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      While traveling through Texas, two groups of friends find themselves stranded on a long, desolate road. On that road, abandoned by civilization, they fall prey to a depraved maniac who lives in an isolated house—a mansion of horrors. And, the maniac only wants one thing: the saliva of his female victims to quench his thirst...


      Jon Athan, the author of Butcher Road and Cannibal Creek, brings you another shockingly violent and disturbing slasher. Don't spit and you might survive...


      WARNING: This book contains scenes of graphic violence and some disturbing themes. This book is not intended for those easily offended or appalled. Please enjoy at your own discretion.
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 WARNING 
 
      
 
    This book contains scenes of intense violence and some disturbing themes. Some parts of this book may be considered violent, cruel, disturbing, or unusual. Certain implications may also trigger strong emotional responses. This book is not intended for those easily offended or appalled. Please enjoy at your own discretion. 
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 Chapter One 
 
    Don't Stop Running 
 
      
 
    “Help! Somebody help me!” Mia shouted, stumbling over herself in her haste. 
 
    She ran through a field of dry crops. Nighttime darkness swallowed the area, but the sweltering Texas summer heat still lingered. The hot soil burned her bare feet. Despite the pain, she couldn't stop running. If she stopped, she knew she would die. 
 
    The young woman glanced over her shoulder and whimpered. She caught a glimpse of her pursuer—a shadowy figure wielding a chef's knife. She put some distance between herself and her pursuer, but she couldn't tell if it was enough. 
 
    Mia turned forward and shouted, “Help me! Please!” 
 
    She squeezed past a pair of dried shrubs, then she slid behind a large tree. She held her hands over her mouth as she wheezed. A second, she thought, I need a second to breathe, I can't run if I can't breathe. She lowered her head and stared down at herself, panicked breaths escaping her nostrils along with a stream of mucus. Her battered condition caused her to weep. 
 
    Mia wore white short-shorts and a tight white tank top that complemented her curvy figure. The clothing was tattered, though. Her neck, chest, arms, and legs were lacerated, riddled with cuts as if she had just crawled through a field of box cutters. She couldn't see her own face, but there was a bump over her left eye—the result of a brutal blow. 
 
    The warm summer breeze caressed her cuts, causing her to shudder uncontrollably. She moved her bloodied hands away from her face and stared at her fingers. Her fingers twitched and trembled uncontrollably. All of her fingernails were removed with a pair of pliers, leaving her gummy flesh exposed to the dirt and air. 
 
    Grimacing in pain, she whispered, “Oh, God, I'm going to die. Why did I come here? Why did I listen to her? Why?!” 
 
    She looked around the area, searching for an escape route. She was surrounded by fields of dead crops separated by swathes of overgrown grass. An odd tree stuck out from the ground at regular intervals. Her eyes widened upon spotting a small group of houses. The unlit houses rekindled her hope—survival called her name. 
 
    Before she could take a step forward, she heard a rapid thudding sound. The sound grew louder with each passing second. She peeked around the corner, then she gasped. Her pursuer quickly approached, still holding the knife. 
 
    Mia bolted away from the tree and yelled, “Stay away from me, you monster! Stay the hell away from me!” 
 
    A quarter mile—she only had to run a quarter mile. She could reach the houses in less than two minutes. Her heart rapidly pounded against her ribs. She felt as if it would burst through her chest at any moment. She felt every ounce of blood flowing through her tight veins. A warm sensation swept through her tired legs. Yet, she still jumped and waved as she approached the houses, trying her best to awaken the residents. 
 
    She shouted, “Help! Help me! I'm being chased! Call the cops, damn it!” She didn't notice any movements in the houses, though. She cried, “Why won't you wake up? Why won't you help me?” 
 
    She slowed her run to a walk as she arrived at the secluded neighborhood. The houses looked modern, but they were clearly vacant. The truth dawned on her: she had arrived at an abandoned housing development. Through the gaping openings at the front of the houses—where the windows were supposed to be installed—she could see into the empty living rooms and kitchens. 
 
    The exteriors of each house appeared to be finished, but the interiors remained incomplete. Some of the houses were missing walls, others were missing floors, and a few were missing both. 
 
    In disbelief, Mia slowly spun in a circle. No people, she thought, a dead-end. Tears dripped from her eyes as she glanced down at her feet. The road between the houses wasn't even paved. Like the area surrounding the fields, the housing development was overgrown. 
 
    She glanced up and frowned. Her pursuer ran towards her, still holding the knife over his head. Heavy breathing echoed through the area. Her pursuer didn't say a word, though. The person's ominous silence was deafening. She wanted her attacker to say something—anything—in order to calm her nerves. She sought familiarity in an unfamiliar situation. 
 
    Mia muttered, “You sick bastard...” 
 
    She ran down the unpaved street between the houses. She glanced to her right, then to her left. Barely evading her pursuer's vision, she stumbled into a house to her left. The doorway lacked a door, so she didn't have to worry about locks. Unfortunately, she wouldn't have any locks to help her, either. 
 
    She found herself in the unfurnished living room of the house. She crouched and held her hands over her mouth as she searched for the perfect hiding place. She ran to the staircase to the left, hoping to gain the higher ground. 
 
    She skidded to a stop and whispered, “Shit, shit, shit...” 
 
    The stairs were destroyed. The wood was snapped down the middle, splinters protruding every which way. Some of the steps were even missing. 
 
    She ran to the center of the living room and looked around. The closet under the stairs seemed like a decent hiding place, but there were no doors in the house. She thought about running through the neighboring archway and hiding in the kitchen, but the lack of furniture killed that option. 
 
    Mia held both of her hands over her mouth and glanced every which way. The sound of thudding footsteps surrounded the home. The footsteps emerged from every corner, as if there were several people running around the house. Death finally caught up to her. She was out of time and options. 
 
    Mia crouched in a corner in the living room. Along with her tears, her smudged eyeliner dripped over her cheeks as she held her hands over her ears. Terror glimmered in her wide eyes—pure, unadulterated fear. The footsteps drilled into her ears, like the sound of nails on a chalkboard. 
 
    She muttered, “Stop it, stop it, stop it...” 
 
    To her utter surprise, the sound of footsteps actually stopped in front of the house. Silence dominated the area. 
 
    Mia lowered her hands and gazed at the front doorway, terrified. One, two, three... fifteen—fifteen seconds passed. She gasped as her pursuer poked his head around the corner and peeked into the house. 
 
    Mia yelled, “Don't come near me, you freak! Stay away from me!” 
 
    Of course, her pursuer disregarded her demands. The fearsome person stood in the doorway, quiet and stern. Due to the darkness, only his shadowy figure could be seen, contrasting against the milky moonlight. He clenched a knife in his right hand, ready to stab anyone at a moment's notice. 
 
    As the pursuer took his first step into the house, Mia cried, “We had a deal! It was... It wasn't supposed to be like this. We were just supposed to... to... to fuck for money. I would have done any of that kinky stuff for money, but... but...” She lifted her hands in front of her face, showcasing her mutilated fingers. She shouted, “But this is fucking crazy! That house is crazy! You're a psycho!” 
 
    Her pursuer took another step forward, unperturbed by the insults. The knife trembled in his hand due to his strong grip. 
 
    Mia crawled closer to the wall. She frantically shook her head and said, “You can't do this. No, my–my boyfriend will come looking for me. My... My pimp will come here. My friends will find me. If you do this, you... you'll never get away with it. Please, I'm begging you. Let me live.” 
 
    Again, her pursuer stepped forward. The pleas for mercy only infuriated the mysterious person. A ray of moonlight from the neighboring window opening illuminated one of the pursuer's zany blue eyes. 
 
    Mia staggered to her feet and said, “I don't want to die. Not like this. Please, don't do it. I'm begging you!” She tilted her head up to the ceiling and yelled, “Someone help me! They–They're going to kill me! Damn it, where the hell is everybody?!” 
 
    The pair stood face-to-face, no more than two meters apart. Tired but determined, Mia made a last-ditch effort to escape. As her pursuer lifted the knife up to his chest with the blade pointing at his target, Mia dashed towards the gap to her left and jumped towards the opening. Since there were no windows in the house, she didn't have to worry about any glass. 
 
    She did, however, have to worry about her attacker. 
 
    Her pursuer grabbed the back of Mia's shirt and stopped her before she could leap through the opening. The sound of fabric stretching and ripping emerged as the pursuer tugged on the young woman's shirt. The top half of Mia's body dangled out the window while her legs remained in the house. She flailed her limbs and shook her head, but to no avail. 
 
    Her pursuer thrust the knife into the small of Mia's back, directly through her spine. 
 
    Mia gasped, the hoarse breath escaping her chapped lips. She felt as if she were punched in the lower back by a heavyweight boxer. A pinching pain followed, reverberating across her entire spine. A tingling sensation swept across her body. Blood soaked her shirt and stained her hips, but she didn't feel it. She couldn't feel her waist, either. Her legs were numb, she couldn't even wiggle her toes. 
 
    The stabbing paralyzed her from the waist-down. It was a horrifying sensation. She felt like half of her had died. 
 
    As she blankly stared at the neighboring house, Mia weakly stammered, “Wha–What... What... What did–” 
 
    Her attacker pulled the knife out, causing Mia to gasp again. Blood dripped from the tip of the blade, plopping on Mia's back. The pursuer stabbed down at her again—and again. The blade penetrated her shoulder blades and lower back multiple times. All of the stab wounds gushed blood like geysers, painting her shirt and shorts red. 
 
    With one precise thrust, the attacker even drove the knife into her anus and genitalia through her shorts. Although partially paralyzed, Mia still felt the pain from each and every stab.  
 
    The attack lasted less than two minutes, but it felt like an eternity in her mind. Blood spewed from the stab wounds riddled across her body. Rivers of blood formed on her thighs, too, leaking from her mutilated crotch. A gooey, bubbling mixture of saliva and blood poured out of her mouth. Tears dripped from her hollow eyes—vacant, like the houses. 
 
    Mia died an agonizing death. Yet, the killer continued to stab at her body. He stabbed her arms, her legs, the sides of her abdomen, and even the back of her head. He defiled her dead body with the knife. Grunting and groaning echoed through the desolate housing development. The killer's attack was clearly fueled by pure rage—hatred. 
 
    After a few minutes of endless stabbing, the killer stopped. He pulled the knife out of the nape of Mia's neck. He stared at her dead body for a minute—only a minute—as if he were mentally photographing every detail of the gruesome murder.  
 
    Blood covered ninety-percent of the woman's body. A soft hissing sound even seeped out of the wounds, as if her body were leaking some sort of gas. The body occasionally twitched and trembled, but Mia didn't breathe. To a brutal killer, the portrait of murder was beautiful. 
 
    After the minute elapsed, the killer shambled out of the house and returned home, leaving his victim's body hanging over the windowsill. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    A Journey 
 
      
 
    Grating static buzzed through the speakers and echoed through the cab of the cherry-red pickup truck. The vocals of a pop song occasionally broke through the static, but the signal was weak. The vehicle zoomed into a dead-zone. 
 
    Her bare feet dangling out the passenger window, Nina Nakamura leaned forward and pressed the power button on the stereo. With that, the noise ended. A thumping sound emerged from the cargo bed, the wind whooshed around the truck, but it was otherwise quiet. 
 
    Nina sighed in boredom as she glanced over at her boyfriend in the driver's seat. 
 
    Lucas Santiago kept his hands at ten and two, focused on the empty road ahead. The young man—twenty-two years old, to be exact—wore a black baseball cap over his curly hair. Scruffy stubble covered most of his jaw. Sweat stained his t-shirt and his jeans were practically glued to his legs. His lean, strong physique couldn't stop him from melting in the blistering summer heat. 
 
    Feeling his girlfriend's eyes piercing into him, Lucas glanced over at Nina and asked, “What? What is it? Do I have something on my face?” 
 
    “No, no. It's just, you know, we've entered the point-of-no-return, the land of no man, the dead-zone. This is where horror movie victims go out to die.” 
 
    Lucas chuckled, then he said, “I wish. No, people don't die out here. At least, they don't die like in the movies. That would be too exciting. They die from thirst, they die from the heat, they die from boredom. We're entering the most boring part of Texas, babe. This is the... the land of nothing.” 
 
    Nina sighed again, bored and disappointed. She pouted as she placed her head on her boyfriend's shoulder. Lucas couldn't help but smile. His girlfriend acted like a big baby, sad and fatigued, but her juvenile demeanor attracted him. Besides, during serious situations, she was usually a mature and logical person. He welcomed her playful attitude. As a couple, they worked well together. 
 
    Nina—a twenty-one-year-old college student—wore denim short-shorts and a white tank top. A floppy straw hat covered her straight black hair and her sunglasses veiled her dark brown eyes. At an even five feet tall, she stood a foot shorter than her boyfriend. 
 
    Lucas asked, “Are you regretting coming on this trip with me?” 
 
    Nina glanced up at Lucas and said, “No. I mean, yeah, it's been a long time since we've been home and it's really boring at times, but I wanted to come. Why would I ever miss your big send-off trip? Speaking of this cross-country trip, how are you liking it so far? Is it everything you wanted?” 
 
    “It's more than a trip, Nina. It's an adventure into the unknown. It's a journey to adulthood.” 
 
    Nina stared at Lucas with a deadpan expression. She couldn't keep a straight face, though. She burst into a childish simper. 
 
    Keeping his eyes on the road, Lucas said, “I'm serious. You should be serious about this, too. I just graduated. I'll be heading to the police academy in a few weeks. If all goes well, I'll be a beat cop real soon. I'll eventually get promoted, which means more work. When that happens, I won't have the chance to do something like this for a long time. When you become a nurse, you won't have so much free time, either. We have to live free while we still have the chance.” 
 
    “It sounds like you really thought this through. You're right, too. You're absolutely right. It's just... It's boring, isn't it? I wish we could have gone to Japan or Korea instead. Now that would be fun.” 
 
    “That wouldn't be a journey. You just want to go there to listen to your K-Pop music.” 
 
    “A journey to listen to live K-Pop. That's a journey, Lucas. It really is.” 
 
    The pair shared another laugh. Nina glanced out her boyfriend's window. Dried, overgrown grass and fields of dead crops covered most of the land. She shuffled in her seat and stuck her head out the passenger window, like a dog during a drive. 
 
    To her right, overgrown grass, dried fields, and a few trees swallowed the area. Scrappy bushes, dead and leafless, also protruded from the ground. The houses and farms were far and few between, separated by miles of nothing on the long, empty road. 
 
    So, Nina's eyes widened upon spotting a large, desolate house beyond a set of trees and shrubs. Due to its massive size, the house could be seen from a mile away, but only from the proper angle. Otherwise, the shrubs, the trees, and the grass shielded the house from the public's view. 
 
    Nina said, “Look, there's another one.” 
 
    Lucas glanced over at the house—a quick peek. He turned his attention back to the road and said, “Yup. Another one.” 
 
    “They must be the most bored people on the planet. They have, like, no neighbors. They probably don't get good phone reception. I wonder if they even get internet out here.” 
 
    “I have no idea. Imagine if they didn't, though. They're probably still jacking off to some old nudie mags in there. I mean, that house must be like a time capsule. Everything's probably outdated in there.” 
 
    “Well, at least it's a sign of civilization, right? There must be a town around here.” 
 
    Once again, a thumping sound emerged from the cargo bed behind them. 
 
    Lucas said, “Check out what they're doing back there, will ya?” 
 
    Nina nodded, then she opened the rear window. She pushed the curtains aside and peeked into the cargo bed, which served as a camper thanks to several customizations. A twin-sized bed, some shelf space with a lamp on top, and a mini-fridge were installed in the camper. A custom battery powered the electronics. 
 
    James and Andrea Stone, a pair of blonde-haired siblings, rested in the camper. 
 
    At twenty-two years old, James was the older sibling. He wore a white tank top, basketball shorts, and tattered sneakers. Sweat glistened on his chest and biceps, drenching his lean figure. 
 
    At twenty years old, Andrea was the younger sibling. She wore a white tank top tied up to her navel, exposing her slim figure. Her short-shorts barely covered her ass, too. Her revealing style attracted more men than a strip club. 
 
    Lucas glanced over at the rear-view mirror and asked, “What's with all the noise? What are you doing back there?” 
 
    “What are we doing? We're dying back here, man,” James responded, laying on the shelf space. “Don't get me wrong, you did a good job fixing this place up. Congrats on that, buddy. But, did you ever consider installing a damn air conditioner? We're going to die from heat strokes back here.” 
 
    “It stinks, too,” Andrea added, resting on the bed. She pinched her nose and shook her head, disgusted. She asked, “Do you have some Febreze or something in here?” 
 
    Lucas said, “I don't just carry a bottle of Febreze in my truck. We're not in a commercial, Andie.” 
 
    “Do you have some perfume in your bag? Spray a little back there,” Nina suggested. 
 
    James said, “No. Don't spray anything. I'm not going to sit back here in a cloud of your toxic-ass perfume without an air conditioner.” He leaned closer to the cab's rear window and said, “Lucas, it stinks and we're sticky because it's too damn hot back here. We need to take a break. We need to find a hotel or a... a... a lake. We need to find a refreshing place, okay?” 
 
    Andrea asked, “Are we even close to anything yet? Or are you still lost?” 
 
    Lucas chuckled and shook his head, amused. He glanced over at his girlfriend. Nina shared the same reaction—a giggle and a shake of the head. Lucas and Nina resembled a pair of parents while James and Andrea filled the roles of obnoxious children. 
 
    Lucas said, “I'm not lost. This is just another empty stretch of road. There's a lot of 'em out here.” 
 
    James tapped Lucas' shoulder and said, “Let's switch. You can 'rest' back here and I'll drive. Come on, man, give me a few minutes of fresh air.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No? That's it?” 
 
    “That's it: no.” 
 
    James huffed, then he said, “You don't even know where you're going, man.” 
 
    Chiming-in, Andrea said, “I hate to say it, but James is right. Well, he's half-right. If James drives, we'll still be lost. Let me drive instead.” 
 
    James said, “You're funny, Andie. You don't know east from west. You'd probably get distracted by your reflection on the mirror and drive us off the fuckin' road.” 
 
    “Fuck off.” 
 
    “No, fuck you and fuck–” 
 
    Shh—Lucas shushed the bickering siblings. He said, “Look. There's some people on the side of the road. We can ask them for directions so you can all stop bitching. It looks like they're having some car trouble, too.” 
 
    Nina stared at the white hatchback parked on the left side of the road. A man and a woman stood near the front of the car while another man appeared to be examining one of their rear tires. 
 
    As Lucas slowed the car, Nina removed her sunglasses and said, “I don't know about this, Lucas. You've heard the stories, you've seen the news. These days, good Samaritans always end up in bad situations. This country is imploding, babe. People are spiteful because of all of the political bullshit that's going on. You don't know these people, you don't know what's going through their heads.” 
 
    “Fuck it,” James said. “Let's stop. We need directions and we need fresh air.” 
 
    Andrea said, “We need to stretch, too. We can't just sit on our asses all day.” 
 
    Lucas glanced over at Nina. He spotted the fear and doubt in her wary eyes. He bit his bottom lip and shrugged, then he pulled into the side of the road. He stopped some five meters in front of the stranded travelers. 
 
    Lucas said, “We're just going to see if we can help them and if they can help us. Okay?” 
 
    Nina sighed in disappointment, then she nodded—okay. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lucas and Nina hopped out of the truck's cab. The siblings grunted and groaned as they climbed out of the camper. They walked towards the front of the truck, the blazing sun beating down on the back of their necks. 
 
    As he approached the hatchback, Lucas asked, “How's it going?” 
 
    The man near the rear tire removed his cap and scratched his short black hair. A look of disappointment on his face, he approached the front of the car with his hands on his hips. 
 
    He responded, “Well, it's not going great.” 
 
    “Maybe we can help,” Lucas said. 
 
    The man stared at him with a furrowed brow. He glanced back at his associates. The pair shrugged at him. 
 
    Lucas could see the uncertainty in the man's eyes. He shared the same fear of strangers as his girlfriend. Trust among strangers no longer existed in the hostile world. 
 
    Lucas extended his hand forward for a handshake. He said, “My name is Lucas. It's nice to meet you.” 
 
    The man slowly nodded as he shook Lucas' hand. He said, “My name is Christopher—Christopher Hayes.” He pointed at the woman behind him and said, “That's Kiara, my girlfriend.” 
 
    Leaning on the hood of the car, Kiara Foster smiled and waved at the group. The group simultaneously returned the wave. 
 
    While the others returned to the matter at hand, James ran his eyes over Kiara's curvy figure. The young woman wore a short skirt and a white t-shirt. The simple outfit was attractive. 
 
    Christopher pointed at the curly-haired man behind him and said, “That's Carlos. He's a little down in the dumps, so don't mind his attitude. He doesn't mean anything by it.” 
 
    One-by-one, as if he were calling roll in class, Lucas pointed at his friends and said, “That's my girlfriend, Nina, that's James, and that's Andrea.” He turned towards Christopher and said, “We're on a little cross-country road trip. We've been driving for a while and, well, we haven't seen any signs of real civilization for miles. We thought you might be able to give us some directions or some... some hope. Have you seen any living people around here or are we living through a damn apocalypse?” 
 
    Christopher chuckled, then he said, “No, North Korea didn't nuke us into a post-apocalyptic novel. I've been through this area before. If you're looking for life, you're going the right way. If you keep following this road for a few miles, you'll hit a small town. You can rent a motel there, take a rest... take a shower.” 
 
    Christopher glanced over at James and Andrea, grinning from ear-to-ear. He playfully teased the siblings. James and Andrea looked at each other with grimaces of disgust, as if to say: yeah, we do stink. 
 
    Andrea nervously smiled and said, “That's my brother, not me.” She slinked away from the group, pretending to examine their desolate surroundings. Changing the subject, she asked, “Anyway, where were you guys going?” 
 
    Christopher responded, “We're on a trip, too. We were heading to a film festival, but we got a flat. I think we, um, ran over a bone or something. The tire's all fucked up and...” He laughed and shook his head as he glanced back at his girlfriend—Kiara giggled, too. Christopher said, “And, none of us know how to change a tire.” 
 
    James said, “If you have a spare in the trunk, I can change it for you.” 
 
    “R–Really?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure. You're going to have to drive slow if you're going to drive on a spare, though. I don't know if that will ruin your plans.” 
 
    “No, not at all. You know what, if you change our tire, we'll hook you up with food and drinks. I have a bunch of camping equipment and other supplies in the trunk.” 
 
    “We have some bud, too,” Kiara said. 
 
    Christopher smiled and said, “Yeah, if you want to smoke, we have some weed.” 
 
    Lucas, Nina, James, and Andrea looked at each other. The decision was unanimous: stick around to eat, drink, and smoke. 
 
    James approached the hatchback and said, “Alright, let's see if I can change this tire.” 
 
    Following behind him, Christopher said, “Let me just get all of our crap out of the trunk.” 
 
    Her hands clasped behind her back, Andrea approached the front of the hatchback. She smiled at Kiara, then she turned her attention to Carlos. She was attracted to the young man like a pig to mud. His lean figure, his chiseled face, his curly hair—it all drove her crazy. She wanted to pounce on him, strip him naked and fuck him on the side of the road. 
 
    Carlos cracked a nervous smile, the side of his mouth twitching. Anxiety flowed through his veins, causing him to twitch like a drug addict itching for another hit. 
 
    Andrea said, “Hi.” 
 
    Carlos stuttered, “H–Hey.” 
 
    “You okay? You look really nervous.” 
 
    “I–I'm okay. I'm just... I always look nervous.” 
 
    “Don't lie to the girl, Carlos,” Kiara said. She leaned closer to the pair and explained, “Usually, Chris and I go on these film festival trips alone. This year is different, though. You see, this year, Carlos broke up with his girlfriend so we thought it would be a good idea to bring him out here with us so he could get his head straight.” 
 
    Andrea smirked and said, “Well, I think I can help with that. I'm good at head. I mean, I'm good with heads.” 
 
    “Oh, you're a wild one. I like you,” Kiara said, giggling. 
 
    Christopher walked to the side of the hatchback, lugging a set of camping chairs. He said, “It's going to get dark in an hour or two. I was thinking: we're all hot, we're all tired, maybe we should sleep out here tonight. You guys can sleep in your camper, we can sleep in our car. We can watch each other's backs and save some money instead of renting a dirty hotel room.” 
 
    In an uncertain tone, Lucas responded, “You want to sleep out here tonight? On the side of the road?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don't think there are any laws against it. Besides, I haven't seen a cop for miles. Have you?” 
 
    Lucas took his cap off and ran his fingers through his hair. He glanced over at Nina, hoping for some guidance. His girlfriend only offered a pout of her lips and a shrug—it's up to you. He didn't exactly distrust Christopher, but he didn't trust him, either. They were complete strangers. 
 
    Christopher said, “Like I said, I've got some camping equipment in the car. We can start a bonfire, drink some beers, smoke some weed. Shit, man, we can even eat some s'mores if you're into that. We can set-up a tent, too.” 
 
    Andrea said, “I think it sounds like a great idea. A tent sounds cozy... and private. Right, Carlos?” 
 
    The group shared a laugh—amazed, amused, and delighted. Trust was a notion of the past, hardly practiced by strangers, but the group had chemistry. 
 
    Lucas said, “Alright, alright. We'll stick together. Yeah, we'll spend the night here.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Scary Stories 
 
      
 
    The group sat on folding chairs around a bonfire on the side of the road. A small tent stood behind them. The summer heat lingered despite the sun's departure. 
 
    Nina rested her head on Lucas' chest as she stared at the dancing flames. Christopher wrapped his arm around Kiara and rubbed her shoulder. Andrea and Carlos cuddled together, whispering words of passion and lust at each other—they quickly hit it off. James sat by his lonesome, a beer clenched in his right hand. 
 
    Christopher said, “So, we only drove for, like, four or five hours before we got that flat. Before you drove up, we were thinking about walking to the nearest town, but that's like thirty minutes away on foot.” 
 
    “Where did you say you were going?” Lucas asked. 
 
    “A film festival. We try to go to a few festivals every year. I like 'em, Kiara likes 'em... It's something good for us.” 
 
    As she caressed Christopher's cheek, Kiara said, “It's really good for Chris. You know, he wants to make a movie someday.” 
 
    “A movie?” James repeated in an uncertain tone. He took a swig of his beer, then he said, “That's ambitious, man. But, don't you think it's a little too ambitious?” 
 
    Christopher responded. “I wouldn't say it's a goal. It's just a... a dream.” 
 
    “Well, keep dreaming and maybe it'll come true. Maybe.” 
 
    Lucas chuckled, then he said, “Stop being such a douche, James.” 
 
    “I'm not being a douche. I'm saying it could happen. Maybe.” 
 
    “Just shut up already, man.” 
 
    Interrupting the small argument, Kiara asked, “Anyway, what are you guys doing out here? You on some sort of spiritual journey or something?” 
 
