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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

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

      You’re in the right place.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: 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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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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      A naked female body smashes against the rough ocean waves, fifty yards from the rocky shore…
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      FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone jumps in to retrieve the dead woman before the tide pulls the body into the ocean. But an eerie dread ripples through her as she approaches the floating corpse.

      The victim’s head is missing….

      A sinister cloud looms over this upscale seaside town.

      A twisted secret of deadly rituals is about to explode into the open. It will upend the perfect lives of the wealthy locals. They don’t know a serial killer with a chilling track record is hiding in plain sight, waiting for their next kill.

      With Max, her K9 partner, Tanya races against the clock to expose lies and double identities and catch the killer before they strike again.

      But will she become the killer’s next prey?
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      “You will kill tonight, my dear.”

      Her voice was soft, but I heard her.

      I turned and stared at the dagger. 

      The Star of Death.

      It lay innocently in her beautiful white-gloved hand, but I had seen that blade slash through human flesh and bone.

      My stomach lurched.

      The Queen, as she called herself, glided up to me across the marble floor. Her arctic-blue eyes bored into mine. But I couldn’t look away.

      The woman never walked. She floated with sinewy grace, her pose regal, her face stern. 

      She was clad in a stunning Victorian ballgown of crimson satin. Her ruby studded tiara glittered under the crystal chandeliers that dangled from the cathedral ceiling of the ballroom.

      She was one of the most mesmerizing people I’d met, but her sylphlike movements reminded me of a King cobra stalking its prey.

      My shoulders tightened. A bead of sweat trickled down my back. Only one thought swirled through my troubled mind. 

      Can I kill tonight?

      My blood pounded in my ears. I barely heard the murmurs around me.

      They were beautiful people, dressed in luxurious Rocco gowns and fancy tuxedos which harkened back to an era that no longer existed. Hollywood stars and starlets from LA. Venture capitalists and hedge fund managers from Silicon Valley. Celebrities and social media influencers from all over. They were drinking vintage red wine from crystal glasses, waiting for the ceremony to begin.

      The Queen was so close to me, I could smell her fragrance.

      She got it from an exclusive boutique on Manhattan’s Billionaire’s Row. I know because she took me there last summer in her private jet and told me I could have anything I wanted for my twentieth birthday. She hadn’t batted an eyelid when I pointed at the sapphire-studded eau de parfum from Switzerland that cost seven thousand dollars.

      She bought me that day.

      After that, there was no turning back.

      The Queen thrust the precious dagger toward my chest.

      The knife’s tip grazed the French lace of my bodice. One twist of her wrist, and she could slash my chest in half.

      Her lips quivered with anticipation, and her eyes blazed like luminous lasers that could incinerate me in one hot second.

      “Take it,” she whispered, her beautifully painted mouth curving into a coaxing smile.

      My throat went dry. I could feel the others’ eyes on me from all corners of the hall, staring, judging, mocking.

      I spotted the man in the black tuxedo and top hat by the fireplace, a condescending sneer on his face. It was like he couldn’t wait to see me fail.

      I was sure his snooty girlfriend was fluttering nearby, swishing around in her golden gown, boring everyone with a recounting of the last yachting trip she made to the Bahamas.

      Or wherever.

      A warm flush crept up my neck.

      I hate them.

      With trembling fingers, I touched the carved hilt of the dagger. The handle felt cold against my skin. Like death itself.

      I pulled back.

      “I chose you because you’re special.” The Queen’s face was inches from mine, her perfume intoxicating my senses. “Because you’re the only one in this room who can do this.”

      My head spun.

      “I want to…,” I whispered, “but I’m not ready.”

      Every fiber in my body screamed at me to walk away.

      But I couldn’t.

      “This will be yours tonight,” she said.

      I glanced down at her hand. On her other gloved palm was a dazzling diamond bracelet, the red vial pendant glowing, beckoning me to pick it up.

      That wasn’t a ruby.

      “Do you really want them to win?” she hissed in my ear.

      I glanced over her shoulder. The top-hatted man’s arrogant smirk had widened. He had seen me hesitate.

      Something dark stirred inside of me. I could feel the slow boil of my blood swelling inside my veins. My heart quickened.

      No. I can’t let them have the last say.

