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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Darren Slade had been a model inmate during his time on the inside. Yes, there had been a few incidents toward the beginning of his incarceration. Somehow, word had gotten out about the exact nature of his capture. He suspected a blabbermouth cop had passed the story along to one of the prison guards. Halloween or not, it wasn’t every day someone claimed to have been attacked by a pair of people dressed up as characters from a cartoon from the Eighties. Word of the mystery cheetah woman in particular had spread quickly throughout the prison, which meant Slade had been forced to take certain steps to protect his reputation.

      But that had been over four years ago. After securing his place in the pecking order, he had settled down and focused on getting back outside. Now here he was, on the outskirts of downtown Phoenix, fiddling with a rusted lock on the side door to an abandoned commercial garage.

      He risked a glance over his shoulder as he worked. This was a rougher part of the city. He wasn’t the only one participating in illicit activity. A thug on the corner in a ball cap and oversized jacket was in close conversation with a younger man in ripped jeans. Both wore furtive expressions. Slade knew if he bothered to keep watching, he would see money and merchandise pass hands.

      As the sun began to set behind the urban sprawl of buildings, a few women wandered out onto the sidewalk in cheap finery—short, tight skirts and fishnets, topped by faux fur coats in a riot of color against the approaching chill of the late fall evening. Their cheap perfume wafted toward him on the breeze, not quite masking the steamy concoction of sewer gasses and rotting garbage from a nearby dumpster.

      Slade turned his back on them and went back to his work. Yes, this was a rough part of the city, but it also meant it was likely only a matter of time before a cop car cruised by. He found himself turning every time he heard the sound of an approaching vehicle. He gave the stubborn lock one last wiggle of his makeshift lock pick and it finally gave way. He slipped inside the windowless metal door and closed it firmly behind him.

      The interior of the garage was dark and silent. His hand hovered over the worn metal handle of the knife tucked into the back of his jeans as his eyes and ears adjusted.

      Nothing.

      He let out a slow breath and straightened.

      Time to see whether Frank was blowing smoke up my ass.

      Slade reached for the light switch by the door. Nothing happened when he flipped it. He hadn’t really expected it to work. The garage had been out of business for almost a decade and no one had bothered to buy the place. He unslung his canvas knapsack from his shoulder and rummaged through its meager contents. It only took a moment to find what he was looking for. There was a soft click as he turned on his newly acquired flashlight. He used its narrow beam to trace around the large room.

      He was in the back of the garage, where the cars would have been repaired. A pair of large garage doors faced the direction of the street to allow vehicles access. The walls were lined with dusty tools. Sets of hydraulic jacks pitted the concrete floor. A narrow hallway across the garage led into the darkness of what he assumed was the office and storefront area.

      The truck was right where Frank had said it would be.

      The ’98 beige Silverado pickup was covered with grime. His former cellmate had promised him the truck wasn’t hot. The last thing Slade needed was to be pulled over for driving a stolen vehicle. He walked across the garage floor, his footsteps echoing softly against the concrete in the yawning, empty space.

      The truck was unlocked.

      Slade turned off the flashlight. He hopped into the cab and threw his backpack on the passenger seat with a dull thump. The air inside the truck was dry and stale, smelling faintly of old cigarettes. He reached up and flipped down the sun visor overhead. A set of keys jingled down into his lap. He slipped one of them into the ignition.

      It took a moment for the engine to turn, but it eventually rumbled to life. The headlights flooded the garage, making him blink. He checked the glowing display of the fuel gauge. A slow smile spread across his lean face. The tank was still half full. He ran a hand over his slicked back, blond hair. Everything was going according to plan.

      He turned off the engine but left the headlights on before sliding back out onto the concrete floor. The filthy state of the truck would only draw attention. He took off his leather jacket and threw it in the cab before rummaging around a workbench. He found a large rag that looked relatively clean. The water supply would have been turned off long ago, but the rag was better than nothing.

      He circled the truck, wiping it down as much as possible. He would stop at a car wash later, but he wanted to put some distance between him and the city first. It would be dark soon anyway. He smiled to himself as he worked.

      Finally. He had been patient, and things were finally going his way.

      Once he was satisfied with his handiwork, he tossed the rag aside and hopped back into the truck. He reached down beside the driver’s seat to fiddle with the levers. He was considerably taller than the last owner. He adjusted the rear-view mirror, catching a glimpse of his own hard, gray gaze in the process before settling it in place.

