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      The card was perfect.

      Each word had been chosen with care, and only a single name marked the envelope.

      The metal mail slot fell shut with a click as the card was pushed inside, allowing a brief, narrow glimpse of the townhouse apartment’s front hallway before it closed. A slight breeze ruffled the warm, spring air, carrying the scents of flowers and soil from the haphazardly-tended front garden.

      How long before the card was discovered and opened?

      In some ways, it probably would have been better not to send the card at all. But then the actions that were about to follow might seem random and inconsequential.

      No, she needed to know that what was going to happen was her fault. She needed to suffer—to be afraid.

      Kira Brightwell needed to pay.
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      Happy birthday to me…

      Kira Brightwell uttered a long-suffering sigh as she tried to balance the large ice cream cake box in one hand and her gym bag over her other shoulder while fumbling for her keys as she approached her townhouse apartment. The cake box wobbled precariously and her keys gave a jingle as she steadied herself with a stream of muttered curses.

      It had been bad enough having to pick up her own birthday cake. She hadn’t found out until after her training and sparring session that the women’s showers were out of commission due to a plumbing problem. (As the only woman at her MMA gym, no one had thought to put up a sign.)

      She had been forced to ignore sidelong glances from the other Dairy Queen customers as she had waited in line in her sodden workout gear, her face and ponytail dripping with sweat. At least her deodorant hadn’t let her down, so she still smelled better than she looked (which was more than she could say for a few of the perfume-drenched women in line who had shown up to place their orders in high-heeled shoes and breathless voices for their young children).

      She had almost decided to skip out on the cake altogether. After all, it wasn’t as if she had a party to share it at. Her boyfriend Jeff was sick with the flu, and Nick was working a double shift today, thanks to several other people down at the station suffering from the same illness that seemed to be sweeping through the suburban town of La Valentia. Kira’s father was out of town on yet another business trip, and her mother and sister were too busy working to celebrate with her until the weekend.

      Normally, Kira wouldn’t have been too broken up about spending less time with her family, but considering the circumstances, she couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for herself. She wasn’t even going to get to see Kevin—her adoring (and adorable), young nephew and the only member of her family who seemed to accept her without reservation.

      The only person she had left to celebrate with today was Rob. And while she had no doubt that she and her best friend and roommate would be able to put a serious dent in the large cake, it was less than what she had been hoping for—which hadn’t really been that much in the first place.

      A quiet, romantic evening with Jeff, or maybe a small party hadn’t seemed like much to ask. Kira had always been an introvert with few close friends. She didn’t want anything big. And previous experience had told her not to expect much from Rob (who never left the apartment), or her mother and sister (who seemed to spend every get-together trying to point out all the various mistakes Kira was making with her life).

      But this year’s birthday felt like a new low.

      Kira shoved down a surge of self pity and tried to take comfort in the simple things instead. The feel of the warm, California sunshine on a beautiful spring day, the fact that she wouldn’t be forced to dress up since her family wasn’t coming, the cold weight of the fudge-centered ice cream cake against her hand through the cardboard box…

      She walked up the front steps and went to unlock the front door, only to find it was already ajar.

      She stiffened, shifting her keys inside her palm until she had a piece of pointed metal sticking out from between each knuckle.

      She had locked the door before she had gone out.

      She stepped warily inside the apartment, easing her sneakered feet down toe-first to avoid making any sound. She lowered her gym bag to the floor and placed the cake on the small, wooden table by the door before moving forward. If Rob was in trouble…

      But the familiar sound of his fingers clattering across the keyboard of his laptop told her he wasn’t in any immediate danger.

      Kira’s gut clenched as an idea of something far worse than a home invasion suddenly struck her.

      What if it’s a surprise party?

      Kira didn’t mind surprises—small ones, at least. And getting through her birthday party each year was manageable, as long as she knew who was coming and how to mentally prepare.

      A surprise party was a whole other story.

      “All I’m saying is, would it have killed you to put up a banner or something?” a familiar, male voice huffed from the direction of the living room. “Or to get rid of some of these nasty piles of clothes on the floor?”

      “Don’t touch those!” Rob replied with some heat. “Not with your feet.” His voice had turned pleading.

      Rob had a thing about feet.

      “Well, I’m certainly not going to touch any of this stuff with my hands. And what does it matter if I shove some of it out of the way?”

      “You’ll mess up my entire system,” Rob groused. “Not all of those clothes are dirty, you know.”

      “Yes, we certainly wouldn’t want to mess with your ‘system’…”

      Kira walked into the room to see Trevor Wright rolling his blue eyes as he spoke. He lowered his muscular arms from his air quotes and turned toward her with his trademark, blinding-white smile.

      “Kira! Happy birthday!” He took a step forward with his arms extended as if to hug her before stopping in his tracks. “Um, did you just come from the gym?”

      He looked her up and down, taking in the full effect of her dark, tangled ponytail and the damp T-shirt she had thrown on over her bra top and matching Lycra shorts. His crisp, khaki shorts and snug, pale-blue polo shirt were just as fresh and unrumpled as always, and not a single one of his blond curls was out of place. Kira felt herself flush beneath her dried sheen of sweat and gave her former high school tormentor a flat look.

      “Brilliant deduction.”

      Somehow, she had forgotten about Trevor when making her birthday plans. Probably because she classified him as more of something along the lines of a fungus than an actual friend—someone who just kept seeping further into her life every time she turned around, despite all lack of encouragement.

      Rob peered around his laptop screen from where he sat at the dining-room table. “Whoa. Did you go into DQ looking like that?”

      Kira’s green eyes narrowed. As if he was anyone to talk, with his tangled mass of brown curls that probably hadn’t been brushed in days and his food-stained hoodie…

      Instead of answering, she strode over to where she had left the cake in the hallway and sailed past both Trevor and Rob into the kitchen to put it in the freezer (dodging several haphazard piles of Rob’s clothes along the way). She came back out into the living room to give each of them a dire look.

      “No one gets any until I’ve had a shower.”

      Despite the long-held animosity between them, Rob and Trevor shared a wordless look of their own. Kira used her imagination to fill in the blanks.

      ‘We’d better not fuck with her,’ Rob seemed to say.

      Trevor’s broad shoulders lifted in a small shrug. ‘You’re probably right. She could kick both our asses.’

      Trevor spoiled the illusion by raising his fingers to his brow to give Kira a mocking salute. “Whatever you say, birthday girl.”

      Kira stalked out of the room before Rob could add a snarky comment of his own. She had not expected Trevor to show up at her pathetically small party for two. And she knew Rob would never have invited him.

      She shook her head to herself as she wondered what Trevor was doing in her apartment this time. Surely, he didn’t expect her to stumble across some kind of crime while stuffing herself with ice cream cake…
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        * * *

      

      Kira eyed the package sitting in her lap warily.

      “Go on, open it,” Trevor urged with an eager smile as he leaned forward in his seat just down the clothing-draped couch from her.

      The present was a shallow, neatly-wrapped, rectangular box with a blue bow. Based on its size and light weight, Kira guessed it contained an article of clothing. She suppressed a shudder.
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