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Chapter 1: Ash at Dawn
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The Pacific Ocean whispered against the shore like a secret it didn’t want to keep.

Dawn had barely broken over Carmel-by-the-Sea when Detective Jax Rivera killed the engine of his unmarked Tahoe at the edge of the private Seabreeze Cove beach access. The tires sank into cool, damp sand still heavy from the overnight tide. He stepped out, and the air hit him immediately — a sharp, clean blast of salt and kelp, laced with the faint, acrid ghost of woodsmoke from dying Spring Break bonfires farther down the public beach.

Jax hated Spring Break calls. The resort was packed with thousands of college students chasing one wild week of freedom, and that kind of chaos always hid ugly things in its shadows.

He clipped his badge to his belt and started walking toward the private section reserved for VIP guests. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered between two perfectly manicured palm trees like a wound on the pristine landscape. A young deputy stood guard, looking pale under the rising sun.

“Detective Rivera,” Jax said, voice low and gravelly. “Talk to me.”

The deputy swallowed hard. “Female. Early twenties. It’s... bad, sir. She was burned. Not like a bonfire. Something deliberate. The way she’s posed...” He trailed off, unable to finish.

Jax ducked under the tape. His boots left deep prints in the fine white sand as he approached the small cluster of crime scene techs working under portable lights. The ocean continued its steady rhythm behind them — powerful waves crashing, then pulling back with a hiss of foam and scattered shells. The air carried the sweet coconut of expensive sunscreen, the faint floral sweetness of night-blooming jasmine from the resort gardens, and something darker underneath: scorched fabric and the unmistakable chemical bite of burned human flesh.

The victim lay on her back near the waterline where the tide had recently retreated. She had been posed with eerie, almost reverent care — arms crossed over her chest, legs straight, head tilted slightly toward the rising sun as if in prayer. What remained of her designer party dress clung in blackened, melted shreds to her body. Her once-flawless skin was a brutal map of deep red and blackened blisters, concentrated on her face, neck, and upper torso.

Jax crouched beside her, gloved hands hovering. The smell was intimate and horrifying — not the heavy char of a house fire, but something sharper, almost chemical, mixed with the clean salt of the sea and the lingering coconut sweetness of sunscreen still on her skin. A single half-melted seashell rested in the hollow of her throat like a final, mocking gift.

“No obvious defensive wounds on the arms,” Jax muttered. “She was either unconscious or couldn’t fight back. Who found her?”

“Night security guard doing his sweep,” the deputy replied. “Called it in at 5:17 a.m.”

Jax studied the sand around the body. No clear footprints leading away except the guard’s and the techs’. The killer had been careful. Or had come from the water.

He stood slowly, scanning the private cove. Luxury villas climbed the cliffs behind them, their floor-to-ceiling glass walls reflecting the pink and gold of the sunrise. Farther down the public beach, Spring Break was already roaring back to life — laughter, distant music, the crackle of new bonfires being lit. Here, in this exclusive slice of paradise, death had left its mark in silence.

Jax’s phone buzzed. Captain Morrow.

“Jax. You at the scene?”

“Yeah. It’s ugly. Ritualistic. Posed like some kind of offering.”

“Press is already circling. Keep it tight. And Rivera... Dr. Lena Harper is on property for that criminology conference. She’s one of the best forensic psychologists on the West Coast. I want her consulted on this.”

Jax’s jaw tightened. “I work alone.”

“Not this time. Find her.”

He ended the call and took one last look at the girl on the sand. Young. Beautiful. Someone who had come here to feel alive under the California sun.

Now she was ash and silence.

Jax turned toward the resort buildings glowing in the early light and started walking. Whatever darkness had arrived at Seabreeze Cove during this wild Spring Break, it was only just beginning.
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Chapter 2: Arrival
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Dr. Lena Harper stepped out of the resort’s private town car into the warm California morning, the Pacific breeze immediately embracing her like an old friend she wasn’t sure she wanted to see again. It carried the sharp, invigorating scent of salt mixed with blooming jasmine from the perfectly manicured hedges lining the Seabreeze Cove entrance. Palm fronds rustled overhead in the gentle wind, and in the distance, the low, powerful roar of waves mixed with the distant pulse of bass from the public beach.

Spring Break was in full, chaotic bloom.

She adjusted the strap of her leather tote bag, which held her notes for the three-day forensic psychology and wellness conference where she was scheduled to keynote. At thirty-eight, Lena had delivered variations of this talk dozens of times across the country — teaching people how to read the unspoken language of crime scenes, how the dead told stories the living desperately tried to bury. But something about this particular resort felt different. The luxury was almost too polished, too perfect. The kind of place where ugly secrets could hide behind five-star service and million-dollar ocean views.

