
  
    [image: Her Cold Blood]
  


  
    
      Her Cold Blood

      
        TANYA STONE FBI K9 MYSTERY THRILLERS

      

    

    
      
        TIKIRI HERATH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Rebel Diva Academy Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Detective Tanya Stone Psychological Thrillers - Standalone Novels

        I Know You’re Watching

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        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.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Red Heeled Rebels International Mystery & Crime Novels. The Origin Story.
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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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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, police officers, police procedurals, detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        A killer is on the prowl. Girls are vanishing without a trace. This spate of deadly crimes has paralyzed the secluded small town of Black Rock.
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      A killer is on the prowl. Girls are vanishing without a trace. This spate of deadly crimes has paralyzed the secluded small town of Black Rock.

      With Max, her K9 partner, FBI Agent Tanya Stone’s first case is to hunt the cold-blooded murderer lurking by the coastal towns of Washington State. This is her chance to prove her worth and keep the job she desperately needs.

      When she stumbles across a dying girl in a ditch and the shocking photo of an underground torture chamber, she vows to unmask the psychopath’s identity. Even if it risks her own life.

      But dark and twisted secrets seethe underneath the perfect lives of this upscale neighborhood. The monster lives among them, spreading vicious lies.

      Nothing in Black Rock is what it seems.

      The serial killer could be anyone. He could be standing right behind you…
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      His footsteps thundered across the floor.

      Laura’s blood chilled.

      Run!

      Her small naked feet propelled her forward like they had a life of their own. She didn’t realize she was leaving trails of blood in her wake. Like breadcrumbs for him to follow.

      Terror coursed through her veins. Her heart pounded so hard she was sure it would explode.

      She wasn’t going back to that dank basement, where she’d get strapped down like a wild animal to be butchered.

      No!

      Laura raced through the whitewashed corridors of the eerie underground maze. It smelled like a slaughterhouse in there. She passed the ominous red door, but didn’t dare look that way.

      Behind that door was where the nightmares began. Ones you could never escape from. Her mind spun like the head of an exorcist doll, mad memories exploding like fireworks.

      Keep running.

      The fluorescent light fixtures on the bare ceiling flickered and buzzed. It was like they were signaling her position to her captor.

      Faster!

      He was stomping down the stairs, calling her name. A second familiar voice hollered after him. Laura’s heart sank.

      Is she coming after me, too?

      A loud plop sounded on the wall beside her. White plaster exploded into a thousand pieces and sprayed the corridor, stinging her bare arms and thighs.

      She ducked and covered her head.

      Another plop.

      The wall plaster sprayed over her like gun shrapnel.

      He’s shooting at me!

      She glanced back, her eyes wild with horror, expecting to spot him at the other end, but the corridor was empty.

      He’s shooting blindly. He doesn’t know where I am.

      She opened her right palm and looked at the crumpled paper she’d been clutching.

      Quick.

      She stuffed it into her mouth.

      If they find me dead, they’ll know who did it.

      Laura spun around and rocketed through the corridor, trying hard not to make a sound.

      Almost there.

      She reached the door at the end of the tunnel, grabbed the handle, and turned it.

      The force of the heavy basement door hurled her backward. Bright sunlight streamed through the narrow stairway, blinding her, but she didn’t have a second to lose.

      She raced up, her chest heaving, barely hearing the steel basement door clang shut behind her.

      She halted on the top step and blinked, disoriented.

      Rows of roses burst in colors next to a manicured cedar hedge. Tall, stately trees lined the perimeter, like giant sentinels shielding the house from the rest of the world.

      From afar, she could hear waves crash against the shore below. She wasn’t far from the Black Rock cliffs.

      Her eyes darted back and forth, desperate for an escape. That was when she noticed the wall that ran along the property line.

      Her heart sank.

      She was trapped.

      Again.

      There was only one thing to do now.

      She leaped toward the closest tree and grabbed the lowest branch. Holding on, she scrambled up the oak trunk like a monkey.

      She clambered higher and higher on her wobbly legs, ignoring the rough bark scraping her bare skin, propelled by her will to live.

      She was halfway up when the basement door banged open. She froze and squinted through the leafy foliage.

      They’re here!

      She turned and peered over the wall.

      Freedom.

      The hiking trail was down below. The path she’d walked only a few days ago, before he seized her and….

      Think! What do I do now?

      The massive oak tree spread over the enclosure, giving shade to the trail outside. Clinging to a branch, she inched toward the wall.

      “Laura! Come back right now!” came a furious male voice. “Get down or I’ll punish you!”

      But Laura wasn’t listening to him anymore. She kept moving, clutching whatever she could. Her entire body was trembling so hard, she was scared her hands would slip.

      “I’m warning you. Get down or I’ll shoot to kill!”

      He’s lying.

      He hated spilling even one ounce of precious blood. He needed her alive. That’s why he had fired his weapon near her. Not at her.

      She teetered over the wall, ignoring the furious shouting below.

      The bough bowed dangerously. It was too thin at the end.

      The branch snapped with a loud crack. Laura fell through the air, barely feeling her T-shirt rip against a sharp twig.

      The cold air rushed against her face. Then she heard an ugly thump, followed by a searing pain that scorched through her frail body. Her head hammered like an army battalion had stormed inside and was firing machine guns.

      She tried to open her eyes, but all she could see was a blur of blinking stars. She felt something crumbly next to her cheek.

      Dirt.

      A dog barked nearby.

      Someone was shouting. She didn’t recognize the voice.

