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The clock is ticking on a serial killer ready to strike . . .


Forensic photographer Miranda Rhoads has decided to put crime scenes behind her when she moves to the seaside town of Lost Beach. But her plans are quickly upended when, one morning, she comes across a couple sleeping in a canoe, entwined in an embrace. Looking closer, she realizes the man and woman aren’t asleep – they’ve been murdered.


Detective Joel Breda is out to find answers – not only about the unidentified victims in the marshy death scene, but also about the aloof and beautiful photographer who seems to know more about his investigation than he does.


As they begin to unravel the motivation of a merciless serial killer, Miranda and Joel are in a race to make an arrest – before the killer can find them first.
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ONE


THE LIGHT WAS perfect, but she didn’t have long.


Miranda Rhoads dipped the paddle and glided smoothly through the water as she composed the shot. Cattails in the foreground, the tall lighthouse a distant spire. In between, the bay was a vast mirror that reflected the pinkening sky.


She lowered the blade of her paddle again, this time pushing off the spongy bottom to maneuver around a clump of reeds. This was it. She balanced the paddle on her thighs and adjusted the strap around her neck. Anticipation thrummed through her as she lifted the camera. Conditions were exactly what she’d hoped for when she saw the weather report last night and remembered one of her father’s sayings: Red sky at morning, sailors take warning.


Miranda took a deep breath and waited. Seconds and minutes slipped by, and she let her mind drift like the kayak. The humid air settled around her. She listened to the hum of insects in the marshes behind her, a trilling chorus that swelled and subsided with the breeze. She took another deep breath and for a perfect, endless moment she felt truly okay. Her thoughts were clear and crisp. The sunlight-saturated air seemed to vibrate around her. The day was still new, limitless, and she gave in to the notion that she was going to be all right.


Movement in the corner of her eye.


She remained utterly still as a great blue heron stepped from the reeds, tall and elegant on his spindly legs. Another step. Miranda held her breath and brushed her fingertip over the shutter button. If he sensed her watching, he didn’t show it.


She waited for the shot. It was instinct now. Like a hunter. Another deep breath and a long respiratory pause as she stayed motionless.


Click.


He stepped closer and dipped his head down. Then he lifted his head and turned toward her, regarding her with a regal look. Posing?


His silhouette was black and perfect against the fiery sky. Miranda’s heart hammered.


Click. Click.


This was why she’d come here. This was why she put up with lukewarm showers and rusty water and a bleating alarm clock at four thirty a.m. This was why she schlepped her kayak to the dock all alone, slapping at mosquitoes before her first sip of coffee. Photography was all about light, and mornings offered the best chance of getting something useful. Not a guarantee but a chance, and it paid to play the odds. She couldn’t sell what she didn’t have.


Click.


Another careful step. Click, click.


The heron turned and took wing. She lowered the camera and watched him soar over the marsh, then swoop down into another clump of reeds.


Miranda sighed. Not bad for a day that had barely begun.


She shifted the camera under her arm and picked up the paddle, scanning the wetlands for new possibilities. She had thirty minutes left. More, if the distant line of storm clouds lingered off the coast.


Her paddle snagged on something. She spotted a slim yellow cord stretched taut across the reeds. She paddled closer and spied something green tucked among the cattails. A canoe.


An explosion of feathers nearby made her heart lurch as a trio of white ibis flapped away. Behind her, something thrashed in the water. A fish? A cottonmouth?


Her attention snapped back to the boat. Her heart was thudding now as she drifted closer. The air felt charged, and all her senses went on high alert. Habits kicked in. She noted the direction of the wind. She noted the height of the sun. She noted the air, damp and pungent, pressing around her. Her stomach clenched tightly as she took a slow, shallow stroke, careful not to bump the canoe with her kayak as she peered over the side.


They looked peaceful, with their long limbs intertwined. His arm around her was protective. Tender.


Obscene.


Miranda’s vision blurred. Her brain recoiled from the sight in front of her, but she couldn’t turn away, couldn’t stop from registering every detail.


The man’s head was nestled on the woman’s shoulder just beneath her chin, and their pale skin looked rosy in the morning glow. An inch of water filled the bottom of the canoe. The woman’s dark braid drifted there like a snake.


She stared unblinking at the morning sky.


DETECTIVE JOEL BREDA pulled into the marina parking lot and slid his truck into a space beside a dusty police cruiser. He scanned the boats bobbing in their slips before turning his attention to the caliche lot. He recognized most of the vehicles, including the hulking old Suburban that belonged to the Lost Beach police chief.


Joel surveyed the two-story building as he got out. The marina occupied the first level, and a seafood restaurant with sweeping views of Laguna Madre occupied the top. Neither was open yet, but the weathered wooden bait shop near the docks would have been busy since sunrise. The shop owner stood beside his hut now, smoking a cigarette and watching a cluster of boats about a hundred yards offshore.


“Thought you were in Corpus.”


Joel turned to see Nicole Lawson trudging toward him. She wore a blue Lost Beach PD golf shirt and black rubber waders that were covered in muck.


“Not anymore,” Joel said. “Who’s here?”


“McDeere got here first. Then the chief. Still no sign of the ME.” Nicole turned toward the water, and Joel followed her gaze to the boats. An LBPD speedboat and several small skiffs blocked his view of the crime scene.


“What do we know?” Joel asked.


“So far, not much. Two victims, both shot in the gut. Randy called it in.”


