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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Ginette Waters paced the length of her bedroom on silent feet. The plush carpet gave way beneath her slippers, muffling her light footsteps. She was surprised she hadn’t worn all the way down to the underpad by now, with her constant stalking across the well-appointed room.

      She gave her silk ivory dressing gown an absent tug around her slender shoulder and tossed back her long, dark hair. She took a deep breath, inhaling the traces of her own subtle fragrance that lingered in the air in an effort to soothe herself.

      Surely her men must have completed their mission by now…

      Only the lamp on the bedside table was lit, illuminating a turned-down bed of fine, linen sheets that showed no sign of being slept in. Heavy, velvet curtains had been drawn across the large windows that overlooked the sprawling backyard of the Waters’ estate. The sun hadn’t risen yet, but morning wasn’t far off.

      Ginette caught sight of her own reflection in the mirror of her dressing table. Between her flawless, dark skin and the ivory dressing gown, she looked like an apparition in the pale light. Her full lips twitched in wry amusement.

      The Pale Lady.

      Men and women whispered the name in hushed voices, unsure of whom to trust—blissfully unaware of the enemy that walked in their midst. No one had guessed her alter ego. And why should they?

      The Pale Lady was an infamous blackmailer who took advantage of the dirty scandals of La Valentia’s wealthiest and leveraged them to help support those who were less fortunate. In her victims’ minds, she was a ruling member of the criminal class—surely not one of ‘their kind’. To her employees and the causes she quietly supported, the Pale Lady was a hero.

      Meanwhile, Ginette Waters was the adopted daughter of wealthy gentleman scholar Walter Waters. She rubbed elbows with La Valentia’s elite and had an impeccable reputation. Her charity functions were always the talk of the town.

      Ginette had been careful. Not even Walter knew her secret, and Wally knew everything. No one aside from the Pale Lady’s employees had any reason to associate her with Ginette Waters.

      No one, except Kira Brightwell.

      Kira had even made the connection on her own, which only made her more interesting. Despite the risk it posed, Ginette had been both delighted and impressed.

      She had found herself drawn to Kira the more she had learned of the other woman’s story through the local press and her own private investigations over the past few years since Kira’s abduction and infamous escape. It was only natural, really. They were two sides of the same coin. Both of their lives had been changed by the Procurer. Both of them worked to make the world a better place.

      Both of them wanted to take the Procurer down.

      Ginette knew Kira wouldn’t agree with her methods. Despite their similarities, both women had a very different moral compass. While Kira played by her own rules, she didn’t consider herself above the law. She merely worked around it to help things along.

      Ginette was another story.

      Ginette would do anything—anything—to get vengeance for what she had suffered. She had no interest in seeing the Procurer rot behind bars.

      Yes, it had been the Procurer’s uncle who had been mainly responsible for her childhood abduction and sale to child rapist, Xavier Waters. But according to Kira, Russell Harrow had been killed long ago—most likely by his own nephew. None of that mattered to Ginette.

      Someone had to pay.

      The Procurer—Kurt Harrow, she reminded herself—had been the one to lure her off into an alley where his uncle had grabbed her. Yes, Kurt had been a child himself at the time, but he had known what he was doing. The way he and his uncle had acted in the van as they had driven her off to her new home convinced her it wasn’t Kurt’s first time.

      And it wasn’t exactly as if he had gone on to do great things since bumping off his uncle. How many others had he abducted since going into business on his own?

      No one knew.

      No, Kurt Harrow was a feral animal that needed to be put down. Kira would be able to see that once the deed was done. She would probably even be relieved.

      After all, what prison could hold someone like the Procurer? The man had been active for years, and the police knew practically nothing about him, but it was clear his contact list was both deep and extensive. He had been able to reach inside the jail at the LVPD to kill Peter Croft. Ginette wasn’t prepared to allow the police to underestimate him.

      Kira would thank her for it later.

      Ginette went to her bedside table and took a sip of water from a glass sitting beside a porcelain pitcher. The water was room-temperature, but helped to soothe her dry throat.

      Why hadn’t anyone contacted her yet?

      The plan to lure Kurt Harrow out into the open to capture him had been sound. She had stolen it from Kira, after all. And made a few minor alterations, of course.

