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      I guess some things never change…

      Kira Brightwell’s lips twisted in a wry smile as she took in the sight of her best friend Rob seated at the marble-top table with his laptop open. The blackout drapes had been pulled shut to conceal the sliding, glass door beside him that led to the main-floor terrace, which meant his ruddy features were lit by the eerie glow of his laptop screen.

      His fingers danced across the keyboard in a familiar clatter. His brown curls were matted and looked like they hadn’t been brushed in at least a few days, and he wore his favorite, food-stained, maroon hoodie against the chill of the blasting air conditioning. An open bag of nacho chips sat by his elbow. Even though they were some Mexican brand Kira didn’t recognize, they filled the living room of their suite with a spicy, chemical-cheese tang that smelled just like Doritos.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come to breakfast with me?” she asked in a hopeful tone, even though she knew what the answer would be.

      “Already ordered room service,” Rob grunted without looking up from his keyboard.

      Kira sighed and shook her head, setting her long, dark ponytail swishing around her shoulders. She marched across the cool, tiled floor on bare feet to yank the curtains open with a metallic hiss. Rob winced against the sudden flood of tropical sunlight like some kind of vampire.

      “What’s the point in staying at a beautiful, five-star resort if you’re going to stay cooped up inside all day?” she demanded. “This was your idea, remember?”

      He had been the one to suggest getting away from La Valentia—just the two of them. He had even arranged the trip. They had stolen away from their suburban hometown a few days ago in the dead of night to take a cab to LAX. From there, they had flown to Cancun, before taking a shuttle to their resort in Playa del Carmen.

      Rob snorted. “You think this isn’t a vacation?”

      He made a gesture to encompass their suite of rooms as he continued to squint. (Which was probably the only reason he hadn’t noticed her bare feet yet. Kira was used to his foot phobia and did her best to work around it, but there was no way she was going to wear socks and shoes day and night when they were supposed to be relaxing.)

      “Let’s see…” Rob continued, raising his hand to tick off an item with each finger. “No cops or FBI asking questions about any cases, no reporters lurking outside, and oh, yeah. No Trevor Wright.”

      Kira pursed her lips. She hated to admit it, but he had a point. Neither of them had told anyone where they were going, or even that they were leaving town, other than the note Rob had left for his sisters, along with his key, asking them to take care of Kira’s cat, Hathor, while they were away. Kira had made him sneak into his parents’ house to leave it before they had driven to the airport.

      Their friends and family had tried calling and texting to find out where they were in the days since their departure, but both Kira and Rob had refused to offer any details, other than to let everyone know they were safe. Kira had desperately needed a getaway after everything she had gone through over the past several months.

      She stifled a twinge of guilt. She felt bad for not telling anyone where they were, but she knew if Trevor found out, he would probably just hop on the next plane and join them. And if he had any time off to use, Detective Nick Foster might even do the same.

      In some ways, Kira would be happy to see either of her friends (especially after spending a few days with only Rob and his laptop, Leia, for company). But she knew that taking some space to process everything that had happened since she first stumbled across the trail of the serial abductor known as the Procurer would be better for her in the long run.

      Besides, if Trevor showed up, Rob would probably kill her.

      “You only want me to come to breakfast with you because you don’t want to eat alone,” Rob said with a smirk before returning to his typing when Kira made no comeback.

      Kira rolled her green eyes. “That guy keeps trying to sit with me.”

      “So? He’s good looking, right?”

      Kira made a face. “I guess, but I’m not really interested in some kind of resort fling. And he’s almost too good looking, if you know what I mean.”

      She couldn’t exactly put it into words, but something about the man who dogged her steps at every meal put her off somehow, even though he hadn’t actually said or done anything inappropriate. She had even taken to bringing a book with her to the resort’s restaurants to avoid his gaze.

      “Yeah, I feel really sorry for you, getting ogled by some guy who’s ‘too good looking’.” Rob raised his fingers to make sarcastic air quotes around the words.

      “Well, if you want a shot at him, you should come to breakfast with me,” Kira retorted. “Because you’re not going to find any hot guys sitting in here.”

      “Some of the room service guys are pretty decent…” Rob ducked in mock fear as Kira shied a menacing fist in his direction. “If you don’t want to deal with your restaurant stalker, just get room service like me.”

      Kira’s stomach rumbled from beneath her Nine Inch Nails T-shirt and shorts. She had already gotten up early and gone to the gym to get a workout in, and now that she had showered, she was starving. Breakfast at the resort was served buffet style, complete with stations for omelets and waffles. No one gave you a second glance when you went up for multiple helpings. If she got room service, she would never order as much, at the risk of feeling like a pig. (Rob had no such scruples.) Plus, she would have to wait for the food to be made and delivered.

