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            Prologue

          

          The Autopsy

        

      

    

    
      “Conducting the autopsies of Jane Doe 251 and Ashlea Smith, both suspected to have been murdered by the same perpetrator.”

      Unzipping the body bag, the coroner positioned the body of the murdered girl found on the beach on the table, and on the adjacent slab, he positioned Ashlea’s body in the same pose.

      “Now, looking at the bodies, I can see that Jane Doe 251 has a definite ligature mark around her neck. So does Miss Smith. Looks to be similar M.O. There also seems to be wood particles and debris in the hair of Jane Doe 251, but none in Ashlea Smith’s, but that we suspect is just from Jane Doe 251 being submerged in the ocean. Judging by the decomposition of Jane Doe 251’s body, she looks to have been in the water for about a week, give or take a few days. As Miss Smith’s body was killed more recently and found in the asylum, there is little to no decomp.”

      The coroner took the scalpel and cut into the girl’s chest, doing the Y incision.

      “I’m beginning the Y incision on Jane Doe 251. My assistant will undertake the autopsy and start the Y incision on Miss Smith.” He nodded at his younger assistant, and simultaneously, they both begin to cut into the corpses.

      After they had cut the young women’s rib cages and removed them, they then removed their organs and examined them one by one.

      “Jane Doe’s lungs are full of water, bringing me to the conclusion that she was alive when she went into the water. Judging by the tides last week when she was found in Summervale Cove, at the Circle, my guess is that she went into the water farther to the north, a few miles away, near the old asylum on Summervale Cove. Miss Smith’s body was found inside the asylum.”

      The coroner clicked off the tape recorder. He looked at his partner, and they nod in agreement. “Let’s finish up, Jack, and report our findings to the Sherriff. I think we definitely have a serial killer on our hands.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Home Alone

        

      

    

    
      Darcie

      1 week later

      I ran the brush over my hair once more. Standing in front of the mirror in only my bra and pyjama shorts, I took in the image reflected at me. That girl was thinner, more tired, and had seen a lot of shit in her short life. She had experienced more trauma than most will in their entire lives.

      I ran my fingertips over the faint but still visible ligature marks that remained on my neck—my scars, reminding me of what I have to do.

      I heard a noise at the window and turned in time to see Dane climbing through. I quickly grabbed my shirt from the bed nearby, covered my chest, and, more importantly, my scar. Even though Dane had seen more of me before, but that was only in the dark.

      “Dane! What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to come and see you. You haven’t answered my texts or calls. Are you okay?”

      Hesitating, I looked down at my hairbrush in my hands. He noticed.

      “I’m fine. You?”

      He hesitated after climbing in and then slid the window shut behind him.

      “Not really. I fought with my mom, hence why I’m here.”

      “Oh. Does your mum know you’re here?”

      “No. I walked out. But my usual haunts are the guys’ houses. So she won’t suspect I’m here.”

      Nodding, I walked over to him as he smiled before leaning down to kiss me. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back. He pulled me up onto him, the kiss growing more heated before we turned to sit on the bed. I wrapped my legs around his waist and straddled him, then deepening the kiss, I part his lips with my tongue.

      “So…” I began in between kisses. “My dad’s gone to the city tonight for work. And I’m home alone. so…”

      Dane grinned. “So… you were wondering if I could stay?”

      I blushed.

      “Well, yes. Could you? I mean, you don’t have to if it’s going to cause more friction between you and your mom.”

      “No. It’s fine. She doesn’t know where I am. I can stay.”

      I peck him on the lips before sliding off his lap.

      “Good. I thought we could order a pizza and watch movies.”

      Dane sat back and watched me. He chuckled.

      “Sure.”

      A short while later, we ordered a pizza and arranged snacks and drinks around the coffee table and couch downstairs. I settled against Dane, and we had just pressed play on the movie when there was a knock at the door.

      We met each other’s gaze.

      “Do you want me to get it?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “How about we get it together. I don’t know who it might be. I’m not expecting anyone. Are you?”

      “No. I haven’t told anyone where I am.”

      When we opened the door, two police officers stood on the doorstep.

      “Good evening, officers,” Dane said cheerfully. “How can we help you?”

      The officers looked at each other.

      “Mr O’Connell, we’re so glad we caught you here. Our next stop was going to be your house after we visited Miss Ryder.”

      “Oh, is there something wrong, officers?” I asked.

      “Yes,” said the detective on the left, looking at his notes. “Where were you on the night of May 15th?”

      I froze, my heart leaping into my throat and getting wedged there. I couldn’t breathe.

      And then I felt Dane’s fingers entwine with mine, and I let out a breath.

      “Um… I don’t think I should say anything until my father gets back,” I said as calmly as I could. “He’s a lawyer.”

      The police officers look at each other and know they won’t be getting any answers out of us tonight.

      “Okay. When your dad returns, Miss Ryder, come on down to the station. You too, Mr O’Connell, and bring your mother. We would love to have a chat with you about the night the body of the young woman was found at the Circle, as well as the death of Miss Ashlea Smith. Have a good night.”

      When the officers left, Dane closed the door and turned to me.

      “Do they think we had something to do with those?”

      “I don’t know.”

      But I do know. I just can’t tell Dane.

      We go back to the couch and press play on the film, but I don’t take anything in. If someone were to ask me what movie we were watching, I would say I couldn’t remember. My mind was on the bodies of the two dead girls—one washed up on the beach, and the other, still as stone and laying on top of me. They’ll forever haunt my dreams.

      It’s like we were playing a game of truth or dare.

      Some people dared us to do something irrational, something stupid to give us away, daring us to swerve like a game of chicken. And others, unknown if they were the actual residents of the town or our subconscious minds, daring us to tell the truth.

      And Dane and I were caught in the headlights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          The Suspect

        

      

    

    
      Darcie

      We must have fallen asleep at some point during the movie because I woke up with the sun streaming in the bay window and Dane’s arm draped over my waist. I tried to escape his grasp, but his hold was tight. I swung my legs over the side of the couch, and this finally woke him. He groaned and stretched his arms above his head. I looked down at him.

      “Hey,” I said.

      He smiled up at me, his hair sticking up everywhere. “Hey. What time is it?”

      I grabbed my phone off the coffee table and pressed the screen. The time showed five minutes to eight.

      “Shit. We have to get to school.” I stood and ran upstairs to my room.

      “Aren’t we supposed to go see those detectives today?” Dane yelled after me.

      “Not without our parents. Seeing as my dad isn’t home yet, we’re free for a little while longer.”

      “Okay, well, I have to go get dressed and grab my books from home. I’ll see you at school, I suppose.”

      “Yeah. See ya.”

      A minute later, the front door closed, and I assumed Dane had left.

      I jumped in the shower and quickly got ready for the day. But when I was pulling on my jeans, I heard a car pull up in the driveway. I pulled my jeans on and buttoned them, and ran to the window.

      It was my dad’s Lexus. He was home.

      I have two windows in my room: one that overlooks the driveway at the front and another facing Dane’s house on the side. I moved to the side window now and look for any signs of Dane, but I saw his mother’s car in the drive, as well. My heart sank.
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