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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: If you read the third book in this series, there’s a secret gift for you in the back of it. 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, police officers, police procedurals, 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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        Seven strangers. One island. No one leaves alive.
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      Seven strangers arrive at an exclusive island retreat off the storm-lashed Oregon Coast.

      They expect to mingle with Hollywood’s finest. They find murder instead.

      Among the guests is Private Investigator Asha Kade. Hired by an anonymous employer, her job is to spy on the attendees.

      But when the first body surfaces before dawn and a storm cuts off their only escape, this idyllic paradise becomes a predator’s playground.

      The killer is stalking them from the shadows, hunting them down, one by one. It seems like everyone here is hiding a secret worth killing for.

      Can Asha unmask the murderer and reveal their twisted game before she’s next?

      Trust no one. Fear everything. If you wish to survive the night…
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      Maria had a room all to herself.

      She was an actress, after all. An exquisitely beautiful eighteen-year-old the entire world recognized and had loved. A well-known Hollywood starlet on her way to the top of silver-screen stardom.

      Until now.

      It was only fitting the Los Angeles and Orange County Jail Services had offered her own private space. In fact, the judge had ordered it.

      And now, Maria stood alone, waiting, as the bell rang for chow time. Today was Tuesday. It was when her most ardent fan would take on her shift.

      All the corrections officers knew who Maria was. Some even believed her to be innocent. Too young, too innocent, and too sweet to have shot a man in cold blood like that, they’d gossiped, shaking their heads.

      But only Isabella would give her leeway. She’d bring small gifts from the outside. A chocolate bar or block of chewing gum. A tattered book or an outdated edition of Vogue. Sometimes she even let Maria out of the room by herself, against all regulations.

      So, Maria waited patiently, with only one thing in mind. How to convince her friendly prison guard to “forget” to lock her cell door one last time.

      Maria heard the keys jangling before she saw her.

      Isabella came right on time, carrying a steel tray with another meal of tasteless jail grub that had been carelessly sloshed onto a plastic plate.

      “Hey, hey, hey,” said Isabella with a bright smile. “How’s ma girl today?”

      Maria returned the greeting with a small smile and a brief nod.

      She had stopped speaking weeks ago. No one was sure if it resulted from the shock of being incarcerated or the inner torment of having taken another human being’s life. Either way, she wasn’t talking.

      “I got you a choco bar, girlfriend,” Isabella whispered conspiratorially, digging into her pant pocket with her spare hand. Her key ring jingled louder. Maria looked around in alarm, hoping that noise wouldn’t attract another guard.

      Please. Not today.

      Inside her, Maria felt something scream, raw and furious. Her hands were trembling. She curled them into fists and prayed the guard wouldn’t notice.

      Isabella plopped the chocolate bar on the tray and placed the tray on the cot with a smug grin. She looked up at Maria standing in front of her in her orange jumpsuit. Tears were streaming down the young woman’s face.

      “Hey there now, what’s up, hun?” said Isabella, reaching out to Maria. “Bad day, today?”

      Maria wiped her eyes and shook her head.

      Isabella leaned closer, so close Maria could smell her sickly cigarette-drenched breath. It took every ounce of control she had to not lean away. She couldn’t discourage Isabella now.

      “Listen, here’s what I’m gonna do for ya,” Isabella whispered. “Everyone’s down in the chow hall and I’m the only one on this floor.”

      She swiveled her head around to check behind her, but they were still alone.

      “Imma gonna leave now and you can go for a quick walk outside.” Isabella’s eyes narrowed. “Make it fast and don’t make a sound, okay?”

      Maria nodded.

      “You got five minutes.”

      She swallowed hard and gave Isabella a grateful smile.

      “Will do you good to get out of this cooped up cell for a bit,” said Isabella with a smile. “Lord knows what you’ve been through, hun.”

      Maria bowed her head as if to say thank you.

      Isabella leaned closer, her lips almost brushing her hair now.

      Maria’s stomach lurched as she felt the wet lips of the other woman on her forehead, but she knew she had to stay calm. She bit her lip and took a deep breath to control herself.

      Dark memories of all those flabby, vulgar men who’d taken advantage of her flashed to mind.

      She could still smell their sickly sweat and their expensive cologne. She could hear their disgusting grunts as they tortured her, over and over again, passing her along from one to another, like she was a plaything.

      Just a worthless, menial toy.

      That’s how they’d treated her.

      Not as a human being.

      Maria shook her head to clear her mind, but she knew those nightmares would never go away as long as she lived.

      The guard kissed her lightly. Then, as if she’d decided against whatever she had planned to do, she turned around abruptly.

