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            Message from the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this omnibus novel.

      You get three of Tanya Stone FBI K9 mystery thrillers in one!

      You’re in the right place if you crave the rush of danger and the jolt of a twist you never saw coming. 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: 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…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twisty Thrillers by Tikiri

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Twisty mystery thrillers with nail-biting psychological suspense. From fierce female detectives to shadowy conspiracies, each novel plunges you deeper into dark, twisty narratives where danger lurks in every corner.

      

        

      
        Thrillers by Tikiri: www.TikiriHerath.com
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        Detective Tanya Stone Psychological Thrillers - Standalone Novels

        I Know You’re Watching
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Tanya Stone FBI K9 Mystery Thrillers

        Join FBI Agent Tanya Stone as she works undercover with her loyal German Shepherd partner, K9 Max. With help from her private investigator friends, Tanya hunts the serial killers lurking in Washington state’s wealthy seaside towns. But the killers may be closer and more dangerous than she realizes…

        •	Her Deadly End

        •	Her Cold Blood

        •	Her Last Lie

        •	Her Secret Crime

        •	Her Perfect Murder

        •	Her Grisly Grave

        Six pulse-pounding thrillers where every page offers a twist that brings you closer to the edge. This series is now complete.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Asha Kade Private Detective Murder Mysteries

        Meet Asha Kade and her partner Katy McCafferty, private eyes with charm, smarts, and a cause. Every solved cold case triggers a $1 million donation to their favorite children’s charity from a secret benefactor. But the stakes are deathly high, and their cunning is tested at every turn.

        •	Merciless Legacy

        •	Merciless Games

        •	Merciless Crimes

        •	Merciless Past

        •	Merciless Lies

        •	Merciless Deaths

        Six fierce mystery thrillers that balance deadly danger with friendship and heart. This series is now complete.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Red Heeled Rebels International Mystery & Crime Novels. The Origin Story.

        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

        •	The Girl Who Never Forgot

        An unforgettable, empowering saga with every revelation laid bare. This series is now complete.
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        Thrillers by Tikiri: www.TikiriHerath.com
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        There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There is, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and spine-tingling suspense.

        NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Available in e-book, paperback, and hardback editions in all good bookstores around the world. Print books are available for free at libraries everywhere. Ask your friendly librarian or your local bookstore to order a copy via Ingram Spark.
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        A cruel inheritance game. A killer thirsting for blood. Sometimes, it’s your own family who wants you dead.
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        It’s midnight. FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone and her K9 dog, Max, arrive at a private island to investigate a suspicious death.

        Tanya is undercover, on the trail of a vicious organized crime ring. What she doesn’t expect to find is the matriarch of the Kensington family has just shot herself in the head.

        Her blood-soaked face lies immobile on her gold-rimmed plate, red splatters on the sterling silver and pristine tablecloth.

        But a deadlier danger lurks in the shadows.

        A new terror rips through the mansion as a killer targets the remaining family members.

        One by one.

        Tanya fights off disturbing memories of her own mother’s brutal death to hunt the mysterious murderer.

        First, she’ll have to confront the liars, swindlers, and impostors, because everyone in this twisted house is hiding a dark secret.

        But one truth is chillingly clear.

        The killer will protect a horrific family secret by any means necessary.

        And their next targets are Tanya and Max…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Kensington Family Tree

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: The Kensington Family Tree]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue - A Sudden Death in the Family

          

        

      

    

    
      “I invited you tonight to witness a death.”

      Honoree’s voice echoed through the dining hall of Kensington Manor.

      Shocked gasps swept across the long table.

      “Death?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Are you okay, Mother?”

      Honoree glared at her adult children and grandchildren.

      Her captive audience didn’t know she held a gun hidden in the folds of her Prada skirt. And they didn’t know the night would end in blood spilled across that pristine white tablecloth.

      The Kensington matriarch’s eyes turned cold and flinty. She was well aware of the power she held over her clan.

      “You’re all liars, swindlers, and leeches.”

      More gasps rose from the table, but no one spoke.

      The only sound in the room now was the crackle of the wood fire at the end of the hall. Honoree demanded the fire be stoked year round, even during the summer, and she always got what she wanted.

      In her hand-tailored silk gown, the ten-carat diamond necklace, and her silver hair pulled into an elegant swirl, Honoree Kensington looked like she was about to visit Buckingham Palace for tea. But everybody knew her handsome, lithe look and immaculate dress were clever disguises of her true, dark personality.

      Her eyes blazed in anger. “I know the real reason you came tonight.”

      Everyone turned away, too afraid to make eye contact.

      The family had just finished a seven-course gourmet feast. They had been expecting to sing a birthday song for the grand dame, in celebration of her seventieth.

      The aroma of wood fire mixed pleasantly with the remnants of the meal that had been served that evening. The atmosphere in the Kensington hall would have been congenial, if not for this unexpected turn of events.

      “You’re here because you want my money.”

      Her audience shifted in their seats. It was the uncomfortable truth no one wanted to admit.

      But one brave young man sat up and cleared his throat. His mother, seated next to him, pulled at his elbow in warning.

      Don’t say a word.

      But he had already opened his mouth.

      “We came home for your birthday, Grandmother, not to get beaten up like this.”

      The others whirled around to him, their eyes wide, incredulous he had said out loud what they had been thinking.

      Honoree’s face flushed a deep red.

      “You’re a criminal.” She glowered. “Every one of you. You’re thieves. You have made my life miserable, after all I’ve done for you. So now, it’s my turn to make your life hell.”

      Confused murmurs rippled around the table.

      “I don’t understand,” said a young man in a wheelchair. “Why are you doing this to us?”

      “We’re your family,” said the man who first spoke up. “We’re not strangers in your boardroom.”

      “We love you, Mother,” said a middle-aged woman in a meek voice.

      Honoree threw her head back and laughed.

      “You love me? Now that’s a joke!”

      Her family watched her with mouths open.

      “Honoree?”

      The female voice had come from the other end of the table. The blonde woman in the sunflower gown had been listening silently until now, but her flushed face said she’d had enough.

      “We have stuck together when things were tough. We have always protected each other. We’re blood sisters. You can’t treat⁠—”

      Honoree snapped her head around toward her.

      “You’re no sister of mine.” Her lips curled into a snarl. “I know what you did. You lying, cheating whore.”

      Her sister froze, like she couldn’t believe what she had heard. The whole family stared at her, stunned.

      The sound of an ominous click made everyone jump, but relief flooded their faces when they realized who it was.

      The Kensington Manor’s housekeeper and her husband were standing at the threshold of the hall, holding a silver tray between them. On it was a two-tiered Belgium chocolate cake with gold leaves and rose garlands.

      A celebrity baker had taken all day to create those perfect sugar roses. It was too much dessert for a party of seven and had cost an arm, but it was what Honoree had ordered.

      Mariposa and Rafael stepped into the hall gingerly, like they sensed the hostility in the air. The housekeeper turned to the matriarch with a nervous bow.

      “Your cake, Madame.”

      “Take that back to the kitchen.” Honoree’s voice was harder than steel. “Eat it. Give it away. Throw it in the dumpster. I no longer care. This party is over.”

      Rafael raised an eyebrow, but quickly rearranged his expression to an impassive butler’s look.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With their heads bowed, the couple stepped backward through the entrance and gently shut the doors behind them. Honoree’s sister pushed her chair back and got up, like she’d had enough and was about to follow them out.

      “I have made a will,” announced Honoree.

      Honoree’s sister sat back down.

      All eyes turned to her, watching, waiting. No one dared to breathe. The air in the hall turned thick with anxious anticipation.

      “You think I’m just going to give it away to you all, don’t you? You can’t be more wrong.”

      A wry smile cut across Honoree’s face.

      “We’re going to play a game.” Her smile widened, like she was mocking them, gleaning pleasure from their fear. “Whoever finds my will gets everything. All you other fools get nothing.”

      A few faces went pale.

      Honoree raised her chin.

      “But the winner, if there will be one, will soon find out they won nothing at all.” She smirked. “I only wish I could live to see the game play out.”

      A woman in a pearl choker pursed her lips and dug her manicured nails into her armrests.

      “This is madness, Mother,” she spat out. “Are you feeling all right? Should we call Doctor⁠—”

      Honoree slammed her fist on the table.

      The crystal glass by her elbow crashed down, spraying vintage Dom Pérignon over the tablecloth.

      Those who had been sitting nearest to it pulled their chairs back in alarm. The champagne spilled over the edge of the table and onto the Persian rug.

      Suddenly, a babble of confused voices broke out.

      “You can’t do this to us!”

      “Why are you playing us like this?”

      “What in heaven’s name⁠—”

      Honoree raised her hand to quieten them.

      She scraped her chair back and unfurled herself to her full six-foot height with her heels.

      Everybody shrank back in horror and a stunned silence fell in the room.

      The chandelier light glinted on the black gun in Honoree’s hand.
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      “She’s got a gun!”

      The man in the wheelchair shouted.

      Everybody recognized the weapon.

      It was Honoree’s husband’s favorite antique pistol, the one he used at the firing range on weekends. That was before he died from lung cancer three years ago, leaving his tobacco empire to his wife.

      The fire crackled louder, as if to match the electrified tension in the air.

      “Fools,” snarled Honoree. “That’s what you all are. You have been the greatest misfortune to ever grace my home.”

      The flames leaped up and down the chimney, like an ominous warning of what was about to occur.

      Honoree raised her weapon and pointed the barrel at each member of her family, one by one. A primal fear surged through the hall like a black tsunami wave.

      Panicked shrieks filled the air.

      “Please don’t kill us!”

      “Have you gone mad?”

      “Stop this! Now!”

      People scrambled under the table. A few peeked over the edge as if to check if what they had seen was real.

      The young man who’d dared stand up to his grandmother first screamed from under the table.

      “Put that away! Right now!”

      Honoree didn’t glance at him.

      “You will start tonight,” she said, articulating each word slowly. “I wish you all a bloodied fight till the end.”

      With one final glare at her family, she put the gun to her forehead and pulled the trigger.

      The gunshot reverberated through the dining hall.

      A stunned silence fell over the room.

      Honoree Kensington swayed on her feet. The pistol slipped from her hand and fell to the rug. Her body crumpled and crashed onto the table, splattering blood over the silver and crystal.

      The doors banged open.

      Everyone whirled around in shock as if they had expected a monster, something, anything, to explain the horrific madness that had unraveled in front of their eyes.

      The housekeeper and her husband stopped in their tracks, mouths agape.

      Their employer was lying face-down at the head of the table with blood spooling from an open bullet wound. Her blood was mixing with the spilled champagne, and soaking into the tablecloth.

      Chaos erupted in the hall.

      “Someone do something!”

      “Nine-one-one! Call nine-one-one!”

      “What in heaven’s sake just happened?”

      “Oh, my Lord. Oh, my Lord,” wheezed the man in the wheelchair, a hand over his heart.

      The woman in the Chanel suit clutched her pearls. “She’s gone. She’s really gone.” She pulled on her necklace so tightly, the string broke, scattering the beads on the floor.

      Through all this chaos, one person sat in their chair, their eyes on Honoree Kensington’s bloodied head.

      That person had never moved, even when Honoree had pulled out her gun.

      And now, a small smile was creeping across their face.

      No one even noticed.
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      “Call yourself a cop? You’re a stupid tax collector!”

      FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone glared at the man through the bulletproof glass. He had been banging on the precinct counter for the past ten minutes.

      “I’m not paying a penny, you hear me?” he yelled.

      Tanya felt her blood rush to her face. She suppressed the urge to jump over and slam him on the counter.

      Is this what I trained for? I fought in combat so I could deal with parking violators?

      She reached to her throat and touched her Ukrainian sunflower pendant. It was a small gesture, but it calmed her whenever she felt her emotions rise.

      Her K9 had the right idea.

      The big brown German Shepherd was pretending to sleep by the door that separated the precinct’s offices from the reception area, ignoring the human going ballistic on the other side. Max was resting his furry head on his paws, but Tanya noticed one eye remained open.

      He was ready for anything, as usual.

      “I was parked legally,” yelled the ornery man, spittle flying from his mouth. He wagged an angry finger at Tanya. “What about the gangs, and the drugs, and the terrorists, huh? Why don’t you go after real criminals instead of attacking us regular civilians?”

      His face turned such a deep red, Tanya wondered if he was on the verge of a heart attack.

      For what? A parking ticket?

      She had far more pressing cases to deal with.

      The man didn’t know the woman he was shaking a fist at was an undercover federal agent, working as a contractor for the Black Rock police team.

      “Mr. James?”

      The deep male voice came from behind Tanya. Her heart skipped a beat, but she kept her face stoic.

      Jack Bold, Black Rock’s young chief of police, walked over to the front counter. He normally looked buff and sharp in his uniform, but today, his forehead was lined, his eyes were bloodshot, and his shoulders slumped.

      The precinct was severely short staffed that week, which is why Tanya and Jack were left to deal with petty parking violations.

      Jack stepped up and leaned across the counter.

      “We don’t make up these rules, Mr. James,” he said in his voice reserved for unreasonable citizens. “These are municipal bylaws. Personally, I don’t care if you pay, but the city will come after you. The mayor⁠—”

      “Mayor Bailey can go to hell!” The man thumped his fist on the counter. “That jackass⁠—”

      A gunshot rang through the air.

      The man jumped a foot high and grabbed his chest.

      Max scrambled to his feet, whirled around, and let out a volley of angry barks.

      Jack yanked the door handle, his sidearm in his hand. Before Tanya could say anything, Max darted through the opening.

      “Heel, Max!” hollered Tanya as she dashed toward the main entrance.

      She and Jack surveyed the outside, their weapons at the ready. Except for two parked squad cars and the lone vehicle of their unhappy customer, the front of the precinct was empty.

      “No! Justin!”

      The terrified scream came from the back of the building.

      Tanya swiveled around, her adrenaline spiking.

      “It’s Stacey!”

      She pulled the front door open.

      “No! No!” came Stacey’s horrified voice again. “Someone help!”

      Jack and Tanya bolted out and ran along the wall toward the back of the building, their weapons drawn, their backs taut, and their shoulders tight.

      Max kept in step with Tanya, his body close to her legs, like he had been trained.

      A sense of dread whipped through Tanya’s stomach as she approached the end of the wall. Stacey was a paramedic. For her to get so hysterical, something terrible had to have happened.

      When they reached the edge of the wall, Tanya slammed back and scanned the mostly empty city parking lot behind the precinct. It was where Stacey and Justin normally parked their ambulance during breaks.

      Stacey was standing by the vehicle, staring at something inside, shaking hard.

