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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

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

      You’re in the right place.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: Psst. There’s a secret gift for you in the back of this book. Happy reading.

      

      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, private detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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        A luxury train frozen in Alaska’s wild. A corpse on the tracks. A killer on the hunt.
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      Private investigator Asha Kade boards a lavish train bound for Alaska’s untouched wilderness. She thinks she’s here to unwind. She’s wrong.

      She wakes up to a mutilated corpse lying on the tracks, in the middle of nowhere.

      The train is stranded. The radio is dead. And so is the next passenger.

      The woods get darker. The mountains close in. In the hush of the locked carriages, panic turns people on each other. No one knows who to trust or what they’re running from.

      Trust becomes fatal. Lies become lethal.

      The killer is moving in the desolate darkness, waiting to strike again.

      If Asha can’t unmask the ruthless killer before dawn, she’ll be next to vanish into the snowdrifts.

      Watch your back. Stay awake. The last lie could get you killed…
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        It would take him four hours to dig the grave and pull up the coffin.

        Four hours of silent, focused work.

        He cracked open the icy ground with his shovel, ignoring the stinging spasms on his back and the sweat streaming through his black mask.

        It was three A.M.

        A time when the night sky was the darkest that even snow owls didn’t dare to fly. The man’s eyes darted back and forth, constantly on alert to anyone spotting the peculiar activity at the graveyard that night. But he carried on, knowing his efforts would soon be rewarded.

        Four more hours.

        He kept digging.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The train lurched to a screeching stop.

      Passengers slammed back in their seats.

      Theodore Henry, Alaska’s most notorious gold baron and owner of the railroad, dropped his cup of coffee on his lap. He jerked up from his wheelchair, cursing, as the hot liquid seared his thighs.

      Connor McNamara let out a roar as his head slammed against the antique lamp on the oak paneled wall behind him.

      My best friends and business partners, Tetyana and Katy, sprang up and grabbed the crystal wine glasses just as they were about to slide off the buffet table.

      Outside, the ear-splitting shrill of steel against steel reverberated in the arctic air.

      The train lurched again.

      Violently, this time.

      A mechanical shudder rumbled through the train carriages, like a mini earthquake had erupted underneath us.

      Emergency brakes.

      Someone pulled the emergency brakes.

      “What in heaven’s name is going on?” shouted Connor, swiveling his head around, his gray hair standing straight, looking like a mad version of Einstein.

      Neil Wilson, Theodore Henry’s personal physician, who sat across the dining table from his patient, stared at the wall mutely, as if unsure how to react. I wondered if he even knew where he was, given the copious amounts of premium wine he’d been imbibing since we left Black Eagle Town.

      The fifty-year-old Château Talbot I’d poured for him only moments ago had rolled over the edge of their table and crashed to the floor. Its precious contents were now spilling onto the Persian runner in the middle of the dining car. An ominous blood-red stain spread on the carpet.

      But I didn’t have time to pick it up. I had more urgent matters on my hands.

      A female voice shouted in panic up front, near the engine cab.

      The train conductor.

      “Everyone stay where you are,” I said, and turned to Katy. “You’re with them.”

      “Roger that,” she said.

      “Let’s go!” I hollered to Tetyana, but she was already dashing through the car toward the engine room. I raced after her.

      Why did we stop so suddenly in the middle of nowhere?

      We were two hours into our journey, scheduled to arrive in Anchorage, Alaska, late that evening.

      We were traveling on a private luxury train through America’s northern frontier, a region few people got to see. We had just entered a rugged mountain pass on an elevated terrain, a place so remote and so isolated I’d wondered if even grizzly bears found it lonely here.

      Robin and Dwayne, the train’s two crew members, came rushing out of the engine room as Tetyana and I reached the front. Their faces were pale, like they had spotted a phantom.

      Did we hit something?

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Giving me a wild look but without answering, Robin thrust the door open, jumped down the steps and ran along the tracks, her heavy boots crunching on the snow.

      Dwayne ran after her, panting loudly. That was when I noticed the man had a limp.

      “I’m with them, Asha!” shouted Tetyana, as she leaped down the steps to run after the duo, who’d been operating the train smoothly on its maiden voyage.

      Until now.

      I raced after the three of them, trying to keep up with their long strides.

