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        •	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.

        Before they were investigators, they were survivors. This is the award-winning origin story of the Red Heeled Rebels. Asha Kade, Katy McCafferty, and Tanya (Tetyana) Stone are orphaned young women who bond through trauma and fight for justice and freedom. These books must be read in order for your best enjoyment.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this omnibus novel.

      You get three of Tanya Stone FBI K9 mystery thrillers in one, with the epilogues for each story included!

      You’re in the right place if you crave the rush of danger and the jolt of a twist you never saw coming. In these pages, you’ll feel the dread, the shock, and the adrenaline-spiked thrill of justice delivered.

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

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

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

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

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

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

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

          

        

      

    

    
      Paradise Cove is the perfect vacation getaway. So, FBI Agent Tanya Stone thinks...
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      Until a Porsche slams into the café where she and her detective friends are enjoying a morning coffee. To their horror, the driver shoots a man dead. Then, she turns the gun on herself next.

      The sheriff is quick to call it a case of extreme road rage, but Tanya realizes not all is well in this idyllic small town. The sinister secret behind this brutal crime lies buried deep in the nearby woods. But no one wants to see the truth. 

      With the help of her friends and her K9 partner, Max, Tanya becomes obsessed with unraveling the deadly mystery. But the more lies she exposes, the more dangerous it is to stay in town. 

      A serial killer is hiding in plain sight, watching her…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue - The Night Intruder

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s an intruder in my room!

      Eveline Hart stared into the darkness, her heart thumping hard. Dread crawled through her body.

      Where’s my gun?

      It was still dark outside. The backlit clock on the bedroom wall said it was five thirty in the morning. The windows were shut. Condensation had formed ghostly patterns on the glass.

      A rustle in the far corner of the room made her freeze.

      She wanted to raise her head, but her body had turned to lead. It was like someone had drugged her.

      Did I forget my pills last night? Didn’t the doctor say it was going to be rough the first night back? Am I hallucinating?

      The rustle came again. Like someone was shifting in position.

      That was real.

      Eveline tried to cry out, but her throat constricted.

      A sliver of pale light from the waning moon streamed through her lace curtains. Her eyes widened as she spotted the shadow in the corner by her antique armoire.

      The shadow moved.

      She glimpsed his face. It had been painted in combat colors. The moonlight fell on a gloved hand. It glinted on the sharp edge of a knife.

      Eveline gasped in horror.

      How did he get in?

      She wanted to scream for help, but no one would hear her. She lived alone in a large house at the end of a cul-de-sac in a quiet neighborhood.

      A neighborhood that was supposed to be safe.

      Her phone was in her bedstand drawer and her handgun was in her car. She lay petrified, like a comatose patient able to hear everything but a prisoner in her body.

      Is this how I die? Raped and murdered in my bed?

      The silhouette moved out of the shadows.

      “Where are they?” said a deep voice.

      Eveline jerked up with a start.

      His voice was muffled, but she recognized it. Her stomach lurched.

      He’s back.

      The intruder stepped up to the edge of the bed, the knife pointing at her throat.

      “Did you hear me?” he snarled.

      Eveline opened her mouth, but no sound came out. He pushed the knife into the skin of her neck, drawing a trickle of blood. Every fiber in her body trembled.

      “Please don’t do this,” she whispered.

      He laughed a dry, sardonic laugh—one of a man who knew he held all the cards.

      “How could you…?” Eveline’s voice cracked.

      “I know you took them!” he thundered. “Show me where they are!”

      His bellow almost deafened her.

      The roar reminded her of her past. A past filled with screaming, hitting, hurting, fighting. Fighting to keep her two sons alive. Fighting to live another day.

      She looked into his eyes.

      How could you do this to me? Of all people? After all these years?

      A coil of fury swirled up her spine, giving her strength and hardening her resolve.

      His dark eyes bored into hers. They were like laser beams burning into her heart, but she had made her decision.

      She raised her head and steeled herself. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

      The backhanded blow stung. Eveline fell back on her pillow in shock. The throbbing pain pulsated on her cheek.

      “You witch!”

      He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her out from under the covers.

      She clawed at his hands, but he was stronger than an ox. Just like his father had been.

      He thrust the knife into the soft spot in the middle of her throat. She gasped for air, but his grip tightened even more.

      “Get up, witch.”

      He picked her frail body up by the throat like a puppet master controlling a marionette. He must have known she had just come home from chemotherapy. He must have known she would be too weak to fight.

      He shoved her across the bedroom, holding the knife to her neck, one hand crushing her spindly arm so tightly she was sure he’d snap it in two.

      He pulled her into the hallway and down the marble staircase. She stumbled, barely registering the pain of banging into the wooden banister.

      He dragged her across the living room and threw her into her favorite Empress chair. She spotted the rope lying on the floor.

      He came prepared.

      Within seconds, he secured her to the chair. Then he leaned in, his angry eyes lit like volcano fire, bubbling and ready to explode.

      Eveline was too exhausted to speak, but she knew her time was up.

      “If you don’t tell me where they are,” he growled, his mouth inches from hers, “I’ll burn this house down with you in it.”

      Terror rose inside of her. But it was mixed with a twist of sorrow. She stared back at his soulless eyes, catching a sob in her throat.

      You aren’t the boy I raised.

      Her eyes filled with tears. She closed them as if that would help her unsee the grown man in front of her.

      You’ve become your father’s son.
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      The man pulled off his right glove and threw it on the floor.

      Eveline instinctively knew what would happen next.

      Skin on skin hurt more than that soft wool glove. He’d learned that from his father.

      He cracked his knuckles and clenched his right hand into a fist.

      Her eyes grew wide as she noticed the scar on the back of his hand. A glaring red heart burned into his pale skin. The wound had healed, but it was still gruesome.

      So, they branded him too.

      “Are you ready to talk?” he roared.

      “No.”

      He slammed his fist into her face. Her head flung back. She reeled. Stars danced in her blurred vision. A metallic taste came to her mouth and blood trickled from her torn lips.

      “Don’t you want to live, witch?” he shouted, raising his fist, ready to punch again.

      She had known this day would come. She just hadn’t realized it would be this soon, but she was going to die, anyway. What did she have to lose?

      “No.”

      He hit her again.

      And again.

      Until she went numb.

      With a furious hiss, he kicked the chair violently. It tilted back and crashed to its side, taking Eveline down with it. A searing pain shot through her weakened body like a lightning strike.

      Then she blacked out.

      She didn’t know how long she lay, oblivious to her surroundings.

      When she came to, she found herself in a crumpled heap on the floor, still tied to the back of the chair. She lay quietly in that agonizing position, listening to him ransack the house.

      “Where are they?” he hollered from somewhere in the dining room.

      The sound of shattering glass came soon after. Her hand-blown wineglasses, the beautiful set she’d bought in Prague, were now gone, she was sure.

      She moved her arm and winced at the stinging pain. She felt something strange on her, like a snake had coiled around her.

      The rope.

      It had loosened when the chair had upturned.

      Inch by inch, Eveline pulled at it, ignoring the pains shooting through her body. Soon, the knot came undone, and the rope fell to the floor.

      She pushed herself up with shaking arms and glanced around.

      A hurricane had passed through the living room. He was upstairs now, cursing loudly.

      You’ll never find them there.

      Eveline got to her feet and leaned against the wall, trying to catch her breath. Her heart was pounding with the effort as much as the terror she felt.

      Holding on to the wall, she stumbled toward the kitchen. Step by step. She passed the pantry, not daring to glance inside. Instead, she put a trembling hand on the smaller door next to it.

      She stepped into the garage and closed the door behind her. Passing her dead husband’s Cadillac, she staggered toward the Porsche SUV at the end. He used to yell at her for leaving her keys inside, but she only did it because she kept losing them.

      Eveline pulled open the driver’s side door and crawled inside. She reached toward the cubby-hole and clicked it open. A sigh of relief went through her as she saw her old-fashioned revolver tucked inside.

      Her husband had never known she kept it there. If he had found out, he would have confiscated it. She knew it wasn’t legal to carry it, especially loaded, but she always felt safer with it.

      It took a minute for her to focus.

      Foot on brake.

      Turn on engine.

      Open garage door.

      The garage door had opened halfway when he came storming through the inside door, screaming at the top of his lungs.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      Eveline heard the sharp clank of the knife as it hit her back windshield. She jumped on the gas pedal. The Porsche propelled out of the garage, the top scraping the door that was still pulling up.

      She rocketed down the driveway and spun onto the road. She gripped the wheel like her life depended on it. Because it did.

      She only looked in the rearview mirror once. His truck was gunning out of her driveway. She pressed on the accelerator.

      Her husband used to boast this SUV had five hundred horsepower or something like that. Whatever it was, she needed every bit of it to beat the killer in the heavy-duty flatbed coming after her.

      Her engine revved as she sped through the quiet streets of Paradise Cove.

      Eveline was on autopilot.

      She wiped the blood from her face, unsure where she was heading. Her instincts had taken over and were guiding her toward the town center. Only one thought roiled through her mind.

      He’s going to kill me.

      It was still early. Most of the town was asleep.

      Paradise Cove was a peninsula inhabited by wealthy retirees and moneyed families who didn’t have to get up every day to work. The main street stores were opening, but there was hardly any traffic.

      Cora’s Café was just a block away. It was where she always picked up her morning latte.

      She glanced at the rearview mirror. The black truck was speeding toward her, getting closer, looming in behind her like a deadly monster.

      He is a monster.

      Eveline was no longer able to think. Adrenaline surged through her veins. Her entire body trembled in fright.

      I can’t die! Not like this!

      She pushed down on the gas. Her wheels squealed on the asphalt.

      That was when she spotted the boy hiding behind the bushes by the café.

      She was sure it was him, even with that blonde wig. Her jaw dropped. Her hands clenched.

      They let him live?

      That brief moment of distraction cost her.

      One second, she was speeding down the street. The next, her vehicle was hurtling toward Cora’s Café like a bullet.

      Eveline’s eyes widened in horror. But she was frozen. Unable to move her hands, turn the wheel, or slam the brakes.

      Do something! Anything!

      She screamed.

      I’m going to die!

      With a thundering roar, her SUV smashed through the glass doors and ploughed into the busy coffee shop.
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          TWENTY MINUTES EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      FBI Agent Tanya Stone stared out of the window of Cora’s Café.

      It’s too early for cold-blooded murder.

      The pleasant aroma of freshly baked buns and chocolate croissants wafted in the air. Asha always knew how to pick the best coffee shops.

      Seated at a patio table outside the café were Tanya’s best friends. A slim Asian woman in her early thirties with her dark hair pulled into a ponytail, and an attractive, curvy redhead with bright lipstick to match her hair. Their heads were bowed, deep in discussion.

      Tanya was glad Asha and Katy had wrapped up their most recent case successfully. She had been looking forward to spending this holiday week with them, but she wished they’d stop rehashing their murder investigation to death.

      Didn’t they know they were on vacation?

      “One dark coffee for you. A Ceylon tea and a caramel latte with whipped cream for your pals.”

      Tanya turned around to face the café owner.

      “That would be fifteen dollars, hun,” said Cora.

      Tanya reached into her pocket to pull out her wallet.

      Cora smiled. “You all new to town, then?”

      Tanya nodded. Cora pushed aside a bag of sugar buns and leaned across the counter.

      “So, where are you gals from then?”

      “Seattle.”

      “What are you doing in our neck of the woods? Are you here for work or play?”

      From the edge of her eyes, Tanya noticed a middle-aged woman with a cane had stopped browsing the cookies and was listening in.

      “Wanted to get away from the hustle for a bit,” said Tanya.

      “In Paradise Cove?”

      “My dog’s at a vet near town.”

      “Aw, is your pup feeling all right?”

      “Routine operation.”

      “Don’t they have vets in Seattle?” Cora tsked. “Three lovely ladies like you should be out and about in the big city, shopping, catching a movie or a show. There’s not much to see in our quiet little town.”

      “We like quiet.”

      Tanya hated small talk, but this woman didn’t seem to be the type you could get away from easily.

      Cora cocked an eyebrow.

      “Anything special you were looking to do in our town?”

      Tanya gave her a tight smile.

      Will you stop prying if I tell you I’m a federal agent? And those two ladies outside are detectives.

      But Cora was looking at her expectantly, a good-natured expression on her face.

      “There’s the sailing club at the end of Sunset Drive. Ask Hudson Wyatt to take you out on his yacht this weekend. Tell him I sent you.”

      “Thanks,” Tanya mumbled. “We’re going to just hang out at the cottage.”

      Cora prodded her arm. “He’s the most eligible bachelor in town and he likes his women tall.” She winked. “A pretty girl like you should have no trouble finding a date, but he’s quite the catch if⁠—”

      The bread oven in the back kitchen pinged loudly, distracting her.

      Tanya picked up the drinks tray and stepped away from the counter before Cora could probe her further. Just as she reached for the door, a gaunt teenager in a grungy hoodie crashed inside, almost bowling her over.

      “Hey,” said Tanya, stabilizing her drink tray.

      The girl brushed past her with a grunt, leaving an unwashed smell in her wake.

      Shaking her head, Tanya stepped out to the patio to join her friends. She had just handed Asha her tea when they heard the commotion.

      “Stop, thief!”

      They spun around.

      The teen was scurrying through the door with the bag of sugar buns. Cora dashed out after her, shaking a fist.

      “Get back here! Thief!”

      Tanya leaped off the patio and grabbed the girl by the arm.

