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        Join FBI Agent Tanya Stone as she works undercover with her loyal German Shepherd partner, K9 Max. With help from her private investigator friends, Tanya hunts the serial killers lurking in Washington state’s wealthy seaside towns. But the killers may be closer and more dangerous than she realizes…
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        •	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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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this novel.

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

      You’re in the right place.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Happy reading.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

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

      PPS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, police officers, police procedurals, detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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        A cruel inheritance game. A killer thirsting for blood. Sometimes, it’s your own family who wants you dead.
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        It’s midnight. FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone and her K9 dog, Max, arrive at a private island to investigate a suspicious death.

        Tanya is undercover, on the trail of a vicious organized crime ring. What she doesn’t expect to find is the matriarch of the Kensington family has just shot herself in the head.

        Her blood-soaked face lies immobile on her gold-rimmed plate, red splatters on the sterling silver and pristine tablecloth.

        But a deadlier danger lurks in the shadows.

        A new terror rips through the mansion as a killer targets the remaining family members.

        One by one.

        Tanya fights off disturbing memories of her own mother’s brutal death to hunt the mysterious murderer.

        First, she’ll have to confront the liars, swindlers, and impostors, because everyone in this twisted house is hiding a dark secret.

        But one truth is chillingly clear.

        The killer will protect a horrific family secret by any means necessary.

        And their next targets are Tanya and Max…
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            Prologue - A Sudden Death in the Family

          

        

      

    

    
      “I invited you tonight to witness a death.”

      Honoree’s voice echoed through the dining hall of Kensington Manor.

      Shocked gasps swept across the long table.

      “Death?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Are you okay, Mother?”

      Honoree glared at her adult children and grandchildren.

      Her captive audience didn’t know she held a gun hidden in the folds of her Prada skirt. And they didn’t know the night would end in blood spilled across that pristine white tablecloth.

      The Kensington matriarch’s eyes turned cold and flinty. She was well aware of the power she held over her clan.

      “You’re all liars, swindlers, and leeches.”

      More gasps rose from the table, but no one spoke.

      The only sound in the room now was the crackle of the wood fire at the end of the hall. Honoree demanded the fire be stoked year round, even during the summer, and she always got what she wanted.

      In her hand-tailored silk gown, the ten-carat diamond necklace, and her silver hair pulled into an elegant swirl, Honoree Kensington looked like she was about to visit Buckingham Palace for tea. But everybody knew her handsome, lithe look and immaculate dress were clever disguises of her true, dark personality.

      Her eyes blazed in anger. “I know the real reason you came tonight.”

      Everyone turned away, too afraid to make eye contact.

      The family had just finished a seven-course gourmet feast. They had been expecting to sing a birthday song for the grand dame, in celebration of her seventieth.

      The aroma of wood fire mixed pleasantly with the remnants of the meal that had been served that evening. The atmosphere in the Kensington hall would have been congenial, if not for this unexpected turn of events.

      “You’re here because you want my money.”

      Her audience shifted in their seats. It was the uncomfortable truth no one wanted to admit.

      But one brave young man sat up and cleared his throat. His mother, seated next to him, pulled at his elbow in warning.

      Don’t say a word.

      But he had already opened his mouth.

      “We came home for your birthday, Grandmother, not to get beaten up like this.”

      The others whirled around to him, their eyes wide, incredulous he had said out loud what they had been thinking.

      Honoree’s face flushed a deep red.

      “You’re a criminal.” She glowered. “Every one of you. You’re thieves. You have made my life miserable, after all I’ve done for you. So now, it’s my turn to make your life hell.”

      Confused murmurs rippled around the table.

      “I don’t understand,” said a young man in a wheelchair. “Why are you doing this to us?”

      “We’re your family,” said the man who first spoke up. “We’re not strangers in your boardroom.”

      “We love you, Mother,” said a middle-aged woman in a meek voice.

      Honoree threw her head back and laughed.

      “You love me? Now that’s a joke!”

      Her family watched her with mouths open.

      “Honoree?”

      The female voice had come from the other end of the table. The blonde woman in the sunflower gown had been listening silently until now, but her flushed face said she’d had enough.

      “We have stuck together when things were tough. We have always protected each other. We’re blood sisters. You can’t treat⁠—”

      Honoree snapped her head around toward her.

      “You’re no sister of mine.” Her lips curled into a snarl. “I know what you did. You lying, cheating whore.”

      Her sister froze, like she couldn’t believe what she had heard. The whole family stared at her, stunned.

      The sound of an ominous click made everyone jump, but relief flooded their faces when they realized who it was.

      The Kensington Manor’s housekeeper and her husband were standing at the threshold of the hall, holding a silver tray between them. On it was a two-tiered Belgium chocolate cake with gold leaves and rose garlands.

      A celebrity baker had taken all day to create those perfect sugar roses. It was too much dessert for a party of seven and had cost an arm, but it was what Honoree had ordered.

      Mariposa and Rafael stepped into the hall gingerly, like they sensed the hostility in the air. The housekeeper turned to the matriarch with a nervous bow.

      “Your cake, Madame.”

      “Take that back to the kitchen.” Honoree’s voice was harder than steel. “Eat it. Give it away. Throw it in the dumpster. I no longer care. This party is over.”

      Rafael raised an eyebrow, but quickly rearranged his expression to an impassive butler’s look.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      With their heads bowed, the couple stepped backward through the entrance and gently shut the doors behind them. Honoree’s sister pushed her chair back and got up, like she’d had enough and was about to follow them out.

