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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcia gazed out at the passing lights that lit the darkened highway. Her own dim, colorless reflection stared back at her from the bus’s tinted window. There was hardly any traffic on the road around them. Her jaw cracked in a yawn. It had to be at least two in the morning.

      She turned her head to look at the other passengers. Most of them were sprawled in their seats, sleeping. Even though she was tired, she couldn’t imagine joining them. Her stomach had been almost a constant flutter of nervous excitement since she had boarded the unmarked coach bus. Finally, she had found a way to follow her dream.

      Lita’s going to be so surprised to see me!

      Of course, part of her knew her cousin wouldn’t approve of this trip at all if she had known about it. Lita had always been the practical one who balanced her own rash impulsiveness. But when the opportunity had fallen into Marcia’s lap, she had been unable to resist.

      Lita will understand once I explain everything. She’ll see it was too good an opportunity to pass up.

      That was what she told herself, anyway. But if Lita had a motto, it was ‘If something seems too good to be true, it probably is.’ Marcia had heard the words whisper at the back of her mind all day as the bus had continued its journey northbound. But really, what had gone wrong so far? The bus was air conditioned and comfortable. Marcia even had two seats to herself. The other passengers were quiet. The bus had its own set of spotless facilities at the back so they didn’t have to stop at any nasty gas station along the way to relieve themselves. It even came fully stocked with food and cold drinks so they didn’t have to stop at all.

      Marcia reached down to massage her tight calves. She wouldn’t have minded a chance to stretch her legs though.

      The bus slowed to a stop. Marcia leaned her head against the window. Her stomach performed a nervous backflip. They had reached the border. A few of the sleeping passengers began to stir.

      The bus driver put the vehicle in park and rose from his seat.

      “I’ll be back in a few minutes, folks,” he said from beneath his navy ball cap as he gathered up a full-looking clipboard and a heavy canvas bag. He exited the bus but left it running, shutting the door behind him.

      Marcia wound a cobalt blue streak of her dark curls around her finger. Should she gather her things? Surely they would all be asked to get off the bus before going any farther. She had never left the country before, but she had seen enough TV to know what it was like: bag scanners and lots of questions.

      What if this doesn’t work? What if they don’t let me through?

      But less than ten minutes later, she heard the hiss of the bus door opening as the driver returned with his clipboard. A brief scent of warm, night air and exhaust fumes followed him. He settled back into his seat without comment. There was another hiss as the bus door closed again. The driver shifted the bus into gear, and started pulling out of his parking space.

      What was going on? Why weren’t they going through Customs? The other passengers who had woken decided the matter wasn’t worth their attention. They settled their heads back against the seats, their eyes closing. The bus lurched forward, leaving the border station behind.

      Marcia wanted to believe everything was fine. Who was she to complain about getting past the border without having to do anything? But she couldn’t help but think of what Lita would say if she were on the bus with her...

      I’m sure it’s fine. No one else seems to be worried, and I’m one of the youngest people on this bus. Besides, it will all be worth it once I get to La Valentia.

      But maybe it wouldn’t hurt to send Lita a text, just in case. Marcia had wanted her arrival to be a surprise, but she found herself craving her cousin’s reassurance, even if it meant getting chewed out at the same time.

      I’m probably being paranoid anyway.

      The driver had asked them all to keep their phones off during the trip. He had said something about all the signals interfering with his own high-tech communication and navigation system. But surely one phone signal and a quick text wouldn’t hurt anything... Everyone else seemed to be asleep. Marcia looked around to make sure before covertly turning on her phone.

      After a few seconds of powering on, she saw the little antenna symbol flash as her phone searched for a signal. Usually, this might take a few more seconds before her phone located the nearest cell tower, but the antenna stopped flashing almost immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        NO SIGNAL.

      

      

      

      

      

      Marcia frowned. They were on the main highway, not in the backwoods in the middle of nowhere. She turned off her phone and tried again.

      
        
          
            
              
        NO SIGNAL.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her eyes darted around the interior of the bus, but nothing seemed out of place. Everyone was still sleeping, and the driver was focused on the road. Marcia shrunk down in her seat as she caught him gazing back at his passengers in the rear-view mirror. A moment later, he flipped a switch and the interior lights went out, dousing the bus in darkness. The only sound was the hum of the engine and the slight rattle of the air conditioning, punctuated by soft snores.

