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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.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: You’ll find a special surprise gift when you get to the end of this book. Shh. Don’t tell anybody. Enjoy.

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Merciless Deaths

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From the moment she stepped off the plane, she felt the killer’s eyes on her.
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      When a billionaire’s glamorous wife vanishes, he calls private investigator Asha Kade to track her down.

      Seattle’s richest floating neighborhood is in deep danger. A predator is hunting in the dark. Women are disappearing, one by one.

      But there is more than meets the eye in this town.

      Something rotten lurks behind the shiny yachts and the million-dollar views. Every glass mansion hides betrayals, obsessions, and secrets.

      The deeper Asha digs, the closer the threat of death swims toward her.

      The killer isn’t a random stranger. The killer is here, walking among them.

      In this floating paradise, money talks and everyone else stays quiet…
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      The young woman’s frightened screams echoed, reverberating off the thick steel walls.

      The men ignored her.

      They had a job to do. And their boss was watching.

      “Stop it!” she cried, tears streaming down her face.

      Her thighs and shoulders were bruised, and her long, disheveled blonde hair had fallen over her eyes.

      She couldn’t see much, but she couldn’t push her hair off her face either, as her hands and feet had been bound by yellow marine cable. The rope cut deep into her flesh, creating raw, red marks around her wrists and ankles.

      She could hear the waves slam against the outer hull of the vessel, and the constant swaying was making her nauseous. She struggled to get to her knees, but she was exhausted from the beating they’d given her only moments ago.

      She was the one they were after. She knew they would kill her and dump her body into the ocean.

      That was, before the men turned on her boyfriend.

      The two thugs were now focused on the young man on the ground, their fat fists pounding his rail-thin body. One punch was so fierce he jerked up like a ragged puppet and landed with a dull thud on the hard floor.

      Her boyfriend was an innocent man.

      He was an artist who went mushroom picking in the woods, smoked weed on weekends, and graffiti-painted peace signs on the corporate buildings of downtown Seattle. The worst violence he’d experienced in his life—until now—was the day his puppy got hit by a car when he was seven years old.

      “Let him go!” screamed the girl through her sobs. She turned to the third man in the room. “Why are you doing this to us?”

      The third man was sitting in a chair by the spiral steel stairway, carefully positioned away from where the beatings were taking place.

      In blue jeans and a golf shirt, he looked like a suburban dad—a typical middle-aged man you’d find yourself seated next to at a weekend football tournament. He observed the events like he was watching a game.

      He hadn’t said a word since he came into the room, but the girl knew he ran this macabre show.

      Something glinted under the morbid yellow light on the floor by his chair.

      It was a knife.

      No.

      It was a cleaver.

      “He did nothing to you,” shrieked the girl. “Tell them to stop! Please!”

      The man in the chair merely raised an eyebrow.

      “I told you, I don’t remember it!” she cried.

      One thug stopped his punching to wipe the sweat from his brow. “Stop screeching like a wildcat in heat.” He shot an ugly smirk her way. “No one’s gonna hear you down here, sugar.”

      The young woman kept her face pointed at the leader of the crew. “How many times do I have to tell you I don’t remember any of it? Let us go! Please!”

      “Try harder,” the man replied, speaking for the first time since his arrival.

      His voice was calm and low, but firm, like he was confident of his place as a respected man in his community. Someone others always listened to.

      The woman broke into sobs, phlegm, and tears rolling down her reddened cheeks.

      “Enough.” The man in the chair turned to his goons and put a hand up. “I think she got the message.”

      The thugs stopped kicking the man on the ground.

      The girl’s boyfriend moaned in pain. Trails of blood trickled down his face onto the hard surface under his shoulders, mixing with remnants of diesel and engine oil. His breath was harsh and raspy, and he was convulsing in pain.

      He didn’t look like he would survive this day.

      But all three men’s eyes were now on the girl.

      “Do you remember it all now?” said the man in the chair, his voice as cold as the steel walls.

      “No!”

      “Try, if you want to live. Start from the top.”

      “Four, four, I think…,” the girl stammered through her tears. “But I don’t remem⁠—”

      “Will this help?” One thug raised his foot over the young man’s head.

      “No!” she yelled, her voice high-pitched, shrill. “Let me think!”

      The men waited.

      “Four… four…. six… nine….” She stumbled over her words, her voice cracking, her chest heaving. “I’m trying…”

      The man in the chair looked bored, like the game he’d come to watch wasn’t fun anymore.

      He straightened up. “Remember, if it’s wrong, it’s not you, but others who will pay for it.”

      “Four, four, six, nine, zero, one, eight,” blurted the girl.

      She turned to the man in the chair, blinking away her tears.

      “Can we go now?” she whispered. “Please.”

      He turned to his thugs.

      “You know what to do,” he said.

      They nodded.

      One goon swooped down to pick up the cleaver. He walked over to the young man on the floor, the deadly weapon raised high in the air, and towered over him.