      There was something up ahead. About five hundred yards in the distance. Something strange on the snow-dusted tracks.

      My heart raced.

      Is it an animal?

      Is it dead?

      I wished I’d put on my jacket before running out of the warm compartment. The frosty air seeped through my shirt, nipping at my skin. Whispery clouds burst through my lips, like I was breathing white smoke.

      Suddenly, out of nowhere, an unearthly howl rang through the air. I halted, my heart pounding, a primal fear swirling up my spine.

      That came from the woods.

      A wolf.

      Tetyana turned around and gestured at me to hurry.

      She was well ahead of me, but I could see her forehead was scrunched and her eyes were narrowed.

      There were few things in the world that ruffled my ex-paramilitary friend who’d fought off Russian militia groups before she even hit eighteen.

      This isn’t good.

      I resumed running.

      When I caught up to the small group congregated around the tracks at the far end, they had all been stunned into silence. They were staring at the thing I’d seen on the train tracks, stark horror etched on their faces.

      I stopped, shocked.

      It was a dead body.

      A dead body with a brown paper bag over their head.
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      Minutes before we had stopped, Katy and I had been serving drinks in the dining car.

      Tetyana had stayed behind the buffet table, pretending to be the bartender, when she was really on guard, armed and ready, her eyes watchful, alert to anything out of the ordinary.

      “I said vodka on ice. Not water!”

      Connor had been shouting, slurring his words, angry spittle shooting from his mouth.

      Gritting my teeth, I’d taken his glass to add another two ounces of hard liquor. Connor was my client’s—Theodore Henry—right-hand man. As much as I’d yearned to, I couldn’t truthfully tell him what I thought about his pal.

      If you keep this up, Connor, I swear I’m going to strangle you myself before nightfall.

      I couldn’t wait for this contract to be over.

      I was thankful we were heading back to civilization, back to where we could catch the first flight to New York. Back home.

      Katy and I had been excited when I got called for this job two weeks ago. Tetyana had sniffed at the idea of a boring train ride at first, but had eventually joined us. How could anyone say no to a luxury ride on a private steam train through the mountains of Alaska?

      All we had to do was make drinks and serve meals for a paranoid mining baron who was sure someone was poisoning him. That would be easy money.

      I just hadn’t expected to be stuck with a group of the most eccentric individuals on earth.

      Despite our clients’ morose personalities, it had been pleasant to listen to the clickety clack of the train and feel its gentle sway as we trundled through this majestic landscape filled with snowcapped mountains.

      Though it was early spring, it felt like we were in the heart of a winter wonderland Christmas card.

      The days were getting longer, and the air was getting warmer in this northern region, but the coniferous trees along the tracks were still laden with pristine snow and the ground was an undulating terrain of pure ice.

      It would have been a magical ride, except for our petulant passengers.

      “How much longer do we have?” Katy had whispered in my ear, as she’d mixed another drink.

      “Ten hours,” I’d whispered back.

      She’d made a face.

      I couldn’t blame her. We were all counting the hours down to our destination.

      “Please don’t take another contract from mean old rich men again,” Katy had muttered as she picked up the ice tongs and dropped a cube into a crystal glass.

      Unlike Tetyana, who looked like Furiosa from Mad Max on a good day, Katy cut an elegant figure with her modelesque frame. Katy and I couldn’t be more different. I was five-foot and petite with long black hair, while she was tall and curvaceous with fiery red hair.

      It was Katy who’d fought by my side in our youth, but ever since she had become a mother, her Irish fighting genes had cooled. They only showed up when someone pushed her to the limit.

      Like right now.

      This had been a peculiar job from the start. It wasn’t every day I got a call from a billionaire for my private investigation services.

      Theodore Henry, sole owner of the Black Eagle Mining company, had required our presence as he traveled from Black Eagle Town to Anchorage via train, on his way to Seattle for his first thoracic cancer treatment.

      He already had a personal bodyguard. So, I was perplexed when he asked me and my team to join him, and to come disguised as caterers so no one would know there was a group of private detectives on board.

      But I’d shrugged it off as the idiosyncrasies of a wealthy man, one who had more money than he knew what to do with.

      He was paying me well.

      And I was curious.

