me gone, he’d panic. I could just picture his dimples fading as the smirk he always wore for me vanished while he searched my empty room in a frenzy. For a guy whose job was to be fearless, he sure was afraid of something happening to me, and I hated that he was never going to know where I went or why I had to leave. He’d always wonder if there was something more he could have done, and I’d never be able to tell him he did more for me in the short time I knew him than anyone ever had in my entire life.

My reflection in the cracked mirror was sardonically fitting to my wrecked and shattered life, and I knew I couldn’t stay any longer. It was time. Turning the water on, I waited until it was steaming and then rinsed my hands before I tore some toilet paper off the roll and wrapped it around my bloody knuckles as a makeshift bandage.

“Cut!” the director shouted, and I jumped as the lights got brighter, so into my character that I forgot where I was for a second. Although I wasn’t sure how that happened since cameras and mics and the crew were everywhere. My reality collided with the fantasy, and I had to blink several times before I came back to the present. “That was great, Exie. The ending just isn’t as dramatic as that scene should close out, though. Let’s roll again in five, but don’t want you to rinse off your hand next time. I want you to just walk out. Make sure to drop your arm so the blood trickles off and trails you as you make your way to the door.” Harrison tilted his head. “Unless you have another idea.”

I loved that about him. He had a vision but was always willing to take advice or suggestions from the actors and producers, which made him so successful. “I think that’s great, actually. It might take some work to get the consistency of the blood to splatter the right way, but otherwise, I really like that.”

“We’ll try it and see how it works. Go recoup. I know that was an emotional one.”

My hand was lifted and cleaned while the set designers replaced the mirror and cleaned up the blood—all fake, of course. “Okay. Thank you,” I said to Harrison as I smiled at Blair, the makeup artist, while she did her thing.

“You were fantastic, though.” Harrison took Blair’s place as he pulled his headset down to his neck and rested his hand on my shoulder. He was more like a father figure to me. He was the first one to give me a break in Hollywood and has directed every film I’ve been in since. I love him, and I owe my entire career to him. “Oscar-worthy. Take five, but when you come back, we’re gonna try to nail this scene in as few takes as we can so everyone can get home for the night.”

No pressure at all. “Sounds good.” I gave his arm a squeeze before I walked down the hall and to the door that led to the parking lot where my trailer was.

The friendly, old security guard tipped his hat at me as he pushed the door open. “Ms. Exie.”

“Thanks, Lawrence. And it’s Exie. Just Exie.”

“Whatever you say, Ms. Exie.” He winked and shook his head jovially. I’d been on this studio lot in the past, and Lawrence and I did the same song and dance every single time.

“One of these days, you’re going to slip, and when you do, I’ll never let you forget it.”

He leaned against the brick and shielded his face from the setting sun. “The day I slip is the day I retire.”

“Well, in that case, it’s Ms. Exie to you for eternity.”

“I can’t live forever, Ms. Exie. Gotta reunite with my Wanda up in heaven. She’s been waitin’ for me seven years now.”

I flattened my palm on my chest and bit back tears. “That’s such a beautiful thing to say.”

“She was a beautiful woman and an even more beautiful soul.”

“You’re gonna make me cry.”

“Can’t have that now. You need to save it for the cameras.”

I was definitely going to use this encounter in my craft. I’d add it to the well I threw everything in when I needed to pull something from it. “I’ll do that.” Entering my trailer, I sighed when the door swung shut behind me. Doing emotional scenes took their toll on me, and this one was no different. It was more, actually. And I think it was because of how deeply connected to my character I felt. I always tried to get in their head and in their shoes to put on the best performance, but this one was different. Special. I knew what it felt like to lose the one person in the world you felt like understood you, so my emotions were real.

I grabbed a can of grape soda, my guilty pleasure, from the mini fridge and had just sat on the small couch when there was a knock on the door. “Are you decent?” my manager asked even though she let herself right in.

“No, I’m buck naked.” I tipped the can and took a sip.

