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Chapter One




“You’d think faking your death would be a lot harder nowadays, wouldn’t you?” Corin mused, chin on her hand, as she idly scrolled down the laptop screen with her trackpad. 

The person passing her table, one of the coffee shop’s servers, stopped in his tracks. “I’m…sorry? Ms. Faulkner, are you okay?”

She snapped back to reality and grinned up at him. “Sorry, Davey. Yes, I’m fine. Thank you.”

His return smile was slow and a little nervous. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

“Yep! Just researching! For my book,” she added, since she couldn’t tell him what she really did. Used to do. 

His pale face cleared of the worried expression and he nodded knowingly. “Gotcha. Need another latte?”

“Not yet.” She shook the half-full iced vanilla-peppermint concoction next to her computer and smiled again. He nodded—also again—and continued on his way, leaving her to scowl back at the very unhelpful information on the screen.

It had been two weeks since Victory, her employer, had officially closed its doors, and Corin was fully adrift. This coffee shop was cool and all with its exposed brick walls and gleaming old wood floors and bar, and comfortable enough with padded chairs and, most importantly, strong WiFi. But she missed the super-fast connection, massive computer storage, and unlimited bells and whistles that had all been taken away when Victory shut down, releasing her from the only job she’d had since finishing grad school.

“All you need is your brain, your fingers, and a starting point,” she muttered, ignoring the way a new customer sidestepped to put a couple of extra tables between them on their way to the ordering station. She missed the solitude, too, and hadn’t been able to curb her tendency to talk to herself while she worked.

So why are you working in a public place? would be the question asked by any of her former colleagues. There were some plausible reasons. Like working her secure network through a public one made her less traceable, since she could leave and never come back, which wasn’t the case at home. But the more obvious answer was that she’d been working for years around a fast-moving, interesting, talented collection of people, and now she was alone. The café couldn’t replace that, but there were people here, people like Davey who would check on her and bring her fancy cold coffees and call her “Ms. Faulkner” as if she was an old lady instead of, like, ten years older than him. She was more of an ambivert than an extrovert, but she liked being around people, vibing off their energy. It helped her focus.

Not that any level of focus was getting her anywhere. Cassandra, the controlling owner of Victory and Corin’s boss—former boss—had expressly forbidden everyone to pursue their enemy, Niall Raff. Raff was the surprise brother to Cassandra’s business partner, Iain. Well, surprise for Iain, who’d had no clue he wasn’t an only child. Raff, apparently, was not so in the dark and had a vendetta against his brother. A couple of months ago, Raff turned that vendetta on destroying Victory, and two weeks ago, he’d finally succeeded. Kind of. Someone working for him planted a bomb, and even though no one had been hurt and there’d even been minimal property damage, the fact that it had been planted had been enough for Cassandra to give up.

Which Corin would never do. No one liked that Cass was shutting them all out, taking the hit all herself while she tried to find a way to help Iain, but most of them had accepted it better than Corin had. Probably because they didn’t have the history she did with stupid people making stupid sacrifices as if those they were sacrificing for should be grateful or something.

Deep breath. She obeyed her own order, drawing it in through her nose, slowly exhaling out of her mouth. Then again. Forget it. It’s not the same. And you can’t change it—what else is new?—so just do what you can do.

She snorted at her mental self-therapy. It was driving her crazy that she couldn’t get anywhere with Niall Raff. He existed, and therefore she should be able to find him. Well, not him him, but information on him. That was her talent, what had made her so valuable to Victory. Her mind could follow any digital path on a beyond-conscious level. Kind of like hacking, but more intuitive. It was a more subtle talent than the team leaders at Victory had, like clairvoyant flashes and feeling the emotions of everyone around them and smelling lies and—

The laptop pinged faintly, and a pop-up blinked twice in the lower right-hand corner of her screen, just long enough for her to see it was from the encrypted message center. Yes. Something to distract her from the black hole that was Niall Raff’s everything.

She quickly switched over and found three new messages. Two were from half an hour ago—that was when she was engrossed in trying to figure out who Niall Raff’s mother was. General Tywether, father of both Raff and—surprise!—Iain, hadn’t shared that data. He hadn’t shared any data, as far as she knew, just telling Cass it was classified, and Corin had no reason to believe he was lying about that. Maybe he’d told Iain more, but if so, Iain hadn’t passed it along. Which hampered Corin’s ability to help, not that anyone cared, because they kept saying they didn’t want her help.

Well, too bad. She’d been digging and digging anyway, so certain that she’d find something. All she needed was one real starting point. But every detail she found had been a planted false lead, intended to send Victory’s people on multiple wild goose chases when they didn’t send her to a taunting dead end. Lies upon obfuscations covered in misdirection. Not one real tidbit in all of it. Jerks.

The internet wasn’t, of course, the way they showed it on those TV cop shows. Any time Corin tried to watch one, she only got as far as some so-called tech person rattling the keyboard for two seconds and immediately finding the exact bit of data they needed, whether it was a DMV record or a Social Security card from the 1950s or a random facial recognition match. That wasn’t how it worked. Sure, that technology existed, and a lot of that stuff was out there, but not easily sorted in one big database, and the ridiculous speed—

She huffed and cut off the mental babble. Even sitting still, she was like a little bird flitting from thought to thought, and it was driving her crazy despite being one of her defining characteristics. Hard to escape. She’d been like this since day one, according to her parents.

Sighing, she clicked the first message. All signs indicated to the outside world that Victory was closed for business, but Corin had put a secure link on the contact page. So far, nothing had come through that she’d had to pass along to Cass, who was sure to lambaste her for setting it up. Most of the messages had been gratitude for past service and well wishes for reopening, though nothing hinted that any of those people knew why they were closed. A lot seemed to think it was medical, and no one was going to set the record straight right now. Corin was compiling all of the non-essential stuff to send to Cass later.

The rest of the messages were like this one, from people who wanted to hire them and reached out despite the blank wall they’d put up to discourage it. Corin had forwarded them to Max, Victory’s operations manager, or to one of the team leaders, all of whom were willing to do contract work when they could. Corin thought they were all hoping to get through this and reopen Victory, no matter how convinced Cassandra was that it wouldn’t be possible.

