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            Chapter One

         

         Valentine Shepherd ran so fast she thought her heart might explode from the strain. Her suburban neighborhood was quiet in the late morning as she rounded a corner and sprinted down the street. With the mid-July sun hard on her back, she crossed the invisible finish line in front of her house and slowed to a halt, put her hands on her knees, and threw up into the bright green grass. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and took deep breaths until the nausea subsided. No workout felt good enough without a dollop of pain—sore knees, joint pain, pulled muscles, nausea. Going easy on herself meant letting weakness fester, giving her enemies the upper hand. She’d be damned if she let that happen again.

         Val walked half a block away from her house to cool down. She stopped mid-stride and stared at a car she didn’t recognize, parked on the corner in front of a fire hydrant.

         “BFG three thousand fifteen. BFG three thousand fifteen,” she said to herself, committing the car’s license plate number to memory so she could track down who it belonged to, who Delilah Barrister had sent to watch her. She hadn’t had any contact with Delilah since the now-mayor of Seattle sent a batch of e-mails mocking Val for falling for her scam to kill her husband, but it was only a matter of time. Then again, why would Delilah bother to have someone stake out Val’s house? She was a goddamn prophet—like Val, but better. More devious at least. Norman Barrister’s widow probably knew what Val was doing every second of every day.

         Val shook her head at the mystery car. It was likely nothing, and she was being paranoid again. “Shit,” she muttered, turning away from yet another shadow to obsess over.

         She stalked back into her house and kicked aside one of Stacey’s raincoats splayed on the floor next to the door. She’d need to have another talk with her friend about leaving crap lying around for clients to stumble upon. Very unprofessional for the recently popular Valentine Investigations. Business had been booming since she’d “solved” the mystery of who killed Seattle millionaire Lester Carressa and exonerated his son and heir, Maxwell, of the crime last October. They’d even had to turn some clients away. Val hated saying no; she was often their last resort for justice. But even with Stacey’s help and her own ability to glimpse the future, she was only one person against a world where cruelty and injustice were the norm.

         Val rubbed her sweaty face on a dishcloth and threw open her fridge, shoving aside bundles of kale Stacey bought, but would never eat, to grab a beer from the back. She touched the cold glass bottle to her hot cheek, rubbed the condensation on her skin, and let it trickle down her neck. Then she twisted off the top and took a long drink. The immediate buzz was comforting. Dwelling on things she couldn’t change would drive her mad. She should accept it and move on, like Max had done—

         A lump grew in her throat. Don’t even start, she admonished herself as she chugged the rest of her beer. Don’t think about him. He went on with his life. You can, too. She looked at herself in the gold-burnished decorative mirror—the one she’d put up in the hallway across from the kitchen a million years ago, when she’d lived there happily with Robby and gave a shit about home furnishings. Her strawberry-colored hair hung in a high ponytail glistening with sweat, flushed face dominated by gray eyes the color of steel. She sneered at the woman behind the glass.

         “How’s being mayor?” she said to her reflection. “Working your way up to governor, still milking your dead husband’s glorious legacy?” She stepped closer to the glass, imagining Delilah’s premonition of this moment, the good laugh the mayor would have about it. “You know I’ll kill you, right? I never thought I was capable of cold-blooded murder, but you’ve made me reconsider.”

         Her heart began to race again as she ground her teeth. She would stop Delilah somehow, and make her pay for killing Robby and trying to destroy her and Max’s lives. Justice delayed wasn’t justice denied, she reminded herself…except when someone had an entire evil organization protecting them. Goddammit, she needed another beer.

         After she grabbed a fresh bottle from the fridge, she walked to the spare room she used as an office. Setting her beer atop one of the jumbled stacks of papers on her desk, she pulled aside a curtain that covered half her wall. For the millionth time, she stared at the collage of pictures, newspaper clippings, articles, and handwritten notes she’d pinned up, all connected with little strings. On the bottom: photos of her and Max, along with reports on the Science Center fiasco last year. To the side, two items: a picture of Sten Ander, corrupt Seattle PD Vice Squad detective and, unfortunately, her ex-boyfriend. The other item was a Post-It Note with a big question mark on it, representing Kat, Stacey’s shady ex-girlfriend. Both had strings leading up to Delilah, their puppet master. Above Delilah: the “woman in white,” who was another question mark, along with a secret group of powerful people she either worked with or for.

         Val had pinned pictures of Robby and his sister, Josephine, on the left. They connected to Max—he, Robby, and Jo shared a father, Dean Price, though Jo had no idea. She hadn’t heard from Jo since Dean’s funeral; maybe Jo blamed her for Dean’s suicide. Hell, Val still blamed herself sometimes. The image of Dean eating a bullet on his son’s grave still shocked her with a jolt of despair that only copious amounts of alcohol could fix.

         One string made a big half circle down the center of the collage, from the group at the top to a single pin below her and Max—their future child. That’s what the cabal really wanted, the one thing Val knew for sure about them. Another knot tightened in her throat, and she chugged her beer to loosen it up. If that pin didn’t exist, those evil people would never get what they wanted. Of course, it also meant she would never get what she wanted, either. But Max seemed to have found happiness, so at least they both didn’t have to suffer.

