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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      A man sat alone in a large, well-appointed room. Rare books surrounded him on carved, wooden bookcases lining the walls. His broad frame filled the leather chair he was lounging in as he sipped a glass of red wine, admiring the view that lay beyond his domain. His home was nestled in a quiet, upscale cul-de-sac on the southeastern edge of the growing California town of La Valentia. In the distance, immaculate lawns and towering palm trees gave way to the barren, red rock of Valentia Canyon Park. The melancholy strains of Beethoven’s ‘Moonlight Sonata’ drifted in the background, soothing him. He needed to be soothed.

      For all the luxury that surrounded him, he was still a prisoner. He had come to this place to escape his past, but it had managed to follow him, like a foul stench he thought he had left behind. He resisted the urge to leap to his feet and pace the sun-warmed, wooden floor in frustration.

      A leather-bound journal lay open on his rolltop desk just a few feet away, filled with photos and newspaper clippings. All the images were etched in his memory by now, but the journal’s presence comforted him. It was a tangible promise of things to come—the final reward for his long patience. His thoughts drifted, creating tantalizing fantasies... He had no doubt the prize would be worth the cost.

      His phone rang, jarring him from his daydream. Ordinarily, he would have cursed whoever had interrupted him, but the pulsing ringtone was one that he had assigned to one caller only—the one man he trusted to help him achieve his goal. He fished his phone from his pocket to answer, his heart beating faster than normal.

      “Yes?” he said without preamble.

      “The wheels are in motion,” a familiar male voice said in a smooth tenor.

      The man ran a nervous hand through his thinning, brown hair. “Are you certain?”

      “It’s taken some time to arrange, but yes. Everything is in place. It’s best if you don’t know the details.”

      “Agreed,” the man said. “And you’re sure nothing about your plan will lead back to me?”

      The affronted silence on the other end of the line was palpable. “You know my track record. You will not be implicated.”

      The man cleared his throat, searching for words to smooth over the awkward moment. The caller was not a man to be trifled with. “My apologies. When will the package arrive?”

      “Do you have any business you need to attend to that would take you out of the city? Something out-of-state would be even better.”

      The man hesitated, forcing his scattered thoughts to focus. “I—yes. I believe I can come up with something suitable.”

      “Good. Make sure you are accompanied by someone at all times.”

      “I understand.” The man’s lips twitched. At least the trip wouldn’t be a lonely one, although it likely wouldn’t involve the type of company he preferred. “When should I leave?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      The man gripped the arm of the chair, wondering whether he had heard incorrectly. He had waited so long, and now everything was happening so fast...

      “Are you still there?” the voice asked with a hint of impatience.

      “Yes. Tomorrow. I’ll be ready. I’ll set something up tonight and head out first thing.”

      “I will contact you when it’s safe to return and make arrangements for delivery.” The voice became disconcertingly silky. “I trust my payment will be ready when I arrive.”

      “Yes,” the man rushed to reply. “Yes, of course!”

      “Good. I’ll be in touch.”

      The line went silent as the caller hung up. The man ended the call, staring down at his phone in numb disbelief, wondering whether he had imagined the entire conversation. He scrolled to his call history with a few flicks of his finger. Sure enough, the familiar number was there. He had never dared call it. His instructions on that count had been clear. He also suspected if he bothered to try to track the number, it would only lead him to a random, prepaid phone—bought with cash, no doubt. As mysterious as it seemed, he knew it was better that way. These privacy measures would protect him as well.

      The reality of the situation began to sink in.

      It’s finally happening.

      All his patience was about to pay off. In a few short days, he would no longer need the pictures and musings in his journal. To him, that was worth any price.

      There were so many things to plan before he left, both for his trip, and his return. So many things to do... He scrolled through his list of contacts, his thoughts already in motion. Nervous excitement fluttered in the pit of his stomach. He selected the first name he needed—one of several—and leaned back in his chair, a smile plastered on his face.
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      Kira sidestepped her attacker, dodging another blow. He had a few inches on her tall frame, but she was faster and more agile. Still, she knew she couldn’t keep ducking his punches forever. Eventually, she would get caught by his reach. She was running out of time. If she was going to turn things around, she needed to do it soon.

      His fist grazed the air beside her left cheek. She aimed her knee toward his unprotected side while his arm was still extended, slamming it into his ribcage. She put all her pent-up rage and aggression into her attack, immediately following with a spinning backfist as her attacker instinctively lowered his guard to protect his abdomen. Her fist landed against the side of his head, and he began to wobble.

      She struck with her foot next, hooking it around his ankle to sweep his legs out from under him—a technique that would never have worked if she hadn’t already managed to rock him. She followed him to the ground, fueled by adrenaline, and unwilling to lose her advantage.

      They scrambled for several moments, grappling for supremacy. Her attacker was already recovering his wits. Somehow, he managed to get behind her—the last place she wanted him to be. A barrage of punches rained down on her ribcage as he pressed his chest against her back, hooking his legs around her to hold her in place. Kira resisted the urge to scream in frustration. She knew what would come next...

      She did her best to block the incoming blows to her side with her right arm, trying to gauge the moment when her attacker would make his final strike. The punches were only a distraction. Still, that knowledge didn’t make them hurt any less. Each one made it more difficult to steady her breathing.

      Dammit, stay focused! If you can’t breathe, you can’t escape.

      A shift of movement behind her stirred her instincts. She shot her left arm up beside her head just as her attacker wrapped his own left arm around her neck in a chokehold, securing it with his right. She heard a muffled curse. He had hoped to catch her off guard. It wasn’t much, but her raised arm gave her just enough room to keep breathing while preventing him from tightening his grip. Part of her mind spiraled into panic. She had bought herself some time, but not much.

      Images flickered through her mind at high speed. A locked room... The terrified expressions of the other girls who had been taken captive... Screams echoed in her ears. Kira clenched her jaw and began to strike, lashing out with her free elbow at the man behind her. She heard a satisfying grunt of pain. She kept up her attack with grim determination, the tingling in her pinned arm and her shallow breaths pushing her to fight for freedom.

      First, her attacker’s legs fell from around her waist as he tried to shift his torso away from her while maintaining his choke. Darkness crowded her vision, but Kira used her feet to scoot her body back toward him and within reach of her elbow. She knew his ribs must be getting sore, and his arms must be tired from holding her. If she could only last a little longer...

      Just when she thought she was about to pass out, the arm around her neck loosened. She slithered out, gasping for air, her left arm numb. She lay on her back in a defensive posture with her legs ready to lash out as she tried to get her wind back.

      Her attacker was frustrated now. He rose to his knees and launched toward her, fists flying. Kira knew she couldn’t withstand another barrage. He clipped her jaw with the first punch, rattling her.

      Another one like that, and I’ll be finished.

      His other fist sped toward her. She moved her head at the last second. In one fluid movement, she seized his extended arm and pulled him toward her, wrapping her left knee around the back of his neck while sweeping her ankle toward her right knee in a triangle choke. His eyes widened for a moment as he realized what was happening. He began to struggle, but Kira reached for her left foot and pulled it toward her, tightening her hold and locking her ankle into place behind her opposite knee.

      As her attacker continued to struggle, Kira fell into a trance-like state, every fiber of her being focused on maintaining her grip. Her surroundings faded away and the terrified screams returned, filling her ears. She squeezed her legs tighter. She was going to save the others. She had to. No one else knew where they were being held captive. Part of her mind noticed a repetitive thumping against her side, but she ignored it, maintaining her hold.

      “Kira!” A hand grabbed her shoulder, shaking her. “He’s tapping. Let him go.”

      Kira shook her head, momentarily disoriented by the sudden appearance of the black fence of the MMA cage around her. From the disapproving frown on Chris’s face, she got the impression it wasn’t the first time her trainer had tried to get her to release her opponent in the last few moments. She released her ankle and unwound her legs with a flood of guilt. She had completely lost track of the fight. She couldn’t even remember who her opponent was. He slumped out from her grip, barely conscious. Kira felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach. His features were obscured by a curtain of dark hair that had come loose from his ponytail. He pushed it aside, looking up at her with hazel eyes, still trying to get his breath.

      Shit.

      How had she forgotten it was Jeff she was rolling with? Kira mentally kicked herself, searching for something to say that might smooth over the awkward moment as she yanked out her mouthguard.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said, climbing to her feet to offer him a hand up. She felt like her face must be at least as red as his. “My head wasn’t in the game. I didn’t even notice you tapping.”

      “It’s OK,” Jeff said with a wry smile as he accepted her hand. His voice was a bit hoarse. “I should have known better than to get caught. I know what a beast you can be on the ground.” He wobbled for a moment. “I think I’d better go sit down now.”

      Kira felt her cheeks flush even hotter as Chris helped him to a stool. “Um, yeah. I think I’ll go work the bag for a little while. Try to cool down...”

      She slipped out of the cage feeling completely mortified. It was bad enough she had lost her head like that and ignored a tap, which could have hurt someone. It was even worse that it was him.

      She had only known Jeff a few months. They had met at the gym and had clicked right away. He wasn’t anything like a lot of the meatheads she usually had to deal with, who had a problem training with a woman. He actually treated her as an equal. They had never hung out outside of the gym, but Kira had always wondered if they might, someday. She liked him, and there was chemistry between them—at least, she had always thought so.

      Might as well forget it now. He’s probably not even going to want to train together anymore after what just happened in there. Of all the stupid, idiotic...

      Kira focused her frustrations on the heavy bag, striking it with her fists, elbows, and knees as she berated herself. How could she have let herself get sucked into the past during a match? The whole reason she had started coming to this place and training was to get away from her dark memories. She knew she was in for a lecture from Chris. The worst part of it was that she deserved it. Other people had been watching her and Jeff spar. If she earned a reputation that she couldn’t be trusted in the cage, no one would want to work with her, or they might even decide it would be fair to ignore her tapping if she ever submitted. Ultimately, she might even be asked to leave.

      Her negative thoughts spiraled as she increased her pace, wisps of brown hair escaping her ponytail as sweat dripped down her face. She licked the salt from her lips. When would she be free of her past? Her parents and sister seemed to want her to let it go, as if she could somehow pretend it had never happened. She knew they didn’t understand. They could never understand what she had been through. But she also knew they cared about her, so for their sake, she had tried.

      It hadn’t worked.

      She had come to accept she could never go back to the way things used to be. That was why she was here. To try to deal with things in her own way and reclaim what she felt she had lost. Now her sanctuary was in jeopardy from her own actions.

      Kira continued hitting the bag until her arms felt like lead and her legs wobbled. Her abdomen burned from constantly raising her knees. She was drenched in sweat. She looked up at the mirrored wall to see if she looked as exhausted and defeated as she felt. A pair of haunted, green eyes stared back from a flushed face. Her tight trunks and cropped sports top did nothing to hide her lean frame, or the trembling in her limbs. Her long, thick hair hung limp from her ponytail, a damp tangle from her workout.

      What a mess.

      She turned away with a sigh and started working to remove her padded fighting gloves, revealing the wraps underneath.

      “Hey,” a familiar, male voice said softly from behind her. She turned around to find Jeff standing by the bag.

      “Oh, hey,” she said, feeling flustered all over again. “Are you OK?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” He gave her a lopsided smile.

      “Good,” Kira said, smiling back. “I feel really bad about what happened.”

      Jeff shrugged. “Don’t worry about it. I know you weren’t leaving me hanging on purpose.”

      “I’m surprised Chris hasn’t come over to lecture me about it yet,” she said with a nervous chuckle.

      “I talked to him about it. I asked him to stay out of it.”

