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      In the latest action-packed thriller from the award-winning novelist who writes with ‘the pace of Lee Child, and the heart of Harlan Coben,’ ex-military bodyguard Ryan Lock plunges into the nightmare world of sex trafficking.

      When fourteen-year-old Kristin Miller goes missing from her quiet home in the San Fernando Valley, her desperate family turn to ex-military bodyguard, Ryan Lock. Along with his partner, Marine Corps veteran Ty Johnson, Lock sets out on a journey that takes him deep into a dark, disturbing and violent world, where young women are selected, groomed and then exploited by ruthless predators.

      With law enforcement’s hands tied, Lock dispenses his own brand of street justice as he tracks down Kristin, taking revenge on anyone who stands in his way. Can he get to her before it’s too late?
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      When a peaceful protest in the heart of New York City erupts into a deadly bloodbath, ex-military bodyguard Ryan Lock is thrown into a high-stakes game of survival. Caught between corporate secrets, animal rights extremists, and professional killers, Lock must protect his client at all costs — even as a child’s life hangs in the balance.
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      No one had called her pretty before. Not that she could remember.

      She looked away, not sure how to react or what to say. Then, when he didn’t look away but kept staring, taking her in, actually seeing her, she looked down at the floor and kept her eyes there, studying the broken pattern of cracked linoleum next to the restrooms.

      “You’re really pretty,” he repeated.

      His voice made her feel restless. It was unsettling and thrilling and a little frightening, all at the same time.

      She was hoping he’d move on, get his coffee and leave. It felt like this was some perfect moment that had arrived and if he stared long enough, she would have to look up and he would see that she wasn’t pretty at all. Then the spell would be broken.

      And Kristin so wanted the spell to hold. Now she’d heard them she wanted to take those words home with her. To maybe believe they were true. That she was pretty. That she was worth a boy looking at.

      “Hey,” he said.

      His hand reached out, pinching her chin between the soft pads of his thumb and forefinger and gently tilting it up. It was like a move you saw on screen. A leading man move. A heart throb move.

      She looked at him. Up close, he was even better looking than she’d thought when he’d first walked in. In fact, if anyone deserved to be called pretty in this place, it was him.

      He had curly brown hair and huge brown eyes and delicate features, with a perfect white smile. He was good looking enough to be in a boy band.

      If she’d had to pick another word to describe him, it would have been kind.

      “Thank you,” she finally managed, taking a single step back, and lowering her chin again to resume staring at the cracked linoleum.

      “What’s your name?”

      She told him.

      “Hey, Kristin, I’m Andre,” he said. “How do I get to see you again?”

      This time she looked up. Being called pretty was one thing, but this question was too much. She glanced around to see which of the girls from her school were watching this unfold. They had to have put him up to this. It was the only explanation that made any sense to her. It had to be a joke.

      But when she looked around, she didn’t see anyone that she recognized. Not unless you counted the mostly elderly regular customers and the two tired-looking women serving people coffee and donuts from behind the counter.

      “I don’t know,” she said, looking at him.

      He dug a brand-new iPhone from his pocket, the very latest model, released only a few weeks ago, and handed it to her.

      “Here. Add me,” he said.

      It came as an instruction and somehow that made it easier for her, although she didn’t know why exactly.

      Suddenly conscious of her nails, bare and bitten down, she tugged her sleeve over her hand and tapped quickly at the screen, hoping he wouldn’t notice them.

      He took the phone back.

      “You maybe want to hang out some time?”

      “Sure,” she said, resuming her laser-like study of the linoleum.

      “Cool.”

      Then he was gone. As fast as he had appeared. A mirage.

      Never, expected Kristin, to be heard from again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Trust me. It’s always the ones who look away or start staring at the floor like they’re looking for change. The ones who look like they’ve never been given a compliment in their sad, sorry lives. Those are the little fishes you want to scoop out of the pond.

      The others. The ones that are fine looking. The ones that look straight back at you and smile and walk off, or tell you to get lost, or look like they hear that shit all day, every day. Those ones are no good.