         More pictures and notes dotted the periphery, people and events around the world she suspected were connected to the mysterious group at the top—airline crashes, assassinations, coups, etc. Locally, just last week a Seattle union leader who’d been at odds with Delilah over some ordinance she’d wanted to pass died in a hiking accident. How convenient for the mayor. Val had already investigated the incident and come up with nothing incriminating, again. But one day soon, very soon, Delilah would slip up. Val would find some tangible connection between the mayor and this group, or some other evidence of her wrongdoing, and bring her down—

         “That’s some crazy shit, Shepherd.”

         Val jumped at the man’s voice behind her. She dropped her beer bottle and lunged to her desk, where she kept a gun taped underneath the pencil drawer—one of many she positioned around the house in case of emergency. She ripped the weapon free and pointed it at the voice. Her eyes narrowed when she recognized Sten Ander leaning against the room’s door frame, legs crossed and hands in his pockets as if he’d just stopped by to say hi.

         “You know, you don’t need to make a crazy wall collage on your actual wall these days,” he said. “A computer will do the same thing. Get an app for that.”

         Val stared down the man who’d tried to murder her and Max on three separate occasions. She hadn’t seen Sten since he’d shot Max in the stomach at the Science Center. He’d shaved off his giant 1980s beat cop mustache; now he looked like a darker, crazier version of Jeremy Renner. “Come here to finally kill me?”

         “Yes, I came to kill you. That’s why I’m unarmed—to show off my head-exploding psychic powers.” He stared at her and scrunched his face in mock concentration, then relaxed and sighed. “Damn. I was sure that would work.”

         Fucking Sten. She’d never met a person so full of shit, and she’d met a lot of shitbags in her line of work. Val kept her gun trained on him. “What do you want, Sten?”

         “I came to deliver a message.”

         “So spit it out.”

         “See, here’s the thing. It’s kind of complicated. I think—”

         “Oh, for God’s sake.” Val lowered her gun and yanked the curtain back into place, covering the collage so clients couldn’t stumble upon it and think she was…well, crazy. She shoved past Sten on her way to the kitchen. It was a risky move; he could probably kill her with his bare hands if he wanted to. But hell, she was angry—and intoxicated. She’d like to see him try.

         Val threw open the fridge and pulled out another beer. “If you’re gonna start with the bullshitting, I’d rather you just kill me.” She popped the top off the bottle and took a long swig.

         He sauntered into the living room and propped himself up on the sofa’s arm. Addressing her over the partition that separated the kitchen from the living room, he said, “I think, before I give you the message, we should talk about your drinking problem. You’ll never score another rich boyfriend as a paranoid drunk.”

         Val slammed her bottle down on the countertop. Fucking Sten and his mind games. “You wanna talk?” She stomped around the partition and shoved her gun in Sten’s face. “Let’s talk.”

         He looked down the barrel of her Glock and lifted an eyebrow, more surprised than scared. For as long as she’d known him—since serving in the Army together, where they’d had a brief, intense fling—he’d never been particularly concerned about his own safety. It made him an excellent soldier, and predator. Fear for life and limb didn’t motivate Sten, unfortunately for her.

         “Tell me why you’re working for Delilah.”

         “‘Working’ is a strong word. ‘Indentured’ is more accurate.”

         “Why?”

         Sten sighed, and for half a second his laidback-asshole demeanor betrayed a hint of sadness. “Because I owe a debt I can never pay back.”

         Val gritted her teeth. “What does that mean?” She grabbed the lapel of his cheap suit, yanked him to his feet, and yelled into his face, “What the fuck does that mean? Why does everyone have to talk in goddamn riddles?”

         “That’s the condensed version,” he said. “The full story would take all day, maybe all week…” Sten trailed off as his eyes drifted down to her wet cleavage, bulging over the top of her sports bra.

         Of course he’d be thinking about sex as she assaulted him. Or maybe he was just pretending. He’d throw up any distraction to avoid telling her the truth about whatever game he and his co-conspirators were playing. Screw his games.

         Val slapped him hard across the face. He jerked back a couple of inches at the shock of it, then rebounded toe to toe with her, dangerous anger flashing across his face. Good. Now he could have a taste of what she felt every day.

         “Who’s the woman in white?” she demanded.

         He took a slow, measured breath, as if trying to summon his previous calm. “Who?”

         “The woman who wears the white suit. Long black hair, thick British accent. I saw her in a vision. Who is she?”

         He pressed his lips together, as if considering every possible way he could answer. Finally, he said, “Cassandra, the Alpha.”

         “The what?”

         “They call her the Alpha because she sees all possible futures, all the time, or something like that. Without the sexing. As far as I know, she’s the only one in the world. The rest of you future-fuckers are chumps compared to her.”

         So the terrible images of death and destruction that Val only had glimpses of, Cassandra saw every waking moment of her life? Sounded awful.

         “What does she want?” Val asked.

         “Hell if I know. I’m pretty sure she’s insane. It doesn’t matter what she wants anyway. She’s more like a consultant. Northwalk gives the marching orders.”

         “Who?”

         “Northwalk—the people at the top of your crazy wall. That’s what they call themselves. Some kind of ancient surname.”

         “They’re people like me?”

         He sighed. “No. Jesus, Shepherd, keep up. As far as I can tell, there are maybe fifty or so of you future-fuckers in the whole goddamn world. Northwalk is just one of the organizations of rich, control freak assholes that pull your strings.”

         Just one? There were other evil cabals? Oh, hell no. “Why are you telling me all this now?” He’d never been this forthcoming before.

         He enunciated each word, the anger she’d sparked with her first slap beginning to simmer again as he seemed to tire of their conversation. “Because it’s pertinent to my message.”