Six years ago, your company helped my mother locate my father. He’s been contacted by someone claiming to have details of an inheritance…

Corin skimmed the rest of that and sent a reply with her legit contact info. She could track down the credentials and background to determine if the claim was legit or a scam. The second message was someone wanting to find a high school friend because someone they both knew was dying, and they all had old regrets they wanted to resolve. It both warmed and squeezed. Corin’s heart. It was the kind of case they’d taken regularly in the early days and had neglected when their clients got big and powerful, but that they’d been getting back to right before they had to close. She sent the information to Royce, whose talent was finding people. It wasn’t exactly the kind of “finding” that this person was looking for, because he had to have met the person and be within a certain range of them, but it would give him something to do. He was very frustrated, since he’d never seen Raff and therefore couldn’t use his talent to trace him. 

The third message was specifically for Bas, human lie detector. She smiled a little, thinking about how he’d come to Victory to ferret out a saboteur and instead fell in love with Max and bought into the company as a minor partner, like the rest of the team leaders. She was a sucker for twist endings involving romance.

Or just a sucker said a little voice representing the tiny burning resentment she couldn’t get rid of. Cass hadn’t offered her an ownership stake. Only the team leaders. The fact that New-Guy-Bas was counted as one of them after so short a time, and Corin hadn’t even been considered, tried to eat at her. She was ignoring it, because logic was all on Cassandra’s side. Corin didn’t make as much money as the TLs did, and Cass knew Corin’s background didn’t include a big inheritance or anything, so she didn’t have as much potential to invest. She wasn’t a field operative. If they’d offered it to her, they’d have to offer it to more non-team-leaders, and that got complicated.

And Corin knew very well that she was looking for a better reason to be angry than echoes of childhood trauma. Or young-adulthood trauma, rather. Cass respected and appreciated Corin’s work and ability, her commitment to Victory and the team. Probably, if Corin asked her, she’d have a perfectly understandable explanation. Or a perfectly asinine one, like she saw Corin as a daughter figure and was protecting her or some bullshit like that. It was just that she couldn’t ask her, because Cassandra had flown off on a fool’s mission. Alone. Without support. 

Gah. She was doing it again. She forwarded the request for Bas to call his old military friend who wanted him to interrogate someone for him and closed the app, rubbing her hands over her face and pushing back the strands of hair that had come loose from her ponytail.

She’d finished the iced coffee now, barely noticing it happening, and had to pee. So she shoved her laptop into her bag—she’d never leave it somewhere out of her sight—and went to the restroom, stopping to buy a cranberry-orange muffin on her way back. After tossing the cup and some dirty napkins and setting everything back up, she sat and stared at her empty laptop screen, letting her mind fuzz out of focus while she picked at the top of the sugary muffin and savored the tangy-sweet bites. 

So far, she’d hit empty voids any time she looked at Niall Raff. The only reason someone could have that complete lack of information—and not just lack, but empty spots where the information should be—was because someone had systematically erased it, or changed it. Raff’s original birth records couldn’t be found, but that could be because Raff wasn’t his real name. She’d found evidence of aliases dating shortly before he “died” two years ago and hadn’t gotten any answers about which, if any, were real. Everyone was acting as if Raff was original, but if it was, there should be something for her to find. Lives lived left trails, and Corin could follow them in ways no one else could. It was as if her brain slid into the wormhole and zipped backward, following branches and offshoots until she got what she needed. Recent stuff was so easy it was laughable, and of course things that had never been digitized were the ultimate challenge. But he’d been born somewhere. Educated somewhere. He’d had housing, and jobs, and relationships. Hell, he had a daughter! Corin had proof that Frankie Nettleton was his, even though she’d been born right after he died…

Wait. He hadn’t died. She’d dismissed all the falsified data about that death because it was purposeful obfuscation. But for a dead guy, he had amazing resources. Including a whole bunch of random people who had been part of the attack on Victory two weeks ago. That hadn’t been orchestrated by Raff, it had been all Fake Amy, some kind of acolyte who had her own grievances and had gone overboard with a desire for revenge or maybe recognition. Corin wasn’t sure they’d figured out exactly what her problem was. Most of the people who’d been taken into custody had been hired by Fake Amy and claimed not to know Niall Raff. He’d gotten away from the scene, the one guy who’d for-sure been there with him had mysteriously been released from custody before processing, and Fake Amy had disappeared shortly after. Corin should have been able to find her, or at least determine if she was transferred to federal custody—aka a deep, dark hole—or if Raff had gotten to her, too. But Holly, who’d been the target of Fake Amy’s vendetta, had told her to let it go. That it wasn’t worth the risk of getting caught, by either the government or Raff. So Corin had let it go. Mostly.

But Raff had definitely known Fake Amy, had some kind of relationship with her, even if he’d reportedly been furious about the bomb, claiming he didn’t want anyone dead. Lies. He’d orchestrated a car crash that could have killed a whole bunch of Victory’s people. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that even if Fake Amy had gone off the rails Raff had put her on, he’d still started her off. They were connected. If Corin dug harder into Fake Amy’s little worm tunnels, her past, maybe she could learn something about Raff since his non-death.

She was about half an hour into the search when a figure blocked the sunbeam cutting across her table. She kept typing, so close to grabbing something—

“Corin.”

Shit.

Her hands stilled, and she pulled them off the keyboard into her lap. Then she quickly closed the laptop so Max couldn’t see the screen. Not that it wasn’t already too late. She would have perfect recall of everything on there if she’d so much as glanced at it.

Corin beamed up at her boss. Former boss. “Max! So good to see you! What are the chances of us running into—”

“Stop.” Max swiveled to sit in the empty chair across from Corin. “You know this isn’t coincidence. And I know you’re not just hanging out.”

Corin sighed. “I don’t work for Cass anymore. You’re not my boss. So neither of you can stop me from helping.”

Max’s mouth kicked up on one side, not quite a smile. “Your stubborn rebellion surprises me.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Does it?” Yeah, she’d been eager to please in her work, and she knew her personality came across as bubbly or perky or whatever, but she was no pushover.

“Okay, no, it doesn’t, but Cor, you know Cass is just trying to protect us all. There was a bomb in our basement.”

“I know. But the threat won’t go away just because we scattered. Doesn’t Cassandra know we care about her, too? And I know for damned sure she’s not quote ‘stopping’ unquote.”

“No, but—”

“And before you get on me about the assignments, people still need help, and we deserve to know how much we’re supported out there. So—”

“I’m not going to yell at you for making sure our team has work,” Max said. “Why are you so hostile at me right now?”

Corin sat back and blinked. “Hostile?”

