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        •	The Girl Who Fought to Kill

        •	The Girl Who Broke Free

        •	The Girl Who Knew Their Names
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        An unforgettable, empowering saga with every revelation laid bare. This series is now complete.
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        There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There is, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and spine-tingling suspense.

        NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are.
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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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      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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      Dark secrets fester inside Black Rock’s upscale seaside senior residence. When the killer strikes, there's no warning. Just the sound of the victim's dying breath.
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      FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone doesn’t know she has stepped into a deathly gilded trap.

      The tranquil halls of Black Rock's luxurious senior residence hide dark secrets and a devious serial killer. The killer comes at night. Their touch leaves no trace, only the chill of death.

      Tanya has forty-eight hours to unmask the murderer before another precious life is taken, but the killer’s whispers echo through this seaside retirement home.

      "You can’t outrun the past."

      The residents of this resort harbor more than lifelong memories. They hide skeletons deep in their closets.

      As Tanya fights to unravel the threads of betrayal and long-buried vendettas, the violent murder of her own mother haunts her troubled mind. With help from Max, her loyal K9, she is determined to uncover the twisted truth before the next victim takes their final breath.

      Will Tanya survive the storm of lies? Or will the killer claim her too?
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      The killer treaded softly toward the lavish bedroom.

      He stood by the threshold, waiting for his eyes to adjust to the darkness. In his gloved hands was a butcher knife, clutched close to his chest.

      A gust of ocean breeze blew across the grounds and wafted through the open French windows. The curtains fluttered and shivered, like they knew what was about to transpire next.

      For one mesmerizing moment, the moonlight shone on the beautiful, gray-haired woman on the king-sized poster bed. Her eyes were closed. Her chest rose and fell to her steady breathing.

      Good, thought the killer, as he gazed at the sleeping woman. The pills have knocked her out.

      She looked so serene, but he knew shadows lurked behind that troubled mind, haunted by dark memories from long ago.

      She’s still good-looking though, after all she’s gone through in life.

      An ancient grandfather clock stirred from deep within the building. Its clangs echoed through the hushed corridors of this ritzy retirement home. No one spoke about it openly, but this was where the uber rich came to die.

      The killer counted the chimes silently.

      Eleven.

      A raspy breath came from the woman on the bed. The clock had interrupted her deep slumber.

      Time to finish the job.

      The killer slipped inside and closed the door gently. His feet sank into the lush rug. The carpet absorbed sound well. Perfect for the night’s mission.

      The sleeping woman’s fingers twitched, but her eyes remained closed, oblivious to her imminent fate.

      The sweet aroma of lavender hung in the air. The killer recognized the brand. It was the perfume she used to hawk on television for years until she was ruthlessly replaced by a younger face.

      He hovered over the victim, breathing in her smell, before placing the cleaver next to her stomach.

      There’s a faster way.

      He slipped one hand under the woman’s cheek and gently turned her head. Using the other hand, he pried the pillow out.

      The woman stirred.

      The killer’s heart raced.

      She’s waking up!

      Her eyes snapped open. A shocked gasp escaped her lips.

      Now.

      The killer jammed the pillow on her face. She gargled, fighting to breathe, but the drugs had made her weak.

      The killer pressed down with both hands.

      And soon, the beautiful, gray-haired woman went completely still.
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      A smile broke across the killer’s face.

      He pushed the pillow off the woman and picked up the cleaver.

      With every kill, it got easier. It was almost addictive. Every kill had also been different. The knife hadn’t even been necessary this time.

      A sudden movement caught the killer’s eye. He jerked his head back and peered into the darkness.

      Who’s that?

      Someone was asleep on the velvet chaise lounge in the corner of the room. By the unlit fireplace.

      The killer’s heart skipped a beat.

      No one was supposed to be here tonight.

      Outsiders weren’t permitted to stay over without permission, and permission was rarely given. No one was allowed in another’s room after ten at night, either.

      The residents at this exclusive retreat respected its strict rules. It was why they paid the hefty fees. The Silver Serenity retirement home gave them the privacy and peace of mind denied to them by the world outside.

      The silhouette on the lounge moved and kicked the blanket briefly, before falling still again.

      The killer held his breath.

      As if realizing something was wrong, the figure on the lounge stirred. The blanket slipped to the floor. A young woman sat up and rubbed her drowsy eyes.

      The killer clenched his jaws.

      What’s she doing here?

      The girl gasped out loud. She had spotted the stranger in the room.

      “Who… who… who are you?”

      The killer remained in place, staring at the unwanted witness. Even through the darkness, he could make out the teenager’s face.

      What a pretty girl. Just like her grandmother is…. Was.

