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      She wished there was a window.

      It was hard not being able to see the sky; without it, there was no way for her to keep track of time. She was brought meals, she thought three a day, but she wasn’t sure. They came sporadically; it might be five or six hours between meals, or sometimes, it seemed to be barely an hour.

      Not for the first time in her life she wished she wore a watch.

      It wasn't like the ability to tell time would make her situation any better, but for some reason when this basic of everyday life was snatched away, you missed it. Really missed it.

      Evelyn sighed and rolled over on the flimsy frame that passed as her bed. It was the most uncomfortable thing she had ever lay down on, but it was all she had, so she had to make the best of it.

      She was tired, but not sleepy.

      It was an odd feeling.

      She wanted desperately to fall asleep and be transported in her dreams out of this small concrete room she was trapped in. But no matter how long she lay under her scratchy gray blanket with her eyes closed, she just couldn’t turn her mind off enough to sleep. Sometimes her body would hit a brick wall and she would pass out from exhaustion, but that would only last a short time because her stressed out mind would jolt her awake at the slightest noise. Or imagined noise.

      In the days, or weeks, she’d been here she might have slept a couple of hours tops.

      She was pretty sure that if you didn't sleep, you eventually went insane. Evelyn was also pretty sure she was headed down that path. And, unfortunately, that wasn't such a bad option.

      Anything had to be better than this.

      She got to her feet and began to pace the small room like a caged animal.

      She wanted out.

      Her life had fallen apart over one innocent mistake.

      If she could just go back in time, she would never have gone …

      She broke off as she heard the unmistakable sound of a key sliding into a lock.

      The sound chilled her as nothing else could.

      As horrible as it was to be stuck in this dark, dank, windowless room, nothing could compare to this.

      A single light bulb hung in the middle of the room; it didn't provide a lot of light, but enough to be able to make out the features of the man who stepped into the room and locked the door behind him.

      Her skin prickled and her blood turned to ice. Evelyn had to fight her body’s natural instinct to fight or flight. Instead, she did nothing.

      She’d always wondered how people could be conditioned to allow others to do bad things to them, but it turned out it was pretty easy to achieve. You just locked someone away, took away all the basics of life that they were accustomed to, and you made it clear noncompliance resulted in punishments—be they mental or physical. Evelyn had thought she would be too strong to let that kind of thing happen to her. She’d already lived through hell and survived; surely, she could make it through anything.

      But she had been wrong.

      “Hi, Evelyn,” the man drawled.

      She shivered.

      As he came closer, she again had to force herself to remain still, perfectly still, statue still.

      His large hands closed over her shoulders and he guided her backward and down onto the mattress. He’d already undone his belt buckle and slid his pants down around his knees, and he made quick work of shoving her tank top up around her shoulders, and her shorts down to her ankles.

      Evelyn bided her time.

      When he settled himself between her legs, she reached her hand under the pillow.

      Her fingers curled around her weapon. It wasn't much, but it was the best she’d been able to come up with.

      Slowly, she pulled the spoon out, and then holding it with the end pointing out, she moved her hand slowly toward her target.

      The man was preoccupied with her breasts, as he always was, and he didn't notice what she was doing.

      When she thought she had the position right, she acted, ramming the handle of the spoon up the man’s backside.

      He screeched in pain, and she took advantage, launching her entire body weight off the bed, taking the man with her, and slammed him into the wall. With him disoriented, she wrapped her hands around his neck and rammed his head into the wall—once, twice, three times and he dropped.

      With no time to waste, she began rummaging through his pockets and located the key.

      Then she ran.

      Out the door, locking it behind her.

      In the hall, she picked a direction and kept running.

      She didn't know where she was going.

      She didn't care.

      All she knew was that she had to get out of here.

      Find a door.

      Get outside.

      Get help.

      It seemed so simple and yet there were so many things that could go wrong.

      Evelyn couldn’t allow herself to think of that.

      Run.

      Just run.

      Up ahead.

      There was a door.

      She was close.

      So close.

      And then it was ripped away.

      Someone grabbed her and threw her into a wall.

      Pain jarred through her weak, battered body.

      Hands curled around her neck, squeezing tighter and tighter. Evelyn tried to suck in air, but she couldn’t. Her nails clawed desperately at those hands wrapped so tightly around her throat.

      The edges of her vision were just starting to blur when abruptly he loosened his grip.

