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Rain drummed and thrummed on the windshield. Swish, squeak. Swish, squeak. Swish, squeak. Tess felt herself becoming hypnotized by the metronome of her windshield wipers. She cranked up the AC and took a deep breath, letting her lips vibrate together on the exhale. Her leg ached, dully. It always did when it rained. Beads of water trailed down the glass trying to escape the rhythmic flick of the wipers. Her headlights reflected off of puddles as the road veered to and fro ahead of her. Wraiths of fog twisted and coiled their wispy fingers, beckoning her further. Trees rose up from the mountainsides like dark sentinels watching her as she passed. Tess looked in her rearview mirror. The faded, yellow highway marks trailed behind her and disappeared into the night. 

Her phone beeped, signaling the battery was almost dead. “Shit,” Tess felt around in the pile of fast food wrappers in the passenger seat trying to find her car charger. Shadows shrouded everything. The GPS displayed on her phone’s screen dimmed to conserve power. She felt around blindly, glancing from the rain soaked road to the shadow-veiled seat beside her. “Ugh!” Tess frustratedly jabbed her finger into the button for the overhead light to come on and squinted as it blinded her momentarily. Through the slits of her eyes, she saw the charger sprawled in the floorboard between empty coffee cups and candy wrappers. Tess looked from the road back to the charger. Her phone beeped again. With an irritated groan, she leaned towards the passenger seat and extended her hand downwards. She shifted her eyes back to the road once more before reaching further for the cord. Tess’s fingers barely grazed against the cable. She sighed and tossed an aggravated glance at her hand. Almost...almost....gotcha! Tess pulled herself back up into a sitting position. The phone charger was grasped triumphantly in her right hand. She smiled, pleased with herself, but her smile only lasted a second. Tess’s car slammed into the bumper of a vehicle that had been parked in the road with its lights off. There wasn’t enough time to swerve. There wasn’t even enough time to scream.

Tess woke up to smoke rising from her airbag. Glass tinkled out of her hair as she raised her head. She blinked. Her neck was already bruised from where the seatbelt had been during the impact. She moved her neck gingerly. Her fingers fumbled as she tried to undo her safety restraint. Rain pelted against her exposed dashboard. The windshield was busted out, and the hood was crumpled. Shards of glass were tossed carelessly in the floorboard and across the highway. Tess struggled to open her door. The frame had been bent causing the door to wedge shut. The metal groaned as she forced it away from the warped door frame.

Chunks of glass spilled onto the road as she pulled herself out of the wreckage. The engine had plummeted to the ground upon impact. Her car was totaled. The vehicle in front of her had a busted fender, and the back axis was twisted away from the frame. Tess stumbled to the front driver’s side door. A knot had started to form on her leg. The other car’s front door was already flung open as she peered inside. Something warm slid down her face. She lifted her fingers to brush it away, and they came away sticky with half-dried blood. Tess leaned down to look at herself in the side mirror of the car she had hit. There was a gash and some swelling over her right eye. She touched the skin around her eyebrow gingerly. The cut stung as she kneaded it with her fingertips. Rain drenched her as she examined at her reflection. 

Tess turned back to face the deserted car. How long had it been sitting here? She splashed across the pavement back to her own heap of junk. Her hair was plastered to the sides of her face as she searched through the trash in the floorboards for her phone. Wrappers and soda cans clanked and rustled as she rifled through them. She paused as she heard a faint beeping noise. Tess looked around for the source of the sound. She sloshed to the other side of her car and waited a moment. Beep, beep. Tess trudged away from her car to the right-hand side of the road. Beep, beep. Rain bounced off of the asphalt and splattered onto the grass. She knelt down and rummaged through a pile of damp, fallen leaves. 

The screen of her phone was cracked into a spider web pattern. Tess picked it up and ran her thumb across the display. Chipped edges grabbed at her skin, but it lit up faintly in response to her touch. She typed in her passcode and pulled up the dial pad. She dialed 991 and heard a busy tone. She hung up and dialed again. Still busy. She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it for a second. “Oh my gosh. I’m such an idiot.” Tess said under her breath as she punched in 911 with trembling fingers. 

