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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      A shadowy figure slipped into the darkened bedroom from the hallway. Raindrops tapped against the curtained windows on the far side of the room. The muted sounds of overlapping conversations punctuated by notes of music drifted from the party downstairs. How long before anyone noticed someone was missing?

      The figure padded across the room on silent feet toward the wall beside the bed. The careful removal of a pastoral oil painting revealed the cool metal surface of a safe door. The dial turned with ease, a soft click announcing the fall of a tumbler as each correct number was selected. Moments later, the door swung open on silent hinges, a light flickering to life inside to illuminate the contents with a pale glow.

      This was the moment. All the planning and preparation... It had all come down to this. After tonight was over, the wheels would be set in motion. Everything would change.

      The prickling sense of being watched made the figure turn.

      Is someone else here?

      Eyes swept the darkened contours of the large bed, dressers, and wing chairs in the sitting area of the room. Nothing moved.

      I’m being paranoid.

      Precious minutes were ticking by. There was no time to waste jumping at shadows. The figure turned back toward the safe to continue with the task at hand. Within moments, the job was done. Time to get back to the party and mingle.

      The night was still young, and there was so much left to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      Kira dodged a punch and circled, her bare feet skimming the mat of the cage. Her dark ponytail swished in the air behind her. The man facing her was roughly her weight and height—five foot ten with lean muscle—but he lacked experience. Still, she was glad to add some variety to her training partners. When she had first started her MMA training, most of the guys had been hesitant to roll with a woman. But things were different now. More and more people had come to learn of her past since she had solved an abduction case four months ago and rescued her friend, Stephanie Wright. The media had been quick to link the story with Kira’s own abduction escape and rescue of seven other girls three years before. Most of the guys who approached her at the gym now were just curious, but she made sure they all walked away knowing she was every bit as tough as her reputation.

      And they still underestimate me.

      The man currently facing her—Ryan—took another swing. Kira blocked and struck his unprotected side with her knee. She was a decent striker, but she knew she needed to take the fight to the ground if she wanted to increase her chances of winning. She picked away at her opponent strategically with knees and jabs, keeping dark memories of her past firmly in check. She had come to accept that those experiences were a part of her. Not only that, but they were what had made her the fighter she had become. Even though Kira had no interest in becoming a professional fighter, it didn’t mean she didn’t take her training or fights seriously. The reason she fought with more intensity than any of her opponents was because she had been forced to fight outside the cage to save her own skin. Nothing could replace that kind of experience.

      She threw another knee and came in for the clinch, throwing Ryan to the ground with a head and arm hip toss. She made sure she landed with Ryan on his back in a headlock beneath her to her left side. Before he could react, she posted off her right foot and hopped her legs over his body to land on his right side to prevent him from slipping out and attacking from behind. Kira used the underhook she had gained from her new position to pull herself into a mount, straddling Ryan’s hips and raining down punches from above. This was only a practice bout. Her padded gloves against his headgear meant her blows weren’t full-force, but they weren’t love taps either.

      Ryan flipped over beneath her in an effort to escape, which was exactly what Kira wanted. Now she had his back. She used the weight of her lower body to flatten him out against the mat and let her hands go, hitting the sides of his head while he desperately tried to block her. She kept up her relentless attack until their trainer stopped the bout, calling it a TKO. Kira rolled off Ryan’s back and rose to her feet with a satisfied nod. She was barely winded. Ryan smiled at her around his mouthguard as he stood and she gave him an encouraging pat on the back before exiting the cage.

      Jeff was waiting for her outside with her water bottle. She eased out her mouthguard and took a long drink.

      “Thanks,” she said with a smile.

      “Good match.”

      Even though Jeff said the words, Kira felt as if they were more habit than anything else. Things had started off well between them. She had felt a connection when they had first met at the gym. At first, Jeff had been the only guy who would roll with her. Then he had helped her solve Stephanie’s case, which had only brought them closer together. But somewhere in the months since then, their chemistry had faded. The sex had been... decent, but he seemed increasingly distracted lately, his thoughts elsewhere.