Joel cast a glance at the bait shop owner as he flicked his cigarette to the ground. Randy chain-smoked when he was nervous. He’d probably gone through half a pack by now.


Nicole turned to face him. Her long auburn hair was tied in a messy bun instead of her usual braid, which made Joel think she’d been called out of bed.


“Male and female?” he asked.


“Yep. And they’re young, too. Maybe early twenties.”


Something in her tone caught his attention. He eased closer and lowered his voice. “What is it?”


She shook her head. “Nothing, just . . . freaky crime scene.”


She’d been out there already, and Joel felt a stab of regret that he’d been off island when he got the call. He lived less than a mile away from here and should have been the first one on scene.


He studied Nicole’s tense expression. “Does it look like a murder? A murder-suicide? A suicide pact?”


“Don’t know.” She wiped her brow with the back of her forearm. “Could be any of those. I didn’t see a weapon aboard, though. Course, I didn’t touch anything.”


“Good.” Joel stepped around her and reached into the bed of his truck to unlock the chrome toolbox.


“Don’t bother with waders,” she told him. “With the storm coming, they’re bringing everything in.”


He glanced at the sky. Given the angry gray clouds rolling in, it wasn’t a bad call. He shoved his waders aside and grabbed his binoculars.


“Sure you want in on this?” she asked. “Technically, you’re on vacation till Thursday.”


“I’m sure.” The department had only three full-time detectives—himself, Emmet, and Owen. Nicole was good, but she was still in training.


“I’m just saying,” she went on. “You could probably let Emmet take the lead on this one.”


Joel slammed the toolbox shut, not bothering to argue about it. “Fill me in as we walk.”


She fell into step beside him, and her waders made little squeaking sounds. “So. How was the wedding?”


“Fine.”


She cut a look at him. “Really?”


“Yeah. Anyone call the sheriff’s office?” he asked. The last thing he wanted to talk about was the wedding he’d just attended.


“The chief called them. They’re sending down one of their CSIs.”


“Who?”


“Bollinger, I think.”


Joel winced.


“You don’t like him?”


“No.”


“Well, he should be here soon.” She checked her watch. “We called them forty-five minutes ago.”


“He’ll be late, count on it.” Yet another reason the chief had probably decided to tow the canoe in. Joel passed a row of fishing rigs and catamarans, all neatly covered and secured in their slips. He reached the end of the dock and lifted the binoculars.


The distant crime scene snapped into focus. Chief Brady stood at the helm of the police boat as Emmet and Owen attached a line to the bow of the canoe. Joel studied the long green boat. It didn’t look like a rental from one of the island’s rec shops.


The police boat got moving, and the bow of the canoe tipped up. Joel muttered a curse as he imagined the canoe’s contents shifting to the stern.


“We don’t have much choice with the rain coming,” Nicole said, clearly picking up on his concern.


“Tell me they got pictures.”


“Emmet had the camera.”


“Who found them?”


“Some woman in a kayak. She paddled to the marina to report it.”


Joel lowered the binoculars. “Why didn’t she call it in herself?”


“I don’t know.”


“Where is she now?”


“Um . . .” She turned around and scanned the parking lot. “McDeere was getting her statement. I’m sure she didn’t leave yet. There she is. Just past the boat trailers.”


“Black Jeep, red kayak?”


“That’s her. Here, let me use your binocs while you talk to her.”


Joel handed them over and returned to the parking lot, watching the woman as he approached. She stood on the running board of the Jeep, struggling with a bungee cord as she secured her kayak to the roll bar.


“Need a hand?” Joel asked.


“I’m good.” The woman didn’t look up. She had honey-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. She wore stretchy black pants that clung to her curves and a loose white top over a black sports bra. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, but the pissed-off look on her face warned Joel not to intervene as she wrestled with the final hook. After getting it attached, she stepped down.


“I’m Joel Breda, Lost Beach PD.”


She gazed up at him and dusted her hands on her pants. “Miranda Rhoads.” Her gaze dropped to the detective’s shield clipped to his belt. When she looked up again, her caramel-colored eyes were wary.


“I already gave a detailed statement to Officer McDeere,” she said. “And I talked to someone named Lawson.”


“I understand, ma’am. I just have some follow-ups.”


She blew out a breath and tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “All right.”


“Care to sit down?” He nodded at a picnic table not far from the bait shop.


“No, thanks. One second.” She eased past him and opened the door of her Jeep, then reached across the seat and popped open the glove compartment. She pulled out a small red zipper pouch. “I just need to clean this,” she said, propping her foot on the running board.


She wore silver flip-flops, and Joel saw a gash on the side of her little toe. The cut was bleeding. He hadn’t noticed, probably because he’d been distracted by the rest of her.


“What’d you do there?” he asked.


She tore open a sterile wipe and dabbed at the cut. “I got out of my kayak to look at the canoe and stepped on a board covered in barnacles.”


“You had a tetanus shot recently?”


She laughed. “Uh, yeah.”


Joel looked at her. “Why is that funny?”


Her smile disappeared. “It’s not.”


She reached into the Jeep again to get rid of the wet wipe and tossed the pouch on the seat. Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders.


“Sorry. Okay. What were your questions?”


Joel looked her over, puzzled by her brisk attitude. Typically, innocent witnesses were pretty deferential with cops. Then again, she’d had a rough morning and people handled stress in different ways.


“Tell me how you found the boat,” he said. “What were you doing out there?”


