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      November 4th was the night Lilly Glass’s world exploded.

      Her sketchbook was spread across her lap, her box of colored pencils sharpened. After glancing again at the open art book from the school library, she used the light brown pencil and drew the first swaying line left to right, then curved it around and down. She compared her outline to the horse in the book. The shape of the back and hindquarters was the same.

      Lilly repeated the process several more times, filling the page with flanks, withers, muzzles, knees, and hoofs. But her mind was on the arguing coming from the mobile home’s kitchen a few feet away.

      Would the nightly fight spill into her tiny space, a walled-off part of the hallway, barely big enough for her cot. A soft tap-tap rattled the cardboard covering her window next to her ear, startling her. There hadn’t been real glass in the frame since last summer when Mom’s current boyfriend, Jerry, the one arguing in the other room, hurled a beer bottle at the outside of the single-wide trailer in one of his rages.

      Crayon drawings of horses decorated the cardboard’s surface, a whole herd of red, black, yellow-gold, and brown beasts running and prancing. The brown ones were her favorite because they matched the color of her hair.

      Lilly peeled back the crinkled duct tape closure and swung the cardboard open. Her friend Tony poked his head in and hitched his chin toward the flimsy piece of walnut paneling that served as the door of her room. It wasn’t hinged, just held in place by screen door hooks Jerry had ripped out so many times the wood was crumbling. It provided her a little privacy, but not security.

      “You okay?” he whispered.

      Lilly followed his gaze to the door. Jerry had come home fifteen minutes ago, reeking of beer and perfume. Mom was waiting, fortified by her own bottle purchased at the Gas-N-Go. The thin walls did nothing to contain their angry confrontation.

      “Wanna come out?”

      Tony’s tanned face withdrew into the night as Lilly rose up on her cot and swung one leg through the opening. She snatched a gray hooded sweatshirt off the bed before dropping onto a stack of plastic crates. Even though the days were in the 50s and sometimes 60s, November nights were cold. This morning, thin ice had skimmed dog bowls outside nearly every trailer.

      Although the dogs probably got cold at night, they were the lucky ones—they got to spend more time outside than the kids did.

      She thrust her arms into the soft cotton as they walked the familiar route past the Espinosa’s trailer and down the dusty wedge between the Haver’s and the Smith’s. A pair of lean mutts faced each other across the clearing, raising their heads in silent acknowledgement. Tony guided her around a smear of dog poop some unlucky person had stepped in. Most people cleaned up after their pets, but not all. She was glad to get beyond it and catch the fresh desert breeze.

      Goose bumps rose on her bare legs as Tony led the way down through the deep drainage gully that bordered the cluster of trailers like a dry moat. Colder air collected in the low area, but a hint of warmth tickled her face as they climbed up the other side. The trailer park was outside Mojave, California, five rows of ten concrete pads plopped onto a forlorn field surrounded by nothing.

      Santa Ana winds were legendary in Southern California, especially along the coast where they funneled down canyons and fanned raging fires that devoured house after house. And the Mojave was famous as the place where the winds originated.

      Yay us.

      The distant rumble and flashing lights of two jets tracked between the stars overhead, banking sharply toward Edwards Air Force Base less than an hour away. Lilly had studied about it in school—Chuck Yeager and all that stuff.

      But fast jets weren’t part of her world. The parched sandy soil beneath her tennis shoes struggled to grow anything but tumbleweeds, brown grasses, and some low green bushes about two days from croaking. After living here three years, Lilly was sick of the never-ending tan dust that aged every car, mobile home, and bicycle, no matter how new they were. Grit covered everything in her room, including her.

      She longed to move back to the San Fernando Valley, but Mom’s standard answer was they couldn’t afford it. Maybe they could if Mom stopped buying booze and cigarettes.

      Near the base of one of the electrical towers that marched like spindly men across the landscape, their friend Bobby hunched in the shelter they’d built before the school year began. Like Lilly, Bobby was twelve, but her thirteenth birthday was coming next month, so she called him her “little brother.” Tony was fourteen, a full-on teenager.

      “Hey, Bobby,” Lilly said as she crawled into the open-sided lean-to made of scrap plywood and a piece of carpet. She sat beside him. He laid his head on her shoulder, and she put her arm around him. “Tough at home?” His slight nod told it all. Every kid in the park had stories, most not too good.

      In contrast, Tony’s parents were some of the good ones. His father had a job at the air base. Mr. Baker was a light-skinned African-American, and Tony’s mom was white and blond. Tony had his dad’s black hair, but his skin was a gorgeous tan all the time. Lilly envied him—in a lot of ways.

      Tony used a lighter to ignite a candle stub they kept in a pasta jar, then pulled his travel-size Scrabble game from inside his jacket. He’d gotten it last Christmas. They played at least twice a week, and Lilly’s spelling had improved rapidly. At school she searched for words she could use to beat Tony, and even slipped some to Bobby. She and Tony took it easy on the younger boy when they played, but if it was only her and Tony, they went all out. Now Lilly won about half the time, and had totally killed him two days ago with a triple score on Q-U-A-I-L.

      After an hour of the game, Bobby left to go home. Tony put away the board and tiles, but asked if Lilly wanted to stay a while. They lay side by side, watching the stars against the black sky. When Lilly shivered, Tony slid closer so they were pressed together, shoulder to ankle. The candle flickered, sucking up the last of the wax.

      “We’re moving next week,” Tony said quietly.

      Her breath caught. He’d been acting strange for days and she expected something bad, but not this bad. She tried to ask why, ask if he’d take her with him, but her throat closed up tight.

      “My dad got a raise and he wants to move closer to the base.”

      In spite of Tony’s warmth, cold spread through Lilly, stealing her will to face the endless tan days ahead.

      The candle sputtered and went out. In the dark, Tony’s hand found hers and laced their fingers as if they’d be knit together forever. Tears leaked down the sides of her face into her ears, turning to cold streaks in the night air.