      The sound of a car engine came from a nearby street, but she was alone in the lot.

      Jack swiveled his head, sweeping the parking lot for the shooter.

      “See anyone?”

      Tanya shook her head. “Negative.”

      “Let’s go!”
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      Tanya and Jack dashed toward Stacey.

      Stacey whirled around and gestured wildly. “Justin’s gonna die!”

      Tanya yanked the driver’s side door open, her heart hammering.

      The younger paramedic was slumped over the steering wheel, one hand on his chest. His blood was splattered all over the ambulance’s dashboard.

      “Justin?” called out Tanya, her heart in her mouth. “Justin?”

      His eyes were closed, but his hands were trembling.

      Jack darted to the passenger door and jumped inside, making the vehicle rock.

      “Still breathing,” he said, leaning over to Justin. “Shot went above the heart. That should be good news.”

      Tanya spun around to face Stacey.

      “We need a Stop-the-Blood kit.”

      Stacey stared at her like she didn’t understand.

      “Get it! Now!”

      As if she'd got an electric shock, the senior paramedic jumped. She spun around and ran to the back of the ambulance.

      “I need a pressure bandage!” yelled Jack.

      Tanya holstered her weapon and started removing Justin’s shirt. Using his clothing as a makeshift gauze, she pressed her hand against his wound.

      Jack whirled around and grabbed the first-aid kit from Stacey.

      “I’m so sorry,” blubbered Stacey, wiping tears from her cheeks. “I don’t know what happened. I wanted to do something… Why would anyone do this to Justin? Is he going to be okay?”

      “He’s alive,” said Jack. “What happened?”

      “I went… I went to get us drinks. He was doing paperwork. I just came out the back door with our coffees when I… I heard the shot.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I didn’t see.” Stacey’s voice rose like she was about to have a panic attack. “I wasn’t paying attention…. I was so shocked to see him…”

      “Did you see anything?” Jack’s voice had hardened.

      “All I could think of was… Justin….” Stacey’s face scrunched like she was on the verge of bursting into tears. “I didn’t know what was going on. I started running… I’m so sorry.”

      She broke down sobbing, covering her face with her hands.

      “It’s okay, hun,” called out Tanya. “You were in shock. It can happen to anyone.”

      Jack ripped the first-aid kit open and plucked a gauze out of its plastic wrapping. Tanya grabbed it and placed it on Justin’s chest.

      She leaned close to him.

      “Hey, buddy. You’re doing fine. Stay with us.”

      Justin’s eyes remained closed, but a twitch of his fingers told her he was listening.

      It’s a miracle he’s still breathing, thought Tanya.

      Jack pulled the pressure bandage out and turned to the injured man.

      “Hey, buddy? This is going to hurt, but it will help, okay?”

      Jack whipped his head around to look for Stacey. She was still standing by the vehicle on his side, looking helpless, like any mother would to see their only child injured badly.

      “Stacey? I need you to get Dr. Chen now.”

      This time, Stacey didn’t hesitate. She raced toward the precinct, her phone to her ear.

      Jack leaped out of the vehicle.

      “The stretcher! We need to get him out of here and into the clinic asap.”

      The ambulance bounced up and down as Jack rooted around the back for the equipment.

      A low moan came from Justin.

      Tanya put an arm around his shoulder as she applied pressure on his wound with her other hand. She blinked away the tears brimming in her eyes.

      “Stay with me, Justin,” she whispered hoarsely. “You’re doing fine. Stay awake. Do you hear me?”

      He moaned in reply.

      Tanya held him close. All she could think was Justin was a paramedic who saved lives. He was twenty-one. Just a kid. The nicest guy. Always ready with a silly joke and a friendly smile.

      Why would anyone shoot him?

      Suddenly, Justin turned his head. He opened his lips and closed them.

      “Don’t move,” said Tanya.

      His head lolled to the side and fell against her shoulder. His chest was heaving harder and his breath was getting raspier.

      Tanya held on to him, trying to calm her own heart down. A sob caught in her throat.

      Please don’t die on me.
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      A loud bark made Tanya look up.

      A whirl of brown fur was rushing across the parking lot, toward the ambulance.

      Max!

      She had been so engrossed with Justin, she had forgotten to check on her K9. Max had darted off to the back road where they’d heard the car engine, and was now returning to the scene.

      Justin lifted his head again and moaned. Tanya turned her attention back to him.

      “Stay still.”

      Justin blinked and swallowed hard.

      He needs water.

      She scanned the inside of the ambulance.

      Justin’s head wobbled as he struggled to keep it upright. Then, to her surprise, he reached out with a shaky hand and clutched her arm. He opened his mouth to speak.

      She leaned in closer.

      “What is it, Justin?”

      He squeezed her arm.

      “Mom, Mom… She….”

      It was a croaked whisper, mingled with gurgles from the blood pooling in his mouth.

      Tanya’s brow furrowed.

      Did he say mom?

      In her undercover role, she had made it her mission to learn as much as she possibly could about the people in the town.

      As far as she knew, Justin didn’t have a family. Everybody thought he had been an orphan in the foster care system all his childhood. He never wanted to talk about his past, so no one pressed him.

      Stacey and her husband, George, had adopted him unofficially into their family when he was only fourteen. He had even taken their last name, Richardson, and had become the son they’d never had. And soon after, he’d become the younger brother to everyone in the precinct.

      But Tanya had never heard him address Stacey or George as Mom and Dad. He used their first names, like everyone else did.

      She leaned closer and whispered. “Do you mean Stacey, hun?”

      “No…”

      “Who then, Justin?”

      Before he could answer, Jack popped his head through the open door.

      “Let’s get him out!” he hollered, bringing the stretcher toward the driver’s side.

      A door banged. Tanya looked up. Two figures emerged from the back of the precinct and started running over. One was a petite woman in a lab coat.

      Dr. Chen.

      Tanya breathed a sigh of relief.

      “The perp knew their target,” said Jack as they laid Justin on the stretcher. “This wasn’t an accident.”

      He placed Justin’s hands on his thighs so they wouldn’t dangle while they carried him.

      “Given the angle of the shot, I’d say he was looking directly at the shooter,” said Tanya.

      Justin’s chest heaved. He gurgled for a second before his head moved to the side. Then he fell still.

      “Justin!” cried Stacey, falling to her knees by the stretcher.

      Dr. Chen pushed her away.

      “I need him at the surgery. Now!”

      Tanya leaned over to bring the stretcher up, when Dr. Chen blocked her with her arm.

      “You want to spread that all over the place? You’re risking an infection.”

      Tanya stared at her blood-soaked hands and shirt. She had been so busy working on Justin, she hadn’t realized how much of his blood had got on her.

      The doctor waved her away.

      “Go wash yourself. I don’t have time for more patients. Not today.”

      She signaled to Jack and Stacey to pick up the stretcher. Carrying Justin between them, they followed the physician to the clinic located next to the police building.

      Tanya stayed by the ambulance, staring at their disappearing backs. She was still reeling from what had happened, and wanted nothing more than to know if Justin would be okay.

      Dr. Chen never talked to people. She barked orders and demanded everyone listen. She had transferred over from Crescent Bay to fill Black Rock’s empty medical examiner position, so Tanya was just getting to know her.

      Max, who had been sitting faithfully by her feet, whined. He barked once, as if to say, how come we’re not going with them?

      “The doctor’s right, bud,” said Tanya, wishing she could give him a treat. “I’ve got to clean up before I go to the clinic.”

      She surveyed the ambulance. The shooter had taken a clean shot through the driver’s side window, but they had been several yards away, or that bullet would have gone through Justin.

      Was it Stacey?

      Tanya’s brain buzzed.

      Stacey would never do something like this. Plus, Justin had become part of her family.

      Then again, most times it wasn’t strangers—it was your own family that wanted you dead.

      Tanya let out a heavy sigh.

      After witnessing her mother get killed and her brother snatched away to a torture camp, she’d had to fight to survive. Trust was a currency she no longer had.

      “Stacey looked devastated,” she said out aloud, looking down at her pup. “I can’t see her doing⁠—”

      She stopped as she spotted something on the ground in between Max’s paws. He got up and pushed it toward her with his nose.

      Tanya kneeled next to her pup.

      “What’s this, bud?”

      She reached into her belt and plucked out a pair of gloves. Pulling one over her right hand, she picked up the crumpled note.

      “Where did you find this? In the parking lot? On the road outside?”

      Max licked her face in reply. Tanya shook her head, wishing, not for the first time, that her dog could talk.

      Using her gloved hand, she unfolded the paper.

      There was only one line printed on the note. Tanya whispered the words as she read it.

      You’re not welcome back. You never deserved your family.
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      “She held a gun to her head and fired.”

      Jack spoke, shaking his head in disbelief.

      Tanya threw her hands in the air. “Justin’s fighting for his life and you’re sending me on an administrative job?”

      “Every time we get a nine-one-one call and a dead body, we have to investigate,” said Jack.

      “It was a suicide.”

      “It’s procedure.”

      “You need to hire more deputies, Chief Bold.” Tanya spoke in a sharper tone than she intended.

      “Lopez and Fox are still stuck at the training camp. Until that darned hurricane clears and the Orlando airport reopens, we’ll need to get by for another day or two.”

      Jack’s face was haggard, making him look years older than his thirty-five.

      “I know I hired you as a contractor, but you’ve proven yourself,” he said, his voice strained. “Whatever work you did in the past has given you a set of skills more valuable than any local cop. I can’t pay you more, but I’m asking for your help.”

      “I don’t need more money,” snapped Tanya. “I hate wasting time. I want to find out who shot Justin, not run off to a rich family’s private island to take statements about a suicide.”

      “Someone’s got to do the job, and you’re all I’ve got.”

      “What about that weird note Max found?” said Tanya. “I don’t think it’s a random piece of paper that floated over. Someone dropped it in the parking lot. It could have been the shooter.”

      “The note is with the state forensic lab. They’ll investigate and send us a report.”

      “They’ll investigate?”

      “You said it yourself. We need help. I wrangled two junior state troopers as well. They’re supposed to arrive tomorrow. Thank goodness Chief Baptiste owes me one, or we’d be in more trouble.”

      Jack leaned against his desk and crossed his arms.

      “There’s nothing we can do for Justin right now, Stone. Dr. Chen’s taking care of him. Let her do her job.”

      “Taking care are big words. The woman has no bedside manners.”

      “She’s the best physician around here. Sheriff Adams isn’t happy she left Crescent Bay, but boy, am I glad to have her,” said Jack. “If anyone can save him, it’s her.”

      He stepped up to the corkboard on his office wall and pulled out a coffee-stained, home-printed brochure. He handed it to her.

      “There’s a small ferry by the pier that gives folks lifts to the islands around the bay. The captain doesn’t have a usual route to Kensington Island, but if you ask nicely, he should take you.”

      Tanya raised a brow. “How does the family get around if they don’t have a regular ferry to the island?”

      Jack gave her a knowing look. “You’ll see when you get there.”

      “How long is this going to take?”

      “Fifteen minutes to get to the island on a good weather day like today. An hour to take statements from the family, and another fifteen to return, tops.”

      “Two hours of valuable time.”

      Jack raised his tired eyes at her.

      “Mayor Bailey is a friend of this family, and he’s already raising a ruckus. If we don’t take care of this now, he’ll be on our case. If that happens, trust me, we won’t get any work done.”

      “So, that’s why you’re pushing me.” Tanya glared at the chief. “If I hear that man’s name one more time today, I’ll⁠—”

      “Don’t even think of it.” Jack’s voice turned a notch harder. “He’s the reason I can afford to hire you. I’m not an independently elected county sheriff. I work for the mayor and the council, and that means you do as well, Stone. Please remember that.”

      Tanya sighed and flipped the brochure open.

      “The captain needs twenty-four hours’ notice to take your car,” said Jack. “I don’t think that boat can take more than a couple of vehicles to be honest, so I’d suggest leaving your Jeep at the pier’s parking lot. You can go aboard as a foot passenger.”

      “Won’t I need my car on the island?”

      “You can walk from one end of the island to the other in half an hour.” He glanced at his watch. “Might want to hurry. If you leave now, you’ll be back in no time to help with the investigation.”

      Before Tanya could respond, she felt a buzz in her cargo pants’ pocket.

      She had two phones.

      One number was public and registered to her name. She had shared this with the local police chief, his deputies, and anyone who needed it in Black Rock. No one knew of her second mobile. It was a burner cell issued by the FBI headquarters in Seattle.

      This secret phone was the one buzzing.

      “All right, Kensington Island, here I come,” said Tanya, before turning around to leave. “Come on, Max. We’ve got a job to do, bud.”

      She marched out of the precinct and into the parking lot with her dog at her heels. The buzz in her pocket stopped, but started again almost immediately. Whoever it was, they were insistent.

      Tanya’s heart beat a tick faster.

      Every number that called her burner cell showed up as restricted. So, she never knew if it was one of her colleagues from Seattle, her immediate boss, or even the FBI director, Susan Cross, who phoned from time to time about urgent matters.

      Tanya made sure she was inside her Jeep before she pulled the burner phone out.

      No one in Black Rock knew she was working undercover for the feds, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      She clicked the green button and took the call.
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      “Where the hell have you been, Agent Stone?” came a crusty male voice.

      Tanya closed her eyes for a second to summon enough patience for this call.

      “Good Morning, Ray.”

      The ultimate doppelgänger for Morgan Freeman, Ray Jackson was also the opposite in personality.

      He was an embittered old man who was tired of people, and didn’t hesitate to show it. Having lost his family to a serial killer several years ago, he had retired to a small ranch near Black Rock, where he raised goats and read science fiction novels.

      Though he had left the FBI a decade ago, the current director considered him a mentor. As Susan Cross’s business confidante, Tanya suspected, he was still on the bureau’s payroll, though he pretended he wasn’t.

      “I’m on my way to catch a ferry,” said Tanya. “I don’t have time to chat, Ray, unless this is urgent.”

      “Your boss has a job for you,” said Ray, who seemed in a worse mood than usual.

      Tanya’s heart ticked faster. “Director Cross?”

      “Yes, the big boss. She wants you to find your way into Grimwood Estate.”

      “Did you find something?”

      “We have our suspicions but no evidence. None we can take to the courts, anyway.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Your mission will be to get inside and siphon as much intelligence as you can. We need to know what they have inside those walls. Who lives there? What operations are they running, if any? Who has come in and out over the past month?”

      Tanya frowned.

      How am I supposed to do that?

      “Get the local police chief to send you on an errand,” said Ray, as if reading her mind. “Tell them you got complaints about their security guards mistreating delivery folk. Or you got privacy complaints about their surveillance equipment and you just want to ask a few questions. Use your imagination.”

