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He built an empire on other people's fear.

Father Paul is a cult leader who runs the most exclusive show on the dark web — a live red room where his followers deliver victims abducted through online dating apps, social media, and the blind trust of strangers. His audience is global. His operation is airtight. Business has been good for years.

Until he abducts the wrong people.

Dale Tilson swipes right on what looks like a second chance after a brutal breakup. Fifteen-year-old Jessica disappears into the dark in a way no one saw coming. When their paths collide inside Father Paul's web, survival depends on something his carefully selected victims aren't supposed to have — the will to fight back.

But escape is only the beginning of the nightmare.
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Sully lifted his heavy eyelids. The blue luminescent light stung, making him squint. He grunted, bringing life to his sore throat. His mouth felt like he’d sucked down a jar of cotton balls. He went to move his arms to wipe the crust from his eyes, much like he’d done every morning throughout his forty-seven years of life. 

The belligerent clanging of metal sounded as chains smacked the chair’s steel arms while they held his wrists down.

He shifted his shoulders and met a sheer resistance. An extended grip spanned the length of his chest, crinkling his dingy black t-shirt underneath it. Chains wrapped him so tight; he felt the chill from the links deep in his lungs and heart. He went to move his legs and found his ankles in a similar condition, pressed hard against the chair’s steel legs. 

A migraine split his brain, causing him to utter a harsh grunt. This was worse than the tequila hangover from the time he dropped off supplies in El Centro. It was even worse than the time he flew into the grassy knoll off I-64 outside of Louisville, lodging his sleeping face into the thick steering wheel of his rig. This discomfort was a new pain that left his head, from his temples up to his forehead, feeling like aching, useless mush.

Breathing hard, he peered forward with wide eyes. A camera stared back into his face as it sat on a tripod. The dark lens gleamed in the harsh light.

Sweat trickled down his forehead as he tried moving his fingers, but they sat stiff, purple and bulged at the tips as if blood stopped flowing past his bound wrists hours ago. 

“Help!” he wailed. He cleared his throat to loosen the thick grogginess in his tone.

His heart dropped when a door to his right swung in, allowing a figure to enter. 

The figure approached and stood between Sully and the camera before crouching. The only thing Sully could make of the man before him was the sweater taut against his wide chest and broad shoulders. The cursive letters on his right pec read: Father Paul. A black ski mask hid his face. 

“Please...buddy...” Sully cleared his throat again. The stale taste of sleeper’s breath coated his mouth. “You gotta help me. I don’t know where I am...where my rig is...”

The man only stared, his dark eyes scolding Sully from behind a pair of thick goggles. 

Sully passed the stranger a peculiar glare as he tried recollecting thoughts from the past few hours. How’d he get here? The last thing he remembered was the motel room off I-94, a big slab of a road. He and his rig were on the way to the Windy City to drop off some car parts from Albany. He’d made perfect timing, nearly setting a record. There was more than enough time to stop two hours west of the Motor City at a dive: Pete’s Grill. 

While sitting at the bar, a beaver, Pam, approached him at the bar. Her thick lips and cherry-red hair left him stiffened below the belt. The way that red dress hugged her curvy body made him want to explore what lay underneath it. She was a queen, the type to be his significant other, and deep down, he’d hoped to ask her to take on the road with him. She’d be a beautiful passenger seat cover for the old dog. A worthy companion for a man who only knew the road and planned to live out his days riding it. But it wasn’t only because of her youthful face and gentle smile. It was the noteworthy conversation; she knew a lot about rigs and trailers. Trucks and tires. More than your typical lot lizard.

After they had a few draft beers, he remembered taking her for a ride up the road about fifty miles and stopping at the Go Go Inn, her idea. Soon after they’d entered the room, Sully complained about how the ugly floral décor looked like baby-sized cockroaches resting on the mattress and curtains before something heavy pummeled the back of his skull. He recalled falling face-first into the scratchy, dingy carpet. The smell of mildew stuffed his senses before the room blurred and his eyes shut. 

Now, there was a blinking red light from a camera, bugging his retinas and intensifying his headache. With every shallow breath, the throbbing in his chest hitched, stuffing a sickening ball in his gut. 

“Where am I?” he cried. 

Father Paul continued to stare up at him. 

The black window across from them, just behind the camera, took on a rectangular gleam. There was a TV mounted to the wall behind him. A red skull spun in its center. 

Sully tried shifting his weight by rocking side to side. Or at least he thought he was. The chair underneath him stood still. Dizzy with exhaustion, panic riddled his nerves. “Answer me!” Tears fell down his face. 

Father Paul’s eyes lit up, as if pleased to hear another man beg. 

The screen behind Sully went black. Then a short phrase popped up in bold letters. They appeared blurry as tears clouded his sight. 

He wished he’d read it. But as he batted his eyelids and squinted hard, the words disappeared. 

Father Paul stood straight, towering about six feet over Sully, and swaggered over to an oak bookcase. 

Sully watched in horror as Father Paul swiped up a rip saw from the top shelf and walked back over with an urgent stride in his step. 

Sully fidgeted and shook. Through exasperated breaths, he said, “Wait, wait, wait! Please don’t. Uh... I’m sorry for whatever I did! Please, just don’t—” 

Father Paul pressed the saw’s teeth onto the bridge of Sully’s nose. 

Sully sobbed and stammered. “P—p—please!” he said. 

Father Paul took a handful of Sully’s thick hair and yanked his head back. Sully’s scalp screamed as his hairline burned. He tried turning his neck and shaking his head, but Father Paul’s grip only tightened. 

The grinding of the blades as they chewed through Sully’s face made him wail so loud that his throat strained, and his ungodly squeal filled the room. A hot, sickening impulse shot through his body as his limbs struggled to break free of the bondage. 

The sound of cartilage snapping with every movement made his ears pop.

Flashes erupted before his eyes as if he’d been staring into a strobe light. Blood spurted from the fresh cut, coating his deteriorating vision and turning the room crimson. He choked and hacked as blood ran down his throat. 

At the end of his cry, Sully let out a weak “Why?” as his face sweltered in a blinding pain. His breath seized as his mind tried to comprehend the damage being done to his nose. 

The sawing stopped. Sully yelped as Father Paul tore the dangling nose free from the shred of skin keeping it attached to his face. The ripping of his skin sounded like masking tape being torn from a wall.

Sully wept as Father Paul held the nose before the camera.

Sully dropped his chin to his chest. His shoulders jerked with his sobs. Blood ran free from his face to his jeans.

This wasn’t how he thought he’d die. Mangled and mutilated. Confused and petrified. 