      Always remember, Andre, a ho is born, not made. Although they sometimes need a little shaping.”

      He had Hanger’s speech down pat. He’d heard it enough times.

      Like a lot of things that Hanger said, it never varied. Not even by a word. Hanger had speeches for young bucks like him, he had speeches for bottom girls like Soothe, and he had more than a few speeches for his hoes.

      He had speeches for the police. Speeches for Johns who damaged the goods. Speeches, if it came to it, for a judge, although that had only happened once as far as Andre was aware.

      Hanger had introduced him to the game. Or rather, for Hanger and men like him, to the world of pimping, which was the game within the game. Sometimes it got called the life, although that was more what the women called it.

      The life had its own rules, and it had its own language. Ducks. Swans. The track. Track hos. Carpet hos. An entire world within a world, what a bullshit sociology college professor would call a subculture.

      Andre didn’t go out looking to recruit girls for Hanger. He’d found that hunting rarely, if ever, worked. Instead, he just lived his life and kept his eyes open.

      He’d even come up with a name for what he did. He called it Pokémon Ho. Not Pokémon Go. An h instead of a g. Ho for, well, he assumed it was short for a whore, not that he ever used that word around the girls.

      Pokémon Go was this game you played on your phone, only you played it outside. You’d point the screen at things outside and these little Pokémon characters appeared, and you could capture them. Just like a treasure hunt.

      And, thought Andre, so was this. Only the little Pokémon hoes he captured were real, and he could exchange them for actual money.

      A lot of guys tried to find them over the internet, but Hanger had turned him on to the real-life hunt early on. Hanger was the last of the old school, and he’d told Andre he wanted to pass on his knowledge to one last generation.

      For a start, Hanger had explained, real life recruitment saved time. You might talk to a girl online for weeks and get nowhere. But out here you could tell pretty much immediately who a suitable target was and who wasn’t.

      Andre thought of it as part science and part art. And for every girl he handed off, he got five hundred bucks. Two hundred came up front and the other three came after Hanger put her to work. If she was white, a swan, it got bumped up by another five hundred.

      Hanger also showed Andre how the pimping game worked. Andre had already seen the money that could be made from pimping. It was crazy, off the charts, loot.

      A single girl might be worth a couple of hundred grand a year to Hanger. It was almost all profit too. The girls didn’t keep any of it. Not a single cent. Everything got handed over. Hanger clothed and fed them, bought them drugs and booze, but that was it. The rest was pure profit.

      

      At home, in his mom’s basement, Andre fired up a blunt. He spent the next few hours poring over the girl’s social media accounts. With each scroll down a page, more and more dollar signs appeared in his eyes.

      Kristin was young and white, two qualities that made her worth a lot more out on the track. For a moment he actually considered keeping her for himself, putting her out there to earn for him. But he knew he didn’t have the game required, not yet anyway.

      From what he could tell, his instincts had been right. She was ripe for someone like Hanger. She only had her mom and a grandpa. No father that he could see.

      Hanger had told him that girls without a father were easier to turn out. Plus, they were less risky, easier to deal with if their family came looking for them.

      As he kept swiping and scrolling, moving back into Kristin’s past, he felt a twinge of guilt pull at him as she got younger. He quickly brushed it off, reminding himself that this was business. There was no room for sentiment in the game.

      When he followed her on Instagram, she messaged him almost immediately. He didn’t reply. He would, but not right away. He needed her to do her own scrolling, to look at his pictures, to start to develop those feelings that girls who’d been ignored their entire life always had.

      He pulled up the latest picture she’d posted. It showed her standing in front of a Christmas tree, smiling shyly at the camera. He copied the picture and sent it on to Hanger.

      “I want two for this one,” was the message he sent with the picture.

      Hanger messaged him back. “Two? You must be tripping.”

      Andre didn’t respond.

      A half hour later, Hanger came back.

      “She is fine, though. I’ll go to two, but only if she works out for me.”

      Andre smiled and tapped out his reply.