      The girl collapsed, like all her blood had been drained from her. She couldn’t save her boyfriend now.

      The thug swiped the cleaver down.

      Outside those thick steel-hulled walls, no one heard her heart-wrenching screams.
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      “Delivery for you, Asha!”

      I looked up just in time to see the mail carrier wave from outside.

      It was a cool Monday morning in April, and I’d been staring out the open window, my troubled mind elsewhere.

      Outside, gentrified Harlem was bustling with people and traffic, hustling their way to work or school. Normal folk with normal lives.

      There were days I wished I could be one of them.

      “Thanks, Justin!” I yelled before the postal carrier disappeared around the corner.

      I walked over to the front door. The package had fallen at the feet of our new street board. Katy, my bakery’s finance manager, had placed it under the red canvas awning, just outside the door, that weekend.

      The sign said: Life is Short. Eat cake first. Welcome to the Red Heeled Rebels bakery.

      Katy had thought it was the perfect message to attract more walk-ins. My head chef, Luc, had thought it made his upscale cakes sound cheap.

      I had stayed out of the debate, my mind swirling around the strange message left on my phone the day before.

      It had been from Mary Hudson, an old friend I hadn’t heard from in years.

      She and her husband had retired to Portland and were living with their children and grandchildren. They were finally safe and sound, but her confusing message hinted at something terrible.

      I’d called back five times since then, but no one had picked up the phone. That had been even more disquieting.

      Her voice had been muffled and the number unlisted. I was no longer sure if it had even been my friend.

      I stepped around Katy’s board and picked up the brown package.

      “Hey!”

      Win was running toward me along the sidewalk, dodging other pedestrians, a bright smile on her pretty face and her short black hair bobbing up and down.

      Luc’s wife, Win, was my resident computer expert who worked for a cyber security company in Manhattan. Or the White-Hat-Hacker-Babe, as she liked to call herself.

      Her petite frame and casual dress meant most people mistook her for a teenager and sometimes didn’t believe her Stanford education and higher-than-average IQ.

      She stomped up to me, out of breath.

      “Come to see Luc?” I said, straightening up with the package in my hand. “He’s in the back.”

      “He said you got a weird call. Want me to trace the number?”

      I nodded and opened the bakery’s door for her.

      Win skipped past me, her excitement to solve yet another of my puzzles palpable. She was always bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, even when I roped her into the most challenging investigations.

      I closed the front door and followed her into my office.

      I stepped behind my desk and laid the package on my lap, my mind still whirring. Win plopped on the chair across from me, picked up my phone without even asking, and started clicking away.

      Normally, I wouldn’t let anyone touch my cell, but this time, I let her do her thing. Win had hacked into the highest security networks in the country. My phone would be a breeze for her brilliant mind.

      “Did a squirrel die in the chimney again?”

      I looked up to see Katy walking into the office.

      My best friend, Katy, always looked elegant in her hand-tailored, plus-sized dresses and her Irish red hair in a beautiful updo. She came to work every morning looking like she was headed to a fancy soirée instead of a bakery.

      “Now you mention it, it stinks in here,” mumbled Win, but her eyes remained glued to my phone.

      Katy sniffed the air suspiciously. She was right. There was an odor coming from somewhere, but I had more important matters at hand.

      I turned the package around with a frown. The postmark was from a local postal station, but there was no sender address.

      That wasn’t a good sign.

      I placed the parcel on the table, plucked a pair of scissors from the drawer, and cut through the soft cardboard.

      Katy peered over my desk as I opened the top flaps.

      “A box in a box,” she said, raising a brow.

      I pulled the smaller packet from the cardboard package. The second box was wrapped in dark red paper, the kind you’d buy from a dollar store.

      I ripped it open.

      Katy clinched her nose with her fingers. “My goodness, what did you get?”

      The stink was stronger now. It was the vomit-inducing smell of rotten flesh, and it was coming from the box.

      I snipped through the smaller box and pulled the flaps down.

      Win snapped her head my way.

      “Eek!” she screamed, jumping out of her chair, dropping my phone on the desk.

      “What in heaven’s name!” cried Katy, stepping hurriedly toward the door, stumbling over her own feet.

      I stared at my delivery.

      Why would anyone mail me a dead rat?
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      Something was stuck under the dead rodent’s tail.

      Holding my breath and using my scissors, I pried the business card out, trying not to disturb the remains. Win and Katy watched me nervously from a safe distance, hands over their noses.

      I pulled the card out of the box and laid it on my desk, taking care to only touch it with the tips of the clippers. Then, I rooted around in the drawer for a pair of gloves.

      While I owned the Red Heeled Rebels bakery, I had stopped baking cakes a long time ago, leaving that to my talented protégé, Luc. Very few people knew of my secret vocation as a private investigator.

      The bakery provided an excellent façade for my moonlighting work. My second business had no name, no address, no phone line, and no bank account. Nothing that could be traced back to me.