      In the back seat, Max whined as if to say can we go for a ride now? Tanya merely stared ahead, her mind elsewhere.

      After she had cleaned up and changed her shirt, all she had wanted was to race into the clinic to see how Justin was doing. That was before Jack had cornered her and handed her an administrative task on Kensington Island. And now Ray Jackson had a mission for her.

      But this was harder to ignore.

      “Ray, one of my colleagues at the precinct got shot in the chest an hour ago.” Tanya spoke slowly, her mind whirling with images of the young paramedic’s head lying on her shoulder, his blood on her hands. “Right now, I need to find out who attacked him.”

      “Heard the news.” Ray sighed. “You’re getting too close to them. Didn’t I tell you not to get involved with the locals? These people can take care of themselves. Remember who you work for.”

      “This is my job.” Tanya clenched her jaws. “I can’t just go off, inquiring about noise complaints right now. If I go rogue, Jack will get suspicious. If he finds out my real identity, he’ll fire me. Then, what?”

      “Figure it out,” snapped Ray.

      “We have a brief window of time before the evidence disappears or gets wiped. I’ll wrangle my way into Grimwood as soon as I’m done here. Please don’t ask me to leave this case and let the shooter get away with it.”

      “I was a rookie undercover a long time ago, so I know what you’re going through.” Ray’s voice had softened. “But I can’t solve all your problems for you. That’s why you went to Quantico and got your badge, Padawan.”

      “But—”

      “I’m only a messenger. And I’ve done my job.”

      Before Tanya could reply, the phone clicked.

      Ray Jackson had hung up.

      With a resigned sigh, Tanya glanced down at the ferry brochure on her lap. As Jack had mentioned, there were no scheduled trips to Kensington Island.

      She opened a browser on her phone and punched in her destination.

      A black-and-white image of an expansive mansion stared back at her. She scanned the article, her eyes widening to learn this was the only photo of the manor. The public and journalists had been banned from the island for over five decades.

      Tanya put her phone away and turned the Jeep’s engine, her mind swirling like a gale. The strange note Max had found by the ambulance flashed to mind.

      You’re not welcome back. You never deserved your family.

      She put the car in gear and pulled out.

      “Was it meant for Justin?” she whispered to herself. “What does family mean?”

      In the backseat, Max heard her mutter to herself, and whined in reply. Tanya usually talked back to her pup, but that note whirled in her head, challenging her.

      Maybe Stacey had something to do with it. She is family, and she was the one who found him….

      Tanya turned onto the main road and headed toward the pier.

      Everyone considered the senior paramedic to be the nicest person in town, the good Samaritan who’d visit people in hospital, cooked meals for homebound seniors, and volunteered at every Christmas charity function during her time off.

      Stacey and George had taken in a lost teenage orphan from the street.

      Who does that? Good people. Stacey couldn’t have had anything to do with this….

      Tanya swallowed hard, recalling a lesson she’d learned during her combat days.

      Never assume. That’s what gets you killed.
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      “Over my dead body,” snapped the old man.

      “This is police business,” said Tanya.

      “Do I look like I care?”

      The ferry captain was sitting on an ancient oak barrel, tying a marine rope into a ball.

      His white hair poked out of a peaked cap that looked as old as he was. His wrinkled face was kind, but there was a stubbornness to it that said he didn’t tolerate people, especially strangers.

      Tanya sighed.

      Another crusty Ray Jackson type. Why do I keep attracting them?

      His ferry was more of a barge than a boat. It had enough space for two vehicles but no cover for foot passengers. Tanya wished she could jump in, but the captain didn’t look like he’d appreciate an unwanted passenger.

      “That island is cursed,” he said, not looking up from his task.

      “Cursed?” said Tanya. “How?”

      “Last time I stepped on that gawdforsaken island,” he said, his voice dry, “the man fired at me.”

      “The man?”

      “Mister Charles Kensington.”

      Holding on to the boat’s railing, Tanya planted one foot quietly on the barge.

      “You’re not a fan of the Kensington family, I gather?”

      “Can’t stand them.”

      She sized the captain up. An old salt. Likely a loner and probably widowed a long time ago. He preferred his routines. And here she was, an out-of-towner asking him to do something he didn’t want to.

      “Is everyone afraid of Charles Kensington?” said Tanya, her curiosity overcoming her, despite her mind roiling with worries of Justin.

      “Died three years ago or thereabouts,” said the ferry driver. “Lung cancer. Served him right too. He made his money from his tobacco empire. When you profit off other people’s suffering, it’s gonna come back to you one day.”

      He lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes.

      “What is it you young people say these days? Karma is a…?”

      “What about Mrs. Kensington?” said Tanya. “The one who died last night.”

      “That woman was a terror. The devil’s daughter herself.” The captain crossed himself. “Good riddance, I say. No way, am I going over to that infernal island.”

      Tanya kept her face straight. This was going to be harder than she’d thought.

      The screech of a seagull made her look up. The sky was clear, and the ocean was calm. It would have been a pleasant morning for a boat ride, if the day’s events hadn’t darkened her thoughts.

      Two hours. She clenched her jaws. That’s all I need to get this stupid job done.

      “Any idea why this woman would kill herself in front of her family?” said Tanya.

      “Rich people do funny things for funny reasons.” The captain shook his head. “Now, if you told me she massacred her entire family, I wouldn’t have blinked. But shoot herself in the head? Never thought I’d live to see the day.”

      Max, who had been investigating every nook and cranny of the quay, trotted over. He sneezed a hello at the captain and started sniffing the barge.

      The old man’s eyes lit up.

      “What a good-looking boy.”

      He reached over the railing and patted Max on the head. Max licked his hand. A slow smile cracked on the captain’s face.

      “What’s he trained for?”

      “Search and rescue,” said Tanya. “Lost people and cadavers, mostly.”

      “I had one like him, once. A yard dog. Not trained, but a good pup.”

      Tanya perked up. Maybe there was a way to convince him after all.

      “You had a German Shepherd?”

      “Alaskan Malamute. He was bigger than my little wife, but he was such a sweet pup. Gentle like a baby.”

      Max wagged his tail and licked the man’s hand, like he understood what he was saying.

      “Oooh, look at you.” The captain bent down and scratched Max’s ears.

      “We got him when he was a wee one. It broke my heart the day he passed.” The man lifted his wrinkled eyes at Tanya. “Told my wife I’d never get another, because no one can replace Major.”

      “That’s a good name for a⁠—”

      Before Tanya could stop him, Max jumped onto the barge, his tail swooshing back and forth. The ferry driver cackled as he hunched down to rub the dog’s back.

      “You’re a good doggo, aren’t you, my boy? I tell you, I’d trust you more than I’d ever trust a human.”

      Max whined in reply, his tongue lolling, happy to get this attention.

      “Sir?” Tanya called out. “Would you take me and my dog to the island, please?”

      She pulled out her wallet, plucked a hundred-dollar bill out, and waved it in the air. As soon as he saw the money, the old man’s smile turned into a scowl.

      “You think you can bribe me?” he scoffed.

      “Not a bribe. An… incentive…”

      Tanya quickly slipped the bill back in her pocket.

      Great. Now I’ve offended him.

      With a drawn-out groan, the captain got to his feet and turned around. He shuffled toward the open cockpit with Max trotting along with him, like he’d known the man all his life.

      Tanya frowned, wondering if she should call Max, when the ferry engine spluttered to life. It revved up, creating waves in the back.

      Tanya leaped onto the deck.

      Without a glance back to see if she had landed inside the boat, the driver pulled away from the pier. The waves of the Pacific Ocean lapped against the barge, tilting the boat from side to side.

      Tanya grabbed on to a wooden beam to balance herself.

      “Where are we heading?” she called out, but the barge’s engine drowned her voice.

      The boat gathered speed as it headed out to the open sea. With one hand on the railing, she stumbled onto the nearest wooden bench and plopped down.

      She watched the growing wake behind them, but her mind whirled with worries of Justin.

      She hadn’t heard any news, but Dr. Chen wasn’t one to take interruptions lightly, especially when she was in the middle of surgery. Tanya knew she had to wait until someone called.

      A pair of seagulls swooped over her head. She ducked and peered at the open sky. A small cloud was drifting across the sun, like a Pac-Man eating it, bite by bite.

      The two hours she’d planned were stretching to infinity now.

      She glanced at the bow. Max was inside the cockpit, seated on a wooden bench next to the captain. The captain’s weathered hands gripped the wheel of the small boat with the expertise of someone who had been doing this job for decades.

      Every few minutes, he took one hand off the wheel to pat Max on the head. Max wagged his tail in response.

      At least one of us is enjoying the ride.

      If there was one thing Tanya could depend on was her pup’s doggy instincts. If he trusted someone, she knew she could too. But she wondered if they were heading to her destination.

      Or someplace else.
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      Max barked up front.

      Tanya turned toward the bow and squinted.

      They were approaching a small island that stood alone in the wide open sea.

      The barge swayed from side to side as it chugged closer to the land mass. Holding on to the nearest beam, Tanya got to her feet to get a better look.

      They had left Black Rock ten minutes ago, but she could already make out the sprawling mansion on the islet.

      Kensington Manor.

      The house was a mirror image of what she had seen in that online article. It was like time had slowed down on the island. Or had stopped altogether.

      The house stood on a large verdant estate, enveloped by an overgrown rainforest. The evergreen trees looked like sentients protecting the building from outsiders, or hiding something inside they didn’t want anyone to see.

      A shiver went down Tanya’s back. Something about that house made her feel uneasy.

      The boat was edging toward a protected cove on the east side. Its emerald green waters glistened under the sun, belying the island’s family tragedy.

      Tanya stepped toward the bow, holding on to the railing.

      They were entering a tiny lake through an inlet that connected it to the ocean. On the far end of the cove was a waterfall that streamed from the woods above. Tall fir trees huddled around the lake, their tops swaying to the ocean breeze.

      Tanya stepped up to the cockpit and smiled at her pup, who thumped his tail on the bench. The driver kept his eyes ahead, peering over the wheel, focused on his job. Either that, or he was ignoring her.

      “Thank you, Captain,” said Tanya.

      He pointed at the lake. “See that pretty little waterfall over there?”

      Tanya nodded.

      “That’s a good spot to sit and ponder about life.” The captain shot her a side glance. “Some say there’s a nice loot of treasure buried by that fall.”

      “Okay,” said Tanya, trying to suppress an eye roll, but failing.

      “You’d do well to listen to an old man who knows what he’s talking about.”

      An old man who can spin a good yarn.

      “You told me you never come here,” she said.

      “Only when the entire family is out of town, which doesn’t happen often these days.” He paused. “You have to admit this is a pretty getaway.”

      “You told me the island is cursed.”

      “It is. But only when the family’s in the house.”

      “So, you’re saying the family is cursed, but the island is fine?”

      The captain scrunched his eyes, but kept his hands on the wheel as he navigated the boat through the inlet.

      “First time I came here was ages ago. The day my wife died.”

      Tanya blinked. She hadn’t expected that.

      “I didn’t know what to do with myself,” said the captain. “I almost…. I sat in my boat and listened to that waterfall, and decided she’d want me to keep going.”

      Everybody has a story, thought Tanya, feeling humbled. I just need to listen.

      She shifted her gaze to the waterfall at the far end and watched it roll over the edge of the precipice and splash into the lake. Even from where they were, she could see the ripples it created on the lake’s surface.

      It would have been an enchanting, sentimental place, if she hadn’t felt a sense of foreboding come over her.

      “I shouldn’t be bad-mouthing these folk,” said the captain, as he slowed the engine. “They’ve had more than their share of bad luck, themselves.”

      “Like what?” said Tanya, turning to him.

      “The granddaughter hung herself about two years or so ago. A wee slip of a girl. Only eighteen, I think. Terrible waste of a bright life. She worked for the Black Rock Adoption Agency. Nicest of the lot, and now she’s gone.”

      He shook his head and crossed himself.

      “One of Charles’ sons-in-laws died ’bout nine years back, from a car crash. He worked for the family firm and smoked like a chimney. Every time he took my ferry, he’d lit one up, even after I told him this is a no-smoking boat. Like I said, these people have no respect for the rest of us.”

      Tanya wrinkled her forehead.

      “Why did Charles Kensington shoot at you?”

      The ferry driver chuckled.

      “He hated intruders. All I was doing was helping Mrs. Kensington with her bags. Her husband came out with his hunting rifle, but missed. Maybe it was a warning shot. I dropped ’em bags and ran back to my boat. Never took off as fast in my life, I tell you. I never came here after that.”

      “Except to ponder about life by the waterfall when no one’s around.”

      “Aye. Don’t tell anyone.”

      “So, this is a very private family, huh?”

      The captain turned to Tanya, his wizened eyes boring into hers. “Will you take a word of advice from an old geezer?”

      Tanya raised her eyebrows.

      “You’re an outsider,” he said. “They won’t want you here. Just give me the word and I’ll turn around. I’ll take you back to the mainland. It’s safer there.”

      Tanya shook her head. “I work for the Black Rock police precinct. This is official business and they know I’m coming.”

      “You think you can flash your badge and ask smart questions? Even if you had one of ’em special FBI badges, they’ll kick you out before you open your mouth.”

      Tanya bit her tongue.

      He didn’t know it, but she had one of ’em special badges. It was tucked inside a high-security safe on Ray Jackson’s ranch.

      The driver turned his attention back to the front. They were heading toward a wooden wharf on the side of the lake. Docked to the pilings was a fifty-foot luxury yacht, a speedboat, a trio of bright-colored kayaks, and a cute sailboat.

      That’s how this family gets in and out, thought Tanya with a wry smile. A yacht, a speedboat, and a sailboat. Do they have a helipad on this island too?

      At the very end of the dock was a steep ramp for vehicles to disembark from the ferry. It joined a narrow pathway which cut across the grounds.

      This little lake must be deep, thought Tanya as they chugged past the yacht.

      The boat lurched forward as it hit a rubber buoy, and Tanya grabbed a pillar to steady herself. Sensing their arrival, Max jumped down from the bench and wagged his tail, like he couldn’t wait to get on land again.

      “Hang on, big boy,” said the ferry driver as he maneuvered the barge alongside the ramp. He picked up a rope and leaned over to wrap it around a mooring cleat on the dock.

      Max leaped onto the ramp and trotted off, his nose to the ground, like he was excited to explore this unfamiliar territory.