      Marcia clutched her phone and tried to convince herself there was nothing to worry about. She knew Lita would be demanding to get off the bus by now.

      But Lita always imagines the worst.

      She took a deep breath to steady herself. After all, what was she going to do? Aside from her purse, all her belongings were in the luggage hold under the bus. She wasn’t about to leave them behind. And it wasn’t as if she could just climb out the window while they were hurtling down the highway. The driver seemed nice enough. She could ask him to drop her off at the side of the road...

      But then what? No, the safest thing was to stay where she was. She was just being paranoid.

      Look at all the other people sleeping... Nothing to worry about.

      Soon she would be in La Valentia with Lita scolding her, and she could laugh about what a chicken she had been.

      She topped off her forcefully cheerful thoughts with a little prayer for good measure as the bus continued along the darkened highway.

      Please, just let me be paranoid...
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      Kira slammed her fist against the ponderous weight of the heavy bag with a jab, following up with an uppercut. She grunted as she threw a hard knee for good measure. The bag shuddered in its hangings. The chain anchoring it rattled. The sound was familiar background noise to Kira, even though she was training in unfamiliar territory. She had accepted Nick’s invitation to work out at the gym frequented by members of the La Valentia PD. He was off somewhere doing cardio.

      The gym was not an MMA gym as Kira would have preferred, but it was within biking distance of her apartment, which meant she didn’t have to drive there. And of course, the other major selling point was there was no chance of running into Jeff Saunders there either.

      She had scrupulously avoided her regular MMA gym since she had broken things off with Jeff. At first, it had been to spare herself the awkwardness after he had admitted there was someone else. But then that someone else had turned out to be her best friend and roommate, Rob. That particular discovery made ‘awkwardness’ seem like an understatement. Kira hadn’t spoken to Jeff since walking in on him with Rob. In Rob’s defense, he had been under the impression that Jeff had already told Kira about the kindling relationship between them before moving forward with things. As far as she knew, Rob hadn’t spoken to Jeff either after discovering otherwise. Both she and Rob had been very careful not to talk about ‘The Incident,’ as Kira now thought of it, in an attempt to block out what had happened.

      She threw another punch. It was good to have somewhere to work out again and blow off some steam. She had focused on running and biking to keep up her cardio, but the late-summer heat in California could make it a challenge. She knew Rob was happy she had finally found somewhere else to train. He kept complaining that her shadowboxing was distracting him. Still, she found herself missing the cage from her regular gym, along with a trained partner she could spar with. Nick’s gym was mostly filled with weight and cardio machines. There was a matted sparring area, but the training and techniques used by the off-duty officers weren’t the same as what Kira was used to. The last thing she wanted to do was offend or hurt someone by doing something unexpected. So she stuck to the heavy bag. She spun, slamming it with a hard kick.

      If only Jeff were the worst of my problems...

      Her body had recovered from the torture she had endured only a few weeks ago at the hands of Carlo Traversa. The man who had been born as Karl von Stein before changing his name had died less than an hour afterward. Kira couldn’t say she was sorry. He had been the ‘client’ behind her abduction over three years ago under the alias ‘Doloroso’. If not for him... Well. Who knew what her life would be like now?

      Carlo had been killed by the man known only as the Procurer. The only evidence left behind was a slashed throat, but Kira had no doubt. Traversa had gotten too curious about the elusive man he had hired to acquire both Kira and her replacement once Kira had escaped her initial abduction three years ago. He had mentioned that he had found something when he had been torturing Kira. Somehow, the Procurer had found out. He had killed both Traversa and his accomplice—the very woman the Procurer had abducted for him after Kira’s escape. Whatever Traversa had found out, it must be important.

      Kira brushed a stray lock of long, brown hair that had escaped her usual ponytail away from her face with the back of her padded glove. She had found the evidence Traversa was sitting on. After escaping from the room where Traversa had been holding her, she had stumbled across someone raiding Traversa’s safe. The same person had removed something from the safe to shred and burn it before leaving. Kira had managed to rescue the smoldering fragments before they were completely destroyed. Rob had reassembled them for her, but she still didn’t know what it meant, or why the intruder she suspected was the Procurer had gone to so much trouble to destroy it.

