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      Author’s Note
    

    
      
    

    
      As someone who once plowed through reading a horrifically violent scene just to have one line toward the end send me trembling and crying in the bathtub, I understand the need for trigger warnings, and I also know they may fall short.
    

    
      
    

    
      TW 
      (in no specific order)
      : graphic violence, grief, disordered eating, sexual assault, racial microaggressions, homophobia/homophobic slurs, auto collision, domestic abuse, prescription drug use, referenced child abuse/incest, referenced dog attack, referenced alcohol use, abuse of coffee
    

    
      
    

    
      If any of these topics trigger you (or if you would like to know if your niche trigger is represented) and you would still like to read this book, feel free to email 
      
        swiftemoryswift@gmail.com
      
      , and I will suggest page numbers/chapter numbers to skip. If you notice a trigger that is not listed above, please reach out and let me know. I will update the list.
    

    
      
    

    
      Rabbit, Ruined
       comes to you after about eight years of work. I wrote it, I published it (under a different name–please don’t ask), revised it, unpublished it, and let it languish in the dark for a few years. The sequels (up to book three) suffered similar fates.
    

    
      
    

    
       This time, for better or for worse, they will stay in the light.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had a large team help me with this book, before and after its original publication: Michael Keenan is a superb editor. Stephen John Moran pushed me through the drafting process, and for that I owe him great gratitude.
    

    
      
    

    
      My army of beta readers, superfans, and–especially–the ARC readers for the relaunch, who were otherwise complete strangers who had never heard my name before. Thank you for taking a chance on me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Gratitude to those who inspired these characters, for being so easy to work with.
      




      March, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Avery Rhodes’s first impression upon entering the house was that it smelled like shit. But he was so accustomed to the vast array of noxious smells released by the human body, he was able to note the scent without it turning his stomach. He had known when he found the house that there was a risk of squatters and vandals. He was not concerned; They would be easy to deal with.
    

    
              The front door was heavy. He left it open, so that any other intruders could make the wise decision to run before a confrontation. Dropping his backpack from his shoulder, he knelt down and pulled the Atlanta Braves cap from his head. The brisk March air gusted in behind him, chilling his uncovered head, and strewing trash, leaves, and dust bunnies across the floor of the great room in front of him. Before he risked unzipping the backpack, he listened carefully and glanced around. 
    

    
      Light filtered in through the windows that lined the ceiling, illuminating the room. The house was not only unkempt, but trashed, as Rhodes had suspected it would be. Competing gang signs and other gibberish were spray-painted across walls and doors. Food wrappers, faded newspapers, and discarded rags of clothing littered the floor. Despite this wasted patina, Rhodes could see the house for what it really was: the interior doors were contemporary to the antebellum manor, the woodwork was intact, and—although the floor plan was unusual—there was more than enough space for his intentions.
    

    
      Rhodes opened his backpack and shoved the ball cap inside. He had bought it at Hartsfield-Jackson on his first pass through. Although he wore it on his way back through El Prat, as well as the return flight, it was still uncomfortably stiff, and he still hated baseball. He hoped that he would not have occasion during the three months he planned to be in Georgia to pull it out until he flew back to Spain. Sliding his hand deeper into the bag, he pulled out a hunting knife and clipped the sheath to the back of his belt. Reaching into a side pocket, he fished out a pair of nitrile gloves and pulled them on. He zipped the backpack closed, and concealed it behind the open door. 
    

    
      A muffled cough burst from the depths of the house. Rhodes froze, listening. Nothing moved; The cougher was unaware that anyone else had entered the house. Another cough, followed by a fit of hacking, led Rhodes to a pair of French doors opposite the entrance. Whoever he was, he made no attempt at keeping quiet. Standing to one side, Rhodes peered through the glass panes. 
    

    
      The French doors led into a large study, richly furnished yet just as trashed as the great room. There was a window on each side of the room. Rhodes could make out stacks of books on the floor, and a spiral staircase leading to a second-floor landing. The tops of several doors were barely visible beyond the banister. His heart beat faster: Those must be the bedrooms. He could not wait to explore them, imagine their potential, and bring his plans to life. 
    

    
      Rhodes waited after the coughing died down. Gripping the knife handle behind his back, he pushed open the doors. He moved inside slowly, his eyes adjusting to the changing light. A host of offensive smells assaulted his nose. He fought the urge to hold his breath. Scanning the depths of the study, he found the outline of a man lying across a chaise lounge with a tattered woolen blanket clutched around him. His breathing came out loud and wet, his brown hair wild and wiry. 
    

    
      Standing over the man, Rhodes watched him sleep for a moment before kicking the leg of the chaise. The man jumped up with a cry and cowered against the back of the chair. The motion released a gust of musky fragrance. Rhodes snorted it out.
    

    
      “Who is it?” the man rasped, swinging his head around blindly until he found the looming figure. “Who are you?” His words broke into violent hacking. Rhodes let go of the knife and covered his nose and mouth with a gloved hand until it passed.
    

    
      “Who am I?” Rhodes replied. “I own this house! Who the fuck are you?” 
    

    
      The man hacked again. It took Rhodes a moment to realize that he was not coughing this time, but laughing. 
    

    
      “What?” 
    

    
      “You don’t own this house, dude,” the man chuckled wetly. “No one 
      owns
       this house—the 
      state
       owns this house!” 
    

    
      Somehow this vagrant had seen straight through his lie. Rhodes would have to do something about that. Irritated, he leaned down to get a better look at this tramp. He was gaunt, unwashed, and he gave off a sweet, sickly smell. The whites of his eyes were yellow, streaked brown from sepsis. Rivulets of mucus ran down either side of his nose. A dirty bandage wrapped one hand, negligently exposing what appeared to be a dog bite. The teeth marks were obscured by dark, rotting skin. Rhodes gave him a few weeks left, perhaps a month, before the infection disposed of him.
    

    
      “You’re very sick.”
    

    
      The man shook his head with another chuckle. “Not as sick as you are.” Rhodes tilted his head, hand drifting back to the handle of the knife. “Not as sick as you are, if you bought this house. Who in their right mind would want to live 
      here
      ?” he asked. “It ain’t right. 
      Bein’
       here ain’t right, but I don’t have any choice. Like you said, I’m sick.”
    

    
      Rhodes was not as curious as he should have been. He was too distracted considering ways he might be able to make his story more solid. He would need to create a paper trail, which would take a significant amount of time. Cleaning and repairing the house would take a significant amount of time. He needed to stop wasting it. 
    

    
      Reaching out, Rhodes took the man’s bearded chin into his hand. He turned his face from side to side. The man had been shaking with fear and fever, but relaxed when he saw the nitrile gloves.  
    

    
      He looked up with hope. “You a doctor?” 
    

    
      “Not at the moment.” 
    

    
      Throwing his weight forward, Rhodes covered the man’s nose and mouth and pressed his knee into the man’s chest. The vagrant flailed, clutching at Rhodes’s jeans and jacket. Even after his grip failed and his hands dropped, Rhodes continued to smother him—knowing all too well that stillness is not an indicator of death. 
    

    
      After a few minutes, Rhodes slid his other hand around the man’s neck. Satisfied there was no pulse, he released the body. It slumped onto the floor, knocking over a pile of books and a ratty knapsack. 
    

    
      Rhodes picked up the knapsack and flipped it open. It contained stinking, ragged clothes, a pocket-sized umbrella, and an 8 x 13 hardcover book. The book and umbrella were the only things this man possessed that were in good condition. Glancing at the book cover, Rhodes was surprised to find a high school yearbook. 
    

    
      Shoving the book back into the bag, Rhodes glanced down at the body. He needed light. Bag in one hand, he grabbed a corner of the woolen blanket in the other, and used it to drag the body to the front door. 
    

    
      Brought into the light, Rhodes could now see that the vagrant had been far younger than he had guessed, perhaps in his early twenties. Cleaned up, he might have even been attractive. Nevertheless, he had been far too sick to survive much longer. His skin had a yellow, jaundiced tint. 
    

    
      Flipping the knapsack over, Rhodes dumped the contents onto the porch. He picked up the yearbook. Underneath 
      Cheatham Hill Magnet High School 2002
      , a name had been inscribed, but later scratched out with multiple implements on several occasions. Opening the book, Rhodes perused the heartfelt notes written on the inside cover. The boy had blotted out his name whenever it occurred. This level of self-loathing contrasted curiously with the warm things everyone had to say about him just a few years ago. 
    

    
      Eyeing the body, Rhodes snapped the yearbook shut and pushed aside his growing curiosity. This boy did not matter to him. Rhodes nudged the dirty clothes with his boot, in search of anything he may have missed. A shock of color drew his attention toward the umbrella.
    

    
      Opening the umbrella, Rhodes was unexpectedly delighted to find the inside painted with brightly-colored rainbow patterns. The edges were lined with lavender, white, and dark green. Over the pattern, a message was painted in streaky white letters:
    

    
       
    

    
      NEVER STOP RUNNING…
    

    
      
    

    
      The message was followed by a broad, hypnotic swirl, which ended in 
      CHMHS ’03
      . Rhodes lifted the umbrella over his head and spun it. 
    

    
      “You should have listened,” he said to the body at his feet. 
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Benson twins were fighting again. They started in the cafeteria, screaming at one another. The few students who were present when it began were too jaded to respond beyond staring. Every responsible adult in the building was trapped in an end-of-year meeting, oblivious of the altercation. The girls came to blows in the science hall. The varsity football team, shuffling to the locker room from an early-morning practice, glanced at the pink-and-blonde flurry, too sweaty to care. 
    

    
              As the girls threatened to pull each other’s hair out, two seniors broke from the mass. One was tall and lean, with chestnut hair and green eyes. The other was short and broad, strawberry blond with puppy-dog brown eyes. Without discussion, each boy took a twin over a shoulder and carried them in opposite directions. 
    

    
              “Witt!” one shrieked from the brown-eyed boy’s shoulder. “Get your filthy hands off me!”
    

    
              “Seriously?” Witt was unruffled, carrying her toward the back door. “Two weeks 'till graduation, and you wanna get suspended? You want Dr. Magee to cancel the senior picnic?” 
    

    
              Her high-pitched reply was unintelligible. He kicked the door open, tossed the girl out, and jerked the door shut again. She slammed her fists against the window, flinging a muffled slew of profanity. She would not be able to open the door from the outside for another half-hour. 
    

    
              Witt returned to find the taller boy with his back against a shuddering classroom door. A familiar shrieking emitted from the room: “Z, move your mother fucking—Oh!” 
    

    
              Z snickered. “Dr. C must be here early.” He peered through the window. The harpy gaped at the front of the classroom, stammering an apology. He pulled the door open and she pushed past him, blushing furiously. 
    

    
              “Sorry, Dr. Creighton.” Z called as he leaned into the room. He was surprised to find, not his rotund and silver-maned science teacher, but a lean and dark-featured stranger. The man’s expression shifted from amused to alarmed, staring at the boy with a glimmer of recognition. It faded as quickly as it had appeared. Z had certainly never seen him before. He gave him a dismissive wave. “Sorry,” he repeated. 
    

    
              “What?” Witt asked, peering into the classroom. 
    

    
              “Sub,” Z grunted.
    

    
              Witt grinned impishly. The substitute smirked back, just as mischievous. Z grabbed Witt’s shoulder pad, jerking him back into the hallway.
    

    
              Neither of them anticipated the shadow that would fall over their high spirits.
      




      2
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When Heather entered the classroom for Anatomy and Physiology, she was not thinking of her frail mortality; She was wondering why they had a substitute. Where was Dr. Creighton? Teachers were not supposed to take any days off within the last two weeks of school, due to the heightened tensions. It had to be something serious. Her concern drifted away when she caught sight of the substitute. He was handsome in a painfully stereotypical way: tall and dark-featured. The sight of him made her stomach flop. He half-smiled as the principal, Dr. Magee, went over substitute plans with him. His eyes flickered over the students who were entering, eyes so dark, they looked black. When his gaze met Heather’s, she realized she was staring. Hiding her flushing face, she hurried to her desk on the far side of the classroom. 
    

    
      A group of girls walked in, wearing the purple and white tops of Cheatham Hill’s cheerleading team. They were the only sleeveless tops allowed in school, and the team exploited that caveat almost daily. Monica Shatterthwaith, despite being the shortest girl in class and surrounded by fairer girls, stood out. Her caramel complexion and wide hazel eyes were magnetic; Even the substitute 
      stared
       as she crossed the room. She took her assigned seat next to Heather, and her fellow cheerleaders attempted to occupy the seats around her. This was thwarted by students who actually wanted to sit in their own seats. After a moment of protests, Heather’s corner of the world quieted down. 
    

    
      “I’d like a piece of that,” Monica whispered to Heather, nodding toward the handsome stranger. Sometimes, when none of her other friends were around, Monica remembered how close she and Heather once were. Heather cherished these moments; She had recognized a long time ago Monica was candid with her in a way she wasn’t with others, probably because they had known one another since before they could walk. 
    

    
      “You should have seen him staring when you walked in.” Monica looked pleased with this response. 
    

    
      Between rumors that Dr. Creighton had a substitute and the fact summer was two weeks away, attendance was unusually low. Only twelve of the twenty-five students enrolled in the course decided to show up. As stragglers shuffled in and took their seats, Dr. Magee took his leave. Heather closed her eyes and prayed Witt would neglect to attend. She hissed between her teeth with disappointment when his freckled face appeared at the door.
    

    
      “A substitute! Yeah!” He made a show of mock appreciation by shaking the sub’s hand, then promptly took a seat not assigned to him. 
    

    
      Z followed Witt in. A mixture of bitterness and a quickened pulse filled Heather’s chest at the sight of him. She shifted uncomfortably and forced them both away. Z did not mimic Witt’s show of bravado. He avoided the substitute’s gaze. Gripping the broken strap of his tattered book bag, he trudged to his desk, right behind Heather. He looked impatient with Witt’s gimmicks, but said nothing; He had forfeited that privilege long ago. 
    

    
      They settled down surprisingly fast when the substitute called for attention. His voice was not booming, but it was sharp with authority. His tone commanded obedience in most of the students, but for others, it presented a welcome challenge. Witt sucked on his bottom lip as he stared at the sub, waiting for another opportunity to draw attention to himself. 
    

    
      “My name is Avery Rhodes—” 
    

    
      “‘Road’, like you drive on?” Witt asked.
    

    
      “No, ‘Rhodes’, as in ‘Colossus of’,” he shot back. Monica giggled, taking this out of context. When some of the other students realized why, they made a muffled chorus of amused noises. Rhodes, realizing what they were thinking, smirked. “OK, calm down,” he said before diving 
      into roll
       call. 
    

    
      Most substitutes called out the names as if they were asking a question; Rhodes called out the names as if he were commanding them to respond. He had gotten all the way to Monica without incident, but she wanted to become more to him than just another name on his roster. She wanted to give him something to remember her by. 
    

    
      “Monica Shatterthwaith.” 
    

    
      “It’s not ‘Monica’,” she snapped, as if annoyed. “It’s ‘Moné-sha’.” 
    

    
      “Thank you for correcting me.” He retaliated with a smirk and wrote a note on the roll. “Otherwise I would have made a fool of myself by pronouncing it phonetically all day.”
    

    
      “I know, right?” Monica gushed. “You’re so welcome!”
    

    
      “And Heather Stokes.” He had noticed the students were supposed to be sitting in alphabetical order, and turned to Heather. “Is it ‘Heather’ Stokes? Not ‘Hater’ or ‘He-ather’ or ‘Hee-ther’ or anything like that?”
    

    
      “Well, now that you mention it…” She exchanged a glance with Monica, then Witt. Refusing to stoop to his level, she shook her head. “No, it is just Heather.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Just Heather.” She broke the trend until he reached the end of the alphabet: “Zachariah Vlasov.”
    

    
      “It’s just ‘Z’.” 
    

    
      Sensing no humor in his voice, Rhodes nodded. “The ‘
      -achariah
      ’ is silent.” 
    

    
      Z smirked and nodded, making a mental note to use that one later. 
    

    
      Rhodes continued on to “Charles Witt.”
    

    
      “It’s ‘D’.” Witt had leaned far back in his chair and rolled his head, making a great effort to look and sound bored. 
    

    
      “‘D’?” Rhodes double-checked the name on his roll. “‘D’ is short for Charles Francis Witt?”
    

    
      Giggling bounced around the classroom; Witt loathed his middle name, and they knew it. He shot them dirty looks. “No,” he said, “I just like the letter.” He gave Rhodes a look that dared him to challenge his reason. 
    

    
      Rhodes chuckled. “Well, in that case,”—he made a note on the roster—“I’ll give you the D.” The classroom buzzed with giggles and muffled, shocked gasps. Heather’s eyes went wide. A few teachers were relaxed enough to use colorful humor in private conversations, but she had never heard one crack a lewd joke in class. Rhodes continued as if he could not have possibly meant anything other than acquiescing to Witt’s desire. 
    

    
      “Your assignment is the complete chapter six review and the chapter eight review. According to Dr. Creighton, these chapters were especially difficult for most of you.” There were muted groans from around the class. “It’s a two-day assignment, so take your time. I’ve looked over the material myself, and it is… fairly dense.”
    

    
      “Gaaaay…” Witt moaned.
    

    
      “Is it, 
      D
      ?” Heather shot before Rhodes could respond. “Is it really?”
    

    
      “Don’t start,” Rhodes warned.
    

    
      Witt ignored him. “I mean, it’s 
      stupid
      .”
    

    
      “You should apologize to that poor assignment,” Heather replied. “It might actually 
      be
       gay and struggling with its true identity.”
    

    
      Witt’s face reddened. “I would ask you if you were gay,” he sneered, “but we all know that’s not the case.” He cocked his head toward Z.
    

    
      “Shut up!” Z and Monica snapped in unison. Heather’s face flushed. 
    

    
      “That’s enough!” Rhodes emerged from behind the counter. Everyone fell silent under his stern gaze. “You may think the assignment is 
      stupid
      , but it’s a large percentage of your unit grade,”—he held Dr. Creighton’s substitute plans up as evidence, then added in an undertone—“and I expect you to respect its life choices.” 
    

    
      Heather dropped her head to her desk as she attempted to hide her laughter.   
    