      “Appreciate the ride, Captain,” said Tanya. “I’m happy to pay⁠—”

      “Go do your job,” said the captain with a dismissive wave. “I’ll be back in an hour to pick you up. I’m not bringing body bags, you hear me? Stay safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      Tanya jumped out of the boat to follow Max, when her phone rang. She glanced at her cell phone’s screen.

      Dr. Chen.

      Her heart missed a beat.

      Please be okay, Justin.

      With her heart in her mouth, she clicked on the green button and put the cell to her ear.

      “Stone?” came Dr. Chen’s gruff voice from the other end.

      “How is⁠—”

      “Justin just passed.”
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      Tanya fell to her knees.

      No!

      She clutched her throat, feeling like she wanted to vomit.

      After a dry description of what had happened, Dr. Chen had hung up, without waiting for a reply. It was how the doctor made her calls, but this time, it had felt like a stab to Tanya’s gut.

      Justin can’t be dead.

      But the physician had been clear. The bullet had severed a large artery. Justin had died while still under anesthesia on the surgery table, and there had been nothing they could have done.

      A tingling sensation crept through Tanya’s body, like her limbs were turning numb.

      But that bullet went through muscle above his heart, didn’t it….? She shook her head. What do I know about human anatomy? I need to talk to Dr. Chen. I need to see Justin.

      Tanya turned around on her knees, toward the boat.

      “Hey!” she called out, waving. “Stop! Wait up!”

      But the barge was halfway down the lake, the diesel engine drowning out her voice.

      She pulled out the crumpled brochure from her pocket and scanned it for a phone number. She cursed under her breath.

      Of course, he has no phone.

      She got to her feet, feeling dizzy.

      I can’t believe Justin died.

      But a part of her had been expecting this news all along. Still feeling numb, she glanced around to take stock of her surroundings.

      Max was running along the gravel trail toward the big house, his nose down, like he had picked up a scent. She let out a heavy sigh as she realized there was nothing she could do about Justin.

      She was on the island now. All she had to do was take statements from the family and get on the ferry when it returned. Then, she could go back home to Black Rock, to Jack, to Stacey, to Dr. Chen.

      And to Justin.

      Max stepped off the walkway and cut through a clearing by the woods. Tanya squinted into the distance. He was in what appeared to be a small park next to the cove. He weaved in and out of the stone slabs that jutted out of the ground, like he was searching for something.

      Wait. That’s not a park.

      “Hey, Max!” she hollered.

      He stopped sniffing a tombstone and turned around.

      “Get out of there!”

      He ran back toward her, his tongue lolling.

      “What do you think you’re doing, stepping over a family cemetery?”

      Tanya stopped herself as she realized her anger had little to do with Max’s explorations, and everything to do with the news she’d just received.

      She kneeled as he trotted up to her. She pulled him in and buried her face in his fur, trying not to cry.

      “I’m sorry, bud⁠—”

      An earsplitting screech came from the woods.

      Max twirled around and barked. Tanya jumped to her feet, one hand on her holster.

      A petite woman burst out of the woods.

      She looked to be in her mid-forties and was wearing a gray checkered cardigan and black pants. With her thick glasses and her hair tied back, Tanya would have pegged her as a stereotypical librarian or professor.

      Max didn’t rush up to her, but remained in his spot, barking at the intruder who was heading their way.

      The woman scrambled down the wharf, panting hard, and gesturing in a frenzy.

      “Stop the ferry! Tell it to wait! Stop it!”

      She halted by Tanya.

      “This is an emergency! I have to get to town!”

      “The boat just left,” said Tanya, pointing at the inlet. “It should be back in an⁠—”

      “My son!” cried the woman, her face scrunching, like she was about to burst into tears. “My boy!”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He’s dead!”

      A chill went down Tanya’s spine.

      The woman whirled around and scrambled down the dock, shouting at the ferry that was now inside the inlet.

      Tanya stared at her, her mouth open.

      Black Rock was a small town. If there had been any other unusual deaths, she would have heard about it, but so far, she only knew of one shooting in the area.

      But she knew that wasn’t the only way people died, and people died all the time. This could be unrelated.

      Tanya scolded herself for letting her imagination run wild, but Justin’s dying words refused to leave her troubled mind.

      “Mom… Mom.”

      That’s what he had gurgled through his bleeding mouth.

      Tanya stared at the woman who had now jumped inside the speedboat.

      Is that Justin’s mother?
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      Tanya shook her head to clear it.

      Impossible. That’s too much of a coincidence⁠—

      A bark from Max made her turn.

      He was halfway up the pathway to the Kensington Manor. He seemed more interested with whatever was going on in the island than with the hysterical woman on the wharf.

      The woman was now rooting by the outboard motors. The engines roared to life, and soon, the speedboat careened across the lake, racing toward the inlet.

      Taking a deep breath in to settle her mind, Tanya followed her dog toward the manor. If that was really Justin’s mother, she’d have many more questions for this family.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket.

      She pulled her public mobile out and squinted at the screen. She clicked on the text app, thinking Jack had messaged her about Justin.

      Her heart jumped to her mouth.

      She stared at the text, a sinking feeling coming to her stomach.

      “Your brother is alive.”

      This was the fourth message she had received from ANON since she’d arrived in Black Rock. ANON, whoever it was, was always brief. They never replied to her messages or took her calls.

      Tanya gritted her teeth.

      Who the heck is ANON?

      Her finger hovered over the delete button.

      She knew she could send these anonymous threats to Ray Jackson and ask him to find out who this was. Though he denied it, Ray had access to FBI equipment and tech teams, resources she didn’t have as a rookie undercover agent.

      Up ahead on the trail, Max turned around and barked again.

      “Hang on, bud,” said Tanya, her voice breaking. “Give me a sec.”

      She wiped her eyes, wondering why anyone would torture her like this.

      Her brother was no longer alive. The same Russian militiamen who had executed her mother in cold blood had kidnapped, tortured, and killed him.

      Sharing this message with the FBI would mean she would have to tell them what she had done when she was eighteen years old. The day she found out what had happened to her brother, she had hunted his killers down and made them pay.

      None of them had survived.

      An eye for an eye.

      But that had been in another country, another era, another lifetime. It wasn’t a story she could share with the federal law enforcement bureau who now employed her. No one, except for her closest friends and found family, knew what she had done to avenge her brother’s death.

      But someone in Black Rock was aware of her past.

      Who are you, ANON? Why are you taunting me?

      Her hand shook as she clicked on the text. No, the FBI can never know about this. She forwarded the note to the only other person who could help her, before closing the app, and thrusting the phone into her pocket.

      Tanya blinked away her tears and looked up to see Max waiting for her. He wagged his tail as he saw her look.

      She plodded along the trail, following in her dog’s footsteps, her head spinning.

      Losing Justin felt like losing her brother all over again. A young, innocent man who had meant no harm to anyone, but had been viciously attacked.

      Her heart ached for Justin, and her blood boiled to think what he had gone through.

      Tanya took in a deep breath. She hadn’t been able to save either her brother or Justin, but she could fight for their justice.

      All of a sudden, every step she took toward the house felt heavier and heavier.

      The massive colonial manor that sprawled across the immense grounds seemed to be glowering at her. Large tree trunks towered over the gable roof, their scraggly branches covering the top windows, sealing some shut. It was like the forest was slowly claiming the mansion, hemming it in.

      Though the sun was out, the teeming foliage made the building feel darker. It was the kind of old house that would have hidden passageways and secret doors.

      A shiver went through Tanya.

      Is this Justin’s childhood home? Why didn’t he tell us?

      Maybe this suicide isn’t what it seems…

      Tanya and Max reached the front steps of the manor when the main doors banged open. A tall man stood by the threshold, scowling, like he hadn’t expected her.

      Tanya’s eyes went to the hefty tool he was carrying in his right hand. It was big enough to crack a human skull.

      What’s he doing with an ax?
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      “I’m here from the Black Rock police precinct.”

      Tanya wished she had a proper badge to flash at him, but something flickered on the man’s face.

      “The family’s in the living room, ma’am,” he said with a slight bow, to her surprise.

      He turned to Max who was standing by Tanya’s feet and gave him a small bow as well, as if the dog would understand.

      “And you are?” said Tanya.

      “Rafael.” He opened the door wider for her. “I’m the handyman. I’m also the butler, the gardener, the hunter⁠—”

      “Hunter?”

      “Venison.” He gestured with his chin at the forest by the house. “Every fall, I go out and catch a few deer, skin them, butcher them, and fill up the freezer. Lasts a few months.”

      He pointed at the front foyer with his ax.

      “Would you like to come in, ma’am?”

      Tanya glanced at the darkened corridor that seemed to go on forever inside this big house. The faint smell of a woodfire wafted over from somewhere within. A childhood lullaby her mother used to sing to her at bedtime sprang to mind.

      “Will you walk into my parlor?” said the spider to the fly. “’Tis the prettiest little parlor that ever you did spy.…”

      Funny, she thought, how kids’ fairy tales told the most gruesome stories.

      Keeping her hand on her holster, Tanya stepped inside the foyer with Max close to her heels.

      “Who are you?”

      Tanya spun around. A woman was stomping toward her through a side hallway.

      She was in her early or mid-sixties and was wearing a bright flowery skirt, unusual attire for a household member in mourning. Her strawberry blonde hair was pulled up into a neat bun. Her cheeks were rosy and the light makeup made her face look flawless.

      Tanya’s heart skipped a beat.

      Even before she got close, Tanya sensed the woman’s eyes piercing into her, sizing her up, judging her. But it was the golden sunflower necklace that stopped her. It glinted on the woman’s neck, even under the somber light.

      It looked a lot like the Ukrainian sunflower necklace she had received from her mother.

      “I said, who are you?” came the woman’s voice again, harsher this time.

      Tanya collected her thoughts and stepped forward with her hand out.

      “Tanya Stone from the Black Rock police precinct.”

      The woman didn’t take her hand. “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here on behalf of Chief Bold.”

      Until a few minutes ago, Tanya had been planning on taking a few statements and heading back to the mainland as quickly as possible. But now she realized there might be a connection between Justin’s death and the suicide in this family, she wanted to prolong her stay as much as they would allow.

      “What do you want?” said the woman again.

      “The dispatch got a nine-one-one call from this residence late last night,” said Tanya. “It was a hang-up. When dispatch called again, whoever was on the other line said it had been a mistake.”

      The woman frowned. Tanya wondered if she had known someone had called the emergency line from here.

      “If it was a mistake, why come?”

      Tanya stared into those icy blue eyes. While she looked a lot like her mother from afar, up close her eyes weren’t as gentle as her mother’s had been.

      “According to our regulations,” said Tanya. “we must investigate every emergency call we receive. Even the mistaken ones and the hang-ups.”

      Especially the hang-ups.

      “I would have come last night,” continued Tanya, “but we’re short staffed at the moment. Given it’s a suicide⁠—”

      The woman’s face turned dark. “Who told you that?”

      “Dr. Chen calls the police chief in case of a sudden and unnatural death.”

      Tanya thought she saw a jerky gesture from Rafael. The woman noticed it too. She spun around to him.

      “That will be all. Tell Mariposa to prepare a light lunch today. Thank you.”

      Rafael lumbered through the corridor toward the back of the house. When Tanya turned back to the woman, she noticed the pink flush creeping up her neck.

      “This is a gross invasion of privacy,” said the woman. “I told Dr. Chen this was a private matter. She’s our family physician. She has no business telling anyone about it.”

      Tanya spread her hands. “I’m sorry. But now we know, we can’t ignore what has happened.”

      “And how are you going to help?”

      Tanya ignored the sarcasm in her voice.

      “I’ve a job to do, but I can make it painless. I only need statements from those who were with the deceased during her last moments.”

      The woman’s neck flushed deeper.

      “That would be everyone.”

      Tanya still didn’t know who this woman was. She put her hand to her throat and touched her sunflower pendant. The woman squinted, then her eyes widened.

      “Ukrainian?”

      Tanya nodded, hoping she’d made a connection.

      The woman’s eyes traveled from Tanya’s boots to her face, as she sized her up with fresh eyes.

      Tanya cleared her throat. “Are you the head of the household?”

      To her surprise, the woman offered her hand.

      “Veronika. I’m the sister of the deceased.” She pushed an errant hair from her face. “She was fifteen years older than me. We came to this country together, alone. That was well before she married into the Kensington family. And now… she’s gone.”

      “My sincere condolences on your loss,” said Tanya, taking her hand.

      Veronika let out a heavy sigh.

      “Everyone’s upset. No one slept last night. It was my sister who kept us together. We were very fond of⁠—”

      An angry disembodied female voice cut through the corridor.

      “I hated her! I hate you more! Get out!”
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      Tanya spun around, trying to pinpoint the voice.

      “You deserve nothing! Nothing, you hear me!”

      She, whoever she was, sounded furious.

      It wasn’t what you would expect from a grieving family member. The pink flush that had crept up Veronika’s neck spread to her cheeks.

      “Who’s that?” said Tanya.

      “We’re all upset, as you can understand.”

      Tanya frowned.

      Veronika turned abruptly and stepped into a side corridor.

      “I’ll take you to the dining hall. That’s where she, er…, is.…”

      Tanya followed her out of the foyer.

      “I trust you didn’t move the body?”

      “I’ve been too busy trying to calm everyone down.” Veronika stepped briskly ahead of her, her face stubbornly turned away from Tanya. “We were waiting for Dr. Chen to clean her up so we could bury her.”

      Clean her up?

      There wasn’t much fondness for a dead sister in those words.

      Veronika walked at a rapid pace, her posture straight and her arms swinging.

      With Max closely following behind, Tanya trailed after the blonde woman through the long corridor. Her profile was so familiar that flashbacks of her mother swirled through her mind.

      Stop it, she scolded herself. Focus, girl, focus.

      The Kensington Manor was as formidable inside as it was outside. Mahogany dark furniture lurked in every room, enhancing the heavy and somber atmosphere of the house.

      They passed a narrow door made of stainless steel inset into the wall, with a panel of buttons on the right-hand side.

      An elevator.

      Tanya wondered what other modern amenities were built into this old-fashioned home.

      As they approached the end of the corridor, Veronika pulled an unusually large key from her skirt pocket. She thrust it into the keyhole of an ornate wooden door.

      Tanya’s eyes widened.

      This was no normal dining room. It was an opulent hall with wood-paneled walls, a high ceiling, and a massive chandelier, with sufficient space to entertain dozens and dozens of guests.

      She stepped inside, gaping at the luxury, but stopped in mid-stride.

      What had caught her attention wasn’t the antique furniture or the old hunting paintings on the wall. It was the silver-haired woman lying face down, crashed on a gold-rimmed plate at the head of the long dining table.