      Worse, she hadn’t told Nick about it.

      Nick Foster had become her friend over the past several months, but he was also a police detective. She liked and admired him. She even trusted him, up to a point. But if she handed over the evidence she had found, she knew he would be obligated to report it as part of the ongoing Procurer investigation. The last thing she wanted was to be shut out. The Procurer had become big news. In addition to being the suspect behind the mass abduction Kira had escaped three years ago, he was also wanted on suspicion of murder for at least three other victims, in addition to Traversa and his accomplice, as well as other abduction charges. But for Kira, this was a personal matter. She had promised herself three years ago that she would do whatever it took to find the man behind her capture. She had missed him by only a few minutes at Traversa’s mansion. She wasn’t about to let that happen again.

      Of course, if you believe the papers, I’m only wasting my time.

      After escaping the Procurer and rescuing his other victims three years ago, and then rescuing her friend Stephanie only a few months ago, Kira had become something of a reluctant media sensation. Kira Brightwell: The Girl Who Escaped. She had received several requests for interviews, but she had turned them all down. She was a private person, and had no desire to see her face splashed across the front of the local paper. But since her last case, she seemed to have little choice in the matter.

      Her most recent client had been billionaire philanthropist, Raymond Stirling. She had recovered a stolen piece of jewelry for him—a family heirloom. The culprit had been Carlo Traversa and the abducted woman Traversa had broken and molded to be Stirling’s wife. The matter of the stolen item had been overshadowed by the murder of Traversa and the woman masquerading as Laura Stirling, and rumors of the Procurer. Once again, reporters had clamored for Kira’s version of the story, but Kira had refused. Between the tarnished history of the brooch that had been stolen, and the connection to the Procurer, she didn’t want to disclose anything that might either tip off the Procurer or shame her former client, who had been horrified to learn the brooch’s origins. Her reputation as a professional problem solver relied on her discretion.

      Without Kira’s version of events to go on, the press had come up with their own wild theories—none of which cast her in a good light. Was Kira in league with the Procurer? Was Laura Stirling Kira’s lost twin, manipulated to Kira’s own advantage? Did the Procurer even exist? After all, no one had known about him until Kira had managed to escape... It was maddening.

      The only person who had ever seen the Procurer without dying immediately afterward as far as Kira knew was a girl named Clarissa Hunt. She had been the woman in the room next to Kira’s when she had been abducted. Clarissa was the only one of the eight girls who had been taken without an end buyer in mind. Kira suspected she had been taken for the Procurer’s own use. She had heard him raping Clarissa from the next room. When Kira got out, she had a hard time persuading Clarissa to escape. The poor woman was convinced the Procurer would kill her. She had died only a few days after their escape in her parents’ home, without giving a statement to police. She was found in the bathtub with her wrists slit.

      Now the papers were insinuating that the Procurer was perhaps a figment of Kira’s imagination. After all, who had seen him? Clarissa’s death had been ruled as a suicide. Maybe the whole thing was just a series of random events... No matter how the papers decided to spin things, Kira came out looking like an attention-seeking fraud.

      She had never been one to care much about what other people thought, but that didn’t mean she enjoyed being maligned in the local paper, or stared at in the street. Nick believed her, which helped, although it also made her feel even more guilty about not sharing her evidence with him. Even though the Procurer never left any evidence behind to trace back to him, there was little to incriminate Kira either. And as much as the paper tried to gloss over the fact, someone had managed to get into the local jail to murder one of the Procurer’s clients in his cell before he could cut a deal. She knew she just had to weather the storm until the press got bored and found another story to amuse them, which was easier said than done.

      None of that matters anyway, as long as I can track him down...

      A plan had been forming in the back of her mind for some time now, but she had forced herself to remain patient and bide her time a bit longer. The last thing she wanted was to tip her hand by rushing things, but she had grown tired of waiting.

