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      Dear Reader,

      

      Thank you for picking up this omnibus novel collection.

      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.

      You get three mystery crime thrillers in one, with the epilogues for each story included. These three books are the first books in each of my main thriller series and are set in the same story universe with the same characters.

      These three series are now complete.

      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 Rebel Reader club.

      Happy reading. Enjoy the ride.

      Tikiri

      Vancouver, Canada

      

      PS: I’m a Canadian gal who went to international schools and universities around the world, so British English slips into my writing. My editors tidy it up with American spelling because most of my readers live in the USA, but a few words sneak in. It’s my small quirk. Sorry!
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      Tropes you’ll find in this mystery thriller series include: female protagonists, women sleuths, police officers, police procedurals, detectives, serial killers, small towns, dark secrets, family lies and deceptions, plot twists, shocking endings, missing people, creepy cabins, fast-paced action, vigilante justice, crime, murder, kidnappings, revenge, intrigue, and psychological suspense.
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      There are no explicit sex, heavy cursing, or graphic violence in my books. There are, however, a closed circle of suspects, twists and turns, and psychological suspense.
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      NO DOG IS EVER HARMED IN MY BOOKS. But the villains always are…
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            Her Deadly End

          

        

      

    

    
      Paradise Cove is the perfect vacation getaway. So, FBI Agent Tanya Stone thinks...
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      Until a Porsche slams into the café where she and her detective friends are enjoying a morning coffee. To their horror, the driver shoots a man dead. Then, she turns the gun on herself next.

      The sheriff is quick to call it a case of extreme road rage, but Tanya realizes not all is well in this idyllic small town. The sinister secret behind this brutal crime lies buried deep in the nearby woods. But no one wants to see the truth. 

      With the help of her friends and her K9 partner, Max, Tanya becomes obsessed with unraveling the deadly mystery. But the more lies she exposes, the more dangerous it is to stay in town. 

      A serial killer is hiding in plain sight, watching her…
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      There’s an intruder in my room!

      Eveline Hart stared into the darkness, her heart thumping hard. Dread crawled through her body.

      Where’s my gun?

      It was still dark outside. The backlit clock on the bedroom wall said it was five thirty in the morning. The windows were shut. Condensation had formed ghostly patterns on the glass.

      A rustle in the far corner of the room made her freeze.

      She wanted to raise her head, but her body had turned to lead. It was like someone had drugged her.

      Did I forget my pills last night? Didn’t the doctor say it was going to be rough the first night back? Am I hallucinating?

      The rustle came again. Like someone was shifting in position.

      That was real.

      Eveline tried to cry out, but her throat constricted.

      A sliver of pale light from the waning moon streamed through her lace curtains. Her eyes widened as she spotted the shadow in the corner by her antique armoire.

      The shadow moved.

      She glimpsed his face. It had been painted in combat colors. The moonlight fell on a gloved hand. It glinted on the sharp edge of a knife.

      Eveline gasped in horror.

      How did he get in?

      She wanted to scream for help, but no one would hear her. She lived alone in a large house at the end of a cul-de-sac in a quiet neighborhood.

      A neighborhood that was supposed to be safe.

      Her phone was in her bedstand drawer and her handgun was in her car. She lay petrified, like a comatose patient able to hear everything but a prisoner in her body.

      Is this how I die? Raped and murdered in my bed?

      The silhouette moved out of the shadows.

      “Where are they?” said a deep voice.

      Eveline jerked up with a start.

      His voice was muffled, but she recognized it. Her stomach lurched.

      He’s back.

      The intruder stepped up to the edge of the bed, the knife pointing at her throat.

      “Did you hear me?” he snarled.

      Eveline opened her mouth, but no sound came out. He pushed the knife into the skin of her neck, drawing a trickle of blood. Every fiber in her body trembled.

      “Please don’t do this,” she whispered.

      He laughed a dry, sardonic laugh—one of a man who knew he held all the cards.

      “How could you…?” Eveline’s voice cracked.

      “I know you took them!” he thundered. “Show me where they are!”

      His bellow almost deafened her.

      The roar reminded her of her past. A past filled with screaming, hitting, hurting, fighting. Fighting to keep her two sons alive. Fighting to live another day.

      She looked into his eyes.

      How could you do this to me? Of all people? After all these years?

      A coil of fury swirled up her spine, giving her strength and hardening her resolve.

      His dark eyes bored into hers. They were like laser beams burning into her heart, but she had made her decision.

      She raised her head and steeled herself. “You’ll get nothing from me.”

      The backhanded blow stung. Eveline fell back on her pillow in shock. The throbbing pain pulsated on her cheek.

      “You witch!”

      He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her out from under the covers.

      She clawed at his hands, but he was stronger than an ox. Just like his father had been.

      He thrust the knife into the soft spot in the middle of her throat. She gasped for air, but his grip tightened even more.

      “Get up, witch.”

      He picked her frail body up by the throat like a puppet master controlling a marionette. He must have known she had just come home from chemotherapy. He must have known she would be too weak to fight.

      He shoved her across the bedroom, holding the knife to her neck, one hand crushing her spindly arm so tightly she was sure he’d snap it in two.

      He pulled her into the hallway and down the marble staircase. She stumbled, barely registering the pain of banging into the wooden banister.

      He dragged her across the living room and threw her into her favorite Empress chair. She spotted the rope lying on the floor.

      He came prepared.

      Within seconds, he secured her to the chair. Then he leaned in, his angry eyes lit like volcano fire, bubbling and ready to explode.

      Eveline was too exhausted to speak, but she knew her time was up.

      “If you don’t tell me where they are,” he growled, his mouth inches from hers, “I’ll burn this house down with you in it.”

      Terror rose inside of her. But it was mixed with a twist of sorrow. She stared back at his soulless eyes, catching a sob in her throat.

      You aren’t the boy I raised.

      Her eyes filled with tears. She closed them as if that would help her unsee the grown man in front of her.

      You’ve become your father’s son.
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      The man pulled off his right glove and threw it on the floor.

      Eveline instinctively knew what would happen next.

      Skin on skin hurt more than that soft wool glove. He’d learned that from his father.