      “Really?” Kira felt guilty and relieved at the same time. “Thanks! You can let him know I promise it won’t happen again.”

      “I really hope not,” Jeff said, his smile coming back. “My ribs are already going to be black and blue by tomorrow morning. I need you to go easy on me the next time we spar.”

      Kira blinked. “The next time? You mean, you still want to train with me?”

      Jeff rolled his eyes. “Of course, I still want to train with you. You haven’t been worried about that, have you?” he asked, eyeing the heavy bag, which was still swinging a bit.

      Kira forced a smile. “Of course not. I was working out some... other issues.” It wasn’t exactly a lie.

      “Actually,” Jeff said, hesitating for a moment, “I was wondering if you might want to get something to eat tonight. With me, I mean.”

      Kira struggled not to let her jaw drop open. “Like a date?” She was proud of the fact that she managed to keep her voice even.

      “Yes, like a date.” Jeff’s lips twitched as he watched her reaction.

      Kira gave him a confused look. “You want to go out to dinner with me? After what just happened in there?” She gestured toward the cage.

      And when I’m looking like a complete disaster? She kept that last thought to herself.

      “Yeah. Look, I know what happened today wasn’t good, but we’ve known each other for a while now, and I’ve kind of been waiting for the right moment to ask you out.” He held her gaze.

      Kira gave him a skeptical look. “And you think this is the right moment.”

      He shrugged. “I guess I figure that after what happened today, what do I have to lose?”

      “Huh. I guess I never thought of it that way.” Kira found her lips stretching into a smile as she spoke.

      “Why are you smiling?”

      Now it was Kira’s turn to shrug. “You said you’d been waiting for the right moment to ask me out.”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, so?”

      “I just thought that was interesting.” She kept smiling at him.

      It meant he had probably been interested in her for just as long as she had been interested in him, which made her feel better about the entire situation, despite everything.

      “So is that a yes?”

      “Pick me up at seven. I’ll text you the address.” Kira picked up a towel and started wiping herself down.

      Jeff grinned. “I’ll see you then.”

      She left him with a wave, heading toward the locker room. It was around five-thirty now. She still had to get home, shower, and get changed, which meant figuring out what to wear. She wasn’t exactly a clotheshorse, but this was a first date, and the first time she and Jeff would be together outside the gym, so first impressions were important... Her thoughts darted ahead, mentally selecting and discarding possible options as she retrieved her belongings from her locker. This was by far the strangest day she had had in a long time, but at least something good might come out of it.

      She did her best to forget about what had happened in the cage. Was it weird that he was asking her out after she had submitted him almost to the point of unconsciousness? A sudden thought struck her.

      Oh, God. I hope he’s not into that sort of thing...
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      Kira drove along the streets of La Valentia, only half her mind on the traffic around her. A trickle of sweat slithered down her back as she waited for her air conditioning to get going and combat the late afternoon heat of the California sun.

      At least I drove to the gym today.

      Usually she preferred to ride her bike instead. Even though she had had her license for years, she wasn’t a fan of driving, unless it was late at night when the streets were relatively empty. But today she had been running late for her training session, so she had taken the car she shared with her roommate, Rob. It wasn’t as if he would have noticed it was gone, anyway. He hardly ever left their apartment. She shuddered to think of what he would say when he found out she had a date tonight. She steeled herself for some merciless teasing.

      She pulled into the familiar paved circle of walk-up apartments in the heart of town, not really remembering how she had gotten there. She parked the car and reached for her bag as her phone chirped a notification alert. She slid it out from her bag to investigate. She wasn’t exactly a social butterfly, as her mother was always quick to point out. She liked to keep her contact information as private as possible, which was only logical after what she had been through.

      It can’t be Jeff already... Unless he’s changed his mind?

      She unlocked the phone to check. It was a Facebook alert. Someone had sent her a friend request. Kira frowned. She only went on Facebook to keep in touch with a few people. All her postings were private, and the only people who could send her a friend request were those who already had a friend in common with her—a slim chance at best. She scrolled over the notification to see who it was from.

      What the... Trevor Wright?

      Kira nearly dropped her phone in surprise. Trevor was an entitled, douchebag jock she had gone to high school with. He and his football friends liked to pass the time picking on anyone who didn’t belong in their precious social circle. First, he had decided she must be a lesbian because she was athletic and didn’t try to fit in with the cheerleader types. (It also hadn’t helped that she had showed absolutely no interest in him—something that probably boggled his preening, self-absorbed mind.) Then, he had found out she had been born in Canada while her parents were visiting, earning her the name ‘Kira Beaver,’ which suited both Trevor’s criticisms of her nicely.

      One of the many reasons she had been glad to graduate was because it meant she wouldn’t have to see him again. She had later been hired when she was in college as a tutor for his younger half-sister, Stephanie, which had made avoiding Trevor difficult, but somehow, Kira had managed it. Stephanie was a sweet, quiet girl, who loved music and the arts—completely unlike her older brother. She and Kira had clicked right away, and had stayed in touch on Facebook even after Kira had finished tutoring her, which must have given Trevor his in. Kira gave the notification a suspicious look.

      He must want something. I don’t know why else he would try to contact me. As if I would ever want to be friends with him...

      She tapped the ‘Ignore’ option and put her phone away to head inside. She unlocked the door and entered the apartment to find it in complete darkness. She flicked on the hallway light switch with a sigh, knowing all too well what she would find.

      Beyond the entryway, the living and dining rooms were in a state of chaos. Piles of clothing and computer parts littered the floor and furniture, obscuring them from view. She could also make out the shadows of precariously piled dishes and takeout containers on the kitchen counter from where she was standing. A hooded figure hovered over a laptop at the only cleared space on the dining-room table, the wan light of the screen bathing his features in an eerie glow.

      Kira marched over to the blinds, turning the wand and yanking them upward to flood the area with sunlight. The hooded figure cowered, uttering a moan of protest like some kind of wounded hobgoblin.

      “What the hell, Rob?” she demanded. “You were supposed to clean up this pigsty. I’ve been gone for hours! Have you just been sitting here in the dark, wallowing in your own filth all this time?”

      Rob emerged from the shadow of his hoodie to scowl at her. “I was working. The sun was bothering me.” His brown curls were a matted tangle and his jaw was covered in stubble.

      Kira did her best to keep her patience. “You promised you would clean this place up today.”

      She shuddered to think what Jeff would think if he came to pick her up and the apartment still looked like it had been taken over by a pack of squatters.

      “It’s my mess,” Rob said, stretching his arms and rolling his neck. “What do you care? I thought we agreed this area was my domain. You get the bedroom, remember?”

      “We also agreed I wouldn’t have to climb over piles of crap to get to and from the kitchen,” Kira said, pushing lumps of clothing aside with her foot to make a path toward where he was sitting. She hated being a nag, but Rob usually didn’t give her much choice in the matter. “Do you want me to pin you face-down out here? ‘Cause I won’t pick one of the clean piles.”

      “OK, OK,” Rob said, holding up his hands as Kira approached. “I’ll get to it. I know I’ve let things slide lately.”

      “Lately?” Kira said, raising an eyebrow before shaking her head. “Do you think you could get to it sometime soon? I have someone coming over.”

      Her roommate’s brown eyes lit with interest. “Is it a boy?”

      Kira blushed, rolling her eyes. “Yes, it’s a boy—I mean, a man. It’s Jeff, from the gym.”

      Rob gave her a knowing grin. “I always thought you seemed more interested in going when you were meeting him there. Is he hot?” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      “We are not having this conversation,” Kira said, ignoring her burning cheeks. “I need to get ready. Can you please try to get this place cleaned up?”

      “I guess I’ll find out for myself soon enough,” Rob said, ignoring her. “He must be good looking if you don’t want to talk about it.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re not his type, Rob,” Kira called over her shoulder as she left the room.

      “You never know,” Rob called back. “I’ve made converts before!”

      Kira opened her mouth to shout a comeback and suddenly remembered the alert on her phone. She poked her head back into the living room.

      “Hey, guess who sent me a friend request today?”

      Rob shrugged. “You don’t really expect me to guess, do you? You don’t exactly have a lot of friends to begin with. That leaves me with ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the population of La Valentia alone to choose from.”

      Kira considered throwing a nearby stained T-shirt at him, but she didn’t like the idea of having to touch it. Besides, his reaction to what she was about to tell him would be so much better...

      “Trevor Wright.” She crossed her arms and waited.

      Rob began to curse in Spanish. Kira winced at some of his more... creative turns of phrase. “That xenophobic prick?” Rob demanded. “What did he want?”

      “I don’t know. I ignored it, of course. I don’t know what made him think I might actually accept.”

      Rob continued to mutter obscenities under his breath. He had also borne the brunt of Trevor’s bullying—both for being Latino and openly gay.

      “I suppose he might have wanted to reach out to make amends, or something,” Kira suggested, trying not to sound completely skeptical. Maybe she should have given Trevor the benefit of the doubt. “It’s been a long time since we were in high school. Maybe he’s changed.”

      Rob snorted. “I doubt it.”

      “So you think it’s weird too, right?”

      Rob stared off into the distance with a dark expression. “Very weird. He must be up to something.”

      “Well, I ignored it, so hopefully that’s the last I’ll hear from him,” Kira said, trying to sound cheerful. “Anyway, I guess I’d better get ready for my date. Please try to have this place somewhat presentable by the time Jeff gets here.”

      Rob made a noncommittal grunt in response as Kira left the room. She headed for the bathroom, doing her best not to worry.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have told him about Trevor. God knows he was much worse to Rob than he ever was to me...

      Kira forced all thoughts of Trevor and high school aside to focus on getting ready. It had been a long time since she had been on a date. She wasn’t about to let Trevor ruin it.

      She took her time in the shower, letting the hot water soothe her sore muscles while washing away the sweat. She considered doing something fancy with her hair, but in the end she opted to simply leave it down instead of confining it to her usual ponytail. She hummed softly to herself as she ran a comb through her long waves. She barely bothered with makeup, only using a bit of cover-up to disguise some bruising from her training.

      When she was finished, she padded into the sanctuary of her room to pick out something to wear. Unlike the rest of the apartment, the bedroom was tidy with everything in its proper place. Kira went through the occasional sloppy phase that might last for a few days when she might not make her bed and leave a few clothes on the floor, but living with Rob usually pushed her in the opposite direction. She was in a position now that she could afford to live in her own place if she chose, but certain events from her past had made her leery of living alone.

      She surveyed her domain with satisfaction. Her queen-size bed was neatly made and there wasn’t a stray sock in sight. Her desk was tidy and organized, holding her laptop, sketch pad, and several foreign language dictionaries. Her college diploma hung on the wall, accompanied by a poster of UFC fighter, Ronda Rousey, and several for Nine Inch Nails. Most importantly, there were no newspaper clipping or other reminders of her time immediately following graduation. Here, she could almost forget those haunting events had ever taken place—unlike what had happened in the cage earlier.

      Kira pulled a pair of dark jeans from her dresser, slipping them up over her hips. She doubted Jeff was planning to take her anywhere fancy for their first date. He was a pretty casual guy. She rummaged through her closet for a top that would suit her needs. The sound of the front door closing, immediately followed by male voices made her start. Her eyes darted to the digital clock beside her bed.

      Crap. He’s early!

      Kira yanked a sleeveless, black top from a hanger, struggling to pull it on while using her foot to fish around the bottom of her closet for a decent pair of shoes. She dug through her modest jewelry box, pulling out a pair of silver hoop earrings, jabbing them on. The voices beyond her room had gone quiet—an ominous sign.

