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    To my husband, for always believing in my dreams

      

    


It comes at night when the world is a dusty, quiet ball of forgotten memories. The thing of shrieks, of shrill, wanton fears makes its presence known while others, the lucky ones, dance in and out of lucid dreams.

Its origins are the whispered legends on the hearts of victims and the mouths of the curious. Maybe it was here eternally, something as mystic as the origins of humanity itself. Maybe it is a spawn of Satan or crime or lust. Perhaps it is something else entirely.

But when it comes at night, make no mistake: You will not be saved. For even if the tendril-like fingers adorned with razor blade claws do not gut you from mouth to belly, you cannot escape its wrath. It will burrow its existence into your deepest core. It mars your flesh with the distinct mark of its horror. It will become one with you in the sense that once you lay eyes on it, you will be sent down a whirling tunnel of madness and pain.

And then, when it all seems impossible, when it appears that sheer craziness has overpowered you, it will come again.

When the Flayed One comes for you, make no mistake.

You will not be saved.
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Chapter One
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Her braids bounced down her back as she turned to slam the car door.

“Are you sure you want to go home that way?” the blonde behind the steering wheel asked, leaning out the window slightly to eye the other girl. 

Mia Rose didn’t lean down to peer in the window in a way one does to foster intimacy. She stood ramrod straight as she stared over the top of the peeling tan Chevy.

“I’ll be fine,” she assured. “Thanks for the ride.” And without a single sentimental word or glance, she turned and headed to the forest refuge as Layla’s car sped away.

The reasons for being dropped off in the dark woods near her house were twofold. First, her mother wouldn’t be happy she was hanging out with Layla. In truth, Mia Rose wasn’t happy about it either. But life unfolded in ways you couldn’t predict or even contain. Still, she wasn’t prepared for more hardships brought on by her parents’ disapproval.

The second reason she wanted to be dropped off in the Redwood Forest was that it was her secret sanctuary, a place where she could go for inner calming she found nowhere else. Most of the kids in town avoided the eerie darkness of the woods because of the legends, the myths that haunted the town. Some avoided the woods simply to avoid the Redwood Psychiatric Hospital that bordered the woods, the spooky stain on the town’s decidedly imperfect history.

For Mia Rose, though, the woods, even menacing ones, were a comfort. There was the isolation that permeated there, a dark sadness whistling through the trees that echoed her moroseness in the whipping wind. There was a paradoxical comfort in the misery when one was alone in the middle of it all. It was the only relief she experienced, her crestfallen psyche now an indelible stamp on her character. Mia Rose’s feet plodded down the familiar yet untamed path towards home, the dense foliage absorbing the shockwaves of the devastation she radiated.

She ambled onward. Darkness promised to envelop the area soon, but she wasn’t afraid. She knew the path by heart from her various travels down it last summer. Last summer—with her.

The memory simultaneously awakened a joy and a gut-wrenching pain within her. Last summer was a different time completely. Mia Rose was different. Everything was.

Her parents would be worried about her since she’d been gone so long. All they did was worry now, though, in their superficial way. Even when they were asking her about school or dinner, their faces were plastered with the condescending scrutiny she knew would never disappear now. She had awakened in them veracity difficult to abandon. From all that she’d been through and their reactions to it, she’d realized the harsh reality that love was never unconditional. Thus, Mia Rose wasn’t in a hurry to get home to the inquisition, the disapproval, the pity in their eyes coupled with condemnation. So, as she stood amid the trees that seemed to stretch from hell to heaven, she veered right instead of left at the crossroads she’d marked before. Towards their spot she went. Perhaps she was a masochist. Maybe a piece of her wanted to wallow in sadness, to remind herself she could still feel after being dead inside for so long. Or, in actuality, she just needed to grieve the circumstances she couldn’t openly weep about. Her feet followed the path to the tree trunk they had found last year during their explorations. She smiled, remembering the stupid joke she had made, the way her long hair billowed in the breeze as she ran playfully ahead.