      Two dogs barked in the distance. They were the lucky ones.
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        * * *

      

      It was nearly 9:00 when Lilly trudged toward her home. She’d choked out “good-bye” to Tony. He had leaned close, and she thought he was going to kiss her. But then he’d separated his fingers from hers and turned onto his street. Although he said he’d be around for the next few days, his farewell felt like forever.

      Things would never be the same. Except for her mom and Jerry. And the endless tan dirt of the Mojave.

      At their secret shelter away from the park, the night was a silent blanket, peaceful and comforting—the best part of the desert. She longed to wrap herself in it again as she passed the other mobile homes, their windows pulsating with light from noisy televisions. Aromas of pizza, roasted meat, and coffee leaked into the dark. Some families were happy, content with their lives. In other trailers, voices rose in nightly conflicts, repeated endlessly with no resolution.

      Lilly rounded the front end of the Espinosa’s double-wide and paused, staring across the two vacant concrete pads that separated their trailer from hers. Stunted weeds scratched for survival in wide cracks. She was glad the neighbors were far enough away so they wouldn’t hear too much of the frequent fights. Dim light shone from some of her trailer’s windows, but not from her cardboard-covered rectangle.

      A warm wind—perhaps the beginning of another Santa Ana—shoved Lilly’s sweatshirt hood back and sent her hair snapping around her head as she listened. No arguing voices filled the night. That would make it more difficult to slip inside unnoticed. She sighed. There was no postponing it. Momma would check her room soon, and Lilly had to be in it.

      She took two steps, but stopped when a hunched figure came out of the shadow at the far front corner of their trailer. A man. He had something in his hands. What was he doing?

      The figure turned away and, staying close to the ground, scuttled like a crab down the dirt lane to a vehicle. Even in the scant light, Lilly recognized the profile of Jerry’s old white pickup idling softly. The dome light came on when he climbed inside. Yep, definitely Jerry. Why had he parked down the road instead of by the trailer like usual?

      The truck rolled forward in near silence, tires crunching on the gravel. She shook her head. The idiot was driving without lights. Drunk again.

      Lilly hadn’t liked him from the first, and she never understood why her mother let him stay. He tried to touch Lilly once while she was at the sink washing dishes. His hand brushed her back, slipped lower. She whipped around, holding a soapy paring knife the way Tony taught her. Jerry dodged to avoid being cut. Her hand never wavered, and Jerry backed away. Although she felt him watching her many times after that, he never touched her again. She kept one of the knives under her pillow.

      Red brake lights flashed when the truck turned the corner a quarter mile down the road, but he was still driving without headlights. Maybe the fool would crash in a ditch. Maybe this time he was gone for good.

      Lilly started forward. That’s when the world exploded in a blinding ball.

      Heat seared her exposed face, and smacked her with a wall of sound that lifted her like a giant scorching hand. She tumbled in the air and slammed into something unforgivingly solid. Bones snapped in her arm and leg, sharp pain joining the burning of her skin. She vaguely registered dropping, landing face down.

      Burning hair, fabric, and metal singed her nostrils. She coughed and spit out sand as she rolled onto her back. Far up into the night sky, a giant ball of orange and black roiled, surging like an angry demon. She stared, fascinated as chunks of burning debris rained down, littering the ground like fire from heaven.

      One large square spun toward her, its ragged borders burning and trailing smoke. It landed on one edge only inches from her. Before it fell away, she made out melting, crayon-colored horses.

      Flickering yellow reflected off the side of the Espinosa’s trailer, but the world, in spite of the violence, was strangely muted. Tony appeared above her, kicking away the burning debris and dropping to his knees.

      “Lilly! Can you hear me?” It sounded like he was shouting through a pillow. He brushed the hair from her forehead.

      She tried to say his name, tell him that his fingers hurt her skin, but nothing came out.

      A man ran up and stomped on her flaming cardboard horses, each footfall kicking clouds of dust on her. Other adults elbowed Tony aside and shouted unintelligible questions. She squeezed her eyes shut against the biting pain in her arm and leg, keeping them closed tighter when hands lifted and carried her away from the heat. Away from Tony. Away from Momma.

      But Lilly knew Momma was somewhere up in the sky, flying toward heaven in the smoke and orange light, leaving Lilly behind in the world of tan dust.
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      Five years later – July 2010

      “Don’t do it, Chad!” Lilly Hawthorne yelled.

      Chad Holt might as well rip her throat out like he’d done to so many others, because he was going to kill her. Kill them all.

      The boat turned and cut toward a massive wake coming off the boat he was chasing. The bow slammed into the wake, lifting and launching them into the air. Below, the powerful motor revved higher as it broke the surface, unable to propel them through air like it did through water. Lilly gripped the handholds tighter, weightlessness briefly lifting her off the seat.

      The hull crashed back into the water, sending a sheet of spray into her face. She spit out the warm, salty water, and kicked the beer cooler back across the deck where it belonged. Her sunglasses were somewhere by her feet, but she didn’t dare let go to retrieve them. Up front, her best friend Pana Grant squealed as Chad turned parallel to the other craft and accelerated across Santa Monica Bay.

      At eighteen, Chad was a couple of months older than Lilly and Pana, and had a half-dozen films to his credit. But being Hollywood’s latest teen heartthrob didn’t qualify him to drive a boat.

      The craft wobbled precariously as Chad jerked right and zoomed alongside the other boat barely ten feet away. It held a matching set of four teenagers—two guys and two girls. Lilly noted their excitement when they recognized Chad, who was grinning madly. One girl began snapping pictures with her cell phone, and then both girls turned their backs and tried for selfies with Chad laughing and mugging in the background. Pana squealed again as Chad veered to within a couple of feet from the other craft.

      In the rear seat across from Lilly, Mickey Cain—relaxed and apparently oblivious to their imminent spectacular crash—twisted the top off a beer bottle and held it out to her. “Want one, Lil?”