      Theodore Henry was a controversial figure in the business community, one who had notoriously extorted his way to the top of the food chain. He was both reviled and respected in the mining world for good reason.

      But it was his pal and business partner, Connor McNamara, who had got on our nerves the most.

      “Happy to pistol whip the creep. Just say when,” I’d heard a low voice say next to me.

      I’d looked up to see Tetyana had sidled up to us, one hand on her holster, an annoyed look on her face.

      “Just hang on a few more hours, girls,” I’d said to my two friends.

      It was my job to keep everyone in line, plus I couldn’t afford to lose the hefty payment coming our way.

      “We’ll be done here soon. We’ll pick up our check and head back home before you know it. Promise.”

      “We get to Anchorage in ten hours,” Tetyana had growled.

      “It’s going to be pure hell,” Katy had hissed. “If McNamara carries on like this, I swear I’ll mix strychnine into his vodka.”

      With an indignant flip of her hair, she had spun around and stomped over to the head table with the drink tray in hand. With a resigned sigh, I had followed her, carrying a plate of olives, blue cheese, and figs.

      Four guests had been waiting for us at the main table.

      They were the only passengers on this private train. The rest were staff.

      Theodore’s personal bodyguard was snoring in the back, near the kitchenette. Despite his baby face, it was clear why the man was named Tank. But even with his imposing size and build, he came across like a blundering buffoon.

      Why the gold baron had hired such an incompetent bodyguard, I couldn’t fathom. But Tank hadn’t shown any resentment for our presence, so we let him be, just like he was doing for us.

      A father and daughter duo from Black Eagle Town operated this restored steam train. Dwayne, the father, was the engineer while Robin, the conductor, was a multitasker who managed everything else, from maintaining the fire, to watching the water levels, and making sure the boiler ran smoothly.

      Moments before the train had come to an unexpected halt, Theodore Henry had been in his wheelchair, a woolen blanket over his knees, staring out the window, his mind seemingly elsewhere. In front of him, next to his glass of wine, had been an array of pill bottles.

      I wondered if anyone had explained to him about the dangers of mixing medication with alcohol, but it wasn’t my place to say. Besides, his physician was on board, and he didn’t seem to mind.

      Doctor Neil Wilson sat across from the oligarch, a heavily overweight man in his late sixties. He was the type of medical doctor who never took his own advice.

      He’d been in that chair ever since we started the journey, wheezing hard, and drinking, and drinking some more, like his life depended on it. Katy had already opened a second bottle of wine just for him.

      Next to the doctor sat Stella Green, the only female passenger on the train.

      With her medium-length, dirty-blonde hair tied back into a neat ponytail, she looked like the fit, outdoorsy type you’d expect to find in these parts. But from my research, I knew she had a graduate degree in mining engineering and a post-doctorate in geology. In her mid-thirties, she had already proven her worth at Black Eagle Mines and had risen up the ranks quickly to join the executive suite and was now the vice president of research and development.

      But she had looked uncomfortable that day. She’d sat, leaning against the expansive window, not eating or drinking, but staring at the bleak and snowy landscape outside.

      Something had been troubling her.

      I wondered if I’d be despondent too, if I’d been forced to spend twelve hours in the close vicinity of a bunch of cantankerous, drunk men—all old enough to be my father.

      Until I did my research, I’d expected the infamous mining baron from Alaska to be a big, brawny man, the kind who spent most of his days outdoors, hunting, fishing, and snowmobiling in the wilderness. Someone who’d look like he could fight off a black bear with his bare hands.

      To my surprise, Theodore was a small and wiry man with a high-pitched, almost child-like voice. He looked even more innocuous with his shaven head, ready for his cancer treatment.

      Innocuous, that is, until you looked into his steely black eyes.

      That was when you knew you were dealing with one of the most cunning businessmen in this region, one who’d stop at nothing to get his way. Even at seventy-six years old.

      Connor McNamara had sat to the right of Theodore. Connor, I’d read, was Theodore’s childhood friend, a surly man who didn’t think twice of yelling obscenities at anyone who crossed him.

      There was something about these two septuagenarian friends.

      It was the way they joked and sparred with each other. Blood is supposed to run thicker than water, but in this case, these two men seemed closer than blood brothers.