      She sucked in a series of ragged breaths, and when her lungs had reinflated and oxygen flowed through her body again, she looked at the man who’d caught her.

      She couldn’t believe it was really him.

      “Please,” she forced out through her burning throat. “Please. Let me go. I won't tell. I promise. I won't tell anyone. Please.” A single tear slid down her cheek.

      He didn't say anything.

      Just smiled at her.

      Such a wicked smile.

      Then his hands were squeezing again.

      This time there was no reprieve.

      Her lungs screamed for air, but there was none to give them.

      Her limbs began to tingle.

      Her vision began to gray.

      A rushing sound filled her ears.

      Pain and terror.

      Those were her last conscious thoughts.
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      He exhaled a slow breath and stopped the vehicle.

      “Seriously? You can park a little closer.”

      Taking the key out of the ignition, he smirked, despite wanting to turn around and drive away. “Walking’s good for you.”

      Rolling her eyes, she chuckled. “Whatever.” Her expression softened. “You’ve been acting strange since we got the call. Is everything okay?”

      “Of course.”

      She held his gaze a moment longer than normal, then nodded and exited the vehicle. Carter knew he needed to follow his partner outside and to the body found by the edge of the lake, but he couldn’t find the energy to grab the door handle. The nerves surrounding every vein in his body were taking control of everything. Immobilizing him. Paralyzing him. He’d be mortified if his partner guessed how much he was struggling to step outside.

      No big deal. He could do this. He could pretend like none of this mattered. Just another dead body that happened to be found by a lake. No. Big. Deal.

      A sharp bang against the window made him jump. “Let’s go. What’s going on, Carter?”

      He offered a forced grin and finally opened the door. “It’s fun to annoy you. I like taking my time.”

      Jade rolled her eyes again and started walking. He slammed his door shut hard and followed her, catching up with her quick pace, even though he hated each step they took across the parking lot and to the trail that would lead them to the lake. He wanted to run back to the vehicle. He wanted to lock himself inside and wait for Jade as she did all the work.

      Except, he wasn’t lazy or someone who pawned his work off on others, especially his partner who he respected.

      As each step took him closer to their destination, he couldn’t stop his gaze. It’s as if the lake hypnotized him. Forced him to look. His eyes connected with the sparkling blue water. It rippled with a steady breeze and shined like a diamond under the warm sun. It looked refreshing—almost inviting.

      He could still remember how it felt.

      Cool, crisp water gliding across his body as he dove in, a little jolt to the system as the cold water hit his skin, then popping up for air and wiping the water from his face. The longer he stood in the fresh water, the warmer and more relaxing it became.

      The urge to flee hit his gut so fierce, he almost fell to the ground in agony.

      “I can see why you look green. She looks … terrible.”

      Carter jerked his gaze away from the water to Jade. Her face had paled, with a sadness coating her eyes he normally didn’t see. She knew what was bothering him? She could see the fear in his face?

      “This is disgusting.” She averted her eyes to the ground as they continued to walk closer to the body.

      Of course. The body.

      Jade was talking about the dead body.

      Another tiny breath escaped as he pushed his nerves to the back of his mind and forced himself into work mode.

      He could do this.

      The woman lying near the edge of the lake didn’t look like a person anymore. Except for her long hair and breasts, he would’ve had a hard time figuring out the gender of the victim. Her face didn’t show a pretty woman. Her body, grotesquely large from being in the water, didn’t show whether she took care of herself by working out, something he enjoyed doing every day. A large gaping hole in her stomach almost made him turn to the side and throw up, and he hadn’t had the urge to puke at a crime scene in the longest time. He couldn’t be sure, unless he stepped closer, but he swore he could see a few rocks. Why would there be rocks in her body?

      “You okay?” Jade whispered.

      Averting his eyes away from the body, he managed a small grin. “Are you?”

      “We haven’t seen anything this bad in a long time. I feel a little ill.”

      He nodded, agreeing wholeheartedly with her, then moved closer to Andrew Crocker, the coroner, although everyone called him Crock, and groaned. “Really? How can you eat anything right now?”

      A goofy grin touched Crock’s face as he glanced in his direction, the last bit of red licorice disappearing into his mouth. “Was that an actual question? She doesn’t look pretty, does she? I can’t tell you much right now.”