      She shook her head and watched him shrug and take a long swig. It was at least his fifth. The cooler was the only thing that had held his interest since they backed out of the marina slip three hours ago, and she likewise lost interest in him three seconds after the first time he called her “Lil.” She hated the nickname, and if he called her that one more time, she was changing it. Or pushing him overboard. She’d blame it on Chad’s reckless driving.

      Actually, she’d given thought to picking a new name. She knew of six or seven kids at school who changed their names in the past year—anything to catch the attention of talent agents and casting companies. Memorable names could make all the difference in Tinseltown.

      She once asked her mother—her birth mother—how she chose the name Lilly. Her bio dad was out of the picture by the time of her birth, and Mom was alone in the hospital. She said “Lilly” was the name the other mom in the hospital room chose for her baby, and Mom hadn’t been able to decide on anything better.

      The letdown Lilly felt back then still stung. Shouldn’t names mean something? She didn’t want to be a copy, a me-too clone of a girl she didn’t even know. Since that day, her name never felt truly hers.

      Even Pana’s name had special meaning. Her grandfather worked at Panavision during the development of its first widescreen projection lenses in the 1950s. If anyone had Hollywood in their blood, Pana did, so her name was perfect.

      “Hey, Lil,” Chad called from the front of the boat, “want to take a turn at the wheel?”

      “No thanks,” she yelled over the roaring engine. Yep, definitely changing it. But for practicality, she should probably wait until after graduation next year.

      The bow bucked as Chad slapped across the choppy water. At least he’d put a dozen feet between them and the other boat. He’d consumed as many beers as Mickey, but so far seemed in control. She momentarily doubted that assessment when he abruptly spun the wheel away from the other boat and carved a tight one-eighty around a marker buoy. The stern of the boat dipped so low that the water rose higher than her head, and she was sure they would be swamped. But Chad accelerated before the green wall caught them, and pointed the bow toward Marina del Rey, leaving the wave and the other boat behind.

      “We’re not going back so soon, are we?” Pana whined. “It’s not even two o’clock.”

      Chad shot her a grin. “Got an audition at four. I’ll make it up to you next week. Are you up for hang gliding?”

      Pana turned to Lilly with a big smile and raised brow. Lilly firmly shook her head. A boat ride with these guys was one thing. She was a strong swimmer, and if—when—they capsized, she could make it to shore. But there was no way she was going airborne with Chad Holt or Mickey Cain.

      Pana’s mother’s “people” had set up today’s double date, and Lilly only agreed under severe pressure when Pana found out Chad was bringing Mickey. The girl had a “thing” for Chad. Then again, half the girls in the US had a thing for the actor after his new movie, Blood Moon, opened nationwide last week.

      Lilly had—at her friend’s insistence—stood in line with her for nearly four hours at the Chinese Theater in Hollywood so they could catch the first screening. Chad running around shirtless for most of the film had elicited oohs and aahs from the predominantly teen female audience, including Pana, but Lilly thought the director went a little overboard with the tearing out of throats and bloody mouths screaming into the night sky. Rumor was the next film in the series would be more of the same.

      “Get me another beer, would you, babe?” Chad asked Pana, and she jumped to retrieve a bottle from the cooler. As she handed him the dripping bottle, she grabbed Chad’s arm to steady herself, shamelessly rubbing her body against his.

      Pana had a great figure, but she’d confided to Lilly she wanted a boob job for her eighteenth birthday. She was convinced Chad would notice if she was bigger on top. Of course he would. So would every guy. But that didn’t mean she should do it. A number of girls at school got nose jobs and implants last summer before their junior year, and the school hallways resembled lineups for the next Barbie audition. But there were whispers that a couple of the girls experienced some serious complications and side effects. Lilly hoped Pana would reconsider.

      But Lilly couldn’t come on too strong. Her own mom, Ekaterina Orlov, had her personal plastic-surgeon-to-the-stars on speed dial. However, even though Lilly weighed only 110 and had a chest nearly as flat as a prepubescent boy, there was never a suggestion from her parents that she should get a little “fix up.”

      A loud belch drew her attention to Mickey. If Lilly had a little more on top, maybe Mickey would have paid her as much attention as he did his beer.

      Interest from boys aside, Lilly was clear from day one that part of her role in her new family was to round out the family profile in photo shoots and for the pre-determined paparazzi run-ins. It wasn’t to compete with Mom in the looks department. Ekaterina was always the star.

      At least that’s the way it started. Lilly was surprisingly okay with that, because she also knew her parents chose her, adopted her into their lives. They truly did want her.

      Nathan Hawthorne and Ekaterina Orlov loved her as much as any self-absorbed Hollywood couple with busy lives were capable of, and Lilly prided herself in subtly growing them into better parents. She bragged to Pana that Mom and Dad were closing in on 100 percent perfect. They absolutely loved each other, which was pretty cool to watch.

      Beside her, Mickey casually tossed his empty beer bottle over the side.

      “Sheesh, Mickey,” she said. “Ever hear of a trash can?”

      “What?” His eyes had trouble focusing on her.

      Well, that was it: he was officially off the Christmas list. Mom would rip him a new one if she saw him do that. Ekaterina Orlov was an active proponent of the Heal the Bay cleanup movement.

      The nose of the boat dropped as the craft slowed to the speed limit inside the marina, and after a few minutes of slow cruising, Chad turned into the U-shaped slip. He reversed the engine a little too late and bumped the bow so hard against the padded dock that Pana took a tumble.

      “Oops,” Chad said with a crooked grin, swaying himself as the boat rocked in the undulating water.

      Definitely too much to drink. Good thing one of the patrol boats wasn’t near. She didn’t want to get in trouble for something dumb Chad did. How could he make it through an audition in only two hours? Or more immediately, drive them home. She wanted to get there in one piece.
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        * * *

      

      Lilly, Pana, and Mickey waited by the rear hatch of the SUV while Chad searched for his key fob. When he fumbled it and it rolled under the bumper, Lilly grabbed it.

      “Give it,” Chad ordered, reaching for the fob.