      Tanya unconsciously reached for her choker and gripped her sunflower pendant. The woman’s blood-soaked head, the gaping bullet hole in the side, and the stillness of her body, all reminded her of a similar scene she had witnessed when she was eighteen years old.

      Mother.

      Even with her jacket on, Tanya shivered. For one brief moment, she felt like she had traveled back to a time when she had felt lost and alone.

      She swallowed hard and pushed those dark memories to the back of her haunted mind.

      Max raised his head and cocked it, his brown eyes on her, as if to ask, Are you okay, Mom?

      “Hang tight, bud,” she whispered.

      Tanya swept the room with her eyes.

      Most of the chairs around the table had been pulled back or overturned. Glass shards were scattered on the floor at one end of the table, twinkling under the chandelier’s light. Round white balls that looked like pearls lay strewn on the red Persian rug.

      Someone had closed the doors and windows, and switched on the air conditioner at full blast. She wondered whose smart idea that had been. Her money was on Rafael, the handyman, whom she garnered as the practical type.

      She refocused her attention on the victim.

      The cool temperature wasn’t perfect for preserving a dead body, but it had helped. No rotting odor emanated from the corpse.

      Yet.

      Instead, Tanya caught the faint scent of expensive perfume in the air. But she knew that would change soon.

      It had been fifteen hours since the emergency call. If the phone call coincided with the death of this woman, rigor mortis would have set in. The body would be cold to the touch. Soon, decomposition would begin, and the cells would start eating themselves from the inside out.

      Tanya shivered again. This time, not because of the cool temperature.

      Crash!

      Max whirled around, barking. Tanya swiveled her head. It had sounded like a glass object had been flung against a wall.

      “I wish you were dead!”

      The disembodied woman’s screech had come from the room next to the dining hall.

      Tanya spun around to the connecting door which Max was sniffing with great interest. She yanked the door handle, but it was locked.

      “Who’s that?” she said, turning around to Veronika.

      Veronika’s face flushed, like the outburst embarrassed her.

      “M… Monica.” She gulped. “This has been hard on all of us.”

      “Is that one of your sisters?”

      Veronika’s eyes widened, as if the very thought of Monica being her sister horrified her.

      “I had only one sister.” She glanced at the dead body at the table and looked away. “Monica is my niece. Honoree’s oldest daughter. Her mother’s passing has overwhelmed her.”

      Monica sounds more angry than sad, thought Tanya.

      “I would like to interview each of your family members.”

      “Is that really necessary?” said Veronika. “We need to give them time to grieve.”

      Tanya noticed the nervous tick on the side of Veronika’s neck.

      “It’s procedure. I’ll be brief.”

      That was partly a lie.

      The image of Justin’s bloodied shoulder had been swirling through her mind ever since she had entered this big house. Tanya had no intention of leaving the island before she figured out the question burning in her belly.

      What connected a young ambulance driver to this upper-crust tobacco dynasty?

      “I met someone when I arrived at the wharf.” Tanya squinted, as if she was trying to recall the person. “A petite woman in her forties or so, with black glasses…. Now, what was her name again….”

      “Hazel.”

      “Right, Hazel. What’s her relation to your sister?”

      “She’s Honoree’s younger daughter.”

      “Does she live here?”

      “Her husband, Rupert, died in a car crash a long time ago. She’s been living with us ever since, so she could be close to the family.”

      “Does Hazel have a son?”

      “Stanley.”

      Tanya stared at Veronika.

      Stanley? Was that Justin’s birth name?

      “Stanley lives upstairs.” Veronika gestured vaguely at the ceiling. “He owns a few car dealerships in Seattle, Portland, and Vancouver. He sells BMWs, Audis, and that sort of thing to wealthy clients, and is always traveling.”

      That definitely isn’t Justin.

      “Does Stanley have a brother, by any chance?”

      Tanya thought she saw Veronika swallow quickly, but she wasn’t sure. Veronika blinked and looked away.

      She’s hiding something.

      “Do you know a Justin?” said Tanya, eyeing her. “A Justin Richardson?”

      Veronika clasped her hands over her mouth, like she hadn’t expected to hear the name.

      Tanya straightened up. “Tell me, was Justin a Kensington?”

      Veronika stood frozen in place. Her lips were trembling, but she had gone mute.
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      “Justin,” said Tanya, her eyes on the other woman, “died a half an hour ago from a gunshot wound.”

      Veronika staggered back with a cry and grabbed a chair to steady herself.

      “No!” she screamed.

      Startled, Max jumped up and barked, but sat back down by Tanya’s feet as he realized she wasn’t a threat.

      How odd, thought Tanya. Why didn’t Hazel share such a significant piece of news with the rest of her family?

      “When did Justin leave home?” she asked.

      Veronika put a hand on her chest like she was having trouble breathing.

      “I know he was part of this family,” said Tanya. “There’s no hiding it.”

      “He was thirteen. He left… I didn’t know he….”

      “Why did he leave?”

      “He didn’t… get along… Charles kicked him out.”

      “Charles Kensington?” Tanya raised her eyebrows. “His grandfather?”

      Veronika lifted her face and whispered, “Does Hazel know? Does she know Justin’s… that he’s…?”

      Tanya nodded.

      Veronika put a hand over her mouth like she was stifling a cry again.

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” said Tanya, though a part of her wondered how much this family truly cared for Justin when he was alive.

      “I lost a son… too,” said Veronika in a broken voice, her eyes turned down. “Losing your child… is the worst experience a mother can have.”

      Tanya let her shoulders drop. The woman looked and sounded genuinely grieved.

      “They told me it was a stillbirth… but I knew in my heart he was alive inside of me. He was breathing… but he stopped minutes after he was born.”

      She lifted her face, tears welling in her eyes, as if the memories were too hard to bear.

      “Poor Hazel. She must be devastated.”

      Tanya frowned. “Why didn’t she tell you what happened?”

      Veronika shook her head.

      “Losing Honoree has been such a horrible thing, but there’s no feeling like that—when the baby you nurtured, protected, and had so many dreams for… dies so suddenly. It was the saddest day of my life.”

      Tanya watched her, wondering why she had evaded her simple question.

      The ferry captain had been right. This family had more than their share of tragedies. Having all the money and power in the world hadn’t shielded them from common human struggles.

      Tanya sighed.

      Learning about Justin’s death seemed to have triggered difficult memories for Veronika. Her cool and aloof demeanor had changed completely, but now, Tanya wasn’t sure she’d get anything sensible from her in this state.

      She turned to Max. “Stay put, bud.”

      He lay down and rested his face on his paws, but his eyes followed her as she walked around the room.

      Tanya pulled her phone out and stepped toward the head of the table, making sure not to tread on any evidence. She leaned over to inspect the dead woman.

      The family matriarch is dead.

      Honoree Kensington was bent over in the most undignified position anyone could have at the dinner table. Her face was pallid, the deathly white of one who had bled heavily.

      Tanya tried not to grimace at the blood splattered all over the cutlery and white tablecloth. Not in front of a family member.

      Dr. Chen’s interns will have a heck of a time cleaning her up.

      She spotted the antique silver pistol on the table. It was several feet away from the dead woman. On the floor, next to her upturned chair, was the lone shell that had ejected from the gun.

      Tanya snapped photos quickly and discreetly.

      The victim’s mouth was wide open, as were her eyes. Her frozen features expressed shock, like she couldn’t believe she was about to die.

      Is this suicide or murder?

      Tanya leaned over and scrutinized the woman’s hands. What she really needed was a gunshot residue kit to confirm her suspicions.

      “Why didn’t Dr. Chen come?”

      Tanya looked up to see Veronika hunkering by the dining hall entrance, like she couldn’t wait to leave the scene.

      “Shouldn’t the doctor be here with you?”

      “The doctor’s hands are full at the moment,” said Tanya.

      Dealing with Justin’s death, the son your family cast out.

      Veronika wrung her hands. She glanced at her sister’s immobile body. “We can’t leave her like… like this all day. We need to bury her.”

      “I’m afraid an autopsy will be in order.”

      “No!”

      Tanya stared at her, surprised at the force of her reaction.

      “Don’t you realize what this family has gone through?” Tears rolled down Veronika’s cheek. “Can’t you see we’re in mourning? You’ll be elongating our pain for nothing. Let this family be. I beg of you.”

      Tanya felt a tinge of sympathy and guilt for encroaching on their grief, but she had a job to do.

      “I’m sorry for what happened. I truly am, but I’m afraid my recommendation will be for an autopsy given the inconsistencies.”

      “What inconsistencies?”

      Tanya pointed at the pistol on the table.

      “I would have expected to find that on the floor.”

      Veronika stopped wringing her hands. Her eyes swept toward the gun, and that pink flush crept up her neck again.

      She’s not telling me the whole truth.

      “Who touched the gun?” said Tanya.

      Silence.

      “Tell me exactly what happened here last night.”

      Veronika leaned against the wall, trembling, like she couldn’t get herself to speak.

      Tanya waited for an answer. The longer she remained in this house, the stronger was her feeling that not all was what it seemed.

      What are they hiding?

      “Everybody was s… screaming and crying.” Veronika sniffed and wiped her face. “I wasn’t paying attention. I… didn’t see the gun fall when… she crashed down…. It happened so fast. It was horrible.”

      She pressed her hand against her heart, as if trying to stop herself from hyperventilating.

      “Why would she do this? I never expected Honoree to…” She looked up at Tanya, her eyes pleading. “Bad things aren’t supposed to happen to good people, are they?”

      Good people?

      Tanya stopped herself from scoffing out loud. Everything about this family was peculiar and unlikable.

      Except for Justin. He was the nicest guy….

      She caught herself.

      How well can you know a friend with a secret past?
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      “Can you tell me who was at the dinner table last night?” said Tanya.

      “Everybody,” said Veronika, “except for the help.”

      Tanya noticed her hands were shaking again.

      “One… one minute we were sitting down to celebrate her seventieth b… birthday. She had been talking about it for weeks. The next minute, she… she… did the unthinkable.”

      Veronika shuddered.

      “Who organized the dinner party?” said Tanya.

      “Honoree, herself. She wanted to make sure everyone in the f… family would be here. Insisted on it, actually. Monica and her son, Peter, flew down from New York.”

      Veronika blinked and looked away.

      “Craig, Monica’s h… husband was held up in the city. On business.”

      Tanya watched her closely.

      That was a lie.

      “Hazel, Stanley, and the others reside here,” continued Veronika, oblivious to, or ignoring Tanya’s scrutiny. “This is a big house and we… have our separate lives, b… but last night, we were all here for the c… celebration dinner.”

      She was stammering and stuttering. Tanya knew that could be due to shock, but the way she averted her eyes made her wonder.

      She’s rattled. Is it her sister’s suicide or is it something else?

      Tanya’s first impression of Veronika was a woman anxious about what others thought of her and her household. This meant she wouldn’t air dirty laundry about her family.

      “To tell the truth,” Veronika was saying, “if they… they had known what she was going to do, no one… would have turned up.”

      “What happened just before she died?”

      “We had finished the last course. M… Mariposa and Rafael brought in the cake, but Honoree sent them back to the kitchen. That was… when we realized s… something wasn’t right.”

      Veronika turned to a painting on the wall, like she was trying her best to keep her eyes away from her dead sister. Or Tanya.

      “Then, my sister got up and…,” Veronika hugged herself, “shot herself to death.”

      “There was no warning? No previous indication she would do this?”

      Veronika covered her face.

      “It was horrible. We were terrified. Everyone’s on edge now. We’ve never had to deal with such a thing like this before.”

      Tanya raised a brow.

      Really?

      “I was under the impression you had a similar death in your family recently.”

      Veronika spun around and stared at her, her eyes wide.

      “A young woman,” said Tanya. “Two and a half years ago, or so.”

      Veronika gasped and took a step back like she had slapped her.

      “I only ask,” said Tanya, softening her voice, “because sometimes these incidents could be connected.”

      “She… she…,” Veronika spluttered. “Poor Lisa….”

      “What happened to Lisa?”

      “She started a new job at the… adoption… agency. She was having a hard time fitting in. It was her first job out of high school. We… tried to support her, but I guess… it was too much for her….”

      An eighteen-year-old doesn’t commit suicide because she was having a tough time on a job.

      “How did she die?” said Tanya.

      “She hung herself,” came a male voice from the doorway.

      A volley of angry barks echoed through the dining hall. Max was on his feet, facing the entrance, howling at the intruder.

      Tanya whirled around to grab his collar, but missed. Before she could stop him, he darted toward the open doors. A loud mechanical whir came from the hallway outside, like an electric bicycle was speeding down the corridor.

      Tanya dashed outside.

      Max was bounding after what looked like the fastest electric chair in the world. Tanya blinked once to make sure she was seeing correctly.

      “Max!” she roared. “Heel!”

      Her pup screeched to a stop and turned back, his tongue hanging.

      “Now!”

      With a disappointed glance at the wheelchair, Max lumbered over to her, his head down.

      “Peter!”

      Tanya turned to see a frazzled Veronika behind her.

      “Peter!” she called out. “It’s okay.”

      The mechanical whir came again from somewhere. Soon, a portly young man rolled out of a side room and into the corridor in an electric wheelchair. His cheeks had turned pink and sweat was rolling down his forehead.

      He pointed at Max, a livid scowl on his face.

      “Keep that damned mutt away from me!”

      Max glanced up at Tanya and whimpered.

      “Stay, bud.”

      She sized up the newcomer.

      Peter looked to be in his mid-twenties. Rolls of skin from his plump arms and legs folded over his chair, so that it took a second to make out the wheelchair from the front.

      The elevator. They built it for him.

      A closed laptop sat on his extended potbelly, and an extra-large Coke was squeezed into the cup holder on his armrest. Miraculously, neither had fallen off during that short and hasty chase.

      The man was wearing the thickest glasses she had ever seen. Behind those spectacles, Tanya noted intelligent eyes, but it was the smirk on his face and the smug glint in his eyes that told her he wasn’t just smart. There was something sinister about him.

      She felt it in her bones.

      Max feels it too.

      He growled as the wheelchair whirred toward them. Max stood by Tanya’s feet, hackles up, waiting for the command to jump on him.

      Tanya held on to his collar, but her gut tightened.

      The children’s poem she’d recalled when she’d stepped into the manor popped into her head again. There was a dangerous spider web woven around this family.

      She and Max had walked right into it.
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      “Lisa was my sister,” snarled the man in the wheelchair.

      “My condolences,” said Tanya.

      Peter grimaced as if those words pained him.

      “I don’t need your stupid fake sympathy. Nobody cared when she killed herself, and nobody cares now.”