      Jade pinched the bridge of her nose, then wiggled it. “She looks … can you give us a time of death?”

      Crock’s eyebrow rose. “Was that another serious question? That’s impossible to tell right now. She could’ve been here a few weeks for all I know.” He gestured toward the woman’s stomach. “Whoever killed her didn’t want her to be found. They cut her open, filled her abdominal cavity with rocks, then sewed her back up, presumably to weigh her down.”

      Carter took another closer look at the woman, not even hiding the cringe that hit his features. A long, jagged cut slashed from one end of the stomach area to the other, with what looked like thick black nylon yarn weaving in and out of her skin. It clearly broke apart and let some rocks escape. A mixture of different colored rocks coated the top of her stomach. The type of rocks a person might use to decorate the landscaping around their house.

      “Did he cut anything out to make room for the rocks?” He didn’t care to know, but he needed to. Just a part of his job to ask disgusting questions.

      “Don’t know yet. You can join me for the autopsy.” Crock smiled as if that would be the most fun Carter had all week.

      “What can you tell us, Crock? Anything useful?” Carter asked as nicely as possible, even though he could feel himself losing his patience. And why? He rarely lost control at a crime scene, and he definitely didn’t with Crock, who was always in a chipper mood no matter how gruesome a crime scene appeared.

      Who was he kidding? He knew why he was losing his patience, his control, his sanity—slowly and painfully. He’d lose it completely if they didn’t leave soon.

      “Well, I can’t give a positive cause of death, but I think she might have been strangled.” Crock pointed to her neck that looked like a mixture of black and blue and green. Although, that wasn’t helpful to Carter, as most of her naked body looked discolored.

      “Thanks, Crock.” Jade tapped his shoulder and pointed to their left, thankfully, away from the water. “Why don’t we go talk to them? I think it was a couple that found the body.”

      Carter followed her finger that led to an older couple huddling close together talking to an officer. He liked that plan. First, because they wouldn’t have to look at the dead body any longer. Second, most importantly, it would take him farther away from the water. He felt jittery and crazy standing only a few feet away, as if he’d shatter into a million tiny pieces if he didn’t back away soon.

      They thanked Crock for his help and walked toward the couple who would probably have nightmares tonight, and many nights after that. Finding a dead body was never a pleasant experience. He had many sleepless nights himself. But he couldn’t claim it was because of examining dead bodies. Only one thing kept him up at night.

      And being this close to a lake wasn’t going to help him fall asleep tonight. At all. He’d be lucky if he even closed his eyes for a second.

      They showed their badges to the couple, nodding to the officer they would take it from here.

      “I’m Detective Dixson,” he pointed to his partner standing next to him, “and this is Detective Hawkins. What are your names? How did you find the body?”

      The older man clung tightly to the woman as his expression turned grim. “I’m John Turner, and this is my wife Cathy. We were just … we were …”

      “It’s okay, Mr. Turner. Take your time.” Jade smiled the friendliest smile she had in her arsenal. Carter found it amusing how many smiles she could produce for any situation. It helped them frequently, especially when he tended to get on the wrong side of most people. Not intentionally, of course. He just didn’t know how to control his patience at times.

      John took a deep breath as his wife shivered, almost uncontrollably. “We were walking around the lake. We like to do that as soon as the weather gets nicer. The lake is still cold, but it looks so pretty. And the weather has been so nice lately, you know?”

      Jade nodded reassuringly, her pleasant smile still holding strong. Carter couldn’t have been happier, because at the word lake, he wanted to run fast and hard away from the conversation.

      “The weather has been wonderful. It’s nice not to have to pull your jacket out.” Jade lightly laughed. “Go on, Mr. Turner.”

      “Well, we were walking … around the lake.”

      “You already said that.”

      Jade nudged him subtly in the side for his comment that he knew was rude, but he couldn’t stop it from escaping.

      “It’s a great lake to walk around. I love coming here myself,” Jade said softly with that smile still on her face.

      He knew why she kept smiling. To comfort the couple, to relax them, but it was starting to get on his nerves. Everything was. He needed to leave. Soon.

      “Yes, my wife and I come all the time.” John didn’t even look at him as he continued. “We found her about halfway through our walk. We parked on the other side of the lake. We didn’t go near her or anything.”

      “When was the last time you came here?” He asked the question as nicely as he possibly could.