      “I’m driving,” she said, hitting the unlock button and opening the hatch to distract him. She wasn’t trusting her life to someone way over the legal limit. Either that or she was walking, and taking Pana with her.

      As the guys loaded in the empty cooler, squealing tires caught Lilly’s attention and she turned. An old, white van rounded the corner into their parking aisle and raced toward them.

      Thinking it was more crazed fans who recognized Chad, she wasn’t surprised when it screeched to a stop behind them. But then the van’s doors flew open and four men in ski masks jumped out. Mickey took off running as three of the guys grabbed Chad and began dragging him toward the van’s side door. Chad threw an elbow that caught Lilly across the face, knocking her into one of the assailants. Someone stepped on her foot, grinding it into the asphalt as Chad flailed and fought. Pana jumped onto one of the men and punched him in the head.

      Terrified of going down and being trampled in the mêlée, Lilly gripped the nearest thing she could. It was one man’s mask, and it came free in her hand. His grim face was inches from hers, and she took in the messy blond hair, scruffy beard, acned skin, and distinctive crescent-shaped birthmark on his left cheek.

      “Hey,” Pana said, “you’re the guy from the boat rental place. Barry.”

      Everything stopped for a second. Someone swore, and another voice shouted, “Take them all.”

      Hands hurled Lilly into the van on top of Chad, who was sprawled face down on the metal floor and no longer struggling. Before she could shift off him, Pana crashed on top of them both, followed by one of the men. The weight crushed the wind out of Lilly’s lungs and ground her ribs together. The van was already accelerating before the sliding door slammed shut.

      “Can’t…breathe,” she managed, and the worst of the weight lifted as the kidnapper climbed off and clamored into the backseat. Then Pana rolled toward the front of the van. Lilly sucked in air reeking of motor oil, urine, and Chad’s sunscreen lotion. She started to elbow herself up off Chad’s inert form.

      “Don’t move,” said the same hard voice as before. Barry and another man sat side by side on the rear bench. The van squealed around a series of left and right corners, braked hard, then proceeded at a more sedate speed.

      Lilly turned her head so she could see Pana lying half-hidden between her and the front seats. Her eyes widened when her friend slid a small, black semi-automatic pistol from her beach bag. Before Lilly could open her mouth, Pana fired over Lilly. The explosions were deafening, echoing around the metal enclosure as the van suddenly rocked wildly and tires screeched.

      Lilly was still watching Pana, when a body landed heavily on her, and something wet splashed on her neck. When she turned, Barry’s face was against hers, his beard scratching her face. His eyes were wide open, blank. The other man was slumped sideways in the seat, eyes closed, one hand over his chest. Blood pumped through his fingers and dribbled down his shirt in a glossy cascade.

      Behind her, more gunshots blasted. When she turned back toward the front, the man in the passenger seat had come up on his knees and was facing the rear. There were two spidery holes in the windshield inches to the left of his head. Smoke curled lazily from the muzzle of his weapon, which was pointed at Pana.

      Lilly tracked its aim. Pana was turned toward Lilly. An ugly, finger-sized hole marred the skin above Pana’s right ear, and a growing pool of dark liquid ran across the steel deck toward the unconscious Chad.

      Lilly sucked in air, perhaps to scream, but it was cut short by the pungent burning of gunpowder that stung her nose and constricted her throat. She stopped breathing altogether when the gun barrel swung up a few inches until it was aimed right between her eyes. Slowly, she lifted both hands to show him she wasn’t armed. Only his mouth and eyes were visible behind the mask, and those eyes shown with furious anger.

      Her lungs strained for oxygen. Maybe if she held her breath forever, she wouldn’t inhale the coppery scent of death surrounding her.

      When the man didn’t fire, her gaze shifted back to her friend.

      Pana. So alive seconds ago. Tears choked Lilly as she began to comprehend what had happened in less than two minutes. Pana had given her life trying to save them. And almost succeeded. Lilly had never known how brave her friend was.

      The driver was pounding the steering wheel and swearing. The other man said something to him as he removed the gun from Pana’s limp hand, but Lilly’s ears were ringing so loudly she couldn’t make out his words. The van roared ahead, but her eyes remained on the man who kept his gun pointed at her.
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      Lilly rolled onto her other side on the warehouse’s cold, hard concrete, twisting her bonds for the millionth time. After arriving, they had duct-taped her hands and feet. Another strip was pressed across her mouth before they tossed her in a corner of the metal building behind some cardboard boxes.

      The cavernous space had only a single overhead fluorescent fixture on, but through a wide gap in the boxes she could make out the closed roll-up door and part of the van. Two bodies lay on the concrete beside the vehicle’s sliding door. Pana’s body was still inside, only the soles of her pink flip-flops visible.

      Chad sat in a straight-back chair in the center of the room, sagging against the wide bands of tape that held him upright. His whole left side was black with Pana’s blood, but the men had washed it off his face.

      “I can’t believe Barry’s dead,” the driver said as he paced. They were both still masked, but Lilly recognized his twitchy energy, his inability to remain still. He was high on something.

      “Shut up, you fool.” The other man sat on a swivel chair pulled up to a battered wooden desk, calmly smoking a thin cigar and fiddling with a cell phone.

      “But he was my brother!” the driver shouted, pointing to the van.

      The other man tossed his cigar away and picked up his gun. He pulled back the hammer until it clicked, and pointed the gun at the driver. “And you are going to join him if you don’t shut up.”

      The driver froze. “Ernesto, what⁠—”

      The desk chair skittered across the concrete as the man lunged and backhanded the driver.

      He went down hard, then rolled onto his back to stare up at the man and gun above him.

      Ernesto spat. “You want to shout out our addresses? Social Security numbers too?”

      “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t think⁠—”

      Ernesto. Lilly memorized the name. The one who killed Pana.

      For a moment, Lilly thought Ernesto would pull the trigger. She held her breath, wishing he’d do it. One more bad guy down, one to go. But at the same time, she wanted to plug her ears against another death, even if it was one of the bad guys.

