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        Before they were investigators, they were survivors. This is the award-winning origin story of the Red Heeled Rebels. Asha Kade, Katy McCafferty, and Tanya (Tetyana) Stone are orphaned young women who bond through trauma and fight for justice and freedom. These books must be read in order for your best enjoyment.

        •	The Girl Who Ran Away

        •	The Girl Who Made Them Pay

        •	The Girl Who Fought to Kill

        •	The Girl Who Broke Free

        •	The Girl Who Knew Their Names
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        An unforgettable, empowering saga with every revelation laid bare. This series is now complete.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

      Do you need a brief escape from reality? Do you crave the rush of danger and the jolt of a twist you never saw coming?

      You’re in the right place.

      In these pages, you’ll feel the dread, the shock, and the adrenaline-spiked thrill of justice delivered.

      My books are for smart readers like you, who enjoy nail-biting intrigue, pulse-pounding thrills, and strong female leads at the heart of page-turning action.

      You’ll uncover deep family secrets, dark twisted minds, and devious killers hiding in plain sight. There is no sex, graphic violence, or heavy cursing. No animal is ever hurt.

      I’m not a marketing agency or a branding firm that employs ghostwriters, artificial intelligence, and fake avatars to create books. I’m a human author with human experiences.

      Just like you, I’m a voracious reader. And I’m delighted to meet you.

      Here’s a little secret. Between my globetrotting adventures and years in intelligence, I’ve collected a few wild tales. Some slip quietly into my thrillers. If you’d like the inside scoop, join my Red Heeled Rebels reader club.

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: Psst. There’s a secret gift for you in the back of this book. Happy reading.

      

      PPS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, private detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        A missing heiress. A masked predator. An academy built on secrets.
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      A tech tycoon’s teenage daughter vanishes from Boston’s most prestigious boarding school. Desperate administrators call in private investigator Asha Kade for her discreet help.

      But when Asha’s search uncovers the body of a staff member everyone loved, the hunt explodes. It is now a deadly game of cat and mouse.

      Inside these ivy-covered walls, nothing is as it seems. Every hallway hides a chilling lie. Every student, teacher, and parent is a suspect.

      The sadistic killer is watching Asha’s every move, waiting for her to slip.

      Time is running out. Trust is lethal. And the next victim is already chosen.

      If you saw her disappear, you could be next…
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      Did I kill her?

      I jumped out of the car and dashed toward the prone body.

      Vehicles honked, drivers swore, and pedestrians glared. This was downtown New York during rush hour, after all.

      “Oh, my god,” I spluttered, barely registering the cacophony around me. I bent over the woman lying on the asphalt, three feet from my car’s bumper.

      I looked her over with my first-aid trained eye. No cuts. No blood. No visible wounds. Just a scratch on her cheek where she had hit the asphalt.

      Is it safe to move her away from the road? I need to call an ambulance.

      I shoved my hand in my pocket. Shoot. I’d left my phone in the car.

      “Hey, are you okay?”

      She turned her head and gave me a glazed look.

      “Is anything broken, hun?” I asked, my heart in my mouth.

      She didn’t answer.

      My pulse pounded.

      I could have sworn I hadn’t hit her. She had stumbled in front of me with no warning. I had braked so hard, my tires had squealed.

      “It’s dangerous to stay here,” I said.

      To my surprise, she pulled her legs in, sat up, and grabbed her designer handbag that was on its side. A gold-cased lipstick fell out. She leaned over to snatch it before it rolled into the gutter.

      She looked younger than me, maybe in her late-twenties.

      Her auburn hair was cut to her shoulders, but was now disheveled from the tumble. Her skirt suit and kitten-heeled shoes looked like they came from the luxury department of Nordstrom. But she had one of those nondescript faces that could easily get lost in a crowd.

      “I’m s… so sorry.” I barely got the words out. “I had a green light. I didn’t expect anyone to⁠—”

      I stopped myself just in time, before I’d said, run madly into traffic like that.

      A BMW sedan revved by, the driver yelling an obscenity.

      “We need to get you to a safe spot.” I reached over to her. “Here, let me help.”

      She pulled away from me like I had slapped her. She scrambled to her knees, still clutching her purse. Without another glance my way, she scampered to the side of the road.

      “Wait!” I called out.

      By the time I got to my feet, she had disappeared into the crowd.

      “Get off the damn road!”

      I whirled around to see a yellow taxicab next to my car. The cabbie was glowering.

      “What the hell are you doing, blocking traffic?”

      “Someone nearly got hit,” I said in a shaky voice.

      The man’s eyes swept the road. I knew what was going through his mind. There was no sign of an accident anymore.

      “You smoking something or what?” he said. “’Aint got no time for this. Get that little toy of yours off the road.”

      “She was right here,” I said lamely, pointing at where the woman had fallen. “She ran off…”

      Giving me the finger, he pulled around my car and took off.

      I was about to slip inside my car when I caught a glint on the road. I peered over the windshield.

      There was something shiny on the pavement, right where the woman had fallen.

      Ignoring the angry honks, I ran over, picked it up, and stuffed it in my pocket. It was a large earring. Something told me it had dropped out of the woman’s purse.