      “Hey,” cried the kid, squirming. “Lemme go!”

      Tanya gave her a second look. The girl couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. Her face was scrawny and her arms were so skinny, Tanya could feel her bones.

      She was trembling, either out of fear or hunger.

      Or both.

      Cora marched over and grabbed the bag. She wagged a furious finger in the girl’s face.

      “You think you’ll get away with this, huh? Just wait till the sheriff hears about what you did. Bad deeds never go unpunished.”

      “I’ll pay for it.”

      Cora snapped around to Tanya, her chin jutting out.

      “What did you say?”

      “I’ll pay for the buns,” said Tanya, still holding on to the girl who’d gone limp. “No need to call the cops. She’s just hungry.”

      A creaky noise made her look up. The woman with the cane was stepping out of the café’s front door.

      “I called the sheriff.” She limped over, her mouth set in a thin, stern line. “Reginald’s sending a deputy over right away.”

      “Thanks a bunch, Pat.” Cora turned back to the girl, who had her head bowed now. “You hear that? The sheriff doesn’t like hobos. He’ll throw you in jail. Let’s see if you’ll try that trick on me again.”

      “Why don’t we let her go?” said Tanya, removing her grip on the girl. “I can compensate you for your inconvenience.”

      “Inconvenience?” Cora turned a stubborn face to her. “Try living here and see what we have to put up with.”

      “What’s going on here?” said a male voice.

      Tanya stared at the man in a tailored blue suit and waistcoat, who was strolling toward the café with a Great Dane on a leash.

      Parked on the street was a green Jaguar convertible. She had been so caught up with Cora and the kid, she hadn’t noticed the sports car pull up.

      The man looked to be in his early thirties, too young to go around dressed up like a nineteenth-century Englishman. He smiled at her, but his gaze remained hard. His piercing blue eyes seemed like they could cut through steel.

      The girl flinched as his dog trotted over and sniffed her.

      Tanya felt a red flag go up.

      This man might have looked like the most respectable gentleman in town, but something about him was off.
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      The man in the fancy suit walked over, shoulders back and a confident smile on his face.

      “Buns this time, is it?”

      Tanya sized him up.

      The mayor? A city council member?

      Whoever he was, he was someone important in this town, and he wanted everyone to know it.

      Cora turned to him. “Hudson Wyatt, you need to do something about this!”

      Tanya raised a brow.

      This is the most eligible bachelor in town?

      “Just let the kid go,” said Tanya.

      “City folk,” scoffed Cora, not looking at her.

      The man flashed a charming smile at Tanya. “You think we’re making a big fuss over a bag of sugar buns, eh?”

      Tanya frowned.

      Is there something more to this?

      “The sheriff’s team is on their way.” Cora crossed her arms. “It’s time they started taking these crimes seriously. I run a small business. I can’t afford petty theft.”

      “Our visitor here is right, Cora,” said the man. “Let me pay for the buns.”

      She jabbed a finger at his shoulder. “That’s not going to stop this from happening!”

      “Would you like to join us, sweetie?” came a voice from behind Tanya.

      She turned to see Katy extending her latte to the homeless girl.

      The girl didn’t object to Katy leading her toward their table. She seemed to have given up and accepted her fate.

      “You gals better not let her out of your sight,” called out Cora. “The sheriff will have serious words for you if you do.”

      Tanya went inside the café with Cora, Pat, and the suited man and his dog to settle accounts. The man refused to let Tanya pay for the buns and even tried to convince Cora to call the sheriff’s office and cancel the complaint.

      Maybe he’s not as bad as I suspect he is, thought Tanya.

      When she returned to the patio, the girl was seated between her friends, silently sipping Katy’s latte.

      “So, do you like the drink, sweetie?” Katy asked her as Tanya took her seat.

      The girl didn’t answer. Her eyes were downcast and her grimy hands clutched the cup like it was the most precious thing in the world.

      Tanya pushed the bag of sugar buns toward her with a grin.

      “Got you a treat. It’s all yours.”

      The girl didn’t speak. She didn’t even look up. Her blonde hair dangled over her forehead, but she didn’t push it back. It was like she preferred to hide behind her matted locks.

      Asha reached over and patted her arm. “You’re safe with us. We’ll talk to the deputies for you, okay?”

      The girl nodded, and a huge tear dropped on the patio table.

      Tanya felt something catch in her throat.

      Maybe this is the first time anyone has been decent to her.

      But there was something odd about the kid. She had only spoken once when Tanya had wrangled her. Her voice had been deep, like that of a young man, not a teenage girl.

      That was when Tanya noticed the Adam’s apple. Her eyes passed over the long, scraggly hair. That wasn’t real. It was a wig.

      Wait, this is a boy, not a girl.

      The kid’s hands were so jittery, the coffee spilled onto the table. Katy picked up a napkin and handed it to the teen. When the kid reached for it, the sleeve of the hoodie rode up, exposing an ugly red mark of a heart on the back of his hand.

      Tanya sat up.

      That’s not a tattoo. Someone branded the kid. Like they do to cattle.

      Who did that?

      Asha and Tanya locked eyes across the table. She had noticed it, too.

      Asha pulled out her wallet and took out a hundred-dollar bill. She slipped it into the pocket of the kid’s torn hoodie.

      “For lunch,” said Asha with a smile. “Maybe a new hoodie, too.”

      Katy took a small travel kit from her handbag.

      “I have a spare set at home, so you can have this one.” She leaned across to the kid and lowered her voice. “It’s got a packet of tampons in it.”

      “Er, Katy.” Asha gave her friend a warning look. “I don’t think…”

      “It’s okay,” said the kid.

      Katy pulled back in shock, hearing the deep voice.

      “I… I don’t need it. Thanks, though.”

      Katy put a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

      “I dress like a girl because… because they’re looking for me.”

      Asha, Katy, and Tanya exchanged a curious glance.

      “Who’s looking for you?” said Tanya. “The cops?”

      The kid remained silent, but his right leg was bouncing up and down, a sure sign of nervousness.

      “What’s your name, hun?” said Asha.

      No answer.

      Tanya leaned across the table.

      “I totally get you. I have a real name I don’t use anymore either.”

      The kid looked up, curiosity in his eyes now.

      “My real name is Tetyana Shevchenko, but no one can pronounce it. So now, I’m Tanya Stone.” Tanya grinned. “I like my new name. What about you? What do you like to call yourself?”

      “Jodie.”

      “How old are you, Jodie?” said Asha.

      “Seventeen, I think….” He shrugged. “I dunno.”

      “There’s no need to be scared, Jodie,” said Katy. “No one’s going to put you in jail for taking bread these days.”

      Jodie’s face clouded in fear. “But they’re going to find me.”

      “Who?” said Tanya, frowning. “The police?”

      Jodie shook his head, and his voice lowered to a whisper. “They’ll kill me if they know.”

      Tanya locked eyes with him. “Who will kill you⁠—”

      An ear-splitting squeal of rubber tires came from nearby, cutting her off.

      Everyone swiveled around.

      A red Porsche SUV was barreling down the road, its engine roaring like an angry dragon. It was coming directly toward the café.

      Tanya’s heart pounded.

      “Watch out!” she shouted, grabbing the kid and Katy, and pulling them to the ground. “Asha, get down!”

      They dove from the patio just in time.

      The SUV jumped the curb, missing the green Jaguar and Tanya’s Jeep by inches.

      It crashed into the café entrance. The ground shook like a mini earthquake had struck the county. Shattered glass rained everywhere.

      Inside the shop, Cora screamed.
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      Tanya leaped to her feet.

      Asha had her phone out and was dialing the emergency services. Katy had her arm around the kid and was crouched behind the nearby bushes. They looked stunned, but safe.

      Inside the café, the Great Dane barked incessantly. Cora shrieked like a banshee.

      “Wait here,” said Tanya.

      She jumped over the remnants of the patio and made her way inside.

      “Everybody okay?”

      Cora was in hysterics by the kitchen door, but otherwise seemed unharmed. Pat and Wyatt stood paralyzed behind the counter, staring at the Porsche SUV which had most of its nose inside the building.

      The vehicle’s front bumper had stopped fifteen feet from the bakery’s counter. The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, partially concealed by the airbag.

      In times like these, flashbacks from Tanya’s combat days pounded inside her head like machine-gun fire. She shook them off. She had a job to do.

      The driver was moving.

      Tanya stepped up to the car.

      “Hang on. I’ll get you out soon.”

      She stepped around the shattered glass and up to the driver’s side door.

      It was a woman with graying hair. Blood trickled down the side of her face. Strangely, she was in a long silk nightgown.

      Tanya yanked the door open.

      The woman tried to move, but she was held back by her seat belt. It was impossible to unclip it without hurting her more.

      Tanya reached into her pocket for her Swiss Army knife, when the sound of more tires squealing came from somewhere down the street.

      “Tanya!” Asha’s voice was panic-stricken. “Watch out!”

      Tanya glanced up.

      What’s going on?

      Asha was banging on the side window. “Get back! All of you! Out of the way!”

      “Another car’s coming!” screamed Katy from behind her. “It’s going to crash!”

      Through the broken bay window, Tanya spotted the black pickup truck. It jumped the curb and headed directly toward the café.

      She spun around.

      “Back! Everyone, get inside the kitchen! Now!”

      On the driveway, just outside the demolished entrance, the truck revved.

      It’s speeding up!

      Looks of terror came over Cora and Pat’s faces as they realized what was happening. They hurtled into the kitchen, clutching each other. Wyatt dashed after them, pulling his dog’s leash so hard the poor animal gagged.

      “Tanya!” screeched Katy from outside.

      Tanya jumped over the bakery counter just in time.

      The truck rammed into the rear of the SUV. The SUV bucked and slammed into the counter with a thundering crash. Tanya covered her head as wood splinters and wall plaster rained down on her.

      It took a few seconds for Tanya to situate herself. The counter had held. The hiss of the mutilated car engines came from the other side. Other than that, it had turned quiet.

      A disquieting, deadly silence.

      Tanya let her arms fall, astounded she was still alive.

      She straightened up to inspect the carnage. If the truck had pushed the SUV another foot, she would have been crushed to death.

      The SUV driver had fallen back on her steering wheel. The force of the collision had bent the vehicle’s panels.

      Tanya leaped over the counter and tried to open her door. It was stuck. She banged on it and pried it open halfway. Using her knife, she cut the woman’s seat belt, but didn’t dare to move her.

      “You’re going to be fine,” she spoke softly as she worked. “EMT is on its way. We’ll get you out of here soon.”

      The woman turned her head and gave her a glazed look. Her face and shoulders were bleeding heavily now. Tanya put a hand on her arm.

      “I want you to stay completely still, okay? Do not move. That’s really important.”

      The injured woman gave a hint of a nod.

      Now, to check on the other driver.

      Tanya turned and trod over to the truck. Its hood was a crumpled mess from the impact, but it wasn’t as badly damaged as the Porsche.

      The driver was a young male. He was staring at the red SUV through his cracked windshield, his eyes dull like those of a zombie. But it was his face that shocked her. It was painted in war camouflage colors of green and black.

      Who is he?

      Tanya’s brain whirled.

      How do two vehicles smash into the same café seconds after each other?

      “Sir?” she called out. “Are you okay?”

      He didn’t answer, but jerked his head around like he’d just realized where he was. He unbuckled himself and tried the door. It didn’t budge.

      “Hang tight,” called out Tanya.

      He kicked at the door like a mad bull trying to escape his pen. Tanya yanked the broken door open, expecting to catch him before he fell to the ground.

      But he leaped out of the truck.

      She jumped back in surprise.

      That was when she noticed the gun in his hand.

      “Put that down!” she shouted, but he wasn’t listening. He wasn’t even looking at her.

      “I said, lower your weapon, sir!”

      His glassy eyes stared over her shoulder, his sidearm pointed at the SUV.

      “You witch,” he snarled.

      “You’ll never get them,” came a shaky female voice from behind her.

      Tanya spun around.

      The driver of the SUV was hanging out the door, half out of her seat. She looked frail and weak, but in her right hand she clutched an ancient pistol. It was aimed at the man from the pickup truck.

      Tanya was in the crosshairs.

      Her hand slid to her holster. She whipped out her bureau-issued Glock.

      “Lower your weapons!” she hollered. “Both of you!”

      “You’re dead, witch.”

      “I said, lower your guns! Now!”

      The man’s finger went to the trigger. Tanya dove to the ground.

      The sound of a gunshot echoed through the air.

      The man crashed to the floor, his painted face contorted into a horrified expression. His weapon slid under his truck. A red pool of blood spread around his head.

      Tanya jumped to her feet, her heart hammering.

      What just happened?

      “No!” screamed Asha from outside the window. “Don’t do it!”

      Tanya spun around.

      That’s when she saw the woman in the SUV had placed her pistol under her own chin.

      Tanya sprang forward to snatch the weapon away.

      But it was too late.

      The woman pulled the trigger.

      The bullet rocketed through her skull, killing her instantly.
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      “Put your hands up!”

      Tanya whirled around.

      Asha’s call to the emergency services had gone through. A sheriff’s deputy stood by the broken café door, his sidearm out. It was pointed at Tanya.

      “Put your weapon on the floor!” he shouted, a sliver of panic in his voice. His hands were shaking.

      Tanya’s five-foot-and-eleven-inch frame intimidated most men. She could only imagine what was going through his mind to see her towering over two dead bodies with a Glock in her hands.

      “Get on the ground!” he yelled.