      She landed another spinning kick against the bag, imagining it was the Procurer.
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      Nick Foster rubbed a towel against his closely cropped dark hair and approached Kira warily. He had hesitated to suggest it, but he had clearly been right to invite her to work out at his gym. She seemed to be working off some serious steam. He knew it wasn’t the same as the MMA gym she usually frequented though. He couldn’t exactly blame her for not wanting to go back there—not with the risk of running into Jeff. She had told him about the scene she had walked in on between her ex-boyfriend and her roommate, Rob. He could understand how seeing Jeff again might be awkward after that, but Kira was one of the bravest and most clever people he knew. She had faced or outwitted more than one murderer in the past several months. Surely Jeff was nothing compared to that...

      Not that Nick was excited about the idea of her spending time with her ex, but she needed that gym. It was where she had acquired her skills and come into her own. Even if she didn’t have a gaggle of friends there, the other members must respect her. If she didn’t go back, she would have to start all over again somewhere else. He was under no illusion that his own gym would serve her needs on more than a short-term basis. In fact, it looked as if he would be lucky if the heavy bag didn’t need to be replaced after her first session. He had considered offering to spar with her, but he was no trained MMA fighter. He had a cop’s fighting skills, which had been drilled into instinct. The last thing he wanted was for their styles to clash and one—or both of them to get hurt. And by the look of things, the next person who faced Kira in a match would have his work cut out for him.

      Of course, she could also be stewing about the ongoing shit-storm that the members of the media were brewing against her... Nick shook his head. It was crazy to him that anyone would dream up such wild stories that had absolutely no basis in fact. He had been tempted to call up one of the reporters and give them a piece of his mind, but he knew better. Kira fought her own battles. All he could do was support her from the sidelines.

      Besides, the papers would probably drag me down with her, which wouldn’t do any good either.

      He didn’t particularly care about dragging his name through the mud if it meant sticking up for Kira, but he was also a member of the La Valentia PD. Any negative press he received would also reflect on the rest of the squad, as the captain was always eager to tell them. As much as he hated to admit it, Nick could see his point. It was important that the public trusted them, which meant maintaining a pristine image. Some of his colleagues had raised their eyebrows when he had brought Kira to the gym, but said nothing. He wasn’t sure whether their reactions were curious interest, or concern.

      He wished he could do something. Kira was such a private person. He hated to see her dragged down so publicly.

      He watched her throw another knee against the bag. Her ponytail was drooping and her hits didn’t seem to have as much power behind them. She was running out of steam. He gauged it was safe to approach.

      “I think he’s been pummeled into submission,” he said. Kira whirled toward him, her green eyes widening. Nick jerked his chin toward the swinging heavy bag.

      Kira’s face flushed beneath a sheen of sweat. She flicked aside a stray lock of hair. “Oh. Yeah, I guess so.” She held out a gloved hand to steady the bag. “Thanks for letting me come here. I really needed it.”

      “No problem.” Nick gave a dismissive wave. “I could tell you’ve been pent up lately. Anything in particular on your mind?”

      Kira snorted. “You mean besides my ex sleeping with my best friend, the Procurer being out there somewhere, and the papers ripping me a new one?”

      Nick gave her a smile. “You’re not really worried about all that, are you? Jeff is a tool, we’ll find the Procurer, and the papers are full of crap. Anyone who knows you, or who has half a brain should realize that.”

      Was there something else? With Kira, there usually was. They had become friends, and he knew she trusted him, but only up to a point. He suspected this was more to do with him being a cop than anything personal. His approach was always to wait for her to open up. She was not the type of person who would respond well to prying, and the last thing he wanted was to do anything that might push her away. Unfortunately, this approach usually required superhuman patience. Nick tried to view it as a personal challenge.

      Kira rolled her eyes. “Jeff is a tool, but he was a good sparring partner. I miss training. Why did he have to mess everything up by sleeping with Rob?” Her brow furrowed. “And the Procurer... Really. How close are we to finding him? It’s not exactly like he’s left a lot for us to go on. And now all this nonsense with the papers... Is he behind it, do you think? It doesn’t seem his style, but what better way to convince the world he doesn’t exist?”

      Nick shrugged. “I wish I could tell you we’ve uncovered some new lead, but the case is already getting cold again. I’ve been over all the evidence and crime scene photos at least a hundred times. But that doesn’t mean we won’t find something. He has to have made a mistake somewhere. Either that, or he’ll resurface again. A guy who’s been at this kind of thing as long as we suspect he has is bound to get antsy eventually. He’s only gotten away with it until now because no one knew to look for him.”