      “Deal.”
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      Ryan Lock perched on the edge of the couch and took the framed photograph from Joyce Miller. He studied the face of the girl in the picture for a moment. She had brown hair, cut into bangs that almost reached her eyes, and soft brown eyes.

      She stared out from the frame at Lock, her expression suggesting that having her picture taken was something to be endured rather than enjoyed.

      Lock didn’t take too long over the photograph. He studied it more as a courtesy than anything else. He doubted it was the image he’d need to track down Kristin.

      Rather than risk offense by immediately giving it back, he handed it off to the woman sitting next to him, Angie Garcia.

      “Mrs. Miller,” he said. “Would you have something taken more recently?

      Kristin’s mother looked confused. She glanced over to Kristin’s grandfather, who was sitting, watchman-like, by a chair near the window. His head turned towards them, his face angled side on to the street.

      “That was taken last month,” said the grandfather.

      “I might have something more recent,” said Joyce Miller, getting up and bustling over to a credenza.

      “No, that’s fine,” said Lock, trying to keep the shock out of his voice. “How old did you say your daughter is?”

      “She’s fourteen,” she said. “Just turned. Her birthday was last month.”

      Lock’s expression didn’t change. Inside, all he could think was fourteen.

      How the hell did a quiet, studious fourteen-year-old girl from a lower middle-class family in the San Fernando Valley, a girl who had seemingly never dated and studied hard, a girl with dreams of becoming a nurse, end up in the hands of sex traffickers? And why had it fallen to the likes of Angie Garcia to find her?

      He kept those questions to himself, at least for the time being, and tried to focus on the task at hand. First and foremost, taking the emotion out of it, this was a missing person's case.

      The first task was to locate the missing girl. To do that, he needed as much information about her as possible.

      Joyce Miller seemed to anticipate his need. She opened the top drawer of the bureau and pulled out a slightly worn looking tablet computer.

      “She took her phone with her, but she left this,” she said, handing the tablet off to Lock. “I don’t know any of her passwords, but I thought you might be able to hack into it or something.”

      “That’s great,” said Lock, taking the tablet. He doubted he’d be able to crack the password himself, but he knew plenty of cyber security people who would do it for a fee with no questions being asked.

      If they were going to find Kristin, her computer was almost certainly their best shot. If it had her social media accounts, then it was likely a treasure trove of information. Teenagers lived their lives online. That had its downsides, but it also made tasks like this substantially easier.

      There was a chance that if the social media accounts on the computer were linked to the apps on her phone, which they almost certainly were, that they’d be able to get a precise location that would take them straight to her.

      He decided not to mention that as a possibility. Not until he knew more. The last thing he wanted to do was raise the family’s hopes. But, if everything went smoothly, he might have Kristin back with her family in less than twenty-four hours.

      “When we spoke on the phone, you mentioned something about Kristin perhaps having met a boy just before she took off,” prompted Angie.

      “She was in love,” said the grandfather, making no attempt to conceal the mix of scorn and sarcasm in his voice. “Like anyone was going to fall for Kristin.”

      Lock traded a look with Angie, both of them momentarily taken aback.

      “A boy’s never even so much as asked her out,” her mom added, trying to smooth things over and move on. “She doesn’t get invited to parties or out on dates. She goes to school, she comes home, that’s about it.”

      “Did she mention this boy’s name or give you any details, like how old he was or where he was from?” said Lock.

      “Andrew. Andre. Something like that,” said the grandfather.

      “You get a last name?”

      He shook his head.

      “She didn’t really talk about him that much,” said Joyce. “But I got the impression that he was older. Maybe like eighteen, nineteen, somewhere in there. Way too old to be taking an interest in a girl her age.”

      “That’s usually how it gets worked,” said Angie.

      

      An hour later, Lock and Angie said their goodbyes to Kristin’s mother and grandfather and walked back to Lock’s car. As they were about to get in, Angie stopped, her hand holding the open passenger door.

      “You still sure you want to do this?” she said, staring at him.

