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Prologue:
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The road doesn’t care who you are.

It doesn’t ask for your name or your sins or the color of the blood on your hands. It only asks that you keep moving. Mile marker after mile marker, under the indifferent stars, where the white lines blur into red taillights and the rumble of the diesel becomes the only heartbeat you trust.

Out here, between the exits and the endless black, the monsters don’t hide in the shadows. They are the shadows.

Some call them ghosts. Some call them truckers. Some never call them anything at all, because they’re the unfortunate ones who end up dumped into the tall grass of a back lot of a Truckstop, their last scream frozen on a face that once believed the road was just a way to get somewhere else.

This is the story of one such man, And the woman who made sure he never forgot her name.
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Chapter 1: Truckstop Cutie
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The call crackled over the radio just after midnight, pulling Detective Nick Carson out of the haze of another long shift.
“Unit four-oh-two, body at the Flying J off I-95. Deputy Bailey is on scene. It’s ugly.”

Nick set his Styrofoam cup of burnt coffee on the dash and keyed the mic. “Copy. En route.”

The drive south felt heavier than usual. The Florida night pressed in, thick with humidity and the distant rumble of eighteen-wheelers rolling up the interstate. Nick’s unmarked Ford cut through the darkness, headlights slicing across mile markers that blurred together like bad memories. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, trying to shake the fatigue. Sarah had texted earlier—Dinner was two hours ago. Where are you? but he hadn’t replied. How do you explain to your wife that some nights the job doesn’t end, just because your shift was over, when there is work left to do. That there are nights the job doesn’t let you come home clean. Nights where you bring the smell of death home with you, to your own front doorstep.

He pulled into the Flying J lot twenty minutes later. The place was a sprawl of chrome and sodium lights; big rigs parked in neat rows like sleeping giants. Red and blue strobes pulsed against the side of a cluster of dropped fifty-three-foot trailers in the back corner. Yellow crime scene tape fluttered in the faint breeze.

Deputy Jason Bailey stood just inside the tape; his uniform already damp with sweat despite the late hour. 
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Hey detective, over here!” Yelled Deputy Sheriff Jason Bailey
“Detective,” Bailey said, lifting the tape. “Glad you’re here.”

Nick ducked under and fell into step beside him.

“What do you got for me Bailey?” Asked Detective Nick Carson 
“I’m not sure, sir but it looks like we may have a serial killer on our hands.” 
“Really, what makes you say that.”

“The dead body in the weeds behind these trucks over here at the back of the Truckstop parking lot, come take a look Detective.”
Deputy sheriff Bailey had been with the Saint Lucie County Sheriff ‘s office for about three years now. He was young, but he was a very bright young man who graduated with honors from his class. He was like a bloodhound when it came to sniffing out clues at a crime scene. 
“Follow me detective, bodies right over here behind these trucks.” “OK Deputy Lead the way.”
Detective Carson followed the deputy to the back lot of the Flying J Truckstop. There were a couple of 53-foot-long freight trailers that had been dropped over in the back corner of the lot. Deputy Bailey had pulled out his mag light and led the way as they walked in between the trailers. As they got closer to the end of the trailers and at the edge of the parking lot where the tall grass began, a horrific stench began to permeate the air.
Carson reached in his pocket and pulled out his handkerchief to cover his nose and mouth to try and stifle the pungent odor. Deputy Bailey had already put some Vicks under his nose and his upper lip to try and mask the awful smell. 
The two of them stepped into the clearing of the grassy lot, as deputy Bailey shined his mag light at the partially decomposed body. They walked closer to get a better look. 
Nick’s stomach clenched.