      “Who… What… what’s going on?” The girl picked up her blanket with trembling hands and covered her chest, like that would protect her.

      “Who are you?”

      The killer didn’t speak.

      I know who you are, but you don’t know who I am.

      The girl turned to the bed.

      “G… G…. Grandma?” She stood up, clutching her blanket. “Grandma?”

      The killer straightened up. It was time to finish this charade before someone heard her.

      He approached her silently. Her eyes widened as the moonlight glinted off the butcher knife.

      “What… what did you do to G… Grandma?”

      He stepped closer, his eyes on her. She wilted under his glare.

      “Who… who… are you…?” She trembled.

      He put a finger to his lips.

      “Hush.”

      The killer leaned in close, grimacing as the pungent odor of cheap cologne hit his nose.

      Teenagers.

      “You weren’t supposed to be here, little girl.”

      She opened her mouth to scream.

      But the killer was faster.

      One strong hand wrapped around the teen’s dainty neck, while the other clamped down on her mouth.

      “Relax, sweetheart,” he whispered. “This will be over soon.”
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      “Help me!”

      The frightened yell came from Lulu’s café.

      Special Agent Tanya Stone jumped out of her Jeep, one hand on her holster. In the backseat, Max started to bark.

      Lulu’s panic-stricken cry had rung through the café’s open kitchen window.

      “Stop it!” cried Lulu. “Give that back!”

      Tanya pulled out her Glock.

      Is she being robbed?

      She glanced around the parking lot, her heart ticking fast. In the corner, as usual, was Lulu’s green Mini Cooper with her café logo. Next to it was a beat-up truck with the tailgate almost falling off.

      Tanya narrowed her eyes. She didn’t recognize the rusty pickup, but the driver was inside, attacking her friend. Whoever it was didn’t know an undercover FBI agent and her K9 had just arrived for an earlier than usual coffee run.

      Max was twirling around the backseat, barking his head off. Tanya pulled his door open. He leaped out of the Jeep and dashed across the parking lot toward the café’s back door.

      “Stop it!” cried Lulu from inside. “Why are you doing this to me?”

      A ball of fury rushed through Tanya to hear her friend’s high-pitched screams. She raced after Max and vaulted up the steps toward the kitchen door. She yanked the screen door open and tugged the doorknob.

      Locked.

      Max rose on his hind legs and scratched the wood, ready to tear through it.

      Her German Shepherd knew Lulu well. She was one of his favorite humans. The café owner always offered him a frothy puppuccino every time they visited.

      Tanya was thankful she hadn’t had time to remove his K9 bulletproof vest and her Kevlar armor before coming on this coffee run.

      A loud crash came from inside the café.

      Tanya took stock, her heart pounding.

      She had no idea how many assailants were inside, if they were armed, or what state of mind they were in. She also didn’t know if innocent patrons were trapped inside the small shop. The hardest part of her job was to subdue the culprits with the least amount of collateral damage.

      “Stand back, Max,” she said.

      Max shuffled back on his hind legs. His shackles were up and his eyes were beady. He growled at the door, as if to ask, Why haven’t we rammed this down already?

      Tanya slammed the screen back with her elbow and kicked the door.

      That was when a gunshot blasted inside the café.

      “Lulu!”
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      Tanya gave another swift kick at the café door.

      The door buckled but held.

      She aimed her sidearm at the lock and fired. The bolt snapped. She slammed the door open and tumbled in with Max.

      Inside the bakery, Lulu whirled around, her eyes wide.

      “Tanya!”

      A skinny young man was by a bread rack, his back flattened against the wall, his arms up, and sweat trickling down the sides of his face.

      Tanya stepped toward the lone offender, her eyes targeted on him like laser beams.

      “Stay where you are!” she hollered.

      “Wasn’t me! I didn’t do nothing!” he cried.

      The aroma of freshly baked donuts hung in the air, and the kitchen windows were steamed up, like Lulu had just opened the oven.

      Tanya kept the barrel of her gun aimed at the intruder’s head.

      At first glance, he had looked like a twenty-something male. On closer look, she realized he was a teenager, tall for his age. He seemed more terrified of the growling canine than the Glock staring him in the face.

      Where’s his weapon?

      She did a cursory check of Lulu.

      No blood. Still standing. That’s good news.

      “You okay, hun?” she said.

      That was when she spotted the pistol in Lulu’s shaking hands.

      “You fired the shot?”

      “It was a warning,” said Lulu, her face reddening. “This is an airsoft gun.”

      Max’s growls turned into barks. Tanya swiveled around to see the culprit had moved, ready to run away.