      “I’ll be checking on you again soon, ma girl,” said Isabella with a wink. Without another word, she marched out of Maria’s cell and closed her door shut with a bang, making Maria jump.

      Maria was alone again.

      Isabella had kept her promise. She hadn’t stopped to lock her door.

      She stood frozen on her spot for almost a minute, her ears alert and her eyes darting back and forth.

      It was quiet on her floor now. But she knew they’d all be up in half an hour. Another guard was sure to join Isabella soon.

      It was time to get to work.

      Maria bent over her cot and grabbed the thing she had been working on all morning. She slipped through the cell door and stepped up to the rusty railing of the balcony.

      No one was around.

      Perfect.

      Just the way she had planned it.

      Her heart pounding, she tied one end of the bedsheet to the top railing. She worked fast, all her focus fixated on this simple task. She double and triple-checked the knot. Then, she slipped the loop on the other end of the sheet around her neck.

      It took her two tries to scramble onto the top of the railing. Her arms and legs were shaking so hard, she was sure she’d collapse on the floor.

      Not now.

      Not today.

      “Hey! Get down!”

      It was Isabella.

      “I said get down! Now!” The guard’s horrified shout echoed through the empty hallways of the prison.

      But it was too late.

      Maria jumped.

      The bed sheet unfurled and then went taut.

      Her body convulsed and swayed in the air.

      And then, she went completely still.
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      “I don’t like this,” said Katy. “It’s spooky.”

      “It’s just a short trip,” I said.

      “Famous last words,” she replied, making a face.

      Though I didn’t let on, my gut was churning, too.

      Go home, it warned me. Turn around now.

      But I was ignoring all the red flags, doing my best to pretend everything was just fine.

      It was early afternoon, but the sky was already a dull gray and stiflingly low, so low, I felt I could get on my tiptoes and touch it.

      I was glad we’d ditched our city dresses and heels for layered hiking gear and sensible flat boots.

      A storm was on its way.

      The swells rushed in, crashing furiously on the rocky shore. The howling wind whipped everything into frozen icicles, and the seagulls screeched as they got whisked up by the strong currents.

      I brushed the long hair strands off my face, wondering about my crazy decision to come here and invite my BFF to join me.

      “Maybe they made a mistake, Asha,” said Katy, as if reading my mind. She pulled out the crumpled photo from her pocket. “Maybe this wasn’t meant for us.”

      “They paid up, and they were generous, weren’t they?” I said, pushing my fears to the back of my mind. “It had to be for us.”

      But it hadn’t been an ordinary order for an ordinary cake.

      I knew it as soon as I saw the gruesome image.

      The unsigned message that had popped into my bakery’s inbox four days ago had come with something extra.

      A photograph of a dead man.

      A naked corpse on a desolate beach.

      A shudder went through me as I stared at the picture in Katy’s hand.

      The sand dunes and cactus in the background reminded me of a remote area I’d been to before. One at the Mexican border, where only outlaws dared to go.

      It was this photo that had brought Katy and me to the small town of Trembling Cypress Bay, off the Oregon coast.

      It was a place so remote it felt like the end of the world.

      We were waiting now for the ferry on the town’s fishing jetty, trying not to get soaked by the ocean spray crashing around us.

      Underneath the muddy water near the pier, long strands of dark green kelp waved madly, like those wacky inflatable air dancers you find at county fairs.

      It was like even they were warning us to stay away.

      I pulled the jacket zipper up to my neck and curled my toes in my boots. The humidity on the West Coast soaked right into your bones and, I swore, chilled your blood.

      We were a long way from home and our upscale New York bakery.

      “When someone promises a weekend at an exclusive resort, I expect Laguna Beach,” grumbled Katy, “not a dinky little fishing village in the middle of nowhere.”

      She poked me with her elbow.

      “If they lied about this, how do we know they’re not lying about everything else?”

      She was right.

      I had no idea what to expect.

      Minutes after we got the cake order, they, whoever they were, sent a ten-thousand-dollar retainer. An electronic transfer from an anonymous payee, explained our bank.

      Who pays that much money for a Dulce de Leche cheesecake?

      Then came the message.

      We were to hand-deliver the cake to a writer’s retreat on a private island off the Oregon coast. Another twenty thousand dollars would be ours if we served the cake for dinner the first night and stayed the complete weekend at the resort.

      The signature line simply said, The Host, a friend of Madame Bouchard.

      That, I knew, was a call for help.

      I could use thirty thousand dollars to expand the Red Heeled Rebels bakery and buy my chef team a set of new industrial-strength mixers. All I had to do was serve my cheesecake and stay the weekend at a resort? That would be the fastest money I’d ever made.

      Of course, I said yes.