      “I have made a will,” announced Honoree.

      Honoree’s sister sat back down.

      All eyes turned to her, watching, waiting. No one dared to breathe. The air in the hall turned thick with anxious anticipation.

      “You think I’m just going to give it away to you all, don’t you? You can’t be more wrong.”

      A wry smile cut across Honoree’s face.

      “We’re going to play a game.” Her smile widened, like she was mocking them, gleaning pleasure from their fear. “Whoever finds my will gets everything. All you other fools get nothing.”

      A few faces went pale.

      Honoree raised her chin.

      “But the winner, if there will be one, will soon find out they won nothing at all.” She smirked. “I only wish I could live to see the game play out.”

      A woman in a pearl choker pursed her lips and dug her manicured nails into her armrests.

      “This is madness, Mother,” she spat out. “Are you feeling all right? Should we call Doctor⁠—”

      Honoree slammed her fist on the table.

      The crystal glass by her elbow crashed down, spraying vintage Dom Pérignon over the tablecloth.

      Those who had been sitting nearest to it pulled their chairs back in alarm. The champagne spilled over the edge of the table and onto the Persian rug.

      Suddenly, a babble of confused voices broke out.

      “You can’t do this to us!”

      “Why are you playing us like this?”

      “What in heaven’s name⁠—”

      Honoree raised her hand to quieten them.

      She scraped her chair back and unfurled herself to her full six-foot height with her heels.

      Everybody shrank back in horror and a stunned silence fell in the room.

      The chandelier light glinted on the black gun in Honoree’s hand.
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      “She’s got a gun!”

      The man in the wheelchair shouted.

      Everybody recognized the weapon.

      It was Honoree’s husband’s favorite antique pistol, the one he used at the firing range on weekends. That was before he died from lung cancer three years ago, leaving his tobacco empire to his wife.

      The fire crackled louder, as if to match the electrified tension in the air.

      “Fools,” snarled Honoree. “That’s what you all are. You have been the greatest misfortune to ever grace my home.”

      The flames leaped up and down the chimney, like an ominous warning of what was about to occur.

      Honoree raised her weapon and pointed the barrel at each member of her family, one by one. A primal fear surged through the hall like a black tsunami wave.

      Panicked shrieks filled the air.

      “Please don’t kill us!”

      “Have you gone mad?”

      “Stop this! Now!”

      People scrambled under the table. A few peeked over the edge as if to check if what they had seen was real.

      The young man who’d dared stand up to his grandmother first screamed from under the table.

      “Put that away! Right now!”

      Honoree didn’t glance at him.

      “You will start tonight,” she said, articulating each word slowly. “I wish you all a bloodied fight till the end.”

      With one final glare at her family, she put the gun to her forehead and pulled the trigger.

      The gunshot reverberated through the dining hall.

      A stunned silence fell over the room.

      Honoree Kensington swayed on her feet. The pistol slipped from her hand and fell to the rug. Her body crumpled and crashed onto the table, splattering blood over the silver and crystal.

      The doors banged open.

      Everyone whirled around in shock as if they had expected a monster, something, anything, to explain the horrific madness that had unraveled in front of their eyes.

      The housekeeper and her husband stopped in their tracks, mouths agape.

      Their employer was lying face-down at the head of the table with blood spooling from an open bullet wound. Her blood was mixing with the spilled champagne, and soaking into the tablecloth.

      Chaos erupted in the hall.

      “Someone do something!”

      “Nine-one-one! Call nine-one-one!”

      “What in heaven’s sake just happened?”

      “Oh, my Lord. Oh, my Lord,” wheezed the man in the wheelchair, a hand over his heart.

      The woman in the Chanel suit clutched her pearls. “She’s gone. She’s really gone.” She pulled on her necklace so tightly, the string broke, scattering the beads on the floor.

      Through all this chaos, one person sat in their chair, their eyes on Honoree Kensington’s bloodied head.

      That person had never moved, even when Honoree had pulled out her gun.

      And now, a small smile was creeping across their face.

      No one even noticed.
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      “Call yourself a cop? You’re a stupid tax collector!”

      FBI Special Agent Tanya Stone glared at the man through the bulletproof glass. He had been banging on the precinct counter for the past ten minutes.

      “I’m not paying a penny, you hear me?” he yelled.

      Tanya felt her blood rush to her face. She suppressed the urge to jump over and slam him on the counter.

      Is this what I trained for? I fought in combat so I could deal with parking violators?

      She reached to her throat and touched her Ukrainian sunflower pendant. It was a small gesture, but it calmed her whenever she felt her emotions rise.

      Her K9 had the right idea.

      The big brown German Shepherd was pretending to sleep by the door that separated the precinct’s offices from the reception area, ignoring the human going ballistic on the other side. Max was resting his furry head on his paws, but Tanya noticed one eye remained open.

      He was ready for anything, as usual.

      “I was parked legally,” yelled the ornery man, spittle flying from his mouth. He wagged an angry finger at Tanya. “What about the gangs, and the drugs, and the terrorists, huh? Why don’t you go after real criminals instead of attacking us regular civilians?”

      His face turned such a deep red, Tanya wondered if he was on the verge of a heart attack.

      For what? A parking ticket?

      She had far more pressing cases to deal with.