      What’s going on with him? Is it that I’m training with other guys now? Because that’s all business. He should know that.

      Kira had spent the past few weeks wondering how she should approach him. Even though she was a fighter, she wasn’t the confrontational type when it came to the rest of her life. She wanted to give Jeff the chance to talk to her about whatever was on his mind when he was ready, but she was running out of patience.

      “Do you want to get some coffee?” she asked. “After a shower, I mean.”

      Even though her bout hadn’t lasted long, both of them had been training for a couple of hours already. His T-shirt was dark with sweat and his dark hair had come loose from its ponytail to rest around his shoulders. Kira knew she must be in comparable shape. A few tendrils of hair had escaped her own ponytail to stick to the sweat on her face.

      Jeff shrugged. “Sure.”

      Kira suppressed a sigh at his seeming disinterest. Yes, it was definitely time to have a talk. She couldn’t keep leaving things alone and hoping they would somehow get better.

      “Good. I’ll meet you in ten minutes.”

      She left for the women’s changeroom, feeling both baffled and annoyed. Although there were a few more girls coming to the gym lately, Kira had the showers to herself. She went through the motions, her mind on other things as she lathered her long hair. All she could think about was the upcoming conversation with Jeff. Her stomach tightened and she had to force her tired muscles to relax under the heat of the water.

      What the hell am I going to say to him? I have to say something...

      Her thoughts continued to circle as she dressed in a comfortable pair of jeans and her favorite Nine Inch Nails T-shirt. She left her hair out of its usual ponytail for the moment. She didn’t like tying it back when it was still wet. She gave herself a cursory inspection in the mirror. A pair of green eyes stared back from a face that was free of makeup.

      Maybe he wants someone... more feminine.

      She knew that was what her mother would say. Kira had always been too much of a tomboy for her tastes. But she couldn’t imagine trying to be something else, and she had always been under the impression that Jeff liked her just the way she was. She shook her head.

      I guess it’s time to find out.

      She met Jeff outside, and they walked together to the nearest coffee place. It had rained heavily the night before. The sidewalks of La Valentia smelled of damp concrete, even though the morning California sun shone brightly overhead. Kira and Jeff walked in silence, both of them lost in their own thoughts.

      The coffee shop was busy. It was still early, and people were stopping in on their way to work. Kira and Jeff placed their order and found a quiet corner away from the door. Jeff gazed out the window and for a moment, Kira stared at her drink, trying to muster the courage to say something other than the totally cliché ‘We need to talk.’ She took a deep breath.

      “So what’s going on with you lately?” she said, trying hard to keep her tone light. “You’ve seemed kind of distracted.”

      Jeff’s hazel gaze swung toward her, his eyes flickering in startlement at her direct approach.

      “Um, yeah. I guess I have been.” His expression turned guilty. “Sorry, I didn’t think you’d noticed.”

      Kira stifled a snarky retort. Did he really think he had been hiding it?

      “Don’t apologize. Just tell me what’s bothering you.” She reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

      Jeff looked away. “It’s kind of awkward.”

      Kira forced a nervous chuckle. “It’s not like we haven’t had to deal with awkward before. Remember our first date?”

      They had been interrupted by Trevor Wright, Stephanie’s brother and Kira’s high school nemesis. He had hijacked their date without remorse, insisting that Kira talk to him. It wasn’t until after Kira and Jeff had given up on the meal as unsalvageable that Trevor had revealed his younger sister had been abducted. Even though Trevor was a pompous ass, and he was constantly brushing Jeff off as too much of a wuss for her, the search for Stephanie had brought Jeff and Kira closer together.

      Jeff’s lips twitched. “I thought Trevor was some jilted lover from your past.”

      Kira’s expression twisted in disgust. “Ugh. As if that would ever happen.” Now that the tension had been broken, she gave him an earnest look. “So are you going to tell me or not?”

      He took a deep breath, visibly steeling himself. “I really like you Kira. You’re an awesome girl.”

