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Chapter 1

The clock on the wall ticks loudly, cutting through the silence of my office. A half-empty cup of coffee sits cold beside me, untouched for hours. Papers are spread across my desk in an organized mess of case files, autopsy reports, and photos I can't stop staring at.

Three victims. Three bodies.


I pick up the closest file and scan the notes again, even though I've memorized them. The murders are too similar to ignore. Same location. Willow Lake.


I lean back in my chair and pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to ignore the headache that's been building all morning. A knock on the door pulls me out of my thoughts.

"Come in," I say, clearing my throat.

The door opens, and Captain Moore steps inside. He's tall, sharp-featured, and always looks like he hasn't slept in days. Today is no different. His gray hair is a little messy, probably from running a hand through it in frustration. His dress shirt is stretched tight over his stomach, with the buttons hanging on for dear life. There's a faint coffee stain on his collar, but he either hasn't noticed or just doesn't care.

"Megan," he says, shutting the door behind him. "There's been another murder."

"Another? At Willow Lake?"

He nods. "A group of teens found the body this morning."

I close the file in front of me. "What do we know?"

"Not much yet. Uniforms are already on site, and the coroner is on the way. I need you to get out there immediately."

I nod, pushing back my chair and standing up.

***

Outside, the air is sharp and biting, clouds hanging low and heavy over the town. It's been cold for days, the cold that settles in your bones and makes you feel like you will never be warm again.

I slide into the driver's seat of my car and sit for a minute, gripping the steering wheel.

Before I start the engine, I look at my reflection in the rearview mirror. My blonde hair is tied back in a ponytail, a few strands hanging around my face. I look tired—exhausted.

I start the engine and pull out of the parking lot. The drive feels longer than usual, maybe because my mind is already at the scene. My thoughts keep jumping from one thing to another.

When I finally reach the turnoff to the lake, the flashing lights of squad cars light up the still morning air. The fog is heavy over the water, swallowing the view beyond.

I park my car a few yards from the scene, kill the engine, and sit for just a second. I grab my jacket from the passenger seat and swing it over my shoulders as I climb out.

I approach the scene, and an officer steps forward to meet me. He offers a quick rundown of the victim before he turns and leads me down the narrow path toward the lake.

The path is barely cleared, just wide enough for two people to walk side by side, and it's covered in a thin layer of snow and ice. I can feel how slick it is under my boots, and I have to be careful not to lose my footing.

I stop a few feet away from the body, letting my eyes move over the scene. The body lies at the frozen water's edge, where the ice meets the snow-covered ground. The victim, a slender female, is sprawled face down, and her black hair is tangled in the snow.

I walk over to the body and kneel beside it, ignoring the rush of nausea rising in my throat. Even after five years on the job, the sight of dead bodies still hits me the same way.

I slip on a pair of latex gloves and gently roll her over. Her frozen face stops me cold. Her eyes are wide open. The frost clings to her lashes like tiny crystals.

The signs of the attack are brutal. Deep lacerations are obvious along her neck, arms, and legs. Her clothes are torn, the fabric soaked in blood, the flesh beneath it mangled. Whoever did this wanted to make a statement.


Despite the brutality of the scene, there it is—the rose. A single long-stemmed rose, its petals still vibrant red, lying carefully beside the victim's head. It's always there, in the same spot, untouched and deliberate. Like before, it doesn't belong, standing out against the snow, too delicate and calm to make sense.



I'm not surprised to see it, but that doesn't make it any easier to look at. It's his mark. A signature. His way of saying, I was here.


I stand up slowly, my knees stiff from the cold, and take a step back. I stay where I am, staring at the body.

I don't know her name yet, but I already know her story. She was someone's daughter. Someone's friend. Someone who didn't come home last night.


I take one last look at the rose, and for a moment, it feels like time folds in on itself. I'm not just here at Willow Lake—I'm back. Back to that morning when I found her. My sister. Discarded like trash by the frozen lake, with a rose carefully placed beside her. The same lake. The same twisted signature.


Fifteen years ago, they called him the Rose Killer. His victims were always the same—young women, thin, with long black hair—and he always left their bodies by the edge of the lake. My sister was his last known victim, and after her, he disappeared without a trace.