All he could do was squeeze his eyes shut and ramble off a quick prayer between his truncated blubbering:

“Dear God, f—forgive me for all that I—I—I’ve done in this l—life. I succumb to your glory and come to you with an open m—mind and heart. Please God. Make this end. Make this torment g—go away and take me in your arms for eternity.” 

Sully popped his eyes open at the sound of a whirring power drill.

Before Sully could look, Father Paul took another handful of hair and aimed the pointy tip into Sully’s eye. As the spinning tip progressed forward, every bruise and scar burned his skin from the many scaffolds and accidents he’d lived through. Passing the CDL exam and buying his first rig, Ricky Red, sat fresh on his mind. Sully heard his first words and felt his first steps in his parents’ living room out in his desert hometown of El Paso.

He saw the dank motel room and red-haired Pam. 

He belted a horrified shriek when the drill’s tip met his right eye. 
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​​Dale

​​Chapter One
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“Well, don’t you look rough,” Dale grumbled to himself as he ran his left hand along his jawline. His tanned reflection smiled back at him in the sun visor mirror. 

He slid his peacoat off his shoulders and unbuttoned his collar. 

“Shit,” he muttered. The last thing he wanted was yellow pit stains on his best polo. That I just left the gym excuse wouldn’t hold up. He’d given up on that years ago when he realized he couldn’t hold muscle for shit. He’d spend hours lifting weights, galloping on the treadmill, and eating nothing but red meat, milk, and eggs only for his body to rip the protein to bits, leaving him slender. Dale rolled the window down and grimaced as the evening’s frosty gusts brushed against his face. 

A cold sweat broke out across his forehead. He ran the back of his hand over it, then huffed. As if this fleshy pink slash over my right eye helps, he thought. He didn’t expect it would disappear with the stitches just being removed a couple days ago. He remembered vividly how Dr. Martinez glared accusingly at him, his head tilted, eyes peering at him over purple frames. 

“Still a little too short to be playing hockey, don’t you think?” Dr. Martinez asked. 

Dale had snickered then, and told the doctor that he would wait for the bill in the mail. Hospital bills were like any other bill: expected and unavoidable. But that was the cost of playing physical sports every season. 

Dale bound his fingers and flicked at his hair, raking it over the laceration above his brow. He scoffed. One minute, blades sliced up the ice as everyone raced over to Dale. The match had been neck-and-neck with the Big Rapids Badgers. Had Dale missed the puck, the Badgers would've tied. But he didn’t, and his team, the Grand Rapids Grenades, had taken the victory by one. The team leaped and shouted as they raised him up high. He punched the air, rooted, and laughed. The dome boomed, full of their excited voices. Then, in the midst of all the celebrating, Jerry hurled his ice skate over the huddle, and it landed blade-first into Dale’s face. He relived the aftermath whenever he lay down for the night; a dull flash right before a numbing darkness eased him into a deep sleep. 

Some guys just don’t know how to lose with dignity, Dale thought.

He flipped the visor into the ceiling, then glared up the block. The street could’ve been hosting a tacky light show with all the bling and glitz from the Christmas lights and décor that hung from most roof trims and awnings. For the most part, the houses appeared nearly identical under the streetlights: all brick and varying shades of brown, single-floored, with cars and SUVs sitting in most driveways. Iced-over yards gleamed as much as the roads; the same roads Dale’s tires grumbled and slid across the entire ride in. Lake-effect ruled the weather in Western Michigan. Blizzards, high winds, and sometimes ice storms were normal for early December. It was a way of life here: a promise kept by nature every November through April. Ask anyone out on the lakefront and they'd confirm that frozen cheeks and numb fingertips were more welcome than a dog-swooping hurricane or a house-fileting wildfire any day. 

He rested his eyes on the residence opposite the curb. The empty driveway led up to a dark house. A thick shadow hung over, protecting it from the holiday cheer that consumed most of its neighbors.

His heartbeat quickened. What if she forgot? What if she’s not there? What if she’s...ugly? 

He smirked. 

Marla was in there. He was certain she was. Maybe she was lying down. Naked. It’d be a replica of the pictures in his phone’s photo gallery: her lavender eyes low while she rubbed herself. 

Dale’s palms went clammy. Meeting a girl this way wasn’t unheard of. Going Out. An app that got people laid. It was as grotesque as getting a prostitute. The only difference was that this way was free.

But who picks up girls at bars anymore? 

He grunted. 

***
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“Your Big Thirty will be so much fun,” Diane said over Monday coffee at Jinx’s Café. “Five more months and we’re in Vegas.” 

Dale twirled his spoon, sprinkling the tabletop with remnants of cocoa. Diane snatched napkins from the dispenser and wiped up the spill.

“Aren’t you excited?” she asked with a wide smile. 

He half-grinned and nodded, then winced. The pale sun burst through every bay window, painting the diner yellow.

“Good!” she said. “You’re still bringing a date, right?” 

“A date?” he asked, perplexed. 

“Yeah. I got me one.” She rocked her hips side-to-side in the booth across from him. 

“Who? Your husband you want to divorce?” Dale asked. 

“Oh, shut up. Me and Lance are doing good.” Diane stopped dancing. 

“Does he know that?” 

“Does he know what?” 

“Anything? Does he know anything?”

Amusement crossed her face. She buried her smile in her pale cashmere sleeve. Her burst of laughter sounded like a smoker holding back a cough. 

“Come on, brother. I’m serious,” she said, climbing down from her high.

“No. No date.” 

“Why not?” Diane’s almond eyes frowned. 

Dale scrunched his face. “They couldn’t get us a table with blinds?” 

“Don’t change the subject,” Diane said, fussing with her silver bangles. “You need to move on.”

“I’m fine, sis,” he said smoothly. 

“No, you’re not,” Diane mimicked. 

“How?”

“Because all you talk about is Sasha. It’s like you have no interest in the world around you. Your face is always in your phone.” She cupped her mug with both hands and brought it to her lips. Then, with discerning eyes, she said, “She’s not coming back, ya know.”

His stomach turned.

Sasha. Damn Facebook had a way of putting her at the top of his feed. Her plump lips or thin arms all over some pale asshole. 

A lucky asshole.

“It’s been six months,” Diane pointed out. “Get a new girl.” 

“And why does it bother you that I’m not ready?” 

“Because you’re not waiting on someone else to come along. You’re waiting on something old to come back. It’s not happening. Move on. Now, I’ve been patient...but this has to stop.” 

Dale cringed. He never had to say a word around Diane. She always knew. Some of Sasha’s amateur paintings still hung on his bedroom wall. Her toothbrush sat in the Superman mug by the bathroom sink. Her number was still saved under babe. Whenever the thing sounded, he’d look with eager eyes. One day, it’d be her calling. 