      I curled my fingers around the dagger. Its power surged up my arm like a lightning strike. I could have sworn the knife was alive.

      “Good girl,” she whispered.

      I stared at the ominous red stains on the blade. That wasn’t rust.

      “I never wash after my kills,” said the Queen.

      With those last words, she swirled around and stepped away from me, sweeping the marble floor with her majestic ballgown.

      She headed toward the man in the top hat to tell him the news. His smirk vanished. This time, I smiled.

      Today is the day I take my power back.

      “Wine?”

      I turned to see a server in a crisp black shirt and pants next to my elbow, a silver tray in her hand. That used to be my job, once. Not anymore.

      I picked up a glass and brought the crystal close to my lips, smelling the human blood mixed in with the Château Margot.

      A shiver ran up my spine.

      Each glass got only a few drops, as per tradition, but the scent lingered. Maybe it was my imagination, but I savored every drop.

      The Queen is right. I’ll show them who I really am.

      The trumpet call from the corner of the hall startled everyone. The room hushed to an expectant silence, and all eyes turned on me.

      The Queen had taken a seat in her plush velvet throne. Next to her, a golden-haired harpist played a haunting song that would have made me cry any other day.

      Not today.

      I straightened my shoulders and lifted my head high.

      My heart pounded inside my chest. My hands were wet with sweat, but I clutched the dagger even tighter.

      I rotated and gazed at the stage set across from the Queen’s dais. It was decorated with elaborate lights and exotic flowers, fit for a lavish wedding. A shrouded object took center stage, draped in a white cloth.

      My throat constricted. The air felt heavy, like a thick fog had rolled in from the ocean and settled inside the ballroom.

      A young man in a crisp footman’s uniform hastened up to the platform and pulled away the cloth with a flourish.

      Shocked gasps escaped the onlookers at the sight of the naked girl tied to the cross. Even if you had seen this scene a hundred times, it was always unexpected.

      The air in the room had become warmer, and the tension thicker.

      The girl on the cross raised her head. Her face contorted in horror as she realized the ceremony was about to begin.

      I walked toward the podium, the dagger in my hand steeling my heart.

      I could feel the eyes of the man in the top hat and his nasty girlfriend on my back. I could almost hear them snicker as they wondered if I was strong enough. I clenched my jaw.

      I’ll show you.

      The girl on the cross struggled as I approached the podium, but she looked broken, like the life had already drained from her. The bloodletting rite had begun at noon. It was her blood we were drinking.

      I was ten feet from the platform now. Behind me, a low chant rose from the crowd, melding with the harp’s melodic harmony.

      I climbed the steps carefully, one by one, onto the stage. I couldn’t trip and fall. Not in front of them.

      The singing got louder, echoing through the hall.

      The girl on the cross cried out. They hadn’t drugged her enough, but that was inconsequential now. I walked over to her, my head spinning.

      Must be the wine.

      I stood for a moment and observed the terrified young woman. She was about my age. Her skin looked baby soft and white as snow under the sparkling chandeliers. Her features were sharp, but pretty. A lot like mine. We could have been twins.

      I raised the dagger in the air.

      My hand trembled.

      The chanting got louder.

      I swept the knife down.

      A bone-chilling scream cut through the hall, shredding my nerves.

      The dagger fell from my hand. I crumpled to the floor.

      And the world went black.
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      “Someone’s following us.”

      FBI Agent Tanya Stone glanced at her rearview mirror again.

      They were on a quiet road that hugged the shoreline, on their way to a small seaside town she hadn’t even known existed until this day.

      “A white sedan with tinted windows. It’s been weaving in and out behind us for five miles now.”

      She pressed on the Jeep’s gas pedal.

      In the passenger seat next to her, Deputy Shawn Fox had been fidgeting nervously ever since they started this trip. He twisted around and glanced at the rear window.

      “Down, boy,” he said to the massive German Shepherd sitting on his haunches in the back. “Move over so I can see, would you, Max?”

      With a grunt, Max laid his head down on the seat.

      “It’s probably a family heading to Crescent Bay for the weekend,” said Fox, turning back around. “There’s only one road into town. If the weather was nicer, we’d hit a lot more traffic.”

      Tanya checked her rearview mirror again.

      “Something tells me that isn’t a family on vacation. They slowed down when I slowed, and they sped up when I sped up. I swear they’re tailing us.”