    Nina responded, “I guess you can say it's something like that. We're on a cross-country road trip. The type you take before you become an 'adult.' At least, that's what Lucas keeps saying.” 
 
    Lucas leaned forward in his seat and explained, “I just want to do something before I really go out there and start working. I figured a cross-country trip in a car would let me see more of these great United States. But, so far, I've mostly seen empty roads. Empty roads and dead animals on the sides of those roads. I guess we're in the, um, abandoned parts of the country. You know, the places that people forgot about... It kind of makes me want to go to Supai, Arizona just to feel real desolation or just to... to get away from all of the bullshit.” 
 
    Silence befell the group after Lucas' speech. They thought about their lives, they thought about the world. 
 
    As he stared at the fire, Lucas smiled and said, “I would have traveled the world instead, but I don't have that type of money. And, if I ever get that type of money in the future, I think I'm going to be too busy to travel anyway. You work all day to make money, but you don't have the time to spend it or you barely make enough to live. That's life, right?” 
 
    “Enough,” James said, blatantly irked by the depressing conversation. He said, “We get it: life sucks. Let's move on from this depressing crap and talk about something else. Let's, um... Let's tell scary stories.” 
 
    “Scary stories?” Kiara repeated. 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, we have a bonfire right here, a tent back there... We're basically camping, aren't we? You can't go camping without telling a scary story. Come on, tell me a story, guys. Tell me a... an urban legend.” 
 
    They all glanced at one another, smiling and nodding. Scary stories seemed appropriate in the barren environment. 
 
    Lucas said, “Okay, alright. Have you guys heard of La Llorona? That's, um, the Weeping Woman or Crying Woman in English. In the story, the ghost of a woman who lost her children would–” 
 
    “Heard it,” James interrupted, his arms crossed. He shrugged and said, “Come on, man. You told me that story when we were in elementary school.” 
 
    Christopher said, “I think I saw a movie about it.” 
 
    “How about the Slit-Mouthed Woman?” Nina suggested. “Once upon a time, a woman was caught cheating by her husband. Her husband used a pair of scissors to cut the woman's cheeks from ear-to-ear. He asked her–” 
 
    “I've seen a movie about that, too,” Christopher said. 
 
    The group hissed and booed, tired of the interruptions. At the same time, they had heard most of the classic urban legends already. Only a pinch of originality could spruce up the night. 
 
    Christopher took a puff of his blunt, then he passed it to Lucas. Lucas stopped smoking after high school. However, since he was heading to the police academy in the fall, he figured one final puff wouldn't hurt. He inhaled deeply, then he passed the blunt to Nina. Nina didn't mind the smell, but she never smoked. The blunt finally reached James. 
 
    As the group continued smoking, Christopher said, “I've got a story to tell. It's not exactly an urban legend, but it's a story—a creepy story.” 
 
    As he exhaled a cloud of smoke, James said, “Go for it.” 
 
    “Alright. Well, I heard it happened in a place like this—Middle-of-Nowhere, Texas. Well, I guess I should say it 'happens' because it's still going on. People come here for work, usually prostitution or drug peddling, but they never go back. They vanish and they're never found. They say it's because of a deranged serial killer who lives in a hut in the hills... Hills like the ones around us right now.” 
 
    With a slight smile on his face, James asked, “How would anyone know that if they never go back? They've never been found, right?” He laughed, then he shouted, “Plot hole!” 
 
    “Well, there was one survivor—a woman. She made it out and she made it to the police. She told them her story, but, before she could lead them to the hut, she killed herself. On her suicide note, she said she couldn't go back to that place. The things she saw there... It was so horrific, she just decided to end her life.” 
 
    “Well, what did she see?” 
 
    “You sure you wanna know?” 
 
    James nervously smiled and said, “Don't leave me hanging, man.” 
 
    Christopher took a sip of his beer as he glanced around the group. All of their eager eyes were glued on him. 
 
    Christopher said, “She saw a madhouse. She saw her friends dying the most painful deaths. She saw torture unlike anything she ever witnessed before in her sheltered life. People getting skinned with cheese graters, teeth being pulled out with hammers, fingernails being ripped from their fingers with pliers... The most fucked up part is: the killer did it so he could drink their blood. Yeah, he drank the blood of all of his young female victims believing it would make him powerful. Fuckin' psycho, man...” 
 
    Nina grimaced in disgust. She asked, “You're saying he drank their blood to become more powerful? Why would he even think of something like that?” 
 
    “God told him to do it... or something like that. You know how it is: crazy people do crazy things. They don't need a logical reason.” 
 
    Shh—James held his index finger over his lips and shushed the group. He leaned forward in his seat and stared at their vehicles, then he glanced back at the tent. 
 
    In a low tone, just above a whisper, he asked, “Did you hear that? It sounded like someone walking, didn't it?” 
 
    The group sat in silence, glancing every which way. The wind whooshed around them. Bushes rustled while insects chirped in the overgrown grass. The fire crackled and popped. The rest of the world remained silent. For a moment—just a second—they felt like they were the last people on earth. 
 
    James burst into a chuckle. He said, “I'm sorry. I'm just fucking with you.” 
 
    Christopher smiled and said, “Yeah, I thought so.” 
 
    The rest of the group laughed in relief. It was only the wind—it was a phrase kids said when something went bump in the night, but it also conjured some comfort in their adult minds. 
 
    Nina and Kiara remained concerned while the men laughed. Andrea and Carlos still whispered at each other. They flirted through storytime, ignoring the nasty tale of mayhem. 
 
    Christopher stood up and said, “I think it's time we put this fire out. We should get some sleep. I'm going to sleep in my car with Kiara after I put all of this shit away. Are any of you going to sleep in the tent or should I put that away, too?” 
 
    “Us,” Andrea eagerly said. She grabbed Carlos' arm and said, “I think we're going to sleep in the tent. I need a night away from that truck to get some fresh air. Besides, I think Carlos could use some comfort during his time of need. Right, Carlos?” 
 
    Carlos stuttered, “Y–Yeah. I–I mean, sure. I'll share the tent with you.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    Under his breath, James whispered, “You're way too easy, Andie. You dumb slut...” 
 
    Andrea didn't hear him, though. She said, “Come on, Carlos, let's snuggle.” 
 
    The couple giggled as they rushed into the tent. The tent rustled as they immediately kissed and disrobed. They didn't bother to grab their pajamas from their bags. 
 
    As he folded the chairs, Christopher said, “I'm going to wake up around six. We should be out of here by seven. I'll lead you to the closest town, then we can part ways. Well, unless you want to join us at the festival.” 
 
    Lucas responded, “I don't know. We'll think about it. We'll see you in the morning. Thanks for the drinks. Good night.” 
 
    “Good night, man.” 
 
    After cleaning up and putting the chairs away, the groups retreated to their vehicles. Lucas and Nina shared the bed in the camper. James slept alone in the truck's cab. Christopher and Kiara slept in the hatchback. And, Andrea and Carlos made love throughout the night in the tent. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Where Am I? 
 
      
 
    Andrea awoke, a broken breath escaping her pale lips. She quietly grunted, unable to muster the energy to cough. Each slight breath burned her lungs. Her nostrils stung, too. Her brain throbbed, her heart pounded. A headache? A migraine? A heart attack?–she couldn't think clearly enough to self-diagnose herself. 
 
    She blinked erratically as she glanced around, searching for answers to her many questions. Her blurred vision distorted everything around her. She felt a tight grip around her ankles, though. She wore Carlos' flannel shirt and she felt the garment rising up to the small of her back. She was being dragged. 
 
    Tears welling in her eyes, she mumbled, “Whe–Where... Where am I? Wha–What's happening?” 
 
    Her head swayed as she searched for anything familiar. She appeared to be in the dimly-lit hallway of an old, musty house. She spotted picture frames clinging to the walls above the console tables, which were placed at regular intervals. She also felt the splinters scraping her bare ass and back. She was being dragged across floorboards. 
 
    She couldn't see her captor, though. A blurred figure marched in front of her, holding both of her ankles with one hand. Andrea whimpered as they turned and walked through a doorway to the left. The old floorboards changed to icy tiles. Her legs fell to the floor, limp and weak. Before she could say a word, her captor lifted her off of the ground and tossed her onto a metal table. 
 
    Again, Andrea glanced every which way. She found herself in a small kitchen—and she was certain of that. The counters, the sink, the stove, and the refrigerator gave it away. 
 
    Dozens of filmy glass jars sat on the shelves above the counters. The jars appeared to be filled with a murky liquid. Chemicals and bottles of pills sat on the racks across from the foot of the table. The acrid scent of the chemicals lingered in the room. Like a dentist's light, a bright light dawned on her from above. The light blinded her, causing her to rapidly blink. 
 
    Andrea sobbed, tears streaming down her cheeks. She could shake her head, but she couldn't move the rest of her body. She twitched and squirmed, but she couldn't stand and run. Paralyzed, she thought, someone actually paralyzed me. Terrifying thoughts raced through her mind. Nina's concerns about strangers and good Samaritans echoed through her head. 
 
    Kidnapped by a group of human traffickers—the idea seemed plausible. 
 
    The captor grabbed Andrea's cheeks and moved her head to the side. He placed a glass jar under the side of her mouth, catching the drool dripping from her lips. 
 
    Andrea's eyes darted left-and-right, but to no avail. She could see and feel the steel table under her. The light above her, however, distorted her vision. Her captor looked like a dark figure—a shadow. 
 
    She stuttered, “Car–Carlos? Carlos... is that you? Wha–What do you... What do you want from me?” 
 
    The captor placed more pressure on Andrea's face, pinning her head onto the table with all of his might. Andrea wheezed and groaned, terrified. More drool dripped from her mouth, streaming into the dirty jar. Saliva slowly filled the jar, milliliter-by-milliliter. An ounce became two in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Some mucus even plunged into the slimy liquid, but it didn't seem to bother her captor. Saliva filled three ounces of the sixteen-ounce jar. 
 
    Rapidly breathing through her nose, Andrea asked, “You... You want my saliva? Is that it?” She panted and whimpered. She loudly swallowed, then she muttered, “What the hell is happening?” 
 
    The captor gently slapped Andrea's cheek, then he pushed her head closer to the jar. The captor's plans were confirmed: he wanted to siphon her saliva. Andrea thought: Why? What kind of sick game is this? 
 
    A stream of drool fell into the jar—the more she cried, the more she salivated. She feared she was producing more saliva than usual, though. From her experience, only two things could cause excessive salivation: illness and drugs. She wasn't sick, so she assumed she was drugged. 
 
    She mumbled, “You... You can't do this to me. Please... Please, don't hurt me.” 
 
    Saliva filled a quarter of the jar. Yet, the captor still pushed down on her head and squeezed her cheeks, forcing more saliva out of her mouth. The process wouldn't end until saliva filled the jar to the brim—and that fact terrified her. What happens when they're done with me?–she thought. Horrific ideas flooded every crevice of her brain. 
 
    She suspected Carlos and his friends played a role in her capture. She feared drugs were flowing through her veins. She believed she would be killed after the jar was filled. She couldn't stop herself from sobbing. And, as she cried, more saliva dripped from her mouth. Due to her uncontrollable fear, she couldn't escape the lose-lose situation. 
 
    Andrea tightly closed her eyes and cried, “You can't do this to me... You can't hurt people like this, you psycho... Fuck you... Fuck you!” 
 
    She swung her arm at her captor, causing the person to stagger away from the table. Andrea stumbled off of the table while her captor struggled to hold the jar in his hands. The person seemed more concerned with the jar of saliva than his own victim. 
 
    Andrea lurched out of the kitchen, her legs like noodles. She collided with the wall on the other side of the hallway, dazed. She looked around and searched for an exit, but to no avail. Due to her blurred vision and the lack of light, she could barely see. 
 
    The corridor appeared to be endless. There were several doors to the left and right, all of them calling her name. While leaning on the wall, she walked down the hall to her right. The floor tilted left-and-right and the walls spun around her. 
 
    “Back where I came from,” she whispered. She sniffled and cried, “It's my only option. I have... I have to go back from where I came from.” 
 
    Clinking and clanking sounds emerged from the kitchen behind her. Her captor was busy securing the jar of saliva. 
 
    Nauseous and exhausted, Andrea leaned on a console table in the hallway. She needed a moment to catch her breath. She stared down at the table—it looked antique. A stack of letters sat on the table. The small print on the envelopes was illegible. She turned her attention to the picture frames on the wall above the table. The frames held old black-and-white photographs. One of the photographs depicted a man with a long beard standing behind a timid boy. 
 
    Andrea whispered, “Who the hell are these people?” 
 
    Her foot hit the table as she staggered away. The table screeched on the floorboards as it nearly tipped over. The hallway grew longer with each step. The door at the end of the hall miraculously moved away from her. She was chasing a moving finish-line. 
 
    The sound of a creaky floorboard—a thud followed by a shrill squeal—echoed from over her shoulder. She glanced back and gasped. The shadowy figure stood in the corridor, watching her. The captor's presence terrified her, but his weapon was far more horrific. The person held a heavy meat tenderizer mallet in his right hand. 
 
    Andrea stumbled forward and screamed, “Help! Somebody help me!” 
 
    She feared she wouldn't reach the door at the end of the hall before her captor caught up to her. So, she burst through the closest door to the left—the door under the staircase. 
 
    She shrieked in fear as she tumbled down another flight of stairs. Her bloodcurdling shriek echoed through the house.  The sound of her bones crunching on the sharp edges of the wooden steps joined the ruckus. Her right shin snapped, one of her ribs cracked, cuts formed on her limbs, and her entire body felt sore and bruised. She rolled to a stop at the bottom of the stairs, her blood staining the concrete floor beneath her. 
 
    Hissing in pain, she stuttered, “Sh–Shit... Wha–What... What the hell happened?” 
 
    She staggered to her feet, then she leaned on the wall and glanced around. She found herself in the basement—a basement that resembled a serial killer's dungeon. She whimpered as she hopped forward on her only good leg, awed by her discovery. 
 
    To her left, a tube television sat on top of a dusty entertainment center. Stacks of VHS tapes without labels surrounded the TV—some sat on top of the dusty entertainment center, others formed piles on the floor. 
 
    A queen-sized bed hugged the wall to her right. Old, tattered novels and outdated textbooks filled a shelf above the bed. The books appeared to be about black magic, new religious movements, and even voodoo. 
 
    An old radio and a lamp sat on the nightstand beside the bed. The bulb on the lamp emitted a mustard-yellow light. Beyond the bed, a dusty purple curtain split the room down the middle. She couldn't see through the curtain. 
 
    Andrea leaned on the foot of the bed. She took a minute to recompose herself, trying to organize her thoughts while fighting through the pain. Each breath stung like alcohol being poured on an open wound and each thought ran away from her. She looked back at the stairs and gasped. 
 
    Eyes wide and lips quivering, she panted in fear and whispered, “What the hell is this place?” 
 
    A human-sized crucifix was pinned to the wall near the foot of the stairs. Dried blood stained the old wood. Rusty nails rolled on the floor under the crucifix. 
 
    One question ran through Andrea's mind: how many people were crucified in the house? Judging from the blood and nails, at least one person was nailed to the cross—one too many. 
 
    She turned back and stared at the curtain, disgusted. She stuttered, “I–I have to get out of here.” 
 
    She couldn't run up the stairs or she would surely bump into her captor. So, she stumbled through the curtains in hopes of finding an underground exit. Instead, she discovered another shocking revelation. She held her hands over her cheeks and screamed. She nearly staggered down to her knees due to the sheer shock. 
 
    Nude, Carlos lay on an operating table. All of his limbs were severed with precise cuts—surgical, even. His arms were severed below the shoulders, his legs were chopped off at the upper thighs. Dark blood still jetted from the stumps—no gauzes, no tourniquets, no cauterization. He was left to bleed out—and so he did. 
 
    Teary-eyed, Andrea stared at Carlos' head. Bruises, bumps, and cuts covered his face. His lips were swollen and his nose was broken. A streak of blood reached from his nose to his chin. His eyes remained open, though. She had seen the hollow look in Carlos' eyes before. She saw it at funerals, she saw it in videos of death online. 
 
    The look of death couldn't be forgotten. 
 
    Shaking her head and rubbing her eyes, Andrea said, “Oh, God... Oh, God, this can't be happening. No, no, no. No, damn it!” 
 
    Her teeth chattered as she examined the area under the operating table. Health and anatomy textbooks were stacked on the floor beside the table. Scalpels, scissors, forceps, clamps and saws—among other surgical tools—sat on a utility cart next to the table. The tools were drenched in fresh blood. 
 
    Most horrifying of all: skinned faces hung on the walls around the surgery area, clipped onto a thin piece of rope like laundry on a clothesline. The faces belonged to the killer's past victims. Carlos' face would be removed soon, too. The room appeared to belong to a deranged doctor—a psychopathic killer who enjoyed experimenting on his victims before removing their faces. 
 
    Andrea held her hand over her mouth and retched. The carnage caused her stomach to turn. Vomit clogged her throat, causing her to feel a choking sensation. She turned towards the curtains, ready to run out of the room. She took one step forward, then she stopped. 
 
    The curtains swung open with a loud whoosh sound. 
 
    Andrea's eyes widened and her jaw dropped. She finally saw her captor's face—and it was grotesque. She couldn't speak, she couldn't scream, she couldn't run. A raspy croak escaped her sore throat and tears dripped from her bloodshot eyes with each blink. She watched as her captor lifted the meat tenderizer over his head. 
 
    Before she could say a single word, the killer struck down at Andrea's head. Thud—the noise echoed through the dungeon as the tool struck the woman's brow. A gash immediately formed on the left side of Andrea's forehead. Blood squirted from the grisly laceration. Shocked by the attack, Andrea staggered in reverse until her back hit the wall behind her. 
 
    The vicious killer lifted the mallet over his head, causing his victim's blood to rain down on him, then he struck Andrea again. A hair-raising crunching sound accompanied the second thud. Andrea's head was caved in at the brow. The top-left side of her skull collapsed, crushing her eyeball in its socket. 
 
    A wave of dark blood, slimy veins, and even brains leaked out of her eye socket, dangling over her rosy cheek. Even her skull, stained with blood, was visible through the lacerations on her brow. Her torture wasn't over, though. 
 
    As she slid down to her ass, her back to the wall, the captor repeatedly struck Andrea's head with the mallet. Blood splattered on the captor's arms, face, and clothing. Bits of her pink brain exploded every which way with each powerful strike. Her splattered brains slid down the wall behind her along with the rest of her scalp and blood. A few of her teeth even ejected from her gums and rolled across the floor. 
 
    Breathing heavily, the killer dropped the mallet and stepped in reverse. The captor admired his work. With the mallet, he obliterated the top-half of Andrea's head. She couldn't be recognized—no way, no how. The killer walked past the curtains, leaving the dead lovers in the basement. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Missing 
 
      
 
    “They're gone! They're fucking gone!” James shouted, hysterical. He banged on the camper as he approached the back of the truck. He yelled, “Wake up! Wake up, damn it!” 
 
    Nina moaned as she stretched. She rubbed her eyes and playfully whimpered, frustrated by the sudden awakening. Lucas grunted and groaned as he squirmed on the bed. He struck the side of the cargo bed with his elbow. The gesture said: shut the hell up out there, we're trying to sleep. 
 
    James hit the tailgate and shouted, “They're gone! Can you hear me in there? Huh?” 
 
    “Give us a damn minute!” Lucas shouted, clearly frustrated. 
 
    As she checked her phone, Nina said, “It's barely 5:30. Is he drunk or something? What does he want?” 
 
    “I don't know. Let's just get up already.” 
 
    “He knows you're driving all day, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. He just doesn't care. Come on.” 
 
    The couple climbed out of the truck in their undergarments. They quickly dressed themselves on the side of the road, tossing on the same outfits from the previous day. 
 
    As he tossed his t-shirt over his head, Lucas walked around the truck and said, “Alright, we're up. What the hell is going on out here?” 
 
    His arms outstretched away from his body, James said, “They're gone.” 
 
    “Who's gone, James?” 
 
    “Andie and that punk.” 
 
    “Hey,” Christopher sternly said, standing in front of his hatchback. He wagged his finger at James and said, “Carlos is no punk, alright?” 
 
    “Whatever, man. Andie is gone. That's all that matters.” 
 
    As she approached the group, Nina asked, “What do you mean they're 'gone?' They just... disappeared or something?” 
 
    With his hands on his hips, James said, “They're not in the tent, they're not in any of the cars... I don't see 'em standing around here, either. Do you?” 
 
    Nina bit her bottom lip as she looked around the area. The sunrise painted the sky with tints of orange, purple, and blue. The road was desolate on both sides. No one wandered the fields, either. Andie, she thought, where did you go? 
 
    Lucas approached the tent. From two meters away, a pungent scent caused his nose to scrunch. An unpleasant smell stained the area around the tent—the scent of chemicals. Pinching his nose, he knelt down and opened the flaps. The interior was messy. Aside from the scent, however, there was nothing out of the ordinary in the tent. There were no signs of a struggle. 
 
    James leaned over Lucas and asked, “You smell that, right? Something's not right and I know it. You have training in this sort of shit, don't you?” 
 
    Lucas responded, “I'm not a detective. I haven't even been to the academy.” 
 
    “But, you studied this type of crap at school. Tell me I'm not crazy. Something is wrong, right?” 
 
    “Lucas!” Nina shouted from the back of the truck. She beckoned to the men and yelled, “We have two flats!” 
 
    Lucas and James glanced at each other, eyes wide with fear, then they jogged to the truck. They stopped near Nina. James shoved his fingers into his hair and walked in circles while Lucas examined the wheels. Indeed, someone sliced the wheels on the passenger side of the vehicle. The cuts were clean and precise, as if the wheels were sliced with a knife. 
 
    Before they could say a word, Kiara approached the group and said, “Someone did the same thing to our car, guys.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Christopher shouted as he walked around his hatchback. 
 
    A wave of frustration and fear struck the group. Two people had vanished overnight, one from each party. Their vehicles were vandalized, but they didn't have any suspects. They were stranded with a limited supply of water and food. Their friends could have been in danger, too. The clock was ticking. 
 
    James said, “This is fucked up, man. I knew we shouldn't have trusted them! We should have helped them out, then we should have left! We should have drove off, Lucas!” 
 
    Christopher said, “Hey, man, we didn't have anything to do with this. What? Huh? You think we cut your tires, then we cut our own? For what, huh? For what?!” 
 
    “I don't know. You tell us. You could be part of a... a human trafficking cartel. Your boy could have abducted my sister.” 
 
    Christopher furrowed his brow and asked, “You really think we would do something like this? You think we're responsible for this? Really?” 
 
    “I don't know what to think. I was sleeping in the truck, minding my own business. You woke me up, you found out that they were gone first. Everyone else was sleeping. That's suspicious, isn't it?” 
 
    “Waking up early doesn't make me a human trafficker,” Christopher rebutted. He shrugged and said, “Maybe it was you. You were mad about your sister hooking up with Carlos, right? 'A dumb slut,' that's what you called her, right?” 
 
    “That's not what I said,” James said, shaking his head as he stared at the ground. 
 
    “I heard you.” 
 
    Kiara stepped between the arguing men and said, “Stop. Just stop it.” 
 
    With that, the group became quiet. James walked around in circles as he muttered about his sister. Lucas and Nina sat on the hood of their truck. Christopher and Kiara sat on the hood of their hatchback, directly across from the other couple. 
 
    Lucas sighed, then he said, “We can't just jump to conclusions. We can't blame this on human traffickers and we definitely can't blame each other. What if... What if they went for a walk?” He glanced over at Christopher and said, “You said there was a town nearby. Maybe they went to a diner for breakfast or maybe they rented a room at a motel to get some more privacy.” 
 
    James stomped and shouted, “That's stupid, Lucas! You think they cut our tires and left us behind for fun or something? Someone did this to us! We are victims! Open your fucking eyes, man!” 
 
    “My eyes are open. I get it: we're in trouble. We can't jump from one conclusion to another without some evidence, though. That's all I'm saying. We need time to think. Let's just give them a minute.” 
 
    James tapped Lucas' chest and said, “We don't have a minute. We have to find her. She could be in danger. She could already be hurt. This is my sister we're talking about here.” 
 
    “He's right,” Christopher said. “He's wrong about all of that other shit, we didn't have anything to do with this, but he's right about that. We don't have a lot of time here. Carlos could be in danger. I practically forced him to join us on this trip. If anything happens to him... that's on me. I have to make sure he's okay.” 
 
    Lucas heard the fear in James' voice and he saw the regret in Christopher's eyes. For some reason, they looked to him for guidance. He wasn't a police officer, but he had the aura of a leader. 
 
    He said, “Okay. Well, we should look for more clues around here.” 
 
    As he jogged to the back of the truck, James said, “I'm going to look for tracks.” 
 
    “I'll look on this side,” Christopher said as he walked past his hatchback. 
 
    Lucas beckoned to the women and said, “Both of you should try calling their cell phones. If they don't answer, start calling the cops.” 
 
    Lucas returned to the tent, curious. He pinched his nose and knelt down in front of the entrance. He analyzed every detail, examining even the most minuscule clue. Clothing littered the floor of the tent, but Carlos' shirt was missing. They wouldn't leave without getting dressed, he thought, and Andrea couldn't have gotten any extra clothes without getting into the truck and waking us up. 
 
    He leaned back and examined the area around the tent. He narrowed his eyes upon spotting footprints on the ground. The footprints overlapped each other, as if someone were walking in circles around the tent. Someone was watching us all night, he thought, and he spent the night watching Andrea and Carlos. 
 
    A buzzing sound emerged inside of the tent. Lucas pinched his nose and leaned forward. He moved Andrea's shirt aside, grabbing the garment with his fingertips. He found a cell phone. The caller ID read: Kiara. Using the process of elimination, he rationalized that the phone belonged to Carlos. Andrea didn't have Kiara's phone number after all. 
 
    Lucas whispered, “There phones are still in here. They wouldn't leave without their phones, would they?” 
 
    Lucas returned to the truck. 
 
    Kiara said, “Carlos isn't answering.” 
 
    “I know,” Lucas responded. “Their phones are still in there.” 
 
    Nina said, “I tried calling 911, but I can't get through. I have service, but no one is answering.” 
 
    “It's always something. Listen, I think we should–” 
 
    “There are tracks over here!” James shouted as he ran back to the group. 
 
    Lucas, Nina, and Kiara glanced over at him, surprised. Christopher stopped his search and ran back to the truck. They quickly regrouped, eager to hear more. 
 
    James slid to a stop. He pointed past the back of the truck and said, “There are tracks back there, right across the street. It's a path. It's... It's narrow, but it can fit a car. I think it's a driveway.” 
 
    “A driveway?” Lucas repeated in an uncertain tone. 
 
    “Yeah. I saw some footprints and a tire mark.” 
 
    With a furrowed brow, Nina asked, “A tire mark? Only one?” 
 
