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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The boy pushed a flop of sandy blond hair from his eyes as he trudged up the hill. Ancient trees towered over him. The only sounds were the shuffle of his feet through the undergrowth, the calls of distant birds, and the steady rush of his own breathing in his ears. The light of the afternoon sun filtered through the leaves above as he walked, shafts of golden light punctuating the forest floor.

      An odd feeling of déjà vu struck him, making him pause.

      I’ve been here before.

      He was dreaming.

      Yes, that was it. He struggled for a moment to regain consciousness, even though he knew it was futile—it always was once the dream had begun.

      The fleeting moment of self-awareness passed and he descended deeper, his memories of the present forgotten.

      He had been walking for over an hour. His uncle’s cabin was far from school, and there were no buses. Uncle Russ didn’t like him going to school in the first place, so getting a ride wasn’t an option either. A strange sense of foreboding fell over him as he thought of his uncle—almost as if part of him knew something bad was going to happen and was dreading it. He shook his head and kept going.

      He was sweaty from the long walk. The cuffs of his jeans were stiff with dirt. They hung almost an inch above his ankles. His T-shirt wasn’t much better. It had been white once, but now it was more of a brownish-gray. His uncle wasn’t nearly as good about laundry and buying new clothes as his mother had been. The boy suppressed a sigh. It was only one of many things that made him an outcast from the other kids at school. He didn’t particularly care what most of them thought of him, but he disliked being dirty. He would have to try washing in the river again, maybe when Uncle Russ was asleep.

      He reached the top of the steep hill, which opened into a small clearing. His footsteps slowed. Uncle Russ’s pickup truck was parked beside the crude log cabin. Usually, he would still be out running errands, but today he was home early. The boy’s stomach tightened. Muffled screams coming from inside the squat shed beside the cabin confirmed his suspicions.

      His uncle had gone hunting again.

      The muffled screams and pleading became ragged. The boy froze. He hadn’t thought his uncle would go hunting without him. People tended to be more trusting when a child was around. They were quicker to let their guard down. It had been easy enough to see once Uncle Russ had explained it to him. He had thought if he just kept going to school...

      Well, clearly he had been wrong.

      The screams didn’t bother him. He had heard them enough times before. The voices might be slightly different, but the blind panic behind them was always the same.

      No, what bothered him was his uncle wanting him to become more... involved in his extracurricular activities. Uncle Russ’s clients paid well enough for his services, and he was fairly decent at his job, but the money didn’t matter to him. Oh, he enjoyed his work, that was certain. No, all he cared about was the cover it provided him to collect his own bonus, as it were. His enthusiasm was unnerving. Not only that, but it was stupid. Yes, Uncle Russ was careful, but hunting should never be personal. Each ‘bonus’ he took was an unnecessary risk that could ultimately lead to his exposure.

      The screaming came to an abrupt stop.

      The boy looked up. The shed door opened and his Uncle Russ came out, fumbling with the buckle of his belt. He shook out his curly, blond mullet and flashed a sleek-looking smile.

      “You’re finally home,” he said. “Too bad you didn’t get here a bit earlier. She was a real live one.” He cocked his head toward the door of the cabin.

      The boy flushed, but remained silent.

      “It’s been a good season,” his uncle continued. “Lots of runaways and tourists coming through town. I figure it couldn’t hurt to take another one between jobs. It’s been too long since the last one.”

      Most of his uncle’s clients were particular about their ‘packages’ being unspoiled, much to the boy’s relief.

      “Anyway, you’re thirteen now,” Uncle Russ said into the awkward silence. “Practically a man!” He clapped his nephew on the shoulder. “Tell you what, the next bonus that comes along is all yours.” He flashed one of those charming smiles that always seemed to make women smile back at him, even though it didn’t quite reach his pale-blue eyes.

      The boy considered saying something, but thought the better of it. He knew from experience he would never be able to get his uncle to understand his reluctance to take part in the spoils. It was a waste of time. Instead, he swallowed and nodded.

      “Good man.” His uncle gave his shoulder another hardy pat. “Now you’d better go in there and get the shovel. We’re going to need another hole.”

      The boy squared his shoulders and walked toward the shed.

      He knew what he would find waiting inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      The living room was clean, for once. Kira surveyed her handiwork with an air of satisfaction. Rob’s scattered piles of clean and dirty clothes had been carted off to the laundry room, revealing the cream colored carpet in its entirety for the first time she could remember. She had even rented a steam cleaner to commemorate the occasion. No dirty dishes or Cheetos bags littered the dining-room table, and most incredibly of all, Rob’s laptop was closed.

