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CHAPTER ONE

There was a fire in the distance. The scent of smoke lingered in her nostrils, commingling with an iron smell. The taste of her own blood was heavy upon her tongue and it found its way down the back of her throat, making her nauseated.

The shock of his first blow nearly knocked her unconscious, and left her reeling in disbelief, as he tore her clothing from her body. She had never placed much stock in humanity, but the look replacing the once placid smile on his face made her believe the monsters she feared so much as a child did indeed exist, only they walked not in the twisted forms created by her juvenile nightmares, but in the skin of man. The night around her, once so calm and inviting, became an alien landscape, its stygian darkness concealing predators hungry to consume her whole. Her feet were bare and each piece of jagged gravel bit into them. The pain registered as a small blip in her mind as she willed herself onward toward the glow of the embers. She repeated to herself he had fled. The dust still clinging to her bloodied face, deposited there by his hasty exit, was evidence.

His car kicked up rooster tails of dirt in her eyes as he sped back to the highway, leaving her to her pain and shame. Survival instincts urged her onward to the safety and light of the stranger’s fire. The cold, black arms of autumn held her shaking body and she feared her quaking legs would refuse to carry her to the uncertain refuge. The breeze carried his cheap aftershave from her bare chest up into her face and vomit rose into her throat. He hadn’t succeeded in accomplishing what he planned since he picked her up, but the trauma of his attack wouldn’t leave her for the rest of her days. The sounds of the night seemed to follow her endlessly. She realized she was holding her breath, fearful of alerting some unknown hunter to her existence, and her ribs ached.

The campfire showed through the trees, and its light was a beacon pulling her onward to the safety she prayed it held. Her ears caught faint noises in the darkness and they seemed amplified in the still night, causing her heart to jump. She was positive he had gone now, but she couldn’t shake the feeling something was bearing down on her, making its way closer to her, and reaching out to claim her, as if the shadows themselves had caught a taste of her blood and hungered to drain her of every drop.

She breached the perimeter of light, the orb of warmth calling to her from a great distance through the line of surrounding trees. Her unsteady gaze fell upon a figure lying on the opposite side of the low-burning fire, and she cautiously approached. In the half-light, she could see her once pale, flawless skin caked in dirt and blood, her many wounds weeping. A wave of shame washed over her, causing her to cross her arms over her bare breasts as she spoke.

“Hello? I’m Liz.”

There wasn’t the slightest movement from what appeared to be a woman sleeping just feet from her.

“I need help,” she began, and grief tightened her throat.

She covered her chest with her right arm and softly shook the stranger with her left hand.

“Please, I need your help,” she pleaded.

It registered now, in her terrified mind, that something was not right about the woman’s ice-cold skin and the smell invading her nose. The moon was at its apex, autumn was waning, and the frigid, white light spilling down through a break in the clouds revealed how the woman’s body moved independently of its head. Her eyes were closed as if in peaceful slumber, and Liz knew the woman was not sleeping at all, but dead. Liz fell back upon her bruised buttocks, her screams cutting the unearthly silence winding so tightly about her. The echo of her shrill cries startled her and again it felt as though something unseen answered them. The shadows advanced upon her, engulfing her and swallowing her terrified screams, choking her from the inside. She struggled on the dirt, her mind unwilling to comprehend the brutality now being inflicted. Hands comprised of pure darkness battered her further, groped her bare body, and beat her unconscious, and before the world went black, she could sense a presence so utterly malevolent snaking its way up her thighs.

“She was found only feet from the corpse.” The gruff voice of an older man penetrated a sleep induced by sedatives and painkillers.

“It’s no wonder, as she happened upon a decapitated body and suffered something terrible beforehand,” a feminine voice answered.

“How do we know she didn’t have something to do with it?” he questioned.

“Because, Earl, the body had obviously been there for a while, and from the looks of the trail, this one wandered upon her looking for help.” Annoyance was thick in her response.

“Look—her eyelids are fluttering. I think she might wake up,” he spoke, and his breath was hot against Liz’s cheek.

“I’ll go find Dr. Aaron. Keep your shit breath out of her face, old man.”

“Damn, okay!” he spat.

“Don’t give me that look, you drink too much coffee. I’ve had to smell it all morning.”

Liz opened her eyes to see the blurry silhouette of a woman in a dark coat pushing her way out the door at the foot of the bed.

