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        Join FBI Agent Tanya Stone as she works undercover with her loyal German Shepherd partner, K9 Max. With help from her private investigator friends, Tanya hunts the serial killers lurking in Washington state’s wealthy seaside towns. But the killers may be closer and more dangerous than she realizes…
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        Before they were investigators, they were survivors. This is the award-winning origin story of the Red Heeled Rebels. Asha Kade, Katy McCafferty, and Tanya (Tetyana) Stone are orphaned young women who bond through trauma and fight for justice and freedom. These books must be read in order for your best enjoyment.

        •	The Girl Who Ran Away

        •	The Girl Who Made Them Pay

        •	The Girl Who Fought to Kill

        •	The Girl Who Broke Free

        •	The Girl Who Knew Their Names

        •	The Girl Who Never Forgot

        An unforgettable, empowering saga with every revelation laid bare. This series is now complete.
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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

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

      You’re in the right place.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Happy reading.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

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

      

      PPS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, 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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        A dangerous killer on the loose. A small town gripped by terror.
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        In the affluent seaside town of Black Rock, beautiful blond women vanish, one by one.

        The victims are discovered in unusual places, eyes blindfolded and heads crowned with sunflower garlands. A chilling calling card from a twisted mind who enjoys psychological games.

        With Max, her faithful police dog by her side, FBI Agent Tanya Stone is on the case. They race against time, on the hunt for a cold-blooded criminal.

        But the devious psychopath is always one step ahead, taunting the detective with a riddle sent to a true crime podcaster an hour before each murder.

        Deadly lies converge and the body count rises. Tanya fights to unravel the clues and uncover the dark secrets of this town.

        She doesn’t realize the shocking truth is connected to her haunted family and her painful past. The stakes are personal as well as deadly. And the clock is ticking.

        Can Tanya and Max unmask the serial killer before the next victim dies?

        Or will Tanya pay the ultimate price for her family’s tragedy fourteen years ago?
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      Is she dead?

      Agent Tanya Stone squinted through the trees at the woman in the red bikini.

      The woman was lying face down on a towel that had been carefully draped over a flat rock on the beach. Her golden-toned skin was evenly tanned. A small sunflower was stuck in her pretty blond hair.

      From the back, she looked a lot like Deputy Shawn Fox’s wife, Zoe.

      This was a favorite spot for sunbathers from the affluent seaside town of Black Rock, but the early morning sun was low, partially shrouded by gray clouds. It would rain soon.

      It’s an odd time to sunbathe.

      Something about the woman on the rock bothered Tanya. It was the way she was lying. It wasn’t natural.

      Tanya emerged from the wooded trail she had been running along and jumped across the train tracks onto the beach. She stepped toward the rock to get a better look at the woman.

      Two seagulls squawked and bickered above her, while the waves of the mighty Pacific crashed against the shoreline, spraying mist everywhere.

      But the spray didn’t seem to bother the woman sleeping on the rock. Tanya narrowed her eyes.

      That’s not Zoe.

      A chilly wind whipped through Tanya’s hair. Something felt wrong about this place today. She couldn’t shake off the feeling of dread coming over her. It was like someone was watching her. She was wearing her running leggings and windbreaker, but she shivered.

      Her gaze returned to the woman on the rock. She had no visible injuries. Besides, if this was a cadaver, Tanya’s FBI-trained K9 dog would have been the first on the scene.

      Most of Black Rock’s denizens got along with their law enforcement team. But the police chief, Jack Bold, had received a handful of complaints over the years. Hard core libertarians considered even a simple question from a deputy an affront to their privacy.

      Tanya licked the saltwater from her lips and stepped away from the woman on the rock. She swallowed her unease and silently scolded herself for being paranoid.

      Not every body I see is a corpse. And not every person I meet is a killer.

      Her brow furrowed.

      But why do I feel like I’m being watched?

      She spun around.

      Where’s Max?

      He usually trotted ahead of her on the trail and had disappeared a while back when he had spotted a squirrel.

      “Max?” she called out.

      A bark came from behind her. She whirled around to see her German Shepherd running down the beach, away from her.

      Is he after a crab again? He’s going to regret that.