      Kira pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed. “I know what you’re saying makes sense, but I don’t want to have to wait for a new batch of victims to track him down...” Her gaze unfocused for a moment before fastening on him. “You said you’ve been looking at the crime scene photos. Does that include the ones from three years ago?”

      Nick blinked. “You mean your abduction case?” Kira nodded. “Yeah. I’ve been looking at everything related to the Procurer.”

      “Do you think I could have a look at them?”

      “They’re on my iPad in my car. Do you mean you want to see them right now?”

      She gave him a hopeful smile. “Could I?”

      “Well...” Nick pretended to consider. He had no problem with showing her the photos. After all, they were from her own abduction. But he wanted something in return. “I could be persuaded, maybe if we went out for coffee...”

      It was their ongoing joke. He was always extorting her to join him at the local diner, where he could try to wear her down and figure out what was going on in that head of hers that she wasn’t telling him—patiently of course.

      Kira looked down at her bra top and spandex shorts. Her nose wrinkled. Her taut stomach and lean, muscled limbs were glimmering with sweat. Nick swallowed and said nothing. She looked back up at him with a wry smile.

      “Rain check?”

      “You know I’ll hold you to it.” He knew better than to push. “Come on.”

      They grabbed their bags and he led the way out of the gym to the street outside, where his car was parked in the late morning sun. He popped the trunk to rifle through the satchel he used to carry his work things. He slid out his iPad and turned it on. He typed in his passcode and tapped the screen to open the folder he needed.

      Why did Kira suddenly want to see photos of her old abduction crime scene? He wanted to ask, but he suspected she wouldn’t answer. Even though her abduction and escape had made her famous and shaped the woman she had become, he had read her statement. He knew looking at the crime scene photos would not be a fun stroll down memory lane for her.

      His Procurer folder held photos and documents from all the relevant cases—the mass abduction Kira had managed to escape, Stephanie Wright’s abduction a few months ago, the Carlo Traversa case, as well as the unsolved murders of two thugs found with their throats slashed in a local hotel around the time of Stephanie’s abduction. There was also a file on Peter Croft, who had been found dead in his jail cell. The police had found no definite link between the hotel murders and the Procurer, but Nick thought it more than a coincidence that the two men were found in the same location he had caught Kira investigating on the security footage. The men had also been killed in the same fashion as Peter Croft, who had been offered a deal in exchange for information on the Procurer. Nick opened the subfolder that contained the crime scene photos from the abandoned farm where Kira and the other women had been found three years ago after Kira had managed to call the police.

      “Here.” He handed Kira the iPad.

      She angled it away from him against the glare of the sun. He resisted the urge to loom over her shoulder as she swiped from one image to the next. Her lips pursed and her brow furrowed slightly as she stared at the screen. She continued swiping for several minutes in silence. There were quite a few images to go through. But Nick saw her eyes narrow as she paused over one photo in particular. She leaned over the screen and moved her thumb and middle finger against it in a reverse pinch to zoom in on whatever had caught her attention. She zoomed in again. Nick held his breath. Kira wasn’t even blinking.

      She shook herself as she seemed to remember she wasn’t alone. She tapped the screen a few times before straightening to hand the iPad back to him. He looked down. She had closed the folder.

      “Thanks for letting me look at those,” she said. Her lips tightened in a smile, but there was an unsettled look in her eyes. “I really have to get going.”

      Nick suppressed a surge of disappointment. “We’re still on for coffee?”

      “Yeah.” She walked a few steps over to where her bike was chained. “I’ll text you.”

      She unlocked her bike and climbed on. She moved as if her thoughts were a hundred miles away. She gave him another vague smile and a parting wave before pedaling down the street. Nick watched her retreating figure until it fell out of sight before tapping the screen of the iPad to reopen the file with the photos Kira had been looking at. He flipped from one image to the next with a puzzled frown. He tried zooming in on each one in turn, but nothing seemed to answer the burning question looming in his mind.

      What did she see?
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      Kira’s thoughts swirled as she leaned her bike against the large, sectioned-off building that served as her walk-up apartment. She was even more sweaty than when she had finished her workout. After seeing Nick’s crime scene photos, she had been eager to get home as soon as possible.

      I can’t believe it. It was right there the whole time...