      Before she could say anything, he dashed toward the open doorway that led to the main seating area of the café. Max vaulted over the counter and sank his teeth into his thigh, bringing him crashing to the floor. The teen let out a shrill wail that sent a shiver down Tanya’s back.

      “Lemme go! Help me!”

      Max didn’t let go. Growling like an angry wolf, he shook the young man’s leg violently. The kid screamed like he was being butchered alive.

      Tanya stomped toward them and yanked Max’s collar.

      “Stand down.”

      Her dog let go of the kid’s leg, but sat on his haunches, his jaws inches from the young man’s stomach, ready to attack on command.

      “P… please don’t b… bite me,” stammered the teen. He turned his terror-filled eyes toward Tanya. “Get this monster away from me. He’s gonna kill me!”

      Tanya squatted next to him, her eyes boring into his.

      “What were you doing here? I heard Lulu’s screams from the parking lot.”

      “Nothing. I didn’t do anything.”

      Tanya holstered her weapon and brought out a pair of handcuffs from her utility belt.

      “If you did nothing, why did you try to run away?”

      She yanked his hands toward his back and locked the cuffs, before glancing around the café. Thankfully, there were no patrons inside like she had feared.

      “I didn’t hurt anyone,” cried the kid, writhing in her grasp. “I swear I only came for a blueberry muffin.”

      “A blueberry muffin? My foot!” spat Lulu from behind the counter.

      Tanya looked up at her friend. Lulu was pointing her gun at the young man on the ground.

      “Drop your weapon,” called out Tanya. “Now!”

      Lulu turned the barrel away, but kept it in her hand. “You were rifling through my cash register. You were about to steal all my money.” She turned and glared at Tanya. “Check his pockets.”

      “I didn’t take anything!” cried the kid.

      “Let’s see about that, shall we?” said Tanya, as she rummaged through his pockets.

      She drew out a handful of one-hundred-dollar bills and stacked them on the nearest coffee table, while Max kept a sharp eye on the perpetrator.

      “You call this nothing?”

      “I swear I didn’t know she had a gun,” whimpered the teen. “I’d never have dunnit if I knew.”

      “So, if she didn’t have a weapon on her, you’d have just robbed her blind?”

      “No! I swear… I was just…just….” He dropped to the floor and his warbles got muffled.

      Tanya shook her head.

      Most common criminals weren’t the sharpest of knives. Driven by short-sighted gains, they made stupid mistakes and filled up prisons everywhere.

      Until ten minutes ago, all Tanya had wanted was to grab a dozen chocolate donuts to celebrate Katy’s new job as the precinct’s office manager. She’d been out of town on training all week and hadn’t had the chance to give her friend a proper welcome.

      But now, she was stuck dealing with a petty criminal and the accompanying paperwork that would fill her morning.

      Great way to start the day.

      “You should have known better than to rob a coffee shop right next to a police station,” said Tanya as she pulled another tightly rolled wad of bills from his pant pocket.

      “That’s my entire weekend’s cash!” cried Lulu. She whirled around to the kid on the floor, frothing at the mouth.

      “How could you do this to me? I changed your nappies when you were a baby. What would your mother say if she knew where you were now? Answer me, Troy West!”

      Tanya spun around to the café owner.

      “You know him?”
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      “Lemme go! I’ll never do this again. I promise, Officer.”

      The teen struggled to wiggle out of Tanya’s grasp. She tightened her grip.

      “Not until I know what’s going on here.”

      “The… the cash wasn’t for me,” he whined. “It was for my mom. Honest. My mom…. my mom has cancer⁠—”

      “That’s a lie!” shouted Lulu, emerging from behind the counter, waving her small pistol in the air. “How dare you bring your mother into this? She kicked you out weeks ago. She had enough of your lies and games. That goes for me too. I’m done with you!”

      Tanya glared at her.

      “Didn’t I tell you to put that thing away?”

      Lulu glanced down at her hand like she had completely forgotten she was carrying a gun.

      “It’s perfectly legal. Besides, it’s not real.”

      “It looks like a weapon and sounds like a weapon.” Tanya swallowed a ball of frustration. “You can’t swing it around in public like that. You know better.”

      “But I’d never hurt him. I only wanted to teach him a lesson, once and for all. Shock therapy. You know?”

      Tanya pinched her lips together and glowered at her friend.

      Shock therapy?

      Lulu blinked. “You won’t write me up, would you? You’re a contractor. You don’t have to report anything, do you?”

      Tanya sighed.

      She was no contractor. She was a federal agent on an intelligence-gathering mission on a notorious West Coast crime ring. But she couldn’t tell Lulu that.