      While Ernesto shouted insults, Lilly found a rusty edge on the steel wall’s support beam and began sawing her taped wrists against it.

      “The plan hasn’t changed,” Ernesto said, standing over the other man.

      “What?” The driver rose on his elbows. “But Barry’s dead.”

      “We still have a job to do. Maybe you do not care about the money, but I do.”

      The driver dropped his head and rubbed the side of his face. Ernesto backed up a couple of steps and motioned with the gun. “Now, get the equipment.”

      The driver scrambled from the floor and unloaded a long box from the back of the van. In a few minutes, he had a stand-mounted light illuminating Chad. Then he set up a tripod and camera and cabled it to a laptop computer.

      Ernesto still wore the full-face ski mask, but now donned dark sunglasses and tied a bandana over his mouth. Gun in hand, he stepped behind Chad, grabbed a fistful of Chad’s hair, and pulled his head upright. “Start recording.”

      The driver adjusted the angle of the tiny video camera, then pushed a button on top. He nodded and stepped back.

      “As you can see, we have your son. The two girls are here, unharmed. I will send another message tomorrow with instructions. If you do exactly as told, your son and the girls will be released. If not, well…” He pointed the gun at Chad’s head and cocked the hammer. The driver switched off the camera.

      In her world religions class at school last year, the teacher tested them on the various core beliefs. One quiz was from the book of Proverbs on what God hates. Lilly had forgotten most of them, but two were Hands that shed innocent blood, and A lying tongue. These she remembered because her dad said those were the basic plots of most movies. This guy probably matched the other five as well.

      And if he was lying about Pana being unharmed, what chance did she have? This week’s blockbuster success of Blood Moon assured Chad’s value into the millions. He was already under contract for the next two movies in the series, so he’d be heavily insured.

      These guys probably had no idea who she was or, more importantly, who her parents were. Otherwise, they would be making a video with her as the star. They might kill her without ever finding out. If she told them, would that help keep her alive? He’d lied about Pana.

      “Check the girl,” Ernesto said.

      Lilly quickly scooted away from the rusty pillar as footsteps approached, not wanting to give them any reason to think she’d be trouble. As the driver prodded her with his grimy boot, she thought of her friend. Pana surprised the men by fighting back, came close to taking all of them out.

      Now it was on Lilly to escape and get help for Chad.
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        * * *

      

      Lilly woke to a noise behind her. The slightest scrape, like something brushing along the outer wall. She looked through the gap in the boxes. The glow of daylight leaking around the roll-up door had disappeared hours ago. Except for some snoring, the warehouse was quiet.

      Her right side was completely numb, and she couldn’t believe she had dozed off.

      The steel wall at her back radiated cold that sent her into shivers. With jaws clenched to quiet her teeth, she listened for long minutes. Nothing more sounded. Maybe she’d imagined it, or maybe it was only a passing rat or mouse.

      The cold steel felt like ice cubes through her thin cotton T-shirt, but she scooted back until she was pressed against the wall, searching until she found the rusty rough spot on the vertical post. Using slow, quiet strokes, she rubbed her bonds against the metal.

      She went still when the steel door suddenly clattered and began lifting on rollers badly in need of lubrication. A wave of salty, damp air washed across the concrete, preceding several booted men who ducked under the door’s rising edge. As she scooted closer to the gap in the boxes, she felt the tape on her wrists give way. Her hands were free.

      The door ground to a stop, and a van backed into the opening. Two men cradling assault rifles climbed out of the rear doors and took up guard positions, while two additional men began unloading plastic-wrapped bundles and stacking them on an empty wood pallet. They looked exactly like those confiscated in police drug busts.

      Lilly massaged feeling back into her wrists as Ernesto came into view and faced off with one of the men. Chad was still tied to the chair, and the way his head lolled, she wondered if they had drugged him.

      Ernesto’s gaze flicked her direction, and she shrank back from the crack. She could identify these new, unmasked men, and he knew it.

      The tape was tight around her ankles, and she picked at it with stiff fingers until finally locating an end. Each eighth-inch of progress felt like it was peeling away her sunburned skin.

      The confrontation between the new man and Ernesto escalated into a classic, chest-to-chest, male pissing match, arguing about Chad, the video, the dead bodies. There was so much noise from the other men unloading, she couldn’t hear well, but near as she could tell, Ernesto didn’t mention another girl. Ernesto’s partner was mysteriously scarce, probably hiding behind a crate somewhere.

      She peeled one strip of tape free and started on another one. This was the perfect diversion, and she had to make use of it.

      The now empty van’s engine started, momentarily flooding the air with exhaust as it pulled out of the building. Within thirty seconds, a second van backed into the opening and the whole process began again: two more armed men, two others unloading the cargo onto pallets.

      A couple of guys used stretchy plastic wrap to secure the load on the first pallet, and Lilly used the loud scrunching to get more aggressive with the duct tape. The final strip came loose. She kept an eye on the men as she rubbed the circulation back into her ankles.

      The new man arguing with Ernesto was shorter than average, but solidly built, dressed in a tight black T-shirt that exposed bulging, tattooed biceps. Black hair covered his head in a quarter-inch buzz, and he had a red tattoo on the left side of his neck. When the plastic wrapping was completed, their words became clear.

      “Not my problem, bro,” Tattoo Man replied to something Ernesto said. He raised his hands and turned away in dismissal. “You shouldn’t have brought them here. This warehouse is for product.” He checked his watch. “The boats will be here in half an hour, and we can’t have those guys seeing this. You got ten minutes to clear out.”

      “But—”

      Tattoo Man turned to his men holding the assault rifles. “If they’re not gone in ten minutes, shoot them all.” He laughed like it was the most hilarious thing in the world, then disappeared outside.

      The kidnap driver reappeared, and Ernesto ordered him to pack the equipment. Ernesto went to work cutting Chad loose from the chair. They’d be coming for her any second. What would the new men do when they saw her?