“911, what’s your emergency?” A young woman answered the line.

“Hi, yes, I’ve been in a car accident,” Tess paused waiting for a response. She gently probed the contusion on her shoulder, “Hello?” Silence. She pulled the phone away again and looked at the black screen. Tess held down the power button. Her phone flashed for a second and then went black again. Dead.

The last town had been about thirty minutes back. Tess kicked the front tire of her car in frustration. Shooting pains radiated from her foot to her shin. Tess sucked in a sharp breath as the pain took her off guard. She leaned her head against the warped, metal frame and shook her head from side to side allowing it to come to rest facing the way she had been headed. A flash of lightening illuminated the mountainside. In the distance, she saw a figure through the sheets of rain pulling something into the woods. “Hey!” Tess yelled and waved her arms, but her voice was drowned out by a cacophonous crack of thunder. The figure heaved and tugged, struggling to get past the tree line.  

Lightening carved its way through the darkness again, and Tess focused on the shapes. Her heart skipped a beat. The figure was a man, hunched over with an unnatural gait. He was pulling a woman behind him. He paused suspiciously for a moment to make sure no one saw them before hobbling off again. The woman’s head bounced limply against her chest as he jolted through the rain, dragging her into the darkness of the forest. Tess instinctively crouched behind her car as the next crash of thunder rattled through her. Rain drops pinged against the warped metal behind her. Her heart pounded against her ribs. No phone. She couldn’t call for help. If he took that woman into the woods, there was a good chance she would never be found again. Tess pressed her hand to her chest. The metal plates of her dog tags under her shirt dug into her skin. Shit. Tess rolled her eyes and shook her head. She had to go after them.

Still crouched, she moved up beside the parked car she had hit and peered around its front bumper. Her head throbbed with each heartbeat. Tess scanned the edge of the woods. No sign of them. She ran to the nearest tree on the left-hand side of the road where the two figures had disappeared. Lightening contorted the shadows around her as she peered between the tree trunks. After a few paces into the forest, she saw the pair again. She watched as the man slogged through the underbrush, towing the woman behind him. The weight of her body slowed his efforts, but he lugged her along over fallen branches and protruding rocks. Twigs cracked under her weight and leaves rustled in her wake. From this distance, Tess couldn’t tell if the woman was dead or alive. 

The man stopped for a moment, as if he could feel Tess’s eyes boring into him. Tess ducked back behind the tree, pressing her back flat against the rough bark. She squeezed her eyes shut. Rain dripped from her bangs along the curve of her nose as she strained to hear more than just the roar of her own pulse. Blood pounded in her ears. Her lungs seized as she held her breath. Wind sliced through the skeleton trees. Tess gasped as the chill curdled her blood and made her skin prickle into tiny bumps. Her eyes flew open with panic as her trembling hand stifled her gasp and clutched at her mouth. Tess’s eyes darted back and forth, praying he hadn’t heard her. Her other hand pressed harder into the bark of the tree. Her finger tips wedged into the grooves, white and bloodless from the force. 

Leaves started to rustle again. Tess waited, listening. Her heart spasmed with fear.  Slowly, the sound trailed farther away. She leaned her head to the side and peeked around the trunk. Tess could see his back retreating further into the woods. The woman stirred. He turned towards his hostage and hit her in the back of the head with something. From this far away Tess couldn’t tell what it was, but the woman went limp again. He adjusted his grip on her arms and started pulling her deeper into the darkness. 

Tess waited for the next rumble of thunder before she moved to another tree. She used the harshness of the storm to hide her progression as she followed the man. She looked over her shoulder. She couldn’t see the road anymore. The path back to her car was concealed in a tangle of branches. Mud gave way beneath the carpet of dead leaves. She caught herself on a fallen branch and regained her footing. Twigs pulled at her matted, wet hair and snagged on her clothing. She couldn’t see the man anymore. He and his hostage had disappeared behind a thicket of brambles up ahead. Droplets of rain splattered against the coating of leaves on the forest floor and trickled down the bark of the trees. Tess eased up to the tangle of thorns where she had last seen the man and woman. Light reflected off of the dead, wet leaves. She glanced around the twisted vines as the light scattered, obscured for a moment.