      Even Black Rock’s police chief, Jack Bold, thought he had hired a combat veteran who happened to show up just when he was severely short staffed and desperate for help.

      The FBI director in Seattle, Susan Cross, knew the region’s precincts inside and out. And she played her cards well. No one knew who was working undercover where or with whom. Not even the agents in the field.

      Tanya gritted her teeth. “Put that down. I’ll be confiscating that.”

      With a resigned sigh, Lulu placed the pistol next to the cash on the table.

      Tanya pulled the kid to his feet. “Troy West, you’re under arrest for attempted robbery⁠—”

      “Help me, Aunt Lulu!” cried Troy.

      His eyes welled with tears, but Tanya knew better than to fall for such tricks. She pushed him toward the back door.

      “A couple of hours as our guest will do you some good.”

      Tanya felt a tug. She looked down to see Lulu pulling on her arm.

      “Don’t you think jail’s a bit much for the boy?”

      Tanya stared at the café owner.

      “You pulled a gun on him.”

      “A pretend gun. I just wanted to warn him. He got mixed in with a bad crowd and needed a slap on the head. His mother couldn’t do it, so it was up to me.”

      Tanya narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, it was up to you?”

      “We simply wanted to educate him. His mother’s heart would break if she learned he got arrested.”

      Tanya scoffed in disbelief. “You and his mother planned this?”

      “It worked, didn’t it? He’s learned his lesson. He’ll never do this again.”

      “I won’t!” cried the teen, tears flowing down his cheeks. “I’m sorry, Aunt Lulu.”

      Tanya turned to him. “How old are you, kid?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “See? He’s just a minor,” said Lulu, still holding on to Tanya’s arm. “Let him go⁠—”

      A loud buzz in Tanya’s cargo pant pocket made her stop.

      Tanya reached in with her free hand and pulled her phone out.

      She carried two cell phones, one public and one burner mobile that had been issued by the federal bureau. It was her secret FBI phone that was buzzing. The screen said Unknown Number, but Tanya knew this wasn’t a call she could ignore.

      She pushed the handcuffed Troy into a kitchen chair and stepped away from him. She clicked on the call icon and placed the phone to her ear.

      “Agent Stone?” came a cold voice from the other end.

      It was a voice that was all business, the kind of business that meant the difference between keeping a job or getting fired. Everyone was deathly scared of the director, for good reason.

      Though FBI Director Susan Cross couldn’t see her, Tanya instinctively straightened her back and stood at attention.

      “Stone, here.”

      “Were you aware of a potential serial killer in Black Rock?”
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      “Three deaths were reported over a period of twelve months.”

      The FBI director got to the point as usual.

      “They were attributed to natural causes, but they might be targeted. We expect more to come, hence the urgency.”

      Tanya swallowed a grumble.

      Can she at least ask if I’m in the middle of something before she barks out instructions?

      With a glare at Lulu and Troy to let them know she wasn’t done with them, Tanya stepped through the open doorway toward the café’s front area.

      “This isn’t your average senior home,” continued Cross in a clipped tone, like she was in a hurry. “This is an exclusive five-star hotel for the retired. Residents pay a truckload of cash to get pampered. Privacy is their middle name. They don’t like outsiders, so getting in won’t be easy.”

      Tanya frowned.

      A retirement home?

      She lowered her voice. “Could these incidents be the result of simple aging?”

      “If they were, would I be calling you to take on a job, Agent?”

      Cross’s voice was as dry as it was cold.

      Tanya’s mind whirled with the pension home case histories she had studied during her training at FBI’s Quantico training center.

      Are these mercy killings? Inheritance murders?

      She darted a quick glance through the open doorway at the handcuffed Troy. He was watching Lulu put the cash back in the register, his shoulders drooped and a forlorn expression on his face. She knew that look. He was sorry not for what he did, but that he got caught.

      Max had taken position a few feet from him, and was watching him with beady eyes. Tanya turned and stepped toward the café’s front doors. This wasn’t a conversation she wanted anyone to overhear.

      She slipped outside. The main street was empty. It was still too early for commuters or shoppers.

      “What about the Grimwood case?” she said. “Is that no longer a priority?”

      On the other end, the director took a deep breath in and let it out, like she was summoning all her patience to respond.

      “Get this case off my desk, Stone, and you can focus on the real reason why you’re in Black Rock.”

      Tanya recognized her big boss’s idiosyncrasies now. Cross didn’t believe in this case, but someone was pulling her strings, and Tanya was the lowly gofer who would be expected to clear things up quickly and quietly.