She rested her hands on her hips and gazed at the bay. Her arms were tanned and toned, as though she spent a lot of time in her kayak.


“I got to the marina about five fifteen,” she said.


“That’s early.”


“I was photographing the sunrise.”


“Okay. And you were coming from where?”


“The north end of the island. I’m renting a beach house about a mile from here.”


“All right.”


“I put in my kayak. Paddled about a hundred yards out, toward the marshes near the nature center. As the sky brightened, I took a series of photographs. Nautical twilight is the best time to get silhouettes. That’s between first light and sunrise.” She looked at him, probably sensing that he didn’t know shit about photography. But fishing he knew, and he understood the different phases of daylight on this bay.


“Anyway, as I was paddling, I scared up some birds.” A lock of hair blew against her face, and she peeled it away. Joel noticed her hand was trembling. “That’s when I spotted a yellow line.”


“A fishing line?”


“No, like a rope. A thin one. It was attached to a canoe hidden in some cattails.” She paused, and a somber look came over her face. “That’s when I saw them.”


“The couple.”


“Yeah.”


“And you could tell they were dead?”


“Yes.” She broke eye contact and looked at the bay again. The wind had picked up, and the water was getting choppy. “There was no mistaking it. I mean, you’ll see when they bring them in.”


“You know what time this was?” he asked.


“About six forty.”


Joel watched her face as she looked out over the water. The boats were coming in, and he could hear the motors getting closer. But he was more interested in Miranda Rhoads’s carefully calm expression.


“Do you recall any noises?” he asked.


She looked at him. “Noises?”


“When you were out on the water taking pictures. Did you hear any gunshots? Or yelling, screaming, anything like that?”


“No.”


“Think back. Sometimes seagulls screeching can sound similar to—”


“I didn’t hear anything like that.” She was adamant. “I didn’t hear anyone or see anyone until I got back to the marina and asked the guy at the bait shop for help.” She turned to look at Randy, who was smoking another cigarette and talking with McDeere. “That guy there, with the beard.”


“So you didn’t have a cell phone out there with you?” Joel asked.


“Not on the kayak, no. I keep it locked in the console of my Jeep.”


“All right. And when you arrived here, did you see any other cars in the lot?”


She shook her head. “I was the first one.”


“Any other boats? Fishermen?”


“No.”


“What about pedestrians? Dog walkers?” He nodded at the marshland between the marina and the nature center. “Some people use the trails in the morning.”


“There was no one out when I first got here. At least, not that I saw. Only person I noticed was a cyclist on the highway. He was riding along the shoulder.”


That caught Joel’s interest. “Where, exactly?”


She blew out a sigh. “He was on a bike about fifty yards north of the turnoff for the marina. He was heading north. I described him to McDeere. He had on a light-colored T-shirt and a baseball cap. I remember noticing because he should have been wearing a helmet, especially riding in the dark like that.”


Joel cast a glance at McDeere, who was watching him now with a look Joel couldn’t read. He had no doubt the officer would have taken all this down. A former Marine, McDeere was thorough and paid attention to details. It was one of the things Joel liked about working with him.


“As I said, I gave all this to the officer already.”


Joel looked at the witness. Her cheeks were still pink, and she seemed antsy. Like she was itching to leave. She glanced over Joel’s shoulder, and her brow furrowed.


Joel turned to see the ME’s van swinging into the lot, followed by a white SUV. Both vehicles pulled into spaces near the bait shop. The door to the SUV opened, and Bollinger hopped out.


Joel checked his watch. Almost an hour since the chief had called the county for a crime scene investigator. Joel gritted his teeth.


“Detective? Is that all right?”


He shifted his attention back to the witness. Those caramel-colored eyes looked worried now.


“Ma’am?”


“I need to head out. I’m late for something.” She nodded toward the bait shop. “If you have any more follow-ups, your officer there has all my contact information. And he gave me his card.”


Joel didn’t want to let her go, but he didn’t have a reason to keep her here, either. The boats were pulling in, and Joel wanted to get a look at everything before the ME’s people started.


“Let me see that card,” he said.


She hesitated a moment before pulling a card from her bra and handing it over. Joel took out a pen and wrote on the back.


“That’s my mobile,” he said. “Call me if you remember anything else.”


“All right.”


“Thank you for your time today.”


“No problem.”


She stepped around him to open the Jeep, and Joel moved out of the way.


Bollinger was still with his vehicle, zipping into his white Tyvek suit. Meanwhile, the boats had docked, and Emmet was securing the canoe to a cleat.


Thunder rumbled, and Joel glanced at the sky just in time to catch the first fat raindrops. He looked at the canoe that held two dead young people, along with any forensic evidence he hoped to recover. All of it was going to get drenched.


Joel started for the dock.


“Detective?”


He turned around. Miranda wore a rain jacket now with a hood that covered her head. Wherever she was going, she was about to get soaked.


“Make sure they bag her hands,” she told him.


“What’s that?”


“The female victim,” she said. “She’s holding a feather. You don’t want it getting lost in transport, so tell your CSI to make sure to bag her hands.”
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TWO


MIRANDA PULLED OFF the highway onto the gravel road. Swerving around potholes, she approached the weathered wooden beach house she’d come to call home.