      “Sometimes you talk so paranoid, it’s like we’re in a war zone or something.” Fox clasped and unclasped his hands, his mind on more personal concerns. “Why would anyone follow us, anyway? We’re not here on official business.”

      Tanya didn’t respond.

      As far as her fellow passenger knew, she was a contractor for the Black Rock police precinct—just another colleague at the office. What Deputy Fox didn’t know was she was also an undercover federal agent sent to scope out a bloodthirsty crime ring on the West Coast.

      Law-abiding citizens had been targeted. Normal people had gone missing. Bodies had washed up along the seashore.

      Since the incidents had occurred across years and in disparate counties, and the local police departments were severely under-resourced, no one had connected the dots. That was, until a keen-eyed analyst in the federal bureau realized something was amiss.

      Whoever the culprits were, they were getting away with multiple murders. And they knew Tanya had come to hunt them down.

      The FBI headquarters in Seattle paid Tanya’s salary. They had also trained Max in the K9 program. But as far as Fox and anyone else in Black Rock knew, she was just a war vet, happy to have a quiet civilian job with this small town’s police force.

      The flash of the white vehicle came from her mirror again. Tanya’s stomach tightened. If there was one thing she had learned during her combat days in Ukraine, it was to trust her instincts.

      Something isn’t right.

      She took stock.

      To her left were the steel tracks made for the commercial coal trains that came down from Seattle. The dark blue Pacific Ocean lay beyond the tracks.

      The sea wasn’t in a good mood that day.

      Angry swells crashed against the rocky shoreline, spraying a fine mist in the air as they slammed on barnacle-encrusted black boulders. The clouds loomed low and gray, as if they disapproved of the stormy seas below.

      A handful of brave souls were scattered along the wet beach, snapping photos of the high waves.

      “Storm watchers,” muttered Fox, shaking his head. “Then they complain about tax hikes. It’s because we have to save idiots like these all the time. None of them look like they can swim.”

      Tanya glanced at her rearview mirror again, then at her passenger. “No one knows we’re coming here, right?”

      Fox shot her a confused look. “This is a personal trip. I told you we have to keep this private.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ve kept my mouth shut, but I was wondering if⁠—”

      “You better have.”

      What gratitude.

      Tanya tried not to snap back.

      “Look, I’m doing this to help you. I only agreed to come to stop you from pestering me, Fox. The least you could⁠—”

      “I wasn’t pestering you….”

      Fox’s voice halted and his shoulders dropped, as if he was reminded why he was on this lonely road with a colleague he didn’t know very well.

      “I’m sorry,” he said in a defeated voice. “There was literally no one else I could ask. Especially someone with skills like yours and Max’s. I need your help.”

      Tanya didn’t reply or take her eyes off the road. She was more worried about the strange car behind them than her colleague’s ungracious attitude.

      How do I lose this tail?

      She glanced up as they passed a road sign.

      Welcome to Crescent Bay. Population 10,000. Enjoy the breathtaking views of our coastal city.

      “I thought this town was closed off,” said Fox. “Didn’t expect them to be advertising their views.”

      “It’s a small town, and that’s good news,” said Tanya. “It shouldn’t be too hard to find your sister, if she’s here.”

      Fox let out a heavy sigh. His shoulders drooped some more. “Sure hope she’s okay⁠—”

      “There!” Tanya sat up and grabbed the steering wheel with both hands. “The car’s back again. Right behind us.”

      The powerful blast of a train’s horn made her jump.

      She snapped her head back. A coal train was heading north, its engine chugging slowly, looking like an orange monster lumbering along the shore.

      She glanced up at her rearview mirror. The car behind them had slowed down, like it didn’t want to be seen.

      Her heart beat a tick faster. An idea was forming in her head.

      They had just passed the storm watchers on the beach. The train was getting closer, but it was still several thousand yards away.

      Tanya jumped on the gas.

      They hurtled forward.

      Fox clutched his seat. “Hey! What are you doing?”

      The Jeep’s engine roared, and its tires squealed on the asphalt.

      Tanya glanced behind her one more time. She had a one-minute window before the train passed its braking distance.

      “Hold on!” she shouted.
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      Tanya yanked the steering wheel to the left and gunned toward the tracks.

      Fox shrieked. “No!”

