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  Introduction

By Chisto Healy
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Like many of you, probably, I stumbled upon Erica Summers. It was every bit happenstance and a moment I’ll be forever grateful for. 
I am someone who believes strongly in community. I believe even if you write the most depraved horror in the world, you should spread positivity and uplift people off of the page. The universe exists through balance. If I were a cartoon, my catchphrase would be, “We’re all in this together.” 
With this in mind, when someone is looking for a beta reader, an ARC reader, someone to blurb their cover, etc., I always volunteer unless I’m completely swamped with deadlines, but sometimes, even then, because I’m a professional at spreading myself thin. I’m also a professional at spreading cold, unmelted butter. It’s a skill.
Anyway, one day, an author I had never read was looking for other authors to read and blurb her book, Bad God’s Tower. To be truthful, I wasn’t expecting much. I don’t set the bar too high because I like happy surprises more than disappointment. Bad God’s Tower was every bit the happy surprise. I was giddy enough to break out the pompoms, which doesn’t happen often, even if I look good in a skirt.
I’ve always enjoyed pulp and often write it myself, but I am eternally in love with beautiful prose. When someone like Simon Clark can write horror with the poetic beauty of literature, it has always stood above the rest for me. That was the first thing I noticed about Erica’s writing. The phrasing was delicate, purposeful, poignant, and concise. I found myself re-reading sentences just to appreciate the elegance. I was floored and immediately jealous. Imagine the cartoon version of me again, shaking my pencil and shouting, “How does she do it?!”
As I read on, I discovered the characters were full of life and vibrancy. The story was compelling. The horror was visceral, frightening, and intense. Nothing was sacrificed for the creation of that gorgeous prose. 
It was all there, complete. 
I delivered my blurb and found that Ms. Summers was as humble and easy to talk to as she was talented. The more we talked, the more I realized just how similar we were as people. We have a lot of shared life experiences, even if some were the type to inspire a horror novel. 
So, not only did I find my favorite horror author of the last decade, but I also found a friend. A real one to boot, not just another candy-coated participation trophy friend. 
That said, I enjoy both candy and trophies.
Still, Erica and I have helped each other by being the type of friend who is honest rather than doused in sugar. 
I’ll pause here for a moment while you sing Def Leppard to yourself.
We have dared say, “Yeah, bud… this part of your story doesn’t work,” and it’s made us better. We have vented frustrations and shared goals, pushed each other to achieve, and continue to support each other to this day. We have a book together now through Slashic Horror Press with Mick Collins called Price Slashers that hit number one in three different categories. 
Erica is someone I respect as a colleague and as a human. That’s why I was honored when she came to me and asked me to write an introduction to her collection. 
It also made perfect sense. 
I’ve read everything Erica has written and plan to read everything she writes as long as I’m on this earth. When you turn the page and dig into this collection, you will understand why. You will see the wordsmith in action. You will see her range, the variety of sub-genres she can fearlessly tackle, and how personal and real her horror can be. From crazy mothers to dangerous machines, frightening churches to monsters, and everything in between, you’re in for one hell of a ride. 
Thank you for accompanying me on this exciting and horrific journey of exploration into the warped mind of my close friend, the masterful Erica Summers.  
See you on the other side,

Chisto Healy,
Author of Two of a Kind & The Gateway in Apartment 8






  
  Tines

(Originally published in the It Calls From Below Anthology by Eerie River Publishing)
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It was just a hole. Just a small, never-ending cavity snaking down like a drainpipe in the center of a massive, arid Wyoming plot of farmland. Just a hole sucking all the life and joy from John Mitchell, along with the occasional piss of rainwater, down into the earth’s crust. 
The field was rotten. That’s what they’d said. But John hadn’t been inclined to believe the verbal diarrhea from chattering small-town idiots. Not until he’d witnessed it with his own bloodshot eyes. It wasn’t until he himself, smelled the overwhelming metallic twinge of copper wafting up from the wretched soil as if trucks of dirt had been dumped atop a plane of filthy pennies.