      The man didn’t know the woman he was shaking a fist at was an undercover federal agent, working as a contractor for the Black Rock police team.

      “Mr. James?”

      The deep male voice came from behind Tanya. Her heart skipped a beat, but she kept her face stoic.

      Jack Bold, Black Rock’s young chief of police, walked over to the front counter. He normally looked buff and sharp in his uniform, but today, his forehead was lined, his eyes were bloodshot, and his shoulders slumped.

      The precinct was severely short staffed that week, which is why Tanya and Jack were left to deal with petty parking violations.

      Jack stepped up and leaned across the counter.

      “We don’t make up these rules, Mr. James,” he said in his voice reserved for unreasonable citizens. “These are municipal bylaws. Personally, I don’t care if you pay, but the city will come after you. The mayor⁠—”

      “Mayor Bailey can go to hell!” The man thumped his fist on the counter. “That jackass⁠—”

      A gunshot rang through the air.

      The man jumped a foot high and grabbed his chest.

      Max scrambled to his feet, whirled around, and let out a volley of angry barks.

      Jack yanked the door handle, his sidearm in his hand. Before Tanya could say anything, Max darted through the opening.

      “Heel, Max!” hollered Tanya as she dashed toward the main entrance.

      She and Jack surveyed the outside, their weapons at the ready. Except for two parked squad cars and the lone vehicle of their unhappy customer, the front of the precinct was empty.

      “No! Justin!”

      The terrified scream came from the back of the building.

      Tanya swiveled around, her adrenaline spiking.

      “It’s Stacey!”

      She pulled the front door open.

      “No! No!” came Stacey’s horrified voice again. “Someone help!”

      Jack and Tanya bolted out and ran along the wall toward the back of the building, their weapons drawn, their backs taut, and their shoulders tight.

      Max kept in step with Tanya, his body close to her legs, like he had been trained.

      A sense of dread whipped through Tanya’s stomach as she approached the end of the wall. Stacey was a paramedic. For her to get so hysterical, something terrible had to have happened.

      When they reached the edge of the wall, Tanya slammed back and scanned the mostly empty city parking lot behind the precinct. It was where Stacey and Justin normally parked their ambulance during breaks.

      Stacey was standing by the vehicle, staring at something inside, shaking hard.

      The sound of a car engine came from a nearby street, but she was alone in the lot.

      Jack swiveled his head, sweeping the parking lot for the shooter.

      “See anyone?”

      Tanya shook her head. “Negative.”

      “Let’s go!”
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      Tanya and Jack dashed toward Stacey.

      Stacey whirled around and gestured wildly. “Justin’s gonna die!”

      Tanya yanked the driver’s side door open, her heart hammering.

      The younger paramedic was slumped over the steering wheel, one hand on his chest. His blood was splattered all over the ambulance’s dashboard.

      “Justin?” called out Tanya, her heart in her mouth. “Justin?”

      His eyes were closed, but his hands were trembling.

      Jack darted to the passenger door and jumped inside, making the vehicle rock.

      “Still breathing,” he said, leaning over to Justin. “Shot went above the heart. That should be good news.”

      Tanya spun around to face Stacey.

      “We need a Stop-the-Blood kit.”

      Stacey stared at her like she didn’t understand.

      “Get it! Now!”

      As if she'd got an electric shock, the senior paramedic jumped. She spun around and ran to the back of the ambulance.

      “I need a pressure bandage!” yelled Jack.

      Tanya holstered her weapon and started removing Justin’s shirt. Using his clothing as a makeshift gauze, she pressed her hand against his wound.

      Jack whirled around and grabbed the first-aid kit from Stacey.

      “I’m so sorry,” blubbered Stacey, wiping tears from her cheeks. “I don’t know what happened. I wanted to do something… Why would anyone do this to Justin? Is he going to be okay?”

      “He’s alive,” said Jack. “What happened?”

      “I went… I went to get us drinks. He was doing paperwork. I just came out the back door with our coffees when I… I heard the shot.”

      “Who was it?”

      “I didn’t see.” Stacey’s voice rose like she was about to have a panic attack. “I wasn’t paying attention…. I was so shocked to see him…”

      “Did you see anything?” Jack’s voice had hardened.

      “All I could think of was… Justin….” Stacey’s face scrunched like she was on the verge of bursting into tears. “I didn’t know what was going on. I started running… I’m so sorry.”

      She broke down sobbing, covering her face with her hands.

      “It’s okay, hun,” called out Tanya. “You were in shock. It can happen to anyone.”

      Jack ripped the first-aid kit open and plucked a gauze out of its plastic wrapping. Tanya grabbed it and placed it on Justin’s chest.

      She leaned close to him.

      “Hey, buddy. You’re doing fine. Stay with us.”

      Justin’s eyes remained closed, but a twitch of his fingers told her he was listening.

      It’s a miracle he’s still breathing, thought Tanya.

      Jack pulled the pressure bandage out and turned to the injured man.

      “Hey, buddy? This is going to hurt, but it will help, okay?”

      Jack whipped his head around to look for Stacey. She was still standing by the vehicle on his side, looking helpless, like any mother would to see their only child injured badly.

      “Stacey? I need you to get Dr. Chen now.”

      This time, Stacey didn’t hesitate. She raced toward the precinct, her phone to her ear.

      Jack leaped out of the vehicle.

      “The stretcher! We need to get him out of here and into the clinic asap.”

      The ambulance bounced up and down as Jack rooted around the back for the equipment.