      Lock paused. Even from the brief sit down with Kristin’s anxious family, he knew he was about to enter an evil world. He was hardly naïve. Years of military service, followed by over a decade in high-end private security, had seen to that.

      Like most people, when he heard the phrase sex trafficking, it had conjured images of women spirited into America to be exploited. Or perhaps young women in far-flung places kidnapped from the streets, spirited away and set to work.

      What he hadn’t been prepared for was a world that was, according to Angie, herself a former victim of trafficking, hidden in plain sight. A world where young girls and women, almost all of them American, were carefully selected and groomed, online and in real life, before being coaxed, coerced or outright forced into selling their bodies.

      Just like the first time he’d stepped into a real live war zone, Lock sensed he was stepping through a door into a place that would change him. He was old enough now to know that the change something like this brought wasn’t always a good one.

      Yet if people like him didn’t help Angie Garcia to help the Kristin Millers of this world, then who would?

      Law enforcement did what it could. But the line between a runaway and a trafficked victim was often a blurry one in the eyes of the law. And often the victims did not see themselves as victims, which made prying them from the pimps, if not impossible, then frequently thankless.

      Even when traffickers were caught, Angie had informed him when they’d first met, conviction rates were depressingly low. Victims disappeared or got cold feet or didn’t want to sit in a courtroom and relive the months or years of trauma they were trying to leave behind. Defense attorneys had a bewildering array of delaying tactics.

      And, more than anything, the trafficking business was driven by a sick, but almost insatiable demand for product. One pimp was convicted and sent to prison only for two more to step up to take their place. It was a billion-dollar business in a world where money often counted for more than people, especially people deemed by polite society to be disposable.

      Lock turned the question over for a second more. If he was in, he was all in. That was how he operated. The only difference with this situation was that he wasn’t taking payment.

      “Yes,” he said, finally. “I want to do this.”
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      The refuge/halfway house that Angie Garcia had set up for former victims of trafficking lay on a quiet street in Sun Valley.

      For security reasons, there was no sign outside. Nor did the address appear anywhere on the organization’s website. There were no pictures. A street view on Google Maps would only turn up the address, and an image of a nondescript two-story-building that looked like a youth hostel.

      The dozen or so girls and women who lived inside were sworn never to reveal the location to anyone, not even a family member or close friend. A breach of the rule led to immediate exclusion.

      None of the women who had passed through had ever been excluded. They all knew, often from bitter experience, the consequences of one of their pimps finding out where they were.

      Lock had come to the refuge a week before Christmas to review their security. He’d got talking with Angie and she’d mentioned that they also helped families locate trafficked girls and women and always needed additional help.

      The more Angie had told him about her story and then the stories of the women she helped, the angrier Lock had become. He’d returned home to the beautiful apartment in the Marina that he shared with his attorney fiancée, Carmen.

      It had been Carmen’s suggestion that he do a little pro bono work to keep his mind sharp. Angie’s details had come via one of the investigators that Carmen’s law firm used. He’d agreed to review her security with no idea that it would lead to anything else, never mind tracking down a likely trafficked fourteen-year-old.

      Yet here he was.

      He watched Angie walk inside and got back in his car. He pulled the tablet computer from the glove compartment and turned it over in his hand, wondering what secrets it contained and whether it would lead him straight to Kristin Miller before anything truly bad happened to her.

      One thing he knew from talking to Angie. The time between a girl being handed to a trafficker and being put to work wasn’t long. Sometimes a few days. Sometimes less.

      It had seemed almost surreal when she’d told him. She had assured him it was how it worked.

      He looked at the time. It was late. He dug out his phone and started to make calls. There had to be at least one tech geek out there who wouldn’t mind making some extra money on Christmas Eve.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Lock pulled up outside a storefront on a near-deserted block in Santa Monica. Next to the storefront was a blue door. He rang one of five buzzers. He stood back so that his face was visible to the camera mounted off to one side of the doorway.

      Seconds passed before the door clicked open. He walked into a narrow foyer with an unmanned reception desk and a single elevator.