      “I have neither the time nor the budget,” Cross was saying, “to inquire into every death in this darned state. I can tell you this file is at the bottom of the pile. Help me get rid of it, Agent.”

      Tanya clenched her jaws.

      She’s sending me on a baseless mission.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “We have a contact inside the residence.”

      “May I ask who that is?”

      “You’ll find out when you visit Silver Serenity.”

      So much for serenity, thought Tanya.

      “Tell your police chief…what’s his name…Bolt?”

      “Jack Bold.”

      “Tell him you’re visiting an old relative at the venue, check it out, and report back. You have three days.”

      Three days to investigate a potential serial killer at an upscale retirement home?

      Tanya swallowed a curse. “Will do my best, ma’am.”

      “No one can know the bureau is sniffing around. This might not amount to anything.”

      Before Tanya could reply, the line went dead. She stood in her spot, staring at her phone for a few seconds.

      Why didn’t Ray Jackson call me?

      It was rare for the director to contact a field agent directly, especially one who was new to the bureau. Ray was her intermediary, who transferred instructions and gave her details on new cases.

      She dialed Ray’s number, but he didn’t answer.

      Something stirred in Tanya’s gut.

      If her former combat experience in Ukraine had taught her anything, it was to trust her instincts. For Susan Cross to call her like this, even though she sounded irritated by this case, meant there was smoke in the air.

      And where there was smoke, there would be fire.

      Tanya tried Ray’s number again, but she got radio silence. She slipped her burner phone in her pocket when Max started barking.

      She yanked the café door open and sprang inside. Her dog’s angry barks were coming from the kitchen.

      Tanya raced to the back. Troy and Lulu were nowhere to be seen. Max was barking at the closed back door. On the floor, by his paws, was a half-crumbled cookie.

      Tanya peered out the back window. Lulu and Troy were in the parking lot, next to the rusty pickup truck.

      Troy was out of his handcuffs.
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      With an exasperated roar, Tanya kicked the back door open.

      Max leaped down the steps. With a frightened yelp, Troy jumped into his pickup truck and slammed the door shut.

      Tanya and Max raced across the parking lot.

      “Troy!” hollered Tanya. “Get out of your vehicle now!”

      Max circled the truck, barking, but Troy was already pulling out. Max chased the car as it gathered speed along the back alley and disappeared around the corner.

      “Come back, Max!”

      Tanya whipped around and glared at Lulu, who was now huddled by her Mini, red-faced. In her hands were the unlocked handcuffs and a hair pin. She blinked rapidly as Tanya approached her.

      With an apologetic bow, she handed over the cuffs and the pin to Tanya.

      “He’s just a kid. I couldn’t bear to see him locked up.”

      Tanya stared at the woman who had been a friend, one of the few who had welcomed her into this new town. She had a soft spot for the café owner, who had the kindest, if not the most misguided heart, in Black Rock.

      “Troy’s family,” said Lulu in a soft voice, eyes averted like she was too embarrassed to make eye contact. “He won’t steal again. If he does, he’ll have to deal with me and his mother.”

      “There are laws about this sort of thing, Lulu.”

      Lulu offered her hands. “Go ahead. Arrest me, then.”

      Tanya shook her head. “Troy should be the one answering to his criminal activities. You have too much faith in people sometimes. What I can’t believe is you procured a weapon and schemed this whole thing.”

      “I got it off eBay. It’s a toy. I swear it wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

      Max came trotting across the parking lot, his tongue lolling, panting from his brief but failed car chase.

      Tanya stepped away from her friend with a resigned sigh. Now wasn’t the time for this conversation, because any words that would come out of her mouth would be ones she’d regret later.

      Ever since Tanya’s mother was assassinated, she had a tendency to adopt kindhearted older women as surrogate aunts. Or, at least good friends, who filled a small part of the hole in her heart from the loss of her entire family.

      “Bring that toy to the precinct and we’ll dispose of it,” she said, striding toward her Jeep. “Don’t ever do this again. When you’re in trouble, dial nine-one-one or call me.”

      “I didn’t want to bother you because you’re busy with important cases. All I wanted to do was scare the boy, so he’d change. Next time⁠—”

      “There had better not be a next time.” Tanya turned to her pup and snapped her fingers. “Let’s go, Max. We have a new job.”

      A buzz in her pocket made her stop. It was her public phone this time, the number she gave to the local police precinct, and anyone in Black Rock who didn’t know her true identity.

      She let Max in the back of the Jeep and jumped in the driver’s seat before plucking the phone out. She put it on speaker mode.

      “Yes?” she snapped as she started her engine.

      “Are you back in town, Stone? I’ve been trying to reach you.”

      Chief Jack Bold.