The place was gray, like today’s sky. It looked small and dilapidated compared to houses in the nearby subdivision, where homeowners picked from a selection of pre-approved colors in a cheery Caribbean palette. Miranda had gathered these details at the neighborhood’s sales office during her first week on the island. She’d also learned that if she’d been in the market for a house—which she wasn’t—the pastel-colored bungalows were well out of her price range.


She pulled under the rental house and parked her Jeep. Perched on twelve-foot stilts, the house was lower than everything else on the island’s north end. New regulations called for sixteen-foot stilts to protect against storm surges, but Miranda’s place had been built in the seventies. The house didn’t look like much, but she loved the location well off the highway. From the south, it was concealed from view by a sloping clump of oak trees that had been sculpted by countless storms off the Gulf.


Miranda gathered her cell phone and camera from the console and tucked both under her jacket before getting out. The rain was steady now, with no end in sight, and she was going to have to drag the Jeep’s top from the storage closet before venturing out again. She made a dash up the wooden stairs to the door and was greeted by Benji’s nose against the glass. With Benji on guard, she wasn’t in the habit of locking up when she went out briefly. That was about to change.


“Hey, boy,” she said as she stepped inside.


Benji wiggled and whimpered as she took off her jacket, dripping water all over the floor. She bent down to rub his ears, and his skinny body shook with excitement as he licked her hands. A greyhound mix who looked underfed, Benji wasn’t winning any beauty contests, but for Miranda it had been love at first sight.


She set her camera on the kitchen counter and plugged her phone into the charger. Pausing by the window, she looked out over the beach. The surf was up, and gray water churned beneath the charcoal sky. Maybe the storm would blow through, maybe not. But either way, she needed to hurry.


She went to the sink and stood for a moment to get her bearings. She splashed water on her face, then grabbed a dish towel and blotted her cheeks.


Two vics. GSW. Point-blank range.


She pictured Officer McDeere beside his patrol car talking on his radio. Then she pictured the detective. Joel Breda. She thought of his wide shoulders and narrow hips, and the stern look in his blue eyes as he’d towered over her.


You could tell they were dead?


Miranda shuddered and squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could get the images out of her head. But of course, she couldn’t. The lifeless bodies were seared into her memory. She was a visual person, which had propelled her career, but sometimes it felt like a curse.


She tossed the dish towel away and opened the refrigerator. Usually after a sunrise photo shoot she brewed a pot of strong coffee and sat down to pore through her results. But she was wired to the point of being dizzy, and the last thing she needed was caffeine. She had a sudden craving for a cigarette, which made no sense because she hadn’t smoked since college.


She reached for a bottle of water and took a long swig. Then she grabbed a beach towel off the stacked washer-dryer in the corner of the kitchen. The towel was gritty from her last trip to the beach with Benji, but she wrapped it around her shoulders and went to her workspace.


The corner of the living room was her office, and her laptop was perched on a rickety wooden card table that she’d found in the bedroom closet along with a stack of jigsaw puzzles. She brought the computer to life and plugged in her camera, then sat down. She checked the clock: 8:28. She didn’t have much time, but this couldn’t wait until after work.


Benji nudged her knee with his nose.


“I know, boy. But it’s raining.” She scratched his head. “We’ll go later.”


He grunted and licked her hand, and she knew he sensed her agitation. He always keyed in on her moods.


Miranda clicked into the photo software and watched her shots roll in. Thumbnail images flashed at warp speed—a sunset at the nature center, last weekend’s regatta, a series of sand dunes.


“Come on, come on, come on,” she muttered.


It had been far too long since she’d uploaded her memory card, and now today of all days, she’d reached capacity.


Miranda scooted her chair in and watched the screen as her stomach filled with dread. Shuddering again, she pulled the towel tighter around her shoulders. Why was she so rattled? She’d seen bodies before. But that was different. Different place, different context.


Different everything.


Finally, today’s fiery sky appeared, and Miranda held her breath. Sky, sky, sky. More sky. And then a blur of green.


She clicked an image to enlarge it. The great blue heron. The shot was good. Exceptional, even. She scrolled past it until she reached the clump of cattails.


Start big and get small.


Her photography instructor’s voice echoed through her head again. That was exactly what she’d done. Even in her panic, she’d fallen back on her training.


She had several shots of the cattails, with the green canoe camouflaged among the reeds. She scrolled through the images, getting closer and closer until she came to the overview shot.


Miranda’s chest tightened. The scene took her breath away, even now, separated from the horror of it by time and space.


She combed through her photographs, studying the legs, the faces, the hands.


Miranda bit her lip. She pulled the towel tighter. She scrolled and scrolled until there it was—the shot she’d been looking for.


Early this morning, she’d been totally hands-off, but now she could really look. She touched the screen and spread her thumb and forefinger apart to zoom in.


Miranda’s pulse picked up. She leaned closer. She hadn’t been seeing things or imagining. It was just as she’d thought.


“I’ll be damned.”


NICOLE STARED AT the picture taped to the murder board, transfixed by the young woman’s face. Her eyes were half-open, her lips slightly parted. A tiny black fly hovered at the corner of her mouth.


Nicole tried to envision how those final moments had played out. Had she seen the gun and felt a jolt of terror? Or had she and her companion chosen this as some sort of twisted suicide pact?


Shifting her attention to the photo of both victims, Nicole considered their clothing. They both wore shorts, no shoes, and their legs were intertwined. The man’s arm was draped over the woman’s bare abdomen below the hem of her short-cropped blue T-shirt.