“You’ve been edgy ever since we found out about Raff, but now it seems a lot angrier.”

Hm. Maybe she hadn’t been so good at muffling that tiny burning resentment. She drummed her fingers on the table. Being called out made it harder to do the whole deflection/transference thing. She wasn’t sure how many details Max knew about her past. She’d had to disclose her family’s “indiscretions” and was sure the background check had gone deep. But Max had never brought it up, and Corin never talked about it. Oh, wait. Maybe that was why Cass hadn’t wanted Corin to buy any shares.

Another reason to be furious, but not at Cass, and Corin hated letting herself feel this way. So confessing her resentment would be a good outlet. Keep that whole deflection thing going without addressing something she could do nothing about.

“It’s not you. I’m sorry. You’re just Cass’s avatar, but that’s not fair.”

“It’s structured that way on purpose, but if you’re upset with Cassandra, tell me. Maybe I can help fix it.”

She shook her head. “It’s too late now. And it’s dumb. I’m just hurt that she didn’t offer me a share in the company.”

Max’s mouth actually dropped open, shock lighting her eyes. “Oh, shit. Cor. I don’t think she even thought of it.”

Ouch. She nodded but knew the pain showed on her face. Real pain this time.

“No, I mean, she didn’t specifically omit you. She and Iain only offered to field operatives…and me,” she added belatedly.

Corin snorted. “You were in the field a lot for a desk jockey, and the obvious first choice anyway. I get that field people have more training and being able to protect themselves was a factor, but—” How could she mention Bas without sounding like a whiny child? Exactly the opposite of a mature businessperson.

But Max wasn’t superb at her job without reason. “But Bas was offered a share and you weren’t,” she said softly. “That had to hurt.”

She nodded and then shook it off. “It doesn’t matter now. But it does feel a little better to express it. Thank you.”

“If Victory is ever safe enough to reopen, I’ll make sure Cass considers it.”

That would entail restructuring so she didn’t lose her majority, and all kinds of other complications. Plus, Corin wasn’t sure she’d be able to afford it by then, because she currently had no income. The severance had been generous, but it wouldn’t last forever.

Max leaned her forearms on the table and indicated the laptop with her chin. “What were you chasing down?”

“Oh! I was close to something.” She opened the laptop and woke the screen, then hit a few keys. A wary glance around told her people were too close to their table for her to go into details, so she held back on her usual verbal spewage. “I was looking into FA’s connection to our nemesis, thinking about all the little things we do in regular life that I haven’t explored yet.” She navigated around a final firewall and beamed at what popped up onto the screen. “Found something.” She took screenshots, wrapped them in encryption, and shot them over to Max, whose phone chimed from where she’d set it on the table. 

Max didn’t look. “What is it?”

Leaning forward and keeping her voice low, she explained, “A medication request through a private company that guarantees confidentiality. A friend of mine used to work for a company like that, and Raff has resources at that level. He has to. This one is shadier, uses a bunch of tactics for burying identifying data, but. You know.” She shrugged, and Max nodded. “The request was a year ago, and it was for Fake Amy’s previous name—not the last one, the one before. It was signed with a name that may be an alias of you-know-who. Nico Fraser. It dead-ended like all the rest of the leads, but I don’t think this one was planted. Anyway, I included all the metadata. It may not lead Cass and Iain to wherever he is now, but it could help give them a trail to follow.”

“All right. Thank you, Corin. But.” Max pointed a finger at her. “This isn’t good. You have to avoid drawing attention to yourself. The whole point of dissolving Victory was to take everyone off Raff’s radar.”

“He doesn’t want people hurt,” she said.

“He didn’t want murder,” Max corrected, her voice low. “But that accident caused a lot of pain. There are awful ways he can stop you short of killing you, and if we keep putting ourselves in his way, who knows what lines he’ll cross? Please,” she urged.

Corin slid her finger down the keypad on her computer. Max rarely pleaded. “I don’t know what else to do,” she admitted.

“A job would keep you busy,” Max suggested.

Corin made a face. She didn’t want to work for anyone else, and finding a new job was like admitting Victory had no future. She wasn’t ready to give up. “You’re not going to tell me to shut down the messaging app, are you?” It kept her connected to everyone. She was afraid they’d all drift too far apart if she didn’t hold them together.

“No, as you pointed out, I’m not your boss anymore. I can’t stop you from doing anything, including tracing leads. But you know the level of resources he has.”

She nodded reluctantly. She’d just been thinking about that.

“If you stay here, in public, that will make it way easier for Raff to find you if he decides you’re a pest he has to swat.”

That was true. Corin was too deep into the grid to ever really go off of it. “So you want me to run and hide?”

Max laughed. “No. But take a vacation. Go see your family.” She smiled knowingly at Corin’s new grimace. “I know it’s been a couple of years since you did that. Now seems like a good time.”

Annoying that Max would say that when Corin was working so hard to stay away from that sore spot. She was suggesting it because they were in California, a long way from Washington, DC. Corin was definitely overdue for a visit, but after the last one, she hadn’t been eager to go back. All Max knew was that she’d taken a trip a couple of years ago—the last time she’d taken any time off from Victory—and visiting family was always a reasonable suggestion.

“I’ll think about it,” she assured her, which was enough to get Max to wrap up and leave the café. But Corin didn’t think about it long. Going from one depressing situation to another held zero appeal for her.

But a vacation wasn’t depressing. Maybe she did need a break. Something relaxing and fun. 

What the hell did that even look like?










  

  
Chapter Two




“Ben is missing.” 

Jace Weber frowned at the woman standing on his doorstep. “That sounds like the first line of one of my movies.”

“I’m serious.” Everly Deveau pushed past him into his little house in the hills of Silver Lake and paused. “Hm. Looks nice in here. A lot better than when you got it.”

Jace closed the door and slid his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts, ignoring the dramatic entrance since she’d interrupted it herself. Everything in LA was drama, after all. 

“Thanks.” He’d gotten the house on a foreclosure, so it had been a freaking steal. That meant he had the budget to redo the floors and kitchen cabinets, fix some windows, add security, and get everything painted. The furniture was all still the old stuff he’d collected when he was an aspiring actor, as opposed to a working one with a steady stream of action movie, TV, and commercial roles. Comfortable, mismatched, and in some cases, outright ugly. He was working on it.

Everly turned. She wore a wheat-colored dress with dark-tan buttons that complemented her medium-brown skin to perfection, her natural hair gathered into a puff at the top of her head. Dressed for work, he assumed, but that had nothing to do with why she was here.