“Ha-ha.” Sharon was typing away on her iPad and paused long enough to look up and have a conversation. “I’m about to take off, but after you wrap up this scene, you’ll be good for the weekend. I’ve got everything set for when press starts next week and a pickup scheduled to take you to the airport. I’ll text you the confirmation and vehicle details when it gets closer. Upon landing, a car will be waiting to take you to the studio for hair and makeup, then you’ll meet up with Gray before the two of you head to film Valerie’s show.”

“Okay, sounds good.” Setting my soda on the table, I walked over to unlock the safe and took out the gift I bought for her. “Happy Birthday.”

She put her phone away and took the small box. “You didn’t have to get me anything.” I loved Sharon. She was a great manager, and if it wasn’t for her, my life would be a mess. Somehow, she kept me organized and made the public think I had my shit together even though I barely knew what day it was. “It’s beautiful, Exie. Thank you so much.” She clasped the tri-color braided chain around her neck. “How did you know I wanted this?”

“I have my ways.” I grinned, but she had to know I talked to her husband.

“It’s too much, but I love it. You’re so thoughtful. Now go finish up and enjoy your weekend off.”

We hugged and said our goodbyes, and just as I was about to head back to the set, my phone rang. I was going to ignore it, but when I saw it was my mom, I decided to answer in case something was wrong. “Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, sweetie. Are you busy?”

“I am, actually. I’m just about to go back on set and finish a scene, but I should be done in an hour or so, then I can call you back unless it’s urgent.”

“Okay, that’s fine. I just wanted to talk to you about Elsie.”

Elsie was my eldest sister who had been paralyzed from the waist down in a car accident years ago. “What’s wrong with Elsie? Is she okay?”

“Nothing’s wrong, really, but you know your sister, she… well, Elsie won’t ask, but she mentioned that their van was in the shop, and I know it’s old, and with the medical bills—”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Don’t tell her I called you. I don’t want her worrying, and I’d help her out if I could, but we lost that crop this summer, and your dad and I, well, we just don’t have it.”

I knew it had to be bad if my mom was worried. She was a proud Southern woman, so she never actually asked for help and took on way more than one person should. “I won’t tell anyone you called, but I’ll deposit some money so you can help Elsie. Nobody but us will know.”

“Oh… well, okay. Thank you, dear. I’ll let you go so you can get back to work. Miss you, come home soon.”

It had been over a year since I was home last. I couldn’t believe it when I actually thought about it, but my schedule was insane. I couldn’t remember the last opportunity I’d had to even go home. This weekend off was the first time in months that I’d have two consecutive days off in a row, but even that wasn’t enough time to catch a flight and spend any quality time with my parents. And even though I’d offered dozens and dozens of times, they never took me up on the offer for them to visit me, either. I understood they were busy, too, but it still sucked. “I miss you, too, and I’m trying, Mom.”

“I know you are. Don’t work too hard. Love you to the moon.”

As soon as we hung up, I transferred some money over to my parents’ account because I didn’t want them to struggle any more than they already had this year, and I knew my mom would take care of my sister. Dad wouldn’t say anything to me about it, but when he saw me next, he’d hug me, then hold me at arm’s length, shake his head, kiss my forehead, and walk away. He was proud, too, and I understood how much he appreciated me helping them financially without him having to say a word. My sister would send me a message telling me she knew it wasn’t Mom and Dad who helped her and then backhandedly thank me because she was ashamed she needed any help at all.

I had more money than I knew what to do with, so I donated a lot and helped my family whenever I could without asking them for anything in return… which they seemed just fine with.

After taking a couple more swallows of my drink, I headed back to set, taken aback at seeing a different security guard since Lawrence usually worked into the night. “Ms. Evans.” The newcomer tipped his hat as I approached.

“Hello.”

He opened the door for me, and I thanked him as I walked through. “My pleasure. Until next time, Ms. Evans.”

“Uh, yeah. Have a good night.”

“Oh, I will. I hope you do the same.”

The door slammed behind me, and I shivered from the cold chill in its wake.

I had to do another half dozen takes because once the mirror didn’t break correctly, once the blood didn’t work the way Harrison wanted it to, and the other times just weren’t good enough. So by the time I was finished, I was completely drained. It was dark outside, the lot was almost empty, and there was no security anywhere. I faltered just outside the door, knowing it wasn’t smart to walk to my car alone.