      She complied right away. She lay on her belly, placed her weapon on the floor, and stretched her arms out to show him they were now empty.

      The officer stepped gingerly toward the wreckage, his eyes wide and his face green. He looked to be in his early thirties, about her age, but he was reacting like a rookie.

      How many murder-suicides would a small, upscale suburb like this have in a decade?

      The deputy tugged on his shoulder radio and called for backup. On the floor, Tanya breathed a sigh of relief to hear the sheriff himself was on his way.

      She raised her head.

      “The woman shot the driver of this truck and killed herself.” She kept her voice low and calm. “I came inside to help them. I never fired my weapon.”

      The cop gawked at her like she was an alien. Tanya squinted at the badge on his lapel.

      Blake. Deputy Blake.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” came an angry female voice through the busted doorway.

      Asha.

      “These vehicles crashed into the café, one after the other. Our friend ran in here to save these people, but they pulled their guns on each other.”

      Katy followed Asha inside, her face red in fury. “She’s a good Samaritan!”

      Asha marched up to the officer, who was standing uncertainly next to the male body, staring at their intrusion.

      “Let her go,” said Asha.

      Deputy Blake put his arm out. “Get back, ladies. This is a crime scene.”

      Reaching into the back of his utility belt, he brought out a pair of handcuffs. He treaded slowly over to Tanya, like he wasn’t sure if she’d jump up and attack him. He kneeled next to her. Their eyes met for a second. Without a word, he moved behind her and pulled her arms back before cuffing her.

      Tanya knew better than to resist. The last thing she needed was to escalate this incident any further.

      Cora stepped out of the kitchen.

      “Blake?”

      The deputy was standing over Tanya now, a satisfied expression on his face.

      “Eveline Hart just shot that man, then killed herself,” cried Cora. “Why are you arresting this girl?”

      “Settle down, ma’am,” said Blake in a stern voice.

      Cora’s face darkened. “Don’t ma’am me, boy.”

      “This is a crime scene and I’m in charge.”

      Pat stumbled out on her cane. “No need to yell. We’re rattled enough.”

      “Geez. I’m not yelling, Aunt Pat. I’m working.”

      Tanya swiveled her head toward the café owner.

      “Cora? Do you know the suicide victim?”

      Cora sniffed. “Eveline never talked to anybody. Kept to herself, but she came here every day for her morning coffee. She lived on Sunset Drive.”

      “Sunset Drive?” Katy gave her a surprised look. “That’s where we’re staying. At a friend’s house.”

      “Hers is the white one with the gabled roof at the end of the cul-de-sac,” said Cora. “It’s the biggest house in town, after Hudson’s.”

      Hearing his name, Hudson Wyatt popped his head out of the kitchen door. A horrified expression came over his face as he saw the bodies.

      Tanya turned back to Cora. “Is there any reason for Eveline Hart to shoot this man and kill herself?”

      Cora shrugged and hugged herself, as if unable to talk anymore. Pat and Wyatt merely stared at the bodies as if they couldn’t believe their eyes.

      “What about the driver of the pickup?” said Tanya. “Do any of you recognize him?”

      The three shook their heads.

      “He… he must be from out of town,” stammered Cora.

      “Do any of you⁠—”

      “That’s enough.” The deputy shot Tanya an annoyed glance. “I ask the questions here.”

      Cora threw her hands up and let out a wail, startling everyone.

      “How does something like this even happen? This is a peaceful town!” She let her head fall into her hands. “My bakery’s gone. I’m finished. I’m done.”

      Tanya swiveled around on her stomach to face Cora again.

      “Do you have a security camera in here?”

      Cora looked up.

      “Of course I do. What do you take me for? I have insurance. I have cameras, but that doesn’t⁠—”

      “Cora, please.” Tanya raised her head. “Can you get the security footage and show this officer what really happened?”

      Cora stared at her and blinked rapidly, like she didn’t understand what she had been asked to do. Asha pushed past the cop and stepped over to the kitchen door. She took the café owner by her arm.

      “Show me your office.”

      Tanya watched as Asha led Cora to the back while Katy stood by the window, glowering at the officer, looking like she wanted to whack him.

      He was examining the dead woman now, his face scrunched in disgust. He reached toward the revolver next to the SUV.

      “Don’t touch that!”

      He looked up, startled.

      “Don’t you have gloves?” said Tanya. “That’s evidence.”

      He shot her another irritated look before pulling a pair out of his utility belt.

      Katy locked eyes with her. Tanya knew what she was thinking. Katy wanted to tell him she was an FBI recruit, but that wasn’t something Tanya wanted to divulge to this rookie.

      Who knew how he would react? What if he thought she was lying?

      Besides, her badge and official ID were inside the Jeep. She had only carried her weapon out of habit.

      Tanya shook her head briefly. Katy nodded.

      She understands.

      “The boy?” mouthed Tanya. “Where’s the boy?”

      Katy whirled around as if she’d just remembered they had left the homeless kid alone. She peered around the broken patio, her brow furrowed. Then, she turned back to Tanya and mouthed, “He’s gone.”

      Tanya laid her head back down.

      Every nerve in her body screamed at her.

      Get on your feet. Tell them who you are. Find out why this happened.

      But she wasn’t in a position to bargain. Not right now.

      Her face was only a few feet away from the blood pooling on the floor. The smell of burned metal and plastic from the mangled vehicles was overpowering. Her head started to throb.

      This wasn’t how she had planned to launch her FBI career. Her getting arrested, even without justifiable cause, could create a scandal at headquarters. She could lose her job.

      Or worse, get imprisoned.

      For double homicide.
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      Asha came out of the kitchen with a laptop.

      Cora trailed behind her, wringing her hands, her eyes lined with anxiety.

      Pat was standing by the kitchen door, leaning on her cane. Wyatt stood next to her with the Great Dane. The dog eyed Tanya with doleful eyes.

      Asha dropped the laptop on the counter and turned the screen toward the deputy.

      “You need to see this, Officer.”

      Deputy Blake jumped to his feet. He stepped toward the counter, his eyes widening as the security cam video played.

      Tanya turned her attention to the dead woman by the Porsche. She looked like she had been in her sixties. She was wearing an expensive-looking nightgown with the initials EH embroidered on the lapel.

      EH for Eveline Hart.

      Her nightdress meant Eveline likely didn’t plan this early-morning rampage. She had woken up in her home and somehow got involved with the man she just shot.

      Why did she commit suicide?

      Tanya turned her head to examine the murder victim lying in a pool of blood next to his truck.

      He was much younger, in his mid-twenties or thereabouts. His black pants, T-shirt, jacket, and cap looked like what a stereotypical bank robber would wear. He had one glove on his left hand, but his right hand was bare.

      It was his painted face that puzzled her.

      If he had wanted proper camouflage, why hadn’t he used a black balaclava or a dark ski mask?

      She stared at him, trying to think of various scenarios where two vehicles would crash into a café one after the other. The truck had to have been chasing the SUV. One thing she could say for sure. The woman in the SUV had been a good shot. The bullet had gone straight in between his eyes.

      Eveline Hart wouldn’t have fired at him and killed herself if they hadn’t had a relationship—a tumultuous one that would end in murder-suicide. But she looked old enough to be his mother.

      Her brain whirred.

      What was their connection?

      Tanya scanned the man’s body. The airbags had deployed in the truck, which would account for the bruises on his face. But it was his hand that got her attention.

      She peered at his ungloved right hand, laying with its palm open, two feet from her.

      His fingertips had been burned off.

      She glanced at his left hand, but it was covered in a black glove. Something about that bothered her. She wished she could take a closer look.

      Tanya racked her memory bank from her recent training.

      Criminals scarred their fingertips to avoid identification. They were usually part of massive organized crime syndicates that were run like corporations. The FBI had sophisticated processes to filter disfigured prints, but they had their limitations. The gangsters knew that.

      Was this gang-related?

      The officer stepped away from the laptop, shaking his head.

      “Would you please release her now?” said Asha.

      He rubbed his chin, then shot a suspicious glance Tanya’s way.

      “Sheriff can make that decision.”

      Asha glared at him, then turned to Tanya with an unhappy shake of her head.

      Tanya mouthed, “It’s OK.”

      The deputy bent down to examine the dead man. Tanya watched as he went through his pockets. Suddenly, as if he had just realized something important, he reached over and pried the glove from the man’s left hand.

      Tanya stared.

      The dead man had the same heart branding on his skin as the homeless kid had.

      Deputy Blake quickly put the glove back and tucked the hand under the man’s shirt, like he didn’t want anyone to see it.

      He jerked around as if he felt her watching, but Tanya looked away.

      Her mind raced.

      The officer recognized that mark.

      It meant something. Something worth hiding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

        

      

    

    
      The sound of sirens came from down the road.

      Soon, the café was swarming with local police officers in tan uniforms. One of them, with a sheriff’s star on his lapel, stepped inside and barked orders at everyone, seemingly at once.

      Sheriff Reginald was an imposing man with biceps the size of tree trunks. The graying hair and the deep lines on his forehead only made him look more officious.

      But even he couldn’t control the chaos. It was clear to Tanya this bedroom community wasn’t prepared to tackle such a horrific crime scene.

      One officer stepped on a splotch of blood by the dead woman, and only noticed once he started leaving red footprints on the floor.

      Cora was talking to anyone who’d listen, gesturing wildly.

      “Thank goodness you’re here. You’ve no idea what happened. I was just getting the last batch of bread out when⁠—”

      “Settle down, Cora.” The sheriff waved her aside. “I’ll get to you shortly.”

      Cora’s eyes widened. Her face flushed.

      “Eveline rammed her car into my shop, killed a man, shot herself, and you want me to calm down?” Her voice raised with every word. “How dare you, Reginald?”

      Through all this pandemonium, Pat and Wyatt remained quietly in their corner.

      They looked like they were too stunned to move, but the expressions on their faces told Tanya they were watching, listening keenly.

      Before she could ask them any questions, a deputy picked her off the floor to escort her out of the café.

      Asha pounced on him.

      “Look at the camera footage!” She shoved the laptop in the officer’s face. “Look at this before you take her away.”

      The sheriff came over with Cora on his tail, still talking nonstop.

      Asha whirled around. “Sheriff, this is a serious miscarriage of justice. You have to see this.”

      She blocked his way with the laptop. It took the sheriff three views to conclude he didn’t have anything solid to hold Tanya.

      “Cut her loose,” he barked before giving her a hard look. “I’m going to advise you not to leave town.”

      “I plan on staying a few days,” Tanya replied, her face stoic.

      The sheriff frowned. “Where are you from?”

      “Seattle.”

      “What’s your business in Paradise Cove?”

      “Holiday.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “At a friend’s house.”

      He turned to Asha and Katy.

      “What about you two?” he boomed.

      “We’re from New York,” said Asha.

      “What do you do there?”

      “I own a bakery.”

      That was Asha’s story, when she didn’t want anyone to know her true vocation. Since she had established a well-known bakery in Harlem a decade ago, it wasn’t a complete lie.

      “I work with her,” said Katy. “My husband is a partner with the Schwab, Knowles, and Brighton law firm. He’s calling your city council as we speak.”

      The sheriff’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that right?”

      He appraised the three women, then stepped back, as if he had misjudged them too quickly. He turned his attention to the deputy who had first arrived at the scene.

      “What do we have here, Blake? We know the female, but was there any identification on the male?”

      The deputy stood at attention. “Negative, sir. No wallet, no driver’s license, nothing. Just the clothes on his back and that gun.”

      “Anything in the truck?”

      “No, sir. We’re running the plates right now.”

      “What’s that on his face?”

      “It’s what they use at the paintball park, down the road. Maybe he came from there.”

      “At this time of the morning?”

      “They’re open twenty-four hours, sir. I go there all the time to de-stress.”

      Tanya rubbed her wrists where the handcuffs had dug in, absorbing their conversation.

      The sheriff glanced at the wreckage and shook his head.

      “What in heaven’s name happened here?” he muttered to himself.

      Deputy Blake looped his fingers in his belt. “Looks to me, sir, like aggressive driving gone real bad. An extreme case of road rage.”

      Tanya jerked up.

      Road rage?

      Is that what you’re telling your sheriff?
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      “Happens all the time.”

      Everyone turned to Hudson Wyatt.

      Tanya could see the man in the suit had clout in this town. He was someone these folks listened to.

      “The stats prove it,” said Wyatt. “You should read the Seattle papers.”

      “Wish I had the time, Hudson.” The sheriff spat to the side and glanced over at the dead bodies on the ground. “Too busy fighting crime.”

      “Road rage hit a record high in Seattle last year,” said Wyatt. “Whether we like it or not, what’s happening in the big cities is coming to small towns. People are no longer patient or courteous these days.”

      “It looked to me like he was chasing her.” Pat pointed at Eveline and spoke in a shaky voice. “She probably cut him off on the road and they ended up here to duke it out.”

      “Oh, lordy, lordy.” Cora rubbed her exhausted face. “What’s the world coming to these days?”

      The sheriff let out a heavy sigh. “I always say just let the other vehicle pass. There’s no need to get upset. You never know who’s on the road or what they’re carrying.”

      Tanya looked from Wyatt, to Pat, to Cora, to Deputy Blake and Sheriff Reginald.

      Blake had recognized the strange scar on the dead man’s skin, but hadn’t mentioned it to his boss yet. The medical examiner would surely notice it during the autopsy. It would be on their report, so why pretend not to know what it was?

      And why was the sheriff so quick to accept such an absurd solution to a horrific crime?