“You want a drink? I have fresh lemonade I made this morning.” He crossed the open-plan living room and went around the L-shaped bar into the kitchen area. “It’s hot out there already.”

She hesitated, then nodded and dropped her purse onto a small upholstered chair that had cat-clawed wooden legs. “Yeah, okay. But Jace, I’m serious. I think Ben could have been kidnapped.”

“That’s ridiculous.” He filled two glasses with ice from the fridge door and set them on the counter. “Why would anyone kidnap him?”

Everly stepped up between two low-backed stools and wrung her hands on the counter top. “That’s what we need to figure out. When did you see him last?”

He poured the lemonade and returned it to the fridge, thinking. Days ran together when he was working but got even worse when he wasn’t. They’d wrapped principal photography on the film last week, and he’d crashed hard for a couple of days after. They’d pushed to get the last scenes in on schedule. What was today? Tuesday, right. Because he was shooting a commercial this afternoon.

“Five days ago,” he told her, carrying his lemonade to the couch and gesturing to the other, nicer easy chair next to it. Everly perched on the edge, holding the glass in one hand and frowning at him.

“You haven’t seen him since Thursday?”

He shook his head. “He drove me home from the set late that night. We went long so we could wrap up. He had an extras gig Friday and talked about the classes he’s trying to take this fall. Everything was normal.”

“Yeah, except he didn’t make the shoot, and he was supposed to meet me Saturday at the center to help get set up for the summer camp this week. He didn’t show for that, either, and he’s not answering his phone.”

“How do you know he didn’t make the shoot?”

“I know one of the assistants.”

Okay, added all together, he had to admit something was wrong. The missed shoot could be a simple communication problem. But the Lirio-Ave Center was different. The charity was how Jace and Everly had met, and Jace had gotten Ben involved. The kid did mostly gig work, like driving Jace to and from the set, so he could be flexible for acting work. But Ben had become passionate about the center’s work with disadvantaged kids, unhoused families, and more. He never would have forgotten or just failed to show up without letting Everly know.

“Could he have taken a long weekend with his girlfriend and forgot?” he suggested skeptically.

Everly nodded slowly. “I had the same thought, which is why I waited to start worrying. I mean, I was going to be pissed if that was the reason. But why wouldn’t he answer his phone? If it was one of those no-electronics things people like to do, to ‘live in the moment,’” she scoffed, “why is he still nowhere to be found? It’s Tuesday.”

“Did you go to his apartment?” Jace knew Ben shared a small place with three other people. “One of his roommates might know something. He could be sick or was in an accident.”

She shook her head. “No one answered the door, but…” One shoulder rose in a half-shrug. “It’s Tuesday morning. They’re probably all working or in class.”

Or sleeping, more like. Ben didn’t talk about the guys he lived with much, but Jace had the impression they weren’t exactly go-getters. “Did you call hospitals?”

“A couple. Nothing.” 

“What about the police?” But he didn’t expect much, based on research for the shows he’d been on. It had been more than forty-eight hours, but without any signs of foul play, or Ben being at-risk because of age or health, there wasn’t much they’d do. He was twenty-five—three years younger then Jace and Everly—and as far as Jace knew, had no physical or mental health issues. 

“They said they’ll look into it. But you know they aren’t going to look very hard without evidence or a strong reason.”

“So you want us to find one of those ourselves.” He laughed when she made a face, even though a sour uneasiness had taken up residence in his gut.

“Like we have any skills,” she admitted. “I don’t even know where to start. But listen.” She scooted even closer to the edge of her seat. “I talked to a friend of mine last night. She’s a genius with a computer, and she never talks about her job, so I know it’s something super secret, like the CIA or something. She’s coming out for vacation and wants to connect. I know she’ll help us.”

Jace shook his head. “I don’t even want to think about Ben being gone that long. If we don’t find him—”

“She’s coming tomorrow.”

He frowned. “Who starts a vacation on a Wednesday? And she didn’t tell you until now? And expects you to what? Drop everything to hang out with her? That’s kind of rude.”

But it was her turn to shake her head. “She just decided yesterday. Said her boss is making her. And she has family out here, but—” This head shake was more abrupt, like she was stopping herself from saying things she realized she shouldn’t. “Anyway, we don’t have to wait.” She stood and slung her purse over her shoulder, eyeing him expectantly.

“What do you want me to do?” 

She didn’t say anything, and he sighed. 

“Fine. I’ll go try the roommates again, and Ben’s girlfriend, and whatever else I can think of. We’ll cover all the bases so this friend of yours has a place to start. All right?”

She beamed at him. “Thank you, Jace.” She handed over her barely touched glass of lemonade and squeezed his forearm. “When do you have to be back on set?”

“Next big project starts in two weeks.” It was just a guest role on a TV show but had recurring potential. He was excited about that one. “Couple of little things coming up—commercial this afternoon—but no major commitment until then.”

“Great.” She sighed and looked far less tense and high-strung than she had when she arrived. “Thank you. Keep me posted, okay? I’ll call you when Corin’s here, and we can figure out what comes next.” She looked at the slender watch around her wrist. “I’m so late for work.”

It was barely eight o’clock, but then, she still had to get there. “I think your boss will let it slide this once.” Since she was the boss, the owner of and principal chemist for a line of custom skin care. 

She grimaced. “She still likes punctuality. Lead by example and all that. Thanks again, Jace.” She blew him a kiss and rushed out.

Jace finished his lemonade and put her untouched glass in the fridge. He could drink it later. While he rinsed his glass and wiped down the counter, he wondered how the hell he was going to follow through on his promise. He had no idea where Ben lived, who his roommates were, or where he worked. The studio hired his driving service, but Jace didn’t even know the name of the company Ben worked for. He should have asked Everly for the address of the apartment, but forgot when she said she was late. 

His phone chimed, and he grinned at the screen. Text message from Ev with the address. He sent a thumbs-up emoji back and the address to his navigation app, then grabbed a ball cap, his sunglasses, and his keys, stepping into flip-flops and heading out to his Jeep.

Ben’s apartment turned out to be near the USC campus. The five-story brick building looked like it mostly housed students. The staircases, walkways, and lawn around it teemed with people both coming and going and just hanging out. Jace spun his keys on his finger, catching them in the palm of his hand, as he trotted up the stairs at the corner of the building, trying to look intent and like he knew exactly where he was going. He’d learned any hesitation gave someone an excuse to engage him with the pretense of “helping” when they really just wanted to have a celebrity encounter to talk about. This being LA, plenty of people didn’t care. But there was always someone, especially in a student population that contained kids from everywhere.