      He rode the elevator to the third floor and made a left. A petite young woman in her early twenties opened a door. She wore thick, black-rimmed glasses and her black hair was tied back into a ponytail. Jenny Chu was an IQ off the charts tech Stanford drop-out hacker used mostly by private investigators. She was popular because she was fast, reliable, and she didn’t ask too many questions about the legality of what some of her hacking missions involved.

      “Hey, Mr. Lock, what’s up?”

      “You make me sound ancient when you call me Mr. Lock.”

      She smiled. “You are.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re very welcome,” she laughed.

      He followed her through another door and into an office with a desk and a long workbench that was covered in computers, cell phones and all kinds of other gadgets.

      “Thanks for agreeing to take a look at this on Christmas Eve.”

      She hopped up onto one of two stools.

      “Hey, you know us Chinese people, always ready to make a buck regardless of what day it is,” she said. “What you got?”

      He handed over Kristin’s tablet computer. “Belongs to a fourteen-year-old who’s gone missing from her home in the Valley, believed trafficked. We need to access her social media accounts and whatever else is on there.”

      “Woah, trafficked, as in?”

      “Yeah, as in what you’re thinking.”

      “Jeez. Okay, well in that case I’ll get straight to it, but there is a ‘no one else is working right now’ premium of an additional five hundred dollars.”

      “Not an issue.”

      “I thought you’d quibble.”

      “Nope,” said Lock. “I just want to find this girl and get her back to her family.”

      Jenny had already propped the tablet on the bench and plugged it into another computer via the USB port. She clicked and tapped at her computer as they talked.

      “Hey, so how come the cops aren’t out there looking for her?” she asked him.

      “They are, but they get a lot of calls about runaways, especially this time of year. I’m just trying to expedite matters.”

      The tablet computer flashed, and she was into the main screen.

      “Password protection’s really basic on these things. Now, let me see what she has on this. If we can get into her Instagram or Snapchat, then you’re probably home and dry.”

      “Great,” said Lock. “Hey, do you mind if I step out to make a call?”

      “Of course not.”

      He walked back out into the corridor. He’d called Carmen on the way here and left a message, and now he was getting worried that she hadn’t called him back.  She should have been home a couple of hours ago.

      If Jenny managed to somehow magic up a location, he didn’t plan on waiting until tomorrow to get her. He couldn’t imagine a better Christmas present to Kristin’s family than her safe return. But closing this up tonight, or more likely in the early hours of Christmas Day, would make him even later and he wanted to let Carmen know what his plans were.

      Thankfully, this time she picked up.

      “Hey, it’s me, everything okay?”

      “Yeah, fine. You headed home?”

      “Not yet.”

      He explained a little about the situation and the time pressure. He could tell Carmen was disappointed that they likely wouldn’t be able to spend Christmas Eve together, but that she didn’t want to guilt him into coming home.

      “I’ll be home as soon as I can.”

      “Ryan, it’s fine. But promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Be careful. The people involved in this kind of thing, are,” she said before trailing off.

      “Don’t worry. I don’t plan on kicking down any doors. If I find her, I’ll let the LAPD handle that part.”

      “Good. Hey, one more thing.”

      “You want me to pick up take out on the way home?”

      “That would be good too, but that I was going to say I love you.”

      “I love you too,” Lock smiled. “I’ll call as soon as I’m finished up.”

      

      He walked back through to find Jenny hunched over the work bench, tapping even more furiously at her keyboard.

      “What’s the good word?”

      Jenny looked up.

      “It’s been wiped. The whole thing. When did you say she split?”

      Lock’s heart sank. So much for a Christmas reunion. “Like a week ago. Maybe a little less.”

      “Yeah, right around then would be about right.”

      “But you can still recover the date?”

      “I can try, but I’m not going to get it done tonight.”

      Lock looked through the window to the quiet street below.

      “If it goes faster than you thought, can you call me?”

      “Sure.”

      

      He got back into his car and sat there for a moment, drumming his fingers against the steering wheel. There was nothing he could do tonight. He’d pinned most of his hopes on the tablet computer. Who was he kidding? All of his hopes.

