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			Chapter One

			The fighting began before we were a half mile down the road.

			It was easy to tell Jess was pissed, not that she attempted to hide it. Her arms were folded across her chest, and when her head wasn’t turned away, I saw her jaw was clenched so tightly it was a wonder she didn’t crack her teeth.

			I considered asking her what was wrong, but why poke a tiger with a stick? It was obvious what the problem was, and knowing Jess, the silent treatment wouldn’t last long.

			It lasted about five minutes.

			“If you knew you were going to be late, why didn’t you text?” Each word was forced from between bloodless lips, as if it were an effort to speak.

			“Jess, it was only twenty minutes. Do you have to make a big deal out of this?” Of course she did. Jessica turned everything into a catastrophe of epic proportions lately. I had to have been insane to agree to this camping trip.

			“Only? Only twenty minutes? I’ve been waiting for you since five o’clock. Do you get how long twenty minutes seems when you’re standing around waiting for someone?”

			Since I was always the one running to catch up, I couldn’t empathize, but I knew how long five minutes with Jessica felt whenever she got angry. “I get it,” I said, unable to keep the edge out of my voice. “I’m an ass. I’m sorry.”

			“I’m an ass. I’m sorry,” she mimicked, making me sound as dumb as Moose from the Archie comics. “Is that all you can say, Reese? It’s getting old. Correction: it got old a long time ago. Do you have any idea how many times Kira texted me, asking when we planned on getting there?”

			A lot, if I had to guess. Kira’s boyfriend Dan was okay, but Kira herself was a bit of a control freak. Yep, no doubt about it – this was going to be the camping trip from hell. At least it would be the last one I’d have to endure. After the weekend, I would end things with Jess. The sex had kept me going for a while, but even that wasn’t so hot these days. I didn’t find her attractive anymore, probably because she was always scowling at me.

			Sure enough, when we arrived at Kira’s apartment, both Kira and Dan were waiting outside, camping paraphernalia littering the ground. Dan gave me a sympathetic smile, while Kira barely looked up from her phone.

			“Sorry I’m late.” I tried to ignore my girlfriend, who was rolling her eyes so hard I half expected them to fall out of her skull. “The packing took longer than I thought.”

			“It always does, doesn’t it? You’d think we were going for weeks instead of a couple days.” Dan grabbed a cooler and headed to the back of my truck. “No worries, buddy. Thanks for driving.”

			Some of the tightness in my chest eased. Thank God for Dan. He was the one person who would make this trip bearable.

			Jess was already engaged in an intense, whispered conversation with her girlfriend. I was pretty certain I could accurately guess the topic du jour. Their chatting came to an abrupt halt when Dan began to slide the cooler into the space I’d left for him.

			“Wait,” Kira called, checking her phone again before slipping it into her back pocket. Her shampoo-commercial hair caught the light and gleamed as she hurried toward us. Once upon a time, I’d thought she was pretty. Then I’d gotten to know her.

			“You can’t put that there.” She pointed at the cooler.

			“Why not?” Dan asked, sounding confused but not irritated. Where did he get his patience?

			“You’ll box it in. What if we get thirsty on the road and want a drink? What if we decide we want to cook dinner as soon as we get there? It should be easy to get at, don’t you think? We should put it in last.”

			Dan shrugged. “Doesn’t matter to me. Hand me something else, then.”

			As Kira leapt into action, organizing the supplies and handing them to Dan one by one, I moved out of the way. Anything I did to help would be wrong, and I couldn’t handle Kira’s criticism today.

			I wandered over to Jessica, who glared at me.

			“Can we get past this, please?” Offering an olive branch was better than spending the weekend in stony silence. “I misjudged my time. It won’t happen again.”

			It would, but not with her. All I had to do was survive the weekend, and I’d never have to see her again.

			“I just wish you would have texted me. I have better things to do with my time than stand around waiting for you.”

			The words may have been angry, but her tone was softening, as I’d hoped it would. Kira’s bragging about her ‘perfect’ relationship with Dan drove my girlfriend mad. There was no way she’d want to fight in front of them for the whole weekend.

			“You’re right, I should have let you know I was running behind. I’m sorry.”

			She nodded. “All right,” she said before drifting over to help her friend. It wasn’t the most enthusiastic apology acceptance in the world, but I figured I’d gotten off easy. Jess could hold a grudge until the end of time.

			* * *

			With country-western tunes blaring over the speakers and the city streets giving way to the green comfort of fir trees, I relaxed. I even felt a tiny bit of optimism. Maybe it would be an enjoyable weekend after all. I loved the campsites at Strong Lake; they were so peaceful and private. This late in the season, we’d probably have the place to ourselves.

			“Can you turn that shit off, please? I have no idea why he listens to this crap,” Jess apologized to her friends, but for once, I didn’t care what she thought. The opening strains of John Denver’s ‘Country Roads’ flooded the cab as I cranked the volume.

			“It’s tradition,” I yelled over Denver’s warble. “This music was made for road trips.”

			Jessica looked like she’d eaten something sour, but from my glimpses in the rearview mirror, Dan and Kira appeared to be enjoying themselves. Kira sang along during the chorus in a low, sweet voice that surprised me, as Dan leaned over the seat to pat Jess on the shoulder.

			“Whoever drives picks the music. It’s the rule.”

			The camaraderie came to an end when we arrived at the campground entrance. Dusk had fallen, but in the glow of the truck’s headlights, the sign was still legible.

			Closed for the season.

			Thwap! Jessica struck my shoulder hard enough to make me wince. “Didn’t you call? You were supposed to call them.”

