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      Kira walked down the empty hallways of her old high school. It was late afternoon, and all the students had gone home for the day. Her sneakers made a slight squeak against the linoleum floor. The sound took her back to a time when she had walked these same hallways among a crowd of teenagers, all rushing off to their next class in a tangle of bodies before the bell could ring. The familiar smell of floor wax, mingled with over-applied perfume and cologne, and a faint undercurrent of body odor seemed to hang on the air.

      It was strange to be back.

      It was even stranger to have Trevor Wright walking beside her.

      Her green eyes caught on one particular locker on the long row they passed. The battered metal door was indistinguishable from the countless others surrounding it, but she recognized it instantly. She briefly found herself wondering if it still jammed shut sometimes the way it used to.

      “Your locker was over there somewhere, wasn’t it?” Trevor asked as they walked.

      Kira nodded.

      “I remember—” His chiseled cheekbones flushed. “Well. I mean, I guess I just remember.”

      He remembered cornering her there with his jock friends and teasing her, she knew.

      To the casual observer, Trevor hadn’t changed much since high school. He still wore the same uniform of khaki shorts and a polo. Of course, the polo had been chosen to match his blue eyes and was snug enough to show off his broad chest and muscled arms to their best advantage. His short, blond curls framed his handsome, tanned features, his lips were ready to stretch in a blinding smile.

      In some ways, he was still the same rich, self-absorbed jock Kira had once known and despised. Only now his self-absorption seemed more of a foil for what she had come to realize was a genuine spark of wry humor and even a certain level of intelligence she hadn’t credited him before. She suspected part of it was simply a matter of the two of them getting to know each other better.

      That tended to happen when you had saved each other’s life a few times.

      But Trevor had changed. He would have never even considered pairing up with someone like Kira to help solve other people’s problems back in high school. The concept would have been completely foreign to him.

      That was before his own sister had been abducted.

      After rescuing Stephanie, Kira had thought her interactions with Trevor would come to an end. But Trevor had surprised her by hanging around. Through sheer dogged determination, he had managed to worm his way into Kira’s current life as her unasked for sidekick.

      Kira liked to think the experience had been good for him. And she privately admitted to herself it might have even been good for her and her best friend and partner in crime, Rob as well.

      Both of them had been tormented by Trevor and his cronies in high school—Kira for being an introverted, independent young woman, who wasn’t interested in taking crap from anyone, and Rob for being both Mexican and gay. Kira’s Canadian background hadn’t helped matters either. Insignificant matters in the whole scheme of things—especially in this day and age in a place like California, but in a suburban high school like La Valentia High, everything got blown out of proportion.

      Their unlikely relationship with Trevor now brought both high-end connections and some closure—although Rob was more reluctant than Kira to accept the latter.

      “Weird, isn’t it?” Trevor said with a shake of his head. “Man, I was really a dick back then.” He gave a rueful shake of his head.

      Kira snorted. “No kidding. ‘Dick’ is probably one of the nicer names Rob and I had for you.”

      “Not anymore though, right?” Trevor flashed her one of his winning smiles.

      Kira raised her hand and tilted it back and forth while she gave him a dubious look.

      Trevor gave her a wounded look. “Oh, come on. I’ve been way better since I started teaming up with you. And I’ve helped you, haven’t I? I even got the local press of your back.”

      Kira pursed her lips. She hated to admit it, but it was true. Trevor had proven himself useful more than once over the past few months. And she was happy to hear him admit he had been out of line back in high school. Still…

      Can’t go feeding that overweening ego of his.

      “The only reason I got the bad press in the first place was because some jilted ex-girlfriend of yours got jealous and started spreading stories.”

      Trevor raised his hands in mock surrender. “We’ve been over this. Miranda and I only went out a few times. It’s not my fault she went and got all possessive and obsessed. Although I do seem to have that effect on women.” He raised his chin with a smirk and waggled his eyebrows at her.

      Kira shook her head, setting her long, dark ponytail swinging against her shoulders. Trevor was impossible.

      “Yeah, I’m practically swooning right now,” she said in a dry voice. “I just hope I can keep it together in front of Brent.” She rolled her eyes.

      Part of her attempt at humor was an effort to play off her jangling nerves. It was bad enough being back at her old high school with Trevor, but they were there to meet one of his old friends—one who had been eager to join in on Trevor’s regular bullying campaign.

      She wondered whether Brent Stevenson had changed.

      “Thanks for coming, by the way,” Trevor said as his expression turned serious for a moment. “Brent danced around the subject, but I’m pretty sure he wanted me to bring you.”