      Had the Procurer been whistling when her men had found him? Kira had told her that he liked to whistle ‘Sentimental Journey.’ If anyone else had claimed such a thing, Ginette would have laughed it off, but she remembered the haunted look in Kira’s green eyes when she had told her…

      The burner phone sitting on the bedside table started to vibrate. The display showed an unlisted number from a list she had memorized. She snatched up the phone with cold fingers.

      “Yes?” she answered in a rich voice that held a hint of impatience.

      “My lady,” a male voice greeted her with a trace of a Portuguese accent. Armand.

      “Well?” she prompted with an irritated wave he couldn’t see.

      “I’m sorry, my lady,” Armand said. His voice was filled with regret. “We have failed you.”

      Ginette took a steadying breath. “Tell me everything.”

      “Everything was as you said it would be.” Armand sounded as unruffled as always, but Ginette heard a trace of irritation. “We lured Simon Reid to the retirement home with the story of his dying mother and took him. He killed the old woman before we got there.”

      Armand didn’t know Simon Reid was only a cover for the Procurer. As always, Ginette’s men followed her instructions without question.

      Ginette closed her eyes in regret. She had known her plan would put Iris Reid in danger, but she had not wished the old woman any harm. She straightened her shoulders.

      No matter. The Procurer had already killed Iris’s son and taken his place. There was no one left to mourn her—no one left to dispute Simon Reid’s identity. And if Iris’s death brought Ginette closer to capturing the Procurer…

      “Continue,” she said in an even voice.

      Losing her temper would serve no purpose. Besides, she could hardly start shouting at this hour with Wally sleeping a few doors down. She adored her adoptive father. He had taken her in, even after learning she had murdered his pedophile brother.

      She would never do anything to put him in danger.

      “We took Reid back to the old estate, just like you said,” Armand said. “He was secure in the basement, as you asked. But then we had company.”

      “Who?” Ginette demanded, even though she already suspected she knew the answer.

      “The girl you met at the dance studio and two men. One was a cop—the man you asked us to keep an eye on.”

      Ginette’s dark eyes narrowed. “Nick Foster.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Sim,” Armand agreed in his own tongue. “The other man was blond. I’ve seen him coming and going from the girl’s apartment.”

      “Trevor Wright.” Ginette said in an absent tone. Her free hand balled into a fist. She didn’t dare speak Kira’s name aloud.

      I always knew there was a chance she might get in the way.

      Ginette had done her best to play fair with Kira so far, but now…

      “My lady, there is more,” Armand continued. “The girl and the two men have Reid. I managed to slip outside when we first discovered there was an intruder. They’ve taken him to the LVPD. The estate is crawling with police now. A few of us managed to get away, but many are in custody.”

      Ginette mentally dismissed those who had been captured. She knew none of them would talk, and her lawyer would take care of them—without linking back to her, of course. She required absolute loyalty from those who worked for her, but she knew well enough that it had to go both ways to keep her dubious employees faithful.

      “How many of you got out?” she asked as the wheels of her mind continued to turn.

      Armand hesitated. “Only five. What do you want us to do?”

      Only five. The words echoed in her mind.

      Out of how many? Ginette shook her head. She had thrown all her available resources at this task. She knew better than to underestimate the Procurer. But somehow, she had managed to underestimate Kira Brightwell—a mistake she wouldn’t make a second time.

      Still… Five would be enough.

      She didn’t like what she was about to do, but Kira had given her no alternative. The Procurer would be hers. The knowledge that she had missed out on her vengeance on Russell Harrow made Ginette physically ill. Her stomach was in knots at the idea of his nephew Kurt slipping from her grasp now that she had gotten so close…

      A vision of Kira’s face flitted through her mind. Her green eyes were haunted and filled with accusation.

      She shook herself. Kira would understand, when all was said and done.

      Ginette would make her understand.

      She cradled the burner phone to her ear and took a steadying breath.

      “This is what you’re going to do…”
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      Kira slumped in the passenger seat of her car with her head tucked low. It seemed like Trevor was taking forever inside the convenience store…

      The predawn sky was still dark, but the parking lot was fairly well lit. Kira had made Trevor park as far away from the store as possible, where she could shield her appearance from the prying eyes of any other nosy customers.

