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Prologue

	 

	Cypress Lake was a small town, surrounding a large lake spanning five miles long and two miles wide, with a population of a little over one thousand. The overnight 911 operator received a break-in call just after three a.m. for one of the rented lakeside houses. She put the call into the computer and radioed one of the two sheriff’s deputies on duty. 

	Deputy Vince Wagner arrived at the two-story house five minutes later with the lights flashing on his patrol car. He got out of the car, shining his flashlight at all the windows as he stepped onto the walkway. 

	“Cypress Lake Sheriff’s Office,” he said, pulling the screen door back and knocking loudly.

	A woman opened the front door. She was dressed in a bathrobe, and her hair was pulled haphazardly up in a clip, with strands hanging down here and there. She looked at the young red-haired man standing on the other side of the screen. 

	“Did you call about a break-in?” he asked.

	“Yes. Someone was trying to get into the back of the house. I think your lights scared them off,” she replied shakily.

	“I’m going to walk around and take a look.” 

	He moved around the side of the house to the patio, his flashlight casting a soft glow over the back of the house and across the yard. Satisfied that the intruder hadn’t left any evidence behind, he walked back to the front door, knocking again.

	“I don’t see anything, except a few scratches on the door jam. These rented lake houses are broken into often, but it’s usually when they’re in between renters. Whoever it was, probably thought the place was vacant,” he informed her.

	“I’ve been here for a couple of weeks,” she replied, pulling her robe tighter around her naked body.

	“Make sure all your windows are closed and locked, and you might want to call the owner about putting deadbolts on the doors. He probably won’t come back but call us if he does.”

	 

	 

	
Chapter 1

	 

	Chief Deputy Dani Ricketts’ computer chimed, signaling a new call had come in. She ignored the readout on the screen and was about to pull into the parking lot of Papa’s Smokehouse to feed her growling stomach when her radio crackled.

	“What’s your twenty?” the man in dispatch asked.

	Dani pulled her white Chevy Trailblazer with Cypress Lake Sheriff’s Office written on the side in green, yellow and silver, into a parking space. She grabbed the microphone attached to the side of the computer.

	“Papa’s. Do you want me to bring you something?” she answered, clicking the button at the bottom of the screen to bring up the open call list. 

	The bold red letters at the top of the page for the call that she’d ignored grabbed her attention. She immediately threw the truck into drive, flipped the switch for the lights and siren, and stomped the gas pedal, peeling out onto the two-lane road. 

	“We have a report of a body in the water out on Lake Drive,” dispatch radioed.

	“Copy. I’m 10-86. ETA five minutes. Who’s on scene?” Dani asked, speeding through town.

	A dead body was high priority in Cypress Lake. They were a small town with a small population, and although they had their fair share of minor offenses, they rarely had any major crime. It had been a couple of years since they’d had a potential homicide and Dani’s heartbeat raced a little with excitement, however she had a feeling this was probably another drowning. Those types of calls happened occasionally, mostly because the town’s residents surrounded the large lake. Each year a few of their older residents had heart attacks while swimming and subsequently drowned. 

	“Deputy Nyman just arrived.”

	“Okay, you’d better inform the sheriff. I know he’s in a meeting with Mayor Olsen, but this is priority.”

	Dani switched her radio to the secure channel that was designated for high-profile calls. She knew the deputy would’ve immediately changed his radio to that channel once he’d arrived on scene. In a small town, many people had police scanners and radios and if the sheriff’s office and fire department didn’t use specific channels for special calls, the entire town would show up at the scene. 

	“Wilbur, I’m two minutes out. Tape off the area and don’t let anyone near the scene,” she radioed to him.

	“Yes, ma’am,” the part-time deputy answered shakily. This was the first time he’d ever seen a dead body.

	“Start gathering statements,” she said, checking the house number as she turned onto Lake Drive. She nearly ran off the road when she saw the number 321. That was a house she had been very familiar with growing up. She hadn’t been there since the family who owned it moved away over twelve years ago. It had been rented out to various people ever since.

	 

	*

	 

	The tires on Dani’s SUV crunched the gravel as she pulled into the driveway behind a small blue car. The deputy’s matching truck was parked on the side of the road slightly in the grass, which was protocol when arriving on a scene.

	Dani threw the truck into park and typed a note on the computer to dispatch that she’d arrived on scene before getting out. She reached for the radio microphone attached to her uniform above her right shoulder. 

	“Wilbur, what’s your twenty? I’m on scene,” she radioed.

	“Backyard,” he replied.