      Her stomach rumbled again.

      “Whatever. I’m going.” She slipped a pair of sandals on her bare feet, scooped up her key card from a marble side table and headed for the door.

      “Say ‘hi’ to the hot guy for me!” Rob called after her as she stepped out into the open-air corridor that ran the length of the wing where they were staying.

      Kira ignored him. The door swung closed behind her with a click. She took a deep breath of the warm, humid air, which carried the scent of tropical flowers and the faint tang of the ocean. Birds called out over the low background noise of rumbling carts as women from the housekeeping department moved from room to room somewhere in the distance, and the occasional clatter of cutlery as room service platters were distributed and collected. The morning sun glimmered from behind the fronds of towering palm trees planted in the nearby courtyard.

      Kira squinted against the glare. She hadn’t thought to grab her sunglasses.

      She turned toward the door again with her key card held ready when a flicker of movement along the tiled corridor caught her eye. She turned.

      A woman was stumbling toward her. Her long, platinum-blond hair was disheveled and her eyes were glassy. Her face was chalk-white, but the rest of her bore an even, golden tan. Her fingers and toes had been done in a French manicure. She was tall—taller that Kira, even—with soft curves and a slender waist.

      She was completely naked.

      Kira gaped for a moment before recovering her wits and rushing to the woman’s side. She eased her arm beneath her shoulder for support.

      “Are you OK?” Kira blurted, belatedly wondering whether the woman spoke English. Guests at the resort came from all over the world.

      “I woke up…” Kira leaned her head closer to listen as the naked woman spoke. Her voice was weak, but Kira thought she detected a Southern drawl. “They took me. I⁠—”

      The woman’s eyes rolled back and she collapsed into Kira’s arms.
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        * * *

      

      Kira ignored her rumbling stomach, even though part of her was bitter about missing breakfast—her favorite vacation meal. She watched as the resort’s doctor peeled back the woman’s eyelids to inspect her pupils with a penlight before checking her pulse. Kira had dragged her into the suite she shared with Rob and put a robe on her before calling the front desk for help. The woman’s breathing was shallow, but steady.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Kira asked the doctor in a low voice as he loomed over his patient, who lay unconscious on the living-room couch. The doctor’s leather satchel lay on the floor at his feet.

      The woman’s hair was mussed, but otherwise, there was no sign of a struggle. Kira hadn’t seen any blood or bruising when she had wrapped her unexpected guest up to make her decent. And she still smelled fresh, as if she had showered recently, with a trace of some kind of citrus perfume.

      The doctor shook his head without looking up. “No hablo inglés.” He was a short, slight man, with wispy, gray hair and a pair of small, round glasses.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Kira repeated her question in fluent Spanish. She had majored in foreign languages in college.

      The doctor blinked up at her in surprise before responding in the same language. “I am not sure… There is no visible injury or trauma to the head. I suspect she has either had too much to drink, or maybe taken some other substance. Or both.”

      He started off speaking slowly, but sped up toward the end, as if hoping Kira wouldn’t be able to follow. His eyes slid from hers as he made his drug reference.

      “Can you do anything for her?” Kira asked while concealing a frown.

      The woman had no track marks on her arms, and her nose wasn’t raw or bleeding, but there were other drugs than heroin and cocaine… Was the doctor afraid of sullying the woman’s reputation, or the resort’s?

      He raised his slender shoulders in a shrug. “She needs fluids and rest. I will have someone from Security come to take her back to her suite.” He bent to pick up his satchel as he spoke, as if the matter were closed.

      Based on his statement, he must recognize the woman, to know which room she needed to be returned to. She was certainly striking enough to be noticed.

      Was she a regular at the resort? Or had she simply made an impression? Kira pursed her lips as she mulled over this information and saw the doctor out. She turned from the door to give another thoughtful look at the woman on the couch as the door clicked shut.

      She heard Rob sigh from behind his laptop screen. He had barely looked up when she had come back with the naked woman in tow before returning to his typing, other than to ask what the woman’s deal was.

      “I thought we were on vacation,” he said in a level voice while his fingers continued to clatter across the keyboard.

      Kira scowled at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Rob rolled his eyes. “Kira, I’ve known you for years. I know what you’re like when a problem falls in your lap. I can already hear the gears turning.” He tapped his matted curls.

      “Well, what do you think happened to her?” Kira demanded. “Most people don’t wander around naked before collapsing in public.”

      “Like the doctor said, she probably just had too much to drink, or mixed something she shouldn’t have.” Rob’s entire family was originally from Mexico, and Spanish was his first language, so he’d had no problem following the conversation.