         She scoffed. “Fuck your stupid message. What’s Northwalk’s endgame?”

         “How the hell should I know?”

         She slapped him again, as hard as she could. “Make an educated guess!”

         Damn, it felt good to hit something. He rebounded closer to her, the anger in his eyes deepening. Where she stood less than a foot away from him, she caught a whiff of his scent. He smelled hot and dirty—like a delicious man. Sten was also easy on the eyes, she had to admit—dark and fit, with a dangerous aura about him. Just the way she liked her men, before she met Robby and discovered the joys of nice guys, while Max had embodied the perfect combination of good and bad. Sten had also been great in bed, she suddenly remembered. Rough. She’d liked it, back then. She hadn’t been with anybody in a long time; not since Max. Oh, Jesus, she must really be drunk and desperate if Sten was turning her on.

         “Ow,” was all he said.

         Guess the time for disclosure was over. “Get out.”

         “I haven’t delivered my message yet.”

         “I said get out!”

         She tried to shove him, but all the damn beer made her clumsy. He easily grabbed her arms and flipped her faceup onto the couch, pinning her down with his body. A moment of panic seized her as she lay helpless beneath him. If he decided to kill her after all, it would take him little effort now—oh God, and she felt the hardness of his erection pressing against her belly. Son of a bitch. For the last eight months, she’d been haunted by this goddamn Northwalk conspiracy, where the only measure of control she could exert over her life was to cut out her own heart by pushing Max away. And here was Sten, physically restraining her and getting off on it. She was so tired of being the one on the bottom. She couldn’t take it anymore.

         “Here’s the message,” he said, his face a couple of inches from hers as she struggled underneath him. “Northwalk would like to extend you an invitation to work for them.”

         “Why the hell would I work for them?”

         “In exchange for your cooperation, they’ll take care of Delilah for you.”

         She stopped struggling and stared at him. Were they offering to kill Delilah? When she was with Max, she’d had a vision of Delilah as president of the United States, initiating a nuclear war. Maybe Northwalk knew about this possible future, and didn’t want to see it come to pass, either. But Northwalk was evil, and they wanted her child. She’d never help them do anything, no matter what they offered.

         “Tell them thanks for the offer, but the answer is no,” she said. “I’ll never be a slave like you.”

         What was left of Sten’s smarmy demeanor cracked, and the anger she’d stoked finally overtook him. “I am not their slave! You don’t know anything about me, Shepherd.”

         “Oh yeah?” she said, relishing every second she got under his skin for once. “Poor lonely Private Ander, won’t talk about his past but fucks like a beast and takes orders like a champ! Too used to pleasing his masters to even consider having any agency of his own. Just point him at whatever you need killed, no questions asked!”

         His grip tightened around her wrists. As his hard body pressed down on hers and his hot scent filled her lungs, he glared at her with rage and frustration that matched her own. Sten didn’t want to work for them any more than she did, she realized. He hated them, too. He felt what she felt. A burst of heat shot through her body. She hadn’t connected with anyone on a raw emotional level since Max, and it felt…good. Holy shit, did it feel good.

         “Sometimes,” he said through gritted teeth, “you have to let people use you to get what you want.”

         “Keep telling yourself that. I’m nobody’s bitch like you are. Nobody’s!”

         When she thought he was close to breaking her wrists, he let go. “Fine. Take it out on me if you want, see what happens,” he growled. “Do it!”

         With her hands free, she shoved him to the side, and together they fell to the ground. She scrambled on top of him and punched him in the face. Finally, she was in control. She punched him again, the need for release so potent her skin trembled like a live wire. Sten was right; she needed to take it out on someone, use somebody.

         A frantic euphoria hijacked her brain. Two more times she hit him, and he didn’t fight back. As she lifted her arm to hit him again, he sat up and yanked her sports bra off, stitches ripping as he forced it over her shoulders and head in one quick jerk. With a grunt like an animal, he grabbed her nipple with his mouth and sucked hard. She gasped—sweet Jesus, that felt good. A noise between a whimper and a groan escaped her chest as a wave of desperate lust wiped away all rational thought. She needed something, anything, to dull the pain—

         Val pushed him back to the ground. She reached into his coat breast pocket, took out his wallet, and flipped it open. Of course he had a condom with him—he was on the Vice Squad, after all. She pulled his pants down to his thighs, ripped the package open, and slipped the latex over him while he watched, his chest heaving and black eyes burning. Then she threw off her running shoes, shorts, and panties.

         What the hell are you doing, Val? Stop—

         She sat back and let him enter her with a thrust so strong it sent shock waves through her entire body. A guttural moan surged from her throat as she rocked on top of him. She licked her lips, closed her eyes, and thought of Max. The smell of his mountain spring shower gel, the bay rum aftershave on his neck, the way he’d felt inside her. God, she missed him. She hadn’t known she could long for another person so much until he wasn’t there anymore. Even the pain she’d felt after Robby’s murder paled to the hole Max’s absence left in her soul. Now she was willing to take anyone who came along to fill the void, anyone who made her feel something good, even her enemy.

         Sten grabbed her and pulled her deeper onto him, directing her hips with strong, rough hands. She grabbed his dress shirt in her fists and blinked back stars that popped into her vision. A wave of dizziness swept over her, from the run and the beer, and now the sex. Her mouth watered and muscles tensed while growing weaker at the same time. She needed release. Needed it.