      She felt her stomach clench at the word she knew must be coming. Her fingers went cold.

      But...

      Jeff bit his lip for a moment. He gave her a pleading look. “But there’s someone else.”

      Kira yanked her hands away. “What?”

      This was the last thing she had been expecting. She felt as if she had been punched in the gut.

      How could I have been such an idiot?

      The signs had been there, she just hadn’t wanted to see them. How was it she could solve a crime and not see something like this coming? She felt like a fool. She was an intensely private person, keeping most people at arm’s length. Jeff had been one of the few she had let in.

      I should have known better.

      “I’m sorry.” Jeff’s expression turned anguished. “I didn’t know how to tell you. Nothing’s come of it yet. I haven’t cheated, I swear.” He reached toward her hands, but she gripped the edge of the table.

      “For weeks, I’ve been wasting my time wondering what I’ve done to push you away.” Kira pinned him with her gaze, her voice low and even, despite its intensity. “And now you tell me you’ve been eyeing someone else all this time?”

      “It’s complicated,” he said. “Look, just let me explain⁠—”

      “I think I’ve heard everything I need to.” Kira pushed back her chair and stood. “I only wish I had the guts to ask you sooner, since it’s clear you were never going to tell me.”

      Jeff reached an arm toward her. “Kira, wait⁠—”

      “You know, Trevor Wright might be an ass, but it looks like he was right about one thing,” Kira said, her voice still low and hard. “You are a coward.”

      She stormed out of the coffee shop without looking back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Kira parked her car in its usual spot in front of the walk-up apartment she shared with her high school friend and roommate, Rob. She was glad she and Jeff had driven to the gym separately that morning. The sight of a familiar blue BMW made her groan. Trevor was visiting.

      Again.

      Just what I need. First I find out Jeff’s found someone else, and now this.

      She steeled herself as she walked toward the building. Even though she had worked with Trevor to find his missing sister Stephanie, he was still the arrogant, rich jock who had teased her and Rob in high school. He also had the uncanny knack of knowing exactly what to say to make Kira want to throttle him. Resisting that temptation was an almost constant struggle.

      Kira entered the apartment, which was strangely quiet, aside from a familiar clacking. She took a deep breath and poked her head into the living room. Two faces swiveled in her direction. Rob’s disheveled brown curls poked out from under the hood of his favorite maroon sweatshirt, which was the only stain-free item of clothing he owned, at least as far as Kira could tell. Even though he was looking right at her, his fingers continued working without pause, tapping away at the keyboard of his laptop at the dining-room table. He rolled his brown eyes in Trevor’s direction.

      “Thank God you’re finally here,” Rob said. “Where the hell have you been?”

      Kira schooled her expression as her thoughts went back to her coffee with Jeff. “Nowhere. I just had to take care of something.” She didn’t feel like talking about it right now, especially not with Trevor around.

      “Kira!” Trevor rose to his feet from his seat on the couch. He gave her a dazzling smile.

      Kira sighed. “Hello, Trevor.” She took in his perfectly styled blond curls, snug periwinkle polo top, which brought out his eyes and showed off his athletic build, crisp khaki shorts, and... Kira frowned. “Are those my socks?”

      A pair of women’s ankle socks were stretched tightly around Trevor’s feet.

      Trevor scowled. “It wasn’t my idea.” He glared at Rob.

      “You’re the one who waltzed in here with those freakishly large clodhoppers unshod.” Rob shuddered before giving him a dire look. “No bare feet in my domain. That’s the rule.”

      “How was I supposed to know?” Trevor demanded.

      Kira held up a hand to cut off Rob’s retort. She looked at Trevor. “So he told you to put on some socks and you listened?” She had a hard time picturing it.

      “He didn’t exactly give me a choice.” Trevor gave Rob a dubious look. “He was practically hysterical. He kept going on about Podo-something.”

      “Podophobia,” Rob said with more than a trace of annoyance. “It’s a real condition.” Trevor shook his head in bafflement.

