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      Kira Brightwell dodged another crumpled body and kept running. It wasn’t the first she had encountered that morning, and she was certain it wouldn’t be the last. The soles of her running shoes pounded the sidewalk in a steady rhythm and her long ponytail streamed through the air behind her like a dark flag. Sure enough, she ran past the flattened remains of a giant snowman a few moments later. Its round, white form sprawled across a well manicured front lawn, puddles forming on the flattened, white fabric of its smiling face. The storm that had rolled in the night before hadn’t been kind to the suburban neighborhood’s inflatable holiday decorations, which seemed to be everywhere this year. Even though the mild California weather kept the snow away, you couldn’t seem to go more than two houses without running into reindeer, sleighs, or giant snowmen—at least not around where Kira lived in the heart of La Valentia.

      She slowed her pace to a walk as she rounded the corner to her own street so she could get a chance to cool down. Her surroundings might be festive, but the music blaring through her earbuds was not. Trent Reznor was aggressively playing piano to accompany the acoustic version of ‘The Becoming’—no Mariah Carey’s ‘All I Want for Christmas Is You’ for Kira. She took a deep breath of the relatively chill, damp air, inhaling the scents of wet grass and damp pavement. The sun was still hiding behind a patch of slate-gray clouds. Even so, she had warmed up enough from her run to feel a bit overheated. She unzipped her Nine Inch Nails hoodie (black, of course), to reveal the blue tank top she wore underneath and took a sip from her water bottle, tasting the salty tang of sweat.

      Kira couldn’t help but smile as she spotted the front window of her own townhouse apartment that she shared with her best friend, Rob. It was their first Christmas together, so they had collaborated on the decorations. An obnoxiously giant, white Christmas tree dominated their living room and could be clearly seen from the street. (Thanks to the flashing lights that hung from its branches, it was likely also visible to any drones that might fly overhead. Kira just hoped none of the neighbors were epileptic.)

      The tree had been decorated with Star Wars and Xena: Warrior Princess ornaments she and Rob had ordered online, including a Santa Yoda, glittering chakrams, and other various figurines. Kira’s mother hadn’t said anything about it the last time she had come by, but the prim line of her lips and the hard look of disapproval after her initial shock weren’t exactly difficult to read. Kira’s sister, Kori, also didn’t appear to be a fan. But on the plus side, both women seemed physically repelled by the tree somehow, which meant no in-person guilt trips about Kira moving out with Rob, or spending her first Christmas living away from her childhood home. Rob’s mother was nowhere near as fashion conscious as Kira’s, but even Señora Alvarez had given the tree a wary look the last time she had visited, and hadn’t dropped by since, which meant things had been pretty quiet around the apartment lately.

      …Which was just the way Kira and Rob liked it.

      The only problem was, Kira had no idea what to put under the garish tree yet for Rob on Christmas morning. She kept hoping inspiration would strike, but so far nothing. Maybe something would come to her in the shower. That was where she got all her best ideas anyway.

      She turned off her music and bounded up the front steps. She had barely managed to fit her key in the lock when the front door burst inward. She might have fallen over, if not for someone throwing themselves at her in a flailing embrace that knocked the breath from her lungs.

      “Thank God you’re here!” The words were spoken into Kira’s shoulder, muffled by her hoodie.

      For a moment, Kira stood stock-still. The matted tangle of curly, brown hair and the lingering, chemical cheese scent of Cheetos told her it was Rob, but her mind reeled at the sensation of him literally flinging himself at her. (He was like a brother to her, but definitely not in a touchy-feely way.)

      “Um, what’s up?” As soon as she had regained her balance, she made an effort to step back.

      Her reaction seemed to pull Rob back to his senses—at least for a moment. He pulled back enough to reveal his woeful expression, but his hands still clenched at the sleeves of her hoodie.

      “She’s gone!” He practically wailed the words in Kira’s face. (Which was unfortunate, because it seemed he had yet to brush his teeth.)

      Kira shook her head, confusion and dull fear warring within her. “What?”

      Thanks to her own past abduction, her mind was already concocting scenarios of something happening to one of Rob’s younger sisters…

      “What happened?” she demanded before her imagination could completely spiral out of control.

      “They took her!” Rob’s fingers tightened on her sleeves. “The hot guy came by, and when I went back inside…”

      Rob took a shuddering breath and pinned Kira with an anguished look before cutting off any of the multiple clarifying questions that hovered on the tip of her tongue.