    James responded, “There are other tracks around there, but only the footprints and the tire track matter right now. Listen up, here's what I think happened: someone knocked out Andie and Carlos while they were sleeping, they were dragged out of the tent and carried across the road, then they were tossed into a wheelbarrow and hauled away. That's what happened, right? Right?” 
 
    They all glanced at each other, doubt glimmering in their eyes. The theory made sense, the pieces fit to form a comprehensible image, but there were still too many unanswered questions. 
 
    Lucas said, “I guess it's possible, but it could be nothing. For all we know, those tracks were there before we got there. If they were kidnapped, the kidnapper could have knocked them out, put them in a car and drove away. If we follow that trail, we could be walking to a dead-end and wasting more time.” 
 
    James tilted his head and asked, “Are you kidding me? You know I'm right, Lucas. This is my sister we're talking about here. This is lil' Andie. You won't help me find her because... because there isn't enough evidence?” 
 
    “I will help you find her, but I want to do it the right way.” 
 
    Lucas stared at his close friend with a set of glimmering eyes—remorseful puppy eyes. James glared at Lucas, infuriated by his cowardice. Their relationship, built off of years of trust, was rapidly crumbling. 
 
    Chiming in, Nina said, “I think James is right. That trail probably leads to that house we passed before we got here. It can't be more than a mile back.” 
 
    Lucas said, “That house could be abandoned. And, if the owner really did kidnap Andrea and Carlos, what are we going to do about it like this? We don't have any weapons.” 
 
    “I don't need any weapons,” James said. “I'm going to that house—with or without you.” 
 
    Lucas rubbed the nape of his neck and sighed in disappointment. He spun in place as he quietly sorted through his options. He cared about Andrea, but he didn't want to risk Nina's safety for something of uncertainty. Compromise, he thought, we have to compromise in order to work together. He stopped spinning. 
 
    He stared at James and said, “Let's split up. I'll walk with Nina and Kiara to the nearest town. We'll find the sheriff and we'll lead him back here or to that house. While we do that... you and Christopher can follow the tracks. Sound good?” 
 
    James responded, “Fine. I'll see you in a bit.” 
 
    As James ran off, Nina shouted, “Be careful!” 
 
    Christopher grabbed a sheath from the trunk. The sheath held a hunting knife with a six-inch blade. He never used the knife against a person or even an animal, but he refused to travel without protection. 
 
    He kissed Kiara, then he said, “I'll be back as soon as possible. You stick with them until we have all of this figured out. Keep your phone on, okay?” 
 
    Kiara nodded and said, “Okay, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    The couple shared another kiss, then Christopher ran across the road. He followed James into the overgrown grass and sprinted down the path. 
 
    Kiara glanced over at Lucas and Nina—and the couple stared back at her. Stranded without a lifeline, the strangers were forced to rely on each other to survive. 
 
    Kiara nervously smiled and said, “I guess I'm going with you.” 
 
    Lucas responded, “I guess so. Come on, let's find this damn town before they get into any trouble.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The House 
 
      
 
    James and Christopher followed the narrow trail, their eyes wandering every which way. Through the overgrown grass, they could still see the main road a quarter-mile behind them. Tall grass, prickly shrubs, dried fields, and a few trees surrounded them. It wasn't a forest, it was just a pasture. Thanks to their height, they could see most of the area around them. 
 
    James walked on the left side of the path, hitting the neighboring bushes with a large branch. Christopher strolled along the other side, holding the sheath close to his ribs. The men were still bitter about the accusations, so they didn't share a word during their five-minute walk. Suspicion lingered in their minds, leaving them perpetually vigilant. 
 
    Breaking the silence, James stared down at his sneakers and said, “Listen, I'm sorry about everything I said back there. I didn't mean to attack you or anything like that. I was just acting stupid. I'm sorry, okay?” 
 
    Christopher glanced over at James. The man accused him of kidnapping Andrea, labeling him as a criminal with little evidence. He didn't have any words for him, so he responded with a nod. 
 
    James explained, “I'm protective of my sister. Yeah, I call her names and I tease her about the stupid shit she does, but I still care about her. I love her. When she messes around with guys she barely knows... it worries me. I just want what's best for her. That's all.” 
 
    “I get it. If I had a sister and she disappeared without a trace, I probably would have reacted the same way. I mean, I'm worried about Carlos, too. He's like a brother to me, so... Well, I get it. Don't worry about it.” 
 
    “Cool, thanks... I just hope they're okay. I–” 
 
    “Wait up. Check this out,” Christopher said as he nodded forward. 
 
    The men narrowed their eyes as they walked past a tree. A palatial house stood beyond the pasture. The forgotten Plantation-era house resembled a mansion. The house stood two-stories tall with Doric columns around the building. The paint looked chipped and dusty. From afar, the house looked as if it were abandoned. However, the tracks led directly to the isolated home. 
 
    The men jogged towards the house. James tossed the branch into the overgrown grass, Christopher shoved the sheath into his waistband. They didn't want to alarm the homeowner with their weapons. They walked up the porch steps, then they knocked on the screen door. There was no response. 
 
    Christopher held his hands around his face and leaned closer to the door. The front door was open, so he could see into the foyer of the home. He stared into a wide hallway. There was a staircase on the right side of the hallway. Archways on the left and right led to the other rooms in the house. The house appeared to be vacant at the moment. The house was furnished, though, so it wasn't abandoned. 
 
    James knocked again and yelled, “Is anyone home?! Hello?” 
 
    Yet again, there was no response. As Christopher peered through the screen door, James walked down the porch steps. He walked in reverse until he could see the balconies and windows on the second floor. 
 
    He shouted, “Hello?! Is anyone home? We're looking for someone! We'd just like to ask you a few questions!” No one answered. He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Andie! Andie, are you in there?! Carlos! Damn it, answer me! Tell me you're okay, tell me–” 
 
    He stopped and stared at a window on the second floor. From the corner of his eye, he spotted a swaying curtain. The window is closed, he thought, it couldn't have been the wind. 
 
    He ran up the porch steps and said, “There's someone in there. They're not answering us on purpose.” 
 
    “So, what do we do?” Christopher asked. 
 
    “We go in there and we find my sister.” 
 
    “Wait a second, man. What if Lucas was right? What if they have nothing to do with this? You're just going to barge in and–” 
 
    Ignoring Christopher's words of doubt, James pulled on the screen door's handle. To his utter surprise, the door swung open. Locks didn't seem popular in that area. He glanced over at Christopher. Sparkling with determination, his eyes said: I'm going in. 
 
    Christopher shook his head and whispered, “This is fucked up. We're breaking the law, man.” 
 
    “I have to find her. You can wait out here if you want, but I will find my sister.” 
 
    James walked into the foyer of the house. He looked through the archway to his left. He found himself staring into a spacious living room. From his quick glance, he didn't see anything out of the ordinary. He stared into the room across the hall. Bookshelves covered the walls from top to bottom. The books—textbooks and novels—were old and decrepit. A single desk sat at the center of the room. 
 
    James whispered, “Whoever lives here must be a rich bastard. They have a damn library in their house. Haven't they ever heard of a Kindle?” 
 
    Christopher sighed in disappointment, then he entered the house—reluctant but determined. He walked into the living room, holding the sheath in his right hand. The old furniture caught him off guard. 
 
    The tattered couches at the center of the room emitted a smoky stench. Dials protruded from the old tube television—it was an ancient piece of technology. The picture frames clinging to the walls held more black-and-white photographs. He didn't recognize any of the people in the pictures, though. 
 
    He walked along the wall and analyzed the books and jars on the shelves. The spines on the novels were illegible. The jars appeared to be holding a slimy liquid. Tresses of hair floated in some of the jars, detached teeth swam in the others—all of it belonged to humans. 
 
    Christopher grimaced in disgust and whispered, “What the hell is this place?” 
 
    As Christopher searched the living room, James quietly walked up the stairs. At the top of the stairs, he found himself at the center of another dimly-lit corridor. There were four doors to his left and four doors to his right. At each end of the hall, there were more hallways leading deeper into the house. 
 
    The curtains moved in a room on the left side of the house, so the choice was obvious. As he took his first step down the hall to his left, a door swung open behind him. 
 
    James turned and gasped. His eyes and mouth widened. His heart raced in his chest, pumping blood to his tense limbs. He froze with fear, paralyzed by his shocking discovery. His fight-or-flight response landed somewhere in the middle: wait and hope for the best. 
 
    As time slowed to a crawl, he stared into the eyes of a woman—or, more accurately, the eye of a woman. The woman's left eye was sealed shut. From the crust around her eye, it looked as if her eyelids were superglued together. Her other eye revealed her baby blue iris. Her smile suffered the most, though. Her cheeks were cut to the bone, then sewn back together. The cut was healed, leaving a dark scar across her cheeks, but the stitches were not removed. Abscesses, pulsating with yellow pus, surrounded the scar. 
 
    The woman's outfit looked normal compared to her face. She wore a faded blue floral-pattern house dress and blue slippers, and her frizzy brunette hair was tied in a bun. 
 
    Time resumed at its regular pace as the woman raised a scalpel over her shoulder. Before James could react, she thrust the scalpel into his shoulder. James shrieked in pain as his blood soaked his tank top. The woman pulled the scalpel out of his shoulder, then she stabbed his chest. 
 
    James grabbed her wrist and tried to stop her from stabbing him again. The pair bounced from wall-to-wall as they wrestled for an advantage. 
 
    James was a strong man. He could have easily overpowered his attacker if it wasn't for the shock he was experiencing. The woman took advantage of his fear. She leaned closer to his face, showcasing her mutilated features. As her victim squirmed in fear, she dug one of her fingernails into the stab wound on his shoulder. 
 
    James yelled, “Help! Fuck! Chris, help me! Somebody–” 
 
    The woman pulled the scalpel out of his chest. She thrust the blade into James' back as he tried to squeeze past her. The blade easily glided across his shoulder blade, leaving an eight-inch gash across his back. 
 
    Christopher ran through the archway and stopped near the front door. He stared up at the top of the stairs, horrified. He saw James, bloodied and confused, wrestling with a mutilated woman. The nightmarish visuals caused him to shudder like a frightened pup. 
 
    Before Christopher could bolt into action, James fell over the handrail at the top of the stairs. He landed on his head in the first floor hallway. A bone-crunching thud echoed through the house, followed by the sound of the rattling floorboards. He groaned, hissed, and snorted as he twitched on the floor. Blood leaked from a gash on his forehead and cascaded over his face as he tried to lift his head. He survived the fall, but he couldn't move. 
 
    Christopher staggered back as the woman walked down the stairs. Her mutilated face caused him to shake and mumble. His fingers slipped and slid on the leather sheath as he struggled to draw his hunting knife. 
 
    He stuttered, “Don–Don't... Don't come any closer. Sta–Stay away from me!” 
 
    The woman ignored him as she reached the bottom of the stairs. She walked past Christopher and approached James instead. She towered over her victim as she stared down at him, amused. James mumbled indistinctly, unable to form a comprehensible word. He sought help, that much was obvious. 
 
    Eyes welling over with tears, Christopher cried, “Get away from him! D–Don't hurt him, ma'am. Please, don't hurt us...” 
 
     The woman placed her knee on James' back. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and lifted his head from the floor. James rapidly blinked as he stared at Christopher, begging for a helping hand with his glimmering eyes. Blood streamed across his face and dripped onto the floor from the tip of his nose. 
 
    Christopher's clammy fingers glided over the sheath. He couldn't unbuckle it, he couldn't draw his weapon. 
 
    The woman thrust the scalpel into James' throat. She slowly slid the sharp blade across his neck. She sliced through his Adam's apple, leading the blade to the other side of his neck. 
 
    James coughed and grunted as he gargled his own blood. His eyes rolled to the back of his head, blood poured over his bottom lip, and his legs violently shook. 
 
    In awe, Christopher whispered, “This can't be happening...” 
 
    The woman released her grip on James' hair, causing his face to hit the floor with a loud thud. She pulled a handkerchief out of her pocket and cleaned the scalpel. When she finished, she calmly walked through a doorway under the staircase. The sound of creaky floorboards seeped into the hall as she walked down a flight of stairs and entered her dungeon. 
 
    Christopher stood in shock. In a matter of minutes, he witnessed a brief fight at the top of the stairs and a brutal murder only four meters away from him. Murder—it wasn't like the movies. It was jarring and traumatic. The death of his acquaintance, someone he only knew for a few hours, crushed him, plowing through him like an eighteen-wheeler. 
 
    He slowly approached James' body, tears dripping from his eyes with each blink. He bent over and gently shook James' shoulder, but to no avail—the young man didn't awaken. He looked at his hand with a grimace of disgust. James' blood painted his fingertips red. He had blood on his hands, guilt on his shoulders. 
 
    A roaring buzzing sound emerged from the basement. 
 
    Christopher recognized the sound—a chainsaw. He cried as he staggered away from James' body. He had to abandon James and that fact killed him inside. He didn't have any other options, though. He couldn't wait until the woman caught him. A small hunting knife—which seemed to be trapped in its sheath—couldn't compete with a chainsaw. 
 
    He ran out of the house as the woman walked up the stairs. He ran in place at the bottom of the porch steps as he planned his next move. He thought about retracing his steps and returning to his car, but he didn't want to lead the chainsaw-wielding maniac to his girlfriend. So, he sprinted into a field of dry crops on the right side of the house. 
 
    He could still hear the growling chainsaw inside of the house as he jumped over the dead crops. He slipped and slid on the soil, barely keeping his footing. He struggled to control himself as fear and adrenaline pumped through his body. He felt a warm sensation in his legs. He glanced back at the house and gasped. 
 
    The woman burst through the front door. She stood on the porch and glanced around, frantically searching for Christopher. 
 
    Christopher took a tumble in the field, landing face-first in the dirt. He quickly crawled forward, then he turned around to see what he tripped on. His eyes widened as he spotted two human heads protruding from the soil like common plants. The decomposing heads had thick, droopy gray skin. Some parts of the heads were even missing skin, leaving their skulls exposed. 
 
    Their eyes were gouged out by the crows. Maggots slithered in-and-out of their eye sockets while others squirmed in their gaping mouths. Patches of long hair remained on their heads. Judging from the facial features and hair, it was safe to assume the victims were women—and they were buried from the neck-down. 
 
    His bottom lip quivering, Christopher whispered, “What the fuck is this place?” He glanced up and shouted, “Shit!” 
 
    The woman finally spotted him. She ran down the porch steps, holding the roaring chainsaw over her head. 
 
    Christopher scampered away from the rotting heads. He could only hope his pursuer would trip on the heads and kill herself with the chainsaw. He jumped over another set of dead crops, then he ran into the overgrown grass. He squeezed past a set of shrubs, then he slid to a stop.  
 
    He spotted the abandoned housing development a quarter-mile away. Thanks to the sunlight, he could clearly see the area was desolate. However, the houses still offered him a place to hide. He clenched his jaw and sprinted as fast as possible, exerting all of his energy. He easily outran the maniacal woman, arriving at the housing development in ninety seconds. 
 
    As he jogged across the unpaved street between the houses, Christopher murmured, “No one's home. I have to find a... a... a hiding place. Somewhere she can't see, somewhere she can't reach... Where do I go? Where?” 
 
    He ran through the doorless doorway of a one-and-a-half story house to his left. He found himself in the unfurnished living room of a house. Dust clung to the walls and spiders skittered across the floor, but it was surprisingly clean. He ran towards the staircase to his left. He stopped at the bottom of the steps and whimpered. All of the stairs were broken, snapped and cracked. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered. 
 
    Christopher glanced over his shoulder as the growling chainsaw grew louder. He refused to surrender. He entered the kitchen through the archway in the living room. Like the other rooms, the kitchen was unfurnished, so he couldn't find any longer or stronger weapons. The sound of the chainsaw increased in volume as the woman jogged onto the unpaved road. 
 
    Christopher ran out of the house through the back door. He jogged in place as he glanced every which way, hopelessly searching for an escape route. Beyond the pasture, he could see the mountains and hills. He wondered if the murderous woman would chase him until he died or if she'd eventually run out of stamina. 
 
    I can't survive out there, he thought, I don't have any water, I don't have any survival skills. 
 
    His eyes sparkled with hope as he spotted a stack of plywood along the back side of the house. The stack stood a meter tall. He stared at the plywood, then at the gutter, then back at the plywood. A chainsaw could easily rip through the plywood, but the woman wouldn't be able to climb onto the house with the chainsaw. 
 
    He hopped onto the stack of plywood, then he grabbed the gutter. The gutter sounded as if it would break at any moment, groaning and creaking, but he was able to climb onto the roof of the first floor. The sun beating down on his neck, he crawled across the roof and peeked over at the unpaved road below. 
 
    The woman ran out of a house across the street, swinging the chainsaw every which way. She screamed—a blurt of incomprehensible noise. She lost track of Christopher and that frustrated her. She peeked into another house, but she found the same results—nothing. She turned off the chainsaw as she shambled back to the mansion, whimpering like a newborn baby. 
 
    Christopher sighed in relief. He rolled onto his back and stared at the blue sky. He watched as a fluffy cloud sailed across the sky. He held the sheath close to his chest and cried. He thought: if I pulled the knife out, I could have saved him. He held his hands over his face and sobbed, tears streaming down his cheeks and mucus dripping from his nostrils. He was stranded on top of the house, forced to fight for survival without a plan. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The Sheriff 
 
      
 
    “Look!” Kiara shouted as she pointed ahead. “It's a car. It's a... It's a cop car! We're saved! Oh, God, we're actually saved!” 
 
    Lucas and Nina walked a few meters behind Kiara, vigilant but curious. The couple leaned to their right and stared over Kiara's shoulder. They peered through the heat haze rising from the sweltering pavement. A man appeared to be sitting on a police cruiser on the side of the road less than half-a-mile away from them. 
 
    Kiara asked, “You see it, right? I'm not going crazy, am I?” 
 
    Lucas smiled and said, “I see it. It's the sheriff.” 
 
    The group shared a sigh of relief. They couldn't help but laugh, too. It wasn't a shared mirage caused by heat exhaustion, it was real. They had walked on the left side of the road for thirty minutes without a single sign of life. The road remained desolate during their entire walk, abandoned by humanity. There weren't many animals around, either. With their limited supply of water, they wouldn't have made it to the nearest town before collapsing. 
 
    They jogged down the side of the road. Kiara jogged ahead of the couple, jumping and screaming for help. Lucas held Nina's hand, making sure she didn't fall behind. As they approached, they could see the sheriff sitting on the hood of the car. Despite their yelling and running, the sheriff remained calm and seated, as if he were bored. 
 
    Out of breath and drenched in sweat, Lucas, Nina, and Kiara stopped in front of the cruiser. Nina and Kiara bent over with their hands on their knees as they wheezed and groaned. His hands on his back, Lucas walked around the women as he caught his breath. He kept his eyes on the sheriff, baffled by his nonchalant demeanor. 
 
    The sheriff wore a long-sleeve tan shirt and olive-green trousers. Pit stains already formed on his shirt. Fortunately, he had an extra in the trunk. His wavy hair protruded from under his beige shade hat. Stubble covered his well-defined jawline. His baby-blue eyes were difficult to read. He was in his late thirties, but he could have passed for much younger. The man was handsome and charming, but he gave off an enigmatic vibe. 
 
    The sheriff didn't seem concerned about the group. He stared down at the handheld speed gun in his right hand as he patiently waited to continue his duty. 
 
    As he recomposed himself, Lucas asked, “Didn't you hear us calling you, man? We... We need help. We woke up, um... one, almost two hours ago and some of our friends were missing. They left their clothes and belongings behind and... and I don't know, man. They're just gone. We need your help.” 
 
    The sheriff stared at Lucas with a deadpan expression. He glanced over at the women, examining them from head-to-toe. 
 
    In a soft voice, the sheriff said, “My name is Micah Wakefield. You can call me 'Micah.' I'm the sheriff around these parts. Since I've never seen you in this county—and, believe me, I know everyone around these parts—I think it would be wise of you to identify yourselves. And, please avoid any sudden movements. We don't want any trouble, do we?” 
 
    Lucas furrowed his brow and shook his head, amazed. He was befuddled by the sheriff's sheer negligence. 
 
    Lucas stuttered, “My–My name is Lucas. This is–” 
 
    “What's your last name?” 
 
    “Santiago. My name is Lucas Santiago. This is my girlfriend, Nina Nakamura.” 
 
    Kiara stepped forward and said, “I'm Kiara Foster.” 
 
    Micah nodded and said, “It's nice to meet y'all. It really is. Now, please, calmly explain your little situation.” 
 
    Lucas said, “I told you: some of our friends are missing. We were tired, so we spent the night on the side of the road. We slept in our cars. When we woke up, my friend, Andrea Stone, was missing.” He pointed at Kiara and said, “Her friend, Carlos, was missing, too. We looked around and, um... Someone cut our tires, so we couldn't drive. Some of our other friends went over to a big house a few miles down the road.” 
 
    Micah pointed behind the group and asked, “That way?” 
 
    “Yeah. They saw some tracks, so they decided to follow 'em to a house we saw back there.” 
 
    Hmm—the sound of contemplation and hesitation slipped past the sheriff's sealed lips. To the group, it sounded like he didn't believe them. 
 
    Micah said, “Please don't get offended by this, I'm just doing my job after all, but I have to ask: have you consumed any drugs in the last twenty-four hours?” 
 
    “No,” Lucas responded. “We're clean, okay? We stayed hydrated, too. We weren't hallucinating or anything like that. This is real, sir.” 
 
    “Good, good. You see, I caught a kid the other week and he told me about a man who took his sister and... and ate her face. It took me a while to get him under control, but I got him—eventually. After I locked him up for his own safety, I investigated his claims. It's my job, as you can see. Well, it turned out the kid was high on bath salts. He ate his sister's face for no apparent reason. He was, um... He was 'tripping,' as they say. So, I don't want you kids bringing that kind of crap to my wholesome town. I won't have it.” 
 
    Lucas removed his cap and dug his fingers into his hair. He turned towards Nina and Kiara. He couldn't help but chuckle, surprised by the sheriff's tangent. People were missing and their lives were in danger, but the sheriff was too busy telling small-town stories to help. 
 
    Lucas turned towards the cruiser and said, “Our friends. We need to find our friends, okay?” 
 
    Micah asked, “Did you try calling them?” 
 
    “They left their phones behind.” 
 
    “Do they have a history of disappearing?” 
 
    “No, not like this. Andrea likes messing around with guys, but she doesn't just disappear. It's different this time. I mean, she wouldn't run off in the middle of our road trip. She wouldn't have anywhere to go.” 
 
    “Okay. I'll humor you for the moment. I don't really have anything else to do anyway. I was only sitting out here waiting to catch a few speeders so I can make some money for our little town. The economy hasn't been treating us well as of late, I hate to say,” Micah said. He stood from the hood of the cruiser. He beckoned to the group and said, “Hop into the back seat of my car. Y'all can lead me to your cars so I can investigate the crime scene and find your friends.” 
 
    Lucas leaned to his right and stared into the interior of the cruiser through the windshield. The cage partition between the front and rear seats was worrisome. By entering the car, they would be relinquishing their freedom and cornering themselves. 
 
    Lucas asked, “Aren't you going to call it in?” 
 
    “Of course I am. I'll call it in while we drive to the scene of the crime.” 
 
    As she stood behind her boyfriend, Nina stuttered, “Wha–What about backup? You–You're going to do this all alone?” 
 
    Again, Micah stared at the group with a steady expression. Their reluctance was suspicious. They asked him for help, but they refused to accept his helping hand. 
 
    Micah said, “Y'all are sounding like you have something to hide. Listen, you're not in Dallas. You're not in Houston, either. I'm the only sheriff in my small town. I have a civilian dispatcher working for me at the station. I can deputize him, but I don't think he'll make much of a difference. He ain't the brightest boy. Now, do you want my help or not?” 
 
    Lucas glanced at Nina, then at Kiara. To his dismay, they looked at him for direction. He was responsible for their well-being. He refused to put Nina in harm's way. Although he barely knew Kiara, he still cared about her safety. He's a sheriff, he thought, he's one of the good guys, he's here to help us. 
 
    Lucas said, “Fine. It's only a few miles down the road.” 
 
    “Alright, let's get to it,” Micah said. 
 
    As directed, the group squeezed into the back seat. Lucas and Kiara sat in the window seats while Nina sat in between them. The immense heat in the car immediately smothered them. 
 
    As Micah drove onto the road, Lucas leaned forward and asked, “Don't you have some sort of 'missing persons' procedure? Shouldn't you be calling the FBI or something?” 
 
    His eyes locked on the road, Micah said, “I'm going to call it in to my dispatcher. If I find anything I can't handle while I investigate, he'll contact the proper authorities. The situation is under control right now. Besides, if you really want to find your friends, the sooner I get out into the field, the better.” 
 
    Lucas sighed as he sank back into his seat. The sheriff made sense. As Micah grabbed his radio and called his dispatcher, the travelers glanced at each other with worried eyes. They didn't have any other options. They could only wait and see. 
 
    *** 
 
    The police cruiser rolled to a stop near the hatchback. The vehicles remained parked in the same place. The tent still stood a few meters away from the cars. Nothing had changed since the group split ways. 
 
    Micah grabbed his shade hat from the dashboard, then he climbed out the car. He placed the hat on his head as he opened the door next to Kiara. 
 
    The sheriff said, “Come on, climb on out of there. I want y'all to stand in front of my car while I investigate. Please keep your hands in front of you at all times. I don't want any problems from y'all.” 
 
    One-by-one, Kiara, Nina, and Lucas climbed out of the car. They walked to the front of the police cruiser. The sheriff never threatened them, he was pleasant company, but they still feared him. As far as they were concerned, there were no other police officers in the area to control him. He could have been a psychopath with a badge. 
 
    Micah searched the area between the vehicles and the tent, carefully lunging over any potential evidence. He spotted the residue from the bonfire. Crushed beer cans littered the ground around him. He knelt down and inspected a crushed blunt. 
 
    Micah said, “Beer, marijuana... Some party, huh?” He glanced back at the group and asked, “You said you weren't under the influence, didn't you?” 
 
    Lucas stuttered, “We–We're not. It was... We had a few drinks and we smoked a little last night. That's all. I mean, it wasn't even enough to get drunk or high. You have my word on that, officer.” 
 
    “Sheriff.” 
 
    “Wha–What?” 
 
    “I'm a sheriff, not a police officer. There's a difference. You see, I have statewide jurisdiction.” 
 
    An awkward silence befell the group. They looked at each other. Lucas looked serious, a clenched jaw and a set of narrowed eyes. Kiara looked anxious, her arms crossed as her shoulders shuddered. Fear glimmered in Nina's eyes. They all shared the same thought: he's not a normal sheriff. 
 
    Micah stood up and patted the dirt off his pants. He said, “Don't worry. I don't care about the weed. These days, there's really nothing we can do about it. Hell, if I had friends, I'd probably smoke the ganja, too. If it was that harder shit—heroin, crack, salts—then we'd have a big problem.” He glanced over at the group and said, “Just don't lie to me anymore. That won't end well for either of us.” 
 