	Dani looked up at the off-white, two-story house. It was about the same size as most of the other three-bedroom, two-bathroom lake houses. She’d spent most of her childhood running up and down the stairs inside, building sandcastles in the small beach area near the shallow water, and jumping off the end of the dock. She shook her head, forcing the memories to fade away as she walked around the side of the house. 

	The deputy down by the dock saw her round the corner and headed in her direction as fast as he could walk. He was dressed in a sheriff’s uniform similar to hers, but his star shaped badge was black, indicating that he was only a part-time deputy. Dani liked him. He had a lot of potential and she’d gone to bat for him recently when the sheriff had wanted to cut him from the part-time roster. So far, he hadn’t let her down. 

	“What do we have?” she asked.

	“The body’s floating face down, but it appears to be male,” he said.

	Dani walked with him across the small yard and onto the old wooden dock. The body had washed up against the dock and was wedged in the rocks. Dani squatted down on the edge, careful not to fall in as she peered over the side. The deceased person had short brown hair and was wearing jeans and a blue and black flannel shirt. She took a few pictures with the camera on her cell phone since it took clearer, higher resolution pictures than the cheap camera that had been issued to her. 

	“Did you call for Dr. Harper?” she asked.

	“No. I was waiting for you.”

	Dani nodded, taking the notepad out of her pocket and making a few notes. “What about the renter? Did you speak to him?”

	“She’s the one who found the floater. She said she stepped out onto the second-floor balcony from the master bedroom and saw something in the water. She ran down the stairs and outside, but once she saw what it was, she knew it was too late to save the person.”

	“Hmm … alright. You told her not to leave, right?”

	“Yes.”

	Dani grabbed her cell phone from her pocket and called Dr. Henry Harper. He was the director of the local hospital, which was more like a glorified clinic. He was also a pathologist and doubled as the town medical examiner when they had a suspicious death or needed an autopsy.

	“We need to get it out of the water,” she said, looking back at him. The expression on his face made her laugh. “Okay, I guess I need to get it out of the water,” she chuckled, shaking her head. “Unfold the body bag and lay it out in the grass. I’ll go in and pull it up on the sandy embankment over there. You’re going to have to help me haul it up and get it in the bag though, so if you need to barf you had better do it now.”

	“I’m fine,” he said, turning slightly green as he followed her off the dock. 

	Dani walked back up to her truck to retrieve a pair of rubber gloves and put on her waders. She returned quickly, wearing the waist high rubber pants, and stepped into the cold water. Spring was only a couple of weeks away, and even though the warm sunny days had begun to arrive, the lake water wouldn’t begin to warm up for another month. She walked through the knee-deep, crystal-clear water, careful not to fall as she stepped across the sandy bottom and over the river rocks scattered about. Reaching the body, she grabbed the leg nearest to her and pulled the carcass away from the large rocks near the dock. The body began to sink once it was freed. Dani quickly grabbed the corpse’s arm with her other hand, dragging it towards the shore. 

	Wilbur moved down to the shoreline and helped her haul the body up out of the water. Dani rolled it over, gasping when she saw the large gash across the pale, blotchy flesh of the man’s neck. His face had been slightly chewed off on one side, more than likely by fish that inhabited the water. Wilbur stumbled backwards, falling down in the sand on the embankment. 

	“Someone cut this man’s throat,” Dani said nervously, examining him a little closer and taking more pictures with her phone’s camera. “He hasn’t been in the water long, a few days maybe. Are you okay?” she asked, looking up at the wide-eyed deputy who was wiping his mouth on the back of his hand. She was glad she hadn’t had lunch, otherwise she’d be puking next to him.

	“Yeah, yeah. I just wasn’t expecting that.”

	“What have we got?” a squeaky male voice echoed across the open yard.

	Dani turned to see the doctor walking towards her, pushing a stretcher. 

	“Hey, Henry. Looks like a homicide,” she answered.

	“Whoa, that’s an understatement,” he said, walking closer and squatting down. “He’s not bloated.”

	“Yeah, I noticed that too,” Dani agreed.

	“Let’s get him loaded up. I’ll have a preliminary report for you tomorrow probably.”

	They worked together to stuff the dead body into the black bag and load it onto the stretcher and then she pulled her waders off. 

	Dani grabbed the radio microphone clipped to her shoulder. “Dispatch, send another deputy to Lake Drive and alert the sheriff. We have a 10-35.”

	“Roger,” the dispatch operator replied. 

	“Let’s go walk the dock and see if we can gather any evidence. This property just turned into a major crime scene,” Dani said, walking back down the dock. 

	Ten minutes later, another deputy arrived and met them in the backyard. 

	“I was just here a week or two ago for a 10-14,” Vince said, walking up to Dani.