      A white bandage had been wrapped around her head to patch up the area where a bullet had grazed past her skull. She had tidied her long, dark ponytail around it, but she still felt particularly conspicuous. The spattered bloodstains on her jeans and beige Downward Spiral T-shirt didn’t help—although maybe it could pass as part of the design…

      Good thing she hadn’t been wearing her favorite Nine Inch Nails shirt for once. At least her zippered hoodie helped to disguise some of the mess. Between her battered appearance and her itchy, unwashed state, she knew she probably looked—and maybe even smelled—like a walking disaster.

      And with what she and Trevor had planned next, she wanted to make herself as unremarkable as possible.

      She closed her burning, bloodshot eyes with a sigh. She ached all over. Yes, the painkillers the private doctor Trevor had taken her to see helped, but she had been awake for almost twenty-four hours now, and her injured body craved rest. Her ribs and head were both throbbing, and her right leg was still unsteady from where one of the Pale Lady’s men had kicked in her knee.

      Still, she was grateful to be alive after what she had gone through at Xavier Waters’ abandoned estate. She didn’t know what Trevor had told the doctor when the two of them had rolled up to his house in a cab in the wee hours of the morning, but she suspected a fair amount of money had been exchanged. Either way, the man hadn’t asked any uncomfortable questions.

      Kira had wanted to rush off to Simon Reid’s house directly from the estate to start searching for something that might link the man to the Procurer. She knew Nick would do whatever he could to keep Reid occupied for as long as possible, but she didn’t want to underestimate how difficult her task would be. After all, this was the Procurer they were talking about. The man was an expert at covering his tracks. She hardly expected to find a diary lying under Reid’s pillow, detailing how the Procurer had assumed his identity.

      But there had to be something…

      Trevor had been the one to insist they seek medical attention first. Kira had tried to argue, but in the end, her body had betrayed her by collapsing, and she had been forced to agree. Logically, she knew seeing the doctor made sense. She needed to be in one piece to keep going. But she couldn’t help but begrudge the time it had taken.

      Her head snapped up as she heard the driver’s side door open. She winced in pain.

      Trevor slid into the driver’s seat, clutching a pair of shopping bags. His blond, curly hair was uncharacteristically ruffled and his khaki shorts and polo were rumpled. Even though it was still dark, he wore Kira’s aviator sunglasses.

      He pulled them down his tanned face to look at himself in the rear-view mirror with a grimace.

      “Ugh, I feel like such a douche wearing these,” he said as he probed his swollen left eye.

      Kira rolled her eyes at him. “Trevor, you are a douche.”

      Trevor clutched his hand to his chest with an expression of mock dismay.

      “You know, that’s not the best way to talk to the man who’s watching your back.” Trevor sat up straight and began flexing his chest and arm muscles. He looked down in approval at the way they shifted and bunched beneath the snug fit of his blue polo.

      His matching blue eyes met Kira’s. “Besides, I know for a fact I’m not as douchey as I used to be.” He lifted his chin in defiance.

      Kira pursed her lips. “True. But you’ve still got a ways to go.”

      Trevor snorted. “Good thing I’ve got you around to keep me humble… Are you ready for some breakfast?”

      “Is that what took you so long?” Kira demanded with a trace of exasperation. “I only told you to find some latex gloves.”

      “Check,” Trevor said as he tossed a box into her lap. “But we can hardly infiltrate the enemy’s lair on an empty stomach.”

      A plastic rustle filled the car as he rummaged around in the bags.

      “Ah! Here we go. Breakfast of champions.” He thrust a pair of items into Kira’s empty hands.

      Kira looked down, her green eyes narrowing. “A protein bar and… Monster Rehab?” The black and yellow energy drink can was cool in her hand. She shot Trevor a dubious look.

      “Don’t worry.” Trevor flashed her one of his trademark grins. “There’s more where that came from. I’ve got a whole case of Rehab in here, along with loads of energy bars.”

      “Great,” Kira said in a flat voice. Despite her lack of enthusiasm, she found herself cracking open the can of Monster. She had never had one before.

      She took a tentative sip. Surprisingly, it was uncarbonated. A mixture of lemonade and iced tea flooded her mouth—not unlike the flavor of an Arnold Palmer.