But it was late, the lot was secure and guarded, others would be out shortly, and I wanted to get home. By the time I went back inside and found someone, I could have already been in my car and on the road. So I decided to just hurry to my vehicle with my keys between my knuckles, and when I made it safely, I locked my doors immediately and backed out. Once I pulled onto the street, I laughed at my paranoia. It was like I was expecting someone to jump out of thin air or something.

I did have my own bodyguard from time to time, but for just every day going to and from work, I didn’t need it, despite my friend Callan’s insistence. We grew up next door to each other, and he was probably my favorite person on the planet. He worked at a security company that had a headquarters right here in California, but he lived in Texas and currently worked at the branch there.

He and I had gone back and forth numerous times about the level of protection I had—or the lack of protection from his point of view. My home was in a gated and patrolled subdivision, so I didn’t worry about anything happening to me there, but he thought I should have someone with me until a sweep of my home was done and I was locked safely inside.

Because I promised to be cautious and follow the protocols he put into place, and because I was a grown woman who could make her own decisions, I didn’t have a bodyguard around the clock. But because Callan was who he was, he arranged for personal protection for me as often as he could. And whenever he happened to be in California for work, he always stayed a few extra days and escorted me to and from wherever I was going before he went back home.

And since I hadn’t talked to him in a while, I decided to call him on my ride home, but it went straight to voicemail. “Cal here, leave a message.”

“Hey, Bear. I haven’t talked to you in a while and just wanted to say hi… see how you were doing. I also have some press coming up, so I wanted to see what you thought about security. Call me when you have time.”

I hung up, and when I turned onto the road that led to my subdivision, I jolted when my car jerked to the side. “Crap.” I gripped the steering wheel tighter and pulled over to the side of the road, my head whipping painfully when I crashed into the curb. I got out and walked around, then cursed when I saw a flat tire. Great, this is what I get for not using a car service like almost every other person in my profession.

Since I was only a couple of blocks from the gate to my neighborhood, I decided to just walk, and I’d call a tow truck once I got home. I’d made it around the front of my car so I could grab my purse when headlights blinded me, and before I even had a chance to react, I was being yanked into a van, and a cloth bag was pulled down over my head.

I tried to scream and fight, but I felt hands all over my body and knew I was outnumbered. There was no way I could get out of this now. Panicked, I went against my gut and started squirming, but then I felt a blow to my face that made stars overtake my vision. Shit, shit, shit.

I needed to conserve my energy until I could actually see what I was doing and for when and if I had a fighting chance to get away. It was a struggle, and I was terrified, but I stayed as calm and as still as I was able. Relax, cooperate, breathe, and wait. I chanted the words in my head over and over, words I stupidly never thought I’d actually have to use. Relax, cooperate, breathe, and wait.

“Got her.” I heard one male voice say like he was so fucking proud to have just kidnapped me. “Unharmed as of now, but you tell him if he doesn’t get what we want, then that’ll change real fast. If he wants this bitch back, he knows what he has to do.”

Relax, cooperate, breathe, and wait. Callan would come for me. I just knew it. He would. He had to… He was my only hope.


CHAPTER 2

Callan

 

“Hey, Bear. I haven’t talked to you in a while and just wanted to say hi… see how you were doing. I also have some press coming up, so I wanted to see what you thought about security. Call me when you have time.”

I listened to Exie’s message and looked at the clock on the wall, deciding I wanted to get home first, and then I’d call her back. It had been a while since we talked last, and I couldn’t remember the last time we had a conversation, which wasn’t cool.

I had been doing training exercises all day and was really pleased with the team I had. Royal Ace Security was an amazing company to work for, and I loved my job. I was proud to be a part of the work we did but took so much pride in perfecting my calling as a kidnapping and ransom expert, which would be my life’s mission until the day I died.

All I cared about was rescuing as many victims as I could, and before Royal built a location by me, I worked for them, but more on a freelance basis. When the opportunity was presented for me to lead and train a team, I was honored that they valued my purpose and allowed me to expand the K&R division. This allowed more families to have closure, though, unfortunately, many didn’t.