Tough titty, he thought as he pushed his full mug against the glass salt and pepper shakers in the middle of the table. The smell of chocolate steam had become unbearable.

Diane sighed and combed her crinkled dark hair with clutched fingers. “I mean, look at you, Dale. For starters, Calvin’s back.” 

Dale stroked his hairy chin. Calvin’s tail had reached his chest. “Oh, you don’t like Calvin anymore?” He grinned.

“You look like a modish hippie.” 

Dale wiped the back of a hand across his dampening forehead. Then he tugged at his leather cuffs, freeing his arms. “Calvin’s done nothing to deserve such an unwelcome attitude.” 

“Don’t bullshit me. The last time Calvin visited was two years ago, and then eight years before that.” She dropped her glare to her coffee. “When Mom and Dad died.”

“Nobody died, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he said. 

“I know.” She looked at him pleadingly. “That’s the problem. I think this breakup is killing you.”

“Diane, I’m fine.” 

“You’re not.” 

“How come?” he said. Why can’t she let this go?

“Because you’re only fine when people die.” 

He cocked his head. “No, I’m not,” he argued. 

Diane rolled her eyes. “There was that night the cops showed up to the house. Remember? We were fighting over the PlayStation controller while we waited for that slow-ass pizza guy. Anyway, when they broke the news, I crumbled to my knees and you stood there, wordless. You just stared. When you spoke a couple days later, it was only to console me. I’d always ask if you’re okay and you’d say, ‘I’m fine.’ You did the same thing when Nana stopped breathing after the heart transplant not even a couple years ago.” She twisted her wedding ring. “You’re not fine when you say you’re fine.” 

Dale snickered and pulled his coat over his shoulders. An older couple shuffled through the door, letting in a crisp wind. The man wrapped his arm around the woman’s waist as they used his copper cane to balance their steps. Dale wondered if that’d be him with the next love of his life one day. Or would he die alone?

“Look, you’re my only family. I can’t have you moping around,” Diane said. 

His shoulders slumped. She had a way of scrubbing him in guilt. Diane was the only person on Earth he had to look out for. If Sasha were to call, she would make person number two once again. She’d leave that guy and come back to him. Maybe even marry him. 

Or not. He’d missed that chance. That’s all she wanted, after all. Change. Evolution. But why fix something that’s not broken? But if having her back meant a second chance at presenting her with a ring, he’d do it without the months’ worth of arguing and the teary-eyed pleas for her stay. He’d buy her fifty fucking rings if that meant she’d come back. 

It was too late for that now. 

Sasha seemed happier without him. But she wasn’t the only one who could paint on a fake smile and take pictures with a nobody. Dale could do it too. 

“So, what do you suggest, sis? Go to a bar and ask a girl if she wants to see my dick?”

Diane giggled. “No, asshole. That’s a good way to get acid thrown into your face.” 

“Well?”

“Use Going Out. “ 

“Okay, and what is that?” 

“You’ve never heard of it?” 

“No. Never.”

“Damn, kid. You gotta get out more. Get it?”

He scowled. 

She giggled. “Remember Marisa?”

“Thick, tall chick?”  

“Yeah. She went on six dates and now she’s going steady with an accountant. All from an app. It’s like getting a date from your thumbs.”

“What are you, the head of marketing? Jeez, it’s like every time I see you, you’re sharing an ad.”

Diane laughed. “Wait until I tell you about this new toothpaste I’ve been using.” 

“No thanks. I used that Asian clay on my athlete’s foot that you suggested and broke into hives.”

“Oh whatever. Anyway, are you going to try it?” 

His brow furrowed. “Diane, I don’t do online dating. It’s for pricks and twats. I’d rather—”

“Wait for Sasha?” 

“No. I mean—”

“Calvin?”

“Sis, I—"

Diane scoffed. “God, Dale. Sasha’s making you soft.”

“Come on, sis,” he said.

“I think you should try. I mean—” Her voice lowered. “It doesn’t have to be anything serious. Get a bang-buddy. You know, someone to get your feet wet. Boost your confidence. Give you a reason to kill Calvin.” 

“Calvin’s done nothing wrong,” Dale said.

Diane’s face straightened. “He reminds me of loss and depression.” 

Online dating was a crapshoot. It was like a Pandora’s Box full of anal beads and STDs. But he had to get back out there, and this was the first step forward.

“How’d you find out about this app? You used it?” he asked. 

“I’ve never used it because I’m not lonely. I know about it because I go out. I have a social life.” She chuckled, then sipped her coffee. “But you’d rather play video games or laze around in bed when you’re not at work. You’re so lame now.”

“Whoa with the name calling, sis. Sasha’s not turning me into a lame.”

Diane squinted at him. “Really? Having trouble finishing that cocoa?” 

Dale huffed. Once again, she nailed it. The thought of the breakup and the mention of Sasha’s name made him nauseous. Food and drinks wouldn’t go down even if he forced it. He was out of acts for the charade.

Diane giggled. “Get a new girl, brother. A guy like you deserves it. Promise you’ll try it?” 

Dale grabbed the handle of the eggshell mug and stirred. He stared into the foggy creamer as it swirled and floated. Was it that obvious he was stuck? In high school, chicks flocked to him. Even still after hockey games. At work. After work. The thought of being with another girl made his tongue feel stale. 

But it was time to stop waiting for nothing. The next girl would be stunning, one-upping Sasha in every category. For a girl like that, he couldn’t be rusty. Dale sighed. “Sure.”

Diane leaned over and fished through her toddler-sized duffle bag. 

“Why do you use that thing? You never find what it´s carrying around,” Dale said. 

They laughed. 

“Dad hated Mom’s bags,” Diane said. “I wish I could hear him say that again right before she’d go after him.”

“Oh, shut the hell up, Danny. I don’t know why you have those bikes. Your fat ass ain’t gon’ use ‘em,” Dale imitated in Mom’s light raspy voice.

Diane chuckled. “Mom was always quick with the comebacks.” 

“But oh, the irony,” he said solemnly. 

Diane cleared her throat and shook her head with a frantic twitch as if to push off an oncoming wave of depression as she continued to dig through her bag.

“I guess you can say I miss them too, sis. They’d be happy to see what you’ve grown into. Nana would be too.”

She pulled out her leopard-print wallet and held it up. “Found it!” She unzipped it and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. “My treat. Use your money to get rid of that debacle on your chin and go on dates.”

“Yes, Mom.” 

She slid from the booth. “I’m serious.”

Dale chuckled as she pulled her puffer coat over her shoulders. It swallowed her from her neck to her shins. 

“Shut up. It’s cold out,” she said. “I wish I could chat longer, but I have a lecture tonight.” She tossed an evergreen and white State scarf around her neck, cheeks, and button nose.