      “Leia is gone!”
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        * * *

      

      Kira’s tense muscles relaxed. She shot Rob a flat look. “Your laptop is missing.”

      Rob flinched and his expression became wounded. “Don’t say it like that—the way my mom, or someone else would. You know Leia is more than just a laptop to me. She’s… Well, she’s everything! I thought you understood that.” His hands dropped to his sides.

      Kira pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “I’m sorry. Of course, I know how important Leia is to you. It’s just that when you flung yourself out the door at me, babbling about someone taking ‘her,’ I thought something… worse might have happened. Like to one of your sisters, or something.”

      She carefully avoided mentioning why she might have thought something like that. Even though she was determined to find the man known as the Procurer who had abducted her along with seven other girls only a few months before, both she and Rob had carefully managed not to discuss any of the details of the incident, other than facts that might be pertinent to tracking the Procurer down. (Rob was her best friend, but Kira suspected talking to him about the emotional impact of the event would only succeed in making them both uncomfortable. So she focused her residual anger, fear, and frustration on her MMA training, which she had started almost as soon as she had been reunited with her family.)

      Rob’s brown eyes widened and for a moment, he managed to look chagrined. “Oh. Yeah, I guess it does sound bad—especially when you’ve… you know.” He made a vague gesture in Kira’s direction that seemed meant to encompass her abduction. “Sorry, I’ve just been freaking out, waiting for you to get home. It’s like I can’t even think straight with Leia gone…” His forlorn expression returned.

      Kira took in Rob’s disheveled appearance. Even though he was wearing his favorite food-stained, burgundy hoodie and carried his usual Eau du Cheeto scent, there was definitely something different about him. He always had Leia somewhere within reach—usually beneath his fingertips as he typed strings of code, or in a laptop bag that never left his side on the rare occasions he actually left the apartment. It was as if a physical part of him were missing.

      A flicker of curiosity sprang to life within her. How had Rob managed to have his laptop stolen in the first place? He never went out, and it wasn’t as if he usually had friends over. Most of his friends were online. And when would someone even have the opportunity to take Leia? Rob took her with him everywhere, including the bathroom. Kira had never actually seen Rob asleep before, but she suspected he slept with his laptop as well. And who was the hot guy Rob had mentioned?

      She uttered another sigh. “OK, tell me from the beginning what happened.”

      Rob threw himself at her once more in yet another uncharacteristic display of affection. “I knew you’d help me find her!” This time, he pulled back almost immediately. “Ugh. You’re all sweaty.”

      Kira rolled her green eyes. “I’ve been running. At least I brushed my teeth this morning.” She waved at the air in front of her face with a grimace.

      For a moment, Rob’s expression was horrified. “Oh my God. Do you think he noticed?” He clapped his hands over his mouth.

      “Who noticed?” Kira asked with a trace of exasperation.

      His hands dropped. “The hot guy who delivered my breakfast burritos.”

      Kira smirked. “I guess it depends on how up-close-and-personal your delivery encounter was.”

      “He wasn’t the usual guy.” Rob shook his head. “If I had known he was coming by, I would have cleaned myself up a bit first. Maybe he didn’t notice. We definitely seemed to be hitting it off…”

      Kira rubbed at her face with a groan. “Does this hot delivery guy have anything to do with Leia going missing?” Despite Rob’s obvious distress, getting information out of him about what had actually happened was like pulling teeth.

      “No way.” Rob bit his lip for a moment before continuing. “I mean, Leia was gone when I came back inside with my burritos, but he couldn’t have taken her. He was talking to me the whole time.”

      “Like a distraction?” Kira quirked an eyebrow at him. She immediately regretted her words, which made Rob physically flinch.

      “Not that I think hot guys don’t want to talk to you,” she rushed to say. “It’s just that you mentioned he wasn’t your usual delivery guy.”

      Rob squeezed his eyes shut for a moment as he considered before opening them once more. “I don’t know. I mean, I guess he could have been a distraction, but I really felt like we had a connection going…”

      “OK, so that’s the first possibility we’ll try to eliminate,” Kira said. “Call wherever you ordered your burritos from and find out whether your hot delivery guy was legit.”

      Rob gave her a long look, which spoke volumes about his excitement for her plan. “And what will you be doing?”