    
      Rhodes’s joke had brought the conflict to a quick end. When the students began to work, or pretended to begin to work, he floated among them to look over shoulders and offer assistance. Each time he passed Witt’s desk, Witt pretended to be asleep, and received a kick in the chair. He “woke” with exaggerated snorting and flailing. Rhodes did not give him the satisfaction of a response, moving along to the next row. 
    

    
      “
      Psst
      !” Monica hissed at Heather, leaning over. “What’s the answer to number three?” Class was almost over, but only a few students had been working diligently. Heather had been one of them; Monica had not. 
    

    
      Heather flipped back a few pages. “It’s on page 363.” 
    

    
      Monica should have known better than to ask Heather for a straight answer. She flipped to 363 and skimmed it. “Yeah, but what’s the answer?”
    

    
      Heather flicked her eyes up toward Rhodes. He had taken his place at the head of the classroom, leaning on his elbows over the counter that doubled as a teacher’s desk. He watched them intently. Their eyes met, but Heather glanced away as if she were not doing anything wrong. 
    

    
      “Should I just copy this paragraph?” Monica asked.
    

    
      “No, that’s not what the question is asking.”
    

    
      “What’s it asking?”
    

    
      Z leaned forward, brushing Heather’s shoulder as he reached out to point at Monica’s textbook. “You need to figure out, based on the examples, what other uses the practice may have.”
    

    
      “Oh… Like what?”
    

    
      “Like taxidermy,” Heather replied.
    

    
      “Taxidermy?” Monica forgot to whisper. They glanced at Rhodes, who was still watching silently. He raised his eyebrows, inviting them to pose their question to him. 
    

    
      “Fuck, that’s a good one.” Z flipped his paper over to scratch the word into his answer. 
    

    
      “Taxidermy…” Monica muttered to herself, trying to figure it out. Failing, she changed the topic. “What question are you on?”
    

    
      “I’m done.” Heather flipped her book closed. 
    

    
      “It’s a two-day assignment!” Monica hissed as Heather went to the front of the classroom. When Rhodes turned his full attention to Heather, Monica twisted around to look at Z. “Hey, lemme see your paper.”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Heather held her papers up to the sub. “Where should I turn this in?” 
    

    
      Rhodes glanced skeptically at the assignment. “Well, Just Heather,”—he pulled out a manila folder and opened it—“you turn it 
      in to
       this folder… tomorrow.”
    

    
      “So… I should just hold on to it?”
    

    
      Rhodes shook his head. “You can’t be finished. 
      I
       would have trouble completing this in 90 minutes.” Heather looked down at her paper, then nodded. She held out to him three pages covered front-to-back with her small, neat handwriting. He took them with a sigh. “You wrote out the questions?” he asked. “And answered in complete sentences?”
    

    
      “That is classroom procedure.” 
    

    
      Rhodes glanced over her answers, looking increasingly impressed. He straightened up as he flipped the pages over to skim both sides, then dropped them into the folder. He considered her for a moment. “Name all the bones of the wrist.” 
    

    
      Heather hesitated, then looked down at her wrist. “Oh!” Surprised she knew the answer, she moved her fingers over the bones as she told him: “Trapezium, scaphoid, lunate, pisiform, capitate, 
      hemate
      , tri… triquetrum…” She counted, muttering to herself, “I’m forgetting one.” She placed her thumb over the unidentified bone.
    

    
      “Trapezoid.” Z came up behind her and tossed his own papers on the counter.
    

    
      She looked at him breathlessly, then nodded. “Thanks,” she said. Rhodes observed them both carefully. Heather pursed her lips and dropped her gaze to the top page of Z’s assignment. “You forgot the questions.”
    

    
      “God—!” Z stopped himself before he swore. Rhodes and Heather exchanged an amused glance. Holding up a finger, Z indicated he would be right back, then returned to his seat. 
    

    
      Rhodes returned his attention to Heather. “You’re going to college, I assume.”
    

    
      “I start UGA in August.”
    

    
      “Are you studying medicine?”
    

    
      Frowning, she shook her head and she dropped her gaze. “My mom was a physical therapist, so medical jobs all seem kind of… thankless, for the amount of people you work with. Kind of like teaching.” She gestured toward him. 
    

    
      “Thankless…” Rhodes nodded. “I can see that.”
    

    
      “I’m going to study linguistics.”
    

    
      He furrowed his brow. “You can name all the bones in your wrist and you want to study… linguistics.” Glancing at the clock, he began to straighten the papers and books scattered across the counter. “What languages do you speak?” His voice had taken a perfunctory tone.
    

    
      “Mostly French and Spanish, but a little Latin and German, some Vietnamese.”
    

    
      “Vietnamese?” He raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      “My mother was a 
      bui-doi
      ; My grandmother was a war bride.”
    

    
      “Ah.” He leaned on the counter again. “Well, you should definitely reconsider studying medicine. You’ll find it’s not all that 
      thankless
       after all.”
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth to respond, but the bell rang. The silent class burst into the chaos of scraping desks and slamming books. 
    

    
      “I’ll see if I can’t find something to occupy your time tomorrow,” Rhodes told her. Heather could have sworn she caught a mischievous glint in his eye.
      




      3
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The day was hot, muggy, and threatening to rain—a typical Georgia summer. Swollen clouds flowed across the sky, silently threatening to drop a tornado. Because of their silence, P. E. was still held out on the football field. Within minutes, every student was slick with sweat. 
    

    
      There was a clear division among the classes: the track team was running wind sprints; The cheerleading squad was making up off-color cheers celebrating the end of the year; The football players were tossing balls around and threatening to tackle each other behind Coach Bucknum’s back; Then there were the kids who did not want to participate, eking by with a C—they sat in the bleachers, playing on their phones.
    

    
      If there was any kind of fluidity among the groups, it was because someone retired to the bleachers, or because something questionable was afoot. Like when Witt pulled off his shoulder pads and went over to the track team and hovered over Heather as she sat on the ground, stretching.
    

    
              “Hey, Trakkie,” he said. “How ’bout one more race, for old time’s sake?”
    

    
      Heather cast her apathetic expression in iron and wore it as a mask. Witt had moved into the district when they were in elementary school. At his previous school, he had been accustomed to being the fastest kid on the playground. At his new school, he was humiliated to learn, not only was he not the fastest student, but he could lose 
      to a girl
      . He gave Heather a lifetime of grief for it.
    

    
      She finished her stretch before standing. Witt was only an inch taller than her—a fact she savored, standing at 5’3—so she looked him straight in the eye. The other “Trakkies” snickered. Over the years, Witt had put on a lot of muscle mass, and Heather had perfected her pacing. There was no way he could win.
    

    
      “Fine.” She put out her hand. He squeezed as he shook it, crushing her fingers. She refused to let the pain show and returned the pressure. 
    

    
      “I’ll call it.” Kyle, the lanky, bespectacled captain of the track team, stepped forward. Where Heather dominated sprints and speed-oriented competitions, Kyle reigned over the long-distance events she found mind-numbingly tedious. 
    

    
      “No, you’ll cheat,” Witt replied. 
    

    
      Heather raised an eyebrow, wondering how he could possibly come to that conclusion. Looking around, she realized everyone was watching them: the bleacher kids, cheerleaders, and even the coach. She hailed Monica, who bounded over. 
    

    
      “What am I doing?” She ruffled her pom-poms.  
    

    
      Heather did not answer, turning back to Witt. “Where to?” 
    

    
      He scanned the track. “From here to the field goal.” He pointed. The goal post wasn’t far, a little over a fourth of the quarter-mile track.  
    

    
      “One last race,” Heather explained to Monica. She ruffled her pom-poms again, this time in anticipation. “Go stand across from the field goal, and call the winner… if there’s any question as to who reaches it first.”
    

    
      Witt shook his head. “There won’t be.” Even Monica snorted, but raised her pom-poms over her mouth to hide it.
    

    
      They took their places and waited for Monica to scamper to the goal post. Heather noticed the substitute, Mr. Rhodes, leaning against the fence by Coach Bucknum. It looked as if Coach were explaining their little rivalry. Her face burned at what a biased observer might say. Rhodes looked mildly amused. 
    

    
      “Ready?” Witt turned as Monica took her place. Heather nodded, crouching on the track. 
    

    
      “Ready?” Kyle called.
    

    
      “Hope you like the taste 
      of track
      ,” Witt muttered.
    

    
      “Set!”
    

    
      “Hope you like the view of my backside,” Heather sneered. 
    

    
      “Go!” 
    

    
      Witt exploded off his mark and charged. Heather sprang forward, head low, arms pumping. Despite his powerful start, she was by his side with a few swift strides. She imagined ravenous wolves biting at her heels, and focused her eyes on the goal post. 
    

    
      When Witt threatened to come too close, she had to force herself not to turn her head, not to be threatened by his proximity. He ran so close to her side, their sleeves brushed. He was trying to intimidate her. She swore she could feel the scratch of the wiry hairs on his arm. Pushing faster, she tried to outstrip him. Despite their long standing animosity, she was still alarmed when, in the curve of the track, she felt Witt’s boney elbow dig into her bicep. 
    

    
      Bracing, she tumbled, hitting the shoulder of the track. Gravel and grit embedded in her knees and arm, but she ignored the burning pain. As soon as she found her feet, she took off again. The collision had slowed Witt down as well. The gap between them dwindled before he reached the goal post.
    

    
      When they staggered to a stop, Heather glared at Witt. He looked startled to see her there by his side. Monica stood, wide-eyed, pom-poms covering her mouth. Glancing at the bleachers, Heather noticed no one was celebrating one way or another. They all 
      stared
      , waiting. 
    

    
      “Well?” Witt demanded. 
    

    
      “It was a tie,” Monica shot, then retreated back behind the pom-poms.
    

    
      “Bullshit!”
    

    
      “It was!” 
    

    
      Spitting, he stormed off across the field. Heather stood, still trying to catch her breath, and noticed blood smeared across her arm. Black bits of asphalt speckled her knees. Monica rubbed the back of her neck, glancing at Heather askance, knowing neither of them believed her.
    

    
      Heather accepted reluctantly that Monica hadn’t wanted to offend either of them. “Good call,” she puffed, following Witt. 
    

    
      Monica threw her hands in the air with a groan. “Heather, wait!” She ran to catch up with her. Heather expected her to confess, or apologize for Witt’s unsportsmanlike behavior, but she didn’t. “Me and some of the other cheerleaders have our French II final tomorrow,” she said. “Could you give us some last minute tutoring?” 
    

    
      Exhaling slowly, Heather was tempted to say no, but she wouldn’t. She was in French IV—the highest level the school offered—and had been Monica’s crutch for much of their high school career. “Sure,” she replied in monotone. 
    

    
      Monica smiled gratefully. Heather forced herself to half-smile back. She hoped it looked as charming as Rhodes. “Coffee at six, then. And…”—she bit her lip, knowing she was asking too much—“could you give me a ride home, too?”
    

    
      “Sure.” Heather could hardly say no when Monica lived next door. 
    

    
      Coach blew his whistle and everyone began to shuffle. Heather received a lot of pats on the back and high fives for her quick recovery. Even a few of the kids from the bleachers gave her props for humiliating Witt, despite his crooked efforts. 
    

    
      Pausing to brush the grit from her knee, she didn’t realize Z was standing next to her until she leaned back up. Wordlessly, he handed her a digital camera and hit 
      play
      . She held her breath as she watched a video of herself as she was bowled over, recovered her feet, then caught up with Witt. When the video finished, she looked up at Z. He smiled proudly. A warmth spread through her chest, but she guarded against letting it show.
    

    
      “I never doubted you,” he told her, then followed the other boys into the locker room.
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      Heather lingered as she stowed her book bag in her locker. The other seniors did not waste any time; They put their belongings away and hurried out to the courtyard for the senior picnic. As lockers opened and closed, mirrors glinted, posters of celebrities smiled or scowled, friends and significant others made faces from photographs. Heather pulled her locker door to slam it, but paused. The inside of her locker had only one decoration: A photo of her parents, her mother, Thi, looking so cool with her Vietnamese features, but laughing blue eyes, and her tawny-haired father, Heath, looking like a complete geek. She didn’t see herself in either of them, no matter how much she tugged and pressed her face or played with her hair. 
    

    
              Her face burned as she realized the halls had emptied while she was staring at her locker door. She could not count the times she had done the exact same thing when the bell rang, announcing she was late. There was no bell for her today: just the slamming of distant doors as others went to have fun. She did not want to go to the senior picnic; She could not imagine it would be different from any other lunchtime or gym class, with the addition of ice cream and a dunk tank. Although she was tempted by dunking her favorite teachers, it did not make her walk any faster.
    

    
              Turning a corner, she stopped. She was not the only one left behind: Witt was on his hands and knees on the floor in front of his locker, papers scattered around him. Heather’s first impulse was to turn and take a different route. Witt’s stillness made her hesitate. He wasn’t moving to gather the papers; His shoulders shook, rising and falling with heaving breaths. His face was red—more red than usual. He looked like he was having trouble breathing.
    

    
              “Witt?” 
    

    
              Startled, he scrambled to collect the papers as if he had just dropped them. He glanced up to see who had spoken. “Fuck,” he muttered. His face was wet. “Mind your own fuckin’ business.” 
    

    
              Ignoring his attitude, Heather knelt to gather some of the papers that lay closer to her feet. She recognized the letterheads of a couple of them: University of Southern California and Ithaca State. Her curiosity was too strong; She glanced over the first paragraph of each letter, finding the word “Congratulations” in both of them. Witt snatched the papers out of her hand. 
    

    
              “I thought you were going to Auburn?” she asked, too confused to be offended. He had bragged about it for months after his acceptance letter arrived. He would be the fourth generation on his father’s side to attend the university. 
    

    
              “I thought—” His voice was hard, and it stuck in his throat. 
    

    
      Every nerve in her body told her to run, but she didn’t. She got on her hands and knees next to him and collected some more letters, handing them to him. He took them silently. Swallowing hard, he fished one out of the pile and handed it to her. The letterhead was the University of Georgia “G,” but it wasn’t an acceptance letter. Heather’s eyes went wide: It was a full-ride football scholarship. 
    

    
              “W… Wow.” 
    

    
              Witt sat very still. He tried to speak a few times before he finally managed to say, “I… I don’t know what to do. I haven’t told my father.”
    

    
              “Why not?” 
    

    
              “He would kick my ass.” 
    

    
              Heather furrowed her brow. This was the first negative thing she had ever heard him say about his father. Whenever Witt mentioned his dad, he sounded proud. Heather had met Frank Witt on more than one occasion; She could not be convinced that he was anything to be proud of. But she wasn’t about to say that. 
    

    
      “Have you asked Dr. Magee what he thinks?”
    

    
              “Dr. Magee went to Fort Valley.”
    

    
              “So?”
    

    
              Witt’s face flushed. “He won’t help me choose.”
    

    
              “What does Z say?”
    

    
              Witt covered a sniffle with a sigh. “Z thinks I should go to UGA, just to piss my old man off.” 
    

    
              “As long as he has a good reason.”
    

    
              Witt scoffed. He looked at her for the first time. “What do you think?”
    

    
              Heather’s throat grew tight with years of bitterness. He hated her; Why was he asking her what to do with his future? Her eyes dropped to the letterhead—the same letterhead on her acceptance letter, as well as her mother’s diplomas. Heather had always wanted to go to UGA; She had dreamed of nothing else since before she could remember, first nursing, then—only in the past three years—linguistics. Witt had led everyone to believe that he felt the same about Auburn, to get his MBA (although Monica had confided he really wanted to go into early childhood education). Heather could not sympathize with his dilemma, and she could not understand why he looked so scared.
    

    
              “Witt,” she sighed, handing him the letter, “do you really want to be like your father?” 
    

    
              Witt blanched; It was too late for that question. She rose to her feet and continued down the hall. Part of her mind begged her to pause, to turn and look at the pathetic boy crouching on the floor, but she did not.
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      Heather entered the coffee shop armed with her French book and a copy of 
      501 French Verbs
      . She didn’t enjoy tutoring the cheerleading squad, but it was extra credit. She also found it had been useful in preventing her from being treated like a complete pariah. Thanks to Witt, outside of the track team, she did not have many friends. Besides, it was amusing teaching a gaggle of girls how to say scandalous things in the Imperfect. 
    

    
              As their coffees cooled and the conjugation grew more difficult, the number of people sitting at Heather’s table dwindled. Nearing nine o'clock, she returned from topping off her coffee to find Monica was the only cheerleader left. 
    

    
      The coffee shop was almost empty: Z was behind the counter, wiping down the espresso machine with a rag. He had been working there for three years, helping to support his mom, who worked double-shifts at the Waffle House down the road. Witt, the real reason Monica chose to study here, was on his computer, sitting in the corner. Everyone knew his ultra-conservative parents kept a child lock on their internet, even though Witt was nineteen, and his youngest sibling, Carly, was now fourteen. He crashed at the coffee shop to browse the more controversial sites. 
    

    
              Z was knocking coffee grounds into a trash bin, and Heather was coaching Monica through the conditional tense in a hushed voice when the door scraped open. Avery Rhodes walked in with a leather jacket held over his head as an impromptu umbrella. He shook it off as he approached the counter.  
    

    
              “Am I too late for fresh coffee?” When he recognized his barista, he added, “Z?” with a smile. 
    

    
              “You’re never too late for fresh coffee here.” Z glanced at the office door and lowered his voice. “But don’t mention how fresh it is, because I’m just going to give the leftovers to the girls.” He winked. Rhodes glanced over at Monica and Heather. Monica was already preening, pretending she hadn’t noticed him walk in. Heather snapped her fingers in her face to draw her attention back to conjugation. 
    

    
              “Sounds like a solid strategy.”   
    

    
              “How would you like it?” Z picked up a cup and a Sharpie.
    

    
              “Big and black,” Rhodes replied. “It’s going to be a long night.”
    

    
              Z tried not to laugh as he noted the order. “I’ll call you when it’s ready.”
    

    
              Rhodes paused by the girls. “Just Heather,” he greeted her with a pat on the shoulder. His fingers lingered for a moment before he pulled away. “Congratulations on 
      a race well-run
      . You’re extremely agile.” She glanced at Monica, who looked down at her French notes. He nodded at her. “Moné-sha.” 
    

    
              Monica wrinkled her nose. “That’s not really funny outside of school.”
    

    
              He cocked his head to one side. “What’s not funny?” 
    

    
      Monica’s retort was precluded when Z announced Rhodes’s coffee was ready. He didn’t give her an opportunity to elaborate, but grabbed his cup and went straight to a table in the back. “
      Quel connard!
      ” she spat.
    