      “Uh, about a week ago, I think.” John looked at his wife for confirmation, who nodded at his estimation.

      “Did you notice anything odd? Anything weird or unusual?” Jade asked.

      “No. It was a normal day. Nothing like today. Not sure I want to come back here,” John said as he hugged his wife tighter.

      Carter concurred. He didn’t want to come back either, and not because a dead body washed ashore.

      They talked to the Turners a few more minutes, gaining nothing useful. They found the body. That’s it.

      “Well, let’s get to work. Identify the woman.” Carter beelined it to the path that would take him far away from the lake. He didn’t wait to see if Jade followed or not. He couldn’t.

      He maintained control as long as he could. No more.

      He had to get away from the crystal blue water, the allure, the temptation that assailed people every day during the warm months.

      He’d never fall into that trap again. He hadn’t in the longest time.

      Because the fear always consumed him before the temptation could take control.
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      This felt like a dream.

      A horrible, terrible nightmare.

      It couldn’t be real.

      Every fiber of her body wanted to refute the phone call she had received. She wanted it to be wrong, a mistake perhaps.

      A mistake.

      Maybe that was all this was.

      She’d walk in there, look at the body, tell the cops it wasn't her friend, and then she’d walk out of here and go back to her life as though none of this had ever happened.

      Rose Gowan wanted to believe that; she really did, but she knew it wasn't going to work out that way.

      When she looked at the body, she was going to see her friend Evelyn.

      She and Evie had been friends for a very long time, ever since they were little girls. They’d been nine the day they met, and already both their lives had been in shambles. With no family to care for them, they were both in the foster care system, and young as they had been they had both already bounced through a number of homes before they were delivered to the same family.

      That was twenty years ago, and they were still friends.

      Well, they had been up until two weeks ago.

      She’d known something was wrong when Evie hadn't come home that night. Whenever her friend was between men she came to live at Rose’s apartment. She didn't mind. She enjoyed the company and Evelyn was always entertaining. Although they had grown up much the same way, they’d both turned into two very different adults. Rose was quiet and shy, preferring her own company to that of others. Evie was a whirlwind of noise and emotion and drama who inhaled men like they were water and she was trapped in the desert. It wasn't unusual for Evie to not come home because she’d hooked up with some random guy, usually someone she met at the bar where she worked, but if she wasn't going to come home she always called.

      Always.

      Until that night two weeks ago.

      When she woke up the next morning to find her friend’s bed empty, Rose knew immediately that something was wrong.

      She’d gone to the cops, but they had been dismissively unconcerned. Evelyn was a twenty-nine-year-old adult; she could come and go as she pleased. But Rose knew that Evie wouldn’t just go off without telling her where she was going. Her friend was the closest thing to family she had, and vice versa. Rose wasn't just going to abandon Evie when her friend needed her the most.

      So she’d done what the cops wanted. She waited the mandatory forty-eight hours and then she filed a missing persons report. Well, she and another friend, Lincoln Tallont, had made the report together, but Lincoln hadn't been able to join her today, so she was going to have to do the identification alone.

      She was going to have to face her friend’s body alone.

      That terrified her.

      It wouldn’t be the first dead body she’d ever seen, but that didn't make things any easier.

      Her parents had been killed in a light plane crash when she was six. Her mom was a pilot who loved to restore old planes, and she'd just finished one and decided to take her and her dad on a late afternoon flight. Rose remembered being so excited. She had loved flying above the clouds, able to look down at them.

      Unfortunately, what should have been a wonderful family afternoon had ended in disaster.

      A bird had flown into one of the engines and the plane had crashed.

      Both her parents had been killed instantly, but somehow she had survived without a scratch.

      Well, without a physical mark, at least.

      Rose still bore the psychological scars, though.

      It had taken nearly six hours for rescuers to find the plane. Six hours that she spent trapped in the small plane with her parents’ dead bodies beside her. She still remembered how scared and alone she’d felt. She had tried to rouse her parents without success, and even as young as she was, she’d known it was because they’d been gone. She had been able to feel something different about them, they hadn't felt like her parents anymore, they’d just been two empty shells streaked with blood, with large empty eyes that stared at nothing.

      She had cried herself to sleep in the back of the plane—as far away from her lifeless parents as she could get. The rescuers eventually found her there.

      Now she had to face another dead body alone, one that she loved almost as much as she had loved her parents.