      Lilly crab-walked along the wall, staying behind the various stacks of boxes and piles of empty pallets. There had to be another door somewhere. She crossed a couple of open gaps, but the men were busy, and there was still only the single light on over the work area.

      At the corner of the building, she turned right. This area was darker, so she hurried, her bare feet silent on the gritty concrete. Halfway along the wall, a stack of empty pallets was shoved all the way back, blocking her path. The only way past would be to go around—out into the open room. They’d spot her immediately.

      She could try to climb over it, get to the other side, but what if there was an endless row of pallets there too?

      The barest grinding noise caught her attention, and she watched in amazement as a spinning drill bit the size of a pencil poked through the steel wall inches above her head, then withdrew. Seconds later, it was replaced by a black wand with a reflective glass end. The wand twisted around like like a tentacle from a sci-fi monster, pointing first at the ceiling, then left.

      And then right at her.

      A camera.

      She swore it jerked back in surprise, and she almost smiled despite the circumstances. She raised her finger into the camera’s range and pointed toward the men and the center of attention in the room. The camera swiveled, following her direction like something alive.

      The video equipment had been packed away, and Ernesto was lifting Chad from the chair. He called the driver to help, and together they carried the limp form to the van. They dumped Chad on top of Pana, then strained to lift the two other bodies in beside him. When finished, Ernesto pointed to where Lilly had been bound and stashed, and the driver headed that way.

      She shrank against the building’s wall. As soon as he reached the space behind the boxes, he’d find out⁠—

      “Hey!” the driver shouted, holding up strips of gray tape. Ernesto came running, gun in hand.

      There was no time to climb over the pallet. No time to find another hiding place. She grabbed the camera, twisted it at her face, and silently mouthed, Help me!

      Ernesto rounded the far corner and spotted her squatting by the pallet. He raised his gun as he ran toward her.

      Lilly bolted out and around the pallets that hindered her progress. Now in open space, the other men saw her and shouted. She kept moving, looping back to the outside wall and squeezing along another narrow corridor behind stacked materials. She prayed it wouldn’t dead-end like the last. Whatever the boxes contained, she feared they wouldn’t stop bullets if the men with rifles began shooting.

      Violent explosions up front near the roll-up door rocked the building, blinding her with flashes as bright as lightning and compressing the air from her lungs. She dove for scant cover, sliding along the floor behind some large blue plastic drums. Another explosion blew a large hole in the wall directly ahead of her, rattling her eardrums and peppering her bare skin with stinging debris. Ten more feet and she would have been part of the airborne confetti.

      The blast was answered with machine guns. There was so much smoke she couldn’t see anything around her, but she felt heavy footsteps pounding nearby. Something wet ran into her right eye, and she curled into a ball against the wall, no longer minding its frigid cold.

      Rough hands bit into Lilly’s arms and hauled her up. At first she thought she’d been rescued, but then she recognized Ernesto’s mask.
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      “Come, or I’ll kill you right here,” he said.

      She twisted and hit him with her fists. He whacked the side of her head with his pistol, sending her to her knees with dizzying pain, then pulled her up and dragged her through the smoke.

      He kept her in front like a shield, letting his gun lead the way. Automatic weapon fire tore the air, and the steel walls rang with each bullet puncture. She expected to be cut down any second. Where were the rescuers, the ones with the camera?

      They reached the white van, but instead of putting her in the back with Chad and the bodies, Ernesto circled the front of the vehicle to the passenger side that was away from the worst of the fighting. He opened the front door and roughly pushed her down in the footwell on her back, kicking her legs in as he climbed over her and shut the door. He scrambled into the driver seat and started the engine. She felt the vibration through the rubber mat.

      Where was he going to go? The van with the drugs blocked the roll-up door behind them. Ernesto’s finger poked something on the sun visor. A red light blinked momentarily. There was another roll-up door!

      He gunned the engine. The rear of the van skidded wildly on the smooth concrete floor, crashing into stuff in the warehouse as it began to move. Then they were outside, the windshield above a dark rectangle.

      The vehicle bounced over a curb and Lilly’s head banged the bottom of the glove compartment. Ernesto twisted the wheel left, then right. She swore the wheels left the ground several times as the van tilted and the engine RPM soared higher and higher. Streetlights zipped by, flashes of progress across the killer’s face as he drove through the night.

      Lilly wrapped her arms around her head and twisted around, protecting herself from the seat’s hard frame and underside of the dash. Her head throbbed from the pistol slap, and she wanted nothing more than for all movement to cease. The van slowed a little, and she recognized traffic sounds around them. If he stopped for a red light, maybe she could jump out and flag someone down.

      Then she heard a siren, far away, but getting louder each second. Ernesto must have heard it too, because he jerked the steering wheel left. The back end of the van slipped sideways and a crunch buckled the inside door panel at her feet and shattered the passenger door window. Glass pellets showered her T-shirt and hair, and littered the rubber floor mat around her.

      Ernesto made a hard right, and Lilly winced as glass sliced her legs. Everywhere she braced herself was deadly, and her hands and legs grew slick with blood from dozens of small cuts. She envied Pana, lying only a couple of feet away, oblivious to the pain and chaos. Nausea rose as Lilly’s back ground against the sharp beads. She wanted it all to stop.

      Suddenly, a brilliant light from overhead turned the inside of the van to daytime, making every piece of lint, broken glass, and gum wrapper stand out in sharp relief. The light followed them no matter which way Ernesto turned, no matter how fast he raced.

      Hope rose in Lilly. The good guys had spotted them from the air. L.A. was famous for high-speed chases, and she’d seen enough to know that once a helicopter joined the hunt, bad guys rarely got away. Although many of the chases ended with a spectacular crash, she held onto the fact that she’d been found. Ernesto was no longer all-powerful.

      As they roared ahead, the bright light abruptly cut off, and her vision recovered enough to see elongated light strips of an underpass or tunnel streaking by overhead. Ernesto slowed and leaned closer to the windshield, searching for something along the side. The following siren echoed in the enclosed space, sounding as if ten cops were chasing them.