    
              “In class, you wanted a piece of him,” Heather reminded her. She heard Z snort behind the counter. Monica rolled her eyes, and turned to stare at him with her best 
      do-you-mind?
       glare.
    

    
              Turning back, she picked up Heather’s 
      501 French Verbs
       and flipped through the pages. “
      Do you think…
      ” 
      she
       began 
      en français
      , “
      you will ever…
      ” she found the right word and stumbled through a variety of conjugations before finding one that sounded right. “
      Do you think you will ever forgive Z
      ?” 
    

    
      Not knowing the subjunctive very well, her translation failed, but Heather understood. She leaned back, knowing Z could understand French almost as well as she could. “
      Forgive Z for what
      ?” Monica’s eyes cut to Witt, then back to Heather, who glared at her over her coffee. “
      He’s never done anything to me.
      ”
    

    
              Monica lifted her brow. “
      I know what I saw.
      ”
    

    
              “
      I don’t know what you’re talking about.
      ”
    

    
              “
      I know Witt can be a real asshole, and I’m sorry for telling him, but you don’t need to hold that against Z forever.
      ” She stumbled over her words as she tried to string them all together. 
    

    
              “
      I don’t.
      ”
    

    
              “
      Then why don’t you forgive him?
      ”
    

    
              “
      Because there’s nothing to forgive.
      ”  
    

    
              Monica threw her hands up in the air and slumped back in her chair. She glared at Heather for a moment, then stood up. “
      I go hang out with Witt,
      ” she said as if it were some form of punishment. 
    

    
              “
      ‘I am going to go hang out with Witt’
      ,” Heather corrected her. Then in English, she scolded, “Come now, you should know that.” 
    

    
              Monica stamped toward Witt. Rhodes beckoned her over with a finger. “
      Bonne chance pour 
      votre
       examen final,
      ” he said. 
    

    
      Monica’s face reddened. Huffing over to Witt’s table, she plopped into the chair across from him. Startled, he snapped his laptop shut.   
    

    
              Heather watched, torn between amusement and humiliation, and tried not to laugh. She had spied once on what Witt so zealously guarded: it was a chat room where kids complained about their parents. She wondered what could be possibly so scandalous that he felt the desperate need to hide it.
    

    
      When Heather turned back around, Z had slid into Monica’s seat. She stared at him, torn between her racing pulse and her wounded pride. He slid a cup of coffee in her direction, pretending he had understood nothing of her foreign conversation.
    

    
              “Try that,” he said. “Lemon and honey.” As she picked up the cup and sipped at it, he pulled a folded piece of paper out of his pocket and slid it across the table. “Don’t tell anyone.” It was watermarked with the seal of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 
    

    
              “Oh, my God!” She put the coffee down and flipped it open. It was an acceptance letter. “Unbelievable! Why don’t you want anyone to know?” 
    

    
              Z shrugged. “Last time everyone learned my business, I regretted it.” 
    

    
              Heather did not acknowledge this weak attempt at an apology. She slid the letter back across the table and resumed sipping the coffee. “This is good.”
    

    
              He could tell by her tone he wasn’t going to get anything else out of her; He had tried before, but always hit a wall when she took that tone. Heather was amiable and helpful, but never willing to acknowledge they had ever been more. She was skilled in the arts of denial and using his words against him.
    

    
              “When are you moving to Athens?” he asked after an uncomfortable silence.   
    

    
              “Early August.”
    

    
              “Are you going to—”
    

    
              “Z,” his manager called, pushing the office door open, “almost time.”
    

    
              Z sat still for a moment, chewing his lip, then got up without another word. He took the nearly-full pot of fresh coffee and topped everyone off. When he returned behind the counter, he dumped the remainder into the sink, splattering the counter and his clothes with dark stains. Heather began to collect the notes scattered across the table and clip them back into her binder. 
    

    
              “You should take me home,” Heather overheard Monica saying to Witt. 
    

    
              “Why?” Witt asked. “Heather lives next door to you. I’m in the opposite direction.” 
    

    
              Heather sipped her coffee like it was none of her business. When they returned to school for seventh grade, Witt had leaned out and shot up several inches. Monica had become smitten, and no matter how much he had degraded her best friend, that crush never went away; It was why she called the race like she had. Witt never seemed to get the message. Heather knew he was sharper than he acted. She often wondered if he 
      were
       acting so 
      dense
       as a method of dismissing Monica without insulting her. If so, it was a brilliant strategy, because Monica returned to their table, sulking.         
    

    
              “
      Allons-y.
      ” She stuffed her French book into her purse. 
    

    
              “Why don’t you ask Colossus for a ride?” Heather whispered behind her coffee, winking. 
    

    
              “’Cuz he likes it big and Black,” she hissed back, turning for the door. 
    

    
              “One outta two ain’t bad,” Heather called as she followed, “but I’m not sure about one-third.”
    

    
              Z began laughing so hard, he had to duck behind the counter. 
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      The only thing that was not old and beat-up about Heather’s Honda sedan was the stereo system. Despite Monica’s sulking, Heather popped in a Nelly Furtado CD and had her belting out the lyrics in a matter of minutes. Music was always the best way to cheer Monica up. She continued singing as they climbed out of the car and into the driveway. A blood-curdling shriek cut her off. 
    

    
              A small shadow darted across the front lawn of Monica’s house, emitting a high-pitched scream. 
    

    
      “Devin?”
    

    
      Heather jumped the little white picket fence between the yards. Monica followed close on her heels. A larger shadow flew from around the corner of the house. Heather reached out an arm, pulling a small child from the darkness and hoisting him over a shoulder. The screams broke into laughter. 
    

    
              “You scared the bejesus out of me!” Monica shouted. Her eyes were wide with shock. “David!”
    

    
              “He took 
      Br’er
       Rabbit!” David cried, trying to climb Heather to get to Devin. 
    

    
              The porch light flicked on and a girl pulled open the front door, illuminating the four of them. “I told him not to!” She crossed her arms and leaned on the door frame. 
    

    
              Heather spun the child on her shoulder from side-to-side until she caught sight of the stolen item: A felt rabbit about eight inches tall. He wore tattered overalls and a straw hat. The felt had faded and an ear had been torn off and reattached, but she could swear mischief still glinted from its little button eyes. 
    

    
              “Give it here, Devin.” She tugged it free from the three-year-old. 
    

    
              “Can I keep him?” 
    

    
              “No, sweetie.” She handed David the doll. He clutched it to his chest. In the light from the porch, his face was distorted by glistening scars. 
    

    
              “
      I’m
       Br’er rabbit,” David said. “
      He
       can be 
      Br’er
       Possum!”
    

    
      Heather snorted at the sly insult. She carried Devin up the stairs and deposited him into the living room. 
    

    
      “Where’s Mom and Dad?” Monica asked. 
    

    
              “On a date.”
    

    
              “On a Tuesday?”
    

    
              “Uh-huh. 
      It’s classic
       movie night at the Movie Tavern.”
    

    
      The oldest Shatterthwaith boy, Xavier, lounged across the couch, apathetic about the drama in the yard. Unlike Monica, the younger Shatterthwaiths were all pale, with straight, copper hair. Despite the fact that there were ten years between Sterling—the girl—and Devin, they looked almost identical. 
    

    
      David was the only one that stood out, due to the scars 
      marring
       his face, permanent reminders of a dog attack two years previous that had resulted in ninety stitches and a paralyzing fear of going outside. She had made him the doll as a kind of security blanket. He ran upstairs to hide it from the covetous toddler.
    

    
      Heather knelt down to whisper in Devin’s ear. “I made another one. If I can find it, I’ll let you have it.” A smile broke across his face. His head bobbled. She pulled him into a hug and squeezed him until he was bursting with laughter.
    

    
      Standing, she put a hand on Sterling’s head. She was almost as tall as Heather now. Heather wrinkled her nose in mock-distaste. Sterling wrinkled her nose right back. 
    

    
      “Heather?” Monica was standing at the mouth of the kitchen with her phone to her ear. Her face was drawn, her mouth open. She beckoned Heather over. “Repeat what you just said,” she said into the phone.
    

    
      “I just passed the coffee shop,” a girl—most likely one of the other cheerleaders—said. “It’s swarming with cop cars. Blue lights everywhere. It’s gotta be every cop in Cheatham Hill.” 
    

    
      The girls looked at one another, wide-eyed.
    

    
      “I’ll call you back.” Monica hung up without waiting for a reply. She stared at the screen for a moment as if she could not remember how to use it, then scrolled down to Witt’s name and hit “Call.” It rang through to voicemail. She hit “Call” again.
    

    
      “Try Zachariah.” Heather had no idea why she was whispering. 
    

    
      Monica called Witt one more time, then hung up. She scrolled down to Z and hit “Call.”
    

    
      “It might not work,” Heather warned. “The phone company keeps—” The phone stopped mid-ring. She leaned closer.
    

    
              “Z?” Monica asked.
    

    
      They heard a long, faint gust of wind, like someone exhaling. 
    

    
              “Hello?” Heather said.
    

    
              There was a clatter, followed by a 
      crunch
      . They both jumped. After a moment of silence, the line went dead. 
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      Z leaned over the counter to confirm everyone had gone, then popped in his headphones. He let the industrial rock distract him from the heavy sense of shame that stirred in his chest whenever he was reminded of how shallow he had behaved when he first moved to Cheatham Hill. Despite his penitence, he cringed every time he thought of Heather’s icy expression the moment she shut him out.  
    

    
              By the time he was done sweeping the floors, the shame had bedded back down. Z gathered the trash bags, checked once more to ensure the building was empty, then kicked open the back door. He could not help but feel the irony that a brilliant mind like his—a mind accepted to MIT—was pouring coffees and taking out the trash. Hoisting the bags up, he tipped them one-by-one into the dumpster that squatted in the back corner of the parking lot. Brushing his hands as he turned, he was surprised to find Witt’s pearl white Nissan Titan still sitting in the far corner of the parking lot, next to an old red Jeep Cherokee. His brow furrowed. He had been sure everyone was gone. 
    

    
              That’s when he saw Witt.
    

    
              Witt was lying prone next to his truck. Z thought at first he was playing a prank. Then he noticed the blood seeping from Witt’s forehead, staining his strawberry-blonde hair a deeper shade of red.
    

    
              “Witt!” Z ran to crouch by his side. “Witt?” He pressed on his chest and shook him. “Witticus Maximus, wake up!”
    

    
              “What’s wrong?”
    

    
              He found Rhodes behind him. “Call an ambulance!” Z said, “He’s hurt—He’s bleeding.”
    

    
              Rhodes already had his phone in his hand, and dialed 9-1-1. “What intersection is this?” he asked as it rang. 
    

    
              Z had to think for a moment before he could recall the street names he repeated every day. “Dallas and John Ward,” he finally stammered. 
    

    
              “Yes, medical emergency,” Rhodes spoke into the phone. “Please send an ambulance to Dallas and John Ward. There are two boys here, injured… They’re in great danger.”
    

    
              “
      I’m
       not hurt; It’s just Witt,” Z tried to explain as Rhodes ended the call and tucked the phone into his pocket. Slowly, the pieces fell together in Z’s mind. He jumped to his feet, turning to confront Rhodes, but was hit in the chest by a bolt of lightning. 
    

    
              He hadn’t noticed the Taser in Rhodes’s hand. 
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      “I am missing two letters of the alphabet,” Rhodes observed the next morning as he looked over the roll, “Z and 
      the D
      .”
    

    
              No one laughed this time. No one let the substitute in on the rumors. They exchanged uneasy glances. If he was curious why his joke fell flat, he did not show it. He raised an eyebrow, however, when Dr. Magee came to the door with a police officer, the day-shift detective, Sgt. Young. Young swept the classroom with her eyes. They landed on Heather. Heather’s face flushed. She lowered her pen onto her 400-word essay on hypotensive shock and sank down in her chair. There was only one reason they would want to speak with her.
    

    
              “Excuse me,” Dr. Magee said to Rhodes. He beckoned Heather. She looked from him to Monica. Monica’s eyes had dark circles under them and she had trouble hiding her sniffles. They exchanged a brief glance before Heather slid out of her seat and stepped outside. Sgt. Young put a reassuring hand on her back.  
    

    
      “Thank you for working quietly,” Dr. Magee told the class before pulling the door shut. “Now,” he told Sgt. Young, “this is one of Cheatham Hill’s best students, and I’m sure she’ll cooperate with any questions you have.” 
    

    
      “Oh, we know each other well.” Sgt. Young exchanged a glance with the girl. 
    

    
      “Oh.” Dr. Magee’s confident expression fell. “Of course. I’ll leave you to it, then.” He hurried away down the hallway. 
    

    
      They watched him for a moment before Sgt. Young raised an eyebrow. “Cheatham Hill’s best student?”
    

    
      Heather slumped against the wall. “He’s new.”
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      When Heather ordered a coffee with lemon and honey, the manager looked at her like she was insane, but did not refuse her request. Z had a reputation for experimenting with various flavor combinations. Since it tended to draw more customers than it scared away, she tolerated it with nothing worse than a raised brow or a forced smile. 
      He was actually a barista genius
      , Heather thought. 
    

    
              Monica was already sitting in Witt’s usual seat. She clutched her coffee and stared out the window. She had spent a large part of the school day locked in a bathroom stall. Although good for a pat on the back, her fellow cheerleaders were not the best people to spill your heart out to. Monica preferred to cry in private, although her bloodshot eyes, pink nose, and pale face betrayed her. A small cup of coffee occupied the place across from her, waiting for someone to drink it. It also served to ward people off who might dare think she wanted company. 
    

    
      Heather wondered how Monica had gotten here on her own. She couldn’t have walked: rain was falling outside in fat, saturating drops. Heather stood by the sugar station, blowing on her coffee. She took a step toward the table, then hesitated. The door scraped open behind her. When Rhodes walked in, her mouth twitched upward, but she tamed it before it could become a schoolgirl smile. 
    

    
      “Good afternoon.” He gave a smile that made her loins squirm, then shook the rain off his jacket and flicked it from his hair with a swipe of his hand. He donned a sympathetic expression. “You seemed to have an interesting day. Would you like to talk about it?”
    

    
      She continued to blow on her coffee, considering this, then nodded. “Zachariah and Witt went missing after we left last night,” she said in a low voice, not wanting Monica to hear. Rhodes glanced over at the haggard-looking girl in the corner and nodded. “Well,” she added, “Zachariah was declared missing—he’s still seventeen for another month—but since Witt is legally an adult, his parents have to wait at least 48 hours.”
    

    
      “Boys will be boys.” Rhodes shrugged as if he did not see the big deal. “I’m sure you’ll see them again soon.” He grinned reassuringly.
    

    
      She shook her head. “You don’t know Z. This isn’t like him at all,” she told him. “He would never do that to his mother.”
    

    
      “Really?” He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. A strange smirk played on his lips. “I was under the impression he used to do it often.”
    

    
      Heather choked on her coffee to keep from spitting it out. 
    

    
      “Careful, it’s hot,” he warned, turning toward the counter. She glared at his back, wondering what he could have meant. Pushing it from her mind, she wound her way to the table in the corner. Monica did not look up at her; She continued to gaze out the window. 
    

    
      Heather placed a hand on the unclaimed cup. “This is cold. Do you want me to get a fresh one?”
    

    
      “What’s the point?” 
    

    
      She felt Monica’s cup. It was also cold. She swapped it out with her own piping hot cup, and sipped the cold brew stoically. 
    

    
      “Thanks.” Monica took a sip. “Did they tell you anything?”
    

    
      Looking out the window, Heather shook her head. “They just asked a bunch of questions.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      Their eyes met. Heather didn’t have to ask what she was apologizing for. She shrugged. “Maybe they just finally had it out and didn’t want to go home all busted-up.”
    

    
      “Yeah, maybe…” Monica muttered. 
    

    
      They silently agreed to ignore the implications of the phone call. With nothing more to say, they watched the rain in silence.
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      Heather convinced Monica to let her take her home before the rain became a torrential downpour. A police car was sitting in front of the house Heather lived in with her grandfather. Monica, covering her head with her book bag, jumped the picket fence at a run. Heather, with nothing to cover her head (she certainly was not about to use her book bag) sprinted through the rain and threw the door open. 
    

    
              Walking into the house, she could hear voices drifting from the kitchen. She knew whose voices they were without looking. Hesitating at the threshold, she steeled herself before stepping into the kitchen. The officers sitting across from her grandfather made a strange pair: Byron was not much older than Heather, sinewy, and had his mother’s Nigerian features, his skin like black velvet. Kondorf was creeping up on his sixties, lanky, and rather attached to his Tom Selleck mustache. Despite Kondorf’s open, paternal smile, seeing him still made her heart ache. 
    

    
              He reminded her of the night she opened her front door to find Kondorf and Chief Collins standing on her front porch, their hats in their hands.   
    

    
              “I’m afraid I cannot confirm or deny pulling my boom-stick on that boy.” Grandpa Tex had the body of a man who had once been fit, but age and drink had added to it. His ruddy face had never recovered from years of living by the bottle, and his hair and beard still had copper patches among the silver. His bright blue eyes were dancing with humor, despite always looking on the verge of tears. The officers exchanged an amused glance, accustomed to Tex’s tomfoolery. 
    

    
              “Grandpa, you can’t say things like that to police officers!” Heather poured herself a glass of water. “They could arrest you, and you’ll miss my graduation, and I’ll never forgive you.”
    

    
              “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
    

    
              “Grandpa doesn’t own a gun.” With her back to them, she missed the glance Kondorf and Tex exchanged. “Would either of you like some water? Coffee?”
    

    
              “Thank you, sweetie, now they’re going to know which house to rob,” Tex joked out of the side of his mouth. 
    

    
              “Why do you think I offered them your coffee?” She wrinkled her nose. “Who would want to come back after that?” 
    

    
              “We’re good, thank you,” Kondorf replied. Heather glanced at the younger officer, who shook his head. 
    

    
              “You’re not missing anything,” she assured them, sitting down next to Byron. 
    

    
      Jamal Byron had been a senior at Cheatham Hill when Heather was a freshman. As star athletes, they had often been thrust together. When her parents died, he skipped three days of college orientation to run errands for her and Tex. Heather had convinced herself Byron stared at everyone intensely as he spoke to them, but Kondorf and Tex knew it was only Heather he couldn’t tear his eyes away from.  
    