      Tanya glanced at her phone. She wasn’t done with her morning run, and it was already time to get back to the precinct. Jack liked his team to be on time.

      She was about to call her dog and return to the parking lot when she heard the muffled cry.

      “Help me!”
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      Tanya whirled around.

      She scanned the beach, but all she could hear were the waves crashing against the rugged shoreline.

      Did I imagine that cry for help?

      This area was deserted on weekday mornings. Normally, it was just her and Max on the running trail by the tracks.

      Sometimes, she would glimpse kite surfers taking on the ocean’s rolling waves. While it was breezy that morning, it wasn’t windy enough for surfing.

      Tanya narrowed her eyes and peered in the direction of her dog.

      Max was making a beeline toward a boulder the size of a compact car that jutted out of the beach. His nose was stuck to the wet sand, like he was following an invisible trail.

      “Max?” she called out. “Where are you going?”

      He stopped and glanced back at her. With a short bark that seemed to say, Follow me, Mom, he turned around and scampered toward the boulder.

      The tide was rising, and the waves were coming up to Max’s feet, but he kept moving, a determined expression on his face.

      Tanya knew that look.

      He’s caught a scent.

      She raced down the beach toward him. “What is it, bud?”

      The muffled cry came again. Closer this time.

      “Help!”

      Goosebumps sprang up on Tanya’s arms. The voice was vaguely familiar.

      Max trotted up to the boulder and sat down next to it. He turned his head in her direction and barked three strong barks.

      Tanya’s heart raced.

      He’s found someone.

      She dashed over and scrambled onto the boulder.

      The waves were rolling in faster now. They crashed against the rock, spraying seawater on her face. Tanya wiped the droplets from her eyes and got down to her knees.

      That was when she spotted the woman crouched by the foot of the boulder.

      She was struggling to keep her head above the waterline. It took Tanya a horrified second to realize why. Her hands were tied, and her eyes were blindfolded.

      “Help me!” cried the woman. “Someone help!”

      Tanya leaped into the sea. A gigantic wave rolled in and slammed her against the boulder. “Hang on! I’m coming!”

      The bound woman gurgled and spluttered.

      Tanya grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to her feet. The woman opened her mouth and vomited seawater.

      Tanya’s eyes bulged as she recognized the victim.
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      “Zoe!”

      Zoe’s swimsuit was torn, and her hair was stuck to her scalp. She was trembling hard, like she was on the brink of hypothermia.

      Tanya ripped the blindfold off her eyes. Zoe blinked rapidly, like she couldn’t see. Her chest heaved as the water drained from her limp lips.

      Tanya pulled off her jacket and wrapped it around Zoe’s shoulders. “I got you.”

      She plucked out the Swiss Army knife she always carried with her and cut the rope that bound Zoe’s hands. “You’re safe now.”

      With a cry, Zoe fell into Tanya’s arms, sobbing. Tanya pulled her friend in and held her tightly.

      How did this happen?

      The last time she had seen Zoe was at Lulu’s cafe, a month ago.

      Everyone had been there to celebrate her cancer remission. Zoe’s husband, Deputy Shawn Fox, and their seven-year-old son, Zak, had looked cheery for a change. Tanya remembered how weary they had been from Zoe’s grueling treatments at clinics all over Washington state.

      Tanya slipped her army knife into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Holding Zoe with one hand, she clicked on the precinct’s number with the other.

      “Tanya Stone. Code eleven eighty,” she barked. “East Beach. By the woods. I repeat. Eleven eighty. Paramedics and police. ASAP.”

      As soon as the dispatch confirmed the message and Tanya slipped the mobile into her pocket, a large wave rolled in and crashed against the rock. Seawater sprayed over them. They swayed on their feet as the wave pulled back into the ocean.

      Tanya pulled Zoe closer.

      “We need to get you to a dry spot. Can you walk?”

      “He… He h-hit me on the h-head,” stuttered Zoe. “I didn’t… even see him coming.”

      “Hang tight, okay? Walk with me.”

      With an arm around Zoe’s shoulders, Tanya waded with her through the rising water, step by step. Max barked and wagged his tail as they maneuvered around the boulder.

      Tanya shot him an appreciative glance.

      You deserve a big treat today, bud.