      His eyes drifted to the passenger seat. His backpack had fallen open. An unmarked journal with a worn, blue cover and dog-eared pages peeked out at him. He reached up to turn on the truck’s interior lights and closed his fingers around the familiar edges of the journal, flipping it open.

      The pages inside were filled with newspaper clippings and notes. Most had been cut from the La Valentia Post. All of them had to do with her.

      She was the reason he had been arrested. Yes, the gig working for the mayor had already started to go sideways, but he would have gotten away clean, if not for her. He would deal with her little hacker friend too, no mistake. He had been the one to spill the beans on the child pornography ring to the cops in the first place. Slade’s lips stretched in a smile that did not meet his eyes. Maybe he would even make her watch. Kiddie porn had never been his thing, but it had been a good paying job. And having a connection inside the local force hadn’t hurt either. With the mayor paying his salary and a dirty cop on his side, life in La Valentia had been pretty sweet.

      But she had ruined it all.

      He and Pete had been arrested after being knocked unconscious and trussed up for the cops to find. Pete had gotten off easy though. He had no priors, and had been more than willing to cooperate. Slade wasn’t so lucky. An outstanding warrant on a murder charge in Arizona had sealed his fate—all thanks to her.

      Slade was the only member of his team to suffer long-term consequences from the incident with La Valentia’s mayor. Word on the street was that the other two jokers that had made up the mayor’s special security force had skipped town right after the dirty cop had killed the mayor, and then himself. No one had even known to look for the other pair of men, since the four of them had split up earlier that evening. The girl and her hacker friend knew, of course. But they weren’t telling. They had blown the whole operation wide open and walked away. The police hadn’t bothered to look for them—not after Pete had spilled the unlikely story about being taken down by a mystery duo dressed up as ThunderCats. With an Internal Affairs nightmare, and disgraced and murdered mayor on their hands, the local precinct wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      But Slade knew who they were.

      He and the rest of his crew had already tracked down the hacker, and Slade still had friends in La Valentia. He knew that the girl was his roommate.

      He also knew she hadn’t been home for several days.

      But Slade had done his homework during his four years on the inside. He had learned he wasn’t the first person to be thwarted by her. One of the earliest articles about her exploits mentioned her abduction from a cabin owned by her absent grandparents, a few hours west of the city. The address had been withheld, of course, but the newspaper had helpfully located the general area on a map, along with a farmhouse where she and several other girls had been taken in what had likely been the biggest news story La Valentia had seen in almost a decade.

      There was no sign of her car at her parents’ house. And then there had been a short article about her nephew being abducted—no interviews with the family. According to the La Valentia Press, the boy had been rescued from the very same farmhouse.

      Slade knew he wasn’t her only enemy. He wasn’t even her most dangerous one. And if her nephew had been found alive, it was only because the man responsible had wanted it that way. He was sending her a message. The use of the same farmhouse made that clear. And if the rest of her family held her to blame for the kidnapping…

      Slade traced a dot on the newspaper article map.

      She has nowhere else to go.

      He turned the page, flipping to a newsprint photo of her face. She stared back at him in faded color—her long, dark ponytail trailing over her shoulder as her green eyes looked down the lens without smiling. He stroked her cheek with his thumb.

      I’m coming for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      The rubber soles of Kira’s running shoes pelted the gravel, sending it flying in a shower behind her. Her long, dark ponytail streamed in the air over her shoulders. A trickle of sweat slid down her face to land on her upper lip. She wiped it away with the back of her hand with a trace of annoyance, her mouth filling with salt. Her arms and legs pumped in a steady rhythm. The early morning sun reflected off the dark asphalt to her right, winking against the windshields of vehicles as they whooshed past every few minutes in an exhaust-scented breeze.

      It was almost winter, but that didn’t mean much in California. She had already unzipped her hoodie to reveal her blue tank top underneath. Still, it wasn’t exactly shorts weather—for most people, anyway.

      The shoulder of the two-lane highway wasn’t ideal for running, but it was better than nothing. At least the road wasn’t that busy. There weren’t any gyms around for miles, and she had desperately needed to get out of the cabin. Being cooped up for days in the middle of nowhere with only Trevor Wright for company would have been enough to drive her stir crazy, but she had so much more on her mind since the abduction and rescue of her nephew, Kevin. Trevor had offered to spar with her to help blow off some steam, but his rudimentary boxing skills were no match for her MMA training.