    
              “How are you tonight?” Byron asked. 
    

    
              Heather replied without considering her answer, “I’m good.” She expected him to return his focus to Tex, but he remained facing her. After a moment in awkward silence, she looked at her grandfather.
    

    
      Clearing his throat to cover a chuckle, Kondorf resumed the interview. “When was the last time you saw the young man?”
    

    
      “When I saw his bare backside jumping out her window.” Tex nodded toward Heather. Her face burned. She became very interested in the glass of water in her hand. 
    

    
      “He was naked?” Byron balked. Heather closed her eyes and pursed her lips.  
    

    
      “As the day he was born.”
    

    
      “Big fish, Grandpa,” Heather murmured.
    

    
      “Well,” Tex recanted, “he may have been wearing skivvies.” Heather hissed through her teeth. The officers exchanged an amused glance. “That’s not true, either.” He came clean with a sigh. “I assume they were”—he gave Heather a pointed glance—“done with their business, and he was dressed in… jeans and a purple school hoodie, which is still in Heather’s closet—Don’t think I didn’t notice. He jumped out the window and off the roof. I assume he survived, because there wasn’t a body in the front yard the next morning. It’s possible his injuries finally caught up with him...” Heather hid her face behind her hand. “This one here was grounded for the rest of the year, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell his poor mother… Is that illegal?”
    

    
      Kondorf looked over at Byron and they reached a silent agreement. “I don’t see any reason she needs to learn now, if she hasn’t already,” Kondorf replied.  
    

    
      “I’m glad God had the same mercy on this one’s mother and father.”
    

    
      “Grandpa!” He had said things like this before, but never in front of others. 
    

    
      “What? I tell you what, that pacifist bull-hickey would’ve gone right out the window if Thi or Heath had walked in and seen what I 
      seen
      . Thi would’ve 
      thrown
       him out the window!” He turned back to the officers. “I had a very spirited daughter. She would have put this one to shame.” He hooked his thumb toward his granddaughter. 
    

    
      Lowering her head, Heather covered her mouth and pretended she was not having trouble breathing. Her chest was tight. It didn’t hurt as much as it had three years ago, but it still hurt. She loved her grandfather dearly, but he could cut her deeply when he was feeling wronged.
    

    
      “Do you have any questions for me?” she asked.
    

    
      Kondorf was not about to ask her anything while she looked so distraught. “No, that should be enough.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” She left the kitchen as quickly as she could without looking as if she were running from angry yellow jackets. She had to fight the urge to run up the stairs and slam her door when she reached her bedroom. 
    

    
      Heather’s room was typical of someone her age, stuck between girl and woman. She had music and movie posters plastering bright purple walls, glittery frames around pictures of family, trophies and ribbons for track and field. Dirty clothes littered the floor, and books cluttered every available surface. 
    

    
      Heather wished for the days not complicated by teenage angst and careless lies. Frustrated, she was planning on throwing herself across her bed. As she crossed her room, she noticed movement outside her window. She jumped when she realized there was a face pressed to the glass. 
    

    
      “Monica!” she hissed, throwing open the window. The rain had let up into a drizzle. The light from inside made it look like there were little diamonds in Monica’s curly black hair. 
    

    
      “Why are the cops questioning your grandpa?” Monica asked, sounding more excited than concerned.  
    

    
      “Because 
      somebody
      ,” Heather replied, “told them that he chased Zachariah off with a shotgun.” 
    

    
      “Oh,” Monica said. “That wasn’t me.”
    

    
      “Well, it sure started with you!” Heather lashed out, loosening some of her well-lodged pain. “You had to go and tell Witt—” 
    

    
      “Witt sent me a text!” 
    

    
      “What?” It was the last thing Heather expected to hear. 
    

    
      Monica crawled into the bedroom as if she had been invited, tracking water on the floor. “Yeah,” she continued. “He and Z are in some kinda trouble. He couldn’t say what; He had to turn off his phone. But he asked if I could meet them around where we have bonfires.”
    

    
      “They have bonfires?”
    

    
      “Yeah, don’t you—” She remembered who she was talking to. “We have bonfires after our big wins. Out by the mountain.” Heather couldn’t help but feel left out: She had never been to a bonfire. “As soon as your grandpa goes to bed, could you give me a ride?”
    

    
      Heather turned to the door. “We need to—” 
    

    
      “No!” Monica grabbed her and pulled her face-to-face. “They’re already in trouble,” she said through clenched teeth. “You can’t tell the police, especially Jamal! Witt would die of humiliation.”
    

    
      Heather looked at her for a long time. Usually she would do anything Monica asked, but she wasn’t feeling up to being used tonight. She had her summer of running away and adolescent shenanigans years ago. Cops were down in the kitchen, interrogating her grandfather. Two classmates were missing. It was not a convenient time to sneak out into the dark.
    

    
      “Please!” Monica took Heather’s hand in both of hers and pressed it to her chest. “I’ll never ask you for anything ever again. I’ll do…” she was about to say 
      I’ll do anything
      , but stopped herself. She dropped Heather’s hand. “I’ll pay for your gas, and I’ll take the blame if we get caught,” she compromised weakly.
    

    
      Heather’s heart melted. Monica saw it. She gave her an excited smile, making Heather’s chest hurt even worse. “Tell them we’ll be there around ten-thirty,” Heather surrendered. Monica squealed and began hopping up and down, but realized someone might hear them. She hugged Heather, then ran to the window.
    

    
      “Come back when the porch light goes off,” Heather said as Monica climbed out. She was left standing alone in the middle of her room, feeling whipped.
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      “Do you really have to stop at every stop sign?” Monica demanded. In the short distance from their houses to Kennesaw Mountain Battlefield Park, they passed not one, but five patrol cars, on high alert for the missing boys. The rain had stopped, and fog rose off the hot asphalt. Monica hadn’t been entirely sure her parents were asleep before she snuck out. If she got caught, she would be grounded until she moved into her dorm at Tulane. Maybe even after.
    

    
              “If you get in the habit of running stop signs, you’ll run them at times you shouldn’t,” Heather quoted her father. Her parents had just started to teach her how to drive before they died. They had given her their old Accord to learn in, and bought the car that would soon after kill them. Monica, not wanting to contradict a dead man, crossed her arms and slumped in the passenger seat. Every ten seconds, she checked her phone for new messages, but she hadn’t heard anything beyond Witt’s original texts.
    

    
              “You need to be able to tell me where to turn.” Heather knew every road and path around the mountain, but had no idea where Monica was leading her. Every time a car passed, she gnawed her lip, afraid it might be Kondorf and Byron. 
    

    
              “Umm…” Monica sat up, looking around. “I’m sure I’ll recognize it when I see it.”
    

    
              Heather stopped the car. “You mean you don’t know the way?”
    

    
              Monica rolled her eyes. “Well, we weren’t exactly sober at these things!” She flicked her wrist forward. “Keep going! We’re gonna be late. It’s almost ten-thirty.”
    

    
              “I said ‘around ten-thirty,’ not ‘at ten-thirty’,” Heather snapped. “And if we get lost, we’re not going to make it at all.”
    

    
              “We have to make it. They’re in trouble!” Monica’s voice cracked, which silenced any retort Heather may have had. “They need us!” 
    

    
              They came to a four-way stop. Monica looked to the left, then right. “I think…” she began, pointing to the right. Before she could continue, the car pitched forward with a 
      crunch
      . 
    

    
              The exploding airbag slammed Heather back into her seat. Pain 
      radiated
       around her head as the force crushed her nose, and blood began to seep down the back of her throat. Monica shrieked. Heather beat at the airbag with raw, burning arms. Freeing herself from her seatbelt, she pushed open the door and staggered onto the road. She had to flail to relocate the car; Her vision was blurry and obscured by stars. 
    

    
              “Mon—!” 
    

    
              “Just Heather!” The voice was familiar, but she had to stare for a moment before her eyes came back into focus. The tall, dark figure of Avery Rhodes was standing beside the open door of a red Jeep Cherokee. 
    

    
              “Mr. Rhodes?” She couldn’t speak very well with her hand holding her bleeding nose. Turning away, she sneezed. Blood splattered over her t-shirt, but it dislodged enough for her to speak. “I’m so sorry,” she said, flicking the blood from her hands and covering her face again.
    

    
              “Don’t apologize. I hit you.” He came around to the front of the Jeep and checked the damage. “Not very hard, either.”
    

    
              “Hard enough.” She gestured toward the deployed airbags. 
    

    
              The passenger door of Heather’s car was kicked open. Monica jumped out, slamming it behind her. She glared at Rhodes with a look that would have melted mere mortals. 
    

    
              “Moné-sha!”
    

    
              “You did that on purpose!”
    

    
              “What?” His tone was taken-aback, but his scoff sounded more like a chuckle.
    

    
              “Monica, calm down,” Heather said. “No one would do that on purpose.” 
    

    
              “No!” Monica pointed. “Lookit! He’s smiling!” There wasn’t enough room to walk between the vehicles, so she climbed onto the bumper.
    

    
      Rhodes 
      did
       appear oddly amused by the situation. He pulled a slim box out of his pocket. Byron had shown Heather his Taser before, but this one was painted black, and the stock had been removed. She didn’t realize what was happening when he hit the trigger and Monica’s eyes bulged. Convulsing, she fell backward off the bumper. Heather could hear her shuddering and twitching on the ground.
    

    
      “Monica!” She ran and slid across the trunk, landing by Monica’s side. She was no longer seizing, but coughing and gasping for air. Her small body curled into a ball. 
    

    
      “Wha—What did you do?” She spun around. Rhodes was gone. She found him rounding the back of the Jeep. He made a quickstep toward her, swinging a black baton. It caught her on the side of the skull, knocking her into the car door. She fell senseless to the ground and made no protest as Rhodes hoisted her onto his shoulder and threw her into the back seat of the Jeep. 
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      July, 2003
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The funeral had been painful. It would not have been so bad if Heather had had something to do other than wear black and stand next to her grandfather in front of two holes in the ground. She felt awkward, then she felt guilty for feeling awkward. Over the past week, people had passed in and out of her grandfather’s house, stopped her on the sidewalk, and pulled her aside at the drugstore, all wearing the same expression. Some of them even had tears in their eyes. Heather became too exhausted to cry anymore; She hoarded her grief until she was alone. Eventually she stopped crying altogether.
    

    
              Grandpa, whom Heath Stokes had referred to as “the functioning alcoholic,” was not holding things together as well as Heather was. His new-found sobriety was not treating him well; He had been sick often over the past few days. He had not touched a bottle since Heather had moved in. He reckoned that was quite a feat for someone who hasn’t been sober a day since April 1975. Whenever he was in doubt as to what to do, he looked to his granddaughter. Her straight back and bowed head made him stand up straighter. 
    

    
              “
      How you
       doing, kid?” Grandpa asked when they were back in the car. She had barely spoken with him all week. They had always been so close. This distance added to the pain of losing his daughter; He didn’t want to lose his grand-daughter as well. 
    

    
              Heather sighed. “Do I really have to do this?” They were on their way to the reception. It was the last place on Earth she wanted to be. She just wanted to curl up in her old bed, in her parents’ house, with her heavy blanket pulled over her head. 
    

    
              Grandpa didn’t answer. Instead, he pursed his lips and clapped his hand over hers. “It’s not for you or me,” he reminded her. “Sometimes in life, you just have to… step away from yourself. Sometimes, you need to do things for others, even if it hurts.”
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Heather’s head did not just ache; She felt as if her skull had been cracked open and scabbed over. She touched her head gingerly. Her scalp was tender. The hair around the wound above her ear was stiff and matted. When she opened her eyes, all she could see was white. Pushing up on her elbows, she pulled herself back against a wall. The room was about three feet wide and four feet deep. She could only see white because everything 
      was
       white: white walls and white Berber carpet. The metal louvered door was also painted white. She leaned forward to peer through the slats, but they were angled the wrong way. Someone on the other side could see her, but she could not see out.
    

    
              “Monica?” Her head throbbed as she spoke. 
    

    
              “Heather?” Monica’s voice was thick with tears, but she sounded relieved to hear a friendly voice.
    

    
              “Are you OK?” As Heather stood, her head spun, giving her the sensation of teetering over. Putting her arms out to steady herself between the walls, she listened for where Monica’s voice was coming from. “Are you hurt?”
    

    
              “No, I’m 
      not
       OK.” Monica began to sob. Her voice came from a short distance in front of the door. “He—he—” she paused, trying to control her voice. “He took my clothes...”
    

    
              Heather froze as this new horror sunk in. Her chest tightened. She still had all of her clothes: her blood-splattered t-shirt, jeans, even her sneakers. 
    

    
              “Don’t worry: I’m coming to get you,” she assured her crying friend, “and we’re going to find your clothes.” She began to kick the slats. 
    

    
              “Stop!” a familiar voice hissed. “He’s gonna hear you.”        
    

    
              “Witt?” Monica cried.  
    

    
              “Just be quiet!” He was on the other side of the wall to Heather’s right. 
    

    
              Monica ignored his warning. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 
    

    
              “Who else is with you?” Heather whispered, leaning close to the corner.
    

    
              “Z’s here.” 
    

    
              Heather’s heart fluttered. “Zachariah?”
    

    
              “You shouldn’t draw attention to yourself,” Z’s voice replied. “He’ll hear you, and he’ll pull you out.”
    

    
              “What’s going on? What does he want?”
    

    
              “Isn’t it obvious?” Monica still did not bother to keep her voice down.
    

    
              Silence fell. She could hear one of them shift. 
    

    
              “He’s a pervert,” Z broke the silence.
    

    
              “Yeah, he… he does things…” Witt added. 
    

    
              “To 
      you
      ?” Monica demanded.
    

    
              Witt was silent. 
    

    
              “To both of us,” Z confessed. Witt remained silent. Heather could hear him sniffling.
    

    
              She thought for a moment. “Are you guys… wearing clothes?” she asked. 
    

    
              “He gave us robes.” Witt’s voice was still thick. “They don’t cover much.”
    

    
              “I’m getting us out of here.” Heather kicked the slats again.
    

    
              “No, you stupid bitch!” Witt growled, “He’ll hear you!”
    

    
              She ignored him. After a few kicks, there was enough of a gap between the slats for her to reach through and grab the door handle. It was locked, but it was just a turn-button lock. She shoved the door open with such force, she collided with Avery Rhodes’s bare chest.
    

    
              She froze, staring up into his black eyes. Any words, any scream stuck in her throat. The next thing she knew, she was on the floor and he was tearing Taser nodes from her torso. 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled her to her feet. She lashed out, but he grabbed her arm, twisting it behind her. She shrieked as the tendons stretched to their limit and the joint threatened to pop from its socket. Using her shirt collar and arm, he steered her out the door and onto a second-floor landing. Twisting to pull herself free, she stumbled. He began to drag her. She caught glances of the house: a banister over a library, a spiral staircase, and several other doors. In her terrorized state, she imagined they all hid little closets filled with children. 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled her to her feet and shoved her through a doorway opening onto a short, dark hallway. He kicked the door shut behind them. At the end of the hall was another white room containing a bed, a bedside table, and a wicker chair in the corner. Facing him, Heather caught a glimpse of his dark eyes and raised fist before he slammed it into her head. She hit the floor. The tender place on her scalp radiated with pain and a strange stretching sensation. 
    

    
      The room reeled as he lifted her and dropped her onto the bed. She had the sudden sensation she was sinking into the plush mattress. She fought to sit up, but he climbed on top of her. 
    

    
              “No,” she groaned, trying to push him away. He smiled, slapping her hands aside as if they were play-fighting. Her movements were uncoordinated. She felt him jerking at her limbs. She grew increasingly colder; He was stripping away her clothes. He kissed and bit her skin as he worked his way down. Whenever she attempted to push his head away, he would look up at her with a mocking smile. As he wrestled with her jeans, she caught him in the side of the head with her knee. He grunted, then retaliated by sinking his teeth into the soft skin of her thigh. She bellowed in pain. 
    

    
              After tearing her jeans off, he tried to use his hips to wedge between her legs. Baring his teeth, he forced his fingers between her thighs and attempted to pry them apart. She strained against him with burning muscles. Her powerful legs refused to open to him. Emboldened by this little triumph, Heather grabbed his face and dug her thumbnails into his eyes. Snatching her wrists, he was able to clutch them in one fist and pin them over her head. He wrapped his other hand around her throat. 
    

    
              “Just relax.” His gentle tone was not persuasive. “Open your legs.” He tightened his grip in frustration. “None of your friends were this obstinate… Open—your—legs.” 
    

    
              As his hand squeezed tighter, Heather gasped for air. Her muscles weakened. Her vision faded. The last sensation she felt was Rhodes’s hand forcing between her legs once more. Before he could slide it up, Heather was somewhere else, floating very far away. 
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      There was nowhere for Heather to hide. The pumps she had stolen from her mother’s closet pinched her feet; A blister had developed on her little toe and the back was rubbing her heel raw, to the point it had started to bleed. The only black dress she owned was made of a heavy, synthetic material not designed for humid, ninety-six degree days. She squirmed as sweat ran down her back and between her breasts. She was surrounded by faces she didn’t recognize. People she had never met before wanted to stop and tell her how incredible her mother or father had been when they were in high school, or at some job she had never even known they had held. Her throat was tight. She steadied her shaking hands by clutching a cup, long drained. She feared if she opened her mouth, it would open a floodgate of tears. She perfected the art of smiling and nodding. 
    

    
              One of her father’s Georgia Tech professors was describing Heath’s leadership qualities when Heather saw something out of the corner of her eye. Trying not to appear disinterested (or worse, rude), she scratched the back of her neck to cover her glance out the front window. There was a small group of people standing on her lawn. They weren’t wearing black or looking solemn; They were wearing bright colors and jumping around, waving their arms at the house.
    

    
              Heather took a deep breath, feeling something warm in her chest for the first time since the night of the accident. “I’m sorry,” she interrupted the man’s reminiscence. “I’m not—I’m not feeling very well.” She backed away, then shot toward the stairs.
    

    
              Grandpa emerged from the kitchen, catching her with her foot on the bottom step. “Heather?” His eyes were watery, his voice strained. 
    

    
      A pang of guilt struck her, but her heart was racing at the prospect of escape. Her mind froze as she searched for an excuse. “I—I can’t do this anymore,” she stammered. 
    