      Zoe stumbled and leaned against the rock, like she couldn’t move any farther. “My feet…”

      Tanya buttoned up the jacket and rubbed her arms, knowing her priority was to keep Zoe warm till the medics arrived.

      “It… was a… a shadow.” Zoe’s lips trembled as she whispered. “I-I think it was a man. I felt… a pain in my head. Next thing… I wake up in the water. He tied my hands and blindfolded me. Why? Who?”

      Tears streamed down her blotchy cheeks.

      Tanya wiped the tears away, trying not to choke up herself. If she hadn’t been on her daily run and Max hadn’t been the smart pup he was, Zoe could have drowned.

      From somewhere nearby, Max started barking.

      Backup, thought Tanya.

      “He was too s-strong,” whispered Zoe. “I tried… to fight… back… but he was… big.”

      Tanya’s instincts had been right the first time.

      Something was wrong with this place today. Very wrong.

      “What were you doing here at this time, hon?”

      “I wanted so badly to… to… go swimming as soon… as I got b-better.” Zoe sniffled. “I asked my sister to come with me. Nicole thought it was too… cold, so I told her to go back home… I s-swam a bit. I was… just coming out of the water, when… when… that… man… attacked me.”

      Tanya’s throat tightened.

      Nicole?

      “Was your sister with you, hon?”

      Zoe nodded. “She… came to… to spend the summer with me. She’s a teacher in Seattle. School’s closed.”

      Tanya’s eyes flew to the flat rock where the woman in the red bikini lay.

      Max was twirling around the rock, barking nonstop. Her heart skipped a beat. She knew exactly what he was trying to tell her.

      She turned to Zoe. “Hey, hon, is Nicole wearing a red bikini?”

      Zoe nodded and clutched Tanya’s arms like she was scared she would abandon her.

      “It’s okay. I won’t leave you,” said Tanya, but her eyes were on Nicole. The sleeping woman hadn’t moved since she first saw her, even with all the commotion around her.

      Zoe clung to Tanya. “Where’s she? Did… Did she send you to h-help me?”

      Tanya wrapped Zoe in a tight hug, unable to answer her. Somewhere in town, sirens began to wail.

      Backup. Finally.

      Tanya’s eyes flittered back to the flat rock and her dog, who was trying hard to get her attention.

      Max had done the right thing. He had known to search for the human in trouble first before indicating the human who was dead.

      A shiver went through Tanya as she realized Nicole might never wake up again.
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      Zoe’s sister is dead.

      But she doesn’t know.

      Tanya pulled her phone out and mentally crossed her fingers that Zoe wouldn’t recognize the local police code for Possible Dead Body.

      She was about to dial when Max stopped barking.

      Tanya whipped her head up.

      Max was staring into the darkened trail behind the tracks, his ears perked, his muscles taut, and his snout forward. He looked like a wolf ready to attack.

      Tanya froze.

      Is the man who attempted to kill Zoe back?

      She scanned the section of the trail where Max seemed most interested. Someone was standing among the fir trees behind the trail, watching them.

      She made out an outline of a person, a faint silhouette inside the woods. Woods was a big word for the stretch of trees that lined the tracks by the beach, but it was still hard to say if that was a man or a woman.

      It was impossible to tell if this was the killer who had targeted Zoe and Nicole, or if this was an accomplice. But even with the low cloud cover, Tanya noticed the glint of steel.

      The silhouette was holding a rifle.

      Max erupted into a flurry of angry barks. He bounded around the rock, ready to dart into the woods.

      “Max!” screamed Tanya. “Get back!”

      She pulled Zoe down to the watery floor. Zoe cried out in surprise and pain, but Tanya held her down.

      “Max!” she hollered. “Come back here! Now!”

      Max’s barks stopped, and soon, his furry head popped up by the rock. Tanya grabbed his collar and yanked him close. She wrapped her arms around him and Zoe, shielding them with her body.

      “Heads down!” she screamed.

      The gunshot rang out, echoing through the beach.
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      Tanya held her breath, anticipating a second shot.

      All she could hear were the sirens wailing on the road.

      She hugged Zoe and Max tightly as the waves rolled in, swaying them back and forth.