	“What do you mean?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

	“Someone was trying to break in the back door,” he replied. “What happened?”

	“We found a man in the water by the dock with his throat cut,” Wilbur exclaimed.

	“I heard about that call. Are you sure this was the house?” Dani asked.

	“Yeah, it was around three in the morning. I remember because the renter was a little ruffled, but very easy on the eyes. I’ve never seen her before.”

	“Alright, I’ll pull the report. I’ve already walked the dock and the yard, but you two take another pass. We’re looking for blood, torn clothing, drag marks, anything out of the ordinary. Wilbur, what’s the name of the renter? It’s time I go have a word with her.” 

	Wilbur pulled the small notebook from his pocket and flipped a few pages. “Kristen Malone,” he replied.

	Dani’s breath caught in her throat, causing her to cough slightly. “That’s not her name. The Malone family owns this house. She must have given you the owner’s name.”

	“Well, that’s what the renter said her name was. Kristen Malone,” he corrected.

	Dani’s head jerked as if she’d been slapped. “What?” Her lungs deflated and she felt her stomach dry heave. 

	“Is something wrong?” Wilbur asked.

	“No. I … I didn’t realize she was back in town. She’s not a renter. She’s the owner,” Dani said as she turned around and began walking towards the house. She had thought about the day she would finally see Kristen again and after twelve years she still had no idea what she was going to say to the woman who had broken her heart. Her blood boiled and her heart raced. The closer she got to the front door, the angrier she got. Damn you, Kristen. 

	 

	 

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	Kristen had stayed away from the windows, choosing to hide out in her old bedroom on her laptop as the sheriff’s deputies traipsed around her backyard. Seeing the dead body floating by the dock had thrown her mind into a whirlwind. 

	Loud knocking on the front door startled Kristen. She took the stairs two at a time and pulled the door open swiftly. She noticed the shape of a woman standing on the other side of the screen door. Kristen pushed the screen out wide, taking in the woman in front of her. The sheriff’s deputy had dark brown hair pulled back in a short ponytail and black sunglasses with black lenses. She wore the same button-down khaki shirt over a white undershirt and dark green trousers with a utility belt that housed a gun, a radio, and handcuffs as the other deputy who arrived earlier, but her uniform fit her athletic frame nicely.

	 “Officer …” Kristen said, trying to make out the last name stitched on the brown patch above the woman’s right breast. “Ricketts?” she gasped, recognizing the name.

	Dani stared at the woman in front of her in disbelief. She had light brown hair with natural highlights that hung just below her shoulders in lazy waves, big chocolate brown eyes, and suntanned skin. The red t-shirt and jeans she wore hugged her slender figure perfectly, enhancing her average sized breasts and trim waist. Dani watched as she ran her hand through her hair, pushing it back over her shoulder and revealing small gold hoop earrings. The young girl she remembered from high school had grown into a beautiful woman.

	“It’s deputy. Chief deputy to be exact,” Dani growled.

	Kristen stepped over the threshold with a puzzled look on her face. “Dani?”

	Dani backed up a step, pushing her sunglasses up on her head, revealing her gorgeous green eyes.  “How long have you been back?” she asked.

	“I …” Kristen knew she might run into Dani Ricketts while she was home, but she’d hoped she could do what she needed to do and get out of town without seeing the one person who could bring her to her knees with a simple look. She appeared visibly stunned when Dani’s eyes met hers. 

	“Kristen?” Dani huffed as her eyebrow arched.

	“What are you doing in a sheriff’s uniform?” 

	“I’m the one asking the questions. You’ve been gone for a long time, people change. They grow up, get jobs, and move on. Now, how long have you been in town, and why the hell is there a dead body in your backyard?” Dani snapped.

	“Don’t yell at me. I have no idea! I stepped onto the balcony to eat my lunch and saw something in the water. I haven’t even been down on the dock since I got here.”

	“And when was that?”

	“Tomorrow will be three weeks.”

	“Why are you back?”

	“I own the house now and I’m selling it.”

	Dani leaned back, looking towards the road. “I don’t see a for sale sign.”

	“I’m packing up my family’s stuff first.”

	Dani nodded, turning back towards her.

	“One of my deputies chased a prowler away recently, is that correct?” she asked, making notes on the small pad that she carried in her pocket.

	“Yes.” Kristen ran a flustered hand through her hair, pushing it back off her shoulder again.

	“Do you have any idea who it was?”

	“No. He told me the rented houses get broken into a lot this time of year, usually when they’re between renters.”

	“What about the guy in the water? Any idea who he is?”