      Help. Please. Help me. Her cries were deafening inside her head, but her throat refused to work.

      The barking was muffled, but so close.

      Laura tried to raise her head, but she couldn’t move.

      Help me.

      A dog barked again.

      Wait.

      It was an entire pack of dogs.
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      Special Agent Tanya Stone shifted gears and took the offramp.

      Black Rock, here we come.

      Max, her police-trained German Shepherd, thumped his tail on the back seat, sensing the change in pace.

      They’d had a pleasant drive from Seattle. The weather had been warm and sunny. A perfect day to put the Jeep’s canvas top down.

      Tanya glanced at her furry partner through the rearview mirror. “Ready for our first case, bud?”

      Max barked in reply.

      Tanya wanted to feel elated about her first FBI case. Instead, her excitement was tempered by a sliver of dread.

      Black Rock was a prosperous seaside resort in Washington state with a population of ten thousand. It prided itself on attracting Hollywood celebrities, powerful politicians, and affluent retirees who sought anonymity in a charming locale.

      The sea breeze felt fresher and the green flora lusher. But something strange and sinister was brewing underneath this idyllic, small-town charm. She felt it in her bones the minute she took the highway exit.

      She instinctively touched her necklace, feeling the smooth ribbing of the gold locket on her chest.

      The Ukrainian sunflower pendant had belonged to her mother. Tanya had removed it from her red-splattered neck the day she had died. The necklace had been dripping with blood, forming crimson spots on the hardwood floor of her childhood home, riddled with bullets.

      When Tanya was a kid, her mother used to tell her the sunflower pendant warded off the evil eye. But that hadn’t stopped those men from shooting her dead. Tanya didn’t believe any of the old world mumbo jumbo, but she’d held on to the talisman. It was all she had of her mother.

      Focus.

      She forced those somber memories to the back of her head. This was the mission that would prove her worth to the bureau.

      Susan Cross, Seattle’s FBI director, had been cryptic. Black Rock would be Tanya’s home for the next few months. Her job was to find the source of murders that had recently swept through the West Coast, confounding local law enforcement.

      Who was behind the killings?

      Organized crime?

      A deranged serial killer?

      Someone seeking vengeance?

      No one had any idea.

      Nothing connected the hapless victims who came from disparate backgrounds, genders, ages, vocations. They had been murdered in different ways, at different times, and in different towns along the coast.

      There wasn’t much on the local or national news that hinted at this mystery. It was like someone with the right connections and power was keeping a tight lid on the killings.

      Susan Cross herself had been reserved. All she’d said was this was a dangerous undercover operation, where exposing Tanya’s identity could mean life or death.

      Cross had confiscated Tanya’s FBI badge before giving her a new driver’s license, a new birth certificate, a new gun license, and even new car insurance papers—none of which could be traced to the bureau. The Director had even ordered Max out of K9 training and seized his working collar.

      Max pushed his wet nose through the front seats and turned his soulful brown eyes on Tanya’s. She knew what he wanted. To stop the car so he could stretch his legs. And maybe chase a squirrel or two.

      But she was on the job.

      So was he.

      It was Tanya’s best friend, a private investigator, Asha Kade, who had rescued Max from a house of horrors in New Hampshire. Under Tanya’s care, he had transformed from a scruffy pup to a search and rescue K9.

      At three years old, he was still getting used to the rigors of a working dog’s career. Tanya knew Max would protect her with his life, though there were days when he wouldn’t pass up the chance to run after rabbits through the woods.

      “No goofing, bud.” Tanya reached behind to stroke his massive head. “We have to prove to Cross she made the right decision to pick us. If I don’t get my paycheck, how do I pay for your kibbles? I can barely make rent as it is.”

      She slowed down as a large road sign caught her eye. It had one oversized letter on it.

      H.

      She squinted to read the smaller words beneath it.

      Black Rock Psychiatric Institution.

      The green arrow pointed at a narrow road that wound through a wooded area up a hill. Tanya couldn’t help thinking it was the perfect setting for a slasher movie.

      “A mental hospital in this tiny town?” she murmured to herself as she drove by the sign. “We’ll have to check it out.”

      Her GPS said the local police station was five minutes from the town center. She turned into Marine Drive, Black Rock’s main drag.

      To Tanya’s left was the Pacific Ocean, sparkling like diamonds under the early afternoon sun. A wooden pier cut through the shore toward a rocky crop a mile out on the water, where sailboats were docked.

      Town center was a big term.

      It was one long street that ran along the shoreline. She glanced around, looking for the sign to the precinct.

      High-end boutique shops, gourmet ice cream stalls, and exclusive restaurants that offered a grand ocean view lined the drive. In the distance, she could see the top of the sprawling Pink Palace resort, rumored to have its own private waterfront.

      A black limo was idling next to an upscale jewelry store. Its tinted windows were up, and a suited chauffeur was leaning against the passenger door, his eyes wrapped in Ray-Bans.

      Tanya could smell the money here.

      This was where the high rollers of the West Coast came to get away from it all. Especially to escape the paparazzi who flocked to more well-known celebrity destinations.

      She scoped the street. There was hardly any traffic or pedestrians. It was early spring. Not the tourist season yet.

      Such a pretty little town, thought Tanya.

      Why do I feel so unsettled, then?

      The PTSD symptoms from her combat days flared up at the most inopportune moments. Some days, her paranoia was worse than others.

      She scanned the street again.

      No, there’s something off about this town.