      She left her room in disarray, closing the door behind her. She took several deep breaths as she walked down the hall leading to the living room, unsure what she would find there. Steeling herself, she peeked inside.

      Rob was back on his laptop, his eyes glued to the screen. Jeff sat on the couch with his hands in his lap, looking awkward. He wore jeans and a short sleeved, button up shirt, confirming Kira’s wardrobe choice. His dark hair was loose around his shoulders. At least Rob had cleared off the couch and consolidated his piles of clothing to one corner of the room. Kira took an exploratory sniff. It also smelled as if he had been quite liberal with the air freshener. The kitchen still looked like a disaster though. She supposed it was the best she could hope for on such short notice.

      Rob noticed her peering around the corner and gave her a covert look of approval from behind his laptop, jerking his head in Jeff’s direction. Kira rolled her eyes before stepping into the room.

      Jeff rose from the couch as soon as he saw her with a relieved smile.

      “Hi,” he said. “Sorry I’m a bit early.”

      “That’s OK,” Kira said, smiling back. “I see you’ve met my roommate, Rob.” She was glad she had already mentioned her living situation with Rob before. The last thing she wanted was Jeff thinking they were exes with a torrid past.

      “Yeah,” Jeff said. “He let me in.”

      Kira gave Rob a pointed look, hoping he would say something, but he shrugged, remaining mute.

      This isn’t awkward at all... Rob may mock my social skills, but he’s next to useless without his computer.

      “So, where are we going?” she asked, pressing onward.

      “I thought we would go to Pete’s, if that’s OK with you,” Jeff said.

      “Perfect,” Kira said. Pete’s was a local gourmet pizzeria with a relaxed atmosphere. It was also one of Kira’s favorite places to eat. “I’ll just go grab my jacket.”

      Both Rob and Jeff shot her pleading looks before she left the room. Kira shook her head as she trotted back down the hall. She was pretty sure they would get along if they would only start talking. She darted back into her room, searching for her jacket. She was just reaching for it from the closet when a horrified scream erupted from the living room. She snatched it up and ran to investigate.

      What the hell? I’ve only been out of the room for two minutes!

      She arrived breathless in the living room to find Rob cowering in the far corner of the dining room making retching sounds. Jeff was on his feet by the couch, watching him, his expression warring between fascination and concern.

      “What’s going on in here?” Kira demanded.

      “You!” Rob said, rising to his feet and pointing at her. “You sneaky little bitch!”

      “Hey!” Jeff stepped forward between them. “What’s your problem?” He turned to face Kira. “I was just sitting here when he jumped out of his chair and started freaking out at his computer.”

      Kira stepped out from behind Jeff and approached Rob’s laptop.

      “Oh,” she said, feeling chagrined as she saw the flashing images on the screen. “I forgot about that.”

      “Take them off,” Rob pleaded. “Take them off!”

      “What is it?” Jeff asked, coming over to stand beside Kira before she could stop him. He did a double take. “What the⁠—?”

      Kira sighed, collecting herself as a series of close-up photos of feet flashed across the screen in an endless loop. Most of them appeared to belong to hairy men, and several of them had ingrown toenails.

      “He has this thing about feet,” Kira said, trying to explain. “Not just gross-looking ones. I mean feet, in general. He’s freaked out by them.”

      “It’s called Podophobia!” Rob squeaked from his corner. “It’s a real thing!”

      Jeff looked from Kira to Rob and back again. “Why did you put those pictures on his computer?”

      Kira bit her lip. “I know it seems mean. But sometimes when our apartment is really messy and I can’t seem to do anything to get him to help clean up, I sneak onto his computer when he’s in the shower and set up a slide show to go off sometime later in the day. He’s always glued to that laptop. It’s the only way I can get him off it long enough to do anything.”

      Jeff looked at Kira, frowning in confusion. “But I thought Rob was a... securities expert. How did you manage to infiltrate his laptop?”

      Jeff was being polite. Most people would have said ‘hacker.’ Rob was a freelance coder and ‘securities expert,’ who worked for hire to find holes in the firewalls and Internet security systems of the companies who hired him.

      Kira shrugged. “I help him on some of his jobs to he can take on more work and he splits the fees with me. I don’t have a fancy handle, and I’m nowhere near as good, but I’ve learned a few things—enough to bypass his laptop security.”

      Rob was cursing. “She’s too damn smart for her own good. I should never have taught you anything! You’ve sullied my baby...” He gestured toward his computer.

      “‘Handle?’” Jeff asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Don’t ask,” Kira said, shaking her head.

      Rob drew himself up. “I’m known as ‘Maverick’ by my peers.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. “Well, let’s see you ‘maverick’ your way out of this!” She turned the laptop so the flashing screen faced him, making him recoil.

      “You know I can’t,” Rob said, averting his gaze.

      “Then I guess you’ll have to clean this place up,” she said. “You know the deal. If this place is clean by the time I get home, I’ll take off the pictures.” She pushed the laptop toward him.

      “All right, all right! I’ll do it,” Rob grumbled. “Now get out of here, so I can start working.”

      Kira gave him a parting wave as she led the way to the front door. Jeff was quiet until they got into his car.

      “So, he’s afraid of feet,” he said, breaking the silence.

      “Yup,” Kira said, hoping their date wasn’t totally ruined.

      Jeff shook his head in disbelief. “OK, I have some follow-up questions...”

      Kira tilted her head back with a sigh. “Somehow, I knew you would.”
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      Kira sat across the table from Jeff, soaking in the artsy interior of Pete’s while savoring a bacon-wrapped date. It had been hours since she had eaten a light afternoon snack before her trip to the gym. She struggled to keep her enthusiasm to a seemly level. Jeff sipped his wine and gave her a shy smile. Aside from a few awkward pleasantries and an all too detailed conversation about Rob’s fear of feet on the drive over, they hadn’t really spoken. The overlapping voices and laughter of the diners around them filled the void, along with the occasional clink of a wine bottle against a glass or the thump of an empty beer glass against a tabletop.

      This is starting to feel weird. Once of us had better start talking...

      “So, how is your band doing these days?” Kira asked to get the ball rolling. Jeff played bass in a local rock band called Pop Nemesis.

      Jeff shrugged. “OK, I guess. We’ve got a few gigs lined up, but nothing major.”

      “Anything in LA?”

      “I wish,” Jeff said with a bitter twist of his lips. “The other guys are only too happy to stay local, and it’s tough to get everyone together to practice. None of them take it as seriously as I do.”

      “Maybe it’s time to find another band then,” Kira suggested between bites. “It must be frustrating trying to herd everyone along. I bet there are all kinds of bands looking for bass players in the city.”

      “My parents think I should just give it up and focus on getting a real job,” Jeff said, toying with his wineglass. “I think they always hoped I would do more with my life than fix cars and play bass.”

      Kira chuckled in sympathy. “That’s what you get for being an only child. All your parents’ hopes and dreams are resting on you. My parents don’t get me either, but at least they have my sister to keep them happy. The auto shop pays well, right?”

      Jeff looked up to meet her gaze. “Yeah...”

      “Then at least your parents can’t complain that you’re a deadbeat, which is better than a lot of people our age.” Kira leaned forward. “Do you enjoy the work?”

      “In some ways,” Jeff said. “I like the challenge of figuring out what’s wrong and fixing the problem. I also like working on cars because it reminds me of helping my dad when I was a kid. Music is my first love though.”

      “Well if the band scene doesn’t work out, maybe you could get a job teaching music instead.”

      “Huh. I never thought of that.”

      “You would probably have to go back to school, but music would be your career, and I bet your parents wouldn’t be able to complain if you landed a college teaching job—if keeping them happy is important to you,” Kira said, wiping her fingers on her napkin. “At least it’s another option.” This wasn’t exactly the light banter she had been hoping for, but she was glad they were finally talking about something other than feet.

      Jeff gave her a measuring look as their pizza arrived. He waited until the server had left to speak.

      “Can I ask you about something? I was always afraid to bring it up before...”

      Kira took a long swallow of wine before nodding. She had a sinking feeling she knew where this was going.

      “I’ve known for a while now you’re the one from that abduction case a few years ago—the girl who escaped and freed all the others who had been taken.” Jeff flushed, but kept going. “I also noticed what happened in the cage today. And well, you never talked to the papers when the story broke. I totally understand if you don’t want to talk about it, but I can’t help but be curious...”

      Kira sighed. “You want to know what really happened.” She stared at the slice of pizza on her plate, her stomach in knots. Everyone wanted to know what really happened.

      I really should be used to this by now...

      Aside from being a natural introvert, this was the main reason she mostly kept to herself.

      “I’m sorry,” Jeff said, reaching across the table to take her hand. “I shouldn’t have asked. It’s just... Well, I can see it still bothers you.”

      As badly as she wanted to believe otherwise, she knew he was right. After what had happened at the gym earlier, there was no way she could deny it. Her thoughts drifted back to the sight of him red-faced and wobbling after their bout, flooding her with fresh guilt.

      Maybe he’s earned the right to know.

      She squeezed his hand and took a steadying breath. “It’s OK. Sometimes it helps to talk about it. And I can’t blame you for asking after I nearly choked you out today.”

      “You did seem a bit distracted when I was tapping,” Jeff said with a wry smile.

      Kira found herself smiling back in spite of herself. She forced down a bite of pizza before starting. The tang of roasted peppers flooded her mouth, accompanied by the savory spice of Italian sausage, reminding her of her hunger. She took a second bite with more enthusiasm, allowing herself to relax. She was safe. She was in a public place on a date with a guy she really liked, eating delicious food. Even if anyone tried to hurt her here, she knew she could kick their ass. Her memories were nothing to be afraid of.

      Just keep it simple. No need to go into detail...

      “I had just finished college,” she said, her voice feeling as if it belonged to someone else. “I had been studying languages. I was good at it, and I always thought maybe I could be a translator or something. It seemed practical—something my parents would approve of. But when I graduated, I just felt lost. I knew I didn’t really want to get some translating job, but I didn’t know what I did want.”

      “Hmm, some of this is sounding a bit familiar,” Jeff said with an encouraging smile.

      “I thought it might,” Kira said. “Anyway, I knew I needed to get away from everything so I could sort things out. My grandparents live in Canada, but they own a cabin on the coast a few hours out of town. We all go out there to stay with them when they come to visit.”

      “Sounds like the perfect place to escape from the rest of the world,” Jeff said.

      Kira smiled. “It was—at least, I thought it was. I went there on my own. I planned to stay there for a few days, cutting myself off from everyone so I could think. But on the first night, I woke up to find a stranger standing over me. I—I tried to fight, but he used chloroform to knock me out. I woke up in a strange room.” Kira shivered.

      Jeff winced in sympathy. “So you never even had a chance to fight.”

      Kira gave him a bitter smile. “I had no MMA training then, so it probably wouldn’t have made much difference.”

      “How long before you knew you weren’t the only one who had been taken?”

      “I was alone in the room, and the door was locked from the outside. There were no windows, but my door had a flap at the bottom. I could see other rooms in the hallway with closed doors.” Kira swallowed. “I also heard a girl in the next room.” Those were the screams that haunted her.

      “I remember reading the guy who did it was some kind of abductor for hire,” Jeff said.

      Kira nodded. “Each door had the name of the girl inside, along with a second name or title. I’m pretty sure they were aliases for different buyers. The police were never able to link them to anyone.”

      “What about the man who abducted everyone?”