      A low moan came from Justin.

      Tanya put an arm around his shoulder as she applied pressure on his wound with her other hand. She blinked away the tears brimming in her eyes.

      “Stay with me, Justin,” she whispered hoarsely. “You’re doing fine. Stay awake. Do you hear me?”

      He moaned in reply.

      Tanya held him close. All she could think was Justin was a paramedic who saved lives. He was twenty-one. Just a kid. The nicest guy. Always ready with a silly joke and a friendly smile.

      Why would anyone shoot him?

      Suddenly, Justin turned his head. He opened his lips and closed them.

      “Don’t move,” said Tanya.

      His head lolled to the side and fell against her shoulder. His chest was heaving harder and his breath was getting raspier.

      Tanya held on to him, trying to calm her own heart down. A sob caught in her throat.

      Please don’t die on me.
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      A loud bark made Tanya look up.

      A whirl of brown fur was rushing across the parking lot, toward the ambulance.

      Max!

      She had been so engrossed with Justin, she had forgotten to check on her K9. Max had darted off to the back road where they’d heard the car engine, and was now returning to the scene.

      Justin lifted his head again and moaned. Tanya turned her attention back to him.

      “Stay still.”

      Justin blinked and swallowed hard.

      He needs water.

      She scanned the inside of the ambulance.

      Justin’s head wobbled as he struggled to keep it upright. Then, to her surprise, he reached out with a shaky hand and clutched her arm. He opened his mouth to speak.

      She leaned in closer.

      “What is it, Justin?”

      He squeezed her arm.

      “Mom, Mom… She….”

      It was a croaked whisper, mingled with gurgles from the blood pooling in his mouth.

      Tanya’s brow furrowed.

      Did he say mom?

      In her undercover role, she had made it her mission to learn as much as she possibly could about the people in the town.

      As far as she knew, Justin didn’t have a family. Everybody thought he had been an orphan in the foster care system all his childhood. He never wanted to talk about his past, so no one pressed him.

      Stacey and her husband, George, had adopted him unofficially into their family when he was only fourteen. He had even taken their last name, Richardson, and had become the son they’d never had. And soon after, he’d become the younger brother to everyone in the precinct.

      But Tanya had never heard him address Stacey or George as Mom and Dad. He used their first names, like everyone else did.

      She leaned closer and whispered. “Do you mean Stacey, hun?”

      “No…”

      “Who then, Justin?”

      Before he could answer, Jack popped his head through the open door.

      “Let’s get him out!” he hollered, bringing the stretcher toward the driver’s side.

      A door banged. Tanya looked up. Two figures emerged from the back of the precinct and started running over. One was a petite woman in a lab coat.

      Dr. Chen.

      Tanya breathed a sigh of relief.

      “The perp knew their target,” said Jack as they laid Justin on the stretcher. “This wasn’t an accident.”

      He placed Justin’s hands on his thighs so they wouldn’t dangle while they carried him.

      “Given the angle of the shot, I’d say he was looking directly at the shooter,” said Tanya.

      Justin’s chest heaved. He gurgled for a second before his head moved to the side. Then he fell still.

      “Justin!” cried Stacey, falling to her knees by the stretcher.

      Dr. Chen pushed her away.

      “I need him at the surgery. Now!”

      Tanya leaned over to bring the stretcher up, when Dr. Chen blocked her with her arm.

      “You want to spread that all over the place? You’re risking an infection.”

      Tanya stared at her blood-soaked hands and shirt. She had been so busy working on Justin, she hadn’t realized how much of his blood had got on her.

      The doctor waved her away.

      “Go wash yourself. I don’t have time for more patients. Not today.”

      She signaled to Jack and Stacey to pick up the stretcher. Carrying Justin between them, they followed the physician to the clinic located next to the police building.

      Tanya stayed by the ambulance, staring at their disappearing backs. She was still reeling from what had happened, and wanted nothing more than to know if Justin would be okay.

      Dr. Chen never talked to people. She barked orders and demanded everyone listen. She had transferred over from Crescent Bay to fill Black Rock’s empty medical examiner position, so Tanya was just getting to know her.

      Max, who had been sitting faithfully by her feet, whined. He barked once, as if to say, how come we’re not going with them?

      “The doctor’s right, bud,” said Tanya, wishing she could give him a treat. “I’ve got to clean up before I go to the clinic.”

      She surveyed the ambulance. The shooter had taken a clean shot through the driver’s side window, but they had been several yards away, or that bullet would have gone through Justin.

      Was it Stacey?

      Tanya’s brain buzzed.

      Stacey would never do something like this. Plus, Justin had become part of her family.

      Then again, most times it wasn’t strangers—it was your own family that wanted you dead.

      Tanya let out a heavy sigh.

      After witnessing her mother get killed and her brother snatched away to a torture camp, she’d had to fight to survive. Trust was a currency she no longer had.

      “Stacey looked devastated,” she said out aloud, looking down at her pup. “I can’t see her doing⁠—”

      She stopped as she spotted something on the ground in between Max’s paws. He got up and pushed it toward her with his nose.

      Tanya kneeled next to her pup.

      “What’s this, bud?”

      She reached into her belt and plucked out a pair of gloves. Pulling one over her right hand, she picked up the crumpled note.

      “Where did you find this? In the parking lot? On the road outside?”

      Max licked her face in reply. Tanya shook her head, wishing, not for the first time, that her dog could talk.