Nicole studied the picture, but she couldn’t figure it out. The position of his arm seemed almost . . . sweet. Had he gone out there planning to kill her and dump her body? Maybe he’d felt remorse and killed himself, too? Or had a third party come upon them in an intimate moment and taken them by surprise?


Joel walked into the conference room and stopped short.


“Damn,” he said, looking at the murder board. “You’re fast.”


“I didn’t want to wait for you guys.” Nicole perched on the edge of the conference table. “How’d it go out there?”


Joel peeled off his LBPD baseball cap and dropped it on the table. His shaggy brown hair was damp with sweat, and clearly he’d been in the sun for hours. After dumping an ungodly amount of rain, the morning storm had moved inland, leaving the island steamy and soggy.


“We went back to the scene,” he said.


“You did?”


He stepped over to the coffeepot and picked up the carafe.


“That’s been there all day,” she said.


“Don’t care. I missed lunch.” He poured the dregs into a cardboard cup, then picked up the sugar dispenser and gave a few generous shakes.


“There are doughnuts in the break room. Tell me about the scene first, though.”


“No new leads.”


He downed the coffee and put the cup on the table, then stepped over to look at the board. He’d gone home at some point to change into his usual clothes: a navy police golf shirt, desert brown tactical pants, and brown ATAC boots—all terrain, all conditions—because island law enforcement frequently involved traipsing around in the mud.


“You got the pictures printed already,” he said, stepping over to a close-up of the female victim’s face. Still no IDs, so for now the victims were Jane and John Doe.


Nicole watched him examine the photos. His blue eyes were somber. The charming smile he used to disarm suspects and witnesses alike was gone now as he studied the victims whose death it was his job to solve. Joel was the lead detective. He was also her mentor, both officially and unofficially, and she’d worked with him on all sorts of cases, but nothing that came close to this.


He glanced at her. “What?”


“Nothing. You guys finish canvassing the nature center?”


“The nature center, the marina, the park.” He finished his coffee and pitched his cup into the trash. “No one saw the canoe or heard any gunshots.”


“Damn.” Nicole blew out a sigh and turned to the board. “What about the ME?”


“Autopsies are scheduled for tomorrow morning.”


“They can’t do them today?”


He shot her a look. “We’re last in line.”


Nicole shouldn’t have been surprised. Lost Beach was too small to have its own medical examiner and crime lab. They had to piggyback on the county.


“I’d really like to get his take on manner of death,” she said. “It’s a bizarre crime scene.”


“Yep.”


She studied the photograph again. Bizarre was an understatement. The woman’s braid floated in the water, looking eerily like a water moccasin.


“Anything new with the IDs?” Joel asked.


“No, and there’s not a lot to go on,” she said. “No phones, no wallets, no keys, no driver’s licenses. Just the backpack we recovered from the stern of the boat, along with a flashlight. How many twentysomethings do you know who go anywhere without a phone?”


“It could have been stolen with everything else.”


She nodded. “So that would make this a robbery on the high seas. In a canoe, no less, which has to be a first for us.”


Joel sank into a chair and leaned back, combing his hand through his thick dark hair. He looked whipped, and he had to be starving, too. Six-two and muscular, he had a big appetite and tended to get edgy when he skipped meals.


“With all the drug running around here, piracy’s more common than you’d think,” he said. “People don’t exactly file a police report when their cargo gets grabbed.”


Nicole crossed her arms. “Okay, but that logic doesn’t add up either. If this was a robbery—as in they took the wallets, keys, phones, and whatever—how come they left the weed?”


“What weed?”


She picked up the manila folder on the end of the table and shuffled through the rest of the crime scene pics. She found the one of the unzipped backpack with a half-filled plastic baggie of marijuana. She stepped over and taped the picture to the whiteboard alongside the other crime scene shots.


“What else you have there?” Joel picked up the folder and thumbed through it. He stopped at an overhead shot of the canoe in which the victims were captured in the frame from head to toe.


“These really aren’t bad,” Joel said. “Bollinger’s improving.”


“He didn’t take those.”


“Who did?”


“The photographer lady.”


He looked up. “Miranda Rhoads?”


“Yeah. She sent them over around nine.”


His eyebrows tipped up. “You’re telling me she took pictures of the crime scene before the police showed?”


Nicole shrugged. “She said she was worried about the storm destroying evidence, so she went ahead and photographed everything. We’re lucky she thought to do it.” Nicole took the overview picture from him and taped it beside the others.


Joel frowned at the board and rubbed his chin.


“What’s wrong?” she asked. “I thought you’d be glad to have these. They’re a hell of a lot better than Bollinger’s shots. His are blurry and shadowed, and the canoe was already getting rained on by the time he got his ass in gear.” Nicole taped several more photos to the whiteboard. “She thought to take notes, too, and emailed them with the pictures. Time of discovery: six forty-two.” She uncapped a marker and jotted notes on the whiteboard. “Outdoor temp: seventy-eight degrees. Wind: moderate out of the southeast.”


She turned around and Joel was staring at a stack of pictures. She leaned closer and saw that he was hung up on a shot of the woman. Her hand rested against her bare thigh. A small gray feather was stuck between her fingers.


Joel flipped through the pictures. “What kind of flashlight was it?”


“One of those camping ones that converts to a lantern. If they went out there in the dark, they could have used it as a running light.”


He flipped to a close-up shot of the unzipped backpack. “Was this dollar sitting in the boat like this?” He held up the photo. A dollar bill sat on the backpack beside a long black feather.