      He cracked his knuckles and clenched his right hand into a fist.

      Her eyes grew wide as she noticed the scar on the back of his hand. A glaring red heart burned into his pale skin. The wound had healed, but it was still gruesome.

      So, they branded him too.

      “Are you ready to talk?” he roared.

      “No.”

      He slammed his fist into her face. Her head flung back. She reeled. Stars danced in her blurred vision. A metallic taste came to her mouth and blood trickled from her torn lips.

      “Don’t you want to live, witch?” he shouted, raising his fist, ready to punch again.

      She had known this day would come. She just hadn’t realized it would be this soon, but she was going to die, anyway. What did she have to lose?

      “No.”

      He hit her again.

      And again.

      Until she went numb.

      With a furious hiss, he kicked the chair violently. It tilted back and crashed to its side, taking Eveline down with it. A searing pain shot through her weakened body like a lightning strike.

      Then she blacked out.

      She didn’t know how long she lay, oblivious to her surroundings.

      When she came to, she found herself in a crumpled heap on the floor, still tied to the back of the chair. She lay quietly in that agonizing position, listening to him ransack the house.

      “Where are they?” he hollered from somewhere in the dining room.

      The sound of shattering glass came soon after. Her hand-blown wineglasses, the beautiful set she’d bought in Prague, were now gone, she was sure.

      She moved her arm and winced at the stinging pain. She felt something strange on her, like a snake had coiled around her.

      The rope.

      It had loosened when the chair had upturned.

      Inch by inch, Eveline pulled at it, ignoring the pains shooting through her body. Soon, the knot came undone, and the rope fell to the floor.

      She pushed herself up with shaking arms and glanced around.

      A hurricane had passed through the living room. He was upstairs now, cursing loudly.

      You’ll never find them there.

      Eveline got to her feet and leaned against the wall, trying to catch her breath. Her heart was pounding with the effort as much as the terror she felt.

      Holding on to the wall, she stumbled toward the kitchen. Step by step. She passed the pantry, not daring to glance inside. Instead, she put a trembling hand on the smaller door next to it.

      She stepped into the garage and closed the door behind her. Passing her dead husband’s Cadillac, she staggered toward the Porsche SUV at the end. He used to yell at her for leaving her keys inside, but she only did it because she kept losing them.

      Eveline pulled open the driver’s side door and crawled inside. She reached toward the cubby-hole and clicked it open. A sigh of relief went through her as she saw her old-fashioned revolver tucked inside.

      Her husband had never known she kept it there. If he had found out, he would have confiscated it. She knew it wasn’t legal to carry it, especially loaded, but she always felt safer with it.

      It took a minute for her to focus.

      Foot on brake.

      Turn on engine.

      Open garage door.

      The garage door had opened halfway when he came storming through the inside door, screaming at the top of his lungs.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      Eveline heard the sharp clank of the knife as it hit her back windshield. She jumped on the gas pedal. The Porsche propelled out of the garage, the top scraping the door that was still pulling up.

      She rocketed down the driveway and spun onto the road. She gripped the wheel like her life depended on it. Because it did.

      She only looked in the rearview mirror once. His truck was gunning out of her driveway. She pressed on the accelerator.

      Her husband used to boast this SUV had five hundred horsepower or something like that. Whatever it was, she needed every bit of it to beat the killer in the heavy-duty flatbed coming after her.

      Her engine revved as she sped through the quiet streets of Paradise Cove.

      Eveline was on autopilot.

      She wiped the blood from her face, unsure where she was heading. Her instincts had taken over and were guiding her toward the town center. Only one thought roiled through her mind.

      He’s going to kill me.

      It was still early. Most of the town was asleep.

      Paradise Cove was a peninsula inhabited by wealthy retirees and moneyed families who didn’t have to get up every day to work. The main street stores were opening, but there was hardly any traffic.

      Cora’s Café was just a block away. It was where she always picked up her morning latte.

      She glanced at the rearview mirror. The black truck was speeding toward her, getting closer, looming in behind her like a deadly monster.

      He is a monster.

      Eveline was no longer able to think. Adrenaline surged through her veins. Her entire body trembled in fright.

      I can’t die! Not like this!

      She pushed down on the gas. Her wheels squealed on the asphalt.

      That was when she spotted the boy hiding behind the bushes by the café.

      She was sure it was him, even with that blonde wig. Her jaw dropped. Her hands clenched.

      They let him live?

      That brief moment of distraction cost her.

      One second, she was speeding down the street. The next, her vehicle was hurtling toward Cora’s Café like a bullet.

      Eveline’s eyes widened in horror. But she was frozen. Unable to move her hands, turn the wheel, or slam the brakes.

      Do something! Anything!

      She screamed.

      I’m going to die!

      With a thundering roar, her SUV smashed through the glass doors and ploughed into the busy coffee shop.
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            Chapter One

          

          TWENTY MINUTES EARLIER…

        

      

    

    
      FBI Agent Tanya Stone stared out of the window of Cora’s Café.

      It’s too early for cold-blooded murder.

      The pleasant aroma of freshly baked buns and chocolate croissants wafted in the air. Asha always knew how to pick the best coffee shops.

      Seated at a patio table outside the café were Tanya’s best friends. A slim Asian woman in her early thirties with her dark hair pulled into a ponytail, and an attractive, curvy redhead with bright lipstick to match her hair. Their heads were bowed, deep in discussion.

      Tanya was glad Asha and Katy had wrapped up their most recent case successfully. She had been looking forward to spending this holiday week with them, but she wished they’d stop rehashing their murder investigation to death.

      Didn’t they know they were on vacation?

      “One dark coffee for you. A Ceylon tea and a caramel latte with whipped cream for your pals.”

      Tanya turned around to face the café owner.

      “That would be fifteen dollars, hun,” said Cora.

      Tanya reached into her pocket to pull out her wallet.

      Cora smiled. “You all new to town, then?”

      Tanya nodded. Cora pushed aside a bag of sugar buns and leaned across the counter.

      “So, where are you gals from then?”

      “Seattle.”

      “What are you doing in our neck of the woods? Are you here for work or play?”