      Rob was still in his usual chair, within easy reach of the precious computer he had dubbed Princess Leia. He was wearing a clean hoodie, and his unruly brown curls were still damp from the shower. His face gleamed from a recent shave. Despite his abnormally respectable appearance, his expression was strained as he huddled in his chair while his parents hovered over him, speaking rapidly in Spanish.

      Kira could guess the nature of their ‘discussion’—if one could call it that—even though she sat just out of earshot. Rob’s parents loved their son dearly, but they had a hard time understanding his desire to earn a living as what was more politely known as a ‘white-hat hacker’ instead of following in his father’s footsteps to go into teaching. Due to Rob’s extreme antisocial ways, they rarely saw their son, so this was a perfect opportunity for them to express their opinions.

      I probably should have thought of that.

      Kira felt a twinge of guilt. She had planned this party for Rob’s benefit—mostly, at least. He had been her best friend since high school, and his family had always treated her like one of their own. Every year since Rob had moved out, Kira had made plans with Rob’s mother to bring him back to his childhood home for a few hours to celebrate his birthday. Every year, Rob would suddenly find himself stuck with some high-priority job that just couldn’t wait. Kira doubted it was a coincidence. Other than a life-or-death situation that had occurred just before she had moved in, she doubted Rob had ever left the apartment.

      This year, she was determined that things would be different. If Rob wouldn’t go to the mountain, she would bring the mountain to Rob. She had bullied him mercilessly into helping her get the apartment decent for guests, using several stock images and video loops of dirty or diseased feet as leverage. Rob knew his laptop wouldn’t be safe for browsing until after the party was over—unless he suddenly managed to get over his lifetime foot phobia.

      “Thanks for doing all this,” a teenage girl said as she approached with a second girl in tow.

      Kira blinked. Rob’s sisters were a year apart in age, but they might as well have been twins. Both took after their tall, lean father, but they had their mother’s dark curls, which fell well past their shoulders. They were even wearing matching blue sundresses. Kira felt somewhat underdressed by comparison, even though she was wearing her best pair of jeans and her dressiest tank top instead of her usual Nine Inch Nails T-shirt. She was even wearing her long, brown hair down for the occasion, much to her own annoyance. It weighed heavily against her neck, and she had to resist the urge to pull it back into its usual ponytail.

      She smiled at the taller of the two girls who had spoken—Gabriela. “My pleasure. I just wish I had thought of it sooner.”

      “How did you manage to get him all cleaned up?” The shorter girl wrinkled her nose. “Our basement is still funky from when he lived down there.”

      “I have my ways.” Kira gave Ana a wink.

      Despite her seemingly casual attitude, Kira was anxious. In addition to cleaning up Rob’s usual cyclone of disaster, she had also been forced to stow away all the information she and Rob had gathered on the Procurer. The Missing poster of Nadine Parker Kira had found ripped up and burning when she had escaped from Carlo Traversa, the missing page from Clarissa Hunt’s journal with the name ‘Nadine’ scrawled over and over, plus the crime scene photo Kira had seen of the name ‘Nadine’ carved in the room where Clarissa had been held captive by the Procurer... Kira knew they were onto something. The woman in the Missing poster had disappeared from Redcliffe, Nevada in 1988.

      Somehow, everything that had happened since tied back to that event. She needed to go to Redcliffe if she wanted answers, but she had also learned that the Procurer was tracing her phone. The mass abductor seemed to have a grudging respect for Kira—the only woman to ever escape him—but he had also been very clear that if she ever crossed him, there would be consequences. Any move against him would have to be plotted carefully. She and Rob had been working together for weeks on a plan in secret. Kira was eager to move forward and chafed at the delay.

      Rob shot Kira a desperate look from across the living room as his parents continued talking. Kira caught the name ‘Berto’ and winced. Rob hated it when his mother called him that...

      “Ah, maybe you should start cutting the cake,” Kira said to the sisters. “Rob looks like he’s ready.”

      The two girls looked over at him and giggled. “I suppose we should,” Gabriela said with a grin. “It is his birthday, after all.”

      Ana rolled her eyes. “At least they should have gotten most of it out of their system by now, which means we won’t have to hear all about it at home.” The girls retreated to the kitchen to retrieve the homemade cake they had brought.