      Tanya inhaled deeply to summon her patience.

      They were sitting in the lavish living room of the manor, the one next to the dining hall. A quick glance around showed the telltale marks on a side wall where Monica had smashed a glass vase. The broken pieces still lay on the rug. But Monica was nowhere to be seen.

      Veronika shifted uncomfortably on the couch next to the man in the wheelchair.

      Tanya turned her attention to him.

      Peter was wearing the biggest Rolex watch on his wrist, a gaudy hip-hop chain around his neck, and golden rings on every finger. This was someone who wanted the world to know he was rolling in dough.

      “Did you see anything amiss last night,” she asked, “anything that would help me understand what happened?”

      Peter’s lips curled into a scornful smile. “You mean an explanation for that old bat shooting herself in the head?”

      Tanya didn’t answer.

      “I thought she was going to kill us all. Do you know she only tolerated us? We tolerated her back. Actually, she hated us and we hated her right back.”

      Tanya raised an eyebrow.

      Keep talking.

      “She was a control freak. No one in her executive suite lasted a year. She went through board members like she went through underwear. She was a bloodthirsty, power-hungry, witch. Nasty business.”

      He slurped his Coke.

      Tanya cringed.

      She hardly knew the suicide victim, and the more she learned about Honoree Kensington, the less she liked her. Still, this man’s behavior felt disrespectful. Honoree had been his relative, after all.

      Or had she?

      “So, yeah,” said Peter, that smug smirk coming on his face again. “I didn’t think she’d do a hara-kiri on her birthday, right in front of us. But it was pretty cool to see.”

      Cool?

      “If I could have gotten to my phone in time, I would have had it all on video for you. Too bad, but it was dope.”

      Peter turned to Veronika as if to confirm his sentiments, but the older woman’s attention seemed elsewhere. She was staring at the scuff marks on the wall, but Tanya doubted she noticed the streaked mess on the wallpaper.

      Tanya turned back to Peter.

      “Did the deceased give any warning of her actions to come?”

      “You mean what that dingbat did before she pulled the trigger?”

      Tanya nodded.

      “She said whoever finds her last will and testament wins it all. Everyone else gets nothing. She called us fools. Idiots. Can you imagine?”

      Go on.

      Peter’s nostrils flared. “No one calls me an idiot!”

      “What did she mean by win it all?” said Tanya.

      He gestured around the living room with his Coke cup.

      “This hellhole to start with. A white elephant. Who would want a crumbling house on a remote island in the middle of nowhere?”

      Veronika smothered a cry. Peter shot her a condescending look.

      “Rafael keeps saying there’s buried treasure in the cove, but that’s an urban legend. Only village idiots would believe something so stupid.”

      He slurped his drink again.

      “Oh, and just before she offed herself, she said, ‘I wish you all a bloodied fight till the end.’”

      Tanya straightened up.

      Interesting.

      Peter turned to Veronika.

      “I told you we should have put her in an institution. Grandmother was mental. I swear she would have bankrupt the company if she had lived.”

      “The tobacco company,” said Tanya, sitting up. “Her shares are probably worth a lot.”

      Peter grimaced.

      “Who needs a dying industry in their portfolio? Might as well beat a dead cow. Stock prices have been dropping like a stone for decades. After this, they’ll sink to the bottom.”

      He turned to Veronika, put his fingers to his lips and puckered them.

      “And you can kiss your valuation goodbye.”

      Peter threw his head back and laughed. Tanya stared at him, lessons from her behavioral psychology classes at Quantico swirling through her head.

      This man’s a psychopath. Or, on his way to becoming one.

      Peter tapped his laptop. “I can make more cash in one day than that stupid company makes in a month.”

      “How do you do that?”

      He pursed his lips.

      “Please answer my question,” said Tanya.

      “You think I’m gonna share my secrets with you? It’s none of your damned business, that’s what.”

      He pushed a button on his wheelchair.

      Tanya leaned forward. “I’m here with the Black Rock police precinct⁠—”

      “Screw you.”

      Max growled, but remained in his spot.

      Peter whirred his chair around and lifted his free hand to give her the one-finger salute. Then, he sped out of the room and down the corridor.

      Max looked up at Tanya and whined, as if to ask, Can I go get him?

      “Stay, bud.”

      Tanya turned to Veronika.

      “What’s his relationship to Honoree?”

      “Her grandson. He’s Monica’s son.” She gave her an apologetic look. “He doesn’t have an excuse for being rude. He was born that way.”

      Like mother, like son?

      “Do they live on the island?” said Tanya.

      “New York. Monica’s husband is a hedge fund manager on Wall Street. They flew in for the birthday party.” Her mouth turned down. “To them, I guess we’re just village idiots.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me what your sister said before she shot herself?”

      Veronika opened her mouth and shut it a few times, like a goldfish struggling to breathe. Tanya remained quiet, waiting, watching.

      Sometimes silence is the best response.

      Veronika sighed.

      “Honoree said a lot of things. Hurtful things. I was so shocked, I wasn’t really paying attention. All I remember was her waving that gun around. I was scared for my life.”

      Veronika’s eyes filled with tears again, but Tanya noticed the stammering and spluttering had vanished.

      Had that all been an act?

      “If you really have to know, Honoree was mean,” she was saying. “I know it’s bad to speak evil of the dead, but she treated everyone horribly. Nobody liked her.”

      Veronika swallowed hard. “It got worse recently.”

      “How?” said Tanya.

      “Stanley thought it was Alzheimer’s. Monica said she had dementia and we should institutionalize her. All I know was Honoree got nastier and nastier. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had turned that gun on every one of us.”

      Tanya frowned. “You said earlier that she kept the family together. That you were all fond of her.”

      “It’s what you’re supposed to say when someone dies.” Veronika blinked rapidly. “To be honest, it feels like a dark cloud has lifted from this house. Now, at least, we can breathe.”

      “So, you’re glad she’s dead?”

      Veronika turned away, but not before Tanya missed her expression.

      Tanya stared at her. She hadn’t expected this woman, who resembled her own dead mother, to show such hate.

      “Help!”

      Max scrambled to his feet and barked. Tanya jumped out of her chair and spun around.

      It was a panicked female voice, with a slight accent.

      “Thief! There’s a thief in the house! Help!”
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      Tanya glanced around Honoree’s master bedroom.

      “What happened here?”

      It looked like a typhoon had whipped through it.

      A corner table had been overturned and the lock on a dresser had been smashed. Every drawer in this room had been pulled out, their contents flung on the carpet. The king-sized mattress had been turned upside down, and the sheets and pillows thrown on the floor.

      Max was by the side desk, sniffing the papers that had been strewn over the floor, his eyes and nose intensely focused.

      Tanya stepped up to the opened oak-paneled cabinet next to the armoire.

      Someone was looking for something.

      She leaned over to inspect the weapons. They were antique collectibles, ones you’d see in an auction with a price tag of a few thousand dollars, if she had to guess. They looked polished to a shine and well-maintained.

      Three hunting rifles stood in a row. Next to them was a smaller space for handguns. A shiny silver pistol took one spot, but the second spot was empty.

      Tanya’s mind went to the sidearm that lay on the bloodied tablecloth in the dining hall.

      The gun Honoree killed herself with. She got it from here.

      “He went to the firing range every Friday,” came a shaky voice from behind her.

      Tanya turned to the two women huddled by the doorway. Neither Veronika nor Mariposa had dared enter Honoree’s room. It was like an invisible barrier had sprung up by the threshold, which only she and Max had broken through.

      “Charles,” said Veronika. “This was his collection. He insisted on having this cabinet built into their bedroom.”

      Tanya nodded.

      “I was about to clean the room….” A shaky voice came from next to Veronika. “It wasn’t me.”

      Mariposa put her hands on her face, like she couldn’t bear to witness the mess. “Rafael was in the garden. He was there all morning. We didn’t come up here. I swear it.”

      Tanya turned to the housekeeper.

      Rafael wasn’t in the garden all morning.

      He had opened the front door for her. With an ax in his hands.

      “When was the last time anyone was in this room?” said Tanya.

      “Honoree locked herself in here all day, yesterday,” said Veronika. “She told us not to disturb her. She threatened to disinherit us if we did.”

      Tanya raised a brow.

      Veronika shrugged. “She said things like that all the time.”

      “When did she come out of her room?”

      “About five minutes after the dinner party had already started. She liked to be fashionably late.”

      Mariposa shook her head, her horrified eyes sweeping through the mess. “If Madame was still… alive… she would have killed me to find her room like this….”

      “You didn’t come up to clean the room at all?”

      “She told me I didn’t need to make her bed, yesterday. I was so busy getting ready for the party, I didn’t have time, anyway.” Mariposa spoke fast, like she wanted to let it all out. “Besides, she just fired the chef, so Rafael and I had to do all the work. Rafael was really upset when she called us in the kitchen that afternoon. It wasn’t like we had time for special requests.”

      Tanya frowned. “Why did she call?”

      “For a tumbler of whiskey.” Mariposa wiped her eyes. “She said she needed something stronger than the cold glass of carbonated water, which is what she drinks. I always leave a fresh bottle in there.”

      Tanya turned to look at the mini fridge in the corner. It was still running, but the door was wide open.

      “What time did she make that call?”

      “Just before dinner, around six thirty.”

      “Did you come inside the room?”

      “Of course not.” Mariposa shook her head. “I knocked and gave Madame her drink, and ran back down to finish dinner. I was running late, and I was so worried. But I got a peek when she opened the door. Everything looked normal. I swear.”

      Mariposa gulped.

      “I never went inside this morning, either, I promise. I knew Dr. Chen was coming for her, and I wasn’t about to touch anything. The only times I come up to this floor is to clean the rooms in the morning, and for the milk run at night.”

      “Milk run?”

      “I bring a tray of mugs for everyone before bedtime. Madame said milk helps them sleep better. She did it ever since the young ones came.”

      From the corner of her eyes, Tanya noticed Veronika jerk her head back ever so slightly. It was such an insignificant gesture, she would have missed it if she hadn’t been focused on Mariposa, who was standing next to her.

      Tanya had so many questions, but rushing this family wouldn’t help.

      She glanced around the room.

      “Whoever did this came in between six thirty yesterday afternoon and this morning.”

      Mariposa wiped her eyes and nodded.

      “Did you have a visitor last night?” said Tanya. “Or today?”

      “Everyone was already here for the party,” said Mariposa. “They arrived two days ago. Nobody came in after you today. The ferry hasn’t come back yet.”

      Tanya nodded, her mind buzzing.

      That means whoever trashed Honoree’s room is still in the house.
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      Giving the wreckage a wide berth, Tanya stepped toward the large bay windows in Honoree’s room.

      Thick vines covered half of them. The crust built up along the panes told her these windows hadn’t been opened for months, maybe years.

      Why didn’t Rafael remove the foliage growing around the house?

      She stepped to the small window at the end, the only one that looked like it could open. She pushed it out and bent over the pane to scan the estate grounds below.

      They were on the third floor of the mansion. A row of rosebushes lined the wall three stories below, and none of them looked crushed. If anyone had jumped down, it would have been a painful experience.

      Tanya’s eyes went toward the horizon. She had a sweeping vista of the ocean from up here.

      The town of Black Rock was visible across the bay. Tanya wondered what Jack was up to. Now that Justin had died, they had a full-on murder investigation on their hands.

      She retreated from the window and turned to the two women by the open doorway.

      “You’d have to be a professional ninja to jump and not break a leg. Whoever did this came up the stairs and went back down it. Any idea who that would be?”

      Veronika shook her head violently, like she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Mariposa stared at her, her plump cheeks red and her eyes lined with anxiety.

      Tanya put her gloves on and bent down to pick up the loose papers on the floor by the desk. They were sections of an annual report of the family’s tobacco company.

      By law, annual reports must be sent to shareholders and made available to the public, most of the time. So, this couldn’t have been what the intruder had been looking for.

      Tanya looked up at Veronika. “Did your sister keep any valuables in her bedroom? Other than the antique weapons.”

      Veronika jerked up. “Yes, yes, of course.”

      Tanya detected a slight uptick in her voice.

      Veronika broke through the invisible barrier by the threshold and entered the room. She scurried toward the large walk-in closet at the other end.

      Tanya and Max followed her inside. Mariposa scrambled behind them, sticking close to Tanya’s heels, like she didn’t want to be left alone in the dead woman’s bedroom.

      “Jewelry worth almost a million,” said Veronika. “Pieces from Tiffany’s and Mikimoto’s. Even a few from Chopard. They’re irreplaceable.”

      She pointed at the large gray safe in the corner of the closet. “She kept it all in there. No one was allowed to touch it.”

      Tanya stepped up to the safe and got on her haunches. Using her gloved fingers, she examined the combination lock, wondering how a simple suicide case had gone sideways so fast.

      Wait. It’s open.

      With her heart beating a tick faster, Tanya pulled at the safe’s door, feeling its weight in her hands. She stared at the darkened inside and let out a low whistle.

      Max trotted over and poked his nose under her arm.

      “Stay back, bud,” she whispered, nudging him aside. “I’ll need you, but not right now.”

      Tanya pulled the door open all the way.

      “Oh, my Lord!” came a shriek from behind her.

      She turned around to see Mariposa staring at the empty safe, her hand on her mouth, her eyes bulging.

      Tanya turned to Veronika. “Did you have access to this safe?”

      “She… she never allowed that.”

      “Who has the combination number?”

      Veronika placed a hand on her throat and swallowed. “I… I don’t know. She didn’t give it to me…that’s all I know.”

      Mariposa needed little motivation to break into a puddle of tears.

      “I swear it wasn’t me!” she wailed. “It wasn’t Rafael either. We’re not thieves. Please don’t jail us.”

      Tanya gestured for her to calm down.

      “Hey, no one’s going to do anything to anyone, okay? Right now, I’m only looking for evidence to what happened here.”

      Mariposa sniffed and nodded forlornly.

      Tanya turned back around to snap photos of the interior of the safe when something winked at her from a corner. She reached in and plucked a small and hard object from the back. She held it in the air and gasped.

      It was the largest diamond earring she had ever seen.

      She turned around, holding up the piece of jewelry.

      “Seems like our thief might have the other earring.”

      Both women stared at the diamond, but it was Veronika that caught her attention.

      “How could they do this now?” cried Veronika, raising her fists in the air. “How dare they? This is scandalous!”

      Tanya couldn’t help but wonder why she would react more dramatically to the disappearance of this jewelry than to her sister’s violent suicide.

      Is she having me on?

      Tanya’s gut was churning, signaling red flags everywhere.