      “Just remember you owe me. Again.” Kira’s brow furrowed. “What does he want, anyway?”

      Trevor shrugged. “No idea. I haven’t talked to the guy in ages. He just called me up out of the blue. But it sounded serious.”

      “Great.” Kira didn’t bother to hide her lack of enthusiasm.

      Trevor gave her a friendly clap on the shoulder. “Cheer up. It might be something interesting. It’s not like you have any other cases on the go right now.”

      Kira resisted the urge to bite her lip.

      What Trevor said wasn’t precisely true. She was working on something in secret with Rob—something Trevor didn’t know about. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust him, but whatever she ended up doing next would be dangerous. The fewer people who knew about it, the better.

      She and Rob were still trying to hash out all the details to get their ducks in a row. A lot of that work was research, which took time. Rob had the patience for it, something that Kira often lacked.

      She was a woman of action. She itched to take control of the situation, but she knew this wasn’t something she should rush into blind. Her years of MMA training, and her experience tracking down bad guys would be no use if she didn’t slow down and think things through this time.

      Hence, her openness to accepting a potential case from someone like Brent Stevens.

      A distraction would suit her nicely at the moment. Like Trevor, Brent was a son of one of La Valentia’s wealthy families. He had lived a sheltered life in relative luxury. Years had passed since he had tormented her in high school. Now he was married, and even had a daughter of his own.

      How much trouble could he have possibly have gotten into?
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        * * *

      

      “Here we are,” Trevor said as they approached the double doors that led to the school’s gymnasium. “Almost feels like we’re headed to an assembly.”

      Kira knew what he meant. She also felt herself shake off the wave of nostalgia. The smell of BO was stronger around the gym entrance. An ancient vending machine that stood against the wall—probably the same one Kira had used back in the day—made a heavy clunking sound as they passed before returning to a steady hum. A flickering glow within illuminated rows of chocolate bars and small bags of chips. A bulky drink machine uttered a low rumble from beside it.

      I hope those aren’t the same snacks in there…

      Kira’s lips twitched at the idea. In front of her, Trevor pulled one of the gym doors open with a click.

      It was exactly as she remembered it.

      Basketball nets stuck out from the walls at regular intervals. A stylized burning torch—the focal point of the school’s crest—decorated the far wall in a looming image of orange and red paint. The scuffed wooden floor reflected the fluorescent lights above.

      A man sat alone on the wooden bleachers.

      Brent Stevenson didn’t look like he had changed much since graduation. He still had the same, dark hair, styled in a Cesar cut. Kira’s stomach clenched on instinct as she spotted him. He looked up at the sound of the door opening and stood.

      Whoa.

      Kira immediately found herself reexamining her initial assessment. Brent was a little shorter than Trevor, and had always been on the muscular side, but now his pecs even gave Trevor’s a run for their money. His large biceps strained against the tight sleeves of a white polo. He wasn’t ridiculously jacked, but he was definitely bigger than she remembered… Kira’s eyes widened for a moment of their own accord.

      “Trevor!” he flashed his old high school friend an easy smile before his gaze slid to Kira. “Kira B—rightwell.” The smile took on a strained quality.

      She suspected he had resisted calling her ‘Kira Beaver’ at the last minute. It had been the favorite taunting nickname Trevor and his friends had given her. Kira saw Trevor wince.

      “Brent!” Trevor smiled in an effort to ease past the awkward moment. “Good to see you, bro.” He walked over and shook Brent’s hand.

      The handshake quickly evolved into an elaborate series of hand gestures, which included several fist bumps, and culminated in a grunting chest bump. Both men grinned.

      It suddenly seemed as if no time had passed at all since the last time Kira had been in the gym. She rolled her eyes at the bro-ness of it all.

      And they made fun of Rob for being gay…

      “You look great, man,” Trevor said as the greeting ritual was finally completed. “You’re freakin’ huge!”

      Brent shrugged. “I’ve been working out.”

      “Still bodybuilding?” Trevor asked.

      Brent’s head bobbed back and forth. “Not so much since Tina had Lauren. I’ve done some judging at some local shows though, and I’m even putting together a show of my own.” He rubbed at the back of his neck. “Actually, that’s why I asked you to meet me.”

      His eyes darted to Kira. “Wow, you haven’t changed at all.” He shook his head with an awkward smile.