      The doorbell rang as they left the room.

      Kira frowned. She wasn’t expecting anyone else... She went to answer the door.

      “Sorry I’m late,” Trevor Wright said as he eased his way past her into the apartment. He was in his usual khaki shorts and snug, blue polo, which complimented both his eyes and the lean muscles that lay beneath.

      How many of those polos does he own?

      Kira blinked as she found herself staring at his chest. She was one to talk, with her Nine Inch Nails shirt collection...

      She shook her head in disbelief. “What are you doing here?” she demanded in a low voice.

      “I came for Rob’s birthday, of course. My invitation must have gotten lost in the mail. Good thing I noticed it was his birthday on Facebook.” He flashed Kira an impudent grin.

      Kira sighed. Why did I ever accept his friend request?

      She doubted Rob had. Trevor must have been creeping him through her profile. That would go over well...

      If anyone had told her a few years ago that her former high school tormentor and arrogant rich-kid jock Trevor Wright would be counted among her very select circle of friends, she would have never believed it. Even though Trevor had managed to insinuate himself into her life somehow since she had managed to rescue his abducted sister, Rob still wasn’t his biggest fan. She stepped in front of Trevor to prevent him from entering the living room. He might have the height and size advantage, but she was well-trained in MMA.

      “I even brought Rob a present,” Trevor said as Kira’s reluctance to let him proceed farther into the apartment became palpable. He tossed his head, shaking his blond curls as he gave another one of his dazzling smiles and revealed a brightly wrapped box from behind his back.

      Kira gave it a dubious look. “What is it?” She couldn’t imagine what Trevor might have picked out.

      Trevor hefted the box with a teasing expression. “You want me to tell you about my package?” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

      “No, I’m just surprised you would volunteer to give Rob your package.” Kira raised an eyebrow. Rob had come out in high school, and Trevor had teased him mercilessly about it. He seemed to be getting better about his homophobic tendencies since hanging out with her and Rob more, but it was still an occasional sticking point.

      Trevor flushed and lowered the present. “It’s a personal grooming set.”

      Kira frowned. “What, like a razor?”

      Trevor’s expression was affronted. “Not just any razor. This is a premium product. We all know Rob could use some help in the personal appearance department.”

      Kira considered the box as she thought of Rob’s permanent five o’clock shadow. “That’s actually not a bad idea.” She had been hard-pressed to find him anything to make himself decent for his party. In the end, she had made him use one of her own razors to shave his face.

      Trevor leaned in. “It even has attachments for more... personal areas.” He gave Kira a knowing look.

      Kira leaned away in disgust. “...And now the moment is ruined.”

      Trevor’s eyes widened in mock innocence. “Proper grooming is the root of confidence. It’s not as if he’s going to go out for a waxing appointment. Think of how much better he’ll feel about having a special friend over if his hedges have been trimmed.”

      Kira buried her head in her hands. “Oh. My. God.”

      “I actually didn’t know there was going to be a party,” Trevor said as he ignored Kira’s discomfort. His voice had turned serious.

      Kira raised her head to look at him. “Then why are you here?” Her eyes narrowed.

      “Like I said, I noticed it was Rob’s birthday. I figured it gave me a perfect excuse to come over.”

      Kira snorted. “Since when do you need an excuse?”

      Trevor gave her a level look. “Every time I show up around here lately, you and Rob are always busy working on ‘coding business’.” He raised his free hand to make air quotes for emphasis.

      Kira did her best not to flush as she held his gaze. She and Rob had brought Trevor into their confidence about what they had learned about the Procurer, but now that Kira was hatching a plan to go after him, the last thing she wanted was Trevor tagging along. He had his uses, but he was a bit of a loose cannon. The Procurer was already keeping tabs on her, and he was an expert at covering his tracks. Kira was going to have to be very careful if she wanted to extend her lead on him without getting caught. Every time Trevor had come by the apartment, Kira and Rob had put him off by telling him they were both really busy with work for Rob’s freelance business.

      Kira shrugged. “Rob’s gotten a lot of good job offers lately.”

      “Uh huh.” Trevor’s expression remained skeptical. “So even after all the leads we’ve found, you’re not going to go rushing after the Procurer.”

      “I can’t afford to rush after him,” Kira said, avoiding the question altogether. “If I do, I’m dead. He’s been pretty clear on that.”