      The money was nice, but as I stood on this remote ocean front at the other end of the country, I felt a knot forming in my stomach like those kelp strands under the sea tangling into a gnarled mess.

      My mind swirled with unanswered questions.

      Who is the Host? Why did they invite us? What did this luxury island retreat in Oregon have to do with the photo of a dead man?

      I wondered if I was going to regret my decision to come.
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      “Look!” said Katy, pulling on my arm.

      I spun around.

      “It’s the island,” she whispered.

      The fog was lifting in the distance, and a small black speck appeared on the horizon.

      We stood in awe, watching the ghostly landscape unfold in front of us.

      “Coffin Island,” I whispered to myself as the eerie isle shimmered in the distance.

      “Creepy,” whispered Katy.

      There had been very little information about the island or the retreat online. From what we’d dug up, the only structure on that rocky islet was a hundred-year-old lighthouse that was no longer in operation.

      My mind buzzed. Where would we sleep? In a tent? On the ferry boat?

      But I kept those thoughts to myself.

      My best friend, Katy, was a big city girl who loved her heels, her designer bags, and her beautifully tailored plus-sized dresses. She had been expecting to stay at a five-star luxury resort with white-gloved service.

      I had warned her.

      Our destination was a remote part of untamed Oregon. Not the celebrity-studded, sunny southern beaches of California. While she was having second thoughts now, the lure of a mysterious luxury retreat had been too tempting for her to stay away.

      But it was too late to turn back now.

      Still, she was no stranger to adventure and had that photograph of the bloated dead man tucked in her jacket pocket. It was our only clue to whatever we were going to encounter on that island.

      Katy and I had taken a nonstop red eye from JFK and landed in Portland the day before.

      We’d driven over in a rental car to the lone village along the coast with the only working ferry to the island, our final destination.

      Ferry was a big word for an unimpressive boat.

      It was an antique fishing skiff that smelled of dead fish and looked like it would capsize any moment. It was docked at the end of the jetty now, lurching back and forth so alarmingly, I was surprised it hadn’t hit the piles and shattered into pieces already.

      Mike, the ferry operator, was the strong and silent type.

      Within seconds, he made it clear he didn’t like city folk. He didn’t have to say anything. The ugly scowl he shot our way when we approached him told us everything.

      Mike wore a frayed captain’s hat, dirty brown dungarees, and black rubber boots that sloshed when he walked. He communicated through impatient hand gestures and intermittent grunts, which meant we had to do most of the talking while he nodded or shook his head.

      All we knew was we were waiting for two more people before the ferry would take off.

      I stood at the edge of the pier and stared at the Pacific Ocean frothing in front of me, wondering what Madame Bouchard had planned for us now.

      Most people knew me as the celebrity New York baker. Very few knew I moonlighted as a private investigator.

      Because my former client, the now deceased Madame Bouchard’s reach had been far and wide, I never knew from where I’d receive these calls for help. Some days, I wondered if she was scheming from beyond the grave.

      The information I got was always sparse. Part of my sleuthing included uncovering as much about the person who summoned me as the problem that needed tackling.

      These calls usually came from one of her upper crust friends at the most unexpected of times. It was either a request to solve a cold case, an appeal to uncover a concealed truth, or a plea to find a missing family member.

      Above all, they required discretion.

      Madame Bouchard had been a shrewd woman.

      She had known my bakery team was made of street-smart, skilled trafficked survivors who knew a lot more than how to bake an award-winning cake.

      We’d banded together in our youths to battle the criminals who’d come to hunt us and enslave us. Together, we knew how to fight a good fight, pick the right weapon, fire a clean shot, blow up a building and hack into their accounts, and expose their dirty deeds to the world.

      We’d been on the radar of Interpol and the CIA and had escaped across four continents.

      Madame Bouchard had known our pasts. She’d used us and our skills when she was alive, just like she was using us after her death.

      She’d sealed the deal by promising our anti-trafficking non-profit a sizable donation from her estate every time I took a call from one of her friends. It was an offer I couldn’t refuse. Even when the risks were great.

      What I didn’t tell my fiancé, David, my best friend, Katy, or anyone else in my found family was that I looked forward to these cases. Eagerly.

      The lure of solving an impossible problem, of unraveling a mystery no one else could, wasn’t just intellectually stimulating. It was an irresistible challenge.

      There was also only so much I could take, catering to demanding, self-entitled socialites at my upscale bakery.

      If I had to be honest with myself, I missed the lure of adventure of my youth. Even the worries whirling in my head now paled in comparison to the anticipation of what we’d find on that island.

      Tetyana and David had wanted to join us, but they were held by contract to offer kickboxing classes for a Manhattan corporation’s wellness program till Saturday.

      I had promised David a quiet camping trip next week. Just me and him for once. But he and I both knew these cases never ended when I thought they would.