      While the statement seemed ludicrous, considering everything Kira had been through in the past few years, she could understand what he meant. She still wore the same trademark ponytail with a Nine Inch Nails T-shirt and jeans. She never bothered to dress up for potential clients—much to Trevor’s chagrin. She was a big believer in ‘what you see is what you get.’

      Kira’s face tightened as she forced herself to smile back. “What seems to be the problem? I’m assuming there is one…” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      The sooner I can get this over with, the better.

      Brent’s eyes flickered to Trevor with an air of hesitation.

      “I know it’s weird, but you can trust her.” Trevor gave him an encouraging nod.

      Brent took a deep breath before speaking. “I’m running a local bodybuilding show here in La Valentia.”

      Trevor brightened. “Dude, that’s awesome! We’ve never had one here in town before. You always had to go to LA to compete.”

      Brent nodded. “Right? Anyway, I’ve been working on it for a few years now—finding a venue, researching drug-testing options, getting the funding to cover costs and prizes… Everything was finally set. It was going to be right here, in our old gym. I’ve rented a special lighting rig, a stage setup, everything.”

      “Whoa, it’s going to be right here?” Trevor’s expression turned sly. “Maybe a certain local bodybuilder will do a guest posing routine.” He nudged Brent in the ribs.

      Brent’s lips formed a tight smile that quickly vanished. “That was part of the plan… I was hoping the show might even become an annual event—the La Valentia Classic.”

      Trevor smacked his own forehead. “Dude, I’ve seen advertising for that. I had no idea you were running it.”

      “I am. Well, I was, anyway. Now…” Brent looked away with a shake of his head. He reached into the pocket of his his khakis. “Everything was going great until I got this text.” He tapped the screen of his phone a few times before handing it over to Trevor.

      Trevor sucked in a breath as he looked at the screen. “That’s not good.”

      Kira resisted the urge to peer over his shoulder. It was only a bodybuilding show after all…

      What, is there a shortage on baby oil or something?

      Trevor handed her Brent’s phone. Kira read the text. Her eyes widened.
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        * * *

      

      Kira looked at the number the text had been sent from. It was a local area code, but no name was attached. Unless the sender was an idiot, it was probably a burner phone.

      Suddenly, Kira was back on familiar footing. She pushed aside her personal history with Brent and took control of the situation. It was clear now why he had wanted to contact her, even though he had gone through Trevor.

      “When did you get this?” she asked. She handed Brent back his phone.

      Something in Brent seemed to give way in relief as Kira took charge. “It was sent last night, but I didn’t see it until this morning. That’s why I called Trevor. I’d heard he’d been helping you with some… delicate situations around town. I was hoping you could help.”

      “Do you have any idea who might have sent it?” Kira asked.

      Brent shook his head. “No. There’s been a lot of interest in a local show. I’ve already got a full roster of competitors that have pre-registered.”

      Kira raised an eyebrow. “What about personal enemies?”

      “I don’t have any.” Brent flushed as he realized who he was talking to. “Not that I know of, anyway.”

      “We can help, right?” Trevor asked her with an eager look.

      Kira rubbed at the bridge of her nose with a sigh. This definitely wasn’t an ideal situation. As far as she was concerned, bodybuilding shows were simply beauty pageants for jacked-up adults. And Brent certainly wasn’t a client she would have chosen of her own accord.

      Still, she had taken on Trevor as a client…

      And someone’s life might be on the line.

      “Why don’t you just cancel the show?” she asked.

      Brent’s expression tightened. “I can’t. Not at this stage…”

      Kira raised an eyebrow. “Not even to save someone’s life?”

      Brent shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’ve spent years on this. I’ve put all my money into it. I can’t even afford to repay my backers unless the show goes ahead. If the show tanks, I’m ruined.” He gave Trevor a glum look. “Tina doesn’t know.”

      Trevor raised his hand to clap him on the shoulder. “Dude, if you need money⁠—”

      “It’s not just the show backers. I’ve refinanced our house, put off our credit card payments… All my inheritance is gone, and then some. This show has been my dream for years. I wanted to pull out all the stops to make it a success.”

      Yikes, how much has he spent?

      Kira couldn’t imagine how some bodybuilding show at a high school gym could possibly be that expensive. Then again, she had no knowledge of the sport. But she did know a thing or two about people who pulled out all the stops when chasing their dream…

      It was like Brent was some contestant on Shark Tank that had squandered his family’s life savings to make some high-end production, instead of going with something more modest and realistic to start.

      “Have you contacted the police?” Kira asked. She knew it was a long shot, but it was still a valid question.