      “So what was it I overheard the other day about your passport?”

      This time Kira did flush. She didn’t think Trevor had heard that. He had gone off to use the bathroom. She and Rob had used his temporary absence to speak more freely.

      “I’ve made plans to visit my grandparents in Toronto this weekend,” she said. She raised her chin. “I haven’t seen them in a while, and this business with the Procurer is going to be dangerous.”

      Trevor’s blue eyes narrowed. “Just promise me you won’t go after him without me. I know you’re a badass, but you need someone to watch your back, and I’m guessing it’s not going to be Rob. The guy can’t even leave to visit his parents for his own birthday.” He gestured to the gathering in the living room.

      Kira squared her shoulders and nodded. “When I’m ready, I’ll let you know.”

      She allowed him to reluctantly accept her words at face value, ignoring the squirm of guilt in the pit of her stomach.

      “Trevor! What are you doing here?” Rob called out with forced cheer as he met them both in the hallway. The rest of his family was busy cutting the cake around the dining-room table. “Seriously,” he said in a low voice as soon as he got close enough. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Happy birthday!” Trevor thrust the present toward him.

      Rob flinched before he caught himself. He gave Trevor a suspicious look as he reached out to take the package. “Thank you?”

      Trevor gave him a friendly slap on the back. “You’re not the only one who’s going to be thanking me.”

      Trevor grinned and Kira groaned. Rob looked back and forth at them, trying to figure out what was going on. In the end, he gave it up as a bad job and shook his head. Trevor was already looking past him at the people inside the apartment.

      “I forgot you had sisters,” Trevor said with a note of speculation.

      Kira elbowed him. “I thought you were interested in Lita.”

      Trevor cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I think I’m making progress on that front, but it’s slow going. She doesn’t seem to want me hanging around at the garage when she’s supposed to be working. She did accept the coffee I brought to her the other day when she showed up for her shift though.” He grinned. “I’ll wear her down eventually.”

      “Well in the meantime, stay away from my sisters,” Rob said with a harsh glare. “If you so much as look at them the wrong way⁠—”

      “Me?” Trevor placed his hand against his chest with an innocent look.

      “I know what you’re like with women,” Rob snapped.

      “Just because you’re not interested in the fairer sex doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “Trevor, I swear to God, if you flirt with either of my sisters, I’ll cram so much gay porn on every device you own that you’re going to start questioning your orientation.” Kira knew it was no idle threat.

      So did Trevor. He paled for a moment before regaining his composure. He brushed past Rob and entered the living room, striding toward Rob’s parents instead. He captured Rob’s mother’s hand.

      “Rob never told me he had another sister,” Trevor said in his most charming voice. Mrs. Alvarez flushed with a smile. “I’m Trevor—Trevor Wright.”

      Rob tensed where he stood next to Kira in the hallway. “That’s not much better,” he said from between gritted teeth.

      Kira gave him a comforting pat on the shoulder. “It’ll be over soon.”

      “God, I hope so.”
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      Kira stood at the kitchen sink washing the dishes to allow Rob some time to reconnect with his now foot-free laptop. Her hair was already back up in its usual ponytail and she had changed into her favorite Nine Inch Nails T-shirt. Hathor’s lean, furry body wound around Kira’s ankles as she worked. The regal black cat hadn’t cared for having so many people in the apartment and had spent most of the party holed up in Kira’s room.

      Kira knew washing the dishes was likely a futile gesture, but she was going to be relying on Rob to hold the fort for the next few days. If she didn’t do them now, they would likely still be waiting for her when she got back. She also wanted to maintain the temporary illusion of a tidy apartment for as long as possible.

      Once she had put the last of the dishes in the rack and wiped down the counters, she dried her hands and returned to the living room. Rob had returned to his usual position, hunched over Leia with his fingers tapping against the keyboard in a steady rhythm. A pair of phones sat side by side on the table, connected by a cable. His curls were already disheveled and there was a splotch of icing on his hoodie. Kira suppressed a sigh.

      “Is the new phone ready?” she asked.

      Rob looked up with a grunt. “Huh? Oh, yeah.” He disconnected them and held one up. “This one’s a clone of the original. Any calls or texts going to the original phone will be routed to this one as well. All your contacts, data, and apps have been copied over, minus the Procurer’s tracking app.” He shuddered. “I don’t know how you’ve been carrying the other one around all this time, knowing he could be watching your every move.” He eyed Kira’s original phone.