The ground was sour. They’d said that, too. That concept never really sunk in until John and the kids settled in that first summer and watched their crops – their livelihood – wither, shrivel, and rot in a pestilent slow-motion nightmare. 
Things had changed, though. Tall corn stalks, like green worshippers with outstretched hands, celebrated the overhead sun. A mob of plentiful sugar beets flourished, springing forth lush, healthy foliage in perfect rows above each root crop. The loud gasps of abundant, swishing wheat around him meant things had turned around.
But at what cost?
John shuddered at the price he’d paid for the abundant accumulation of lumbering plants encircling him now, towering overhead like bloodthirsty bullies with mayhem and chaos coursing through thick stalks. He felt like an outnumbered soldier losing ground to an enemy aching to fully overtake. His soul was strangled by their wicked little roots. Their infinite tangle of tendrils squeezed his chest with crushing guilt that grew as exponentially as they did every woeful day.
And yet...
There he was again. Bleeding.
Listlessly standing above the hole. That ungodly hole.
He wavered in the dusky country sky above a hole he wished he’d never uncovered. John would give any earthly possession to go backward, knowing all he’d sacrifice for this corrupted patch of the earth. 
He never would’ve lifted that stack of hay, no doubt placed purposefully to muffle the feverish whispering seeping from the ground.
No matter how much straw John had ever tried to mound back on it, it was never enough to suffocate the voice. 
John had been relieved. He hadn’t heard the whispering for days. It was as if the thing at the other end was, for once, content with the offerings bestowed upon it.
But John could make out His faint whispers now…
Asking John for the world again in His horribly indescribable tone, a voice that rattled around in John’s thick, tired skull, ordering him to obey once again.
Like he had a choice.

      [image: ]A bad seed. That’s what Janice’s mother had called her — or rather, screamed at her —  as she barreled down a long stretch of back roads in the ratty teal sedan. It was time for Mom to pawn her off on her relatives. It only seemed fair. After all, Janice had been “dumped on her” when Andrew took off for the older, homelier secretary. She felt it was within her right to hot-potato the difficult teen elsewhere so Lynn could “have her life back.” She figured a laborious summer on the farm would do Janice’s attitude wonders.
“Get your goddamn feet off the dash,” Lynn growled through gritted teeth.
Janice glared and slunk into the passenger seat, following orders reluctantly. She slid her bare feet back into flip-flops and tugged out her phone.
“No bars. How am I supposed to call if I need anything?” Her voice was low and sullen. With a middle finger, she flicked away from her face a chin-length tendril of amateur-dyed lavender hair.
“Your uncle’s got a landline.”
“Ugh. How’ll I text my friends?”
“Sounds like your problem, not mine.”
“Nothing ever is,” Janice smarted off.
“Oh yeah, I’m living the high life now.” Lynn’s voice seethed angry sarcasm. After a moment of silence, she flipped her mood, suddenly trying to seem as if she gave a fraction of a damn. “Maybe Ellis and Andrea can introduce you to some of their friends.”
“Ellis is a frickin’ nerd. That kid’s got no friends,” Janice protested.
“Never know, you haven’t seen him or Andrea in five years.” Lynn stared at the road. She pursed two hot pink chapped lips together and tousled her bleach-fried blond mane.
“Not since the funeral.” The words brought back memories of how Janice had morbidly double-dog-dared her little sister to glimpse the allegedly gory remains inside the miniature closed casket. “Who knows? They’re probably all meth heads or something by now, for all we know.”
“You’ll probably fit in just fine then, little miss spliff.”
“Are you kidding? It was a joint! One. That’s nowhere close to the same as meth.” Janice picked at her thumbnail, flaking the metallic chrome polish.
Lynn glared at Janice, catching a glimpse of the scars on the young girl’s inner thigh. Perfectly parallel self-inflicted razor lines. They reminded her of tidy rows of crops they were passing now. 