         She struggled to breathe as the heat in her belly grew, until the pain she’d been holding in for eight months finally exploded—

         
            I’m standing on the balcony of Max’s house, the balcony where he threw his father to his death. The sky is overcast, the water is black. All the glass is cracked and trash is strewn everywhere. At my feet I see a weathered newspaper with a headline that reads: “President Barrister Declares War.” Before I can check the date or read the article, the brightest light I’ve ever seen bursts in the sky and mushrooms upward. I hear and feel a rumbling that grows louder, shattering the glass around me, until a shock wave hits and I’m engulfed in flames—

            Blur.

            A light rain falls on a choppy expanse of water I recognize as Elliot Bay. Across the water, the Space Needle pokes through the skyline, glinting where the sun strikes it in breaks between roiling clouds. A group gathers on the rocky beach, just off a two-lane road: police officers, medical personnel, random onlookers behind a cordon. A coroner. Splayed on the rocks at the center of the throng is a body—a woman in a cocktail dress that used to be white, now soiled brown. Her matted blond hair bobs in soft waves of water that lap at her bloated, pale face. Milky eyes that used to be brown bulge from their sockets. Black ligature marks streak across her wrists and ankles. Nearby, a woman wails—

         

         Like cigarette smoke, the vision faded from Val’s view, and she was back in her living room.

         Underneath her, Sten blinked as if trying to snap out of his own trance. The desperate anger they’d shared faded from his face, replaced by his usual smarmy mask. “Got tomorrow’s lottery numbers?” he asked. “If you did, I think it’s only fair I get half.”

         Val sighed and closed her eyes, trying to push away the image of yet another dead person from the future, as well as her recurring vision of Delilah destroying the world. She’d never had a real orgasm before, only these terrible—and mostly useless—glimpses of the future. Max was the one who saw numbers—stock market data and other financial information that had made him his millions. Val saw dead people, either during or shortly after their often horrific and painful-looking demises—none of it financially lucrative. The visions were weak when she was alone, stronger with another person, even stronger with someone she was attracted to, and strongest with another person with the same ability—someone like Max or Delilah. If she concentrated right before orgasm, she could sometimes guide her visions to reveal useful information to help her solve cases, like manipulating a dream. Unfortunately, she wasn’t very good at it.

         She’d wanted a distraction from her miserable life. Instead, she saw a random dead woman. Goddamn this horrible ability.

         Val felt something brush against her face. She flinched and her eyes popped open. Sten’s fingertips caressed her cheek.

         “I thought you passed out again,” he said, his voice soft with a tenderness she didn’t know he was capable of. “I don’t think you’re cut out for day drinking, Val.”

         “Shut up.” Light-headed, she slowly pushed herself off him and sat in a heap on the couch.

         Sten stood, peeled the condom off, and dropped it on Val’s coffee table. He picked up her gun off the floor and put it on the table, too, as if replacing a tchotchke he’d knocked over. As he pulled up his pants and tucked in his dress shirt, his eyes lingered on her. Val sat slack on the couch, tired, naked, more than a little drunk, and covered in sweat. Shame flushed her cheeks. What the hell had she been thinking? Sleeping with Sten had been stupid, reckless, and worst of all, pointless. It felt great for a few fleeting moments—to experience control, to feel pleasure—but now she was back down the hole she’d started in; deeper, even. She should have shot him instead.

         After a few seconds of staring at her, Sten straightened out his jacket and fished a business card out of his wallet. “If you change your mind about Northwalk’s offer, or ever need to talk again, give me a call. Anytime.” He set the card down next to the used condom. “Carressa doesn’t know what he’s missing with that vanilla fiancée of his.”

         She flinched. Of course he’d bring that up. Fucking Sten.

         He finally left, giving her a couple of hours alone to prepare for the arrival of a new client—after she took a long, cold shower.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Val handed a tissue to the sobbing middle-aged woman seated at the dining room table. Nora Monroe dabbed at her eyes and sniffled until Stacey returned from the kitchen with a mug of hot water, a tea bag bleeding into it.

         Nora accepted the mug with trembling hands. “Thank you.”

         Stacey nodded and sat next to Val, in front of a pen and notepad she’d prepped. They waited as Nora sipped her tea. In the pause, Val took a long drink of black coffee from her own mug, trying to ease the hangover headache thumping between her eyes. She ignored the disapproving glance Stacey shot at her. Another lecture about Val’s self-destructive behavior was brewing. Fantastic.

         The hiccups in Nora’s breathing eased, and she was able to talk again. “Margaret’s been missing for about two weeks,” she said. Stacey took notes and Val listened. “I usually hear from her once every couple of days. She’ll tell me about what she’s been up to, how work is going, if she’s found a boyfriend yet—typical mother-daughter stuff. She’s never gone this long without calling me. I know something’s wrong.”

         Nora choked back another sob. Stacey patted the older woman’s hand while Val scrutinized Nora’s words.

         “The police won’t do anything since she’s twenty years old and there’s no evidence she’s been kidnapped, or…or that some other bad thing has happened to her.” Nora cringed and shook her head. “They say she’s technically an adult and can disappear if she wants. But I know my daughter. She wouldn’t just walk away from her life.”

         “When did you last have contact with Margaret?” Val asked.

         “Right before the holiday—July second, I think it was. I talked to her over the phone. She said she was going to some fancy bar in downtown Seattle with her friends. Pan-something, I think it was called.”

         “Did her friends tell you when they last saw her?”