      From the edge of her eyes, Tanya noticed a middle-aged woman with a cane had stopped browsing the cookies and was listening in.

      “Wanted to get away from the hustle for a bit,” said Tanya.

      “In Paradise Cove?”

      “My dog’s at a vet near town.”

      “Aw, is your pup feeling all right?”

      “Routine operation.”

      “Don’t they have vets in Seattle?” Cora tsked. “Three lovely ladies like you should be out and about in the big city, shopping, catching a movie or a show. There’s not much to see in our quiet little town.”

      “We like quiet.”

      Tanya hated small talk, but this woman didn’t seem to be the type you could get away from easily.

      Cora cocked an eyebrow.

      “Anything special you were looking to do in our town?”

      Tanya gave her a tight smile.

      Will you stop prying if I tell you I’m a federal agent? And those two ladies outside are detectives.

      But Cora was looking at her expectantly, a good-natured expression on her face.

      “There’s the sailing club at the end of Sunset Drive. Ask Hudson Wyatt to take you out on his yacht this weekend. Tell him I sent you.”

      “Thanks,” Tanya mumbled. “We’re going to just hang out at the cottage.”

      Cora prodded her arm. “He’s the most eligible bachelor in town and he likes his women tall.” She winked. “A pretty girl like you should have no trouble finding a date, but he’s quite the catch if⁠—”

      The bread oven in the back kitchen pinged loudly, distracting her.

      Tanya picked up the drinks tray and stepped away from the counter before Cora could probe her further. Just as she reached for the door, a gaunt teenager in a grungy hoodie crashed inside, almost bowling her over.

      “Hey,” said Tanya, stabilizing her drink tray.

      The girl brushed past her with a grunt, leaving an unwashed smell in her wake.

      Shaking her head, Tanya stepped out to the patio to join her friends. She had just handed Asha her tea when they heard the commotion.

      “Stop, thief!”

      They spun around.

      The teen was scurrying through the door with the bag of sugar buns. Cora dashed out after her, shaking a fist.

      “Get back here! Thief!”

      Tanya leaped off the patio and grabbed the girl by the arm.

      “Hey,” cried the kid, squirming. “Lemme go!”

      Tanya gave her a second look. The girl couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. Her face was scrawny and her arms were so skinny, Tanya could feel her bones.

      She was trembling, either out of fear or hunger.

      Or both.

      Cora marched over and grabbed the bag. She wagged a furious finger in the girl’s face.

      “You think you’ll get away with this, huh? Just wait till the sheriff hears about what you did. Bad deeds never go unpunished.”

      “I’ll pay for it.”

      Cora snapped around to Tanya, her chin jutting out.

      “What did you say?”

      “I’ll pay for the buns,” said Tanya, still holding on to the girl who’d gone limp. “No need to call the cops. She’s just hungry.”

      A creaky noise made her look up. The woman with the cane was stepping out of the café’s front door.

      “I called the sheriff.” She limped over, her mouth set in a thin, stern line. “Reginald’s sending a deputy over right away.”

      “Thanks a bunch, Pat.” Cora turned back to the girl, who had her head bowed now. “You hear that? The sheriff doesn’t like hobos. He’ll throw you in jail. Let’s see if you’ll try that trick on me again.”

      “Why don’t we let her go?” said Tanya, removing her grip on the girl. “I can compensate you for your inconvenience.”

      “Inconvenience?” Cora turned a stubborn face to her. “Try living here and see what we have to put up with.”

      “What’s going on here?” said a male voice.

      Tanya stared at the man in a tailored blue suit and waistcoat, who was strolling toward the café with a Great Dane on a leash.

      Parked on the street was a green Jaguar convertible. She had been so caught up with Cora and the kid, she hadn’t noticed the sports car pull up.

      The man looked to be in his early thirties, too young to go around dressed up like a nineteenth-century Englishman. He smiled at her, but his gaze remained hard. His piercing blue eyes seemed like they could cut through steel.

      The girl flinched as his dog trotted over and sniffed her.

      Tanya felt a red flag go up.

      This man might have looked like the most respectable gentleman in town, but something about him was off.
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      The man in the fancy suit walked over, shoulders back and a confident smile on his face.

      “Buns this time, is it?”

      Tanya sized him up.

      The mayor? A city council member?

      Whoever he was, he was someone important in this town, and he wanted everyone to know it.

      Cora turned to him. “Hudson Wyatt, you need to do something about this!”

      Tanya raised a brow.

      This is the most eligible bachelor in town?

      “Just let the kid go,” said Tanya.

      “City folk,” scoffed Cora, not looking at her.

      The man flashed a charming smile at Tanya. “You think we’re making a big fuss over a bag of sugar buns, eh?”

      Tanya frowned.

      Is there something more to this?

      “The sheriff’s team is on their way.” Cora crossed her arms. “It’s time they started taking these crimes seriously. I run a small business. I can’t afford petty theft.”

      “Our visitor here is right, Cora,” said the man. “Let me pay for the buns.”

      She jabbed a finger at his shoulder. “That’s not going to stop this from happening!”

      “Would you like to join us, sweetie?” came a voice from behind Tanya.

      She turned to see Katy extending her latte to the homeless girl.

      The girl didn’t object to Katy leading her toward their table. She seemed to have given up and accepted her fate.

      “You gals better not let her out of your sight,” called out Cora. “The sheriff will have serious words for you if you do.”

      Tanya went inside the café with Cora, Pat, and the suited man and his dog to settle accounts. The man refused to let Tanya pay for the buns and even tried to convince Cora to call the sheriff’s office and cancel the complaint.

      Maybe he’s not as bad as I suspect he is, thought Tanya.

      When she returned to the patio, the girl was seated between her friends, silently sipping Katy’s latte.

      “So, do you like the drink, sweetie?” Katy asked her as Tanya took her seat.

      The girl didn’t answer. Her eyes were downcast and her grimy hands clutched the cup like it was the most precious thing in the world.

      Tanya pushed the bag of sugar buns toward her with a grin.

      “Got you a treat. It’s all yours.”