      The only clients I got were referred by a dead woman who seemed to pull my puppet strings from the grave.

      Madame Bouchard had known me in my troubled youth. And she had known which buttons to push to make me do her bidding.

      The day she died, she had made me promise to serve all her friends or family who called for help. In exchange for solving a case, her estate lawyer would transfer a million dollars in donations to our orphanages around the world.

      How could anyone say no to an offer like that?

      Even with her dying breath, she had manipulated me. But this time for a good cause, or so I liked to think.

      Trying not to retch at the stench of the deceased animal, I put on the gloves and turned the card around.

      “What does it say?” said Win.

      It wasn’t a business card, but a rectangle of thick paper on which someone had glued on cut-out letters from a magazine. I read it out loud.

      “You’re trapped. Like a rat.”

      “Who’s it from?” asked Katy, frowning.

      I flipped the card over and back again.

      “No signature.”

      This wasn’t the first time I’d received a sinister message.

      It had started with an anonymous phone call a few months ago, followed by a nasty note stuck to the front door of the bakery. It had said; “I know who you are.” Then came the ominous graffiti on the wall facing the back alleyway, threatening to burn us down.

      The local police precinct knew me well. Not as a private detective, but as a small business owner who complained too much.

      That paranoid bakery lady again.

      As far as they were concerned, this was the annoying but innocuous work of bored street kids, a crazed loon, or a rival baker in town, none of whom would actually do harm.

      Their plates were full of assaults, rapes, and murders. Serious crimes. My anonymous phone calls and poison pen letters got little traction with them.

      I wished I could tell them about Madame Bouchard and the promise I’d made at her deathbed. I wished I could tell them about my work as an investigator, but that meant exposing our history.

      Risking the lives of my found family was not something I was about to do.

      Katy, Luc, Win, and everyone in my small but close-knit circle of friends had sought refuge in New York with one goal in mind. To get away from the horrors of our youths. We’d only hoped to start life fresh in a place where we didn’t have to worry about goons chasing us, beating us, or trying to sell us.

      Being trafficked survivors was never an easy thing. Every time I thought our nightmares were behind us, something arrived at our doorstep to remind me of the darkness in the world.

      Like this dead rat.

      I put the card back on my desk and searched for my phone, which Win had thrown down in her hurry to race out.

      “It’s time to make the cops take this seriously,” I muttered to myself.

      The mobile rang just as I picked it up, making me jump. I nearly dropped it on the dead rat.

      I accepted the call and put the phone to my ear.

      “Asha!” came a panicked voice.

      It was Mary from Portland. Finally.

      I put the phone on speaker mode. “Where are you?”

      “Did you get my message?” There was a slight tremor in her voice.

      “I’ve been calling you all morning,” I said, stepping away from my desk and walking toward the door. The rotting smell of the rat was overpowering my office now.

      I squeezed past Katy and Win into the bakery’s empty reception area. They trailed behind me, flanking me on either side. I could feel their hot breath on my neck as they tried to listen in.

      “So glad I got a hold of you,” said Mary in a faint voice.

      The sound of traffic rumbling came from her end, followed by a swoosh as a car raced by, then more rumblings.

      Is she in the middle of a highway?

      “Just got terrible news,” said Mary before I could inquire. Her voice was high-pitched, like she was anxious, distracted. “Ever since the police said they couldn’t do much, I’ve been pulling my hair out. I didn’t know who to turn to.”

      “First things first,” I said. “Are you in a safe place right now?”

      “Hubby and me are fine,” came Mary’s voice, though her tone said otherwise.

      “Where are you?”

      “At a gas station off route five-oh-seven. Outside Tacoma. Oliver’s filling up the car. We just left Seattle and are heading back to Oregon.”

      That partly explained why I hadn’t been able to get a hold of her.

      “What were you doing in Seattle?”

      “Jane’s my only cousin,” said Mary, her voice shaking. “My only family left in the world. It’s a terrible thing.”

      Next to me, Win rolled her eyes. I could imagine what was going through her mind.

      These old fogies never get to the point.

      Mary and Oliver Hudson had been lighthouse keepers off the coast of Oregon for decades. They had lived a remote existence most of their adult life, working for the Coast Guard or private island owners.

      That was how I had met them.

      With my friends, Tetyana and Katy’s help, I had hunted a devious killer who had been terrorizing their lighthouse. It had been a traumatizing weekend we would all rather forget. Oliver and Mary had packed their bags and called it quits soon after that experience.

      “What about your cousin in Seattle?” I asked, trying my best to remain patient. “Is she okay?”

      “Jane’s missing!” cried Mary. “Gone. Just like that!”

      “How did that happen?”

      “Went to town to go shopping last Saturday, but she never came home. Chris’s in awful shape. I told him you would help him. You will, won’t you?”

      “Who’s Chris?” I said, frowning.

      “Her husband. Chris Grayson. He’s at the end of his tether, especially after what happened to their daughter.”

      Win took a sharp breath in next to me.