“Maybe with all the work they’ll have you doing, you’ll be so busy you won’t have the time for cutting. You know, idle hands and all that bullshit.”
“What do you even care? If I sliced my fucking throat and it’d take you three days to  realize it.”
“Jesus Christ, watch your fucking language! You know, I’m working damn hard on this Bachelor’s, Janice. You think it’s easy? Think it’s easy being a single mom saddled with three kids I didn’t even want?”
“Real nice.” Janice rolled her eyes. “And Mother of the Year award goes to…”
“It’s true! Your dad wanted you! I didn’t get a choice in the matter. I was just his goddamned incubator.” Lynn’s martyrdom abruptly halted as she slowed to a crawl at a dusty wooden sign jostling in a gust of whipping wind:
Mitchell Farms Welcomes You. 
Lynn turned in, exhilarated by the notion that, within the hour, she’d be a hundred and twenty pounds lighter. 

      [image: ]As Lynn neared the house at the end of the lingering dirt driveway, Marsha trickled into view. She was kneeling on a foam pad in the in-ground flower bed butted against a rickety porch. Marsha caressed a patch of superb Siberian irises. In an otherwise terracotta-colored landscape, the fully-bloomed flowers were intense blasts of blue and yellow vivaciousness.
Lynn observed the woman mouthing words silently, assuming she was singing along to something in headphones obscured by wisps of brittle brunette hair. 
Otherwise, why else wouldn’t Marsha be aware of the racket behind her? 
Audible a half-mile away, Lynn’s car was slowly rattling to its looming permanent death, one violent engine knock and whirl at a time.
Lynn killed the engine and anxiously thrust herself from the driver’s seat, craving blood flow. Once out, she primped the overgrown black roots in her bleach-blonde hair with her fingertips and swung her hands theatrically in an attempt to catch Marsha’s eye.
Finally, it worked. Marsha peered up languidly. 
Lynn was caught off-guard. From Marsha’s once-youthful, always-smiling face, it seemed now all effervescence had been drained. She was pale and sheathed in a thin layer of sweat, which made her once-supple skin look anemic and sick. She seemed more like a decrepit, sunken shell of Marsha’s former self. 
Inside, Lynn wanted to laugh. In just five years, her sister-in-law had aged terribly. She closed her gaping mouth as a nicety. 
The haggard woman rose to her feet, unsteady, offering a look of confusion.
“Heyyyyyy, Marsha!” Suddenly, Lynn was animated and silly. It was the most playful Janice had seen her in so long, and the source of the sudden joy was obvious. 
Janice couldn’t wait to be rid of her, either.
Marsha stared at Lynn, pensive and befuddled. “Do I...?” Her voice was as weak as her color. The savage contrast in their levels of energy was unnerving.
“It’s Lynn.” She was insulted and alarmed. “You know… John’s sister?”
Nothing. No spark of recognition.
“Marsha, I was in your wedding, for God’s sake.”
Marsha feigned a look of understanding. “Of course. Lynn.” 
As Janice lugged a green suitcase from the trunk, Marsha’s joyless, hazy eyes drifted to the girl. 
“Do you remember Janice?” Lynn’s voice forced an uncomfortable laugh. 
The cognition failed again.
There was something not quite right about Marsha’s eyes.
They were lifeless. 
Like they’d been replaced with scuffed, acrylic versions by a skilled taxidermist. With both hands clasped around the top strap, Janice hopped the overstuffed suitcase to the patio and planted it in the dirt like a signpost.
“Where are the kids, Marsha?” Lynn craned her neck in an attempt to make some headway with the woman, clearly experiencing a bout of bewildering senility. She wasn’t sure how early something like dementia could present. Marsha was just fifty-one, only a decade older than Lynn.
Marsha cocked her pallid face sideways in a jarring motion and studied Lynn, baffled by every word. 