      Jenny might recover what had been on it, but that wouldn’t be until tomorrow, or later. He told himself he should call it a night. There was no harm in sleeping on it and getting some fresh ideas about how he might find this kid. Plus, he was a fifteen-minute drive from home.

      He put the car into Drive and pulled out from the curb. He stopped, pulled back over to the side of the street and grabbed his phone.

      Kristin’s mother answered immediately, as he’d known she would. You got little sleep under these circumstances. Not for the first few weeks, anyway. It took exhaustion to overwhelm the parent of a missing child before they could find some rest.

      Anticipating the first question, the only question, Lock quickly said, “I haven’t found her and I’m sorry for calling so late, but I wanted to ask you about Kristin’s cell phone.”

      “I’ve tried it. Over and over. I think it’s switched off. It doesn’t even go to voicemail.”

      “No, I just needed the number,” Lock said, slightly embarrassed that he hadn’t already collected what was fairly basic information when he’d sat down with the family.

      “Oh, sure,” she said, rattling off the digits.

      Lock made a note of them and then repeated them back.

      “That’s it,” she said.

      There was a moment of silence between them, Lock in his car on an empty street and Kristin’s mother in the living room, or maybe in the kitchen of her small house in the Valley.

      “I was so happy when Angie told me you were going to help find my Kristin.”

      “I’m going to do my very best, I promise you that.”

      It was a bad idea to make promises or offer guarantees. Lock had already spoken with Angie enough to know that these weren’t straightforward situations. Not by a long way. With a regular child abduction, or any kidnap or abduction for that matter, once you had located and extracted the person, that was it.

      Trafficking wasn’t like that. That was what made it so difficult for law enforcement. What did you do with a victim who didn’t think they were a victim? Or worse yet, with a victim who had fallen hard for their trafficker or someone close to their trafficker?

      Right now, though, that was a problem for down the line. He still had to find Kristin. The faster he tracked her down, the less deep they would have gotten their talons into her.

      “Mr. Lock?”

      “Yes.”

      “If you do find her, will you call me straight away? No matter what time it is. I don’t care if it’s four in the morning.”

      “I will,” he said.

      

      Rather than call her back from the car, Lock went back inside to give Jenny the number. Whatever software she was using to retrieve the data on Kristin’s tablet was still working overtime.

      “You want me to hack her phone records?” Jenny asked him.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s at least another two grand. There’s a lot of operational security involved to make sure no one knows I hacked into the account.”

      “The money’s not an issue,” said Lock.

      Jenny tilted her head. “Who’s paying for all this?”

      “I am,” said Lock.

      “Why?”

      Lock hadn’t actually thought too hard about the why. He guessed it was partly because he was already invested in a way he hadn’t been in a long time. Most of his work over the past few years had been solving the problems of rich people. Problems that were often self-inflicted and a direct result of people with money having either acquired it in shady ways, or flaunting it to such an extent that they made themselves a target.

      This was different. These people didn’t have money that he could see.

      If he didn’t help them, who would?

      “I don’t know,” said Lock. “I guess it feels good to finally be helping someone who really needs it.”

      The young hacker shrugged, seemingly satisfied with his answer.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m going to give you a discount, okay?” she said.

      Lock laughed.

      “I wasn’t looking for one.”

      Jenny turned back to another computer further along the work bench.

      “You don’t really know much about all this tech stuff, do you, Boomer?”

      “Boomer?”

      “Never mind,” said Jenny. “Anyway, you can do a lot more with a phone number than see who the person called or who called them. A lot of times they link to social media accounts. Like you can plug a number into Facebook, and depending on how they have their privacy settings set up, it will give you their account. Look.”

      Lock stepped over to the bench. Over Jenny’s shoulder he could see pictures of Kristin on one of her, no doubt multiple social media accounts.

      Some photographs looked recent, very recent.

      “Do you mind if I take a look at that?” said Lock.

      “Be my guest,” she said, moving out of the way.