      This story was getting more convoluted by the second.

      “What happened to their daughter?” asked Katy, leaning toward the phone.

      “Poor girl. Barely eighteen. No one should bury their children. It was hard on Chris and Jane. They fell apart after that.”

      Something nagged at the back of my head. That surname. A story. A news piece from somewhere from a long time ago.

      “How did your niece die?” I said, softening my voice.

      “She ran away from home one night. They looked for her for years but never found her body. They buried an empty coffin, but Chris and Jane never recovered from the ordeal.”
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      Mary’s voice cracked. “Now Jane’s gone and vanished.”

      “What are the police saying?” I asked.

      There was silence on the other end, so that for a moment I wondered if we’d lost the connection.

      “Jane has a, er, reputation,” came Mary’s voice, hesitant, almost inaudible. “There were some signs…”

      “What do you mean?” I said, my brow furrowed.

      “Story around town is she started drinking heavily after Lily’s funeral.”

      An edge had crept into Mary’s voice.

      “She started acting strange. Disappearing on weekends, sometimes calling Chris from a hotel room. She lost her daughter, for heaven’s sake. That would drive anyone to drink. People were saying she was having an affair, but I don’t believe it. She’d never do that.”

      Everyone believed their loved ones would never engage in wicked deeds. Even after they got exposed, the apologists were far more common than not.

      As much as I cared for Mary, I wondered how much of what she was telling us was steeped more in emotion than facts.

      “Have the police found any clues?” said Katy.

      “They say they’re under-resourced. It’s infuriating. They told Chris to be prepared if she left him for her lover. I tell you, Jane’s not that kind of woman. It’s just mean-spirited gossip.”

      “Do you have any idea what’s happened to her?” I said.

      “Something terrible.” Mary’s voice was shaking again. “I feel it in my bones. Find her!”

      Oliver’s voice came from the background.

      “Did she say she’ll come?”

      Mary turned away from the phone and mumbled something.

      “Mary, please tell Oliver I’m not licensed in Washington State,” I said, speaking loudly, hoping her husband could hear too. “But I’ll find a private detective who can assist you over there.”

      A fumbling sound came, followed by Oliver’s voice.

      “Asha, we know you. We trust you. You helped us last time. Can’t you at least come and see? Talk to Chris. He’s desperate. He’s already lost his daughter. This is killing him and it’s killing Mary.”

      I sighed. I had a dead rat on my desk and threatening calls to deal with, but it was hard to say no to old friends.

      “The police think Jane doesn’t want to be found,” said Oliver. “People do strange things when they lose their children, but she’d never walk out on her family.”

      Win, who had been busily tapping on her phone while I was talking, put a hand on my arm.

      “Check this out,” she said, showing me her screen. “Chris Grayson’s the multimillionaire who holds ten patents in mobile engineering. He’s a big deal in the tech world. I’d heard his name before.”

      “That’s him,” came Oliver’s voice. “He did well for himself, but all the money in the world doesn’t help bring a dead child or your wife back, does it?”

      No one replied.

      “There’s one more thing you need to know,” he added.

      “Oh?” I said.

      “Chris thinks someone’s tracking his Internet activities, listening in on his calls, and even bugging his house…” He trailed off, sounding embarrassed. “He’s become paranoid. Thinks there’s a conspiracy against him.”

      Win perked up. “Someone hacked into his home?”

      “Highly unlikely,” said Oliver. “They live in a five-million-dollar float home in Hidden Cove. It’s a gated community on a private lake with twenty-four-hour security alarms and guards. I doubt anyone has bugged his house or tapped his phone. He’s just not himself these days. Thought you should know.”

      The phone crackled. Mary had taken over again.

      “I used to play with Jane when we were kids, before my parents moved to Oregon. You don’t abandon family when they’re in trouble, right?”

      “No, Mary,” I replied in a soft voice.

      “So, you’ll come?”

      After taking down Chris Grayson’s contact details, I hung up, feeling like I’d just added another weight to my shoulders.

      Win looked up from the news article she was reading.

      “Tetyana’s on FBI training near Seattle. She could help?”

      “A missing woman who might be having an affair and has gone AWOL before?” I shook my head. “This is small potatoes. The FBI wouldn’t lift a finger for something even the local police are downplaying.”

      Katy covered her nose as a wave of stink wafted from my office.

      I frowned.

      Did that poison pen letter and the dead rat have anything to do with Mary’s call? Or was it just another loony threat to the bakery?

      I shook my head to clear it.

      The dead rat had been packaged and mailed well before Mary called.

      I was about to go over and close the box over the animal when Win grabbed my arm.

      “Check this out,” she said. “Old article about the missing heiress. The daughter vanished on the same day and month as her mother, exactly two years apart.”

      Katy raised her brows. “Coincidence?”

      I didn’t believe in coincidences. There were too many red flags in this case, and we hadn’t even started investigating it.

      Win turned to me, her eyes shining.