I was just in the middle of shutting my computer down for the night and heading home for the weekend when my cell phone rang. The name that flashed across my screen made my stomach drop because I just knew. I hadn’t spoken to Mrs. Evans in years, so the only reason she’d be contacting me would be because of her daughter. And the only reason she’d be calling me about Exie would be because something was wrong.

The million different reasons for what could have happened didn’t register, but the one that did, the most obvious one, was that she was hurt or sick, but more than likely kidnapped. And because Exie was a celebrity, the possibility of that happening was very real, so I had to have hope that my girl remembered everything I taught her and was cooperating and staying calm while she waited for me to come for her. Because I would come for her. I’d find her, and then I’d hunt down whoever was responsible for hurting her and make them pay.

“Cal here,” I answered the call numbly.

“Cal! Cal! Oh, Cal! You have to help.”

“Slow down and tell me what’s wrong, Emily. What happened?”

She was crying and sniffling and saying Exie’s name, but she couldn’t get a sentence together. Her reaction had me even more worried, and I wanted to scream at her to chill the fuck out. “They… someone… Exie! Someone has her, and they, they want money!”

Fucking, fucking hell. I knew it. I goddamn knew it, but actually hearing it was a different level of terror than I’d ever felt in my life. And that was saying something, considering what I’d been through as a kid and what I did for a living. “Who has her?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know anything.”

Understandably, she wasn’t helping at all. “Who else is with you? Is Roger there? Let me talk to him. I need to get more intel before I find her and bring her home.”

“You can bring her home?”

“Yes, I’ll bring her home. But I need to know what their demands are.”

She thanked the Lord and me multiple times before there was some shuffling, and then Roger came on the line. “Cal, son… they took my baby.”

“I know, and I’m gonna get her back, but first, I need you to tell me everything they said to you.”

“I… I don’t know much other than they sent a message and it was a video, and they showed her tied to a chair… then they called and…” His breath hitched. “She looked so scared.”

I rushed out of the room and bolted to Tally, our IT guru here in Texas. She spun around in her seat playfully, but when she saw the urgency on my face, she snapped into the tech genius I needed her to be.

“What did they say to you?”

I switched the phone on speaker and pulled up the call log on the screen so Tally could see Exie’s parents’ number to tap into whatever system she needed to in order to hopefully trace where the call came in from. We might not get an exact location, but we needed something to go off. I needed a breadcrumb, and then I’d follow the trail. “They just said they want money. They want five million dollars, Cal, and if they don’t have it by tomorrow morning at five, they’re going to kill her…” He started sobbing, and I watched as Tally’s fingers flew across the keyboard. “They said I needed to get to California, and they would call me back at midnight with a location to take the money. Then they sent a picture of her holding a countdown timer, but I don’t know where to go or how I’m going to get there!”

Tally pulled up a map and pointed at an old abandoned mall in California.

“Okay, Roger, listen to me. Send me that picture and the video. If they call you back before then, you tell them you have the money. You tell them if she is harmed in any way, they won’t get a dime.” I wanted to tell him to list off all the ways I would hurt them before I made them die a slow, painful death, but I didn’t have the time to get into the details of that right now. “I’m going to get her, okay?”

“Thank you. Thank you.”

“Keep your phone charged, and only contact me if you hear anything else. I’ll send a couple of guys to your house to be there when they call back. They’re going to need some room to get their equipment set up. Just let them do what they need and let me take care of the rest.”

“Whatever you need, Cal.”

I hung up and stared down at Tally. “What do you got?”

“The last call received was obviously from a burner. It pinged at this location early this morning, but you and I both know they aren’t still there. What else do you have for me?”

“Nothing other than he got a proof of life video. You heard the rest. Let’s hit the boiler room and get everyone on this. I need to get on a plane, and I need you to work your magic.” I sent out a company-wide alert that we had a network situation, which meant all hands on deck. It was only used in life-or-death situations, and each of us dropped whatever we were doing when activated. I trusted the men I worked with to step up. I had to attempt to treat this like a normal case, but it was too hard not to let my personal involvement with the victim etch its way in… especially since she left me a voicemail tonight.

The thoughts about what would have or have not happened if I picked up her call were already running rampant through my head, and I grappled with their place in my mind. I had to shove them aside to focus on what I could control at the moment, not what had already occurred.