      Kira’s expression turned grim. “The Procurer. That’s what the media called him. The police never caught him. I saw him drive off on some errand before I helped the other girls escape. The cops were all over the place afterward. He probably saw them and got spooked.”

      “Is it true the police never found out who he was?” Jeff asked, looking skeptical. “I found that part hard to believe.”

      “The guy was a real pro,” Kira said around a mouthful of pizza. “Even in his own lair, he was careful not to leave any prints. He didn’t leave anything behind that might identify him.”

      “What about you and the other girls?” Jeff frowned. “Couldn’t one of you describe him to a sketch artist?”

      Kira let out a frustrated sigh. “I never even saw the guy’s face. It was dark when he grabbed me. Once I woke up in that room, he never came in and I didn’t go out until I managed to escape. It was the same with the other girls. He kept us fed by sliding a tray through the flap at the bottom of the door. I never even heard him speak.” She shivered as a memory resurfaced.

      “What is it?” Jeff asked, his hazel eyes filling with concern. “Are you OK?”

      “The only thing I do know about that man is that he liked to whistle. When he gave us our food and after he had... visited one of the other girls, I could hear it echoing down the hall. Both times, it was the same song: ‘Sentimental Journey.’”

      Jeff gave her a strange look. She didn’t blame him. She was pretty sure that part had never made the papers.

      “I know,” she said, trying to escape her dark thoughts and lighten the mood. “Crazy, right? You’d at least expect the theme song to Saw, or something more ominous.”

      Jeff shook his head. “No, it sounds... creepy. Wait. I thought I’d heard that one of the girls had seen this Procurer guy.”

      Kira gave a sad nod. “Clarissa. She was in the room next to mine.” She closed her eyes for a moment before continuing. “She wasn’t like the rest of us. Her name wasn’t on her door. She had been taken for the Procurer’s own ah, entertainment.” Kira struggled to block out the muffled screams and sobs she could never manage to forget. “She claimed he had always kept her blindfolded, but I’m pretty sure she saw him. She refused to give a statement. A few days after we all went home, she was found in her bathtub with her wrists slit.”

      “She killed herself?”

      Kira shrugged. “Either that, or the Procurer took care of her. She was convinced he was going to kill her. Like I said, he’s a pro. The police never found any evidence of foul play.”

      “That’s pretty messed up,” Jeff said. “You must have felt pretty good though. You saved all the other girls. Didn’t you win some kind of lawsuit for them too?”

      “Yeah, after everything was over, I guess you could say I had a hard time adjusting,” Kira said with a rueful expression. “The other girls seemed happy to go back to the way things were before, but I couldn’t let it go. Why had we been targeted? None of us knew one another from our lives before. I figured there had to be something that linked our abductions. I talked to the other girls, asking them a ton of questions. They were more comfortable talking to me than to the police. I eventually found out we all had one thing in common—the same security company.”

      “OK, that was never in the papers,” Jeff said, leaning forward. “I only remember some vague mention of a settlement.”

      “I did some digging and found out all of us had a security system from the same company, which shall remain unnamed,” Kira said with a twist of her lips. “The Procurer had somehow been cleared and hired by this company—under a false identity, of course. That was how he got to each of us. He was able to bypass our security systems. He probably even used company information to help stalk us.”

      “And you threatened to expose this security company?”

      “Oh, I convinced all the other girls to threaten them with a very public lawsuit,” Kira said. “I know what happened to us wasn’t strictly their fault, but they need to screen their employees more carefully. Some of those girls will spend the rest of their lives in therapy. The company agreed to a generous settlement quite quickly.”

      Jeff grinned. “I’ll bet. But what about the Procurer? If he worked for them, couldn’t they help track him down or identify him?”

      Kira scowled. “He used a bogus name and his ID photo in the system was fake too. The person who hired him is also missing.”

      Jeff shook his head. “So back to square one.”

      “Pretty much.” Kira’s fingers balled into a fist. “It’s so frustrating! Three years have gone by, and the police still have nothing on the Procurer or any of the people he was working for.”

      Jeff reached over to wrap his fingers around her knuckles. “But you helped rescue those other girls. You even fought to secure their financial future! That must be some consolation.”

      “People always try to tell me that, but it isn’t.” Kira bit her lip. “Yes, we’re safe now, and we don’t have to worry about money, but Clarissa is still dead, and the Procurer is still out there somewhere, along with all the sickos who hired him.” She struggled to articulate her frustration.

      “It’s like a split decision in a match,” she said. “You put everything you have into the fight, but in the end, you can’t finish. It ends up in the judges’ hands, and even they can’t agree. So even if you win, it doesn’t feel like a victory because it wasn’t decisive. I mean, it counts as a win, but you always know how close it was to going the other way. Does that make any sense?” She held onto his gaze like a lifeline, hoping she didn’t sound completely crazy.

      Jeff tilted his head, considering. “You know, I never would have thought of it that way, but it actually does. You do know that Clarissa dying and the Procurer escaping isn’t your fault though, right?”

      She sighed, relieved that someone finally understood. “I know—intellectually at least. It still doesn’t stop me from wondering what I could have done differently. I⁠—”

      “Kira?” A vaguely familiar male voice intruded. “Kira Brightwell?”

      Kira’s and Jeff’s heads swiveled toward the speaker. Kira stifled a groan. A man with curly, blond hair approached their table, his blue polo shirt displaying his broad chest and biceps to their best advantage. Blindingly white teeth flashed from his tanned face in an arrogant smile.

      “Just the woman I wanted to see!” he said, standing between them.

      Jeff gave Kira a bewildered look. Kira rolled her eyes.

      “Jeff, this is Trevor Wright,” she said, struggling for a polite way to introduce her high school tormentor. “We ah, went to school together. Trevor, this is Jeff Saunders.”

      Jeff reached out to shake Trevor’s hand, but Trevor barely gave him a passing glance. “I sent you a friend request earlier,” he said to Kira. “You’re not ignoring me, are you?”

      Kira flushed. “I, ah, of course not. I’ve just been busy today.”

      “Look,” Trevor said, his voice turning low and serious. “I really need to talk to you.”

      Kira gave him a pointed look. “We’re kind of in the middle of something right now.” She gestured to Jeff.

      “I mean it, Kira,” Trevor said, reaching out to grab her shoulder. “It’s really important.”

      Jeff stared daggers at Trevor. Kira shrugged Trevor’s hand from her shoulder. She was starting to lose her patience.

      “That’s great, but the rest of us have important stuff going on too,” she said. “Haven’t you learned you’re not the center of the universe yet?”

      Trevor shook his head. “I know we weren’t exactly best friends at school...”

      A surprised laugh burst from Kira’s lips. “That’s a major understatement.”

      Trevor’s expression turned anxious. “Look, I really need your help! It’s about Steph.”

      Kira sat back, giving him a measuring look. On the surface, Trevor looked like his usual, stuck-up self, but his khakis were rumpled, and there were dark smudges under his eyes. She held no affection for him, but if Stephanie was in some kind of trouble...

      She sighed. “Give me your number. I’ll text you when I get home and you can meet me there.”

      She wasn’t about to give him the impression she would jump to do his bidding just because he had snapped his fingers. Besides, she really felt as if she had been connecting with Jeff...

      Trevor seemed to wilt with relief. “Thank you. Make sure you text me as soon as you get in.” Kira stifled the urge to throttle him as he gave her his number.

      What have I gotten myself into? Rob is going to kill me.

      Jeff watched as Trevor made his exit. Kira shook her head. It hadn’t exactly been a romantic date—at least, not so far—but now the mood had been completely shattered. She and Jeff could hardly go back to sharing confidences now.

      Jeff turned back to give her a puzzled look. “What the hell was that about?”

      Kira gave a helpless shrug. “I’m not even sure I want to know. Hopefully nothing.” A few moments of awkward silence followed as they both picked at the remains of their meal.

      “Well, I guess I’d better get you home so you can get things sorted out,” Jeff said, sounding a bit disappointed.

      Kira wanted to protest, but she was also starting to worry about Stephanie. “I guess so.”

      What an awesome night this has turned out to be.

      She shrugged on her jacket, silently cursing Trevor Wright.
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      Kira said an awkward good night to Jeff and entered her apartment. Rob’s head popped into the hallway as soon as she came in the door.

      “Good, you’re back,” he said. “Now you can get that filth off my computer.”

      Kira entered the living room without comment, taking a moment to survey her roommate’s handiwork. His piles of clothes had been sorted and folded. The dishes had been done, and the kitchen was clear of garbage. Other than his laptop, the dining-room table was empty.

      Kira gave a nod of approval. “Not bad.”

      She went over to Rob’s laptop and closed the slide show of feet, which was still playing. She spent a few minutes deleting the image files and tracking down and removing the offending lines of code that ran the program before turning the laptop over to Rob.

      “You’re sure they’re gone?” he asked, giving her a skeptical look.

      “You’re safe,” Kira said, flopping onto the couch with a sigh.

      Rob settled behind the screen, taking a moment to inspect it before giving the machine a fond caress. He frowned at his hands. “Aw, man, my fingers are all wrinkly.”

      “I’m sure your laptop won’t notice,” Kira murmured.

      Rob uttered a long-suffering sigh as his fingers began tapping. “Her name is Leia.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. “Well, I hardly think Leia’s going to mind. I know for a fact she’s endured much worse than your wrinkled fingers.”

      Rob snorted. “It’s not my fault there’s no door on this room. And for the record, Leia and I have the same taste in men. Speaking of which, how was your date?”

      “It wasn’t bad—until Trevor Wright showed up.”

      Rob’s head whipped up from his computer. “What? He showed up at your date?”

      “Oh yeah, and he’s coming over here too. I just have to text him...” She pulled her phone from her jacket pocket and started typing, ignoring Rob’s spluttering.

      “Are you insane?” he demanded. “Why the hell does Trevor need to come over here?”

      Kira shrugged. “I don’t know. He said his sister was in trouble. He seemed really worried, so I agreed to talk to him.”

      “What does he expect you to do? His dad is loaded. Can’t he just buy whatever help he needs?”

      “I have no idea.” Kira hit the ‘send’ button. “I only said I would meet him because it was about Stephanie. You know I wouldn’t give him the time of day otherwise.”

      “I can’t believe he crashed your date,” Rob said, muttering darkly under his breath as he returned to his typing. “What an asshole. Whatever he wants, it had better be important, and it had better only take a few minutes. Couldn’t you have met him somewhere else?”

      “He caught me off guard,” Kira said. “I can always forcibly remove him if it comes down to it.” She pulled a hair tie from her jacket pocket and gathered her thick hair up into its usual ponytail.

      “That sounds like it would be fun to watch.” Rob flashed an evil grin. “Maybe I can help.”

      Kira raised an eyebrow to give him a skeptical look. “I’ve seen you try to swing a punch. You probably want to stick to watching.”

      Rob opened his mouth to retort, but a knock at the front door cut him off.

      Kira jumped to her feet. “Shit. He’s here already.”

      She took a few deep breaths to settle herself before answering the door. Trevor slipped past her before she could even greet him. She shut the door behind him with a surge of irritation.

      “Please,” she said, allowing some sarcasm to creep into her voice. “Come right in and make yourself at home.”

      Trevor walked down the hallway and into the living room with an appraising look. “I didn’t expect to find you living out here in an apartment in the middle of town. I thought you’d have a place near your parents. Didn’t you come into some money through a lawsuit?”

      Much to her frustration, Kira found herself flushing. “Not everyone wants to live with their parents for the rest of their lives.” As far as she knew, Trevor still lived with his father. “Besides, this is a nice neighborhood.”