“Marsha, where’s John?” Lynn spoke slowly as if the unhinged woman was deaf. 
She couldn’t help but notice that her sister-in-law wasn’t wearing any earbuds.
A hint of a smile crept across Marsha’s face. “Oh. John.”
“Yes, John. Where’s John, Marsha?”
“He’s probably by the hole again.” She grinned, wider now. Through the years, her teeth had become as translucent and unnatural-looking as her deficient flesh. 
Lynn’s face soured. “What hole, Marsha?”
Marsha snapped her head around as if she’d been caught doing something inappropriate. She scuttled around the yard in abrupt, hesitant movements, much like a frightened chicken. Lynn’s eyes traced down Marsha’s disgustingly thin arms and settled on something she’d failed to observe earlier: 
Marsha’s left hand was bloody. 
Small, red streams spread out from a gash below the crook of her arm like a crusted fisherman’s map of some tangled southern bayou. 
As John emerged from behind a filthy once-crimson tractor across the front yard, Marsha drifted back down to her knees in a trance. 
John’s dress habits were exactly how Lynn remembered. He wore the same old shabby bib overalls and a Swiss-cheesed navy-blue tank beneath. His ripped boots were encrusted with mud and fertilizer.
“John, there you are! Marsha cut herself,” Lynn blurted, hating herself for the instant reversion to her tattle-tale little sister role.
John half-glanced over and then calmly returned his gaze to Lynn. “She’s fine. Cuts herself in the garden all the time. We all do. This land doesn’t give back ’less you give it some blood, sweat, and tears first.” His big-brother nonchalance was typical. 
John always offered solutions to injuries like rub a little dirt on it and quit cryin’.
“Losing some weight, I see.” Lynn’s tone was a complimentary way to mask the truth, which was that John had lost a nauseating amount of weight. He looked like he’d been caged and starved. “Marsha’s cookin’ gone downhill?”
John laughed. “Nah. It’s this place. Takes it outta you. 'Specially when you’re short-handed.”
“Well, have I got the solution for you!” Lynn’s voice was loud, like a carnival barker. She motioned to her daughter. 
“’At’s right! Come up from Denver to live with us for a stretch?” John wrapped a dirty, emaciated arm around her.
“I guess.” Janice shrugged. 
Like she had a choice.
“It ain’t gonna be easy. There’s lots to do. We’re gonna keep you busy. Idle hands...” John smiled. 
Janice smirked at the sibling’s almost-rehearsed phrasing of that old saying. 
“Everything copacetic with Marsha?” Lynn got close, quiet. “Is she...?”
John’s face contorted into a remorseful expression. “She has her good days and her bad. It’s tough sometimes.” John suddenly scooped Lynn up and hugged his sister. “It’s good to see you, Ducky.”
Lynn smacked him harder than she intended. “Don’t friggin’ call me that!” She giggled and added, “Jerk.”
Janice prodded for more intel. “Why doesn’t she like being called Ducky?”
Lynn pointed a finger at John and threatened jokingly. “Don’t you goddamned tell her a thing!” She laughed, checked her watch, and then headed back toward the car. “Thanks for taking Jan for a bit. I just… can’t…with her.”
“Aw, she’s just young and feisty, just like you when you were that age.” He turned his pale, sunken eyes to Janice and smiled. “Don’t worry. You ain’t gonna wanna leave this place when Ducky comes to get you in the fall.” 
John’s humor was as dry as the dirt beneath them. Janice frowned and stared down at the suitcase.
Lynn giggled and slid a foot on the floorboard. “Hell, John, if she wants to stay, you can keep her.”

      [image: ]Janice had unpacked before the powdery dirt from Lynn’s Colorado-bound tires even settled. She hadn’t brought much: all the summer-appropriate clothes she owned, a borrowed hardback of angsty poetry, a zippered sack of toiletries, hair dye, and her phone, a useless electronic link to the outside world. Two percent battery remained. 