			“Hey, now. There’s no need to resort to violence,” Dan said.

			“Well, what exactly are we supposed to do? We drove for two hours to get here and it’s closed?”

			“Take it easy. At least no one will bother us.” A smile came over my face in spite of my stinging shoulder.

			“What are you talking about? The camp is closed. We can’t stay here.”

			“And who’s going to stop us? I don’t see anyone, do you?”

			Kira and Dan were quiet in the backseat, and as far as I was concerned, silence was consent. I revved the Chevy’s engine.

			“Don’t be crazy, Reese. What are you going to do, drive through the gate?”

			I’d considered it. The flimsy particleboard wouldn’t put up much of a fight, but it might scratch the paint. “Nope, I’m going around. Sit tight, boys and girls.”

			Shifting into four-wheel drive, I plunged the truck into the ditch that flanked the ticket kiosk. Kira squealed as she was tossed back and forth. I was beginning to like this chick.

			Before Jessica could protest, we were out of the ditch and on the other side of the gate.

			“Woo-hoo!” Dan cried. “That was awesome.”

			I grinned. It had been awesome. This was going to be perfect. Not only would we have our pick of any campsite we wanted, it would be free. No one would hassle us.

			“That’s great, Reese, but we won’t be able to get any wood. The campsite is closed. Unless you plan to drive through that too?” Jessica gestured at the metal box that held the firewood. It was rusty but solid. Unless someone in our group was a master lock picker, there was no way we were getting into that thing.

			“We don’t need it. These woods are full of old sticks and dead trees that are begging to be burned,” Dan said. “Plus, if worse comes to worst, I brought my axe.”

			“I like the way you think, my man.” Putting more weight on the gas pedal, I let the truck lunge forward, echoing my own eagerness. I could hardly wait to pick a site. Besides, I had to piss. It had been a long drive, especially after the argument with Jess.

			“Well, I don’t. You can’t cut down the trees. It’s illegal.” The pout was audible in Jessica’s voice. She wasn’t used to people disagreeing with her.

			“We won’t cut anything that’s living. Just the stuff that’s already dead,” Dan promised.

			“And what if the conservation officers do a patrol? We’ll be in huge shit. We can’t plead ignorance – it’s obvious the campground is closed.”

			“Oh, lighten up, Jess. Live a little. It’ll be an adventure.” Kira jostled Jessica’s shoulder. As she did, her arm grazed mine. An electric current passed between us, and the skin on my upper arm broke out in gooseflesh.

			This weekend was going to be more interesting than I’d thought.

			“Okay, fine. Obviously I’m outnumbered. But don’t come bitching to me when we get fined.” Jessica folded her arms across her chest again and stared out the window at the darkening sky.

			Shit. After the work I’d done to defuse her. However, for some reason, I found I didn’t care as much this time.

			Selecting a campsite resulted in the expected amount of bickering. Kira wanted to be close to the lake and the hiking trails, while Jessica preferred to stay near the showers and toilets. Dan kept quiet, willing to go along with whoever had the most persuasive argument, but I was sick of being outvoted and outnumbered. I sped past the sites the girls indicated, ignoring their cries of protest. Backing into the far corner lot, I couldn’t help but be pleased with myself. My truck was now tucked into the trees, out of sight if any conservation officer decided to do a quick check.

			“What the fuck is this?” A sneer twisted Jessica’s features. How had I ever found her attractive? “This is a joke, right?”

			“I get that you’d rather post a sign saying ‘Arrest us’ by camping over by the showers, but I’m not interested in getting caught.” I refused to allow her to ruin my good mood. Glancing into the backseat, I saw Dan sported his usual happy-go-lucky expression. Kira shrugged as she opened the door. Although I hated to admit it, I was gratified to notice they’d been sitting far apart.

			A sharp smack on my shoulder jolted me from thoughts of Kira. It was the same place where Jessica had clouted me before. A wave of fury crashed over me, and it was all I could do not to shake some sense into her.

			“Do that again and I’ll return the favor.”

			“Hey, hey, hey, let’s break it up.” Dan tried to sound lighthearted, but I could hear the concern in his voice. “This is supposed to be fun, remember?”

			“I’ll have a tough time thinking this is fun when I’m struggling to find the bathroom in the middle of the night,” Jessica snapped. If I’d thought I was angry, my rage paled in comparison to hers. She was so furious she practically spit sparks. “I’m afraid of the dark, remember?”

			I instantly felt guilty. Jess could be a witch, but maybe I was to blame for some of her attitude this time around. I hadn’t been thinking of my girlfriend when I’d chosen the campsite. The only woman who’d entered my mind had been the wrong one.

			Still, who goes camping if they’re afraid of the dark?

			“We’re not that far away.” It was an attempt to soothe her, but I realized it probably sounded patronizing. “And you can have the Maglite. Or, if you’re desperate, you can pee in the bush.”

			“I am not squatting in the dirt. That’s disgusting.”

			Kira linked her arm through Jessica’s. “There’s a trail over here. It’s a good shortcut. Let’s go now, while there’s still light.”

			I handed her the flashlight. “Thanks.”

			“No worries. We’ll be right back.”

			Why had I thought Kira was a control freak? She was awesome.

			“Houston, we have a problem.” Dan surveyed the woods surrounding our site.

			Squaring my shoulders, I went to join him. It was time to get to work. The light was almost gone, and we had tents to set up. “What’s wrong?”

			“I’m not seeing a lot of deadfall. Everything looks pretty green.”

			I swore under my breath. Green wood would smoke rather than burn, which meant no fire and no hot meal. My stomach grumbled in sympathy. I’d already been fantasizing about the chili and biscuits packed in the cooler.