Hidden behind the thorned mesh was a weather-worn cabin. The windows were cloudy with specks of dirt and nicotine stains. Smoke rose unsteadily from a cockeyed chimney. The thatched roof sagged and bristled. The knotted wood was split and splintered on the ends. Inside the cabin, a shadow passed in front of the window. Tess quickly ducked back. She slowed her breath as she peered around again. She could see a layer of concrete with a rusted door sunk into the ground near the cabin. 

Tess hunkered down and eased herself forward in a crouch. As she inched closer to the wooden sides of the house, she heard a noise coming from the rust-coated shelter. Tess’s heart throttled inside of her. Her breath only came in quick, shallow puffs. Adrenaline spread through her, dimming the pain in her shoulder and the right side of her head. Her leg still ached. She lay herself down in the mud outside of the cellar doors. The grass and leaves had been scrapped away by frequent use. Part of the concrete was chipped off where the door met the cellar’s shell. 

Tess looked into the gap where the piece of concrete was missing. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. At first, all she could see were hunched shadows. Inside, figures moved about. Tess could hear the tinkling of metal and soft sobs. The silhouettes slowly became distinguishable. She could see bits of wrinkled clothing, a cascade of hair over slender shoulders, the slight sheen of metal cuffs as they clanked against the floor. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. From her vantage point, Tess couldn’t tell how many women were locked in the cellar. She had to get help.

Tess propped herself back up on her hands and knees and scurried away from the peephole. Her legs bumped into something solid as she retreated. Tess’s breath caught in her throat. She looked behind her and saw muddy boots. The man was silhouetted against a flash of lightening. Tess flipped over and slid herself away from the abductor in front of her using her palms and heels to shove herself backwards through the mud. The man was bent over. His right shoulder jutted out at an awkward angle causing his body to tilt. His face was scarred with fingernail scratches that were too deep to heal completely. The scars shone eerily in the flickering light from the window. Tess’s lower back slammed into the cellar as she tried to back away from him. She heard a whimper from inside. The man raised a slab of wood in his left hand. Tess threw up her arms to shield her head as he swung the two by four towards her. The first blow knocked her face down into the mud. She coughed and gagged as muddy water filled her mouth and lungs, unable to pull herself up. The grit of dirt ground against her teeth as they cracked together. The second blow knocked her unconscious.  

Tess found herself riding in a Humvee. It was sweltering outside. Her sand-crusted helmet bounced off of the passenger side window. She looked around her. Benson and Greaves were in the back. Patch was driving like always. They were leading the unit into hostile territory. In the back of her mind, she knew something wasn’t right. The sun was too bright. The colors were bleached from her surroundings. Everything looked off. They bounced through potholes while static crunched through the radio com. Her instincts screamed at her that something horrible was about to happen. That was when Patch hit the landmine. Time slowed to a crawl as the vehicle was thrown to its side. She saw Patch’s helmet sling off of his head. Benson’s body had been thrown from the Humvee on impact. Through the smoke she could see him screaming, clutching his gut. Everything was silent around her. Greaves struggled to free himself from under the wreckage. Someone shifted something off of her. The pressure was replaced by intense pain. The world was hazy. Tess was pulled from the vehicle. A chunk of shrapnel was sticking out of her leg. All she could feel was the pain. The pain drowned out the smell of burning flesh, the sounds of men dying, the words of the medic standing over her. The pain was the only thing that existed.

