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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      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.
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