			“There has to be something. Maybe farther back?”

			“Kindling, maybe, but nothing that’s going to give us a decent flame.”

			Treading on the carpet of pine needles, I peered into the forest, my heart sinking as I saw Dan was right. In spite of the lush overgrowth, these were young trees. I could smell the sap. Maybe Jessica’d had a point. This had been a stupid idea. The thought of admitting it to her made me cringe.

			Then I spotted something in the clearing, where no other trees grew.

			“Dan, you got a light?”

			He flicked on the LED flashlight he kept on his keychain. It wasn’t my Maglite, but it was better than nothing.

			“What about this one?”

			He followed my gesture with the light. “I don’t know. It looks burned already.”

			Taking his keychain, I pushed through the trees, sticks snapping under my hiking boots like bones breaking. A bramble bush scratched my arm, drawing blood, but I was too focused on the tree to notice the pain. Once I was close enough to touch it, I got what Dan had meant. The tree’s bark was pitch black. I ran my hand over its gnarled surface and fire flared through my fingers. Jerking away, I shook my fingers to cool them, but there was no need. The sensation had dissipated as suddenly as it had occurred.

			“Are you okay?” Dan called.

			“Yeah, just got a shock for some reason. It seems solid, though. I don’t think it’s charred.”

			He crunched through the underbrush toward me. “A shock? From a tree?”

			“Maybe it’s a stinging nettle tree.” Using Dan’s flashlight to examine my palm, I couldn’t see anything wrong. It was as pale as before.

			“Never heard of it. Is that a thing?”

			“Poison oak tree?” As I said the words, I hoped not. I’d had a nasty case (was there any other kind?) of poison oak once and didn’t care to repeat the experience.

			Dan whistled under his breath. “It’s a big bastard.” He pounded on it with his fist, and aside from a whisper of loose bark drifting to the ground, it didn’t budge. “You’re right. I think it’s dead, but it hasn’t been burned. Have you seen anything like it?”

			I hadn’t, but that didn’t mean anything. I wasn’t a tree expert. Perhaps black trees were common at Strong Lake. I didn’t know, and to be honest, I didn’t give a fuck. “Can your axe handle it?”

			“I’m not sure. This is a lot of wood. I could maybe get some of the smaller branches off. That should be enough for tonight.” Grasping a branch, Dan hoisted himself onto one of the lower limbs, testing its strength. He was clearly impervious to the stinging-nettle effect. Maybe it had been my imagination, but I had no desire to touch the tree again.

			The ‘smaller’ branches were as thick as our thighs. “Sure, man. That’ll do. Go for broke, and let me know when you want me to spell you.”

			“You can’t be serious.” Jessica stood outside the clearing, glaring at us in the waning light.

			“You want to have a fire, don’t you? Or would you prefer to eat your dinner cold?”

			“Yes, I do want a fire. That’s why I wanted to go to a campsite that was open, not watch while you guys destroy a forest.”

			Normally her tendency to exaggerate rolled off my back, but every word out of her mouth irritated me today. “We’re not destroying anything. We’re chopping down a few branches. That’s it. No one will miss them.”

			“Yeah, no one except the birds and the squirrels who live there.”

			“There’s no birds or squirrels living in this tree, Jess. Trust me.” Not even grass grew around that sucker. You didn’t have to be a horticulturalist to see it was an ugly-ass tree. Hell, cutting it down would improve the place.

			“Why should I trust someone who can’t read?” She pointed at a sign I hadn’t noticed. The sun had set enough that I needed Dan’s tiny flashlight to read it.

			DO NOT USE TREES FOR FIREWOOD.

			FIREWOOD IS FOR SALE AT THE CONSERVATION 

			OFFICE FOR $5 PER BUNDLE.

			Well, that was helpful.

			“Are you two fighting again?” Kira shined the Maglite in my face. I squinted, raising my arm to block the beam. “This is getting old. Seriously, knock it off.”

			“Hey, hon, do you remember if I packed the saw?”

			Kira swung the light around to blind Dan as he jumped down from the tree with a thud. “That’s the tree you guys want to cut down? I’m with Jessica – this is a stupid idea.”

			“Not the whole tree, just a few branches.” Dan brushed past her, plucking the Maglite from her as he went. I was grateful. In her hands, it was a deadly weapon.

			“I don’t think that’s a good plan. It looks diseased.”

			“We’re not going to eat it,” I said. “Just burn it.”

			“But won’t the smoke hurt us if there’s something wrong with it? We’ll breathe it in.”

			“It’s fine. It’s an ordinary tree, a tree that will keep us warm and help cook our dinner. Let’s get those tents set up.”

			I was keen to change the subject, and not simply because I wanted firewood. There was something about the tree that bothered me too, but that was silly. As I dragged the nylon tent sacks out of my truck and handed them to the women, I couldn’t stop thinking about the pain that had spread through my fingers like flames.

			The thought of going near that tree again gave me the creeps, but I knew I was being ridiculous.

			It was only a tree.

			Still, I hoped Dan wouldn’t need my help.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Not even a bonfire could thaw the ice surrounding my girlfriend.

			We had the accouterments of an awesome evening: great food, a roaring campfire, cold beer, but none of it was working. We ate in stony silence. Somehow, the bitterness between Jessica and me had infected Kira and Dan.

			The four of us stared into the flames, unable to think of anything safe to talk about. Thankfully, the hotly contested tree burned like any other. I’d kicked things off with the DO NOT BURN TREES FOR FIREWOOD sign, but only Dan appeared to appreciate my sense of humor.