“Math 101. Freshman class?” Dale asked. 

She scoffed. “More like a bunch of fucking idiots. Anyway, Mom and Dad’s plot this Saturday?” She pulled her tote strap over her shoulder and headed for the door. “Don’t forget. And make sure you start that profile, because if you don’t, I’ll do it for you. Love you. Bye!” 

Diane nodded goodbye to the waitress and winked back at him before fading into the pale sunlight and thick, flying snowflakes. 

***
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Three weeks and several messages later, Dale sat in front of Marla’s. Questions plagued his mind: How’d he get sucked in? What was he doing at this girl’s house? How come Sasha got to be happy with someone else so quickly? 

Dale ran his hand down his naked chin. He didn’t intend on meeting the imaginary woman from his phone so soon. He’d scoff at Marla’s naked pictures and text her what she wanted to see. The dick pics he sent were from a quick Google search. Not his. But with every response, Marla opened wider. 

He had seen all of her. From the V to the A. 

But now he would get to feel her. He dropped his gaze to his lap. 

The perfect stranger. 

Dale sighed. “I can’t do this,” he mumbled. There was always a girlfriend to hold and kiss. Never a random harlot. He couldn’t remember his life before Sasha. She was the girl next door who’d fallen in love with him. Even after they’d moved with Nana during senior year, Sasha would spend weekends with him. 

But now, she was gone. It felt like a chunk of his life had been devoured and shat out. 

“Fuck,” he grumbled. 

He sucked in a deep breath. The words get a new girl rang in his mind, trapped along with Diane’s accusing grin.

Dale exhaled hard. 

He flung the car door open and planted his boots on the street. Snow flurries danced around the frosted-over cul-de-sac. 

He stepped lightly on the slippery street and yard as he made his way around to the passenger side of the Grand Am. He pulled the passenger door open and grasped a crimson flowerpot. The peach roses and yellow lilies fluttered at his touch. Marla had talked about how much she missed the spring. Then she sent a selfie of her bare, perky breasts and flat belly. Her thin pink lips puckered at him. A halo of pastel flowers sat on her pinned-up hair. 

Come see me, she texted. 

An hour across snowy I-96 and an hour down Highway 31 and here he was. 

Snow swallowed his boots as he kicked through it. He held onto the railing and pulled himself up the iced-over steps. He tapped on the screen door while he stomped hard, freeing his boots of the chilly powder. Anticipation tugged at his gut as the wooden door swung in. 
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​​Chapter Two
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“Hi!” Marla beamed. Her lavender eyes gleamed in the dull yellow light coming from the room behind her. 

Dale smiled at her. No more lady in the phone. 

He imagined her being shorter. Her gray tee barely covered her thighs. If she reached even a little, she’d flash him. That’s if she wasn’t wearing underwear. He snickered to himself. Of course, she’s not. 

“Did you find the place okay?” she asked. Clicks and clamors chimed out as she unfastened the screen door. 

“Um, yeah, sure,” he said. “Are there break-ins around here?” he asked as she shoved a key into a lock and twisted. 

“Yeah, some asshole broke in while I was out on business about a month ago—right before I met you.” She grunted and bit her lower lip, struggling to loosen one of the bottom—and hopefully last—locks. “You can never be too safe. I mean, what if I was here?” 

He nodded understandingly as she pushed the screen door open, allowing him in. 

A thin yellow light shone through the black shade of a stand-up lamp. It stood in a lonely corner of the shadowy living room.

“Are those for me?” she asked, sliding the locks back in place. 

“Oh, sure.” He handed her the arrangement. She set it on a glass coffee table as gentle as a mother laying a newborn in a crib. 

“I can take your coat,” she said. 

Dale patted his jean pockets. The hardness of his phone was in the left one and the lump of his wallet was in the seat. He slid the coat off his shoulders. His keys rubbed against one another in the pocket. Marla pulled the collar.

“I got it,” she said. 

He glanced over his shoulder and met her eyes. “Thanks.” 

“You’re welcome, babe.” Her lips curved into an amatory smile. She draped the coat over her forearm and hauled it up the hallway. “Sit anywhere.” 

Dale flopped down on the couch. Plastic shrieked under the seat of his jeans. 

His imagination had gotten it wrong. On the ride over, he knew her house would be full of bright lights and girly décor, like flowers and pictures of friends. Glowing, sheer curtains. Pastel furniture. Christmas shit. Glittery fringed doorways even crossed his mind. 

Instead, long, dark curtains covered the windows. Under the glass coffee table was an area rug that matched the smoky gray walls. 

The most colorful thing in the room had to be the mess of flowers in Marla’s hair and on the table. 

No way a girl like that lived alone in a morbid place like this. 

“Do you live alone?” slid past his lips before he could refrain. “I mean, not to be creepy or anything, it’s just—” 

She giggled as she picked up the bundle and dumped it into a vase. The vase looked a lot like a grape Twizzler; twisted and blending in with the color pallet of the rest of the room. “Why?”

“Because you seem like a colorful person with the anime purple hair and neon underwear...”

“Oh, stop it. You’re so funny, Dale.” She laughed. “I’m a germophobe.” She pinched and poked at each petal, examining them. “The plastic and dark colors ease it a bit.” 

A germophobe who fucks strangers? he thought, fighting to curb his quizzical gaze. 

Marla closed her eyes and inhaled. Her eyelids fluttered as her smile widened. “They smell wonderful. Thanks, babe.” She set the arrangement back on the table then flopped down next to him. Her bare meaty thighs slapped the plastic, sending out a sweet waft. Berries maybe. She ran her hand up his back and around his collar. 

He quivered when fingertips ran across the back of his neck. “It’s the least I can do since you invited me over.”

“I love them,” she said. “Wanna drink? Get comfortable?”

“I’m fine. I don’t drink.” 

“What’s one glass of wine going to do? Kill you? Come on. Drink with me.” 

He half-smiled. She looked just like her pictures. He throbbed as his hardening flesh pressed against his jeans zipper. As if knowing, she felt her way down his lap and rested a cheek on his shoulder. 

“I’m going to be honest,” she whispered. “This is my first time doing this. I mean...” She sighed. “...I like you, Dale. You’re fun to talk to and—well—I would love to share my best bottle of wine with you. We are celebrating, after all. I mean, who knows where this could lead? You could be the one. Shit, I could be the one.” 

Beads of sweat formed on his brow. He hadn’t had a drink in five years. Stopped cold turkey after he flipped the car. He got a plate in his skull and Sasha spent time in the ICU with a broken collarbone. Then, the fines and suspended license for drinking and driving rolled in. 

He’d sworn off alcohol ever since.