      Her own Glock was secured in her belly holster. But to get to it, she would have to let go of Zoe and Max and make sure they wouldn’t rush into danger.

      Zoe was shaking uncontrollably, but Max was wiggling in her arms. She knew her dog wanted nothing more than to nab the shooter, but that was a risk she would never take. “You’re not getting killed today, bud.”

      The sirens got louder. Soon, brakes squealed in the parking lot. A car door banged open. Then another.

      Relief coursed through Tanya’s veins.

      “Shooter!” Chief Jack Bold’s voice rang from the parking lot. “Everyone back!”

      Tanya released Zoe. Zoe curled up against the rock and hugged her knees, sobbing. Tanya placed a hand on her arm. “Stay right here. Don’t move till I tell you.”

      Tanya turned around and peeked out from behind the boulder.

      Two squad cars had stopped next to her Jeep in the parking lot. She spotted the chief and a deputy hunkering behind their open cruiser doors, their bulletproof vests on, sidearms drawn, searching for the perpetrator.

      An ambulance had stopped on the road, its engine still running and its lights flashing. Two frightened faces peered out of the front windshield.

      “I said, get down!” That was Jack. The paramedics ducked in their seats.

      Tanya scanned the running trail, but the silhouette with the gun was no longer visible. She thrust her head out and hollered.

      “Shot came from the woods.”

      “Copy that,” called out a male voice from the parking lot.

      “Shawn?” Zoe struggled to sit up. “Is that Shawn?”

      “Hang on,” said Tanya. “He’ll come over when it’s safe⁠—”

      “Shawn!”

      Zoe’s screech made Tanya’s ears ring.

      “Zoe!” Deputy Fox’s panicked voice came from behind his squad car. “Where are you? Zoe!”

      “I’m here!”

      Before Tanya or Jack could do anything, Deputy Fox bolted out from behind his car and raced toward the boulder where Tanya and Zoe were hiding.

      “Get back, Deputy!” bellowed Jack, but Fox didn’t seem to hear.

      He came crashing down the beach and dropped to his knees by the rock.

      “What happened? Didn’t I tell you not to go swimming alone?”

      He reached over to his wife and pulled her in.

      “I- I was with Nicole.” Zoe collapsed into his arms. “I think she ran away when… when that…that…man came.”

      Her words were warbled and tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Don’t anyone move till I clear the area,” came Jack’s furious voice.

      Tanya peered out from behind the rock again.

      The chief had stepped around his vehicle, his weapon drawn. He was heading toward the trail.

      Tanya pulled her Glock out from her holster.

      He needs backup.

      She turned around to Fox, who was hugging his wife.

      “Stay right here.”

      Without waiting for a reply, she hunkered low and peered out, scanning the woods for the figure with the rifle.

      Whoever you are, you’re not getting away.

      Not today.

      Keeping her head low, she scrambled over to the next boulder, her Glock aimed forward.
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      Tanya felt something furry brush against her legs.

      Max was following her. He was in stealth mode, his stomach low to the ground, his head down, and his ears back.

      Good boy.

      Using the large rocks on the beach as shields, Tanya moved closer to the trail. Max kept close to her heels, mimicking her movements.

      Several yards ahead of them, Jack had stepped onto the trailhead. He trained his weapon forward and surveyed the trees.

      When Tanya got to the boulder closest to the woods, she raised her head and whistled.

      Jack turned.

      “Coming over,” said Tanya.

      He nodded. “I’ll cover you.”

      Tanya turned to Max. “Let’s go!”

      Max rocketed toward the police chief. Tanya darted after him, her gun in her hand. They stopped by the tree Jack was using for cover.

      “Did you see the guy?” he asked.

      “I was sure I saw the barrel of a shotgun,” said Tanya. “I heard it go off, but I don’t think it hit the rock we were hiding behind.”

      “That’s strange.” Jack frowned. “How could anyone miss a boulder the size of a car?”

      Tanya scanned the stretch of trees in front of them, searching for shadows.

      “This isn’t our typical criminal. Something strange is going on here.”

      I can feel it in my bones.

      “Stay with me,” said Jack as he stepped onto the trail, his sidearm at the ready.

      They crept around the trees, their weapons aimed ahead, their heads swiveling back and forth, ready for a suspicious movement or sound.