      “I suppose,” Trevor said with a shrug. His roving blue gaze landed on Rob, who was staring daggers at him. Trevor did a double take. “Churro? You live with Churro?”

      Rob’s gaze hardened even further at the mention of the taunting nickname from his past. “I go by ‘Rob’ these days.”

      “Oh, right,” Trevor said, seeming unruffled. “Hey, you’re not still, ah, into dudes, are you?” He took a half step back.

      Rob leaned forward, looking up at Trevor with a wolfish grin. “Big time.”

      Kira stepped between them and directed Trevor toward the couch. “Don’t worry,” she said in a dry voice. “It’s not catching. Now what was so important that you had to interrupt my date?”

      Trevor gave the couch a dubious look before sitting. Kira perched on the armrest, waiting for him to explain. He closed his eyes for a moment, as if steeling himself. When he opened them again, Kira could see his concern. He took a deep breath before speaking.

      “Steph is missing.”

      A moment of silence passed as Kira absorbed the news.

      “What do you mean, ‘missing’?” she asked.

      “She’s gone,” Trevor said, his voice breaking. “Someone’s taken her.”

      “You mean, she’s been kidnapped?” Kira was numb with shock. This was the last thing she had expected Trevor to bother her about.

      Trevor gave a mournful nod. “She’s been gone for more than a day now.”

      Kira shook her head. “I haven’t seen her or heard from her. Is that why you’ve been trying to get a hold of me?”

      “No, I—I thought you might be able to help.” Trevor looked down at his hands. “I didn’t just stumble across you at Pete’s. I was looking for you there. I knew you were probably ignoring my Facebook message, and I had no other way to track you down. I remembered Steph mentioning the gym where you train, so I went there, but you had already left. One of the guys said he overheard another guy saying where he was taking you tonight.”

      Kira pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to take it all in. “You’ve been stalking me? Why? I’m sorry Stephanie’s missing, but what exactly do you think I can do to help your sister? I’m not a cop.”

      “No, but you’re really smart.” Trevor looked up at her with a pleading expression. “Come on, I know you escaped from that Procurer guy and saved those other girls. And you were always the one everyone went to in high school to figure out all their problems.” He sniffed. “I was pretty busy being awesome at football and taking care of my female admirers to pay attention to anything else, but I do remember that much.”

      Kira bit back a retort. He might be the prototypical dumb jock, but at least he has enough sense to know when he’s out of his depth. Still...

      “You want me to find your sister and get her back?” she asked. “What about the police? What are they doing?”

      Trevor’s eyes widened. “The police can’t be involved. We can’t risk anything happening to Steph.”

      Kira closed her eyes to think, hoping that this entire evening was somehow a bad dream.

      This is crazy. I’m not a detective. What can I do?

      Rob broke the silence. “How much?” he asked from the dining room.

      Trevor gave him a confused look. “What do you mean?”

      “You want to hire Kira to help you,” Rob said. “How much will you pay?”

      Kira whirled to glare at him. “Rob, that’s disgusting.”

      Rob shrugged. “No, it’s business. If you decide to help, I’m guessing it’s going to take up quite a bit of your time—time you would be spending helping me on coding projects that pay the rent.”

      Kira stood up and turned to Trevor. “Will you excuse us for a moment?” Trevor nodded.

      She walked over to where Rob was sitting. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she demanded in a hushed voice. “A girl has gone missing. Not just any girl—a friend of mine!”

      “Look, I know you don’t care about the money, but doesn’t something about this seem weird to you?” Rob asked. “I mean, I think we could legitimately help find his sister, but he really should be talking to the police, or some kind of professional. It’s not as if his family doesn’t have the money or influence for something like that. I think we should find out how serious he is.”

      “So this isn’t some kind of revenge move.” She gave him a skeptical look.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Rob said, glancing over at Trevor. “Part of me would love to screw him over, but I’m not a monster. I’m also thinking long term. If we manage to get his sister back, people will hear about it. It will only be a matter of time before other people start contacting us about their problems. If we don’t start charging now, we’ll be stuck in a pro bono structure forever.”

      “Easy there, Mr. Manager. We’re talking about trying to rescue one girl. Who said anything about starting a business? And why do you keep saying ‘we’? Trevor came here to talk to me, not you.”

      “Are you kidding?” Rob snorted. “We’re a dream team. You have the ass-kicking and sleuthing skills, and I’m the tech expert.”

      “According to a certain slide show earlier this evening, I have the tech side covered, thanks,” Kira gibed.

      Rob rolled his eyes. “Please. You’re a quick study, but we both know I’m better than you. Besides, you can’t be out there following up on leads and hacking Stephanie’s online accounts for clues at the same time.”

      Kira bit her lip, considering. She hated to admit it, but he was right. “So you would help?”

      “For the right price.” Rob held her gaze. “Are you going to take the case?”

      Kira’s mind raced. This entire situation was bizarre.

      It is strange that Trevor is approaching me of all people to handle this... Something is definitely off. I don’t know what I can do to help, but I can’t sit back and do nothing knowing Stephanie is in trouble...

      She imagined her young, sweet-natured friend trapped in a room not unlike the one where Kira had been held captive, scared and alone.

      “Twenty thousand,” Trevor said, interrupting her thoughts.

      Kira turned to face him. “Come again?”

      “I’ll pay you twenty thousand dollars if you can get my sister back.” Trevor looked at Kira, his eyes desperate.

      “Ten if we’re not successful,” Rob said. Trevor and Kira glared at him. “What? We all know Kira will do everything she can to find her. It’s only fair.”

      Trevor’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Will you help?”

      “Yes,” Kira said, wondering what she was getting herself into. “Now start from the beginning and tell me exactly what happened.” She returned to the couch.

      Trevor studied his hands, his voice a dull monotone. “Yesterday afternoon, she didn’t come home from school. Last night, my father got a ransom text demanding three million cash in exchange for Steph.”

      Rob let out a low whistle.

      “They warned us not to go to the police, or Steph would be hurt,” Trevor continued.

      “When was the exchange supposed to take place?” Kira asked.

      “Today, at noon at Valentia Canyon Park,” Trevor said, looking up with an anguished expression. “I went with the money, but they never showed. They should have been there!”

      Kira frowned. “Why would they miss the exchange if they wanted the money?”

      Trevor shook his head. “I don’t know. It doesn’t make sense...”

      “Did you try tracing the number that sent the text?” Rob asked.

      “It was a blocked number,” Trevor said. “We tried sending a message after they didn’t show up, but they didn’t reply.”

      “Probably a burner cell,” Rob muttered.

      “What did you do after you tried contacting them?” Kira asked.

      “I drove all over town, asking if anyone had seen Steph.” Trevor gave a helpless shrug. “I knew it was probably useless, but I couldn’t sit around the house waiting for something to happen. My father stayed home in case the kidnappers or Steph tried to make contact. After that, I decided to try looking for you. It was the only plan I could think of.”

      “Why didn’t you go to the police after the kidnappers didn’t show?” Kira pressed.

      “They still have Steph, at least as far as we know. We don’t know what these people want anymore. We didn’t want to risk her safety.” Trevor looked away, his face a mask of anguish.

      Kira and Rob shared a silent look. Kira tried to put herself in Trevor’s place. She supposed it did make sense not to piss the kidnappers off. What did it mean that they hadn’t shown up for the exchange? Three million was a lot of money. Was it some kind of hoax? She couldn’t see Stephanie being in on something like that. Maybe now that the kidnappers knew how willing Stephanie’s family was to cooperate, they wanted to demand more...

      “So, what do we do now?” Trevor asked, giving Kira an expectant look.

      “Um...” Kira racked her brain, scouring her memories of criminal procedural shows for anything useful. “I think we should go back to your place. I want to take a look at that ransom text, and I should probably check out your sister’s room. If these people have been targeting her for some time, maybe we’ll find something there.”

      Trevor jumped to his feet, looking both eager and relieved. “Let’s go. I’ll drive.”

      Kira followed him to the door, feeling like a fraud. Rob gave her a thumbs up sign on the way out.

      I hope I find something at Stephanie’s place... I don’t know where else to start.

      What the hell have I gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      Kira sat in the passenger seat of Trevor’s car, watching the familiar streets of the upper middle-class neighborhoods that flanked the northern border of La Valentia roll by in the darkness. She had grown up in a more modest home not far from here, where her parents still lived. The well-lit houses became larger and spaced farther apart as they went, a growing progression of immaculately landscaped kingdoms until they reached Trevor’s family home. The Wright mansion backed onto the local golf club. Kira had met Stephanie here often for their tutoring sessions.

      Trevor pulled into the driveway, bringing Kira’s thoughts back to the present. The drive from her apartment had passed in awkward silence. She followed him out of the car to the front door, which he unlocked without comment. He led her down a sparsely decorated hallway with high ceilings toward a room Kira remembered as Mr. Wright’s study. Trevor knocked before entering.

      “Come in,” a deep voice commanded from inside.

      A large desk of polished mahogany dominated the interior. The walls were adorned with framed architectural sketches and blueprints of famous buildings. There was no sign of a woman’s touch in this room, nor in any other part of the sprawling home, as far as Kira knew. Stephanie had told her what a grasping woman Trevor’s mother was. Their father had divorced her shortly after Trevor was born, and she had no contact with the family, aside from her spousal support payments, which she received without complaint. Stephanie’s mother had died in a car accident when Stephanie was quite young. Her father had never remarried.

      Trevor’s expression turned nervous. “I brought Kira Beav—I mean, Brightwell,” he announced, flushing. Kira tried not to wince at his stumble over her high school nickname.

      “Please, sit,” the man seated behind the desk said, gesturing to a pair of leather-bound seats across from him.

      Kira steeled herself. This was not the first time she had met Victor Wright. He had interviewed her at length before hiring her as Stephanie’s tutor. Although he shared his lean, athletic build and graying blond hair with his son, their similarities ended there. While Trevor was quick with a smirk or tasteless joke, his father was a serious man. His dark gaze was aloof and give little indication as to what he was thinking. But Kira knew from experience that he admired competence and intelligence over nervous shrinking or blustering pretense. She sat beside Trevor and forced herself to meet his gaze, hoping she appeared more calm and confident than she felt. Trevor remained uncharacteristically solemn and quiet.

      “I understand you have heard about our recent... predicament,” Victor said, a brief flash of pain flickering across his gaze. “My son believes you may be able to help.” His eyes shifted to rest on Trevor for a moment, who fidgeted in his seat.

      “She’s really smart, Dad. You know she is,” Trevor said, looking flustered. “She helped all those other girls, and she’s even a fighter now⁠—”

      “I have already heard your endorsement,” Victor said, cutting his son’s babbling short. “I would much rather hear what the young lady in question has to say for herself.” He turned his implacable gaze on Kira.

      Kira felt her cheeks redden, but she held his gaze. “I’m no expert, but it has been pointed out to me that I have certain skills and experience that might help. Stephanie is a friend. I’ll do everything I can to find her.”

      Victor gave her a measuring look. “She has always admired you, you know. In some ways, I believe she thinks of you as an older sister.”

      Kira’s eyes widened. She and Stephanie were friends, but they were also both private, introverted people. Kira had no idea Stephanie held her in such high regard.

      Kira leaned forward. “Sir, if I might ask... Why don’t you contact the police?” Maybe Stephanie’s father would give a more satisfying answer.

      Victor sighed. “Most people know me only as a powerful businessman. But right now, I am a very worried father. I am willing to do whatever it takes to get my daughter back, but I will do nothing that might jeopardize her safety. I am also a man with enemies. I need to keep Stephanie’s abduction quiet. If the wrong people find out what has happened and know how desperate I am to get her back, they might take advantage of the situation.”