      The chauffeur by the limo looked up from his phone.

      He frowned as he spotted Tanya’s Jeep crawl down the street. He touched the side of his cheek and spoke to his earpiece. His other hand slipped into his pocket. The way his hand curled inside told Tanya he was grasping his sidearm.

      Her heart beat a tick faster.

      Does he know I’m FBI?

      She reached for the glove compartment and pulled out her Glock.
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      The door of the jewelry store banged open.

      Out stepped a second man in a chauffeur’s suit and wraparound shades. He was holding a girl by one arm.

      She must have been seventeen at most. Her face was sullen, maybe angry. She looked like a schoolgirl in her green plaid skirt and white shirt and was trailing an expensive brown leather satchel on the ground.

      She gave a half-hearted attempt to shake the man’s hand off, but his grasp was strong.

      Tanya came to a stop by the side of the street and pretended to check a window display while she watched them from the corner of her eyes.

      The first man opened the back door of the limo and gestured for them to hurry. The man pulling the girl picked up his pace. The girl didn’t speak, but her face clearly said she didn’t want to get in.

      Tanya realized this could just be a schoolgirl playing truant and being dragged back home or to school. She knew her PTSD triggered trust issues. Some days, everybody looked like the bad guy.

      Susan Cross would kill her if she engaged in law enforcement while undercover. Still, she couldn’t just sit and watch.

      She opened the Jeep’s door to step out when a bone-chilling scream came from the other end of the street.

      Tanya whirled around, gun in hand.

      “Help me!”

      It was a woman’s voice. Laced in terror.

      Tanya dashed down the drive with Max at her heels. Undercover or not, she wasn’t going to ignore a cry from someone in trouble.

      “Get away from me!” came the piercing cry again. “Let me go!”

      The terrified screeches were coming from a small alleyway at the end. The entire street should have heard, but no one else was rushing over. No one even stepped out of the shops.

      Tanya swiveled her head back to see the limo drive away as if nothing out of the ordinary was going on. Turning back around, she raced into the narrow alley from where the cries had come.

      Her eyes widened at the sight.

      An elderly woman in a yellow jumpsuit and crystal-studded shades was hugging her handbag. With her free hand, she was doing her best to fend off two burly men.

      With black bandannas across their foreheads and skull tattoos on their biceps, they looked like giants next to her. Gang members. If Tanya had to guess, they either had just got out of prison or would end up there before long.

      What were they doing in a neighborhood like this?

      The thugs circled the woman, smug grins on their faces, towering over her small frame. She looked about the same age as Tanya’s mother would be now, had she lived.

      Hot anger spiraled up Tanya’s spine.

      She gripped her gun and marched over, wishing she could use her firearm, but she knew better. If they were armed with automatic weapons, that would only put the woman’s life at risk.

      One man swooped down and plucked the handbag out of the woman’s hands.

      She flailed and shrieked. “Give that back! That’s mine!”

      To Tanya’s surprise, she lunged forward and pulled at her purse straps. The goon jumped out of the way with a cackle.

      The second man pulled a knife out of his pocket and pretended to jab her, guffawing. The poor woman screeched, covering her head with her arms.

      The thugs were playing a sick game, but they were so engrossed in their victim, they hadn’t noticed Tanya and Max stomp up to them from behind.

      The old woman brazenly grabbed at her purse again. The thug’s smile turned into a scowl. He raised his fist in the air.

      “I’ll show you, you little⁠—”

      “Stop that!” Tanya stepped up to them, her Glock behind her back.

      The goons spun around, eyes widening as they caught sight of the tall woman in cargo pants and army boots. By her feet was a massive wolf -like canine bristling at them.

      Tanya eyed the men testily, wishing she had her handcuffs and her badge. She was fit and trained, but these goons had several inches on her and biceps the size of tree trunks. The bulges in their back pant pockets told her they could be armed with more than just that blade.

      “Give her purse back,” she snarled.

      “Who the heck are you?” snapped the bully with the handbag.

      “Someone who’s going to stop you from robbing a defenseless woman.”

      He laughed. “You think I’m scared of a chick?”

      The man with the knife turned on Tanya, his mouth curling into a snarl. “You wanna join the party? Hand over your money, bitch!”

      Max’s growls grew louder.

      The thug with the bag lunged at Tanya.

      She ducked.

      “Max, get him!”

      Max pounced on the goon, his mighty jaws wrapping around his arm and pulling him to the ground.

      That was when the man with the knife swiped at Tanya, the sharp edge slicing the air inches from her cheek. She spun around and raised her Glock.

      But it was too late.

      He came down on her like a concrete block. She crashed against the wall, her head hitting the hard brick with a sickening scrunch.

      She tried to slam him back with her shoulders, but the thug had her pinned down with his body, his knife at her throat. Her hand that held the gun was pressed behind her. Out of reach.

      She kicked and pushed, but it was like fighting an ox.

      His blade dug into her neck, cutting her skin, drawing blood.
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      Tanya raised her knee and rammed it between the thug’s legs.

      He let go with an agonized yell and buckled in pain.

      Max whirled around and snapped at the man’s heels. The goon kicked at the dog but missed.

      Tanya grabbed his wrist and twisted it violently. The knife fell to the ground with a clatter. She punched his stomach and slammed him against the wall before ramming her Glock into his forehead.

      “Call me bitch again!” she roared into his face.

      The second man scrambled to his feet and backed down the alleyway, still clutching the woman’s handbag.

