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      Amazing the difference a few months can make.

      Trevor Wright shook his head to himself as he dried the sweat from his face and neck with a fluffy towel, stitched with the emblem of the La Valentia Golf Club in gold thread. He inhaled the faint scent of fabric softener before looking up to wave his tennis racket at Craig Masterson in farewell.

      Despite its name, the golf club was really more of a country club, with a full set of amenities, including a tennis court, pool, and spa area in addition to the sprawling golf green. Only the wealthiest citizens of the suburban California town owned permanent memberships there, Trevor’s father among them.

      Trevor suspected Craig was happy to make his escape to the locker room. If their match had taken place at the beginning of the year, Craig would be paying up by now to cover his loss.

      Back then, Trevor had gambled on just about anything as a matter of course. Tennis matches, golf rounds, sports games on TV…

      Private poker games.

      It was the latter that had gotten him into trouble. With nothing else to keep him occupied in the years since graduating from high school, Trevor had gotten his thrills from his wins and losses.

      His friends didn’t mind placing reasonable bets with him away from the poker table. But most of them had a family or career to keep their own gambling in check.

      Trevor had no such boundaries. He was the indolent son of a wealthy real estate magnate. His father was hardly ever around. He was always at the office or flying off to make one deal or another in his private jet while Trevor and his teenage sister stayed at home. Trevor knew he could fritter away his considerable monthly allowance without any consequences.

      …Until things had gone too far.

      Unlike his friends, the people Trevor played poker with had fewer scruples. Some of them even had criminal backgrounds. Their pockets were often as deep as his were, and their tolerance for risk just as high. And if Trevor overextended himself, Ace Kendrick was always good for a loan…

      But even Ace had limits. When Trevor’s debt had climbed to seven figures, Ace had finally put his foot down. Trevor had to pay up.

      Or else.

      Trevor didn’t dare go to his father to ask for the money directly. He was mortified by the mess he had gotten himself into.

      So he and Ace hatched a plan to kidnap Trevor’s sister.

      It had been a fake abduction, of course. Trevor would never dream of putting Stephanie in any real danger. He just needed to use her for leverage to get his father to pay the ransom that would cover his debt. A simple plan.

      Then Steph had been abducted for real.

      Trevor’s nightmare had started in earnest then. And even though he had eventually gotten his sister back safe and sound, it was something he never forgot.

      He hadn’t gambled on anything since.

      Whenever the temptation reared its ugly head, he remembered how he had felt when he had discovered his sister was really gone. If his friends thought it strange he no longer made bets with them, he just shrugged it off.

      Still, at times like this—fresh off a winning game—he couldn’t help thinking…

      “Trevor Wright?” a female voice asked.

      Trevor raised his head from his towel and blinked. A young woman stood before him. He judged she was roughly his own age, or perhaps a couple of years younger. He flashed her his trademark smile as he looked her over.

      “That’s me.”

      She wasn’t as curvy as he would like. In fact, she was a bit on the thin side, but her dark-washed jeans and cutoff T-shirt fit her well. Both were designer make. Long, honey-blond hair trailed over her slim shoulders in waves.

      “I was hoping to find you here,” she said. She looked up at him with a pair of large, brown eyes from under long lashes. Her lips twitched in a smile of her own.

      Trevor lowered the towel and drew back his broad shoulders as he straightened. Too bad he wasn’t wearing his usual blue polo. It really brought out his eyes. But the white one he wore now was equally flattering in terms of cut, and showed less sweat. He could feel it hugging his muscled torso. He ran a casual hand through his short, blond curls to make sure they weren’t too disheveled.

      “And who might you be?” he asked with a coy quirk of his eyebrow. “I’ve never seen you around here before. And I’m sure I would remember if I had.”

      She smiled again—a full smile. For a moment, Trevor was distracted by her dimples.

      “I’m Amber.” She reached out to shake his hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Amber.” Trevor held her hand a moment longer than was strictly necessary, which made her flush in a most appealing way. “What can I do for you?”

      Amber lowered her hand and caught her lower lip between her teeth for a moment before speaking. “I was hoping you could help me with something. I’ve read about you in the papers—about how you help people who are in trouble.”

      Trevor blinked again.

      Yes, he had been featured a few times now in the local news. But Kira was the one who usually took the headline—not that she asked for it. She was the one who had found and rescued Stephanie, and he had dogged Kira’s steps ever since. Not for the publicity (even though it was gratifying), but to give his relatively empty life a sense of purpose.

      Despite his and Kira Brightwell’s disagreeable past, they had become wary friends over the past few months. But no matter how hard Trevor tried to help Kira, he knew he only rated a sidekick at best, which was how the media portrayed him.

      “Are you in trouble?” he asked, trying to feel out the situation.

      Why track him down here at the golf club when she could contact Kira—the lead of the whole problem-solving operation—directly?