    Once again, the group was baffled. One moment, the sheriff spoke about his wish to smoke marijuana in his lonely, pitiful life; the next, he vaguely threatened them. His inconsistent attitude was worrisome. 
 
    Micah walked around the truck. He peeked into the homemade camper, then he examined the punctured wheels. He approached the hatchback and did the same. 
 
    He said, “You were right. Someone maliciously sliced your tires. The cuts are clean, too clean to be a coincidence. No, sir, this wasn't an animal or an accident. Judging from the punctures, I'd say he used a knife or a very sharp bone. There are a lot of animal remains out here, you see. It would be easy, too easy...” He glanced over at the tent and asked, “Where were they sleeping?” 
 
    Lucas said, “They slept in the tent.” 
 
    “And the rest of you slept in your cars?” 
 
    The group nodded—yeah. 
 
    As he approached the tent, Micah asked, “When did you notice they were missing?” 
 
    Kiara responded, “It was around 5:30 this morning. My boyfriend woke up and noticed no one was in there.” 
 
    “And, where's your boyfriend now?” 
 
    “We told you: he followed the tracks to that house we were talking about.” 
 
    “Right, right...” 
 
    Micah knelt down in front of the tent. He pinched his nose and grimaced. The pungent scent still lingered in the tent. He leaned back and looked at the footprints around the tent—one set, overlapping over itself multiple times. He quickly examined the interior of the tent, gliding his eyes over the clothing, the cell phones, and the empty cans of beer. He waved his hand in front of his nose as he returned to his cruiser. 
 
    The sheriff said, “I believe the perp—and there only appears to be one—may have stalked you during the night. First, he walked around your tent and sprayed ether on it for a few minutes. He waited until the ether knocked them out, then he carried them away. He cut your tires last because he was afraid of waking you, but he didn't want you to have the means to chase him. That's the theory at least.” He pointed at the pasture across the street and asked, “Now, you said your friends followed that path over there, right?” 
 
    Lucas said, “Yes. They found tracks, so they followed them.” 
 
    “I see. Well, that's a long driveway to that old house back there. I usually don't bother them, but, since this seems like an important issue and the evidence links together well enough, I'll go over there and have a word with them. Get back in the car.” 
 
    Lucas gazed into Micah's eyes. He couldn't find a shred of deceit in his soul. The soft-spoken man seemed like a genuinely decent person, despite his peculiar behavior. He climbed into the car. The women followed him, sitting in the same seats as before. 
 
    Micah removed his hat and hopped into the driver's seat. As he turned into the driveway, he whispered, “Let's follow the rainbow and find this pot of gold...” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Honest People 
 
      
 
    The car bounced on the pitted dirt road, causing the occupants to sway left and right. A few branches struck the windshield and side-view mirrors, and leaves rained down onto the car from the few trees in the area. A cloud of dirt billowed behind them, obscuring their vision of the main road beyond the pasture. The vehicle rolled at five miles per hour. It took them around three minutes to reach the house. 
 
    Upon spotting the house, Lucas, Nina, and Kiara simultaneously leaned forward—astonished. The Plantation-era house resembled something out of a history textbook. The cruiser rolled to a stop in front of the house. 
 
    Through the rear-view mirror, Micah watched the group in the back seat. He said, “This house was owned by a great man. A war veteran, a farmer, a real-estate developer, a philanthropist... He was a little of everything before he passed away. Now, the house is owned by the man's son. This man has been more concerned with his other projects to really tend to the house, so it ended up like this—dusty. He's a good man, though. He works hard for his piece of the pie, even when it only looks like crumbs. I haven't had any trouble from him before and that's the truth.” 
 
    Lucas stared at Micah's downcast eyes through the rear-view mirror. The sheriff appeared to be saddened by the area's history. He truly cared about the residents of his town. 
 
    Nina grabbed Lucas' hand, anxious and frightened. Kiara stared at the house as she thought about Christopher. They didn't see Christopher and James during their drive and they reached a dead end, so they were concerned. 
 
    Are you in there, James?–Lucas thought as he glanced over at the house. His mind was flooded with memories from the previous night. The previous night was dream-like, filled with love and laughter, while the morning was nightmarish. 
 
    Micah said, “I'm going to go ahead and check if they're home. I'll knock and ask if they've seen your friends. They're honest people. They'll tell the truth.” 
 
    As Micah opened his door, Lucas asked, “Can you unlock the doors?” The sheriff glanced back at him with a furrowed brow. Lucas explained, “I just want to be able to move around. We're sitting ducks back here, sir. Can you let us out?” 
 
    “I can't do that. You look like good kids, but... looks can be deceiving. You could be the bad guys in this story. I just can't risk it.” 
 
    “We're not the 'bad guys,' sir. Please, believe me.” 
 
    “Well, you've already lied to me once, so... Just sit back and give me a minute. I'll be right back.” 
 
    Micah grabbed his shade hat from the passenger seat, then he climbed out of the car. From the back seat, the group watched as the sheriff placed the hat on his head and marched up to the house. As he walked up the porch steps, most of his body vanished behind one of the columns. 
 
    Lucas leaned back and scooted closer to the window. He could barely see Micah's back from the back seat. 
 
    Kiara leaned forward and asked, “Where did he go? What's he doing?” 
 
    “I've got my eyes on him. He's still on the porch,” Lucas responded. “I think he's talking to someone.” 
 
    “Can you see who it is? Hmm? Can you see Chris?” 
 
    “I don't see James, Chris, Andie... anyone. I can only see the sheriff's back. He's... Wait a minute. I think he just went inside.” 
 
    Nina asked, “What? Do you think they invited him in for coffee or something?” 
 
    Lucas and Kiara sank back into their seats, disappointed. The sheriff was supposed to help them, but he appeared to be lollygagging. Four of their friends inexplicably vanished in less than twelve hours. They were trapped in a cop car outside of a mysterious, ominous house. 
 
    Kiara asked, “Do you think he knows them? I mean, like, do you think they can just buy him off?” 
 
    Nina asked, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You heard him. The economy has been rough on him. What if this guy really had something to do with all of the disappearances? What if this guy just pays the sheriff to make all of this go away? What do we do then? We'd be fucked, right?” 
 
    Nina nodded and responded, “Yeah, I guess so... He did say he was the only sheriff in town.” 
 
    Lucas said, “Everything is under control. For all we know, Christopher, James, Carlos, and Andrea might be in there right now, eating a big breakfast with this guy's family. They could be receiving some ol' fashioned Texan hospitality, right?” 
 
    “I don't know about that,” Nina responded. “I want to be optimistic, but... Don't you think the sheriff was a little 'off?' He was acting strange, wasn't he?” 
 
    Yes—the answer was obvious. Lucas didn't want to frighten his girlfriend, though. He tried to keep the situation from snowballing out of control. People seemed to act unpredictably when they were frightened or concerned. 
 
    Kiara said, “He was acting very strange. I mean, did you hear him talking about smoking 'ganja' if he had friends? What the hell was he talking about?” She shook her head and stared down at her lap. She said, “I think we'll be okay, though. It's three against one, right? He can't be that bad. If he tries anything, we–” 
 
    Kiara stopped and stared out the passenger window with narrowed eyes, as if she were trying to spot something a mile away. Lucas and Nina turned and stared out the window, too. 
 
    The sheriff stood on the porch. His lips flapped, he clearly spoke to someone inside of the house, but they couldn't hear his words. He didn't appear flustered by his findings. He waved and smiled, then he walked down the porch steps. He carried a small duffel bag in his right hand. He opened the front passenger door and leaned into the car. A putrid stench followed him. 
 
    Micah said, “Well, I had a talk with the owner and his wife. They were pleasant, as usual. We had a discussion and we made some progress in the investigation. I think I came up with something, but it might not be concrete.” 
 
    Lucas asked, “Did you find our friends?” 
 
    “That depends. Is this your friend?” 
 
    Micah pulled James' decapitated head out of the duffel bag, a fistful of his bloodied blonde hair clenched in his hand. James' eyes were closed, but his mouth dangled open. Blood stained his lips and chin, as if blood were foaming out of his mouth. Blood also dripped from his neck, plopping on the center console. 
 
    Nina shrieked at the top of her lungs as she stared at the head. She had witnessed violence in movies before, but she never witnessed real gore. Kiara turned away and hysterically bawled, shocked. She could only imagine what they did to Christopher. Lucas was rendered speechless by the revelation. He stared at his best friend's decapitated head in utter awe. 
 
    Micah softly chuckled, tickled by their reactions. He placed the head on the dashboard facing the rear seats of the car. He pulled a particulate mask out of the bag, then he tossed it over his face. The mask covered his nose and mouth. Then, he pulled a small black canister out of his shirt pocket. 
 
    Without saying another word, he sprayed ether into the back seat of the car. He soaked the cage partition and sprayed the occupants. The pungent scent immediately stained the interior of the vehicle. 
 
    The sheriff leaned out of the car, waving his hand in front of his face. He took ten steps back, then he stopped. With his hands on his hips, he watched as the group screamed and struggled. 
 
    Nina and Kiara kicked the partition with all of their might, causing the cage to screech and rattle. Lucas held his shirt over his nose and struck the window with his elbow. They couldn't break free, though. There wasn't enough room in the back seat to break the partition or the windows. That didn't stop them from trying. 
 
    Micah said, “Now, please don't go and ruin my car. I gave y'all a lift after all. Have some respect.” 
 
    Lucas coughed, then he shouted, “I'm going to kill you, you sick bastard! I'm–” He coughed and grunted as he caught another whiff of the ether. He stuttered, “Le–Let us out! Don't.... Don't do this!” 
 
    “You'll be out of there in a few minutes. It'll be even faster if you stop fighting it. Relax. Let it be.” 
 
    Micah patiently waited for the ether to take effect. Ten minutes—it took ten minutes for Lucas, Nina, and Kiara to fall unconscious. Their bodies were slumped over each other. The partition was damaged, the windows were scuffed. The acrid stench still lingered in the car. 
 
    The sheriff glanced over at the front door of the house and yelled, “Esther! Esther, I need you to give me a hand! I caught some more of 'em!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Welcome Home 
 
      
 
    Lucas hissed and snorted as he abruptly awoke. A blinding light dawned on him from above—Heaven? Tears blurred his vision, causing him to see double. He glanced down at his feet, then up at his hands. He lay on the stainless steel workbench in the middle of the kitchen. His wrists and ankles were handcuffed to the legs of the table, spreading his arms and legs away from his body. 
 
    He whimpered and muttered, “Damn it... What did he do to me? Where... Where is everyone?” 
 
    He lifted his head from the table and glanced around the kitchen. Due to his blurred vision, he couldn't see much of the room. There was a door across from the foot of the table. Someone appeared to be sitting in front of the door. To his right, there was an archway leading into the dining room. There was another door to his left. He glanced over at the sink beyond the head of the workbench, his eyes rolling up into his head. 
 
    Tears welling in his eyes, Lucas said, “Wake up. Please, wake up. We... We can't die like this, damn it! Wake up!” 
 
    Nina lay in the cupboard under the sink, handcuffed to a sturdy pipe. Her head and shoulders rested in the cupboard while the rest of her body lay on the chilly linoleum tiles of the kitchen. She moaned and sniffled as she awoke. Her nostrils stung with each breath, but she couldn't stop sniffling. 
 
    Kiara sat on the floor in front of the door, handcuffed to the door knob. Her eyelids flickered as she awoke. She smacked her lips and moaned. She tried to move forward, but the handcuffs pulled her back. She indistinctly mumbled as she wiggled the door knob, but to no avail—the door was locked. 
 
    As he looked at his wrists and ankles, confused but determined, Lucas said, “Nina, you... you have to wake up. You have to find a–a weapon. You can get up and you can get a knife from the counter. Come on, baby, you can do this. Nina, you have to–” 
 
    Nina shrieked at the top of her lungs. The bloodcurdling scream echoed through the palatial house. Lucas bounced on the table and glanced over at the sink, trying his best to see his girlfriend. He feared someone else was in the room. 
 
    Lucas asked, “What? What's wrong? What's happening?” 
 
    “A rat!” Nina shouted as she squirmed under the sink. She cried hysterically, then she said, “Damn it... There's a fucking rat down here, Lucas! Help me!” 
 
    Nina squirmed every which way as a filthy rat wandered the cupboard, nibbling on anything in its path. Although she was captured and restrained, she feared the rat more than anything at the moment. 
 
    “Please settle down,” Micah said as he stood in the archway. 
 
    Lucas and Kiara glanced over at the sheriff. Nina couldn't see him from the cupboard, but she recognized his soft voice. They remembered the sheriff's unexpected attack in the police cruiser. 
 
    Micah said, “Well, I see you're all finally awake. To be honest with you, I was afraid I might have killed you. You never know with these types of things... Anyway, I hope y'all can accept my sincerest apologies for these unpleasant circumstances. I know: it's tight. This is a big house, I wish I could give you some room to breathe, but I can't have you all over the place. Not now, at least. So, I had to improvise.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Lucas shouted. 
 
    Weak and depressed, Kiara stuttered, “Pl–Please, don't... don't hurt us. I just... I want to see my boyfriend. I won't tell anyone. Let us go. Please...” 
 
    Nina whimpered in the cupboard, weaving and bobbing her head as she tried to dodge the rat. Her mind was addled by the ether, so she couldn't focus. Micah's voice horrified her, but she couldn't find the words to respond. 
 
    Saliva spurting from his lips, Lucas glared at Micah and shouted, “You won't get away with this, you bastard! People will be looking for us! They know we were on this trip. They'll find the cars and a real sheriff will track us to your house. Do you understand me? You're fucked!” 
 
    “Be quiet,” Micah said, his eyes closed in frustration. The captives sniffled and cried, but they didn't say another word. Micah opened his eyes and said, “I don't want to complicate this. I'm a simple man, so let's keep this simple. Y'all are going to share this room until I'm done explaining the situation to you. I only need a few more minutes to get rid of the other bodies.” 
 
    Other bodies—Nina bawled as she heard those words. Those words meant he had killed before and the bodies were still in the house. She thought about James and Andrea. Memories of their friendship throughout her three years of college flashed in her mind. Oh, God, they're really dead, she thought, I can feel it. 
 
    Disregarding the excessive crying, Micah continued, “I don't want you to be afraid. At least, not now. All of you will have the opportunity to live. I don't want to kill you. I only want your saliva. The women's saliva, to be precise.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Lucas muttered. “Listen, man, we don't give a crap about your sick fetishes. Just let us go. Okay? Don't do something you'll regret for... for saliva. I know it's lonely out here, but don't let it get to your head.” 
 
    Micah responded, “I don't want to do this the hard way, but I will if I have to.” He glanced over his shoulder and said, “Daisy, you can come in now.” 
 
    Daisy Wakefield stepped into the archway, a glass jar in her hands. Her blonde hair was tied in a neat bun and she wore a gray house dress. Naturally petite, her high heels propelled her to a five-five stature. She seemed bashful, keeping her head and shoulders low. 
 
    Micah said, “This is Daisy, my wife. I'd appreciate it if you showed her some respect during your stay.” 
 
    In a soft tone, even softer than her husband's voice, Daisy said, “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Get to work,” Micah demanded. 
 
    Like an obedient animal, trained for years, Daisy nodded and daintily walked into the kitchen. She knelt down in front of Kiara. She held the jar under Kiara's chin, then she nodded at the young woman, as if to say: go on, I don't bite. 
 
    Baffled, Kiara stuttered, “Wha–What? Are you... Are you serious? You really want my... my saliva?” 
 
    Daisy pushed the jar closer to her chin and nodded. She didn't have much to say about the situation. Kiara sobbed as she reluctantly drooled. Her saliva slowly filled the sixteen-ounce jar, milliliter-by-milliliter. The process was slow, but the couple was determined to siphon the saliva. Time wasn't an obstacle for the Wakefield family. 
 
    As he slowly strolled around the workbench, Micah said, “I think it's pretty obvious now, but... I guess I should explain. The man I told you about in the car... That was my father. I didn't tell you about myself, so you may believe that I 'deceived' you, but I didn't lie about him. My father was a war hero, a provider of food, and a genuine benefactor of the city. He asked for nothing in return. He had big plans for the expansion of our little town. If you saw this house from the road, then you probably saw the abandoned housing development out there, too. That was my father's project. Unfortunately, he passed away from a heart attack before they could finish it. I couldn't continue it for him. Nope, not me. I'm not as good as him. Never was, as a matter of fact...” He stopped at the foot of the table and glanced up at the ceiling. He said, “Anyway, I inherited this house when he passed away. I haven't done well by it. I'm not worthy of it. Not yet, at least...” 
 
    Lucas stared at Micah with wide eyes and asked, “What the hell does that have to do with us, you psycho?” 
 
    Micah leaned over the workbench, his knuckles planted on the steel tabletop. He said, “My father is very important to me. None of this would be happening if it wasn't for him. You see, my father came to me in a dream. It was a... a one-of-a-kind, once-in-a-lifetime type of dream. He delivered a message from the great beyond, so to speak. He said, if I drink the saliva of forty women, I will become immortal. Therefore, I shall not die from a heart attack. I shall break free from our family history of heart disease. Immortality... Yes, it would make me immortal.” 
 
    The sheriff glanced over at Kiara and Daisy. He couldn't help but smile as he stared at the jar. The saliva, slimy and bubbly, made his taste buds tingle. He imagined himself chugging an entire jar of saliva. The taste of power could captivate the most humble man. 
 
    Micah licked his lips, then he said, “Beyond immortality, I may even receive superhuman abilities... Yes, that's what my father said.” 
 
    Lucas asked, “And you believed him? You believed a... a man from your dreams?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “You're insane, man. You need help. Believing in him would be like... like... like listening to a hallucination. The heat must be getting to you 'cause this is crazy. It's batshit crazy!” 
 
    Micah approached his male captive. He stared down at Lucas with a steady expression. He wasn't insulted or ashamed, he simply wasn't very expressive. He gently slapped Lucas' cheek. Lucas scowled and shook his head, but he couldn't avoid the slaps. The handcuffs restrained his movements. He felt powerless. 
 
    The sheriff said, “I don't need the saliva of men. My father was very clear about that. That doesn't mean you have to die. If everything goes as planned, I might let you live.” 
 
    From the cupboard, Nina could see the workbench. She had the perfect view of the maniacal sheriff, but she could only see her boyfriend's hands. 
 
    Nina cried, “Please, don't hurt him. Don't hurt us. We're good people, mister. Don't do this, I'm begging you.” 
 
    Micah turned towards the counters behind him. His head slowly turned from left to right, as if he were scanning the countertops. Hmm—the sound slipped past his sealed lips. 
 
    As he turned around, Nina spotted the wooden rolling pin in his hand. There was no dough in sight, though. 
 
    Without saying another word, Micah struck Lucas' head with the rolling pin. Lucas bounced an inch into the air, shocked by the attack. Micah gritted his teeth as he hit him again. The second blow landed on his left temple, instantly knocking him unconscious. It wasn't over, though. 
 
    Micah repeatedly struck him with the rolling pin—thud, thud, thud. The sound of those dreadful thuds echoed through the house. A gash materialized on the left side of Lucas' forehead, squirting blood like a garden sprinkler. A large bump already formed on his brow, too. 
 
    Lucas grunted and snorted, twitched and flinched, but he didn't awaken. 
 
    Nina shouted, “Stop it! You're killing him!” 
 
    Micah stopped himself before he could hit him again. The tip of the bloodied rolling pin hovered a foot over Lucas' head. Blood dripped from the rolling pin, plopping on Lucas' cheek. He sighed, then he threw the rolling pin into the sink. 
 
    Grimacing in fear, Nina said, “Lucas, wake up. Please, don't leave me like this. You... You promised you'd never leave me. Please, baby, wake up. This... This can't be happening...” 
 
    She tried to pull her arms away from the pipe, but to no avail—the handcuffs were unbreakable, the pipe was sturdy. 
 
    She screamed, “Help! Somebody help! We're trapped! He's going to kill us!” 
 
    Micah shook his head and said, “Now, I just told you I wouldn't kill you if I didn't have to. Why would you lie like that, ma'am?” 
 
    “Help! Oh, God, he's going to kill us! Please! Somebody! Anybody! Help!” Nina shouted, disregarding the sheriff's words. 
 
    Micah sneered in annoyance. He wasn't worried about Nina's screaming, though. Her shouts for help couldn't reach the main road. 
 
    Kiara kicked Daisy's thigh, pushing the housewife away from her. She hysterically cried, joining the symphony of obnoxious noise. 
 
    Kiara shouted, “Where's Chris?! What did you do to my boyfriend?” 
 
    Daisy frowned and said, “I'm sorry, I don't know what you're talking about.” 
 
    “Where is he?!” 
 
    As he approached the sink, Micah said, “Don't speak to her, Daisy. Store the saliva before you spill it.” 
 
    He knelt down in front of the sink. He dodged Nina's wild legs and reached into the cupboard. He grabbed the sides of her head, then he smashed the back of her dome on the bottom of the cupboard. The wood creaked and groaned while the rat squealed and scampered away. He lifted her up, then he smashed her head on the cupboard again. He repeated the process once more. 
 
    Nina was knocked unconscious by the third blow. 
 
    Micah wiped his hands and muttered to himself as he approached the door. He stared down at Kiara, bored and emotionless. She cried and begged for mercy, but it didn't matter to him. The sheriff, a man who swore to serve and protect the public, was apathetic. The cold, hollow look in his eyes revealed his heartless personality. 
 
    Teary-eyed, Kiara said, “Please, tell me he's okay. My boyfriend, Christopher Hayes, came to this house. You didn't... You didn't kill him, did you? Is he okay?” The sheriff didn't respond. Kiara cried, “I just need to know if he's alive. Please, sir, I'm begging you. Say something.” 
 
    “He's alive,” Micah responded. “And he'll be arrested soon. He's going to be our scapegoat.” 
 
    “You–You can't do that. You have to–” 
 
    Mid-sentence, Micah kicked Kiara—a boot to the face. She fell limp, her arms dangling from the door knob. 
 
    Micah said, “Daisy, we're going to have to separate them. We're doing this the hard way.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The Siphoning of Nina Nakamura 
 
      
 
    “What... What happened? Where am I?” Nina mumbled as she awoke, her head slumped down. 
 
    She loudly swallowed the lump in her throat, struggling to choke down her fear. She glanced over to her left, then to her right. Her arms were stretched away from her body. Her wrists were tightly tied to a horizontal piece of wood with a durable roll of rope. She stared down at her bare feet, baffled. Her legs pressed together, her ankles were tied to an upright piece of wood. Her toes floated an inch above the grimy concrete floor. 
 
    Eyes wide with fear, she whispered, “Oh, no...” 
 
    She realized she was tied to a human-sized crucifix. The mere sight of the dried blood on the wood caused her to shudder in fear. She tried to move her arms and separate her legs, but the rope was too tight. She could barely move her hands and feet. She glanced around and searched for an object that could set her free. 
 
    She spotted a flight of stairs to her left. The stairs led to a floor above her, so she assumed the sheriff moved her to the basement of the house. She searched the room in front of her. She didn't recognize the dimly-lit dungeon, though. She didn't realize her close friend—Andrea Stone—died just beyond the curtains at the center of the room. 
 
    She jerked every which way and shouted, “Help! I'm down here! I'm in the... the basement! Please, don't leave me like this! I don't...” She stopped and whimpered, horrified by the possibilities creeping into her mind. Defeated, she lowered her head and whispered, “I don't want to die out here. Lucas, where are you?” 
 
    The curtains at the center of the room swung open with a loud whoosh sound. The dungeon wasn't vacant after all. 
 
    Nina lifted her head and stared at her unexpected guest. The woman with the mutilated face stood in front of the curtains, quiet and ominous. She still wore her blue house dress. White latex gloves veiled her hands, though. The gloves were smeared with blood. A few droplets of blood even stained her forearms. 
 
    Despite the blood, Nina could only focus on the woman's mutilated face. She was appalled by her crudely-sewn stitches and abscesses. She couldn't even stare her in the eyes since her left eye appeared to be permanently sealed. The woman emerged from Nina's worst nightmare—a living embodiment of the boogeyman. 
 
    Nina closed her eyes and lowered her head. She whispered, “This can't be happening. No, it's not real. Monsters aren't real.” 
 
    She heard a thudding sound in the room. She recognized the noise, too—bare feet on concrete. The woman slowly walked towards her, each footstep louder than the last. She also heard the sound of a door opening, causing her to wince. The sound of creaky footsteps followed. Someone's coming down the stairs, Nina thought, and she's coming right to me. 
 
    Saliva fell to the floor as her lips fluttered. She wheezed and groaned, unable to tame her fear. She felt death breathing down the nape of her neck. She held her breath as she felt a grip on her cheeks. Her head was lifted up. 
 
    “Open your eyes,” a man with a soft voice said. 
 
    Reluctant, Nina opened her eyes to a squint. Through her blurred vision, she could see the sheriff standing in front of her. The sheriff kidnapped her, but she preferred him to the woman with the disfigured face. To her dismay, she also spotted the mutilated woman standing behind Micah. She couldn't help but cry. 
 
    Micah said, “Stop it. You're wasting your saliva. You don't want to do that.” Nina slurped her saliva and sucked her lips inward, trying her best to stop herself from sobbing. The sheriff said, “I believe an introduction is in order. This is Esther Wakefield, my other wife. She doesn't speak very much, but she's a good girl. She knows her place and she knows what we must do to complete this journey.” 
 
    Esther stepped forward and bowed before the crucifix, then she stepped back. She stared at the prisoner as she patiently waited for her instructions. 
 
    Nina was astonished and baffled. The entire situation was surreal. Saliva beverages, superhuman abilities, other wives—nothing made sense to her. 
 
    Micah said, “You seem like an intelligent woman, ma'am. College-educated, right? So, I think you understand what's happening. I want to make this clear, though: one way or another, we are going to siphon your saliva. If you refuse to cooperate, we'll do it the hard way.” 
 
    Nina took a deep breath through her nose, then she stuttered, “I–I'll do... whatever you say as long as you let me see my boyfriend. I want to see Lucas.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend has a big mouth. He has a big bump on his head, too. He's not dead, though. He's alive and well. We sedated him and restrained him to a bed in a bedroom upstairs. He's doing fine.” 
 
    Nina gazed into Micah's soft eyes, trying to read him. The sheriff was enigmatic, surrounded by a cloud of mystery, but she couldn't sense a shred of deceit. He seemed genuine. Lucas is alive, she thought, he'll rescue all of us. 
 
    Micah shoved a small square piece of paper into her mouth. He placed pressure on her jaw, forcing her to close her mouth. 
 
    He sternly said, “Swallow.” 
 
    Nina didn't have the opportunity to analyze the situation. She moved the tab of paper around her mouth with the tip of her tongue. She couldn't taste anything, though. It didn't hurt her mouth, it didn't make her gag, so she swallowed it with a loud gulp sound. 
 