      The train blasted its horn.

      The Jeep bucked like an enraged horse across the tracks, its engine screeching.

      The train let out another angry blast.

      Tanya gripped her steering wheel and put all her weight on the accelerator. The Jeep cleared the tracks and took air. Fox screamed and Max whined, but she kept her eyes dead straight ahead.

      The Jeep landed on the beach with a thunderous crash, its suspension bouncing up and down.

      Tanya heard a furious yell behind her, but her focus was on the enormous boulder in front of them. She turned a hard right and slammed on the brakes, coming to a halt ten feet from the ocean waves.

      Behind them, the infuriated train engineer leaned into the horn again, its deafening blast slicing through the cold morning air. Tanya’s heart was pounding too hard to hear the irate cussing coming from the locomotive.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Fox turned to her, his face pale and his hands shaking. Beads of sweat covered his brow. “You nearly killed us.”

      A gigantic wave rolled in and slammed against the nearby rock, spraying a salty mist all over the Jeep.

      Tanya didn’t have time to explain.

      She put the gear in reverse, took her foot off the brake, and tapped the gas pedal. The longer the Jeep stood on the sand, the deeper it would sink in. They couldn’t hang out here.

      Thankful her vehicle was built for rough terrain, she turned it sideways and pushed it forward, parallel to the shore.

      Keep driving. Let’s see if that car will follow us now.

      The train thundered beside them, wagon after wagon, like an angry dragon.

      Fox wiped his forehead with trembling hands.

      “You’re completely nuts. You know that? I have a wife and a kid. I can’t risk my life. We came here to find Eva, not play crazy off-road games.”

      “Relax. This is a shortcut.”

      “Through the beach? While a storm’s heading this way? Are you completely insane?”

      “Keep your shirt on. I was trying to⁠—”

      “Help!”

      The panicked cry came from behind them. Max got to his feet and started barking at the back window.

      “What in heaven’s name was that?” said Fox, sitting up.

      Tanya stopped the Jeep and swiveled around. The storm watchers on the beach were jumping up and down like they had spotted a whale.

      “Hey!”

      “Someone help!”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What are they shouting about?”

      “A bunch of crazies.” Fox shook his head. “Can we please get back on the road and drive like normal people? I’m regretting asking you to come with me.”

      The last of the train wagons passed. The engineer up front blasted the horn furiously one more time, as if to make a point.

      Tanya peeked through the side window to see what happened to the car that had been following them.

      She froze.

      Parked behind the train tracks right above them was an unmarked Crown Victoria, its red and blue lights flashing. Even from where she was, Tanya could see the officer inside glaring at them.

      Fox slumped in his seat and let out an angry sigh.

      “What are you going to tell our chief now, huh? When we get arrested for reckless driving?”

      The panicked voices behind them grew louder. The storm watchers were rushing toward them. No, they had seen the squad car by the tracks.

      “Help!”

      “Somebody do something!”

      “Call nine-one-one!”
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      A woman darted over and thumped her fist on the back of the Jeep.

      “Hey! There’s a girl in the sea! She’s drowning!”

      Tanya opened her door and leaped out, barely noticing Max jumping out after her.

      Fox stumbled out of the vehicle.

      “Oh, my God. Eva! Maybe it’s Eva!”

      The sound of a car door banging came from above. From the corner of her eyes, Tanya spotted a slightly overweight man in a brown sheriff’s deputy uniform scramble across the tracks.

      She didn’t wait.

      She raced over to where the storm watchers had been standing before, with Max and Fox at her heels. The small crowd followed, their hands on their heads, their faces pale in horror.

      Though neither Tanya nor Fox were in their uniforms or carried their badges, the crowd seemed relieved to see them rush into action. One man pointed a shaky finger to a rocky outcrop thirty yards from the shoreline.

      “We saw someone over there. It was a girl, I think.”

      Tanya could hear the huffing and puffing of the deputy trying to catch up with them.

      “There she is!” cried a woman, jumping up and down, arms flailing. “Do something!”

      “The tide’s gonna take her away!” yelled another.

      Tanya squinted into the distance and spotted the outline of a human bobbing up and down on the rough ocean waves. Fox stared at it, as if paralyzed in fear.

      “Eva? Is it Eva?”