      “Well?” Trevor prompted.

      Kira unwrapped the protein bar and took a bite, washing it down with another sip. Her empty stomach gurgled in appreciation. She hated to admit it, but Trevor was right. They would need both caffeine and food if they weren’t going to pass out from exhaustion.

      She shrugged. “Not bad.”

      “I also got you this.” Trevor pulled something out of the bags with a flourish. He reached over to place it on Kira’s head before she could pull away.

      Kira reached up to pull it off with a frown. It was a knockoff LA Lakers ball cap.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” Trevor said. “You still look great, but that bandage around your noggin distracts from the rest of your features.”

      Kira gave him a flat look. “Thanks.”

      She pulled her ponytail through the back of the ball cap and settled it into place over her bandages.

      Trevor gave an approving nod. “Much better. Now let’s get going. You have Reid’s address, right?”

      Kira nodded as she continued inhaling her protein bar. Nick had given her the address before they had left the estate.

      Trevor turned on the car and flipped on the headlights. “You know, I still don’t see why I have to drive your car.”

      Taking a cab had been out of the question for the next phase of their investigation. The fewer people who knew where they were going, the better.

      Kira gave him a pointed look. “We’re trying to be inconspicuous, remember?” She gestured toward the ball cap on her head.

      “So? I wasn’t talking about bringing the Lambo. I’m not a total idiot, you know.” There was a trace of hurt in Trevor’s voice.

      “What’s wrong with my car?” Kira demanded.

      “Nothing!” Trevor said in a hasty tone. “It’s just so… Boring. And it feels weird to be driving someone else’s car.”

      They had both agreed that with the head trauma Kira had acquired, it would be better if Trevor did the driving. Not that Kira needed much convincing. She had never been a fan of driving.

      “Trust me, I’m not a fan of it either,” she said. “Do you have any idea how long it’s going to take to get my seat and mirrors back the way I like them? You’re practically sitting in the back seat.” She winced as she heard the trace of a whine in her own voice.

      “I’m only sitting in the back seat because you drive a clown car,” Trevor snapped as he pulled out of their parking spot. “Seriously, what kind of car is this? I should have brought my Mercedes. At least then, no one would hear us coming…”

      Kira knew Trevor was exaggerating. Her blue, Toyota Corolla ran smoothly, and was both practical and reliable.

      But both of them had had a very long night.

      “Trevor?” she said, interrupting him mid-tirade.

      “Yeah,” he said in an aggressive voice.

      “Thank you for breakfast. And the hat.”

      Trevor drove for a moment in stunned silence.

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Actually, she wanted to tell him to shut up and drive, but they still had a long day ahead of them.

      And a small part of her was secretly glad to have him there with her, watching her back. She couldn’t imagine doing this on her own.

      She firmly told that part of her to mind its own business.

      Trevor’s lips stretched in a slow smile. “See? Not so douchey after all.”

      “Trevor?” Kira said again before taking another sip of her Monster.

      “Hm?” He looked over for a moment to meet her gaze with an inquiring look.

      “Don’t push it.”
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      Rob paid the cab driver in cash and slipped out the door, easing it shut behind him before the car drove off. He hoisted the strap of his laptop bag over his shoulder and took a deep breath to steady himself.

      He rarely left the apartment he shared with Kira, and never on his own.

      He took comfort from the familiar weight of Leia against his side. Even though he didn’t think he would need his precious laptop, he couldn’t imagine attempting this task without her.

      Besides, the information she contained from Kira’s investigations into the Procurer was far too valuable to leave lying around the now- empty apartment unattended.

      Rob looked up and down the street. All the well-maintained, suburban homes were dark and silent. The only sources of light were the streetlamps overhead and a faint, gray glimmer in the eastern sky. Now that the cab had left, no other cars moved on the residential street.

      A cool, early-morning breeze ruffled Rob’s brown, matted curls. He raised the hood of his food-stained sweatshirt. The familiar, chemical-cheese scent of Cheetos teased his nostrils. He inhaled deeply. He preferred it to the scent of fresh air.

      He pulled a key from the pocket of his jeans and approached his target.

      The house was similar to the others that surrounded it. The hedges were evenly trimmed and the garden tended with care. He skirted the side of the brick structure to approach the painted gate that led to the backyard.