      Kira mulled over his words. If the police got involved, word would get out about Stephanie’s disappearance. If any of Victor’s enemies decided to capitalize on the information, it could result in additional phony ransom demands or tips that would only muddy the waters. She supposed it made sense.

      “Do you think any of your enemies might be behind this?” she asked.

      Victor shook his head. “I don’t think so. Anyone who might decide to act against me would only do it for financial reasons, to get back at me for getting the better of them on a bid or deal. They would have shown up for the ransom.”

      “So you have no personal enemies, who might want to use Stephanie to hurt you,” Kira said, choosing her words with care.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “May I see the ransom text?” Kira asked.

      Victor pulled his phone from his pocket, tapping the screen a few times before passing it across the desk. His wedding band gleamed in the lamplight, giving Kira a start.

      After all these years, he still wears it... He must have loved Stephanie’s mother very much.

      He caught her glance and he gave an imperceptible nod, his eyes filled with pain. Kira blinked and the moment passed. She picked up the phone to look at the screen:

      
        
          
            
              
        We have your daughter. Send your son with $3M in unmarked bills to Valentia Canyon tomorrow noon. Further instructions will be sent to him.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kira pulled out her own phone and took down the number the text had been sent from in case Rob could make anything of it.

      “And that was the only message they sent you?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Victor said. “I tried texting back when Trevor called to let me know they didn’t show up for the exchange, but I didn’t get a reply.”

      “What about you?” Kira said, turning to face Trevor. “Valentia Canyon is a big place. Did they send you a follow-up message of where to meet?”

      “Yeah,” Trevor said, shifting in his seat. “They said to go to the picnic area of the park.”

      Kira frowned. “That’s a very public location, especially around noon.”

      “Do you think they might never have intended to show up?” Victor asked.

      Kira shrugged. “It’s hard to say. But it doesn’t make much sense to demand so much money if you don’t even plan to collect it.” She mentally filed the information away. “When was the last time either of you saw Stephanie?”

      “Yesterday morning,” Victor said. “One of my meetings ran late yesterday afternoon, so I didn’t get home until after seven. Stephanie wasn’t home from school, but I assumed she was visiting one of her friends and had forgotten to tell me. I received the text shortly after I got in.”

      Trevor nodded in agreement. “I dropped her off near school yesterday morning.”

      Kira gave them both a worried look, starting to feel more than a bit daunted. “That’s a fairly large time frame.”

      Victor took her meaning and rushed to reassure her. “Oh, Stephanie was at school all day yesterday. It was after school that she went missing.” Trevor started at his words.

      “How do you know that?” Kira asked.

      “First of all, the school would have called me if Stephanie hadn’t arrived,” Victor said. “I also have a tracking application that’s linked to her phone.” Trevor goggled at this confession. Victor seemed discomfited by the admission, fidgeting with a nearby pen.

      “Stephanie knew about it,” he continued. “I explained I was only concerned about her safety. She made me promise not to use it unless it was an emergency. I thought a ransom message qualified.”

      Kira’s hopes rose. “The app showed her location?”

      “It showed all her movements. She went to school as usual yesterday. Shortly after school was over for the day, her phone was turned off. The application can only provide a current location if the phone being tracked is on.”

      “Oh.” Kira forced herself not to slump in her seat.

      Of course. Why would they need me if Stephanie’s father knew where she was all along?

      “I realize it’s not much to go on,” Victor said, giving her an apologetic look. “But will you try to find her? I am doing everything I can with my connections, but I need someone I can trust.” For a moment, he seemed vulnerable.

      Kira nodded. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Thank you.” Victor rose, reaching across the desk to shake her hand. “I’m sure I don’t need to reiterate the need for discretion in this matter.” He gave her a level look.

      Kira gripped his hand. “No, sir.”

      “Good. Trevor can help you with whatever you need.”

      It was a dismissal if Kira had ever heard one. She and Trevor exited the study. Trevor closed the door behind them.

      “So, now what?” he asked.

      Kira struggled to organize her swirling thoughts. “Can I see your sister’s room? I should have a look around before I go.”

      Trevor nodded and led the way to a grand staircase. Kira’s mind was too numb to admire her surroundings. Stephanie’s room was just as she remembered it, a riot of creative disarray. Stephanie’s bed was unmade, and a few items of clothing were strewn on the floor—nothing compared to the mountains of soiled clothing Rob left lying around. Several art books lay on the bedside table with bookmarks poking out. A painting of what appeared to be an abstract star scape was in progress on the desk. A violin was propped in the corner beside a music stand. Newspaper clippings adorned the walls. Stephanie stood beside one of her paintings in one of them, a quiet smile on her face. Another showed her playing the violin with the other members of a local youth quartet at a recent recital, and in a third clipping, she smiled from her seat at the bench of a grand piano. As far as Kira could tell, nothing seemed missing or out of place.

      “Where is her laptop?” she asked. She knew Rob would want to take a look at it.

      “She had it with her when she went to school,” Trevor said, confirming Kira’s fears.

      She racked her brain for any other potentially relevant details. “Has anyone else been around the house lately?” she asked. “Anyone out of the ordinary?” Whoever took Stephanie could have been watching her for days beforehand.

      Trevor shook his head. “No, just the usual... Wait. We did have a guy come by a while ago. One of our security cameras was busted and needed to be replaced.”

      Kira suppressed a shiver. “What did he look like?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I don’t know. My dad called to get someone to fix the camera, and he came by when no one home. He didn’t need to come inside for anything. All the work was outside the house.”

      “How long ago?” Kira demanded. If it had happened in the past few days, it could be related to Stephanie’s disappearance.

      Trevor’s brow furrowed. “A few weeks maybe?”

      Kira shook her head, but tried to regroup. “So it was working yesterday, when Stephanie went missing.”

      “Yeah,” Trevor said. “At least, it should have been.”

      “Can I take a look at the footage?” she asked. There was probably nothing to see if Stephanie had been grabbed near school, but she had to be sure.

      “Sure. Follow me.”

      Trevor led the way back downstairs to a closed door toward the rear of the house. A windowless room lay inside. A nondescript man in a blue uniform leaned back in his chair, gazing idly at a large screen that was split into multiple images of areas surrounding the house. The man looked up with interest, flashing Trevor a grin.

      “Hey, T-Dog, what’s up?” He gave Kira an appraising look. “Who’s your friend?”

      Kira raised an eyebrow at Trevor. T-Dog? He was usually such an arrogant prick, she had a hard time picturing him being friendly with a security guy.

      Is it all just a facade? I know he’s good to Stephanie...

      “Uh, yeah. This is Kira,” Trevor said in a gruff voice. “She’s helping me and my father with something. Can you show her the footage from yesterday afternoon?”

      “Sure,” the man said, zipping a mouse around the screen to make selections. “I’m Mike, by the way.” He smiled up a Kira.

      “Nice to meet you,” Kira said in a bland voice.

      “Here we go,” Mike said. “Do you want to see it in regular speed?” Trevor gave Kira an inquiring look.

      “You can fast-forward it,” she said, stifling a yawn. It was getting late, and she was far too tired to go over every second of footage frame by frame. Besides, if anything had happened at the house related to Stephanie’s kidnapping, it should be pretty obvious.

      Kira watched as images flickered across the screen. People came and went.

      “These are all staff of yours?” she asked without looking away.

      “Yeah, that one’s the gardener,” Trevor said as a man walked out of frame. “That one’s our housekeeper, and that’s our chef. All of them have worked for us for years.”

      “Has anyone missed work lately or started acting strangely?”

      “No, there’s been nothing unusual.”

      Kira leaned toward him and lowered her voice. “What about...?” She tilted her head in Mike’s direction.

      Trevor’s eyes widened for a moment, but he shook his head. “Same goes for the security team. There are only three of them. No one who works for us would have done this. They all love Stephanie.”

      Kira considered reminding him that anyone could be bribed or blackmailed, but if there had been no unusual behavior... She refocused on the security footage. Cars drove past on the street, but none of them lingered in front of the house. She could spot nothing of interest. She yawned again, rubbing her eyes.

      “All right, could I get a copy of everything, starting from the date the latest camera was replaced?” she asked. She had no other leads, and it didn’t hurt to be thorough.

      “No problem.” Mike opened a logbook resting on his desk and flipped through the pages. His fingers stopped at a date from four weeks ago. He began moving his mouse around the screen again. “What’s this about, anyway?”

      “Just a routine check,” Kira said when Trevor remained silent. “The insurance company wants to make sure the new equipment is functioning properly in case there’s a claim.”

      Mike grunted. “Seems fine to me.”

      Kira flashed him a smile. “You know how it is. They won’t be happy unless everything gets double checked.”

      Mike shook his head. “Cheap bastards. Here, I’ve burned it all on a disc for you.” He handed her the files.

      “Thanks,” Kira said, another yawn slipping out. She led the way out of the room, speaking to Trevor in a low voice. “I’d better get home. I hate to say it, but I won’t be any use until I’ve gotten some sleep.”

      Trevor nodded. “Let’s go.”

      This time, Kira’s mind was too full to notice the awkward car ride. She struggled to take in everything she had learned and put it into place. She still had no leads to work with. All she could do was hope Rob might be able to come up with something, and that some sleep might give her new insight. She stared out into the darkness, wondering where Stephanie was at that very moment, desperately hoping she was all right. She did her best not to dwell on dark memories from her own abduction.

      I’ll do everything I can to find you... I just hope it will be enough.

      “We’ll find her, right?” Trevor asked in a soft voice, echoing her thoughts. The darkness had leeched the color from his face, giving him a haunted look.

      “We’ll do everything we can,” she said, surprised by a surge of sympathy for him.

      He remained silent for the rest of the ride until he pulled up to Kira’s apartment.

      He looked over as she opened the door to get out. “I’ll see you tomorrow, OK?”

      “OK.” It went against her better judgment, but Kira didn’t think she would be able to keep him away. “Good night.”

      She got out and closed the door. Trevor drove off, leaving her staring after him. She shook her head.

      God, what a night.

      It felt as if an eternity had passed since she had left for the gym that afternoon. She trudged inside to fill Rob in on everything she had learned. He sat listening, without even looking at his computer screen for once.

      “So her laptop’s missing too,” he said when she had finished.

      “Is that going to be a problem?” Kira asked.

      Rob snorted. “Please. The laptop would have been nice, but I can work around it.”

      Kira sighed. “Good. Something’s not right about all this. I don’t know what, but it’s bugging me. Maybe you can find something...” She began to pace the living-room floor, her jaw cracking with another yawn that made her eyes water.

      “Kira,” Rob said, giving her a stern look. “Go to bed. You need to sleep. Besides, having you tromping up and down the floor beside me while I try to work isn’t going to help.”

      Kira stopped in her tracks. “Sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

      Rob turned his laptop to face her. “You can log in to your Facebook account.”

      “What good will that do?”

      Rob rolled his eyes. “You’re Facebook friends with Stephanie. That means you can see her profile and probably her email address. I can use that to snoop around and try to hack her account.”

      “Oh. Right.” Kira typed in her user name and password before turning the laptop back around. “Just don’t do anything weird to my account, OK? I don’t want any revenge for the foot incident—which was warranted, by the way.”

      Rob drew himself up in his seat. “Our client is my first priority. Now get out of here so I can start working.”