      “Hang on,” said Tanya. “I’ll get her.”

      She ripped off her jacket and kicked off her boots. Without thinking, she darted into the cold ocean and dove in, head first.

      The freezing water hit her like a sledgehammer, but she kicked her legs and propelled herself forward. When she turned to take a breath, she spotted a furry brown head paddling a few feet behind her.

      Her heart jumped to her mouth.

      She wanted to scream at Max to get back to the shore, but she’d only swallow salt water and drown if she panicked now.

      Her pup was young and strong, but he didn’t weigh much more than a teenage girl. He also wasn’t the best swimmer in doggy school. But he had a heart of gold and didn’t hesitate to jump in when someone called for help.

      Tanya turned her head and swallowed a lungful of air.

      “Max, get back!” she yelled, though she wasn’t sure he could hear her.

      He kept paddling, trying to match her speed.

      If anything happens to him….

      With one eye on her dog, and another on the human blob floating among the waves, Tanya pushed through, trying to focus on her task.

      Kick. Reach. Pull back. Turn. Breathe.

      Kick. Reach. Pull back….

      Her clothes were completely wet now. They hung heavily on her body, which slowed her down, but she wasn’t about to stop.

      From the shore, she could hear the faint shouts of the storm watchers. She didn’t have time to consider what Fox or the local deputy were up to, but she prayed they were calling for an ambulance.

      A tornado whirled inside her head as she swam over to the woman adrift among the waves.

      It can’t be Fox’s sister. That would be a weird coincidence. Whoever it is, I’ve got to get her away from the rocks.

      The water calmed once she passed twenty yards into the sea. She turned to glance at Max, who was still paddling furiously, his furry snout in the air.

      She stopped and treaded water so he could catch up. She was taking stock of her position when she realized there was something seriously wrong with the person she was about to rescue.

      The woman, if it was a woman, was bobbing up and down at the whim of the currents. Something about the way the body moved felt wrong.

      Tanya dove back in, kicking her feet and rocketing forward.

      It was only when she approached the drifting body that she realized what had bothered her.

      It was a naked woman.

      Her head was missing.
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      “Twenty-five years on the job. Never seen anything like this.”

      The local deputy stared at the body lying on the beach like he couldn’t believe his eyes.

      The storm watchers bunched up behind him, as if they were afraid the corpse would somehow come alive as a headless zombie.

      The woman who had spotted the body in the ocean was sitting against a rock, cradling her knees. Next to her, a man was retching like he had a nasty bout of food poisoning.

      Tanya couldn’t blame them. She had been fighting nausea ever since she saw the crudely dismembered woman floating in front of her.

      She sat on a rock a few feet away from everyone else, stroking Max’s ears. They were both still panting hard from their unexpected excursion, and Tanya was still coming to terms with what she had pulled out of the stormy seas.

      Fox had almost fainted when she had brought the body to the shore. But the woman wasn’t his sister. That, Tanya knew for certain.

      The victim had amber-colored skin and showed the first signs of wrinkling on the back of her hand.

      Whoever killed her had stripped her down before throwing her headless body into the water. The only item she had on was a bracelet that had been wrapped around her wrist so tightly that even the rough waves hadn’t ripped it off.

      But it wasn’t any piece of jewelry.

      Even Tanya’s untrained eyes knew this bracelet must have cost a fortune. The translucent gemstones on it had to be diamonds, and the blood-red prism embedded in the pendant must be a rare ruby.

      Every fiber in Tanya’s body was consumed by fatigue, but a melancholy sadness was creeping through her exhaustion.

      That woman had been someone’s daughter. Maybe someone’s sister, someone’s girlfriend, maybe even someone’s mother.

      Tanya touched the sunflower pendant on her neck. It was her mother’s necklace. She had worn it the day the Russian militia had stormed into her home in her Ukrainian village and assassinated her in a hail of gunfire.

      Tanya had only been eighteen.

      According to Ukrainian folklore, the sunflower represented peace, but that hadn’t helped her mom. Still, Tanya had slipped it off her mother’s bloodied neck and kept it as a talisman ever since.

      She clutched the pendant now, calling on her dead mother to help her find whoever committed this brutal crime.

      Max turned to her and whined. He licked her cheek as if to say, What’s going on, Mom?