      There was more going on in Paradise Cove than met the eye.
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        * * *

      

      “Why didn’t you tell them you were FBI?”

      Katy pushed in between the Jeep’s front seats and prodded Tanya’s shoulder.

      Tanya kept her eyes on the road. “I’m not on duty.”

      In the front passenger seat, Asha grunted. “You drew your weapon.”

      “I didn’t fire it.”

      “I thought you were supposed to identify yourself in such a situation.”

      “I’d rather ask for forgiveness than permission.”

      No one spoke for a minute.

      They had given their statements and were finally heading to where they were going to stay that week. Paradise Cove was where Katy’s foster mother had a suburban home. From what they’d heard, this little seaside town near Seattle was charming, quaint, and peaceful.

      So much for peaceful.

      Tanya stopped at a red light, wondering if they had made a big mistake.

      “This town has a secret no one is talking about,” she said.

      Asha nodded. “Not everyone was as honest as they should have been, especially that sheriff.”

      Tanya turned to her. “Did you see? The man in the truck had the same mark on his hand like that kid.”

      “What? I missed that.”

      “Me too,” said Katy.

      “That’s because Deputy Blake hid it.” Tanya rolled the Jeep forward. “The only reason I saw it was because I was on my stomach three feet from the corpse. He pulled off the dead man’s glove to take a closer look, but covered it up very quickly.”

      “Didn’t Jodie say something like ‘They’ll kill me if they know?’” said Katy. “Do you think he was referring to Eveline Hart or that dead man in the truck?”

      “Maybe Jodie had something they wanted.” Asha furrowed her brow. “Something worth a deadly shootout.”

      Katy sighed. “It still doesn’t explain why Eveline Hart would kill herself.”

      “Anything makes more sense than this road rage crap.” Tanya blew a raspberry. “The sheriff’s covering up something.”

      “That or he’s looking to close the case fast for political expediency.” Asha shook her head in disgust.

      Tanya had left the crime scene feeling disappointed.

      Sheriff Reginald had listened to everyone’s witness statements, but seemed to have already made up his mind. By the time he was done, even Cora had decided it was a case of extreme road rage.

      “Eveline shot the man out of sheer anger for crashing into her. Then, she shot herself once she realized what she had done,” he’d stated with a shrug. “That man instigated it, but she took it too far. Human dynamics. It’s simple.”

      “Something’s rotten in the state of Denmark,” said Asha softly to herself.

      “I bet that kid knows what really led to the murder-suicide in the café.” Tanya twisted around to Katy. “Did you see where Jodie went?”

      “He was gone by the time I went looking for him,” said Katy. “He even left the buns behind.”

      “Poor kid. I don’t blame him for running,” said Asha. “He probably expected the cops to lock him up.”

      “I thought he was just a kid making up crazy stories,” said Katy. “I’m not so sure now.”

      Tanya took the turn toward Sunset Drive. It was a wide boulevard lined with Douglas firs and perfectly manicured lawns. Massive manors were set back on their properties, some partially obscured by the line of trees.

      “That burned mark on Jodie’s hand bothers me,” said Tanya. “It has to mean something.”

      “A cult symbol?” said Asha. “There could be one in town.”

      “It could also be a sign of an organized crime syndicate,” said Tanya. “They’re known to brand their workers.”

      Katy peered through the window at the colonial mansions they were driving by.

      “Gangsters in this town? I highly doubt it.”

      “Stop.” Asha leaned forward and pointed. “See that big white house at the end of the cul-de-sac?”

      “Eveline Hart’s home,” breathed Katy.
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      Tanya slowed the Jeep to a crawl.

      Two officers were putting yellow crime tape around Eveline Hart’s house. Other than that, the stately home looked tranquil. The curtains were drawn and the front door was shut. It was hard to imagine what the inside looked like.

      Katy tapped on her side window. “I bet the answers we’re looking for are on that property.”

      Tanya checked her GPS. “Our homestay’s just around the corner.”

      “That close?” Asha scrunched her face against the window. “We can do some sleuthing while we’re here.”

      Tanya turned to her friend. “We’re on vacation, remember?”

      One of the officers on Eveline’s lawn stared at them with inquisitive eyes. Tanya lifted her foot off the brake and rolled the Jeep back onto the road. She felt the man’s disapproving eyes on their backs as they drove away.

      “We’re home,” called out Katy as they reached the next block.

      Asha peered at the house they were getting close to.

      “How many people live here?”

      “Only my foster mother now. There are six bedrooms and a basement suite.” Katy shook her head, sadly. “She complains about her arthritis a lot these days, but back then, this house was a sanctuary for lost kids like me. I don’t think I really knew then how much she did for us.”

      Tanya stopped the Jeep in front of the driveway and turned the engine off. Asha gawked at the house while Katy rummaged through her purse for the keys.

      Tanya’s mind was elsewhere. She fiddled with her sunflower pendant, a habit of hers whenever she was puzzling over a problem.

      The Ukrainian broach was all she had from her past. She had removed it from her murdered mother’s neck the day she had died. The necklace had been dripping with blood and her childhood home had been riddled with bullets.

      The Russian militia who had assassinated her activist mother in cold blood had barely looked at the frightened girl cowering in the corner.

      There were few things in the world that spooked Tanya now. Small-town crime wasn’t one of them.

      Her brain whirred.

      The entire town of Paradise Cove was brushing a shocking murder-suicide under the rug.

      Why?

      Asha twisted around to Katy in the back. “When’s your foster mother returning home?”

      “Two weeks from now.”

      “Where’s she gone off to?”

      “Honduras. Her foundation’s building a new school.” Katy plucked the keys from her handbag and grinned. “This house is all ours for the week, girls.”

      Tanya turned to her friends.

      “I’ve changed my mind. It’s time to end our vacation. Go home. Both of you.”
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      “What?” Asha spit out.

      Katy gave Tanya an incredulous look.

      “I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you two,” said Tanya.

      Asha put her hand up. “Do you know who you are talking to?”

      “Did you see what happened in that café?”

      “It could have been a personal conflict. A family dispute gone horribly wrong.” Asha crossed her arms. “You’re making up a conspiracy where it might not exist.”

      “David’s waiting for you to return home,” said Tanya. “Katy, I know Chantal misses you and wants you to tuck her in at night. You have families. You’re civilians.”

      “For goodness’s sake,” said Katy. “This isn’t a war zone. We’re not in Ukraine.”

      Tanya flinched.

      “If we hadn’t been with you today, you’d be spending the night in jail until they watched the security footage.” Asha glared. “That could have taken days. Weeks.”

      “I can handle that.” Tanya shrugged. “This is my job.”

      “We fought traffickers before we were of legal age to drink.” Asha’s voice rose. “We’ve been in worse situations than this.”

      “I don’t believe for a moment there’s a gang operating in this town.” Katy’s eyes narrowed. “I would have known. I would have got my mother to move out.”

      “Organized crime organizations don’t exactly advertise their businesses,” said Tanya. “Something was off in how the local police responded to the scene. That’s why I didn’t show them my FBI badge.”

      “Do you think these people would be stupid enough to come after a federal agent?” Asha cocked an eyebrow.

      “They’d be more subtle,” said Tanya. “They could play along and eventually remove us in a way that won’t leave any evidence or alert the authorities.”

      “Then they don’t know who they’d be dealing with,” snarled Katy.

      “This is exactly why I need you to go home. I can’t have you risk your safety.” Tanya sighed. “I’ll pick up Max from the vet and move to a motel.”

      Asha’s eyes narrowed. “You’re going to investigate this case without us?”

      “This isn’t an FBI case yet. It isn’t yours either. The sheriff and his team have jurisdiction.”

      “Once the townsfolk find out you’re a fed, they’ll stop talking to you. Katy and I can wrangle anything out of anybody. It’s our job. We’re qualified private detectives, for heaven’s sake.”

      Tanya didn’t reply. She gripped the pendant on her neck.

      Her mother always said the sunflower symbolized peace and hope. It was her good-luck charm now. Something told her she would need it here.

      Tanya had been baptized by gunfire. The fatal events of her childhood had been permanently seared in her brain, but she had channeled her fury into something useful.

      She had 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. By her nineteenth birthday, the Red thugs who’d massacred her family and ravaged her village had paid for their brutality.

      Dearly.

      The nightmares of her past haunted her, invisible wounds cutting deep into her psyche. Staying busy was what kept her sane. It was why she had joined the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

      That, and her all-consuming rage for justice.

      Justice her family never got to have.

      Justice for the murdered man in the pickup truck. Eveline Hart, too.

      Tanya swung her pendant faster and faster.

      There was a dangerous undercurrent in this small town. And she was going to find out what was really going on in Paradise Cove.
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      A white Mercedes sedan passed them.

      “Hey.” Katy clutched Tanya’s seat and pointed. “Don’t we know her?”

      The sedan rolled up the driveway of the property next to theirs.

      Asha pulled her window down and squinted.

      “That’s Pat. The woman at the café. The one with the cane.”

      “She’s our neighbor?” Katy opened the door. “Let’s go say hello.”

      Asha jumped out of the Jeep. “Time to start our investigation.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good—” Tanya started, but they were no longer listening to her.

      Tanya remained in the vehicle, watching them stroll over to Pat’s driveway, shaking her head.

      She didn’t trust that woman. She didn’t trust anyone in this town. And she really wished she didn’t have to watch over her friends.

      They weren’t just her best friends from childhood. They had been like sisters, sisters she’d never had before.

      They had become a found family of orphaned misfits who had looked after each other, bonded by the common traumas of their past. If Tanya hadn’t met Asha and Katy, she would have been dead in a gutter a long time ago.

      Asha was right, though. Some days Tanya forgot they were no longer the little girls who had needed her protection. They were grown women with families and their own successful careers.

      Asha and Katy were now confidently striding up their neighbor’s driveway.

      Pat got out of her car and stood shakily, leaning on her cane. With her pinched mouth and austere expression, she looked like she loathed the entire planet.

      She opened the rear car door and pushed her head inside, as if to reach for something. Asha and Katy approached her, friendly smiles on their faces.

      “Hello there,” called out Asha with a wave.

      Pat whirled around, a dark scowl on her face.

      “Hi Pat, we met at Cora’s Café just now,” said Asha.

      “We’re neighbors for a week,” said Katy brightly. “We’re staying right next door⁠—”

      Katy didn’t get to finish. The woman’s face turned an alarming tinge of purple. She lifted her cane with a strength Tanya didn’t realize she had.

      She brought the stick down on Asha’s head.

      “Hey!” Asha ducked just in time.

      “Get out of our town! Get out!”

      Pat screamed at them, waving her menacing cane.

      “This is all your fault! Go away!”
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      Tanya jumped out of her vehicle.

      Pat swatted the air with her walking stick like she was shooing away unwanted insects. Asha and Katy backed off, shocked looks on their faces.

      “Didn’t mean to bother you,” stammered Katy.

      “It’s you out-of-towners who brought this trouble on us. Go away.”

      Tanya marched up the driveway toward her friends.

      Pat pointed her cane at their homestay next door. “Is that Airbnb even legal? I’m complaining to the city.”

      Katy’s face flushed. “That’s my foster mother’s home. We’re housesitting for her. We’re not strangers.”

      “Y’all are strangers to me.” Pat slammed her car door shut and limped up the driveway toward her front door. “Vagrants. You’re not welcome here.”

      Asha and Katy turned away, red faced. Tanya shook her head as she stepped up to them.

      “So much for trying to be nice and neighborly.”

      Her friends made a face, but didn’t reply. Pat slammed the door shut. They walked back to their Jeep in silence. Just as they got to their vehicle, a green Jaguar zoomed past them.

      Tanya whirled around. “The man in the suit again.”

      “Hudson Wyatt,” said Asha. “Seems like they all live in the neighborhood.”

      “It’s not a big town,” said Katy. “This is probably where everyone lives.”

      The Jaguar pulled into a massive brick house set back on an enormous property across the street. A sign posted on the lawn swung from the gust of wind.

      Tanya squinted at the sign.

      “Re-elect Councilor Wyatt.”

      “So the man’s on the city council.” Asha hauled her bag out of the back of the Jeep. “That’s why the sheriff was ready to believe him before us, out-of-towners, as Pat so lovingly calls us.”

      “Just look at that mansion,” said Katy, pointing discreetly. “He’s got the ocean on the other side. Do you think we can convince him to invite us over?”

      “I don’t know if I’d want to go,” said Asha. “But I wouldn’t mind a fancy convertible like that myself.”

      Tanya’s eyes narrowed. “I’d like to know how he came to all that wealth.”

      “Not everyone who’s rich is a gang member,” said Katy. “You need to rein in your judging.”

      Tanya reached into her cargo pants pocket, plucked her phone out, and typed Hudson Wyatt’s name into the search bar of the browser. She let out a low whistle.

      “He’s the younger son of the richest family in the county.”

      Katy peeked over her arm. “What business are they in?”

      “Lumber. They ship to China, Japan, and Germany. They’ve made a fortune over the years.”

      “They’re the ones killing the West Coast rain forest?” Asha made a face. “I like him even less now.”

      Tanya scrolled down.

      “Hudson Wyatt’s the founding family’s only son. He has a Harvard law degree but doesn’t seem to have a practice.” She stopped. “His older sister runs the lumber company now.”

      “Shouldn’t he be somewhere warm, then?” said Katy. “On a beach surrounded by pretty girls in bikinis and a margarita in his hand?”

      “Some people are driven by more than the need to sit on a beach and do nothing all day,” said Asha.