      The girl didn’t speak. She didn’t even look up. Her blonde hair dangled over her forehead, but she didn’t push it back. It was like she preferred to hide behind her matted locks.

      Asha reached over and patted her arm. “You’re safe with us. We’ll talk to the deputies for you, okay?”

      The girl nodded, and a huge tear dropped on the patio table.

      Tanya felt something catch in her throat.

      Maybe this is the first time anyone has been decent to her.

      But there was something odd about the kid. She had only spoken once when Tanya had wrangled her. Her voice had been deep, like that of a young man, not a teenage girl.

      That was when Tanya noticed the Adam’s apple. Her eyes passed over the long, scraggly hair. That wasn’t real. It was a wig.

      Wait, this is a boy, not a girl.

      The kid’s hands were so jittery, the coffee spilled onto the table. Katy picked up a napkin and handed it to the teen. When the kid reached for it, the sleeve of the hoodie rode up, exposing an ugly red mark of a heart on the back of his hand.

      Tanya sat up.

      That’s not a tattoo. Someone branded the kid. Like they do to cattle.

      Who did that?

      Asha and Tanya locked eyes across the table. She had noticed it, too.

      Asha pulled out her wallet and took out a hundred-dollar bill. She slipped it into the pocket of the kid’s torn hoodie.

      “For lunch,” said Asha with a smile. “Maybe a new hoodie, too.”

      Katy took a small travel kit from her handbag.

      “I have a spare set at home, so you can have this one.” She leaned across to the kid and lowered her voice. “It’s got a packet of tampons in it.”

      “Er, Katy.” Asha gave her friend a warning look. “I don’t think…”

      “It’s okay,” said the kid.

      Katy pulled back in shock, hearing the deep voice.

      “I… I don’t need it. Thanks, though.”

      Katy put a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

      “I dress like a girl because… because they’re looking for me.”

      Asha, Katy, and Tanya exchanged a curious glance.

      “Who’s looking for you?” said Tanya. “The cops?”

      The kid remained silent, but his right leg was bouncing up and down, a sure sign of nervousness.

      “What’s your name, hun?” said Asha.

      No answer.

      Tanya leaned across the table.

      “I totally get you. I have a real name I don’t use anymore either.”

      The kid looked up, curiosity in his eyes now.

      “My real name is Tetyana Shevchenko, but no one can pronounce it. So now, I’m Tanya Stone.” Tanya grinned. “I like my new name. What about you? What do you like to call yourself?”

      “Jodie.”

      “How old are you, Jodie?” said Asha.

      “Seventeen, I think….” He shrugged. “I dunno.”

      “There’s no need to be scared, Jodie,” said Katy. “No one’s going to put you in jail for taking bread these days.”

      Jodie’s face clouded in fear. “But they’re going to find me.”

      “Who?” said Tanya, frowning. “The police?”

      Jodie shook his head, and his voice lowered to a whisper. “They’ll kill me if they know.”

      Tanya locked eyes with him. “Who will kill you⁠—”

      An ear-splitting squeal of rubber tires came from nearby, cutting her off.

      Everyone swiveled around.

      A red Porsche SUV was barreling down the road, its engine roaring like an angry dragon. It was coming directly toward the café.

      Tanya’s heart pounded.

      “Watch out!” she shouted, grabbing the kid and Katy, and pulling them to the ground. “Asha, get down!”

      They dove from the patio just in time.

      The SUV jumped the curb, missing the green Jaguar and Tanya’s Jeep by inches.

      It crashed into the café entrance. The ground shook like a mini earthquake had struck the county. Shattered glass rained everywhere.

      Inside the shop, Cora screamed.
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      Tanya leaped to her feet.

      Asha had her phone out and was dialing the emergency services. Katy had her arm around the kid and was crouched behind the nearby bushes. They looked stunned, but safe.

      Inside the café, the Great Dane barked incessantly. Cora shrieked like a banshee.

      “Wait here,” said Tanya.

      She jumped over the remnants of the patio and made her way inside.

      “Everybody okay?”

      Cora was in hysterics by the kitchen door, but otherwise seemed unharmed. Pat and Wyatt stood paralyzed behind the counter, staring at the Porsche SUV which had most of its nose inside the building.

      The vehicle’s front bumper had stopped fifteen feet from the bakery’s counter. The driver was slumped over the steering wheel, partially concealed by the airbag.

      In times like these, flashbacks from Tanya’s combat days pounded inside her head like machine-gun fire. She shook them off. She had a job to do.

      The driver was moving.

      Tanya stepped up to the car.

      “Hang on. I’ll get you out soon.”

      She stepped around the shattered glass and up to the driver’s side door.

      It was a woman with graying hair. Blood trickled down the side of her face. Strangely, she was in a long silk nightgown.

      Tanya yanked the door open.

      The woman tried to move, but she was held back by her seat belt. It was impossible to unclip it without hurting her more.

      Tanya reached into her pocket for her Swiss Army knife, when the sound of more tires squealing came from somewhere down the street.

      “Tanya!” Asha’s voice was panic-stricken. “Watch out!”

      Tanya glanced up.

      What’s going on?

      Asha was banging on the side window. “Get back! All of you! Out of the way!”

      “Another car’s coming!” screamed Katy from behind her. “It’s going to crash!”

      Through the broken bay window, Tanya spotted the black pickup truck. It jumped the curb and headed directly toward the café.

      She spun around.

      “Back! Everyone, get inside the kitchen! Now!”

      On the driveway, just outside the demolished entrance, the truck revved.

      It’s speeding up!

      Looks of terror came over Cora and Pat’s faces as they realized what was happening. They hurtled into the kitchen, clutching each other. Wyatt dashed after them, pulling his dog’s leash so hard the poor animal gagged.

      “Tanya!” screeched Katy from outside.

      Tanya jumped over the bakery counter just in time.

      The truck rammed into the rear of the SUV. The SUV bucked and slammed into the counter with a thundering crash. Tanya covered her head as wood splinters and wall plaster rained down on her.

      It took a few seconds for Tanya to situate herself. The counter had held. The hiss of the mutilated car engines came from the other side. Other than that, it had turned quiet.