“Oh, she mentioned that,” Nicole said. “She didn’t have a ruler with her, so she used that for scale.”


Joel shook his head.


“What? You should be glad she got these before the sky opened up and all the evidence got ruined.”


“I think it’s odd.”


“Odd . . . as in suspicious?”


“As in unusual,” he said. “So far, Miranda Rhoads is our only witness. No one else has corroborated her story. And she discovered the crime scene and conveniently started documenting it?”


“So are you saying she’s a suspect?” Nicole had been so glad to have the photos, she hadn’t considered the possibility. Joel was a step ahead of her, as usual.


He closed the folder and handed it to her. “Everyone’s a suspect until they aren’t.”
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THREE


JOEL TURNED ONTO the gravel road and saw the glowing yellow windows even before he spotted Miranda’s black Jeep Wrangler parked beneath the house. The kayak was gone now, and she had put the Jeep’s top on.


He parked behind her and got out of his pickup. The sun had set, and the last traces of daylight were fading over the sand dunes. Beneath the wooden staircase he spied the red kayak facedown in the grass beside a double-bladed paddle. Joel stepped over a pair of sandy purple running shoes and hiked up the stairs, pausing on the landing to admire the view. The old house didn’t look like much and never had, but its location was impressive. To the south was the island’s tourist center, consisting of colorful beach houses, inns, and Lost Beach’s two high-rise hotels. To the north was a state park that stretched for twenty-four miles, or two-thirds of the island, and the distant flicker of a campfire was the only light.


Muffled barks erupted as Joel reached the top stair. The back of the house was like a fishbowl, and he saw a skinny brown dog with his nose pressed against the glass door. Miranda crossed the living room, and Joel stepped under the porch light so she’d recognize him.


Gone were the snug-fitting yoga pants from this morning, and now she wore a black miniskirt and a silky gray blouse. She pulled her dog away from the door and opened it.


“Detective. Hi.” She squeezed through the opening, blocking the dog.


“Hey there.” He glanced down at her tall black heels. “I catch you heading out?”


“Coming home, actually.” She tipped her head to the side. “What’s up?”


“I had a couple more questions, if you have a minute.”


“Sure.” She scooted backward through the door. “Benji, no. Calm down.”


Joel stepped inside and reached down so the dog could sniff his hand. Miranda kept a firm grip on his collar as he whimpered and strained against the hold.


“Sorry. He gets excited for visitors. Benji, sit.”


He sat.


Joel crouched down and rubbed his head. “Is he a greyhound?”


She released the collar. “A mix, actually.”


Joel was eye level with Miranda’s knees now, and he tried not to stare at her legs. He wondered where she’d gone today all dressed up. Everything on the island was casual.


He stroked Benji’s neck. A chunk of his right ear was missing.


“What happened to him?” he asked.


“I don’t know for sure. He’s a rescue.”


Joel stood. Even with Miranda in heels, he still towered over her. She didn’t seem intimidated, though, and for a moment, they just stood there looking at each other. Her hair was pulled up in loose bun. In the lamplight he saw that her caramel-brown eyes had gold flecks.


“Would you like something to drink?” She turned around and walked toward the kitchen, and Benji trotted behind her. “I’ve got beer, wine.”


“I’m still on duty.”


“Iced tea?” She looked over her shoulder.


“Sounds good.”


He paused beside the window in the living room. “Nice view up here.”


“That’s what sold me.”


“You bought it?”


“I’m renting.” She pulled open the fridge. “The owner isn’t interested in selling.”


Joel smiled. “He’s stubborn.”


“You know him?” She set a pitcher of tea on the counter and took a pair of glasses down from a cabinet.


“I know his son,” Joel said. “His family used to spend summers here. He and my brother were lifeguards together.”


She took a lemon from a bowl and sliced two wedges.


Joel stepped into the kitchen and leaned back against the Formica breakfast bar. The place was just as he remembered it, including the dingy linoleum floor. Looking into the living room, he recognized the striped blue sofa and the black steamer trunk that served as a coffee table. He’d bet there was still a Monopoly game inside with half the hotels missing and a game of Clue with no revolver.


Miranda handed him the drink.


“Thanks.” He took a sip. It was cold and sweet, and he chugged half of it.


She leaned her hip against the counter and watched him.


“Thanks for sending your pictures over.” He set the glass down. “They’re really good. Better than good. They’re excellent.”


“Thank you.”


“How come you didn’t tell me you were a CSI?”


She lifted her shoulder. “I’m not anymore. I left my job five months ago.”


“But you’re still licensed?”


“Yes.”


“And you teach?”


She arched an eyebrow. “You’ve been checking up on me.”


He smiled. “I was curious. Is that where you were today?”


She didn’t answer, and he got the sense she wanted to tell him it was none of his damn business. She turned and put the pitcher back into the fridge. She was stalling for time. She leaned back against the counter and looked at him.


“Today I had a deposition in San Antonio,” she said. “A case from last year that’s on its way to trial.”


He nodded. “And how many courses do you teach?”


“Just one. Beginning Forensic Photography at St. John’s College.”


“Good school. But that’s what, a three-hour drive? You do that twice a week?”


“Only on Tuesdays.”


“Pretty long haul to teach a class.”


“I don’t mind.” She gave a tight smile. “Nature photography doesn’t pay all the bills, unfortunately.”