      Don’t believe anyone in this house. Everyone’s lying.
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      Time to call Jack for backup.

      “We’ll have to dust the room for prints,” said Tanya. “Until we’re done, this room is cordoned off.”

      Veronika’s eyes widened. “But, but, you can’t…”

      “That’s not negotiable.” Tanya turned to Mariposa. “Tell me, what was it like to work for Honoree Kensington?”

      Mariposa shot a scared look from under her lashes at Veronika. To Tanya’s surprise, Veronika shrugged.

      “Tell her.”

      “We… we were all scared of Madame.” Mariposa’s face turned a slight pink, like she didn’t like speaking ill of her employer. “If she wasn’t happy with something, we’d be in big trouble. She fired so many people, I’ve lost track. I don’t know how Rafael and I have managed to stay these years. She was always threatening to deport us.”

      Tanya raised her brows.

      “Deport you?”

      “Back to Cuba. She… never let us forget she helped us with our immigration papers. If we could find another job, we would have, but we didn’t have a choice. We owed her….”

      Mariposa started crying softly.

      “Are you going to deport us?”

      Tanya softened her voice.

      “We’re investigating an alleged suicide and, now, what looks like major theft. All I want to find out is how this happened and why.”

      What she really wanted more than anything was to find out who murdered Justin. Her bones were telling her the answers lay in this massive mansion, somewhere between the matriarch’s suicide and the stolen jewelry.

      “We worked so hard for her,” Mariposa babbled, wiping her nose with a tissue. “Madame went through chefs and cleaners like she went through clothes. A new dress every week. A new gardener or cleaner every other week. One day she fired a server because she put the fish fork in the wrong place⁠—”

      A peculiar snort stopped her.

      Tanya turned her neck.

      “Max?”

      Max had been sniffing an antique armoire in the corner of the walk-in closet. He wiggled his head violently, like he was trying to shake something off the tip of his nose. He sneezed and glared at the armoire.

      Tanya stepped over to him, her brow furrowed.

      “You okay, bud?”

      Max backed away, like he detested whatever was inside the wardrobe.

      Tanya pointed at it. “Any idea what’s in there?”

      Neither woman answered, but Tanya thought she saw a flicker of worry go through Mariposa’s face.

      While the two women watched from the doorway, Tanya pulled the top drawer open. She reached in and felt a silky softness.

      “Scarves,” she muttered to herself. “And underwear.”

      Behind her, Max sneezed again.

      Tanya sniffed the air.

      A tobacco odor permeated the closet. It was so faint she hadn’t paid it much attention. Besides, she was in the bedroom of a tobacco empress, after all.

      She shut the top drawer and pulled open the second one.

      She froze.

      She pulled open the next drawer and the next.

      “Wow.”

      “What is it?” came Veronika’s shaky voice.

      Tanya turned and glanced at the housekeeper.

      “When you clean her room, do you come here to arrange her clothes?”

      Mariposa shook her head, but her face had turned a bright red.

      “Madame never allowed us to touch her things. My job was to dust the surfaces, vacuum the carpet, clean the bathroom, and get out of her hair. That’s all I did. I promise you on the name of Baby….”

      Tanya raised her hand to interrupt her. Mariposa was the kind of person who could wind herself up into a panic at a moment’s notice.

      She pulled her phone out and took pictures of the cardboard boxes that had been placed in neat rows inside the drawers. She clicked on the search engine and typed in the brand name on the labels.

      Cohiba Behika.

      Her eyebrows shot up.

      Each box sold for $18,000. If she counted all of them, there would be more than a half a million dollars sitting right here in Honoree’s chest of drawers.

      Cuban cigars were illegal in the United States. Rafael and Mariposa hailed from Cuba and worked for Honoree. It was easy to make the connection, but something didn’t add up.

      Tanya frowned.

      Why break into the safe to take the jewelry, but leave the more accessible cigars behind? A special diamond would be easy to smuggle but hard to unload, while a box of cigars would be easier to sell for a good price.

      If Rafael and Mariposa had anything to do with the disappearance of the jewelry, they would have hidden the cigars first, so they wouldn’t get implicated.

      Tanya turned to Mariposa.

      “Are you sure you don’t know what’s in here?”

      Mariposa sniffed. “We’re legal. We have our papers. We did nothing wrong. I swear on my mother’s grave.”

      Tanya reached into a drawer, pulled out a box, and held it up.

      “Have either of you seen this before?”

      Mariposa clutched the doorway, and for a second, Tanya worried she was going to faint. Next to her, Veronika stood frozen like a statue, but her hands were trembling.

      Tanya watched the two women, who stared back at her wordlessly.

      What are they not telling me?

      Max barked in warning, breaking the ominous silence.

      “Who the hell let you in?” shouted an angry male voice.

      Everyone whirled around.

      A twenty-something man in a beige linen suit stomped inside Honoree’s closet.

      Mariposa jumped with a frightened shriek to see him. Max barked his head off. Tanya grabbed his collar to hold him back.

      “Stanley!” cried Veronika.

      The man whipped around to her, his face red in fury. He towered over his aunt, his arms raised like he was about to hit her.

      “Are you sharing family secrets with the whole damned world now? Why don’t you invite the paparazzi and media next? Maybe put an advertisement in the paper, huh?”

      “Stanley Kensington?” called out Tanya.

      The man spun around and glared at her.

      Tanya glowered right back. She knew the type. A self-entitled son of a wealthy family who thought he could order everyone around.

      “Can you explain what you mean by family secrets?” said Tanya.

      Stanley’s eyes narrowed. “How dare you walk into our house like this?”

      Veronika spluttered. “Stanley, I was only trying to….”

      But the man’s fury was focused on Tanya.

      “This is none of your business. Who do you think you are? The FBI?”

      Tanya bit back a snark.

      Keep this up, and I may get the feds involved.

      “I’m from the Black Rock precinct.”

      His eyes blazed. “Get a warrant! Get out or I’ll throw you out!”

      Tanya kept her voice and gaze steady.

      “I have a few questions for you, Mr. Kensington.”

      With an angry hiss, Stanley sprang toward her, his fist raised in the air. Tanya was ready. She blocked his punch and ducked, then grabbed his shirt collar with both hands and slammed him against the closet wall.

      Max jumped into the foray, pulling on his pant leg.

      Stanley kicked and wiggled like mad, screaming at Tanya.

      Suddenly, all three came down with a thundering crash.
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      “You’re missing all the drama, Jack.”

      Tanya licked the cut on her lip with her tongue, then turned back to her phone.

      “Stanley’s hopping around like an orangutan on acid, threatening to sue me, but the rest of the family’s begging me not to arrest him. They’ve already called their family law firm.”

      On the other end of the line, she heard Jack slam his fist on his desk.

      Tanya had found a small bedroom on the third floor of the Kensington Manor to make the call. She glanced down at her dog sitting faithfully by her feet. Max thumped his tail and nudged her leg with his nose.

      She bent down and scratched his neck.

      Good boy. You did a real good job today.

      “They’re asking for leniency,” said Tanya. “The trauma from seeing his grandmother shoot herself has supposedly impacted his mental health.”

      “Mental health, my foot,” growled Jack. “He assaulted an officer of the law.”

      “Not technically,” said Tanya with a wry smile. “I’m a contractor.”

      Stanley Kensington had actually attacked an undercover federal officer, but that wasn’t a conversation she could have with the local police chief or this family right now.

      “I sent you there in the capacity of a deputy from my team,” said Jack. “I can’t have this town think they can get away with these things.”

      “If it makes you feel better,” said Tanya, “the man’s hurting far more than me. He’ll be sporting a couple of black eyes tomorrow. He won’t forget this day. Max almost tore his leg out. I think we’re even.”

      Hearing his name, Max wagged his tail.

      “I’d like to see that sleazebag in one of my cells,” hissed Jack.

      “They’re trying to protect their family’s reputation.” Tanya sighed. “I need these people to open up and talk to me. Hauling one of their precious sons off to jail won’t help.”

      She paused.

      “Besides, I negotiated a postmortem for letting Stanley go.”

      “You did what?”

      “They were going to block Honoree’s autopsy. I told Veronika if the family won’t fight the medical examination, I won’t charge their precious little boy.”

      “You can’t make deals like that.”

      “Already done.”

      Jack fell quiet on his end. Tanya swallowed hard.

      They remained silent for a few seconds. She knew he was trying to figure out how to best broach the topic, just like she was.

      “Dr. Chen called….” Tanya blinked. “Have you found anything?”

      “I’ve checked all security cameras within the vicinity of the parking lot.”

      Jack’s voice was heavy, like he was grappling with their loss as badly as she was.

      “I have cameras on the precinct, but none of them capture the city lot in the back. The mayor and council voted down my proposal for privacy reasons, a year ago. I’ve been pounding the pavement, but so far, no one saw or heard anything.”

      He sighed.

      “Justin never told us he was a Kensington, did he?”

      “Having met the family, I can understand why,” said Tanya, feeling her swollen lips. “A lovely bunch, they are. I would have changed my name too.”

      “On the good news front, I got through to the state PD,” said Jack. “We’ll get backup soon. Their lab’s looking at that note you found, and their forensics techs should come over to examine the heist. It might be a while for them to get over, though. There was a nasty multiple murder-suicide case in Seattle today.”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Secure the main bedroom and the dining hall while we wait for them to arrive.”

      “Already done.”

      “Stay on guard. Once forensics comes over, I’ll need you in town asap. We need to do more interviews.”

      “Roger that.” Tanya nodded, though he couldn’t see her.

      “I’ll have a chat with the family and the couple who takes care of the house, while I wait. The grandsons will give me a fight, but I think the others will open up if I speak with them privately.”

      “Watch out for that car salesman. I’ve had my eye on him for a while. I’ve never had anything solid to pin him down, but my cop gut says Stanley is as crooked as a fish hook.”

      “I think he tried to push me out because he’s hiding something,” said Tanya. “He could have been behind the jewelry theft. And those cigars could be his. Maybe it’s a sideline of his business, and his grandmother was storing them for him.”

      “I can understand why he reacted the way he did,” came Jack’s dry voice. “Cuban contraband could get you ten years in the slammer and a million dollar corporate fine. Not to speak of plummeting stock prices and a tarnished reputation.”

      “We need to find out if the housekeeper and handyman are part of this racket,” said Tanya. “Or if the family abused their power to force them to smuggle.”

      “I’ll put my money on the latter, but we need evidence we can take to court.”

      “Do we have any idea who called emergency last night?” said Tanya. “Whoever it was, wanted our help.”

      “I’ve listened to that nine-one-one recording a dozen times,” said Jack, “but all I can hear is panicked screaming in the background.”

      Tanya frowned. “What I don’t get is how they called dispatch from a landline. This is an island. They should only have satellite or cellular. Are you sure it came from here?”

      “If you have a few million to throw around like Charles Kensington had, you can get an underground cable from Black Rock to the island. That’s how they have a landline.”

      Tanya’s head cleared.

      “That makes sense⁠—”

      A knock made her turn around. The door creaked open, but Max didn’t bark. He merely cocked his head and stared at the newcomer.

      Mariposa was peeking through the door.

      “Ma’am? I think you need to see this.”

      “Gotta go, Jack,” said Tanya, hanging up. She turned to the housekeeper.

      “It’s Lisa,” whispered Mariposa, poking in her face some more.

      Tanya frowned.

      Lisa? Isn’t that the granddaughter who killed herself?

      “What about her?”

      “Someone trashed her room. Just like they did the master bedroom.”
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      Tanya clicked her tongue.

      “Come on, Max.”

      Max stopped sniffing the fire hydrant and got back in step with her. She and Jack were hurrying toward the Black Rock pier, with one goal in mind.

      Tanya had returned to town on the ferry as soon as the forensics team and Dr. Chen had arrived on the island.

      People’s memories faded and important clues got buried, which meant they had a short window to gather the relevant evidence on Justin’s shooting.

      “Stacey had to have noticed something,” she said, picking up her pace.

      “She was in shock,” said Jack. “She had a full-blown panic attack at the clinic after we took Justin in.”

      “You don’t suspect her?”

      Jack didn’t speak for a second.

      “I’ve known Stacey and George for years,” he said finally. “Justin was like a son to them. Stacey was happy Justin decided to join the paramedic team. She was proud of him.”

      He paused.

      “No. I can’t see her having any motivation to do something like this.”

      “I’m glad Justin found good people to take care of him,” said Tanya, “because I can tell you his birth family doesn’t care.”

      “I’ve given them a moratorium. No one can leave the island until we question every one of them.”

      “That’s not enforceable. They can challenge that.”

      “They already are. Their lawyers are hounding me, but I’m not taking their calls. I’ll let them sweat a bit. Meanwhile, we need to figure out who targeted Justin.”

      “Stacey’s a seasoned professional,” said Tanya. “A few well-prompted questions might jog her memory.”

      “We both scanned the parking lot before we entered,” said Jack, turning to her. “Did you see anything? Hear anything?”

      “I heard a car engine. So did Max. That’s why he took off like that. He was checking something out for us.”

      Jack glanced down at the K9 trotting in between them.

      “Too bad you can’t talk, big boy.”

      Max looked up and barked in reply, but neither Tanya nor Jack smiled.

      Jack sighed. “I need a real team. Glad I have you, at least, Stone.”

      Tanya didn’t reply.

      Her FBI burner phone felt like an albatross in her pocket. It was a reminder of her actual day job. She had been ignoring Ray Jackson’s request to get inside the Grimwood Estate, but all she could think of right now was Justin.

      She narrowed her eyes.

      When I find who killed him, they will pay.

      Jack and Tanya turned from Marine Drive onto Black Rock’s pier.

      The spot was crowded for a Tuesday afternoon.

      Located at the farthest point of the long pier was Stacey and George’s Dog House Pub, which gave it the illusion of being adrift on the ocean.

      Waves lapped against the quay’s wooden piles. Two paddleboarders floated by the quay.

      Families strolled along the wharf. Seagulls squawked above them, their laser eyes beaming down for scraps from someone’s fish and French fries takeout.

      It would have been a cheerful scene, if they hadn’t lost Justin, only thirty hours ago. Neither Jack nor Tanya had slept, and it showed.

      “This has to be the strangest case I’ve faced yet,” said Jack as they stepped around a tourist snapping photos of a seagull eating a fry.

      “A tobacco baroness’s suicide in front of her family. Two bedrooms ransacked. A dragon’s horde of jewelry missing. A wardrobe full of smuggled Cuban cigars. And the family’s black sheep shot to death in a parking lot.”

      He rubbed his tired brow.

      “I can’t make head or tail of this.”