      “Get the bag, Max!” Tanya yelled.

      Max whipped around. He jumped on the goon, sinking his fangs into his upper thigh and bringing him crashing down again. He was growling so loudly it sounded like a pack of wolves were fighting in that narrow alleyway.

      He snapped the purse in his jaws and brought it back to the old woman, who was cowering in the corner.

      Tanya pressed her gun into the forehead of the man in front of her.

      “I have an excellent memory and can draw faster than anyone in this state. If I see you or your pal’s face in this town again, I’ll have your heads.”

      He glared back, his beady eyes boring into hers.

      “Next time, I will make you feel pain, bitch.” His tightened jaw and blazing eyes told Tanya he meant it.

      She wished she could pistol whip him into a coma right there. “I suggest you take my words seriously. I don’t make idle threats.”

      “Me too,” growled the thug. “You just signed your death warrant.”

      Tanya grabbed him by the collar and peeled him off the wall.

      “Get out!” she hollered as she kicked him away. “And don’t come back!”

      With an angry hiss, he whirled around and stomped toward his companion.

      This time, Max didn’t wait for a command. He lunged after them, barking. Without a glance back, the men picked up their pace and vanished around the corner, with Max at their heels.

      Tanya turned to the victim, who was clutching her purse and staring at her like she was an alien.

      She appraised the older woman.

      The designer shoes, sunglasses, and the gold necklace around her dainty neck shouted her fashionista lifestyle. Now that she was close, Tanya realized there was something odd about this woman, something she couldn’t pinpoint.

      She sniffed the air.

      Do I smell alcohol?

      Though the woman’s face was defiant, her hands were trembling.

      “You were brave,” said Tanya. “I hope there’s never a next time, but if it happens again, I suggest you hand over your handbag. Your life’s not worth it.”

      The woman pursed her bright maroon lips and hugged her purse closer.

      “My dead husband’s photos are in here. Larry at the drugstore is going to make them digital, so I can share them online.”

      “Nothing’s worth getting stabbed,” said Tanya. “Trust me. I know.”

      The woman shot her a stubborn look. “I wasn’t going to lose them to those nitwit turkeys.”

      “Those nitwit turkeys could have killed you.”

      “Let them try. I work for the police chief.”

      Tanya did a double take.

      The woman narrowed her eyes. “Haven’t seen you around these parts. You from out of town?”

      “Starting a new job with the precinct today.”

      The woman’s eyes widened.

      “You’re the trainer the chief’s been talking about? I was expecting a military type.”

      “I am ex-military.”

      It was Tanya’s combat experience in Ukraine that had inspired Cross to hand select her for this solo mission.

      At thirty-three, she had been a mature hire to the bureau. They had waived the age restriction as she had been a combat vet, but she had passed her training at Quantico with flying colors. That hadn’t escaped Cross’s sharp eyes. No other FBI rookie got this level of responsibility so early in their career.

      Tanya bent down and offered a hand to the older woman. “Tanya Stone. Nice to meet you.”

      “I’m Wilma,” said the woman, squeezing her hand. She pointed at Max, who was trotting over, a proud look on his face. “What’s his name?”

      “Max.”

      Wilma ruffled the dog’s head. “You’re a good boy. Got my purse back and chased away those turkeys, too.”

      “What do you do for the chief, Wilma?” asked Tanya.

      “I’ll have my shingle hanging over the dispatch desk as long as they keep paying me.”

      She’s a dispatcher?

      The way Wilma dressed, Tanya had expected her to be a wealthy retiree. Or a widow with a healthy trust fund. If she was still working, she’d expected her to have a job that paid a lot more than a junior municipal employee.

      “I was just heading to the station to report for duty,” said Tanya. “Let me give you a ride.”

      Without waiting for Wilma to answer, she whistled for Max and turned around to walk back to the main road.

      “Tell me about the recent crime sprees,” she said as Wilma shuffled alongside, trying to keep up with her long strides.

      “Crimes?” said Wilma. “Black Rock’s a peaceful town. I grew up here. We never have any trouble.”

      Tanya raised a brow. “That’s not what I just saw.”

      “Oh, that.” Wilma swept an errant hair from her forehead. “Pickpockets and petty thieves from Portland. Happens once in a blue moon. Black Rockers are good people.”

      “You nearly got mugged.”

      Wilma put a cold hand on Tanya’s arm and pulled her back, stopping her in mid stride. Tanya spun around to face the woman.

      “What is it?”

      Wilma leaned closer and lowered her voice to a whisper. “Don’t tell anyone what just happened, okay?”
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      Tanya stopped when they reached the Jeep.

      There was something about this older woman that reminded her of her mother. Bold. Stubborn. And too proud to ask for help or admit when things went wrong.

      She turned to Wilma with a sigh. “It’s our duty to report a crime.”

      Wilma’s face scrunched up. “Nothing really bad happened in the end, did it?”

      Because I came to help you.

      “They pulled a knife on you, Wilma. They threatened you and me.”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “Help me understand, then,” said Tanya.

      Wilma’s lips quivered and her eyes filled with tears. “The new chief just started a week ago. If he knew I got into trouble, he could force me to retire. He could fire me. What do I do then?”

      “Getting mugged isn’t a plausible reason to fire anybody,” said Tanya. “Not by any stretch of the imagination. Besides, I’ll stand up for you.”

      “Please. I’m asking you to not tell anyone about this. I just can’t….”

      Tanya lowered her voice. “This wasn’t an isolated incident. Bad things have been happening in and around Black Rock.”