But Sasha was with someone else and Dale needed a drink. He wouldn’t be leaving Marla’s house tonight anyway. Besides, what was one drink going to do? Shit, could turn into four. He smirked.

Dale nodded hungrily. 

Marla kissed his pursed lips, then said, “I’ll be right back.” 

He watched her go up the hall. Light from the room she disappeared into glazed the hallway floor in a golden shine. 

Carefully, Dale unbuttoned his jeans, mindful of the pressure his erection was under. 

She’s probably into foreplay. He leaned back and curled his lips underneath his teeth. Dale imagined her setting her drink down on the coffee table before passing his. Then she’d get on her knees between his legs... 

He closed his eyes. A smile spread across his face. 

A flick of a light switch. Dale snapped his eyes open. 

Marla’s long shirt sailed behind her thighs as she approached, wine glasses full of red in either hand. She handed him a glass and he took a sip. She sat next to him and sipped hers. 

Dale’s crown prickled as the wine slithered down his throat. The bittersweet liquid made his mouth water and jaws tingle. “Um,” he grumbled as he took another sip. 

“You like it?” Marla asked as she reached over him and set her glass on the end table. “It’s merlot.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks.” 

“So,” Marla began. “How was the drive from Grand Rapids?” 

“Kentwood,” he corrected, taking another sip. “I put GR on my profile because I didn’t want anyone to know where—"

“I get it.” She smiled. “Oh wow. So you had quite the drive. Did you slide?” She frowned. 

“Uh, yeah. I mean, that’s Michigan, right? Add some lake effect and miserable people trying to speed on shitty roads... I can’t tell you how many cars I saw hood down in the ditch on the way over here.” 

She giggled. 

He sucked down another gulp. 

“Have you ever been to South Haven before? I mean, it’s not too far from where you live. Well...”

“If you don’t call an hour far, then I guess I’m local.” 

She snickered. “I guess you’re right. Sorry.” 

“For what? I’m lucky to be here. We’re finally hanging out in person.” 

“Aw,” she said. “Well, good thing you made it. Are you hungry? I mean, I already had tempura but I’m sure there’s still a few pizza places open.”

“No. I think wine’s good. I wish I could’ve matched your bottle,” he said. 

“Don’t worry about it. I have a cabinet full.”

Graciously, he said, “What do you do when you’re not at work? Get wasted?” 

Mischief wiped her sweet smirk. “Maybe. And talk to you.”

“Yeah?” Dale halved his glass. “No friends?”

“Of course. But they’re all back home.”

“And home is...” 

“Chicago,” she said, reaching for her glass. “After I got my bachelors at Grand Valley, I didn’t have a reason to leave. I love the area. I ended up getting a job in Holland and...here I am.”

“Finance, right?” Dale asked. 

“That’s right. You remembered! And you’re a gamer? What’s that? I wanted to ask, but I didn’t want to offend.”

“A joke.” He remembered that conversation. He was having a heated battle with a few kids on Call of Duty. With all the insults they spat through their mics, those little turds couldn’t shoot for shit. That’s when Marla texted. “I was playing a game when you asked. I’m actually a line cook.” 

“Oh cool! Where?” Amusement lightened her features. 

“The Pancake House,” Dale admitted. He swirled his glass, tipping it back and forth like a pendulum. This wasn’t part of the plan. Talking about his shitty job and childish pastime. Abort the embarrassment, he hissed to himself. “What’d you love about Michigan that kept you from going back to the city? I mean, Chicago? There must be a shit ton of things to get into.”

“There’s lots to do here too. Let’s see.” She counted on her purple-tipped fingers. “I love the lake. The people are polite. It’s a much slower pace than the city. Less crime.” She paused and tossed a seemingly duplicitous look to the ceiling. Then, with a grin, she exclaimed, “Oh! And there’s lots of things to do outdoors!”

“You like the outdoors?” Dale asked. Usually pretty girls like her avoided the outdoors. What could she possibly be into? Skiing? He sneered as he imagined her body bloated in bright outdoor wear as she skimmed the slopes like a champ. 

“I love the outdoors,” she squawked. “I love camping, skiing, sledding, swimming...” She chortled. “Hunting.” 

“Really? What?” 

“Oh, you know. Deer. Mainly deer. And wild turkey, if I’m lucky.” 

“Well, that’s neat.”

“Do you hunt?”

“Used to with my old man. He was big into guns.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. He’d drag me out to the shooting range or to the U.P. every November.” His cheeks heated. “My old man was the best.”

“You guys don’t do that anymore? It seems like you had a good time.” 

Dale paused and cleared the itching from the base of his throat. “He and my mom were in a car wreck when I was seventeen. Took them right out.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” she said. “Actually, I’m sorry for even asking.”

“It’s okay. A pretty girl asks you a question, you damn well better answer. One of Dad’s favorite sayings.” 

She blushed. “Aw. You’re so sweet, Dale. Do you want me to refresh your glass?”

“Su—” Dale froze. He didn’t remember his esophagus feeling on fire the last time he drank wine. He grunted. “I’m—sorry. I—think—” His throat tightened as he gasped. 

Worry spread across Marla’s face. “Are you okay? Drink the rest of it. Or I can get you some water?”

She patted his back. The banging seemed to agitate his burning chest even more. His cheeks scorched, and his eyes moistened as he choked and hacked up air. He raised a finger to her. 

“Hang on,” he said between chest-rattling coughs.

“Uh, I’ll go get you some water,” she said. But as she rose, Dale grasped her thigh. His coughing halted between sporadic gasps of breath. 

“Whoa. Sorry,” he said. “I guess it went down the wrong—pipe.” 

“I’m still going to—”

“No.” He took a breath and patted his chest with a balled fist, knocking sense into his lungs. “Where is your bathroom?” he asked. His face burned from embarrassment and lack of air circulating through his chest. 

“The door at the end of the hall,” she said. 

He smiled, narrowly able to breathe as he stood. “I’ll be back. Finish your—wine. Hell, have another glass.” 

She smirked. “Okay.” 

Dale rose and rushed up the hall. All doors on either side were closed except for the first doorway to the right where Marla had grabbed the bottle from earlier. It was too dark to tell what was in there. 

I wonder if she cooks, he thought. Sasha used to serve him blueberry pancakes in bed every Saturday. He wouldn’t mind the tradition starting up again. 

Marla was alright. There was a way about her he couldn’t quite place. Comfort? Authenticity? Maybe it was that easy smile or those delicate eyes of hers. If dating was this easy, then it’d be a cinch. But deep down, he knew this wasn’t the last time he’d see Marla.
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​​Chapter Three
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Dale dragged his fingers along the chilly wall. His face scrunched as he pulled his phone from his pocket. He cast the screen light on the room. There was no toilet. No tub. No sink. 