      A disquieting, deadly silence.

      Tanya let her arms fall, astounded she was still alive.

      She straightened up to inspect the carnage. If the truck had pushed the SUV another foot, she would have been crushed to death.

      The SUV driver had fallen back on her steering wheel. The force of the collision had bent the vehicle’s panels.

      Tanya leaped over the counter and tried to open her door. It was stuck. She banged on it and pried it open halfway. Using her knife, she cut the woman’s seat belt, but didn’t dare to move her.

      “You’re going to be fine,” she spoke softly as she worked. “EMT is on its way. We’ll get you out of here soon.”

      The woman turned her head and gave her a glazed look. Her face and shoulders were bleeding heavily now. Tanya put a hand on her arm.

      “I want you to stay completely still, okay? Do not move. That’s really important.”

      The injured woman gave a hint of a nod.

      Now, to check on the other driver.

      Tanya turned and trod over to the truck. Its hood was a crumpled mess from the impact, but it wasn’t as badly damaged as the Porsche.

      The driver was a young male. He was staring at the red SUV through his cracked windshield, his eyes dull like those of a zombie. But it was his face that shocked her. It was painted in war camouflage colors of green and black.

      Who is he?

      Tanya’s brain whirled.

      How do two vehicles smash into the same café seconds after each other?

      “Sir?” she called out. “Are you okay?”

      He didn’t answer, but jerked his head around like he’d just realized where he was. He unbuckled himself and tried the door. It didn’t budge.

      “Hang tight,” called out Tanya.

      He kicked at the door like a mad bull trying to escape his pen. Tanya yanked the broken door open, expecting to catch him before he fell to the ground.

      But he leaped out of the truck.

      She jumped back in surprise.

      That was when she noticed the gun in his hand.

      “Put that down!” she shouted, but he wasn’t listening. He wasn’t even looking at her.

      “I said, lower your weapon, sir!”

      His glassy eyes stared over her shoulder, his sidearm pointed at the SUV.

      “You witch,” he snarled.

      “You’ll never get them,” came a shaky female voice from behind her.

      Tanya spun around.

      The driver of the SUV was hanging out the door, half out of her seat. She looked frail and weak, but in her right hand she clutched an ancient pistol. It was aimed at the man from the pickup truck.

      Tanya was in the crosshairs.

      Her hand slid to her holster. She whipped out her bureau-issued Glock.

      “Lower your weapons!” she hollered. “Both of you!”

      “You’re dead, witch.”

      “I said, lower your guns! Now!”

      The man’s finger went to the trigger. Tanya dove to the ground.

      The sound of a gunshot echoed through the air.

      The man crashed to the floor, his painted face contorted into a horrified expression. His weapon slid under his truck. A red pool of blood spread around his head.

      Tanya jumped to her feet, her heart hammering.

      What just happened?

      “No!” screamed Asha from outside the window. “Don’t do it!”

      Tanya spun around.

      That’s when she saw the woman in the SUV had placed her pistol under her own chin.

      Tanya sprang forward to snatch the weapon away.

      But it was too late.

      The woman pulled the trigger.

      The bullet rocketed through her skull, killing her instantly.
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      “Put your hands up!”

      Tanya whirled around.

      Asha’s call to the emergency services had gone through. A sheriff’s deputy stood by the broken café door, his sidearm out. It was pointed at Tanya.

      “Put your weapon on the floor!” he shouted, a sliver of panic in his voice. His hands were shaking.

      Tanya’s five-foot-and-eleven-inch frame intimidated most men. She could only imagine what was going through his mind to see her towering over two dead bodies with a Glock in her hands.

      “Get on the ground!” he yelled.

      She complied right away. She lay on her belly, placed her weapon on the floor, and stretched her arms out to show him they were now empty.

      The officer stepped gingerly toward the wreckage, his eyes wide and his face green. He looked to be in his early thirties, about her age, but he was reacting like a rookie.

      How many murder-suicides would a small, upscale suburb like this have in a decade?

      The deputy tugged on his shoulder radio and called for backup. On the floor, Tanya breathed a sigh of relief to hear the sheriff himself was on his way.

      She raised her head.

      “The woman shot the driver of this truck and killed herself.” She kept her voice low and calm. “I came inside to help them. I never fired my weapon.”

      The cop gawked at her like she was an alien. Tanya squinted at the badge on his lapel.

      Blake. Deputy Blake.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” came an angry female voice through the busted doorway.

      Asha.

      “These vehicles crashed into the café, one after the other. Our friend ran in here to save these people, but they pulled their guns on each other.”

      Katy followed Asha inside, her face red in fury. “She’s a good Samaritan!”

      Asha marched up to the officer, who was standing uncertainly next to the male body, staring at their intrusion.

      “Let her go,” said Asha.

      Deputy Blake put his arm out. “Get back, ladies. This is a crime scene.”

      Reaching into the back of his utility belt, he brought out a pair of handcuffs. He treaded slowly over to Tanya, like he wasn’t sure if she’d jump up and attack him. He kneeled next to her. Their eyes met for a second. Without a word, he moved behind her and pulled her arms back before cuffing her.

      Tanya knew better than to resist. The last thing she needed was to escalate this incident any further.

      Cora stepped out of the kitchen.

      “Blake?”

      The deputy was standing over Tanya now, a satisfied expression on his face.

      “Eveline Hart just shot that man, then killed herself,” cried Cora. “Why are you arresting this girl?”

      “Settle down, ma’am,” said Blake in a stern voice.

      Cora’s face darkened. “Don’t ma’am me, boy.”

      “This is a crime scene and I’m in charge.”

      Pat stumbled out on her cane. “No need to yell. We’re rattled enough.”

      “Geez. I’m not yelling, Aunt Pat. I’m working.”

      Tanya swiveled her head toward the café owner.

      “Cora? Do you know the suicide victim?”

      Cora sniffed. “Eveline never talked to anybody. Kept to herself, but she came here every day for her morning coffee. She lived on Sunset Drive.”

      “Sunset Drive?” Katy gave her a surprised look. “That’s where we’re staying. At a friend’s house.”