      Kira left the room with a shake of her head. She had no idea when Rob slept. She had never seen him away from his laptop, except to shower occasionally. She peeled off her clothes and flopped into bed, wondering how she would possibly be able to sleep after everything that had happened.

      She was out before her head even hit the pillow.
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      Kira rubbed her eyes and squinted at the digital clock on her bedside table. It read 6:07am. She took a moment to lie in the darkness, trying to piece together the fragments of a dream. Stephanie... Something about Stephanie. Her memories came back in a rush—memories that seemed too outlandish to be real. She rolled out of bed and fumbled for her phone, scrolling through her text messages. Sure enough, there was the text she had sent to Trevor, telling him to come over to meet.

      Shit.

      Stephanie’s abduction was no bad dream. Now she had been missing for more than 36 hours—not a good sign. There were no new messages from Trevor or his father, so she assumed they hadn’t heard anything. She threw on some sweats and pulled her hair back into a ponytail as she wandered out to the living room.

      Rob was still at the dining-room table with his laptop in front of him. A nearby open bag of Cheetos and a can of Red Bull were the only evidence he had moved since she had seen him last.

      “Did you find anything?” Kira rasped, her mouth and throat still dry from sleep. She shuffled past him to the kitchen to pour a glass of water.

      “Hey, you’re up,” Rob said, seeming to notice her for the first time. He pulled back his hood and rubbed at his tangled curls. “Yeah, I found something all right, but not what you would expect.”

      Kira pulled up a chair beside him and plopped onto it. “Show me.”

      “Well, logging into your Facebook account got me access to her email address,” Rob said, stretching his arms above his head. “Then I took a good look at her profile to get an idea of her background and interests. Getting past the security questions for accessing her email account was fairly simple after that.”

      “Why not hack her Facebook account directly?” Kira asked, frowning.

      Rob shrugged. “Getting into her email was easier. I wanted to take a look at her inbox anyway. Once I got in, all I had to do was request a new Facebook password.”

      “Which was sent to her email account.”

      “Right,” Rob said. “Then I could log in, no problem.”

      “Well?” Kira prodded. “What did you find?”

      “Nothing obvious,” Rob said with a sigh. “One of her friends had sent a Facebook message asking where she was, but that was it. Stephanie seems like a good kid. Trevor, on the other hand, is a whole other story.”

      Kira’s fingers clenched around her glass. “What do you mean?”

      “After I took a look at Stephanie’s account, I decided to check out her brother—partly because you said something about this whole thing felt off, but mostly because I couldn’t resist hacking the bastard. Stephanie’s profile gave me access to his Facebook and email. He might be a little pissed when he finds he can’t get in now that I’ve hijacked the passwords...” Rob flashed a malicious grin.

      Kira gripped his arm. “Rob, focus. What’s Trevor hiding?”

      Rob winced, tugging his arm away. “Unhand me, barbarian woman. I’m just about to tell you.”

      Kira unclenched her fingers and did her best to appear contrite. “Sorry.”

      Rob rubbed his bicep. “Trevor has a gambling problem. I found emails form someone named Ace demanding payment, as well as receipts for electronic transfers.”

      Kira shrugged. “So?”

      “Trevor kept getting in deeper—about three million dollars deep. His last message from Ace mentions a possible plan to solve his debt problems.”

      “What plan?” Kira asked with a growing sense of dread.

      “There were no details,” Rob said, his expression completely serious. He took a deep breath before continuing. “According to the email, they were going to work out the details by text. The number Ace gave was a match for the one that sent the ransom text.”

      Kira erupted into a stream of curses as some of the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. Trevor’s anxious behavior, his desire to keep the police out of the situation...

      “I’m going to kill him! His own sister...” Kira’s words devolved into curses again.

      “What are you going to do?” Rob asked when she stopped for breath.

      Kira shoved her chair back, nearly knocking it over as she stood. “I’m going to see him. Right now.”

      Rob shrank from her grim expression. “Good luck. Try not to do anything that will get you arrested.”

      Kira ignored his advice, snatching her keys and storming out of the apartment, slamming the door behind her. She was seething. She was mad at Trevor for lying and putting Stephanie in danger, but she was also angry with herself for being taken in by him.

      I should have known better than to trust that selfish, conniving, entitled, self-centered...

      “Kira!” Trevor bounded out of his car, which was already parked in the street in front of her apartment. Part of her wondered how long he had been waiting there.

      “You!” She marched toward him, nearly inarticulate with rage.

      His eyes widened and he took an uncertain step backward.

      “I know all about your little plan,” she said in a low, dangerous voice, standing close to him with her fists clenched.

      “What are you talking about?” Trevor asked with a nervous smile.

      “You ransomed Stephanie to pay off some gambling debt!”

      Trevor shook his head. “I—how did you find out?”

      “Rob hacked your email.”

      Trevor’s eyebrows rose and his gaze flickered over Kira’s shoulder. She turned to see her roommate standing in the window with his bag of Cheetos, watching. He smiled and waved. Kira suddenly became aware of how she must look standing so close to Trevor with her fists clenched. She felt as if they had somehow fallen into an episode of ‘Cops’ with Rob as their audience.

      At least I put a hoodie on over my tank top before I came outside...

      “How could you do this?” Kira said, struggling to control her temper. “How could you endanger Stephanie—your own sister—this way? How could you lie about something like that? To think I actually felt sorry for you!”

      “It’s not what you think!” Trevor protested as Kira closed the gap between them once more. “Steph was in on the plan.”

      Kira’s jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Well, maybe not in on it, exactly, but she was helping me,” Trevor said, the words tumbling from his mouth.

      Kira folded her arms across her chest. “Explain.”

      “OK,” Trevor said, taking a deep breath. “I’ve been pretty bored since school ended. Other than playing football, I wasn’t really into college, and I wasn’t good enough to move up to the big leagues.”

      Kira stared daggers at him. “Get to the point.”

      “Right. Well, everyone else moved on to jobs and families. I had nothing to do, so I started gambling for fun. There’s this high-end ring that runs out of LA, all rich kids and A-listers. At first, I kept things under control, but after I while, I started getting in deeper and deeper. I kept thinking if I could just score one big win, I could pay off what I owed and walk away.”

      “But you didn’t, did you?”

      Trevor winced. “No. And before I knew it, I owed about three million. I couldn’t tell my father. My mom is a gold digger, and know I’ve been nothing but a disappointment to him. I had to get the money some other way. These aren’t people who will let a debt like that slide.”

      “Really.” Kira said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Not even a paltry three million dollars?”

      “The guy who runs the ring—Ace—contacted me, wanting me to pay up,” Trevor continued. “I told him I didn’t have the money, and my father wouldn’t give it to me. He said he might have a plan and gave me a private cell number.”

      “The same one the ransom text was sent from.”

      Trevor squirmed under her level gaze. “We worked it out by text. We were going to fake Steph’s kidnapping to get my father to pay the money. I was the one who would make the exchange because I was in on the plan.”

      “What about Stephanie?” Kira demanded. “Did you really hand her over to this guy?”

      “I had to,” Trevor said with an anguished expression. “Ace needed collateral. He swore she wouldn’t be touched. I only agreed because I knew my father would pay. He would do anything for Steph.”

      “And you really believed your sister would be safe,” Kira said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      “Yes! Ace is a businessman, and he takes his business very seriously. If word got out he had done anything to the little sister of one of his clients, people would take their money and leave. Besides, he’s not into younger girls.” Trevor’s blue eyes pleaded with her to believe him.

      “So Stephanie knew all about this,” Kira said, her eyes narrowing.

      “Not exactly,” Trevor said, holding up his hands in a warding gesture. “I picked her up on the way home from school and told her I needed a favor, no questions asked. I told her it was really important.”

      “And she agreed? Just like that?”

      “You know what Steph is like,” Trevor said, looking chagrined. “She would do anything for someone she cares about if she thought it might help them.”

      Kira knew he was right. Even though Stephanie and Trevor were very different people and were only related through their father, Stephanie adored her brother.

      “Let me get this straight,” Kira said with a sigh. “You convinced your sister to turn herself over to a criminal organization to fake her kidnapping to pay off your enormous gambling debt without giving her any details?”

      “Yes.” Trevor’s shoulder’s slumped. “I know this is all my fault. I’ve never done anything so stupid in my entire life. But I really need your help. My sister is missing. Ace’s men didn’t show for the exchange, and I haven’t been able to get a hold of anyone. Something went wrong.”

      Kira gave him an incredulous look. “Ya think? Who could have seen that coming with a foolproof plan like the one you just described?”

      “Look, I’m not like you. I’m not filled with cleverness and raging... whatever hormone this is,” he said, making a vague gesture toward Kira’s aggressive stance. “I can still pay you, if that’s what you’re worried about. But you have to promise not to tell my father about all this. He can never know.”

      Kira didn’t know what made her angrier—his implication that money was her first priority, or that he was forcing her to deceive his own father about the welfare of his sister. Never mind what Stephanie must be going through because of his selfish idiocy... Every muscle in her body became tense, ready to lash out. Her breathing came hard and fast. She whirled and began walking toward her car.

      “Kira, wait!” Trevor jogged after her. “Are you going to help or not?” He reached for her shoulder.

      “Get away from me,” she said from between clenched teeth. “I can’t talk to you right now.”

      “But—”

      She shrugged off his hand. “I said I can’t talk about this right now!”

      “Why not?”

      He shrank from the look she gave him over her shoulder. “Because if I don’t walk away from this conversation, I’m going to break your perfect face.”

      She got into her car, nearly slamming the door on his fingers. He watched her with a poleaxed expression as she gunned it out of her parking space until he was a shrinking figure in her rear-view mirror.
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        * * *

      

      Kira drove straight to the gym, Trevor’s confession and an endless parade of questions roiling inside her head. She avoided talking to the other people working out or sparring, keeping to herself as she wrapped her hands and headed for one of the heavy bags. She knew she was in no condition to roll with anyone today.

      It was easy to imagine Trevor in front of her in the bag’s place. She unleashed a torrent of punches, knees, and elbows, throwing in a few kicks for good measure. She continued working until sweat poured down her face, and her limbs trembled with fatigue. Her movements became more ponderous, and soon the bag was hardly moving when she hit it. She slowed to a stop, breathing heavily with her hands on her knees.

      “Is it safe to approach?”

      She looked up. Jeff was standing nearby, his dark hair held back from his face by a red bandana. He gave her one of his shy smiles.

      “Hey,” she greeted him in a breathless voice. “I think so. For now, anyway.” Why did he always have to sneak up on her when she was a mess?

      “I was going to give you a call today,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if you would be up yet.”

      She gave him an apologetic look. “Sorry again about last night. I know things could have ended... better.”

      “It wasn’t your fault. Did you, um, get everything cleared up with Trevor?”

      Kira groaned. “Between what he hit me with last night and what I got from him this morning, I feel like I barely slept.”

      Jeff’s eyes widened for a moment and his face fell. “Oh. I didn’t know it was like that between you two.”

      Kira frowned. “What?” She mentally reviewed her previous statement. “Oh. No, trust me, it’s not anything like that.” She shook her head in vehement denial. “God, Trevor Wright is the last person I would ever, ah... have relations with. It’s just, well... His sister is a friend of mine, and she might be in trouble because of something he’s done. It’s kind of complicated.”

      “I see.” Jeff’s gaze went from Kira to the heavy bag and back again. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      Kira bit her lip. She did really want to vent to someone, and she also wouldn’t mind spending some time with Jeff, but she wasn’t sure if it was the best idea to get him involved in this crazy mess. He gave her an expectant look, a hint of a smile in his hazel eyes. He seemed pleased to learn she and Trevor weren’t an item. Kira found herself relenting.