      “There goes my romantic getaway with David,” I said with a resigned sigh. “He’s not going to be a happy puppy.”

      “Didn’t he want to shut classes down and come?” asked Katy.

      “We need the money to pay rent. It’s not like Harlem’s cheap anymore. Besides, we can’t keep closing business every time Madame Bouchard’s friends call us like this.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little freaky?” said Katy, pulling her woolen hat over her ears. “We keep talking like she’s alive when she died three months ago.”

      “Whatever her game, we can’t say no to a million-dollar donation for the orphanage. There’s so much we can do. A new school, more nurses, and teachers for the kids in NOLA. None of that comes cheap.”

      “It feels like she’s still around,” said Katy with a shudder, “the way she pulls on our strings. She always liked to play games.”

      “It was her plan, but it’s her lawyer who’s pulling our strings now. She made it clear in her will.” I thought of the generous retainer that had arrived in our bank account this week. “Besides, this time, the client’s paying us a tidy sum, too.”

      “Do you think this has anything to do with that letter we got?”

      I turned to Katy, my brow furrowed. She was trying to look casual, but I could see she was bothered, too.

      The letter had come to my bakery a week ago. It was a poison pen note with crudely cut-out letters from a magazine glued on cheap paper. The message had been short but nasty.

      You’re all nothing but dirt. You think you’re big shots, but I won’t let you forget your past.

      We had scrutinized the letter from all angles. Tetyana had checked it for fingerprints and Win, our resident computer wizard, had examined it for hidden watermarks, but none of us had found a clue that would trace it back.

      Katy had suggested we share it with the police, but that idea got overruled quickly. If it was a prank, we’d be wasting their time and opening doors to our past—doors we’d rather remain closed.

      “That was just a silly letter. Could have been sent to anyone, anywhere,” I said, more to myself than to her.

      I felt a slight tremor in my voice as I spoke those words and hoped Katy hadn’t noticed. I didn’t want to alarm her.

      Our past hadn’t been easy. We had committed crimes in our youth to save our lives, to survive unspeakable circumstances. Was someone trying to muckrake everything after all we’d been through?

      I shook my head to clear it.

      What had happened was years ago and continents away. It had been another lifetime. We were safe in America now.

      Or were we?

      “Hey!” shouted a panicked male voice from behind us.

      I whirled around, wondering who it was.
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      A pale, thin man in a brown beret was running up the pier, a rucksack on his shoulders.

      “Ahoy!” he yelled at the ferry captain. “Wait for me!”

      “How did he get here?” said Katy, squinting at the figure. “I didn’t hear a car. Did you?”

      “Probably ran down from the village.”

      “Looks a little too sickly for a ride on these waves.”

      “That’s one down,” I said, scanning the horizon. “One more and we should be on our way.”

      We stood at the end of the pier, ignoring the ocean spray splashing against our pants, watching the man stumble uncertainly onto the boat.

      Mike didn’t even bother to welcome the newcomer.

      He was crouched in the far corner of his boat, puttering around the engine. We’d heard the engine start and sputter for some time now, solidifying Katy’s fears of us drowning in the middle of the ferry ride.

      The new passenger turned his back to the driver. Choosing the corner of the deck with the most cover, he threw his rucksack down and huddled on the bench. He wrapped his arms around him and shuddered. I was sure he felt as miserable as he looked.

      “I expected Ian Fleming in a tuxedo,” said Katy. “This guy looks like he crawled out of a bat cave. So disappointing.”

      “He could be one of those flip-flop-wearing millionaire artists.”

      “These writers are crazy,” said Katy, shaking her head, as the man retreated even farther into his corner. “Why do they torture themselves like this?”

      “Maybe it’s what makes their muse come alive.”

      Not wanting to stare, we turned back toward the ocean to watch the waves roll in, getting bigger and bigger as the wind gust turned into a small gale.

      A ping came from my pocket and I pulled my phone out. It was David. I texted him back saying we’d arrived fine and were just ready to get on the boat.

      “Tetyana can run the dojo and I can join you after today’s class ends,” he replied.

      I typed back.

      “Sweetie, we’re fine. Our phones will work on the island, so we can talk anytime. Stop worrying.”

      I paused and sent another note before he could object.

      “It’s great here. Lots of fresh air and the sea. Love you, babe. XXXX.”

      The sound of car tires crunching on the gravel made me turn around.

      “The second guest,” I whispered as a young man struggled out of the cab with an extra-large suitcase. He was wearing a pair of worn cargo pants and a camouflage jacket.

      “Are all novelists this scrawny?” asked Katy. “They look like they haven’t eaten for weeks or seen the sun in months.”