      The ominous opening chords of Nine Inch Nails’ ‘In Two’ poured from her headphones. Her stomach tightened. The thumping beat was the perfect tempo for running, but the raw, almost accusatory tone of Trent Reznor’s voice, combined with the lyrics seemed to echo the swirling turmoil of her own thoughts. She knuckled down and leaned into the next hill as the road sloped upward, trying to find some form of expiation in her burning muscles. She ignored the honking and leers of a passing van full of frat guys and kept her gaze on the road ahead, losing herself in the music.

      Who am I?

      It seemed almost as if she had slowly morphed into a different version of herself over the past four-plus years since her abduction by the Procurer—or maybe even several different versions. First there had been regular Kira, the college graduate and general black sheep looking for direction. Then there was Kira the Hero—the Girl Who Escaped.

      Yes, she had escaped her own abduction and saved several other women in the process. Yes, she had helped others since then.

      But it always came with a price.

      Her fellow abductee, Clarissa Hunt, had been killed by the Procurer after their escape for knowing too much. Rachel Norman had been abducted to take Kira’s place after her escape. Rachel had been twisted into a willing tool by Carlo Traversa and then killed by the Procurer as well. Then there were the others Kira had been too late to save, or who had become collateral damage—Elena Lopes, the victims of Dr. Jacob Hall, and now Sam Woods…

      She never forgot those names, or the faces of the corpses she found.

      Sam was the most recent murder victim of the Procurer. His death had been made to look like an accident, but Kira knew better. Sam had been the childhood friend of a boy named Kurt Harrow. Kurt had gone missing during the Eighties, after becoming the ward of his uncle when his parents were killed in a car accident. If Kira’s suspicions were correct, Kurt Harrow and the Procurer were one and the same.

      Sam had been the one remaining tie to the Procurer’s old life, when he still had a clear identity. Sam hadn’t seen or heard from Kurt since he had disappeared. He had tried repeatedly to get the police to look into the disappearance. He knew Kurt was afraid of his uncle, but he had no idea what kind of things were going on up at Russ Harrow’s cabin in the woods. No one did.

      But then Kira had found a tenuous link to a series of cold cases of girls who had gone missing from around the same area in Nevada, which eventually led her to a collection of trophies at Russell Harrow’s cabin. She had found Sam completely by accident along the way. He had been eager to finally find someone who was interested in his missing friend after all these years.

      And now Sam was dead.

      If I hadn’t talked to him, he would still be alive.

      Kira shook her head to herself. A traitorous thought lurked to the surface:

      If I hadn’t talked to him, I wouldn’t have made the connection between Kurt Harrow and the Procurer.

      But even learning the identity of the Procurer had been a hollow victory. All ties to Kurt Harrow had been erased. Kira didn’t even know what the man looked like, aside from a childhood photo Sam had emailed to her before he died.

      And then there was Kevin.

      If Kira had any doubts about her suspicions, they were shattered by Kevin’s abduction. Her investigation in Redcliffe had clearly struck a nerve. Until now, he had always treated her with an amused tolerance. He was an abductor for hire—his moves against her were never personal.

      Until now.

      Kira’s family held her to blame, of course. She couldn’t help but agree with them. If not for her investigations into the Procurer, Kevin would have never been taken. She doubted her sister Kori would ever speak to her again.

      Kira knew her nephew had been a pawn. The Procurer had used him as a message to show her how much she had to lose.

      He had sent other messages as well.

      Candid photos of Rob’s younger sisters had been sent to her phone. They had been sent to Rob as well. Rob had always been her closest ally—her best friend, roommate, resident hacker, and the champion of her ‘problem solving’ business. He never left the apartment, so he got to contribute to the cause while staying in relative safety.

      But now the stakes had changed.

      She and Rob had argued before she had left La Valentia for the cabin. Like her family, he wanted her to drop the hunt for the Procurer. It had all been fun and games before, but now his sisters’ lives were at stake.

      And then there was the photo of Nick Foster. Kira didn’t know whether the Procurer had sent it to her detective friend as well. She and Nick had fallen out shortly before Kevin had been abducted. The Procurer was clearly trying to isolate her. One by one, he had cut her off from the few people who were close to her—using her own actions to damn her in the process.

      Enter Kira the Obsessed.

      For four years, she had been trying to track down the man who had abducted her and all those other women. She knew they weren’t his first victims, and they definitely hadn’t been his last. And the Procurer had been playing cat and mouse with her all this time, always one step ahead. He even called to congratulate her whenever she somehow managed to make a step in the right direction—until she had gotten too close.

      She couldn’t let it go. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t imagine herself walking away now.

      The police still had no idea about the identity of the Procurer. Kira was closer than anyone had gotten before. And as long as he was still out there, people would be in danger.