      I jumped back in my car, started the engine, and pulled into a vacant taxi-stand by the curb. The next cab to arrive was sure to complain, but I needed to catch my breath. My heart was still hammering, and my knees were still shaking.

      Every time I drove to work in this part of town, I felt like I was taking my life into my own hands.

      How come no one came to help the woman who fell? Doesn’t anyone care anymore?

      There were days I wished I could escape this callous jungle of glass and concrete. Maybe to a quiet seaside town where people treated each other like human beings.

      My nerves were still tingling with the adrenaline spike, and my brain was buzzing like a swarm of bees had ventured inside my head.

      I didn’t hit her, did I?

      I had just turned the corner to my bakery when she had jumped in front of me. I had slammed on my brakes, but she had fallen so quickly.

      Did she trip and fall over the pavement?

      No, she had deliberately run across the road.

      No one would dash out to New York traffic unless they were suicidal or mad.

      I shook my head.

      That wasn’t it. That woman had been running from something.

      Or someone.
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      It wasn’t eight A.M. yet, and I’d already had a rough day.

      My shirt was drenched in sweat and I could feel a headache coming on. I rolled my shoulders, trying to remove the stress piling in between my shoulder blades.

      I peered through the windshield to see if that woman who fell was still around, but she had vanished.

      With a sigh, I thrust my hand into my pocket and pulled out the piece of jewelry I had picked up from the ground.

      An enormous sparkling gemstone stared back at me.

      It was a heavy piece. A pristinely cut, clear stone nestled among a ring of emeralds and mounted in a vintage bezel.

      Is this a diamond?

      It was clearly an heirloom, but the stone still sparkled like new as I turned it around in my hand.

      How many carats is this?

      I was no jeweler, but I could have sworn this cost a fortune. I had to find her.

      The blare of a car horn jerked me up.

      A cab had stopped behind me and was flashing its lights. I hoped it wasn’t the same guy who’d given me the finger just moments ago.

      With a resigned sigh, I rolled onto the road and drove around the block toward my bakery.

      I’d just bought my brand new cabriolet. Driving it with the top down and feeling the wind in my hair was a thrill. It always made me get over  bad days. I took a deep breath in and let it out.

      The back alley was, thankfully, much calmer.

      Just seeing the Red Heeled Rebels bakery logo as I turned into the alleyway lowered my blood pressure. I was proud of my little establishment and the reputation it had gained in town over the years.

      I drove up the alley toward the back entrance to find my usual spot.

      Almost everyone seemed to be in that day.

      Katy’s sky-blue SUV was parked right in front of the door. The bakery’s delivery diva, Bibi’s van was parked at the end, next to my head chef, Luc’s Subaru. My fiancé, David’s, black motorcycle was chained to the concrete pillar with Tetyana’s red Kawasaki bike.

      But it was the unfamiliar tinted black pickup truck idling on the side of our lot that grabbed my attention. The vehicle was facing the other way, with exhaust smoke coming from its tailpipes.

      Who’s that?

      Our upscale clientele rarely came to the bakery. They preferred to order online and have Bibi deliver their cakes directly to their homes or events.

      Besides, my customers traveled in the comfort of long white limousines or high-end Bentleys. This truck didn’t belong here.

      Only my staff and family knew of this hidden parking lot in the back alleyway. This was also the bakery’s peak period. No one in their right mind would have invited a friend to drop by and interrupt their work.

      Something was wrong with this picture.

      Who tints the windows of a working truck?

      I felt a knot in my stomach as I drove up to the vehicle. I squinted through its driver side window, but the darkened glass made it hard to see.

      I turned into my parking spot, feeling my stomach tense. I glanced at the truck looming behind me from my rearview mirror.

      Get a hold of yourself, girl.

      If I panicked at every little thing, I would find myself in an insane asylum soon.

      But I wasn’t about to let my guard down so quickly. I turned off the engine and reached in my purse for the Glock I carried with me everywhere.

      That was when I spotted him.

      The shadow hunkering behind the wheel of the truck. It was the silhouette of a man wearing dark shades, a peeked cap low on his forehead and a scarf around his neck, like he was trying to conceal himself. I peered through the mirror, gripping my gun.

      Who is he? What’s he doing here?

      The alarm bells in my gut were clanging now.

      I was alone in the alleyway. But I couldn’t sit in my car forever. I opened the door, my eyes on the stranger’s vehicle.

      “Hey!” came a shout from behind me. “Hands up!”

      I swiveled around to see the back door of the bakery bang open.

      

      It was Tetyana.

      

      She had her gun in her hand. It was pointing straight at the black pickup truck.
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      The truck’s engine revved.

      Tetyana ran up to the vehicle, her gun aimed at the driver’s window.

      “Get out of here!” she shouted, pounding on the truck with her fist. “Get out!”

      My heart raced.

      He could be armed. She could get killed.

      I stepped up and whipped my weapon at the driver to back her up. A cold sweat streamed down my back.

      “Get the hell out or I’ll drag you by the scruff of your neck,” yelled Tetyana.

      The truck’s clutch screeched. The vehicle jumped forward, almost running over her foot.

      “Watch out!” I shouted.

      Tetyana kicked the back tire as it rolled away.

      “You come here again, and I’ll bash the living daylights out of you!”