			“I think I’m going to bed.” Kira stood up and stretched. “I’d like to say it’s been fun, but it really hasn’t been.”

			Jessica leapt to her feet as if she’d been waiting for her cue. “Me too.”

			“I’ll be right in, babe. Just going to finish my beer.” Jess and I may have had our differences, but if there’s one thing we did well, it was makeup sex. That and the beer would go a long way toward making this trip tolerable.

			“Get in whenever you want. I’m staying with Kira tonight.”

			“What?” I’d known she was pissed, but she’d never been that mad before.

			“Yeah, what?” Dan sounded as happy about the situation as I was.

			“My girl needs some space and I told her it would be okay. The two of you can bunk together. It’ll give you some time to bond.”

			I heard the snicker in Kira’s voice and didn’t appreciate it. This wasn’t what I’d had in mind. Fuck.

			With a slither of nylon and the finality of the tent zipper closing, they were gone. From time to time, we could hear giggling. Their foul mood had disappeared as soon as they’d ditched us.

			There went my fleeting attraction to Kira. Bitches, I thought, sipping my lukewarm beer. Who needs them?

			After a few minutes, Dan broke the silence.

			“Well, this sucks.”

			I burst out laughing. “Yeah, it does. Why did we come here again?”

			“Beats me. I certainly wasn’t planning on curling up in a tent with you. Not that you’re not cute. You’re just not my type.”

			“I understand. I’m not looking for any Brokeback moments myself.”

			Dan tipped his bottle at me. “That’s a relief.”

			“You did a great job with that tree. A little appreciation would have been nice.” To my surprise and relief, Dan hadn’t needed my help a bit. The man was a machine.

			“And you did a great job with the fire.” He nudged a charred log into the flames with his foot, setting off an explosion of sparks.

			“Thanks.” I hadn’t expected Jessica and Kira to rave over my Boy Scout skills, but they hadn’t even acknowledged our hard work. If it hadn’t been for us, they would have been reduced to eating cold SpaghettiOs out of a can. There was still plenty of tree left over for the elusive birds and squirrels, assuming they wanted any.

			“I know it’s a pain, but what would you think of leaving early?” Dan asked.

			“Like the second we get up? I think that’s a grand idea.” There were lots of things I could do with a long weekend that would be more enjoyable than this camping trip. Grout my tile, for instance.

			After draining the rest of his beer, Dan tossed the bottle into the fire. “I’m going to brush my teeth and turn in. The faster I go to sleep, the faster it’ll be morning and we can get the hell out of here.”

			I’d been tempted to forego the teeth brushing in favor of crawling into the tent and crashing. The smoke from the campfire made my head spin, or maybe that was the beer. All I wanted was to go to bed, but I didn’t want to gross out my new roommate. Sleeping side by side in a two-man tent was already going to test our friendship.

			“I’ll go with you.”

			“Nah, someone should stay with the girls. I’ll be back in ten.”

			As soon as Dan left, the air felt colder. I shivered, zipping my fleece closed. Usually I could stare at a fire for hours, but even that had lost its appeal. Banking it so it wouldn’t become a blazing inferno while we slept, I was careful not to touch the logs with anything other than the sole of my boot.

			Reese.

			I spun around, startled, as someone breathed my name against my neck. Goose bumps sprouted along my spine. When I saw no one was there, I rolled my eyes.

			“Very funny, ladies.”

			There was no answer, not that I’d expected one.

			A chill crept into my feet, traveling up my legs and making me feel like it was winter instead of fall. As I stamped my feet to warm them, I wondered what was taking Dan so damn long. Surely it had been more than ten minutes?

			You’re not welcome here.

			This time I looked over my shoulder as fast as I could, but I was too slow. Nothing greeted me but darkness.

			“Okay, knock it off. I’m not in the mood to play games.”

			“Then tell Dan to stop playing with you,” Kira called from the tent, inciting new giggles from Jessica.

			Shit. Both women were in the tent? Then maybe Dan – nah, if Dan were trying to freak me out, he wouldn’t breathe against my neck. That was a little too…Brokeback.

			At that moment, the man himself came crashing through the bush, making me jump.

			“Sorry, did I scare you?”

			“No more than usual.”

			“The womenfolk are okay?”

			“Unfortunately.”

			He grinned and handed me the Maglite. “Better than the alternative. Can’t live with ’em, but can’t live without ’em, right? I’m going to bed. It’s all yours.”

			I was tempted to ask him to go with me, even though he’d think I was crazy. What the hell was I worried about, and why was I jumping at shadows?

			For Christ’s sake, Reese, get a hold of yourself. You’re too old to be afraid of the dark.

			Even so, I tucked Dan’s flashlight into my back pocket. Better safe than sorry.

			* * *

			I woke up gasping, unable to catch my breath.

			Drip…drip…drip.

			The tent was an oven. How long had the sun been up? I was suffocating in a nylon prison, my sleeping bag having acquired a stranglehold on my neck during the night.

			Drip…drip…drip.

			Great. The tent was leaking. It must have rained. The campsite was eerily quiet. Why didn’t anyone wake me?

			Drip…drip…drip.

			Wiping the sleep from my eyes, I studied the nylon ceiling. Dan had committed the ultimate sin of camping. His tent was dark blue, almost black. No wonder it felt like I’d been cooked alive.

			It was stained too. Great patches of something dark dotted the ceiling and the walls. Some of them were still moist, and that was where the dripping sound was coming from.

			Drip…drip…drip.

			Liquid spattered on my nose, and I shot upright, wrestling with the sleeping bag. Panic squeezed my chest when the zipper stuck, but in a few seconds I was able to work it free.