      But could she keep going after him, knowing it would endanger her family and friends?

      I could always just hand everything over to the police.

      But she knew she didn’t want to. Part of her never forgot that Peter Croft—the Procurer’s employer in her first official case—had been killed in his cell in police custody. What kind of connections did the Procurer have on the force?

      Her stomach twisted in a guilty knot. As reasonable as her suspicions were, she knew they weren’t the main drive behind her reluctance to hand things over.

      This case was personal. She had been the one to get this close. The Procurer had marked her as his opponent—the only victim to ever escape on her own. All those dead faces that haunted her dreams, Clarissa’s tortured screams as he had raped her in the next room of that farmhouse… Kira wanted him to pay for what he had done.

      And she wanted to be the one to take him down.

      But at what price? She was willing to risk her own life—she had already done so, repeatedly. The Procurer had known that. And now he had cut her legs out from under her by targeting those she cared about instead.

      I have to figure this out. There has to be a way. I can’t just stay holed up at the cabin forever…

      She had spent days agonizing over the decision with only Trevor for company. Her former high school tormentor had somehow become her unlikely rock.

      The Procurer hadn’t bothered to target Trevor—possibly because he and Kira had never been that close. She had nothing to do with Trevor after high school—until his sister Stephanie had been taken three years after Kira’s own abduction. Since Stephanie’s rescue, Trevor had become something of an unwanted sidekick. Over time, he had wormed his way enough into her affections to begrudgingly earn the title of friend.

      Kira felt her face flush at her uncharitable assessment.

      He’s the only one who’s been there for me.

      She knew she might have ended up doing something stupid if she had been left all alone in the cabin like she had originally planned. Trevor was stubbornly cheerful, and was quite good at cajoling Kira out of her recent black moods of guilt and frustration. But with all that said, Kira would always be an introvert at heart, and it was impossible to be alone with her thoughts with Trevor hovering over her.

      Not that being alone with my thoughts is making them any more productive…

      An old woman in an ancient-looking boat of a car swerved onto the opposite side of the road to give Kira a wide berth at what amounted to a snail’s pace. The woman gave her a disapproving look. Kira resisted the temptation to veer into the road toward her, just to see her reaction. She eventually left the large car behind as she crested the top of the hill.

      Focus, Kira.

      She knew she couldn’t go on like this. She was starting to drive herself crazy. She desperately wished she could get some reassurance from Rob, but he hadn’t even texted her since she had left town. She had thought about reaching out, but she didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want anything to happen to his sisters, but she also didn’t want the Procurer to roam free when she could do something about it.

      Trevor had offered to hire protection for Rob’s sisters, but Kira didn’t know whether Rob would accept. His relationship with Trevor was even more tenuous than her own. And why would he accept such an offer when his sisters were guaranteed their safety if Kira just walked away?

      Ugh. This isn’t getting me anywhere.

      Was she willing to be just regular Kira again? Maybe even Kira the Hero Who Only Focuses on Non-Procurer-Related Cases? In some ways, she wished she could go back to a time before all this had happened. Hadn’t things been simpler then?

      As the road leveled off, her thoughts continued to churn. She shoved them aside—for the moment, at least. Trent’s voice had taken on a raw, uncertain tone as the end of the song approached. Then the beat picked up once more, accompanied by layers of overlapping sound that washed over her. Kira took a deep breath from her burning lungs and ran as if she were leaving all of her problems behind her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Darren Slade had covered a lot of ground since his release the previous day. He had crossed state lines into California without incident. The Silverado had been washed, and only carried a thin layer of dust from the road. He drove down the highway without the radio on. The only sound was the wind whistling through the narrow gap of his lowered window.

      He drove with the visor down. The early morning sun warmed the steering wheel beneath his hands. He hadn’t bothered to pick up any sunglasses along the way. He had barely even bothered to sleep. He still wore the clothes he had walked out of prison in—a white T-shirt and jeans. It was too warm to wear his leather jacket in the truck. He reached over to lift a warm, half-empty can of Red Bull from the cup holder and took a long swallow. His mouth filled with a taste similar to carbonated cough syrup.

      He knew he was close.

      He had found the small town near the cabin. The locals had been eager to talk about their hometown hero. Everyone knew where the cabin was. Slade felt his lips tighten in a smile. It had almost been too easy.

      I’ll be there in a few minutes.

      He wasn’t sure exactly what he was going to do when he got there. Should he wait for nightfall? He knew it would be smarter to be patient, but he had already waited four years. And he had never been a patient man.