      Amber lowered her head. Her long hair fell forward to frame her face.“Yes.” She took a deep breath before looking up again. “Someone’s watching me. All the time, everywhere I go, I can feel them. I’ve never been able to catch them though.”

      “You have a stalker?”

      Amber nodded. “That’s why I came to find you here. I had to make sure whoever it is doesn’t know I’m trying to get help.” Her head turned as she sent a wary look over her shoulder.

      That made a little more sense, Trevor supposed. Kira’s base of operations was her apartment, and she pretty much only went out to either work on a case, or go to the gym. The only way for Amber to track Kira down without being noticed would be to somehow bump into her ‘by accident.’

      Trevor frowned. “And you have no idea who it is that’s following you.”

      Amber’s face fell. “No. Look, I know it sounds crazy, but I just can’t take this anymore. I know someone’s watching me.” She shot Trevor a pleading look with those big, brown eyes of hers. “Can you help me?”

      Trevor flashed her a reassuring smile. “Of course.”

      He and Kira had solved much more complicated and dangerous cases. What was one measly stalker?

      Amber seemed to wilt with relief. “Thank you. You have no idea how much better that makes me feel. But before I tell you anything, I need you to promise me one thing.” Her gaze held Trevor’s. “You won’t tell anyone.”

      Trevor shook his head. “Tell them about what?”

      Amber raised her hand to give an impatient wave. “The case. Me. This needs to stay a secret. No one else can know.” Her eyes blazed with intensity.

      “No one?” Trevor’s voice was incredulous. “What about Kira?”

      Amber shook her head. “I only dare trust one person with this problem. Who knows what kind of connections the person watching me might have?” Her hands tightened into fists.

      Trevor scoffed. “Kira would never⁠—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Amber spoke over his protest in a firm voice. “I don’t dare risk it.” Her expression softened as she looked up at him. “Besides, I’m sure you’re more than capable of helping me on your own…”

      Trevor hesitated.

      If this woman was in trouble, Kira would be the best person to help her. And he knew Kira would never do anything to betray a client. At least, not knowingly. Besides, keeping the situation a secret from her seemed like an impossible task.

      Unless he avoided Kira altogether for the next few days…

      It’s just a simple stalker case. How hard can it be?

      Surely after the adventures he and Kira had gone through together, he was capable of running a case without her help. And if he was successful, Kira would be impressed, and Amber was sure to be grateful…

      He drew himself up. “You can count on me.”
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        * * *

      

      Trevor looked over his shoulder. He hoped he looked more casual than he felt.

      Not that there was anyone around to see him. The side yard of the sprawling estate he had entered was empty, and the stained, wooden gate still shut, just as he had left it. The front drive was empty, but the thick carpet of grass beneath his sandals had been cut recently, and he had seen the covered forms of several cars when he had peeked through the garage window. The scent of the grass mingled with the warm, summer breeze, which stirred his shower-damped curls.

      Amber had told him the place would be empty. Still, it didn’t hurt to be careful. This was a wealthy neighborhood—close to his own—and it was broad daylight. Yes, he certainly looked like he fit in here with his BMW parked on the street and his fresh, blue polo and khaki shorts, but if any of the neighbors were familiar with the usual staff who maintained the estate, they would realize he wasn’t one of them.

      Despite the time of day, the street was fairly quiet. The only sounds were those of the occasional passing car, or the buzzing drone of a lawn trimmer a few houses away. The large houses were spaced out, and most people were probably still at work for the day.

      After satisfying himself that no one was watching, Trevor crouched beside a large, stone planter at his feet. He used his broad shoulder to tilt it upward just enough to glimpse the key that lay underneath. He snatched it up and dusted off the shoulder of his shirt to make sure it hadn’t gotten dirty. No need to let a bit of breaking and entering spoil his look.

      The key slid into the lock of the side door and turned with a satisfying click. He slipped the key into his pocket and cracked the door open.

      The interior of the looming mansion was dim after the full light of the afternoon sun. He took a moment to allow his eyes to adjust before slipping inside. He closed the door behind him and locked it for good measure.

      He had taken his time to clean up after meeting Amber—partly to avoid anyone connecting the two of them, if she had been followed to the golf club. He had also taken an indirect route on his way to the address Amber had given him, doubling back several times to make sure he hadn’t been followed. Still, it didn’t hurt to be careful. If Amber’s stalker knew about the hidden key, he (and Trevor assumed it was a dude) would have to either force or pick the lock to get in now.

      The air inside the house had a dry, stale taste to it. But someone had left the air conditioning running, which was something. Trevor followed the tiled hallway to an open foyer. A pair of front doors with frosted glass windows stood shut and a winding staircase led upward. Entrances to several other rooms stood around him on the main floor.

      Where to start?