      “When do we fly out?”
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      “Watch out!”

      I pulled Katy away just in time.

      The gray Honda Civic roared by us, its tires squealing on the asphalt.

      Something rocketed out of the car’s front window, smacked against my chest, and fell to the ground.

      I jumped back, startled.

      The Honda didn’t stop.

      Two drivers behind the car leaned on their horns, deafening us. A yellow cab screeched to a halt in the next lane, barely avoiding a collision with the rogue vehicle. An enraged face popped out of the taxi driver’s window, followed by obscenities hurled into the air.

      Katy raised a fist as the Honda revved down the busy street. “Jerk! You almost killed us!”

      My heart was pounding, but my eyes were fixated on the car’s license plate like laser beams. The taxi had slowed its getaway, and I only needed three seconds to memorize the numbers.

      The Honda turned a fast right and disappeared around the corner of the bakery, almost hitting an elderly woman on the crosswalk.

      More shouting. More swearing.

      “What an idiot,” spat Katy, turning an irate face toward me. “He could have flattened us like pancakes.”

      Katy and I had been standing on the curb in front of the bakery, waiting for our rideshare to take us to the airport. Win was in the kitchen saying goodbye to Luc, who wasn’t too happy his wife had decided to take off to Seattle with such short notice.

      I surveyed the scene.

      There was no reason for a vehicle to jump the curb here unless they deliberately wanted to hit us. If I hadn’t been keeping an eye up the street for our ride, Katy and I would have been crushed against the wall.

      Katy kicked at something on the ground. “He threw his garbage at us, too. Seriously, New York drivers are the worst.”

      I looked down at the empty plastic bottle rolling near my feet. This was what had hit me in the chest.

      “I’m filing a complaint with the city,” huffed Katy. “They need to put a Slow Down sign in this corner.”

      I bent down and picked up the bottle. I was wrong. It wasn’t empty.

      I turned the crushed cannister in my hands. Instead of water, it held a crumpled piece of paper.

      “Katy, do you have a pair of tweezers in your purse?”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      I held the bottle up.

      “That wasn’t just a bad city driver. I’d bet you anything this was the same guy who sent us the dead rat.”

      “Hey!” came a bright voice behind us.

      We turned to see Win running down the steps with her backpack bouncing on her shoulders. “What’s with all this shouting?”

      “Some psycho tried to run us over just now,” said Katy. “But Asha thinks it was–”

      I nudged Katy with my elbow to silence her. David, my fiancé, who ran the martial arts dojo next to the bakery, was standing at the front doorway, his hands on his hips, and a frown on his face.

      David leaped down the steps and marched toward us.

      He gave me a concerned look. “What happened? Just got off a phone call when I heard the commotion.”

      I forced a bright smile. “New York drivers doing what New York drivers do. It’ll be nice to get to the slower pace of the West Coast for a change.”

      “There’s our car,” said Win, waving at our rideshare which was crawling along the street checking addresses. As soon as it stopped by us, Win jumped in, bag and all.

      “Seattle, here we come!” she squealed. “Get in, ladies.”

      David turned to me. “Sounded like a car crash.”

      “It’s all good, hun,” I said, giving him a peck on the cheek.

      My man was always thinking of me. It was why I loved him so much.

      He picked up my luggage and walked over to the back of the car.

      “I really don’t like you taking off like this,” he said as he returned to take Katy’s two suitcases. As usual, she’d packed for a month.

      “It’s only for a week and Seattle’s just a short red-eye away.” I gave a gentle rib on his waist. “Remember when we used to hop across continents with bad guys chasing us?”

      David put his hands on my shoulders and pulled me close, his anxious eyes on mine.

      “There’s a reason we don’t do that anymore, babe.”

      “You worry too much. This is a missing person’s case. Jane Grayson has probably run off with her boyfriend and is hiding somewhere,” I said, keeping my smile intact.

      If David knew what I suspected, he would get a heart attack and do everything he could to convince me to stay home.

      I got on my tiptoes and draped my arms around his shoulders.

      “What if I promise not to chase after Saudi traffickers or Russian gun runners? Girl Guide’s promise. Would that make you feel better?”

      With a resigned sigh, he pulled me in for a kiss.

      “Just be careful.”

      “Hey, you two lovebirds,” came Win’s voice from the car. “We’re going to be late for our flight.”

      With a parting kiss, I joined my friends in the backseat of our rideshare.

      “Do you have the tweezers?” I said as soon as our car rolled onto the road.

      Katy was ready. “Here you go.”

      Win leaned over my shoulders to see better.

      “Someone sent us a message,” I said, gently extricating the paper from inside the water bottle.

      I unfolded it and smoothened it on my lap.

      The pencil marks were light, and the lettering almost faded, but the message was clear.

      You’re not welcome in Seattle. You’ll regret it if you go.

      “My gosh,” said Katy as her eyes scanned the words.

      “Whoa,” said Win, pulling out her phone and snapping a picture. “Let me cross-reference this and see if I can find anything in the handwriting databases I have access to.”