As Mia Rose approached the spot, her hands started to shake and she crumpled to the ground. She didn’t need to look in the box tucked in the hollowed-out trunk. She knew what treasures, what mementos rested in the time capsule hidden in the forest floor. She’d thought about adding to it last week, but the nail polish still sat underneath her bed. It was too hard to keep building those memories alone. It hurt too much.

Mia Rose let the tears fall wildly as darkness fell. She’d never been afraid of the night, preferring the blackness to entomb her in a way that could hide her from all viewing eyes. The darkness was a friend, holding her with arms of acceptance the daylight never could.

She swiped at her tears. “I miss you,” she whispered into the air. 

A moment of reverence passed, the trees gently blowing as if to fan her sorrow. Suddenly, though, a shriek, shrill and piercing, echoed in the distance. She thought in her wayward heart it was a sign. She didn’t believe in a higher power, but she admittedly had a penchant for all things universe and nature. A sliver of her shredded heart craved a sign she was still there. The sound intensified, and her head instantaneously started to throb like the worst migraine she’d ever experienced. She scrambled to her feet, shock and confusion whirling her about in a roller coaster of messiness. The cacophonic sound continued, and soon it was accompanied by a putrid stench.

In her time in the woods, she often came across death. Carcasses of squirrels, of deer, of a bear once. This was different. This pungent smell of decay was accented by notes of charred something or other, by rotten eggs, by vomit. It was a smell she never had detected before in her seventeen years of life.

Mia Rose had withstood so much—but suddenly, she was overpowered by it all. The forest hideaway wasn’t a welcome retreat anymore. The urge to return home incited her to get away. She suddenly didn’t care so much about her mother’s judging eye. She wanted to be in the safety of her bed, cocooned in her blanket, smothered by warmth and grief all the same.

Using her phone as a light, she turned around, the desolation and eerie sensations engulfing her. She scanned the tree line for the path that would take her to her house. It was not really a home but offered more security than the forest at the moment. But as her light panned left to right, she jumped.

Something was in the trees. A tall, slender figure. With her light shining, she only caught a glimpse of it moving in the other direction. Nimble and swift, it was gone before she could decode the sight. She shivered. The way it had moved, the slice of it she had seen. Her mind couldn’t process it. Had it been a deer? Some kind of a wild dog?

No, it was much too tall to be one of those. Her mind raced for an answer, but her senses were still ringing from the smell, the sound. Both sensations mercifully faded now, allowing her head to clear. She didn’t stop to ponder it any longer, though, rattled from the events. Instead, her feet dashed toward the path, moving solely from instinct and terror. 

She didn’t stop her graceless stumbling through the wooded path until her feet reached the grass in her front yard, until the porch light was in view. Heaving, she halted under the moonlight to look at the peeling white shack that represented so much to her—a place to rest, but also a place that made her restless. Life was an oxymoronic cluster, she’d come to understand. Still, turning back to the forest, she thought of the odd wail, the destructive odor.

There had been stories about those woods, the ones that drowned their house in a sea of darkness. As a little girl, she’d always implored her parents to lock the doors and the windows, to buy her a guard dog because the stories at school terrified her. She’d wake up in a cold sweat, terrified by the prospect of a deranged lunatic breaking into her house to chew on her bones and scratch out her eyes. Or, possibly even more horrifying were the stories of the spirits that wandered the grounds, tortured at Redwood Asylum and out looking for revenge.

Her parents, as parents do, assuaged her fears with tales of reality and safety. The Redwood Asylum was five miles away through the forest. No lunatic could maneuver those woods. In fact, there were reports of several patients, teenagers, and even nurses being forever lost in the thick density of the forest. She should be more afraid of traveling out there and getting lost in the woods than of an escapee attacking her.

For a while, the fragile words worked. They calmed her enough to let her bask in sleep, the peaceful variety. But as she got older and learned what all inhabitants of the area learned—that Oakwood, the neighboring town, had too many secrets to house solely in its borders, her fears resurfaced. The nightmares returned. And with them, the anxieties that no longer seemed so irrational.