      She had asked Nick to show her the photos on a sudden impulse. She hadn’t really expected to find anything. Still, part of her had hoped to find confirmation of the suspicion that had been forming in the back of her mind before moving forward with what she knew she had to do next.

      She felt a stab of guilt for not revealing her suspicions to Nick. It was bad enough that she was withholding evidence from him, but she hated the way she had used him to get access to those photos.

      I’ll tell him everything when I’m ready.

      She only hoped he would understand. She really liked Nick. The last thing she wanted was to put any strain on their relationship. But she needed to follow her only lead as far as she could on her own before getting the police involved and cutting herself out of the loop. She promised herself not to forget about the coffee date she had promised him as she walked up the front step and unlocked the door.

      She picked at the knotted laces of her running shoes with one hand as she reached back to pull the front door of the apartment closed behind her. She suppressed a sigh as she noticed a familiar pair of large, men’s sandals placed next to her own tidy row of footwear. Rob’s only pair of sneakers were hidden in the hallway closet. He never left the apartment if he could help it.

      Kira poked her head into the living room. As usual, Rob was hunched over his laptop in the adjoining room at the dining-room table with the hood of his favorite stained sweatshirt raised. The hood bulged strangely on both sides of his head. The blinds in the dining room were tightly closed against the noon sun. Rob’s eyes flickered across the glowing screen. His irises seemed unnaturally dark. The wan light had leeched the color from his nut-brown skin, which usually made Kira feel pale by comparison.

      Her gaze flickered to the living room, which was littered with piles of both clean and dirty clothing, as well as an assortment of computer parts. Sadly, the room was relatively tidy—at least by Rob’s standards. A sleek, black cat was nestled on one of the clean piles of clothing. Hathor blinked sleepy yellow eyes at her mistress as she noticed Kira in the hallway.

      A second person was sprawled on the couch, gazing at the screen of an iPad and watching a video featuring familiar voices. There couldn’t have been more of a contrast between him and Rob. His khaki shorts were clean and crisp. His light-blue polo shirt fitted snugly across his broad shoulders and chest without looking too tight, matching the shade of his eyes almost perfectly. His skin was evenly tanned, and not one of his closely cropped blond curls was out of place. Kira rolled her eyes at the popped collar of his shirt.

      Trevor Wright.

      If someone had told her this time last year that her former high school tormentor would become a regular fixture in her living room, she would have told them they were nuts. But rescuing his half-sister a few months ago from the Procurer had formed an unlikely bond between them—one that Kira found alternately useful and insufferable in turn. She opened her mouth to utter some sarcastic remark about his presence, but fell silent as she recognized the theme song for Xena: Warrior Princess. She must have made some kind of sound, because Trevor glanced up from the iPad.

      “Kira!” He gave the screen a hasty tap and put the tablet aside.

      Rob looked up from his laptop and pushed back his hood, revealing a large pair of headphones. He pulled them down to rest around his neck.

      “About time,” he said with a roll of his eyes. “This one’s been here all morning, driving me nuts with his incessant questions and blaring videos.” He jerked his head in Trevor’s direction, his disheveled brown curls bouncing slightly. “Some of us have to work, you know!”

      Rob freelanced his skills as a hacker to businesses looking to measure the security of their websites. It was the perfect job, because it meant he never had to leave the apartment. With his online rep, offers got sent to him to pick and choose from. Trevor, on the other hand, was the son of one of the wealthiest men in La Valentia. Kira doubted he had ever done an honest day’s work in his life.

      Trevor sighed. “I came here looking for work. I asked you if there were any new cases, didn’t I?”

      “And I told you to get bent.” Rob scowled at him. “We’ve been through this almost every day since the Traversa case. Kira’s the brains of this operation. I’m the tech support. You’re...” Rob gave Trevor a vague wave. “Well, I still don’t know what you are, other than a pain in everyone’s ass. I’m not going to give you any info while Kira’s not here.”

      “I know Kira’s the boss!” Trevor said. “Why do you think I wait around for her to get back? You don’t think I sit around here for your company, do you?” He shot Rob an anxious look.

      Rob gave him a flat look in return. “As hard as it may be for you to believe, Trevor, you are not my type. If anything, your constant presence is making me question my orientation.”
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