      Tanya kept scrolling through news articles about the Wyatt family.

      “It’s strange why a single young man would want to live by himself in a mansion with only a Great Dane to keep him company.”

      “How do you know he’s single?” said Katy.

      “Cora at the café told me. He’s supposedly the most eligible bachelor in the area.”

      Asha and Katy rolled their eyes.

      Tanya stopped scrolling.

      “Whoa.”

      “What?” said Asha.

      “Money trouble,” said Tanya, pulling up a recent Wall Street Journal article. “The company filed for bankruptcy this year.”

      “That would explain why he isn’t on a beach, sipping a cocktail,” said Asha in a dry voice.

      The sound of footsteps came from across the street.

      “Speaking of the devil,” said Tanya in a quiet voice.

      Katy whirled around, flustered. “He’s coming over.”

      Asha spun toward the Jeep’s trunk and pretended to fiddle with their luggage.
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      “Hello ladies. We meet again.”

      Tanya, Asha, and Katy turned around, innocent expressions on their faces, like they hadn’t been digging into his personal information only a few seconds ago.

      Wyatt strolled up to them, a bright smile on his face and his dog in tow.

      His eyes flitted toward Katy and drifted from her face to her chest, then to her thighs.

      Why do some men do this? Don’t they realize it makes our skin crawl?

      “Are you all visiting?” he asked.

      “A short vacation,” said Asha crisply.

      Wyatt offered his hand to Katy.

      “What a pleasant surprise. I couldn’t ask for better neighbors than three pretty young ladies like you.”

      Instead of shaking Katy’s hand, he bowed over it and kissed it.

      Tanya tried not to scoff out aloud. He even acts like an old-fashioned dude from the seventeenth century.

      Asha bent to pet the dog, more to fend off a smarmy kiss from the man than anything else. “He’s a gorgeous pup.”

      Wyatt looked down at his canine companion, and his face softened.

      “Isn’t he?” He gave an embarrassed chuckle. “You must think I’m a bit off driving around town with a Great Dane in my open car.”

      Yes, I do.

      “Our dog’s at the vet,” said Katy, like she was forcing herself to keep the conversation going. “He’ll be coming home soon. He really belongs to Tanya, but we have all claimed him as family.”

      Wyatt turned to Tanya, curiosity in his eyes. “What’s his breed?”

      Tanya couldn’t get away from this man fast enough, but he was waiting for an answer.

      “German Shepherd,” quipped Asha, saving her.

      “Mixed with a bit of husky,” added Katy.

      If Max were here, he wouldn’t let you within ten feet of us, thought Tanya.

      Wyatt leaned toward them, his face turning serious, like he was about to divulge a secret.

      “I saw Pat shut the door on your face. Don’t take it to heart. She’s not been feeling well lately.”

      “What’s wrong with her?” said Asha, curiosity overcoming her.

      “She’s had more than her fair share of bad luck.”

      “Does she live alone?” said Katy.

      Wyatt nodded. “Ever since her daughter ran away and her husband passed about three years ago.”

      He looked away as if he was embarrassed to be sharing this information, but Tanya could see he was dying to talk.

      Contrary to popular belief, she knew men enjoyed gossiping just as much as women did. Maybe even more. Wyatt didn’t disappoint. He leaned in and lowered his voice.

      “Her husband was a nuclear physicist. Worked for a large science corporation and wrote a bestseller on the Manhattan Project. It was quite a shock to the scientific community when he died. He had a severe heart attack before he even hit forty.”

      “That’s sad,” said Katy.

      “It’s why I live a stress-free life.” Wyatt stroked his dog’s head. “I don’t plan to drop dead like these overworked corporate execs.”

      “What does Pat do?” said Asha.

      “She was an English professor at the South Seattle University. Published several books herself. I believe she went on an extended sabbatical after her husband died, then took early retirement. She took it hard.”

      Katy glanced over at the neighbor’s house.

      “That’s decided then. I’m going to visit her with muffins tomorrow morning. Maybe that will soften her up.”

      A strange smile cut across Wyatt’s face.

      “You do that. She’ll appreciate the gesture.” He paused. “If you ladies need anything, just knock on my door. I’m at your service. Enjoy your stay in Paradise Cove.”

      With a small bow, he turned around and strolled back to his house. They watched him walk away, his long-legged canine companion padding behind him.

      “He’s quirky,” whispered Katy.

      “Slimy,” said Tanya. “Slimy is the word you’re looking for.”

      “Stop staring, you two,” said Asha, nudging them. “Let’s go inside and open a bottle of wine. Heaven knows I need one.”

      “You can say that again.” Katy rolled her suitcase up the driveway, toward the main entrance of her foster mother’s house. She opened the front door and disappeared inside.

      Asha pulled the handle from her suitcase to follow her. Tanya clicked her key fob to lock the Jeep and joined Asha. They were halfway up the driveway when a chilling scream came from Pat’s house.

      They dropped their bags and were about to run over when a frightened shout came from inside their own home.

      “Help! Someone get help!”

      “Katy!” cried Asha.

      Tanya burst through the front door first.

      “What happened? You all right?”

      Katy was staring out the back kitchen window, a hand over her mouth.

      Tanya stepped up to her. “What is it?”

      “Oh, my gosh,” said Asha as she dashed over. “Isn’t that Jodie?”

      The homeless boy they had met at the café was lying prone in Pat’s backyard. He lay still, but even from where they were, they could see the foam frothing from his bluish mouth.

      Tanya spun on her heels and ran out the back door, shouting.

      “Call nine-one-one!”

      She jumped the fence to Pat’s backyard, barely registering the woman’s pale face staring from the porch.

      She raced over to the boy.

      “Hey, Jodie!” she called out as she reached for his shoulder. “Jodie, are you okay?”

      She touched his wrists, then his neck, but felt no pulse. His skin was cold and clammy. Tanya stared at the body, certain the boy had taken his last breath before Katy had even spotted him.

      Asha and Katy came running over.

      “Ambulance is on its way,” said Asha.

      Tanya turned to her companions with a grim look. “It’s too late.”

      They stood around the boy in silent vigil, shock and sorrow silencing them, overtaking them, even though they had barely known the kid.

      Asha glanced around. “Where’s his hoodie?”

      Tanya shrugged. “Might have lost it.”

      “What’s he holding?”

      Katy was pointing at the kid’s hand with the scar. Tanya bent over and gently pried his fingers open. Held inside was a yellow plastic vial.

      “Pills?” Katy’s eyes widened. “He didn’t have it on him at the café.”

      “Could have been in his hoodie pocket,” said Asha.

      Tanya scrutinized the white tablets in the container, making sure to not touch it. “I’d bet my entire salary this is Fentanyl. Two milligrams of this and it’s lethal.”

      “Someone could have given it to him after he left the café,” said Asha.

      Tanya looked up. “What I want to know is what Jodie was doing in Pat’s backyard.”

      “What in good name has happened?”

      They whirled around to see Pat standing a few feet from them, swaying on her feet, her cane forgotten.

      “What’s going on?” she croaked. “What happened to him?”

      Asha turned toward her. “The boy’s dead.”

      Pat clutched her chest.

      Tanya leaped up to catch her, but it was too late. Pat crashed to the ground with a hard thud.
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      “Wake up!”

      Tanya shook Katy by the shoulder.

      “Hey, Katy, wake up.”

      Katy turned away and snuggled deeper into her pillow. “Lemme sleep.”

      Tanya had slept little that evening.

      She rarely did. Her PTSD flared up every nightfall. The faces of the monsters she killed in her youth flashed across her mind like a silent horror flick every night.

      Every life she had taken had been in defense of an abused child, a trafficked victim, or a broken woman used as a punching bag. The wounded, the forgotten, the innocents. But that never seemed to wash off the blood she had on her hands.

      That evening, it was Jodie’s murder that weighed most heavily on her mind. It hadn’t been an accidental drug overdose. Someone had wanted that kid gone.

      Tanya felt responsible for what happened to Jodie. She had tossed and turned, the kid’s frightened face lodged in her head, until she sat up and made a promise to herself.

      I’m going to find out who killed him.

      She had little faith in the local law enforcement crew.

      Deputy Blake had driven over to Pat’s house with a partner. While the paramedics had attended to Pat, who had fainted, the deputies had taped off the backyard and told Tanya, Asha, and Katy to step away and stay away.

      All they could do was watch from the other side of the fence as the two officers bumbled their way around the crime scene.

      They had homed in on the yellow vial.

      “Another opioid death,” Deputy Blake had said, shaking his head. “Second this month. There’s only so much we can do.”

      His partner had seemed to agree.

      Tanya had wanted to demand they check the vial for fingerprints and the lawn for footprints. They had to interview Pat, who had probably witnessed what had happened, or might have known something.

      Neither officer had seemed keen to take advice from a potential suspect who had been in handcuffs only a few hours ago.

      But it was one in the morning now, and Tanya had a more urgent problem at hand.

      Asha had disappeared, and she didn’t know how or where she was.
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      Tanya shook Katy by the arm again.

      “Get up!”

      Katy slowly opened her eyes. “What time is it?”

      Tanya gave a frustrated hiss. “Where’s Asha?”

      Katy turned around and blinked.

      “She’s sleeping in her room.”

      Tanya gritted her teeth. “She’s gone.”

      “What?”

      “I thought I heard something a few minutes ago. I checked the entire house. Everything’s locked tight, but when I looked into her room, she wasn’t there.”

      “Maybe she’s in the bathroom?”

      “Don’t you think I checked?” Tanya shot her an irate look. “Did you two hatch something without telling me?”

      “Of course not. We’d never do that.”

      “Like that’s never happened before.”

      “I swear, we aren’t doing anything behind your back.” Katy pulled off the covers, now fully awake. “We need to call the pol⁠—”

      Tanya’s phone buzzed, making Katy jump. Tanya checked her screen and cursed.

      “You won’t believe what that woman’s up to.”

      Katy scrambled out of the bed. “Is she okay?”

      “Investigating.” Tanya made air quotes with her fingers. “She left fifteen minutes ago.”

      Katy blinked rapidly.

      “She’s at Eveline’s home, isn’t she? She was talking about that house all afternoon.”

      Tanya’s frown deepened.

      “Why didn’t she tell me?” Katy fumbled for her slippers. “I would have gone with her. Hey, where are you off to?”

      But Tanya had already left the room.

      Katy whirled around and picked up the pair of jeans she had tossed on the back of a chair.

      “Wait for me!”

      Tanya was by the front door, checking her weapon, when Katy scrambled down the stairs.

      “Where are you heading?”

      “Going to grab that woman, shake her hard, and bring her home safely,” said Tanya, pulling her jacket on. “You stay right here.”

      “Are you nuts? I’m not staying here by myself while you and Asha go off to solve the case.”

      Tanya looked at Katy’s obstinate face and sighed. Their found family came from different backgrounds, but they all shared one common trait. They were stubborn as heck. Tanya knew it was useless to argue when either Katy or Asha had made up their minds.

      “Soft shoes and gloves.”

      She opened the front door and stepped outside. Katy put on her canvas shoes, stuffed her gloves in her pocket, and scurried after her.

      An eerie quietness had settled on Sunset Drive.

      “What was she thinking?” muttered Tanya as she stomped down the driveway, her Glock in hand.

      “Brrr,” said Katy, hugging herself. She picked up her pace to keep up with Tanya’s long strides.

      It took them two minutes to walk to the cul-de-sac where Eveline Hart’s home was.

      “Stay back,” said Tanya, pushing Katy behind an oak tree from across the house.

      The waning moonlight was enough to make out the neighborhood. The nearby residences had plunged into darkness, their inhabitants presumably asleep. The enormous homes on the street now looked like strange monsters looming over them.

      “Stick to the hedges on the east,” said Tanya, stepping out from behind the tree. “It’ll give us cover.”

      “What about the cops?” whispered Katy.

      “I expected them to have security at night, too. It seems like they’re relying on the yellow tape to keep trespassers at bay.”

      “I guess no one from this neighborhood would be sneaking around like us,” said Katy.

      “Speak for yourself,” said Tanya. “I’m doing this under duress.”

      She crossed the street and darted over to the cedar hedge that ran the length of the property. Keeping to the shadows, she threaded to the back of Eveline Hart’s house, with Katy at her heels.

      The yellow tape was draped across the kitchen door, but Tanya could see someone had moved it. All the curtains in the back had been pulled open as if to let the moonlight in.

      Is Asha in there?

      Cursing her friend, Tanya tiptoed to the kitchen window and peered inside.

      “See anything?” whispered Katy.

      Tanya stepped toward the back door and turned the doorknob. It was unlocked.

      “Coming?”

      Katy glanced around at the dark shadows dancing in the corners of the backyard. She hugged herself and nodded.

      Tanya stepped inside. Katy followed her in and closed the door behind her.

      They didn’t need much light to see the house had been turned upside down.

      Cupboards and drawers had been flung open. Expensive china, silver cutlery, spice containers, and tins of coffee and sugar had been thrown on the floor.

      Katy inched closer to Tanya, like she was worried someone would snatch her in the dark.

      “Someone was searching for something,” whispered Tanya.

      “What a mess,” said Katy, as her eyes adjusted to the dim light and the mayhem became even more surreal. “It’s like a tornado went through here.”

      Tanya could feel a presence in the house. She just hoped it would be their friend.

      “Eveline Hart had some nice things,” Katy was saying. “That gold vase is the only thing left intact. Must have cost a fortune⁠—”

      The thud of a drawer closing came from somewhere on the first floor. Tanya and Katy exchanged a glance.