      “It’s pretty horrific, bud,” she said in a soft voice, stroking his furry head and wiping away the salt water. “Really sad.”

      If the dead woman had merely been in the wrong place at the wrong time, that ruby diamond bracelet wouldn’t be on her wrist. The killer would have taken it. Whoever mutilated her had extremely malicious intent.

      The perpetrator was someone the woman had known. Someone who had wanted her to suffer.

      Tanya swallowed something bitter.

      She had seen horror in war. Once, she had stumbled across a mass grave in Ukraine after the militia had left swathes of her childhood country on fire. She fought back those memories every sleepless night, when her PTSD flared up. Only pills helped her get rest. And knowing Max was always by her side to defend her.

      Even without a dark past, finding a headless body discarded in the ocean would give anyone nightmares for the rest of their life.

      “Had to be a hacksaw,” proclaimed the local deputy to his small audience as he bumbled around the mutilated body.

      “Maybe a chainsaw. But look at this mess… Whoever it was didn’t know how to use it properly, that’s for sure.”

      He had called dispatch from his shoulder radio and was waiting for reinforcement, but didn’t seem to know what to do in the meantime.

      Max turned his snout up and howled into the wind, the husky in him coming out. Tanya leaned over and loosened his collar, which had got tangled up during the swim.

      “You did a good job, but don’t ever surprise me like that again, okay?”

      Max shook his head with vigor, splattering seawater droplets all over her face. Tanya scrunched her eyes.

      “Wait for my command before you jump in,” she said. “If you keep running into action like that, I’ll have to send you back to K9 school, and you won’t like that, bud.”

      But Max wasn’t paying attention to her any more. He was on all fours, his ears pricked, and his eyes narrowed.

      Something had caught his attention.

      The wind had picked up since Tanya had swum back to the shore. It was coming from the woods toward the ocean now, rustling Tanya’s hair and Max’s fur.

      Max sniffed the air.

      “What is it, bud?”

      Tanya scanned the horizon. With all that had happened, she had almost forgotten why she had ended up on the beach in the first place.

      Is the person who was following us out there?
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      Tanya surveyed the local deputy’s unmarked vehicle parked across from the train tracks.

      The emergency lights were still flashing. The car was a dirty white, and its windows were tinted. The driver’s side panel had a large dent, like something had T-boned it recently.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      Was it the deputy? Had he been tailing them?

      I was driving at the limit. At least, until I shook him off. If I had been speeding, why didn’t he just turn on his siren and hand me a ticket, like a normal cop?

      She glanced at the city sign further down the road.

      Crescent Bay was a small but wealthy town, populated by retired celebrities, Silicon Valley millionaires, and anyone who could afford to buy a second or third mansion in an exclusive enclave on the West Coast.

      Her stomach tightened.

      This place unnerved her. She’d felt this way even before she had found out a headless body was floating in the nearby sea.

      Something dark and dangerous underpinned this area, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. It was a gut feeling, an intuition that told her to turn around and head back to Black Rock.

      But she couldn’t do that. She had promised Fox she’d help him find his missing sister, and Tanya always kept her promises.

      Max barked in the direction of the tracks.

      Tanya scanned the horizon, but there was no train to be seen or heard. And the road was quiet.

      Max jumped off the rock, sniffed the air, then put his nose to the ground. With no warning, he headed in a straight line toward the tracks.

      Tanya’s heart quickened. She scrambled off the rock and ran after him.

      “Wait up, bud.”

      Max stayed on his trail. Tanya’s eyes darted back and forth, trying to figure out what was pulling him forward.

      Her Glock was in the Jeep’s glove compartment. For a moment, she wondered if she should run back and grab it, but Max was scurrying ahead with that determined look on his face, the one he got when he had caught a scent he couldn’t let go.

      He jumped on the tracks and headed in the direction of where the train had disappeared only moments ago.

      Tanya jogged after him, scanning the tracks, the road, and the woods on the other side. Other than the wind rustling the leaves, there was no sign of anyone.

      She heard footsteps from behind.

      Tanya whipped around to see Fox coming after her, with the local deputy trailing behind him.

      “Hey, where are you off to?” hollered the deputy, panting hard, stumbling across the tracks. “I need you people to make a statement. You can’t run away.”

      “We’re not running away,” said Tanya. “My dog’s picked up a scent⁠—”

      “Oh, my goodness.”