      “Like what?” Wilma’s gaze was cautious.

      “Like serial murders.”

      “Maybe in the next town over, but not here. Not in my town.”

      The image of the girl getting pushed into the limo flashed across Tanya’s mind.

      “How about abductions?”

      Wilma gave her a startled look. “How do you know?”

      Bingo.

      Wilma looked away and blinked. “That’s just a wicked rumor.”

      “How many girls have gone missing so far?” asked Tanya.

      “I don’t know.”

      “What do the rumors say?”

      “A handful of girls have run away from home. Here and there, over the years.”

      “Any idea what happened to them?”

      “They took off to Seattle with boyfriends from out of town. If anyone says bad things happened to them, that’s just vicious gossip. Like I said, they’re all runaways.”

      “There could also be a trafficking ring at work. Or a serial sex offender.”

      “It could also just be the pirate from the high seas come back.”

      Tanya raised a brow.

      She had battled Somali pirates while protecting merchant ships in the Gulf of Aden a few years earlier. Was this what Cross wanted her to do in Black Rock? Hunt down modern-day pirates?

      She put her hands on her hips. “I didn’t realize Washington state had a pirate problem.”

      Wilma pushed another errant hair back.

      “When I was a little girl, my grandma told me the stories. The phantom pirate sailed in a ghost ship with a black sail. He stole girls from the villages. I used to have nightmares he’d snatch me one day. I never went to the beach alone after that.”

      Phantom pirates? Ghost ships?

      Tanya tried to hide her annoyance.

      If there had been no crime sprees, the FBI wouldn’t have given Black Rock a second glance. Why was Wilma so protective of her hometown, especially after almost getting mugged herself?

      “Chief Bold wouldn’t have gone to the trouble to hire me if he didn’t have a heavy workload,” she said.

      “He’s from the big city,” said Wilma. “Always expecting bad things to happen. He’s a super worrier. This is a small town. A good town.”

      She glanced at Tanya from under her eyelids, like she was about to divulge a secret.

      “Even the city council said no when the chief proposed to hire you.”

      Really?

      “They said we didn’t need you. They said they couldn’t afford you. The chief had to fight to get you.”

      “Is that right?” said Tanya. Her fake contract didn’t pay much. It would all go to the FBI coffers, anyway.

      Wilma lowered her voice.

      “You look like a nice girl, so I’ll tell you this. Don’t believe all the gossip. It’s peaceful here. Not like the big city. You don’t have to worry about crimes and such. You don’t have to be so scared.”

      Tanya didn’t reply.

      There were few things in the world that frightened her. Small-town crime wasn’t one of them.

      Tanya had been baptized by gunfire at eighteen years old. It was the day the Russian militia gunned down her mother and took her younger brother to a torture camp. She never saw his body but rumors of his horrific death felt like stab wounds through her heart.

      She taught herself to handle an assault rifle, shoot a sniper gun, blow up a bridge, track militia gangs, and hold up a train across enemy lines in her homeland of Ukraine. By her nineteenth birthday, the thugs who’d killed her family and ravaged her village had paid for their brutality.

      Tanya’s birth name was Tetyana Shevchenko.

      But Tetyana didn’t exist anymore.

      This was one secret the residents of Black Rock would never find out.

      The nightmares of her past still haunted her, the invisible wounds cutting deep into her psyche. Staying busy was what kept her sane. It was why she had joined the bureau. That, and her all consuming rage for justice.

      Justice, her mother and brother never got to have.

      But Wilma didn’t know any of this.

      It was time to change topics.

      Tanya opened the passenger door of her Jeep for the older woman. “Who lives in Black Rock? Vacationing families? Retirees?”

      Wilma seemed to perk up at the question.

      “This is a resort town, so folks are always coming and going. We even have Hollywood celebrities. Did you know Angelina Jolie and Johnny Depp have beautiful houses up the hill? Sharon Stone too. Have you seen her? In real life, I mean? I have. Many times on Marine Drive. Drop-dead gorgeous, she is.”

      “Who else lives here?”

      “Hot-shot politicians from Washington come when they lose an election and need to get away for a bit. I could drop some big names.” Wilma babbled on, her tears forgotten. “Rich kids come for summer breaks too, if they’re not partying it up in California. They’re always cruising along Marine Drive in their fancy open cars, playing loud music. But no one says anything because they come from big families.”

      “Do they cause trouble?”

      “Trouble?”

      “Yeah, like illegal drugs. Abductions. Sexual assaults. Homicides. That sort of thing.”

      Wilma stared at Tanya.

      “That’s scandalous. How could you even think that?”

      Wilma looked away and pushed her hair back from her forehead. Her face was flushed and her hands were shaking.

      Tanya recognized those telltale signs.

      Wilma wasn’t telling the whole truth about Black Rock.
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      Three uniformed men were conversing at the far side of the bullpen.

      Their backs were to them.

      Tanya turned to Wilma. “Which one’s the chief?”

      “The tall one.” Wilma jabbed her in the waist and gave her a coy smile. “The girls around town have been saying he looks just like Jack Reacher on TV. What do you think?”

      Tanya was surprised at how quickly Wilma had transformed from the frightened mugging victim into a friendly driving companion, eager to share her own gossip.

      But Tanya wasn’t looking for empty chatter. She wanted facts, facts the FBI had sent her to ferret out.