      Is that Asha?

      Or, someone else?

      Tanya put her finger to her lips. She tiptoed around the clutter and crept down the hallway that led to the rest of the house.

      A lone figure was rummaging through a cabinet drawer in a corner of the living room. They were so focused on their task, they hadn’t noticed Tanya and Katy creep up from behind.

      Tanya wanted to call out, but it was hard to say who it was. She gripped her gun, ready for an armed intruder.

      She treaded around the wall and stepped into the living room to get a better look.

      The figure whipped around.

      In the pale moonlight, Tanya saw the flash of a steel knife charge toward her stomach.
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      Tanya leaped to the side.

      “Get away from me, or I’ll kill you!” came a familiar voice.

      Tanya turned on her flashlight. Asha was shielding her eyes, blinking rapidly.

      “Oh, my gosh,” cried Katy, a hand on her chest. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”

      Tanya lowered her weapon. Asha was clutching what looked like a can of bear spray in a gloved hand. Her knife had slid halfway across the living room.

      Asha gave Tanya a crossed look. “Why did you sneak up on me like that?”

      Tanya glared. “Why didn’t you tell us what you were up to?”

      “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

      “Neither are you.”

      “I came here to find the truth, unlike the sheriff and his clowns.”

      Tanya threw her arms in the air. “What happened to you? You’re the one with the steady head. You always kept me in line.”

      Asha shot her an obstinate look. “I became a private investigator, and you became a government agent.”

      Tanya shook her head. “I thought we agreed. No more vigilante jobs.”

      “I work for myself now. No one tells me what to do.”

      “Unlike you, I have rules to follow.”

      “That’s why I told you not to come looking for me.”

      “I came here to save your skin. What do you think your kitchen knife and pepper spray would have done if someone snuck up on you with a gun? Like I did?”

      “Now that you mention it, I wish I brought my Glock⁠—”

      “Smuggle it across state lines?”

      Katy held a hand up. “All right, you two. Stop it.” She turned to Asha. “Don’t ever take off on me in the middle of the night like this. You almost gave me a heart attack. Tell me first, next time.”

      Tanya’s eyebrows shot up. Next time?

      “The good thing,” said Katy, turning from Asha to Tanya and back, “is no one’s hurt.”

      Asha winced. “Other than the bump on my head.”

      “How did you get in here?” said Tanya. “Didn’t the deputies lock up?”

      “I jimmied the lock,” said Asha.

      Tanya’s eyes narrowed. “Breaking and entering, you mean?”

      “I learned from you.” Asha drew out a tension wrench from her pants pocket and waved it at Katy. “Your foster mother’s house is well stocked.”

      Tanya closed her eyes and summoned all the patience she had. She had taught them the basic tactics she had learned while working for the Mossad and CIA. But there were days when she regretted it. This was one of them.

      “Pack up your knife and wrench, Nancy Drew,” said Tanya. “We’re going home pronto. I should have you arrested.”

      

      Asha turned to her. “Did you see Eveline Hart’s face when she shot herself? I can’t get that image out of my head. I can’t sleep.”

      She looked away, her face troubled.

      “Something terrible happened to her. I need to know what it was. We should figure it out and bring some justice to the memory of that poor woman. Those local cops won’t do anything.”

      No one spoke for a few seconds. They had all felt the same, but no one else had articulated it. But now, their shared sentiment was out in the open.

      “Someone ransacked this place looking for something important,” said Asha. “They didn’t find it and neither did the police. They all missed it.”

      “How do you know that?” said Katy.

      A sly expression came over Asha’s face. “Because I found it.”

      Tanya and Katy stared at her.

      “You won’t believe what Eveline Hart was hiding in the pantry.”

      “What did you find?” said Tanya, despite herself.

      “Easier to show than explain.” Asha gestured to her friends. “Follow me.”

      “Wait.” Tanya stepped out in front of her. “Let me secure the house first.”

      “I’ve been here almost half an hour, and I haven’t seen anyone.”

      “Doesn’t mean someone isn’t hiding on the premises.”

      Tanya gestured toward the back door. “Wait there till I give the all-clear. If you see or hear anything from the outside, call me. If you hear a gunshot from inside, run.”

      She stepped away from her friends before they could object.

      With every step she took, Tanya could feel her blood pressure rise. This is a crime scene. Her brain kept screaming. We shouldn’t be here.

      We’re not kids anymore, fighting to stay alive. We’re adults in a free country. And I’m a federal agent now, for heaven’s sake.

      Tanya could no longer justify rogue investigations, but despite her reluctance, her curiosity about what Asha had discovered was slowly overcoming her caution.

      One quick look shouldn’t hurt.

      It took her ten minutes to sweep the property, but apart from them, the house was empty.

      As soon as Tanya gave the all-clear, Asha led them through the kitchen and into the pantry. Once inside, she turned on her phone’s flashlight.

      “Turn that off,” said Tanya.

      “No one can see in here.” Asha shone her light on the back wall of the pantry and tapped on a wooden panel. “See this? This is a false door.”

      Katy’s eyebrows shot up. “How on earth did you figure that out?”

      Asha swung her flashlight to the floor.

      “See these huge rice sacks? They expired two years ago. No one was planning on cooking them.”

      Tanya knitted her brows.

      “Look at these stacks of potato and onion bags on top of the rice,” said Asha. “Whoever was searching the house didn’t move them. They just slashed a few to check inside, but left them in place.”

      She turned to her friends.

      “There had to be a good reason these were stacked along the back wall like this.”

      “This is a pantry,” said Tanya. “It’s where people normally keep dry goods.”

      “But everybody knows you’re not supposed to store potatoes with onions.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “You’re not everybody,” said Katy to Tanya. “Potatoes get bad faster when they’re next to onions.”

      “They’re props,” said Asha, handing her knife and phone to Katy. “No one was going to eat this stuff.”

      She turned back to the wall and hauled a dozen sacks aside before pushing on the wooden panel.

      It swung open.

      “A secret door,” gasped Katy.

      Asha stepped in through the narrow entrance. Katy and Tanya followed, ducking under the low doorway.

      It was midnight black inside. Tanya pulled her phone out, turned on the flashlight, and rotated it slowly around the windowless closet-sized room.

      A large corkboard was on the wall in front of them. 

      Pinned to it were faded photocopies of newspaper clippings, maps, photographs, and sheets of paper with illegible handwriting, connected by red string crisscrossing haphazardly.

      “My gosh,” whispered Katy. “What is this?”

      “A murder board,” said Tanya.
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      Katy pointed at the board.

      “Is that Jodie?”

      “A recent photo,” said Asha. “With his hoodie and wig.”

      Tanya scrutinized the black and white photocopy. It was out of focus and looked like someone had snapped it from a street corner without the kid’s knowledge.

      She moved her flashlight to the middle of the board.

      The blurry faces of two middle-aged men took a prominent spot in the center. They looked like typical suburban dads you might find at a baseball game, but their photocopied headshots had been circled with a thick red marker and a dot in the middle.

      Bull’s eye.

      Tanya moved her light down.

      A row of six printed headshots had been pinned to the bottom of the corkboard. They were boys in their early teens, staring at the camera, confusion etched on their faces.

      Tanya focused her light on the photo at the end. It was a pixelated print image of a digital photo, and as fuzzy as the others. It was hard to make out the features, but something about it nagged at her.

      “Wait, this is a girl. I’m sure of it.”

      Katy put a finger on the second picture. “Is it just me, or does this one look familiar?”

      They stared at the face. The boy was thirteen or fourteen, at most.

      “Looks like Jodie,” said Asha, “but younger. Could it be his brother?”

      “Or maybe Jodie when he was a kid?” said Katy, frowning.

      “I knew there was a connection between Jodie’s death and Eveline’s murder-suicide in the café,” said Asha. “This proves it.”

      “But how are they connected?” said Katy. “And who was that man in the truck?”

      “I haven’t figured everything out yet,” said Asha.

      Tanya turned to her friends. “We have to report this to the sheriff ASAP.”

      “He sounds corrupt or incompetent,” said Asha.

      “Even if that’s true, we can’t hide evidence from the county sheriff. That’s a felony that will get us all in trouble.”

      Asha’s eyes flashed in the dark. “I don’t care if I get arrested. I won’t stop until I figure out what happened to Eveline Hart to make her do what she did. There had to be a reason she killed herself like that.”

      “She committed homicide,” said Tanya in a low voice.

      “I was looking through the café window when she shot him. She was so angry, she was shaking. I want answers for her sake.”

      “It was like watching a horror movie,” said Katy, her voice somber, “except it was real. I still don’t think I’ve come to terms with what happened.”

      “The local crew won’t do anything. They’ll shove it under the rug.” Asha stepped back, raised her phone, and snapped photos of the board.

      “If Sheriff Reginald is a good cop,” she said, “he’ll thank us for finding this.”

      “I doubt Blake and his crew even thought of looking for a secret compartment behind expired food sacks,” said Katy.

      “My worry is,” said Tanya with a heavy sigh, “he could charge us with tampering with evidence, breaking and entering, trespassing on private property, you name it.”

      Katy fingered a stack of crinkled papers that had been pinned together on the board.

      “Newspaper clippings,” she murmured, flipping through the yellowed paper. “From the Seattle area.” She pulled the stack out.

      “You can’t remove those,” said Tanya.

      “I was going to lay them out on the kitchen counter and snap a few photos,” said Katy, “for our investigation.”

      “We have no official investigation.”

      “You don’t,” said Katy, stepping out of the pantry. “We do.”

      Tanya turned back to the board and shook her head. She was glad they were all wearing gloves. The last thing she wanted was to have important evidence get smudged by their fingers or their fingerprints.

      Asha stepped up to the board. “Katy forgot a clipping.”

      She pried off the faded piece of paper that had been stuck to the board. Tanya looked over her shoulder. Written in scraggly letters was a list of names with dates next to them.

      “Liam, Noel, Matt, Peter, Jodie.”

      “Jodie?” Asha’s eyebrows shot up. “That young boy’s photo is him, then. But what do these dates mean? The day they were killed?”

      “Jodie died yesterday, but the date next to him is three years ago.”

      “So, it’s when they were taken? Kidnapped?”

      Tanya’s brain whirred, but she had no definite answers to any of the questions her friends were asking.

      “Who are these kids?” Asha whispered to herself.

      “The big question is why are they on a murder board?” said Tanya. “Whatever happened to them, Eveline was tracking them.”

      A flash of aquamarine on the floor caught her eye. She bent down to pick it up, shook off the dust, and held it up.

      “A beaded necklace?” said Asha.

      Tanya turned to the photos of the children. The kid who looked like a girl was wearing a similar choker.

      “A memento?” said Asha.

      “Serial offenders like to track their crimes and save keepsakes from their victims,” said Tanya in a thoughtful voice.

      Asha gasped. “Was Eveline Hart a serial killer?”

      Tanya frowned. From what she’d learned in FBI training, Eveline didn’t fit the profile of a serial killer, especially of children.

      But Asha was getting animated.

      “The man in the truck found out about her secret activities. That’s why he came after her. He could have been a family member of one of her victims. An older brother to one of these kids, maybe.”

      “But why kill herself?” said Tanya.

      “Remorse, regret, shock over what she’d done. Maybe the sheriff was right after all, except the reasoning is different.”

      Tanya shook her head.

      “It’s rare for a female unsub to kill children that don’t belong to her. When kids are murdered, it’s usually after years of abuse and neglect by a parent or a family member.”

      Tanya’s frown deepened.

      “This doesn’t add up. A murder board is made by someone who doesn’t know what’s going on. It’s a tool to connect the dots and solve a puzzle. If Eveline was kidnapping or killing children, why would she create⁠—”

      A crash came from the kitchen, startling them.

      Katy!
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      Tanya leaped through the narrow opening and into the pantry.

      She rushed into the kitchen to see Katy staring in horror at a pile of broken glass on the floor.

      Katy snapped her head up. “I saw a face!”

      Tanya whirled around, her gun at the ready.

      “Where?”

      “In the back window. I think it was a man. He disappeared into the woods.”

      “Someone was watching us?” said Asha.

      Tanya stepped over to the back window and scoured the yard.

      While Paradise Cove was nestled against the shore, only the houses on the south side had views of the water. That included Hudson Wyatt’s mansion. Eveline Hart’s house was set against the woods on the other side, like their own home stay.

      Tanya’s eyes darted back and forth, trying to penetrate the tree line at the end of the yard. Even with the moonlight streaming onto the trees, it was difficult to see if anyone was hiding in there.

      She turned to her friends. “We need to leave now.”

      “What do I do about this?” Katy pointed at the shattered glass in dismay. “I elbowed the vase by accident when I saw the shadow.”

      “The golden vase?” gasped Asha. “That must have cost thousands.”

      Katy nodded forlornly.

      “If the crew documented the evidence and took photos, they’d notice the missing vase right away,” said Tanya. “We have to fess up before they find this.”

      Katy put her hand on her face.

      “Lies have a way of coming back to haunt you,” said Tanya, a warning in her voice. “An omission is a type of⁠—”

      “Hey,” Asha cut her off. “What’s this?”

      She stepped over to the counter where the golden vase had stood only moments ago.

      Tanya squinted. “That’s an air vent.”

      “An air vent on the kitchen counter?” said Asha. “They’re normally installed by the floorboards.”

      “It sucks out the cooking smells,” said Katy.