Luckily, no one stopped him before he got to the apartment. He knocked and waited, glancing around. The hallway carpet had burn marks and more than a few tears, curling up by one doorway where he assumed there’d been water damage. Or beer damage, since that stale odor hung in the air. There were scuff marks along the walls, and some of the doors had white boards or funky signs with names on them, like in a dorm. 

A door opened to his left. A young woman in short shorts and tank top jogged out, letting the door bang closed behind her as she took off down the hall, headphones in, ponytail swinging. She never even glanced his way.

Nothing about this place said “a likely spot for abduction,” if that was even the reason Ben was missing. He didn’t know exactly when he’d disappeared, though. Things might be different at night. Then again, they could be even more active. Presumably, some of the residents were in summer classes or at jobs right now.

A couple of minutes later, after he knocked a third time, the door finally opened, a short, squinty guy leaning hard against it. “Wha—?”

“I’m looking for Ben. He here?”

“Nuh.” He blinked hard and started to back away.

“Hey.” Jace put his hand on the door. “Do you know where he is?”

“Naw, man.” The kid yawned and scrubbed his hand up and down the back of his head, exposing a gigantic hole in the armpit of his rumpled T-shirt. “Out.”

“When did you last see him?”

The squint focused on him, getting narrower before the eyes widened enough for Jace to see they were blue. And bloodshot to hell. “What you want with him?”

“I just need to talk to him. About the center.” The guy looked confused, so he elaborated. “Ben volunteers at the same center I do, but he didn’t show up yesterday for a meeting. You know why?”

The guy shrugged but seemed to clue in that something was wrong. When he backed up this time, he swung the door wider instead of toward Jace. “Yo! Anyone seen Ben?”

A head sporting glossy black hair shooting in every direction popped over the back of the couch. This one had the bleary stare of someone who’d been gaming for hours, and sure enough, his hands rose, thumbs working the controller cradled between them, his head aimed toward Jace but those eyes swiveling back toward the TV Jace couldn’t really see. Beep-boink sounds told him the guy was redesigning his avatar or something like that.

“Uh…what was the question?”

“Where’s Ben?” Jace called to him. “When did you last see him?”

“Oh, riiiigghh’. Uhhhh. Yes!” He snapped into focus and jerked back around to face Jace. “Right. Ben. S’weird, right? He hasn’t been home in, like…” His eyes rolled up and he flicked out his fingers one at a time, moving his mouth in a silent count. “Four days.”

“When, exactly? Friday morning?”

“Yup.” He shook his head. “I heard him on his phone with Cherry B. On speaker. He was grabbing his banana.” He curled his lower lip in between his teeth and did a wiggling dance move, one arm waving in the air, and then froze, looking appalled. “I mean, his breakfast. Which was a banana. From the counter.” He pointed toward the kitchen area, which was open to the rest of the room. The door had drifted back under the weight of Squinty Guy, who couldn’t seem to keep himself upright without assistance. Jace saw the bunch of ripe bananas sitting on the counter and nodded.

“Got it. Thanks. So what was he telling Cherry?” Cherry Blossom was Ben’s girlfriend, a student at the same community college as Ben. Her parents had named her with an eye toward a show-biz career, which Jace considered kind of awful, but Ben said she was totally sweet and wanted nothing to do with the business. 

“They were gonna—uh, meet before class or something.” He looked proud of himself, and Jace suspected he’d been about to say “hook up” before class. 

“Cool. Which room is Ben’s?” He stepped inside and pointed in turn at each of the doors on the far wall. Squinty sighed and closed the hall door, trudging over to the breakfast bar and slumping onto a stool before collapsing on the counter. Gamer pointed at the second door, already launching a new level on his game. 

Jace picked his way past dirty clothes, junk food crumbs, crushed beer cans, and he-didn’t-even-want-to-know and wrapped the bottom of his T-shirt over his hand before turning the knob on the indicated door. He braced and peered into the room, straightening in surprise. It was the polar opposite of the rest of the apartment. Everything was neat, tidy, and tucked, a red-and-black plaid comforter neatly spread over the double bed. There was no closet, but all the clothes he could see were stacked in a tall, two-column shelf unit next to a tiny desk. Cords draped across the surface where Ben probably used his laptop. A couple of notepads sat in front of a pen holder. The nightstand next to the bed held a charging pad, a stack of novels, and a steel water bottle next to the skinny lamp. The small window held dust-free blinds that tilted slightly, letting in sunlight and exposing a view of a blank wall.

Well, this was pointless. Jace didn’t see anything that could possibly give him a clue. The desk had no drawers, the trash can was empty, and the notepads looked unused. He flipped through them but didn’t even see impressions of previous writing he could shade with a pencil and find the magical coordinates where he could go find Ben right now, days after he was last seen.

He sighed and left, closing the door behind him. “Hey, anyone have Cherry’s number?”

Gamer grunted. Squinty groaned and turned his head the other way, nestling into his folded arms on the counter.

The door to Jace’s left opened abruptly, and another kid burst out. This one wore an unbuttoned shirt over a very pale, bare chest and a pair of baggy basketball shorts. He saw Jace and immediately transitioned into fake coolness. He tried to brace his arm against the doorjamb above his head, missed, and leaned his entire body on it instead. Then he had to bend his arm to scratch the top of his back.

“Oh. Hey.” He did a chin jerk. “Thought I heard someone say Cherry Blossom.”

“You know her?”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure.” He shifted so he could pull his arm down and folded them across his chest, crossing his ankles. He tilted and had to slap his foot down to catch himself. “I mean, we all know her. She’s Ben’s, right?”

Jace raised his eyebrows.

“His, you know, partner, or whatever,” the kid clarified. “Why?”

“You seen Ben since Friday?”

The kid shook his head. 

“I need to talk to Cherry. I bet you have her number, right? You guys are friends?”

“Yeah, yeah, totally.” He swung forward, hanging off the doorway with one hand. “I’m, like, her emergency contact. I mean, you know, when she needs to get a message to Ben and he’s on set or something, or in class, or can’t check texts cuz he’s driving, and we hang. You know. Lots.” He seemed to remember the question and jumped away from his room, whipping out his phone at the same time. He moved his finger on the phone screen, then made a popping sound and pointed at Jace. “Hit ya.”