      The second Katy had sat the drink tray at the edge of the table was when we had come to the sudden stop.

      The train had lurched fiercely, making Katy lose her grip. The tray had fallen on Connor, splashing the liquor all over him. He’d sprung from the table, cursing and yelling, but there was little anyone could do after that.

      That was the beginning of the end of our train ride.

      We were stuck in this snowed-in valley in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by the shadows of the mountains.

      And I had no clue what was to come.
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      I stepped closer to take a look at the corpse lying on the tracks.

      Though the face was concealed by the paper bag, it looked to be a male—a tall, suited man. The hands were frozen, but the wrinkles on the skin told me he’d been in his sixties or seventies at least.

      Dwayne, the engineer, crossed himself and muttered something incomprehensible. Robin, the conductor, looked like she was about to throw up, one hand over her mouth.

      “If I wasn’t going so slow and if Robin didn’t have that drone scouting for moose along the tracks…” Dwayne trailed off with a shudder at the thought of his train plowing through the cadaver.

      “He’d have become minced meat,” said Tetyana, who had no qualms stating things exactly as they were.

      She kneeled next to the dead man to examine him.

      “If I had to guess,” she mumbled, as her eyes swept the body, looking for signs of what might have killed him. “He’s been dead for a while. A few days, maybe more.”

      I covered my nose and leaned over.

      I braced myself for a putrid odor, that of rotting flesh, but instead a strong chemical smell hit my nostrils.

      He was wearing an ill-fitting black suit and a white shirt. His skin was deathly pale, almost white. He had his arms by his side, looking like someone you’d see inside a coffin at a funeral home.

      Except for that paper bag that covered his head.

      I stared at the corpse.

      “He couldn’t have just stumbled here,” I said.

      My eyes searched for telltale tread marks on the snow that would show me where the man had been dragged from.

      “Fresh snow,” said Tetyana, as she saw me look around. “I see our footsteps, but no one else’s.”

      “Either that, or they covered their tracks really well,” I said.

      “If they used a vehicle or a snowmobile to transport him here,” said my friend, her hands on her hips, “it would take a lot of work to cover those tracks. An almost impossible task.”

      “Let’s take a look,” I said.

      Tetyana jumped up, her gun at the ready.

      For the next ten minutes, we stalked the area around the tracks and close to the tree line, scouring for clues. Footprints, drag marks, disturbed snowbanks, anything that would tell us where this corpse had come from.

      But we found nothing.

      When we returned to the cadaver, Dwayne and Robin were still standing by it, shivering and clutching each other, looking too petrified to move.

      Tetyana and I exchanged a glance over the dead body.

      I knew she was itching to yank that bag away from his face. I was too, though neither of us would have recognized him even if we saw his face. But we didn’t have protection. No gloves. No access to a CSI-type lab kit. Not out here.

      “Been riding these trains all my life. Never seen anything like this,” said Dwayne, shaking his head. “Who on earth would do something so nasty?”

      That was when I noticed his daughter was clutching a large black electronic device. She saw me look and extended her hand.

      “The drone,” she said, making a face. “Lost control and hit a tree. It’s busted now.”

      I shook my head and turned back to the body.

      “This looks like a mafia job,” I said. “The work of a local gang.”

      Tetyana frowned.

      “I’d expect this in Chicago, or Sicily. But here? In the middle of Alaska?” She reached over to the bag. “Let’s see who this is, shall we?”

      “No!” With a panic-stricken gasp, Dwayne stepped back, faltering on the ice. Robin sprang toward her father and grabbed him by the arm before he slipped.

      “You go wait in the train, Dad,” she said. “Me and these ladies will take care of this.”

      He stared at his daughter, his face almost as pale as the dead man’s skin.

      “Don’t touch…,” spluttered Dwayne, a confused look on his face. “What are you going to do, anyway?”

      Robin nudged her father away from the body. “We’ll figure out something, Dad. Go to the train.”

      I looked at him in mild surprise. I’d want to see who this was, especially if I were from here.

      That was when I saw something move from the corner of my eyes.

      “What the hell?” said Tetyana, jumping up.

      I scampered away in a hurry, almost falling back.

      Dwayne crossed himself again. Robin stared at the body in horror.

      The dead man’s right hand was twitching.

      Had the body come alive?