      Asha pointed at the powerful stainless-steel fan hanging from the ceiling above the stove. “That’s what that’s for. This is something else.”

      She pushed the corners of the plastic vent and stepped back as the cover came off and fell into her open hands.

      “A hidden safe,” gasped Katy.

      “They sell these for a hundred and fifty bucks online. I installed one at a client’s home a few months ago for her high-end jewelry.”

      Asha placed the vent cover down and reached inside. “Cards. A stack of cards.” She extricated them and placed them on the counter. “No, these are photographs.”

      Tanya and Katy peered over her shoulder.

      “Who prints photos anymore?” said Katy. “Don’t people save them on a computer or a phone these days?”

      Asha picked up the first photo of two baby boys with blue ribbons around their heads. They looked happy and angelic as they cuddled together on a fuzzy white throw.

      “Baby pics,” said Katy. “These are old.”

      Asha flipped through the stack, glancing at them before placing them on the counter in a row.

      “The question is, who are they?” said Tanya, examining the latest one Asha pulled out. “And why stuff them in a secret drawer in the kitchen?”

      Asha looked up as if a thought had struck her.

      “I scoped out all the rooms when I first came in and didn’t spot one photo, framed or otherwise. I thought it was odd at first, then I was sure the person or people who ransacked the house stole them, but⁠—”

      “They were hidden in the kitchen all along.” Katy completed her sentence.

      They stared at the baby photos on the counter. Asha looked at the stack in her hands and pulled the next one out.

      “Hey, that looks like Eveline Hart in the middle,” said Katy, pointing.

      Tanya plucked it from Asha’s hands and flipped it over. She squinted at the words written on the back. It was hard to read with the limited moonlight that streamed through the back windows, but she didn’t dare turn on her phone.

      She read the words out loud. “To my lovely wife, Eveline, and my dear sons, Sam and Eric.”

      “Must be Eveline Hart’s husband and two children,” said Katy. “The boys must be grown now. These look like they were taken ages ago.”

      Tanya scrolled to the photographs she had snapped inside the pantry.

      “I don’t think these two boys are on the board.”

      Asha flipped through the stack of photos, spreading them on the counter.

      “Seems like it’s all the same people. This one’s on a sailboat. Hiking in a park. At a tropical beach. At Christmas dinner. Looks like a happy family…wait a minute⁠—”

      Asha stopped and brought the last photo closer to her eyes. It was a more recent one and the two boys looked to be in their late teens now.

      She put the photo down. “Are my eyes playing games, or do you recognize one of the young men?”

      “It’s too dark to see,” said Katy, tapping her phone.

      “No lights, please,” said Tanya.

      “Don’t worry.” Katy placed her phone over the photo. “We take a picture, zoom in on it, and voila….”

      Asha waited for her friends to see the resemblance.

      Katy gave Asha a shocked look.

      “Eveline shot her own son?”
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      Tanya recalled Deputy Blake hiding the dead man’s hand.

      “Why do I feel the townsfolk knew who he was but didn’t admit to it?”

      “An even more disturbing question,” said Asha, “is why would a mother murder her own child?”

      “If these two are her sons, that is,” said Asha.

      Tanya scooped the photos and placed them inside the hidden drawer on the wall before replacing the vent cover.

      “We’ll figure out what to do about all this tomorrow.”

      Katy nodded. “This place is getting creepier by the minute.”

      “I get the feeling that if we poke around some more, we’ll find dead bodies behind these walls,” said Asha.

      They put everything back in place, locked the back door, and got back on the street.

      They threaded in single file toward their home with Tanya in the rear. They stuck to the shadows, hoping none of the neighbors would see them and call the police.

      “What’s she doing up at this time?” said Tanya when they reached their driveway.

      Asha and Katy turned to look. A yellow light shone through their immediate neighbor’s back window. Through the sheer curtains, they could see a dark silhouette of a woman leaning on a cane.

      “Pat,” said Katy. “She’s recovered fast, hasn’t she?”

      “Recovered enough to snoop at us out-of-towners,” said Asha.

      “Keep it down,” whispered Tanya from behind. “I don’t like us being out in the open like this. Anyone could target us.”

      It was a relief to get in the house and lock the door behind them. Asha went to the kitchen to get a glass of water while Tanya started a security check of the house.

      Katy flopped down on the living-room couch. “I’m going to crash right here⁠—”

      “Hey, come here!”

      Tanya was in the basement when she heard Asha call out. She tore up the steps, her heart beating a tick faster.

      “Everyone okay?”

      “Who would do such a thing?” came Katy’s frightened voice from the kitchen.

      Tanya dashed into the kitchen to see her friends staring at the back window.

      “Another body on Pat’s lawn?” she asked.

      Asha and Katy parted. The kitchen window looked grimy at first glance, dirtier than Tanya had seen it before.

      Asha tapped the glass. “Somebody doesn’t want us in Paradise Cove.”

      Tanya stared at the scribbles made by a red marker. The words were crooked and had been written by someone standing on the outside, so she had to read them backward.

      Go home. Or you’ll end up like the boy.

      “They mean Jodie, don’t they?” said Katy.

      Tanya nodded gravely. “That confirms his death was suspicious.”

      Asha snapped a photo of the message. “I bet Pat wrote this while we were away.”

      Katy gave a disgusted tsk. “And here I was going to make her muffins tomorrow.”

      “I don’t think it’s her,” said Tanya.

      She peered through the window. Pat’s house had turned dark, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t watching from a corner of a window somewhere.

      “Why not?” said Katy. “She’s the one who told us to go home, just like this note.”

      “She couldn’t have come here,” said Tanya, “unless that cane is a prop.”
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      Tanya scrambled to pick up her ringing phone on the bedstand.

      She stared at the word scrolling across the screen.

      Restricted.

      She knew who that was.

      It was six on a Saturday morning and she was on vacation. What does work want with me? She accepted the call.

      “Agent Stone?”

      “Stone here.”

      Tanya threw her legs over the covers and stood up. It was still heart-stopping to be called Agent.

      “I have a case I’d like you to take on.” It was Paul Desmond, Special Agent in Charge, her immediate supervisor at the Seattle field office.

      “I can come in right away.” Tanya picked up her soiled T-shirt from the floor and glanced at her open bag, hoping she had brought one of her button-down shirts.

      “I’ve been called to a meeting with the director on Monday,” said Desmond. “I’d like to brief you soon after. Can you be in my office at fourteen hundred hours, Tuesday?”

      “Roger that,” said Tanya.

      That gives me forty-eight hours to find out what happened to Jodie and those kids.

      “I’ll be there, sir.”

      “I’m sorry to cut your holiday short, Stone,” said Desmond. “But I knew I could count on you.”

      Tanya noticed a hint of relief in his voice. She wondered if senior agents balked at leaving vacations early, but she didn’t have a choice.

      “May I ask what this is about? Anything I can do to prepare?”

      She winced as she heard her own eager beaver voice. This wasn’t her usual character, but she was a rookie at the bureau and still on probation, which meant they could let her go at a moment’s notice.

      She needed this job. Desperately.

      “Director Cross hasn’t shared details with me, yet,” said Desmond. “What I know is she wants someone with multi-faceted skills, preferably a veteran, and capable of handling a solo mission. This will require travel.”

      Tanya’s eyebrows shot up.

      They never send new agents on solo missions.

      The FBI recruitment office had waived the age requirement for her as a veteran. But she had felt like the ugly duckling in a sea of fresh-faced, twenty-something-year-old swans who were starting out in their careers and their lives.

      “Will I be needing Max?” asked Tanya.

      “How’s he doing?”

      “Routine neutering operation. He’s already had a day to recover at the vet. I’ll be picking him up today. He should be back to normal in a couple of days.”

      “The K9 unit chief has given him clearance. We understand he hasn’t completed the certification, but the director needs boots on the ground ASAP.” He paused. “Paws as well.”

      “Where’s the mission located?”

      “Not too far from where you’re at.” Desmond paused again, as if he was deciding whether to share the information over the phone.

      Tanya waited, holding her breath.

      Do they know what’s going on in Paradise Cove?

      For a moment, she wondered if she should tell him what she had seen. But after last night, she was sure her employer wouldn’t approve of her clandestine activities.

      Besides, there were protocols to follow.

      Sheriff Reginald should be the one calling in, requesting help from the FBI. Federal and county officials worked well in teams. Coming down hard on local precincts stirred bad blood, and such efforts failed before they even began.

      “I’ll fill you in with the details when you come in,” said Desmond. “See you then, Stone.”

      As soon as she hung up, a thrilling sensation rushed up Tanya’s spine. She smiled to herself.

      She had missed the adrenaline rush of embarking on new missions. Training flabby corporate executives on basic martial arts techniques at David’s New York dojo hadn’t been her dream job, however much she had been grateful for it.

      It was exciting to know she’d be on the road again, even if it was only within this state.

      She changed into her street clothes and stepped out of her bedroom, almost colliding with Asha.

      “Boss just called,” said Tanya.

      Asha’s face fell. “What do they want?”

      “I have to get back on Tuesday.”

      Relief crossed her friend’s face. “At least they didn’t ask you to come in today. We still have a couple of days together to figure out what’s going on in this town.”

      “First things first,” said Tanya as she and Asha climbed down the stairs and walked into the open kitchen. “We need to tell the sheriff what we found last night.”

      “What if the deputies and the sheriff are dirty?”

      “It’s a risk we have to take. That would be a good reason to call my boss. Right now, nothing justifies getting the FBI involved.”

      “What about those children on the murder board? Don’t they fall under FBI jurisdiction?”

      “Missing minors of tender years are a federal matter. That means twelve or younger.”

      “None of those kids looked twelve.” Asha shook her head. “Couldn’t the FBI make an exception for early teens? They’re still children, aren’t they?”

      “I’d like to check the veracity of those pictures and names. For all we know, Eveline Hart was mentally disturbed or delusional. She could have photocopied those photos from random newspaper articles.”

      Asha opened the fridge door and reached for the orange juice. “I have a feeling this whole town knows what’s going on except for us. Katy should call her foster mother. She might have an idea.”

      Tanya didn’t respond.

      Asha closed the fridge and looked up to see her friend staring at the kitchen window.

      “What—”

      “It’s gone,” said Tanya, opening the back door and stepping out. “Someone erased the message.”

      Asha padded over to the open door, the juice container still in her hand. “This is getting bizarre.”

      “How come I didn’t hear them last night? I’m a light sleeper.” Tanya frowned. “This is why I need Max.”

      She peered at the flattened grass by the back window.

      “They didn’t leave footprints. I bet they used gloves too, so there would be no fingerprints either. They were careful to make sure we saw it before cleaning it up.”

      “We have a photo, at least,” said Asha, taking out her phone.

      “Send it to me.” Tanya paused. “It’s time I tell the sheriff I’m with the FBI.”

      “Oh, boy,” said Asha.

      It wasn’t a conversation Tanya was looking forward to. The sheriff could throw them in jail, complain to the bureau, and stop her career before it even started.

      “Are you two ready to go?” said Tanya, shaking off her worries. “Best to catch the sheriff while he’s fresh.”

      “Katy’s not feeling well,” said Asha. “I think she was up all night, worried about that vase.”

      “That’s the least of our problems right now.”

      “Let her sleep. Give her some rest.”

      Tanya scanned the backyard. “I don’t like leaving her alone.”

      “I’ll stay with her,” said Asha.

      “Keep all doors locked and don’t go outside till I return.”

      “Anyone coming here looking for a fight with Katy and me will be making a big mistake.”

      “My Glock’s on the bedstand in my room,” said Tanya. “I could get fired for this, but I’m going to leave it with you, just in case.”

      “Thanks, but I don’t think we’ll need it,” said Asha. “No one’s going to break in here in broad daylight.”

      Tanya picked up the Jeep’s keys, hoping her friend was right.
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      Deputy Blake was leaning against his squad car, having a smoke, when Tanya pulled up at the sheriff’s office.

      He shot her a keen look, then threw his cigarette down and grounded it with his heel. He turned as if he was going to approach her.

      I don’t have time for you.

      Ignoring him, Tanya marched toward the main entrance, her mind and heart racing. The idea of getting thrown in a county jail and having to call her boss made her sick to her stomach.

      As soon as she flashed her FBI badge at the desk sergeant, he let her in through the secured doors. Tanya walked through the precinct’s bullpen toward the largest office.

      The back wall of the sheriff’s office was lined with fishing photos.

      They were all taken on a sleek white boat, a grinning Hudson Wyatt standing next to the sheriff in each of them, some with the fish they had caught, others with beer bottles in hand. There were other men in the background of the photos. They looked vaguely familiar, but their faces were blurred, so it was hard to make them out.

      That must be Wyatt’s famous yacht, she thought. She wondered how long he would be able to hang on to his toys once the family business’s bankruptcy procedures went through.

      She knocked.

      Sheriff Reginald raised his head and frowned.

      His eyes were bloodshot. His forehead was lined. A row of plastic coffee cups sat on his desk, in between piles of thick manila folders. The room felt stuffy and smelled like someone had left a stale bologna sandwich lying around for days.

      For a brief second, Tanya felt for the man. He was just another overworked and under-resourced law enforcement officer with mountains of paperwork.

      She stepped inside and closed the door.

      “I’m an FBI agent.”

      Sheriff Reginald froze in place, one hand still holding his pen and the other, the document he had been reading.

      Tanya took a chair from across his desk.

      “I wanted you to know before you found out any other way.”