      Normally, Tanya would have been happy to hear his voice. Not today.

      “I was occupied with a small altercation at Lulu’s.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “All taken care of.” Tanya sighed. “Hope you’re having fun at the summit, Jack. Have the bigwigs figured out how we’re going to fight crime yet?”

      Lulu waved at her as she pulled out of the café parking lot, but Tanya didn’t respond, still stewing over what she’d done.

      “I have bad news,” said Jack.

      Tanya rolled the Jeep into the back alley and headed toward the precinct.

      “You’re on a swan trip in Emerald City. You get to stay at a five-star hotel with free gourmet meals and hang out with the big boys and girls. How can that be bad?”

      On the other end, Jack let out a heavy sigh.

      “I take that back,” said Tanya. “You couldn’t pay me a million dollars to hang out with state bureaucrats. That would be torture.”

      “It’s worse than torture,” came Jack’s voice, more somber. “The mayor plans to privatize Black Rock’s police force as a cost-saving measure.”

      Tanya sat up. “What?”

      In the backseat, Max’s ears pricked up at her tone.

      “We might all be out of jobs soon, but that’s not what concerns me.” Jack’s voice was glum. “The mayor’s proposing a private paramilitary firm to replace us. Thing is, everybody thinks they’d be fast, cheap, and good for the town, but I know the guys he has in mind. They’ve done some shady dealings.”

      “How shady?”

      “The kind of gangsters you used to fight overseas,” said Jack. “We’re talking blood diamond traders, war mercenaries, and killers for hire.”

      Tanya stared at the phone, wondering if she’d heard him correctly.

      “He can’t get away with that.”

      “They operate under a legitimate business front. It will take years to unravel the maze and round them up. If you ask me, the mayor’s only concern is hiding his own shady businesses.”

      Jack sighed again.

      “If the mayor has his way, Black Rock will be run by international gangsters next month.”
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      “Hey, Stone?”

      Tanya slammed on the Jeep’s brakes and opened the back door for Max to jump out.

      She recognized the friendly voice calling out to her from across the precinct’s parking lot, but was too upset to speak to anyone at the moment.

      Her real boss at the bureau was sending her on an unsubstantiated goose chase of a case that had to be solved in three days. And her other boss was having an existential crisis that could mean serious repercussions for this little town.

      Max whined and wagged his tail happily as the officer approached the Jeep.

      “So nice to see you, big boy,” said Deputy Fox, bending over to pet him. “I bet you were top dog in class. We missed you, buddy.”

      Tanya had been training at an FBI off-site camp all week, but Chief Jack Bold and everyone in Black Rock thought she’d taken Max to a special doggy school in Oregon.

      “He made us all proud,” said Tanya, jumping out of the car. “I just heard from Jack. Sounds like he’s got his hands full.”

      Fox looked up, his forehead creasing. “Our jobs are on the line, aren’t they?”

      Tanya put her hands on her hips and let out a sigh.

      She and Max were already employed by the federal government. The mayor’s decision would impact the lives of her colleagues more than her.

      Having a bunch of war mercenaries running around pretending to be cops would only increase her workload. It wouldn’t be easy to handle the Grimwood Case as well. She made a mental note to ask Susan Cross for extra resources if it came to that.

      “Jack will figure things out,” she said, putting on a sympathetic face for Fox. “Let’s not jump to conclusions yet⁠—”

      “Hey, Stone? Fox?”

      A familiar female voice called out from the direction of the precinct building.

      “Brace yourself,” whispered Deputy Fox, making a face.

      Tanya peeked over the Jeep to see Deputy Lopez standing at the entrance of the squat concrete building where the town’s emergency services were located.

      Lopez jumped down the steps and walked over to them.

      Her uniform was usually pressed perfectly, her shoes were always polished to a shine, and her shirt was typically as sharp as she was. But Lopez looked different that day. Her clothes were crumpled, her shoulders were slumped, and her eyes were covered in dark wraparound shades.

      Lopez stopped to take a call, gesticulating wildly as she spoke. Her high-strung, nervous voice rang through the parking lot.

      Tanya had seen her colleague angry and frustrated, but never flustered. She wondered what had agitated her.

      “Is she okay?” said Tanya.

      “She got back from vacation a week ago,” said Fox in a low voice. “She’s been looking like a train wreck since. Katy tried to ask what happened, but got yelled at.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the Lopez I know.”

      Fox lowered his voice further.

      “If you ask me, something really bad happened to her in San Diego.”
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      “She’s been wearing those shades inside,” whispered Fox. “She’s covering up something.”

      Tanya shrugged. “Jet lag, maybe?”