			As I wiped the water off my face, I caught a glimpse of my hand. It was red. Bright red.

			That isn’t water.

			I patted my head and face, searching for a wound. Sometime during the night, something must have cut me. It was too much blood for a mosquito bite.

			Shaken, I crawled out of my sleeping bag, desperate to join the others. I couldn’t find anything wrong, and I wasn’t in pain, but they would see the injury, whatever it was. Maybe they knew what had happened, but why had they left me alone?

			My nose was always stuffy in the morning, but by now it had cleared enough that I could smell my own blood. Thick and heavy, with the sour tang of old pennies. Inexplicably, my mouth watered. My stomach churned.

			It was then I noticed the other sleeping bag. Dan must have had an uneasy night too – his mummy bag was wrapped around him. Only a tuft of dark hair peeked out the top. At least he hadn’t abandoned me. I was grateful I’d kept the keys to the truck in my pocket. I wouldn’t have put it past the girls to drive back to the city and leave us stranded.

			“Dan,” I whispered. “Dan, something’s wrong with me. I think I’m hurt.”

			He didn’t move. Odd. Hadn’t he joked the night before about being a light sleeper?

			I stared at him, watching for the slightest movement, but he was completely still. The silence grew more ominous.

			“Dan?”

			Reaching out to touch his arm, I stopped. What if he wanted to sleep in? What if he got pissed at me for waking him?

			As I continued to study my roommate, a chill came over me in spite of the heat.

			I can’t see him breathe.

			“Dan!” Grabbing him by the shoulder, I shook him. To my shock, he tumbled out of his sleeping bag.

			Or at least, what was left of him did.

			As I knelt there in horror, too stunned to move or call for help, the severed head of Dan McGraw rolled over to rest against my knee. His eyes were huge and terrified. Vocal cords trailed out of his neck like the tentacles of a jellyfish.

			A spot of blood bloomed on the leg of my jeans where Dan’s head touched me, as if what had happened to him was contagious. Trembling, I kicked him away. His head wobbled across the tent and came to a rest against the far wall. His dark eyes stared at me, accusing.

			You’re not welcome here.

			I screamed.

			Drip…drip…drip.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Maria Greyeyes sized up the young man sitting across from her. Even though she’d turned the heat up twice, he was still shaking. He pulled the foil blanket tighter around him before clutching the cup of steaming coffee she’d given him. They’d been in her office for an hour, and he’d yet to drink a drop. She just kept bringing him a fresh cup whenever the one he was holding cooled off.

			“What was your relationship with Ms. McCaffrey?”

			He flinched, and Maria suspected he was visualizing the last time he’d seen his girlfriend.

			“I told you – I was dating her.”

			“For how long?” She kept her tone casual. She didn’t think this kid had it in him to tear his girlfriend and her friends apart, but no one had suspected Ted Bundy was slaughtering women on his days off from the crisis hotline, either. You never knew. Maria would never forget the face of an angelic ten-year-old boy who’d sobbed uncontrollably after his mother committed suicide. No matter what the evidence had indicated, she’d believed him, right until the moment he’d confessed to shooting his mother. She’d vowed that day to never again be fooled by appearances.

			“About three months.”

			“You seem very upset for three months.”

			The young man gaped at her, his eyes widening as if she’d hit him. Shadows stood out on his pale face. He could play the wounded victim with her, but he couldn’t fake the pallor of his skin. Still, maybe he was human enough to be horrified by what he’d done.

			“You were out there – you saw…what they…what they did to her. Even if I’d never seen her before in my life I’d be devastated.”

			Maria leaned forward in her chair. Her mind, trained for years to catch subtleties most people never noticed, had sounded an alarm. “Who are they, Reese?”

			He lowered his gaze to the table, bringing a hand up to shield his forehead, as if the weak glow of the fluorescents hurt his eyes. “I don’t know.”

			“But you said ‘they’. You must know something. There’s no evidence of two assailants at the scene.”

			 There wasn’t evidence of anyone at the scene except Reese and his friends, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. Not yet, in any case. However, to commit such a crime on one’s own would require superhuman strength. Had Reese gotten his friend Dan to help, and then killed the young man to keep him silent?

			She didn’t believe it. Maria had witnessed a lot of terrible things in her twelve years as an investigator, but she’d never experienced a crime scene that rivaled this one in terms of sheer violence. Even with keeping the Ted Bundy factor in mind, she couldn’t picture this man being capable of the level of bloodthirsty frenzy these murders had required.

			“Did you have a good relationship?”

			Reese looked at her in surprise, but glanced away as quickly. “It was all right.”

			She’d talked to him for an hour now, and this was the one time Maria had seen him appear guilty. “This will go better for you if you tell me the truth.”

			“If I tell you the truth, you’ll think I did it.”

			“Not necessarily, but if you lie to me about this, I’ll wonder what else you’re hiding.”

			He chewed on the skin of one of his fingers for a moment. Nervous habit. It obviously wasn’t a new one, because the skin around each of his nails was ragged. “Okay, maybe we weren’t getting along so well.”

			“You’re going to have to give me more than that, Reese.” She kept her voice soft, hoping she could get the information she needed without lawyers getting involved. As soon as a lawyer was in the mix, he’d never talk to her so directly again.

			“She – she wasn’t always an easy person to like. I mean, I’m not blaming her for everything. I did some stuff that pushed her buttons too. But she’s a hard woman sometimes.”

			Not anymore. Maria forced herself not to think of the torture the young woman must have gone through. She had to focus on the task at hand. Later that evening, when she was home and the smell of the blood had been washed from her hair, then she could mourn the victims. Right now, the best thing she could do was find the person who’d killed her.