      Kira snorted. “Oh, so you were paying attention then.”

      “Of course. I can eavesdrop and type at the same time.” Rob flashed her an impudent grin. “Seriously, though. We came here to relax. Maybe you should let this one go. Just let Security take her back to her room, so she can sleep it off.”

      He was right. She was supposed to be on vacation. The whole reason she and Rob had come here was to get away from situations like this—which always seemed to crop up when Kira was around. Maybe the woman had just partied too hard, and this was the result.

      But Kira couldn’t help but remember the woman’s words before she had collapsed…

      ‘They took me.’

      The way she had spoken, it sounded as if the woman had been abducted, and woken up in a strange place. That might explain the nakedness. She had woken up and panicked, stumbling into the corridor to escape, either without knowing or caring about her lack of clothing.

      Rob cleared his throat, making Kira jump.

      “The gears are turning again…” he said in a chiding tone.

      Kira shook her head. “I can’t help it. I⁠—”

      Her words were cut off by a knock at the door. She rushed over to answer. A burly man in tan slacks and a white dress shirt with the word ‘Seguridad’ embroidered on the chest stood on the other side.

      “¿Señorita Augustine esta aquí?” he said in Spanish to ask whether a Ms. Augustine was in the room.

      “¿Sí?” Kira answered ‘yes’ in an uncertain tone as she stepped aside to let him in. She had no idea what the naked woman’s name was. She mentally cursed herself for not asking the doctor.

      The man gave a curt nod as he caught sight of the robed woman lying on the couch. He leaned over to scoop her up in his arms as if she were weightless.

      “Is she a regular at the resort?” Kira asked in Spanish, keeping her tone casual.

      The man gave a noncommittal grunt, his face expressionless. But Kira thought she had seen a flicker cross his features when he had first spotted the woman on the couch. Kira’s gaze drifted to the limp arm that sagged from the woman’s robe as she lay cradled in his arms. She wore no jewelry, but the vinyl resort bracelet that circled her wrist was black with gold writing. Kira surreptitiously looked down at the clear bracelet on her own wrist with a frown. Rob’s was clear too. The difference in color must mean something—a high-roller, maybe?

      She could practically feel Rob boring holes into her back with his eyes from across the room. He had shown much more interest in the security guard’s arrival than the doctor’s. Then again, the security guard was younger, and better looking. Plus, Rob had probably been hoping the knock had been for his breakfast. Either way, he and Kira had known each other long enough that she felt as if he were silently communicating with her.

      Let it go, Kira.

      She held the door open as the security guard carried the woman out. Just as they were passing, the woman’s eyes flickered open and locked onto Kira’s.

      “Suite thirty-two-fifteen,” she said in a weak voice. “Please, come.” She reached out to grip Kira’s arm for a moment, her hazel eyes pleading.

      “I will,” Kira found herself promising before she could stop herself. She could hear Rob muttering curses in Spanish from inside the suite.

      The woman gave a small smile of relief before sagging back into the security guard’s arms. He carried her off without comment.
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        * * *

      

      “I told you to leave it alone,” Rob said to Kira from around a mouthful of sausage. (If Trevor had been around, he would have been sure to make a sly comment.) “And quit hogging all the bacon.”

      Since Kira had missed breakfast at the resort restaurant, she was now sharing Rob’s room-service meal. He wasn’t particularly enthusiastic about it. (She wasn’t sure if this was because he had to share his food, or because having her around when the room service guy had arrived had cramped his style. Probably both.)

      The scents of maple syrup and bacon permeated the suite. Kira swallowed the crispy, salty bite of bacon she’d been chewing and rolled her eyes.

      “I should at least see how she’s doing. Besides, I told her I would go.”

      Rob snorted. “Yeah, and you’re such a social butterfly.”

      Kira glared at him. “Compared to you, I am.”

      Rob swirled his fork in the air in a sarcastic wave. “Whoop-de-doo. You know I don’t exactly set the bar that high. Even then, I probably get more action than you. You should forget about the drunk lady, and go find your restaurant admirer. I’m sure he can help you figure out how to relax.” He wrinkled his nose. “Just make sure you use his suite. I know we’re close, but…”

      He flushed and left the rest of the sentence hanging. Kira knew he was remembering the time when she and Trevor had walked in on one of his rendezvous by accident a few months ago.

      “Right,” Kira said in a brisk tone in an obvious attempt to change the subject. “So, let’s just say that I go visit my new friend, Ms. Augustine, and wanted to know a bit more about her and any potential enemies, or maybe what her movements were last night…” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      Rob sighed. “Are you asking me to enable you?”
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