      “OK, but not here,” she said.

      “Want to get a coffee?”

      “Sure,” Kira agreed with a smile. She was glad she always kept a set of clean clothes stashed in her trunk. “Just let me shower and change first. I’ll meet you outside in ten minutes.”
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        * * *

      

      Jeff sat across from her, a stunned expression on his face. She had spent the last twenty minutes explaining everything that had happened from the moment she had met Trevor as he listened in silence. He shook his head in disbelief.

      “Whoa,” he said once she had finished. “That’s messed up.”

      “I know, right?” Kira said, thankful to find a sympathetic ear.

      “If I didn’t know any better... If I hadn’t seen the way that guy was at the restaurant last night, I would think you were making this whole thing up. Now I get why you were pounding the hell out of that bag.”

      Kira gave him a rueful smile. “It was either that, or knock Trevor’s teeth in. Somehow, I don’t think he or his father would appreciate that.”

      “I think you made the right decision,” Jeff said. “I don’t know if I would be able to say the same if I were in your position.”

      Kira was about to answer when she heard a chime coming from her pocket. She fished out her phone and made a face when she saw Trevor’s name on the screen. She tapped the Ignore option.

      “Is that him?” Jeff asked, leaning forward.

      Kira sighed as she reviewed her missed notifications. “Yes. It looks like this is the third time he’s tried calling since I stormed off. What am I going to do? If Stephanie really is in trouble, I want to help her, but I don’t know if I can deal with Trevor. I would go to the police, but I don’t want Stephanie’s father pissed at me either. He doesn’t seem like a man you would want to cross. Besides, he might even be right about his enemies complicating matters if they find out his daughter is missing. I don’t want to make things any worse—assuming that’s even possible.” She put her head in her hands.

      “Well, I know it’s probably not what you want to hear,” Jeff said. “But if you want to help your friend, I think you have to put up with Trevor. He’s the only person who knows what’s going on.”

      Kira looked up at him through her fingers. “I don’t like it, but you’re probably right. I just don’t know if I can manage not to strangle him. It’s bad enough he was such a jerk to me in high school, but that’s nothing compared to this.”

      “Can I help?” Jeff asked, giving her an earnest look.

      Kira frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Can I help you find Stephanie? I’m not a computer expert, and I’ve never escaped from an abduction, but what you’re getting into could be dangerous. I could help watch your back. And maybe Trevor will be less of an asshole if I’m around.”

      “You would to that?” Kira was torn between resistance and relief.

      Jeff shrugged. “Of course.”

      Kira’s resistance crumbled. “We could give you a cut of the money,” she said. “Even if I can’t get Rob to agree, I’ll split my share.”

      “I don’t care about the money. I know this is important to you.” He gave her a mischievous smile. “Just promise me a second date—one without Trevor.”

      Kira flushed, extending her hand across the table for him to shake it while grinning. “You’ve got a deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER EIGHT


          

        

      

    

    
      With Jeff sitting across from her for support, Kira reluctantly returned Trevor’s call. He answered before the end of the first ring.

      “Kira?” he said, sounding anxious. “I don’t know if you got my messages, and I don’t know what I said that made you so angry, but I’m really sorry.”

      Kira rolled her eyes heavenward. Jeff reached over to squeeze her hand. “It’s fine. Let’s just move past that for now.”

      “Does that mean you’ll still help?”

      “Yes,” she said in a cautious tone. “But only because I’m worried about Stephanie, and only if you promise to be honest with me going forward.”

      “I promise,” Trevor said in a resigned voice. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get my sister back.”

      “Good,” Kira said. “Now, where did you take her after you picked her up from school?”

      “I dropped her off at the Valentia Inn. That was the place Ace and I agreed she would stay until the ransom was paid. A couple of his guys were going to stay in an adjoining room to keep an eye on her.”

      Kira mulled over the information. “So was the canyon ever the real exchange point?”

      “No,” Trevor said. “That was just part of the ransom plan to keep my father in the dark. I never went to the canyon. I only mentioned the picnic area when you came by because it was all I could think of when you asked. We were supposed to meet in the hotel lobby.”

      “OK, we’ll meet you at the Valentia Inn in ten minutes.” She looked over at Jeff, who gave a nod of agreement. Now that they knew Stephanie’s actual last known location, it seemed like the best place to start.

      “If you want, but—Wait. Did you say ‘we’?”

      “Jeff has generously agreed to help with your sister’s case,” Kira said in a firm voice.

      “Jeff? That guy from the restaurant?” Trevor sounded incredulous. “He wants in on the money, doesn’t he? You can tell him right now I already made you my final offer.”

      Kira rubbed her temples. “It has nothing to do with the money, all right?”

      A moment of silence passed before Trevor spoke. “Oh. He wants to get in your pants.”

      Kira’s jaw clenched. “Look, either Jeff helps us, or I walk.”

      It was a bluff, but Trevor didn’t know that. If he didn’t agree, she would try to find Stephanie without him.

      “Fine. If you want some emo guy from your gym to tag along, go right ahead. He’d just better not get in the way, or let any word of this get out.”

      “Thanks for your approval,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll see you at the Valentia Inn in ten.”
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        * * *

      

      Kira and Jeff walked toward the Valentia Inn from where Jeff had parked. She watched as people and cars went to and from the building, but she saw nothing suspicious—not that she knew what she was looking for. Trevor was already waiting out front. He wore a fresh polo shirt and pressed khakis. He looked ready for a formal event next to Kira and Jeff in their jeans and T-shirts.

      “Why did you want to meet here?” he asked, giving them a curt nod of greeting.

      “It’s the last place Stephanie was seen,” she said. “This is our starting point. We need to check it out.”

      “Do you think I haven’t done that already?” Trevor said, shaking his head. “I’m not a complete idiot.”

      “Well, what did you find out?” Kira demanded.

      Trevor shrugged. “Nothing. I didn’t know the room number Ace’s men were staying in, so I bugged the guy at the front desk. He wouldn’t tell me, so I tried snooping around on my own. Hotel security eventually asked me to leave.”

      Kira shook her head in disbelief, not even sure where to begin. She knew Trevor’s heart was in the right place, but he was like the proverbial bull in a china shop. She would have to keep him on a short leash.

      “All right,” she said, thinking. “Let’s try this a different way. Who is Ace’s number-one guy? Who would he send to handle something like this? Three million dollars is not a job for some lackey.”

      Trevor blinked. “Johnny Freeman.”

      She gave him a speculative look. “Do you have a hat or something you could put on?”

      Trevor nodded. “There’s a ball cap in my car. Why?”

      “Go get it. Jeff, do you have a hoodie he can borrow?”

      “Sure,” Jeff said, ignoring Trevor’s look of distaste.

      “We need to disguise you,” she said to him. “We’re going in.”

      “All right,” Trevor said, giving her a skeptical look. “But you’d better have a plan.”

      About five minutes later, Kira and Jeff walked into the hotel. Trevor trailed several feet behind them, keeping his head low. The navy baseball cap and Jeff’s gray hoodie weren’t much of a disguise, but they did make Trevor look a lot less like his usual, pristine self. Kira gave him a prodding look and he pulled out his phone to make a call, as she had instructed just before they had gone in.

      “Hi there,” Kira said in a bright voice to the uniformed man sitting behind the front desk. “We’d like to book a room.”

      “Of course,” the man said. “How many nights will you be staying?”

      “Just one should be fine,” she said with a smile.

      The phone on the desk beside him rang.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said. “I’ll be with you in just a moment.” He picked up the phone. “Thank you for calling the Valentia Inn. How can I help you?”

      Kira leaned against the desk, pretending to study a painting on the wall behind where the man was sitting.

      “Mr. John Freeman?” the man said. His fingers tapped the keyboard in front of him. “Yes, I can connect you. One moment, please.” He pressed a series of buttons on the phone and hung up.

      “Sorry about that,” he said, looking back up at Kira. “One night, you said?”

      Kira nodded. “That’s right.”

      “Would you prefer one king size bed, or two doubles?”

      “Ah—the king size bed should be fine.” Kira felt herself flushing as Jeff raised an eyebrow. Trevor approached to stand behind them.

      The man typed the information into his computer. “And what credit card would you like to put on file for the room?”

      Kira turned toward Trevor. After a moment of hesitation, he pulled out his wallet and handed over a Platinum American Express card with a dark look. Kira passed it to the man behind the desk, who was now looking from her to the two men standing with her with a bland expression. She felt her cheeks redden even further as she guessed what he must be thinking.

      One night and a king size bed for three? Maybe I should have thought this through a little more...

      The man handed Trevor’s card back after swiping it, along with a key card. “You’re in room three seventeen. I hope you enjoy your stay.”

      “Thank you,” Kira managed to say. She could feel his eyes on her back as she and her two companions walked away.

      Jeff gave her an arch look as they walked out of earshot. “I know I said I wanted to help, but this,” he gestured to the three of them and the hotel key, “wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

      Trevor snorted. “If I even considered getting involved in a devil’s three-way, you certainly wouldn’t be invited.”

      Kira buried her face in her hands, wondering why she ever thought this was a good idea. “Does anyone even care that I know what room Johnny Freeman is staying in?” she asked, changing the subject.

      Trevor perked up. “How did you manage that?” Jeff also looked at her with interest.

      Kira stared at them, wondering if they were pulling her leg. “Really? It just happened. You were both right there! Why do you think I got Trevor to call while we were checking in?”

      Trevor shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I was just following instructions.”

      Kira sighed. “I was watching when the man at the desk transferred your call to Johnny’s room. He typed the room number on the phone. Seriously, am I the only one of us who watched the Jason Bourne movies?” Trevor gave her a blank look.

      “Oh yeah,” Jeff said, looking chagrined. “I guess I never thought about actually using any of that stuff in real life.”

      “So what room is he in?” Trevor asked. “There was no answer when I called.”

      “Room two thirty-four,” Kira said, leading the way to the elevator. “Let’s go check it out.”

      They arrived at the second floor a few minutes later. Kira poked her head out of the elevator before getting out. Aside from a housekeeping cart several rooms away, the hallway was empty. Kira went in the opposite direction. When she arrived at room 234, she gave Trevor a shove toward the door.

      “What do you want me to do?” He asked.

      “Knock,” she said in a low voice. “You’re the only one of us Johnny knows. Hopefully, he’ll open the door for you. Jeff and I will stay out of sight of the peephole.”

      “Do you really think that will work?” Trevor said, looking skeptical.

      Kira shrugged. “It’s worth a try. If it doesn’t work, we’ll come up with something else.”

      Trevor gave the door a solid knock. “Johnny? Are you in there? It’s Trevor.” He, Kira, and Jeff waited in silence.

      No one answered.

      Trevor raised his fist and opened his mouth to try again, but Kira pulled at his arm to stop him.

      “I don’t hear anyone moving in there,” she said. “We shouldn’t make a scene. We don’t want any of the other guests to notice us.”

      “Then what’s your Plan B?” Trevor said, sounding frustrated. “My sister could be in there!”

      Kira’s mind worked furiously, trying to find something she might be able to use. Scaling the building was obviously out of the question, and she doubted the man at the front desk would give them a key if she asked...

      “Wait here for a minute,” she said, as a vague idea started to form.

      She trotted down the hallway, back toward the elevator. The housekeeping cart had moved down toward another room. A young woman in a hotel uniform with dark hair bound in a professional-looking bun crouched beside the cart, gathering supplies. Kira ducked into the recess that housed the elevator door to watch.
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