			“Why did you stay with her if you weren’t getting along?”

			He shrugged, and she saw the briefest hint of color come into his cheeks. “You know.”

			“I’m afraid I don’t.”

			“We were—” Reese blew out a frustrated breath. “Geez, do I have to say it? We were pretty compatible in the sack.”

			Maria had to concentrate on taking deep breaths of her own. Her fingers tightened, but she forced them to relax. It was all she could do not to smack him. That poor young woman had been savaged, and it turned out she’d spent her last hours with someone who only valued her for what she could do for him in bed.

			“I realize that sounds bad,” he said, making her wonder if her disgust had been obvious. “But I’m not a total creep. I was going to break up with her after the camping trip.”

			“Why wait? Why not do it before?”

			“I’d thought about it. But she was so excited about the trip. It was supposed to be our last bit of fun before we had to grow up and get real.” His voice trailed off, and she knew the reality of the situation had begun to sink in. “Shit.”

			“You recently graduated?”

			“Yeah, in June. We met at college – or, rather, I met Jessica and she introduced me to Dan and Kira. They were her friends.” The color drained from his face again. “Kira – did you find her? Is she—?”

			“I’m sorry,” Maria said, softened by his obvious distress. “She didn’t make it.”

			She didn’t make it. That was one way of putting it. Once she got over the shock of seeing Jessica McCaffrey’s body, Maria had thought it was the worst thing she’d ever witness in her career.

			She’d been wrong.

			“Shit,” Reese said again, his voice breaking. He curled his upper body into a fetal position, fingers tearing at his hair, clawing at his scalp. “This is so fucked up.” His body shook with sobs.

			“I’m sorry.” This time she meant it. She was pretty sure by now that this kid wasn’t her killer. His despair and shock were too real. Maria couldn’t help but notice the news of the other girl’s death had affected him much more than what had happened to his girlfriend.

			Once again her heart went out to Jessica. Men were such shits sometimes. Especially young men.

			As she waited for him to calm down, Maria refilled Reese’s coffee cup and got some water for herself. She could barely choke it down, but her mouth felt coated with ash. She needed something.

			“Can I call my parents?” Reese lifted his tear-streaked face. “I need to talk to my parents.”

			“We already called them. They’re on their way. I have a few more questions.”

			He nodded, but she noticed how he slumped in his chair, resigned. She didn’t blame him. She was the investigator and she didn’t want to talk about it, either.

			“What was going on with Kira, Reese?”

			His head shot up. Now she had his attention. “What do you mean? Nothing was going on. She was with Dan.”

			“I find it interesting that your biggest outpouring of emotion was when you found out she was dead. Not when we discussed your own girlfriend, but when you heard about Kira.”

			“I’m messed up about all of them.”

			A muscle in his jaw twitched, and Maria knew she’d hit a nerve.

			“Put yourself in my place. How would you feel if you went camping with your friends, and the next morning everyone was dead? And not just dead, but—” He shook his head. “They were my friends, and someone ripped them apart. Fucking ripped them apart. How do you think I feel?”

			“That brings up another question. How did you not hear anything? There must have been a lot of noise. There would have been screaming….”

			“I told you, I don’t know. Don’t you think I’ve asked myself that a hundred times already?” His eyes were wild with pain and fury, but Maria was willing to bet his anger was the rage of an innocent man. “All I know is that when I went to sleep, everyone was fine. And then I woke up and found Dan—”

			“Calm down. No one is accusing you of anything.”

			There was a light tap at the door, and one of the deputies poked his head in. “The parents are here, Detective. They’re demanding to see him.”

			She heard the question in his voice, and took it as her cue. “Send them in. They can take him home.”

			Before leaving the interrogation room, Maria touched Reese’s shoulder. It trembled under her hand.

			“I want to talk to you again once you’ve had some rest. And next time, I want you to be honest with me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			A hawk screamed, startling her enough that she went for her gun.

			Her partner laughed. “I don’t think we’ll be able to bring him in, Detective. He’s in the wind.”

			Maria did her best to smile, but it was a weak attempt. Even this far away, she could smell the blood. It made her stomach flip.

			Jorge fell quiet as they plodded down the gravel path toward the last campsite. They walked carefully, slowly, absorbing the scene, searching for anything out of place. But as before, there was nothing. Just the eerie feeling they were being watched.

			“You feel that?” Maria asked, keeping her voice low. The hairs rose on the back of her neck. She kept her hand on her gun, unsnapping the holster.

			“Yeah, something’s hinky.” Her partner scanned the trees, but if anything was out of the ordinary, he couldn’t see it. This scene was getting to them both, but Maria was convinced it was more than that. This place was wrong. It was damaged, somehow, in a way that had nothing to do with the horrific crime that had taken place.

			Some places had a darkness about them. She’d experienced it before, when she’d visited Auschwitz with her sister, and she felt it now. Why those kids had decided to spend the night here, instead of running away screaming, she’d never understand. But then again, most people tended to ignore their instincts. She’d spent years learning to listen.

			“You don’t need to do this, Maria,” Jorge said, taking her nerves as a sign of reluctance. “The coroner’s here. Forensics is here. Ball’s in their court now.”

			“Yes, I do.” As the metallic odor of blood grew stronger, it strengthened her resolve. She would not balk from what had happened to them. She would look them in the eyes and she would find their killer. “I need to see.”

			The campsite was bathed in red and blue from the cruisers’ roof lights, giving the trees an otherworldly glow. Maria ducked under the yellow tape cordoning off the area. In this case, it was an unnecessary barrier. It was the world’s most secluded crime scene. The conservation officers they’d met that morning were long gone.