“Good morning, sleeping beauty,” he said, taking a seat on her bedside.

“Don’t fuss, you are safe,” he assured her, as Liz sat forward, her hands searching her body for clothing.

“You’re in the hospital. Do you remember anything about what happened to you?”

She sat silent, looking down at her arms. An IV was taped to her left and a plastic ID bracelet was wrapped about her right wrist.

“Can you hear me?” he raised his voice, and Liz turned to face him.

“So, you can.” He smiled.

She guessed him to be in his sixties, with a gray mustache, a cowboy hat sitting in his lap, and a badge hanging on his tan, button-down shirt.

“Let’s start from the beginning, okay?” He nodded his head, speaking slowly.

The door pushed open and in walked the source of the feminine voice. She wasn’t a large woman; she had strawberry-blonde hair cut into a bob that met her round face at the length of her chin. Her eyes were pale blue, sharp, and beautiful. The badge hanging from her fitted jacket was identical to the old man’s.

“Elizabeth Melissa Troy.” She held a faded driver’s license out before her.

Liz only nodded in response and lay back down against her soft pillows, pulling the baby-blue hospital sheets up to her neck.

“My name is Linda Chase, this is Earl Mathews, and we are with the Twin Lakes Police Department,” she introduced.

“Your identification was found along with your bag up at a forestry rest stop just off the highway. Can you tell us what happened to you?”

Liz sat for a moment, wondering if she should dare to try. Why would she want to recall nearly being raped by a sweaty, old man who reminded her more of a Sunday school teacher than a sexual predator, and then stumbling bloody and naked onto a decapitated corpse? Should she tell them how the shadows crawled up her legs and wound their icy fingers down her throat. The defilement she felt from them were ten-fold compared to the old man in the silver sedan.

Liz cleared her throat and shook her head. “I accepted a ride from someone who turned out to be…” Her voice was thin and hoarse. She did not finish her sentence because a doctor entered, his clipboard in hand.

“She’s in my care, officers, and I haven’t released her for interrogation of any type at least until tomorrow.” Doctor Aaron was young, but his presence spoke of a man much older.

“Take it easy, Mike, we just thought if she was up to it…” Earl began, but the look he got in response shut him down quickly.

“I said tomorrow. Let her rest.”

“Are you hungry? The cafeteria is closed but there is a fridge stocked with sandwiches, applesauce, and apple juice,” Dr. Aaron offered.

“No thank you, I don’t have much of an appetite.” Liz looked at the clock; it had just turned a quarter after twelve. The darkness outside her window made her skin crawl, and to her relief, he drew the shades and flipped open the clipboard at the foot of her bed.

“What does it say?” she asked after a long silence.

“It says you are lucky to have survived such an attack, your ribs were bruised and you have many lacerations.”

Her eyes were studying the bruises on her wrists, those Liz knew to be made by unearthly hands.

“What else does it say?” she asked, at his abrupt halt in conversation.

“A rape kit was administered. We will know soon if he left any physical evidence behind.” He looked to her. “We will find him, and he will get what he deserves.”

She didn’t know whether she should smile or cry at his warmth. She couldn’t remember all that had happened to her, yet she was certain that it was no human that forced its way inside of her. The truth turned her stomach and Liz knew she could never confess it to anyone.

“What about that lady?” she asked, her mind turning to the memory of the poor woman left beside the fire.

“She was not from around here. The detectives are looking into locating her next of kin.” He sat in a chair at her bedside, rubbing his eyes. “I can’t tell you any more than that.”

Dr. Aaron pulled a deck of cards from his shirt pocket. “Let’s get our minds off of this, because you need to rest.” He shuffled the deck, and his smile was matter of fact yet comforting to her, so she laid her head back down.

“I will watch over you for the night, so just close your eyes,” he instructed as he dealt himself out a hand.

“Alright, little lady, did you get enough sleep?” Earl asked, holding a cup of coffee in his hand.

“Yeah, I think so,” Liz answered, squinting up at the clock that read five minutes after seven.

“Good, let’s get down to business then.” He coughed into his free hand, “I’m not trying to be pushy here, and I hope you understand.”

“I understand. You’re just doing your job.” She sat forward as Earl pulled up a seat beside her bed and took out his small, faded notebook.

“Let’s start from the first thing you remember.”

“Alright,” Liz exhaled, “I have been backpacking through the Pacific Northwest.”