      Max trotted quietly next to them, no longer in alert mode. Tanya glanced down as he sniffed a dry leaf.

      “The shooter’s gone,” she said, feeling deflated. “He would be barking like mad if they were still here.”

      “They may have left a casing,” said Jack. “Keep your eyes peeled so we don’t step on potential evidence.”

      Max whirled around and trotted over to a large pine tree. He smelled the base and circled the trunk. Jack and Tanya stepped up to him and scrutinized the ground.

      “Nothing to see here,” muttered Jack.

      Tanya turned to her dog. “What is it, bud?”

      Max thumped his tail and barked softly as if to ask, Don’t you smell what I smell?

      Jack and Tanya examined the nearby trees to see if there were clues there. Max watched them work, his head cocked to the side but not moving from his position by the pine tree.

      Tanya walked back to her dog and crouched low at the spot where he had taken a keen interest. She peered through the foliage toward the boulder where Deputy Fox was hunkered with Zoe.

      “Given the angle from this tree to the boulder, this is the most probable location of the shooter when I saw them last.”

      “But there are no footprints, no disarrayed leaves, no shell casings,” said Jack, surveying the ground. “Nothing to indicate anyone was here, let alone fired a weapon. Whoever it was, they knew what they were doing.”

      Tanya narrowed her eyes. “Now that I think of it, the gunfire was muted, like the weapon had a suppressor.”

      Jack sighed. “The shooter picked up the casing and took off when they heard the sirens.”

      The feeling of dread came over Tanya again, the same unease she had felt when she had discovered Nicole lying on the rock.

      What am I missing?

      She lifted her gaze to the branches above them.

      Jack followed her eyes and whistled.

      “Is that what I think that is?” he said, peering upward.

      Tanya leaped to her feet and squinted at the tree branches that spread over their heads several stories high.

      “What is it?”

      He pointed. “Look at that spot on the branch to your right. I’d bet all of my pension that’s a fresh bullet hole.”

      Tanya’s eyes widened.

      “The perp fired the gun in the air?”

      “This gets stranger and stranger.” Jack turned to her. “That was a warning shot.”

      A shiver went down Tanya’s spine.

      A warning for what?
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      “Next time, try to find the victims in more accessible venues, would you?”

      Dr. Chen grumbled as she waded toward Nicole’s body on the rock. A rookie intern, masked and gloved, followed the medical examiner, carrying the death investigation kit.

      The tide had surrounded the flat rock now. The wind had also picked up, making it an even more miserable place to be. Everybody was cold and wet, their feet sinking farther into the sand the longer they stood at the crime scene.

      “State Patrol is sending a team,” said Jack, slipping his phone into his pocket. He rubbed his forehead. “I need all the help I can get.”

      An earsplitting wail echoed from the parking lot. Everyone turned to look.

      The ambulance driver had just turned on her siren. She gave them a somber wave before rolling onto the road, her red lights flashing.

      Though they were short-staffed, Tanya was glad Deputy Shawn Fox was accompanying his wife to the hospital.

      “How interesting,” murmured Dr. Chen, her head bent low over the body. “Warm to the touch. No rigor has set in yet. From a preliminary glance, I would presume the time of death to be within one hour⁠—”

      Tanya’s eyebrows shot up. “She was killed while I was on my run?”

      “Let me finish, Detective. I was about to say any time between one to three hours.”

      The doctor gestured to the intern, who stepped up to her. Between the two, they turned the corpse over.

      Tanya gasped out loud.

      It was hard not to remember her mother whenever she saw a blond murder victim of forty years old. It was the bullet hole in Nicole’s temple that made her stomach turn.

      Just before the medics shooed her out of the ambulance, Zoe had told Tanya that Nicole had come to celebrate her win over cancer. It broke her heart to see a family get torn apart so brutally, like her own family had.

      Tanya turned away and closed her eyes. Jack’s hand brushed her arm.

      “You okay?”

      Tanya nodded, but kept her eyes averted from the victim.

      She clasped the gold pendant she always wore. It was the only memento she had of her previous life, this single piece of jewelry she had taken from her mother’s bloodied body the day she was assassinated by a Russian gang. Tanya had only been eighteen.