			She couldn’t blame them.

			The coroner walked to meet her. He reached out his hand and Maria took it in her own, briefly squeezing his cold fingers. She’d often thought Roger Layton held the sadness of the universe in his faded blue eyes. That sadness was even more apparent today.

			“Maria,” he said, looking as frail as ever, but she’d worked with him long enough to understand this weakness was an illusion. With his gaunt, caved-in cheekbones and wispy gray hair, he looked like he was in his eighties. But he’d looked the same when she’d met him twenty years ago. He hadn’t aged a day. She suspected the man had been born old.

			“Roger.”

			“We’re ready to take her down now. Whenever you give the word.”

			His normally ramrod-straight spine was stooped, his eyes red behind wire-rimmed glasses. He’d waited for her, she realized. Roger had known she’d want to see the girl again.

			Pulling plastic booties out of her pocket, Maria slipped them over her shoes before approaching the scene. Knowing what to expect hadn’t lessened the impact of seeing her. If anything, it only made it worse.

			The smell of her had gotten stronger. It coated Maria’s nostrils and made her eyes burn. Brushing away the thickening clouds of flies, she tilted her head back. What had been done to Jessica McCaffrey she’d only seen in drawings dating from the Middle Ages.

			A tree had been sharpened into a stake, and it was on this stake the young woman was impaled, the deadly spear thrust deep inside her. It had traveled through her birth canal and onward, likely destroying her internal organs. The surface of the tree was slick with blood and other fluids.

			Jessica’s bare, crimson-streaked feet had turned purple. Her body was naked and there were what appeared to be claw marks on her breasts and abdomen. Her expression was frozen in a rictus of horror, her colorless lips open in a silent scream. Her hair was so soaked with blood it was impossible to tell what color it had been, but Maria knew from the woman’s driver’s license it had been blonde.

			The men surrounding her kept respectfully quiet. No off-color jokes or black humor disturbed McCaffrey’s resting place. Her death had shattered their defenses.

			Seeing her again, Maria was convinced Reese hadn’t killed her. The strength it would have taken to drive the tree so deep into the ground was immense, not to mention the power required to impale a healthy young woman who had no doubt fought for her life. Reese may have been wiry, but he wasn’t strong enough to have done this. At least, not on his own.

			“Do you want to see the other one?” Roger asked when she finally looked away. Maria shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. As terrible as Jessica’s death had been, at least she appeared human. Kira, on the other hand, looked like she’d been put through a meat grinder. Roger would have to use a shovel to get her into a body bag. It wasn’t a scene that inspired gratitude, but Maria was grateful Reese hadn’t checked the girls’ tent. He never would have recovered.

			You’re not welcome here.

			Whoever spoke was close enough that she could feel their breath against her neck. Maria whirled, expecting Jorge.

			“What did you say?”

			Roger’s eyes widened. He stared at her hand, which had gone to her gun again, and then at her face. “I didn’t say a word. Maria, what’s wrong?”

			“Someone just said something to me. Did you hear it?”

			“No, I didn’t hear a thing. Are you all right?”

			“I’d feel a lot better if I knew who’d said that.” Her voice cut across the campsite. Jorge and the other men gawked at her. Maria saw her partner’s hand move to his own gun. They were too on edge. None of them would have played a prank on her. Behind her, there was only the gravel road. She turned, but it was empty. Still, the feeling that someone was watching her grew stronger than ever.

			Ignoring the powerful urge she felt to get the hell out of there, Maria faced the trees and yelled, “This is the Clear Springs Police. You are trespassing on a crime scene. Come out of there with your hands up.”

			Her colleagues were startled, but everyone studied the trees and waited, hands on pistols. Roger retreated until he was almost hiding behind her.

			They waited for an ungodly minute while the tension in her chest grew. Someone was here with them. Maria knew it. She could feel it. Sweat trickled down her spine.

			“This is your last warning. Show yourself now!”

			Nothing but her own voice echoed back. The day was unusually calm. There was no wind to rattle the branches, nothing to send a draft of cold breath along her neck.

			She nodded at her partner, and they unholstered their weapons, rushing toward the trees in a crouch, guns at the ready. They plunged into the woods, twisting their heads this way and that as they scanned the forest for any movement. Adrenaline surged through her body, chasing away the last of her fear.

			Crashing through the bush, they ignored the branches that slapped and scratched them as they searched for their unwanted guest. Could the killer still be here? The thought triggered a flood of anticipation and fear. Maria’s fingers tightened on her weapon.

			She could hear twigs behind her snap as her guys fell in behind. She was glad they were there. Whoever had killed those girls was stronger than a meth head and infinitely more insane.

			“Jesus Christ.”

			Maria’s partner had reached the clearing before her, and stopped so quickly she almost ran into his back.

			At six feet, she was considered tall, but Jorge was six foot five. She had to step around him to see why he had stopped, but as she did, she was filled with dread. Was it another body? Had another camper been murdered?

			When she saw what Jorge was staring at, Maria froze.

			It was a tree.

			The trunk had been folded back like a banana peel, as if something had erupted inside it.

			“What on earth would do something like that?” her partner asked.

			“I don’t know.” Maria saw something wink at her in the grass and picked her way over to it, careful not to step too close to the tree. She wasn’t taking any chances.

			Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, Maria knelt to check out her find, brushing some of the weeds away.

			It was an axe, its worn blade pockmarked and chipped.

			“You think this was used on the vics?” Jorge asked.

			The axe was too small and dull to be responsible for the level of carnage they’d found at the site. “No. My guess is they used this to cut firewood.”