      Using her gloved hand, she unfolded the paper.

      There was only one line printed on the note. Tanya whispered the words as she read it.

      You’re not welcome back. You never deserved your family.
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      “She held a gun to her head and fired.”

      Jack spoke, shaking his head in disbelief.

      Tanya threw her hands in the air. “Justin’s fighting for his life and you’re sending me on an administrative job?”

      “Every time we get a nine-one-one call and a dead body, we have to investigate,” said Jack.

      “It was a suicide.”

      “It’s procedure.”

      “You need to hire more deputies, Chief Bold.” Tanya spoke in a sharper tone than she intended.

      “Lopez and Fox are still stuck at the training camp. Until that darned hurricane clears and the Orlando airport reopens, we’ll need to get by for another day or two.”

      Jack’s face was haggard, making him look years older than his thirty-five.

      “I know I hired you as a contractor, but you’ve proven yourself,” he said, his voice strained. “Whatever work you did in the past has given you a set of skills more valuable than any local cop. I can’t pay you more, but I’m asking for your help.”

      “I don’t need more money,” snapped Tanya. “I hate wasting time. I want to find out who shot Justin, not run off to a rich family’s private island to take statements about a suicide.”

      “Someone’s got to do the job, and you’re all I’ve got.”

      “What about that weird note Max found?” said Tanya. “I don’t think it’s a random piece of paper that floated over. Someone dropped it in the parking lot. It could have been the shooter.”

      “The note is with the state forensic lab. They’ll investigate and send us a report.”

      “They’ll investigate?”

      “You said it yourself. We need help. I wrangled two junior state troopers as well. They’re supposed to arrive tomorrow. Thank goodness Chief Baptiste owes me one, or we’d be in more trouble.”

      Jack leaned against his desk and crossed his arms.

      “There’s nothing we can do for Justin right now, Stone. Dr. Chen’s taking care of him. Let her do her job.”

      “Taking care are big words. The woman has no bedside manners.”

      “She’s the best physician around here. Sheriff Adams isn’t happy she left Crescent Bay, but boy, am I glad to have her,” said Jack. “If anyone can save him, it’s her.”

      He stepped up to the corkboard on his office wall and pulled out a coffee-stained, home-printed brochure. He handed it to her.

      “There’s a small ferry by the pier that gives folks lifts to the islands around the bay. The captain doesn’t have a usual route to Kensington Island, but if you ask nicely, he should take you.”

      Tanya raised a brow. “How does the family get around if they don’t have a regular ferry to the island?”

      Jack gave her a knowing look. “You’ll see when you get there.”

      “How long is this going to take?”

      “Fifteen minutes to get to the island on a good weather day like today. An hour to take statements from the family, and another fifteen to return, tops.”

      “Two hours of valuable time.”

      Jack raised his tired eyes at her.

      “Mayor Bailey is a friend of this family, and he’s already raising a ruckus. If we don’t take care of this now, he’ll be on our case. If that happens, trust me, we won’t get any work done.”

      “So, that’s why you’re pushing me.” Tanya glared at the chief. “If I hear that man’s name one more time today, I’ll⁠—”

      “Don’t even think of it.” Jack’s voice turned a notch harder. “He’s the reason I can afford to hire you. I’m not an independently elected county sheriff. I work for the mayor and the council, and that means you do as well, Stone. Please remember that.”

      Tanya sighed and flipped the brochure open.

      “The captain needs twenty-four hours’ notice to take your car,” said Jack. “I don’t think that boat can take more than a couple of vehicles to be honest, so I’d suggest leaving your Jeep at the pier’s parking lot. You can go aboard as a foot passenger.”

      “Won’t I need my car on the island?”

      “You can walk from one end of the island to the other in half an hour.” He glanced at his watch. “Might want to hurry. If you leave now, you’ll be back in no time to help with the investigation.”

      Before Tanya could respond, she felt a buzz in her cargo pants’ pocket.

      She had two phones.

      One number was public and registered to her name. She had shared this with the local police chief, his deputies, and anyone who needed it in Black Rock. No one knew of her second mobile. It was a burner cell issued by the FBI headquarters in Seattle.

      This secret phone was the one buzzing.

      “All right, Kensington Island, here I come,” said Tanya, before turning around to leave. “Come on, Max. We’ve got a job to do, bud.”

      She marched out of the precinct and into the parking lot with her dog at her heels. The buzz in her pocket stopped, but started again almost immediately. Whoever it was, they were insistent.

      Tanya’s heart beat a tick faster.

      Every number that called her burner cell showed up as restricted. So, she never knew if it was one of her colleagues from Seattle, her immediate boss, or even the FBI director, Susan Cross, who phoned from time to time about urgent matters.

      Tanya made sure she was inside her Jeep before she pulled the burner phone out.

      No one in Black Rock knew she was working undercover for the feds, and she wanted to keep it that way.

      She clicked the green button and took the call.
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      “Where the hell have you been, Agent Stone?” came a crusty male voice.

      Tanya closed her eyes for a second to summon enough patience for this call.

      “Good Morning, Ray.”

      The ultimate doppelgänger for Morgan Freeman, Ray Jackson was also the opposite in personality.

      He was an embittered old man who was tired of people, and didn’t hesitate to show it. Having lost his family to a serial killer several years ago, he had retired to a small ranch near Black Rock, where he raised goats and read science fiction novels.