Dale called out, “Uh, this isn’t—”

A hard bang to the crown sent him toppling forward. His phone slid from his fingers. Aches erupted in his head as his hands and knees hit the floor. Vertigo-stricken, his disjointed vision turned two planted hands into five. He clutched his fingers and ripped holes into the plastic. Bits of carpet caught underneath his nails. The entire place was Scotchgarded. 

Don’t close your eyes, he begged his falling eyelids. He gasped. His elbows threatened to buckle under him. 

“Ugh, go to sleep already,” Marla said before her foot crashed down on his spine.

Dale fell flat on his stomach. He wanted to yell “Stop!” but a pained groan came out instead. 

He rolled onto his back. 

Marla’s hair had fallen to her shoulders. Her shirt rose to the waistband of her shorts as she raised the vase over her head. 

Dale’s breath shortened. His eyes bulged. This would end it all. Not the accidents. Not the losses that plagued his life. But a stranger waving a vase around. She was a quarter the size of his hockey mates. Diane could break her in two. 

Nerves shrieking, he lifted a leg and shoved his boot into Marla’s belly. 

She let out a harsh oomph and stumbled back. The vase fumbled to the floor. 

She curled over, held her belly, and groaned. 

Dale rolled onto his side, then to his knees. He crawled and blinked hard. The vase’s silhouette blended with the shadows.

“No!” she screeched. Marla lunged, knocking his chest in with her shoulder. He skidded across the floor, slamming his back into the wall. He winced as she pushed against his side, getting on her feet. 

Baring his teeth, Dale clawed at her ankle until his grip tightened and yanked her foot from under her. Marla’s hands slapped the floor. Her teeth clacked hard enough to make him cringe. 

Marla yelped and reached for her face. “You motherfucker!” She pulled her leg up then slammed her foot into his nose. A sickening crack struck the walls.

Dale lost the grip on her ankle and coddled his bleeding face. A sharp cramp shot up the bridge of his nose, making him yelp. Blood trickled down the sides of his face. He gulped down air as he rocked on the floor. 

Between his fingers, he saw a shadow standing over him. Marla pressed the vase against the backs of his cupped hands. 

“Why didn’t you just finish the fucking wine?” She huffed. “You’d be asleep, you fucking asshole!” She threw the vase, smashing it against the wall. She pressed her fingertips to her mouth, then winced. 

“You broke my tooth!” she screamed. “You are so fucking lucky I need you alive!”

With bone-crippling aches and what felt like internal bleeding of the brain came a side of confusion. Who is this fucking freak? 

“You can take my wallet,” he grumbled through cuffed palms. “You can take my keys, just please—” 

“Shut the fuck up! I don’t want that shitty car and I know the money you have in your shitty wallet wouldn’t come close to what I’m going to get for you.” She paced the room, mumbling under her breath. She stopped. “You are so lucky I need you alive,” she repeated. 

“What are you—”

“Shut up!” 

Dale turned to his side, his shoulders juddering, forearm numbing. Blood ran from his crushed nose and dripped onto the floor. He closed his eyes. His arrhythmic heartbeat pumped in his ears. 

He popped his eyes open as a heavy breath wavered across his earlobe. 

“I can’t wait for you to see what we have planned. You’ll die a slow, painful death,” she whispered. A thick slither flicked his ear. “Um. You taste good.” She sighed. “And you’re kinda cute. I would’ve fucked you.” 

Her disparaging shot a sick impulse through his veins. 

He arched his neck, dug his sore head into the floor, then brought it up quickly. 

Blood spewed from Marla’s mouth as his head bounced off hers. She stumbled. Her hands darkened in the thick liquid pouring from her lips.

“You motherfucker!” she shrilled through her palms. Her shoulder fell into the wall as she spat and wailed.

Dale scrambled to his knees. The front door was in sight up the hall. His knees pounded the floor as he clawed across the plastic-coated carpet. Blood poured down his chin as heavy breaths exploded from his mouth. He peered to the left. The open room Marla had been going in and out of since he showed up. 

He glanced forward. 

The front door. The exit. Salvation.

He cringed. Laced in locks. 

A thud from the other room made him freeze. He looked back. Dark splotches followed from where he started. 

He wiped either hand on his thighs before heading back to the open room with as much silence he could bear. 

The tiles were cold against his palms. Cupboards shaded the areas against the walls in thick shadows. Two silver doorknobs shimmered in the moonlight that shone through the uncovered windows. But there was no fridge or stove. It was as if no one lived there. 

He betted one of the doors led outside. But it may’ve been every bit like the front door: impenetrable. 

He yanked the porcelain handle of one of the cupboards nearest the entrance. 

Empty. 

He squeezed into the opening and pulled the door closed. Holding his breath, he listened through the violent pounding in his chest. 

“Dale,” she growled. He cringed. No matter how angry Mom, Diane, Nana, or even Sasha had been at him, he’d never heard his name called out like that: as vicious and gravelly as a mad dog’s growl before it’d sic its prey. His heart banged against his knees as he hugged them tighter. Tears seeped from his eyes and onto his wrist. He swallowed his whimpers. Quiet. All he had to do was be silent. 

Thumps rang from around him. “Come out and look at what you did to my fucking face,” she hissed. 

He quivered. 

A glass slammed as Marla’s pounding shook the floor.

Then silence. Absolute silence. 

He pressed his ear against the cabinet door. The wood sent chills through his rattling body.

She was stepping with light feet and huffing like a dragon. He squeezed his eyes shut. Fuck. She was searching the kitchen. 

“Yeah,” she yelled. “I know, but that asshole didn’t drink it all or something!” 

A muffled voice replied to her. 

“I know what I’m doing, Paul!”

The voice again. 

“Because he’s still fucking here! He can’t leave! This place is locked up!

I don’t know where his keys are!” 

She sucked air between closed teeth then whined. “Oh my God, he broke my tooth. I want double for this one.

“No, he won’t get out. I—”

Her panting and conversation dwindled out of earshot. 

Dale’s gut curled. Were there others coming? Paid double? Who is this girl? Dale racked his weary head for enemies. Did he owe anyone money? No. Anyone he’d wronged? There was Jerry. But they’d played a couple games after the skate thing. No way would Jerry take it off the rink. 

Dale’s shoulders jerked when Marla shouted from somewhere in the house. “Just get here! If you don’t, I’m going to kill him! My face, Paul! My face! You expect me to deal with this asshole, fix my face, and dye my hair tonight?! That’s not happening unless I kill him!

“You’re damn right I’m seeing red!

“Then get here!”

Something hit the wall with an ear-splitting crash. 