         “Yes. They said she wasn’t feeling well and left early, alone. That’s the last time anyone saw her, as far as I can tell. But I’m not a professional investigator so I don’t know for sure.”

         “Any crazies in her life?” Stacey asked. “Psycho ex-boyfriends—or ex-girlfriends—that sort of thing?”

         “No…Actually, there was a boy in her sophomore year of high school who came on pretty strong. He sent her flowers and chocolates, and love letters. Margaret’s very pretty, so she gets a lot of attention from the boys. She told him she wasn’t interested and he backed off. Margaret never mentioned him again, so I thought he’d moved on. But maybe he didn’t?”

         “It’s worth checking out,” Val said. “Do you remember his name?”

         “Yes—Connor Reston.”

         Val saw Stacey jot down the name. “We need a list of all Margaret’s friends that you know of, the places she frequents, and a time line of her activities throughout the last month—everything you can remember.”

         Nora nodded, and a tiny smile flickered across her tear-streaked face—someone was finally taking her daughter’s disappearance seriously. Val lived for these moments, when she gave people hope.

         “Do you have a picture of her that you can give us?”

         “Oh, yes.” Nora reached into a tote bag she’d brought with her and pulled out a stack of flyers. “I’ve been putting these up around her neighborhood.” She handed Val a flyer with a black-and-white picture of a smiling young woman, “MISSING” emblazoned underneath. Nora also passed Val a color photo. “That’s the original picture, if it helps.”

         Val forced her face to remain neutral as her breath caught and her stomach fell. Blond-haired, brown-eyed Margaret was the living version of the dead woman washed up on the rocky shore Val had seen in her vision with Sten. Either this poor girl was already dead, or would be soon.

         “Can you find her?” Nora looked at Val with wide, pleading eyes, her desperation settling over Val like a thick fog. “Bring my baby back to me?”

         Val studied the picture. If Margaret was still alive, she didn’t have much time left. Val’s visions of dead people rarely prophesized events farther than a few days out. She needed to act fast.

         She looked Nora straight in the eyes. “I’ll find her. I’ll bring her back to you. You have my word.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Val stood in front of her closet and held up a long-sleeved black cocktail dress. “Think this one will work?” she asked Stacey.

         “Too conservative,” Stacey said from where she was splayed on Val’s bed. “If you want a bunch of rich assholes to talk to you, you need to ho it up, big time. Wear the skimpiest thing you’ve got.”

         A quick Internet search had identified the “Pan-something” bar Nora had mentioned: the Pana Sea, a swanky place on Fifth Avenue frequented by traveling businessmen and Seattle’s financial elite. She also searched for any reference to Northwalk; of course, nothing came up. Assuming Sten had told her the truth, she didn’t expect a powerful and secretive organization to pop up on Google, but it was worth a shot. She’d start some serious digging after they found Nora’s daughter.

         With no time to lose, Val planned to poke around the bar and try to retrace Margaret’s steps while Stacey tracked down Margaret’s friends and the Connor creep. Showing up to the Pana Sea in Val’s usual jeans-and-T-shirt combo was unlikely to get the wealthy clientele talking, though. She returned the black dress to the back of her closet.

         “I can go if you want,” Stacey said, “You can stay here and sleep off your party of one—”

         “I’m fine.”

         “Really? ’Cuz you looked hungover as shit—”

         “I ran too hard this morning, all right? I’m fine. And anyway, you’d set off everyone’s gaydar.”

         Stacey sighed. “If you say so. At least consider passing on the booze while you’re there. Stay sharp.”

         “Yeah, yeah.”

         She rooted through her slim collection of fancy dresses—dresses she hadn’t worn in years—until she found a red one with spaghetti straps, a heart-shaped neckline, and a skirt hem that ended at her mid-thigh. She’d forgotten she even owned the dress, and couldn’t recall why she’d bought it to begin with. She held it out to Stacey.

         Stacey nodded. “That’ll do.”

         Val tossed the dress on her bed and began taking off her clothes. “So…I had a vision this morning.”

         “Really?” Lifting her head, Stacey gave Val a purposefully neutral look. “Alone or with another person?”

         Shit. Val didn’t want to open old wounds, but there was no way she couldn’t mention it to her best friend and business partner—and ex-girlfriend. Damn that last part. She’d manipulated Stacey’s latent romantic feelings for her too many times, and now any talk about affairs of the heart was fraught with uncomfortable tension between them. It was Val’s fault. If she could make it right, she would, but—true to form—she didn’t know how. Cultivating healthy relationships wasn’t a skill she excelled at.

         “Alone,” Val lied.

         Stacey relaxed. “Oh. Good for you. A nice solo-fuck is healthy. It’s the first step in moving on.”

         Val looked away and suppressed a cringe. Her friend had never warmed to Max, but she’d go ape-shit if she knew Val had slept with Sten while drunk. Stacey would hog-tie her and ship her off to rehab for sure. She’d never told her friend that Max had the same sometimes-useful/usually-terrible ability Val had; after she and Max had broken up, it didn’t feel right to expose his biggest secret, even to her best friend. Were they best friends anymore? Hell, Stacey was her only friend at this point in her sad life, despite the strain sharing the same roof had put on them. Maybe it’d been a bad idea letting Stacey move in after Robby died. Having another person to split the mortgage with was helpful for sure, but the additional scrutiny into Val’s admittedly poor life choices was beginning to chafe.

         “I saw Margaret dead on a beach somewhere.”

         Stacey gasped and sat up. “Oh my God. Do you know when it’ll happen?”