Joel watched her. She seemed guarded, and he could tell she didn’t like the direction the conversation had taken.


“Your photographs are going to be critical to our investigation,” he said. “We called a CSI from the county down here, but by the time he showed up and got started it was too late for some of the trace evidence. Your crime scene pictures really saved our bacon.”


“Well. I was glad to help. Evidence is ephemeral.”


He nodded. “Especially here. Weather changes on a dime. Half the time we’re dealing with outdoor crime scenes and we’re up against the elements.”


She folded her arms over her breasts and tipped her head to the side. “Why do I get the feeling you didn’t come here to talk about the weather?”


“You’re right. I came to see if you’d be interested in helping us.”


“Us?”


“The department. Lost Beach PD.”


When she didn’t respond he kept going.


“We haven’t had a CSI on staff in six months, and now we’ve got this murder case in our lap. The high season starts in two weeks, and that means our crime rate doubles. More car thefts, break-ins, assaults. We’re buried already, and it’s not even Memorial Day.”


She just looked at him. “So . . . let me get this straight. You came here to hire me?”


“We could use your expertise.”


MIRANDA STARED AT him, trying to get her head around the idea.


“You want me to work for you,” she stated.


“No, actually.” He rubbed the stubble along his chin. He had a strong jaw—strong features in general—and she was trying not to get distracted by his looks.


“You’d report to Chief Brady,” he said. “He authorized me to offer you the job.”


“Thank you. I appreciate the offer, but I’m not interested.”


He smiled, and a warm flutter settled in the pit of her stomach. “You haven’t even heard what it is yet.”


“I’m not looking for a job, Detective.”


“It’s Joel. And I thought nature photography didn’t pay the bills.” His tone was easygoing, which made it hard for her to be annoyed that he was tossing her own words back at her.


“Nevertheless, I’m not in the market.”


“No?”


“No.” She forced her arms to her sides because she didn’t want to fidget. She wanted to be decisive. “But thank you for thinking of me.”


The side of his mouth curved with amusement, and the warm flutter was back again. Joel Breda was sexy and charming, and she’d already noticed he didn’t wear a wedding ring. But she wasn’t about to let him come in here and upend her life. She’d left her job without a backward glance, and she hadn’t regretted it.


His phone buzzed, and he pulled it from his pocket. His expression quickly turned serious.


“Sorry,” he said without looking up. “I have to go.”


“I understand.”


He glanced up at her, and the intense look in those blue eyes caught her off guard. Wow. Smiling, he was attractive. But his serious look ramped it up to a whole new level.


He tucked his phone away and headed for the door. Benji followed him.


Miranda walked around them and opened the door. “Thanks again for the offer. I’m sure you’ll find someone to fill the bill.”


He lifted an eyebrow skeptically instead of agreeing with her. “Be sure to lock up,” he said.


“Of course.”


“Good night, Miranda. I’ll be in touch.”


THE POLICE STATION was practically deserted. Their receptionist had long since gone home for the night, and the only officer in the bullpen was the rookie, Adam McDeere. He sat at his computer, probably dealing with the blizzard of paperwork that had resulted from the day’s events.


Joel traded nods with him as he cut through the cubicles. McDeere didn’t stop typing. Given his agonizing hunt-and-peck method, he was going to be here all night.


Nicole stepped out of the interview room and caught Joel’s eye. She closed the door behind her and walked over to meet him.


“Who is she again?” Joel asked.


“Her name’s Jennifer Meznick, forty-six.”


Joel ducked into the break room, and Nicole followed. He hadn’t eaten anything since a chocolate glazed doughnut six hours ago, and he was running on fumes. He went straight for the vending machine and fed in some quarters. “Meznick. I don’t recognize that name.” He jabbed a button for Dr Pepper, and a bottle thunked down.


“They’re weekenders. Were weekenders,” Nicole said. “They’ve owned a house on Bay View Drive for sixteen years. Now they’re going through a divorce, and she’s moved down temporarily to fix the place up to sell.”


Joel twisted off the top and took a swig. It was fizzy and cold but didn’t compare to Miranda’s home-brewed iced tea.


“How come we didn’t talk to her this morning when we canvassed?” he asked.


“She was off island. Visiting her mother in Kingsville, apparently. Said she didn’t hear about everything until tonight when a neighbor called her. She said she came straight over.” Nicole crossed her arms. “And that’s about to be a problem, by the way. The word is out about the murders, and it’s only a matter of time before we get big-city media down here. Brady’s in his office fielding calls, and his phone’s been ringing off the hook for the last half hour.”


“We haven’t confirmed manner of death,” Joel reminded her.


She rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Two dead bodies, possibly tourists, and summer season’s about to kick off.”


Joel glanced through the door at the chief’s office. Brady hated dealing with reporters, and this was the second time he’d had to do it in less than a week. On Friday a group of protesters had showed up to picket the resort being built at the southern tip of the island. Police had arrested half a dozen people for criminal mischief, and photos of vandalized construction equipment had landed on the front page of the Corpus Christi Gazette. The media fallout from today was going to be worse by a magnitude of a thousand. Joel was glad he didn’t have the chief’s job.


He looked at Nicole, who was watching him expectantly.


“What’s your impression of this witness?” he asked. “She on the level?”


“Seems to be.”


“You want to sit in on the interview?”


“Sure.”


Joel recapped his drink and stashed it in the fridge.


“So, did you talk to Miranda Rhoads about the job?” Nicole asked.