“That’s quite a trip. May I ask as to what funds you are traveling on?”

“It came from my mother…she passed away.”

“Oh goodness, I’m sorry to hear that,” he said, sipping his cup. “Pretty brave of you to travel at such a young age on your own.”

“It’s alright,” she said, and looked down at her shaking hands.

“I thought I could read people, could tell the bad ones from the good ones.” Liz swallowed her shame and continued. “I was wrong.”

“Many people fall prey to predators, honey. They learn to blend in, act normal, gain people’s trust. It’s not your fault.” Then, he hesitated before asking, “Please describe him, his vehicle, and where about he picked you up.”

“He was an older man, in his fifties maybe, had a gray mustache, clean-cut, wore glasses.” She shook her head. “Your average guy—looked like every older white man in America.”

“Don’t feel frustrated. What about his license plate, did you get a look at it?”

“I don’t know. I mean, I think I might have. I can’t remember.” She sighed, shaking her head, the tears hot on her cheeks.

“It’s alright, you’re doing just fine.” Earl dug in his pocket, pulling out a pack of gum, and offered her a stick with an encouraging grin. Liz accepted it, smiling faintly as she remembered his partner berating him for his coffee-induced halitosis. She chewed the spearmint gum and rolled the aluminum wrapper between her fingers until it was a tight, little ball.

“He picked me up at a roadside café, Celia’s I think was what it was called, and it had to be about two hours south of here,” she continued. He made notes as she spoke.

“I only accepted a ride from him because there was a carload of younger guys; they kept following me as I walked along the side of the road. I felt safe accepting a ride from someone that looked like him, like a minister.” She flicked the aluminum wrapper ball into the trash can beside her bed.

“We made small talk, nothing seemed unusual, then he said he needed to use the bathroom and pulled off the side of the road, into that rest stop.”

“That’s when things changed?” Earl shook his head, saying it as if he had heard stories like hers before.

“Yeah, that’s when he hit me,” Liz said.

The room was silent; the nurses at their station could be heard outside giggling and discussing shoe choices for the weekend. Their voices grated on Liz’s nerves. Each time they laughed, something inside of her twisted, and she felt pangs of resentment. Why was it they had nothing better to concern themselves with besides heel height while she sat in an uncomfortable bed, wrapped in an itchy gown, recounting the nightmare she was “lucky” enough to have lived through?

“When can I get out of here?” Liz asked.

“Just depends on when the doctor will sign your release papers, I’m afraid.” Earl’s answer sounded more like an apology and she wondered if her growing dislike for the nurses was plain on her face.

“How long have I been here?” she asked.

“Well, you were found almost two days ago, but you slept for twenty-four hours,” answered his partner as she slipped into the room. Her disapproval of the inconsiderate nurses outside the door was something she didn’t bother hiding as she cursed them under her breath.

“Would you like a muffin?” Linda smiled. “They’re baked fresh every morning.”

Liz accepted one, tossing her gum in the trash, yet only managed to eat a few bites before picking at it absentmindedly.

“I’m sure you will be free to go soon,” Earl said, with half a pastry in his mouth.

“Where are you headed from here?” he asked.

“I’m not sure yet,” Liz answered, a new anxiety growing within her, as she hadn’t taken the time to consider it, and the uncertainty killed what was left of her appetite.

“You are welcome to stay on here if you want.” His invitation was genuine, yet Liz wanted nothing more than to leave Twin Lakes, Washington, as fast as she could, and just forget about everything that took place there.

“I think I will be on my way, but that is kind of you.”

Linda shot the nurses a “shut the hell up” look as she passed them. Linda Chase was small in stature, yet her command of presence rivaled that of men who towered over her. Earl came quickly behind her, wiping remnants of Danish from his mustache.

“What of the corpse?” he asked, sipping his coffee.

“You’re not very nonchalant,” she hushed him. “She’s like the other two.”

He nodded grimly and looked back over his shoulder in the direction of Liz’s room.

“It’s plain she didn’t have anything to do with this, but I admit to feeling uneasy about her just walking out of here alone.”

“I am, too, but what are we supposed to say, Earl?”

“Come on, Linda, we could say we aren’t done with the investigation and she has to bunk here until we rule her out.”

“You’re grasping at straws. You know that could raise suspicions from the others and put her in more danger.”