      He allowed himself to fantasize about what he would do to her when he found her. She had probably forgotten all about him. She wouldn’t even see him coming⁠—

      Wait. Is that her?

      He had reached a level stretch of open highway. A female figure was running toward him on the gravel shoulder, her long, dark ponytail streaming. She wore an unzipped hoodie with a blue tank top underneath. He squinted against the sun.

      It was her!

      His gray eyes darted to his rear view mirror. There were no other cars behind him.

      The road ahead was empty.

      His stomach fluttered with a dark rush of excitement. His pulse pounded in his ears. He knew he should be patient…

      But the temptation was too much to resist.

      His foot pressed down hard on the accelerator.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kira allowed her mind to empty for at least a few precious moments as she ran. She needed an escape—even if it was only a temporary one.

      She spotted a beige pickup truck on the western horizon headed in her direction. She briefly wondered whether this would be another honking yahoo, or a nervous Nellie.

      She couldn’t hear the roar of the truck’s engine over her music, but she saw it begin to accelerate.

      Wow, he’s really picking up some speed.

      As the truck rushed forward, she saw the front tires veer in her direction.

      What the⁠—?

      As the vehicle hurtled toward her, her eyes focused on the driver behind the wheel. A vaguely familiar man with slick blond hair grinned back at her.

      Her thoughts remained frozen, but her body seemed to move of its own accord. She leaped away from the road just as the hard metal grille of the truck slammed into her side. The impact drove the breath from her lungs with an explosion of pain.

      She felt herself fly through the air in what seemed like slow motion, her eyes still glued on the driver’s face as her mind fumbled to solve the puzzle of his identity.

      Leather Jacket?

      It was her last coherent thought as her limp body slammed into the gravel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Even though he was unharmed, Slade’s mouth was filled with the metallic taste of blood. His pulse thrummed with excitement.

      He had done it.

      He hoped she wasn’t dead. He didn’t think he had hit her that hard, but it had all happened so fast. He had bigger plans for her than leaving her for roadkill.

      He had stopped the truck beside her fallen form. She lay flat on her back on the gravel, unmoving. Prickles of blood had started to blossom from shallow cuts on her scalp and face. He took a deep breath and steadied his trembling hands. He had to get her inside the truck before anyone else came along.

      He had just opened his door to get out when a flicker of movement caught his attention.

      An unmarked, white delivery van had climbed up the hill on the eastern horizon.

      Slade froze, stifling a curse. The steady dinging sound from the open truck door seemed unnaturally loud. Had the driver noticed the body on the side of the road? Would he bother to get involved?

      I’m so close…

      The van slowed.

      The driver wore aviator sunglasses. His sandy hair had been cropped short in what could almost be called a military cut. A shiver went through Slade. Even behind the sunglasses’ reflective surfaces, he could feel the other man’s assessing gaze.

      The van rolled to a stop.

      Shit.

      Slade knew he could spout some kind of bullshit about witnessing another vehicle mowing the girl down, but he didn’t know how much the other driver had seen. The hill was steep, and the van had seemingly come out of nowhere. His lips twisted with the bitter taste of disappointment.

      Time to bail. I can always track her down at the hospital.

      It wasn’t what he wanted, but he knew when to cut and run. If he somehow ended up in jail again because of her…

      The very idea made him see red.

      He closed the truck door. The van remained in place, idling.

      Slade slammed the truck into reverse to give himself some room. Gravel pinged against the bottom of the cab. The driver of the van continued to stare.

      Slade cranked the steering wheel with a snarl of frustration. He slammed down his foot and the truck engine roared as he made a violent U-turn. He revved the engine once more and peeled off in the direction he had come. His eyes drifted to the rear view mirror.

      The van still hadn’t moved.

      Was the driver thinking about chasing after him? Surely he would want to attend to the woman lying on the side of the road…

      Slade pushed the truck as fast as it would go. The van shrank into the distance behind him. His heart pounded in his chest. The other driver could still catch up with him if he decided to give chase…

      He saw the driver get out just before the van fell out of sight.

      Slade let out the breath he had been holding. He knew had been foolish to act so openly.

      He wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

        

      

    

    
      “Kira, I need your help.”

      Kira nearly dropped her phone in surprise as she heard her sister’s words. Kori had always been Little Miss Self-Sufficient. And even if she did need help, why was she asking Kira? The two of them had never been that close.

      And then I got Kevin kidnapped…

      The thought slipped away like sand through her fingers.

      “What’s up?” Kira asked.

      “Can you come over? I feel weird talking about it on the phone.”

      “Um, sure. Right now?”