She lay on her back in the weeds, arms flung out as if she’d been fighting something even in death. 
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It was at that point when detective Carson had a full view of the body. The first thing he noticed was the look of terror on the young woman’s face; her eyes and mouth were wide open. It appeared as if her face had frozen in mid scream as she died. 
He could tell by looking at her that she was once a young, beautiful woman, even with the frightful look up upon her face. He guessed her to be about mid-20s.
She had light brown wavy hair now all matted with blood. From what he could tell her eyes were a light blue. There were traces of a Kelly-green eyeshadow around her eyes. Her lashes were long and thick her once perfectly painted red lips now smeared on both sides of her cheeks, which had been sliced on either side of her mouth fashioning a smile similar to that of the Joker’s evil grin.
Her once golden tanned body now laid there a pale grey and lifeless. Her white button-down short sleeved blouse torn open, and her pink lace bra pulled down, exposing her large firm round breast. Detective Carson reeled back a little when he realized that her nipples had been sliced clean off. He thought to himself, “Jesus, what kind of animal does this to someone.”
Nick turned his head for a moment, breathing shallowly through the handkerchief. The image burned behind his eyes. He thought of Sarah, safe at home, probably angry and worried. How many nights had he come back smelling like death? How long until she stopped waiting up?

Bailey stayed quiet, giving him space.

Nick forced himself to look again, cataloging the details the way twenty years on the job had trained him. Ligature marks circled both wrists and ankles, raw, angry furrows where she’d fought against whatever had bound her. No obvious defensive wounds on her hands, but the terror on her face told its own story. His initial thoughts were that she was a working girl, a lot lizard, judging by the way she was dressed. With the white buttoned downed short sleeved blouse and the red and black plaid mini skirt. A typical schoolgirl fantasy outfit for the truckers.
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Carson continued to examine the lifeless body of the Truckstop cutie from a distance being careful not to disturb the crime scene as they waited for the coroner to arrive. After jotting down a few notes, Nick told Bailey he needed a cigarette. So they decided to tiptoe back to the paved parking lot of the Truckstop and wait there for Doc Brown to get there.
The Detective grabbed his cigarettes and lighter out of his shirt pocket and pull the marble red from the pack, lit it, and took a long drag. 

Bailey said, “I thought you gave those things up detective.”

“Yeah, I did, but I carry a pack with me for nights like this.”
Carson blew a couple smoke rings in the air and asked Bailey "who called you on this."

"The maintenance man of the Flying J, he said he was out here picking up trash when he smelled something funny, he saw a couple of buzzards flying up above the back lot and decide to go check it out and that’s when he found her and called the sheriff's department." 
Carson took another drag off his cigarette and said, "you got any thoughts on this."  

Bailey said "I’m not too sure but for some reason, I don’t think she was killed here. I just get this feeling she was just dumped here. The maintenance man said he didn’t recognize her as one of the local working girls."

"Yeah, I was thinking the same thing myself, seems to be too much going on here without anybody noticing a murder being committed. It almost looks like she was tortured before she was killed. I would also agree with the maintenance man as to her profession. I hate judging a book by its cover, but my guess is she got in the wrong truck, somewhere up the road and was discarded here like an old shoe. Although by the looks of the carnage I don’t think it was because they couldn’t agree on a price. It looks more like an extremely angry, disturbed person did this."
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A pair of headlights swept across the lot as Doc Brown’s van arrived. The medical examiner climbed out, moving with the weary efficiency of a man who had cataloged too many nightmares.
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"Hello Detective, I see you’re still smoking those things, they’re gonna kill you one day you know." Said Doc Brown as he walked up. 

"Yeah, I know Doc, but that day ain’t today." 

Doc patted Carson on the shoulder, "Well the day is not over yet. So, what do we have here?"
"Looks like a young female mid 20s possibly tortured and then killed and dumped here." said Carson?

"Really? Well let’s take a look and see." Doc walked over with Bailey and Carson to take a look at the body.

"Deputy, you mind shining your light over here." said Doc Brown

"No sir, whatever you need, Doc." 
"Oh my God, what a horrible thing to do to somebody so young and beautiful." Doc exclaimed as he began to examine her. "How long before the forensic team gets here," he asked. 

"I called for them a while ago; I would’ve thought they would have been here by now," said Bailey.