      “Taking a look at the abduction scene to see if I can find anything useful,” Kira said. “Then, I’ll be taking a shower. Because as someone pointed out, I’m all sweaty, and I’m not running around town chasing down your laptop until I’ve had a chance to clean up.”

      “Fine,” Rob huffed. “I suppose I can suffer through some human interaction.”

      “Especially if it might mean your hot delivery guy isn’t related to Leia getting stolen, and you manage to get his number,” Kira said as she walked past him into the living room/dining room area.

      “Ooh, I like that idea,” she heard Rob say as he pulled his phone out from the pocket of his jeans.

      Since the apartment only had one bedroom (which belonged to Kira), the living room and dining room were Rob’s domain. As usual, the entire area looked like a bomb had gone off. Mounds of clean and dirty clothing dotted beige carpet and dominated the blue, squashy couch—presumably ‘organized’ according to a system only Rob could decipher. Kira dodged the piles with practiced ease and made her way to the large, wooden dining-room table where Rob usually had Leia set up.

      A gaming headset and a wireless mouse lay discarded among a layer of crumbs, an empty Cheetos bag, and toppled piles of books. Kira even noticed the brown paper bag containing Rob’s breakfast burritos—still untouched. She inhaled the scent of fried onions and spiced sausage, combined with greasy paper bag. The burritos’ uneaten presence only reinforced how completely bereft Rob was by Leia’s disappearance. There was no empty space where the laptop usually resided. It was as if the surrounding clutter had crept in to take its place. If not for the headphones and mouse, Kira wouldn’t have thought there had been a laptop there at all.

      She shifted some of the books aside, in the unlikely event that Leia was hidden somewhere underneath them. Some of them were on coding, but there were also a few Dungeon Master’s Guides, along with… Yarden the Wanderer’s Guide to the Elves of Lasniniar? Kira shook her head to herself as she picked through the books until she reached the surface of the table beneath them without any sign of Rob’s laptop.

      OK, so Leia definitely wasn’t on the dining-room table. Kira planted her hands on her hips and surveyed the rest of the room. While the laptop could be hiding beneath one of the many piles of clothing strewn about the area, it seemed unlikely. Rob would have never put it there, and she couldn’t see anyone breaking in just to hide Leia beneath some clothes. She turned to face the dining-room table once more. Thanks to Rob’s sloppy ways, it was impossible to say whether an intruder had been there at any point. There were no handy footprints or cigarette stubs on the carpet like detectives found on TV mysteries. Kira tugged on her ponytail and considered.

      If Rob had been at the front door with the delivery guy, whoever had broken in must have entered another way. The back door was out. They had a shared backyard, and their current neighbors kept a giant dog back there who mindlessly barked at the sight of anyone it didn’t recognize. Even if Rob had been in the zone, working on his laptop with his headphones on, the intruder couldn’t have known that. No, as Kira knew from previous experience, the best way to slip in or out of the apartment undetected was through the main-floor bathroom window. She strode out of the living room/dining room area, back to the hallway, and into the bathroom.

      The door was closed, but the knob opened easily. For a moment, Kira had the idle fear that Rob might actually be in there, going to the bathroom. (…Something she had no desire to walk in on. Ever.) But no, she could hear his voice coming from the vicinity of the laundry room as he talked on the phone. A cool draft of air struck her as she swung the door open.

      Sure enough, the window was wide open.
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        * * *

      

      Kira finished toweling her hair, leaving it damp around her shoulders. She preferred wearing it in a ponytail, but she had a feeling Rob would pitch a fit if he had to wait for her to blow it dry before going out to track Leia down. She used the periwinkle, terry fabric to clear a spot on the mirror from shampoo-scented steam to make sure she looked decent. She wore a pair of dark-washed jeans and her favorite Nine Inch Nails T-shirt. It always threw her off a bit to see herself with her hair down. She pocketed a hair tie for later and pulled open the door between her en-suite bathroom and bedroom with a soft click, leaving the fan whirring overhead. (No way was she going to shower downstairs just after someone had broken in through the bathroom window.)

      Rob popped up to his feet from where he had been sitting on the edge of her neatly-made bed. It was strange to see him outside of his usual chaotic habitat, in tidy surroundings.





OEBPS/images/shadow-box_ebook_opt.jpg
jACUELYN
SMITH

0X

AKIRA BRIGHTWELL SHORT STORY






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