      Fox was pointing at something behind her, a horrified expression on his face.

      “What the heck is that?”

      Tanya whirled around to see Max sniffing at what looked like a football by the bushes.

      “Max!” She rushed toward her pup. “Don’t touch that.”

      Max looked up and wagged his tail as if to say, Look what I found, Mom.

      Tanya grabbed him by the collar and pulled him away, trying not to retch.

      “For all things holy,” said the deputy, his hands on his face, staring at Max’s gruesome find. “How did that ever get up here?”

      Tanya looked away. There were some things even she couldn’t stomach.

      Fox gagged. “They gouged her eyes out.”

      He doubled over and vomited onto the train tracks.
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      “Deputy Madden!”

      Tanya, Fox, and the local officer spun around.

      A Marine was marching up to them. At least, that’s what he looked like, but he was dressed in a brown uniform and had a gold sheriff’s star pinned to his lapel.

      The man was built like a concrete pillar. It was hard to see his expression because his eyes were covered with shades, the dark wraparound kind that special forces wear in the field.

      “What the hell’s going on here, Madden?” barked the sheriff.

      Max, who had been sitting quietly by Tanya’s feet, got up, his ears alert, and his eyes on the newcomer. Tanya bent down and grabbed his collar. The last thing she needed was for her dog to attack the local sheriff.

      The deputy gave his boss an awkward salute.

      “Er… morning, sir.”

      The sheriff didn’t salute back.

      “N… nasty business, s… sir,” stuttered Deputy Madden.

      “I can see that,” spat the sheriff. “Stop stammering and brief me, Deputy.”

      Tanya’s back went up. Next to her, she saw Fox stiffen too. They wouldn’t get along with the sheriff.

      Madden’s face reddened.

      “I er, was, er, patrolling as usual, and saw these folks on the beach. Waiting to take storm pictures, I guess. But they started to, I mean, they spotted someone drowning out there.”

      A light flush crept up Deputy Madden’s neck, as if he was uncomfortable being in the spotlight.

      “This, er, lady here was at the scene.” He pointed vaguely in Tanya’s direction. “By the time I got down, she had already jumped in. Swam all the way and got a hold of the body, er, and pulled it to the shore. That’s where we left her, I mean, the victim.”

      The sheriff turned to Tanya.

      Tanya kept her face stoic and her body straight, like the soldier she was. But she knew how raggedy she must have looked. Her pants and T-shirt clung to places she didn’t want them to, and her hair was wet and knotted like she had tumbled through a typhoon.

      The sheriff gave her nod as if to acknowledge what she had done.

      Tanya frowned. The deputy must have seen her jump the tracks illegally, but he hadn’t mentioned that complication to his boss. Was he keeping that for later?

      As an undercover agent, the last thing she needed was to get into trouble with local law enforcement. She also knew an early apology usually went far to avoid inquisitive questions—questions she didn’t want to answer.

      She stepped forward, but Fox tapped her arm discreetly.

      “Don’t tell them who we are,” he whispered. “Please.”

      Tanya gave him a surprised look, but understood. They were in Crescent Bay for Fox’s sake. This was his private quest to find his missing sister.

      But neither officer had seen their quick exchange.

      The sheriff was speaking to his deputy. “So, you found the victim in the ocean without the head?”

      “Yes, sir. But after some searching, I tracked down the, er, other remains already.”

      Really? thought Tanya. You mean, my K9 found the head.

      Max whined, as if he understood. Tanya scratched his ears, willing him to stay silent.

      Fox was right. This incident, however horrifying, had nothing to do with them. They did their duty as good citizens, and now it was time to find Eva.

      Madden turned and pointed at the woman’s dismembered head lying by the bushes next to the tracks.

      “There it is, sir.”

      The sheriff stared at the grisly object, seemingly undaunted by the sight. “How in heaven’s name did that get up here?”

      “Maybe the train hit her?” said Madden, scratching his chin. “Lopped her head off. The engineer never even saw it. But someone found her and threw her corpse into the sea. Sick thing to do, but there we are. I mean, there are psychos everywhere.”

      The sheriff put his hands on his hips. Despite his dark glasses, Tanya could imagine what was going through his mind.

      What an asinine suggestion.