Jace accepted the share on his own phone. “Thanks, man. I’ll let Cherry know you did me a solid.” He hid a grin at the kid’s giant, beaming one and turned to go. The other two guys ignored him. He’d almost made it out when he spotted a bulletin board on the wall next to the entry alcove, a neon-yellow scrap of paper with Ben’s name on it specifically catching his eye. 
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There was also a phone number. Everything about it was innocuous, but it gave Jace a chill anyway. He took a picture with his phone and left, dialing Cherry’s number as he went. The call went to voicemail.

“Hey, Cherry, my name is Jace Weber. I’m a friend of Ben’s.” He stopped himself from explaining further. Either she knew who he was or she didn’t. “Everly Deveau from the Lirio-Ave Center has been looking for Ben and can’t reach him. If you see or talk to him, can you ask him to call one of us?” He rattled off both numbers. He had his phone set to hide his number as a privacy precaution.

He hit the ground at the bottom of the stairs, studying the photo he’d taken. As he headed for his car, he tapped the number into a search engine. A shout from the courtyard, where a bunch of people hung out, had him turning, instincts alert. Yeah, that wasn’t good. Everyone was staring his way, a young woman in a bikini top and cutoff shorts pointing and screeching something he couldn’t hear. But it didn’t matter. He’d been recognized, by people who didn’t act like freaking out over celebrities was beneath them. He tossed a wave and a smile and rushed to his car without looking like he was moving fast, a skill he’d developed over the past few years. 

Sighing in relief as he hit the freeway, he glanced at the phone screen before tossing it on the passenger seat. His search for the phone number had no results. Maybe Everly’s friend could figure out who it belonged to. But now what? 

Traffic slowed. He bumped up the air conditioner setting and grabbed the phone again, calling the number. He didn’t have to say anything, but maybe there would be a clue to—

“Pelunitan Oncology Center.”

Jace froze at the words echoing through the Jeep’s speakers. It took a few beats before he caught up to the fact that it was a recording, not a person. All it said was to call back during regular business hours and didn’t give an opportunity to leave a message.

Shit. What now? As soon as traffic stopped again he tried looking up the oncology center, but it was a weird name and he didn’t know how to spell it. Nothing that popped in the search results was even close. What the hell did they do now? Did Ben have cancer? Was he there at the center getting treatment? Why wouldn’t he have told anyone about it? He had to let Everly know about this, but she would freak out.

Her friend. The computer expert. He wasn’t sure how that was going to help, but it was something. He’d been amused and then skeptical and then placating about Everly’s concerns, not really convinced there was anything to worry about. Now he knew there was, even if he had no idea what kind of worry to pick. Ben was a good kid, someone who cared about other people and not just his own dreams, but he was also talented and hard-working. Jace couldn’t let this go, not now. But he had no idea what to do.

He hoped to hell Everly’s friend would.










  

  
Chapter Three




So far, her vacation was not living up to expectations. 

Corin coughed as she got out of the tiny hatchback she’d rented and waved her hand in front of her face, as if that would dispel the exhaust. Or smog. Which was it? It wasn’t like she was a stranger to either, living in a city, but LA was a whole different beast.

You’re not quite in LA, some lecturing voice said in the back of her head before she flicked it to “off.” She looked up at the equally tiny house in front of her, the bright red door matching her car. It looked like someone had stuck a couple of random white boxes together. A craft project made of leftover containers, adorned with bricks here and wrought iron there, a palmy-bush-type thing thriving on one corner and some sad-looking, wilted purple flowers not so much on the opposite side.

Her flight had gone perfectly, dropping her at LAX almost fifteen minutes early. That had not, however, been the harbinger of awesomeness she’d hoped it would be. The rental company had misplaced her reservation, impressive considering she’d just made it yesterday morning. Even with her confirmation number and a printout—a printout!—of the e-mail, it had taken them forever to find it. She’d been dying to jump the counter and shove them away from the keyboard, knowing it would take her ten seconds to find, but she’d held herself back. Getting the police called on her wasn’t the vacation vibe she was going for.

She glanced around the neighborhood. It was quiet, only a couple of people with their dogs, and some kids shouting out of sight a few houses away. In the pool, she decided when the faint echo of a cannonball splash reached her ears. The car, and her stuff in it, was probably okay for a few minutes while she scoped out the house.

A last-minute rental through one of the lesser-known hospitality marketplaces had been a better option for her than a hotel. Slightly harder for someone like Raff to trace her, and she controlled the whole space, including her equipment. Which she would bring in as soon as she made sure the place was habitable. She typed in the code on the keypad, listened to the electronic hum, and made a note to change the code before she did much else.

The interior was cute. Small spaces but bright, with white walls and dark trim, black furniture with red accents, decorative touches here and there. After a quick speed-through, noting the tidily made queen bed in the lone bedroom, the well-stocked kitchen—complete with still-warm chocolate chip cookies next to a welcome note—and the surprisingly luxurious bathroom that took more space than she’d have calculated based on the other rooms, she dragged her bags into the house. After a fast update to the lock on the front door—which she’d told the owner she was going to do, as a tech-savvy woman traveling alone—and a double-check on the back door lock and the windows, and she was all set.

Now what?

Her restless fingers stretched and curled, and she tightened them into near fists. When she texted Max that she was doing as ordered…no, “requested,” according to her boss. Argh. Former boss. Anyway, Corin had been told not to work a single minute of her vacation. Max had made her set the alerts from the Victory messaging to be forwarded to Max, in case of anything urgent. She’d confirmed that inheritance issue last night before leaving, so now she had zero excuses to set up her laptop and even just take a quick minute to make sure everything was working properly.

Max had said that. “You have zero excuses for even taking a quick minute to check on things. No working.” She’d also told her that if Corin violated her trust, she wouldn’t be hired back at Victory should that ever be possible. Bitch, she thought affectionately.

Okay, so, what could she do? Well, eat a cookie, of course. That took less than two minutes, but yum. What else? Ooh. She snapped her fingers. Unpack. That was a thing people did when they traveled. She had booked the place for a week and a half, and living out of her suitcase would be a pain. She rushed into the bedroom and threw her suitcase on the bed.