      “It’s a fear of feet,” Kira explained. “In Rob’s case, bare ones.”

      Trevor’s jaw dropped. “He’s afraid of feet?”

      Rob snorted. “Like you don’t have any irrational fears, Mr. J. Crew.”

      “Well, yeah, but... feet?”

      “My question is, why are you wearing a pair of my socks?” Kira asked Trevor. “Rob could have loaned you a pair.”

      Now it was Trevor’s turn to shudder. “Ugh. No, thank you.”

      “So Podophobia makes me a freak, but Homophobia is OK,” Rob said, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “You can’t turn gay from wearing a pair of my socks, you know.”

      “It has nothing to do with you being gay!” Trevor threw his hands in the air. “It’s because your clothes are disgusting.”

      Kira looked around the living and dining rooms, which were Rob’s base of operations. As usual, piles of clothing littered the floor. She had no idea whether he even had a system to keep the clean items from the dirty ones. It was a constant battle to keep the piles from taking over the apartment.

      “He’s got a point,” she said. “I wouldn’t want to wear your socks either.” She froze. “Wait. Trevor, how did you get those socks?” If he had been in her room, rifling through her dresser...

      “Don’t worry,” Rob said. “I grabbed a pair from the dryer. I wasn’t about to let him paw through your unmentionables.”

      Kira breathed a sigh of relief. “Good.”

      Trevor cleared his throat. “Ah, now that we’ve gotten all that foot nonsense out of the way, I was wondering whether you’ve come around yet about my proposition.”

      Kira flopped onto the couch. Ever since she had helped find his sister, Trevor had been after her to make him an investor in her... problem-solving business—a business she wasn’t even eager to start, despite Rob’s encouragement.

      “We’ve been over this, Trevor,” she said. “I hardly think solving one case makes me qualified to set myself up as some kind of private detective.”

      Rob rolled his eyes. “Come on, Kira. You know it’s not just one case. You escaped from your own abduction and rescued seven other girls! It’s like you don’t even think it counts for some reason.”

      “And you’re good at figuring things out,” Trevor said.

      Kira looked from one man to the other. How had they ended up on the same side?

      “And you would be helping people,” Rob added. “Not to mention, bringing in some good money, especially with me on your team, holding down the fort. We already know it pays better than my web security coding gigs, and they’re not too shabby.” He turned around his laptop. “Look. I’ve already designed a website.”

      Kira lurched off the couch and strode across the room to clutch the edge of the dining-room table. There on Rob’s screen was a web page packed with blurbs and media photos from both cases she had been involved in. Pictures of the women she had rescued smiled back at her, including a woman with long, blond hair and doe-like brown eyes.

      Clarissa.

      Kira’s chest constricted. “Please tell me this isn’t live.” She gestured toward the screen.

      Rob shook his head. “It’s just a beta.” He frowned. “Kira, what’s wrong?”

      She struggled to form a coherent response. “I don’t feel right using their horror stories for my own gain... especially hers.”

      “Clarissa?” Rob asked.

      Kira nodded.

      “But you saved her too. Just because she committed suicide after⁠—”

      “She didn’t commit suicide,” Kira said in a low voice. “The Procurer killed her for knowing too much about him after we all escaped.”

      “We don’t know that⁠—”

      “I know it,” Kira insisted. “He killed Clarissa and made it look like a suicide. She was the only one of us who could possibly describe him. Then he went off for three years and did who knows what before coming back and taking a job to abduct Stephanie. She gets taken, and the man who paid for the Procurer’s services also ends up ‘committing suicide’ in his jail cell before cutting a deal—the one person the police had who could describe the Procurer.” Kira shook her head. “He’s still out there, somewhere. If I had only taken him down when I had the chance...”

      “And how would you have done that?” Rob demanded. “We’ve been over this. You weren’t a fighter back then. You became one because of what that bastard did! If you had attacked him three years ago, you would have been throwing your life away. None of those girls would have escaped. Most of them would probably be dead by now, used up by the creeps who paid for their abductions.”