      “Hers is the white one with the gabled roof at the end of the cul-de-sac,” said Cora. “It’s the biggest house in town, after Hudson’s.”

      Hearing his name, Hudson Wyatt popped his head out of the kitchen door. A horrified expression came over his face as he saw the bodies.

      Tanya turned back to Cora. “Is there any reason for Eveline Hart to shoot this man and kill herself?”

      Cora shrugged and hugged herself, as if unable to talk anymore. Pat and Wyatt merely stared at the bodies as if they couldn’t believe their eyes.

      “What about the driver of the pickup?” said Tanya. “Do any of you recognize him?”

      The three shook their heads.

      “He… he must be from out of town,” stammered Cora.

      “Do any of you⁠—”

      “That’s enough.” The deputy shot Tanya an annoyed glance. “I ask the questions here.”

      Cora threw her hands up and let out a wail, startling everyone.

      “How does something like this even happen? This is a peaceful town!” She let her head fall into her hands. “My bakery’s gone. I’m finished. I’m done.”

      Tanya swiveled around on her stomach to face Cora again.

      “Do you have a security camera in here?”

      Cora looked up.

      “Of course I do. What do you take me for? I have insurance. I have cameras, but that doesn’t⁠—”

      “Cora, please.” Tanya raised her head. “Can you get the security footage and show this officer what really happened?”

      Cora stared at her and blinked rapidly, like she didn’t understand what she had been asked to do. Asha pushed past the cop and stepped over to the kitchen door. She took the café owner by her arm.

      “Show me your office.”

      Tanya watched as Asha led Cora to the back while Katy stood by the window, glowering at the officer, looking like she wanted to whack him.

      He was examining the dead woman now, his face scrunched in disgust. He reached toward the revolver next to the SUV.

      “Don’t touch that!”

      He looked up, startled.

      “Don’t you have gloves?” said Tanya. “That’s evidence.”

      He shot her another irritated look before pulling a pair out of his utility belt.

      Katy locked eyes with her. Tanya knew what she was thinking. Katy wanted to tell him she was an FBI recruit, but that wasn’t something Tanya wanted to divulge to this rookie.

      Who knew how he would react? What if he thought she was lying?

      Besides, her badge and official ID were inside the Jeep. She had only carried her weapon out of habit.

      Tanya shook her head briefly. Katy nodded.

      She understands.

      “The boy?” mouthed Tanya. “Where’s the boy?”

      Katy whirled around as if she’d just remembered they had left the homeless kid alone. She peered around the broken patio, her brow furrowed. Then, she turned back to Tanya and mouthed, “He’s gone.”

      Tanya laid her head back down.

      Every nerve in her body screamed at her.

      Get on your feet. Tell them who you are. Find out why this happened.

      But she wasn’t in a position to bargain. Not right now.

      Her face was only a few feet away from the blood pooling on the floor. The smell of burned metal and plastic from the mangled vehicles was overpowering. Her head started to throb.

      This wasn’t how she had planned to launch her FBI career. Her getting arrested, even without justifiable cause, could create a scandal at headquarters. She could lose her job.

      Or worse, get imprisoned.

      For double homicide.
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      Asha came out of the kitchen with a laptop.

      Cora trailed behind her, wringing her hands, her eyes lined with anxiety.

      Pat was standing by the kitchen door, leaning on her cane. Wyatt stood next to her with the Great Dane. The dog eyed Tanya with doleful eyes.

      Asha dropped the laptop on the counter and turned the screen toward the deputy.

      “You need to see this, Officer.”

      Deputy Blake jumped to his feet. He stepped toward the counter, his eyes widening as the security cam video played.

      Tanya turned her attention to the dead woman by the Porsche. She looked like she had been in her sixties. She was wearing an expensive-looking nightgown with the initials EH embroidered on the lapel.

      EH for Eveline Hart.

      Her nightdress meant Eveline likely didn’t plan this early-morning rampage. She had woken up in her home and somehow got involved with the man she just shot.

      Why did she commit suicide?

      Tanya turned her head to examine the murder victim lying in a pool of blood next to his truck.

      He was much younger, in his mid-twenties or thereabouts. His black pants, T-shirt, jacket, and cap looked like what a stereotypical bank robber would wear. He had one glove on his left hand, but his right hand was bare.

      It was his painted face that puzzled her.

      If he had wanted proper camouflage, why hadn’t he used a black balaclava or a dark ski mask?

      She stared at him, trying to think of various scenarios where two vehicles would crash into a café one after the other. The truck had to have been chasing the SUV. One thing she could say for sure. The woman in the SUV had been a good shot. The bullet had gone straight in between his eyes.

      Eveline Hart wouldn’t have fired at him and killed herself if they hadn’t had a relationship—a tumultuous one that would end in murder-suicide. But she looked old enough to be his mother.

      Her brain whirred.

      What was their connection?

      Tanya scanned the man’s body. The airbags had deployed in the truck, which would account for the bruises on his face. But it was his hand that got her attention.

      She peered at his ungloved right hand, laying with its palm open, two feet from her.

      His fingertips had been burned off.

      She glanced at his left hand, but it was covered in a black glove. Something about that bothered her. She wished she could take a closer look.

      Tanya racked her memory bank from her recent training.

      Criminals scarred their fingertips to avoid identification. They were usually part of massive organized crime syndicates that were run like corporations. The FBI had sophisticated processes to filter disfigured prints, but they had their limitations. The gangsters knew that.

      Was this gang-related?

      The officer stepped away from the laptop, shaking his head.

      “Would you please release her now?” said Asha.

      He rubbed his chin, then shot a suspicious glance Tanya’s way.

      “Sheriff can make that decision.”

      Asha glared at him, then turned to Tanya with an unhappy shake of her head.

      Tanya mouthed, “It’s OK.”

      The deputy bent down to examine the dead man. Tanya watched as he went through his pockets. Suddenly, as if he had just realized something important, he reached over and pried the glove from the man’s left hand.

      Tanya stared.

      The dead man had the same heart branding on his skin as the homeless kid had.

      Deputy Blake quickly put the glove back and tucked the hand under the man’s shirt, like he didn’t want anyone to see it.

