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Jasmine Collins squinted her eyes in an effort to see better through the rain that pelted her windshield. Suddenly, through all the black darkness, she saw a light come on. “Oh Claire look, a house.” She took her foot off the accelerator.

“You’re kidding right?” Claire pressed her pale face into the window.

Jasmine pulled to a stop in front of the almost dark house. One window was lit up though; like a beacon of hope. “Come on,. Let’s go see if we can use their phone.”

“No way. You’re crazy!” Claire looked at her friend as if she were insane.

“It’s the only house we’ve seen for miles.”

“Which is exactly why we shouldn’t go in.” Her pale green eyes widened to take up most of her equally pale face. “Back road, scary isolated house, stormy night. This will end badly.”

Jasmine rolled her gray eyes. “Claire, you’ve seen to many scary movies.”

“I’m not going in there, Jazz.” She pouted her full lips and crossed her arms over her ample chest.

Jasmine bit the inside of her cheek. She and Claire Mills had been inseparable best friends since that fateful day of the third grade picnic. Cody Williams had asked Claire to be his girlfriend and when she refused him, he dumped his grape juice down the front of her white tee shirt. Jasmine had a flannel over her own tee shirt and peeled the tee shirt off so Claire could change. That had been it, they had been closer than sisters ever since.

Jasmine knew that the guys liked Claire’s blonde hair Barbie doll look better than her own dark hair tomboy look, but jasmine also knew that she had blossomed a lot this past year at college. A late bloomer, her mother had said.

“What do you suggest we do Claire?”

“We can just sleep in the car.”

“It’s storming.”

“We’ll be safe.” She squirmed in the passenger seat.

“The house will be safer.”

“I’m not going in there,” she repeated firmly.

“Fine.” Jasmine swallowed loudly. “I’ll go in and use the phone. You wait out here.”

Claire chewed nervously on her fingernail. “Ok, just hurry. If you see a man in there with no head, come right back out. Okay?”

“I can’t believe you felt the need to tell me that.”

Claire laughed softly. “Go, ,hurry up!”

Jasmine pushed her door open and stepped out into the pouring rain. “I’ll be right back,” she called to Claire.

“I’ll be here waiting,” she smiled wide.

With a final nod, Jasmine slammed the car door and made her way quickly to the front door of the house. No matter what she had just told Claire in the car, her heart was hammering in her chest as she knocked softly.

A flash of light lit up the sky momentarily, followed closely by a loud clap of thunder. She knocked again, harder this time. She looked back at the car but could barely even make out the outline through the heavy rain.

Biting hard on her bottom lip, Jasmine prepared to knock again but then she heard something. There were muffled voices coming from inside the house. Then she heard footsteps followed by a dragging sound. Click slide, click slide.

Jasmine felt a moment of indecision. She almost bolted back to the safety of the car, but she really didn’t want to have to spend the night out here. The door opened a tiny crack.

“Is someone there?” a frail voice asked.

“Hi.” jasmine tried to see inside the house but wasn’t able to make much out. “My name is Jasmine Collins. My friend and I are lost. If I could just use your phone...”

“Jasmine Collins you say?”

“Uh...yeah, and my friend Claire Mills. We’re lost,” she repeated softly. The door had already shut. She groaned loudly, the sound lost in the raging wind.

She thought about knocking again but then the door swung open wide. A tiny old lady stood there, hunched over a walker. “I bet you don’t recognize me dear,” she said in her cracked voice.

“Mrs. Graff?” Jasmine’s mouth fell open. “Didn’t I have you for a fourth grade teacher?” She was old then, now she was ancient. 

She chuckled, her shoulders rising in amusement. “You have changed a lot too dear.”

“Do you have a phone Mrs. Graff?” Claire was waiting in the car, she couldn’t go on a trip down memory lane with a one hundred year old woman.

“Why yes I do,” her eyes crinkled in amusement.

“Can I use it?”

“It doesn’t work. Storm knocked it out.”

Jasmine’s shoulders fell. “Oh. Then can you just point us in the right direction back to town?”

“These roads tend to flood. Why don’t you and Claire just stay here tonight?”

“We couldn’t possibly...”

“Of course you could. We’re all old friends. Some of us older than others.” She laughed again.