      “And what about my sister?” Trevor’s blue gaze was anguished. “What would have happened to Steph if you hadn’t been there?”

      It had taken Kira some time, but she had eventually revealed to Rob and Trevor that the man who had abducted Stephanie and the one who was responsible for her own abduction were one and the same. A congratulatory phone call from the Procurer after Stephanie’s rescue had confirmed it.

      Kira raised her hands in defeat. “Look, I know what you guys are saying. But I have a lot of mixed feelings about what you’re proposing. What I want more than anything is to track that son of a bitch down once and for all. I just don’ t know if advertising my so-called victories over this guy is a good idea. He already has his eye on me. Besides, taking other cases would only be a distraction.”

      “Those ‘distractions’ could help you make some valuable connections,” Rob chided. “It’s not always what you know. When you’re trying to track someone down, it helps to have friends in high places or ones who can help you get information.”

      “And what if one of your cases ends up being connected to the Procurer?” Trevor asked. “Steph’s case was.”

      Kira gave him a skeptical look. She doubted she would get that lucky again. No, the Procurer would have moved on to a new territory by now. He was too clever to involve himself in another abduction case where she might get sucked in, at least until he was ready to deal with her on his own terms.

      “Why are you so determined to be a part of this?” she asked Trevor. “I already helped your sister. I even kept your little gambling problem a secret.”

      Trevor winced. “I’m not proud of what I did, getting Steph involved in my mess like that. I’ve realized since then I need something to do with my life other than just pissing my father’s money away. I never realized just how boring things were until four months ago. Steph’s abduction was a wake-up call.”

      “What are your terms?” Rob asked, switching to business mode. Kira gave him a surprised look. Rob shrugged. “We might as well hear him out. He keeps showing up here. I want to know what he plans to bring to the table. Maybe then he’ll stop barging in while you’re away and interrupting my work.”

      Trevor drew himself up. “I would be an investor in your business. I also have contacts with the elite of La Valentia, which could bring you valuable clientele.”

      “Interesting.” Rob raised an eyebrow. “And in exchange?”

      “I would like to be an active partner in your cases.”

      Kira groaned. What Trevor was offering was interesting, but she doubted it would be worth it to have him bumbling along at her side. He had money, good looks, and charm, but not much else.

      “I see.” Rob nodded. “I think a role in the field would be best.”

      Trevor’s gaze swept the disheveled apartment. He and Rob shared a mutual look of disdain as their eyes met. “I agree.”

      “What?” Kira glared at them, feeling like a prize cow at the fair, about to change hands. “Don’t I get any say in this?”

      “I think it could work,” Rob said, his lips twitching. “At the very least, he could drive you around. You hate driving anyway.”

      “Not to mention my car is much better than yours,” Trevor added. Kira shot him a dark look.

      “He can be your trusty sidekick while you roam the streets of La Valentia and restore order with your brains and brawn.” Rob’s lips had stretched into a grin. Kira rolled her eyes. “I can hear your admirers now, composing songs in your honor.”

      Kira shook her head. “Here it comes...”

      Rob started singing the tune of ‘Joxer the Mighty’ from Xena: Warrior Princess, substituting some of the words on the fly to transform it into ‘Kira the Mighty.’ He also managed to include Trevor in a less than flattering fashion, growing louder with each verse until Kira was doubled over with laughter. He gave a triumphant bow at the end.

      “What the...” Trevor shook his head and glared at both of them. “What the hell was that? What’s that crap about me having a little stick?”

      Kira chuckled. “The original song mentions Gabrielle, who fights with a staff. You’ve never watched Xena?”

      “Oh my God, you guys are total nerds.” Trevor shook his head in disbelief. “No wonder I made fun of you in high school.”

      Kira tilted her head and quirked her brow. “Not making me want to take you on as a partner...”

      “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised you’re a fan of that barbarian woman show,” Trevor said to Kira. “And I guess Rob should have been obvious too.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Rob asked, his expression darkening.