    Micah released his grip on her jaw and said, “Thank you. Since you're not giving me a hard time, I'll be honest with you. You just swallowed a tab of LSD.” 
 
    Nina's eyes widened as she stuttered, “L–LS... LSD?” 
 
    Her bottom lip quivered and tears streamed down her rosy cheeks. Aside from some marijuana, she rarely used drugs. She wasn't afraid of illegal drugs—she wasn't a narc or a prune—but she feared the consequences of consuming a hallucinogenic drug during such a horrifying time of uncertainty. She gagged and retched, attempting to vomit. 
 
    The sheriff said, “Don't do it, ma'am. If you vomit, I'll force you to eat it. I don't want to do that, but I won't allow you to make a mess in my father's house. Understood?” 
 
    Nina glanced at Micah, then at Esther, then back at Micah. She was tied to a crucifix and surrounded by a maniacal couple. She had to cooperate. She nodded—understood. 
 
    Micah said, “Good. Besides, you're going to want that LSD in your system. It will help you cope with the pain. You won't feel the side effects for another twenty, maybe thirty minutes, though. It'll make you salivate later, too. It's good stuff.” 
 
    Pain—the word echoed through her mind. She nervously laughed as she stared down at her bare feet. I'm tied to a fucking crucifix, she thought, he was always going to hurt me. 
 
    Nina stuttered, “Wha–What are... What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    Micah glanced over at Esther and said, “Get the tray. It's time to begin.” As his wife strolled to the other side of the room, the sheriff turned his attention to Nina and said, “I'm going to hurt you, ma'am. I'm not going to kill you, I'm just going to hurt you. You see, I've been testing a theory for the past few years and I seem to be correct. Of course, I require, um... extensive testing before I can truly say my theory is correct. I believe pain—emotional and physical—causes the excessive secretion of saliva. That's my theory. So, I'm going to torture the saliva out of you.” 
 
    Nina shook her head and cried, “No, no, no. Pl–Please, I'll give you my saliva. You... You don't have to hurt me. I'm–” 
 
    “Stop begging and accept it. It'll be easier that way,” Micah interrupted. 
 
    *** 
 
    The curtains whooshed open again. Esther approached the crucifix, a metal tray in her hands. Thin sticks and an empty glass jar sat on the tray. The sticks emitted a putrid stench, like rotten eggs mixed in a drum of raw sewage and human remains. Esther held the jar under Nina's chin while balancing the tray in her other hand. 
 
    As he grabbed one of the sticks, Micah explained, “These are bamboo skewers dipped in sulfur. They're thin but sturdy. This is going to sting.” 
 
    The sheriff grabbed Nina's left hand. He tightly gripped her index finger, stopping her from wiggling her finger. Before she could say another word, he shoved the tip of the skewer under her fingernail, causing a squishing crackling sound to occur. Her fingernail was painted red with blood, cracked down the middle. 
 
    Nina shrieked in pain as she stared at her hand. The sulfur-dipped skewer aggravated the gummy flesh under her fingernail. The stinging sensation surged across her entire arm. Tears gushed from her eyes, but she didn't drool. She didn't even think about drooling. 
 
    Micah grabbed her middle finger, then he shoved another skewer under her fingernail. The thin skewer was thrust past the base of her fingernail. The tip of the skewer stopped under the skin of her finger, nearly reaching her distal interphalangeal joint. Blood painted her cracked fingernail, but the nail didn't snap off. 
 
    Again, Nina shrieked and trembled. She twirled her wrist and waved her hand, hopelessly trying to stop the sheriff from mutilating her other fingers. The effort was fruitless, though. 
 
    As Micah shoved another skewer under her ring finger nail, Nina shouted, “Stop! Please!” She wheezed and groaned, shocked by the attack. She stammered, “It–It–It hurts... Pl–Please, it... it hurts!” 
 
    As he shoved another skewer under her pinky's fingernail, Micah barked, “Drool!” 
 
    Nina sobbed hysterically. Her eyes closed, she lowered her head and drooled into the jar. The gooey saliva slowly filled the jar. The sheriff's theory appeared to be accurate. 
 
    Micah grabbed her thumb, then he shoved another skewer under her fingernail. A hoarse gasp escaped Nina's lips. She coughed and grunted, as if she were choking. The sharp pain from her fingers reverberated across her entire body. She felt a tingling sensation across her entire left arm. The pain was insufferable, as if a million splinters were shoved under her fingernails. 
 
    As he watched her twitching fingers, Micah said, “I didn't create this method of torture, so I don't want credit for it. My father told me about it when I was younger. He claimed he witnessed it during his travels across several Asian countries. That's right: several. Police would shove bamboo under a suspect's fingernails in order to coerce a confession. Imagine if police did the same here. It would be incredible, wouldn't it?” 
 
    He grabbed the skewer protruding from her index finger, then he placed pressure on the end of the stick. The skewer bent a bit, then her fingernail snapped off with the pressure. 
 
    As Nina bellowed in pain, Micah said, “And it worked. They always got the confessions they wanted. I'm going to get what I want, too. Keep drooling. You're doing well.” 
 
    “Stop it! Oh, God, I... I can't breathe! Please, it's too much!” 
 
    “If you can scream, you can breathe.” 
 
    Micah pulled on the skewer under her pinky's fingernail. The thin stick bent with the pressure while the tip dug deeper into her gummy flesh. A soft crackling sound emerged over Nina's screaming, then her fingernail snapped off. Half of the nail remained attached to her finger, the other half fell to the floor in front of the sheriff's boots. 
 
    Micah continued snapping her fingernails, one-by-one. Esther was unperturbed by the violent torture, solely focused on collecting the saliva. She kept the jar under the prisoner's chin, despite her frantic movements. Nina squirmed and convulsed on the crucifix. The torture was unbearable. 
 
    Nina's eyes widened as the final fingernail on her left hand snapped off—it was over. She slowly turned her head and stared at her hand. Blood dripped from her fingertips, like red paint from a finger-painting child's fingers. Her gummy flesh was exposed to the dirty air in the dungeon. The stinging pain lingered, too. 
 
    As he threw the skewer on the ground, Micah said, “Grab the next tool.” 
 
    “N–No,” Nina cried as Esther marched back to the other side of the room. “Please, stop this. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.” 
 
    With a furrowed brow, Micah asked, “Why are you apologizing? Did you do something wrong?” 
 
    “I–I don't know. I just... I want this to stop. Please, stop it. I'm begging you, sir.” 
 
    “So, you're not sorry? You shouldn't say things you don't mean, miss. Remember: I don't like liars. Now, settle down. We still have a few minutes before the LSD kicks in.” 
 
    Esther pushed through the curtains. She held the jar in her left hand. Three ounces of saliva rippled in the jar. She gripped a heavy meat tenderizer mallet in her other hand. Dried blood stained the mallet—Andrea's blood. 
 
    As soon as she spotted the tool, Nina yelled, “No! Please! No!” 
 
    Micah took the tenderizer from his wife. He beckoned to her with a sway of his head, gesturing his demands—hold the jar under her mouth, don't spill a drop. 
 
    Nina stammered, “Pl–Pl–Please, I–I'll do any–” 
 
    Mid-sentence, Micah struck down at Nina's left foot with the tenderizer. The mallet clinked and Nina's bones crunched upon impact. Nina tilted her head up and gasped. She wheezed as her limbs stiffened. She could only wiggle a few of her toes. 
 
    The sheriff lifted the mallet over his shoulder, then he struck her foot once more. Her bones crunched and crackled again. The teeth of the tenderizer's head penetrated her skin, creating several jagged cuts across the center of her foot. Blood streamed down to her toes and dripped from her pedicured toenails. 
 
    As Nina panted, struggling to control herself, Micah hit her foot again. The third blow tore a chunk of skin off of her, leaving a gaping gash on her foot. Her broken bones and crushed ligaments—white, red, and pink—could be seen through the wound. Her foot was ravaged by the tenderizer. She wouldn't be able to walk on it. 
 
    Nina panted as she slowly lowered her head. She stared at the sheriff in disbelief. Screaming didn't dissuade him, so she could only stare. She could barely feel her foot anyway. 
 
    Esther moved the jar and caught the drool dripping from the side of Nina's mouth. The jar reached the five-ounce mark. 
 
    As he wiped the sweat from his brow, Micah said, “I'm not going to waste our precious time, ma'am. So...” 
 
    He gritted his teeth and struck Nina's left shin. The bone instantly snapped upon impact, pushed inward into her muscle. As the captive howled in pain, Micah moved up and struck her kneecap with the tenderizer. Droplets of blood splattered on his face as chunks of her skin tore off her knee. The skin landed on the floor with a squishy splat sound. 
 
    Esther grabbed a fistful of Nina's hair, then she pulled her face down. She kept the jar under her mouth, refusing to spill a drop of her saliva. 
 
    Nina stared down at her mangled leg, shocked. Blood streamed from her kneecap down to her toes. Her leg was effectively brutalized. Thousands of thoughts echoed through her mind: it hurts, I'm dying, they're insane, they're going to kill me. However, one question stood out among the pain-induced thoughts: how am I going to get out of here with a broken leg? 
 
    Micah threw the tenderizer on the ground and said, “I'm done with this. Get the scalpel.” 
 
    Esther bowed, then she walked back to the other side of the room. After fifteen seconds—seconds that felt like an eternity—she marched through the curtains. She gave the scalpel to the sheriff, then she held the jar under the prisoner's chin. She was obedient and methodical. It clearly wasn't her first time torturing someone. 
 
    Micah ran the sharp blade across Nina's cheek and said, “I know you have a boyfriend, ma'am, but you are quite beautiful. I must admit: I'm jealous. Your slim cheeks, your round nose, your beautiful eyes...” He slid the scalpel down to her jaw as he leaned back and leered at her body. He said, “Your perky breasts, your flat stomach, your nice legs... Well, one of 'em is still nice anyway. The other one will heal in time. Still, you're gorgeous.” 
 
    Her cheeks wet with tears and sweat, Nina sobbed as she listened to the sheriff's gentle words. Her throat tightened and her stomach turned as fear pumped through her body like venom. She couldn't understand him. The man complimented her while he simultaneously threatened her. 
 
    Nina asked, “What do you want from me?” 
 
    She yelped as Micah sliced into the top of her forehead, directly below her hairline, as if he were preparing to scalp her. Blood leaked from the cut and dripped over her brow, like sweat after a heart-pounding race. 
 
    The sheriff said, “Esther needs a new face, hun. Should I take yours? Hmm? Should I give her your face? Can you imagine something like that for me, sweetie? If I cut your face off, you would be nothing. Your boyfriend wouldn't love you. The boys wouldn't give you any attention at your fancy little school. Your family wouldn't recognize you. Should I take your face off, sweetheart? Should I?” 
 
    Nina bawled hysterically. She was unnerved by the psychological attack. She wasn't a pretentious person, but she cared about her appearance. Saliva dripped from her mouth. Some of her mucus even plopped into the jar. It didn't matter, though. The couple had finally reached the halfway-mark—eight ounces of saliva. 
 
    Micah stepped back and stared at Nina. Her pupils dilated before his very eyes. He recognized the look on her face, too. The young woman was tripping. 
 
    As she sniffled, Nina stared at a wooden pillar towards the center of the room. As if her vision were magnified, she spotted a pattern on the wood. She furrowed her brow as she glanced over at Esther. She saw small faces on the stitches and scars on her mutilated cheeks. The hallucinogenic drug caused her to notice the little details in life. She mumbled incoherently, lost in her hazy mind. 
 
    Micah said, “She's tripping. She'll start drooling soon. Don't waste any of her saliva and don't kill her like the other one. We could have a full jar with her alone. I'm going to check on the others.” 
 
    Micah handed the scalpel to Esther, then he nodded at her. He turned and marched up the stairs. Esther shoved the scalpel into her dress pocket. She continued to collect Nina's saliva, ignoring the prisoner's excessive babbling. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Back to Hell 
 
      
 
    The sun setting behind him, Christopher ran through the overgrown pasture and headed back to the main road. His heart pounded, his legs burned, and his feet ached, but he didn't stop running. His girlfriend, Kiara, motivated him. She dominated his mind. He spent hours on top of the house at the abandoned housing development, cowering and strategizing, and he realized he was running out of time. Since his cell phone signal was weak, he had to personally warn Kiara about the house—about the mutilated woman. 
 
    He stumbled out of the tall grass and fell to his knees on the dirt. Sweat dripped from his brow as he stared down at the ground. He glanced over at his left, then at his right. He couldn't help but smile. He finally reached the road. He saw his hatchback and the pickup truck on the side of the road. He also spotted a flatbed tow truck loading his car. 
 
    Christopher chuckled, then he whispered, “We're saved. Holy shit, we're actually saved.” 
 
    He staggered to his feet, unable to contain his excitement. He ran across the road and approached the vehicles. He felt like he was approaching the finish line after a marathon. 
 
    The tow driver's eyes widened as soon as he spotted Christopher. From his perspective, it looked as if a dirty, deranged hermit were rushing towards him. He threw his clipboard into the truck, then he grabbed a six-round revolver from under the driver's seat. He pulled the hammer back and aimed the gun at Christopher. 
 
    Christopher slid to a stop near the back of the tow truck, his hands raised over his head. He said, “Wait, wait, wait. Don't shoot, man. Please, don't shoot.” 
 
    “What the hell are you running up on me for, boy?” 
 
    Christopher ran his eyes over the tow driver, trying to analyze his demeanor. The roly-poly man—short and chubby—wore a short-sleeve navy work shirt and matching trousers. His messy beach blonde hair protruded every which way. His blue eyes were surrounded by vibrant webs of red veins. He was clean-shaved, so his flabby cheeks were paraded for the world to see. 
 
    A laminated name tag clung to his chest pocket. In sloppy handwriting, the tag read: Dylan. 
 
    Christopher said, “Oh, shit. I'm sorry. There's, um... There's an emergency. People are dying, okay? I need to get to the police. Can you help me with that, Dylan?” 
 
    Dylan raised his brow, baffled. He sneered as he glanced around the area. There was nothing out of the ordinary. The main road was tranquil, as usual. 
 
    Dylan aimed the gun at Christopher's chest and asked, “What the hell are you talking about, you crazy son of a bitch?” 
 
    Christopher smacked his lips and stomped in frustration. With his hands still raised over his head, he asked, “You came from the closest town, right? The town right down the road, right?” Dylan nodded—yep. Christopher said, “So, that means someone sent you here. My girlfriend and two other people must have shown up at the town and explained everything to the sheriff. Just take me to him. Please.” 
 
    “I don't know what you're talking about. I ain't seen any new faces in town all day. I would have seen 'em, too, unless they walked around the whole damn town.” 
 
    “So, they... they didn't get to town?” 
 
    “Nope. Not under my watch.” 
 
    Christopher lowered his head and stared down at his feet. He cycled through the possibilities in his mind. He thought: maybe he just didn't see them? Maybe he's lying? Or maybe they were caught by that woman? 
 
    He asked, “So, who sent you?” 
 
    Dylan responded, “The sheriff called me from his radio. Told me about these cars out here. He said I'd get a bonus if I trashed 'em.” 
 
    “Can you call the sheriff now?” 
 
    “Nope. Told me he'd be taking the rest of the day off. Unless the town is burning, he doesn't want anyone bothering him.” 
 
    Christopher said, “Listen, Dylan, I don't have time to tell you everything, so you just have to trust me. People are dying. I saw someone get his throat slit by some... by some psychopath!” He pointed at the pasture across the road and said, “It was at an old house around half-a-mile, maybe a mile that way. I need to get help. If my girlfriend never showed up in town, then she's probably in trouble. She could be in that house, man.” 
 
    “That house?” Dylan repeated in an uncertain tone as he wagged his revolver at the pasture. He huffed, then he said, “That's the sheriff's house. Why would someone try to kill you at the sheriff's house?” 
 
    Christopher became stony-faced. The sheriff's house—the tow driver's words echoed through his mind. He closed his eyes and shook his head, disoriented by the revelation. He was attacked by a woman with a disfigured face at the sheriff's house. Who is she? What do they want with us?–he thought. 
 
    He stuttered, “I–I don't know why... why they killed him or why they tried to kill me. It was... It was a woman. Her face was all fucked up. She looked like a–a monster. Shit, I don't have time to explain. We need to get help. I need to stop the others from going over there if they're not there already.” 
 
    Dylan puckered his lips and nodded, as if he were considering something. He smiled—a wide, jolly grin. He didn't treat the situation seriously, but he pounced on the opportunity to make some money. 
 
    The tow driver said, “Well, I can lend a helping hand in exchange for some cash.” He wagged the gun and said, “I'm a gun-for-hire, you see?” 
 
    Christopher scowled as he fought the urge to slap the grin off of the man's grubby face. He needed a helping hand, so he couldn't hit him. He pulled his wallet out of his pocket. The tow driver wouldn't accept a credit card, so he had to rely on cash. He pulled a hundred-dollar bill and two twenty-dollar bills out of the wallet. 
 
    He said, “Here.” 
 
    “A hundred and forty dollars? Are you kidding me? I ain't risking my life and my reputation for chump change. If you want my help, I'm going to need more than that.” 
 
    Christopher glanced over at his car. He couldn't give him the hatchback, it was his getaway vehicle after all, but he would happily trade his camping equipment for his girlfriend's safety. 
 
    He tapped the rear window and said, “You can take the cash and you can take everything in the car.” 
 
    “I don't know about that, man...” 
 
    “I have a bunch of camping equipment in here. I have a camera, too—a good one. You can sell all of this shit on eBay and make a fortune. I just need a ride. Please, help me.” 
 
    Dylan puckered his lips and glanced over at the hatchback. He spotted the bags and boxes in the trunk through the window. He preferred cash—it didn't feel right if he couldn't feel it in his hands—but he was willing to compromise. Although he didn't take it seriously, the situation caught his attention. A killer sheriff could make him famous after all. 
 
    He said, “Fine. But, if anything really is going on out there, I get all the book and movie rights, okay?” Christopher shrugged and nodded, as if to say: fine, I don't care. Dylan said, “Alright, get in the truck. Don't try anything funny, either. I'm not afraid to blow your fuckin' brains out.” 
 
    “Thanks, I guess,” Christopher murmured. 
 
    The pair climbed into the tow truck, Dylan in the driver's seat and Christopher in the passenger's seat. Dylan drove a few meters forward on the side of the road, then he spun the wheel. He did a u-turn and returned to the main road, heading away from town. 
 
    Christopher asked, “Why are we going back?” 
 
    “I'm your gun-for-hire, remember?” 
 
    “Listen, I think we should go to town. We're supposed to go away from the bad guys, not towards them. Take me to the police station.” 
 
    His eyes on the road, Dylan responded, “That won't do you no good. Micah Wakefield is the only sheriff in town. You said you came from the Wakefield house, I said he was taking the rest of the day off. So, the man must be home. Believe me, if I take you to town, we're not going to get much from that 'tarded dispatcher Micah has working at the station. He'd probably just end up calling the sheriff and you'd be in more shit.” 
 
    Christopher sighed in disappointment. He escaped hell for a few hours—and Dylan was taking him back. 
 
    Dylan chuckled and patted Christopher's shoulder. He said, “Don't worry. If he's really up to something, I'll have no problem blowing his brains out, too. I get cash, I save some kids, I become a... a national hero, the president will give me a damn medal, then I can retire and write a book or something. Either way, I win in the end. And that's what we all want, ain't it?” 
 
    Christopher only wanted to save his girlfriend from the horrors lurking in the Wakefield house. He didn't argue with the tow driver. He took a deep breath as the truck drove into the long driveway. His second journey to hell began before he could say another word. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The Siphoning of Kiara Foster 
 
      
 
    Kiara opened her eyes to a blinding light. The light dawned on her from above. She recognized it, too. She glanced up at her arms, then down at her legs. As expected, her wrists and ankles were handcuffed to the legs of the workbench in the kitchen. She was given Lucas' previous spot, and Lucas was moved to a different room. 
 
    “She's awake,” Daisy whispered. 
 
    “Great. Let's get started,” Micah responded from the kitchen archway. 
 
    The sheriff entered the kitchen. He filled a kettle with water from the sink. He placed the kettle on the stove, then he turned a knob. A hissing sound emerged as the fire boiled the water. 
 
    Micah turned towards Kiara and said, “You get the same deal as your friend, ma'am. One way or another, we're going to collect your saliva. Spitting and drooling on your own... That's just not going to work. It would take too long. So, I'm going to hurt you.” 
 
    Kiara screamed—a blurt of noise. She tried to lift her arm to swing at the sheriff, but the handcuffs stopped her. She tried to kick at Daisy, but the effort was fruitless. She could squirm and scream, but she couldn't move off of the table. She was trapped, helpless and hopeless. 
 
    Micah said, “Don't bother resisting. It's just going to make me angry and you don't want that.” He approached the table and said, “I gave your friend some LSD before hurting her. I figured it would help her cope with the pain after I was done with her, but I think that was a mistake. It kicked in too soon. I didn't have enough time to really hurt her. I need to torture you without restrictions so we can finish this already.” 
 
    Eyes welling in her eyes, waiting to pour out with her first blink, Kiara said, “You're crazy...” 
 
    “No, I'm determined,” Micah said. He glanced over at his wife and said, “Blindfold her.” 
 
    Kiara shook her head and said, “Get away from me. Don't touch me! Don't!” 
 
    Despite Kiara's resistance, Daisy slid a black padded blindfold over her head. She pulled it over her eyes. The blindfold slowly covered Kiara's view of the blinding light. She heard the whistling kettle, though. The shrill noise sounded louder than usual. It drilled into her ears, causing her to tremble uncontrollably. The whistling sound dwindled as Micah turned the knob and lowered the heat. 
 
    Kiara wept and mumbled incoherently. She looked to her left, then to her right, but nothing changed. She saw nothing but darkness—and it terrified her. What the hell is happening?–she thought. 
 
    Daisy held a jar with her gloved hands. She grabbed Kiara's cheeks and pushed her head to one side at an angle. She started collecting the captive's drool. 
 
    Micah pulled a box cutter out of his pocket. He said, “I need you to feel pain, ma'am. When I'm done, I may ask you for forgiveness. This... This is part of the mission. It's part of the dream. Don't take it personal.” 
 
    Kiara sobbed as a rapid clicking sound emerged in the kitchen. She couldn't see the source of the noise, but she recognized the sound. She had used utility knives at work before. It was the sound of a blade extending from the handle of a retractable box cutter. 
 
    Micah grabbed her left hand. He separated her pinky and ring fingers, then he sawed into the webbing between her fingers. Kiara shrieked as blood squirted from her hand. She moved her arm and wiggled her wrist, but to no avail. Micah sawed into the webbing until the thin blade passed her knuckles. 
 
    The sheriff said, “Hold still. You'll only make this worse for yourself if you keep moving like that. Do you hear me, girl?” 
 
    Kiara cried, “Stop it! Pl–Please, we... we didn't do anything to you.” 
 
    “I know that. That's why I'm trying to make it easy for y'all. Now, stop moving.” 
 
    Micah separated her ring and middle fingers. The blade easily sliced into the webbing between her fingers. Her other fingers involuntarily twitched, blood dripping from her palm and fingertips. The blade slid past her knuckles. Unable to tolerate the pain, Kiara moved her hand, causing the razor-sharp blade to cut deeper into her hand. The blade nearly reached the center of her palm, cutting through her muscle and ligaments. 
 
    Frustrated, Micah said, “Shit. You see what you made me do? I didn't want to... to mangle your hand like that, ma'am. I don't want to hurt you like this. You have to stop moving.” 
 
    The sheriff moved over to the next set of fingers—the middle and index fingers. He repeated the process: he cut into the webbing between her fingers until the blade passed her knuckles. 
 
    Kiara couldn't stop her hand from trembling. The pain caused her to twitch, squirm, and scream. Micah pulled the box cutter out of her hand. He placed his hands on his hips and examined the damage. 
 
    Kiara's hand was split down the middle, revealing her bones and ligaments. Blood-red and bone-white—that was all he could see in the gash. The cuts between her other fingers were small and insignificant in comparison. Her entire hand was soaked in blood, from her fingertips to her wrist. The blood dripped onto the workbench, then it spilled down to the ground from over the edge like a red waterfall. 
 
    Micah grabbed her twitching index and middle fingers in one hand and her ring and pinky fingers in the other. He stared down at Kiara's face and watched her cry. She felt his grip on her fingers, but she didn't see it coming. With one swift movement, the sheriff pulled his hands away from each other. The gash grew larger with a loud and moist crunching sound. Her hand was cut down the middle all the way down to her wrist. 
 
    Kiara gasped, then she screamed and sobbed. She convulsed on the table, unable to tolerate the insufferable pain. 
 
    Her eyes locked on the jar, Daisy said, “She's not giving much, Micah. There's... There's probably only an ounce in there.” 
 
    “Then we'll just have to try something else.,” Micah responded. 
 
    Her head spinning, Kiara said, “Wait. I–I'll give you what you want. Just don't... don't hurt me anymore. O–Okay? I'll... I'll give you the saliva. Take it.” 
 
    She blindly spat into the air. The blob of saliva landed on her bottom lip and chin. She spat again, but the saliva just rained down onto her face. 
 
    Her voice cracking, she repeated, “Take it...” 
 
    As he approached the stove, the sheriff said, “That's not enough. I need more than a spit or two. It's not your fault, though. Pain accelerates the process. So, it's really my fault. I'm not hurting you enough.” 
 
    “You're hurting me enough, sir. I'm serious. Don't... Don't do this. I'm begging you.” 
 
    “Don't worry, ma'am. We're going to move on to something else. It's going to hurt, physically and mentally.” 
 
    Micah lifted the kettle from the stove. Fumes spewed from the spout. The water had surpassed 200-degrees. 
 
    The sheriff asked, “Have you ever heard of Chinese Water Torture? It's a simple but effective method of torture. You see, the interrogator would drop water on a prisoner's forehead until the prisoner lost his mind. Just a drop of water. That's all. It doesn't cause physical pain, but it makes you feel like you have a brain aneurysm. An ulcer, you understand? We don't have time to torture you like that, so we're going to try something different. We're going to use boiling water—and it's going to burn like hell.” 
 
    “Pl–Please, don't do this. I'll do anything. I'll... I'll... I'll fuck you! I'll do it! I swear! Just don't hurt me anymore! I... I can't feel my hand, sir. I can't...” 
 
    Disregarding Kiara's offer, Micah tilted the kettle a meter above Kiara's head. A droplet of boiling water dripped from the spout and plopped on her forehead. Kiara screamed and shook her head. The water streamed down the space between her eyebrows—her glabella. 
 
    Kiara bounced on the table and yelled, “Stop!” 
 
    Micah firmly grabbed the top of her head and stopped her from moving. He quietly waited for twenty seconds, purposely keeping Kiara on edge. He carefully tilted the kettle and dripped another droplet onto her forehead. 
 