      “Mariposa told me Honoree kept Lisa’s room like a shrine,” said Tanya. “But someone turned it upside down last night. Whoever it was probably searched Honoree’s room first, found nothing, then went to the dead granddaughter’s room next.”

      “I’d bet all my pension the missing jewelry is a diversion,” said Jack. “They were searching for something far more valuable.”

      “Honoree’s last will and testament.” Tanya nodded. “Either a few or all of them have taken the inheritance challenge she issued just before she killed herself.”

      They pushed their way through the crowd, the only two people on the quay in a hurry.

      The pub at the end looked quiet and dark. It was closed in memoriam of Justin.

      But Tanya knew Stacey and George were inside, cleaning up, fixing appliances, doing paperwork, whatever it took to get their minds off what had happened to their adopted son.

      The Dog House Pub had been standing at the end of the pier for fifty years now. Stacey’s grandmother had catered to passing sailors, train workers, and out-of-towners until it had burned down from a fire twenty years ago.

      The family had rebuilt the oceanfront establishment plank by plank. Stacey and her husband, George, ran the show now.

      It was a popular eatery. A place where folks could hang out after work, listen to the waves, and watch kayakers and paddleboarders along the shore.

      Jack and Tanya were halfway down the pier, when they heard the yell.

      “Whale! Look! A whale!”

      Tourists stampeded down the pier, phones, and cameras out, shoving each other to get a good look.

      “Take a picture!”

      “Do you see it?”

      “It’s on the other side!”

      “Where is it?”

      Tanya grabbed Max by the collar as the crowd scrambled from one side of the pier to the other, like a bunch of crazed paparazzi who had spotted a celebrity star.

      Jack shot a frustrated glance at a man who had almost bowled him over.

      “Whales don’t come this close to the shore,” he muttered. “Water’s too shallow and they know better than to get close to these stupid⁠—”

      That was when the Dog House Pub blew up.

      The explosion rocked the pier.

      Frightened screams rang through the air.
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      A fireball had engulfed the Dog House Pub.

      Tanya’s heart pounded.

      “Stacey!” she screamed.

      Max bounded toward the end of the quay, barking like mad. Tanya and Jack tore after him, ignoring the frightened shrieks from the crowd behind them.

      “George!” hollered Jack as they approached the burning pub. “Stacey! Where are you?”

      A second explosion rocked the building. Wood debris flew in all directions.

      Jack and Tanya slammed to the ground.

      Max kept barking on his feet. Tanya pounced on him, pressed his body to the ground, and wrapped her arms around his face.

      Her heart thudded hard, and the heat from the blaze beat on her head. Underneath her, Max wiggled, pointed his snout toward the west end of the burning building, and whined.

      Tanya turned.

      She noticed the silhouette simmering behind the flames by the side door.

      “Over there!” she cried. “Someone’s by the kitchen entrance!”

      Jack leaped to his feet.

      “Stacey!”

      The shadow was struggling to get out.

      Tanya scrambled up and yanked Max by the collar. She dragged him down the quay, ignoring his huffs as her hand dug into his neck, but she didn’t let go. Severe discomfort was better than being burned alive.

      “Stay here,” she said in a firm voice, as she pulled him over to a pillar. “Got it, bud?”

      Max plopped down on his haunches, but his entire body was trembling. He barked at her, as if he wanted to tell her something urgent.

      Tanya looked up to see the fire extinguisher strapped to the pillar above him. She ripped it out of its base and raced back to the pub.

      She got to the side door as Jack pulled Stacey out.

      “Roll!” he shouted, as he pulled her to the floor. “Roll, Stacey!”

      He slipped his jacket off and threw it over her, to kill the flame that was traveling down her pant leg. Tanya plucked the pin out of the extinguisher and aimed the nozzle at her.

      “Stacey! Shut your eyes!”

      She swept the foam up and down Stacey’s body until the canister was empty. She threw the extinguisher away and kneeled next to Stacey.

      “It’s okay, hun. Stay with me, you’re going to be okay. We’re getting you out of here.”

      “George,” whispered Stacey hoarsely. “Pebbles.”

      Stacey closed her eyes and dropped her head, like it hurt too much to speak.

      Sirens wailed from somewhere on Marine Drive, mixed in with the shocked and frightened cries of the onlookers.

      Tanya looked up to see a fire truck at the opposite end of the pier, its lights flashing. The fire team was hauling a heavy hose down the pier, and soon, the thundering sound of their boots beat on the wooden platform.

      “George! This way! George!”

      Tanya spun around to see Jack waving at a second shadow inside the pub’s blazing foyer. He was trying to pull George out, but the flames were battering him back.

      Tanya raced over and ripped off her jacket. Using it as a shield, she stepped toward them.

      The crackling fire and the creaking wood sounded like someone had set off firecrackers all around. The heat beat on her face.

      Suddenly, the hinges of the pub’s front door tore away, and a flaming piece of wood dropped at her feet. Tanya jumped back to avoid it.

      A panicked yell made her turn.

      She whirled around, her heart pumping a thousand miles a second. The pub’s heavy door had crashed down, breaking the weakened plank they’d been standing on.

      Where’s Jack?

      “Hey!”

      She saw the hand grabbing on to the edge of the pier.

      Jack was holding on, but the rest of his body dangled in the air. It was a long way down, even if it was into the water.

      Tanya dropped to her knees and seized his hand just as the piece of wood he’d been hanging onto crumbled into the sea.

      “Hold on!”

      She gripped his arm with both hands. Jack swung his free hand up and grabbed on to the mangled wharf. His face flinched as he felt the heat.

      Tanya felt a small and furry body bump into her.

      Max snatched Jack’s shirt with his powerful jaws. Using both him and Tanya as leverage, Jack thrust his body up and fell onto the quay. He lay in his stomach, catching his breath.

      “You okay?” shouted Tanya.

      “George!” said Jack, coughing a raw cough. “Get him out!”

      Tanya jumped to her feet and spun around. Jack stumbled behind her.

      “Help!” cried George, holding his arms out. “Help me!”

      Jack and Tanya jumped through the flames, propelled by pure adrenaline, and grabbed him. They hauled him out. All three crashed onto the pier while Max ran in circles around them, barking.

      “Back!” an unfamiliar voice hollered. “Get back!”

      Tanya whipped around to see two firefighters race over, extinguishers in their hands. The sting of the foam hit her eyes and she covered her face.

      She got on all fours, panting hard.

      “Oxygen!” shouted one firefighter. More footsteps pounded on the pier. A third firefighter was rushing over to George with a first aid kit.

      But George had gone immobile.

      Jack sat up and wiped his brow.

      “Stay with us,” he said, panting hard. “You can do it, George.”

      Tanya turned and glanced at the pub.

      The inferno had taken over the entire structure. An ominous black cloud swirled above them, and the acrid smell of smoke burned into her lungs.

      Stacey and George’s lifelong retirement dream was now a bombed-out wreck. Tanya wondered if the pub would burn itself into the ocean.

      Max was circling her, agitated, barking like he wanted to tell her something. She squinted through the blaze, her heart pounding.

      Is someone else inside?

      She spotted a movement.

      Tanya leaped to her feet.

      “Get back!” Jack pulled on her leg, but she shook him off.

      Tanya approached the remnants of the pub’s entrance when a ball of fur streaked through her legs.

      Pebbles.

      She whirled around to see if the cat was okay, when a bang came from above.

      The roof was crumbling down.

      “Tanya!” shouted Jack. “Get back!”

      The wooden beam hit the back of her head. She slammed face first to the ground.

      Then, the world went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Twenty-One


          

        

      

    

    
      Tanya’s eyes shifted to the window across the hospital waiting room.

      She didn’t recognize the reflection staring back at her. Her jacket was scorched, her face was streaked in soot, and a tornado had whirled through her hair. Jack, who was sitting next to her, clicking through his phone, hadn’t fared any better.

      She glanced down at Max, who was sleeping by her feet, having succumbed to exhaustion. She would have killed herself if he had got hurt.

      Tanya had convinced the medical team not to hospitalize her, but they were watching. They had already given her several warnings to not leave until they gave the green light.

      If she had a minor concussion as they suspected, she didn’t feel it. All she knew was she had a pounding headache, and the painkillers they’d given her had been of no help.

      She and Jack had been camped outside the hospital’s burn unit for several hours. They had been here for so long, she no longer smelled the strong antiseptic that seeped through every hospital corridor.

      People shuffled by them, giving them funny looks before turning away, as if they were embarrassed by what they saw.

      We look like we fought zombies.

      “Suicide?” said Jack, sitting up, his mobile to his ear. “Are you sure?”

      He put his phone on speaker mode and nudged Tanya with his elbow.

      “We found gunpowder residue on her right hand.” Dr. Chen’s voice crackled down the line. “The shot was at an angle commensurate with a self-inflicted wound. Cause of death was loss of blood from massive trauma to the brain.”

      The doctor’s voice sounded robotic and distant. Tanya squinted at Jack’s phone under the stark corridor light, trying to ignore the throbbing in her head.

      “My team will run a few rapid toxicology tests to make sure there’s nothing else in her. We have enough samples now, so I can release the body to the family shortly.”

      Jack let out a relieved sigh.

      “Thank you, Doctor.”

      “Brace yourself for a lawsuit. They’re not happy I went against their wishes on the autopsy.”

      With that, Dr. Chen hung up.

      Jack wiped the sweat from his brow and leaned back in his chair.

      “I’ll cross that hell if we get to it.”

      Speaking of hell, thought Tanya, as the memory of Stanley Kensington flying into a rage crossed her tired mind. He had railed at Veronika about her speaking with outsiders.

      She turned to Jack.

      “I don’t think they’ll complain. They don’t want any more exposure than they already have.” She paused. “That family is shrouded in secrets, secrets they don’t want anyone to find out.”

      “I’m willing to bet it was one of them who blew up the pub.” Jack rubbed his face and rolled his shoulders. “The only reason we didn’t have more casualties was because of that nonexistent animal. Whoever yelled ‘whale’ did us all a favor.”

      “Stacey saw something. This was an attempt to silence her.” Tanya’s face turned grim. “And to think she was on my suspect list. I thought she could have shot Justin. I can’t believe I⁠—”

      “That’s our job, Stone. You can’t beat yourself up about it. We sift through data and come to the most logical conclusion. Until then, everyone is open to questioning, even friends and colleagues.”

      Jack let out a weary sigh.

      “I’m glad we were there when the pub exploded. I don’t think the perp had bargained for two cops⁠—”

      “Chief Bold?”

      A woman in blue scrubs and a mask was walking down the corridor, a stethoscope around her neck.

      Jack got to his feet. “Dr. Dar.”

      The surgeon nodded. “Chief,” she said, and turned to Tanya. “Detective.”

      Tanya’s heart beat faster. “How are they doing?”

      Dr. Dar stared at her for a few seconds, like she was an alien. She turned from Jack to Tanya and back again, her eyes scrunched in concern.

      “You two look like you’re in need of a medical checkup,” said Dr. Dar. “Was it you who pulled them out of the fire?”

      “We’re fine, Doctor,” said Jack, a hint of impatience in his voice. “It’s Stacey and George we’re worried about.”

      The doctor sighed.

      “Stacey has first-degree burns on her arms. She’s otherwise healthy and fit, so my prognosis for her recovery is good.”

      “What about George?” said Tanya, feeling her throat going dry.

      The doctor looked down at her feet.

      Jack furrowed his brow. “He’s… he’s not….”

      “His injuries are more serious,” said the doctor. “We have cleaned and dressed his wounds, but he’ll need to remain under observation for now.”

      “Can we see him?” said Jack.

      “George is off limits until I say so.”

      “What about Stacey? Can we see her?”

      The physician turned around and gestured for them to follow her. Jack stepped forward when Tanya’s phone vibrated.

      “You go,” she said, digging into her cargo pants pockets. “I’ll join you.”

      With a shrug, Jack followed the doctor through the entrance to the burn unit.

      Tanya sucked in her breath and plucked her mobile out with trembling fingers. The events of the day were slowly overcoming her. She didn’t have the energy to deal with mean messages from that psycho ANON.

      Not now.

      All she wanted was to crash to the floor next to Max and fall asleep, right there in the open corridor.

      She checked the screen.

      Asha.

      Her heart skipped a beat. It always did when any of her found family members called, as she braced herself for a life-threatening crisis.

      She clicked to take the call.
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      “Tanya!”

      Two cheerful voices chimed in.

      Max woke up, and barked as he heard his favorite aunts over the phone.

      “Hey, Max!” cried Asha.

      “How’s our good boy doing?” cooed Katy.

      Tanya leaned into her cell. She didn’t have time for this. She needed to talk to Stacey and get back on the investigation.

      “Is everything okay at home?”

      “Of course,” came Katy’s bubbly voice. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “How are you doing, hun?” said Asha.

      Tanya sighed. That wasn’t a question she wanted to answer right now.

      If she told them what was really going on in Black Rock, they would fly over on the first red-eye to help her with her investigation. But the last thing she needed was to have her family under her feet.

      A nurse scurried by, shooting her a curious look. Tanya turned her face away.

      “Seriously? Are you mad we called?” Asha sounded injured. “This is a care call.”

      “Heard you got another nasty text from that ANON guy,” said Katy.

      “Yesterday morning.” Tanya sighed. “I already passed it to Win.”

      “Maybe they’re not wrong,” said Katy, speaking slowly.

      Tanya frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “Maybe your brother escaped the Russian camp after all, and is now looking for you.”

      Tanya took a sharp breath in. It was a possibility she never wanted to contemplate, because if it wasn’t true, her heart would break all over again.

      “Did you see him?” said Asha. “His… dead body?”

      Tanya choked back a sob. The images of Justin swirled with the images of her brother.

      “No.”

      “Then, maybe—” began Katy.

      “My brother would never play these sick games,” snapped Tanya, speaking in a harsher tone than she intended. “He’s dead, okay?”

      Asha and Katy went silent.

      “Whoever it is,” said Tanya, “they know what happened in Ukraine and wants to get back at me. We have to track the nut job. That’s all. When we do, I’ll take care of him or her. Got it?”

      “Win promised to dive into the texts as soon as she gets a break at work,” said Asha. “She works ninety hours a week for that tech company. Poor girl.”

      “Poor? They pay her like a queen,” said Katy. “But if anyone can get to the bottom of this, it’s her.”

      “Tell Win thanks,” said Tanya, rubbing her throbbing forehead, wishing she could end this call. She had work to do.

      Katy and Asha had fallen silent again.

      Tanya’s spidey senses tingled.

      These were her best friends. They were like younger sisters, her only family in the world.
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