Junior’s room had an ominous feel. It was still decorated with sun-faded wallpaper sporting artsy examples of various dinosaurs in a tight, dizzying pattern. A plastic pterodactyl hung from a J-hook by fishing string, soaring above the bed like the winged protector to the being slumbering beneath. A row of brontosauruses craned their rubbery necks in various angles atop a shelf, book-ended by a poorly sculpted clay velociraptor and an ornate T-Rex piggy bank, their colorful paint jobs muted with a tragic layer of thick dust.
Janice plopped down on the comforter displaying a faded cross-sectioned volcano spewing lava, its inner layers all labeled. On the bedside table, she spied a lamp with a real fossil base composed of a cracked-in-half rock. She traced its cord down to the packed outlet, yanked the plug for the light, and replaced it with her phone charger. A wash of relief swept over her as the lightning bolt indicator flashed brightly across the scuffed screen. Despite the lack of service, her brightly colored game apps would provide her with a little taste of home out in Bum-fuck Egypt.
A wooden floorboard creaked in the hallway outside of the open door. Janice’s heart leaped, and sudden panic slapped her.
Andrea stood in the doorway. Janice hadn’t seen her cousin in half a decade, but she recognized her instantly despite her bizarre appearance.
“Jesus! You scared the hell out of me!” Janice laughed, clutching her pounding chest.
Andrea didn’t say anything. 
She lingered there, feeble arms stiff by her sides. Her shoulder-width feet sat at the base of two scarred legs rife with wide, galactic bruises. 
She was malnourished. Filthy. Her jean shorts were grungy, and her mud-smudged t-shirt was tea-colored despite being once white. She looked like she’d waded through a swamp and then had been forced to dry that way.
And the look on her face...
Her dispirited expression was chilling. The girl’s brown eyes were insipid.
“You’re in Junior’s room.” Her eerie voice was as cold as her dead expression. 
“I know. John told me this is where I should sleep while I’m here,” Janice said, her smile fading subconsciously with Andrea’s stoicism. “I’m your cousin. Don’t you... remember me?”
“You never should have come here.” Andrea’s voice was a flat whisper.
No shit, Sherlock.
Janice wanted to laugh at the comment but instead was as still and silent as the teen in the hallway. As she stared, she realized Andrea hadn’t blinked those blank eyes in a while...
Possibly their whole interaction.
First Aunt Marsha, now her?
“You shouldn’t stay in his room,” Andrea warned, her head cocked sideways. The movement was jerky, almost mechanical.
“Well, where should I sleep then?” Janice threw her hands up defensively.
“You can’t stay in this room,” she repeated with a stiff shrug.
Janice scoffed, preparing for a potential altercation. Despite Andrea being two years older and at least a foot taller, Janice knew with the rail-thin state of her scrawny body that she would be the victor if it came to blows.
“Tines... won’t like it,” Andrea muttered hypnotically.
Janice was genuinely confused. “Who’s Tines?” 
Did they have a pet that she hadn’t met yet? Or a foreign exchange student, perhaps? To her knowledge, there was no one in the family by that name.
As placidly as she’d appeared, Andrea trod off down the hall. With every sluggish, precise step, her bare, soiled feet caressed the squalid floorboards.

      [image: ]Suppertime. This was something Janice didn’t have much experience with at home. Lynn had buried herself in community college course material since the divorce, leaving Janice and her siblings to fend for themselves at mealtime. Lynn was typically so engulfed in test prep worksheets that she often forgot about cooking or the fact that she even had children. Despite claiming to be a “stay-at-home-mom” cruising off Andrew’s hefty alimony checks, her spawn had essentially become unsupervised latchkey children, defaulting Janice to the lead position of power in their newfound Lord-of-the-Flies-type hierarchy. She found herself regularly inventing soups out of watered-down condiments, nuking bowls of Ramen, or splitting microwave TV dinners with her underlings as they crowded around the small flat-screen in the room she shared with her sister.
Not... this.