      Trevor gave a careless shrug. “Nothing. Why? Isn’t Xena a show of... your people?”

      Rob’s eyes narrowed. “My people?”

      “You know...” Trevor made a vague gesture toward him as if to indicate Rob was somehow the embodiment of the entire gay community.

      “Give him a break,” Kira said to Rob before he could respond. “The show does have a pretty big gay following.”

      Rob shot her an exasperated look. “But⁠—”

      Kira gave him a nod of understanding. “I know.”

      She had been drawn into arguments with Trevor before. They were usually as exasperating as they were pointless. Still, for all of Trevor’s lack of understanding where Rob’s sexual orientation was concerned, he was becoming less of a homophobic tool about it, which was an improvement.

      Maybe having him drive me around wouldn’t be so bad...

      Trevor cleared his throat. “For the record, I’ve never had any complaints about the size of my staff, I mean, stick... Whatever. You know, just in case either of you were wondering.”

      “Noted,” Kira said in a dry voice. “And if it makes you feel any better, you’re definitely more of a Joxer type than a Gabrielle.”

      Rob gave a fervent nod of agreement. “Definitely.” He and Kira both wore serious expressions and carefully avoided looking at each other.

      Trevor gave them a puzzled look. “Thank you?”

      Kira’s phone chimed from her pocket, startling her. She pulled it out to answer, pausing for a moment as she read the call display:

      VICTOR WRIGHT

      Why was Trevor’s father calling her? The last time she had spoken to him had been shortly after she had rescued his daughter. She tapped the screen to answer.

      “Hello?”

      “Hello, Kira. Victor Wright here.” As usual, his deep voice was commanding and businesslike. “I was wondering if you might be available for a consultation.”

      Kira frowned in confusion. Consultation?

      “Sir?”

      “Yes, well, I’m not sure I want to give details over the phone. Suffice it to say, I might have a case for you.”

      Kira’s stomach clenched. “Is Stephanie OK?” Not only was Stephanie Victor’s daughter and Trevor’s half-sister, but she was Kira’s friend as well. Trevor frowned at her words.

      “What? Oh, yes, she’s fine,” Victor said. “This has nothing to do with her. Are you available to stop by so I can give you the details?”

      “Um, sure. When would you like me to come over?” Her thoughts swirled.

      “I’m available right now if you have the time.”

      “OK.” She said. “Trevor is here. I’ll have him drive me over.”

      “Thank you,” Victor said. “I’ll see you shortly.” Kira hung up.

      “What was that all about?” Trevor blurted. “Is Steph OK?”

      “She’s fine,” Kira said in a distracted tone. “It was your father. He says he might have a case for me. He wants to talk in person.”

      “You’re going to take it, right?” Rob leaned forward in his seat.

      Kira shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll need to hear the details first.”

      “Don’t forget to take your gloves.” Rob said.

      Trevor frowned. “Gloves? Do you have a thing about hands too?” He waggled his fingers in the air.

      Rob scowled. “No, dumb-ass. I gave her a pair of leather gloves for her birthday.”

      Trevor gave Kira a speculative look. “Hm, leather. Kinky. I don’t think she’s my father’s type though.”

      “They’re for working cases, you dolt!” Rob shook his head in disbelief. “You know, so she doesn’t have to worry about fingerprints, or ruining evidence.”

      Trevor’s eyes lit with understanding. “OK, that makes more sense. Where did you get them? I didn’t think you ever left this place. I can’t really picture you roaming the mall, not without that laptop, anyway.”

      “I ordered them online!” Rob said from between clenched teeth. He gave Kira a pleading look. “Please, go now and take him with you. I’ll take his money and connections, but I can only bear his company in small doses.”

      “I’m right here, you know,” Trevor said in an affronted tone. His expression turned guileless. “Let me just take off these socks before we go. I certainly can’t be seen wearing them with my sandals.”