"Well, I’m just gonna take some preliminary notes here and gingerly poke around until they get here."
"Hey Bailey, you mentioned you thought this might be the work of a seral killer, earlier, what makes you say that." Asked Carson.
"There were a couple cases in the pan handle of Florida that came through the office last month, which had some similarities." 
"Oh yeah, like what kind of similarities?" asked Carson
"Well, they were young Caucasian women with light colored hair in their mid-20's for one, mutilated breast for another. There is also the Joker smile so I guess once the Forensic team gets here, we will see if there are more similarities."
"What else are we looking for?" asked Doc Brown
"Both of them had shown signs of prolonged sexual assault, both vaginal and anal penetration but no semen was found anywhere, just a lot of dried blood and torn flesh. Oh, and they both had an engraving carved into their left ass cheek, that said, Bob was here!" Bailey replied
“What the fuck, are you serious!” exclaimed Detective Carson.

Bailey’s words landed like a gut punch. Nick stared back at the body, the smeared lipstick grin, the missing nipples, the frozen scream. A serial killer here, in his county? The kind of monster that didn’t just kill, he marked his work like a signature on a Picaso.
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“Yep, I know right, sounds like a total psychopath.” quipped Bailey.
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“Agreed, we are definitely dealing with a very unstable individual.” Said Doc.
Deputy Bailey, pointed back in the direction of the parking lot and said, “here comes the forensic team now.”
Gloria Wilkinson was the lead investigator on the forensic team. She was a short stout woman in her mid-forties with short black hair. Her black horned rimmed complimented her soft round face and bright blue eyes. 
“Hi Doc, what do you have for me?” she asked as she walked up to the group.
“Hi Gloria, good to see you again, say hi to Detective Carson and Deputy Bailey.”
“Hi Bailey, It’s been awhile.” 

“Hi Gloria, yes it has, good to see you again” replied bailey.
I don’t think we’ve met before detective, I’m Gloria Wilkinson, I’m the lead investigator.”
“Nice to meet you Gloria, call me Nick, please.” “This one is a little strange, come have a look.” continued Nick. 
Gloria covered her mouth as she let out a slight gasp. She had seen plenty of dead bodies before, but the sight of the young woman’s mutilated breast caught her off guard. 
“What kind of sick bastard does something like this to another human being!” She exclaimed.

“Our thoughts exactly.” Answered Nick
“Bailey says there were a couple others reported last month up in the pan handle with the same mutilations, we wanted to see if there were more similarities.” Nick proclaimed.
“What kind of similarities?” asked Gloria.
“They both had signs of vaginal penetration and of being sodomized without a trace of semen anywhere.” Bailey replied.
“Tell her the other part.” Said Nick.
“They both had Bob was here engraved onto their left ass cheek” Bailey said.
“Wow, this Bob sounds like a real sick son of a bitch! Normally I would say this sounds like a crime of passion. The extent of the brutality seems to suggest that, but with multiple victims and a possible serial killer, I’m not so sure. It’s more than likely someone with much deeper psychotic issues. But enough of the speculation, let’s get to work and see what we can find.” exclaimed Gloria.
Gloria and Doc Brown began their investigation as Deputy Bailey and Detective Carson looked on. Gloria had her team photograph the whole area as well as the frontside of the victim’s body. After finishing with the initial photographs, they rolled the body over to examine and photograph the other side. Gloria hiked up the back of the young woman’s short red and black plaid mini skirt exposing her bare bottom. She instructed her team to search the area to see if they could find the victims’ panties. 
She shined her light on the left ass cheek revealing the engraving of “Bob Was Here.” Doc suggested It appeared to have been carved with a very sharp knife, possibly a razor knife or box cutter. The skin did not look as if it had been torn or cut with anything serrated or jagged but had the appearance of being sliced with something extremely sharp. 
They also noticed bruising and dried blood between her ass cheeks and around the rectum. The preliminary investigation confirmed she had indeed been sodomized and seemed to have all the similarities of the other two cases. Doc Brown and Gloria both agreed that it definitely appeared to be the work of a serial killer.
Nick felt the weight settle heavier on his shoulders. This wasn’t random. This was the beginning of something dark and methodical.