      Though he had left the FBI a decade ago, the current director considered him a mentor. As Susan Cross’s business confidante, Tanya suspected, he was still on the bureau’s payroll, though he pretended he wasn’t.

      “I’m on my way to catch a ferry,” said Tanya. “I don’t have time to chat, Ray, unless this is urgent.”

      “Your boss has a job for you,” said Ray, who seemed in a worse mood than usual.

      Tanya’s heart ticked faster. “Director Cross?”

      “Yes, the big boss. She wants you to find your way into Grimwood Estate.”

      “Did you find something?”

      “We have our suspicions but no evidence. None we can take to the courts, anyway.”

      “What do you need from me?”

      “Your mission will be to get inside and siphon as much intelligence as you can. We need to know what they have inside those walls. Who lives there? What operations are they running, if any? Who has come in and out over the past month?”

      Tanya frowned.

      How am I supposed to do that?

      “Get the local police chief to send you on an errand,” said Ray, as if reading her mind. “Tell them you got complaints about their security guards mistreating delivery folk. Or you got privacy complaints about their surveillance equipment and you just want to ask a few questions. Use your imagination.”

      In the back seat, Max whined as if to say can we go for a ride now? Tanya merely stared ahead, her mind elsewhere.

      After she had cleaned up and changed her shirt, all she had wanted was to race into the clinic to see how Justin was doing. That was before Jack had cornered her and handed her an administrative task on Kensington Island. And now Ray Jackson had a mission for her.

      But this was harder to ignore.

      “Ray, one of my colleagues at the precinct got shot in the chest an hour ago.” Tanya spoke slowly, her mind whirling with images of the young paramedic’s head lying on her shoulder, his blood on her hands. “Right now, I need to find out who attacked him.”

      “Heard the news.” Ray sighed. “You’re getting too close to them. Didn’t I tell you not to get involved with the locals? These people can take care of themselves. Remember who you work for.”

      “This is my job.” Tanya clenched her jaws. “I can’t just go off, inquiring about noise complaints right now. If I go rogue, Jack will get suspicious. If he finds out my real identity, he’ll fire me. Then, what?”

      “Figure it out,” snapped Ray.

      “We have a brief window of time before the evidence disappears or gets wiped. I’ll wrangle my way into Grimwood as soon as I’m done here. Please don’t ask me to leave this case and let the shooter get away with it.”

      “I was a rookie undercover a long time ago, so I know what you’re going through.” Ray’s voice had softened. “But I can’t solve all your problems for you. That’s why you went to Quantico and got your badge, Padawan.”

      “But—”

      “I’m only a messenger. And I’ve done my job.”

      Before Tanya could reply, the phone clicked.

      Ray Jackson had hung up.

      With a resigned sigh, Tanya glanced down at the ferry brochure on her lap. As Jack had mentioned, there were no scheduled trips to Kensington Island.

      She opened a browser on her phone and punched in her destination.

      A black-and-white image of an expansive mansion stared back at her. She scanned the article, her eyes widening to learn this was the only photo of the manor. The public and journalists had been banned from the island for over five decades.

      Tanya put her phone away and turned the Jeep’s engine, her mind swirling like a gale. The strange note Max had found by the ambulance flashed to mind.

      You’re not welcome back. You never deserved your family.

      She put the car in gear and pulled out.

      “Was it meant for Justin?” she whispered to herself. “What does family mean?”

      In the backseat, Max heard her mutter to herself, and whined in reply. Tanya usually talked back to her pup, but that note whirled in her head, challenging her.

      Maybe Stacey had something to do with it. She is family, and she was the one who found him….

      Tanya turned onto the main road and headed toward the pier.

      Everyone considered the senior paramedic to be the nicest person in town, the good Samaritan who’d visit people in hospital, cooked meals for homebound seniors, and volunteered at every Christmas charity function during her time off.

      Stacey and George had taken in a lost teenage orphan from the street.

      Who does that? Good people. Stacey couldn’t have had anything to do with this….

      Tanya swallowed hard, recalling a lesson she’d learned during her combat days.

      Never assume. That’s what gets you killed.
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      “Over my dead body,” snapped the old man.

      “This is police business,” said Tanya.

      “Do I look like I care?”

      The ferry captain was sitting on an ancient oak barrel, tying a marine rope into a ball.

      His white hair poked out of a peaked cap that looked as old as he was. His wrinkled face was kind, but there was a stubbornness to it that said he didn’t tolerate people, especially strangers.

      Tanya sighed.

      Another crusty Ray Jackson type. Why do I keep attracting them?

      His ferry was more of a barge than a boat. It had enough space for two vehicles but no cover for foot passengers. Tanya wished she could jump in, but the captain didn’t look like he’d appreciate an unwanted passenger.

      “That island is cursed,” he said, not looking up from his task.

      “Cursed?” said Tanya. “How?”

      “Last time I stepped on that gawdforsaken island,” he said, his voice dry, “the man fired at me.”

      “The man?”

      “Mister Charles Kensington.”

      Holding on to the boat’s railing, Tanya planted one foot quietly on the barge.

      “You’re not a fan of the Kensington family, I gather?”

      “Can’t stand them.”

      She sized the captain up. An old salt. Likely a loner and probably widowed a long time ago. He preferred his routines. And here she was, an out-of-towner asking him to do something he didn’t want to.

      “Is everyone afraid of Charles Kensington?” said Tanya, her curiosity overcoming her, despite her mind roiling with worries of Justin.