      “My goodness,” cried Robin. She pulled her father by the arm and staggered farther back.

      “Wait,” I said, putting a hand up. “Everyone shush. I heard something.”

      “Me too,” said Tetyana, frowning.

      Unless I was going insane, it was a high-pitched cat’s mew.

      I stepped closer.

      The mew.

      Again.

      I was sure now. An animal was trapped underneath the corpse or had taken shelter under it.

      I reached toward the body.

      “Don’t touch it!” cried Dwayne from behind me, his voice tinged with fear.

      I didn’t have to.

      A small gray fur-ball stumbled out from under the man’s immobile hand and gazed at me with its big blue eyes.

      I stared back at the kitten, half-wondering if the glacial arctic air had gone to my head, and I’d gone mad.

      “My goodness,” gasped Robin. “That poor thing was stuck under him?”

      I extended my hand toward the kitten, who took a few unsteady steps toward me, and sniffed my fingers.

      “It’s feral,” I heard Robin say, a warning in her voice. “It could have rabies, and who knows what germs.”

      But it was too late.

      The kitten was crawling onto my outstretched palm, probably attracted by my body heat after hiding under that cold corpse.

      “Poor thing,” I said, stepping away and straightening up, the kitten curling into a ball in my hand now. “It’s shivering.”

      I glanced around me.

      We were in a snowy ravine, surrounded by dark pine woods that ran along the tracks. Beyond the trees, on both sides, rose the incomparable Alaskan mountains, their white peaks glistening in the distance.

      I felt their eyes on us, as if they were silently watching us.

      “Wonder where the kitten came from?” I said, turning around slowly. But there was no other sign of life except for us.

      There was a deathly quiet in this dark valley. A quietness you didn’t want to disturb.

      Behind us, the black hulk of the train looked like an ominous steel monster, ready to mow us down.

      I wondered what everyone was doing inside. Were Theodore, Connor, and the doctor still drinking away, oblivious to our macabre discovery? Was Stella still staring out the window, that unhappy look in her eyes?

      Poor Katy, I thought. She was stuck dealing with them all by herself.

      “Maybe that’s not a cat,” said Tetyana, who had been watching me warily, keeping her distance ever since Robin mentioned rabies. “Maybe it’s a kind of wild lynx or something. Put it back, Asha.”

      I looked down at the animal, who was purring now.

      “Looks like a regular house kitty to me,” I said, scratching behind its ear. “I’m not leaving it out here.”

      “But what are we going to do with him?” said Dwayne, pointing a trembling finger at the corpse. “We can’t leave him lying here either.”

      A movement near the train caught my eye.

      I snapped my head around.

      Tetyana frowned.

      We had told everyone to stay put on the train, but someone had disembarked and was walking our way.
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      We watched as the man, who, unlike us, had bulked up in hat, coat, scarf, and gloves, ambled alongside the train.

      “Connor?” I said, a bitter taste coming to my mouth.

      The last thing I needed was to manage an obnoxious drunkard while we figured out what to do with this dead man.

      “Tank,” said Tetyana, with a scornful look. “He finally woke up.”

      “What do you have over there?” called out the bodyguard as he got within shouting distance.

      “Come, see for yourself,” hollered Tetyana. “I think you’re going to like this.”

      When Tank got closer, Tetyana and I stepped aside so he could see what we’d discovered.

      He stopped in his tracks. His eyes bulged, and a look of horror slowly crossed his face.

      “Did we hit him?” he spluttered.

      I raised my eyebrows. Tetyana was right. Tank wasn’t the sharpest knife.

      “We were traveling in this direction,” I said, speaking slowly. “So, no, we didn’t hit him.”

      “Jeez,” said Tank. “Who is it?”

      Tetyana turned her attention back to the corpse.

      “Whoever it is, this sure was no accident,” she said. “Someone brought him up here and deliberately placed him here. What I want to know is, did they kill him or did they dig him up?”

      “D… dig him up?” stammered Tank.

      “Who would do this? And why?” I said, frowning. “We’re miles from anywhere.”

      “This is a message,” said Tetyana, thoughtfully. “Possibly, a warning.”

      A message to whom?

      To Theodore Henry and his team?

      Maybe Theodore wasn’t being as paranoid as I’d suspected.