      Trevor shrugged to himself and moved toward the first entrance on his left, toward the front of the house. He had noticed that all the curtains were drawn when he had approached from outside, so he knew no one would see him. Despite his efforts, his sandals echoed against the tiled floor with every step. He winced at the sound. The yawning mansion seemed empty, but that didn’t make him feel any better.

      Trevor found himself making a face as he realized what was bothering him.

      It felt strange to be doing something like this without Kira. If she were here, he would probably be trying to get a rise out of her with some of his usual witty banter while she did all the thinking. That was how things usually went, anyway.

      It’s nowhere near as much fun doing this kind of thing on my own.

      But if he could find a way to help Amber, and maybe impress Kira in the process, it would be worth it.

      All I have to do is start thinking like Kira. Let’s see… Nine Inch Nails, no sense of style, too stubborn to ask for help…

      Trevor rounded a corner into the front sitting room and jumped back with a yelp.

      Kira stood in front of him in a fighter’s crouch with her fists raised. Her green eyes widened in surprise as she recognized him.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” she demanded in a hushed tone as she lowered her arms.

      “Me?” Trevor spluttered. “I’m working a case.”

      The words came out before he could stop them. He suddenly realized he had raised his own fists in an effort to get into character and lowered them.

      “I could have socked you in the face,” he said in an effort to change the subject.

      Kira snorted. “Yeah. As if I wouldn’t have socked you first.” She shook her head with a roll of her eyes, setting her long, dark ponytail swinging around her shoulders.

      Trevor took a breath and tried to force his pounding heart back to its usual rhythm. He had never been on the receiving end of one of Kira’s attacks. Not for real, anyway. She was tall—only a few inches shorter than him—with a lean, athletic frame. And with four years of MMA training under her belt, Trevor knew her words were no boast. She sported her usual jeans and black, Nine Inch Nails T-shirt, which were hardly adequate to accentuate her lithe frame as far as Trevor was concerned.

      Kira’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean, you’re working a case?”

      He stifled a sigh. He should have known better than to think Kira would let his remark pass.

      He gave a casual shrug. “Just a request from a friend. What are you doing here?” He leaned forward and waggled his eyebrows at her in an effort to turn the tables.

      Kira’s green eyes flickered. “I’m working a case too.” She leaned against the entrance to the sitting room, as if the matter were of little consequence.

      “Without me?” Trevor shot her a wounded look. Maybe if he could keep her on the defensive, he would get something out of her…

      To his surprise, Kira actually flushed. “I was asked not to tell anyone—not even you.”

      “What about Rob?” Trevor raised an eyebrow at her. Rob was Kira’s best friend, and her roommate besides. He was also their go-to tech guy on all their cases.

      Kira folded her arms. “Rob wasn’t specifically mentioned as part of the request. And he never leaves the apartment or talks to anyone but us.”

      “So have you told him?” Trevor demanded.

      She rolled her eyes. “Not yet. Does that make you feel any better?”

      “Ah, but you were going to tell him, weren’t you?” Trevor shot her an accusing look. “You were going to tell him, but not me.”

      “OK, maybe I was going to ask him to look into some things after I had a look around this place,” Kira huffed. She waved him off in annoyance. “Enough about that. Clearly we’re both here for the same reason, but I have no idea why. Did Victoria Peters call you too?”

      Trevor blinked. “Who the hell is Victoria Peters?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kira’s eyes narrowed again. Trevor supposed he should be used to getting suspicious looks from her by now, but that didn’t make him like it any better.

      “Are you saying you haven’t talked to Victoria Peters?” she demanded.

      “Kira, I swear to God, I have no idea who Victoria Peters is.”

      Trevor widened his eyes and held her gaze, silently willing her to believe him. (This was one of those times when he knew his track record counted against him.)

      Her stony expression softened to one of wariness, telling him he had at least been somewhat successful.

      “OK, so who sent you here then?” she asked. She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Trevor ran a hand through his blond curls as he considered. He had promised Amber he wouldn’t tell, but how in the hell was he supposed to keep the whole thing a secret now? Clearly the cases he and Kira were working on were connected somehow.

      Maybe Amber never needs to know Kira and I worked together…

      He stifled a sigh. So much for solving a case on his own…

      “A girl I met at the golf club,” Trevor said with an airy wave. Maybe he could convince Kira the whole thing was just a weird coincidence, and they could go their separate ways.

      Kira gave him a measuring look, as if she knew exactly what he was trying to do. “Who was she?”

      Trevor shrugged. “I don’t know. I’d never met her before. Her name was Amber.” Some of the dust floating on the air in the dimly-lit living room tickled his nose and he let out a sudden sneeze that made Kira flinch.

      “Amber, what?” she asked.

      Trevor rubbed his nose and raised his voice somewhat. “I said, her name was Amber.”
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