      Kira shrugged. “I don’t like it either. But he had already been tracking me without me knowing it ever since Traversa took my phone. I can’t just leave it here in the apartment for days at a time. For all I know, he might even be keeping physical tabs on me and checking in to make sure I’m actually where the app says I am.”

      Rob shuddered again. “That’s even worse.”

      Kira hated it too, but she hadn’t seen any alternative if she wanted to keep the Procurer complacent. The last thing she needed was to rouse his suspicions. Still, it hadn’t made the past several weeks any easier. She had become much more jumpy than usual, constantly wondering who might be following her as she went about her daily routines. She didn’t even know what the Procurer looked like, which only made matters worse. She had no idea who she was looking for when she found herself looking casually over her shoulder. She had even found herself dreaming about an unseen stalker lately.

      “Look, I’m sorry about the party,” she said in an effort to change the subject. “I thought it was a good idea.”

      Rob tilted his head. “It wasn’t bad, actually. It was kind of nice. I know I don’t see my family as often as I should. I just wish my parents would give up on the whole teaching thing.” He rolled his eyes.

      Kira nodded in understanding. Her own mother and sister were always harping on her to turn into something she was not. “Well at least Trevor was a distraction.” Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “Your mom seemed to like him.”

      Rob’s expression darkened for a moment. “At least he stayed away from my sisters. He took forever to leave though.”

      “He suspects,” Kira said as she toyed with the new phone.

      “Yeah, well I guess he’s not a complete idiot. We have given him the brush-off a lot lately.”

      “He heard one of us mention my passport the other day,” Kira said.

      Rob’s eyes widened. “Does he know?”

      Kira shook her head. “I told him I was planning to visit my grandparents this weekend.”

      “So it’s up to me to cover for you.” Rob rubbed at his curls with an agitated sigh. “You know he’s probably going to come sniffing by here when you’re gone.” He closed his eyes for a moment. “I can’t believe I’m saying this... But have you thought about taking him with you? I hate the idea of you going after the Procurer on your own.”

      Kira bit her lip. “Do you really think that’s a good idea with what we have planned? Trevor’s not exactly Mr. Subtle. I would only be putting him in harm’s way and increasing my own risk of getting caught. And, well... it’s Trevor.” She made a helpless gesture.

      Even though Trevor had become something of an unwanted sidekick, it still didn’t mean Kira was ready to trust him in such a precarious situation. Yes, he had proven himself useful recently—on several occasions, she was forced to admit—but he was also rash and unpredictable. Deep down, Kira still had a hard time not thinking of him as the vapid, entitled jock who had tormented her and Rob in high school.

      “Fair point,” Rob admitted. If anything, he trusted Trevor less than Kira did. “What about Nick?”

      Kira’s stomach knotted with guilt. “We’ve been over this. As much as I want to tell Nick, he’s also duty-bound to report anything I find out about the Procurer to his superiors. I don’t want to get closed out by the police. Besides, if anything goes wrong, he’ll have plausible deniability.”

      Rob snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure that’ll be comforting when he’s attending your funeral.”

      Kira waved his protests aside. She had a hard enough time convincing herself not to confide in Nick as it was. In addition to the chemistry between them, they seemed to be constantly thrown together by Kira’s work as a local problem solver.

      “It’s all been decided. I’m meeting with Nick tomorrow.” Kira refused to say more on the subject.

      Rob gave her a penetrating look. “Kira, are you sure about this? You don’t have to go through with it, you know.”

      Kira’s palms had grown damp and her stomach clenched. She knew what she had planned was dangerous. But what else was she supposed to do? Walk around with a phone tracked by the Procurer and do nothing while he remained free to select his next victim? The police had only just learned about his existence over three years ago when Kira had managed to escape his clutches.

      Wait... Four years.

      The realization struck her like a blow. The anniversary of her abduction had passed a few weeks ago. For the first time, she had managed to forget about it with all her other distractions. She steadied herself. Either way, it had become clear that the Procurer had been active for some time, and had built up quite the reputation among the secret circle of his ‘clients’.

      Kira swallowed and raised her chin. “It has to be this weekend. Kori is away for a conference. The phone is ready, and everything else is in place. I don’t know when we’ll get another chance like this.” She squared her shoulders. “We go ahead as planned.”
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        * * *

      

      Detective Nick Foster sat at his computer, typing up case notes. The precinct was fairly quiet. La Valentia was a quiet town—most of the time. With September already in full swing, all the kids were back at school for the afternoon, which meant less chance for any mischief. The only sounds were the soft, mingled voices of his coworkers, the clacking of computer keys, and the odd ringing phone.