      Tetyana instinctively touched her waist, where she carried her sidearm. With her hand on her holster, she scanned the surroundings, a grim look on her face.

      I wished I had my weapon on me, too.

      My own Glock was safely locked up in my cabin. Alaska recognized our New York firearms licenses, but I hadn’t wanted to advertise our true vocation to everyone on the train. I just hadn’t been prepared to come across a scene like this.

      I glanced around, wondering if the culprit was behind those tall pine trees, watching us. Waiting.

      For what?

      I turned to Robin and Dwayne, who were standing several feet away from us, clutching each other, fearful expressions on their faces.

      “Are there any villages or settlements nearby?”

      Silence.

      It was like the father and daughter had both gone mute in shock.

      Next to me, Tank shrugged. “No idea. I’m from Seattle.”

      I looked at Robin.

      “Robin? Do you know this area well?”

      She shook her head, like she was too stunned to speak. “Settlements out here? Why would there be any?” she said.

      I frowned. A simple yes or no would have sufficed.

      “Are you sure?” I said, feeling like I was missing something.

      Dwayne merely stared unblinkingly, like he hadn’t understood my question.

      “Nothing for miles around here,” said Robin.

      “Is this railway used frequently?” I asked.

      “Just by the freight train.”

      “Freight train?” I said, straightening up.

      “It brings supplies to the mine from Anchorage,” replied Dwayne, finally finding his voice. “Comes once a week.”

      “When did it come this way last?”

      “Five days or so ago.”

      “When is it due next?”

      “Hard to say,” said Dwayne with a shrug. “Gets delayed at the port, sometimes for weeks. If the shipments are late, the train’s behind too.”

      “My hubby drives that train,” said Robin. “I never know when he can make it home. It’s always different depending on the weather and all that.”

      “Hey,” came my friend’s voice from behind me.

      I swiveled around.

      “Look at this,” said Tetyana.

      Holding the kitten close to my chest so it wouldn’t fall, I bent down to see what she was pointing at. There were mud marks on the man’s suit intermingled with the light snowflakes.

      “Dirt,” I said. “From getting dragged here?” I paused. “But there’s no mud anywhere and the snowbanks are several feet high.”

      “He was probably underground,” said Tetyana. “If you ask me, someone dug him out of his grave and placed him neatly across the tracks.”

      “Jeez,” said Tank. “That’s crazy stuff right there.”

      “How does someone dig up a grave this time of year? The ground’s still frozen,” I said, trying to think this through. “You’ll need equipment and that won’t go unnoticed, unless he was buried recently, and the ground was still loose.”

      I stared at the man, his face still covered with the brown paper bag.

      “Is there a way to take that thing off without disturbing the remains?” I asked, turning to my friend.

      Tetyana had been waiting for me to ask that. Her hand hovered over the bag as she searched for the best place to yank it off.

      “Don’t touch it,” cried Dwayne.

      I looked at him, bewildered. “Don’t you want to see who it is?”

      Without waiting for an answer, Tetyana wiggled the paper bag gently to loosen it, moving the head back and forth on the tracks.

      My stomach churned.

      Dead bodies weren’t new to me. I had seen them before. I had even killed before. More than once.

      They were all deserving kills. Some had been the most vile men on earth who had subjected many innocents to horrific acts. But it always agitated me to see a lifeless body, especially one in such a beautiful but hostile environment as this.

      Dwayne and Robin were stepping backward, moving toward the train as if they couldn’t bear to see what was to come next.

      Using my free hand, I pulled my phone out of my pocket, ready to snap a few pictures.

      Tetyana kept coaxing the paper bag, while Tank and I watched, breathlessly.

      Then, with a final tug, she yanked the bag free. The dead man’s head dropped back on the tracks with a sickening thud from the momentum.

      Robin let out a horrified gasp.

      “Frigging hell,” said Tetyana, dropping the bag and jumping to her feet.

      Tank made a retching noise from behind me.

      Oh, man.

      I wanted to look away, but my eyes were stuck to that face like a magnet. I struggled to keep my breakfast down.

      For good reason.

      The dead man’s face was unrecognizable.

      Someone had taken a knife to it and carved every inch up. His nose and eyes were sunken deep into that deathly skin. His lips had been shredded and white bone stuck out where his cheeks had been cut up.