A porter in a crisp white uniform took her suitcase with a practiced, warm smile. “Welcome to Seabreeze Cove, Dr. Harper. Your oceanfront villa is ready. Would you like help with your bags?”

Lena thanked him and started up the wide stone path lined with vibrant tropical flowers in shades of hot pink, orange, and deep purple. Their sweet, almost intoxicating fragrance mixed with the coconut scent of sunscreen drifting from guests already heading down to the beach. Laughter rang out from the infinity pool area — groups of college students in barely-there swimsuits, colorful drinks in hand, living as if tomorrow didn’t exist.

For a brief moment, Lena envied their carefree abandon.

Her phone buzzed with a confirmation from the conference coordinator. She was about to reply when she noticed the yellow crime scene tape fluttering near the private beach access path. A small crowd of resort security and local police moved with quiet purpose.

Her instincts sharpened instantly. She changed direction, her heels sinking slightly into the soft sand as she approached the tape.

A tall, broad-shouldered man in a rumpled button-down shirt and badge stood near the waterline, his posture tense and alert. Even from a distance, Lena could read the contained intensity in the way he carried himself — a cop who had seen too much but still cared enough to be angry about it.

“Excuse me,” she said, stopping at the tape. “I’m Dr. Lena Harper, forensic psychologist. Is this a crime scene?”

The man turned. Their eyes met, and for a split second the world narrowed. A spark passed between them — electric, wary, and undeniably charged. Detective Jax Rivera’s dark eyes flicked over her, assessing, before he walked over.

“Dr. Harper,” he said, his voice low and rough like gravel under waves. “Captain mentioned you were on property. I was about to find you.”

Lena glanced past him toward the covered body near the water. The smell reached her then — not just ocean and flowers, but something darker: scorched fabric, a faint chemical bite, and the unmistakable metallic edge of violence.

“What happened?” she asked.

Jax hesitated only a moment. “Young woman. Burned. Posed with intent. We’re still processing. It looks ritualistic.”

Lena felt that familiar pull — the one that had defined her career. The need to understand the darkness. “Mind if I take a look?”

Jax studied her for a long beat. Something in his expression shifted — respect mixed with reluctance. He lifted the tape. “Gloves on. Don’t touch anything.”

As they walked toward the body together, their arms brushed once. A small, accidental touch. Neither pulled away immediately. The warmth of his skin lingered against hers for half a second longer than necessary.

Lena crouched beside the victim, careful not to disturb the sand. The girl couldn’t have been more than twenty-two. Her once-beautiful face was a landscape of red and black blisters. The melted seashell on her throat caught the morning light.

“She was alive when the burning started,” Lena said quietly. “The positioning is deliberate. Personal. Whoever did this wanted her to be seen and remembered.”

Jax crouched beside her. Close enough that she caught the faint scent of his aftershave — cedar and sun-baked earth — cutting through the heavier odors. Their shoulders brushed again. The contact sent a small, unexpected spark through her.

He cleared his throat. “You see all that in thirty seconds?”

“I’ve spent fifteen years listening to the dead,” she replied, looking up. Their eyes locked again. This time, neither looked away quickly.

The ocean continued its endless rhythm behind them, indifferent to the horror it had witnessed at dawn.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: Sparks on the Sand
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The Monterey County Medical Examiner’s mobile unit had been discreetly set up in a service lot behind the main resort buildings. The air here was cooler, heavier — still thick with the Pacific’s salty breath, but undercut by the sharp bite of antiseptic and the lingering chemical tang of burned flesh that no ocean breeze could fully erase.

Lena stepped out of Jax’s unmarked Tahoe, the midday sun hot on her shoulders. Spring Break noise drifted over from the main beach — laughter, the thud of music, the occasional cheer as someone cannonballed into the pool. Life roared on while death waited in silence.

Jax walked beside her, close enough that their arms brushed as they moved toward the trailer. The contact was warm, deliberate in its brevity. Neither commented.

“You don’t pull punches, do you?” Jax asked.

“Not when someone turns a young woman into ash on a beach full of kids trying to forget the real world,” Lena replied.

Inside the trailer, the temperature dropped. The smell intensified — charred tissue, cooling chemicals, the metallic edge of blood. The victim lay on the stainless-steel table under bright lights.

Dr. Patel looked up. “Dr. Harper. Detective. You’re just in time.”

Lena pulled on gloves and moved closer. The girl’s skin was a brutal landscape of deep red and blackened blisters. Not random. Focused. Deliberate.

“She was alive when it started,” Lena said. “The pattern suggests a concentrated heat source. Someone wanted her to feel this.”