      “From a trip to San Diego?”

      Good point.

      “Whatever happened to her, it’s driven her to drink,” said Fox. “I caught her sipping from a bottle in her office. The hard stuff.” He grimaced. “Guess who’s acting boss this week?”

      Tanya looked at him. “Jack didn’t say he left her in charge.”

      “You were away in doggy school with Max and I had a few things to take care of at home, so Lopez was it. She promised to finish the paperwork on his desk. He told her to get on with it and that’s that.”

      Tanya groaned. “Who in their right mind offers to do paperwork all week?”

      “I told you,” whispered Fox. “Something’s not right with Lopez.”

      Lopez stomped over to them. Even with those darkened shades, Tanya could see the stress lines on her face. She looked like she had aged a decade during her time away.

      Tanya leaned back as the smell of alcohol wafted to her nose.

      My goodness. Fox is right.

      “Hey, how was your holiday?” she said, keeping her voice casual.

      Lopez gave her a dismissive wave. “We don’t have time for chitchat. We’ve got a truckload of files to go through.”

      Fox raised his hands.

      “I’m really sorry, but I need a couple of days off. I already put in my request through Katy.”

      Lopez spun around to him, the sunlight glinting off her shades. “You want to take a vacation now?”

      Fox rubbed the back of his neck.

      “There’s just… er, some personal stuff I’ve got to deal with.”

      “Personal stuff can wait,” snapped Lopez. “It’s all hands on deck right now. Chief’s back on Friday, so time’s running out.”

      Tanya raised a brow. Lopez wasn’t the friendliest of colleagues, but she had never been this sharp with them.

      Fox blinked a few times and looked down, his face turning a shade pale.

      “What’s up, Fox?” said Tanya, softening her voice. “Everything okay at home?”

      His shoulders drooped. He glanced down at his feet and sighed.

      “It’s Zoe. She was in remission, but it’s back.”

      Tanya inhaled sharply.

      “The brain tumor?”
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      “We’re taking it day by day,” said Fox, not looking up.

      A pang of sorrow cut through Tanya. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I didn’t know,” said Lopez, sounding normal for once.

      “It’s fine,” said Fox in a broken voice. “Zoe’s at Dr. Chen’s clinic right now. The doctor found a cancer specialist in Seattle and pulled some strings. We have an appointment tomorrow in the city, so that’s good.”

      He looked up, his forehead lined with worry.

      “Sorry guys, but I’ve got to take care of my family.”

      Lopez and Tanya watched silently as he got into his car and drove off with a half-hearted wave. Tanya’s chest tightened. All of a sudden, the petty annoyances of that morning seemed insignificant.

      “Please let Zoe be okay,” she whispered to herself.

      “I guess it’s just the two of us and the new girl,” said Lopez. She spun on her heels. “You coming?”

      Tanya watched the deputy march into the precinct building, her heart heavy and her mind elsewhere. She wanted nothing more than to talk to Zoe, ask if she needed anything, but two urgencies were pulling her apart. One of them, she couldn’t ignore.

      I need to figure out how to get into the Silver Serenity retirement home.

      Tanya locked the Jeep and turned around, searching for her dog.

      Max had been chasing a gray squirrel around the parking lot. The fluffy-tailed rodent was now perched on top of the precinct’s chain-link fence, chirping, taunting the German Shepherd.

      “Max,” called out Tanya.

      He wagged his tail unenthusiastically, but kept his snout pointed firmly at his immortal enemy.

      “Leave that animal alone⁠—”

      Her smartphone buzzed in her pants pocket. She reached in, wondering what fresh hell was coming her way now. She pressed her finger on the mobile to unlock it.

      First Lulu, then Susan Cross, then Jack, and now Zoe. What’s next, universe?

      A red dot on the messenger icon stared at her, daring her. She clicked on it, feeling a peculiar sense of dread.

      The text had no subject line or sender name. Her heart skipped a beat.

      I don’t have time for this. Not today.

      Her heart ramped up as she read the note.

      “WHY AR U ignoring us? Your bro’s alive, bitch. Wanna see him? ANON.”

      Tanya swallowed hard.

      These anonymous messages always followed a pattern. They were brief, vague, and threatening. Tanya dug her fingers into the phone, like she wanted to crush the device.

      Who are you ANON?

      “Everything okay?”

      Tanya jerked her head up so quickly, she almost dropped her cell. Katy was ambling over to her across the parking lot.

      Katy and her husband, Peace, had moved from Manhattan to the West Coast three months ago, saying the fresh ocean air and small-town atmosphere would be better for their nine-year-old daughter, Chantal.