      His palms itched with sweat. He reached over the fence to lift the latch. The gate opened with a soft click. He slipped inside, shutting it behind him.

      The backyard looked just as he remembered it, even though he couldn’t really say when he had seen it last. He had never been an outside person. A flagstone patio filled most of the space, dominated by a large, white metal table and matching chairs. The yellow umbrella that rose from the center of the table was closed. Flowered gardens surrounded the edges of the yard, providing a screen of privacy from the neighbors and filling the air with their scent. A large patio door led inside the house.

      Rob walked past it in favor of a windowed door around the corner. His sneakers made no sound against the flagstones.

      He hesitated at the door with the key clutched in his hand. Its metal ridges cut into his fingers.

      No one knew he was here.

      He knew he probably should have told Kira. After all, they told each other everything.

      …Almost everything, anyway.

      But Kira was off with Trevor, getting patched up and completely focused on finding something that might connect Simon Reid to the Procurer.

      Rob’s stomach tightened with a pang of guilt. He knew he should be back at the apartment right now, using his considerable computer skills to try to hack or uncover something useful.

      He shook his head.

      He was already here. No sense in turning back now.

      He eased the key into the lock, sliding it home. He waited a moment before turning it. He performed the movement as slowly as possible to avoid any telltale sounds.

      He felt the bolt slide open.

      Rob stood completely still, his heart hammering in his chest. His ears strained for any sign that his intrusion had been detected.

      Silence.

      He slid his key free and twisted the doorknob. It moved easily beneath his hand. The door swung open, revealing the shadowy outline of a washer and dryer, accompanied by the scent of fabric softener. Both machines were silent.

      Rob darted inside and closed the door. He gave his laptop bag another pat of reassurance.

      Getting inside had been the easy part.

      The laundry-room door was closed. Rob pressed his ear to it for a moment before easing it open to reveal a linoleum floor hallway. His breath was harsh in his own ears, but the rest of the house remained dark and quiet.

      He turned right and headed past the kitchen, ignoring the faint, lingering smells of a traditional, Mexican dinner. He could have found his way in his sleep, but he forced himself to go slow, easing one foot down in front of the other until he reached the stairs that led to the second floor.

      He gripped the smooth, wooden railing with a clammy hand.

      This would be the tricky part.

      He placed the toe of his right foot on the first carpeted step, easing his weight down gently. A barely-audible creak sounded beneath him.

      He clenched the railing and kept his gaze focused on the darkened stairway above him. Nothing moved in the shadows.

      He forced himself to continue at a snail’s pace, one step at a time with frequent pauses to stop and listen. He knew he didn’t have much time. People would be waking up soon.

      He needed to be gone before then.

      Yes, he had a ready explanation for his intrusion if he was caught. But it would be far less trouble to get out clean.

      An eternity seemed to pass before he reached the top of the stairs. His breathing was labored. Despite his atrocious diet, he wasn’t fat per se, but he wasn’t exactly an active guy. The most exercise he usually got was moving from his personal lair in the living and dining room of his and Kira’s apartment, to the bathroom, which was on the same floor—unless you counted his wrist cardio, which was considerable.

      After all, his last dalliance had been with Jeff, and that had been months ago—an incident both he and Kira were eager to forget.

      He took a moment to catch his breath before heading for the first door on the left. It opened easily.

      His breath caught at the familiar, shadowed outline lying in the bed. Soft, regular breathing reached his ears. Rob listened to it for a moment, his chest tightening.

      Light was barely starting to creep around the edges of the frilled curtains that covered the window. Rob blinked and returned to the task at hand.

      He slipped a tiny camera lens from the pocket of his hoodie and flipped a switch on the back. A brief pulse of red light flashed before disappearing. Rob pulled out his phone to make sure the connection was working. Sure enough, he saw a darkened image of himself, standing in the bedroom. He secured the camera lens high up on a wooden bookcase that stood in the corner of the room. The angle provided a vantage point of both the bedroom door and the window.

      Next, he moved to the bedside table. The sleeper showed no signs of stirring, despite his close proximity. If she woke up now…

      God, I hate this.

