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“I’m all about a ciggie right now,” Zoe 
whispered. Then she grinned wickedly. “Come 
with?”

Ethan looked back at the door. “I actually 
don’t want to miss this assembly,” he said, but 
Zoe just rolled her eyes.

“Oh, please. Blah, blah, blah, Middle East, 
blah, blah. You can watch it on CNN any hour of 
the week,” she said. “But how often do you get a 
chance to ditch Secret Service? Come on!”

It was a totally no-win situation for him and 
Ethan knew it. He was either going to look like a 
 wimp —   again —  or he was going to miss the 
assembly speech he’d been looking forward to all 
week.

“You shouldn’t smoke,” he said lamely.
“Yeah, well you shouldn’t weenie out so much,” 

Zoe answered. “Then maybe assholes like Ryan 
Townsend wouldn’t be all over you all the time.”

“That’s just because Dad’s the president,” 
Ethan said. “That’s all, right?”

“No. It’s because you’re a geek,” Zoe said. 
“You don’t see  Spunk-  Punk messing with me, do 
you?” She opened the window, effortlessly pulled 
herself through, and dropped to the ground 
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outside. Zoe thought she was another Angelina 
Jolie. “If you’re not coming, at least give me a 
minute to get away. Okay, Grandma?”

The next second, Zoe was gone.
Ethan looked over his shoulder one more 

time. Then he did the only thing he could to 
maintain his last shreds of dignity. He followed 
his sister out the lecture hall  window —  and into 
trouble he couldn’t even begin to imagine.

No one could.
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Chapter 3

AS SOON AS the door to the lecture hall 
slammed shut behind Agent Clay Findlay, he 
checked the  knob �  still unlocked. Then he 
checked the sweep hand on his  stainless-  steel 
Breitling. �I�m giving them another  forty-  �ve sec-
onds,� he said into the mike at his cuff. �After 
that, we�ve got T. Rex going to assembly and 
Twilight headed to the principal�s of�ce.�

Word from the president and First Lady had 
been to allow Ethan and Zoe as normal a school 
experience as possible, including their own 
 con�icts �  within reason. That was easier said 
than done, of course. Zoe Coyle didn�t always 
operate within reason. In fact, she usually didn�t. 
Zoe wasn�t a bad kid. But she was a kid. Willful. 
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And smart, and devoted to her younger brother.
“l’m probably going to get reamed for this,” 

Findlay radioed quietly. “Tell you what, though. 
That Ryan Townsend kid’s a little prick. Not that 
you heard it here.”

“Like father, like son,” Musgrove radioed back. 
“Kid got what he was asking for, and more. Zoe 
really clocked the little shithead.”

There was some low laughter on the line. 
Ryan Townsend’s daddy was the House minority 
whip and a rabid opponent of virtually every 
move President Coyle ever made or even thought 
about. Sometimes the Branaff School could feel 
like Little Washington. Which it kind of was.

Findlay checked his watch again. Two 
minutes exactly. End of recess for the Coyle kids. 
Now back to work for everybody.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, we’re on the 
move,” he said into his mike. Then he knocked 
twice on the lecture hall door and pushed it 
open.

“Time’s up, guys. You ready to . . .  goddamnit.”
The room was empty.
No. No. No. Not this. Goddamn those kids. 

Goddamn Zoe!
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but Hat�eld was the �rst to reach the back door 
of the van. Its gray metal panels were buckled 
inward and the chrome handle was smashed to 
shit.

His heart was still thudding from the chase 
and he could feel the blood pounding in his ears. 
This wasn�t over yet. What the hell were they 
about to �nd on the other side of that door? 
Armed gunmen? Dead men?

Even  worse �  dead kids?
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Chapter 5

AT THE TIME of the �rst incident in the chain 
of events, I didn�t know it was the president�s son 
and daughter who were missing. All I�d heard on 
my radio was �possible kidnap.� That�s all any of 
us knew at that point.

I�d been driving east on K Street at the time 
and I was off duty. The location given put me less 
than two blocks from the crash site and I got 
over to Washington Circle even before the EMTs. 
I had to help if I could.

I was there in less than sixty seconds. A 
uniformed cop scurried behind me, unspooling 
a roll of yellow tape as I headed toward the 
smashed-up van.

The �rst thing I noticed was the  wide-  open 
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back door. Second, that there was no sign of any 
kidnap victim here at all.

And  third —  Secret Service were everywhere! 
Some of them in the usual dark suits, others in 
preppy blazers, knit ties, dress shirts, and khakis. 
They looked like schoolteachers, but the 
corkscrew wires behind their ears told another 
story.

I badged my way over to the van to see inside 
for myself. The driver was pinned to his seat 
where the engine block had come all the way 
through in the crash. He was covered in blood 
below some obvious trauma around his mid-
section. His right arm was sticking up and out in 
a way that arms weren’t meant to go.