Tess gasped as she came to. Her body jerked away from cold darkness that surrounded her. Shackles held her arms close to the damp walls. The smell of unwashed bodies and human excrement strangled her. Stomach acid burned her throat as she retched between her legs—half from the nightmare, half from the stench surrounding her. Her shoes were missing, and the ground was rough against her bare feet. Her leg ached. Nightmares of the crash always made it hurt worse. It was like her body relived part of the trauma each time it happened. She could feel her lip swelling and the metallic taste of blood stained her tongue. A chunk of her cheek was missing where her teeth had gouged into the soft flesh. Tess spit out some blood and the remaining traces of vomit. She squinted into the darkness. Water sprayed from her hair as she tried to shake her bangs out of her eyes. She could hear others in the darkness with her. Muffled sobs were being chocked back. Chains rattled against the walls. All of the women looked to be in their mid-twenties.

“Where are we?” Tess whispered to the bent figure chained closest to her. 

“Shh!” Another woman hissed from the wall perpendicular to where Tess was chained. “If he hears you, you’ll be next.” Her voice quavered. She glanced at the wall opposite from her. Tess followed her gaze. She could make out the shadows of steps leading up to a wooden door. There was no handle. 

“What does he do?” Tess strained against her chains and leaned towards the woman who had spoken. Tess could see thin lines etched into the walls. The lines started two thirds of the way up each of the walls and carved their way down to about the shoulders of the seated captives. The other woman shook her head and rocked with her knees pulled up to her chest. Her red hair splayed over her shoulders. “What does he do?” Tess’s voice was more forceful the second time she asked.

“Be quiet!” The other woman whispered pleadingly. Her lips trembled and her eyes were dilated with fear.

Floorboards creaked behind the door. Heavy, uneven footsteps grew louder as they thumped against the wooden planks. All of the women recoiled from the sound. The woman who had spoken to Tess began to shake uncontrollably. On the other side of the door, metal scraped against metal. The sound was like nails on a chalkboard. It ground into Tess’s bones as she tried to cover her ears. 

The door busted open. The disfigured form of the man that Tess had followed into the woods was framed against the light coming from inside the house. His silhouette was jaggedly grotesque. “Eenie, meanie, miney, mo.” the man’s voice grumbled as he talked, “Pick a bitch and gut her slow.” He had a knife in his hands moving it from side to side with each word. “If she hollars, cut her throat. Eenie, meanie, miney, mo.” The tip of his blade pointed to the woman that had hushed Tess. 

“No, no, please,” the woman begged. Her body crumpled as low to the ground as it could, trying to shrink away from him. “Please, please.” She cried as she begged him not to take her. “Oh, God, no.” Her sobs descended into unintelligible, animalistic noises as he approached her.

Tess watched as he loomed over them. The man’s twisted shadow fell over the pleading woman in front of him. He drug the tip of his roughhewn knife into the cellar wall behind her, slowly making his way down the cement until it was directly above her head. As he scraped the metal along the rock, tiny bits of cement dust fell on top of her heaving body. The knife left a shallow, grizzled path carved behind it, adding one more etching to the wall.

He stuck the tip of the blade under her chin and tilted it up until she was looking directly at him. Most of the other women had turned their heads away. Only Tess and a dark haired girl kept their eyes on the scene unfolding in front of them. Tess felt herself drawn to the terror in front of her. She couldn’t make herself look away. The red headed woman’s eyes squeezed shut and her lips shook. Their captor turned the blade so that it was pointed at her jugular vein while he pulled a small key out of the left pocket of his pants. The man unlocked the heavy cuffs around his victim’s wrists as he applied more pressure with the blade. When both of her wrists were free, he shoved the key back into his pocket and grabbed a handful of her matted, red hair. 

He jerked the woman to her feet. He wrenched her up by her hair up so that she had to stand on her tip toes to keep from having strands ripped out of her scalp. Silent tears fell down her cheeks. Her knees threatened to buckle under her as he forced her towards the door, knife still at her throat.  Tess saw the blood drain out of her face with every step. The woman stumbled up the stairs, and the door slammed shut behind them. Tess could hear a bolt slide into place on the other side as the door was secured in place.