      “That’s an interesting theory,” he said, finally.

      So, the sheriff knows how to be diplomatic, thought Tanya.

      “I er, already called the ME,” continued Madden, seemingly unaware of what others were thinking of his idea. “Hatchet and Jackson said they’ll come to cordon off the area so we can secure the remains until Dr. Chen arrives.”

      The sheriff nodded. “Hatchet and Jackson were right behind me. They’re down with the body now.”

      Tanya looked past him and spotted the three squad cars parked by the train tracks, their emergency lights flashing. Down at the beach, one officer was questioning the storm watchers while another stood over the headless corpse, guarding her.

      The sheriff stepped away.

      “Get that bagged right away, Madden.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      The sheriff turned to Tanya and Fox. “Haven’t seen you folks before. You from out of town?”

      “Here for the weekend,” said Fox, before Tanya could answer. “We thought a getaway without the kids and some fresh ocean air would do us good.”

      The sheriff shook his head. “What a way to start your holiday.”

      He spun on his heels like one would at a military parade and marched down to the beach to join the rest of his team.

      The deputy let out a relieved sigh.

      “Tough boss?” said Fox.

      Madden made a face.

      “It’s not every day I wish I worked for a bigger precinct. A forensics team would take care of this, but I guess it’s my job today.”

      “You’re lucky it’s not a hot and muggy summer day,” said Tanya.

      With a resigned sigh, Madden pulled out a pair of gloves and a plastic bag from his utility belt. “I guess that’s why it doesn’t smell so bad, but your dog seems to have a stronger stomach than any of us.”

      Tanya turned to see Max sniffing the bushes by the head.

      “This is why I get paid the big bucks, folks,” said Madden as he took a tentative step towards the severed head.

      “Shouldn’t you be taking a few pictures before you bag the evidence?” said Tanya.

      The deputy stared at her. He opened his mouth as if to say something but closed it, and instead, pulled out his phone.

      Fox and Tanya exchanged a discreet side glance.

      Madden had to win an award for being the most incompetent officer on the West Coast, thought Tanya. It was hard not to help him or give him proper instructions for the job.

      Tanya turned to her pup. “You’re going to photo bomb, bud.”

      Max turned around, tail wagging.

      “Geez,” said Fox, squinting at something the dog had in his jaws. “What did he bite into now?”

      Tanya got on her haunches and gestured to Max. “Come over, bud.”

      Max trotted over, seemingly proud to have discovered one more thing. He stood in front of her, wagging his tail, as if waiting for his reward.

      Tanya peered into his jaws and frowned. “It’s a piece of paper.”

      She turned to the deputy. “Do you have a spare glove?”

      Madden pulled out a thin plastic pair and handed it to her, looking glad she was the one touching whatever it was, and not him.

      Using the gloves, Tanya pried the paper out of Max’s jaws and unraveled it.

      Fox leaned over her shoulder and squinted. “Are those blood stains?”

      “A lab would have to confirm, but I think you’re right,” said Tanya, smoothening the paper. “It’s a note.”

      She read it out loud.

      “Last witness still alive.”
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      “You lied to your wife?”

      Tanya took her eyes off the road for a second and turned to Fox.

      “I didn’t want her to worry,” said Fox.

      The deep lines on his forehead told Tanya he was doing enough worrying for all of them.

      “Zoe and my sister were good friends in school,” he said. “They grew up together. If Zoe hears that Eva’s disappeared, she’ll panic. She thinks Eva’s traveling overseas for work.”

      Tanya scrunched her forehead. Something in Fox’s story didn’t add up.

      She turned her attention back to the road. Rain droplets started to fall and the Jeep’s automatic wipers turned on.

      They had been driving for ten minutes now, away from the crime scene and toward the town. The Jeep’s GPS told them Crescent Bay didn’t have much of a center. Neither was it a proper town. It was an aggregate of upscale suburbs with luxury villas sprinkled along the coast.

      After assisting Deputy Madden in bagging the evidence, Tanya and Fox had got back inside the Jeep.

      Tanya had been anxious to get away before the sheriff questioned how and why her vehicle had come down to the beach. But the team had their hands so full managing the crime scene, that no one seemed to notice them pull away.

      “So what does Zoe think you’re up to this weekend?” said Tanya, increasing the wipers’ speed.
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