         “No. It was raining, though. Can you check the weather forecast for the next two weeks and find out which days it’s expected to rain?”

         “I’m on it.”

         “She had marks on her wrists and ankles, like from ropes or straps.”

         Stacey bit her lip. “You know what this means?”

         “Yes.”

         “She’s probably been kidnapped.”

         “I know.”

         “And they’re holding her. Or she’s already dead and they haven’t dumped her body yet.”

         “I know.” Val pulled the dress over her head and shimmied it into place.

         “Do you know which beach she’ll turn up on?”

         “No,” Val said as she walked into the bathroom, “but it was across the bay from Seattle.” She penciled on some black eyeliner. “So maybe Bainbridge Island or Harbor Viewpoint, I don’t know. I couldn’t tell.”

         “I can research water currents in the bay,” Val heard Stacey say from the bedroom. “It’s a shot in the dark, but might give us a clue to where she came from, if they dump her in the water and she washes up on the beach. It might not be a bad idea to drop an anonymous tip to the police, too.”

         Val scoffed as she brushed blush on her cheeks. “Yeah, right. Might as well tell them I saw Margaret get abducted by Big Foot for all the shits they’ll give. Even if they took the tip seriously, she’ll be dead before they get their act together and launch a real search. If we don’t save her, chances are no one will.”

         She slathered on some lipstick, gave her head a couple of pumps of hairspray, then posed for Stacey in the bathroom doorway. “Well?” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “If you were a rich asshole, would you confess your possibly criminal activities to me?”

         Stacey’s eyes ran up and down Val’s body. “I can only speak as a lesbian asshole,” she said with fake bravado, “but I’d tell you anything you wanted to hear, baby.”

         Val smiled. “Excellent.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Val sashayed past lacquered oak tables and plush chairs upholstered in aqua-colored velvet, on her way to the sprawling bar that was the heart of the Pana Sea. Despite it being Wednesday evening, traditionally slow for a bar, the place hummed with men and women in expensive business suits and high-end clothing that looked unassuming but probably cost more than Val’s monthly mortgage. Light pop music played as she felt hungry eyes follow her to the counter, assessing all her curves. Good. Hopefully one of these horny bastards would make the first move, and she could pump him for information while he stared at her breasts. She eased onto a barstool opposite colorful bottles of liquor in rows vaulted almost to the ceiling. A single muted flat-screen TV showed the local news in progress.

         Val flagged down the bartender, a pudgy guy in his early forties or so, with a spiked hairdo too young for his age.

         “Sam Adams, please,” she told him.

         He nodded, poured beer from the tap, and set the glass down on a coaster in front of her.

         “Thank you.” As he turned away, Val said, “Hey—um, what’s your name?”

         He smiled. “Eric.”

         “Hi, Eric. I’m visiting from out of town, and I made plans to meet my cousin here tonight. I don’t see her, though, which is strange because she’s usually real prompt—like, to an anal degree.” Val rolled her eyes and smiled. “I’m afraid I got the day or time wrong, and she’s not answering her cell. Her name’s Margaret—blond hair, brown eyes. Has she come through here?”

         Eric’s brow furrowed as he thought about it for a moment. “I don’t think so, sorry.”

         “Let me show you a picture, maybe that’ll help.” Val pulled her cell phone from her purse and showed Eric the picture of Margaret that Nora had given her. She’d transferred the photo to her phone to make it look as if she’d taken it herself.

         Eric eyed the picture. Recognition flashed across his face. “Margaret, huh?”

         “Well, yeah,” Val said, playing the innocent out-of-town-girl angle. She gave him a confused laugh. “What other name would she go by?”

         Eric leaned toward her and lowered his voice. “People know her here as Celine…get it?”

         “Uh, no,” Val said, though she was pretty sure what he meant.

         Eric rolled his eyes at Val’s naiveté. “Celine is the name she uses when she’s working.” He whispered, “She works for Le Belle Donne, an escort service, if you know what I mean.”

         Val gasped and scanned the modest crowd around her. She spotted a few other beautiful young women dressed to the nines—high-class hookers working the crowd for a wealthy John. Nora would not be happy to learn how Margaret really paid her bills.

         “Oh, my,” Val said to Eric, her eyes wide.

         “I don’t know what your cousin told you, but a good girl like you shouldn’t get involved in this stuff. Find a nice man to marry.” He winked like he might just be that man, and Val resisted the urge to laugh in his sexist face.

         A customer at the opposite end of the bar waved for service. Eric nodded at Val, then left to fetch booze for someone else.

         So Margaret, aka Celine, was a high-end prostitute. Made sense, unfortunately. Prostitutes were easy targets for rapists and murderers, no matter the price range. It also meant Margaret’s friends were probably lying when they said they were with her the night of her disappearance; they were covering for their friend’s illegal second career. They’d be no help. The creepy high school admirer was likely a dead end, too. Her next step was to track down whoever actually was the last person to see Margaret alive—Celine’s last John. Eric might know, though it meant breaking her cover.

         Val sipped her drink while she waited for Eric to finish filling a large order of drinks on the opposite side of the bar. She glanced around in the dim mood lighting for a moment, then let her gaze settle on the TV, still showing the local news. Val flinched when Max appeared on the screen, a shovel in one hand while he waved at a small crowd with the other. Text underneath him read, “Earlier Today: Maxwell Carressa Breaks Ground for New Harborview Medical Center Children’s Cancer Ward.” Max used the shovel to dig up a big clomp of dirt and toss it to the side while the crowd clapped. An older woman—probably the hospital director—rushed forward to shake his hand.