      The truck took off, like the driver had a fire on his tail.

      “I’ll get you, you creep!” hollered Tetyana, shaking a fist at the disappearing truck.

      “Hey, what’s going on?” I said.

      Without answering, she spun around and jumped on her motorcycle. She snatched her helmet and put it on, turning to look at me for the first time.

      “Scumbag’s been sitting there for fifteen minutes watching our girls.” She spat those words out as she straddled her bike and kicked the stand.

      She turned the motorcycle around and glared at me like I was the bad guy.

      “I’m gonna teach that sicko a lesson.”

      “Tetyana, don’t⁠—”

      Before I could say anything, she catapulted out of the parking lot on one wheel and roared down the alleyway. I stared at the smoke trail she left behind, feeling slightly dizzy.

      What just happened?

      It’s not like we hadn’t engaged in vigilante action before, but this was New York. We called the NYPD now when we needed help, like any normal citizen of this city.

      Tetyana was a trained paramilitary rebel soldier who’d repelled the Russians, and could probably take on the entire national guard if she put her mind to it.

      I wasn’t worried about her. She could take care of herself. But sometimes I wondered if she forgot those days were over.

      Plucking my purse from my car, I hurried into the bakery, my stomach feeling queasy, like there was more to come.

      “Asha!”

      It was Luc, my head baker, in his chef’s hat and white apron dusted with flour and icing. His eyes were lined and his face looked haggard, like he’d also been having a rough morning.

      His small team, Bibi, Rosalie, and Sarah, were behind the counter, making the orders for the day.

      “What’s going on?” I said. “Who was in that truck out back?”

      “This dude drove up and parked there about a half hour ago,” said Luc. “I told Tetyana when she came in just a minute ago.”

      “She thinks it’s a creep on the prowl,” said Sarah, her face slightly flushed.

      “Have you seen him before?” I asked.

      Luc shook his head.

      I turned to the three girls. I hated to see them like this. That man in the truck could have been just a run-of-the-mill pervert, but he had made everybody nervous.

      Everyone in this kitchen had more than their fair share of childhood nightmares to contend with. We were family now, connected by the common thread of our dark pasts.

      After spending much of my youth running away from traffickers, I still struggled with the brutal memories of my past. Even a decade after that harrowing experience, I got jittery at the smallest of things. On bad days, I suspected everything and everyone.

      Every car that rolled by a little too slowly, every side glance by a stranger on the street, and every loud sound could instantly double my heart rate.

      It was always the worst-case scenarios that bubbled to the top of my mind in moments of uncertainty. My therapist called it PTSD. I called it my life.

      “You girls okay?” I asked.

      They nodded, but their faces told me otherwise.

      “Maybe we’re overreacting,” said Luc, pulling out his icing set. I could see he was putting on a stoic face for the sake of his team. “The dude was probably just having a smoke. He just didn’t know he’d stopped behind an establishment with a badass ex-paramilitary sniper who’d jump on him.”

      “Tetyana knows what she’s doing,” I said. “Every time she chases a goon away, they rarely come back.”

      “I really don’t have time for this.” Luc let out a sigh. “We have a ton of orders to prepare today.”

      “Asha?” called a familiar voice.

      I spun around.

      It was Katy, my best friend and the bakery’s financial controller. She was marching my way, her eyes narrowed and her long red hair bouncing with each step.

      “Where were you?” she said, coming over. “You’re late.”

      “Did you just see what Tetyana did?” I asked.

      “I know,” said my friend, a grim look on her face. “I called the police about the creep, but they didn’t want to do anything because he hadn’t broken the law. So, Tetyana said she was going to teach him a lesson.”

      “She chased him off on her bike. I just hope she doesn’t get into another dust up. Does David know?”

      “He’s teaching his kickboxing class, so I didn’t get to talk to him.”

      I shook my head.

      “I’m going to find her before she does anything rash. I’m more worried for that creep than her, to be honest.”

      Katy lowered her voice.

      “There’s someone here to see you from Boston.”

      “Boston?”

      I racked my brain to think of who I knew from that city.

      “Says it’s urgent,” she whispered, giving me a knowing look. “And it’s not about our cakes.”

      I raised a brow.

      “It’s about our other business?”

      With a curt nod, Katy pulled me away from the kitchen and propelled me toward the reception area in front.

      “She said she had to get back to Boston in an hour and wanted to talk to you ASAP,” said Katy. “I don’t know what it’s about, but she’s nervous as heck.”

      I stepped into the reception room, wondering what else was in store for me that day.

      I stopped in my tracks.

      Just like my friend said, there was a woman sitting on my sofa.

      It was the woman I’d nearly hit on the street.
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      Private. Keep out.

      Katy and I stared at the large, black-lettered sign nestled in between the two pine trees.

      We had stopped on the side of a lonely country road that curved its way through a secluded forest. I scrolled through my GPS map to make sure we were heading in the right direction.

      I had already double-checked the locks and made sure the windows were rolled up.

      “Is it me, or is it creepy here?” I said, pulling my jacket closer around my shoulders.

      “You’re such a big city girl,” said Katy. “Any place with more trees than towers scares you.”

      She was in the passenger seat next to me, exhausted after her driving shift from New York to Boston. I’d taken over the last leg of our road trip as we headed north of the city to our destination.