Five minutes later, she wandered through the house for a fourth time, wondering how the hell she was going to get through this horrible vacation. She could go to the beach, but her phone had told her it would take an hour to get there right now. Sitting in traffic didn’t sound very vacationy. What—

The front doorbell rang. She froze, and then her brain caught up to her rabbit reflexes. “Yay!” She ran over, stopped and checked through the tiny little metal door that served as a peephole, and clapped her hands before flinging the front door wide. “Everlyyyy!”

“Corieeeee!”

They flung their arms around each other and rocked, still squealing. Corin had her eyes pinched shut as she squeezed, so she didn’t see the guy until he demanded, “Who the hell are you and what did you do with my friend?”

Everly laughed and released Corin, backing up a step and reaching for the guy, her other hand still cupped around Corin’s upper arm. “Cor, this is—”

“Holy shit!” She slapped her hand over her mouth, accidentally yanking it out of Everly’s grip. “Sorry,” she said from behind her fingers before dropping her arm. “But, I mean, holy shit!” She turned wide eyes on Everly, demanding answers. Well, kind of, in the sense of not doing that at all. She couldn’t look away from the vision in front of her. 

Jace. Freaking. Weber.

She jerked her gaze to the ground to stop staring at him but couldn’t keep herself from panning upward from the brown leather sneakers he wore. Well-worn jeans were snug but not tight over long, strong legs. His soft blue T-shirt fell just right on his perfectly proportioned torso. His shoulders were broad enough to telegraph strength without being overdeveloped, his biceps a perfect curve below the edge of his sleeve. His sunglasses were aviator style, the gold frames glinting just like the gold in his dark-blond hair. 

His lush, soft-looking mouth curved upward at her examination. “Hello.”

He said it normally, not in a cheesy come-on way, but the rough timbre of his natural voice gave her a full-body shiver. Do not say my name, she begged silently. She’d be done for. “Hello.” 

Finally, she was able to face her friend. “What the hell is happening right now?”

“The most composed woman I know turned into a squealing crazy person in front of my eyes,” Jace said.

“Oh, stop,” Everly said. “We’re just excited.”

“Clearly.”

Corin would have been embarrassed, because being a squealing crazy person came naturally to her, but Jace didn’t seem to be judging either of them. He was affectionately amused at Everly’s behavior, which of course wasn’t how she conducted herself most of the time. Corin knew it wasn’t, because Everly had been her best friend in college. She knew Jace was affectionately amused, however, because he wore that expression in most of his movies, while gazing upon the heroine who…

Oh. “Oh,” she said out loud, leaving her mouth and eyes in that surprised emoji face while she tried to figure out how to accuse Everly of being in a relationship with Corin’s favorite movie star and not telling her.

“No,” Everly laughed. “Come on. Let us inside and we’ll tell you why we’re here. We actually need your help.” Her tone was apologetic and more serious now as she followed her into the house. Corin didn’t do the polite thing, standing aside to usher them both into the living room. That would have meant Jace-freaking-Weber, Action Star, would pass close to her, and turning into a hyperventilating fangirl was high on Corin’s list of Things to Never, Ever Do in Front of Favorite Action Stars. Instead, she made a beeline for her computer case, lifting out the laptop and booting it up the instant it was open. Well, it booted up automatically, but still.

“What are you doing?” Everly was laughing again.

Corin stared at her. “You said you need my help.”

“Yeah, but—”

She waved at the computer. “What other help could I possibly offer?”

“Wait, let’s slow down a second.” Jace made a T with his hands, like calling time out. They were now all standing around the dining room table, which defined the border between the living room furniture and the half wall/counter that framed the kitchen area. “Back up. Manners?” He raised his eyebrows at Everly. “I think you have them. I’ve seen it.”

She wrinkled her nose at him and straightened. “Corin Faulkner, may I introduce my close friend, Jace Weber? We work together at the Lirio-Ave Center. And we are friends,” she emphasized.

Corin remembered Everly talking about the center and nodded, repeating the pronunciation—leery-oh avay—in her head so she didn’t screw it up later. “That makes sense. But…close friend?” She looked back and forth between them. Jace had his arms folded now, which made them bulge, and she narrowed her eyes, thinking he was doing it on purpose because of her reaction at seeing him. Was he posing for her? At least he hadn’t taken off his sunglasses. One glimpse of his clear gold-green eyes and their accompanying long lashes, and she’d be toast. What was she saying? Oh, yeah. “You’ve never mentioned him.”

Amusement slipped off Jace’s face, and for a second Corin felt bad, thinking she’d hurt him. But then he laughed, the rumbly, warm vibration the exact frequency to turn her bones to custard.

“Oh, I bet she has,” he said, directing that humor at Everly, thank god. “But she’d refer to me as something like ‘this guy who holds the card prompts for practice sessions, you know, like Andrew Lincoln in Love, Actually.’”

“True story,” Everly confirmed, and then finished the introductions. “Jace, this is my friend Corin from college. She’s here on vacation.” She shifted to tell Corin, “So of course I dragged him along when I came to see you.”

“Gotcha.” She meant it, so she frowned at Jace when he laughed again, but then dismissed it immediately. The speed of the connections in her brain, even without going down digital pathways, often flummoxed people. She and Everly hadn’t seen each other in a couple of years, but they had the kind of friendship that always picked up exactly where it left off. Of all Corin’s friends, Everly knew the most about her. She understood why Corin was the way she was. Well, mostly. Even Corin didn’t always get herself. Anyway, Everly didn’t need to be told about all the complicated justifications going on in Corin’s brain right now, being this close to her family and pretending it was a vacation. She’d never judge her, even if she only ever went to the beach and not to the MDC to see her parents.

Corin got Everly, too. Where she was coming from, anyway, which was just as complex. Her defining trait was an overdeveloped sense of responsibility, and if she needed Corin’s help and had dragged another friend along to “intrude,” as she suspected Jace thought of this whole thing, then someone was in trouble and Everly was determined to help. That made Corin just as determined.

“Hit me.” She waved at the chairs in front of them and sat at her laptop, which hummed softly, eager and attentive. Everly pulled out the chair across from her, Jace to Corin’s left at the oval table, and she pretended she hadn’t made a mistake when she set the computer here, close to his seat. Plan ahead, you idiot.

“Our friend Ben is missing,” Everly told her, all traces of amusement gone. 

Corin nodded and began typing as Everly continued. “Benjamin Craddock. He’s a student and an actor.” By the time Everly had named the community college he attended and his management company, Corin had found him and was skimming the information in front of her.