Those woods had evil secrets. Oakwood had evil secrets. And the Redwood Asylum, harbored in the dense forest, had a wicked past that wasn’t as protected as some thought. They were all living in a place where horror was bountiful, the real horror that resided in the world. A horror that cold destroy you, chew you up and spit you out as an ashen pile of bones.

Thus, as Mia Rose peered into the woods surrounding her, she knew there was darkness there, a vivid, omnipresent evil that enshrouded the house. If she wasn’t careful, it might suffocate her, too, and entrap her in her own asylum of sorts.

She marched forward. For the first time in a long time, she wasn’t thinking of the incident as she often did. She was focused now on the omnipresent risks surrounding her. Mia Rose supposed that was at least something.

It was something.
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Chapter Two
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I shouldn’t be doing this. She reprimanded herself as the backpack slapped against her sweat-dampened back. Onward she trudged, never looking back. There were so many things wrong with what she was doing. Her parents would be furious when they found out she’d skipped school. They’d accuse her of backtracking. There would be hell to pay.

Still, as her braids slapped against her back and she marched on, she thought about how good it felt to rebel again. To be who she was. To choose her own path. Screw them all, anyways. Her parents, her teachers. The kids at school. They didn’t understand her, couldn’t possibly. It was part of the reason she left. It was their fault, she thought as she often did. It was all their fault. Resentment stewed within. Still, there was more to consider than her parents. There was last night, that odd sensation. What if the legends of the town were true? What if the woods really were dangerous?

She shivered at the memory of the night before. She’d tried to tell herself she was just imagining it all, that her overly active imagination had painted a tale to distract her. Darkness plays tricks on even the soundest psyche. Nevertheless, she knew it wasn’t the case. If she closed her eyes and breathed in, she could conure the ungodly stench as if it still clung to her nostrils. 

Something was out there. And against all the parts of her body screaming for her to stay safe, she wanted to find it. She ducked under a low-hanging branch, a rogue twig still stabbing into her bare legs. It stung, but she kept going. Discovery was pain. It felt good to know she was still alive in a sense. She welcomed the burn and the blood of the tiny cut.

The mission to explore had become vital to her being as the night passed. The more hours placed between the chilling moments alone in the woods and safety, the more her curiosity grew. Like Alice in a twisted Wonderland, Mia Rose hungered for something interesting, something fantastical, something consuming, even if it threatened her safety. Thus, when her mother barked for her to get out of bed at the crack of dawn, she knew she wouldn’t be going to school. They always left first, Dad to the factory and Mother to the dowdy office job downtown. Mia Rose got the bus on her own for school. Not today, though. Today, she would choose her own path and chase her own whims.

Her nostalgic mind wandered for a moment, but she reined it back in. She couldn’t think about that now, or it would derail everything. Mia knew a part of the adventure was about pushing down those painful thoughts. It was about focusing on something else for a while.

So she marched on, the dirt and leaves underneath her feet a welcome reprieve from the glassy linoleum and stares of her high school’s hallways. They all were whispering about it, of course. They always would be. She would forever be the girl who was a stain on the school, the town, her family’s reputation. Her entire life would be marred with questions of “Did she?” and “How?” and “Her fault?” Even if others weren’t saying it, her battered mind was.

She could barely stand to be in her skin most days.

The search would most likely be fruitless, but it was still better than the pointlessness of walking the hallways and pretending nothing had changed. Everything had changed for her. She needed to reconnect, thus, with the Mia Rose of the past, the wild and bold girl she was just last summer—it felt like a lifetime ago, like another girl entirely. Still, she could recall a time when she was the girl who laughed in the middle of the field as lightning struck. The girl who wasn’t afraid to be set on fire because she knew she could rise from the ashes. In short, the girl she was before it happened. The maniacal it that was a wall between before and now.

Silence coated the forest around her and plastered it in a somber quality. It didn’t feel so wild here. But the way the world seemed to stop spinning and tilting out there wrapped her in a welcome cocoon. It felt like companionship to her weary soul. Warmth spread in her
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