      “Died three years ago or thereabouts,” said the ferry driver. “Lung cancer. Served him right too. He made his money from his tobacco empire. When you profit off other people’s suffering, it’s gonna come back to you one day.”

      He lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes.

      “What is it you young people say these days? Karma is a…?”

      “What about Mrs. Kensington?” said Tanya. “The one who died last night.”

      “That woman was a terror. The devil’s daughter herself.” The captain crossed himself. “Good riddance, I say. No way, am I going over to that infernal island.”

      Tanya kept her face straight. This was going to be harder than she’d thought.

      The screech of a seagull made her look up. The sky was clear, and the ocean was calm. It would have been a pleasant morning for a boat ride, if the day’s events hadn’t darkened her thoughts.

      Two hours. She clenched her jaws. That’s all I need to get this stupid job done.

      “Any idea why this woman would kill herself in front of her family?” said Tanya.

      “Rich people do funny things for funny reasons.” The captain shook his head. “Now, if you told me she massacred her entire family, I wouldn’t have blinked. But shoot herself in the head? Never thought I’d live to see the day.”

      Max, who had been investigating every nook and cranny of the quay, trotted over. He sneezed a hello at the captain and started sniffing the barge.

      The old man’s eyes lit up.

      “What a good-looking boy.”

      He reached over the railing and patted Max on the head. Max licked his hand. A slow smile cracked on the captain’s face.

      “What’s he trained for?”

      “Search and rescue,” said Tanya. “Lost people and cadavers, mostly.”

      “I had one like him, once. A yard dog. Not trained, but a good pup.”

      Tanya perked up. Maybe there was a way to convince him after all.

      “You had a German Shepherd?”

      “Alaskan Malamute. He was bigger than my little wife, but he was such a sweet pup. Gentle like a baby.”

      Max wagged his tail and licked the man’s hand, like he understood what he was saying.

      “Oooh, look at you.” The captain bent down and scratched Max’s ears.

      “We got him when he was a wee one. It broke my heart the day he passed.” The man lifted his wrinkled eyes at Tanya. “Told my wife I’d never get another, because no one can replace Major.”

      “That’s a good name for a⁠—”

      Before Tanya could stop him, Max jumped onto the barge, his tail swooshing back and forth. The ferry driver cackled as he hunched down to rub the dog’s back.

      “You’re a good doggo, aren’t you, my boy? I tell you, I’d trust you more than I’d ever trust a human.”

      Max whined in reply, his tongue lolling, happy to get this attention.

      “Sir?” Tanya called out. “Would you take me and my dog to the island, please?”

      She pulled out her wallet, plucked a hundred-dollar bill out, and waved it in the air. As soon as he saw the money, the old man’s smile turned into a scowl.

      “You think you can bribe me?” he scoffed.

      “Not a bribe. An… incentive…”

      Tanya quickly slipped the bill back in her pocket.

      Great. Now I’ve offended him.

      With a drawn-out groan, the captain got to his feet and turned around. He shuffled toward the open cockpit with Max trotting along with him, like he’d known the man all his life.

      Tanya frowned, wondering if she should call Max, when the ferry engine spluttered to life. It revved up, creating waves in the back.

      Tanya leaped onto the deck.

      Without a glance back to see if she had landed inside the boat, the driver pulled away from the pier. The waves of the Pacific Ocean lapped against the barge, tilting the boat from side to side.

      Tanya grabbed on to a wooden beam to balance herself.

      “Where are we heading?” she called out, but the barge’s engine drowned her voice.

      The boat gathered speed as it headed out to the open sea. With one hand on the railing, she stumbled onto the nearest wooden bench and plopped down.

      She watched the growing wake behind them, but her mind whirled with worries of Justin.

      She hadn’t heard any news, but Dr. Chen wasn’t one to take interruptions lightly, especially when she was in the middle of surgery. Tanya knew she had to wait until someone called.

      A pair of seagulls swooped over her head. She ducked and peered at the open sky. A small cloud was drifting across the sun, like a Pac-Man eating it, bite by bite.

      The two hours she’d planned were stretching to infinity now.

      She glanced at the bow. Max was inside the cockpit, seated on a wooden bench next to the captain. The captain’s weathered hands gripped the wheel of the small boat with the expertise of someone who had been doing this job for decades.

      Every few minutes, he took one hand off the wheel to pat Max on the head. Max wagged his tail in response.

      At least one of us is enjoying the ride.

      If there was one thing Tanya could depend on was her pup’s doggy instincts. If he trusted someone, she knew she could too. But she wondered if they were heading to her destination.

      Or someplace else.
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      Max barked up front.

      Tanya turned toward the bow and squinted.

      They were approaching a small island that stood alone in the wide open sea.

      The barge swayed from side to side as it chugged closer to the land mass. Holding on to the nearest beam, Tanya got to her feet to get a better look.

      They had left Black Rock ten minutes ago, but she could already make out the sprawling mansion on the islet.

      Kensington Manor.

      The house was a mirror image of what she had seen in that online article. It was like time had slowed down on the island. Or had stopped altogether.

      The house stood on a large verdant estate, enveloped by an overgrown rainforest. The evergreen trees looked like sentients protecting the building from outsiders, or hiding something inside they didn’t want anyone to see.

      A shiver went down Tanya’s back. Something about that house made her feel uneasy.