      On their way over, Wilma had asked her to stop at Lulu’s corner café. After getting her an iced cappuccino and Max a fresh bottle of water, Tanya had parked the Jeep next to a row of squad cars behind the precinct.

      An ambulance had been idling in the far corner of the parking lot. Tanya had spotted two heads in front, talking animatedly.

      “Justin and Stacey,” Wilma had said. “They have an office inside, but they only come in to get supplies and pick up their paychecks.”

      “Are they that busy?”

      “They just drive around most of the time. I can always reach them on radio, so it’s not a big deal. To tell the truth, I don’t blame them for not wanting to come inside this place.”

      Black Rock’s police station was a shabby, one-story concrete bunker. Tanya could see the cracks on the walls and the heavy peeling on the roof. It looked like it would collapse into a heap of dust if even a low-level tremor hit the West Coast.

      Tanya had followed Wilma through the waiting room to the secure area via the electronically locked door, with Max on a leash. A damp and musty odor had hit her nose as the inside door opened.

      Inside the secure space was the bullpen, with desks and a row of computers. Two interview rooms lined one wall and a small boardroom was on the other.

      The door to the chief’s office stood wide open, but it was impossible to see if anyone was inside as the desk was piled high with manila folders.

      Wilma pushed a jar of chocolate Oreo cookies to the side of her desk and put her coffee down. When she opened the bottom drawer Tanya noticed the golden liquid bottle in the corner.

      Whiskey?

      Wilma shoved her handbag in and slammed the drawer shut. She turned and looked up at Tanya, as if to make sure she hadn’t spotted her hidden stash.

      Tanya didn’t say a word, but she could smell the strong liquor.

      Wilma pulled up a rolling chair and plopped down. “It’s nice to have a fresh female face around here. Lopez’s the only other one, but she’s got such a chip on her shoulders, I tell you.”

      “Have you worked here a long time?” said Tanya.

      “My husband was chief, ages ago. He was a good man. Worked hard and did a lot for this town. I started at the station at seventeen, and never retired.” Wilma grinned. “I’m seventy-one years young and I keep on ticking. I’ll outlast all of them, I tell you.”

      “I’m sure you will.”

      Wilma’s smile widened.

      “You have such pretty features.” She wagged a finger near Tanya’s nose. “Take some advice from a wise old woman. Grow your hair. Put some makeup on to bring those pretty green eyes out, and for goodness’ sake, get rid of these ugly pants and boots.”

      Tanya stared at the woman. “I’m on the job.”

      She spun on her heels and walked to the back of the station. Wilma was a puzzle she’d have to sort out later. It was time to meet the man who hired her.

      The officer with the chief’s badge looked up as she walked over. They made eye contact. Tanya blinked. Though she didn’t want to admit it, her heart skipped a beat.

      At five foot, eleven and a half inches, she towered over most men, but the chief was a few inches taller. Wilma was right. Chief Bold was as buff and brawny as they come. Those soft brown eyes probably made the women of this town swoon, she thought, but they won’t work on me.

      You could be the killer I’m supposed to be hunting in Black Rock.

      The two officers flanking the chief couldn’t have been any different.

      One was in his late twenties or early thirties. He wore round rimless spectacles that made him look like a fit librarian and was the only one with a wedding band on his finger.

      The second officer was older and looked like he spent more time giving out parking tickets than chasing criminals. His wide girth and graying sideburns told Tanya he was surfing till they gave him his pension. Or the boot out the door.

      But in a small town like this, Tanya doubted the chief had many hiring options.

      She offered her hand to him.

      “Tanya Stone.”

      The chief jerked his head back like he hadn’t expected her. He was quick to cover his surprise and shake her hand.

      “Jack Bold. Glad you could make it.”

      The older officer standing next to him raised a brow. “You are our trainer?”

      “I am.”

      “I thought it was going to be a man.”

      Tanya’s face hardened.

      He smirked. “I mean, I was expecting someone experienced.”

      “Combat war vet,” Tanya snapped, swallowing the more colorful words she wished she could spit out.

      Bold glared at his officer.

      “Stone was trained by Israel’s special forces. I’m surprised we could even afford someone with her skills. Show some respect.”

      The chief turned to Tanya with a semi-apologetic look on his face and gestured to his colleagues. “Meet my team. Officer Shawn Fox and Officer Ezra Jones.”

      Shawn Fox was the fit librarian. Ezra Jones was the man with the nasty attitude.

      As Tanya held out her hand to the officers, she felt her gut signal to her.

      If there was one thing she’d learned over the years, it was to trust her instincts. There was something about these two, but it was when she touched Officer Ezra Jones hand she felt her back stiffen.

      Jones wasn’t just a jaded cop with a surly mug.

      He was a dangerous man.

      The kind who’d stab you in the back without a hint of remorse.
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      Chief Bold waved to someone by the entrance.

      “Lopez. Over here.”

      Tanya turned to see a trim and toned female officer in uniform, her tawny hair tied back into a sensible ponytail.

      Wilma was right. Lopez’s uniform showed a rank slightly higher than her male colleagues and she looked more competent. But her shoulders were squared, and her face was set in an angry expression.

      Tanya didn’t like the look she gave her as she marched over.

      You don’t intimidate me, thought Tanya. She straightened to her full height and offered her hand. Lopez thrust her chin up as she shook it in a vise grip. She offered no smile.

      “It was the FBI field office that recommended Stone,” said the chief to his team.

      All three officers raised their eyebrows. They were impressed, but their shoulders were taut and their faces remained unsmiling.