    
              He looked at her solemnly, then stroked her hair. Nodding, he faced the crowd in his living room as she raced upstairs. He was accustomed to people staring at him, the drunken war hero; It was their sympathetic expressions now that made him uncomfortable. 
    

    
              Monica’s mother, Lauri Shatterthwaith, was the first to question Heather’s absence. With Thi gone, Lauri did her best to fill her friend’s shoes as a maternal figure. This was not easy with a newborn, three small children, and a teenager constantly reminding her of her own mortality. 
    

    
              Rescuing 
      Tex
       from a group of weeping biddies, she whispered, “Where did Heather disappear to?” 
    

    
              “Uhhh…” While he was searching for an answer, he heard a thud upstairs. He hadn’t heard that sound in twenty years, but he knew what it meant. He glanced out the window just in time to see Heather, dressed in her running clothes, jump off the roof—not even bothering to climb down the old magnolia, as her mother once had. She didn’t pause when she hit the ground, but landed lightly and shot off toward the group waiting on the lawn. As they stampeded away, one at the front dropped a white sign with bold, black print:
    

    
      
    

    
      GRAB YOUR SNEAKERS!
    

    
      
    

    
      “She wasn’t feeling well,” Tex lied, “so I sent her upstairs.” 
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      When Z first 
      woke in the
       house, his mouth hurt. His tongue was dry, and he could taste stale blood. He remembered hitting the pavement, but could not recall what came after. At first, he thought he was chilly because the room was cold. He gasped when he realized he wasn’t wearing clothes. Jumping up, he hit a wall. His head throbbed. The white paint was glaring. Rust-colored streaks appeared where his skin had broken on the pavement when he fell.
    

    
              Without even trying the doorknob, Z kicked the door in front of him. It shuddered thunderously. He kicked it again, and it flew open. As soon as he stepped beyond the threshold, he was thrown back by a sharp, stinging pain across his chest. It knocked the breath out of him. Falling to his knees, coughing and wheezing, he looked up.
    

    
              It took Z a moment to recognize Avery Rhodes without any clothes on. He stood in the doorway, a telescoping baton in his hand. That explained the baton-shaped burning across Z’s chest. The man glared down at him. 
    

    
              Z remembered what had happened in the parking lot after he had hit the ground. He had jumped back up, innervated by the jolt from the Taser. Before he could reach Rhodes, he shocked him again, then once more as he was writhing on the ground. The man smiled down at him. He had whipped out the baton with a 
      thnk!
       and smacked him across the head with it.
    

    
              Rhodes hadn’t even hit him that hard.
    

    
              Not like in the white room. The pain in his chest was so acute, his muscles refused to cooperate when he commanded them to move. Rhodes surveyed the damage to the door frame, then the door.
    

    
              “Couldn’t wait your turn, could you?”
    

    
              “What?” Z intended to ask, but all that came out was a short pant: “Wh—wh—wh—?”
    

    
              There was movement just beyond Rhodes’s naked body. Witt milled along the opposite wall, trying not to look at Z. He was wearing a white silky robe. Z looked back up at Rhodes. The scene was so surreal, his head began to throb again.
    

    
              Rhodes swung the baton back, making Z flinch, but the man was simply motioning for Witt to enter the door opposite. He did so obediently. There were streaks of blood on the back of his robe and crusted down his legs. 
    

    
              As soon as the door clicked closed, Rhodes turned back to Z. “
      Now
      , it’s your turn.”
    

    
              “
      What
      ?” the word finally exploded forth. Z jumped to his feet. Rhodes maneuvered behind him, pressing the baton against his throat and pulling it tight with the crook of his elbow. Z tried to shout, but he could only rasp, “—off—Get—the fuck—off—”
    

    
              “Yes…” Rhodes hissed. “You have the right idea.” He jerked the naked boy toward the door. Z threw his weight to the side. Stumbling, he fell to his knees. 
    

    
              “Very well,” Rhodes said. He pressed the baton against his back, and shoved him down to the floor.
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      When Heather regained consciousness, sunlight was filtering in through the window. Her stomach contracted and bile rose in her throat. Rolling off the bed, she fell to her hands and knees and dry-heaved. She stood, coughing, and staggered into the hallway. There was a small bathroom on the left. She threw herself at the toilet to avoid letting loose upon the floor.
    

    
              She vomited until her ribs ached, adding more pain to her already-taxed body. When the sickness subsided, she pulled herself up to the counter and leaned over the sink. Turning on the cold water, she wiped her face and rinsed out her mouth. She was incredibly thirsty and hungry, but didn’t think she could ever eat again 
      for
       the sickness. Her throat felt tight and rough, as if someone had scraped it over with sandpaper. Her nose burned from the vomit.  
    

    
              Catching a glimpse of herself in the mirror, Heather froze. Slowly, she stood upright. Her face was flush and sweaty, but her body was pale and chilled. Her nose throbbed. There was a bright red rift where it had fractured. Her flesh had been vandalized: hickeys on her breasts, bite marks, bruises—the imprint of furious hands—on her throat, wrists, and thighs. She felt like she was going to be sick again, or, worse, begin to cry. Before her body could decide which, Rhodes walked in. 
    

    
      “Good morning, sweetheart,” he said with the affectionate tone of a lover. He didn’t appear to notice her state of shock.
    

    
      Snatching a towel from the rack, she threw herself against the far wall. She tried to cover her body, but it was just a hand towel, too small to be very effective. As he stood in front of the toilet and urinated, she stared at the opposite wall. When he was done, he snatched the towel from her, wiped his genitals, and tossed it on the floor. 
    

    
              Heather used her arms to cover her breasts and crossed her legs as well as she could without compromising her balance. Rhodes 
      leaned
       so close to her, she could feel the heat radiating from his body, but he didn’t touch her. She refused to look him in the eye. She forced herself to continue staring at the wall. 
    

    
              “I enjoyed last night very much,” he said gently. “I really wish you had been conscious 
      for
       it.”
    

    
              Closing her eyes, she shook her head. Rhodes reached up to touch her cheek, but she jerked away. He grabbed her face and forced her to look him in the eye.
    

    
              “Now I know,” he said, “who the trouble-maker will be. I may have to kill you 
      first
      .”
    

    
              
      First
      ? Heather stopped struggling. He could see the question in her eyes and smiled.  
    

    
              “But it was great fun,” he chuckled. Grabbing her arm, he dragged her out of the bathroom. She struggled clumsily, still trying to cover her body. She feared he was going to throw her back on the bed, but he turned to the bedroom door, unlocking it with one of the keys dangling from his neck. He pulled her back to the White Room, on the opposite side of the landing. 
    

    
              The door to Heather’s closet-sized room had been reinforced by several flat bars. Even if she did break the slats again, there was not a gap big enough for her to reach her arm through. He shoved her in and slammed the door shut. 
    

    
              Heather pressed her bruised body into the corner. In the stillness and silence, she could not block out the pain: She felt torn and stretched. The sensations painted a vivid picture of what Avery Rhodes had done to her. Hot rage and choking shame flooded her chest as images played through her mind. She could not block them out. Sinking to the floor, she finally began to cry. 
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      Heather cried herself to sleep. She woke to Rhodes opening her door. She hugged her knees to her chest. He ignored her with no more than a cursory glance. He placed a Styrofoam bowl inside the door, then shut her in again. She heard the other doors open and close, followed by shuffling and scraping.
    

    
              The bowl was full of oatmeal. She had never been a fan of oatmeal. The sight of it twisted her stomach. Every muscle in her body was sore and screaming. Breathing was painful. Eating would be impossible. She dropped her head back against the wall and closed her eyes. The pain was just beginning to fade back into sleep when the door opening again made her start. 
    

    
              Rhodes looked down at the bowl. “You’re not eating. You need to eat.” Heather shook her head. He crouched before her. “Did you just shake your head at me?”
    

    
              “No.” Her face burned for such a cowardly response. She forced herself to relax. “Yes.” She sat up a little straighter. “I can’t eat right now. My—my throat hurts. I won’t be able to swallow.” Rhodes did not look satisfied with this answer. “I should be able to eat tomorrow,” she conceded. 
    

    
              “Oh, will you?” he asked. “But what if I don’t feed you tomorrow?”
    

    
              Heather rolled her eyes. His hand shot out and left a red, burning mark on her face. 
    

    
              “Don’t you 
      ever
       roll your eyes at me,” he growled. 
    

    
      She tried to press herself deeper in the corner, out of reach, but there was nowhere else to go. “I’ll eat next time you tell me to.”
    

    
              This response appeased him. He picked up the bowl.
    

    
              “Give—” She pursed her lips as she chose her words carefully. “Could you give my portion to Monica?”
    

    
              Rhodes tilted his head as if her request intrigued him. He knelt back down. “Say ‘please’,” he demanded.
    

    
              “Please.”
    

    
              “Again.”
    

    
              Suppressing the urge to roll her eyes again, she made a low hiss between her teeth. Shifting, she took a deep breath. “Please?” She added more of a whimper to her voice, even though it hurt. Satisfied, he stood, bowl in hand, and closed the door.
    

    
              She heard the door opposite open, then close again. “Much obliged,” she said softly, half-hoping he would not hear. It felt pathetic to be polite to someone so undeserving. 
    

    
              The main door to the room closed. Heather settled her head back against the wall.
    

    
              “You sound like shit,” Witt muttered. 
    

    
              “It’s just a sore throat.” She wasn’t about to let Charles Witt see her injured. 
    

    
              “Sure…”
    

    
              “That’s what I sounded like after he first took me.” Z, realizing the implication of his words, added, “into the other room, I mean.”
    

    
              Heather smirked, grateful for this clumsy attempt to comfort her. “Really, it’s just a sore throat.”
    

    
              “Whatever,” Z scoffed. 
    

    
              Monica’s voice drifted over. “Heather?” 
    

    
              “Hm?”
    

    
              “Thank you.”
    

    
              Heather smiled. Monica rarely thanked her for anything. “Don’t mention it.”
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      Monica thought she hit her head when she fell off the cars, but she couldn’t identify a specific point of pain. Her muscles felt as if they had been stretched into taffy, worse than a day after competition drills. She thought Heather was calling her name, but her voice disappeared. Rhodes’s face loomed over her. Everything moved in slow motion. She thought he was trying to help her to her feet, so she tried to sit up. She was confused when he shoved her back down. 
    

    
      The world returned to normal time as she realized he was pulling down her pants. Shrieking, she shoved his hands away and scrambled backward. He grabbed her shoulders and shoved her down. Her head popped against the asphalt. The world spun. With his powerful hands holding her so effortlessly, she began to cry. 
    

    
      There on the side of the road, Rhodes accepted her surrender. 
    

    
              Monica allowed herself to be pulled to her feet and shoved into the passenger seat of the Jeep. She whimpered ceaselessly. Rhodes turned the radio on and began to sing along with Supertramp to drown her out. He had planned to drive around and disorient the girl, but she kept her hands over her face. They were already near their destination when it occurred to Monica: if Heather were conscious, she would be memorizing every stop and turn. 
    

    
      The house was a manor, surrounded by two acres enclosed by a fence, and twelve more acres of woodland. Monica stared at the façade, knowing she had seen it somewhere before. She couldn’t place it. 
    

    
      When Rhodes pulled her out of the Jeep, all he needed to control her movements was a hand on the back of her shirt, twisting the collar tightly. He knew it would be useless if he actually intended her harm, but the girl did not catch on. He had to pull Heather out of the back seat and hoist her over his shoulder one-handed. If she woke, it would be impossible to control both of them. To his relief, she remained dead weight.
    

    
      “Oh, my God!” Monica squealed. “She’s bleeding! Is she dead?”
    

    
      “We’ll find out in a moment,” he grunted, steering Monica toward the front door. “Open it.”
    

    
      He prodded her forward. Taking a deep breath, she suppressed a whimper and resolved to play along. She shoved open the heavy front door and stepped inside. The house smelled like mold, paint, and Lysol. Rhodes knocked her aside as he entered. 
    

    
      “Close it,” he ordered. “Lock it.” 
    

    
      Monica obeyed. She followed as he pulled her through a great room and guided her to a laundry room. Not having enough room to maneuver around, he released her shirt, closed the door on his own, and flicked on the light. There was a long metal table pushed against the wall, next to a coffee table. A folded white sheet sat at the end of the table, and more linens were piled on a rack underneath. 
    

    
      “Spread the sheet on the gurney.” His voice sounded different this time, less aggressive, more business-like. 
    

    
      Monica was unable to suppress a few sniffles as she spread the sheet over the table, then folded it double. Without a word, Rhodes crowded her out of the way and gently laid Heather down. 
    

    
      “Is she dead?”
    

    
      Rhodes didn’t have to check her pulse; he could see it beating strong in her neck, but left Monica hanging. Instead of answering, he inspected the wound on the side of Heather’s head, gently pulling the hair away. The broken skin had started to clot, but would still need stitches. Her scalp was split down to the skull and the bone was grainy, but not visibly cracked. 
    

    
      “She’s alive,” he said, leaning up.
    

    
      Monica bounced on her toes. “She’s gonna be OK?” 
    

    
      “No.” Monica froze mid-bounce and settled her heels to the ground. “She could still die from this injury,” he continued. (
      It’s happened before.
      ) “But she’s alive right now. You may consider that a good sign.”
    

    
      She didn’t know whether to be happy her friend was alive, or upset she could still die. This conflict was exactly what Rhodes wanted.  When he smiled down at her, she had to fight cowering in fear.
    

    
      “Are you going to kill us?”
    

    
      “Not tonight,” he promised. “Now sit in the corner, and don’t make a sound.”
    

    
      Monica sat and watched with curiosity as Rhodes held his hands out as if he didn’t want to touch anything with them and looked around. His mouth twitched. He looked at Monica as if he were about to ask her a question, then back down at Heather. He lowered his hands. Sighing, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out what resembled a wallet-sized manicure kit. He pulled out a moist towelette and tore it open with his teeth. Leaning back over the girl, he cleaned the laceration, wiped his hands, and tossed the dirty towelette on the floor. 
    

    
      Monica’s eyes widened when Rhodes pulled a razor blade out of the kit. He leaned close to Heather’s face and his arm twitched. Craning her neck, Monica scooted up the wall until she could see: With short, careful strokes, he shaved the hair away from the wound. When he was finished, he motioned as if he were going to toss the razor on the floor as well. With a glance at Monica, he thought better of it. He placed it on the table by Heather’s head. 
    

    
      He took a pre-threaded needle from the wallet and began to stitch the laceration shut. His movements were slow and deliberate. His nose was inches from Heather’s face. He did not remove his eyes from his work. Monica wondered if she could creep behind him, out the door, and run to freedom. 
    

    
      She inched along the wall, not daring to breathe. Rhodes did not lean up, speak, or turn his head. She wanted to close her eyes as she eased behind him, but resisted. She was about to edge out from behind him, when his leg shot out. Monica screamed as his foot slammed into the wall inches from her, blocking her escape. If he had hit her, the force would have 
      broken bone
      . Covering her mouth, she froze. He glared over his shoulder for several tense seconds.
    

    
      “I told you to 
      sit
      , and 
      don’t make a sound
      ,” he reminded her in a low, simmering voice. 
    

    
      Nodding, Monica edged back along the wall, pressed herself into the corner, and slid down. He lowered his leg. Poised mid-stitch, he did not take his eyes off of her until she had sat motionless for an uncomfortable amount of time. 
    

    
      Rhodes seethed as he bent back over his work, finding it difficult to conceive she could possibly think he was so stupid. He promised himself he would give her hell for it as soon as he was through. 
    

    
      He always kept his promises.
      




      19
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Sterling!” Monica jerked awake, her heart pounding against her ribs. She swung her head around, searching the small room. She could still feel her little sister crouching next to her, tears streaming down her innocent face. Relieved it was just a nightmare, Monica attempted to regain control of her breath. Her heartbeat slowed gradually. 
    

    
              Her robe clung to her sweaty skin. With a huff, she peeled it off and wadded it into a ball. Pressing her face into the silky cloth, she took several deep breaths. She wished she could stop crying so often; It was exhausting and embarrassing. Rhodes loved it when she cried, 
      loved
       licking the tears from her face. Her throat constricted. Each time she cried, she gave him one more excuse to violate her. 
    

    
              Sniffling, she blinked the tears away. The room was silent except for Witt’s soft snoring and Heather’s rough breathing. The AC rattled on, making Monica flinch. She pursed her lips until her heart slowed down yet again. 
    

    
              “H… Heather?” she called. Z shifted in his closet, but Heather’s breathing continued unchanged. “Heather?” she dared to call a little louder.
    

    
              Heather inhaled sharply. There was a dragging sound as she pulled herself up against the wall before she answered, “Mm-hm?” 
    

    
              “Do…” Monica swallowed as tears pricked at her eyes again, “Do you remember the stories you used to tell the kids?” Her voice tightened as she said “the kids.” She couldn’t remember a time she had gone so long without hearing their voices. Thinking of them made her heart ache. 
    

    
              Heather let out a long breath. A tremor betrayed her sympathy. “Of course,” she said, “yeah.” 
    

    
      Monica opened her mouth to speak several times, but couldn’t push the words out. She didn’t want to ask Heather to speak in her state, but fear overwhelmed consideration. She felt foolish and vulnerable, like a child. “Wou—” she squeezed out, “Would you tell me—us—tell us one? The one that helped David with the dogs?” 
    

    
      David’s encounter with a neighborhood dog resulted in ninety stitches and a paralyzing fear of going outside. He would not even venture out to their fenced-in backyard. To assist in his recovery, Heather told him folk tales about the trickster Br’er Rabbit, turning all his various adversaries into dogs. 
    

    
      Heather sat in silence. Monica wondered if she 
      were
       holding her breath. “Um…” she replied, her voice thick and shaking, “yeah, give me a minute.” Her grandpa had told her those stories. If Monica was missing her family, everyone else must be missing theirs as well. Heather’s rasping breath became quick and heavy, then slowed. Monica was surprised when she giggled. 
    

    
      “Bless yer heart, child,” Heather began, adopting the deep Southern drawl of the story-teller, “I ain’t got time for all that.” Z scoffed, either at her ridiculous accent or the concept of her not having time. Witt snorted at the absurdity of the whole situation.
    