      Nicole’s eyes were wide open, terror etched permanently on her lifeless face.

      “Clean bullet wound to the temple,” said Dr. Chen, her gloved finger grazing Nicole’s forehead. “This dark stippling around the wound tells me the shooting occurred at close range.”

      The physician looked up at Tanya and Jack.

      “She saw her killer. Too bad she isn’t alive to tell you what he or she looks like.”

      She placed Nicole’s head back on the rock. The sunflower in her hair fell off and slipped into the water.

      The intern grabbed it before the waves washed it away. “Was she taking pictures for social media or something?”

      Tanya stared at the wilted flower in the intern’s hand, her mind buzzing.

      “I think the killer posed her body after he shot her.”

      Jack jerked his head back.

      “How so?”

      “Zoe and Nicole walked down the hill from their home for a swim. They didn’t bring any flowers.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Zoe told me. All they had carried with them were their towels, keys, and ID in waterproof cases, pinned to their swimsuits.”

      Jack frowned. “Are you telling me the killer shot the victim in the head, placed her face down on the towel to make her look like she was sunbathing, then stuck a sunflower in her hair?”

      Tanya sighed. “If we had security cameras around here, we would know what really happened.”

      Jack rubbed his forehead again.

      “I’ve been demanding that from the city council for years. This might be the prod they need to get off their bureaucratic bums and do their job.”

      He turned to the doctor.

      “Any signs of assault, Doctor?”

      Dr. Chen didn’t look up.

      “At first glance, I’d say no. There are no telltale bruises. Clothing is intact, but they could have dressed her after the assault.” The physician spoke in a crisp, no-nonsense tone. “You’ll have to wait until I examine her properly at the morgue, but all I can say now is you have a curious case on your hands, Chief.”

      Tanya scanned the area, trying not to feel discouraged. She and Max had done two rounds along the beach, but the waves had erased footprints or other evidence that might have helped them.

      “Why pick on a cancer survivor and a school teacher?” said Jack. “Two suburban victims with no criminal records or past deviances. Was this the work of a random killer?”

      Dr. Chen tsked and shook her head as she stared down at Nicole’s face.

      “A random killer playing a random game. What a horrid thing to happen.”

      Jack reached into his pant pocket, pulled out a small evidence bag and held it up for Tanya.

      “This was on your windshield when we came in. Recognize it?”

      Tanya peered at the crumpled piece of paper inside the bag.

      “There was nothing on my Jeep when I went for my run.”

      “I thought it was a prank at first.” Jack offered the bag to her. “Maybe by a kid. But after what has happened now, I  suspect something more.”

      Tanya squinted at the printed words. They were in comic sans font, the kind used for jokes online. She read the lines out loud as the others listened.

      “I have no form, but I can take any shape. My touch is cold and my embrace unforgiving. Though I have no voice, I will roar in your dying ear. What am I?”

      Dr. Chen frowned.

      “What in heaven’s name is that?”

      Jack turned to her.

      “It’s a riddle.”

      Tanya stared at the words, her heart ticking faster.

      “A killer’s riddle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight


          

        

      

    

    
      A small army of state officers trooped into Black Rock’s old precinct building.

      Jack divided them into teams.

      One group was to guard the crime scene until the state forensics team completed its work. Another group was tasked to comb the beach, the woods, and the trail for clues they might have missed, and two officers were to dig into cold cases to check similar past homicides.

      “Book whatever rooms you have available.” Katy was speaking into her phone, her beautiful red hair more frizzy than normal.

      “If these guys and gals have to bunk it, that’s fine. You’ve got to have something for us at the motel, Marty. Come on. This is urgent police business.”

      Tanya stood next to Katy’s desk amidst the bustling office, one hand absentmindedly sliding her gold sunflower pendant back and forth. Max was at her feet, slurping a bowl of water, splashing most of it on her boots.

      The ambulance had returned to retrieve Nicole’s body and had taken it to Dr. Chen’s clinic for the autopsy. Zoe and Fox were still at the hospital in the county over and weren’t expected to be home till the next day.

      “Interview all past and current boyfriends. Male friends of any kind. Let’s start with the usual suspects.”