      We were twenty minutes from the Red Lake Academy, where I had an urgent appointment with my latest client.

      Katy clutched my arm, making me jump.

      “Did you see that?” she hissed.

      “What is it?” I swiveled my head, my heart beating a tick faster.

      “I thought I saw something move over there…” Katy trailed off, staring into the shadows among the trees.

      I squinted over her shoulder, but saw nothing.

      “Was it an animal? A person?” I asked.

      Katy rubbed her face.

      “Just my tired eyes,” she mumbled. “All that driving has me beat. I really hope they have a nice place for us to sleep tonight at the academy.”

      I was exhausted too, and a headache was coming on. It always did when I felt uncertain of my surroundings.

      Uncertain.

      And uneasy.

      Massive oaks and maples lined the road. The trees were in their shedding season, preparing for another long and cold winter. Their twisty, gnarly branches pointed up at the gray sky, as if they were calling to the gods above.

      Other than a frightened white-tailed deer that had crossed our path ten minutes ago, we hadn’t encountered any life for miles.

      What an isolated place for a girls’ school, I thought as I peered through the windshield.

      My upper-crust clients were idiosyncratic and extremely conscious of their privacy. It was why I used the bakery as a facade for my private investigation firm. The calls for help that came to me were usually unconventional, but this call had been downright peculiar.

      How does a girl vanish from the most upscale boarding school in the state?

      I checked the windows again and instinctively reached up to feel the roof of my cabriolet. I was glad I’d put the top up and secured it before we left the city. I would have hated to drive through these dark woods exposed to the elements.

      And who knew what else?

      A rustle made me look up.

      “We have company,” I whispered, pointing through the window.

      Katy craned her neck to see what I’d spotted.

      Half a dozen black crows perched on a naked tree branch just above the sign, their beady, intelligent eyes watching us.

      Suddenly, the entire brood flew off, cawing loudly enough to awake the dead. It was like they were warning us.

      “A murder of crows.”

      I whispered to myself as I watched them take to the stormy skies, flapping their dark wings.

      I wasn’t the superstitious type, but I couldn’t shake that feeling. Like a premonition of what was to come.
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      I took my foot off the brake and maneuvered around a log by the side of the road.

      We passed another ominous No Trespassing sign.

      “Peace and I have been talking about a good private high school for Chantelle,” said Katy. “This might just be the place.”

      “Did you see the prices on their website?” I said. “Their fees are almost a hundred grand a year. It’s crazy.”

      “Chantelle’s only eight,” said Katy thoughtfully. “We have time to save up.”

      It seemed like that was all my thirty-something-year old friends were thinking about these days: where to send their kids to school. Thank goodness, I didn’t have that problem.

      Katy’s husband, Peace, had a high-paying job as an attorney in Manhattan. She wasn’t doing too badly herself as the financial controller of my bakery. Still, these kinds of school fees weren’t anything to sniff at.

      “Why would anyone set up a girl’s academy in such a remote place?” I said. “It’s too lonely out here.”

      “To keep the riffraff away,” said Katy. She waved her phone in the air and blew an exasperated raspberry. “I just wish wireless reception would work here. They had better be connected at the school.”

      “The principal’s assistant emailed me with directions, so they should have the Internet.” I gave a side glance at my friend, wondering how little Chantelle would feel to be stuck in such a faraway place.

      But Katy was dreaming.

      “There’s an Olympic-sized pool, a basketball court, tennis court, a squash court, plus a natural lake for the girls to go rowing.” She was speaking more to herself than me. “They have a one-hundred-acre plot of land.”

      “That’s a lot of space for two hundred kids,” I said.

      “This is where all the moneyed families send their children. Diplomats from overseas and even Hollywood stars.”

      “The jet-setters,” I said, wishing I’d worn a warmer jacket.

      It was only mid-afternoon, and we were still in that part of fall where an Indian summer could be just around the corner. But the deeper we penetrated these dark woods, the chillier I felt. Right to my bones.

      “Jet-setters who probably wear diamonds for supper.” Katy was a sucker for anything with a tinge of glittering celebrity or fame.

      I kept my attention on the road. I was glad to get a new case. It was good to have a distraction from my daily bakery management work.

      My GPS pinged loudly. We were close to our destination.

      I eased my foot off the gas and slowed down, keeping my eyes peeled for an entrance, a driveway, a fence⁠—

      I turned the corner and my jaw dropped.

      “Wow,” gasped Katy, as I pulled up to a large steel double gate.

      It was like we had time-traveled back a century.

      There was no placard or nameplate, but this looked exactly how I’d expect an exclusive all-girls’ boarding school to look.

      I stared at the sprawling mansion in the middle of an immensely manicured lawn. The steep gabled roof, the tall turrets, and the stained-glass windows told me this structure had been built in an era when corsets and crinolines were common.

      It was the type of building you’d find in an iconic British mystery.

      Or an old horror flick.

      A white door at the far end of the structure had a red cross on it. In front of the building were an empty tennis court and a parking lot with a handful of cars scattered across it.

      A ten-foot steel fence enclosed the school. The woods grew thick around the perimeter, casting dark shadows on the grounds.

      The place was deserted.