    
      As Heather spun her tale—broken occasionally by clearing her sore throat—Monica slipped her robe back on. She curled up on the floor, her back against the wall. Heather’s voice pulled her away from her anxious thoughts. She fell asleep, dreaming of a rabbit in a white robe out-witting a stupid, vicious dog.
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      Rhodes leaned against the doorframe, panting for breath. Sweat ran down his face in torrents, dripping from his chin and pooling on the floor of the foyer. The sun shone on his back, burning through his shirt. With a groan, he slammed the door. The ball chain around his neck was burning his skin and singed his fingers when he pulled it off to lock the deadbolt. He swore repeatedly as he crossed the great room, wiping the sweat from his arms and flicking an alarming amount of liquid onto the floor. 
    

    
              “Fuck this heat!” he bellowed as he stormed up the spiral staircase. “Fuck this humidity!” He swiped a hand over the back of his neck, slinging more sweat onto the hardwood of the landing. He ducked into the open door of the Bedroom, and didn’t bother to pull the chain off to unlock the padlock on the closet door. A few shirts, a suit bag, and a crisp deputy’s uniform hung in a neat row above a duffle bag, his backpack, a pair of boots, and a crate of water bottles. As he leaned down to grab a bottle, he kicked off his shoes, then peeled off his socks. He downed one bottle in a matter of seconds. Tossing it aside, he picked up five more. 
    

    
              Emerging back onto the landing, he twisted the cap off one of the bottles with his teeth, and poured it over his head. Although the water was not cold, the sudden change in temperature made goosebumps rise on his skin. He tossed the empty bottle down into the library, then pushed open the door to the White Room. 
    

    
              The room filled with conspicuous silence, as if the four had been in the midst of speaking. Ignoring it, he pulled open closet doors and dropped the bottles inside, finding the kids in various positions of tense repose. (
      Note to self: Don’t call them “kids.” They’re fucking adults.
      ) He was surprised to find Heather sitting in the middle of her closet, legs tucked as if kneeling before an altar. She wore the expression of derision everyone beheld him with when the initial fear had faded—if it ever faded.
    

    
              “What?” he demanded.
    

    
              She stared at him for a moment before answering, “Welcome to Georgia.” She had heard him yelling. Her mouth twitched as if she were fighting a smirk. 
    

    
              Rhodes tilted his head, attempting to assess what level of insult this was and how to punish it. Surely she was testing him, probing his tolerance. Still worn out from his run, he chose to let it pass. He snorted his amusement, then held the bottle out to her. Heather glanced from it to his face, then motioned to take it. He pulled it away as she grasped for it. She dropped her hand. He held it out to her again. When she made no attempt to accept it, he tossed it at her face. She caught it as deftly as a ball player. 
    

    
      Snorting again, Rhodes nodded. “I’m going to have 
      loads
       of fun with you.” 
    

    
      He closed the door, then left the White Room. Before he pulled the door shut, he changed his mind. Treading back inside, he slammed as if he had left. Without a sound, he sat on the floor. Long before the house had any other occupants, Rhodes had taken to sitting against the wall between the closets, where he would be able to eavesdrop without detection. The room was silent for only a moment, then Monica whispered.
    

    
      “That can’t be it.”
    

    
      “That’s it, that’s the end,” Heather insisted, also hushed.
    

    
      “Tell us another one,” Z said. 
    

    
      The sound of plastic crackling and popping indicated Heather had crushed her bottle, and was tossing it in the air and catching it. The noise stopped. “No,” Heather replied. “My throat is killing me. Monica can tell you one.”
    

    
      “I can’t do the voice!”
    

    
      Heather sighed. “OK,” she surrendered. She embarked on one of the oddest-sounding tales Rhodes had ever heard. It reminded him of the Native American tales he had heard as a kid. It took all of his remaining strength not to burst out laughing as she spun her yarn…
    

    
              
      By-n-by, Br’er Rabbit never did get a moment’s rest. 
      Heather adopted an accent that was a true imitation of her grandfather.
       It seemed like ev-er-y day Mr. Wolf came along and made off with one of his kits. He reckoned they’d be safer if’n they had a house. So ’
      e made
       a 
      house o
      ’ straw. I tell you what, it wasn’t one day later Mr. Wolf came along an’ tore it down. So he made a house of pine cones and gumballs. It lasted maybe a week before Mr. Wolf came crashing in. Then, ’e made a house outta bark, but that di’n’t last long neither. 
    

    
              Welp, Br’er Rabbit was at ’is wit’s end, and runnin’ short on progeny. He finally hired some proper 
      carpen’ers
      , an’ they built ’im a proper house with wood logs 
      an’
       a stone foundation. 
    

    
              A’ firs’, 
      e’rytime
       
      Br’er
       
      Rabbit an
      ’ ’is fam’ly heard Mr. Wolf passin’ by er sniffin’ ’round, they would run to the cellar—’cuz they had a proper cellar—an’ hide. But by-n-by, they stopped 
      bein
      ’ so 
      scurred
      —
    

    
              “‘
      Scurred’
      ?” Z chuckled.
    

    
              “
      Scurred
      , son! Pull the cotton out 
      yer
       ears.”
    

    
              They giggled. Heather took the opportunity to clear her throat before she began again.
    

    
              
      Br’er
       Rabbit’s 
      fam’ly
       was 
      jus
      ’ 
      startin
      ’ to 
      feelin
      ’ 
      safe
      , 
      wen
       one mornin’, they heard a ruckus 
      ou’side
      : 
      Houn’s
       
      barkin
      ’ and 
      bayin
      ’, feet 
      goin
      ’ 
      e’ry
      -which-way. ’Fore 
      Br’er
       Rabbit cud 
      peek ou
      ’ the door, Mr. Wolf was pushin’ ’is way in. 
    

    
              I tell you what, all his 
      chil’ren
       
      duckt
       into that cellar lickety-split, but Br’er Rabbit cud see tha’ Mr. Wolf was huffin’ and puffin’, an’ 
      co’ered
       in mud, an’ all tore up. 
    

    
              “Hide me, Br’er Rabbit!” Mr. Wolf cried. “Them 
      dawgs’re
       
      comin
      ’!” 
    

    
              “
      Jum
      ’ in this here ches’!” Br’er Rabbit said, 
      openin
      ’ a foot locker by the fireplace. ’Thout a 
      secon
      ’ thought, Mr. Wolf 
      jumpt
       in and 
      curl’d
       up. Br’er Rabbit slammed the lid shut and clapt on a lock.
    

    
              “
      Whassat
       
      soun
      ’?” Mr. Wolf askt.
    

    
              “Oh, ‘es the dawgs tryin’ the doorknob!” Br’er Rabbit said. “You gotta be 
      quie’
      !”
    

    
              Now, Br’er Rabbit pulled up a chair and propp’t ’is 
      loooong
      , lucky legs on the lid of the locker. He chewed the end of 
      ’is
       pipe while he decided 
      wha
      ’ 
      wud
       be-fall Mr. Wolf. 
    

    
              “Is the dawgs gone?” Mr. Wolf whispered 
      af’er
       a while. 
    

    
              “Naw,” Br’er Rabbit replied. “I can still hear ’
      em sniffin
      ’ ’
      roun
      ’ under the 
      windo
      ’.”
    

    
              
      Getting’ out
       of ’is sea’, he lit up the 
      fire place
       and put the kettle on. 
    

    
              “
      Wha’chu
       doin’ now?” Mr. Wolf askt. 
    

    
              “I’mma makin’ you some nice, sweet tea,” Br’er Rabbit replied. 
    

    
              “Oh, 
      tha’s
       mighty kind of you, Br’er Rabbit.”
    

    
              While the water warmed, Br’er Rabbit took a bore and bore little holes in the lid of the foot locker. 
    

    
              “
      Wha’chu
       doin’ now?” Mr. Wolf askt.
    

    
              “I’m 
      makin’
       holes 
      so’s you
       can breathe, Mr. Wolf.”
    

    
              “Oh, thank ’ou, Br’er Rabbit. ’tis mighty hard t’ breathe in here.”
    

    
              Br’er Rabbit chucked 
      sommore
       logs on the fire, 
      buildin
      ’ it up ’til it was 
      nice an
      ’ hot. 
    

    
              “
      Wha’chu
       doin’ now?
    

    
              “Oh, I’m 
      buildin
      ’ up the fire so’s you 
      don
      ’ get cold.”
    

    
              “Oh, thank you, Br’er Rabbit!”
    

    
              Once the fire was 
      nice an
      ’ hot, and the kettle was 
      boilin
      ’ furious, Br’er Rabbit 
      open
      ’ the cellar door to fetch ‘is chil’ren. 
    

    
              “What’chu doin’, now, Br’er Rabbit?”
    

    
              “I’m 
      tellin
      ’ my 
      chil’ren
       what a nice man you is now, Mr. Wolf.” 
    

    
              “Y’all watch this,” he whispered to ’is chil’ren. I tell you what, it was all they could do to 
      kee
      ’ from 
      laughin
      ’. As soon as 
      th’whole
       
      fam’ly
       
      was
       
      gather’d
       ’round, Br’er Rabbit pulled the kettle from the fire and poured the 
      boilin
      ’ water all o’er the foot locker.
    

    
              “
      Whassat
       I hear, Br’er Rabbit?”
    

    
              “’Es the wind blowin’, Mr. Wolf.”        
    

    
              “
      Whassat
       I 
      feeeel
      , Br’er Rabbit?” 
    

    
              “Oh, ’es fleas 
      bitin
      ’, Mr. Wolf!”
    

    
              “Fleas be 
      eatin
      ’ me alive, Br’er Rabbit!” An’ 
      those
       were the last words of Mr. Wolf. 
    

    
              I tell you what, Br’er Rabbit threw ’is door open and invi’ed the 
      who
      ’ neck of the wood to a 
      bar-bee-que
      . When there was 
      nothin
      ’ else of Mr. Wolf, 
      Br’er
       Rabbit 
      strecht
       out ’is pelt on the 
      fron
      ’ porch and used it to shade ’is rockin’ chair.
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      Heather woke to screaming: screams of sincere, flesh-rending pain from the closet next to hers. Heart racing, she cowered against the opposite wall. She covered her ears, trying to block the sound out, but the screaming and a rhythmic thudding resonated through the wall. 
    

    
              Her mind painted a vivid picture of what was happening. Despite the childhood bullying, she was pained at the thought of it. Underneath Witt’s sobs, screams, and begging, she could hear something else: Monica crying. Heather clenched her jaw until her teeth threatened to crack. Her skin tingled with adrenaline. Jumping up, she slammed her fist against the wall.
    

    
              “Stop it!” Heather screamed. “Leave him alone!”
    

    
              Silence fell. The only sound was Monica’s failed attempt at controlling her sobs. There was a thud, the sound of a body hitting the floor. 
    

    
              A soft “No!” from Witt was her only warning. The door to his closet slammed. Heather’s heart slowed to a heavy throb. She pressed her hands against the wall behind her to stop them from shaking. She wished she could camouflage, become one with the drywall, as the door to her closet flew open.
    

    
              Rhodes stood in the doorway, breathing hard. He was stark naked and covered in sweat, glaring at her. Reaching down, he peeled off a condom, and flung it to the floor at her feet. “Turn—around,” he growled.
    

    
              Heather’s breathing became quick and shallow as she realized what was about to happen. She tried to swallow, but her throat wouldn’t cooperate. Numb with fear, she shook her head. Her knees began to fail her. Her chest tightened. Rhodes charged into her, crushing her against the wall. Forcing her around, he pinned her with an arm across her shoulders. She shrieked, reaching behind her to claw at him, trying to kick off the wall. He grabbed her wrist in a crushing grip and pulled it back until she cried out in pain. When he released her, all she could do was claw at the wall and pray she would faint as soon as the pain began.
    

    
              But she didn’t.
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      Witt tried to enjoy it, he really did. He told himself it was what he had wanted for a long time. Believing this didn’t prevent him from experiencing a deep sense of shame. Despite Rhodes’s gentle words, he always found new ways to make it hurt. Witt’s face burned as he remembered the man appearing at his door, naked, and making him a spectacle of his peers. At least, until Heather drew him away. Witt couldn’t decide what was worse: being humiliated in such a painful fashion, or being responsible for her cries of pain. 
    

    
              Even worse than his shame, Rhodes would whisper things to him, things about Witt no one else could possibly know. He feared Rhodes could read his mind, see his darkest secrets. He seemed to know all of the things he had buried so deep  for the sake of sheer survival. 
    

    
      When Witt regained consciousness after the parking lot, he was lying face-down on a bed. A heavy white blanket had been thrown across him. His muscles were stretched tight. When he attempted to move his hands, to cradle his throbbing head, thin ropes cut into his wrists, holding him in place. Raising his eyes, he discovered the ropes were tied to the posts of a headboard. He became acutely aware of his nakedness. 
    

    
      He could barely move, but he could turn his head. Doing so made him feel like he was reeling. He closed his eyes until the feeling passed. 
    

    
      This is one sick fucking prank
      , he thought. It took him a moment to remember what had happened. 
    

    
      “Do you happen to have any jumper cables?” Rhodes had asked. 
    

    
      “Sure,” Witt answered, chuckling. He leaned into the back seat of his truck to grab his kit. “I’m surprised you don’t have your own, with an old-ass Jeep like that.”
    

    
      “Oh, I do,” Rhodes replied. “I just needed you to turn around.” 
    

    
      Witt turned to him, confused. The only explanation he found was a swing of Rhodes’s arm, pain, then nothing.
    

    
      He turned his head again, slower this time. If he craned his neck, he could see a corridor or hallway of some type. Since he couldn’t see any doors, that must be the way out. Or in. 
    

    
      “Hey!” he yelled. “Hey! What is this shit? You think this is funny? This isn’t 
      fucking
       funny!” A throbbing pain shot through his head. He took a moment to breathe. When the pain subsided, he took a deep breath to start shouting again, but he was interrupted by the sound of a door. 
    

    
      Rhodes walked in from the hallway, wearing nothing but jeans and keys dangling on a chain around his neck.
    

    
      “Aw, man,” Witt groaned. “What the fuck? Rhodes?”
    

    
      He spread his arms. “The one and only.”
    

    
      “Let me the fuck go!”
    

    
      Rhodes barked a laugh. “That’s cute! You’re giving me orders!”
    

    
      “I’ll kick your fucking ass if you fucking don’t.”
    

    
      “Every other word that comes out of your mouth is 
      fuck
      .” Rhodes snickered. “If you’re not careful, you’ll give me ideas.” He reached under the blanket to run a hand over Witt’s leg. The boy flinched. Rhodes drew his hand back to unbutton his jeans. 
    

    
      “Wha—” Witt craned his neck, then turned away as the pants dropped. 
    

    
      Rhodes wasn’t wearing anything underneath. He kicked his jeans away, and climbed onto the edge of the bed. 
    

    
      “What the fuck? Get the hell away from me! Let me go!” Witt began to pull against the ropes, but only managed to give himself a few centimeters at the expense of the circulation in his hands. 
    

    
      Undeterred by Witt’s empty threats, Rhodes climbed between the boy’s legs. He teased him by stroking the insides of his thighs with his erection.
    

    
      “Stop, motherfucker!” Witt yelled, bucking. “As soon as these ropes are off, I am going to beat the ever-living shit out of you!”
    

    
      “Calm down,” Rhodes demanded, tossing the blanket aside. He ran his fingers up into Witt’s hair and pushed his head down to get a clear look at his skin. There were thick, white scars criss crossing over his broad shoulders, and running down his back. “Where did these come from?” he asked, his voice taking a curiously tender tone.
    

    
      “None of your fucking business!”
    

    
      “Was it your father?”
    

    
      Witt’s face flushed. Rhodes ran his fingertips over the raised tissue. There were areas of dulled sensation where the belt had cut too deeply, causing nerve damage. The sensation, combined with those memories and Rhodes’s tender tone, made him feel vulnerable in unspeakable ways. Witt shivered, then tried to cover it up by attempting to shake Rhodes off. “Get the fuck off!” he screamed. “I’ll fucking kill you!” 
    

    
      “That’s rich!” Rhodes laughed. “How do you intend to do that?”
    

    
      Witt cringed. He pulled against the ropes, but they cut into his wrists and ankles. “Fuck you, man!” His voice cracked. 
    

    
      Rhodes ran his hands down Witt’s back. “That’s not quite the idea.” 
    

    
      “No!” Panic seeped into Witt’s voice. “No! I’m not a fucking faggot! Stop!” 
    

    
      His voice faded into shuddering sobs as one of Rhodes’s hands wandered around Witt’s hip to massage his genitals. He pressed himself against the boy’s back and whispered into his ear.
    

    
      “I’m not!” Witt begged into the mattress. “Please, please, I’m not a faggot, I’m not! Please, don’t hurt me.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” Rhodes almost sounded sincere. “It always hurts the first time.”
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      The boy still hedged every time Rhodes came to fetch him. The man didn’t even have to say anything. For a moment, Witt would resist, biting his lip and burying his hands in the pockets of his robe. For a moment, he would consider fighting. Then he would follow Rhodes down the hall. Rhodes wondered if he would behave differently if he were surrounded by strangers, rather than his classmates.
    

    
              “You get to choose this time,” Rhodes told him as he closed the door to the Bedroom.
    

    
              “
      What you
       get to do to me?” Witt muttered.
    

    
              “Not necessarily…” Witt’s face lit up. “I can think of a few things I would be willing to let 
      you
       do to 
      me
      .”
    

    
              Rhodes stood by the side of the bed, waiting. A smile played at the corner of his mouth. Witt scanned the floor as if he could find inspiration there. He didn’t remove his hands from his pockets, but took a few hesitant steps forward. Finding courage somewhere, Witt stepped close, lifted his face, and kissed him.
    

    
              Rhodes had done innumerable things intimate and unspeakable to his victims, but he had never kissed one on the mouth. Not without more sinister motives. Kissing was reserved for consensual encounters (primarily because it was expected). His eyes widened with surprise. He was filled with pity for the boy: He had never kissed anyone in his life, and it was obvious. 
    

    
              Making an exception to the rules, Rhodes took Witt’s face in his hands, and showed him how it should be done. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Monica still cried whenever Rhodes took Witt to the Bedroom. Listening to her sniffle made Heather ache. She had never understood how Witt could go from their tormentor to the object of her best friend’s affection. On the other hand, Heather’s concept of “tormentor” and “bully” had changed slightly over the past few days. She felt sorry for Witt whenever Rhodes pulled his door open. 
    