We all gathered around in the boiler room as intel poured in over the large screens that Tally synced to her computer. I was the resident K&R expert, so shouting off instructions for who needed to do what was second nature. But when Tally pulled up the picture of the victim that was sent to her parents, I felt a growl thunder up my chest and roll out of my throat. Christ, Christ almighty. Exie was terrified, and I could see how tight they had the restraints around her delicate wrists. She had makeup running down her face and a cut on her cheek, and I was going to murder somebody.

“Exie Evans,” I told the room. “Famous for her roles in Seven Sunday Savannah, Forgotten Moon, Wildflowers Don’t Grow Here… and my childhood best friend.” My only friend. My rock. My goddamn world.

Silence descended, and I knew they were feeling the pull of what was tugging at my chest. If that was someone they cared about tied to a chair, they’d be close to losing their shit, too. Linc was the first to clear his throat. “She’ll be okay,” he promised. “Let’s get to work so you can do what you’re best at.”

“Yeah.” I grunted, and it hurt when I swallowed. Everything in my body hurt in a way I’d never experienced before. It was excruciating and foreign, and I wasn’t sure how I was even going to go the fuck on.

“You’re going to find her and save her.” Linc grabbed the back of my neck and squeezed. “This is what you do. You save people, and you’re going to save her, you hear me?”

Yeah. Fuck, yeah. I needed to save her. It was up to me, and I couldn’t let her down. She needed me, now more than ever, and I would not disappoint her. I managed a nod that pulled on the muscles and the tension in my back like a rubber band about to snap. “I hear you.”

“Now, tell us what you need, and we’ll make it happen.”

It was almost as if I was in a trance as my entire life with her flashed before my eyes. My childhood, grape soda, fences, horses, sunsets, and rainstorms. Laughter and tears and comfort only she could give. “Fuck.” I swallowed the barbs and shook my head. I couldn’t fixate on that now because I had to find her. I had to focus. I snapped out of my momentary lapse and got my shit together. “They want money. Lots of it.”

I instructed Foster to hook up with Carter back at headquarters to arrange for me to pick up the money. I wasn’t going to fuck around with fake bills or dye packs when it came to her. Some cases allowed things like that, but when it was obvious the kidnappers were seasoned professionals, and when it was someone I loved, I wasn’t going to risk anything.

Tally went back to her office in order to work on tracing a location and hacking into the CCTV to track Exie’s steps after she left work. I had Foster and Harlan head to Roger and Emily’s house to wire up some things, but I also wanted some protection for them in case they needed it. Brody, the man in charge of our Texas branch, had already taken off for the night but was on his way back in.

Brody and I went to the same high school, which meant he was also classmates with Exie. Exie and I grew up with adjacent family properties in the town next to Warrenville, but because it was so small and unincorporated, containing nothing more than a gas station, we did everything here, including going to school.

When Brody arrived, his face was pale, and he gave me a one-armed hug and vowed that Exie would be okay. Brody wasn’t nearly as close to Exie as I was, but they were still acquaintances back then, so this was hitting him hard, too, for more than one reason… just like myself.

A couple of hours later, I was confident everyone was doing what they could, and I took off and sped down the massive property to the hangar to board one of Royal’s jets. As soon as I sat down, Tally sent me footage of the studio Exie was last at. I watched as Exie came outside and talked to a security guard before she went to her trailer. Once she was inside, a man wearing a catering polo shirt and baseball hat snuck up behind the elderly man, put him in a chokehold, and dragged him away. He disappeared out of the frame for several minutes and then reappeared in the elderly man’s uniform. He took the place of the actual security guard, all while managing to stay hidden beneath his ball cap.

After Exie returned from her trailer, she talked to him briefly, then went inside. As soon as she was gone, he walked around unassumingly and very slyly and efficiently bent down and released air from Exie’s tire. Everything pointed to this being personal—from them contacting her father in another state to having the balls to look her in the eye. Nothing about this was random. Instead of texting to find out the details, I called Tally. “Yeah?”

“Did you get an ID on that motherfucker?”

“Not yet. But the bound and gagged security guard whose uniform they took is currently at the police station. The paparazzi are like leeches outside, knowing there’s
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