      He jerked around as if he felt her watching, but Tanya looked away.

      Her mind raced.

      The officer recognized that mark.

      It meant something. Something worth hiding.
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      The sound of sirens came from down the road.

      Soon, the café was swarming with local police officers in tan uniforms. One of them, with a sheriff’s star on his lapel, stepped inside and barked orders at everyone, seemingly at once.

      Sheriff Reginald was an imposing man with biceps the size of tree trunks. The graying hair and the deep lines on his forehead only made him look more officious.

      But even he couldn’t control the chaos. It was clear to Tanya this bedroom community wasn’t prepared to tackle such a horrific crime scene.

      One officer stepped on a splotch of blood by the dead woman, and only noticed once he started leaving red footprints on the floor.

      Cora was talking to anyone who’d listen, gesturing wildly.

      “Thank goodness you’re here. You’ve no idea what happened. I was just getting the last batch of bread out when⁠—”

      “Settle down, Cora.” The sheriff waved her aside. “I’ll get to you shortly.”

      Cora’s eyes widened. Her face flushed.

      “Eveline rammed her car into my shop, killed a man, shot herself, and you want me to calm down?” Her voice raised with every word. “How dare you, Reginald?”

      Through all this pandemonium, Pat and Wyatt remained quietly in their corner.

      They looked like they were too stunned to move, but the expressions on their faces told Tanya they were watching, listening keenly.

      Before she could ask them any questions, a deputy picked her off the floor to escort her out of the café.

      Asha pounced on him.

      “Look at the camera footage!” She shoved the laptop in the officer’s face. “Look at this before you take her away.”

      The sheriff came over with Cora on his tail, still talking nonstop.

      Asha whirled around. “Sheriff, this is a serious miscarriage of justice. You have to see this.”

      She blocked his way with the laptop. It took the sheriff three views to conclude he didn’t have anything solid to hold Tanya.

      “Cut her loose,” he barked before giving her a hard look. “I’m going to advise you not to leave town.”

      “I plan on staying a few days,” Tanya replied, her face stoic.

      The sheriff frowned. “Where are you from?”

      “Seattle.”

      “What’s your business in Paradise Cove?”

      “Holiday.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “At a friend’s house.”

      He turned to Asha and Katy.

      “What about you two?” he boomed.

      “We’re from New York,” said Asha.

      “What do you do there?”

      “I own a bakery.”

      That was Asha’s story, when she didn’t want anyone to know her true vocation. Since she had established a well-known bakery in Harlem a decade ago, it wasn’t a complete lie.

      “I work with her,” said Katy. “My husband is a partner with the Schwab, Knowles, and Brighton law firm. He’s calling your city council as we speak.”

      The sheriff’s eyebrows shot up. “Is that right?”

      He appraised the three women, then stepped back, as if he had misjudged them too quickly. He turned his attention to the deputy who had first arrived at the scene.

      “What do we have here, Blake? We know the female, but was there any identification on the male?”

      The deputy stood at attention. “Negative, sir. No wallet, no driver’s license, nothing. Just the clothes on his back and that gun.”

      “Anything in the truck?”

      “No, sir. We’re running the plates right now.”

      “What’s that on his face?”

      “It’s what they use at the paintball park, down the road. Maybe he came from there.”

      “At this time of the morning?”

      “They’re open twenty-four hours, sir. I go there all the time to de-stress.”

      Tanya rubbed her wrists where the handcuffs had dug in, absorbing their conversation.

      The sheriff glanced at the wreckage and shook his head.

      “What in heaven’s name happened here?” he muttered to himself.

      Deputy Blake looped his fingers in his belt. “Looks to me, sir, like aggressive driving gone real bad. An extreme case of road rage.”

      Tanya jerked up.

      Road rage?

      Is that what you’re telling your sheriff?
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      “Happens all the time.”

      Everyone turned to Hudson Wyatt.

      Tanya could see the man in the suit had clout in this town. He was someone these folks listened to.

      “The stats prove it,” said Wyatt. “You should read the Seattle papers.”

      “Wish I had the time, Hudson.” The sheriff spat to the side and glanced over at the dead bodies on the ground. “Too busy fighting crime.”

      “Road rage hit a record high in Seattle last year,” said Wyatt. “Whether we like it or not, what’s happening in the big cities is coming to small towns. People are no longer patient or courteous these days.”

      “It looked to me like he was chasing her.” Pat pointed at Eveline and spoke in a shaky voice. “She probably cut him off on the road and they ended up here to duke it out.”

      “Oh, lordy, lordy.” Cora rubbed her exhausted face. “What’s the world coming to these days?”

      The sheriff let out a heavy sigh. “I always say just let the other vehicle pass. There’s no need to get upset. You never know who’s on the road or what they’re carrying.”

      Tanya looked from Wyatt, to Pat, to Cora, to Deputy Blake and Sheriff Reginald.

      Blake had recognized the strange scar on the dead man’s skin, but hadn’t mentioned it to his boss yet. The medical examiner would surely notice it during the autopsy. It would be on their report, so why pretend not to know what it was?

      And why was the sheriff so quick to accept such an absurd solution to a horrific crime?

      There was more going on in Paradise Cove than met the eye.
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        * * *

      

      “Why didn’t you tell them you were FBI?”

      Katy pushed in between the Jeep’s front seats and prodded Tanya’s shoulder.

      Tanya kept her eyes on the road. “I’m not on duty.”

      In the front passenger seat, Asha grunted. “You drew your weapon.”

      “I didn’t fire it.”

      “I thought you were supposed to identify yourself in such a situation.”

      “I’d rather ask for forgiveness than permission.”

      No one spoke for a minute.

      They had given their statements and were finally heading to where they were going to stay that week. Paradise Cove was where Katy’s foster mother had a suburban home. From what they’d heard, this little seaside town near Seattle was charming, quaint, and peaceful.

      So much for peaceful.

      Tanya stopped at a red light, wondering if they had made a big mistake.

      “This town has a secret no one is talking about,” she said.

      Asha nodded. “Not everyone was as honest as they should have been, especially that sheriff.”