      “It’s fabulous,” breathed in Katy.

      “Looks like a creepy movie set to me,” I said.

      “That is a true heritage building,” she said in a scolding voice. “This place is steeped in history.”

      I scanned the grounds. Set on the west end of the property were brownstone row houses, and several yards away from them was a white manor.

      “I bet you that’s the principal’s house over there. Next to the staff quarters.”

      Katy swiveled her head.

      “Where’s the lake? The Red Lake where the girls row?”

      I shrugged. “Why is it so quiet here? Where is everyone?”

      The anonymous phone call that came in yesterday sprang to mind.

      Stay away from the Red Lake Academy if you value your life.

      I pushed that strange call to the back of my head, but this place was giving me a sense of foreboding. I wondered if I’d made a mistake in bringing Katy with me. Maybe I should have asked Tetyana.

      I turned to my friend.

      “Please don’t send Chantelle here. There’s something depressing about this place.”

      “Your imagination’s running away from you, as usual.” She pointed at the gate. “Why don’t you honk?”

      “This doesn’t look like a place where you honk.” I pulled my mobile out of my purse on the backseat. “We have reception,” I said, relieved to see the green bars light up on my phone.

      “Thank goodness for that,” said Katy, checking her own mobile.

      “They must have a cellular booster inside.”

      I scrolled through the emails I’d exchanged with a Nick Davies. Nick was the principal’s assistant who had set up the meeting today.

      I reread his notes.

      “Strange. He doesn’t give a phone number.” I nudged my friend. “We might have to climb the fence.”

      “Bad idea,” said Katy. “See that wire on top? It’s electrified.”

      “This is a fort.” I shook my head in disbelief. “However did a girl run off from here?”

      A screech made us both look up. As we watched, the black gates opened silently, as if unseen hands were at play.

      That was when I spotted the camera on top of the fence. It was turning slowly, panning the area. The gate had to be automated or controlled by someone inside. I wondered if anyone was watching us from a security screen right now.

      “Smile,” I said. “We’re on camera⁠—”

      I didn’t get to finish.

      Two pale, bony hands slammed on Katy’s window.
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      Katy screamed.

      I jumped on the brakes, my heart hammering.

      “What was that?” I said, glancing around in panic.

      A high-pitched, maniacal giggle came from nearby.

      There.

      I saw the culprit.

      It was a schoolgirl in a short tartan red skirt and a white shirt. She was jogging away from our car. She knew we were looking as she gave us the finger without even turning around.

      Within seconds, she slinked into the woods and disappeared from view.

      “That was rude,” huffed Katy.

      I turned my eyes back on the road.

      “What a welcome.”

      “She nearly gave me a heart attack,” said Katy, as I drove down the red bricked driveway toward the main entrance. “I’ll be complaining to the principal.”

      Just as I pulled up to the building, I spotted a tall man by the entrance, his unsmiling eyes locked on our car.

      Is that Nick Davies?

      I parked my car next to a Mercedes van with the fancy Red Lake Academy logo splashed on the side. I guessed this was their upscale version of a yellow school bus.

      “He doesn’t look too friendly,” I whispered, as we unbuckled and reached for our handbags from the backseat.

      “Keep an open mind,” said Katy, getting out.

      We walked toward the main doors, feeling the man’s eyes on us. Something about the way he was watching us made me feel uneasy.

      Did he have to stare like that?

      Next to him, a wizened security guard slumped on a metal chair near the doors, eyes fully closed. There was a black handgun on his belt, but he looked barely capable of using it.

      “Not much of a guard, is he?” I whispered as we walked up. “Sleeping on the job.”

      “Must be eighty at least,” Katy whispered back. “Poor man.”

      A hissing sound from the corner of the building made me swivel around. Three schoolgirls in their red-skirted uniforms were leaning against the wall, watching us.

      They stood, arms crossed, sullen looks on their faces, like we were unwanted pests invading their personal space.

      What an unfriendly place this was.

      I gave a “hello” wave to the man on the steps. I hoped he was friendlier than he looked. He was apprising us with a quizzical expression.

      Katy and I made a strange pair. She was a tall and curvaceous redhead with Irish genes, while I was petite with long black hair and just about five feet with my red heels on.

      A semblance of a forced smile crossed the man’s face as we stepped up to him.

      “Hello, I’m Nick Davies.”

      The three girls in the corner had vanished, and the front of the grounds appeared desolate again. The old security guard had hardly said a word.

      “It’s pretty quiet here for a school,” I said, after we had introduced ourselves.

      “This is a private academy for young women,” replied Nick. “Not some public school.”

      I gave Katy a look to say, what a snot. But Nick had already turned around and was marching inside.

      We followed him silently through the massive doors into a dark corridor lined with rich wood paneling.

      Ornate crown molding decorated the high-ceiling, and a dimly lit Victorian-era chandelier illuminated the hallway. We passed by an intricately carved wooden staircase with handrails that curved to the floor above.

      These girls are lucky, I thought as I tripped through the passageway, trying to keep up with Nick’s long strides.

      But my mind was buzzing with questions.

      It was Sally Robertson, the school’s psychologist, who had come to New York the day before, to request my help on behalf of the principal.

      Her erratic and inexplicable behavior had kept me up all night.