    
      She could hear through the walls as Rhodes began to speak, then his voice cut off when the Bedroom door closed. Monica sniffled for the jerk she loved, who had never given her the time of day. 
    

    
      “
      Pssst
      ,” Heather hissed. Monica sniffled, but said nothing. “
      Pssst
      ,” she hissed again. The sniffling stopped. “
      Psssssssssssssst
      ,” Heather drew it out absurdly long. Z chuckled.
    

    
      “What the fuck do you want?” Monica demanded. Now was not the time to joke around with her. 
    

    
      “
      Killjoy, bad guy,
      ” Heather whispered. “
      Big-talking small-fry…
      ” There was a moment of silence. 
    

    
      Monica burst out laughing. 
    

    
      “What the fuck?” Z snickered.
    

    
      When they were younger, and feeling their parents had been unfair, Heather would mutter these words to Monica under her breath. She didn’t explain this to Z. Instead, she began to sing:
    

    
      You suck my blood like a leech
    

    
      You break the law and you preach…
    

    
      He was having trouble hearing her over Monica’s giggling. She managed to stop enough to join Heather singing. She stumbled over some of the words; It 
      being
       years since she had heard the song. 
    

    
      It was the first time she laughed since they were brought there.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Rhodes’s hand started to drift down. He hadn’t reached his destination when he froze. Witt pulled away, scared. Then he heard it too. He hung his head with a groan. Pushing the boy aside, Rhodes left the room. He followed the sound across the landing. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He paused at the door of the White Room to be sure.
    

    
              They were singing. Silently, he entered the room. He was surprised they weren’t more cautious, given what they were singing. They chuckled over the derogatory lyrics, clearly at his expense. He smirked despite the insult, the song pulling him back to a pleasant memory. 
    

    
              Even though Monica was the best singer, Heather was obviously the ring-leader: the lyrics slid off her tongue while Monica did her best to keep up. Z had started to snicker and snort. Peering through the slats, Rhodes found him rolling on the floor. He had a hand pressed over his mouth and his face was red from suppressed laughter. 
    

    
              Yanking the door open, Rhodes fell upon the boy, pummeling him with his fists. Screaming, Z flailed to hit him back. Rhodes was undaunted. The singing was replaced by shocked cries. Now the only sounds were Z’s screams of pain, Rhodes’s angry grunts, and fists hitting the boy’s face. 
    

    
              “Stop!” one of the girls screamed. “Stop it, please!” It was Heather, with an edge of desperation in her voice. Monica sobbed. Rhodes realized this was the distinguishing characteristic between them. 
    

    
              “Please—Avery!” Heather’s voice was heavy with tears. Rhodes paused to catch his breath and listen. Z began to cry, covering his face with his arms. “He didn’t do anything; It was me! I started it!”
    

    
              Once his pulse slowed, Rhodes stood and shut the bleeding boy back in. Opening the door to Heather’s closet, he found her curled against the wall, clutching her hair. 
    

    
              “He didn’t do anything wrong,” she whimpered as he crouched before her. “He didn’t deserve that…”
    

    
              “I know,” he said, brushing the hair from her face. She was an ugly mess. He placed a hand around her throat, forcing her chin up. He was tempted to squeeze, but he had other plans. “You like singing, sweetheart?” He nodded. She mimicked his nod, sniffling. “I have a song you can sing for me.” He continued to nod as her face filled with trepidation. “I know you know it…” He sang softly, “
      Under my thumb…
       I can’t sing; You’ll have to sing it with me: 
      Under my thumb, the girl who once had me down…
      ”
    

    
              She began to sing weakly. He was right: she knew all the words. As she sang, he pushed down his jeans and began to stroke his penis. Heather choked on the words, turning her face away. Shaking his head, he pulled her back. She attempted to continue, but began to hyperventilate.
    

    
              “Shh… shh…” He stroked her face until her breathing evened. He eased his thumb into her mouth, pulling her bottom jaw down. He held up two glistening fingers from his other hand. Before he could press them into her mouth, she jerked her head to the side. He yanked his thumb away as her teeth snapped together. 
    

    
              She bared her teeth and scowled. The muscles of his neck tightened. He tilted his head. She had stood up for Witt, surrendered herself for Z… Rhodes wondered how far this selflessness would go. 
    

    
              “No, no,” he scolded, grabbing her face. “There’s still one more member of your choir who hasn’t been punished, remember that.” Her face fell. He held up his fingers, fluid still clinging to them. “There’s plenty more where this came from… Or you can lick my fucking fingers.”
    

    
              Taking a few deep breaths, Heather allowed him to turn her face back toward him. He hooked his thumb back over her jaw, then slipped his fingers in. With tears streaming down her face, she stared into his black eyes as she sucked the fluid off. 
    

    
              “Very good,” he murmured. “Very good… Do you like it?” She shook her head. Rhodes glanced at Monica’s closet, then removed his fingers from her mouth. “You like it,” he said firmly. 
    

    
              Heather was silent for a moment. Finally, she said in a small voice, “Yes.”
    

    
              “Yes, what?”
    

    
              “Yes, I like it.”
    

    
              “That’s too bad.” He sniffed. “I’m saving the rest for Witt.”
    

    
              Heather replied without thinking: “Shucks.”
    

    
      Grabbing her bottom jaw again, Rhodes jerked her face upward and forced her mouth wide. “You know,” he said, standing over her, “I’m sure I can spare some more.”
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      Heather didn’t eat. Not because she didn’t want to: She counted three times Rhodes brought the others bowls, but not her. When he brought her bottle of water for the day, he would pause.
    

    
      “Do you have something to say to me?” he demanded each time.
    

    
      She dropped her eyes to the floor—if they weren’t there already—and shook her head.
    

    
      “I didn’t think so.” 
    

    
      She would not have minded if he never opened the door at all. She wished she could waste away on the floor. She tried to stop breathing, but that didn’t work very well: She would get heady, forget why she was holding her breath, breathe, remember, repeat. She lay on the floor until Rhodes came to drag her to the bathroom. 
    

    
              It didn’t take long for her to get restless. The thought of escape tugged at her mind until it reduced her to some primitive animal, pacing its cage.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      “Is anyone awake?” Heather’s voice was soft, but jarring in the silence. Witt jerked his hand out from under his robe, as if her mere proximity could give her some kind of omniscience. 
    

    
              “I’m up,” he replied. 
    

    
              “How long have you been awake?”
    

    
              “I dunno,” he scoffed. “Lemme check my phone… Oh, wait…” 
    

    
              “Very funny.” There was a pause. Despite his attitude, Witt was relieved when she continued to speak. “I mean, have you been awake for a while—completely awake? Listening?”
    

    
              “Yes.” This was true, though he would never admit to the reasons why. He had been straining to hear the goings-on beyond the door in hopes of discovering a little more about Rhodes. 
    

    
              “Do you feel safe talking?”
    

    
              “Well—no. But… I don’t think Ave—I don’t think Colossus is here. I mean, I don’t even think he’s in the house. Unless he’s asleep. I think I heard him leave. I haven’t heard a thing in forever... Is it night or day?”
    

    
              “It’s day,” she replied. “At least, the sun was still up when he brought me back. I don’t feel like I’ve been asleep that long.”
    

    
              “No, I think it’s only been an hour or so.”
    

    
              Heather fell silent. An hour or so was not long enough to determine Rhodes was not in the room. 
    

    
              “Why?” Witt asked when she had been silent for too long.
    

    
              Heather decided to throw caution to the wind: “We need to start figuring out a way to escape.”
    

    
              “Whoa!” Witt forgot to check his volume.
    

    
              “The fuck?” Monica grumbled.
    

    
              Heather hissed through her teeth. Witt could not help but feel this was directed at his incredulous response, rather than the fact he woke Monica. “Don’t worry about it. Just go back to sleep.”
    

    
              “What’s going on?”
    

    
              “The 
      Trakkie’s
       talking crazy.”
    

    
              “I have a name, 
      Chuck
      ,” Heather spat.
    

    
              “Will you two please 
      shut the fuck up
      ?” Z’s voice cut in, tinged with fear. 
    

    
      Witt’s face burned. No one but his family ever called him “Chuck” anymore. “
      Heather
      …” he drew it out like a dirty word, “is attempting to hatch an escape plan.”
    

    
      There was a long pause, followed by: “She’s right. We need to start figuring out a way to get out of here.”
    

    
      “Fucking nuts.” Witt was not only scared, he was torn: Rhodes had uncaged a part of him he never imagined he could enjoy. He had hidden from it for so long. Despite the pain, he wanted more of it. 
    

    
      “Witt, it’s going to have to be you. Your door and Monica’s are the only ones that aren’t reinforced. You can break through and let us out.”
    

    
      “Man, fuck that noise!” Witt replied. “For all you know, he’s listening to us right now, waiting. The moment I hit the door, he’s either going to Tase… Taser me—or hit me with that fucking wand.”
    

    
      “That’s a risk you’re going to have to take,” Heather said.
    

    
      “No, fuck that.”
    

    
      “When did you become such a fucking sycophant?” Z demanded.
    

    
      “A what?” Witt’s face burned. 
    

    
      Although everyone had been speaking in hushed tones, Monica did not. “Leave him alone!” 
    

    
      “Both of you,” Z muttered. “You’re both on his side.”
    

    
      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Monica had been listening to Witt being attacked and lost her temper. “He 
      beat
       me. He 
      raped
       me on the side of the 
      fucking
       road. Don’t you dare—!”
    

    
      “Monica, he’s raped all of us,” Heather reminded her. “Them as well.” She raised her voice. “
      All of us
      , Zachariah. We’re all in the same boat. We’re all coping with it differently. But we all need to get out.”
    

    
      “You’re going to get 
      all of us
       killed,” Witt muttered.
    

    
      “We’re all going to die here anyway if we 
      don’t
      . I’d rather die trying to get out than in the process of being raped. Personal preference.”
    

    
      “Colossus might not kill us,” Monica suggested, “if we cooperate. I mean, he doesn’t beat me anymore. I do what he says, tell him what he wants to know, and he… he’s actually pretty nice...” Her voice trailed off as she realized the absurdity of what she was saying. 
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘Tell him what he wants to know’?” Heather asked.
    

    
      There was a pregnant pause. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather got the feeling she had been left out again, just like the bonfire parties.
    

    
      “He asks a lot of questions,” Monica explained. “He likes to talk a lot. He doesn’t talk to you?”
    

    
      “No…” she replied. “I’m usually unconscious, or fighting, or—you know”—she dropped her voice to a mumble—“getting raped.”
    

    
      “He’s never asked you anything incredibly personal?” Z sounded surprised.
    

    
      Heather fell silent. The question hadn’t felt 
      incredibly personal
       when Rhodes asked it, but that was perhaps because she didn’t often have conversations that were not 
      incredibly personal
      . 
    

    
      “Did you know?” Rhodes had asked her. He was done with her, but continued to hover. His hand was heavy on her hip. It felt as if it were burning her skin.
    

    
      “Did I know what?” She was hiding her face in the pillow, not ready to face the world again. 
    

    
      “Did you know that I was going to be your catastrophe?” he elaborated. “When you walked in, you looked at me like you had a sense of what I would do.”
    

    
      Heather snorted. She was lucky he couldn’t see her face, because she rolled her eyes. “Asking that is—” she stopped herself before going into sensitive territory. She hugged the pillow tighter. 
    

    
      “Is what?” He leaned forward, putting more weight on her. 
    

    
      She spoke with hope that he would back off. “I only looked at you like you were not my science teacher.”
    

    
      “That’s not what you were going to say.” He shifted so more of his body was pressing against hers. His skin emitted heat like a furnace.
    

    
      She clutched her hands tighter under the pillow. Perhaps if she said it fast enough, it would be like pulling off a Band-Aid. “Asking me that is like asking if I knew my parents were going to die when I first saw their new car.”
    

    
      “Did you?” He poured salt into the wound.
    

    
      “There is no foreboding.” She glared at him. “If I’ve learned anything from tragedy, it is that there is no way to see it coming. Not with them, and not with you. It’s not a tornado; it’s lightning. And don’t think for one minute”—she shoved him off and leaned up—“that you are my catastrophe.”
    

    
      Rhodes stared up at her with an open-mouthed expression akin to awe, then grabbed her throat and yanked her back down. Pressing her face into the mattress, he leaned with his forearm across the back of her neck. The bones of her spine strained under his weight. She gasped for air. If he shifted any more weight onto her, her neck could snap.  His mouth brushed her ear.
    

    
      “I am your catastrophe, Heather Stokes. You will not survive this. I will be the death of you.” When he released her, she did not move. 
    

    
      Looking back on it, Heather realized it had been pretty personal. 
    

    
      Monica’s voice cut through her epiphany: “He’s never asked you about us?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Witt and Z chimed. While Z sounded excited, Witt sounded worried. 
    

    
      Now Heather was lost. “What 
      about
       you?”
    

    
      “Anything,” Z replied.
    

    
      “Everything,” Monica said. 
    

    
      “No…” Heather answered. “So, Colossus, he… he asks for 
      gossip
      ?” 
    

    
      Witt snorted.
    

    
      “Well, yeah,” Monica said.
    

    
      “Do you tell him?” Heather’s throat was tight; She had trouble squeezing the words out.
    

    
      “If you don’t answer him, he’ll become physical again,” Z said.
    

    
      “But—but—don’t worry,” Monica assured her. “He can’t really tell when you’re lying, or if you’re telling the whole truth. Sometimes he’ll try to call you out on it, but, you know… there’s nothing he can really do about it.”
    

    
      Heather breathed a sigh of relief, but it was cut short. A low chuckle began just outside her door, welling up into laughter. Her breath stuck in her throat. One of the other closets opened. Monica cried out, then began to whimper.
    

    
      Witt had been wrong.
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      Z had been afraid to move for so many reasons.
    

    
              After Rhodes had pinned him to the floor, Z was overwhelmed by the sensation of being ripped open, then something far worse, like his muscles were petrifying. He screamed in pain and pressed his face into the carpet to sob. As soon as he stopped struggling, Rhodes slowed, then stood. Z gasped with relief, believing the man was done with him. 
    

    
              He was wrong. 
    

    
              Rhodes grabbed him by the hair and attempted to pull him to his feet. Still petrified, Z’s knees buckled, leaving Rhodes with a handful of chestnut hair. Puffing it away, he wrapped his arms around Z’s chest, hooked his arms in a chicken-wing and dragged him out of the room. Half-way across the landing, Z’s legs began to cooperate. He struggled and kicked, but he could not throw Rhodes or get his feet under him. Rhodes dragged him into a bedroom and swept his feet out from under him. He lifted the boy like a sandbag and dumped him on the bed.
    

    
              Grabbing the blanket, Z rolled off the other side of the bed. He used it to cover himself as he backed against the wall. Rhodes laughed. He pulled a bottle of water out from under a bedside table and drank. Swinging his arm, he splashed the remainder of the water across the room at Z. He laughed again when the boy flinched. 
    

    
              “Get on the bed,” he said, pointing. 
    

    
              “Fff—” Z began, but stopped himself. “You can go to Hell,” he said instead. 
    

    
              “Don’t make me come get you.”
    

    
              Pinning down his courage, Z raised his chin. “You’re going to have to.” His voice shook despite the brave words. 
    

    
              Rhodes tossed the bottle aside and jumped up on the bed. Z darted around, but Rhodes jumped down onto the trailing blanket. Tangled, Z flew forward, slamming his jaw shut on the edge of his tongue. His mouth filled with searing pain and the metallic taste of blood. He saw stars. The room lurched about him as he regained his feet and ran toward the door. 
    

    
              The door was locked. 
      Who the fuck locks a door from the outside?
    

    
              The answer collided with him from behind, pinning him. Rhodes twisted the boy’s arms until the tendons felt like they were tearing.
    

    
              “Come to bed,” he whispered. 
    

    
              “Just kill me!” Z begged. “Just… just… kill me now.”
    

    
              “Not yet,” Rhodes replied. Z wished he had simply gotten on the bed. He began to scream. He could barely hear Rhodes murmuring as he thrust: “I will—I promise—but not until after I’ve had my fun.”
    

    
              When Rhodes had finished with Z, he let him fall to the ground and donned a pair of jeans that had been lying on the Bedroom floor. He left without another word. Z clutched his knees to his chest. The hardwood floor was uncomfortable. The room grew cold. The petrified sensation was slow to fade and left him with the dull ache of an open wound. He wanted to lie down, curled up in a ball, but was afraid to shift his legs.
    

    
              A 
      crack!
       shot through the house, followed by splintering and banging. Each sound made Z flinch. When he clenched his jaw, a jolt of pain shot through his broken teeth. Digging his nails into his scalp, he opened his mouth in a silent, desperate scream. He began to shudder with sobs. 
    

    
      Soon after the noise faded, the Bedroom door swung open, hitting Z and knocking him off-balance. Rhodes peered around the door and snorted at the obstruction.  
    

    
              “You’re still here,” he observed. “I’m surprised you didn’t try to break down the door, or jump out the window… but it seems you learned your lesson.”
    

    
              The man’s voice pulled Z out of his shock. Anger and bitterness boiled up in his chest. He took a deep, rattling breath to reply, but kept his mouth shut. Rhodes sounded like his father. 
    

    
              Disappearing around the corner, Rhodes returned with another bottle of water. He surprised Z by sitting against the wall between him and the door. He opened the bottle and offered it to the boy. Z fixed his eyes on a point on the floor. Rhodes stretched his legs out in front of him and drank the rejected water. 
    

    
              They sat in silence for a moment. Z fought the urge to glance at him. He was plotting ways to kill him when Rhodes spoke: “Who beat you?” His tone was so conversational and the question so personal, Z was caught off-guard. 
    

    
              “The 
      fuck
       did you say?” He turned to glare at him.
    

    
              “I asked,” Rhodes’s voice hardened at the boy’s tone, “who beat you.”
    

    
              Z found the ability to move. He shifted his legs and slid his hands down to cover his genitals. Rhodes finished the bottle and threw it across the room. It ricocheted off the walls in the corner and landed spinning on the floor under the end of the bed.  
    

    
               “If you don’t 
      want
       to talk,” Rhodes said, “there are 
      other
       things I can think of—” 
    

    
              “
      Why
      ?” Z demanded. He checked his tone and repeated, “Why do you want to know?”
    

    
              “Because I’m a curious guy.”
    

    
              “What makes you think I was beaten?”
    