Tess’s heart raced as she strained to hear what was happening behind the closed door. She expected a scream or some sound of altercation, but there was nothing. No thump, no shriek, no sound at all. After about fifteen minutes, Tess began to smell something. It was familiar and sickening. It was a smell she would never be able to forget—a smell that still haunted her. It was the smell of burning flesh. 

After what felt like an hour, the bolt on the other side of the door slid free. The man came back into the cellar. He had a platter of meat in his hands. He tossed chunks of seared flesh to the women like a man tossing scraps to his dogs. He scoffed at them with a snort and then made his way back into the house. Some of the women kicked the meat away, choosing to go hungry. One of them—the dark haired girl who had watched with Tess as the redhead was taken—looked at the meat and then over to the empty shackles where the other woman had been. She picked up the meat in front of her. Her hands shook as she pulled a strand of long, red hair off of the cooked flesh. Her cheeks were sunken, and Tess could see the delicate bones of her fingers and wrists through her taut skin. The woman closed her eyes as she lifted the meat to her mouth and sank her teeth into it. She chewed slowly at first, but the more she ate, the more fervently she tore into it. Bits of fat clung to her lips and cheeks. 

After the woman finished eating she looked down at her hands, disgusted with herself. She wiped the grease from her fingers onto her tattered clothing. She avoided Tess’s gaze and curled into herself. The other women were trying to sleep in awkward positions. Their chains kept them from finding much comfort. Tess struggled as her own eyes became heavy. The events of the day threatened to overwhelm her. Her body needed sleep. She couldn’t think clearly anymore.

Tess found herself on a mock search and rescue mission. One of her men had been taken by Alpha Two. Tess positioned herself outside of the main training zone, facing the tent where the objective was held captive. She used the underbrush as cover as she scouted the area. She signaled for two of her men to veer right and draw fire. They ran and took cover behind a stack of wooden crates. They were armed with paintball guns to simulate fire. While the Alpha team was focused on the decoys, Tess steadied her weapon, waiting for the most opportune moment. Her men took out two of the enemies. One of the men inside the tent peeked through the opening. Tess lined up her shot. Before she could pull the trigger, a sharp pain erupted between her shoulder blades. She punched the ground with her fist. Damnit! She rolled over to see Alpha Two’s commander standing over her. “Hesitation gets you killed.” He smirked as he held out his hand to help her up. 

Tess woke up, drenched in a cold sweat. She looked around her trying to shake away the haze of sleep. She had to do something. He was right. Hesitation was going to get her killed. Tess examined the metal cuffs on her wrist. They were a steel semicircle with a bar guarding the opening of the circle. The sweat on her wrists added a small amount of lubrication. She pulled her thumb in towards her palm, making her hand as small as possible. Tess pulled with all her strength. The metal gouged into her skin and scraped as she forced her hand to collapse into itself. One cuff clattered to the floor. The sound woke a few of the other captives who stirred and looked at her. Her knuckles bled where the skin had been rubbed off. Slivers of her skin clung to the steel. Tess opened and closed her fist. No structural damage. The woman who had eaten the flesh earlier sat up, watching intently. Tess used her free hand to grasp at the other cuff. She held the shackle with her free hand as she twisted her other hand free. Tess rubbed her wrists and pulled herself up onto her knees.  She crawled over to the woman who had eaten the meat and started trying to help her get free.

The dark haired woman waited until Tess was less than an arm’s length away. She looped the chain of her cuffs over Tess’s throat and pulled, tightening the links into a metal noose. The woman started screaming as loud as she could. Tess struggled and fought to get her fingers between the chain and her neck. She drove her elbow into the dark haired woman’s ribs. The bones gave way with a satisfying crack. The woman’s scream ceased in a gasp. One of the broken ribs had pierced her lung. The woman’s grip faltered, and Tess untangled herself from the metal. 