Jax stood close behind her. His hand brushed her lower back as he leaned in to see the same detail. The touch was light but protective, lingering just long enough to send warmth through her.

“Any defensive wounds?” he asked.

“Minimal,” Dr. Patel replied. “She was likely sedated. We’ll know more after tox.”

Lena studied the melted seashell. The contrast was haunting — the clean salt air, coconut sunscreen, and tropical flowers outside versus the horror on the table.

Outside again, the ocean breeze felt like a mercy. Palm fronds rustled overhead. The scent of plumeria and hibiscus hung heavy in the warm air.

Their hands brushed again as they turned a corner. This time, Jax’s fingers lingered against hers for a heartbeat.

Neither spoke.

The burn on the beach was only the beginning.
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Chapter 4: Sparks on the Sand
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The Monterey County Medical Examiner’s mobile unit felt like a steel coffin under the California sun. Dr. Lena Harper followed Jax Rivera up the short steps into the trailer, the door hissing shut behind them with a soft pneumatic sigh. The temperature dropped instantly, wrapping them in cold, sterile air that did nothing to mask the heavier odors underneath.

Jax moved with the quiet confidence of someone who had done this too many times. Lena stayed close, their arms brushing again as they both leaned toward the stainless-steel table. The contact was brief but warm, sending an unexpected current through her. She didn’t pull away. Neither did he.

Dr. Patel, the medical examiner, looked up from her notes, her face professionally neutral. “Dr. Harper. Detective Rivera. You’re just in time.”

The victim lay under the bright overhead lights like a broken offering to some cruel god. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-two. Her once-flawless skin was now a brutal landscape of deep red and blackened blisters, concentrated on her face, neck, chest, and arms. What remained of her designer party dress clung in melted, blackened shreds. A single half-melted seashell rested in the hollow of her throat like a final, mocking signature.

Lena pulled on gloves, the latex snapping softly in the quiet space. She moved closer, breathing through her mouth. The smell was intimate and horrifying — scorched fabric and chemical accelerant mixed with the lingering coconut sweetness of expensive sunscreen still on the girl’s skin. Beneath it all, the clean salt of the ocean clung stubbornly, as if the Pacific itself had tried (and failed) to wash the horror away.

“She was alive when the burning started,” Lena said, her voice low and steady. “Look at the blistering pattern. It’s concentrated, not random. Someone held a focused heat source on her. This wasn’t an accident. It was deliberate. Intimate. Cruel.”

Jax crouched on the other side of the table, so close that Lena could feel the heat of his body and catch the faint cedar-and-citrus scent of his aftershave cutting through the heavier odors. His shoulder brushed hers as he leaned in to study the same marks. The touch lingered for half a second longer than necessary. The air between them thickened with something unspoken.

“Any defensive wounds?” Jax asked, his voice rough.

“Surprisingly few,” Dr. Patel replied. “She was likely heavily sedated. Rohypnol or something similar. Full tox results in a few hours.”

Lena gently turned the girl’s head with gloved fingers. The contrast was haunting — the vibrant, sun-drenched world outside versus the horror on the table. “The positioning is key. Arms crossed; head tilted toward the sunrise. This wasn’t rage. It was ritual. A message. Whoever did this know her, or knew what she represented.”

Jax’s hand rested lightly on the edge of the table near hers. Their fingers were inches apart. For a moment, amid the horror, Lena was acutely aware of him — the steady rise and fall of his breathing, the tension in his jaw, the way his eyes flicked between the victim and her.

Outside, the ocean continued its powerful rhythm, waves crashing with deep, resonant booms before pulling back with a hiss of foam and scattered shells. The scent of tropical flowers from the resort gardens drifted in whenever the trailer door opened — plumeria, hibiscus, and night-blooming jasmine — clashing violently with the burned flesh inside.

Lena straightened, peeling off her gloves. “I’ll need full scene photos, measurements, and the preliminary autopsy report. And I want to walk the beach again at low tide. The sand might still hold something the techs missed in the initial sweep.”

Jax studied her with a mixture of respect and something deeper, more personal. “You don’t flinch from this.”

“I’ve seen worse,” she said quietly. “But never on a beach like this. Spring Break is supposed to be escape. Freedom. Not... this kind of calculated cruelty.”

They stepped back outside together. The Pacific breeze hit them like a mercy, carrying the clean scent of salt, distant kelp, and sunscreen from the crowds. Palm fronds rustled overhead. In the distance, college students laughed loudly as they set up volleyball nets in the sand, music thumping from portable speakers. The contrast was almost violent — life roaring on while death still lingered just yards away.

As they walked the shaded path back toward the main resort buildings, their arms brushed again. This time Jax’s fingers grazed
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