			One by one, the men crowded into the enclosed space. Johnson, who was still young enough to feel immortal, did what no one else dared. He strode over to the tree and peered inside.

			“It looks like it exploded from the inside out.”

			The officers crowded closer, taking turns staring into the tree. Johnson was right – it was as if a giant had reached in and taken the core, leaving only the shell of a tree behind.

			“Have you ever seen anything like this?” Jorge asked Maria.

			“No, but this isn’t my area of expertise.”

			Johnson turned to her, surprised. “You think this has something to do with the murders?”

			Surrounded by the people she’d trusted with her life for years, she felt no comfort. Something in these woods was malevolent, and it didn’t want them here. The hairs on the back of her neck rose again. Jorge caught her eye, and from his expression, Maria knew he felt it as well.

			She cleared her throat, willing her voice to work. “Yes. I have no idea what, but I think it does.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Her heart pounding, she retreated until her heel connected with nylon. She spun around, fumbling with the zipper. It was stuck. Mad with terror, she clawed at the tent, but her fingers scrabbled futilely over the slick surface.

			Behind her, the squelching noise grew louder.

			She didn’t want to see it, but somehow hearing it without knowing where it was coming from was worse.

			Reluctantly she turned.

			The bloody mass of tissue had only one appendage that remained recognizable – a single hand. It was flat as an X-ray but still a hand, a hand that gripped the nylon floor of the tent and pulled itself toward her.

			“Hhhhelp me,” it whispered, a writhing, bubbling pool of gore. She saw what she took to be several shiny bits of rock, and then realized in horror they were teeth. The thing that had been Kira slithered closer and closer, until Maria thought her heart would stop. Surely no one could survive this level of fear.

			Kira’s organs gleamed with blood and something else Maria dared not put a name to. The girl’s heart still beat. Her deformed hand reached for Maria’s boot, touching the toe.

			“Ssh, Maria. Maria! Stop screaming.”

			The Kira-thing had hold of her entire foot now, and as she continued to scream, it shook her by the leg with surprising strength.

			“Maria, wake up!”

			Wake up?

			Her eyes fluttered open and focused on the concerned face of her husband.

			The adrenaline surged through her as she searched the room. Her hand went to her hip but found only the soft cotton of her sweatpants.

			“Are you okay?”

			Her feet were in his hands, causing her to return to reality. She must have fallen asleep while he was massaging them. The television flickered in the corner, showing an eighties teen comedy, but not the one they’d started watching together at the start of the evening. Ben had changed the movie while she’d slept. The upholstery of the old sofa was familiar underneath her, reassuring. Her pulse throbbed behind her temples, and she was willing to bet her blood pressure was through the roof. It had been so real.

			She could feel the nylon of the tent against her back. She could still hear that terrible squelching sound.

			“Maria?”

			“I must have fallen asleep. I’m sorry.”

			He winked, waggling his fingers. “It’s my magic hands. Works every time.”

			“Still.” She reached for him. “I’m sorry.”

			If there was anything Maria hated about her job, it was how often her husband and daughter suffered for it.

			“I was worried you were going to scare Heidi. I’m glad I was able to wake you up.”

			Their eight-year-old daughter hated bedtime with a passion. Getting her to settle down was a fight every single evening. Thankfully, once she was in bed, she was a sound sleeper. Poor thing was probably chronically exhausted.

			“You must have been having one heck of a nightmare. I’ve never heard you scream like that before.”

			And she’d never dreamed about one of her crime scenes before. Not that she could remember.

			“Hey, Earth to Maria.” Ben jiggled one of her feet. “You all right?”

			She began to tell him things were fine, must have drunk too much coffee at the office, blah blah blah, but stopped herself. A lot of the cops she worked with were divorced, and there were many reasons for that, but there was one she’d witnessed time and time again.

			Officers tended to shut out their spouses. They had good intentions. They didn’t want to hurt or upset them, or drag them down into the dark hell cops sometimes live in. But it was ultimately a mistake, because cops have to talk to someone, and usually that someone is another cop, the only person they believe really understands them. It doesn’t take long before confiding in someone other than your spouse, especially if that someone is regularly sharing adrenaline-charged experiences with you, becomes something intimate. Officers didn’t always have physical affairs, but if the person you turned to whenever you were struggling was someone other than your husband, that could be even more damaging.

			Maria refused to let that happen with Ben. Her husband was a sensitive soul, a high school art and music teacher who intentionally surrounded himself with beauty. When they’d started dating, she’d warned him that he was making a huge mistake. He sought the light when her life was about the dark. He’d shrugged, smiled in that hopeful, whimsical way she’d quickly grown to love, and said, “Opposites attract.”

			Still, she couldn’t tell him how Jessica and Kira had died. That would give him nightmares. Instead, she filled him in on the basics and then told him what was bothering her.

			“I can’t explain it, but something about that place is off. Being at that campsite made my skin crawl.”

			Most people would say there was something wrong with her if she hadn’t found the campsite eerie, considering three people had died there. But not Ben. Her husband was a firm believer in intuition.

			He also knew she didn’t freak out easily.

			Ben resumed the foot massage while he waited her out. They’d been married long enough to understand each other’s patterns. There was no point pressuring her to talk, or asking a lot of questions. She had to tell a story her way, in her own time.

			“I heard someone tell me to leave, Ben. I swear he was right behind me. I could feel his breath. But when I turned, he was gone.”

			Maria shivered at the memory, pulling her afghan tighter and remembering how Reese had done the same with the fireman’s blanket. Had he encountered the same person? Was it the killer?
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