Janice sat, famished, at the oak dinner table in the drab little dining room on the first floor. Like everything else in the house, the room felt out of date and decrepit. Long, tacky tobacco-colored strips hung down like brown stalagmites from the ceiling, its real estate completely packed with dead or dying flies. The room had a distinct, low buzz to it, like paper shreds caught in an oscillating fan, from the tiny, terrified little wings vibrating out of sync.
The middle of the hefty table bore a bountiful spread of delectable-looking food, the scents of which made Janice’s growling empty stomach flip. Around her, Marsha, John, and their children, Andrea and Ellis, sat quietly, slender hands clasped upon hers for prayer.
Nothing seemed right with any of them.
They were pitted and sallow. They seemed like some sort of half-broken, colorless carnival ride drained of all vitality. Frail arms adjoined by tangles of bony hands. The family felt like an out-of-order fleshy carousel composed of blanched, sickly extremities. Janice didn’t want to touch any of them. Especially to say grace, something she had no use for at all as an atheist.
A renegade fly tore through the room, but they were unaffected by it — or maybe just wholly unaware or unresponsive. The buzzing pest landed like a microscopic plane using one of the steaming ears of corn tucked in an overflowing glass dish as a runway. John’s voice was almost as quiet as the fly. As he spoke, his thin skin danced over the tendons and sinewy muscles of his throat.
“As promised, we have sacrificed our bounty to you, Tines. And you have sacrificed your bounty to us.”
There was that name again.
Was he... praying to it?
“That is the way it always has been and the way it must always be.” John clenched Janice’s hand with force and then released it. Without so much as an “Amen,” the bone-weary family jostled around the plates of steaming food like they only had mere seconds to eat. Dishes flew back and forth in front of Janice’s ping-ponging eyes.
John snatched up a serving platter heaped high with steaming steaks and forked the largest, rarest slab of beef atop the mess of vegetables already slathered on the porcelain circle in front of him. He passed the platter, grabbed the steak with his bare hands, and shredded its sopping musculature like some ravenous animal, coating his teeth’s shortbread shade a watery pink.
Marsha did the same with a buttered ear of corn, allowing the sloppy juices to run down her waxen face and the dried blood streams crusted to her forearms, gnawing at it recklessly with the right side of her molars like a raccoon. Ellis and Andrea both attacked freshly baked wheat rolls, cramming them into their apathetic faces as though they’d just heard the starting gun of an eating competition.
The family was so engaged in their dizzying primal feast that they hadn’t seen Janice’s judgemental green eyes gawking. She wanted to gag in disgust when she watched John wash his steak down with a quickly chugged glass of warm cow’s milk. The glass contained a helpless fly swimming a panicked backstroke in it. John didn’t seem to notice, sucking the fly right down. 
“I guess… you guys really build up an appetite working out here.” Her words were obvious and smug and still, somehow, laden with fear. She wondered how such feeble people could have appetites this voracious.
“Don’t skimp on the steak. You need the iron.” John edged the slabs of beef her way with his greasy, soot-smeared forearm. His kind, peaky face glistened with fats and juices as he smiled. “After dinner, Ellis and Andrea’r gonna take you for the grand tour and introduce you to Tines. He’ll wanna meet you.”
Ellis’s face was the most expressionless of them all. He didn’t emote when John said his name. Instead, he opened his jaw and poured tan sauce into the back of his throat straight from the antique gravy boat. The still-steaming gel leaked down his angular chin. He stared lifelessly at Janice, masticating an almost inhuman mouthful of food with vigor.
Janice felt sick.
“Eat up. One rule’a this house is you ain’t leaving this table til you’ve eaten.” John grinned over his hunk of meat. Grease rivulets danced around his veiny wrists.