      “That’s a long shot,” I said as I reread the note. “It’s written in all plain capital letters. I’d bet you there are no fingerprints either.”

      “Now I wish I got the license plate number,” said Katy, shaking her head. “All I saw was a bearded man with a hat, scarf, and dark shades.”

      “A good disguise,” I said. “But I got the number.”

      I turned to Win to give her the plate number I’d memorized before it vanished into the jumble of thoughts swimming inside my head.

      “Check it out in your databases, but something tells me that plate is fake, too.”

      Win was already clicking away on her phone, her face taut. “Don’t worry, I will find him.”

      “Whoever threw this at us and tried to mow us down knew where we are going and why,” I said, trying to think this through.

      “Chris Grayson,” said Katy, her frown deepening. “He thinks someone hacked him. If his Internet and phone connections have been compromised, anyone would have heard your call.”

      “Found it!”

      Katy and I both turned to Win.

      “That Honda was stolen two days ago,” said Win, giving us a triumphant smile. “That was no accident. That dude wanted to run you over.”

      I gave her a wry look. That wasn’t reassuring.

      I sat back in my seat, clutching the mysterious note in my hands.

      “This is not just a missing woman’s case, girls,” I said. “Whatever this is, it’s worth killing for.”
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      Katy shot a disapproval glance at Win. “I can’t believe you drank all that alcohol.”

      We had just deplaned in Seattle and were heading toward the airport’s arrival terminal.

      “First time in first class. We need more clients like Chris Grayson,” said Win, walking next to Katy along the narrow corridor. “When is the next time someone’s going to give us free champagne and let me lie all the way down on a plane?”

      “And make me take all those photos,” grumbled Katy. “You’re a sucker for Instagram likes, you know that?”

      I followed my friends as they headed toward the main exit, my mind troubled.

      It was past midnight in Seattle.

      I was thankful Katy had booked our hotel and a rideshare because all I wanted was to crash on a soft bed and stop my brain ruminating with potential worst-case scenarios.

      The only communication with my recluse multi-millionaire client had been a three-minute call. Chris Grayson had been so nervous about someone listening into our conversation, he’d told me to meet him at his home and tell no one I was coming, before hanging up abruptly.

      His voice had been so shaky and faint, that for a moment I had thought I was talking to a septuagenarian. But Chris was a fifty-year-old man.

      Fifteen minutes after that call, Katy had spotted the ten-thousand-dollar retainer in our bakery account.

      I wondered about Chris. I preferred my clients to share details and be upfront with me.

      If he hadn’t been related to Mary and if Mary hadn’t pleaded the way she did, I would have shut this case before it had even started.

      Perhaps he’ll open up once we meet him face-to-face.

      But the stolen Honda that had almost bowled us over in New York was still fresh in my mind. I wondered if I had made a big mistake in bringing my friends on this trip.

      Win was a trafficked survivor as well, but she had adjusted to her new life after her escape, going to college, getting scholarships, then finding a good corporate job before marrying my head chef, Luc.

      Katy had fought the traffickers along with me in our youth, when our lives had been at stake. While the trauma of those days resurfaced from time to time, she had outgrown her victim story, and was now a happily married suburban mom who loved her job at the bakery.

      Her husband, Peace, was my business attorney, a man who’d been a close friend since I was a little girl and whom I considered a blood brother. David, my fiancé, hadn’t escaped the bruises of our brutal past either, but he dealt with his harsh childhood by focusing on teaching martial arts at the dojo next door to the bakery.

      My own nightmares flared up often at night. I’d toss, turn, and whimper until David would hold me tight and we’d both fall asleep, our cheeks wet with tears from memories we’d rather forget.

      The last thing I wanted was to drag Katy and Win back to a place where those nightmares could be revived.

      “Ms. Asha Kade?”

      A sleek black limo had pulled up next to me. I was in the passenger pickup area, just outside the airport terminal doors, following my friends, but my mind lost in my new case.

      I peered into the car. “And you are?”

      The driver bent down and smiled.

      He was a well-built, thirty-something man in a sharp black suit and a chauffeur’s cap. His partner in the passenger seat was also in a black suit, except he wore his hair in short, neat dreads.

      “We’re your ride tonight.”

      I bent down to scrutinize these two men.

      “Randy Wilson, ma’am, and my partner Noah James,” said the driver. “Mr. Grayson asked us to pick you up.”

      I frowned. “He didn’t say anything about sending a car.”

      The second man pulled up a printed paper which contained my full name in large print and gave me a sheepish grin. “We even made a sign.”

      He had a singsong voice, one that reminded me of the tropical Caribbean islands.

      “Mr. Grayson thought you’d be tired after your flight and wanted to get you to your hotel hassle free,” he added, flashing a smile as bright as the sun.

      Both looked like well-groomed staff a wealthy man would hire, but my spider senses were on full alert. I wanted to trust these friendly people, but my past had taught me to question everything.