         The closed captioning explained that he’d donated forty million dollars to the hospital for the new addition, to be called the “Lydia Carressa Children’s Cancer Ward,” named after his mother. A small smile flickered across her lips. Forty million dollars also happened to be the amount of money Max’s father had embezzled, to flee in case Max ever told anyone about the years of abuse he’d suffered. No doubt the irony was intentional, though only she and Max knew the whole truth—well, Max, Val, and now his fiancée, she guessed.

         Max walked to the side and joined his bride-to-be, Abigail Westford, daughter of a shipping magnate and all-American beauty with curly blond hair and baby blue eyes. She smiled and gazed at him lovingly as he said something about his mother’s legacy and how much Lydia cared about children. Then he put his arm around her and they posed for pictures. Abigail’s good-girl looks paired with Max’s bad-boy charm made them an eye-searingly beautiful couple. His black, wavy hair was shorter than Val remembered, though his chiseled cheekbones and rough lips had the same Hollywood leading-man quality she couldn’t stop thinking about. And his eyes—warm hazel with starbursts of brilliant green at their centers that haunted her dreams. Their child would’ve had those eyes, if they’d stayed together—

         “He is really milking his fifteen minutes of fame, eh?” a man beside Val said with a soft French accent.

         She turned to see an attractive gentleman perched on the stool next to her, wearing a simple black suit with a gray T-shirt underneath. He looked a little older than her—late thirties or early forties, maybe. His close-cropped blond hair and angular face with a hawk nose made him seem like a long-lost member of the French monarchy. He leaned casually on the bar and sipped from a tumbler of clear liquor and ice.

         “No kidding,” Val replied. “He’s delusional if he thinks that hideous face will launch an acting career.”

         The Frenchman laughed. “I never thought Max would warm up to the media. He always tried to avoid them. I’m shocked at his sudden public renaissance. Doesn’t seem like him.”

         Val raised an eyebrow. “You know him personally?”

         The Frenchman shrugged. “I wouldn’t say we’re friends, but we’ve had some business dealings. He and Abby are at pretty much every charity event these days. I almost wonder if she’s drugging him.” He smiled. “I’m sorry, I’m being rude. My name is Lucien.”

         “Jane,” she said, glad he didn’t recognize her. Since they’d parted ways, Max had jumped whole hog into philanthropy work, dominating the spotlight. Val had been content to let word-of-mouth keep up the momentum for her business while laying low herself. She’d faded from the popular consciousness, though not before the modest ego boost of receiving—and declining—an offer to pose for Playboy.

         “Are you a local, Jane?”

         “Yes—I mean, sort of. I’m a grad student at WSU, so not too far away. I was supposed to meet my cousin, Celine, here tonight.” Val leaned toward him, flipped her hair over her shoulder, and touched his leg with the tip of her shoe. “Do you know Celine?”

         Lucien gave her a sly smile. “I know of Celine. Never had the pleasure of spending time with her.” He picked a piece of Val’s hair off her shoulder. “I prefer redheads.”

         “That’s funny, because I prefer blonds.”

         He let out a chuckle like smooth water sliding over rough rocks. Damn, this guy oozed charm. Val might’ve considered hooking up with him for real if he hadn’t thought he was picking up a prostitute.

         “Looks like Celine has stood you up. Would you consider spending some time with me instead?”

         Val sipped her beer—an excuse to avoid answering him for a few seconds while she considered her options. Rich, attractive people had all sorts of secrets they excelled at hiding. Max was a prime example. Lucien could have killed Margaret for all she knew. However, Val had the advantage of knowing Lucien might be dangerous and definitely couldn’t be trusted, plus the gun in her purse. If she got him alone, she might be able to tease out of him who Margaret’s popular Johns were, maybe which one she was with on the night of her disappearance. It was worth a try. If things went south, she would shoot him. She’d already blown one man’s head off not too long ago. She could do it again if she had to.

         Val put the glass down and pursed her lips. “Okay. Show me a good time, Lucien.”

         Lucien held out his arm; she took it. He led her to the front entrance, where a valet grabbed his ticket and ran off to fetch his car.

         “Beautiful night, eh?” He slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her flush to him. “Not as beautiful as you, but still pretty nice.”

         Val threw her head back and laughed. He leaned in and kissed her neck.

         “Very smooth,” she said. “You probably say that to all—”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Val woke up in the front seat of her car. She blinked a couple of times, put a hand up to shade her eyes from the bright morning sun pouring in through the windshield.

         “What the hell?” she muttered to herself.

         She sat up from where she’d been slouched over in the driver’s seat. How in the world did she end up in her car? What time was it? What day was it? She’d been standing at the curb in front of the Pana Sea with Lucien, then…nothing. Val ran a hand over her dress, felt underneath her skirt; nothing torn, underwear still on. She looked at herself in the rearview mirror and didn’t see any makeup smears or bruises. Her purse sat in the passenger seat. She snatched it up and rummaged through it. Everything was still there, even her fully loaded gun. She checked her phone. It was almost nine o’clock in the morning, the day after she’d visited the Pana Sea. Nothing seemed amiss—except for her complete memory loss of the last twelve hours.