      Tanya turned to her. “Did you see? The man in the truck had the same mark on his hand like that kid.”

      “What? I missed that.”

      “Me too,” said Katy.

      “That’s because Deputy Blake hid it.” Tanya rolled the Jeep forward. “The only reason I saw it was because I was on my stomach three feet from the corpse. He pulled off the dead man’s glove to take a closer look, but covered it up very quickly.”

      “Didn’t Jodie say something like ‘They’ll kill me if they know?’” said Katy. “Do you think he was referring to Eveline Hart or that dead man in the truck?”

      “Maybe Jodie had something they wanted.” Asha furrowed her brow. “Something worth a deadly shootout.”

      Katy sighed. “It still doesn’t explain why Eveline Hart would kill herself.”

      “Anything makes more sense than this road rage crap.” Tanya blew a raspberry. “The sheriff’s covering up something.”

      “That or he’s looking to close the case fast for political expediency.” Asha shook her head in disgust.

      Tanya had left the crime scene feeling disappointed.

      Sheriff Reginald had listened to everyone’s witness statements, but seemed to have already made up his mind. By the time he was done, even Cora had decided it was a case of extreme road rage.

      “Eveline shot the man out of sheer anger for crashing into her. Then, she shot herself once she realized what she had done,” he’d stated with a shrug. “That man instigated it, but she took it too far. Human dynamics. It’s simple.”

      “Something’s rotten in the state of Denmark,” said Asha softly to herself.

      “I bet that kid knows what really led to the murder-suicide in the café.” Tanya twisted around to Katy. “Did you see where Jodie went?”

      “He was gone by the time I went looking for him,” said Katy. “He even left the buns behind.”

      “Poor kid. I don’t blame him for running,” said Asha. “He probably expected the cops to lock him up.”

      “I thought he was just a kid making up crazy stories,” said Katy. “I’m not so sure now.”

      Tanya took the turn toward Sunset Drive. It was a wide boulevard lined with Douglas firs and perfectly manicured lawns. Massive manors were set back on their properties, some partially obscured by the line of trees.

      “That burned mark on Jodie’s hand bothers me,” said Tanya. “It has to mean something.”

      “A cult symbol?” said Asha. “There could be one in town.”

      “It could also be a sign of an organized crime syndicate,” said Tanya. “They’re known to brand their workers.”

      Katy peered through the window at the colonial mansions they were driving by.

      “Gangsters in this town? I highly doubt it.”

      “Stop.” Asha leaned forward and pointed. “See that big white house at the end of the cul-de-sac?”

      “Eveline Hart’s home,” breathed Katy.
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      Tanya slowed the Jeep to a crawl.

      Two officers were putting yellow crime tape around Eveline Hart’s house. Other than that, the stately home looked tranquil. The curtains were drawn and the front door was shut. It was hard to imagine what the inside looked like.

      Katy tapped on her side window. “I bet the answers we’re looking for are on that property.”

      Tanya checked her GPS. “Our homestay’s just around the corner.”

      “That close?” Asha scrunched her face against the window. “We can do some sleuthing while we’re here.”

      Tanya turned to her friend. “We’re on vacation, remember?”

      One of the officers on Eveline’s lawn stared at them with inquisitive eyes. Tanya lifted her foot off the brake and rolled the Jeep back onto the road. She felt the man’s disapproving eyes on their backs as they drove away.

      “We’re home,” called out Katy as they reached the next block.

      Asha peered at the house they were getting close to.

      “How many people live here?”

      “Only my foster mother now. There are six bedrooms and a basement suite.” Katy shook her head, sadly. “She complains about her arthritis a lot these days, but back then, this house was a sanctuary for lost kids like me. I don’t think I really knew then how much she did for us.”

      Tanya stopped the Jeep in front of the driveway and turned the engine off. Asha gawked at the house while Katy rummaged through her purse for the keys.

      Tanya’s mind was elsewhere. She fiddled with her sunflower pendant, a habit of hers whenever she was puzzling over a problem.

      The Ukrainian broach was all she had from her past. She had removed it from her murdered mother’s neck the day she had died. The necklace had been dripping with blood and her childhood home had been riddled with bullets.

      The Russian militia who had assassinated her activist mother in cold blood had barely looked at the frightened girl cowering in the corner.

      There were few things in the world that spooked Tanya now. Small-town crime wasn’t one of them.

      Her brain whirred.

      The entire town of Paradise Cove was brushing a shocking murder-suicide under the rug.

      Why?

      Asha twisted around to Katy in the back. “When’s your foster mother returning home?”

      “Two weeks from now.”

      “Where’s she gone off to?”

      “Honduras. Her foundation’s building a new school.” Katy plucked the keys from her handbag and grinned. “This house is all ours for the week, girls.”

      Tanya turned to her friends.

      “I’ve changed my mind. It’s time to end our vacation. Go home. Both of you.”
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      “What?” Asha spit out.

      Katy gave Tanya an incredulous look.

      “I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you two,” said Tanya.

      Asha put her hand up. “Do you know who you are talking to?”

      “Did you see what happened in that café?”

      “It could have been a personal conflict. A family dispute gone horribly wrong.” Asha crossed her arms. “You’re making up a conspiracy where it might not exist.”

      “David’s waiting for you to return home,” said Tanya. “Katy, I know Chantal misses you and wants you to tuck her in at night. You have families. You’re civilians.”

      “For goodness’s sake,” said Katy. “This isn’t a war zone. We’re not in Ukraine.”

      Tanya flinched.

      “If we hadn’t been with you today, you’d be spending the night in jail until they watched the security footage.” Asha glared. “That could have taken days. Weeks.”

      “I can handle that.” Tanya shrugged. “This is my job.”

      “We fought traffickers before we were of legal age to drink.” Asha’s voice rose. “We’ve been in worse situations than this.”

      “I don’t believe for a moment there’s a gang operating in this town.” Katy’s eyes narrowed. “I would have known. I would have got my mother to move out.”

      “Organized crime organizations don’t exactly advertise their businesses,” said Tanya. “Something was off in how the local police responded to the scene. That’s why I didn’t show them my FBI
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