      But he knew he had no choice. Yes, the man that Kira was convinced was the Procurer was currently in police custody, but how long would that last? And what would the Pale Lady do when she learned Kira had moved against her? Rob knew he had to take matters into his own hands.

      He picked up the cell phone that lay on the wooden bedside table and turned it on, shielding the glow of the screen with his body.

      The phone was unlocked. It was in a recognized, safe location.

      It only took Rob a matter of moments to install a hidden tracking app and link it to his own phone. He’d had more than enough practice at it at this point.

      He turned off the phone and replaced it on the bedside table.

      A familiar, female voice mumbled in her sleep.

      Rob held his breath. After a moment, the mumbles returned to regular breathing. He resisted the urge to reach out and tuck the covers.

      He gave a single, backward glance before slipping out of the room.

      He repeated the process in the next bedroom, his heart hammering in his chest. He knew the longer he stayed, the higher the chance he would be discovered. He managed to complete his task much quicker the second time. He exited the second bedroom and headed back for the stairs.

      The sun was rising now. It’s pale, early-winter light was beginning to flood the house. Somewhere in the master bedroom at the end of the upstairs hall, someone was stirring.

      Rob did his best to move quietly down the stairs, but he was rushing now. He winced as one of his steps produced an audible squeak. He froze, like a deer in the headlights.

      Upstairs, he heard one of the bedroom doors open. Throwing caution to the wind, he hurried down the rest of the steps on light feet.

      A familiar voice calling down from upstairs brought him up short.

      “Who’s there?” a woman demanded with a trace of a Spanish accent.

      Rob wanted to run, but he knew it would only make matters worse. The last thing he needed was a thorough investigation of the house due to a suspected home invasion. He remained motionless in indecision.

      “Berto?” the woman’s voice called down with a mix of suspicion and disbelief.

      Rob suppressed a groan. The jig was up. At least he had managed to plant his cameras successfully… All he could do now was try to smooth things over.

      Not that he was looking forward to it.

      He turned around with a weak smile to look up at the tousle-haired woman standing at the top of the stairs in a flannel bathrobe.

      “Hi, Mom.”
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      Trevor pulled up to the curb a few houses down from where Simon Reid lived and turned off the car. He turned to Kira.

      “Gum?” he asked. He pulled a pack from the bag at Kira’s feet with a rustle and offered it to her.

      Kira ran her tongue over her teeth and nodded. Protein bars and energy drinks didn’t make for a pleasant aftertaste. Her mouth tasted gritty and sour. She eagerly accepted two pieces of gum and popped them into her mouth with a crunch. The pungent flavor of peppermint flooded her nose and mouth, making her eyes water.

      She knew it had been a risk going back to her apartment to get her car. Some of Ginette’s people might be watching and decide to follow. But Kira suspected most, if not all of the Pale Lady’s followers had been involved in the abduction of Simon Reid. Even if some of them had managed to escape, they would be floundering about what to do next.

      And they would already know where their quarry was without having to use Kira to lead them—Simon Reid was in police custody down at the precinct.

      Kira’s blue Corolla fit in with the rest of the vehicles parked along the street. Any of Trevor’s luxury cars would have stood out like a sore thumb.

      She gave Trevor a few moments to finish his own breakfast of power bars as she looked up and down the street.

      The houses were smaller here than in the area where her parents lived—townhouses for the most part, with a driveway, but no garage. The front yards were minimal stretches of grass. All of the windows along the street were dark. No other vehicles moved. The cul-de-sac was a few streets removed from the main road.

      Kira eyed number seventeen—the house were Simon Reid made his home. Where the Procurer made his home, now.

      The driveway was empty. There was no sign of Reid’s purple Kia compact.

      Not that she was surprised. The Procurer had probably driven it to the retirement home before Ginette’s men had jumped him.

      The eastern sky was brightening. It would be dawn soon.

      They needed to get inside the house before then.

      “Finished?” she asked Trevor as he washed down the last of his energy drink in a series of loud gulps. She slipped on a pair of latex gloves with a snap and tossed Trevor a pair.

      “Yup.” He crammed a small handful of gum into his mouth and started chewing. “Let’s get our skulk on.”

      Or at least, that’s what Kira thought he said. She winced as he forced the words around the solid mass of gum in his mouth. She shook her head to herself and got out of the car.