Janice obeyed, timidly forking the smallest steak onto the ornate stargazer lily design on her porcelain plate, stuffing down her disgust. She sliced off a sliver and placed it on her tongue. It erupted with flavor, unlike anything she’d ever eaten. Seasoned to perfection, though a bit raw and stringy for her taste. The aroma steaming up into her face made her stomach howl out like a wild, starving dog for more. She started sawing off larger hunks until she, too, was stuffing her youthful face with reckless abandon. She forked over a half ear of corn next and dug her teeth into the hot, buttery kernels, exploding like delicious mini fireworks. 
Janice hadn’t had a proper meal like this in ages, and though the sickly bunch seemed nauseating to her, she was suddenly awash with the soothing sense of familial community she’d been plunged into forcefully with her distant relatives. 

      [image: ]After gorging on the lavish feast, Ellis and Andrea Mitchell started the tour, as promised. Ellis led the girls through the yard at a leisurely pace, as was his unhurried nature for just about everything except eating. Janice, carefully observed her surroundings. Andrea trailed, slower still, from the rear.
As the teens made their way through the yard toward the dirt road perforating a staunch divide between the house and crops, Janice could tell that Ellis’s gait wasn’t quite right. The sixteen-year-old staggered and limped on seemingly wobbly legs. He ran both fists up the straps of his jean bibs, ones like his Father’s but not quite as filthy. His arms sported dozens of healed, deep scars made with straight implements like an animal tangled in razor wire unfortunate enough to survive. 
Andrea had similar cuts, too, scattered across exposed limbs among a deep and vibrant constellation of bruises. Janice wondered if Uncle John had some sordid history of child abuse. She feared Lynn might have pawned her off on some violent maniac. The kids and Marsha hadn’t appeared fearful or skittish around him at dinner, though it was hardly enough time to judge.
Maybe they mutilated each other, Janice pondered. It certainly wouldn’t be the first brutal sibling rivalry of Cain and Abel proportions.
“I can’t wait to show you the hole.” A smile wriggled on Ellis’ color-drained face, his cloudy eyes unblinking. He limped a crooked path back and forth playfully through precise, parallel rows of sugar beets that stretched on beyond a full acre.
Janice examined the robust crops, foliage vibrant and plump. An acre of lush golden wheat grew on each side of the sugar beets, and at least another acre beyond sprawled two more acres of tall, shamrock green corn stalks flowing in the wild Wyoming wind like angry, churning ocean waves.
Beyond the corn sat a flat parcel of bare dirt. Further still were two side-by-side massive barns looming in the darkened sky with a cow pasture on one side and a towering grain silo on the other, protruding from the earth like a snuffed cigarette butt stabbed cherry-first into an ashtray. 
Janice imagined the freedom of growing up with that much land. Back in the city, the kids had no real front yard, and the backyard was packed with clutter from Lynn’s disgusting post-divorce hoarding spell. Janice would be hard-pressed to find a place to simply lay down a towel if she wanted to sunbathe. 
The Mitchell kids, however, had miles of land on which to run amok. Janice couldn’t even see the next farm due to the massive property. She could be isolated just about anywhere out here if she wanted to be alone with her thoughts.
They bee-lined to the cornfield, stomping fresh, reckless paths. The Mitchells darted around, quickening their paces through the seven-foot hissing stalks. Janice found herself struggling to keep up. In the epicenter of the dense throng of foliage, she’d completely lost track of them. Through the thick cloud cover, an overhead bark of thunder made her cower, reverting her instantly to a defenseless child. Despite knowing she wouldn’t be lost for long in just over an acre, Janice still found herself in this strange world and became overwrought with claustrophobic panic. 
“Andrea?” Janice screamed, dodging the slapping green hands of abusive vegetation. She rushed onward, catching a glimpse of something moving through the dim evening air, thick with humidity from the impending storm. It was Ellis’ blonde hair bobbing awkwardly like an odd bouncy ball through the plants. Janice picked up speed and tripped over a thick tangle of broom-like tendrils of plant root. She dropped like a rock. 
Beneath her, something extraordinary happened: 
The ground moved. 

      [image: ]
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