      Rob’s eyes widened in dismay as Trevor began peeling off the ankle socks to reveal a pair of tanned, well-groomed feet.

      “Get him out of here!” Rob said to Kira in a strangled voice.

      She shook her head. “All right,” she said, standing between Trevor and Rob while trying to herd Trevor out of the room. “Let’s take this show to the hallway.”

      Trevor made a point of giving Rob a parting wave with his foot before exiting. Once they had reached the safety of the front entryway, he looked down at his own toes.

      “There’s nothing wrong with them, is there?” he asked. He pointed his toes to display them. “I just had a pedicure.”

      “They look fine to me,” Kira said. She actually found it hard to look away. They were in much better shape than her own feet.

      “I hope you’re also noticing they’re a good size too. Isn’t that usually connected to... staff length?” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

      They were rather large... Kira forced her gaze elsewhere. “Just put your sandals on.” She snatched up a pair of black leather gloves from a small table by the front door.

      “Here, don’t forget these.” Trevor tossed her the balled-up ankle socks, which were now stretched several sizes too large. She caught them on instinct. He gave her one of his dazzling smiles.

      She gave him a flat look before dropping them with a grimace. “Thanks.” She wondered what the hell she had been thinking to actually consider taking him on as a business partner.

      Worst. Sidekick. Ever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      Kira sat in silence in the leather passenger seat of Trevor’s car. The only sound was the low hum of the air conditioning over the smooth purr of the engine. Trevor wound through the streets of downtown La Valentia, heading northeast toward the wealthier area of town. Kira gazed out the window, her thoughts torn between hurt anger over her confrontation with Jeff and curiosity from Victor’s call. Her gaze flicked toward the clock on the dashboard. It was barely eleven, and her day had already become far more complicated than she had anticipated when she had left for the gym a few hours ago.

      “So this is exciting,” Trevor said in a bright voice as he drove. “You’ve finally accepted me as your partner, and now my father might have a case for us.”

      Kira made a noncommittal grunt in response.

      Trevor frowned. “What’s your problem? Oh.” His eyes widened as if a sudden thought had occurred to him. “It’s not ah, your time of the month, is it? I know Steph gets a little moody when⁠—”

      “What?” Kira shook her head in disbelief. “No. I’m not having my period—not that it’s any of your business.”

      Trevor flinched at the bluntness of her response. “Could’ve fooled me...” He muttered the words just loud enough for her to hear.

      Kira clenched her fists and resisted the urge to throttle him. “I have a lot on my mind. Jeff and I broke up this morning.”

      Ugh. Why did I tell him that? Now I’ll never hear the end of it...

      Trevor uttered a surprised chuckle. “That wussy emo guy from your gym who always wilted or looked like he was going to blow chunks whenever we found a dead body?”

      “You know exactly who I mean. And for the record, you weren’t much better about the whole dead body thing.” Kira folded her arms across her chest. The last thing she wanted was to defend Jeff right now, but she had been the one to date him.

      “Why did you guys break up?” Trevor asked, easing the focus away from his own shortcomings.

      Kira sighed. “He said there was someone else,” she said in a low voice.

      Here we go...

      Trevor’s gaze whipped toward her as they hit a traffic light. “You mean he broke up with you?” He shook his head. “What a tool.”

      “Huh?” Kira gaped at him.

      “Well, I mean, come on,” Trevor said. “He seemed like a nice enough guy, I guess... I mean, if you’re into that type. But I always thought you were way out of his league. You’re way smarter, and you could kick his ass. What is he even doing with his life? Isn’t he some grease monkey mechanic who plays bass in a band?”

      “It’s not exactly like I have my life all figured out,” Kira said. “And what about you?”

      “Hey, I just became a partner in an up-and-coming business venture.” He flashed her a grin. “Besides, I don’t need to have my whole life figured out. I’m much better looking than Jeff, in case you hadn’t noticed, not to mention I come from money.”

      “Thank you for pointing that out,” Kira said in a flat voice.

      “The part about my looks?” Trevor cocked an eyebrow. “I always thought they were obvious, but they never seem to matter with you for some reason.”