      She opened one of the back doors to retrieve her laptop bag. She had grabbed it from the apartment when she and Trevor had swung by to get her car, filling Rob in on all the details of what had happened while they were there. In addition to her laptop and several other tech accessories, the bag held her set of lock picks. She crammed the rest of the latex gloves inside as well.

      She didn’t know what they were going to find inside Reid’s house, but she wanted to be prepared. She made sure to ease both doors shut, locking them behind her. With one last look around, she headed toward Reid’s house. Trevor followed behind her, slipping on his own pair of gloves.

      Kira bypassed the front door in favor of circling around the side. Picking the lock might take some time, and she didn’t want to be too visible when the sun came up and people starting stirring. The dew-soaked grass made no sound against her sneakers, but the damp soaked through to her socks, making them cold and wet against her feet. She suppressed a shiver.

      Kira crouched at a windowed side door in the predawn shadows and pulled out her lock picks. Her ponytail fell over her shoulder to brush against her cheek. She did her best to ignore it.

      She had tried to use as many opportunities as possible to practice since acquiring them a few months ago, but it was difficult to find targets to work on without arousing any suspicion. Still, she was fairly confident her skills would be up to the challenge of the side door of a townhouse. It wasn’t as if Reid’s home was Fort Knox.

      She slid her pick into the lock and went to work, using both sound and feel to guide her small movements. She frowned as she heard a heavy, ceramic scrape behind her. She shushed Trevor over her shoulder.

      “Kira—” He spoke her name in a harsh whisper.

      “Not now, I’m working.”

      Trevor remained silent, but only for a moment. “Is it going to take long?”

      Kira ground her teeth in annoyance. “It’ll take a lot longer, if you don’t shut up.”

      “Wouldn’t it be faster—” Trevor took an involuntary step backward as Kira craned her neck to glare at him.

      “Do you want to do this?” she snapped in a low voice.

      He surprised her by offering a shrug. “Sure.”

      She rose to her feet and stepped aside with a magnanimous gesture that dripped of sarcasm. “Be my guest.” She held out the lock pick with a flat look.

      “Can I use this instead?” A key glinted in Trevor’s hand.

      “Where did you get that?” she demanded.

      Trevor lifted his broad shoulders in another shrug. “Under there.” He jerked his blond head in the direction of a nearby ceramic planter that housed a cluster of dried out and decaying geraniums.

      Kira gave both Trevor and the planter a skeptical look. “Are you serious? I’ve only seen people hide spare keys like that on TV.”

      Trevor smiled. “That’s what gave me the idea.”

      “The Procurer would never—” Kira caught herself.

      The Procurer would never have hidden a key there, but Simon Reid might have. And from the state of the geraniums, they hadn’t been tended in some time—most likely since before the real Simon Reid had disappeared. It was entirely possible the Procurer didn’t even know the key was there.

      “Here, give me that,” Kira said.

      She jammed her picks into her bag and snatched the key from Trevor’s hand. She tried sliding it into the side door lock.

      It fit perfectly.

      “Huh,” Kira said to herself. She shook her head in disbelief.

      She wasn’t used to things going her way. It almost made her uneasy… She shook off the feeling and turned the key. The door unlocked with a soft click.

      She ignored Trevor’s smirk of satisfaction and went inside.
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      Detective Nick Foster stole a precious moment to himself at his desk. Files and paperwork lay strewn across its worn surface in haphazard piles. He took a sip of stale, lukewarm coffee with a grimace without bothering to sit down. The stuff was barely drinkable. But there hadn’t exactly been time for a coffee run with the night he’d had. So he found himself stuck with whatever had been left brewing in the precinct break room, for God only knew for how long.

      Nick scratched at the dark stubble on his jaw and winced as he hit a bruise. He hadn’t shaved or showered since the morning before. His strong fingers traveled upward to rub at his short, dark hair. He felt itchy and grimy all over. There were dried patches of blood on his black V-neck and dark jeans—only some of it his—and he had a faint whiff of dried sweat about him.

      Not surprising, since he had been in an all-out fight with a small army of the Pale Lady’s men only a few hours ago.