“No one has seen him since Friday morning,” Jace told her. “But there’s no sign—”

“Of anything being wrong,” Corin finished without thinking. The silence after that grabbed her attention from the laptop. “Sorry, I shouldn’t jump in like that. You guys are concerned but not upset, so you haven’t found anything to upset you, as in there’s no sign of anything bad happening. Right?”

They both nodded, though Jace gave a half-shrug along with it. 

“What do you have?” Corin asked him. He told about going to Ben’s apartment and finding a phone number that may or may not have anything to do with anything. After he’d responded to her finger-motions to hand it over by showing her the image on his phone, she followed that trail while he kept talking.

“I couldn’t find anything with that number on a search,” he said. “I called it, and it’s an oncology center. But I have no idea how to spell it. So that’s a little upsetting. Oncology,” he clarified. “Cancer.”

“I checked hospitals, but no one had him on record,” Everly told her.

“Okay.” She stilled her hands and looked at them. “The number didn’t come up in any basic searches because it’s parked. It hasn’t actually been in service for years, which is unusual, so there aren’t any remnants of old business connections or anything like that to come up in a browser search. Some services let you have a recording or even voicemail for a parked number.”

It was Jace’s turn to do the gape-mouth emoji. “How did you figure that out so fast?”

“Told you,” Everly said. “Tell her about Cherry.”

“That’s Cherry Blossom, his girlfriend.” Corin had already made the connection in her initial scrape of Ben’s public information, so it was more of a confirmation than a question.

Jace shook his head, like he was trying to clear a fog. It wasn’t an uncommon reaction to the way Corin did things. She started to apologize, but Everly glared at her, so she sucked it back into her mouth.

“Yeah, Cherry,” Jace said. “Turns out she broke up with Ben on the phone Friday morning. His roommate said he heard him making plans to meet up with her, but she says no, she was telling him it was better if they didn’t. She got accepted to a program abroad and didn’t want to try long-distance. Told me she told him that cold turkey was the best option.”

“Did she say how he reacted?” Getting dumped was a perfect reason for someone to go off-grid, even acting out of character like not canceling plans or answering his phone. She sped into another search, then another, while Jace talked.

“She said he seemed fine, but I don’t know how reliable that is.” He pursed his lips, his eyes crinkling slightly at the corners. “He was pretty moony over her.”

“Moony,” Everly muttered. “But yeah, he’s not wrong. It was early in the relationship, so the ga-ga factor was high. Still, I can’t see him stomping off to lick his wounds, blowing off auditions and the kids at the center and everything.”

“And you,” Jace added. Everly shrugged.

“Well,” Corin told them, “the good news is that I can’t find him on any lists of unidentified persons.” She stopped, not wanting to evoke the horrible possibilities they wouldn’t want to think about.

Everly cleared her throat and folded her hands together. “Lists by whom?”

Crap. She wrinkled her nose. “Hospitals. The morgue. Law enforcement.”

“How did you—” Jace cut himself off. “I probably don’t want to know.”

Everly took a deep breath. “That is good news, kind of, but he could belong on a list and just hasn’t been found or added yet. Right?”

“We’re not thinking like that,” Jace told her, a chill in his voice that Corin couldn’t blame him for. She could be objective, she didn’t know Ben, but it was clear Jace wouldn’t even consider those possibilities until they had no choice.

“Did you ask Cherry about Pelunitan?” Corin asked Jace.

“Yeah, she said there was nothing like that. He hasn’t been sick or concerned about his health or acting like something was going on. He never mentioned this oncology place.”

Corin nodded again, filing all his answers away. She looked at Everly. “Either of you contact his family? Could he have gone home?” She already knew he wasn’t from LA. He’d gone to high school in Connecticut.

“I didn’t call them,” Everly admitted. “Ben doesn’t mind talking about them, but they sound like assholes. They told him if he came to California, not to bother coming home. I don’t think he’s spoken to them since he left.” She sounded like she wasn’t certain she’d made the right decision.

Corin didn’t know if she had, but she said, “It sounds like he was unlikely to run home, then, and making them worry when you don’t know if there’s something to worry about could just make things worse for him.”

Everly took a breath and let it out with relief. “Yeah, right. So we’ll keep that in the last-resort category?” She checked with Jace, who nodded in agreement.

“Well,” Corin said, “I can tell you he hasn’t used his credit card since Friday morning, and the location services on his phone haven’t been updated since mid-day Friday, but that just means it’s been off since then.”

“Where was he mid-day?” Everly asked. 

“Yeah, we only have him up to, like, nine Friday morning,” Jace added.

Corin flipped to the map tab and zoomed in. “Looks like maybe a gym.” She said the name, and Jace nodded. 

“I think that’s where he goes. That’s a lead.” His eyes sparked. “Thank you, Corin.”

“Wait, I’m not done.” She grabbed her phone and dialed the number Jace had given her, listening to the recording. With a short nod, she set it down and dove into the ’net again, finding an immediate slide to a website—

And a block. She glared at the screen and went sideways. Relatively speaking. Her fingers flashed over the keys, and silence built around her. There. She hit the enter key—

This time, the sideways spin wasn’t intended. In fact, whatever hit her—or rather, the digital version of “her,” the unseen avatar made of, like, electrons or whatever—sent her so far off course she landed on a website dedicated to mean cats.

What the actual fuck?

“Should I be scared?” Jace whispered to Everly.

“Yes. Be very afraid,” she whispered back. “Something is really wrong. I’ve never seen that look on her face.”

When Corin didn’t react, Everly reached over and pinched her forearm.

“Ow.” Corin shook her off. “I can hear you guys. I’m fine. I’m just…flummoxed.”

“That’s a word I don’t hear outside of script notes that are crossed out with a heavy pen.” Jace leaned to the side, trying to see her screen. “What’s happening?”

“I don’t know. This isn’t like regular cybersecurity. Whatever is blocking me from accessing information on this Pelunitan place is…specific.” Specific, like it knew how she operated. Knew how to stop her. Specifically.

Normally, when Corin was challenged by something, it pushed her to work harder, press deeper, fight against or sneak around whatever the obstacle was. But a very dark, heavily shielded part of her eased the top of her laptop closed.

“Let’s go track down this lead. What kind of gym is it?” She grinned at Jace. It felt like a Joker smile, stretched and wild, and she forced it away and tried again. This time she focused on his eyes, and the completely unmasked puzzlement in them made her smile for real. “Let’s go undercover.”
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