      Jack was addressing the two research troopers who stood at attention by his office door.

      “Given both sisters were targeted, this must have a familial connection. Do background checks on each adult family member you can find.”

      “Yes, Chief,” chorused the officers.

      Jack took his ball cap off, wiped the sweat off his brow, and turned to Katy, his office manager.

      “I’m off to notify the parents. They need to know. They might have info to help us out.”

      Katy nodded. “I’ll hold down the fort.”

      Tanya furrowed her brow as she listened in, her brain buzzing.

      Zoe’s parents were retired city employees. They were quiet, elderly folk who gardened and played with their grandkid.

      Zoe’s sister, Nicole, had been a math teacher in Seattle and a single girl for a long time. Zoe’s husband, Deputy Shawn Fox, had joined the police academy soon after graduating. He had a stellar work record. Zoe, herself, wrote romance novels as an escape from her disease.

      Other than Zoe’s recent battle with cancer, they were the most unassuming and ordinary family Tanya knew.

      She realized the chief was only covering all the bases, but this couldn’t be a family affair.

      Her gut stirred. In her bones, she felt something bigger was at play.

      What was the significance of placing a flower on Nicole’s hair? Was the killer trying to throw them off by making it look like a crime of passion?

      No. This wasn’t a random attack, either.

      Tanya glanced down at the paper in her hand. It was a photocopy of the bizarre riddle left on her Jeep. Katy had bagged the original and sent it by secure courier to the state forensics lab.

      Jack had tasked a junior trooper, who had more tech skills than the others, to scour online sites for the riddle. She was still looking, but had come up with nothing so far.

      Tanya’s past as a rebel fighter in Ukraine had sharpened her vigilance. Some days, to the point of paranoia. When something was amiss, she always felt it.

      Like she was feeling now.

      Nicole’s killer saw me park the Jeep and placed the note on my windshield while I was on my run. They planned this, so I’d find the dead body and then the note. But why?

      She gazed down at Max, who whined and thumped his tail.

      Tanya crouched low by her dog and ruffled his head before reaching into her pocket for a treat.

      “You were the goodest boy today. Thank you for finding Zoe in time, bud. I’m so proud of you.”

      Max swooshed his tail in reply and snapped the snack in his jaws.

      Tanya rested against Katy’s desk with a heavy sigh. The new tech-trooper had taken over her own desk, so it wasn’t like she had a place to sit anymore.

      She read the riddle again, racking her brain for an answer.

      I have no form, but I can take any shape. My touch is cold and my embrace unforgiving. Though I have no voice, I will roar in your dying ear. What am I?

      Tanya sat up as she realized she knew someone who could help.

      Asha.

      She plucked her cell out of her pocket, muttering to herself.

      “If anyone can figure this out, it would be her.”

      Asha had followed her to Black Rock and had moved in only a week ago.

      She had already rented the old train station as her headquarters and hung up her private detective shingle to the curiosity of the locals.

      Asha’s longtime fiancé, David, was still in New York, wrapping up his martial arts business so he could join her soon. It would be good to have her found family close by again.

      The phone rang.

      And rang.

      Tanya gritted her teeth.

      Pick up, Asha. Where are you?
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      “Hey, Tanya!”

      Asha sounded breathless, like she had been running.

      The noise level inside Black Rock’s police precinct had ratcheted up over the past hour, Tanya could hardly hear anything. She pressed the phone to her ear.

      “I need your he⁠—”

      “I hit a milestone!” Asha’s excited voice came down the line, interrupting her. “My first podcast episode is in the bag. I was live too.”

      “Asha—”

      “I’ll be the queen of true crime on the West Coast. Just wait.”

      Tanya sighed. “Don’t you have enough of real life crime as it is?”

      “You’d never guess who my first interviewees were.”

      It seemed like her friend hadn’t even heard her.

      “Ocean and Sahara were amazing. We discussed the incident at the Silver Serenity retirement residence. A few live calls came in too. One was super weird, but hey, trolls are part of the podcast world, right?”

      “Asha, I need you to⁠—”

      “Hey, ladies!” Asha was calling someone near her vicinity. “It’s Tanya. Say hi.”

      The giddy voices of the two septuagenarians came down the line.