      “If you can.”

      Wow, what the hell is going on?

      “OK, I’m on my way.” Kira couldn’t help but let some of her bewilderment creep into her voice.

      “Thanks! See you soon.”

      She suddenly found herself at her sister’s suburban home with no memory of how she had gotten there. At least, it looked like her sister’s house, but something about it seemed off. Kira looked around in an effort to pinpoint the anomaly as Kori ushered her into the pristine living room. All the decorations and furniture were modern with clean edges. The entire house looked like something out of a magazine. Somewhere in the background, ABBA’s ‘Mamma Mia’ was playing with cheerful abandon. Kira perched on a white sofa as Kori offered her a glass of wine.

      Kori wasn’t drinking, of course. Her belly was just beginning to show. Still, she was just as immaculately groomed as the rest of the house. Unlike Kira’s sloppy ponytail, not a single one of Kori’s long, dark hairs was out of place. She wore a pale blue blouse with small, vertical ruffles and gray slacks that emphasized the rest of her lean frame. You could hardly even tell she was pregnant.

      Wait, Kori’s not pregnant…

      She sat on the sofa next to Kira, her brown eyes apprehensive behind the lenses of her designer glasses. Kira took a long sip of red wine to steady herself and momentarily forgot herself due to its robust flavor. She wasn’t usually much of a drinker, but Kori had impeccable taste in wine, and Kira had a feeling she was going to need something to take the edge off.

      “So what’s going on?” Kira finally said when Kori remained silent. Her sister was always so self-assured…

      Kori shook her head and toyed with the seam of the sofa armrest with her manicured fingers. She took a deep breath.

      “This is going to sound horrible.” She bit her lip and fell silent for a moment. “Mom has always wanted to be a grandmother, and she’s so excited…”

      Kira leaned back in her seat as the pieces of the puzzle finally clicked into place. “She’s driving you crazy, isn’t she?”

      Kori seemed to wilt with relief. “Yes!” The word blurted from her lips. She shook her head. “On the one hand, I’m glad to have her so involved. I mean, I’ve never had a baby before. Yes, I know what pregnancy and childbirth entail, but it’s different when it happens to you.”

      “No doubt.” Kira had no intention of finding out for herself.

      Kori twisted her fingers. “But she calls me multiple times a day to check up on me—even when I’m at work!”

      “She calls you in the middle of your sessions?” Kori was a successful child psychologist with her own practice in downtown La Valentia.

      “Yes.” Kori’s voice was glum. “It’s really starting to be a problem. I want to tell her to back down a bit, but I don’t know how without hurting her feelings.”

      Kira snorted. “And you thought I would be the right person to ask? You know I’m not as close to Mom as you are.” That was an understatement.

      Kori’s shoulders slumped. “I didn’t know who else to talk to. If I mention it to any of my girlfriends, I’ll just sound like an ungrateful shrew. But you know what Mom is like when she gets the bit in her teeth about something.”

      “And how,” Kira muttered into her wine.

      Kira had been one of their mother’s unwilling pet projects all too often. She was nothing like the other two women in her family, which seemed to make their mother uncomfortable.

      A sudden thought struck her, accompanied by an uneasy sense of déjà-vu.

      “You should mess with her.” The words seemed to come from her mouth of their own accord.

      Why do I feel like this has happened before?

      “What?” Kori blinked.

      “You know, like we used to do when we were growing up whenever she took things too far.”

      Kori’s head bobbed in a slow nod. “OK, but how? I don’t want to do anything mean.” She gave her sister a stern look.

      Kira rolled her eyes. “What, do you think I’m some kind of monster? I meant something harmless. Like… have you and Adam come up with any names for the baby yet?”

      Kori’s expression turned wary. “A few. But we’re keeping them private for now. Why?”

      Kira leaned forward as she warmed to the idea. “You know Mom is going to want a ‘K’ name.”

      “Of course. But Adam and I—” Kori’s eyes widened. A smile spread across her lips. “You think I should tell her we’re planning on some name that’s going to drive her nuts.”

      Kira nodded in satisfaction. “Exactly. I don’t know if it will make her back off, but at least you can get some fun out of playing with her.”

      “I like it!” Kori pulled out her phone. “What name should we use?”

      Kevin. Her baby is going to be Kevin.

      Kira shook her head as if trying to clear it.

      “Something she’ll hate, but won’t be able to give a good reason for objecting to, like a really old family name.”

      Kori’s expression turned mischievous. “What, like Great Aunt Virginia?”