The door burst open, and their captor charged in. His knife was clutched in his hand as he looked from Tess to the injured woman. He growled at Tess and charged. Tess dodged his attack, scrambling away. The man sliced at the air. Tess jumped behind him and drove a kick into the back of his knee, knocking him off balance as he stumbled and crashed into the floor. Tess connected with is kidney and liver as she pounded his lower back with punches. Her bleeding knuckles cried out in pain with every impact. She gritted her teeth. 

The man swung his arm back, and his elbow collided with Tess’s temple. She fell to the cold floor. Her vision was blotted with dark, pulsating spots. Everything rippled and waved. She saw the man get to his feet. Her gaze grew dark around the edges. The blackness slowly encroached and filled her full field of vision. The last thing Tess saw was the man’s boot coming towards her face as he reared back and kicked her in the head.

“Miss Finch, I cannot help you unless you are willing to help yourself.” Tess was laying down on a couch in her shrink’s office. Everything was black and white. “I really think you should consider this opportunity.” He handed her a brochure for a PTSD support group. The front cover had a picture of a mountain lodge on it. 

“We done here?” Tess stood up and shoved the brochure in her back pocket. She left before he had a chance to say anything. When she stepped through the door, the world shifted. 

Tess was standing in a hallway. She saw her mom crying at the dining room table with a half drained bottle of vodka in front of her, “I don’t know how to talk to her anymore. Since she came back, she’s just not the same.” Everything melted away. Tess was outside now. She shoved her bags into her car and punched the lodge’s address into her phone’s GPS. Her mom was standing on the porch watching her load the car. Suddenly everything went black, and all she could hear was Patch’s voice yelling at her to wake up.

The smell of antiseptic shocked Tess out of her dream. In front of her, laying on a roughly carved wooden table was the woman who had tried to strangle her. A fire flickered in the corner fireplace. Antlers and picture frames hung on the walls. Thick, gritty rope bit into Tess’s wrists. She was tied to a wooden chair. The man was applying some type of salve to the dark haired woman’s scrapes. Between each of her ragged breaths, he dabbed the frothy blood that bubbled out her mouth with a rag. 

The pictures on the wall were of the man in front of her and a little girl. Tess could see the girl’s life in the photos. She glanced from birthday pictures to middle school science fairs to high school proms. The pictures stopped after high school. Tess’s eyes grew wide as she recognized the girl in the pictures. If you added a few years and subtracted a few pounds, she was the spitting image of the woman on the table. 

“She’s your daughter?” Tess whispered as she looked at the pictures. The man growled like a beast as he whirled around and faced Tess as she spoke. “How could you lock up your own daughter like that?”

“She was going to leave me. Wanted to go to college.” He faced his daughter again. “I would have been alone.” His voice sounded like gravel in a blender.

“So you locked her up?” Tess was appalled.

“She was the one good thing I had in my life. I couldn’t let her leave.” The man pounded his fist on the table, “The world is a horrible place. She needed protection. It was for her own good. When she was lonely, I brought her friends.” He gestured to the cellar. “When she was hungry, I fed her. Everything I did was for her.” He stroked the woman’s cheek as she wheezed. Tess could hear the sincerity in his voice. “She’s dying because of you.” He looked over his deformed shoulder at Tess. His fingernails scrapped along the edge of the table. The dying woman raised her hand and touched his face. Tess could see that even after all of twisted things her father had done to her, this woman still loved him. His voice softened at her touch. “Eenie, meanie, miney, mo. Stay with me, it’s not time to go.” He pleaded with the dark haired girl who managed a small smile before her hand fell back to the table and the light drained out of her eyes.

Tess tried to wiggle her hands free from their bondage, but the rope was so tight that her fingers were already tinged purple. The man watched as his daughter breathed her last breath. He roared in anger and slammed his fist into the nearest wall. Rage devoured him. His eyes were crazed as he spun back to face Tess. He glared at her, anger building, and then marched to the fire. He took an iron poker that was propped against the hearth and plunged it into the heart of the flames. He stumbled out of Tess’s field of vision into another room. She could hear him throwing furniture into walls as his grief consumed him.

Her mind was racing. She couldn’t feel her fingers anymore. Tess looked
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