      The boat was edging toward a protected cove on the east side. Its emerald green waters glistened under the sun, belying the island’s family tragedy.

      Tanya stepped toward the bow, holding on to the railing.

      They were entering a tiny lake through an inlet that connected it to the ocean. On the far end of the cove was a waterfall that streamed from the woods above. Tall fir trees huddled around the lake, their tops swaying to the ocean breeze.

      Tanya stepped up to the cockpit and smiled at her pup, who thumped his tail on the bench. The driver kept his eyes ahead, peering over the wheel, focused on his job. Either that, or he was ignoring her.

      “Thank you, Captain,” said Tanya.

      He pointed at the lake. “See that pretty little waterfall over there?”

      Tanya nodded.

      “That’s a good spot to sit and ponder about life.” The captain shot her a side glance. “Some say there’s a nice loot of treasure buried by that fall.”

      “Okay,” said Tanya, trying to suppress an eye roll, but failing.

      “You’d do well to listen to an old man who knows what he’s talking about.”

      An old man who can spin a good yarn.

      “You told me you never come here,” she said.

      “Only when the entire family is out of town, which doesn’t happen often these days.” He paused. “You have to admit this is a pretty getaway.”

      “You told me the island is cursed.”

      “It is. But only when the family’s in the house.”

      “So, you’re saying the family is cursed, but the island is fine?”

      The captain scrunched his eyes, but kept his hands on the wheel as he navigated the boat through the inlet.

      “First time I came here was ages ago. The day my wife died.”

      Tanya blinked. She hadn’t expected that.

      “I didn’t know what to do with myself,” said the captain. “I almost…. I sat in my boat and listened to that waterfall, and decided she’d want me to keep going.”

      Everybody has a story, thought Tanya, feeling humbled. I just need to listen.

      She shifted her gaze to the waterfall at the far end and watched it roll over the edge of the precipice and splash into the lake. Even from where they were, she could see the ripples it created on the lake’s surface.

      It would have been an enchanting, sentimental place, if she hadn’t felt a sense of foreboding come over her.

      “I shouldn’t be bad-mouthing these folk,” said the captain, as he slowed the engine. “They’ve had more than their share of bad luck, themselves.”

      “Like what?” said Tanya, turning to him.

      “The granddaughter hung herself about two years or so ago. A wee slip of a girl. Only eighteen, I think. Terrible waste of a bright life. She worked for the Black Rock Adoption Agency. Nicest of the lot, and now she’s gone.”

      He shook his head and crossed himself.

      “One of Charles’ sons-in-laws died ’bout nine years back, from a car crash. He worked for the family firm and smoked like a chimney. Every time he took my ferry, he’d lit one up, even after I told him this is a no-smoking boat. Like I said, these people have no respect for the rest of us.”

      Tanya wrinkled her forehead.

      “Why did Charles Kensington shoot at you?”

      The ferry driver chuckled.

      “He hated intruders. All I was doing was helping Mrs. Kensington with her bags. Her husband came out with his hunting rifle, but missed. Maybe it was a warning shot. I dropped ’em bags and ran back to my boat. Never took off as fast in my life, I tell you. I never came here after that.”

      “Except to ponder about life by the waterfall when no one’s around.”

      “Aye. Don’t tell anyone.”

      “So, this is a very private family, huh?”

      The captain turned to Tanya, his wizened eyes boring into hers. “Will you take a word of advice from an old geezer?”

      Tanya raised her eyebrows.

      “You’re an outsider,” he said. “They won’t want you here. Just give me the word and I’ll turn around. I’ll take you back to the mainland. It’s safer there.”

      Tanya shook her head. “I work for the Black Rock police precinct. This is official business and they know I’m coming.”

      “You think you can flash your badge and ask smart questions? Even if you had one of ’em special FBI badges, they’ll kick you out before you open your mouth.”

      Tanya bit her tongue.

      He didn’t know it, but she had one of ’em special badges. It was tucked inside a high-security safe on Ray Jackson’s ranch.

      The driver turned his attention back to the front. They were heading toward a wooden wharf on the side of the lake. Docked to the pilings was a fifty-foot luxury yacht, a speedboat, a trio of bright-colored kayaks, and a cute sailboat.

      That’s how this family gets in and out, thought Tanya with a wry smile. A yacht, a speedboat, and a sailboat. Do they have a helipad on this island too?

      At the very end of the dock was a steep ramp for vehicles to disembark from the ferry. It joined a narrow pathway which cut across the grounds.

      This little lake must be deep, thought Tanya as they chugged past the yacht.

      The boat lurched forward as it hit a rubber buoy, and Tanya grabbed a pillar to steady herself. Sensing their arrival, Max jumped down from the bench and wagged his tail, like he couldn’t wait to get on land again.

      “Hang on, big boy,” said the ferry driver as he maneuvered the barge alongside the ramp. He picked up a rope and leaned over to wrap it around a mooring cleat on the dock.

      Max leaped onto the ramp and trotted off, his nose to the ground, like he was excited to explore this unfamiliar territory.

      “Appreciate the ride, Captain,” said Tanya. “I’m happy to pay⁠—”

      “Go do your job,” said the captain with a dismissive wave. “I’ll be back in an hour to pick you up. I’m not bringing body bags, you hear me? Stay safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      Tanya jumped out of the boat to follow Max, when her phone rang. She glanced at her cell phone’s screen.

      Dr. Chen.

      Her heart missed a beat.

      Please be okay
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"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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