After they completed their onsite investigation Gloria told Doc Browns team to remove the body from the scene and bring it to the mortuary for further investigation and an autopsy. Gloria’s team continued search the area for the victim’s panties and any other evidence they could find. 
“Deputy, do you think you could get those other case files for me so I can compare notes?” asked Carson.
“I’ll ask the Sherrif, but I don’t think that will be a problem.” Quipped the deputy.
“Great, I appreciate that, Hey Doc, do you think I could join you for the autopsy?” asked Nick.
“Yes of course, how about you Gloria, do you want to tag along.” 
“You read my mind, Doc, I definitely would.” 
“Great, I’ll meet you all there, thanks for your help, Deputy Bailey.” Said Doc.
“No problem, I’ll see about getting you those files detective, see you guys later.”
“Thanks Jason, see ya later.” Replied Nick.
When Nick got to the mortuary Gloria and Doc Brown were already there. 
“Come on in Nick,” said Doc Brown as he let him in the front door.
“Gloria, is in the back taking another look at the body.”
Nick followed Doc down the dimly lit hall to the back autopsy room.
The room was fairly spacious probably forty feet by forty feet, with overhead lighting that brightly lit the room. On the far end was an emergency shower and eye wash station. Upper and lower cabinets lined the right side of the room with under cabinet lighting. On the counter were a couple of microscopes and some specimen containers. Doc’s desk and file cabinets lined the left wall. The autopsy table was in the center of the room with a stainless-steel cart containing all of his autopsy instruments. There was a drain in the center of the room right below the autopsy table. A water hose hung on the wall closest to the door. 
“There appear to be some abrasions and cuts that would be consistent with rope burns on her wrist and ankles, Doc.” Gloria said as the two men walked into the room. 
“That doesn’t surprise me, I would imagine the assailant would have needed to secure her somehow before torturing her.” Doc Brown said as he walked over to the examining table and stood next to Gloria.
“For now though, let’s take it from the top and start examining her from the top of her head to the tip of her toes, shall we. Saying with a little sarcasm in his voice.
Doc knew how Gloria liked to try and take charge of everything and he felt the need to let her know whose establishment she was in and that he was in charge. Gloria just grinned a little as she shook her head yes and winked at Nick. 
“He gets a little testy sometimes, when someone else spots something he missed.” 
Gloria gave a somewhat downward motion with her fist, pumping it and twisting it back and forth as if she were sticking a knife into something and twisting it, chuckling as she looked at Doc. 
Doc snipped, “That’s why they call it a preliminary investigation, missy.” “Now do you want to stick around and assist me with the formal investigation, or shall I email you the report.”
Nick started laughing saying, “You two sound like an old married couple.”
Doc and Gloria both chuckled and simultaneously said “I don’t think so.”
The two of them began looking at the top of the young woman’s head where her hair was all matted in blood. Doc said, “by the looks of it, it appears she was struck on top of the head with a round blunt object, like a small bat or club.” 
Nick chimed in and said, “Or maybe a tire thumper, like the truckers use for checking their tires.”
“Yes, that’s a very good possibility.” Replied Doc.
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Chapter 2: The Weight of the Silence
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The humming of the refrigerator in the corner was the only sound for a long minute. A fine red mist settled on Doc Brown’s plastic face shield as he leaned in closer to the victim’s scalp. He used a pair of stainless-steel forceps to peel back a flap of matted, copper-stained hair.
“The impact didn't kill her immediately,” Doc said. 
His voice muffled behind his surgical mask. He pointed a gloved finger at the deep purple hematoma blooming beneath the skin. 
“See the lack of massive intracranial hemorrhaging? If she’d died the second this hit her, the heart would’ve stopped pumping. The blood wouldn’t have had time to pool like this. This was a knockout blow. A way to keep her quiet while he started the real work.”
Nick felt a surge of bile rise in his throat. He swallowed hard, the taste of his earlier cigarette turning acrid on his tongue. He focused on a small crack in the floor tile to keep his eyes from wandering back to those horrific, lipstick-smeared cheeks.