      Lock clicked on the most recent image. It was a selfie of Kristin. In contrast to the pictures, he’d seen in her home, in this photograph she was wearing makeup and a tight-fitting top.

      “That right there is a thirst trap,” said Jenny.

      Lock did his best to try to keep up with social media, but he had to admit that right now he was starting to feel his age.

      “A thirst trap?” he said, feeling even older than his chronological age.

      “Yeah, Boomer, it’s when a girl posts a sexy image to get guys to like or comment. They’re usually a lot more explicit.”

      Lock began to scroll down the other images she’d posted. Only a few were of Kristin herself and they were either old photographs of her as a kid or images presumably from school and things like soccer practice where she looked like any other fourteen-year-old kid. None of them, apart from the final one, fell into the category of ‘thirst trap’.

      Jenny jabbed a finger at the screen. “And look at this. This guy liked her post.”

      Jenny leaned past Lock and clicked. It opened the guy’s account.

      It was set to private, but there was a username, a short bio and a profile picture of a young man in his late teens or early twenties. He had his shirt off to reveal a toned and chiseled torso, complete with eight pack abs, and boy band good looks.

      “Can you get into his account?” asked Lock.

      “Probably, yes, but I don’t want to send a request from my own account for obvious reasons, but yeah, I can set up a fake account and we can probably catfish him.”

      Lock was relieved to at least know what the phrase catfish meant. He’d caught an episode or two of the TV show while channel surfing with Carmen. Catfishing was the practice of creating a fake internet persona, often with stolen images from another person’s account, to deceive other people, often into forming some kind of virtual relationship.

      “You think that’ll work?” asked Lock.

      Jenny shrugged. “It’s worth a shot. Might take a little time though.”

      Time was one thing Lock knew he didn’t have.

      “Is there any other way you can get an address for this guy in the meantime?” he asked.

      “Sure, I can try. People are lazy about usernames. They tend to use the same handle all over the web. Same goes for passwords. Let me see what I can find.”

      Lock stepped away, leaving her to it. There was a small kitchen area in back. He made them both coffee. He was running on the energy of the investigation, and of finally catching a break, but he could feel his energy beginning to flag and he needed an extra jolt.

      By the time they were both on their second cup of strong coffee and he had looked at his watch, it was close to one in the morning.

      “Got something,” said Jenny as a color printer over in the corner whirred into action.

      She hopped off her stool and grabbed a couple of sheets and handed them to Lock with a flourish.

      “This,” she said, pointing at the first piece of paper. “This looks like it’s his car.”

      Lock took it from her. It was a Buick Grand National GNX with a fairly distinctive paint job. The image didn’t show the license plate, but it was a good start. There couldn’t be many cars in the greater Los Angeles area that looked like this one.

      “And this,” she added, handing him the second piece of paper. “This looks like it’s his house. Or somewhere he hangs out. See how the edge of the porch in the picture of his car matches the porch in this one.”

      In the second picture she’d printed, Andre was posing on the sidewalk with a couple of buddies. They were throwing signs with their hands that looked like they could have been gang signs. Having grown up black and poor in Long Beach, Lock’s partner Ty had more of an insight into street gangs. He would send the pictures onto him.

      “Jenny, is there any way you could get an address from that?”

      She grimaced. “There are limits even to my superpowers, but I can try. Then I really have to go home and get some rest though.”

      As she busied herself seeing if she could use Google Maps street view to match the image of the house, Lock paced to the window. One thing he was certain of was that Andre was the same Andre or Andrew that Kristin’s mom had mentioned.

      Find Andre and he was certain he would find Kristin.
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      Lock pulled slowly to the curb and killed the engine. On the opposite side of the street was a house that matched the one in the photograph. It was a little after three in the morning and there were no lights on at the front of the property.

      Lock couldn’t see the distinctive 1987 Buick Grand National GNX but there was a car parked in the house’s driveway that was covered with a tarpaulin.