“She’s not interested.”


“Really? I’m surprised.”


“I’ll work on her.”


Joel wasn’t ready to give up on Miranda yet. He’d caught a tiny spark of interest when he’d first made the offer. He could build on that. She’d seemed intrigued by the case, and she didn’t strike him as the type to want to sit this one out.


Miranda had an obvious talent for CSI work, and he was determined to convince her to join the team.


Nicole checked her watch.


“Let’s get this interview done,” he said. “Then you can get out of here.”


“Roger that.”


He led the way to the interview room. Opening the door, he was immediately hit by the smell of paint thinner. Jennifer Meznick wore a white T-shirt and torn jeans that were spattered with seafoam green. Her short dark hair was pulled back in a stubby ponytail.


“Ms. Meznick? Joel Breda, Lost Beach PD.”


“Hi. Are you in charge of the case?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


He and Nicole sat down in plastic chairs across from the witness, and Nicole pulled out a spiral notepad. Meznick eyed it nervously.


“Thanks for coming in,” Joel said, trying to put her at ease.


She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Well, I don’t know if this is helpful, but I thought I should talk to y’all.”


“Can you reiterate what you went through with Detective Lawson?”


Another deep breath. “Well, I was gone all day, like I said. My mom lives in Kingsville, so I had to run up there and take her to a doctor’s appointment.”


Joel nodded. “Let’s start with this morning.”


“Well.” She paused and seemed to gather her thoughts. “I got up early to fish. I’d checked the tide chart last night, and I wanted to get a line in the water while the fish were moving. I slept through my first alarm and—”


“What time was that?” Joel asked.


“That was five a.m. It went off again at five ten and I got up to put a line in.” She folded her hands together and rested them on the table, and Joel noticed her fingers were smeared with more seafoam green. “I wanted coffee, so I put my fishing rod in the holder down by the dock—I’ve got one of those PVC things attached to the post on the boathouse? Anyway, I put the rod there and ran up to make some coffee. A few minutes later my dog—she’s a Lab—she starts barking like crazy, and I knew I had a bite.”


“Okay. You know what time this was?”


“I think about five thirty-five? So, I went down there, and sure enough I had a nice-size redfish. I reeled it in and was getting the hook out and putting it in the cooler; that’s when a boat zipped by. It was going fast, like a bat outta hell.”


“Which direction?” he asked.


“From the marina,” she said. “North to south, right past my house.”


Joel glanced at Nicole, who was writing something in her book.


“What kind of boat was this?” he asked.


“A skiff. I could tell by the motor.”


“I would think you’d get a lot of skiffs back and forth with your house facing the bay like that,” he commented. “Especially when the fish are moving.”


“Sure, but this one was going so fast that I noticed it.”


“Can you describe the boat?”


“Not really.” She glanced from Joel to Nicole. “I mean, it was still pretty dark out, so it was really just a shadow streaking across the water. It was going fast, and I remember the front of the boat was tipped up.”


Joel watched her, trying to gauge her credibility.


“Tell him about the running lights,” Nicole said.


“Oh, well, yeah. It wasn’t using any running lights. I noticed that, too,” she said. “We get plenty of skiffs and fishing boats back and forth, but you’d be crazy to zip around on the bay without lights that time of morning. The sun wasn’t even up yet.”


“What time was this, when you saw the boat?” he asked.


“Five forty-five. I looked at my watch. It was just barely getting light outside.”


Joel glanced at Nicole, and she lifted an eyebrow at him. The timing was about an hour ahead of Miranda’s discovery of the bodies, so it could fit.


“One other thing that I forgot to ask.” Nicole flipped to a new page in her notebook. “While you were fishing, did you hear any unusual noises?”


She frowned. “Like what?”


“Like gunshots,” Nicole clarified. “Or maybe something that sounded like fireworks or a car backfiring?”


“No. Nothing like that.”


“And any unusual sounds in the middle of the night?”


“No. Of course, I’m pretty far away from the place where they found them, so . . . I don’t know if I would have heard anything.” She looked from Nicole to Joel. “Sorry.”


“It’s okay.” Nicole jotted a few notes.


“Is that it?” The witness checked her watch. “I hate to be rude, but I really need to get back now. I forgot to put my cat in the bedroom, and my cabinets aren’t fully dry yet.”


“We have all your contact info?” Joel asked.


“Yes.”


“Then we’ll be in touch if we need anything.” He pushed his chair back and offered her a handshake. “Thanks again for coming in.”


Nicole led the woman out. When they were gone, he sat down to flip through the interview notes. After three years of working together, he’d learned to decipher Nicole’s scrawled shorthand.


She came back and leaned against the doorframe.


“What’s your take on her story?” he asked.


“The timing works, but . . .”


He looked up from the notepad. “But what?”


“I don’t know. A boat with no running lights? Given the traffic on the bay, it seems like a pretty thin lead.”


Joel stood up and handed her the notepad.


“What’s your take?” she asked. “You’ve been doing this a lot longer than I have.”


He rested his hands on his hips. He was bone tired, and the day wasn’t even over yet. He still had to go through a mountain of paperwork and circle back with the chief for a debriefing. And tomorrow he had to get up at the crack of dawn to drive to the mainland and attend back-to-back autopsies.


“I think we’ve got two young victims, no IDs, no suspects, and no discernible motive,” he said. “Thin or not, this is the best lead we’ve got.”
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