      I turned to see where Katy and Win had gone to. They were shuffling along the side of the building, heading toward the rideshare line.

      The limo driver jumped out, walked around, and opened the back door.

      “I’ll take care of your luggage, ma’am,” he said amiably, gesturing at the backseat.

      “Hey, Asha! What are you doing?”

      I spun around. Win was calling for me. I gestured for her and Katy to come over.

      “Is that our ride?” hollered Win, stopping in her tracks.

      The two men exchanged a confused glance. The driver raised his eyebrows as Win started running our way.

      “We get to take a limo!” she squealed, making other passengers nearby turn around and give us envious looks.

      Before I could say anything, she scooted inside the car.

      A dark shadow crossed the second man’s face. It was so fleeting I wondered if I’d imagined it.

      The driver scrunched his forehead and turned to Katy, who was now stomping our way, her bags in tow, an exhausted expression on her face.

      “Mr. Grayson said nothing about other passengers,” said the driver, scratching his head.

      “They’re part of my team,” I said. “We’re staying at the same hotel.”

      “Mr. Grayson’s not very communicative these days,” he said, giving me a small smile as if he was too embarrassed to speak ill of his employer. “He told me and Noah to pick you up, but I guess there’s space for everyone.”

      I stepped toward the back of the limo, pretending to check for messages on my phone, while I snapped a discreet photo of the license plate.

      Just in case.

      The second man jumped out of his seat and gave a polite bow to Katy as she approached the car.

      “May I take your bags, miss?”

      Katy relaxed her shoulders and let out a loud sigh.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, pushing her suitcases his way. “I’m dead tired.”

      “You’ll be in your hotel room in no time, miss,” he replied as he lugged her suitcases toward the back of the limo.

      Without even looking at me, Katy stumbled inside and plopped in the backseat with another exhausted sigh.

      I checked my phone, but there were no missed calls, emails, or texts from Chris Grayson. Or even Mary. I clicked on Grayson’s number. It rang three times before going to voice mail.

      The chauffeur walked toward me, digging into his pocket. He pulled his own cell and turned the screen my way.

      “This might help, ma’am,” he said in a polite voice. “My instructions from Mr. Grayson.”

      I squinted at the small screen.

      Plane arriving at 23:55 PST. Take the lady to her hotel.

      Chris Grayson had sent the message. But having a white hat hacker like Win for a friend meant I knew it would be easy to fabricate a text. Or even an email.

      Anything was possible.

      The chauffeur gave me a wonky smile. “I imagine a certified accountant like yourself would want to check all the details? I’m only happy to oblige.”

      Accountant?

      Chris Grayson must not trust his own employees. He was more paranoid than I expected.

      “Coming, Asha?” called out Katy from inside the bowels of the limo. “I’m dying for a shower.”

      “Can we go now?” That was Win.

      My friends were of no help.

      Is it just me?

      I walked over to the back door and climbed inside.

      Randy Wilson smiled and gave me a salute before shutting the door.

      I wondered if I was going to regret this decision.
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      “We can’t live our whole lives paranoid, Asha,” said Katy.

      Win was lying on the seat across from us, her head snuggled against the plush leather, her eyes closed, a happy smile on her face.

      She had already got Katy to snap a series of Instagram-worthy pictures of her posing inside the limo.

      “Ooh, check that out, will you?” Katy jabbed me with her elbow and pointed at the mini-bar by the driver’s seat in front. “Chilled champagne in a bucket. They know how to treat us right.”

      Win opened her eyes. “Did someone say champagne?”

      “Help yourself, ladies,” called Noah from up front. “I’d serve you myself if I were in the back. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not,” said Win, scuttling toward the front and reaching for the bottle and a glass flute.

      “Don’t you think she’s had enough?” I whispered, turning to Katy.

      “She’s a grown woman,” she scolded, slapping my arm. “She works hard every day for her company and for you. Let her have some fun.”

      I sat back with a sigh.

      David always said I wasn’t good at relaxing. Perhaps he was right. Maybe I needed to loosen up a bit. Maybe I needed a glass of champagne.

      Something caught my eyes from the back of the vehicle. I twisted around and peered through the tinted windows. Two defused yellow lights were shining through the glass.

      I shuffled over to the end of the seat and squinted.

      It was a white van. One of those plain utility cargo vehicles. There was no decal or sign in the front. It was hard to see who was inside, though it was driving close to our bumper.

      I scanned the front of the vehicle.

      Oregon plates.

      I watched as it kept following us, turning corners when we turned, revving up when we were going through an intersection.

      Was it tailing us?

      Or was I being so suspicious, I couldn’t distinguish between regular traffic and something sinister? But it was well past midnight, and the streets were quiet. There was no reason for it to drive so close.

      You’re not welcome in Seattle. You’ll regret it if you go.

      I sat up as the ominous words from the note in the water bottle sprang to mind.