    Kiara shrieked in pain. The droplet landed on the same place on her forehead. The water burned her skin, turning the center of her brow red. 
 
    The sheriff grabbed a fistful of her hair and pinned her head to the workbench. Again, he patiently waited for twenty seconds, then he spilled another drop on her head. Plop, plop, plop—the sheriff continued the process for a few minutes. He spilled around twenty drops on her head. 
 
    The twenty seconds between each drop felt like an eternity to Kiara. She couldn't see the water because of the blindfold, either. The skin on her brow reddened and peeled. It irritated her, begging to be scratched. She felt an inexplicable pressure in her head, too, as if she were having a migraine at the center of her forehead. She felt pain behind her eyes as well. It didn't seem possible, but she felt it. 
 
    Kiara had stopped screaming before the twentieth drop. She whimpered and twitched with each drop, but she didn't shriek. 
 
    Daisy collected the saliva dripping from the side of her mouth. She wasn't bothered by the torture. Thanks to her gloves, she didn't feel any of the boiling water, either. She solely focused on the jar of saliva. Like Esther, the woman was trained for the peculiar job. She didn't love it, but she was skillful and obedient. 
 
    As he stared down at the captive, Micah said, “You're not crying anymore, so I guess you're not feeling any pain. And, if you're not feeling any pain, I ain't really doing my job, am I? So, let's see how you like this.” 
 
    Before she could respond, Micah tilted the kettle forward. A stream of scalding water jetted out of the spout and splashed on Kiara's forehead. A bloodcurdling shriek escaped the captive's mouth, echoing through the entire house. The water streamed across her brow and cheeks like sweat on a hot summer day, burning her soft skin. 
 
    Her head was scarred with third-degree burns, leaving a permanent mark of torture on her brow, cheeks, and scalp. Blood oozed out from under her peeling skin. Some of her skin even blackened, charred by the water. If it wasn't for the blindfold, her eyes would have surely suffered as well. She still felt the headache anyway. 
 
    Daisy teetered as Kiara violently convulsed on the table. The saliva rippled as the jar slipped and slid in her hands. The water torture caught her by surprise. She witnessed her husband's evolving torture methods before, but she still doubted him. She stared at her husband with a set of concerned eyes, as if to say: are you sure you know what you're doing? 
 
    As he walked around the workbench, Micah patted Daisy's shoulder and said, “Don't worry, I'll get her. You just keep that jar ready.” 
 
    He approached a counter near the sink. He pulled a chef's knife out of a knife block. Light gleamed off of the clean blade. He approached the center of the workbench. 
 
    Kiara panted and twitched as she slowly recomposed herself. She couldn't feel her scalp or brow. She felt like the top-half of her head was missing. Preoccupied with her burned head, she didn't notice the sheriff lifting her shirt up to her navel. She gasped as Micah circled her bellybutton with the tip of the blade. 
 
    Micah sliced her lower abdomen, directly below her belly button. Blood leaked from the four-inch laceration. The cut wasn't deep, but it stung. 
 
    As he stared at her stomach, the sheriff said, “Daisy, get the bucket and the rat.” He gently slapped Kiara's stomach and said, “I hope you don't mind, ma'am, but we're going to have to really hurt you to get that saliva. So, here's what's going to happen. We're going to put a rat on your stomach, then we're going to place a bucket over the rat, then we're going to heat up the bucket. You know what happens next, don't you?” 
 
    Kiara grimaced and sobbed. She had read enough books and watched enough movies to know what was going to happen. 
 
    Smirking, Micah said, “That filthy, disease-ridden rat is going to claw and chew through your stomach. He's going to play with your intestines and it's going to hurt. It's going to be the worst pain you–” 
 
    Tap, tap, tap—the faint sound entered the kitchen. What is that?–Kiara thought, her mutilated brow furrowed. There was a moment of silence. Then, the tapping continued. As if they recognized the sound at the same time, the sheriff and the prisoner simultaneously turned towards the archway. Someone was knocking on the front door. 
 
    Kiara yelled, “Help! I'm in here!” 
 
    Micah struck down at her face with a powerful jab. The punch pushed one of her top incisor teeth into her gums. She gagged on the pungent taste of her own blood. The sheriff pulled a crumpled ball of aluminum foil out of his pocket. From the foil, he retrieved a tab of LSD. He shoved the LSD into Kiara's mouth. 
 
    Micah beckoned to Daisy and said, “Get a gag on her before she starts screaming again. I'm going to get rid of our guests.” 
 
    He rushed to the sink and vigorously rubbed his hands. The knocking continued at the front door. Shit, he thought, who the hell could it be? He grabbed a towel from the counter and marched into the hallway. 
 
    As he dried his hands, he opened the basement door and said, “Esther, darling, we've got company. Gag that woman and keep it down.” 
 
    He closed the door and tossed the towel on the console table. He took a deep breath and ran his fingers through his hair, mentally preparing himself for the unexpected confrontation. He sighed, then he smiled and walked up to the front door. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Visitors 
 
      
 
    The front door swung open. The screen door was already open. Micah stood in the doorway, examining his uninvited guests with inquisitive eyes. Dylan and Christopher stood on his porch. He recognized Dylan since the townspeople worked closely together, but he didn't know Christopher. He could link the pieces, though. 
 
    Micah took a big whiff, then he said, “I don't smell the town burning, Dylan. So, what are you doing here?” 
 
    Dylan rubbed the nape of his neck and said, “Sorry to show up at your door unannounced, Mr. Wakefield. I know you asked not to be bothered and all, but, well, I ran into a little problem. Or, I think a little problem ran into me.” He swayed his head and darted his eyes at Christopher. He continued, “You see, I was getting ready to load those cars you told me about when this man ran up on me. Now, I was just about to shoot him and call you, but then he told me something interesting.” 
 
    “Get to the point. I'm a little busy.” 
 
    “Well, he said he was attacked in your house. He said someone killed his friend here, too. And, he hasn't heard back from his other friends. And those friends were supposed to be looking for you, Mr. Wakefield.” 
 
    Micah stared at Dylan with a blank expression—emotionless. He glanced over at Christopher. Christopher stood behind the tow driver, but he could still see the sheriff from over the chubby man's shoulder. The pair locked eyes, reading each other like novels from their favorite authors. 
 
    Micah asked, “What are you trying to say, Dylan?” 
 
    Christopher said, “You're hiding something.” 
 
    Micah huffed and shook his head, as if he were amused by the accusation. His gesture said: you believe this guy? 
 
    The sheriff said, “I'm not hiding a thing, young man. I am who I am.” 
 
    “You're a liar. I came to this house this morning with a friend. A–A blonde-haired guy, probably the same age as me... Your deformed slave or girlfriend or wife... or... or... whatever the fuck she is, she attacked my friend. She killed James. You can't tell me that didn't happen.” 
 
    Micah raised his hands up to his chest, as if he were surrendering to the police after a high-speed chase. He nodded as he stared at Christopher. He acted as if he knew what was happening. In reality, he planned on turning the tables against him. 
 
    The sheriff smiled and said, “I think I know what's going on. You see, Dylan, earlier today, a young man and his friend showed up at my door, drugged up and yapping about some insane bullshit. My wife told me so, and you know my wife never lies. They scared the crap out of her, trying to force their way into my house. I had to rush over here to calm her down. Hell, that's why I had to take the rest of the day off. This man must have been one of those unruly visitors. He might even be on drugs.” 
 
    Christopher said, “Bullshit. Bullshit! Your wife is a... a monster! She doesn't need you to calm her down. She needs tranquilizers. No, she... she needs to be put away! She needs to be locked up!” 
 
    “Now, don't go insulting my wife. I didn't–” 
 
    “Fuck you. Where's Kiara? Where are you keeping her? What the–” 
 
    “Micah, honey, is everything okay?” Daisy asked as she approached the front door from the living room archway. She stood beside her husband and glanced at their guests. She said, “Hello, Dylan. Hello, um... stranger.” 
 
    Christopher clenched his jaw and stepped in reverse, shocked. Daisy's skin was fair and clean. She didn't have stitches on her face. Both of her eyes functioned properly, too. Her clothing resembled Esther's outfit, but she gave off a different aura. She appeared honest and benign. Who the hell is she?–he thought. 
 
    “Good to see you, ma'am.” Dylan responded, grinning from ear-to-ear. He nudged Christopher's elbow and said, “Daisy is a mighty fine woman. She never looked 'deformed' or whatnot to me. She might be somethin' different to you out-of-town folk because she's not prancing around half-naked, but she's beautiful around here. You should watch your tongue when you talk about another man's wife. That ain't right, boy.” 
 
    Christopher stuttered, “It–It's not right. Something... Something's wrong. Someone else attacked us. It was a different woman. I swear, she killed James and she chased me to those abandoned houses over there! She chased me with a fucking chainsaw, man!” 
 
    “Calm down, calm down,” Dylan responded with a raised brow. He chuckled, then he said, “Listen, I think you've watched one too many movies. We're in Texas, but that doesn't mean there's a chainsaw massacre every day in these parts. This is a regular town and you're bringing a whole bunch of crazy into it.” 
 
    “I'm not crazy! I'm not high! I saw it happen! I had blood on my hands! I still have some blood on my shirt for fuck's sake! Look!” 
 
    Dylan examined Christopher's t-shirt and hands. Dried blood stained his hands, leaving pink streaks across his skin. Several dark spots were scattered across his shirt—James' blood. His story checked out. 
 
    Micah said, “Listen, we're about to have supper. Although this was supposed to be a special dinner between my wife and myself, I'd be happy if you two joined us. We can discuss this 'situation' in a more appropriate setting. Does that sound good?” 
 
    “Hell no,” Christopher snapped. “I'm not going in there with that... that thing in the house. Just tell me where you're keeping my girlfriend before things turn ugly.” 
 
    Dylan said, “Let's just all calm down. Look, I think this is a good idea. I'm tired of standing out here and I'm starved. I'm always up for a good meal, too. Daisy always gets her hands on the best meat in town. Trust me, you've never tried anything like this in the big city, boy.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Micah said, smirking. 
 
    As she walked down the hall, Daisy said, “I'll check on the meal.” 
 
    Before they could enter the house, Dylan said, “Hey, sheriff.” Micah glanced back at him. Dylan thrust his hips forward and said, “I want to thank you for the hospitality, but, just remember, these are serious allegations. We can eat, we can chat, but I don't want to play any games. Alright?” 
 
    Micah stared down at the tow driver's waist. The grip of his revolver protruded from his waistband. One false move and the tow driver would shoot his cock off. 
 
    Micah said, “It's just a friendly dinner. Come on, let's get to the bottom of this.” 
 
    He stepped aside and beckoned to his guests. Dylan nodded at Micah, then he walked into the house. Christopher stood on the porch, horrified. He feared the sheriff and the disfigured woman, but he had to save his girlfriend. He couldn't stop thinking about Kiara. He found some comfort in Dylan's vague threat, too. He sighed, then he entered the house. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    The Truth 
 
      
 
    Daisy walked around the dining room table, gently humming as she placed a white ceramic plate in front of each seat. There were three seats on the long sides and one seat at each end—eight total. Micah sat at one end, Dylan sat to his right, and Christopher sat to the tow driver's right. The dimly-lit room was thick with tension. 
 
    Micah leaned forward in his seat, his elbows on the table. He said, “So, let's set a few things straight.” He stared at Christopher and said, “You were right. I met your other friends and I know where they are.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Christopher enthusiastically said. He patted Dylan's shoulder and said, “Aim your gun at him and don't let him move. I'll find something to tie him down and–” 
 
    “But I didn't harm them,” Micah interrupted. “Three young adults—two women and one man—flagged me down right outside of town. They told me a story about some kidnapping. I believed them. I mean, I had no reason not to believe 'em, right? Anyway, I started to investigate. We went back to their cars—the cars I asked you to tow, Dylan—and I found drugs. I found lots and lots of drugs.” 
 
    Dylan glanced over at Christopher and said, “Well, I'm sorry about this unannounced visit, sheriff. He didn't tell me they were a bunch of junkies.” 
 
    Christopher said, “He's lying.” 
 
    Disregarding Dylan's apology and Christopher's accusation, Micah said, “So, your friends are safe, young man. I have them detoxing in a jail cell in town. I think you should be with them, too. You seem a bit... delusional.” 
 
    “Stop it,” Christopher snapped. “You're a damn liar. I'm not on drugs, James wasn't on drugs, Carlos wasn't on drugs... This happened because you and that monster attacked us. Now, stop fucking with me. Where is Kiara? Is... Is she still alive?” 
 
    “Are you saying you didn't have marijuana in your vehicle? Are you saying you didn't smoke and drink last night?” 
 
    “We did, but–” 
 
    “Exactly. Your friends told me all about it. You had a few drinks, you smoked some weed, then you slept in your cars. Some of your friends slept in a tent, but they 'disappeared' before sunrise. That's how it happened, right? If you ask me, that story sounds just a bit too convenient. Something's afoot, but I don't think you're on the right trail.” 
 
    An eerie silence befell the room. Micah and Christopher glared at each other. Micah fought to stop himself from smirking, acting as if he were actually telling the truth. He couldn't help but think about Kiara, who rested on the metal workbench in the neighboring room. Meanwhile, Christopher struggled to stop himself from throwing a tantrum—flipping the table and breaking the dishes. Dylan glanced at the sheriff, then at Christopher, caught in the middle of the argument. 
 
    Daisy stood in the archway, surprised by the silence. She smiled at the men, then she started setting the silverware on the table. 
 
    Micah leaned back in his seat and said, “Dylan, you were never good at reading people, so you made a mistake. I reckon this young man and his friends showed up in town to cause trouble. We've had outsiders like him before and, if their stay ain't short, it usually doesn't end well. I want to get rid of them. This isn't a town for junkies or dealers.” 
 
    Christopher said, “I'm not a junkie. Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Micah continued, “I'm not opening 'Pandora's box.' If I don't get rid of this trash, I'd be making a statement, and that statement would say: Cartels welcome, come bend us over and fuck us in the ass. I'm not having that. This is a wholesome town and I plan on keeping it that way.” 
 
    Christopher shook his head, baffled by the sheriff's speech. The look of astonishment on his face said: what the hell are you talking about? 
 
    Dylan sighed, then he said, “You're right, sheriff. I think I might have made a mistake. I can still stay for dinner, right?” 
 
    Christopher blankly stared at the table as the men laughed at Dylan's humorous question. They spoke about Christopher's wild tale and Daisy's juicy meats. They didn't seem bothered by the allegations of murder. As far as they were concerned, the story was just part of a drug addict's bizarre rambling. 
 
    Christopher's eyes widened. He thought about his first escape from the Wakefield house, retracing his steps in his mind. He remembered the abandoned housing development, the pasture, and the fields. 
 
    The fields. 
 
    “The heads,” he whispered. He banged his fist on the table and said, “There are dead bodies in the fields.” 
 
    Dylan furrowed his brow and asked, “Are you kidding me, boy?” 
 
    “I'm serious. When that 'woman' chased me, I ran through the fields on the right side of the house. I jumped over two rotting heads out there. People were buried from the neck-down in the fields.” 
 
    Micah said, “That's just downright insane. You probably saw a scarecrow or something.” 
 
    “You and I both know there are no scarecrows out there. Those were human heads in your field.” 
 
    Dylan said, “Stop messing around. It's over. Your friends are at the station, safe and sound. I'll take you to 'em after dinner. Now drop this nonsense before–” 
 
    “I can show them to you,” Christopher interrupted. “They're near the center of that dried field. Their skin was... black and gray. Their eyeballs were already missing. They had... They had maggots all over them. They're out there. As soon as you see 'em, you'll know this bastard is lying.” 
 
    Dylan stared at Christopher with narrowed eyes. He was surprised by the young man's determination. The story was outlandish, but it caught his attention. 
 
    Dylan glanced over at the sheriff and asked, “Do you mind if we walk through your field for a minute? Just to calm him down?” 
 
    Micah furrowed his brow and tilted his head. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. He looked confused, surprised, and insulted. He was the sheriff of the small town, so he expected everyone to trust his word. The tow driver challenged him—and he challenged him in his own damn house. 
 
    Micah asked, “What is this really about? I mean, what are you really doing here, Dylan? Why are you involved with this drug-peddler?” 
 
    Dylan responded, “Well, um... Like I said, this man came out of the pasture and he told me about what happened. He... He offered me some money in exchange for my assistance.” 
 
    “You're not a sheriff, right? You've never been deputized, have you? You're not a private investigator, either, are you?” 
 
    “No, I'm not, but–” 
 
    “Then what kind of game do you think you're playing here? Jesus Christ, Dylan, don't you get paid enough already? Hmm? Look at yourself. Really, boy, take a moment and look at yourself. You're out here playing sheriff while you're working with a possible drug dealer for crying out loud.” 
 
    “I didn't know that when I agreed to help him. If you told me those cars belonged to drug dealers, I would've shot him dead right there on the side of the road. Besides... I needed the money. You know my daughter is getting older, Wakefield. I'm trying to save up a little cash to get her out of this small town. I want her to see the world. I wish I could keep her here forever, but she needs to spread her wings, you know? That's all there is to it.” 
 
    Micah dug his fingers into his hair, frustrated. He glanced into the kitchen through the neighboring archway. He could hear his wife cooking and humming. He thought about his desolate house and his small town, he thought about Dylan and his daughter. Truth be told, it frightened him knowing the town would be emptier as the younger generation departed. 
 
    The sheriff said, “My father put everything into this town for people like you, your wife, and your daughter... and you want to send her away? You ungrateful piece of shit.” 
 
    Dylan raised his hands and said, “Let's just calm down now. I was just saying: I want her to travel a little. She can always come back. It's not like I'm leaving.” 
 
    Micah gritted his teeth and nodded, trying his best to bottle his anger. He said, “Okay, fine. I get it. I understand. We'll talk about it later. I think dinner is almost ready. Let's have supper, then I'll show you around the property.” 
 
    “Let's see it now,” Christopher demanded. 
 
    Dylan shook his head and said, “No, the sheriff's right. If we go out there now, you'll have to shower before you eat. We don't–” 
 
    Dylan stopped and glanced up at the ceiling. Micah and Christopher followed his lead. Faint screaming emerged from the second floor. They couldn't identify the words, the screaming was hoarse and indistinct, but they knew it was coming from a man. The sheriff was the only known man living at the Wakefield house, though. 
 
    As he stared at the ceiling, Christopher whispered, “Carlos? Lucas?” 
 
    “I forgot about that bastard,” Micah murmured under his breath. 
 
    Dylan asked, “What the hell is going on up there? Who is–” 
 
    As he turned towards the sheriff, Dylan found himself staring down the barrel of a revolver. Time slowed to a crawl around him. The screaming upstairs was muffled and distorted. He felt each bead of sweat trickling down his brow. His life flashed before his very eyes. Memories of his young daughter dominated his mind. He thought: when was the last time I told her I loved her? 
 
    Before he could utter a word, Micah pulled the trigger. The gunshot echoed through the house. At point-blank range, the bullet struck the right side of Dylan's forehead and exited through the back of his head—a through-and-through shot. The entrance wound was small while the exit wound was wide. Dark-red blood and pink brains exploded out of the back of his head, splattering on Christopher's face. 
 
    Dylan's head fell back over the top of the backrest, blood spilling from the gaping hole on his head. The blood formed a small puddle under his seat. Plumes of steam rose from the entrance wound, undulating skyward. His dead body involuntarily twitched every other second. His right eye was flooded with blood, causing bloody tears to stream down his cheek. 
 
    Christopher screamed at the top of his lungs. He was disoriented by the loud gunshot. The ringing in his ears was unbearable. He felt a chunk of the tow driver's squishy brain sliding across his cheek, too. He retched and coughed. 
 
    He cried, “You–You're crazy. Oh, shit, you actually killed him...” 
 
    He glanced over at the kitchen archway, then at the door to his right. Escape, he thought, I have to get the hell out of here. He stood from his seat and stumbled towards the door. Micah stood from his seat. Like an experienced gunslinger, a modern-day cowboy, he quickly aimed his weapon and fired at his guest. 
 
    Christopher yelped and tumbled to the floor as the bullet struck his kneecap. He turned onto his back and grabbed his knee. His jeans grew heavier as the blood soaked into the denim. He tightly squeezed his kneecap with both hands, trying to stop the excessive bleeding. The sight of his own blood made him nauseous. 
 
    As the sheriff approached, Christopher stammered, “Pl–Pl–Please don't kill me.” 
 
    Micah walked over his bloodied guest. He said, “I'm not going to kill you. I want you to witness my transformation. I'll have your leg bandaged before supper. Okay?” Christopher stared at Micah with a raised brow, tears welling in his eyes. The sheriff smiled and said, “Now, let me give you a natural sleeping aid.” 
 
    He stomped on Christopher's head, his heel cap hitting his brow. The back of Christopher's head collided with the floorboards. He was knocked unconscious. 
 
    Micah glanced over at the archway and said, “Daisy, wrap this young man's leg. He's not going anywhere.” He walked into the hallway and peeked into the basement. He shouted, “Esther! Bring that girl up here! I want you to start moving our guests to the dining room. It's almost time for supper.” 
 
    As he marched up the stairs, Micah muttered to himself about the situation—nosy bastards, made a mess in my dining room and wasted my ammunition. He walked down the hall upstairs and approached the last room to his right. 
 
    As soon as the door swung open, Lucas shouted, “You sick fuck! What did you do?! Who did you shoot?! Tell me!” 
 
    Micah leaned on the doorway and smirked as he stared into the dark bedroom. Towards the center of the room, Lucas lay on a queen-sized bed. His wrists and ankles were handcuffed to the bedposts. The wound on his forehead, caused by the rolling pin, was bandaged. The blood and the bump were obvious, though. 
 
    The sheriff said, “You have a big mouth. A big mouth on a little man... I didn't want to hurt you, but I have to teach you a lesson.” 
 
    He stepped into the bedroom and closed the door behind him. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Supper 
 
      
 
    “Wake up. Please, wake up,” Kiara softly said, trying to keep her voice down. “Chris, Nina, Lucas... Oh, God, you have to wake up. Don't leave me alone. I'm begging you.” 
 
    Nina gasped as she awoke. She coughed as she nearly choked on the saliva filling her throat. Her head slumped forward, drool dripped from the side of her trembling mouth and landed on her bare thigh. She blinked erratically as she stared down at herself, as if she were struggling to comprehend the situation. It's real, she thought, or is it a dream or a hallucination? 
 
    She remembered consuming the LSD, so she questioned everything. She couldn't even trust herself. She was seated at one end of the dining table—and she was tied to the heavy chair. Her wrists, legs, torso, and thighs were strapped down to the chair with durable rope. The blood on her left leg made her whimper. She could barely feel her mangled leg, the pain diminished thanks to the LSD, but she still remembered the torture. 
 
    Nina's breathing intensified as she looked at her arms. She still noticed bizarre patterns on the rope around her wrists. She spotted distorted faces in everything. The patterns frightened her for an inexplicable reason. The world around her felt illusory. The walls appeared to be dripping around her, wood melting like steel. For a moment, she believed she was moved into an oven. She feared she was being cooked alive. 
 
    She whispered, “Am I... Am I really melting?” 
 
    “Nina, you're awake,” Kiara enthusiastically said. 
 
    Nina's eyes widened as she looked up. Like herself, the other guests were tied to their chairs. Christopher sat to her right, barely conscious. Kiara sat to her boyfriend's right, visibly baffled and terrified. Lucas sat to Nina's left, his head slumped down. He wasn't awake, but he wasn't dead, either. The tow driver, brains and blood still oozing from the back of his head, sat beside Lucas. 
 
    Nina stuttered, “Wha–What the... What hap–happened? Are we... What's going on?” 
 
    Kiara hopped in her seat, but she could barely move. She stared down at her right hand. Her hand was split down the middle. The drug helped with the pain, but she still felt the stinging sensation in her hand. The skin around her wound also tingled. 
 
    Teary-eyed, she said, “I don't even know what's happening. I just woke up here. They... They drugged me. I don't feel right. I think I'm tripping or... or... or I don't know. He said something about LSD. He gave you the same, did–didn't he?” 
 
    Nina nodded. 
 
    As he stared down at his poorly-bandaged leg, Christopher said, “Calm down. Just... Just calm down. We'll get out of this” 
 
    Kiara cried, “Chris! I was so worried about you, baby. I thought you were–” 
 
    “Don't say it. I'm... I'm okay. Nothing else is going to happen to us. I'll find a way to get you out of here, I promise.” 
 
    Micah entered the room through the kitchen archway. He smiled as he proudly looked over the table. The table was neatly set. Two candelabras with three candles each illuminated the table. Dusty lamps attached to the walls brightened the rest of the room with a mustard-yellow glow. Aside from his bloodied guests, the sight was beautiful. 
 
    The sheriff sat down at the end of the table, directly across from Nina. He smiled and nodded at his guests as he tucked a napkin into his collar—a makeshift bib. 
 
    Daisy pushed a cart into the dining room. A tall stockpot sat atop the cart. One-by-one, she filled their bowls with hot stew. They couldn't identify the blood-red liquid or the chunks of meat. After serving all of the guests, the housewife sat down beside her husband. 
 
    As Daisy reached for her napkin, Micah asked, “What are you doing? You have to feed our guests. They can't eat all tied up like that. At least give 'em a bite. We'd just be wasting all this good food if we didn't feed 'em.” 
 
    Daisy nodded and stood from her seat. She dunked a spoon into Kiara's bowl, chasing the floating meat with the eating utensil. She scooped up a chunk of meat. The red stew dripped from the spoon. 
 
    As she held her hand under the spoon, Daisy said, “This is still a little hot, but it's good. Just eat it, okay? Please, don't make this harder for us.” 
 
    Kiara stared at Daisy, then she glanced at her boyfriend, then she stared back at the spoon. She hoped Christopher would break free and stop them, but it didn't happen. Comply or die—she figured she didn't really have any other options. She opened her mouth and accepted the food. Tears trickled down her cheeks as she tightly closed her eyes. 
 
    The spicy stew tasted familiar—broth, typical broth. The meat was tender and succulent, too. Truth be told, the meal wasn't bad. If she had tried it at a restaurant, she would have felt compelled to leave a good review. 
 
    Micah slurped the stew and meat off of his spoon as he watched his wife. Daisy moved on to Christopher. She lifted a spoonful of stew from his bowl, then she led the spoon to his mouth. Christopher sucked his lips inward and turned away from her. He refused to eat the meal. 
 
    In a soft tone, like a mother talking to her newborn baby, Daisy said, “Please don't fight it. The night is almost over. Eat it so things don't get outta hand.” 
 
    Christopher clenched his jaw and glared at the housewife. She lived with a psychopath, she helped the sheriff capture and torture people, so he felt like striking her. He saw a glimmer of kindness in her eyes, though. He decided to trust her. Kiara had already consumed the food anyway. He opened his mouth and took a bite. 
 