Captain Moore thinks this is a copycat murderer, arguing that no one goes silent for fifteen years only to start killing again. But I don't think so. I know it's him. The same patterns are too specific to be anyone else.

The police said it was a random murder. A dead-end investigation that grew cold before it even began. My sister became just another unsolved case, another name on a forgotten file. I was too young to do anything about it then, but I'm not now.

This is why I took the case. I knew it would lead me back to Willow Lake. I've spent months chasing this killer, hoping for the answers I never got back then.

This case isn't just work for me. It's personal, and it always will be.

***

The dream starts the same way it always does. I'm seventeen again, standing at the edge of the lake. It's snowing. My chest is tight, my throat burning from the cold air, and I don't know why I'm here. But then I see her. Amy.

She's lying motionless by the lake on the frozen ground. I can't make myself go to her. My legs feel like they're filled with lead. My feet won't move, and all I can do is stare.

Then I feel it. Someone is watching me.


I turn around slowly, scanning the treeline, and there he is. A man, standing just behind the trees, still, like he's waiting. I try to move closer, my heart pounding in my chest. I need to see him. I have to see him.


The snow gets deeper with every step, slowing me down, but I keep going.

I'm close. Almost close enough to see him when suddenly, everything vanishes.

I wake up.

I shoot upright, gasping for air, my skin damp with sweat. I sit for a minute, trying to shake off the dream, but it's always the same.

Fifteen years of this. Fifteen years of waking up right before I see his face.


I wanted to help the police back then. I tried. I sat in that cold interrogation room for hours, answering the same questions over and over again.


"What did he look like? Did you see his face? Are you sure there's nothing else you can tell us?"

I squeezed my eyes shut, searching my mind for any detail. But no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't remember.


My mom said it was expected, and trauma does that to people. My brain blocked it out to protect me. But it didn’t feel like protection. It felt like I was failing. I saw him. He was right there, standing by the trees, watching me. How could I forget his face?


I failed Amy all those years ago, and I’ve carried that guilt with me every day since. But I won’t fail these women. Not again. I’ll find him. I will hunt him down like an animal stalking its prey.

When I’m done with him, he will regret ever returning to Willow Lake. 


Chapter 2

I rush out of my office, my heart racing as I glance at the time on my phone. I'm already twenty minutes late. Brody is going to be furious.

The cold night air stings my cheeks as I fumble with my car keys, nearly dropping them. Tonight is supposed to be special, and I promised Brody I would be on time, but this case always finds a way to pull me in deeper.

As I drive, my mind goes back to the first time we met. It was at a bonfire a few years ago. I didn't even want to go, but a friend dragged me out of the house. I was standing off to the side, freezing, when Brody walked over and handed me a burnt marshmallow on a stick. He smiled and said, "Are you made of marshmallow? Because you're making my heart melt." It was a terrible pick-up line, but it made me laugh. We ended up talking the rest of the night.

I arrive at the restaurant, and my stomach is in knots. I push through the heavy glass doors, scanning the room until I spot him. Brody is sitting at a booth near the window, his jaw tight and arms crossed. The candlelight dances at the center of the table. He doesn't even look up as I approach.

"I'm so sorry," I say, slipping into the seat across from him. "I lost track of time, and—"

"Work," he cuts me off. "It's always work, Megan. Do you even realize what tonight is?"

"Of course I do," I reply quickly. "That's why I'm here."

His eyes finally meet mine. "You're late. Again. You didn't even call."

"I know. I'm sorry," I say. "But this case… it's important. You know that."

"Important enough to ruin every plan we make?" he asks bitterly. "I get it, Megan. I really do. But it's like I'm always second place with you."

I reach across the table, but he pulls his hands back, avoiding my touch.

"Brody, this isn't about you. You know how much this case means to me."

"Yeah, I do," he says, his voice rising. "And I'm starting to think it means more to you than I ever will."

The words hit me like a punch to the gut. "That's not fair. You know why I'm doing this. You know why I have to solve this case."

"But at what cost?" he asks, his eyes narrowing. "Do you even see what it's doing to us? To you?"