      “Hello, my dear,” said Sahara. “How are you?”

      “Hope you’re keeping out of trouble, sweetie,” said Ocean.

      Tanya shook her head.

      Not really.

      Sahara and Ocean’s personalities were as flamboyant as their bright clothes and oversized jewelry. No one knew their true names or their mysterious pasts, but everyone in town seemed to have an opinion—and not nice ones. But small-town gossip didn’t faze these women who carried themselves with power and dignity.

      Tanya let out a heavy sigh.

      She couldn’t share the riddle in front of these two socialites. The entire town would know in seconds what had happened at the beach that morning. That would only create havoc and increase calls to the precinct.

      We have enough on our hands already.

      “Where are you?” said Tanya in a tired voice.

      “Just locked up the studio,” said Asha. “We’re going to celebrate with high tea and cakes at Lulu’s. Want to join us?”

      “Listen. Can we talk privately⁠—”

      “Is that Asha?” came a frazzled voice from above Tanya’s head. She looked up to see Katy leaning over her desk. “Put her on speaker, please.”

      With a resigned sigh, Tanya clicked on the speakerphone.

      Katy leaned closer.

      “Asha? It’s Katy. Can you pick up Chantal from school? It’s a really bad day today.”

      “Sure thing, sweetie.”

      A high-pitched chirp came through the speakerphone like Asha had just unlocked her car.

      “What are you guys working on over there? Did you find a dead body or somethi⁠—”

      The sound of an explosion blasted through the speakerphone.

      Tanya reeled back and almost dropped her mobile.

      Katy’s eyes widened in shock.

      Ocean and Sahara’s terrified wails came through the phone.

      They were screaming Asha’s name.
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      Tanya raced across Black Rock, her heart in her mouth.

      What in heaven’s name just happened?

      Everyone at the precinct had mobilized into action the second the blast came through the phone’s speaker.

      Jack had run out of the precinct and dashed toward his cruiser while Tanya and Katy had jumped into the Jeep with Max. They were all speeding toward the old train station.

      “Fire trucks and ambulance are on their way,” said Katy, her voice strained.

      She placed her phone on her lap and dropped her head in her hands.

      “Was that a bomb? What are we going to do if she’s… she’s⁠—”

      Tanya slammed on the brakes as two teens wearing oversized headphones darted into the street. Katy grabbed the door handle, and Max dug his claws into the backseat.

      Tanya honked her horn and glared at the errant pedestrians. Max barked in the back.

      “Sorry, bud.” Tanya checked him via the rearview mirror. “Hang tight.”

      News of the murder on the beach and the blast at the old train station had gotten around, and the folks of this normally sleepy town were coming out to gawk.

      Jack’s squad car was ahead of Tanya’s vehicle. He had sirens and lights. She didn’t. She kept her Jeep’s nose as close to Jack’s bumper as she could so local traffic wouldn’t get in her way.

      “Try her number again,” said Tanya as she pressed down on the gas pedal.

      “Pick up, Asha!” cried Katy into her phone. “Pick up.”

      “What about Ocean and Sahara?” said Tanya. “They were with her.”

      “I’ve tried, but they’re not picking up either.” Katy let out an exasperated sigh. “They must have left their phones at home.”

      Tanya slowed down as she approached the town’s elementary school. The kids were having their playtime. Their screeches and hollers came from the playground.

      Katy turned her head and stared at a group of children on the mini basketball court. Her brow furrowed with concern.

      “They don’t seem to have heard the blast. If anything happened to Asha, how am I going to explain it to Chantal?”

      “First, Asha’s probably okay,” said Tanya, speaking with more confidence than she felt. “Second, kids are more resilient than we think.”

      She revved up as she got out of the school zone.

      “Almost there.”

      Three minutes later, Tanya raced into the old train station’s parking lot and screeched to a stop by a red sports car. It was the only other vehicle in the lot, besides Jack’s police cruiser.

      Tanya jumped out, her heart filled with dread. Inside the Jeep, Max howled to be let out, but she barely heard him.

      Asha’s cherished silver convertible was blazing in the center of the station’s parking lot. Dark gray fumes hovered over the mangled wreck.

      But Asha was nowhere to be seen.
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