“So she was awake,” Nick said. It wasn’t a question.
Gloria adjusted her glasses. They kept sliding down the bridge of her nose. “Maybe not awake, Nick. But alive. Her body was still fighting while he was cutting. That’s a special kind of cruelty.”
Doc moved the lamp lower. The heat from the bulb seemed to cook the sterile, metallic air of the room. He began to work on the restraints, or what was left of the marks they’d made. 
“Look at these furrows on the wrists,” Doc noted. 
The skin there was raw, shredded in a way that suggested a violent struggle against the binds. 
“Standard nylon rope, maybe?” “The fibers left behind are synthetic. Gloria, you’ll want to run those through the lab. But look at the angle. She wasn’t just tied up. She was suspended. Or at least her arms were pulled taut above her head.”
Gloria snapped a series of macro photos. The flash of the camera was rhythmic, a pulse of artificial lightning in the sterile room. 
“I’ll get the fiber analysis started tonight,” she promised. “If we’re lucky, it’s a specific brand. Something sold at a truck stop or a local hardware chain.”
Nick turned away from the table. He walked over to Doc’s desk and leaned against the edge of the cold steel frame. 
“The note on the other cases. Did those victims have the same head trauma?”
“Wait until I get the files from the Panhandle,” Bailey’s voice echoed in Nick’s mind, though the deputy wasn’t in the room. 
Doc sighed and set the forceps down with a sharp clink. “From what I recall of the Tallahassee brief, yes. Blunt force to the occipital region. But there’s a discrepancy here. A small one.”
“Tell me,” Nick urged.
“The carving on the left buttocks,” Doc said, gesturing toward the back of the woman’s body. “In the previous murders, the reports mentioned the script was hurried. Jagged. This one is almost calligraphic. Look at the curve of the ‘B.’ It’s deep, consistent, and oddly precise. This wasn't done in a rush. Whoever did this took their time. They enjoyed the penmanship. Maybe the killer was able to spend more time with her because they were somewhere more secluded when she was killed. Then dumped the body in the back lot as you and Jason suggested.”
Nick’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out and saw a text from his wife. “Where are you? Dinner was two hours ago.”
He didn’t reply. He couldn't. How was he supposed to explain that he was watching Doc. Brown measure the depth of a signature carved into a girl’s flesh? While Gloria was examining her fractured skull. No, these were details she didn’t need to know, a part of his job he tried to keep from her. He was fully aware that by trying to spare his wife of all the gruesome details and gore of his world, he was simultaneously putting a wedge between them. He slipped the phone back into his denim jeans. 
“Any chance of DNA from the sodomy?” Nick asked, his voice tighter than he intended.
––––––––
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Gloria shook her head. Her expression was grim. “We did the swabs. Visual inspection shows significant tearing of the vaginal and rectum walls.. He used something large. Something textured. But it’s clean. Not a drop of biological fluid that doesn't belong to her. He’s using a lubricant, likely petroleum-based, and he might be cleaning her afterward. Or using a barrier.”
“A condom?”
“Or a glove,” Gloria suggested. “Or a tool. We’ll know more when the toxicology and the micro-swabs come back, but don’t hold your breath for a lucky break on a stray hair or a skin cell. This guy is a janitor. He leaves nothing but the mess he wants us to see.”
Nick walked to the door. He needed air that didn’t smell like formaldehyde and old blood. 
“I’m going back to the Flying J,” Nick announced. “I want to see the tapes for myself. Usually, those security cameras are just for show, but maybe someone caught a glimpse of a ghost.”
“It’s nearly midnight, Nick,” Doc said, checking the wall clock. “Forensics is still out there bagging trash. You won't find much in the dark.”
“The dark is when this happened, Doc. I want to see the shadows exactly where they fall.”
Nick exited the mortuary through the heavy steel door. The Florida night was thick enough to chew. The humidity clung to his skin like a damp shroud. He got into his unmarked Ford and cranked the engine. The air conditioner blasted a scent of stale dust and old upholstery into his face. 
The drive back to the truck stop took twenty minutes. The interstate was a
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