      His face was so disfigured that, for a moment, he looked like a freak from a grotesque, surrealistic painting.

      But this man wasn’t a painting. He had been alive.

      It was a sight I was never going to unsee.
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      “Kick the body off the tracks and start moving!”

      Theodore glared at me, then turned his furious eyes on the kitten in my arms.

      “And keep that thing away from me. I’m allergic to cats, for goodness’ sake.”

      Katy plucked the cat from my arms and deposited it gently behind the liquor cabinet, out of Theodore’s line of sight.

      Theodore’s face had turned a dark maroon and his hands were clenched into fists. If he could walk, I was sure he’d be stomping up and down the dining car.

      Now I understood why Dwayne and Robin had looked so relieved when I told them I would share the news with their boss.

      I knew his wrath would fall on his crew and I hated it when good, honest people trying to do their job got into trouble. I was a contractor and had more leeway. At least, I hoped.

      Tetyana and Katy flanked me in the dining car, as I tried to talk some sense into the mining baron.

      We had left Tank behind to keep an eye on the dead body. He’d only agreed to the job when we told him he could stand several yards away so he wouldn’t have to see the disfigurement. For a trained bodyguard, he was the biggest wimp of them all.

      Tetyana was sure the body was a “Mafia kill.”

      I had to agree.

      The dead man could have been a thug, a member of a local gang, or someone who had the misfortune to cross them. Either way, I wasn’t going to allow Theodore to treat a human corpse like roadkill. Billionaire or not, there was some basic decency I expected from my clients.

      “It’s a crime scene, Mr. Henry,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “If we’re going to move the body, we have to do it with care.”

      Theodore’s nostrils flared at my words. This was a man not used to disagreement, let alone anyone refusing to obey his commands.

      He didn’t know I’d faced much more formidable adversaries. I was well aware my five-foot petite frame made me look years younger and weaker than I truly was.

      I always got the opposite reaction my friends got when we met strangers.

      Katy’s height gave her an advantage. Given her buff, athletic built and her military crew cut, Tetyana intimidated most people. While she could be deadly and was trained to kill, they didn’t realize it was me they’d have to watch out for, if they ever crossed me, my friends, or my family.

      “We have to call the authorities first, Mr. Henry,” I said, keeping my voice firm and my gaze steady. “Before we move the body, we’ll have to take pictures, document as much as we can, and make sure we don’t mess with the evidence.”

      “What evidence?” shouted Connor, who’d been fuming on his side of the table. “What the heck are you going on about?”

      I turned to him.

      “This wasn’t an accident, Mr. McNamara. This wasn’t some lost hiker who’d stumbled onto the tracks and frozen to death. We’re miles from anywhere. That man was dressed in a suit and that body was embalmed. That tells us there’s more involved here than meets the eye.”

      “What are you now? The FBI?” snarled Connor. “Why don’t you shut up and get me another drink, wench.”

      I glared at the man. Tetyana took a step closer to him, her eyes so fiery, they’d have burned him to cinder if she could. With an irate hiss, Connor looked away.

      I knew his type.

      He was a bully until you stood up to him. Then, he turned into a coward.

      “Katy’s already calling the authorities,” I said. “As soon as we get their permission, we can start moving.”

      “If you think I’m going to stay stuck here while the stupid pigs from the nearest county figure out how to get here, you’re wrong,” said Theodore, jabbing a finger in the air, inches from my nose.

      “We need to be patient,” I said, not flinching.

      “I didn’t pay you to play cop, dammit!”

      “That no longer concerns me,” I said, suppressing the urge to slap this man down. “There’s a dead body on the tracks with a face mutilated beyond recognition. We can’t just toss him off and go on our merry way.”

      “I’ll be happy to kick him out myself,” mumbled Theodore while turning back to his drink, as if he’d given up the debate.

      A part of me felt bad.

      He was traveling to Seattle for cancer treatments, after all. He was stuck in a wheelchair with a potentially incurable disease, having to wait for everyone around him to help him out. That was probably weighing him down.

      But another part of me was sure he was being his usual egocentric and pompous self. I wasn’t about to take rushed action I’d regret later, however much he had promised to pay us.

      My eyes swept over his companions.