      I shrugged. I was a baker, not a writer, and had little insight into the minds of eccentric story spinners. Besides, it was Mike who was worrying me now.

      We could hear the boat come to life and die repeatedly as he kept pulling levers and pushing buttons. The smell of diesel was overpowering and made me wonder if we’d get to the island today.

      Suddenly, the engine roared to life. Mike wiped his hands and stood up, hands on his hips, a satisfied look on his face.

      “Time to head back,” I said, nudging Katy.

      We ambled over to the boat, trying not to breathe in the diesel smoke.

      The man who’d just arrived was huffing his way across the pier, dragging his oversized suitcase behind him. It was a good thing his luggage had wheels. I wondered why he’d packed so much for just a weekend retreat.

      “He’s a kid,” I said in a low voice, as we got within thirty feet of him. “Just a teen.”

      “Don’t think so,” said Katy, “malnourished maybe, but not a kid.”

      As we got closer, I realized she was right. He was in his mid-twenties at the most. Just as I was about to walk up and offer to help with his suitcase, he wobbled.

      He was teetering too close to the edge of the jetty.

      “Watch out!” I called out.

      But it was too late. He fell into the water with a splash.

      “Oh no!” cried Katy, her hand flying to her mouth.

      “Man overboard!” I yelled, racing toward him.

      He was flailing, apparently unable to swim. I looked around desperately for a life vest or a ring buoy to throw at him, but there was nothing around us.

      “Help!” I shouted. But Mike had his head down next to the roaring engine, absorbed in his task, not hearing a thing anymore.

      The first writer in the boat simply stared, his face pale.

      What is wrong with these people?

      Katy and I dashed to the edge of the pier and leaned over the dock. We extended our arms to the drowning man.

      “Here!” I yelled. “Grab us!”

      “Come this way!” shouted Katy.

      But he seemed disoriented. Then, suddenly, he dipped under the water and disappeared from sight.

      “Hey!” hollered Katy, jumping up and waving her arms at the boat. “We need a life vest! Someone help!”

      But there was no time.

      My heart pounding, I pulled off my jacket and shook my boots off.

      Taking a quick breath in, I dove off the pier into the frigid water.
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      I whipped my arms, spinning in the swirling water, heavy with seaweed.

      Where is he?

      Kicking with all my force, I headed down, ignoring the searing cold water seeping through my clothes.

      There.

      He was suspended a few feet beneath the surface, holding his breath, his feet moving gently back and forth.

      His movements were strangely deliberate. Almost serene. These weren’t the actions of a drowning man who couldn’t swim.

      But I didn’t have time to think.

      I pushed myself to the surface and swallowed a big gulp of air. With another powerful kick, I dove toward him and grabbed his arm.

      I tugged sharply.

      He didn’t turn.

      I yanked again, using both my hands.

      With my petite frame and being only five feet tall, I was smaller than him. Summoning all my strength and with a quick prayer to the ocean gods, I pulled him toward the wooden pilings.

      All of a sudden, the man seemed to get a second wind. He kicked his feet, like he’d just realized I was trying to save him.

      When we got to within a foot of the jetty, I reached out and clutched the closest beam. Up above, I could see Katy silhouetted next to a second figure who was peering down at us.

      Mike?

      I guided the man’s hands onto the beam. He nodded. Using the pile to guide us, we worked our way to the top, inch by inch. My lungs were ready to burst, and I was trying my hardest to not to lose it. But the man was no longer panicking.

      Strange.

      As we got close to the surface, two pairs of hands shot into the water and hauled him out. I scrambled onto the jetty after him, gasping for air.

      The drowning man rolled over to his stomach on the pier and spluttered like a fish, while Mike tried to hold him down. We couldn’t have him fall into the water a second time.

      I lay limp on the jetty, my heart pounding, and my lungs struggling to take in every breath of air I could. I was wet, cold, and frazzled.

      Next to me, the man was having a panic attack. Katy kneeled by him, ready to give CPR if needed.

      Strange, I thought. He’d been more sedate a moment ago under the water.

      Refusing any more help, he sat up and shook his head, as if to clear it of the sea water. After a few loud gasps of air, he mumbled a weak “thank you” my way.

      I stared at him.

      There was something odd about the way he’d reacted underwater. It was like he’d waited for one of us to rescue him.

      Did he jump in deliberately?

      Why would a sane person leap into the cold, churning sea like that? If he’d jumped, it had been a foolhardy move that could have killed us both.

      With a loud grunt, Mike stomped back to his boat.

      “You’re going to get sick,” said Katy, turning to me and giving my wet clothes a once-over. “We need to get you dry fast.”

      I nodded, too tired to respond.

      She turned to the young man, a stern look on her face.