      She was about to use a negotiation tactic she’d learned at the bureau. When you find yourself at fault, confess quickly and early. That usually lessens the sting and preempts the other party from blaming you most of the time.

      Unless the other party is a psychopath.

      The sheriff frowned, but didn’t speak.

      Tanya leaned in.

      “I owe you an apology.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I haven’t been completely upfront with you.”

      The sheriff dropped his pen and paper on the desk. He reclined in his chair, folded his arms across his chest, and stared at Tanya, like he was sizing her up.

      “I came here for a holiday with friends,” said Tanya. “But like you, when someone’s in trouble, I can’t help but step in. That’s the reason I jumped in when the SUV crashed into the café.”

      Silence.

      “It’s also why I did some further investigation.”

      The sheriff leaned forward and placed his arms on the desk.

      “What do you mean further investigation?” he said, speaking slowly, a light flush crawling up his neck.

      Tanya opened the app on her phone where she had stored the murder board photos. Then she placed her cell on his desk.

      “We found this last night.”

      The sheriff grabbed his eyeglasses and put them on before taking the device in his hands.

      “Where did you find this?”

      “In Eveline Hart’s pantry.”

      He looked up. “What were you doing there?”

      A blue vein on his neck was throbbing now. That wasn’t good.

      “My friends are private detectives. One of them came up with the brilliant idea to do some investigative work. When I went in search of her, I found her in Eveline Hart’s house, where she had discovered this.”

      “How did you get into Eveline’s house?”

      Tanya wasn’t going to answer that.

      “I take full responsibility. My friend was only doing what she thought was the right thing.”

      “My guys locked everything up.” The sheriff’s frown deepened. “Besides, they were all over that house yesterday. They would have told me if they had found this.”

      “My friend found a false partition at the back of the pantry. It’s not easy to figure out. Behind that is a hidden room where you will find this murder board with other evidence that might help you with the case.”

      “What else did you find?”

      Tanya appraised him.

      She could tell he was vacillating between the need to pry information and berate her. She was still unsure about him too, whether he was a clean or corrupt cop.

      “We found a stack of family photos Eveline had been hiding. It’s in a secret drawer behind a false vent in the kitchen wall. From those pictures, we believe the man in the truck was Eveline Hart’s son. One of her sons.”

      “Eric Hart.”

      Tanya raised a brow. “So, you knew?”

      The sheriff shifted his eyes. He was hiding something.

      “Did you know him well?” said Tanya, keeping her tone and posture casual.

      “He left town years ago, so I never met him, but we just got confirmation of the owner of the truck. They’re running DNA tests and checking dental records to make sure, but it has to be him.”

      “Do you recognize any of the faces on the board?”

      He shook his head. “They’re so blurry. I’ll get my guys to look at these.”

      “Who are these boys?” said the sheriff, as if speaking to himself. “And why was Eveline tracking them?”

      “We think the kid at the end is a girl,” said Tanya, watching him. “How many children have gone missing in this town, Sheriff?”

      “None as far as I can recall. That’s what’s puzzling. These kids must all be from out of town.”

      He scrolled through the photos again and mumbled to himself.

      Tanya peeked at her watch. She was getting antsy to return home. Leaving Asha and Katy alone bothered her, and more than ever now, she wished they had flown home the day before.

      “Did Eveline have any law enforcement experience?” she asked.

      “She was a local council member for as long as I can remember,” said the sheriff. “Ran the PTA, was on the board of our farmer’s market and non-profit charities.”

      “What about her husband?”

      “Passed. Years ago.”

      “How did he die?”

      “Heart attack. He dropped dead, just like that. Not even forty. Must have been stress.” He shook his head. “A sad state of affairs for this family.”

      Tanya frowned. That was the second time she’d heard of a healthy man dying of a sudden heart attack at an early age. Then again, cardiovascular disease was the biggest killer in the country.

      She pointed at her phone.

      “Take a look at the photo of the second boy on the board.”

      The sheriff scrolled through the pictures.

      “What about him?”

      “We think it’s a younger Jodie, the homeless kid who died in Pat’s backyard yesterday. He was at the café, minutes before Eveline Hart’s SUV crashed. I don’t believe he died of an opioid overdose.”

      He stared at her. “Is that right?”

      “There’s a strong possibility Jodie was poisoned. If it were up to me, I would recommend an autopsy ASAP.”

      The sheriff picked up a coffee cup and sipped it, as if he was contemplating his next steps.

      He was calm.

      Too calm.

      A nervous twitch started on Tanya’s neck. She felt like she was waiting for the executioner’s ax to fall.

      She observed the sheriff discreetly. She had met enough criminals around the world to discern good from evil, but it was never easy and she had misjudged in the past.

      Sheriff Reginald’s eyes narrowed.

      “So, it’s Special Agent Stone, is it?”

      Tanya didn’t reply.

      There was a glint in his eyes. It was a sinister look, one that Tanya had seen in power-hungry men—men who liked to have total control over their domain.

      She braced herself.

      “I’ll make a deal with you,” said the sheriff.

      He’s a dirty cop, after all.

      “I won’t complain to the bureau,” he said, “and I won’t charge your friends for trespassing in a crime scene or interfering in a murder investigation.”

      “In return?” said Tanya, her voice hardening.

      “I want you to work for me.”

      “I already have a job.”

      “That’s your problem.”

      Tanya clenched her jaws.

      “You and your pals can’t leave until you find out what the heck is going on in my town. For the record, this isn’t a paid gig.”

      You psychopath.

      “It will be good to have a federal agent working for me.”

      Tanya felt like someone had punched her in the stomach.

      A leer broke across the sheriff’s face, like he knew he had cornered his prey.

      “I want you to report back on everything you find. No one in this town can know I’m on their tail.”
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      It took Tanya twenty minutes to drive to the veterinarian’s clinic.

      Her mind buzzed with the conversation she’d had with Sheriff Reginald. She considered various scenarios and their consequences, and they all looked bleak.

      Max was waiting for her in a kennel in the back, looking miserable. He licked her hand and wagged his tail, but his movements were lethargic. The way he looked at her with his woeful brown eyes made Tanya feel like the meanest human on earth.

      After fussing over him and thanking the vet, she carried Max to the Jeep, her arms straining under his eighty-five pounds. Throughout the ride back to their home stay, he shifted his cone-covered head on the back seat and let out depressingly heavy sighs.

      “You’ll feel better soon, bud,” Tanya said as she sped down the highway. “You’ll be running around the woods chasing squirrels in a couple of days. I promise you.”

      Max raised his head and howled, the husky in him coming out. She could almost hear him say, How could you do this to me?

      “I know. I know. I’m the most horrible mom on earth. Sorry sweetie, but it had to be done. Bureau policy.”

      She glanced in the rearview mirror.

      “We have a new case, bud. We’ll be out of this hole and back on the road on a real FBI mission. You’ll get to chase bad guys again. It will be fun.”

      Max lowered his head with another mournful sigh and closed his eyes. Tanya turned her attention back to the road.

      She had been trying to forget her meeting with the sheriff, but it kept swirling in her head.

      Power-hungry jerk.

      A flash of anger swirled up her spine.

      Most small-town cops were good, professional folk who just wanted to do their jobs. But there was always one wannabe Gestapo, seeking to assert their authority by any means necessary.

      Sheriff Reginald was reveling that he had an FBI agent at his beck and call. He didn’t know the only reason she had agreed was because she was on probation.

      Tanya wanted to get to the bottom of this baffling crime, too. If he had asked nicely, she would have offered her help. But now, she thought, gritting her teeth, he had only made an enemy of her.

      She had forty-eight hours.

      Forty-eight hours before her boss expected her at HQ in Seattle.

      Forty-eight hours to uncover this town’s secrets and find out if this psychopath sheriff had a hand in this crime too. If he was dirty, he would never go ahead with his threat and call the attention of the bureau.

      I’m calling your bluff, Sheriff Reginald.

      Tanya turned onto Sunset Drive, her shoulders taut and face scrunched in anger.

      You’re going to regret bullying me.

      She pulled up to their home stay’s driveway and parked the Jeep.

      Their street had fallen silent again. If she hadn’t witnessed the gruesome murders the day before, she would have thought this was an idyllic community where rich people retired to lead uneventful lives.

      When Tanya opened the back door to get Max, he had fallen asleep. She picked him up in her arms and carried him to the front door.

      The door opened before she got within five feet of it.

      “Oh, Max,” said Asha, standing in the doorway. “You poor, poor boy.”

      “Can you move?” said Tanya, stepping up to the threshold. “He weighs as much as you.”

      Asha turned aside to let them pass, giving her the stink-eye.

      “For the record, I’m five pounds more than him.”

      Tanya smiled, knowing how her friend hated being reminded of her petite stature. She stepped around her and laid Max on the couch. Asha followed her in, waving a familiar piece of clothing in her hand.

      Tanya frowned. “Where did you get that?”

      Asha placed the torn blue hoodie on the coffee table. “Saw it at the bottom of the yard. I was just coming inside, when I heard you pull up.”

      “Didn’t I tell you to keep all doors locked?”

      “I was only gone five minutes. Katy’s still sleeping upstairs. No one came inside.”

      Asha slipped her hand into the hoodie’s pocket and withdrew a bank note.

      “The hundred-dollar bill I gave Jodie is still here. What does that say?”

      “Did you find it on our yard or on Pat’s side?”

      “Our side.” A look of alarm crossed Asha’s face. “Maybe someone’s trying to frame us.”

      Tanya grimaced as the conversation with the sheriff popped to her mind. “Right now, we can’t trust anyone in this town.”

      She walked over to the front door and turned the bolt. She slipped the door chain in place and checked the handle to make sure it was locked. When she turned around, Asha was staring at something on the kitchen counter.

      “Did you bring us breakfast?” said Asha.

      “I didn’t have time.”

      “Where did that come from, then?” Asha pointed at the plate of half a dozen muffins. A used paper wrapper lay next to a half-eaten muffin. “It wasn’t there when I went to the yard.”

      “Didn’t Katy say she was going to bake some for Pat today?” said Tanya.

      “She changed her mind after she saw Pat snoop on us last night. Besides, she’s still sleeping.”

      Max opened his eyes and twitched his ears, like he heard something. Tanya bent down to stroke his head. “Go back to sleep, bud. The doctor said you need to rest.”

      But he swiveled his head like he was searching for something, banging his cone on the back of the couch. He got on all fours and let the blanket fall from his back.

      “What’s up, bud?” said Tanya, her gut tightening.

      “Carrot cake muffins,” Asha was saying as she picked one up. “They’re from Cora. She must have left it for us at the front door while I was gone. Katy already finished one.”

      Tanya walked over to the counter to see the Cora’s Café emblem on the muffin plate. But something felt off.

      The sound of a toilet flushing came from the second floor.

      “Katy’s up.” Asha walked over to the staircase. “Hey, Katy? Come on down. Max is home and we have breakfast.”

      Max’s ears perked. He jumped down from the couch and barked.

      Tanya picked up the used wrapper and brushed the crumbles from it. A chill went down her spine.

      “Asha!”

      Asha came over to look. She read the words etched onto the silvery muffin wrapper.

      Stop meddling.
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      A feeble voice called out from the second floor.

      Max trotted toward the bottom of the staircase, barking.

      “Katy?” said Asha, concern in her voice. “Are you okay, hun?”

      Tanya whirled around. She raced up the stairs with Asha right behind her.

      They got to the landing just as Katy stumbled out of the bathroom. She was still in her pajamas and looked woozy. She grabbed the railing and swayed, then fell to her knees. Tanya caught her just before she careened down the steps.

      “Katy?” said Tanya, holding her head up. “What happened?”

      “My s… stomach hurts,” croaked Katy.

      “Where did you find those muffins?” asked Asha.

      “F… front… porch. I th… thought… it…”

      Katy started trembling.

      “I th… threw up.”

      She leaned against Tanya’s shoulder, like she had no energy to hold her head up herself. Tanya checked her eyes and felt her pulse. Her breath was fast and raspy.

      She spun around to Asha.

      “We have to get her to a doctor ASAP.”

      Asha stared at her. “Cora tried to poison us?”

      “Hurry!”

      While Asha called for help, Tanya wiped the vomit residue from around Katy’s mouth and checked her heart rate.

      Though her face was pale and she was too feeble to talk, Katy’s eyes were open. She was alert and knew what was going on, and that was good news.

      “I… oh… I…” Katy gagged. “I’m gonna throw up!”

      Tanya thrust her arms under her legs and carried her to the bathroom. She held Katy’s head up as she vomited into the toilet bowl again.

      “Whatever it is,” said Tanya, rubbing Katy’s back, “get it out of your system.”

      Tears rolled down Katy’s cheeks.

      “Gosh… I…”

      “Shh… keep your energy. We’ll get you to a doctor soon.”

      “Ambulance is coming!” Asha called out from the first floor.

      “I’ll bring her down.”

      Tanya carried Katy down the stairs, one step at a time. By the time she got to the bottom of the steps, the sirens echoed through their street.

      “That was fast,” said Asha, rushing to the front door and pulling it open. The emergency vehicle screeched to a halt in front of their driveway.

      Tanya sat on the bottom step with Katy’s head on her lap, waiting for the medics. The less she moved Katy until they confirmed her vitals, the better it would be.

      Two paramedics rushed in with a stretcher and a first-aid kit. Tanya and Asha hovered over them anxiously as they strapped Katy down and administered oxygen.

      “What happened?” said one medic.

      “She ate half of one of these.” Asha showed them the plate of muffins. “We think these have been poisoned.”
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