	“No. I didn’t see his face. I realized it was a dead body, and I screamed and ran inside to call 911.”

	Dani pulled her phone from her pocket and scrolled to the close-up picture of the man’s face. “Do you recognize him? Was this the prowler?”

	Kristen peered at the picture and backed away in disgust. “No. I don’t know if that was him or not. That’s gross.”

	“It’s a lot more than a dead body, Kristen. That guy’s throat was cut, and he hadn’t been in the water long.” Dani scrolled to the next picture that exposed his sliced throat and showed it to Kristen.

	“Oh my God, you don’t think I did this … do you, Dani?”

	“I have no idea! I don’t see you or hear from you for twelve damn years, and I get called out here for a dead body that turns out to be a homicide, and you just happened to be back.”

	“Do I need to call my lawyer?”

	“I don’t know. You tell me,” Dani countered.

	“I can’t believe you’re standing on my doorstep harassing me like this.”

	Dani blew out a frustrated breath. Seeing Kristen again had thrown her off balance. She’d let the pieces of her broken heart resurface, leading her down an angry path, instead of thinking like an officer, or in this case, a detective. She slipped her sunglasses back on. 

	“Don’t leave town. I’ll be in touch,” she said, turning around and walking towards the backyard.

	 

	*

	 

	Kristen watched her walk away before closing the door. The anger in Dani’s voice was a surprise, but the pain in her deep green eyes had been unmistakable and had cut Kristen to the bone. She’d been shocked to see Dani in a uniform and the fact that she’d been slightly aroused when she’d first seen the deputy through the screen had made complete sense. Even after all the years between them, simply looking at Dani Ricketts still made her weak in the knees. 

	“I can’t do this. I should’ve just followed my original plan and hired someone,” she said, shaking her head as she pulled the curtain back, peering down at the three uniformed deputies gathered together on her dock. “Damn you, Dani. I’ve tried so hard to avoid seeing you. Who the hell knew you were a sheriff’s deputy?” 

	She watched Dani pointing to the water and the dock before writing on the little notepad. She was obviously in charge of the two young men who nodded their heads, following her every move. If you knew why I left you so long ago, you’d understand why I’m back, doing what I need to do to move on.

	 

	*

	 

	Dani looked out across the water at the big green cypress trees that filled the wooded space between each of the houses that lined the lake. She watched the lake current flow past the end of the dock that she stood on. She was able to see through the clear, ten-foot-deep water, straight to the sandy bottom, littered with river rocks and water plants. Her nerves were still frazzled from seeing Kristen. She tried calming her racing pulse, but her mind was about as far from relaxed as it could possibly be.

	“Do you think that woman in the house did this?” Wilbur asked.

	“No,” she replied. It was true. She didn’t know Kristen Malone anymore, but the young girl she’d grown up with wasn’t capable of physically harming anyone. Dani pursed her lips and blew out a deep breath. “The body was probably dumped from a boat and washed up into the rocks next to this dock. I think it’s pure coincidence, but nothing is set in stone until we get the results from Henry and find out who he is.”

	“What do we do now?” 

	Dani looked at Vince and grinned. “Have you ever seen an autopsy?”

	“No. Well, in the academy we had to watch one, but I stood in the back, so I didn’t actually see it.”

	“Since I know he has a weak stomach …” She smiled, nodding towards Wilbur. “You go ahead and catch up with Henry.” She pointed to Vince. “See if he’s started. I’m going to go meet with Sheriff Fisher and bring him up to speed. Wilbur, go back on patrol.”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Wilbur smiled and headed towards his patrol car. He was happy to be reassigned. The dead body freaked him out.

	“I’ll check in with you in a little while,” Dani said to Vince as she climbed into her SUV. She started the engine and backed out of the driveway.

	Dani turned at the first road off Lake Drive, pulled into a parking lot and threw the truck into park as she bent her head down, pressing her forehead against the steering wheel. She hadn’t been prepared for the rush of feelings that had come back to her when she’d seen Kristen. It was like the world had stood still during the brief, heated conversation that they’d shared. 

	“Why the hell are you back? More importantly, why the hell did you ever leave?” she said, shaking her head. “There are over two hundred houses around this lake and that damn corpse just had to wash up at hers.” I thought I had a better chance of being struck by lightning than ever seeing her again.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 3

	 

	Dani walked into the sheriff’s office, stretching her neck from side to side as she pushed her sunglasses up on her head. Her empty stomach was starting to make her feel queasy, but eating food was the last thing on her mind. She had no idea how long her day was going to be after finding the body out at Kristen’s house and the only thing she really wanted was a cold beer. 