“Dale,” she graveled. 

Dale slowed his breathing, careful not to upset his tightening chest and cracked nose. 

Her voice grew louder. “If I have to drag you out, I will kill you.” 

He trembled. With his crossing vision and pain-stricken back and face, he’d go down easy. But that was if she found him. 

She chuckled. “Okay,” she sang. 

A thud nearby made him shudder. “I’ll show this motherfucker,” she said. Locks snapped out of place. Then a telltale crispy breeze trickled through the crevices of the cupboard. 

The back door.  

But where was she? 

I’m not staying to find out. With steady hands, he pressed his palms against the cabinet door. The icy blue winter crept through the wide opening. 

He stood, wobbling at the ankles. His throat stiffened. His ears rang. 

The crunching of Marla’s feet on snow made his knees freeze. She emerged from the dark yard, swinging an ax at her side. The silhouette of a shed stood behind her. She watched her steps, grumbling as she galumphed for the doorway. Straight for him.  

He grabbed the silver doorknob next to the opening instead, failing to check for locks. 

The door swung out with ease. He pulled it closed behind him. Blackness stunned his eyes. Shit. 

The other door slammed followed by a series of clicks and thumps. He swung his head forward and caught hold of a rail as he stepped off the platform. 

Basement.

“Dale?” she sang. “Where are you?” 

His gut fluttered as he stepped down onto the next step, toe leading the way. 

Marla’s cackle drifted off and away from the other side of the door as he descended a few more steps before finding a leveled surface. 

Hands out, he patted and tugged at nothing until his finger snagged the gritty wall. 

He sucked in a breath and screamed, “Goddammit!” to himself. 

He planted another hand on the wall, rubbing and following it deeper until the side of his palm struck a slab of metal. His eyes bulged as his hands shaped around it. A box. 

He smiled. Exactly what he needed. Sometimes a shared weakness is a good way to even the playing field, Dad would always say before big games. Marla had dragged him into a wasp’s nest. But if he could cut the lights in the living room, they’d be on even ground. 

Bring her...down here. 

He inched his fingers around for a handle, knob, anything to get the damn thing open.

Above, Marla’s heavy feet hammered the floor as she threw glass and toppled furniture, screaming for him. 

His fingertips glided across the switches. With a swift tug, he pushed them inward, sending an ominous whir through the house.

With wide eyes and a stiff neck, Dale felt for the staircase, following the wall back the way he’d come. His toe caught under the first step and he pitched forward. He brought his hands up, stopping his face from smashing against a step a few feet up. 

The fuck? 

He pushed a fist through the gap between the steps. No backing. He gripped the rail and slung himself underneath. 

The door at the top of the staircase wailed as it crashed open. A small spotlight skittered about as Marla stomped down fast. 

Dale bit his lower lip as he clasped her ankles, sending her body swinging forward. The light flew from her grip and scampered across the cement floor, beating her ax by about a foot. 

Her face hit the floor with a gut-wrenching whomp. 

Dale rounded the stairs and dumped his weight across her back. He clenched her neck between his fingers and squeezed. 

He breathed hard as tears rolled down his cheeks. She clawed at his grip, slamming the wet heels of her shoes into his back. He squeezed her neck harder. Snot and blood dripped from his face. Saliva drizzled through his bared teeth as her life crept into his palms. He squeezed his eyes shut and threw his head back. Couldn’t they come up with an agreement? He could leave and they could never mention this to anyone. No one had to die.

But his busted nose and throbbing head begged to differ. He wouldn’t walk out willy-nilly. She had friends showing up and he’d rather not be around to meet them. 

Dale squeezed tighter, turning her gasps into wheezing. 

She squeaked before her heartbeat stopped and her limbs relaxed.

Chest pumping, he unraveled his fingers from her throat and fell back onto his rump. 

“Oh my fuck,” he whimpered, brushing a shaking hand across his lips. 

He turned over on his hands and pawed at the steps. 

Once upstairs, he dashed for the back door. It was every bit like the front. Bolted shut from the inside. Dale slogged up the hallway, back to the room where she’d attacked him. His phone lay in the door entrance, smashed, unrecognizable. Quickly, he yanked every door open along the hallway until he found his coat hanging in a closet next to the kitchen. He snatched it, hoping his keys were still there. He dove a trembling hand into the breast pocket. Warmth rode down his body as his fingertips glided over the key ring. He pulled the keys and clasped them into his palm. 

How was he going to get out? 

Son, if some doors are locked, don’t worry about it. Just take the window, Dad had always told him.

He went for the living room and searched around the murky furniture before snatching up the end table. He slammed it into the window, sure he’d awakened the block with the raucous clatter. 

He hoped he did. 

He planted a foot on the porch, oblivious to the gash a jagged shard dug into his thigh. Blood gushed down his leg and soaked his jeans. 

Dale told his feet to run, but his body listened to his excruciating migraine and twisted nose. The walk to the driver seat felt like a six-mile marathon. He panted as he shoved the key into the ignition and floored it. He frowned as he willed the windshield wipers to clear the snow that had piled onto the car and obstructed his view. Luckily, they weren’t frozen in place.

At the corner, Dale’s turn was interrupted by a black SUV. The truck swerved and kicked up snow before hitting Marla’s driveway hard enough for its tail end to waver. Dale dropped his shoulders and allowed a smile to creep up his cheeks. He turned the corner, losing view of the house. 

His tingling muscles relaxed. Hopefully, the hospital wasn’t too far away. He peered at the clock radio. 11:46. Diane should still be awake. She’d have a hoot hearing about his “date.” The street sign went blurry. Dale struggled to recall the name of the upcoming road. Which way did he turn in? Where was the highway? His head lightened. Where was any-fucking-thing? His eyelids grew heavy. His fingers slid from the steering wheel as his head slumped forward and his chin met his chest. 

The tires skidded across the fresh coat of snow as he fishtailed over the curb. A sweet numbing blackness behind his eyelids took hold as his face dove into the airbag on impact. 
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​​Jessica

​​Chapter Four
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Jessica raised her eyes to the clock above the teacher’s desk. She smacked her teeth. Third period dragged slower than normal. No lesson today was scribbled across the whiteboard in green marker. Perhaps having your brain assaulted by numbers, equations, and a graphing calculator was more time consuming than she recalled. Without it, she peered at the clock. Watching its hands count down to lunchtime was like watching paint dry. 

She lowered her eyes back to her doodling laying on the desk. Jessica’s heart fluttered as Father Paul’s torso took shape under her pencil. She’d never shared a room with the man, and goddamn if she had. Watching him move along silently... The show had her smitten. 

