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      For Kandice and Caleb.

      May our minds be forever twisted.
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      I tried to swallow, the lump in my throat still a challenge to navigate. How does one get used to having no tongue—its remnants a knot of serrated tissue in my mouth, a clump of uneven flesh?

      The memory of the blade slicing through the meat of it, the phantom pain still excruciating at times, was still fresh; really, the whole ordeal was.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, trying to force away the images of that night that began flickering in my mind, panic beginning to rise as I felt the spit welling in my mouth.

      I can do this.

      I swallowed again, my throat flexing, forcing the mouthful of saliva down. I let out a breath. Everything was fine for now.

      The jingling of keys captured my attention.

      They’re back. I hoped this would be it, the time I could finally convey my message, plead for my life, but I couldn’t so much as turn my head to face the sound.

      Patience. They’ll unshackle me at some point. They had in the past to clean me, and also when I’d been allowed to feed myself—at least, that was before I used my utensil to try and cut my straps. Certainly, they would again.

      I held my head still, something that wasn’t too difficult considering my small range of motion, the current restraints akin to what held Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs. My neck was stiff. It was overkill for somebody like me—I wasn’t a threat, and I certainly never hurt anyone.

      A man dressed all in black came into view and my heart sank. This wasn’t my salvation. I’d seen men dressed like this before, and it usually meant pain. They were security toughs who were called if I even flicked an eyelash a way this place didn’t like.

      The man adjusted his shawl, and I saw a glimmer of white—it was a priest’s collar—and my hopes rose almost instantly. I tried to lie more erect, a sign that I was at attention, eager. He set a bag down on the ground and rifled through it before sidling up beside me. He crossed himself, his lips moving in silent prayer. He held a notebook and a pen.

      “Hello, my son,” he said, face stoic. “We need to know what happened to you and to your friends before you came here. All of your families deserve to know. I am going to free your right hand so you can write, but remember, there are guards outside this room. This is your chance. Will you cooperate?”

      I nodded as much as I could maneuver my head, thinking up prayers to a god I’d never believed in. I’d been tortured and mutilated, but maybe there was something to all of that if I could get out of here; if I could live.

      The strap on my right wrist came free moments later, and the lack of pressure was immediate, like a deep breath after being trapped below water to my atrophied muscles and raw skin.

      After I made a few flexes with my hand, the priest placed the pen between my fingers; I curled them around it. He then adjusted the bed so that I went from horizontal to vertical. Upright, with a side table in line with my hand. He nodded toward the notepad he’d placed there, the paper startingly white and empty, waiting for me to fill it with the ink of my memories.

      I nodded, a wave of excitement taking hold as I began to write.
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      The moon was bright overhead as I slammed my car door, stepping out into the brisk autumn air. My cheeks and hands felt the bite as the wind blew through my friend’s yard, his house nothing more than a small ranch and a pole barn a short drive down the road from a truck stop, the surrounding farm fields providing no obstruction to the noise or wind. At least I’d been forward-thinking enough to wear a thick hoodie as a layer, which kept my core warm.

      I adjusted the beanie atop my head, pulling it down further to cover my ears, and proceeded to the house.

      Gravel crunched underfoot as I walked, a sound so familiar I almost didn’t hear it. We all grew up in the country, my family, my friends, and the constant sound of every movement on gravel, whether that be walking or driving down the road, was accompanied by dust clouds and pangs as the wheel wells were pelted—it was just par for the course. It was comfort. The only time something was amiss, worrying even, was when our version of white noise was disturbed. What a shock it had been to me when I started dating a guy in the next town over and he had a concrete driveway—the silence of it all.

      I smiled though as the rocks shifted beneath my shoes, letting me know I was home. For some it may be odd, but to me, it was my solid footing.

      Crack!

      I whipped my head to the right, following the sharp noise that broke through the crunch. I knew I’d heard something, but as I looked on, my eyes could only make out shapes a few feet away, the orange glow of the porch light fading quickly into fragmented shapes of broken corn stalks that rolled on into the distance, the moonlight doing nothing more than casting shadows that made me feel like I was staring into a graveyard, jagged shapes abound—an ominous thought when we were about to visit a known haunted site. Or, at least, that’s what the blog article that had popped up on my Facebook page claimed. Honestly, I hadn’t read into it too deeply before sending it to my friends.

      It was odd that I’d even come across it, really, I never used Facebook, but a week or so back, right after a bad breakup, I’d locked myself in my room for two days, essentially having a pity party of loneliness, obsessing over everyone else on my Instagram and TikTok posting videos and pictures of their happy lives and relationships. I knew social media was performative and often bullshit with its veneer of the good life, but I still let the algorithm take me for a ride of melancholy and self-loathing. It was then that I saw Sam and Lydia’s picture together on her story, their wide smiles conveying a completeness that I’d never noticed before. It was different.

      “They’re fucking,” I mumbled to myself, a flash of anger heating my cheeks. My two best friends in the whole world. I was happy for them if they were, truly, but it didn’t lessen the sting of feeling utterly alone; that surge of betrayal that they were ruining something sacred, trying to erupt from its loosely contained well deep in my psyche.

      No, don’t do that, I thought, suppressing my resentments. What kind of friend was I if I let that feeling blossom, though my fear of Lydia taking Sam away from me wasn’t new, the thought having always existed in one way or another.

      I sighed and flipped to the Facebook app without thinking, needing to continue my numb scrolling despite the inconvenience of having to log on and everything. I started to browse.

      “Moody Road?” I read aloud, as the blog post popped up, mentioning a haunted road not too far from where we lived. My mind went straight back to my best friends, the ones I’d just had a moment of jealousy with—they loved scary shit, especially Lydia. Checking out this so-called haunted road might be a perfect opportunity to hang out and break my foul post-breakup mood, plus I wanted to get to the bottom of my they’re fucking theory.

      Crack!

      I jumped and scanned the field quickly again, my head zigzagging across the field. I needed to keep my mind on the present
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