      Stella was sitting immobile in her chair, like she was glued to it. Her face remained expressionless. She hadn’t even blinked an eye when we came over to tell them about our discovery.

      Something was wrong with that woman. I wondered if she was also sick. Whatever it was, she was hiding it well.

      Doctor Wilson merely gazed at us with dull eyes. He was so infused in alcohol, I could almost see fumes emanating from the top of his head.

      He was an old friend of Theodore, but I still couldn’t help but wonder why the gold baron, who could afford any physician in the world, had hired a drunk for such an important treatment.

      Footsteps from the back kitchen made us all turn.

      It was Katy.

      “Asha,” she said as she appeared on the threshold, her mobile phone in her trembling hand. Her voice had notched up several octaves, like she was at the verge of panic.

      “All okay, Katy?” I asked.

      “There’s no cell phone reception,” she said, sounding out of breath. “Been walking up and down. Went all the way to the back and even tried the bathroom. Nothing.”

      She stared at me with wide eyes.

      Tetyana and I pulled our phones from our pockets while Connor and Theodore fumbled in their pockets for their mobiles as well. Stella sat still, like a statue, watching us.

      I looked at my phone in dismay. All the bars were red.

      No amount of clicking or swiping or even restarting the phone was going to do anything.

      “You’re right,” said Tetyana with a disgusted sniff. “Did you try outside?”

      “No,” said Katy. “I came to tell you first⁠—”

      Tetyana whirled around. “Lemme try.”

      She stomped out of the train carriage and pretty soon we saw her pacing along the tracks, holding her phone in the air.

      As we watched, a flash of light came from near Tetyana’s hand. She’d turned on the flashlight app.

      It was getting dark outside. I’d forgotten how quickly day turns to night in this region in spring.

      I stepped up to the window and waved. Tetyana shook her head.

      My stomach sank as I heard her shout through the window.

      “Negative reception!”

      “We’ll try the radio in the engine car,” I shouted back.

      She nodded. “I’ll go check on Tank,” she said, pointing in the direction of the cadaver on the tracks.

      In the distance, I could make the silhouette of Tank huddled in his overcoat as he stood under a pine tree, several yards away from the body.

      “Roger that,” I called out. “We’ll keep fort.”

      With a quick salute, Tetyana marched toward Tank.

      The sound of heavy footsteps from the front of the car made me turn. Someone was dragging their feet.

      It was Dwayne.

      He stopped and stared at his boss, like he was reassessing what he’d come to share.

      “Sir…” He swallowed hard.

      “Stop gawking like an idiot and get this thing moving!” shouted Theodore. “Do your damn job.”

      “But sir…”

      “What is it, Dwayne?” I asked.

      From his expression, there was something other than a dead body on the tracks that was bothering him. Dwayne’s eyes darted from Theodore to Connor, then to me and back.

      “What the hell’s wrong with you?” said Theodore. “Speak, man.”

      “Sir,” said Dwayne, withering under his boss’s glare. “The radio’s dead.”
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      Theodore slammed the table with his fist, making everyone jump.

      “What the hell do you mean it’s dead?” he shouted, his flinty eyes protruding. “I paid good money for this operation. Make it work!”

      “Sir,” said Dwayne, swallowing. “We’re in a dip, in the middle of a valley and it’s getting dark.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “SATCOM doesn’t work in these conditions and latitude, especially at this time of day.”

      “What about your backup radio?” I asked.

      Dwayne nodded, a somber expression on his face. “I need a clear line of sight for VHF to operate, and we’re nowhere near a tower or station.”

      “Why the heck didn’t you prepare for this, man?” shouted Theodore, his face turning red. “What do I pay you for?”

      The engineer gulped and looked like he wished he could melt into the floor.

      “It’s just that we don’t normally stop in the middle of nowhere like this, sir. This is highly irregular.”

      “Contingency planning,” yelled his boss, who appeared ready to explode. “Why didn’t you make one before we left? You should have known better than that!”

      I looked down at my phone. Those red bars on the top right-hand corner of my screen looked even more ominous.

      “What about the cellular networks?” I said. “There must be a tower in the vicinity?”

      Dwayne shook his head sadly. “We’re thirty miles from the nearest cell towers in both directions.”

      “What
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