      Bold turned to Tanya.

      “Our crime rates have been steadily increasing. It’s the same all across the country, but the incidents along the coast have been alarming. It’s not what you’d expect to see in and around a resort town with such a small population. We have our work cut out for us.”

      Tanya shot a discreet glance at Wilma by the reception desk. She was placing a bowl of water on the floor for Max. He got up and lapped it while she petted his back.

      On their way to the station, Wilma had begged her to not talk about the mugging. That went against everything Tanya believed in, but something told her to stay mum for now. There was more to this town and this team than met the eye.

      “The mayor wants everything cleaned up yesterday,” continued the chief, oblivious to the questions raging in Tanya’s mind. “The problem is we have to work quietly, without giving a hint to the outside, as the tourists bring in hefty dollars. This makes our job much harder.”

      “What type of crimes are we talking about?” asked Tanya.

      “Homicides, abductions, smuggling. I’m still catching up to the case files in Black Rock so I don’t have the full picture yet.”

      “I saw two men push a teen into a limo on Marine Drive. It didn’t give me a good feeling.”

      A chuckle made Tanya turn.

      “That’s not how we work,” said Jones. “We don’t go by our feels.”

      “She clearly didn’t want to get inside,” said Tanya.

      “A truant,” said Jones. “So many of these rich kids run around when they should be at school. She’s probably at home now with her private tutor, cursing her parents.”

      A concerned expression came over Chief Bold’s eyes. “Did she say anything?”

      “Not a word, but she could have been too frightened to speak.”

      “Did she try to run away?”

      “She sort of resisted but didn’t—” Tanya stopped as she realized how paranoid she sounded.

      “Could it have been a family member trying to get her home?” said Bold.

      “Hard to say. I didn’t have time to take the limo’s license number. Got distracted….”

      Jones shook his head and chuckled again. “You don’t know the first thing about police business. Leave that to us.”

      “Who are you?”

      Tanya turned to see Lopez scrutinizing her, animosity in her eyes.

      “Private contractor,” she said.

      “I know that.” Lopez squinted even more. “But who are you, really? Why are you in this business?”

      Tanya stared at the officers who were watching her carefully, even the chief who had hired her.

      I’m a woman who has killed more men than you can even imagine. They all deserved to die, but with every kill, I lost part of my soul.

      But Tanya knew she could never divulge such a secret with these strangers.

      “When I was a kid, I thought I was going to be a school teacher, but things changed.”

      Lopez opened her mouth as if to say something, then shut it. No one spoke for a few seconds.

      “What are your qualifications for this job?” said Fox.

      “I was the CIA’s best sniper in the Middle East. Mossad hired me for their overseas security projects after that. I’ve hunted traffickers and terrorists from Monrovia to Somalia. Got a fifth-degree black belt in hand-to-hand combat.” Tanya paused. “I’ve done contract work for the FBI, as well. I understand state-side police business.”

      “FBI, huh?” said Lopez, like she didn’t believe her.

      “Why would you come to a little town after running around the world?” said Jones, a condescending smirk on his face. “You’re gonna be bored to tears.”

      “I was hired to do a job.” Tanya gave him a steely look. “I’m here to give you training in Krav Maga martial arts and specialized weapons, so you’re equipped to deal with this recent crime wave more effectively.”

      Fox frowned. “Who do you work for?”

      “Myself.”

      “An independent contractor?” Jones’ face turned dark. “What a windfall. I could do with a sweet private deal myself.”

      “Listen up, everyone.” Bold turned to his team, hands in the air as if to say stop it already. “Stone’s going to whip us into shape and give us the street skills we need. First session starts tomorrow morning at seven. I want to see all of you⁠—”

      “Chief!” a panicked voice called out from the other end of the station.

      Everyone whirled toward the receptionist’s desk. Wilma had one hand over her headphones and was waving to them urgently.

      “Call just came in. Someone heard a girl scream for help. She was shouting about someone trying to kill her.”

      Bold jerked his head up. “Location?”

      “Hiking trail behind Grimwood Estate. Three miles down.”

      “On our way.”

      He turned to his team. “Lopez and Jones, take a car. Fox, stand by for instructions.”

      “Will do, Boss,” said Fox.

      “I bet that’s Laura Fredrickson,” said Lopez, pulling her jacket on.

      “Who’s Laura Fredrickson?” said Tanya.

      “Missing case,” said Fox. “Fifteen-year-old female disappeared three days ago. Took a bus to a local restaurant for a job. Never came home.”

      “Cameras?” said Tanya.

      “City’s too cheap to install cameras in our public transportation,” said Lopez as she pulled out her sidearm, checked it, and holstered it.

      Fox made a face. “Or anywhere for that matter.”

      “For a town that makes good money off wealthy tourists,” said Tanya, turning to the chief who was reaching for his hat and jacket, “your city council sure is frugal. Where does all that money go?”

      “That’s over my pay grade,” said Bold as he marched toward the door. “We have a crime scene to attend to right now.”

      Tanya followed Bold out to the parking lot. She opened the Jeep’s back door to let Max jump in.

      Bold gave her a quizzical look. “Where are you heading?”

      “Going to the crime scene.”

      Bold stared.

      “I can help you in the field.” Tanya pointed at her Jeep. “I’ve been told I’m faster than a rally racer.”

      The chief gave her a stern look. “Watch your speed. I don’t want to give my contractor a ticket.”

      He stepped toward the nearest squad car, then stopped. “Stay at the station. You’re not an officer on duty.”