The guy looked to be midthirties, curly black 
hair, a sketchy beard with soul patch that was as 
slight and pathetic as he was.

But where was the victim? Had this whole thing 
been a hoax? An intentional diversion? Already, I 
was starting to think so, and the possibility sent a 
rush of adrenaline through me. A diversion from 
what? What else had happened at that school?

“Is he cogent?” I asked the  tweed-  clad agent 
next to me.
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�Hard to say,� he answered. �He�s out of it. 
Maybe shock. We don�t even know if he speaks 
English.�

�And no sign of the missing kid?� I said.
The agent just shook his head, then held up 

two �ngers. �Two missing kids.�
This was turning into dØjà vu for  me �  the 

worst kind. Some years back, I�d worked with 
Secret Service on another double kidnapping, 
perpetrated by a monster named Gary Soneji. 
Only one of the two children had survived. In 
fact, I�d barely made it myself. John Sampson had 
saved my life.

I �ashed my badge some more, then leaned in 
through the shattered driver�s-side window.

�Police. Where are the kids?� I asked the guy, 
straight up. By default, I had to assume he knew 
something. This was no time to equivocate.

He was panting in quick shallow breaths, and 
his face was  blank �  like his body knew how 
much pain he was in, but his brain didn�t exactly 
get it.

His pupils were huge, too. He had some of the 
signs of PCP, but this guy had just navigated a 
 high-  speed chase through the city. I�d never seen 
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He was �at on his back and staring at the 
ceiling. I ran a �nger back and forth in front of 
his eyes to get him to look at me.

�What are you on, Ray? You know what you 
took?�

His expression was as distant as ever. �Just a 
drink of water,� he said �nally.

�Don�t give him anything!� one of the medics 
barked at me.

“I’m not,” I said. � �Drink of water� is PCP. 
That�s what he thinks he took.�

�Thinks?� Agent Findlay asked.
�Something heavily anesthetic, anyway. Prob-

ably some kind of nose cocktail.� And I was 
guessing he didn�t mix it himself.

�Who got you the van, Ray?� I said. �Who put 
you up to this? There�s somebody else, right?�

�Anyone, anyone,� he said. �Five hundred 
bucks and a little drink of water.�

“Five hundred bucks?” Findlay looked like he 
was ready to tear the guy�s face off. �Do you have 
any idea what kind of shit storm you just landed 
 in �  for �ve hundred dollars?�

Ray wasn�t listening to the Secret Service 
agent, though. He was looking around now, like 
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he�d just �gured out where he was. When he got 
down to his own midsection, and the blood 
soaking through the heavy gauze dressing, he 
just grinned. �This is some good shit,� he said.

�Ray?� I tried again. �Ray? You said something 
about �anyone.� What did you mean by that?�

�No,� he said, twitching away. �Anyone, 
anyone.� The �ngers on his left hand started 
moving rapidly; it looked like he was playing 
scales on a piano.

Findlay and I looked at each other. Whoever 
had put Ray up to this knew what they were 
doing. Now, while the trail to the kids was 
warmest, the one person we had in custody was 
virtually useless. We were wasting precious time 
on this guy. That was exactly what the kidnapper 
wanted, wasn�t it?

�We�re here!� the ambulance driver yelled back. 
�Interview�s over.� The other two stood up and 
started getting Ray ready to go.

�Who�s anyone?� I tried one more time. 
�What do you mean by that, Ray?�

�An-y-one. An-y-one,� he said again, tapping 
a different �nger on each  syllable �  and I 
realized it wasn�t like he was playing a piano. It 
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was like he was hitting keys on a keyboard. Then 
I had another idea.

N-E-1-N-E-1.
�Is that a screen name?� I asked. �Did 

somebody �nd you online, Ray?�
�Watch out, guys!�
The back of the ambulance opened from the 

outside. Findlay and I had to jump out �rst to get 
out of the way.

An emergency medical team was already 
waiting, along with an incongruous crowd of 
gray suits off to one side.

It wasn�t just any crowd, either. Findlay 
stopped short on the pavement, and I almost 
knocked into him.

�Sir?� he said to one of the suits.
Right there in front of us was the secretary of 

Homeland Security himself, Phil Ribillini.
�Detective Cross,� Ribillini said with a curt 

nod. We�d met once before, back when I was with 
the FBI and he was with Defense. There were no 
pleasantries today. �We�ll need a statement from 
you right away,� he said. �But my people will take 
it from there. Has to be that way.�

In other words, I wasn�t going any farther 
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with the prisoner. All I could do was watch as 
they wheeled Ray inside through the automatic 
sliders and out of sight.

But that wasn’t the bad part. The clock kept 
ticking on those two missing kids.
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