“Maybe...maybe we could come in and wait out the storm.”

“That’s right dear. Go on and get Claire. You can just let yourselves in. you don’t have to bother with a knock.”

She turned to go but then turned back with a smile. “Thanks Mrs. Graff.”
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THE RAIN HAD INCREASED in intensity as Jasmine jogged toward where she had left the car. She came to an abrupt stop, confusion wrinkling her brow. The car was gone.

She looked first to the left and then the right. Maybe the car was further down than she had thought. But the car, and Claire, was not on the road at all as far as she could see. She cupped her hands around her mouth. “Claire!” She screamed as loud as she could but the storm covered most of the sound. “Claire!”

Over the sounds of thunder and wind Jasmine heard a muffled cry. Panic threatened to take over, but she managed to stay calm. She just needed to find Claire and get inside Mrs. Graff’s house where it was dry and safe.

The lightening flashed and something caught her eye. It was the car! It was laying on its side in a ditch a few yards down. “Claire!” In her haste to get to Claire, jasmine fell to her knees on the road. Blood oozed from the tiny cuts on her knee. Her favorite jeans were tore through.

When she reached the car, her breath caught in her throat. The passenger door was ripped off and laying a few feet away. Blood was splattered on the ground and what she could see of the inside of the car. It was obvious that there had been an accident or some kind of struggle. Claire was no where to be found.

Jasmine’s mind whirled with the possibilities. Maybe the storm had knocked the car into the ditch and Claire had hurt herself trying to get out. If that were true, then where was she.

“Claire?”

“You might not want to be making such a racket out here. They may come back for you,” a deep voice said. It sounded like it was right beside her, but when she whirled around there was no one.

“Who...who’s there?”

“No one of consequence,” he spoke from the other side.

She turned quickly and once again saw no one. “Do you know where Claire is? Did you take her?”

“It was not I.”

This time his voice seemed to come from every direction. “But someone did?”  

“Yes, and they’ll be back soon to get you.”

Jasmine’s heart fluttered in her chest. “What do they want?”

“Blood.”

The world seemed to stop spinning, leaving her suddenly dizzy. “Where did they take her?” she whispered.

“There is no hope for your friend. You need to go now before it is too late for you as well.”

“I can’t just leave her.”

“She wanted to stay in the car. It wasn’t your fault.”

Jasmine’s mouth felt horribly dry, making it hard to speak. “How do you know that?”

“I’ve been watching you.”

Her jaw clenched tight. “For how long?”

“Since you turned on Milsbrook.”

She blinked in surprise. They had turned on Milsbrook hours ago, before the storm even hit. “How is that even possible?”

There was a loud rustling in the leaves. “You must go now,” there was a new urgency in his voice, “they are coming.’

“Should I go to Mrs. Graff’s?”

“That won’t do.” Suddenly he was directly in front of her. He was the most gorgeous man she had ever seen. Even in the midst of a storm and potential killers, his close cut brown curls stayed perfectly in place. His bright chocolate colored eyes were serious and focused right on her. “they will follow you and kill her,” he said in his deep voice.

“Oh.” She nodded stupidly, to awed by him to say anything else.

“We don’t have much time. May I?” He held his hands open and took a step closer.

Jasmine looked down at his hands warily. “May you what?’

“Do you want to live?” She soundlessly nodded. He wrapped his arms around her and picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all. Then he was running, or maybe he was flying. They were moving so fast that jasmine couldn’t tell if they were running or flying. He held her tightly, but gently, against his chest so that she was barely jostled at all. 

Unbelievably, jasmine fell asleep while a strange man carried her through a stormy forest.

When she opened her eyes again they weren’t moving anymore but he still had her in his arms. The storm was over. The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon.

“Where are we?” Sleep made her voice husky.

“I’ve brought you to my home and we are waiting for permission to enter.”

“You need permission to go into your own home?”

“Not I,” he shook his head. “You do.”

She followed his gaze to where three women were walking towards them. They looked like they had just stepped off a photo shoot for a sexy perfume. “Rembrant, a decision has been made,” they spoke in unison.
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“WHO’S REMBRANT?” JASMINE whispered.

“I am.” He set her gently on her feet and held her steady until the
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