    Daisy strolled to the other end of the table. She caressed Nina's brow, pushing her stray hair away from her forehead, then she started feeding her. 
 
    While Daisy fed her, Micah glanced over at Dylan's dead body and said, “You really loved my wife's cooking, didn't you? You should have stayed in your lane, boy, you should have minded your own business.” He chuckled as he scooped a piece of meat out of his bowl. He held his spoon over Dylan's lips and said, “Eat it. Eat it, you damn traitor.” 
 
    Standing behind Lucas, Daisy asked, “Should I feed this one, too?” 
 
    “Well, you served him, didn't you? You might as well feed him. No point in wasting good food. No point...” 
 
    Daisy sighed and nodded—you're right, of course. She pulled Lucas' head back over the backrest. She watched as his eyelids flickered. She pulled on his jaw and opened his mouth. 
 
    Christopher gasped and Kiara screamed as a thick blob of blood and saliva spilled out of Lucas' mouth. The slimy mixture of dark blood and saliva landed on his chest, then it rolled down to his lap. His tongue had been cut off and several of his teeth were violently removed. His gums were mutilated, mushy and bloody. His entire mouth was painted red with blood. 
 
    Nina stared at her boyfriend, eyes dilated with fear. She couldn't believe it. It felt like a scene from a horror movie. Is it real or fake? Is this all just one big movie?–she thought. The situation was jarring. It addled her brain, it broke her heart. She watched as Daisy dumped some stew and meat into Lucas' mouth. 
 
    Lucas coughed and gagged, choking on the food. The stew, along with more blood, fell out of his mouth and landed on his lap. The young man barely stayed conscious. 
 
    Nina whispered, “What the hell is wrong with all of you? You... You're killing us.” 
 
    Daisy returned to her seat. She placed a napkin on her lap, then she began eating. 
 
    Micah knocked on the table and said, “Now that you've tried my wife's cooking... How'd you like it? You heard it yourself, Chris: Daisy always gets her hands on the finest meats in town. Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    Christopher scowled and said, “Don't call me 'Chris,' you bastard. We're not friends. We can never be friends. You shot me! You... Damn it, look at what you did to my girlfriend!” He glared at Daisy, breathing deeply through his nose. He said, “The food tasted like shit. Fuck you and fuck him.” 
 
    Micah responded, “I'm trying to be a good guy here. I welcomed you to my home, I put food in your mouths... Daisy didn't do anything to deserve your hatred.” 
 
    “She helped him,” Kiara said. “Chris, he... he handcuffed me and tortured me, and she didn't even try to stop him. They're evil. They're so evil!” 
 
    Christopher said, “I know, I know. There's another one around here, too. She's a fucking monster.” 
 
    “They tried to collect my saliva—my fucking saliva!” 
 
    “They're insane. We have to–” 
 
    Micah slammed his fist on the table. The silverware clinked and the stew rippled with the blow. The room became quiet. 
 
    The sheriff said, “You should be ashamed of yourselves. Daisy and Esther worked for hours preparing this meat. They hacked and sawed all morning to cook your little friends, and you can't even show a little gratitude?” 
 
    Christopher furrowed his brow and asked, “What did you just say? Lit–Little... friends?” 
 
    “James and Carlos. I believe those were their names anyway.” 
 
    Christopher stared down at the stew and stuttered, “You–You co–cooked our friends? You... You fed us our friends?” 
 
    With a deadpan expression, Micah responded, “Yes.” 
 
    The guests gagged and cried. Kiara retched and tried to force herself to vomit, but to no avail. Christopher, on the other hand, vomited with ease. Nina blankly stared at her bowl of stew, struggling to think clearly. Lucas didn't say a word. 
 
    Daisy shook her head and said, “Settle down. Please, settle down. He's lying to you. He's lying.” The guests, except for Lucas, glanced over at her. Daisy clarified, “It was pork. It's the best pork shoulder I could get my hands on.” 
 
    Christopher and Kiara glanced over at each other, baffled by the confession. Nina stared down at the stew. Pork, she thought. 
 
    Before they could sigh in relief, Daisy frowned and said, “We... We used some of your friends' blood for the stew, though. I... I don't know if Micah added anything else, but I used pork. I swear.” 
 
    Micah cackled as his guests gagged and retched again. He said, “Daisy, I don't think they appreciate your honesty. Please, go into the kitchen and bring my special drink.” 
 
    Daisy sighed in disappointment. She dabbed her mouth with a napkin, then she walked into the kitchen. The sound of plates and cups clinking emerged. After thirty seconds, the housewife returned to the dining room with a glass milk bottle filled with a gooey liquid. She placed the cold bottle on the table in front of the sheriff, then she bowed. 
 
    Micah grabbed the bottle and said, “Thank you, darling.” He turned his attention to the table and said, “This is it. This is the last bottle of saliva. I could kill all of you now, but I thought I should have an audience for this. My father was a showman. He cared about our family, he worked for the people, but he had a bit of an ego. It never hurt anyone, though. I need to follow in his footsteps. I need to complete his mission. Ladies and gentlemen, you are now about to witness a prophecy come true.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Micah stood from his seat. With the bottle in his hand, he slowly walked around the table. He walked past the dead tow truck driver and Lucas. He stopped behind Nina. He stared down at her, as if he were considering something. He shook his head and kept moving. He walked past the other couple, then he sat down beside Kiara. 
 
    The sheriff held the bottle under Kiara's mouth and nodded, as if to say: go on, drool for me. Kiara, fearing for her life, reluctantly drooled into the bottle. 
 
    Micah smiled and said, “Thank you for making this easy for us. I'll never forget you. You have my word on that.” 
 
    Micah pulled a switchblade out of his pocket. With the press of a button, a four-inch blade protruded from the handle. 
 
    Christopher hopped in his seat and shouted, “Stay away from her!” 
 
    Kiara cried, “Don't hurt me. I didn't want any of this to happen. Please, we... we were only supposed to watch a few movies. Please, I'm–” 
 
    Mid-sentence, Micah thrust the blade into the side of Kiara's neck. A stream of dark blood jetted from her neck, like oil from a blowout. The blood streamed down to her shoulder and chest. A bubbling sound seeped past her quivering lips. Blood frothed in her throat and foamed out of her mouth. Her jugular, which was punctured, appeared to be throbbing. 
 
    Kiara convulsed on the chair, but the rope kept her seated. Her eyes rolled as she choked on her own blood. She couldn't speak or scream. One sentence echoed through her mind: Christopher, I love you. 
 
    The sheriff pulled the blade out, causing more blood to squirt out of her neck, then he stabbed her again. The blade penetrated the center of her throat. He wiggled the blade to maximize the pain and widen the wound, then he pulled the knife out. He tossed the switchblade on the table, then he wiped his hands with Kiara's napkin. 
 
    With the chair bound to him, Christopher hopped closer to his girlfriend. He cried, “Kiara, look at me. Baby, I love you. You hear me? I love you. I'm so sorry, Kiara. Please don't die. Don't leave me...” 
 
    He grimaced and whimpered. He could see it in her eyes—the hollow look of death. His girlfriend passed away. 
 
    Christopher said, “You psycho... How could you do this? Why did you kill her? Why?!” 
 
    Micah grabbed his bottle of saliva and walked back to his seat. He said, “You weren't around when I told them about my father. Long story short: in a dream—more like a vision, really—my father told me to drink the saliva of forty women to become immortal. To be exact, it's the saliva of forty dead women. This is Kiara's saliva. She's dead, so now it's worthy of my consumption.” 
 
    Still disoriented and befuddled because of the drugs in her system, Nina said, “You're just crazy... This... This is all insane. What is happening?” 
 
    Micah nodded at Nina and said, “I would have killed you, too, but that's not necessary. I only need forty, not forty-one. Like I said, this wasn't personal. Now, I think it's time to finish my father's request.” 
 
    Micah tossed his head back and chugged the saliva. His Adam's apple moved up and down as he swallowed the cold drool. The slimy saliva tasted a bit salty, but he didn't stop drinking. He breathed through his nose, refusing to stop until he consumed all sixteen ounces. 
 
    Christopher and Nina watched in disbelief. They shook their heads and sneered in disgust. The man was actually drinking a dead woman's saliva. 
 
    Ahh—Micah loudly exhaled as he finished the drink, as if he had just quenched his thirst with an icy soda. He placed the bottle on the table and leaned forward. He raised his hands and stared at his palms, then he glanced at his arms. He expected a massive change, but it didn't happen. He didn't feel different, either. He cracked a nervous smile. 
 
    Time, he thought, I need to wait a little, right? A minute quickly turned into two and he still remained the same—a big disappointment. A broken breath escaped his lips and the side of his mouth twitched. His hands trembled uncontrollably. He opened his mouth to speak, but he couldn't form a single word. He babbled, spewing dribble out of his mouth like a baby. 
 
    The sheriff glanced around the dining room with wide, zany eyes. He looked as if he were about to cry, rosy-cheeked. All eyes were on him and it was humiliating. 
 
    Christopher and Nina stared at him—angry, disgusted, frightened. Daisy held her hand over her brow and frowned, blatantly disappointed. 
 
    Micah stuttered, “Th–This is wrong. Something... Something's not right. I did what I was supposed to do. What happened? Why... Why didn't it work, goddammit?!” 
 
    The sheriff threw the bottle at the wall beside Daisy. Daisy winced and cowered as the bottle shattered into a dozen pieces. He raised his bowl over his head, spilling some stew on his hair and shirt, then he flung the bowl at the floor. The chunks of meat rode the blood-red wave of stew across the floorboards. 
 
    Nina watched his tantrum, eyes wide with fear. The sheriff was calm throughout most of the day, so she was surprised by his actions. From her drug-induced perspective, his movements also appeared slow and distorted. She could see every ripple on his loose shirt. His screaming sounded slow and deep. The sound was muffled, as if she were listening to it from underwater. 
 
    Christopher seized the opportunity. While the sheriff was distracted, he scooted forward with the seat attached to him and grabbed the switchblade. He was saddened by the blood on the knife—the blood of his long-time girlfriend—but he knew he had to escape in order to survive. Hiding his hands under the tablecloth, he sawed into the rope around his wrist. 
 
    Micah screamed as he threw another bowl on the floor. He grabbed the bowl in front of Kiara, then he hurled that bowl at the floor, too. A puddle of stew and meat formed next to the table. Like a wave at shore, the puddle rippled as the liquid flowed under the table. 
 
    Daisy cried, “Micah, please stop. It's okay. It's alright. Don't do this. Just let us–” 
 
    “I did what I was told!” the sheriff yelled. “I drank their saliva for years! It's not fair!” 
 
    As the tantrum continued, Christopher cut through the rope around his wrist and freed his arm. He passed the knife to Nina. 
 
    He whispered, “Hey, look at me. Nina, look at me. You have to cut yourself free. Now.” 
 
    Nina rapidly blinked as she nodded in agreement. She struggled to understand the severity of the situation, but she knew she had to escape. 
 
    As Nina cut her restraints, Christopher inconspicuously untied the rope around the rest of his body. He glanced over at Kiara and sobbed. Blood still leaked from Kiara's throat. The sight tormented him. 
 
    As he grabbed the tablecloth, Micah shouted, “He lied to me!” 
 
    He pulled the tablecloth off of the table, dragging all of the bowls and silverware with it. The sound of ceramic plates shattering and spoons clinking exploded in the room and echoed through the house. Stew, meat, broken dishes, and silverware covered the floor. 
 
    The sheriff stopped himself as he grabbed the edge of the table. He scowled as he spotted the knife in Nina's hands as well as the sliced rope. 
 
    He shouted, “Esther! Esther! Get your ass up here! We're killing these bastards!” 
 
    As the sheriff drew his revolver, Christopher exerted all of his energy and lifted the heavy table at an angle. The slanted table blocked the sheriff's view of Nina. Still, Micah pulled the trigger and fired one round through the table. Nina shrieked as the bullet struck the floor beside her, missing her by a foot. Daisy held her hands over her ears and retreated into the kitchen. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Christopher barked. 
 
    Sweat streaming across his neck and brow, he turned the table onto its side and pushed it towards the sheriff. He stumbled through the room, slipping due to the stew and meat on the floor. The bullet wound on his leg, which still bled, didn't help him. He fought through the pain, though. 
 
    As soon as she cut her last restraint, Nina rushed forward and helped him. Her broken leg caused her to stagger, but she was able to stay on her feet. On its side, they carried the table and pushed it towards the sheriff, as if it were a large shield. They tried to throw it over Micah. Instead, the table became stuck between the parallel walls to their left and right, trapping the sheriff in a corner. 
 
    Micah stood on his tiptoes and stared over the table. He slinked left-and-right, trying to keep track of his defiant guests. He fired another round through the table. The bullet whooshed past the survivors. 
 
    Christopher threw Nina's arm over his shoulder and said, “We have to get out of here.” 
 
    The pair hobbled towards the door, then they stopped. Over Micah's screaming, a clunking mechanical sound seeped into the room. The sound grew louder with each passing second. Nina loudly swallowed the lump in her throat as she struggled to identify the noise amidst the chaos. Christopher recognized the sound, though. 
 
    The young man whispered, “Oh, shit...” 
 
    Christopher and Nina staggered back as the door burst open. Esther entered the dining room, a chainsaw raised over her head. The chainsaw easily ripped through the top of the doorway as she ran into the dining room. She teetered as her bare feet slid on the puddle of stew. Still, she managed to swing the chainsaw down at Lucas. 
 
    Nina screamed, “No!” 
 
    The chainsaw tore straight down the center of Lucas' head, vertically down the middle. Lucas violently trembled on the chair, but the rope limited his movements. The chair wobbled left and right, creaking and groaning. 
 
    The chainsaw tore past the space between his eyes, then it came to a grinding halt as it reached the tip of his nose. His head was nearly split in half—vertically. Blood cascaded across his entire head and streamed down to his torso. The blood also rained onto Christopher and Nina, who stood near Lucas' chair. 
 
    Lucas' eyelids flickered and his eyes rolled. Hissing and snorting sounds emerged from his nose, too, but he wasn't breathing. His brain was visible through the massive gash on his head. Shattered bits of his skull, like shards of glass, were trapped in his skin. 
 
    The survivors were shocked by the attack. They had never seen anything like it before—not in movies and definitely not in documentaries. Nina couldn't help but sob. What did they do to you, Lucas? Why would they do something like this?–she thought. Senseless acts of violence rarely spawned rational answers, though. 
 
    From behind the table, Micah shouted, “Get them, too!” 
 
    The sheriff would have shot them himself, but the potential crossfire was dangerous. He didn't want to shoot Esther after all. 
 
    Esther placed her wet foot on Lucas' thigh, then she tugged on the chainsaw. The heavy tool was jammed in his skull, choking on blood and brains. 
 
    Christopher said, “We have to go.” 
 
    He wrapped his arm around Nina's waist, helping her keep her footing. The couple cried as they limped past Esther and Lucas, saddened by the death and terrified by the violence. They walked through the doorway and headed down the hall. 
 
    As Esther took two steps towards the door, ready to give chase, Micah shouted, “No! You need a weapon! Get the damn chainsaw or go to your room and get something else!” 
 
    Esther dug her fingers into her hair and shook her head, frustrated and confused. She cried as she ran back to her chainsaw. Micah tackled the jammed table, trying to push himself out of the corner. 
 
    As he tried climbing over the table, he shouted, “And give me a hand over here!” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Escape from the Wakefield House 
 
      
 
    Bouncing from wall-to-wall, Christopher and Nina hobbled towards the front door. Nina barely recognized the dimly-lit house, but Christopher knew it well. He couldn't forget James' violent death. They limped past the door under the staircase, they stumbled past the living room archway and library doors, then they burst through the screen door. 
 
    A cool breeze caressed their moist bodies, a rush of fresh air filled their tired lungs. Insects chirped, branches groaned, and bushes rustled in the pasture. A wave of darkness swallowed the desolate area with the sun's departure. Only the moon and the stars illuminated the Wakefield house on that clear night. 
 
    Nina's eyes widened as she spotted the cop car to her right. She grabbed the handrail and limped down the porch steps. She hoped to escape using the same car that brought her to the house. Christopher focused on the tow truck parked next to the police cruiser. He stumbled down the steps, grunting and groaning due to the pain reverberating from his shot leg. He limped his way to the truck. 
 
    As soon as she opened the passenger door, Nina wrinkled her nose and turned away. The smell of ether stained the back seat. She leaned on the door, shifting her weight away from her broken leg, then she peeked into the car. To her dismay, the keys were nowhere in sight. He still has them, she thought, I can't escape this place. 
 
    As he limped towards the front of the tow truck, Christopher beckoned to Nina and said, “Come here. I have a–a plan.” 
 
    Visibly disoriented, Nina teetered closer to the truck. She said, “The cop car. We have to take the cop car.” 
 
    “No. I came here in this truck. We need to get Dylan's keys.” 
 
    “Who the hell is Dylan?!” 
 
    “He drove me here in this tow truck. He was in the dining room with us. He was... He was the dead one. We have to sneak back in there and get his keys, then we can drive out of here.” 
 
    Nina grabbed a fistful of her hair and cried, “No! I can't... I can't go back! Please, don't make me go back in there. I'm begging you. Let's just–” 
 
    Nina's eyes widened and she stopped speaking. Christopher's eyes widened, too. Fear emerged in their eyes. The sound of a roaring chainsaw echoed from the house. The pieces were easy to link: Esther retrieved her chainsaw and she was ready to kill. 
 
    Nina cried, “No!” 
 
    Christopher wrapped his arm around her waist and said, “Come on, we have to get the hell out of here. This way! Hurry!” 
 
    The pair hobbled towards the left side of the house. From his first escape, Christopher knew the other side of the house would lead them to dried fields and vacant houses. They had to move towards the town. It was their only chance for survival. 
 
    They limped through the tall grass, holding each other in order to avoid placing more weight on their damaged legs. Although their lovers remained in the house, savagely slaughtered, they refused to look back. 
 
    Esther chased after them, chainsaw overhead. She jogged past the parked vehicles and followed their trail. 
 
    Less than a hundred meters away from the house, Nina stumbled and fell down to her knees. She cried and mumbled incoherently. Christopher hopped forward on one foot, keeping his weight off of his shot leg. He stopped and glanced back at Nina. For a moment, just a second, he thought about leaving her behind. He couldn't do it, though. Since he couldn't save Kiara, he was determined to save Nina. 
 
    He crouched down beside her and said, “We have to go.” 
 
    “He's dead,” Nina said as she stared at the muddy ground. “Lucas is dead. I–I should be dead, too.” 
 
    “No. Don't say that. Come on, we have to leave.” 
 
    “I can't keep going.” 
 
    “You have to. Lucas wouldn't want this. Please, Nina, she's coming!” 
 
    Nina glanced over her shoulder. She frowned and sobbed upon spotting their pursuer. Esther swung the chainsaw at the overgrown grass and shrubs. Due to her busted eye and the darkness, she couldn't see the escapees. The advantage sparked a sense of hope within Nina. 
 
    Christopher grabbed her arm and whispered, “Let's go.” 
 
    Nina glanced up at her savior, then she nodded in agreement. She grimaced in pain as she staggered to her feet. Arm-in-arm, the couple shambled through the tall grass and moved away from the house. Nina closed her eyes and allowed Christopher to lead the way. After the hectic day, filled with death and deception, she couldn't trust anyone else. 
 
    They jogged at an angle, heading north-west to the main road. Pain surged through their bodies due to their damaged legs. Nina's broken leg wobbled with each step while blood oozed from the gunshot wound on Christopher's knee. Sweat, from the pain and the exercise, drenched their battered bodies.  
 
    Behind them, the sound of the chainsaw grew louder, then it dwindled, then it grew louder again. They didn't glance back at her, but, judging from the inconsistent volume of the chainsaw, they knew Esther was running around in circles. She couldn't find them in the pasture. 
 
    “Look,” Christopher said as he shook Nina's shoulder. “There's a trailer!” 
 
    Nina opened her eyes and gasped. A small mobile home—12-by-60-feet—sat in an empty space in front of them. The lights were off in the trailer, but they knew it wasn't abandoned. The grass was still tall and overgrown, but the area was clean and organized. The trailer appeared habitable, too. Someone has to be there, she thought, they can help us, they can save us. 
 
    She pulled away from Christopher and lurched towards the trailer. She ran up the trailer steps and banged on the screen door. 
 
    Nina shouted, “Help! Help us! We're being chased!” The faint sound of the chainsaw grew louder. Terrified, Nina hit the door and yelled, “Please, let us in! I'm begging you! Oh, God, they're going to kill us! Let us in!” 
 
    Christopher reached the bottom of the steps. He hit the wall beside the door with the bottom of his fist. Nina pulled on the screen door's handle, but to no avail. The door was locked. The pair hopelessly screamed for help. As they shouted, a wave of light poured through the windows beside the door. The survivors stared at each other, awed. 
 
    The door finally swung open. Through the screen door, they could see the trailer's owner—Benjamin Boyd. The brown-haired man, who had a matching mustache on his lip, tied a bathrobe over his flannel pajamas. He squinted as he peered through the screen door, visibly baffled and annoyed. 
 
    He asked, “Son of a gun, do you know what time it is? Come back in the morning. We'll sell you some fireworks then.” 
 
    Inside of the trailer, Emma Boyd, his blonde-haired wife, yelled, “Who's at the door, hun?!” 
 
    “It's just some stupid kids. I'll get rid of 'em. Give me a–” 
 
    “No!” Nina screamed as she banged on the door. She said, “We need help. Look at us, sir. We're hurt. Someone is trying to kill us.” 
 
    Benjamin tilted his head as he examined the survivors. It was dark, but he could see the blood on their clothing. His first thought: a pair of out-of-towners who just killed someone or something just arrived at my door, Christ Almighty. He noticed their wounds, though. Some of the blood belonged to Lucas, the rest belonged to them. 
 
    He sighed, then he opened the screen door. He said, “Get in here. I'll call the sheriff. He lives nearby, so he'll be here in a jiffy. Come on.” 
 
    As she limped into the trailer, Nina said, “Don't call the sheriff. He's the one doing this to us.” She shambled past Benjamin, then she fell onto a sofa next to the door. She said, “He killed our friends. He... He killed my boyfriend.” 
 
    “What? Are you kidding me right now?” 
 
    Across from the sofa, Christopher leaned on the dining booth's table and shouted, “A psycho with a chainsaw just chased us from the sheriff's house! She's a monster, man! He's a fucking monster, too. We... We need a weapon. Do you have a gun or something?” 
 
    Benjamin placed his palm on his brow and shook his head, stupefied. He was dumbfounded by the wild story. He glanced over at his wife, who stood in the bedroom doorway. She tied a robe over her nightgown as she watched her husband and their guests. The woman was visibly upset. The look on her face read: why did you let these people into our home? 
 
    Benjamin nervously smiled and said, “Listen, I know we're in Texas, but that doesn't mean there's a chainsaw massacre every day. If you're on something, you should let me know so I don't call the sheriff. I don't want any problems with those damn traffickers.” 
 
    Christopher grimaced and shouted, “Enough with the chainsaw massacres! We get it!” 
 
    Nina said, “We don't have time for this. Do you have a gun or not?” 
 
    Benjamin responded, “No, I don't have a gun. I'm–” 
 
    Benjamin stopped upon hearing the buzzing chainsaw. He approached the window and separated the blinds to peek outside. Emma rushed to her husband's side. Like a nosy neighbor watching a domestic dispute, she also peeked out the window. 
 
    Eyes wide with fear, Emma whispered, “What is that thing?” 
 
    Esther ran through the overgrown grass. She swung the chainsaw at the prickly shrubs, she peeked behind the thick trees. She desperately searched for the escapees. Her anguished cries joined the buzzing from the chainsaw. She didn't say a word, though—she never said a word. 
 
    Nina said, “Turn off the lights.” 
 
    As Emma continued peeking out the window, Benjamin ran to the lamp on the end table beside the sofa. With the turn of a knob, the light vanished and darkness filled the home. 
 
    Christopher said, “If she finds us, we're dead. I need a weapon.” 
 
    Benjamin stuttered, “We–We have, um... We have knives in the kitchen. Big knives.” 
 
    “A knife against a chainsaw? No, I need something with range, man.” 
 
    He glanced around the trailer, searching for a weapon. The books on the shelves could be used as projectiles, but they couldn't stop Esther. The tube television in the living room could cause some damage, but he wouldn't be able to throw it with his injured knee. A knife seemed like his best option—but it was dangerously foolish. His eyes widened as an idea dawned onto him. 
 
    He said, “Wait a second. You said you sold fireworks, right?” Benjamin nodded. Christopher said, “Get me your biggest firework. One that shoots out.” 
 
    “You mean like a–a mortar?” 
 
    “Exactly. Get me a lighter, too.” 
 
    Benjamin ran to a closet next to the bedroom door. He shuffled through boxes of fireworks, searching for the most explosive projectile. He unwrapped a mortar tube and grabbed a ball shell. He weaved and bobbed his head as he searched for a lighter in the closet. 
 
    As she peeked out the window, Emma cried, “Oh, God! Benny, I think she's coming this way!” 
 
    “Hurry!” Nina shouted as she cowered on the sofa. 
 
    “I'm coming, I'm coming!” Benjamin shouted. 
 
    He felt his heart pounding in his chest as the sound of the chainsaw grew louder. He even felt his thumping heart in his ears. Adrenaline, fear—it was all the same to him. He stumbled away from the closet, then he looked around the trailer. His eyes stopped on a stainless steel lighter on the kitchen counter. He grabbed the lighter, then he ran back to the door. 
 
    As he handed the supplies to Christopher, he said, “Be careful, kid. It might blow your fingers off.” 
 
    Christopher staggered down the trailer steps. He stopped near the bottom of the short stairs. He froze with fear and time slowed to a crawl as soon as he spotted Esther. The woman with the mutilated face held the chainsaw overhead as she jogged towards the trailer. Her movements were slow but menacing. She couldn't have been more than forty meters away from him. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, time returned to its normal pace. 
 
    Christopher lit the ball shell with the lighter, then he dropped the firework into the mortar tube. He held the plug at the bottom of the tube and aimed at Esther. One shot, he thought, if this doesn't work, we're all dead. Time moved at a snail's pace again, each second felt like a minute. Twenty-five meters away, twenty meters away—the chainsaw-wielding maniac rapidly approached. 
 
    After six seconds, a dull thudding sound emerged and the firework launched from the mortar tube. The purple firecracker spun towards Esther, leaving a trail of sparks behind. As soon as it collided with her chest, the firework exploded into a rainbow of colors. 
 
    Watching from the window, Nina clapped and shouted, “Yes!” 
 
    The sheer impact of the small detonation caused Esther to fall back to the ground. The firework also set the sleeve of her dress aflame. As she convulsed on the floor, patting the flames on her dress and trembling uncontrollably, the chainsaw spun around on the ground. The chainsaw cut through half of her left foot, then it stopped buzzing. Once again, it was jammed with blood, flesh, and bones. 
 