      With that, he got in his car and slammed the door.

      Lopez, with Jones in the passenger seat, took off first, sirens blaring. Bold was next to leave, his lights flashing.

      Tanya jumped in her driver’s seat and started the engine. She rolled the Jeep out of the parking lot and raced down the road to catch up to the crew.

      You don’t get to tell me what to do, Chief Bold.
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      “Looks like our missing girl,” said Officer Jones to Chief Bold. “Dead as a doornail.”

      Tanya was right behind the chief. He had shot her an annoyed look when she had parked beside his squad car along the hiking trail, but he hadn’t reprimanded her.

      Yet.

      I guess that’s coming later, thought Tanya as she joined the two men on the path.

      “Check for evidence,” said Bold to Jones. “Take photos. Lots of them.”

      He spun around and walked over to Lopez, who was squatting next to the young girl’s body in the ditch.

      Tanya surveyed the surroundings.

      They were on a narrow hiking path that snaked through a quiet, wooded area. This was the west end of town, where colossal mansions sat high on the ocean cliff, safely walled off from the rest of town.

      There was no one in sight.

      At first glance, it seemed like a peaceful location—one where birds sang, and trees bent over the high walls, offering generous shade to hikers on the trail. It was a place where you’d expect to see joggers after work and families with kids on weekends.

      The ditch where the girl lay was next to a whitewashed brick wall that meandered along the pathway. On the other side of the trail loomed an imposing twelve-foot concrete barricade with barbed wire straddling the top.

      A large sign painted in austere letters said, PRIVATE. KEEP OUT. GRIMWOOD ESTATE.

      Max had jumped out of the Jeep and had taken a guarded position in front of that sign, his nose pointed toward the estate. Tanya thought she heard distant barking. Max’s alert ears told her something inside that compound was bothering him more than the dead body in the ditch.

      “Grimwood Estate,” muttered Tanya, as she walked over to the dead girl.

      Bold was by his squad car now, talking urgently to someone on his radio. Lopez was holding the victim’s limp wrist in her hands. Making sure not to trample on evidence, Tanya stepped into the ditch and squatted next to her.

      It was a teenage girl, her chestnut brown hair spread underneath her head like an angel’s halo. Her face was pale and thin, and scrunched into an expression of terror.

      The girl was lying on her side, in a plain white T-shirt several sizes too large that could have doubled as a nightshirt. It was so big the u-shaped neck cut low over her small breasts. The shirt had a rip at the bottom hem, like it had caught on something.

      “Any idea what happened?” said Tanya as she scanned the frail body.

      “No evidence of sexual assault,” said Lopez. “Outwardly anyway. The medical examiner will confirm that. No major bruises, except for this…”

      Tanya leaned over to see the girl’s forearm. A trickle of blood was seeping from her right elbow, but the wound wasn’t bigger than a pinprick.

      “Injection mark?”

      Lopez shrugged. “She got pricked by something. The ME will confirm.”

      Lopez got up to head back to her car. Tanya stayed with the girl, a sadness creeping into her heart.

      Despite everything she had witnessed in the most dangerous hot spots in the world, it was heart-breaking to see a child like this. Tanya reached over and pulled the T-shirt up to cover the girl’s chest.

      “Wait a minute,” she said to herself.

      She put her hand under the girl’s nose to feel her breath when the teen’s pupils moved under her eyelids.

      Tanya sprang back in shock.

      “She’s alive!”

      Bold and Lopez whipped around.

      “Call EMT!” yelled Bold.

      Lopez grabbed her radio.

      The girl’s eyes flickered open. They were filled with fear, but she was breathing again. Hoarse, shallow, fast breaths.

      Tanya leaned close. “Laura? You’re safe, hun. We got you. Hang tight.”

      “EMT on its way,” hollered Lopez.

      The girl struggled to move her head.

      “Stay still,” said Tanya, placing a gentle hand on her shoulder. “We’ll get you out of here soon.”

      Tanya looked up. “Water! She needs water!”

      Lopez was hauling a first aid kit from the back of her squad car while Bold was barking down the radio to Fox. Everyone was on the move, except for Jones. He stood in front of the Grimwood Estate barricade, looking up, as if examining the sky.

      Did he find something?

      The girl gasped for air and Tanya turned her focus back to her.

      “You’re doing great,” she said, squeezing the girl’s arm gently. “We’re going to take care of you now. Stay still.”

      Laura gargled like she was choking on her own spit. “The kid… the kid…”

      Tanya put her ear closer to her mouth.

      “The kid…” came Laura’s trembling voice. She spoke so low Tanya wasn’t sure she’d heard it right.

      “Which kid, hun?”

      “He chased me….”

      “Who chased you? A kid?”

      “No, the monster. He’s… coming back… for more…”

      Tanya blinked. The monster? Laura turned her pale blue eyes to her but could hardly keep them open.

      “Who’s this monster?” asked Tanya.

      The girl clutched her hand but didn’t speak.

      “It’s okay, hun,” whispered Tanya, holding on to her. “You’re going to be fine now. You’re safe.”

      “He… he…” Laura’s face scrunched up like it took all her energy to speak. “He was going to kill me….”

      Lopez jumped down into the ditch with the emergency kit and a bottle of water.

      Suddenly, the girl’s head sank to the side, and her eyes rolled up into her sockets.

      “Laura?” called out Tanya, panic shooting through her. “Laura? Wake up, hun. Keep your eyes open.”
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