         Val gripped the steering wheel and tried to stay calm. Had she been drugged? Seemed unlikely someone could have spiked her drink at the bar, since she’d seen Eric pour her drink and it’d been right in front of her the entire time. Maybe the Pana Sea had a rape ring going where they somehow spiked women’s drinks before they served them, or laced the bottom of the glass with drugs before the pour? Val closed her eyes and swallowed hard. Rape ring.

         God, please don’t let this be a rape ring.

         She opened her eyes and exhaled. She’d never heard of a coordinated rape ring operated by an upper-class business. Nor had she ever heard of a rape drug that completely wiped someone’s memory, with no dizziness or disorientation beforehand. Something very, very strange had happened to her.

         Cold sweat trickled down her neck. “Just get home,” she told herself as she started the engine with a trembling hand. “Figure it out from there.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Val stripped off her clothes as fast as possible and threw them in a corner. She stood in front of the bathroom mirror and ran her fingers over her entire body, searching for any bruises, cuts, or other marks that might not have been there before. She breathed a modest sigh of relief when she found none. Maybe whatever happened to her wasn’t as bad as she feared.

         Then she saw it—a flash of red just behind her ear. She froze for a second, then pulled her hair back. Val gasped when she saw a raw scar the size of her thumbnail, shaped like a circle with another red dot in the center.

         Val grabbed the sides of the sink with white knuckles. Tears clouded her vision. I should go to the hospital and get a rape kit done. Then she shook her head. No, not yet. Something strange had happened to her, she’d been “marked” for some reason, but that didn’t mean she’d been raped. She didn’t know what it meant. One step at a time, Val.

         After she dressed, she fired up her computer and looked up Le Belle Donne, Margaret’s escort service. She found Celine’s profile among a roster of about two-dozen beautiful women. Val scrolled through the mundane and probably made-up “facts” about Celine’s passions and hobbies, then scanned the comments section at the bottom. PG-rated testaments to Celine’s particular set of skills made up the bulk of the section. She paused when she spotted one innocuous-seeming comment, posted a day ago: “Loved Celine in her Rayvit video.”

         Val recognized Rayvit as an anything-goes Internet forum where people gathered to share pictures and videos on a million different subjects. Rayvit’s laissez-faire attitude made it especially popular with creeps who liked to share revenge porn—sexually explicit photos and home movies of ex-girlfriends or other women who’d spurned them. It was possible that Celine’s video referred to something benign, but Val doubted it.

         She went to Rayvit and searched for any reference made to “Celine” within the last week. A handful of links popped up, most on the subject of cats named Celine, or Celine Dion. One linked to a video titled “Finding Celine’s Sweet Spot.”

         “Oh God,” Val muttered, and clicked on the link.

         A red velvet settee appeared, surrounded by walls of dark mahogany with paintings of forest scenes hung around the periphery. Atop the couch lay Margaret, naked and apparently unconscious.

         Shit.

         After a well-lit establishing shot—the video had the sickening air of a professional videographer—two naked men in masquerade-style masks walked into the frame.

         Val stopped the video. If she watched any more, she might throw up. She’d known chances were high that Margaret’s trail would lead somewhere dark and disgusting, but it still made her sick to her stomach to confirm it. What would she tell Nora about her poor daughter? Nothing for now—no good would come of it. But Val’s investigation was far from over. The video had been posted two days ago, and Margaret hadn’t been tied up. The ligature marks Val saw in her vision must happen later. Margaret could still be alive, held captive somewhere. Finding her was Val’s number one priority.

         She cued up a program to make a copy of the video before someone pulled it down. Even on Rayvit, videos of sexual assaults were eventually flagged and deleted from the site. When Val brought the people responsible for Margaret’s kidnapping and rape to justice, the video would be a critical piece of evidence in court.

         As the file downloaded, she called Zach, a local hacker she kept on retainer.

         “Hi Val—”

         Someone yelled in the background, “Zachary, I’m not gonna ask you again to mow the lawn!”

         “In a minute, Mom, God!” Lowering his voice, he said, “Sorry. What’s up?”

         She would’ve laughed at the image of the teenage Goth kid pushing a lawn mower around, his black trench coat flapping behind him in the July breeze, if she weren’t in one of the worst moods of her life. “I’m sending you a link to a video on Rayvit. Don’t watch it. It’s not pretty. I need you to find out who posted it.”

         “Yeah, sure. Might take a few days if the dude knew what he was doing and covered his tracks well, just so you know. See, you can spoof an IP address by—”

         “Just work as fast as you can.”

         She hung up before he could finish one of the IT lectures he loved giving to anyone who’d listen.

         After e-mailing Zach the link, she backtracked to the top of the thread where the “Celine’s Sweet Spot” video had been uploaded. She read the title of the latest post, dropped just a couple of hours ago: “Red Delicious.” Her breathing stopped.

         Oh God no.

         Her hand trembled on the mouse. She should wait for Stacey to come home and ask her friend to look at the video. That was the best thing to do, for her mental health. Maybe it wasn’t her. Nah, it wasn’t her. Val clicked on the video.

         This time, a beige wall decorated with framed movie posters provided the backdrop for a white leather sofa. A naked redhead lay on the couch, also unconscious.

         It was Val.

         A naked man in a mask entered the frame and propped her legs up on his shoulders—

         Val closed her browser. She put a hand over her mouth and stared at the floor while the world spun. For a moment she couldn’t move, every muscle in her body paralyzed like the woman in the video. Then the despair that threatened to overtake her transformed in an instant to pure, hot rage.

         Someone would pay for this. Someone would die for this. They had her word.
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