“What if we let her walk out of here and she winds up with her head cut off and strange shit carved into her skin?”

“Be careful what you say here,” Linda warned.

The elevator they had stopped in front of slid open and Dr. Aaron walked casually by, nodding to each as he passed. Their silence hung heavy in the air, like a whispered admission to guilt as if they held up a flaming sign that read, “We are discussing things we shouldn’t in such a public setting.”

“Let’s just go downstairs, before we make any decisions,” Earl said.

He waved her on to follow him into the cramped elevator. Earl pressed the button for the bottom floor where the morgue was located, and promptly put his back against the mirrored wall, gripping the handicap railing.

“Wipe that grin off your face; you know I can’t stand these things,” he muttered.

The childishness of it killed Linda’s need to argue and so they rode it down to rendezvous with the headless female which shared her fire with Liz.


CHAPTER TWO

“This one was dead a good forty-eight hours before the other girl found her,” the examiner stated. His voice was monotone and something about him made Linda envision him eating lunch while performing autopsies. “She bears the same unusual markings as the other two. The cause of death is blood loss and obvious trauma.”

“She bled out, same as the others, but we didn’t find blood at the scene. Could she have been dumped there?” Earl questioned aloud.

The medical examiner nodded, then adjusted the overhead light, allowing a better view of the wounds. “The instrument used was more than likely serrated, as the cut is not clean.”

“Do you have any idea what did it, Calvin?” Linda asked.

“Unless you two find any evidence of a weapon, I’m not sure yet,” he answered.

“What about the markings on the body?” Earl pulled the sheet back, revealing the desecrating wounds cut into the dead woman’s flesh.

“Same as the other two—all cut up with their lips sewn shut from the inside, like morticians do.”

Earl looked down at his wristwatch. “Let’s head out to the scene again.” He motioned to Calvin. “Put her on ice with the others.”

The nurse walked in. Under her arm, she carried a clipboard and her hands were occupied with the hygiene items she had brought for Liz.

“I’ll help you into the restroom, get you washed up,” she said.

She was an older woman; her voice was gruff, and Liz knew she wasn’t one of the chatterboxes who plagued her all morning.

“Give me your arms when you sit up. I will give you a moment, then we will swing your legs gently over the bedside,” she instructed. Her hands were cold and she smelled sterile, yet Liz didn’t mind.

“I’ll help you stand.”

The shock of pain stole the breath from her lungs, but Liz remained on her feet.

“It’ll be okay now, just try to breathe easy. Your ribs are bruised, so it will hurt for a while.”

The nurse helped her along slowly to the bathroom in the corner of her room. “My name is Marlene. I will be on the floor for the next twelve hours, so if you need anything, just push the button next to your bed.”

Liz nodded in response, focusing on each excruciating step she took.

“After you get your bath, it will be time to take some more painkillers.”

Navigating the small restroom would have been comical if she wasn’t on the brink of blacking out. Marlene sat her on the patients’ seat inside the shower after untying the back of her gown. “Don’t feel embarrassed, I’ve been doing this for seventeen years.”

There was a floor-length mirror on the opposite wall, and Marlene disrobed her. Liz caught the first glimpse of herself since the attack. Her skin was a patchwork of bruises and scabs stretched over the bones of her petite body, her face misshapen by a goose-egg lump on her forehead, and she had bite marks on her breasts. A pixie haircut made her look more like a super flyweight boxer who just lost her last match. Her spirit was crushed by the alien reflection before her. Liz was a strong young woman who never shied away from confrontation and always stood her ground. She felt twice as broken on the inside compared to the appearance of the horrid doppelganger staring back at her. Marlene stepped between her and the source of defeat. She was busy gently washing the clotted blood from beneath her arms when she paused and moved aside, and also looked into the mirror.

“This will all heal in time,” she motioned with her thick hands over Liz’s reflection. “You just make sure to work on this,” letting her finger pause over the battered girl’s heart, “and this.” She positioned her finger directly in the center of Liz’s forehead.

Liz nodded in understanding and the nurse went back to her duty. The warm water was refreshing and eased the tight muscles in her neck and back.

“Thank you, Marlene,” she spoke softly, and the nurse smiled.

The return to her bed seemed slightly more manageable and Dr. Aaron was there to greet her. Marlene went back to her station as he eased Liz back into her bed.

“I know you want out of here but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait at
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