      In a daze, she walked up the steps to the police precinct; apparently, the morgue was part of the same complex. The cop she had spoken to on the phone had told her that he and his partner would meet her just inside the doors and go with her to do the identification.

      What she really wanted was Lincoln to be here with her. What comfort were two complete strangers going to be able to offer her?

      “Ms. Gowan?”

      A couple approached her as soon as she stepped through the doors. A man and a woman; it must be the cop and his partner. She tried to speak, but her throat was too clogged with emotion, so she simply nodded.

      “This way.” The man gestured in a direction and began to walk. On autopilot, she followed. “Thank you so much for coming down to do this … we appreciate you dropping everything and coming straight here.”

      Of course.

      Where else would she be?

      Evie was like her sister and she just wished that there had been something else she could have done so things hadn't come to this. She and Lincoln had tried. They’d spoken with some of the people who had been at the bar the night Evelyn disappeared; they had called up all three of her ex-husbands and a few of her other exes, and they had spoken with a couple of homeless people who lived in the area. No one had been able to tell them anything, and apparently this was why. Because Evie was dead.

      The cops were saying something else to her, but she wasn't paying attention. All she could think about was what she was here to do.

      How did you prepare yourself to identify a loved one?

      Sure, you knew they were dead and they were going to look the same and yet different, but there was no way to truly prepare for the emotions that were about to wreak havoc on you.

      Rose wished she could tell the detectives she was sorry but she couldn’t do this and that Lincoln would come down and do it. She almost did. Maybe if a sob wasn't already building in her throat, she would have.

      Instead, she just moved one foot after the other and trailed along behind the cops.

      “In here.” The female cop held open a door for her and she stepped through it.

      This was it.

      It was time.

      She couldn’t do this.

      She had to do this.

      If their positions were reversed, then Evie would be here. She wouldn’t run away and hide. Rose wasn't a child anymore, and she couldn’t hide from the bad things in life. It was a pointless exercise anyway, those bad things existed whether you hid from them or not.

      “Are you ready?” An older man—the medical examiner, she presumed—with a kind face was watching her closely. No doubt he had done this many times before and witnessed a variety of different reactions from the people who entered this room half in denial, and left it with devastating confirmation.

      Rose drew in a long, slow breath through her nose.

      Her hands curled into fists so tight her nails pierced the soft flesh of her palms and she welcomed the pain; it gave her something else to focus on.

      “I'm ready.”

      “I’ll pull back the sheet, and you just need to tell us if this is your friend,” the medical examiner explained.

      She nodded.

      She just wanted to get this over with.

      The longer it took, the sicker she felt. If they waited much longer she would probably throw up all over the floor from nervous anticipation, and she was sure she wouldn’t have been the first to do so.

      In what seemed like slow motion, the medical examiner pulled back the crisp, white sheet.

      Rose could feel the color drain from her face.

      Her hands convulsively squeezed tighter.

      She felt both burning hot and freezing cold at the same time, and she broke out in a sweat.

      The world felt like it was moving beneath her, like when you stood at the water’s edge at the beach and each wave stole the sand from beneath your feet, leaving you feeling wobbly with nothing stable to stand on.

      “Ms. Gowan?” A voice rumbled close to her ear and a large hand closed around her shoulder, steadying her.

      But she didn't want to be steadied. She didn't want to be touched. She didn't want to be comforted by some stranger who was just doing his job. She wanted to get out of here.

      “It’s Evie,” she choked out, fighting desperately to hold back her tears but about to lose the battle.

      “Evie?” the man repeated, confused.

      “Evelyn,” she said. “It’s Evelyn.”

      Then she turned and fled.

      She didn't care where she was going, she just cared that she was getting as far away as possible from her friend’s bloated, distorted face.

      Rose heard someone call out her name, but she ignored them and didn't stop.

      Her tears were ready to burst out and she didn't want to cry until she was alone.

      A sign pointing toward a bathroom caught her attention and she veered off toward it, rushing inside and slamming and locking the door behind her.

      Then the tears came.

      In a flood.

      They flooded down her face and she sobbed and wheezed and curled up in a ball on the dirty floor.

      Evie was dead.

      Dead.

      And not just dead.

      Murdered.
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      Carter looked up and across his desk at his partner, who was concentrating very hard on her computer.

      “Are you sure she was okay?”

      Jade slowly met his
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