The waiter approaches, and Brody waves him off without a glance. I'm grateful; I don't think I could stomach food right now anyway.

"I'm trying, Brody," I say. "I'm trying to balance everything. I just need you to understand."

He shakes his head, letting out a bitter laugh. "I've been trying to understand for months, Megan. But it feels like you're not even trying for us."

I open my mouth to argue, but nothing comes out. He's right. I've been so consumed by the case, by my own need to find the killer, that I haven't been fair to him. But how do I explain that this isn't something I can just let go of? That it's not just about justice—it's about Amy?

"I don't know how to do this," I admit. "I'm scared, Brody. I’m scared that if I don't solve this case, I will never forgive myself."

He looks at me for a long moment, his expression softening to let me see the pain beneath his anger. "And what happens if this case takes years to solve?"

The silence between us stretches. Finally, he lets out a long sigh. "Megan, I'm not saying I'm done. But I can't keep doing this if nothing changes."

"I'll do better. I'll try harder."

"I hope so," he says, standing and tossing a few bills onto the table. "Because I don't know how much longer I can live like this."

And then he's gone, leaving me alone at the table, staring at the flickering candlelight. My hand trembles as I reach for the glass of water in front of me, but I don't take a sip.

This case has already taken so much from me. I can't let it take Brody, too. But sitting here alone on our anniversary, I can't shake the feeling it already has.

I grab my coat and walk out of the restaurant, my mind reeling. Outside, the cool air cuts through my thin jacket. I know I should be heading home to Brody to try to fix things. But instead, I get in my car, and before I know it, I'm driving. The familiar streets pass by until I realize where I'm going.

The Lake.

***

Stepping out of the car, I wrap my arms around myself and walk toward the water. This place has haunted me for years, and yet I keep coming back. Maybe it's punishment. Maybe it's hope. I don't even know anymore.

The cold seeps into my bones as I stand near the edge of the lake. Memories of Amy flood my mind—her laughter, her smile, and how she always knew how to make me feel better. But then, the darker memories follow.

The blood. The snow. The man.

I take slow, deliberate steps toward the spot. I know exactly where it is—where I found her body.

I drop to my knees, the cold creeping through my jeans as I stare at the frozen ground.

Slowly, I pull off my glove and reach out with my bare hand. The ice stings against my skin, but I press my palm flat against it.

As soon as my hand makes full contact with the ground, something shifts. It's like I'm slipping into another place. A dark place. A low, deep sound hums in my ears, but I can't tell if it's coming from around me or from inside my head. Suddenly, I’m hit with an overwhelming sense of fear.


I don’t want to be here. I pull my hand back sharply, gasping for breath, and fall back onto my heels.


I scramble to my feet, my knees shaking, and back away from the lake. My heart pounds. My hand throbs, red from the cold, and I rub it absently as I stare at the spot where I touched the ground. 

What just happened? It feels like this place is trying to tell me something, but I don't know if I'm ready to hear it.

Not yet.

I glance at the spot one last time before turning to walk back to my car.

***

Sunlight streams through the window, warming my face and waking me up. My neck is stiff. I don’t know where I am. Then I see the frozen lake through the windshield, and it hits me.

I’m still here.

I rub my temples, trying to piece it together. My car is frosted over, and the air inside is icy.

How is it morning? Did I spend the night here? I don't remember falling asleep, let alone staying until morning.

My stomach sinks. Brody.

I didn’t come home. I didn’t call. How am I going to explain this?

I shiver, covering my face with my hands. What do I even say to him? Do I tell him I got so wrapped up in my own head that I spent the entire night at the lake?

I start my car and grip the cold steering wheel, my knuckles white. As I pull onto the road, my mind races with excuses and apologies that won't sound like enough.

I pull into our driveway and notice the porch light is on. Brody must have left it on for me. That small act makes me feel even guiltier. He was waiting for me.

Before I reach the door, I hear the familiar sound of Myles barking excitedly. The second I step inside, he's there, his tail wagging so hard his whole body sways in that goofy, full-body way only golden retrievers seem to master.

"Hey, buddy," I say, crouching down to pet him.