      “You too.”

      He gave an imperceptible nod and made a move to stand up. His wobbly legs gave way, and he fell back on the jetty with a thud.

      Katy and I took him by his arms and helped him get up.

      We half pulled and half dragged him into the boat, while Mike grabbed his luggage and threw it next to ours on the main deck.

      I cringed to hear the thump of the suitcase hitting the deck floor. He’d missed my cake carrier by five inches.

      “Be careful,” I called out. “That cake is worth a lot.”

      Ten thousand dollars, to be honest.

      With another dismissive grunt, Mike stomped back up the jetty to rescue my discarded jacket and boots and brought them into the boat.

      Then, as an afterthought, he opened a bench drawer and pulled out a stack of blankets. He threw one my way, and another at the wet man shivering on the deck.

      Maybe Mike wasn’t such a bad soul after all.

      Without acknowledging my stammering thanks, Mike tromped toward the wheelhouse.

      I wiped myself using the blanket, trying to control my chattering teeth. I looked down at my soggy clothes. There was no place on this boat to change, and I wasn’t about to strip in front of these strange men.

      As if reading my mind, Katy grabbed my blanket and held it up.

      “Get into dry clothes or I swear you’re going to get sick.”

      I picked up my bag and scooted behind the blanket to change. Anyone walking along the shore would have easily spotted my naked bum, but I didn’t care. Besides, this place was so isolated I doubted any peeping toms were out here, anyway.

      The boat began to move.

      Mike was nudging it away from the pier.

      I was shaking so badly from the rush of adrenaline that had coursed through my veins, and the exhaustion that followed, I was sure I’d fall off the boat.

      I changed hastily, trying to keep a solid footing. It was a relief to get into dry clothes and towel dry my hair. But now, I looked more like a local ragamuffin than a well put-together businesswoman from the Big Apple.

      What a way to meet our anonymous host, I thought.

      After making sure I wasn’t about to die of hypothermia, Katy helped the young man change. She ushered him toward a sheltered part of the boat and held the blanket up for him as well.

      I noticed the first writer hadn’t budged from his corner throughout this entire ordeal. He watched us, an unhappy expression on his face.

      I had hardly taken my seat when the engine revved loudly. Mike had steered the boat away from the jetty, and we were facing the open ocean now.

      Katy rushed over and plopped down. I huddled next to her, my teeth chattering, trying to stay warm.

      Within seconds, we were careening over the ocean swells, heading to Coffin Island.
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      The old boat jumped the waves, lurching and roiling, making the two writers’ faces as green as vomit.

      Katy and I had more experience on the high seas, but even my friend clutched the railing so tightly her knuckles had turned white. I looked away and focused my attention on keeping the contents of my stomach down.

      From the shore, I hadn’t realized how high the waves were.

      We gathered speed as we approached deeper waters, and got drenched with every wave that crashed against the boat. I might as well have stayed in my wet clothes.

      My only consolation was Mike.

      While the rest of us huddled behind the wheelhouse, trying to keep warm, he whistled an old sea shanty and kept his eyes straight ahead.

      Though he wasn’t the friendliest of people, he looked like he knew this area well. Seeing him expertly navigate the rough ocean, my worries of drowning slowly dissipated.

      Above us, the dark sky hung claustrophobically low. But it lightened, and the sea grew calmer the closer we got to our destination.

      The black dot in the distance grew bigger and bigger to the point we could finally make out the outline of the lighthouse.

      The island looked like a lonely speck out here in the open ocean. There wasn’t any other land nearby.

      I wondered how anyone would have thought hosting a luxury writers’ retreat here was a good idea.

      As Mike drove on, we kept our heads down and cowered under the blankets to keep as much of the cold spray as possible at bay.

      After what felt like an eternity, I heard a change in the engine’s sound and felt the boat slow down.

      I removed the blanket and glanced ahead. We still had some distance to cross, but I could see the red and white lighthouse looming up like a massive church spire—a church to the sea gods.

      The ocean was calmer out here, especially since we were no longer speeding over the waves like mad.

      I licked the salt water from my lips and stared at the land mass ahead. That was when I realized why the island was named as it was. It was shaped like a long wooden coffin, a triangular head with a narrow body.

      When we got to about a hundred feet to the rocky shore, Mike slowed down even further and started circling the island at low speed.

      “What’s he doing?” whispered Katy. “Doesn’t he know where to dock?”

      “It’s the rocks,” I said. “He’s trying not to scrape the bottom of the boat.”

      If I’d thought the beach behind us had been bleak and lonely, I hadn’t realized how much worse it could get.

      The entire island was a high cliff that rose over fifty feet above sea level. It was ten square kilometers wide at the most, but little on it except for the imposing lighthouse, a large modern white building and a clump of trees in the back.