      Nick leaned back in his chair to stretch his legs. He was a tall man, and his broad frame tended to get cramped if he sat at his desk for too long. His workspace was much more tidy than anyone else’s in the bullpen. The only adornments on his desk other than his computer were a few file folders, and a metal, embossed nameplate and matching holder for his business cards. He ran a hand through his closely cropped dark hair as he tried to focus on the task at hand. His hand stilled as he recognized the sound of a familiar voice coming from the direction of the front desk. He tilted his head with a mild frown.

      Sure enough, a familiar ponytailed figure walked across the bullpen a moment later. Kira’s trademark jeans and T-shirt did nothing to disguise her lean, athletic frame. He was pleased to notice she was no longer walking with a limp. Her last case had left her with a kicked-in knee that had plagued her for weeks. His brown eyes darted across the surface of the desk once more to reassure himself he had left nothing out that he didn’t want her to see. He spent most of his spare time poring over every detail of the Procurer case, focusing mainly on Kira’s own abduction—the only evidence they had that the man existed in the first place. He lowered his hand and gave Kira a puzzled look as she approached his desk.

      “You’re early,” he said with a teasing note of accusation. They were supposed to meet at the coffee shop, like usual. Kira Brightwell was one of the most intelligent people he had ever met. She never did anything without a reason.

      Hell, I still don’t know what she found in those old case photos.

      He had no idea why she had asked to see the police photos from her own abduction three years ago, and he knew better than to ask. All he could hope was that she would tell him when she was ready.

      Kira shrugged. “I was running some errands close by. I figured it made more sense to meet you here instead.”

      Everything about her manner was casual, but something he couldn’t quite put his finger on nagged at Nick. He held her gaze, but her green eyes gave nothing away.

      “What are you working on?” Kira asked with a sly smile. She leaned across the desk to get a look at his computer.

      Nick gave the screen an irritated wave. “Just a standard break and enter. Nothing as exciting as any of your cases.” He quirked an eyebrow at her. “What are you up to these days, anyway?” He did his best to match her casual tone—not that he expected it to get him anywhere.

      Kira straightened with a flush that might have been guilty. “Nothing new. I’ve booked a trip to Toronto this weekend.”

      Nick blinked. Something about her phrasing struck him as odd... “Your grandparents?” He gave no outward sign of his suspicions as he continued the thread of the conversation.

      Kira nodded. “I haven’t seen them in a while. I feel like I need a change of scenery.”

      “Can’t say I blame you. I guess that means I can count on a quiet weekend around here with you out of town?” He gave her a pointed look. Where Kira went, trouble always seemed to follow.

      Kira looked chagrined. “Probably.”

      “Too bad,” Nick said with a mock sigh. “It’s been far too boring around here lately.”

      He didn’t want to push, but he left the opening hanging there. Kira was like a bird, resting in the palm of his hand. If he made any move to hold her, he knew she would only fly away.

      Come on... I know you must be working on something related to the Procurer...

      He was hardly stupid, and Kira knew that. He understood why she was reluctant to confide in him with his position as a member of the La Valentia PD, but he had put his ass on the line for her more than once, and he had been more than patient. Besides, they were friends. Didn’t she know she could trust him by now?

      Kira flashed him a smile. “I’m sure you’ll manage one weekend without me wreaking havoc around here. Are you ready to go, or do you need more time?”

      Just like that, the moment passed. Nick suppressed a surge of disappointment.

      “Yeah, let me just pack up.” He averted his gaze as he signed off his computer and gathered his things.

      I wish she would let me help her.

      He had nothing but respect for Kira’s abilities, but the Procurer was dangerous, and Kira was only human. He was afraid her reluctance to trust anyone would get her into more trouble than she could handle someday. He had lost count of the times he had replayed the moment he had walked into Dr. Hall’s black-market organ harvesting facility to find her battered on the floor in his mind. Yes, she had taken Dr. Hall and his thugs down with her, but he suspected it had been a near thing. The risks she took when she was working a case were often higher than one of his fellow officers might willingly face without the luxury of a handgun and a trained partner. How much more would she be willing to sacrifice to take down the Procurer?

      He was afraid to find out.
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