      She had stumbled into traffic right in front of me, run away without a word, then flatly denied it had been her. And no, the diamond earring wasn’t hers.

      Or, so she had said.

      Sally had been jittery throughout her visit.

      She had brought a sealed letter from the school principal addressed to me, requesting to hire my investigative services.

      I found it odd the principal had sent her psychologist when a courier could have done the job. The envelope tab had been so loose that I had wondered if Sally had opened it and read it.

      What was going on here?

      Sally was the main reason I wanted to check out this private academy. There was a lot more happening in this closed-off, all-girls school in the middle of nowhere than was being said.

      Katy and I followed Nick through a frosted glass door halfway along the corridor.

      “Is the principal ready to meet us?” I asked.

      “She’s in her office right now,” said Nick, ushering us inside.

      We walked into an open area, a bullpen with two desks and a row of bright orange file cabinets set against the far wall.

      Nick stepped up to an ornate door at the back of the room, his head bowed reverently. The gold name tag on the door said, Martha May, Head Principal, Red Lake Academy.

      Nick knocked quietly.

      “Come in,” a deep female voice called from inside.

      Nick turned the knob and opened the door, his eyes lowered as if he was too afraid to look up.

      “The ladies from New York are here, ma’am,” he said to the floor.

      “Let them in,” came an impatient voice from inside.

      With a nod to the floor, Nick gestured for us to walk in.

      I stepped inside with Katy, ready to meet this formidable woman who seems to have intimidated Nick Davies so much.
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      It was one of the most imposing offices I’d ever seen.

      An enormous bay window overlooked the lake and the woods in the back. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls. The furniture in here looked antique. The room was immaculate, like someone got paid to wipe every speck of dust from every corner.

      From behind us, the door shut with a gentle thud.

      “Good afternoon.”

      A woman in an expensive woolen suit, with her hair in a neat bun, sat in an executive leather chair behind the desk. The desk gleamed with polish and was as enormous as the woman was diminutive.

      Martha May stood up.

      I straightened automatically, like a naughty kid summoned in front of a headmistress. Though she wasn’t much taller than me, her presence was strong.

      She had the look of a bulldog. Those firm-set jaws, those determined gray eyes, and the simple but sharp brown suit gave the impression you wouldn’t want to cross her.

      Katy and I leaned across the immense desk to shake the principal’s hand.

      “Take a seat.” She gestured to the stiff leather chairs in front of her desk.

      “I’m glad you decided to take on the job to find our truant student. Sally was quite reluctant to approach you. She was sure you’d say no, but I had faith in Madame Bouchard’s references.”

      I raised a brow. “You knew Madame Bouchard?”

      “A close friend.”

      She spoke in a taut voice that clearly said she wouldn’t entertain any questions on that front.

      I took my seat.

      The principal sat down and quietly sized us up.

      Katy and I put on frozen smiles and waited.

      Win, the young computer expert in my P.I. team, had wanted to join us on this investigation, but had got held back by an urgent project at the cyber security company she worked at during the day. I was glad she hadn’t come, or she’d be fidgeting by now.

      Every time I took these calls for help, I never knew who would be on the other side. I found myself trying to solve the puzzle at hand, while at the same time sleuthing the background of the person who called us in the first place.

      Martha May was going to be an interesting character to figure out.

      “It’s clear to me we need outside help,” she said finally.

      “Can you explain the nature of your problem?” I asked. “Sally shared the headlines, but not much detail.”

      The principal winced at the word headlines but composed herself.

      “One of our students has run away,” she said, her cold gray eyes on me. “This isn’t the first time she played this game. This is a terrible moment for this to happen at my school.”

      “Oh?” I arched my brow.

      Was there a good time for a student to run away?

      “Sally mentioned this student had played truant before,” I said. “How often did that happen?”

      “Twice now and always on a Saturday night, just like this time.” A dark shadow crossed the principal’s face. “I don’t condone bad behavior in my school.”

      She didn’t sound like she tolerated much of anything.

      “This girl comes from a Silicon Valley family and was spoiled rotten by the time she arrived. Parents don’t discipline their children like they used to.”

      From the corner of my eyes, I saw Katy flinch.

      “Some of these girls think they can do whatever they want, whenever they want,” said the principal. “But they learn quickly they can’t do that here. I have a reputation to protect. My education and disciplinary methods are exactly why their families send them here in the first place.”

      She leaned across the desk.

      “These students don’t appreciate my hard work. But when they finish with me, they will have been trained to become the leaders of tomorrow.”

      “That’s wonderful,” said Katy, her smile widening.

      The principal’s eyes narrowed.

      “My girls go on to Harvard, Stanford, and the London School of Economics. That’s not a small feat, and I do not take my responsibilities lightly.”

      Katy sat up. “How commendable. I’m sure their parents appreciate your efforts. I certainly would.”

      I could already see my friend’s brain whirring as she thought of getting Chantelle into Harvard.

      With an appreciative nod at Katy, Martha May leaned back in her chair and brought her fingertips together.

      “I have strict protocols. Class attendance is mandatory unless they have a note from the nurse, which is rare, I assure you. They must show up at mealtimes and be dressed appropriately. They must respect the school’s curfew hours, which start at seven in the evening till seven in the morning. My students know to take my instructions seriously.”