      Kira rolled her eyes. “I meant the money part. You’ve always been so unassuming about it.” Her tone was laced with sarcasm.

      “Aha! So you have noticed my looks.”

      He smiled to himself and made a show of flexing his arms as he gripped the steering wheel. His biceps tightened against the short sleeves of his polo shirt. Kira tilted her head back and closed her eyes with a groan.

      “Why me?” When she opened her eyes again a moment later, Trevor’s expression had turned serious.

      “Look, I know I’ve always given you a hard time about Jeff, and I know I was a prick to you in high school. But if Jeff is interested in someone else, then he’s a total idiot, and you’re better off without him.” Trevor took a deep breath. “I guess what I’m really saying is... I told you so.”

      Kira punched him in the arm. He was driving, so she made sure it was only hard enough to get her point across.

      “Ow! Don’t damage the merchandise, woman! I’m your partner now, remember?”

      “You mean sidekick. ‘Partner’ implies that we’re equals.”

      “Whatever. I’m the guy with the money and connections, who’ll charm you in or out of any situation.” He started flexing his arms again.

      “Rob and I don’t really need your money, you know,” Kira said. “And I think I have enough charm to get by on my own. It’s not as if your charm or connections helped us in your sister’s case. If anything, you were a constant pain in the ass, which I’ve never found to be particularly charming.”

      “That’s because I was distracted. I was too worried about Steph to be my usual charismatic self. And I wouldn’t rely too heavily on your charm if I were you. ‘Smart-mouthed amazon woman’ is an acquired taste. Not everyone is as discerning as I am.”

      Kira raised her fist and Trevor flinched.

      “OK!” Trevor said. “I’m just saying there are different kinds of charm. If you want me to be able to work mine on any unsuspecting women, it might be hard to explain a patch of bruises. And no matter what you say about everything else, I do have connections. I know you’re not thrilled about having me tag along, but just give me a chance, OK?” His blue eyes were earnest.

      Kira gave him a measuring look. As much as Trevor seemed to enjoy teasing her, he also seemed genuinely interested in being her partner.

      Sidekick, she reminded herself.

      She could understand his search for something meaningful to make of his life, and she had to admit he could be useful, especially now that Jeff was out of the equation. Someone who could watch her back, even if he wasn’t trained, was still better than nothing. And even though she poked fun at his definition of charm, he had managed to make her feel better about her breakup. She was friends with his sister, Stephanie, and she was beginning to catch a glimmer of what she saw in him. Maybe there was more to Trevor Wright than he let on...

      Trevor’s eyes were back on the road, and now he was flexing his pecs, making them dance beneath his shirt.

      Then again, maybe not.

      Kira rolled her eyes. “Fine. Just remember that this is my operation, OK?”

      Trevor nodded. “I’m the sidekick. You’re the one who wears the pants. Got it.”

      Kira was about to make a retort, but she realized they were already pulling up the driveway of the Wright mansion. The large house loomed before them, surrounded by an immaculate lawn and blooming garden. Trevor climbed out of the car and led the way inside. Their footsteps echoed through the sparsely decorated interior as they took the familiar route to Victor’s study. Trevor knocked before entering.

      “Come in,” Victor Wright’s voice commanded from within.

      He rose from behind his desk as Trevor and Kira entered. His dress shirt was tailored to his lean, athletic frame, and his graying blond hair was perfectly groomed. In short, he looked far better than he had during some of the more stressful days of Stephanie’s disappearance. He was tanned and seemed well-rested, although there were multiple files littering the desk of his otherwise clutter-free study. Whatever had made him summon Kira, it was unlikely a personal matter.

      “Kira.” He reached across the desk to give her a firm handshake. “Good to see you again. Thank you for arriving so promptly.” He gave his son a curious look when Trevor made no sign of leaving.

      Kira steeled herself. “Trevor has decided to take an interest in my, ah, problem-solving business. He’s here in a supporting role.”
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