      Ernesto stomped the brake pedal and shoved the shift lever into park before the van even quit moving. He disappeared out his door, the inside panel reflecting flashing lights.

      Relief flooded Lilly. He was on the run, leaving her behind. She struggled to her knees, preparing to dive through the open driver door. If she kept her hands up, maybe the cops wouldn’t shoot.

      The door behind her wrenched open with a squeal of protesting metal, and her tormentor dragged her out onto the pavement. Headlights blinded them as the police car screeched to a stop. Its doors flew open and officers crouched behind the cover, their black weapons pointed right at her.

      “Police! Down on the ground!”

      Lilly jabbed an elbow into Ernesto’s stomach, twisting against his grip. She had to get free or the cops would kill her.

      But Ernesto wrapped his arm tighter, wrestling her in front of him. He answered the officer’s command with five shots over her right shoulder as he dragged her backward into an alcove at the side of the tunnel.

      Her ears rang from the gunshots. She sucked in rapid breaths, tensing for the return fire that would burn holes through her flesh.

      A door behind him creaked open on rusty hinges, and Ernesto pulled her into a concrete hallway lit by a bare overhead bulb. He banged the heavy metal door closed and dropped a thick steel bar across it. Welding burns blackened the crossbar hardware, showing it was a recent add. This was all planned. An escape route.

      Dust and debris littered the hall as he shoved her along. The one good thing was Chad was still in the van. Ernesto didn’t have means or time to bring the unconscious boy with them. Lilly was his next best hostage. His only hostage. He’d keep her alive until he had no use for her. She had to get away.

      Lights—widely spaced with some burned out—revealed little. The concrete walls were bare of markings, nothing to give her a reference to where they were. After a hundred feet or so, he yanked her into a narrower side tunnel that slanted upward. The air grew warmer with each step, and Lilly fought a hysterical laugh as a brighter light appeared above a door at the end of the tunnel. She doubted this light represented relief and hope.

      Using a key from his pocket, Ernesto unlocked the steel door, and they stepped out into the ground floor of a dimly lit, open-air parking garage. Here the night air was warmer and filled with the scent of jasmine in full bloom. She drew in the distinctive fragrance that always reminded her of summer. For a moment, it washed away the blood and death.

      But Ernesto wasted no time, roughly hauling her to another white van.

      They must buy these in bulk.

      Or maybe they salvaged this one from the junkyard. It had mismatched wheels, and rust marks marred the flaking paint. The rear bumper hung at an angle, and one of the taillights was crudely patched with transparent red tape. Lilly caught a florist company name stenciled on the windowless side as Ernesto dragged her to the rear double doors. He shoved her inside the hollow space, following and forcing her down directly behind the driver’s seat. He used an old piece of rope to lash her wrists together and anchor her to a wall brace.

      Regardless of the floral promise of the exterior sign, the interior reeked of rotten fish, and the sides and floor were splattered with rust-colored stains. She didn’t want to think whether some might be human blood.

      Jagged metal stubs jutted where shelving had been cut and removed. Her ears had mostly stopped ringing, but her body was waking to all the cuts and bruises. The rough steel floor had added more bleeding scrapes, and she wondered if she’d contract tetanus. Which was insane, because the threat of disease was the least of her problems—she’d be lucky to get through the next few hours alive.

      Her captor cranked the engine, which coughed, sputtered, and then caught in a shaking, deafening throb right under her butt. As he drove out of the parking structure, exhaust fumes seeped up through the floor and burned her eyes.

      From her position behind the seat, she couldn’t see Ernesto’s face when he pulled off the ski mask and tossed it on the floor. But every once in a while they passed a bright light, and his left profile was reflected in the driver side window. His hair was dark and short, but the thing she noticed immediately was the tattoo on his neck: a red rose, with what appeared to be a sword running through it. It had to be the same as the man he’d argued with at the warehouse. Some kind of brotherhood or organization, but not all friendly with one another.

      He had kidnapped Chad to demand a big ransom. While that plan was blown, would he now use her for a smaller payoff? Her parents had money, but she wasn’t worth nearly as much as Chad. Maybe the high risk and smaller payoff wouldn’t be worth it to him. In that case, she was dead.

      His cell phone rang, and he answered it as he drove. “Si?”

      Like almost every non-Latino student in SoCal, she’d taken Spanish in school. But she’d never been any good at languages, and his rapid, one-sided conversation was too fast to follow. They only word she made out was “donut” in English, and a street name she didn’t know. He made a left at the next corner and accelerated. The fumes cleared a little as fresh air blew through holes in the floor, and she sucked in the cleaner air.

      After ten minutes of driving, the van slowed and rocked as they turned into a driveway. Fumes billowed around her once more, this time laced with the unmistakable smell of sugary maple. One of the tall parking lot lights shone down through the windshield, its light sparkling off fish scales on the floor. Lilly gagged on the perverse mix of car exhaust and donuts.

      Ernesto got out of the van, but froze in the open doorway when red and white flashing lights lit him up.

      Lilly’s heart hammered in her chest when she heard, “Please stay with your vehicle,” over a loudspeaker.

      She could see Ernesto’s back where he stood in the doorway. His T-shirt had hiked up, revealing the butt of his gun tucked in his belt. Casually, he adjusted the shirt so the hem fell over the gun. A car door slammed, and she heard footsteps.

      “Good evening. May I see your license and registration, please?” a man said. His voice was high pitched, young.

      “What’s the problem, officer? I’m sure I wasn’t speeding,” Ernesto said, his voice full of respect.

      “Your registration tag is expired. May I see your license and registration?”

      “Oh. This is a company van. I don’t use it very much, and I guess my partner forgot to put the new sticker on. It’s probably buried on his messy desk.”

      Lilly was torn as to what to do. One peep from her and Ernesto would start shooting. And then the young cop would be dead before he knew what happened, and she would still be a prisoner. On the other hand, this was a golden chance, perhaps her only one.