      “That’s possibly the biggest lighthouse in the world,” said Katy, staring at the structure at the edge of the bluff.

      The granite tower was much bigger than I’d originally thought, standing almost two-hundred-feet tall. Next to it was a large, beautiful three-story hotel, built in the colonial manor style.

      Is this where we’ll sleep tonight?

      I had expected a crumbling place, untouched for decades, but as we circled the island, I could see someone had spent an enormous amount of funds to renovate the buildings.

      If it hadn’t been for the gloomy weather and the stark surroundings, this lighthouse cum hotel would have been an incredible holiday location.

      “Check that out,” said Katy, nudging me.

      I glanced in the direction my friend was pointing.

      Behind the resort building was a cluster of tall spruce trees assembled in a circle. It was like they were hiding something in their midst. Just as the boat turned the corner, I glimpsed the white cross in the clearing.

      “A cemetery,” whispered Katy.

      We were cruising right beneath the lighthouse now.

      On the shore, underneath it, lay a sandy strip. It would have been a nice beach if not for the blackened, craggy formations that had sprouted everywhere.

      “Those rocks look as sharp as knives,” said Katy.

      Dark thoughts swirled in my mind as I wondered if anyone had ever fallen off that cliff and on to those jagged rocks.

      “This place gives me weird vibes,” I replied, wondering what I’d got Katy and myself into.

      The boat steered closer to the island. A few yards ahead of us was a small aluminum pier.

      “Thank goodness we’re almost there,” said Katy.

      Near the pier was a wooden walkway that crossed the shore and wound itself up the cliff to the top. The wood was grayed out, like it hadn’t been restored, in contrast to everything else here.

      A faded sign near a clump of rocks caught my eye. It stood at an angle, like the wind had battered it down over time.

      I read the sign as Mike nudged the boat closer to the jetty.

      Suicide Cliff.
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      Mike docked the boat at the small jetty, right under the lighthouse.

      It was a secluded corner of the island.

      Mike was now tying the stern to a pillar on the pier. I threw my blanket off and got up on shaking knees, cringing as I felt my wet clothes cling to me.

      “Let me take that from you, Ms. Kade.”

      I turned around, startled, to see a petite woman standing on the jetty.

      She was about my height, but about twenty years older. Her graying hair was piled up on her head in a messy bun and she was wearing worker’s pink overalls and pink canvas shoes. Her weathered face was kind, but she wasn’t smiling.

      How did she know my name?

      “Hello,” I said, offering my hand. “Nice to, er, meet you.”

      Ignoring me, the woman leaned in and reached for my cake carrier.

      What’s she doing?

      Without introducing herself or even asking, she plucked the carrier and turned around. I gaped as she marched away with my precious cargo.

      “Hey! Excuse me?” I called out. “That’s my cake.”

      She turned around briefly. “It’ll be in the kitchen when you come up. I made space for it.” Then she kept walking, without another glance back.

      I’d brought my cake thousands of miles across the country, worried every step of the way that something would happen to it. And this stranger just yanked it from my hands?

      I turned to Katy.

      “What the…?”

      “Don’t panic,” whispered Katy. “She knew your name, and she knew what was in that carrier. She probably works here.”

      “But does she know how much that thing is worth?” I said, shaking my head.

      “Lighthouse folk,” said Katy. “They don’t like people much, that’s why they live out here.”

      I guessed it took a particular personality to stay alone in a remote region for long periods of time. There were days in my busy New York bakery when I’d yearned for such a job.

      Maybe they were the smart ones, I thought as I glanced around.

      With the waves crashing on the shore, the seagulls squawking around us, and the ocean breeze smelling of salt and seaweed, I felt I’d stepped into a strange new world.

      The two writers, who’d sat huddled wretchedly in their corners, stirred.

      The younger man had recovered remarkably well from his drowning ordeal. He looked cold like the rest of us, but showed no sign of anguish you’d expect from someone who’d been near death only an hour ago.

      The image of him floating calmly underwater with all that kelp and mud swirling around him flashed into mind. Part of me still wondered if he’d tripped or if he’d jumped deliberately.

      I’d whispered my speculations to Katy, but she’d dismissed it. How could anyone jump into that hellish water by choice, she’d said, shaking her head.

      But I couldn’t brush off that image so easily.

      I knew people reacted to crisis differently. Some panicked and ran away, others fought back, while others simply went limp. Maybe he was the freezing or fainting type. I hardly knew the man, after all.

      “What a ride, eh?” said Katy, getting up and flashing the men a friendly smile. “Our weekend adventure begins.”

      Neither smiled back. The older man shivered visibly.