When I stand up, Brody is in the kitchen. He's leaning against the counter, arms crossed, and the tightness in his jaw tells me everything I need to know before he even speaks.

"You're home," he says.

"I am," I answer softly, feeling like a kid caught sneaking in past curfew. "I'm sorry. I should have called—"

"Yeah, you should've," he cuts in. "Do you have any idea how worried I was, Megan? You didn't answer your phone. You didn't come home. I thought something happened to you."

"I know. I just lost track of time."

"You're not a teenager, Megan. You don't just 'lose track of time' and disappear all night."

"It wasn't like that," I say.

Before I can explain further, my phone buzzes in my pocket. I pull it out, glancing at the screen. Captain Moore.

"I have to take this," I say, holding up my phone.

"Of course you do," Brody snaps, throwing his hands up. "Go ahead. Work always comes first."

I step into the hallway to answer the call.

"Megan," Captain Moore's voice is urgent. "We have another body at the lake. The call just came in. I need you there."

His words hit me like ice water. Another body? At the lake? My stomach churns. "I'll be right there," I say, ending the call.

I walk back into the kitchen, and Brody shakes his head. "You're leaving, aren't you?"

"Brody, I have to. It's—"

"Of course you do," he snaps, cutting me off. "Don't let me stop you."

The hurt in his voice stings, but I don't have time to argue. I hurry out the door and jump into my car, Brody's words still ringing in my ears. But they're quickly pushed aside by one overwhelming thought.

What the hell happened at the lake while I was asleep?


Chapter 3

I park just outside the taped-off perimeter, my stomach twisting when I see the cluster of officers securing the scene. From this angle, I can see exactly what they're looking at: tire marks and a set of boot prints leading to the lake.

My tire marks. My boot prints.

Nobody knows they're mine—yet. The thought should be reassuring, but it only makes the pressure worse. I can't explain why I was here last night, not when I don't remember.

Captain Moore already thinks my emotions are clouding my judgment. He's worried this case is too personal and that I'm pushing myself too hard. He keeps telling me I'm not taking care of myself. He will take me off the case if he finds out I was here last night, snooping around with no memory of staying until morning.

I promised him I could handle this. I can't give him a reason to doubt me. No matter how much this case is messing with my head, I need to be the one to solve it.

I get out of the car, shove my hands deep into my coat pockets, and approach the scene. I hover near the edge of the scene, watching the team work until I hear Captain Moore's voice.

"Megan, I need you to assess the body. No one else touches it until you're done."

"Yes, sir."

I follow the path to where the body lies. It feels like deja vu. The sight ahead feels disturbingly familiar. The victim lies face down in the snow, her body lifeless, surrounded by frozen blood. I crouch beside her. I examine her hands: broken nails, defensive wounds, and deep bruises. She fought back fiercely.

"Get photos of her hands," I call out to the crime scene photographer.

As I continue examining the body, I notice another detail. There's no blood spray, no disturbed snow from a struggle.

"She wasn't killed here," I say to Captain Moore. "The body was moved here postmortem, just like the previous victims."

"Then why the hell here? Why keep dumping them at the same spot?" Moore questions.

"Because they know it," I say. "They're comfortable here. They know the area, the patterns, and how to stay out of sight. This isn't random. It's deliberate."

Moore nods. "So, a local. Someone who knows their way around."

"Exactly," I reply.

"But why?" he presses. "If they're smart enough to avoid leaving any real evidence, why not switch locations?"

"It's about control. Repetition might make them feel powerful. Or maybe the lake means something personal to them."

"You think they're playing games?" Moore asks.

"Maybe," I say, standing up and brushing the snow off my knees. "Or it could just be habit. A lot of killers stick to routines because it makes them feel safe."

"I'll start making calls. We need to get 24/7 surveillance set up," Moore says. "This lake isn't going to be a safe haven for them anymore."

As he walks away, I shift my attention back to the victim. My eyes scan her lifeless form again, looking for anything I might have missed.

And that's when it hits me.

There's no rose.

There's always been a rose. Every single time. Why would the killer change their pattern now?

***

After spending the entire day at the scene, I finally step away, watching my breath fog in the cold air. But the hardest part is still ahead. Notifying the family never gets easier.
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