      I had only shared that strange message with Katy and Win. I hadn’t wanted to worry David or Peace, but there was someone else I could tell.

      I plucked my phone out of my pocket and hammered a quick message.

      Tetyana knew we were coming to Seattle, but she was on a two-day training program in an FBI field office in the outskirts of the city. We had planned to meet her on Monday at our hotel. Three days from now.

      “Just landed,” I typed quickly. “Client sent limo. Going to hotel. Chauffeur & assistant up front.”

      I paused, wondering how to best share that note without alarming her.

      “Someone doesn’t want us to solve the case. Got an anon msg in NY. On alert, but not serious.”

      I typed in the limo’s license plate number. If these men weren’t who they said they were, she’d have something to go by.

      “See you at dinner on Monday. Can’t wait. Lots of love.”

      After hitting send, I clicked on our hotel’s address on my phone’s GPS. I had been to Seattle once, but I didn’t know the full layout of the city. The online map told me we were heading downtown, which was our destination.

      The van behind us could be the airport hotel shuttle, traveling downtown, carrying a bunch of weary passengers.

      But why would it have Oregon plates then?

      The clinking of glass made me turn back around.

      “Are you working?” said Katy, frowning my way.

      She had scooted over to join Win and had poured herself a glass of champagne, too.

      “Risk management,” I replied.

      “You’re missing the party,” said Win. “Poured one for you too.”

      Noah turned around and gave her a friendly thumbs-up. Win raised her glass to the man, then gulped her drink down in seconds.

      Katy took a sip and sank into her seat.

      “Aaah.” She turned a tired smile my way. “First-class seats and a limo to the hotel. Can you find more clients like this?”

      I joined my friends and took the glass Katy offered. I did need to relax more. I was about to take a sip when Win belched and rocked her head.

      She put her hand to her temple, like her head was throbbing. After all that drinking on the red-eye here, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was getting a headache.

      Win doubled over, her hands shaking. She dropped her empty glass to the floor and made gagging sounds.

      “You okay, hun?” I said, leaning over, worried now.

      “Sleepy,” she said in a slurred voice, not looking up.

      “No wonder. It’s almost one in the morning,” said Katy, checking her phone. “And you’re sloshed.”

      “I feel sick,” slurred Win, sliding down on her seat. Katy and I helped to get her feet up so she could lie down. Win closed her eyes.

      My spider senses were back on full alert.

      I nudged Katy with my foot and gave her a hard look.

      “What?” she said.

      I wanted to tell her not to take another sip of that drink, but I didn’t want the men to hear, especially as Noah kept turning around every few minutes as if to check on us.

      My gut was raising too many flags. Something was off.

      Katy took another sip, then another. Just as I reached over to bump that glass from her hand, she leaned away from me and let out a satisfied sigh. Next to her, Win let out a snore.

      Noah turned around again.

      “You ladies must be exhausted,” he said, flashing his sunny smile again.

      “I’m not complaining about the service,” said Katy, waving her half-empty glass at him. “You may have to pry me out of here when we get to the hotel, though.”

      The men chuckled up front.

      I turned my head around. The diffused yellow lights from the van were still boring through the back window. It was so close now, I could hear the loud rumble of its diesel engine.

      Who tailgates a limo?

      We were driving at normal speeds, perhaps even slightly faster.

      I scanned the streets. We were in downtown Seattle, but in a deserted business area with tall skyscrapers lining the road. I double-checked the map on my phone and turned to the front.

      “Randy,” I called out to the chauffeur. “Any reason to take the long way there?”

      “Construction,” he replied, without turning around. “Seattle uproots half the roads every month. It’s a major pain.”

      “They do the same in New York,” I said, keeping my voice casual.

      A light snore made me turn to my friends.

      They had fallen asleep, Win’s head on Katy’s lap and Katy’s head lolling to the side against the leather seat. Her half-empty glass of champagne was still in her hand.

      I leaned across and plucked the flute from her. Her hands fell limp onto her lap.

      I shuffled toward the front and placed my full glass and her half-drunk one on the mini bar. Just as I was about to return to my seat, the limo came to a complete stop.

      We had parked on the side of the road. But our hotel was still ten minutes away.

      I looked around.

      We were in the financial district. Tall business buildings towered around us. Everyone had gone home for the night and the lights had all been turned off.

      I peeked outside.

      We had parked in front of an imposing concrete building with a bronze sign on the facade.

      Union Lake Bank. Est 1931.

      “Hey Randy, what are we doing here?” I said. “This isn’t our hotel.”

      Noah opened his door, mumbled something, and dashed toward the bank.

      “Noah needs to hit a cash machine,” replied Randy in a quiet voice. He had his face down, his hands moving quickly over his lap. “Hope you ladies don’t mind stopping for a minute.”

      I was only a foot away from the front seats, so I craned my neck.

      My heart leaped to my mouth.

      The gleaming Glock in Randy’s lap was unmistakable.

      He was attaching a silencer to it.
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