      Kira nearly choked on her wine as she stifled a chuckle. “Exactly. We can call her ‘Ginny’ for short. God knows Great Aunt Virginia never let us shorten it for her.”

      “And if Mom tries to argue…”

      “How can she? What, with the way Great Aunt Virginia used to prattle on about what a noble name it was?” Kira hunched forward and cast her features in a stern expression. “‘Kori and Kira? What kind of names are those?’” she demanded in a querulous imitation of their now deceased great aunt. “‘In my day, names had real meaning—passed down through the family, you see. Take my own name, for example—an homage to the Virgin Mary’s pale purity. You can’t get any better than that!’”

      Kori doubled over with laughter. “Oh my God, yes.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “Now what can we come up with for a boy name?”

      Kevin.

      Kira shook her head again with a dazed smile. This was the first time she and her sister had really bonded like this in years… She didn’t want to ruin it. Why did she keep thinking about the name Kevin anyway? She shoved it aside and tried to come up with something more suitable for their purposes.

      But the living room around her was already beginning to dissolve. She looked around with an odd, disconnected sense of calm. Kori was talking again, but her voice was fading into the distance. Kira couldn’t make out her words, but she appeared completely unaware of what was happening.

      Kira raised her hand to reach out to her sister as she disappeared from sight and the darkness claimed her.
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      Trevor walked out of the local grocery store to his car with his arms loaded with bags. He gave passers-by a flash of his charming, white smile as he went, but he got mostly bewildered looks in return. He shrugged to himself and began to whistle. He knew he didn’t exactly fit in with the small town’s rustic flair. Everything about him shouted City Boy, from his perfectly fitting blue polo—which Kira would probably say was on the snug side, but what was the point of having muscles if you didn’t show them off?—to his khaki shorts, which he wore pretty much year-round. After all, that’s what heating was for.

      His car might have also been a giveaway. He gave the red Lamborghini a rueful look as he loaded the groceries into the passenger seat and climbed into the sun-warmed leather seat. It was only one of several cars he and his father owned. It wasn’t exactly practical for driving around the boonies, but when he had found out that Kira had skipped town after all that had happened with her nephew and the Procurer, he had wanted to catch up with her as soon as possible.

      He wrinkled his nose. He had picked up a roasted chicken at the store. Great. Now the Lambo was going to smell like food. He pulled out of the parking lot and headed for the highway, his thoughts drifting back to Kira.

      She was a solitary soul, with only a handful of friends. Her relationship with her family had always been… challenging. So when the Procurer cut her off from both Rob and her detective friend, Nick Foster, she had been left with no one else to turn to.

      Or so she thought.

      Trevor knew Kira didn’t really think of him as one of her close friends. Not yet, anyway. After all, they had little in common, aside from her friendship with his younger sister, Stephanie. But Kira’s relationship with Steph had begun as tutor and student. Trevor knew that Kira would never want to burden his sister with her problems—especially when Steph had already been a victim of the Procurer herself.

      Which only left Trevor to look out for her.

      The highway stretched before him as he drove from town toward the cabin. Traffic was light and the open countryside flew by, accompanied by the steady purr of the engine.

      If someone had told him a year ago that Kira Brightwell and Rob Alvarez—the two people he had tormented the most in high school—would become his main friends, he would have laughed in their face. But all the rest of his friends from school had moved on with their lives after graduation, leaving him behind to his own devices. And Kira and Rob had been the ones to help him rescue Steph.

      Trevor had been pissing his rich, entitled life away with under-the-table poker games and other illicit gambling until the stakes had gotten too high. Steph’s disappearance had originally been a ploy to get his father to pay his outstanding gambling debts as ransom. But then Steph had really been abducted, and everything had gone sideways.

      Kira had stuck with him through all that, even knowing he was at least partially responsible for his sister’s abduction. She hadn’t even ratted him out to his father, who had been her employer.

      Trevor had been a mess during that case. His own guilt had made him feel next to useless. He had always known Kira was tough and clever. She had to be—dealing with bullies like him every day at school. But he came to appreciate her in a new light when she helped him to find his sister.

      She made him want to be something more.

      He had latched onto her after that, almost as if she were a lifeline. He had tried to use his considerable charm—to which both Kira and Rob seemed to be immune, which only made him question both of their orientations—to elbow his way into their cases. Really, it had been stubborn persistence more than anything that had worn them down.

      He had done his best to be useful. After all, he had both money and connections. Still, he knew he blundered underfoot more often than not, despite his best intentions. But at least he was doing something.

      Something that made a difference.