      It had taken time for his backup to arrive and help him round up those who had fallen in battle. Kira and Trevor were long gone by then, of course. Nick had avoided mentioning either of them to his colleagues, who were surely wondering how he had managed to take down so many men on his own. He hadn’t decided what he was going to write in his report yet.

      That was Future Nick’s problem.

      None of the men they had arrested had talked. At all. No names were given, but a few of them had priors, which had been discovered once they had been booked. Nothing major—mostly misdemeanors.

      Nick had escorted Simon Reid back to the precinct himself under the guise of a concerned police officer for the apparent victim of the whole disaster. He had settled Reid in an interrogation room with assurances that it was for his own protection while the men who had abducted him were processed and questioned.

      Reid had accepted Nick’s maneuvering at face value.

      Nick felt a pang of guilt. Was Reid really the Procurer?

      Kira insisted he was. Nick wanted to believe her. She seemed so convinced, and he hated to make her think he didn’t trust her judgment—especially when it came to something like this.

      But Reid seemed so… normal. And his abduction by the Pale Lady’s men seemed perfectly rational, assuming he was who he claimed to be. Not only that, but Nick couldn’t help but stubbornly believe that if Reid really was the sociopath, serial abductor for hire, he would have known it. After all, this was his third time dealing with the man, and it wasn’t as if he had no experience dealing with criminals.

      Kira had been the one to make the jump that the Procurer was posing as Reid. Little did she know that the Pale Lady had bugged her and overheard Kira’s speculation. Meanwhile, the Pale Lady had used Kira’s own plan to get the jump on Reid herself. It was perfectly possible Simon Reid was exactly who he said he was, and the whole thing was just a big mistake.

      Which was why Nick had to tread carefully.

      If Reid was the Procurer, like Kira said, Nick couldn’t afford to let the man know any of them suspected. If he wasn’t… Well. Nick didn’t want to deal with the captain if he bungled things by holding an innocent man by mistake.

      He had done everything he could to put off dealing with Reid while keeping him comfortable. After all, some of the Pale Lady’s men had escaped and might still be looking for him. One way or the other, the police station was the safest place for the man claiming to be Reid to be.

      Nick hadn’t heard from Kira since she and Trevor had left the abandoned estate where they had found Reid and the Pale Lady’s men. Nick desperately wanted to contact her, but the entire precinct was buzzing with the influx of arrests. The last thing he wanted was to be overheard.

      He had considered sending her a text, but he didn’t want to rush her either. He knew Kira would contact him the moment she found something useful that might tie Reid to the Procurer.

      Assuming she found anything at all.

      He sighed.

      I really hope I don’t end up regretting this…

      If anyone else had tried to convince him Reid was the Procurer, he probably wouldn’t have bothered listening. Was it because Kira’s claim made a warped kind of sense, or was he letting his feelings for her get in the way?

      He pushed the uncomfortable thought aside.

      An image of her with blood matted in her dark ponytail made his stomach clench. She had been a wreck when she had left the estate. Part of him had wanted nothing more than to take her back to the station with him and get her patched up. At least then, he might be able to keep an eye on her. If she was wrong about Reid being the Procurer…

      Nick shook himself. If Kira was wrong, she wasn’t the only person who wouldn’t be safe. She had moved against the Procurer, knowing he had threatened both Nick’s life and her roommate Rob’s sisters if she tried anything. At this point, all their lives might be forfeit. And Nick had let her walk away with only Trevor Wright for backup…

      Nick’s fingers tightened around the ceramic coffee mug.

      If he lets anything happen to Kira, I’ll kill him.

      Nick knew that it would probably be Kira who would end up protecting Trevor if it came down to it. Kira was more than capable of taking care of herself. But Nick had never been a fan of the arrogant playboy who had somehow managed to become Kira’s current sidekick. And Trevor and Kira had grown… close since Nick had argued with Kira almost two weeks ago.

      Nick knew he had no one to blame but himself. He had pushed Kira away—not that she hadn’t done anything to put him in that position at the time. Still, as much as Nick hated to admit it, Trevor had been there for Kira when literally no one else was—even him.

      What did that mean?

      Nick didn’t know.

      He shook his head to himself. This was hardly the time for trying to untangle his complicated relationship with Kira.

      Besides, he knew he couldn’t put off talking to Reid for much longer.
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