      He got out and walked quickly over to the house. He eased the gate open, wincing at the creak of the hinges, and moved directly to the car. he lifted the cover at the front and caught a glimpse of the cherry red he’d been looking for, along with a tell-tale pop up headlight.

      He was in the right place.

      Not wanting to surrender the element of surprise just yet, he moved down the side of the house, measuring each step with care, keeping his footfalls as soft as he could.

      At the back of the house was an unkempt yard. A couple of mismatched lawn chairs were arranged around a homemade fire pit that was filled with snubbed out cigarettes and roaches.

      There were two windows at the back. Lock walked over to the nearest one, cupped his hands against the glass and peered into a kitchen. The sink was full of unwashed dishes and the counters were the same.

      He moved to the next window. The blinds were drawn, but something told him it was a bedroom. He checked the window. It was locked.

      That was probably for the best. No matter the motive, finding Kristin wouldn’t be helped by him being arrested for breaking and entering.

      In any case, he had an alternative plan. One that was just as good, although a touch riskier.

      Lock popped the collar of his jacket as high as it would, dug out a ball cap from the pocket and put it on. He walked none too softly to the back door, making sure to kick away an empty beer can on the way.

      He knocked, softly at first, then when, as he expected, no one responded, he knocked louder.

      “Hey, Joe, open up, dude,” he called out, slightly slurring his words as he went for ‘drug and drink addled idiot who’s stumbled into the wrong back yard’.

      A few more seconds passed. Finally came the sound of someone stirring inside. Then a voice. Young, male, half asleep.

      “There’s no Joe here. You have the wrong house.”

      “Where’d Joe go?” said Lock, staying in character and keeping his head angled down so that the cap obscured his face.

      “There’s no Joe here.”

      “Oh, sorry, bro. Listen, I really hurt my leg coming over that fence,” said Lock, pausing for dramatic effect. “And my old lady took my phone. Could I maybe make a call?”

      More movement from inside, accompanied by no small amount of cursing. There was the thud of something large and wooden, likely a baseball bat, being picked up inside the kitchen.

      Lock made his move, stepping off to the side of the back door that led into the kitchen. He knelt down, pretending to tie an errant lace.

      The door opened. Lock could see a pair of bare legs and fat end of a baseball bat. He figured as long as he could see the bat close to the ground; he was good. He raised his hand, fingers fanned out in a ‘I come in peace’ gesture.

      “Listen, bro, there’s no Joe here, and I ain’t letting you do shit apart from giving you three seconds to get the fuck out of my yard before I beat the shit out of you.”

      Andre wasn’t exactly a Good Samaritan, thought Lock. That would make whatever he had to do next a lot easier.

      Lock’s hand slid down to his ankle. He came back up with a .38 snub nosed revolver, pointed it at Andre’s chest, and took three steps back.

      Andre had started to raise the bat, ready to take a swing. He saw the gun, then Lock’s face, which was focused rather than confused, and decided that taking a swing might not be the next move.

      “Let’s go inside, Andre, before we wake your neighbors.”

      Andre didn’t appear to like that idea. He didn’t move.

      “Put the bat down,” said Lock. “If you think I won’t shoot you then you’re very much mistaken.”

      Still no movement.

      “Count of three,” said Lock, staring him down. “I don’t want to kill you, so I’ll probably try to wound you. But I can tell you from experience, that’s kind of an imprecise art, even at this range.”

      That and Lock’s unblinking stare seemed to do the trick. Without taking his eyes off the barrel of the small handgun, Andre crouched down and placed the bat on the lawn.

      “Let’s go talk inside,” said Lock.

      It was fairly obvious that Andre was pissed. Pissed at being woken up. Pissed at having a gun pointed at him in his own backyard. Pissed at not being able to take a free swing at someone.

      “What’s this about?” he asked, his teeth barely parting as he spat out the question.

      “I’m here for Kristin Miller.”

      That drew a smile from Andre that chilled something inside Lock.

      “She ain’t here. You can look,” said Andre, stepping off to one side.

      “Oh, I intend to,” said Lock, motioning for Andre to move back into the kitchen.
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