      Besides, he had managed to actually help Kira a time or two, which he figured should at least balance out some of the trouble he caused. They had gotten through some dangerous situations together, just the two of them. Despite her reluctant friendship, Trevor knew Kira always had his back, which made him protective of her in turn.

      So when he had found out from Rob about their big fight after Kevin’s rescue, he knew he had to go after her. Kira was very good at being independent. So much so that most people took her emotional and physical strength for granted.

      But Kira was terrible at asking for help.

      Trevor didn’t think she would do anything to deliberately harm herself if she were left to her own devices in her current state, but she might do something reckless. The Procurer had jammed her between a rock and a hard place.

      Blue and red flashing lights caught his attention up ahead. He eased off the gas to drop back within the speed limit. A pair of white highway patrol SUVs were parked on the shoulder of the road. Both vehicles were empty.

      Trevor slowed down even more and craned his neck to look. A vehicle had flipped over in the ravine. Black smoke rose from the twisted steel remains. Two men in uniform appeared to be combing the wreckage.

      Holy shit! I wonder what happened?

      There was no sign of a second vehicle, but someone must have forced the truck off the road. Either that, or the driver had been really drunk.

      An impatient honk from a minivan behind him drew him out of his reverie. He flushed and rose his hand in an apologetic wave before pressing down on the accelerator once more. The Lambo surged to life beneath him and soon the flashing lights were far behind. The highway patrol had more important matters on their hands than a speeding jackass like him.

      He pulled into the gravel drive that led to the cabin owned by Kira’s grandparents a few moments later. The bungalow was located in an ideal spot along the coast, with a path that led right down to the beach. The term ‘cabin’ was a bit of a misnomer. It wasn’t the kind of full-scale suburban home you would find in La Valentia, but it was completely modern with rustic touches. No outhouse or water pumps here.

      Thank God.

      Trevor turned off the Lambo and gathered up the groceries. He used the spare key Kira had given him from the rack in the kitchen to unlock the front door.

      “Honey, I’m home!” he called out in a mocking voice as he entered.

      No one answered.

      “Kira?”

      He wandered through the living room into the kitchen and placed the plastic grocery bags on the island with a rustle. The rest of the cabin was silent.

      Trevor ran a hand through his blond curls with a frown. Kira had left for her run before he had gone out for groceries. Trevor hadn’t wanted to be rushed through his daily grooming rituals before going out.

      She should be back by now.

      He walked through the kitchen toward her bedroom. He had been relegated to her sister’s room—not that he hadn’t suggested other arrangements. In case Kira got lonely, of course.

      The door to Kira’s bedroom was open. Sunlight poured through the blue ruffled curtains that lined the window. The room was empty, the bed neatly made.

      He moved on to the bathroom with the fleeting hope of catching her in the shower, but it was empty as well.

      Huh. Maybe she’s at the beach?

      He exited the cabin at a brisk pace, trying to ignore the unsettled feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. He arrived at the beach a few moments later. There was no one in sight on the glimmering, pale sand. He shaded his eyes with his hand and looked out at the churning surf. It was a bit cold for swimming, but maybe after her run…?

      As far as he could tell, the waters of the western horizon were empty, aside from a few boats off in the distance.

      Trevor’s heart sank. He had thought Kira had seemed in better spirits today—relatively speaking, at least. Had the run only been some kind of ruse?

      I should have never left her on her own.

      He knew Kira could take care of herself, but what if she had done something stupid?

      As luck would have it, Trevor had taken steps against this eventuality. He hadn’t wanted to do it, but Kira had not been in a good place when he had first found her at the cabin. He knew he could try to stick to her like glue, but she would only put up with that for so long before needing some space.

      Which would give her the perfect opportunity to slip off on her own.

      He pulled out his phone from his pocket and unlocked it. He closed his eyes for a moment as he hesitated. What if he was overreacting? Maybe Kira had just met someone during her run and stopped to chat. He knew he had already violated her privacy by adding the tracking app to her phone in the first place, but if he never had to use it, she would never find out what he had done.

      But if anything had happened to her…

      He opened his eyes and took a deep, steadying breath.

      Time to grow a pair.

      He launched the tracking app. A dotted line traced the route of Kira’s run along the highway, leading eastward before turning back around. He blinked.

      Her path had taken her much farther than she could have possibly run in the time since she had left. A blinking dot identified her current location. Her phone must still be on. He used his fingers to zoom in with a frown.

      The phone almost tumbled from his fingers as he realized where she was.

      Shit.

      He headed back to the Lambo at a dead run.
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