She could only recreate it in her daydreams: 

The blue walls reminded her of a hospital room. Sky-blue sheets covered every inch of the room and a surgeon’s lamp beamed down, casting a glow in the room’s center. 

Nothing to hide, she thought as she tucked her lower lip between her teeth. 

Victims bound from wrist to ankle. A look of shock or confusion painted on their faces. They’d sit in that metal chair in the spotlight, praying to whatever deity they worshipped. 

God has no jurisdiction there. 

Father Paul would stand in front of them. His gloved, balled fists rocking off to his sides as he blocked them from the camera. 

Smothering them in the shadow of the Grim Reaper. 

An oak bookcase to the victim’s right. The camera panned across its surfaces. A katana, hatchet, and machete lay across the middle shelf. A socket wrench, crowbar, and hammer on the shelf beneath. Across the top were smaller knives, utensils (was that a fucking spoon?), and other tools. There was even a small gun. 

The toys always get messy. 

The victims’ backs were to a wall. A flat screen behind them stood about fifty inches tall. 

Order up.

Every second Thursday at ten pm, Father Paul came out to show those lucky enough to find him how he played in his room. 

The Silent Red Room: A world unbeknownst to the norm and beyond the walls and imagination of her idiot peers. 

If only they could experience real power and grace outside their simple existences. 

Jessica flinched as the lead snapped under her heavy hand. His dark sweater was always the hardest to shade with that shitty pencil. Pursing her lips, she dipped a hand into her Adidas backpack that leaned against the side of her desk and uncovered a palm-sized plastic box full of lead refills. 

As she reloaded, she peeked around. Row by row, her classmates sat quietly. Some hunched in their seats. Others had their cheeks or foreheads resting on desktops. Mr. Anthony sat at the oak desk in front, blocking the dry-erase board. He hadn’t moved his gaze from his twiddling thumbs though there were stacks of papers to be graded on his desk. 

After popping off the eraser and filling her utensil, she shaded in Father Paul’s splayed arms. Then, she began outlining his fingers, sure to leave a hand open to sketch the blood-soaked wrench in his palm. 

She grinned. This was her favorite portrait yet. It took her back to the time when Father Paul had gotten a man, triple his own width, to beg for mercy. The blindfold across the man's eyes leaked through the blanket of blood on his face. His gums hung from his mouth and a deep bloody gash engrained his scalp where Father Paul slammed a wrench for 0.4 BTC. 

The pleas and calls to God egged Father Paul on. Jessica just knew it. She felt it in her jittering belly as his long thin arms strummed at the air with the delicacy of a feather when he glided for the stocked case. His torso swayed to Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 1 in F major, his favorite, as his fingers twiddled across the wooden handles of the knives and tool set. He waited for the command from his wealthy admirers to pop up on the screen in bold, red letters. 

Jessica leaned closer to her laptop screen. Anticipation sent her jaw shaking and knees jumping. What was it going to be? A hatchet to the knee? A butcher knife to the lips? Would they make him remove that blindfold? Did they want the poor bastard to see the artist at work? Envy coursed through her veins. If only she were there. Watching. Learning. Partaking. And if only the man in the chair was Beth or Becca, her half-sisters, an identical type of dreadful.

The screen zoomed in on the letters as the words slid across its screen: SLIT THROAT WITH A HACKSAW, SLOW; 0.9 BTC.

Jessica’s grin grew wider as eagerness squeezed her whole. She shaded his face, filling in any white specks of paper that she’d missed. Oh, Father Paul. What did he look like under that mask, skinny jeans, and fitted black turtleneck? What expressions did his face twist into as he sliced or peeled or chopped off body parts? 

Must be powerful, she’d say to herself as she hugged her pillow most nights, reeling after a job well done. Wishing for an encore. Waiting to see him again was more like waiting on the seasons to turn in Michigan.

Her pencil evaded the outline of his pant leg. A soft whimper from Jenny Fargo, who sat adjacent to Jessica in the next row over, disrupted her sketch. 

Jessica rolled her eyes before scanning the classroom again. The whimpering and sobbing had gone from a sniffle here and there to a low hum that vibrated the bottoms of her boots. Even Tommy Bell had his stubby fingertips digging into his rosacea cheeks. A stray tear trickled onto his desktop. 

Jessica threw her glance to the Angles are everywhere! poster plastered on the wall next to him when he shot her a dismayed look. 

Slowly, she moved her eyes from the poster and back to her sketch.

She laid her pencil to Father Paul’s right arm. Who’d be his victim tonight? What tools would he use on them? What does he look like under that mask? She imagined him being young, late twenties, maybe, with a goatee and a thin mustache. A long, thin face with wandering eyes that gleamed as he chortled at his victim's insufferable trembling and blubbering as they begged him to stop. 

But he never does. 

Mr. Anthony pushed himself from his desk for the first time that hour and scribbled Homework due date postponed until further notice in red on the board. The sleeves of his plaid button-up looked damp as he turned to sit back down. He lowered his head to the backs of his folded hands as if he were nursing a migraine from a hangover. 

Jessica looked down at her homework worksheet. Across the top read Simplifying Rational Expressions with Complex Numbers. Taking up the middle and crossing over the unsolved equations was her latest sketch.

She smirked. Perhaps her duty had worked in everyone’s favor. If only Father Paul knew about it. 

If only you’d give me the time of day, she thought. 

The shriek of the bell prompted Jessica to slam her folder closed. There was no need for prying eyes. 

“Guys, hang on,” Mr. Anthony said as he rounded his desk. “I know how you all feel right now.” 

This would be the third pep talk of the day. Jessica sucked her lips in, failing to tame her smile. 

“Francine was a friend to us all here at Quaker High and losing her is a hard hit.” He frowned and dragged his thin fingers down his sunken cheeks. His dark eyes glazed over. “But we have to remember the good things about her. Let her memory live on in our hearts.” 

Pfft. She was a bitch. She deserved what happened to her. Jessica dropped her eyes to her lap and held her breath. 

“If any of you need someone to talk to, I am here for you.” Mr. Anthony turned and scribbled his email address across the board. 

Jessica slid her books into her backpack and sucked down the laughter that the past moment had begged for. 

Tammy Strands dropped her forehead to her desk. She whimpered between her folded arms. Jenny rushed over and held her. The girls cried into each other’s burgundy crinkled hair. 

What a fucking mess. Jessica snickered. But no one noticed. They were all staring at the crying girls. Some were even wiping their own eyes dry.

“Why’d she do it?” Tammy pleaded to Mr. Anthony, face still in Jenny’s neck.

He looked away. “I don’t know,” he said.

As he rounded his desk, Jessica rose and sprinted for the door. Too much emotion was pushing her for hysterics. She could only hold her smile down for so long. 
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