	“How bad is it?” Sheriff Fisher asked when Dani walked into his office, sitting down in the chair across from his old, dilapidated desk. 

	“It’s a young male with his throat cut. Henry has him now, but from what I noticed on the scene, he wasn’t bloated. That means he probably wasn’t in the water long.”

	“What did the renter say? Do they have any idea who he is?”

	“No and it’s not a renter. Kristen Malone is back in town.”

	“Malone? I remember that name. The body was found at their dock?” 

	“The Malone family became residents here when I was only a few years old. I grew up with Kristen. Her family moved away towards the end of our senior year and their house has been a rental ever since. The body was washed up in the rocks against their dock on the south side of the lake.”

	“Hmm … do you think she has anything to do with this?” he asked, chewing on the corner of his thick white mustache. 

	“No. It would take someone awfully strong to cut a grown man’s throat. She’s an inch shorter than me and looks like she’s in great shape, but I doubt she’s strong enough to do something like that. I’ll know more after Henry finishes his report. I sent Vince to observe the autopsy.”

	Sheriff Fisher laughed. “Poor kid.”

	“Wilbur lost his lunch at the scene, so I put him back on patrol. There’s not much to do at this point anyway and he’s only part-time.”

	“Make sure you check the missing person reports and cross check anything from the nearby cities that match his description. Let me know when you get that report. Mayor Olsen doesn’t know about this yet and I want to make sure we have all our bases covered before I fill him in.”

	Dani nodded and went back to the makeshift closet she called an office. She emailed all the crime scene photos to herself, uploaded them onto her computer, and went to work checking the databases. She didn’t have much to go on and the description of a 5’10”, 160lb male with brown hair between the ages of 25 and 33 had over fifty hits on the larger database that covered the three nearby cities. 

	“Damn,” she huffed. This was going to take the rest of the day and most of the night to weed through unless the medical examiner came up with something to positively ID the man.

	A couple of hours later, Dani’s stomach rumbled, reminding her dinner time was nearing and she’d had nothing to eat the entire day except for a glass of chocolate milk and a banana after her morning run. She reached into her side desk drawer and pulled out a cookie dough flavored protein bar. She tore open the wrapper, chewing nearly half the bar in one bite before the bitterly disgusting, sour taste coated her tongue. She tossed the rest of the bar into the trash can next to her and spewed the chewed-up pieces from her mouth. 

	“Yuck!” she spat as her stomach rolled. Her cell phone lit up and began vibrating on her desk. She answered it as she spit the last of the remnants into the can.

	“Everything okay?” Henry asked.

	Dani rolled her eyes, wishing desperately for a bottle of water to appear. “I’m fine,” she replied. “Apparently, I need to check the dates on the food I leave lying around the station.”

	Henry laughed. “Your report’s finished. I sent it over with Huckleberry Hound.”

	“What?” Dani snickered. 

	“That deputy you sent over had a hundred questions. He reminded me of that old blue dog cartoon. It’s probably well before your time, kiddo.”

	“No, I know who you’re talking about. I just don’t picture Vince as Huckleberry Hound. He is a little inquisitive though. I figured he was a better choice than Wilbur, unless you wanted puke on your cadaver. He’s a green as goose shit part-timer.”

	“No, I’d take the questions over the puking rookie any day. I need to get back to my live patients. Let me know if you have any questions about the report. I was able to get one solid fingerprint, so maybe you can ID him with that. His toxicology screen should be back in about two weeks, so I’ll let you know as soon as I get it.”

	“Great. Thanks again, Henry.” Dani hung up the phone and pulled the trash bag from the can, tying the top of it as she walked out of her office.

	“Mine needs to go out too, if you’re pulling maid duties,” Sheriff Fisher called from his opened doorway. 

	“Does yours have rotten food in it too?” she grinned. 

	“Eww, Ricketts. I told you that health food was bad for you.”

	Dani rolled her eyes and walked through the back door of the station. She tossed the bag into the dumpster and turned around when she heard a siren in the distance. A minute later, Vince pulled into the parking lot, stopping and rolling his window down when he saw her.

	“Tell me you didn’t drive over here lit up because of an autopsy report.” She raised an eyebrow, leaning down with her hands on the top of the door. 

	“I … Uh, I thought this was urgent, so …”

	Dani shook her head. “We never run with lights and sirens unless it’s an emergency. A simple report is NOT an emergency, Deputy Wagner.” Dani stuck her hand into the car, grabbing the report folder from his hand. She checked the black digital watch on her left wrist. “Get back out on patrol. Your shift’s almost over and there’s nothing more to do on this case until tomorrow morning.”
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