      She threw up a quick prayer for God’s help, then leaned forward, preparing to bang her head against the thin metal wall at her back.

      No. She shut her eyes and rocked back and forth against burning frustration. Even if this was her only hope, she couldn’t risk the cop’s life.

      The officer’s radio crackled in a burst of garbled words.

      “Just a minute, sir,” the cop said, his voice retreating. Then from farther away: “Sir, I’ve got an emergency call. Be sure to get that current registration tag on your vehicle.”

      “I will, officer,” Ernesto said, all goodwill. “First thing. Good luck at your emergency.” Lilly could practically hear the wide grin.

      Ernesto evidently decided whoever he’d planned to meet at the donut shop could wait, because he climbed back into the driver’s seat and restarted the engine. Soon they were on the streets again in a cloud of exhaust. He made another call, speaking in rapid Spanish. She recognized a few street names and Honda, but that was it. If she ever got out of this, she vowed to learn the language, even if she had to move to Mexico City.

      Even on the better roads, the junky van rattled and shook. On the rougher ones, the back end bounced and skittered all over as they rounded corners, throwing Lilly back and forth against the rusty metal. Wetness soaked the back of her T-shirt. She hoped it was sweat.

      Since she had no idea where they were going, she tried to think of a plan. Her life was worth nothing to this man, except maybe as ransom. But even if he received a payoff from her parents, he would probably still kill her. This wasn’t a CSI episode where they always rescued the victim in the nick of time.

      Wiggling against the van’s side, she found a protruding rough section she could use to saw at the rope.

      The rope proved tougher than the duct tape, and the bumping around made it hard to maintain contact with the wall. But if she could get loose, she would bolt through the rear doors, even if it meant jumping into the early morning traffic.

      She winced at the image of her skin scraping along the pavement. That was going to hurt, but road rash was better than dead. She redoubled her efforts on the binding.

      Her head came up when a siren sounded. Close. The inside cab of the van strobed red, blue, and white. Then a second siren joined the first.

      She braced her feet, expecting Ernesto to stomp on the gas for a long chase. It would end with the van wrapped around a light post, or T-boned into oblivion by a semi at an intersection, like those YouTube videos from Russian dash cams. Tomorrow’s headline: Kidnapped Teen Killed in High-Speed Chase. Still, she kept sawing. She had to try.

      Ernesto surprised her by slowing, steering to the right, and bringing the van to a stop. He left the engine idling, and heat welled up through the floor as radios crackled outside.

      “Police! Show us your hands!”

      The rope suddenly slipped from Lilly’s wrists. Relief flooded her, but her breath caught as Ernesto retrieved an assault rifle from under his seat.

      White light lit up the front cab like daytime, but the windowless back of the van was still in darkness. No one except Ernesto knew she was here. If shooting started…

      Ernesto twisted right and squeezed between the front seats, stepping over Lilly without a glance on his way to the back of the van. It wasn’t good that he’d let her see his face.

      He threw open one rear door and let loose a sweeping machine gun burst.

      Before the first brass casings pinged on the van’s floor, Lilly scrambled between the seats and curled into a tiny ball in the passenger footwell. The machine gun was deafening, vibrating the door panel, floor, and pounding Lilly’s ears. The windshield above her shattered with return fire, showering her with glass shards. Bullets shredded the upholstery and sent bits of fabric swirling in the bright light. Holes punched through the radio and instrument panel, and white smoke began billowing from under the dash.

      Her ears rang with each burst from Ernesto’s rifle, and answering bullets thumped and banged the area around her, like the Normandy beach landing in Saving Private Ryan. The passenger seat offered minimal protection. She had to get out.

      Keeping her head down, she fumbled blindly with her hand until she found the door handle and wrenched it. The latch released the same time something knocked her arm away. White bone protruded from her flesh. She’d been shot. Cradling her arm across her stomach and ignoring her lurching stomach, Lilly head-butted the door open a few inches.

      Before she could think of moving, three successive punches slammed into her chest, hip, and calf, each an exploding bolt of pain that radiated through her body. Even her teeth hurt.

      No matter how hard she fought, she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. It felt like someone was sitting on her chest, and her vision narrowed with the lack of oxygen.

      Bullets continued to punch holes around her, ripping gashes in the padded dash and sending upholstery material flying. She’d been hit four times in a couple of seconds. A few more of those seconds, and this van would become her stinking, fishy coffin.

      With tantalizing fresh air only inches away, she pushed off with her good leg until her head was out the door. The distinctive odor of newly mown grass blew across her face, flushing away the acrid dash smoke and the gunpowder. It reminded her of green pastures and all the drawings she’d made over the years of wild horses running free. Palominos were her new favorites.

      And right now, she needed their strength and courage.

      After a moment of fighting for breath, she wiggled her shoulders over the threshold, the glass pellets rolling like sharp-edged ball bearings under her back. She shoved her foot against the engine shroud, feeling bones grind together deep in her body as she slid partway out the door. A few more inches and she’d tumble to⁠—

      Ernesto hurled into the driver’s seat and yanked the shift lever into gear. He swung his rifle toward her, his finger on the trigger.

      Lilly kicked the barrel, knocking it back. It fired into the passenger seat and doorframe. She kept kicking at the gun until he dropped the weapon and stomped the gas pedal.

      The acceleration slammed the door against Lilly, trapping her in its vise-like grip. Her useless arm dragged along the asphalt, which rushed by only inches from her face. Ernesto veered left and the spinning tire kicked gravel in her face. She was stuck halfway between captivity and freedom, and now either option would result in death.

      Suddenly, Ernesto slowed, and the passenger door whipped forward, releasing Lilly from its grasp. She slipped out the door as a spray of bullets tore through the van. Her last image before she hit the ground was Ernesto jerking as slugs exploded through him and splattered gore across what was left of the windshield.

      Then she was outside, flopping onto the pavement and tumbling as the van roared away. She lost count how many times her elbows and knees struck the unyielding surface, but felt every jarring impact.

      Finally, everything went still.
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