      She paused.

      “Except for this girl.” Martha’s voice was crisp. “She’s a handful in every sense of the word.”

      “Can you tell us about her whereabouts on her last day?” I asked.

      “According to her teachers, she was present in all her classes and had her meals in the dining hall as usual. At seven in the evening, curfew time, she went into her dorm room like all the other girls.”

      She leaned in, a deep frown on her face.

      “That was the last anyone saw her. She didn’t show up for breakfast.”

      “When did you realize she’d gone missing?”

      “When Sally went to check on her, her room was empty.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

        

      

    

    
      “So she vanished in the middle of the night?” said Katy.

      “I’m afraid so,” replied Martha May.

      “What about the security guard up front?” I asked. “Did he see anything?”

      I doubted that elderly man could see anymore, let alone keep watch, but I didn’t let on to the principal.

      “He only works during the day. Besides, he’s one of my charity cases.”

      “Charity cases?” asked Katy.

      “He’s been with the school since he was a teenager. He hasn’t left the school grounds since then and takes his job very seriously. He will probably die in that chair. I can’t stop him now. I doubt he saw anything.”

      “What about the teachers?” I asked.

      Martha spread her arms wide.

      “Sally, our school psychologist whom you met, questioned the staff and the teachers, but no one saw a thing.”

      “And the other students?”

      Martha was quiet for a minute. I waited, wondering why it was so difficult to answer a simple question.

      “I haven’t shared this news with the student body,” she said finally. “I don’t want any copycats running off, thinking they can get away with this kind of misbehavior. But I would have heard by now if any of them saw something.”

      “What about your security system?” I asked.

      “I have cameras installed in all the corridors. We checked the footage, but it seems that she never left her room.”

      “Could she have slipped out her window?”

      “The dorm rooms are on the third floor of this building. That would be a pretty daring feat for a fifteen-year-old.”

      I was sure a fifteen-year-old could do that and more.

      “Is there any way she could have left the grounds after seven in the evening?” asked Katy.

      “Those gates lock at seven p.m. and they remain locked till seven in the morning. They’re also electrified, so no one can climb over them, if that’s where you’re going with this. An impossible operation.”

      Impossible?

      David and Tetyana, the security experts on my team, had shown us how to step over an electrified fence without getting zapped. Then again, they had been paramilitary soldiers, not high school kids.

      “How did she run away the previous times?” I asked.

      “That was an oversight on my part. I had that electric fence and the surveillance system installed exactly to stop this kind of unruly behavior.”

      “There seems to be a pattern here,” said Katy. “She may have found a way to outsmart your security system.”

      Martha rubbed her eyes like she was tired.

      “What about the school grounds?” I said. “She could still be on the estate. You have a sizable piece of land. Could she have got lost in the woods in the back?”

      “Most of the girls here would rather give their right arm than walk into the woods. My Phys Ed teacher has a heck of a time getting them to even walk the trail around the lake. They’d rather shop online or curl their hair than go on a hike. You wouldn’t imagine the excuses they come up with.”

      She shook her head.

      “No one has ventured into the woods since I can remember. Not even that old guard up front.”

      “Have you checked, though?” I said. “To eliminate the possibility?”

      She nodded.

      “Sally, Nick, and Sam, my gardener, searched as far as they could on foot. Nick even sent a drone over the estate, but they found nothing.”

      She paused.

      “She left a message in her room, though.”

      I leaned forward.

      “What did it say?”

      “In essence, she’ll be returning shortly, and to not tell her parents or go looking for her.”

      Martha paused and let out a loud sigh.

      “All the other times, she fumbled in full view of the cameras and got caught quickly enough. Within hours. This time, she planned it well. Too well.”

      “Could she have had outside help?”

      “Sally is close to the students and has her ear on the rumor mill. She told me the girl may have a boyfriend in town, but the police found nothing to confirm this boyfriend exists.”

      “Could we see the girl’s room?” I asked. “I’d like to see that message.”

      Martha nodded.

      “I’ve asked Nick to give you the spare key.”

      “I’d like to speak with all your staff and teachers,” I said. “Especially Sally. She also dropped something of hers when she came to visit us, which I’d like to return.”

      “Oh?”

      “An earring,” I said, glad I had a good excuse to speak with the reluctant Sally. “I picked it up and brought it with me.”

      Martha gave a shrug, like she didn’t care either way.

      “I don’t think Sally knows any more than me, but if it helps to find the girl, talk to her. Just don’t divulge anything to the students. That’s all I ask.”

      “What about the girl’s phone?” I said. “Have you located it yet?”

      “She left it in her room.”

      I raised an eyebrow. That didn’t sound like a runaway to me.

      The principal’s face darkened.

      “There is one promise I’d like you to make.”

      Katy and I exchanged a quick glance.

      “What would that be?” I asked.

      “The reason I brought you in is that there is only so much I can tell the police. The local chief is a good friend of this school. He knows a girl has run off, and he understands the need for discretion.”

      She stared at us.

      We stared back.

      Something bothered me about the way she described the chief’s relationship with the school.

      “When Madame Bouchard referred you to me last year,” she continued, “she said you were trained by the CIA and Mossad, and had worked miracles finding lost and missing children around the world.”