      Katy nudged me and pointed discreetly with her chin.

      There was a stranger among us now.

      How did I not hear him arrive? Do people float around like ghosts on this island?

      It was a man in his fifties, wearing a thick winter jacket and boots, and with a weather-beaten face, just like the woman. He was tying one end of the boat to a post on the jetty, focused on his task.

      I turned around to look at where the woman was going.

      She was making her way up the walkway now, one hand gripping the handle of my cake carrier and the other clamped on to the rope railing that ran alongside the walkway.

      As I watched, a seagull swooped over her, making her stumble. My heart lurched at the thought of the cake slipping from her hands and crashing on the rocks below. But she caught herself just in time and kept climbing up.

      “I’m going to have a heart attack,” I said to Katy.

      “Let’s go find our room and get you into dry clothes,” she said in a firm voice. “That’s our priority right now.”

      She turned to Mike. He’d taken all our luggage out of the boat and stacked them on the pier and was now in the wheelhouse, fiddling with something.

      “Hey, Mike, do you mind if we take these blankets with us?”

      He shrugged, which I took to mean, yes. It would have been murder to let us walk up that cliff in this windy weather, soaking wet as we were, anyway.

      “Ms. Kade?”

      I swiveled my head to see the man we hadn’t yet met standing behind us on the jetty.

      His eyes were a pale blue but fierce, like he wasn’t someone who’d let anyone get the better of him.

      Is this our host?

      I gave a weak nod, feeling like this was a terrible way to meet him. He’d paid ten grand for a private investigator and I turn up wet, weary and crumpled, like I’d been sleeping on the streets during a thunderstorm.

      I extended my hand.

      “Hello, I’m Asha Kade, the baker from New York.”

      “Yes, I know. The host told us you were coming.”

      So, he’s not the host?

      “Oliver Hudson. I’m the butler here. Please call me Oliver. My wife, Mary, is the cook. You just met her. We’ll be taking care of you this weekend.”

      “And the host?” I asked. “Where is he or she?”

      “They are currently unavailable.”

      I frowned. Why do I feel like I’m talking to a robot?

      The butler leaned in.

      “Ms. Kade, I need to ask you to surrender your mobile.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “May I have your phone, please?” he said.

      “Excuse me?” I said.

      Oliver turned to Katy and the other two passengers, eyes squinting, but his face still expressionless.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, I will have to ask you all for your telephones, tablets, or any other device that you have been using to communicate with the mainland.”

      “What?” spluttered Katy.

      “This is a retreat, Ms. McCafferty,” he replied in a patient voice, the one you’d reserve for children who’re not just getting it.

      “You can’t confiscate our stuff like that,” I said.

      “There will be no communication with the mainland when you’re on the island,” said the butler.
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      “Are you out of your mind?” said Katy.

      “They’ll be held in a safe. Locked up where no one can access them for the duration of your stay.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said.

      “This is an exclusive writers’ retreat,” explained the butler, like he had all the patience in the world. “Everyone was fully aware before they signed on that when they arrive on this island, they will have no communication with the outside world until the retreat is over.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” said the older writer in a frustrated voice. “You’re holding us to it then, are you?”

      “I thought it was a joke,” said the young man. “You don’t really mean it, do you?”

      “You signed a contract,” replied Oliver, his voice unwavering.

      “But…” said the young writer, giving the butler a flustered look. “I…”

      “You knew this before you even got on the plane, Mr. Quinteiro. You shouldn’t have packed any devices. We have high-quality writing pads and paper and lots of good pens that I personally ordered from the Mont Blanc store in Paris. You will have everything you want and need here.”

      “Except the phones,” hissed Katy next to me.

      Ignoring her, Oliver turned to the men and put his hand out.

      “I’m afraid you must honor your word, gentlemen.”

      With a curse, the older writer ripped the zipper of his bag open and pulled out a phone, a tablet, and a laptop. He plopped them on Oliver Hudson’s open hands.

      He shot the butler a livid look.

      “If anything happens to them, I’ll sue you to hell.”

      Oliver answered with a slight bow.

      “You can rest assured they will be secured. Thank you, Mr. Ward.”

      Grumbling under his breath, Ward hauled his rucksack on a shoulder, stepped out of the boat and stomped up the pier toward the walkway.





OEBPS/images/publisher-logo-with-flag.jpg
ssssssssssss





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/merciless_murder_series__tikiri_herath__title_card_3.jpg
i

[MERGIIESS{GANES!
A MERCILESS MURDER MYSTERY THRILLER







OEBPS/images/merciless-games_cvr-v1d.jpg
AN ASHA KADE Pﬁl\lATE DETECTIVE MYSTERY THRILLER

MERCIEESS
GAMES