      Short-staffed and overworked, Chief Jack Bold had jumped at the chance to hire Katy. The precinct now had a new civilian office manager with experience in private investigations. Though Tanya never said it out loud, she was also glad she had a good friend in Black Rock.

      She rustled up a weak smile as Katy approached her.

      “Lopez asked me to get you—” Katy stopped. “You look like you just saw a phantom.”

      Tanya waved her cell in the air.

      Katy’s shoulders dropped. “Don’t tell me ANON is harassing you again.”

      Tanya nodded wordlessly.

      “It’s a prank, hun. A mean and nasty one, but it’s probably just a sick kid hiding in his mother’s basement.”

      “What if it’s true?”

      “That’s what scammers do.” Katy shot a cross look at the phone. “They troll for personal info on social media and attack where you’re the weakest. I’ll bet you next week, this idiot will ask for money in return for fake info about your brother.”

      “What if he’s really alive?”

      Katy put a hand on Tanya’s arm.

      “Your brother was killed in Russia, hun. They took him away. You went to that camp. You have to believe your own eyes, ears, and memory, not some scummy weirdo in a basement.”

      Tanya blinked a tear away.

      “I never saw his body.”
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      Tanya squinted in the dark.

      Max was sniffing a bush by the corner of her house. His ears were up and his shoulders were tensed, like he had caught a scent.

      She took a quick look around the front yard of her cottage. They were alone, except for the low hum of nocturnal insects coming from the underbrush.

      Tanya squinched her eyes to stop the painful throb in her head. She hadn’t known Lopez was a taskmaster, but the migraine had saved her. She had said goodnight to Lopez and Katy, leaving them at the precinct, still sorting out Jack’s case files.

      But for Tanya, there would be no rest.

      It wouldn’t be easy to infiltrate an upscale retirement residence known for strict privacy. Her plan was to research the area around the pension home before staking it out, that night.

      It was half-past nine, and she had parked the Jeep in front of her rental cottage. Max had darted out as soon as she’d opened his door, like something had called out to him.

      Tanya watched him with a wary eye. He was trotting toward the back of the house, his nose to the ground, following an invisible trail. He turned around and barked, as if to ask why she wasn’t following him.

      She retrieved her Glock and snuck up to her front door. She yanked the doorknob. Still locked.

      She scanned her one-story, two-bedroom cottage for signs of a break-in, then peered through the windows, but nothing seemed amiss. The house was empty.

      Her FBI intermediary, Ray Jackson, had found this property for her. This was her temporary home for the time she would remain in Black Rock as an undercover agent. It was isolated from the rest of town, in a place where locals seldom dared to tread.

      Tanya glanced up.

      She was at the foot of the hill where the town’s psychiatric hospital was located.

      The asylum.

      While it stoked fear and mistrust among the locals, the hospital was really a private medical institution for those who could afford its exclusive rates. Its compound consisted of a handful of fancy log cabins built in a circle, surrounded by tall evergreens. She never spotted the grounds from below, as it was always hidden in an eerie cloud of fog.

      Another bark made Tanya turn, just in time to see a furry brown tail disappear in between two tall hemlock trees.

      He’s found something.

      FBI Director Susan Cross had yanked Max out of K9 school before he finished his certification, so he could help Tanya with her undercover mission. By then, he knew how to locate missing children and concealed cadavers.

      Tanya scurried after her dog, her heart racing.

      What is it? A lost kid or a dead body?

      He had surprised her before. Max had led her to an underground drug den, to stashes of cash in the back of a car, and even to a jail-breaker hiding in an abandoned building.

      She turned on her flashlight and followed him into the woods, instantly feeling the wet and damp atmosphere of the rain forest.

      She wished she had brought her night vision goggles so she could move more stealthily. Then again, she was in a small-town, USA, not in the trenches of a violent war zone in Ukraine anymore.

      She caught sight of Max’s silhouette a few yards ahead of her. He was meandering around a clump of trees, his nose glued to the forest floor.

      The ocean wasn’t far away, but the earthy smells of oak and pine pushed out the briny odor that breezed from the sea below.

      Giant evergreens loomed over, frowning like they were upset at her encroaching on their land. But a deathly quiet had fallen around her. All she could hear was the thud of her own heart and the occasional rustle of Max as he wound his way deeper into the woods, determined to show her something.

      Breathing deeply to ease her nerves, she followed her dog up the hill.

      Suddenly, Tanya felt a prickle in the back of her neck, like someone was watching them. She stopped and swiveled around.

      Through the spiky branches, she spotted the pale lights on top of the hill, blinking in and out as the trees swayed to the breeze.

      The asylum is closer than I thought.
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