      I nodded. That much was true.

      “She also said you understood diplomacy and tact. The last thing I want is to hire a run-of-the-mill local investigator who doesn’t understand the basics. Would you assure me of your discretion?”

      It took me a moment to answer. I nodded slowly, wondering what I was missing here.

      A girl had disappeared. To my mind, the entire state’s police teams should be out looking for her. How did the local chief not initiate a proper search?

      The news of a missing girl always made my blood run cold. My entire found family had escaped a dark past where we’d been taken, stolen and traded, so I never took these cases lightly. But the principal seemed sure the girl was playing truant.

      There was more to this story she wasn’t telling us.

      “I cannot have any of this go out,” Martha May was saying. “If the media gets a hold of this story, it will be the end of this school. I hope you understand the gravitas of the situation.”

      She’d been talking a lot about the situation she’d found herself in, but very little about the student. I didn’t even know the girl’s name.

      “Can you tell us more about the girl?” I asked.

      “Brianna Madison,” replied Martha, her eyes narrowing.

      She picked up a large hardcover book from the corner of her desk, flipped it open, and pushed it toward us.

      It was a high school yearbook.

      She tapped on the photo of a young girl. Her pitch-black dyed hair was cut short and spiked with gel, and her face was slathered in heavy makeup, with dark eyeliner and blood-red lipstick.

      The girl was staring icily at the camera, the corner of her mouth turned into a contemptuous smile that goaded the viewer to say something. Anything. This was a girl itching for a fight.

      Just like Bibi, my bakery’s delivery girl, I thought. A true rebel without a cause.

      Brianna wasn’t someone who could easily blend into a crowd or get lost in a small town. She’d stand out anywhere. Even Manhattan.

      “I have high standards in this school,” said Martha May, her index finger jabbing angrily at the girl’s face. “I have a dress code. I have rules. Her behavior has been nothing but egregious from the first day.”

      She glared at us.

      “This girl has blatantly refused to toe the line, time and time again. She’s been a thorn in my side ever since she arrived.”

      Martha May leaned forward and bared her teeth. Katy and I pulled back involuntarily, and for a moment, I wondered if I’d imagined fangs.

      “Brianna is the daughter of my biggest donor. But if I must speak frankly, she’s nothing but a self-entitled, bratty little punk who needs severe discipline beaten into her.”
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      Katy and I stared at her, speechless.

      “The problem is,” continued the principal, ignoring our shocked faces, “her father and her aunt sit on my board and they made a seven-figure donation to the academy last year.”

      She leaned back and gazed out of the window, her brow furrowed and her lips set in a thin line.

      “Her aunt is an alumna of this school. The sports center has their family name on it and they have hinted about announcing a further contribution at our annual board meeting. A significant donation, I might add, that will make a big difference to our establishment.”

      When Martha turned back to us, she looked weary.

      “She’s been gone almost thirty-six hours now,” she said in a gruff voice. “Do you see my problem here?”

      “I do,” I said, keeping a stoic face. “I do, indeed.”

      It was all about the money. She didn’t give a hoot if the girl was safe or not.

      “I’ve talked to the staff and teachers and I have their word to keep quiet,” said Martha. “The students think Brianna went home for a family emergency, so they’ve not paid much attention to her not being in class or not showing up in the dining hall at mealtimes.”

      “How do we explain our presence?” I said.

      “I’ve told them two research assistants from Boston University are coming to help me with a project. I’d like you to maintain that story.”

      Katy and I nodded.

      “You have three days,” said Martha, lifting a hand and spreading her fingers out. “Three days to find this little wench and get her into her room in a state of mind where she wouldn’t make any more fuss. The board meeting is on Friday and I cannot move that.”

      “If, by any chance, someone was involved in her disappearance,” I said, “this becomes a serious police matter.”

      The principal’s face contorted into an ugly scowl.

      “If that girl got herself kidnapped, I place the blame solely at her feet.”

      “But, she’s just a kid—” started Katy.

      “Let’s find her first and we’ll decide how to tackle the next steps, shall we?” said Martha.

      Neither Katy nor I replied, but her message was clear.

      If we found anything dubious, she would sweep it under the rug until she’d secured the funding.

      Discretion above all else.

      At least she didn’t think Brianna Madison was dead. That was a start.

      What Martha May didn’t know was my allegiance was always to the truth. But there were too many missing pieces to this puzzle right now. I had to bide my time until I learned more.

      Martha stared at me for a moment. I could see she was worried I wouldn’t take on the offer, that we’d walk away, or worse, call the media with a juicy story.

      “Look,” she said, with a heavy sigh. “I need your help. Find the girl. Do it for her sake if not for the school’s.”

      I was about to answer when the office door opened with a bang.

      Angry voices came from behind us, one being Nick’s. I turned to see what the commotion was all about.

      The overpowering smell of expensive perfume wafted our way, followed by the most unlikely person I’d expect to find in a school.

      An overweight woman in her forties, wearing heavy makeup and an expensive designer suit, strutted in like she owned the place. On her feet were the spikiest black heels I’d ever seen, and though it wasn’t that cold out yet, around her neck was a fox fur wrap, with head and tail intact.
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