      Brent gave another shake of his head. “No. If the cops even bother to take this threat seriously, they’ll be crawling all over the place. Something like that could scare off the backers and competitors. The show would be ruined. I was hoping for something more discreet.” He gave her a hopeful look.

      Kira stifled a sigh. “Well, I have no idea how bodybuilding shows work, and the threat is pretty vague. I mean, is it meant to threaten someone close to you, or someone from the show? If the sender meant to threaten you, they could have just said so.”

      Brent’s eyes widened. “I don’t know. I’ve been a total mess since I read the text this morning. I just assumed they meant someone at the show will die. If anything happens to Tina or Lauren…” He bit his lip.

      “We won’t let that happen,” Trevor said. He held Brent’s gaze.

      Kira shot Trevor a covert look of warning, which he ignored. She hadn’t even accepted the case yet, and Trevor was already making promises they might not be able to keep.

      She pursed her lips. “What do you want us to do, exactly? Assuming we agree to help. I’m guessing you don’t want us going around asking awkward questions, so you must have something in mind.”

      Brent swallowed. “Like I said, I assumed the text meant someone from the show would be in danger. If they meant to threaten me or my family, they could have mentioned us by name, and it’s the show they want to shut down. I don’t want anyone involved getting hurt. A lot of the people involved are friends of mine. Jake Reynolds is one of the judges.”

      Trevor gave Kira a pointed look. She remembered Jake—he and Brent had always been close.

      “You’re probably right,” Kira made herself say. “I just don’t want to rule anything out.”

      “How is Jake, by the way?” Trevor asked. “I haven’t talked to him in ages.”

      Brent shrugged. “He’s good. Looking a little run down though. I think he’s fighting a cold or something.”

      Kira cut Trevor short before the conversation could devolve into small talk. “And the plan is…?”

      Brent shook himself. “Well, Trevor has always been in good shape⁠—”

      “Thank you.” Trevor puffed out his chest and gave a mocking bow.

      “…And it looks like you are too.” Brent’s gaze traveled down Kira’s lean frame.

      “Dude, you should see her in her workout gear,” Trevor said with a sly, sidelong look in Kira’s direction that made her flush. “She’s been training in MMA. She’s got some muscle under that T-shirt.”

      Kira gave him a flat look. “I hardly see how that’s relevant.”

      Trevor shrugged. “I told you, this outfit doesn’t do you any justice. How are any potential clients supposed to know you can kick ass in that?” He made a gesture to encompass Kira’s T-shirt and jeans.

      Kira ignored Trevor and focused on Brent. “What does us being in good shape have to do with anything? Do you want us to act as bodyguards at the show?”

      Brent flushed. “Well, I thought the best way for you to investigate without tipping off the person who sent the text, or scaring off anyone involved in the show would be to go undercover.”

      Kira gave him a wary look. She had a bad feeling she knew where this was going…

      Brent gave her a weak smile.

      “I thought you two could sign up as competitors.”
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      “No. Absolutely not.” Kira crossed her arms. “No way in hell am I going to get oiled up and prance around onstage in a sparkly bikini—at our old high school, no less.”

      The very idea of it was ludicrous.

      Trevor gave her a coaxing smile. “Come on, Kira⁠—”

      “What?” she demanded as she whirled to face him. “You think it won’t be that bad? Because it will be.”

      Trevor backed up a step. “I was just going to say that it might mean saving someone’s life.” He gave her an earnest look.

      Kira held it for a long moment as visions of standing up on stage in front of the packed bleachers she was standing on assaulted her. In her mind, she heard a horrified shriek from backstage as a dead body was discovered.

      Damn him.

      “What if Trevor enters, and I get a backstage pass as his assistant?” she asked. “Is that a thing?”

      “That was my original plan,” Brent said. “Before I saw you. But having both of you compete would be better. We have no way of knowing whether the target is going to be a man or a woman. This way, you could keep an eye on all the competitors. If you work as Trevor’s assistant, you’ll have no real reason to be in the ladies’ locker room.”

      They could also keep an eye out for any suspicious behavior. It might not have occurred to Brent, but there was a real chance the person who had sent the threat was somehow involved in the show. What better way to gain access to their potential victim? Kira shook her head.

      I can’t believe this is happening… Rob is going to have a field day.

      She took a steadying breath. “OK, I’ll do it. But no one can find out about this.” She gave Trevor a dire look. “No photos, no going around and announcing it to anyone, or trying to find a way to tell my family. I can always prep for the show and then pull out at the last minute.”

      She said the last words more for her own comfort than as a threat.
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