    Esther stared down at her foot, awed. Her severed forefoot lay on the ground between her ankle and the chainsaw. Blood gushed from her mutilated foot. She howled in pain, but she still didn't say a word. She held her foot with one hand as she patted her burning dress with the other. As soon as she extinguished the fire, she crawled away from the chainsaw and headed back to the house. 
 
    Christopher limped forward, ready to give chase. 
 
    From the trailer, Nina shouted, “Chris, no!” 
 
    Christopher glared at Esther from afar, eyes burning with rage. He watched as she crawled into the overgrown pasture. Thoughts of vengeance and murder dominated his mind. He wanted to kill her. He glanced back at the trailer. 
 
    Nina leaned on the doorway and said, “It's over, Chris. We have to get the hell out of here before the sheriff finds us. You know you can't fight him off. Please, don't do anything stupid. I... I just want to go home.” 
 
    Benjamin beckoned to Christopher and said, “Come on. Get in here before that thing comes back.” 
 
    Christopher sighed as he stared down at his feet. He felt the urge to avenge his slain friends, but he knew Nina was right. He was weak—bruised, bloodied, and exhausted. He clenched his jaw and nodded in agreement. The man swallowed his pride and returned to the trailer, ready to end the nightmare. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Sheriff 
 
      
 
    Christopher sat at the booth, a mug of piping-hot coffee on the table in front of him. Nina sat on the sofa, a tea cup and saucer in her trembling hands. They were traumatized by the violent events at the Wakefield house. Their friends and lovers were slaughtered by a small-town sheriff and his compliant wives. It was difficult to believe that it happened to them. 
 
    Emma stood in the kitchen, shuddering as she sipped her tea. She was disgusted by Nina's wounds—her mangled leg, her fingernail-less fingers. The horrified expression on her face read: is this really happening? 
 
    Benjamin paced back-and-forth in the bedroom. He spoke to a doctor at the local hospital, hoping to get help for his injured guests. A pinch of frustration could be heard in his voice, but they couldn't hear all of his words. 
 
    Benjamin sternly said, “Fine. Just get here as soon as possible.” 
 
    He disconnected from the call and muttered to himself for a moment, clearly frustrated. He rubbed the nape of his neck as he walked back to the kitchen. Judging from his reluctance, Christopher and Nina knew he didn't have good news for them. 
 
    Benjamin said, “You probably know this already, but this is a small town—a very small town. We have a hospital, but it's not a big one. So, there aren't a lot of doctors around. The ones who are around... Well, they can't just leave the hospital unattended. So, we have to wait until they send a paramedic in an ambulance.” 
 
    Nina asked, “Why can't you take us?” 
 
    “Our truck's been at Dylan's shop all week, ma'am. I could call him and see if he can give you a ride in his tow truck, but he might be passed out already.” 
 
    Dylan—Christopher and Nina glanced over at each other upon hearing the name. The tow driver died at the Wakefield house, so he couldn't save them. 
 
    Benjamin continued, “During times like these, when the truck was out of service or whatnot, we'd usually ask the sheriff for a ride. But, since he's apparently a killer, we can't do that. So, we don't have a lot of options here.” 
 
    Christopher asked, “How long until the ambulance gets here?” 
 
    Benjamin shrugged and responded, “It depends. They have to find an available paramedic, the town is a few miles out... It could be forty-five minutes. It could be an hour.” 
 
    “Shit. That's a long time. I think... I think we'll be fine as long as we stick together, though. Yeah, we probably scared them off with the fireworks. That woman won't come back, not after all of that. Yeah, we–we'll be okay.” 
 
    The group became silent. Benjamin and Emma were worried, but they didn't realize the severity of the situation. Christopher and Nina witnessed hell on earth at the sheriff's house. 
 
    As she stared down at her tea, Nina said, “The sheriff, Micah Wakefield... He said he was the only sheriff in town. Is that true?” 
 
    “Yep,” Benjamin responded. 
 
    “How are you going to stop him?” 
 
    “Well, ma'am, we have laws around here. There's a hierarchy, you know? Since the sheriff has been accused of a crime, I believe his dispatcher becomes the temporary sheriff. He'll deputize a few more people, they'll find Wakefield, then they'll haul him off to jail. Everything else... Well, we'll deal with it when it happens. Anyway, I tried calling the station just now, but no one answered. The kid must have been on the shitter. I'll call him again in a few.” 
 
    Nina took a sip of her tea. The news encouraged her. She wanted vengeance, but she could settle for justice. She thought about Lucas' violent death. If he lived longer, he would have been locking up the bad guys, she thought, that devil sheriff took that away from him. The thoughts of her boyfriend led her to think about the Stone siblings—James and Andrea. She would have to tell their parents the truth. 
 
    A sheriff killed your children because he wanted our saliva so he could become superhuman. The explanation sounded absurd. She glanced up at the ceiling, trying to stop herself from crying. 
 
    Breaking the silence, Benjamin smiled and said, “That was a, um... a nice shot out there, son. I'm not sure if I should be congratulating you for shooting at that woman, I don't know the full story after all, but you left me impressed. You're lucky that thing didn't blow up in your hands, too. Every summer, there's at least one kid who loses three, maybe four fingers with these mortars.” 
 
    As he stared at his black coffee, Christopher responded, “You don't need to know the full story. She was chasing us with a chainsaw for crying out loud.” 
 
    “Oh, I understand that. It's just–” 
 
    “I would do anything to survive, just like they did everything to try to kill us. That's just the way it is.” 
 
    Benjamin nodded and said, “Okay, alright. I wasn't trying to insinuate anything or nothing like that. I apologize.” He glanced over at his wife and asked, “You think you can cook something up for them. They must be starving after such a–” 
 
    He stopped as the screen door rattled. Someone knocked on the door—three quick taps. The occupants stared at the door, horrified. 
 
    Christopher said, “Don't answer that.” 
 
    “What?” Benjamin asked with a furrowed brow. 
 
    Nina sternly said, “Don't answer that damn door.” 
 
    The visitor knocked again. 
 
    Benjamin asked, “Well, what do you want me to do?” 
 
    Christopher responded, “Call the station and get that dispatcher down here—and make sure he has a gun.” 
 
    “Listen, I understand that you're frightened, but I can't ignore 'em. If I did that before, you wouldn't be here right now. I mean, Christ, what if it's other people like you?” 
 
    Christopher never explored the entire house, so he thought it was possible. He couldn't risk his safety, though. 
 
    Emma walked out the small kitchen space and said, “Look, we'll just peek out the window and see who it is. If it's the sheriff, we'll give him the finger. It's as simple as that.” 
 
    Christopher said, “Don't do that. Please, stay away from the door.” 
 
    Emma leaned over the sofa. She cracked the blinds open and peeked outside. Her eyes and her mouth widened. Before she could say a word, a gunshot echoed through the area and a bullet burst through the window. The bullet penetrated her forehead and became lodged in her brain. She fell back and hit the floor, stiff like a falling tree. 
 
    Benjamin's bottom lip quivered. He croaked and groaned, but he couldn't utter a word. He just witnessed his wife's murder. It happened in the blink of an eye, too. One moment, she was alive and healthy; the next, she was stiff and dead. It was difficult to believe. 
 
    Nina held her hands over her ears and shrieked as she curled into the fetal position on the sofa. Christopher grimaced as he struggled to stand from the dining booth. The screen door and the trailer violently rattled. 
 
    The visitor kicked at the door with all of his might. A shrill creaking sound emerged. It sounded as if the screen door were pulled off of the frame. The trailer rattled and the wall vibrated. 
 
    Christopher shouted, “Move the sofa! Ben, move the fucking sofa!” 
 
    Benjamin stared down at his slain wife and stuttered, “E–Emma....” 
 
    After another kick, the trailer door swung open with a combined bang and cracking sound. Micah stood in the doorway, wearing his uniform with his beige shade hat on his head. Sunglasses hid his eyes, his face remained expressionless, but the trailer's occupants still felt his unadulterated anger. 
 
    The sheriff's revolver, which he clenched in his right hand, showed he meant business. He didn't care about justice, he only wanted vengeance. 
 
    Christopher fell off of the seat, then he stumbled towards the sheriff. With his arms away from his body, he screamed at the top of his lungs and ran forward. Before Christopher could tackle him, Micah fired two rounds at him. The bullets struck Christopher's chest and stomach, causing him to tumble to the floor at the sheriff's feet.  
 
    Christopher cried and panted, holding his hands over the gunshot wounds. He felt a burning sensation in his stomach and chest. He stared down at his body. The sight of his own blood on his shirt made everything worse. He felt queasy and lightheaded. He rolled onto his back and, through his blurred vision, he stared up at the sheriff. 
 
    Micah didn't say a word. He didn't crack a smile, he didn't chuckle. He didn't celebrate his victory since he didn't feel victorious—his original plans failed after all. He lifted his boot over Christopher's head, then he stomped down on his neck. His neck broke with a disturbing crackling sound. A boot-sized crater formed on his neck. 
 
    Christopher's head fell to the side, blood dripping from the side of his mouth. Nina didn't see him die, but she knew he was dead. His abrupt silence spoke volumes about the situation. She wrapped her arms around her head and sobbed. 
 
    Benjamin fell to his knees beside his wife. He placed her head on his lap, then he shoved the hair away from her face. He was saddened by the gunshot wound on her forehead, but he wanted to see her face. She was dead, but he still tried to comfort her. Tears trickled from his eyes and plopped on her cheeks. 
 
    Micah approached the couple. He placed the muzzle of the revolver on the left side of Benjamin's head. He wasn't killing a stranger who wandered into the wrong home, so he hesitated for a second. There was no turning back, though. He pulled the trigger and shot Benjamin's head. The bullet went in on one side and out the other. Blood and brains splattered on the floor and walls. Benjamin fell to the floor beside his dead wife. 
 
    Micah turned his attention to Nina. He grabbed a fistful of her hair and pulled her head up. He shoved the barrel of the revolver past her arms. She gasped as the muzzle touched the tip of her nose. She couldn't help but cry, horrified and defeated. 
 
    In a soft tone, Micah asked, “Do you know what you did?” Nina continued weeping. Micah tugged on her hair and shouted, “You cut her fucking foot in half! I should kill you! I should shoot you dead!” 
 
    “I'm sorry!” Nina cried. “Pl–Please, don't kill me. Just... Just let me leave. I won't tell anyone. I promise.” 
 
    “Oh, really? And, what are you going to tell everyone who asks about your missing friends? Hmm? How can you fix this? How?” 
 
    “I'll... I'll say there were kidnapped. 'The cartels took them,' that's what I'll say, I swear.” 
 
    “That's cute, but you'll never get away with that. All of you have to disappear.” 
 
    Micah shoved the barrel of the gun into Nina's mouth, causing her to gag and whimper. He placed his finger on the trigger, but he didn't squeeze it. He gazed into the young woman's bloodshot eyes. Despite the blood and bruises, he still thought she was beautiful. He couldn't kill her. She was worth much more to him. 
 
    He pulled the gun out of her mouth, then he struck her forehead with his elbow. The blow instantly knocked her unconscious. 
 
    Micah caressed her cheek and whispered, “You'll be a good wife. I know it.” 
 
    The sheriff placed one arm under her legs and the other under her back, then he lifted her from the couch. He carried her in his arms as he departed from the trailer. He headed home with his new bride, ready to continue his life. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The Vision 
 
      
 
    Micah awoke, wide-eyed and drenched in sweat. Warm morning sunshine entered the room through the neighboring window, caressing his nude body. It was time for breakfast, but he didn't move. He stared at the motionless ceiling fan above his bed, lost in his thoughts. He cracked a smile and sat up in bed. 
 
    He whispered, “This is good. This is very good.” 
 
    Micah fastened the button on his work shirt as he walked into the kitchen. Daisy stood in front of the stove, waiting for the water in the kettle to boil. She didn't plan on torturing anyone with the water, fortunately. The sheriff stood behind his wife. Towering over her, he placed his hands on her hips and kissed her cheek. 
 
    Micah said, “I'm sorry about last night. We left quite the mess in the dining room, didn't we?” 
 
    Daisy responded, “It's fine. I've already cleaned it all up. I couldn't fix the bullet holes on the table, but I covered it with a new tablecloth. We can deal with the damage later. It took all night, but... everything's fine. Your breakfast is on the table. I'll bring your coffee out in a minute.” 
 
    “Great. Thanks, sweetheart.” 
 
    Daisy furrowed her brow as Micah kissed her cheek again. Her husband was unusually affectionate. Micah entered the dining room. The floorboards were scraped, droplets of the previous night's stew stained some of the scuffed walls, but it was clean enough. A plate of scrambled eggs, sausage, and bacon sat at the end of the table. 
 
    The sheriff sat down and shoved a napkin into his collar. He scarfed down his breakfast, acting like a starved man at a buffet. 
 
    Daisy placed a cup of coffee next to his plate. As she watched him, she said, “Your breakfast isn't going anywhere.” Mouth full of eggs and bacon, Micah glanced up at his wife and grinned. Daisy smiled and asked, “What's gotten into you? I've never seen you so excited before.” 
 
    Micah loudly swallowed his food, then he said, “Sit down, sweetheart. I have news.” 
 
    “News?” 
 
    “Yes. Please, sit down.” 
 
    Daisy nodded as she reluctantly sat down in the seat to Micah's left. She was worried about his erratic behavior, but she had to obey his orders. 
 
    Micah said, “Daisy, I... I had a dream. No, no. It was a... a... a vision.” 
 
    “A–Another one?” 
 
    “Yes. My father visited me again. In this vision, he apologized to me. He said he made a mistake during our first encounter. He corrected it last night, though, like an honorable man. He said that I must drink the saliva of forty dead women—and twenty of them must be under seventeen years old. The older ones are impure and wicked, tainted by this horrible world, while the younger ones are pure and innocent. Good and bad makes perfection. It's the perfect combination. It–It makes sense! It really does!” 
 
    Daisy kept a steady expression on her face. She was surprised and horrified, but she didn't want to insult her husband. She saw the excitement in his eyes, like the eyes of a child on Christmas Eve. 
 
    She said, “Well, that... that's certainly an interesting dream, hun.” 
 
    “Yes. A dream. A vision. A message. A promise. This town—this family—will be restored once I gather the rest of the saliva. It will be a sight to behold. It's going to be difficult to find those girls, but I can do it. I can start with Dylan's daughter. She was planning on leaving this town anyway. Yes, this can work...” 
 
    Daisy coughed to clear her throat, then she nodded in agreement. At heart, she had hoped Micah's bizarre quest ended during the previous night. She sensed the pride, passion, and determination within the sheriff, though. The nightmare wasn't over. As a matter of fact, the sheriff's rampage was barely beginning. 
 
    Daisy asked, “What... What are you doing today? Hmm? You going straight to work or... or what's the plan?” 
 
    Micah shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth. As he chewed, he held his hand over his mouth and said, “I have a lot to do, sweetie. Last night, when I was going back to clean up that trailer, an ambulance showed up. I had to think on my feet, so I shifted the blame on those two—Chris and Nina. So, now I have to make sure everything fits. I have to get the story straight.” 
 
    “What if... What if they start suspecting you?” 
 
    “They won't. I'm going to pin it on the girl. I'm going to say I chased her a bit, but she got away. As for the other kids, I'll bury them in the field in the afternoon and at night. I reckon Esther won't be able to help because of her foot so I'll deal with it on my own.” 
 
    “Wha–What about Dylan's truck?” 
 
    “I'll get rid of it. Believe me, I'll take care of everything. Stop worrying so much, sweetie, it ain't good for you.” 
 
    Daisy sighed in disappointment. She withdrew from the conversation, unwilling to challenge the sheriff. He'll take care of it, she thought, he always handles his business. 
 
    Micah took a sip of his coffee, then he asked, “How is Esther doing?” 
 
    “She's okay. I tried my best to patch her up. I bandaged her foot, I cleaned her burn wounds, but she'll still need to see a doctor soon.” 
 
    “Okay. I'll find someone to help. Keep your eye on her.” 
 
    “I will,” Daisy responded. She twiddled her thumbs and said, “About the other girl, Nina... How long do you plan on keeping her in the basement?” 
 
    “If all goes as planned, she'll be my third wife. I love you, Daisy, but you know we need more helpful hands around this place. The house won't tend to itself. If something were to happen to Esther, Heaven forbid, we would need Nina more than ever. I want you to get along with her. Bring some food down to her so she doesn't starve, okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Micah dabbed his mouth with the napkin, then he crumpled it and tossed it on his plate. He finished his meal so he was ready to start his day. As he stood up, Daisy grabbed the sheriff's wrist. She looked up at him. The pair locked eyes. 
 
    Daisy wanted to confront him about the situation. Your vision is false, none of this will work, it's over—the words were clogged in her throat. She opened her mouth to speak, but she let out a broken breath instead. Micah spotted the fear in her eyes, but he misinterpreted it as anxiety. He figured his wife was just nervous about Nina's presence in the house. 
 
    Micah leaned down and kissed her forehead. He caressed her hair and said, “You'll always be the love of my life. Don't worry about a thing, sweetheart. I'll see you in a few hours.” As he walked out of the dining room, leaving his dirty dishes on the table, the sheriff shouted, “Holler if you need anything!” 
 
    Daisy stared at the archway leading into the living room. She counted her husband's footsteps. The footsteps stopped for a moment—Micah grabbed his hat from the hat rack and checked his utility belt—then the steps continued. The sound of the front door opening and closing echoed through the house. With that, the sheriff was gone. 
 
    Daisy whispered, “Have a nice day.” 
 
    The housewife returned to the kitchen. She placed some scrambled eggs and bacon on another plate, then she filled a cup with tap water. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, as if she were mentally preparing herself for a significant presentation. I can do this, she thought. She grabbed the plate and cup, then she marched into Esther's dungeon. 
 
    Daisy stopped at the bottom of the stairs. She grimaced as she stared at the bloody crucifix. She took a step forward, then she stopped upon hearing a crunching sound. She lifted her right foot and stared at the floor. Bloodied fingernails were scattered across the floor under the cross. She couldn't help but shudder in fear. She shook off the jitters and walked into the dungeon. She stopped at the foot of the bed. 
 
    Esther lay on the bed with her severed foot elevated on a stack of fluffy pillows. She wore a set of comfy pajamas. 
 
    Daisy asked, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    In a gravelly tone, Esther responded, “Fine.” 
 
    “That's good. I'll bring you some stew in a few minutes. I know how much you like that stuff.” 
 
    “Thank... you.” 
 
    Daisy walked past the curtains. The human masks were removed from the walls. A twin-sized bed replaced the operating table. The sheriff spend most of his night fixing the room for their new guest. 
 
    Nina Nakamura—the only survivor of the massacre—lay on the bed, only wearing her black bra and matching panties. Her wounds were bandaged. Her wrists and ankles were handcuffed to the bed posts. A strip of duct tape covered her mouth. Her eyes widened as soon as she spotted Daisy. She squirmed on the bed, wiggling like a worm in mud, but she couldn't escape. 
 
    Daisy placed the plate and cup on the nightstand beside the table. She sat next to Nina and shushed her. 
 
    She said, “Please, calm down. I'm not going to hurt you. I don't want to hurt you. I'm going to take the tape off now, okay?” 
 
    The housewife leaned over the captive, then she gently removed the tape from her mouth. Eyes welling with tears, Nina lifted her head from the pillow and gasped for air. 
 
    Daisy said, “I brought some food for you. It's just eggs and bacon. No stew. Here, take a bite.” She shoved a forkful of eggs into Nina's mouth. She continued, “You have to stay strong. You can't let this place bring you down.” 
 
    Nina loudly swallowed the food. Her voice cracking, she stuttered, “Will–Will you let me go? Pl–Please?” 
 
    “I'm sorry. I can't do that. He wants you to be part of the family—and he always gets what he wants.” 
 
    “No,” Nina cried. “Please, tell me this is some sort of sick game. Tell me this is all a bad dream.” 
 
    “I won't lie to you, sweetheart. You have to accept this. The sooner you accept it, the better. You saw Esther, didn't you? She was just like you once. She didn't accept Micah's offer, though, so he... he beat on her, he choked her, and he even cut her face. He hurt her until she finally agreed to be part of the family—until he got what he wanted.” 
 
    Nina glanced over at the curtains. She remembered Esther's disfigured face—her sewn cheeks, her crushed eye. She was amazed by the revelation. That monster was like us, she thought, she was a victim, too. 
 
    Daisy caressed Nina's cheek and said, “I used to be like you, too. Micah gave me the same offer. I hesitated at first, but I gave up much quicker than Esther. That man, he likes being treated with respect. If you cooperate, you may end up like me. You won't have to suffer through more pain and you'll be able to sleep upstairs. It's not the perfect life, but... but we take care of each other around here.” 
 
    Daisy inhaled deeply as she wiped the tears from her eyes. She grabbed the cup, then she poured some water into Nina's mouth. Nina coughed and grunted as she guzzled the water. She was dehydrated after the day of drugs and violence. 
 
    As she placed the cup on the nightstand, Daisy cracked a smile and said, “Believe me, this is better than dying. Here, take another bite.” 
 
    Nina sniffled as she accepted a bite of the bacon. Tears streamed down her cheeks, mucus dripped down her lips. Daisy kept a smile on her face, even as she cried. Guilt festered in her stomach, sorrow burdened her heart. Esther heard the conversation from the other side of the curtain. She couldn't help but cry, too. The women were trapped in a pit of despair, forced to wallow in their misery. 
 
    As she stared vacantly at the ceiling, Nina whispered, “This is better than dying... It has to be better than dying.” 
 
   


  
 

 Join the mailing list! 
 
      
 
    Micah Wakefield's massacre isn't over. There is more saliva to siphon out there. Want to experience more extreme horror? Need more saliva, or blood, to quench your thirst? If so, you should join my mailing list. By joining my mailing list, you'll be the first to know about my newest books. I release a new book every 28 days, so that's a lot of books. You'll also receive updates about book deals and the occasional giveaway. Best of all, the process requires very little effort on your part and it's completely free! Oh, and you'll only receive 1-2 emails per month—no spam, I promise. Click here to sign-up: http://eepurl.com/bNl1CP 
 
   


  
 

 Dear Reader, 
 
    Hello! Thanks for reading Spit and Die. This book wasn't as serious or grim as some of my other novels. It's a very violent slasher, but I didn't think it was disturbing while I was writing it. Still, there were some graphic torture scenes you probably weren't expecting. So, if I somehow caught you by surprise—there are warnings plastered all over the book, but I digress—and if I somehow managed to offend you, I sincerely apologize. I aim to entertain and horrify with my books. That's all. 
 
      
 
    I hate to say a book is inspired by a real serial killer because I don't want to give said killer too much credit and I don't want to glorify/exploit his crimes. Then again, I'd be lying if I said this book wasn't partially inspired by real-life crimes. Ahmad Suradji, an Indonesian serial killer, inspired the creation of Micah Wakefield's character—or, more accurately, he inspired Micah's goals. You see, Suradji was known for drinking the saliva of dead women so that he could become a mystic healer. In my book, Micah drank the saliva of his victims in order to become superhuman. Otherwise, they are completely different people. 
 
      
 
    I struggled to find a fitting name for this book. Spit and Die is a unique title. In fact, I don't think there are any other books on Amazon with this title. I was originally going to name it The Wakefield Massacre, but I feared that it sort of revealed a big part of the story. It hinted that Micah Wakefield would be the killer. I thought about naming the book The Texan Slaughtering Grounds at one point, but it just didn't roll off the tongue. I also considered the title Saliva, but it didn't feel like something I could market. So, I stuck with Spit and Die. What did you think? 
 
      
 
    The original ending of this book was... different. During the dinner scene, Micah was going to drink the saliva, then he was actually going to transform into a taller, stronger human. Christopher and Nina were still going to escape, but they wouldn't end up at the trailer. Instead, Nina would end up sneaking back into the house to grab Dylan's keys and fight Esther while Christopher would fight the transformed Micah in the fields. The pair would eventually escape the Wakefield house in Dylan's truck, but, on the main road, they would be chased down by Micah, who runs faster than a speeding car in his transformed state. This would lead to a car accident where Christopher dies. Then, Nina would have been taken back to the Wakefield house. I didn't use this ending because I thought it was too outlandish. It felt like a different book at this point. It's interesting, though, isn't it? 
 
      
 
    Oh, and, yeah, the book was also inspired by The Texas Chainsaw Massacre. It's one of my favorite movies of all time, so you should just assume most of my books are inspired by that movie. 
 
      
 
    This is the part where I beg for reviews. So, if you enjoyed this book, please leave a review on Amazon.com. Your reviews are incredibly helpful. They help me improve on my writing, they help me gauge interest in certain types of stories, and they help other readers find my books. In turn, I'm able to write more books—better books. So, please leave a review.  
 
      
 
    Your review can be short or long, bad or good, and it will still be helpful. If you need a starting point, try answering some of these questions. Did you like the story? Was the book scary? Was this book too violent, was it not violent enough for an extreme horror novel, or was it just right? Do you like my slashers or do you prefer my serious horror novels, like Rotten Apples or The Abuse of Ashley Collins? Do you want to read a sequel? Answering questions like these will help me understand you, the reader. Your words have the power to influence my writing—please use them wisely. 
 
      
 
    You can also show support by sharing this book with your friends and family on all of your favorite social media websites. Post a link on Twitter and Facebook, share the book cover or your favorite page on Instagram or Snapchat. Tell strangers about it on the street. (Note: I'm not responsible if you get mugged.) Buy a paperback and send it to a pen pal! Sharing books is a great way to support authors. Remember, word-of-mouth is a great way to support independent authors—and it's mostly free.  
 
      
 
    As far as my financial situation goes, I'm still broke. I mean, I'm not going on any exotic vacations, I'm not driving fancy cars. It's not a bad life, though. I have shelter, internet, and television. I'm grateful, you know? And, your support has really been helping me over the past 18 months. I can eat a little more now thanks to you. 
 
      
 
    Finally, if you're a horror fan, feel free to visit my Amazon's Author page. I've published eighteen horror novels, a few sci-fi/fantasy books, and some anthologies. Looking for a disturbing horror novel? Check out Rotten Apples. Want to read a brutal horror novel about revenge? Check out next month's book, Ms. Vengeance. If you've read my older books, you're not going to want to miss that one. I release a new book every month, so keep your eyes peeled. In the meantime, you should feel free to check out my older novels if you haven't already. Some people think they're really good! Once again, thank you for reading. Your readership keeps me going through the darkest times! 
 
      
 
    Until our next venture into the dark and disturbing,  
 
    Jon Athan 
 
      
 
    P.S. If you have questions (or insults), you can contact me via Twitter @Jonny_Athan, or my  Facebook page, or through my business email: info@jon-athan.com. If you're an aspiring author, I'm always happy to offer a helping hand. Even if you only have a simple question, don't hesitate to contact me. Thanks again! 
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