    
              “If you hadn’t been, that would have been your first question.” He locked eyes with the boy. Z fought to hold his gaze, but was so disturbed by the sense Rhodes could read his thoughts, he broke away. 
    

    
              “My father… used to… sometimes,” he answered. Rhodes nodded. Z continued, more to himself than to Rhodes, “Isn’t that always the case?”
    

    
              “No.” The finality of the word made Z look him over. His eyes landed on a pock-shaped scar on his right side, just under his ribcage. He found another one, larger, on the opposite side of his torso. Seeing as Rhodes felt at liberty to ask personal questions, Z took liberties as well. 
    

    
              “Did you get shot?”
    

    
              “Yes,” Rhodes replied, running his hand absently over the exit wound. 
    

    
              “How?”
    

    
              “Someone fired a gun at me.”
    

    
              Z rolled his eyes. Rhodes’s hand flew up, smacking him. 
    

    
              “Don’t you roll your eyes at me.”
    

    
              Z nodded, eyes closed. He could feel blood from his nose running over his mouth and down his chin. 
    

    
              Pushing himself to his feet, Rhodes jabbed a finger toward the bathroom. “Clean that up,” he told the boy, then disappeared into the Bedroom.
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      Rhodes jerked awake. He hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but the strange hours he had adopted forced him to take sleep when he could get it. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have thought he had a rat. At first, he thought it was the sound of digging and crumbling that woke him, but after a moment, Z spoke again.
    

    
              “I said, 
      stop
      !” Z warned. “Whatever he does, if Colossus comes in here and sees that you’ve messed up your closet, he will make it much, much worse.” The sounds stopped for a moment. Heather made that disparaging hiss between her teeth. Rhodes hated that sound… or loved it. He couldn’t decide. “I should know,” Z added. 
    

    
      Rhodes had made it clear to him that he would have been gentle for their first encounter had Z not damaged his door frame. Rhodes had spare doors—but not a spare door frame; He had to improvise to make repairs.
    

    
              “I’m going to get us out of here,” Heather replied. 
    

    
      Rhodes sighed. There was a crack and the sound of crumbling. She had just pulled a large section of drywall away, exposing the interior of the closet walls. Rhodes shot to his feet.
    

    
              “Oh, 
      merde
      .” She had exposed the rebar. 
    

    
              “You’re not even wearing any clothes,” Rhodes said. “How are you going to escape without any clothes?”
    

    
              “Fuck…” 
      Witt
       murmured. Silence fell. No one breathed. 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled Heather’s door open. She was a sight to see: pressing herself against the back wall, hands covered in gypsum chalk. It dusted her dark hair. There were streaks and handprints all over her face and body. She attempted to cover her nakedness with her arms and hands, streaking her breasts and pubic hair with white. 
    

    
              The wall to the right was marred with pits and furrows. A large chunk had been pulled away. It lay on the floor among piles of chalk dust. The hole in the wall exposed two iron bars, four inches apart. 
    

    
              Rhodes surveyed the damage, letting Heather sweat in silence. Finally, “I’m still waiting to hear your master plan.”        
    

    
              “I haven’t thought of that part yet,” she breathed. 
    

    
              Despite himself, Rhodes smiled. He was surprised she had kept her humor this long. Even though she was within reach, he beckoned her forward. She shook her head. Fear didn’t show on her face, but she was trembling. 
    

    
              “Look at this!” He gestured toward the damage as if he cared. “I’m going to have to fix this.” He ran his fingers around the edges of the hole. “Whatever you were doing, Just Heather, you wasted your time. This is too low for comfortable voyeurism, and too high to be a glory hole.” Heather’s guarded expression broke: her mouth twitched upon hearing the unfamiliar term. “What, you don’t know what a glory hole is?” 
    

    
              “It’s a glass-blowing term,” she whispered, unsure. Witt snorted, but she continued, “It’s a—” 
    

    
              Rhodes prevented her from embarrassing herself further. “It’s so much more than that!” He pointed to the floor in front of him. “Get on your knees; I’ll show you what it is.”
    

    
              Heather shook her head. “I’ll bite you,” she warned in a small voice. 
    

    
              “I will 
      kill
       you.” 
    

    
              She shook her head, regaining her certainty. “You would go into shock before I could even spit.”
    

    
              Despite the threat, he smirked. (
      Damn, she’s good.
      ) Grabbing her arm, he pulled her out of the closet.
    

    
              Witt had been pacing the small area of his closet. He jerked his head up when Rhodes pulled his door open. Freezing mid-step, his eyes widened at the sight of Heather’s naked body. Blushing, he turned away. 
    

    
      But Rhodes had other plans. Pulling Heather in front of him, he forced her hands away from her body. He managed to pin her arms over her head by lacing his hand around her left arm, behind her neck, and grabbing her right. 
    

    
      “Look at her, Witt,” Rhodes said admiringly. He grabbed her chin with his free hand, and forced her to face the boy. “She’s not much in the face, but her musculature is amazing.” He released her chin and ran his hand down her body as he spoke, making her squirm. “It’s 
      almost
       as impressive as yours and Z’s. She’s not soft, like Moné-sha, not like most women. What do you think?”
    

    
      Witt had been avoiding looking, but now he glanced over her. He shrugged. “She’s OK,” he muttered, looking down at the floor. 
    

    
      Rhodes shoved her into the boy. Witt held out a hand to steady her, but she retreated into a corner, covering herself again. He fixed his eyes on Rhodes. 
    

    
      “Witt,” Rhodes said, “you’re familiar with the concept of a glory hole.”
    

    
      Blushing, Witt dropped his eyes to the floor and nodded.
    

    
      “Ever use one?”
    

    
      He shook his head, beginning to fidget. 
    

    
      “Heather doesn’t know what a glory hole is. We’re going to illustrate the concept for her. Show her what we worked on yesterday.”
    

    
      Witt’s face flushed almost as red as his hair. He made an almost-imperceptible shake of his head. Rhodes stepped forward, putting a hand around the back of Witt’s neck and pulling him away from the wall.
    

    
      “Show her how it’s done.” He gently forced the boy down to his knees. Realizing what was about to happen, Heather closed her eyes and faced the wall. 
    

    
      “Imagine—Heather, open your eyes, you’re being rude to Witt.” 
    

    
      She took a deep breath and forced herself to stare into his black eyes as he spoke.
    

    
      “Imagine, now,” he began again, “a hole in the stall of a public men’s room, about this height.” He placed a hand on the top of Witt’s head, then undid his jeans and pulled out his penis. Witt met his eyes for a moment before taking it into his mouth. Heather’s face flushed, and she turned away again.
    

    
      “Arguably, a straight man cannot be accused of being gay if he sticks his cock through the hole, and he cannot see whether it is a man or a woman servicing him on the other side.” As he spoke, Rhodes ran his hands into Witt’s hair, steering his pace. “I don’t concern myself with such things, as you can see. You should watch, Just Heather. He’s not perfect, but he’s quite good… I’m going to teach you next.”
    

    
      The thought made her gag. Rhodes chuckled. He continued in silence, then stroked the boy’s face. “Don’t swallow,” he whispered. “Don’t—” He closed his eyes and grunted. 
    

    
      Heather attempted to dart past him. A hand shot out, slamming her against the wall. He turned to her, still holding his bottom lip between his teeth. Witt recoiled, startled. Rhodes beckoned him to his feet. Taking Witt’s face in his free hand, Rhodes pressed his mouth over the boy’s. Heather gagged again. Rhodes pushed Witt away, grabbed Heather’s face, and pressed his mouth over hers. She yelped. Bending double, she vomited watery bile onto the floor. 
    

    
      With some glittering fluid still clinging to his chin, Rhodes laughed. He clapped a hand on Witt’s shoulder. The boy looked numb and ashamed, staring at Heather’s shuddering back and heaving shoulders. 
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” Rhodes said. “I’ll make her clean it up.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather knelt on the floor of her closet, her stomach still not quite right. She repeatedly ran a hand over her face, resisting the urge to spit. Rhodes placed a foot on her back and shoved her farther down. A putty knife scraped over her spine, sending shocks of pain down her back. She heard it sliding over the drywall as he slapped spackling over his patch. Jerking the blade, he slung the excess back on her. 
    

    
      “Hand me the 150-grit.” He held his hand out.
    

    
      Holding her breath so an exasperated sigh could not escape, Heather peered into the 5-gallon bucket in front of her. A variety of hand tools invited her to stab him with them. But she flipped through the sandpaper instead, and obediently passed him the 150-grit sheet.
    

    
      “And if you even think,” he warned as he smoothed the spackling, “of damaging this room again”—he paused to crouch down and take her chin in his hand—“I’ll buy an O-ring gag just for you.” He ran his thumb over her lips and smirked.
    

    
      She didn’t know what that meant, but she didn’t want to find out.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      “
      Psst
      … 
      Trakkie
      ?” Enough time had passed for Witt to believe Rhodes wasn’t in the room. Heather was skeptical and did not reply. “I’m sorry about earlier,” Witt continued despite her silence. “I didn’t know he was going to do that.”
    

    
      There was a long pause. No one spoke. She didn’t even hear breathing. She sighed. “Yeah, well, none of us knew that he was going to kidnap and rape us, either.”
    

    
      “No…” Witt replied, then blurted out, “and, personally… I don’t think your face is that bad, either.”
    

    
      Heather hissed between her teeth. “Witt?”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Go to Hell.”
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      Rhodes clutched Heather’s hands in his, pinning them to the mattress. Sweat dripped from his chest onto her back and rolled down her ribcage. He had found this tactic limited his range of motion, but required fewer stitches. It also distressed Heather far more than any other position. Despite these perks, he was brief. After a few minutes, he grunted with orgasm and released her. She jerked her arms under her body, and rolled onto her side. As soon as Rhodes disappeared into the bathroom, she pulled up the sheet and wrapped it around her shoulders. She thought longingly of every scrap of clothing she had ever taken for granted.
    

    
      Rhodes was agitated. He emerged from the bathroom, chewing his thumbnail as he crossed to the window. He ran his other hand over his face and hair with jerky movements. He stood at the window, staring into the woods. He made no indication he was ready to return her to the White Room. 
    

    
      Heather had seen his symptoms before: Monica’s step-father, Sean Shatterthwaith, just before his youngest was born, just before Heather’s parents had died. She took a deep breath, collecting her courage—or her recklessness. She held the sheet up to her chin as if it would protect her should he choose he didn’t like the question. 
    

    
      “Do you smoke back home?”
    

    
              Rhodes smelled his hands. Even at his worst, he smelled like sex and clean sweat. He returned his thumbnail to his mouth. Realizing what had betrayed him, he jerked his hand away. 
    

    
      “No,” he said, inspecting the damage. “I quit after Detroit, but I want a cigarette whenever…” He paused, reconsidering his words. “I want a cigarette today.”
    

    
      She regretted asking. He had answered so unassumingly, so many other questions gripped her mind, competing for an audience
    

    
              “What happened in Detroit?” 
    

    
              “I fucked a bunch of people, then murdered them. Well…” He shook his head.
    

    
              Heather blanched at his casual tone. “When?”  
    

    
              “Uhh…” Rhodes groaned. He beat the cushion of the wicker chair in the corner, then collapsed into it. “2002. No…” He stared into space, counting. “’97. 1997. There, I’ve told you a story. Now, it’s your turn. Distract me.”
    

    
              “I don’t know any stories.” 
    

    
              “Lies. I listen to you tell stories 
      to the others
       all the time.” 
    

    
      Heather’s throat tightened. 
    

    
      “Tell me one of those stories—one of the rabbit stories.” 
    

    
              The change in Heather’s expression was subtle, but Rhodes saw it: Her jaw clenched. Her eyes narrowed. She had steeled herself. Rhodes was curious how long she would be able to maintain it. He was already plotting ways to test it.
    

    
              “Those aren’t 
      for
       you,” she said.
    

    
              He scoffed. His hand returned to his mouth. He chewed on the tip of his forefinger before running a hand over his face again. He tugged the hair at the back of his head, then dropped his hand to his knee with a 
      clap!, 
      making her flinch.
    

    
              “I don’t feel like moving,” he warned her, parsing out his words. “If I have to get back up to 
      come
       over there…”
    

    
              Heather turned to the window. Her heart pounded in her chest. Her throat was tight. The thought of sharing her stories with this man made her heart ache. They were for the hurt and the scared, like she had been when she was forced to sleep over at Grandpa’s house, like David when he was so afraid of dogs that he refused to leave the house, like Monica, Witt, and Z... 
    

    
              “You better be searching for inspiration out there.”
    

    
              Heather jerked her head to meet his hard gaze. “Fuck you.” 
    

    
      Rhodes balked. She had not sworn over the several days she had been there. He didn’t know it, but it was the first time she had sworn since her parents died. 
    

    
              “Hmm… hm-hm-hm,” Rhodes began, his humming becoming a staccato chuckle. When he stood, she slid to the opposite side of the bed. He ignored her retreat, going instead to the bedside table and unlocking the top drawer. 
    

    
              “Your throat still 
      hurt
      , Just Heather?” he asked, pulling out a length of thin white rope. He found the ends and spread his arms, checking the length. It was about six feet long. 
    

    
              
      You’re about to die.
       Her throat went dry, muscles tensed. Her heart slowed to a dull throb. She couldn’t breathe. Her head began to swim. Rhodes pursed his lips. Without looking, he folded the rope together and tied a knot with skillful fingers. Heather anticipated a noose, but the result was a simple-looking bowline knot. 
    

    
              “I would ask if you’ve changed your mind at all in the last few seconds, but your stories 
      aren’t for me
      . Perhaps you will find your audience a bit broader when you have a limited supply of air.” 
    

    
              Heather lowered herself off the edge of the bed. 
      He’s not going to kill you
      , she realized, with limited relief. 
      He’s just going to torture you—again
      .   
    

    
              Rhodes climbed onto the bed, the rope dangling from his hand. Despite the small knot, it still looked alarmingly like a noose. “You’re just making things worse for yourself.”
    

    
              Heather opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. She backed against the wall, clutching the sheet around her, tugging the hospital corners loose from the foot of the mattress. He stood on the edge of the bed. Both waited for the other to make the first move. Heather’s eyes darted around the room. She took a deep breath. Rhodes realized his vulnerability just before she jerked the sheet up, yanking his feet out from under him. He toppled to the floor with a cry. 
    

    
              “Cunt!”
    

    
              Heather rounded the bed again. Rhodes tore the remaining linens from the mattress and tossed them into the corner. He studied her as he took several deep breaths. He regained his composure. The angry red faded from his face. She flinched when he shot forward and disappeared under the bed. She jumped on top of it. Realizing she might be in a vulnerable position, she stepped onto the bedside table. The drawer was ajar. She slid it open with a toe.  The blade of a hunting knife glinted up at her. She crouched to grab it. 
    

    
              The far end of the bed flew up toward her. The bedframe hit vertical and careened over. The headboard slammed into her, knocking her to the floor. The impact with the hardwood floor knocked the air from her lungs. The bedframe struck the bedside table and the mattress fell, landing on top of her. The weight shifted as Rhodes walked across it, crushing her thigh, then hip. She screamed, wasting precious air. The weight disappeared.
    

    
              For a few blissful seconds, the weight of the mattress lessened. Light grew brighter, and she was able to gulp air, but the coarse rope scraped over her face. She began to scream again, but was cut off as the rope tightened. She clawed at the mattress as she was dragged out from under it. The sheet, pinned by the mattress, unraveled, leaving her naked. 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled the rope hand-over-hand, wrapping the excess around his forearm. In a moment of oxygen-deprived euphoria, Heather thought he resembled a genuine cowboy. The moment passed when he fell back into the chair and pulled her between his feet. She stole a few heavenly lungfuls of air as he slipped a hand under her arm and pulled her into a sitting position with her back against the chair. Rhodes tightened the rope, pressing the knot into her neck. 
    

    
              Heather attempted to twist around, flailing to grab the rope and scratch his hands. He lifted his legs and used them to force her back into position. 
    

    
              “Now,” he said, loosening the knot by a finger’s width, “how does the story begin?” She gulped air and began to cough, but did not speak. He pushed the knot tight again. “You’re running out of time, Just Heather. I was tired before we started this game. You don’t want to try my patience now.” He waited for her face to begin turning purple before releasing her.
    

    
              This time, she managed to croak out a word before another violent coughing fit.
    

    
              “I didn’t understand you,” he said, threatening to tighten the rope again.
    

    
              “One—!” she shrieked. “One… one day…”
    

    
              “That’s better,” Rhodes muttered. He loosened the rope a little more, brushing the hair away from her red face. Some of the capillaries in her eyes had burst, turning her gaze red.  He leaned back in the chair. 
    

    
              “One day,” she rasped, “Rabbit was traveling down a lane—No!” He had leaned up to tighten the rope again. 
    

    
              “You used an accent.”
    

    
              “I can’t!” Her rasping voice provided evidence. 
    

    
              “And the rabbit, he had a name.” 
    

    
              “Br’er…” She leaned forward, attempting to hide her face, but the rope prevented her. She found unlikely shelter by pressing her face against his leg. She took a few deep breaths. 
    

    
              It was not one of the stories she told the others. Heather cobbled together elements from those stories with a short Mark Twain tale she had read once. This soothed her pride, but it did nothing to alleviate the burning in her throat and around her neck. 
    

    
      Whenever she hesitated to gather her thoughts, Rhodes would tighten the rope. Never as tight as he had earlier, or for as long, but enough to get her attempting to talk again. She twisted around at one point to look at his face, and found him wearing a curious smirk. Her throat constricted without the rope this time: He knew she was cheating. 
    

    
      When she finished the story, he leaned back, snickering. Heather took several deep breaths, flinching every time he moved. He reached up, placing his hand on the knot. 
    

    
      “You forgot the bit about the hillbilly learning how to speak Bird,” he said in a low voice. She dared to meet his eye. His face broke into a broad smile. He removed his legs from her shoulders, pulled the rope loose, and lifted the loop over her head. 
    

    
      Heather began to breathe easier. Scooting away from the chair, she struggled to her feet. She put as much distance between her and Rhodes as the walls would allow. 
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      Heather searched every inch of her closet for weaknesses. Since Rhodes had reinforced the slats, she could not find any. She knew now she could not tear through the walls; The closets were cages lined with drywall. She attempted to pull the door frame away from the wall around the door, but only succeeded in creating a paper-thin gap and breaking the remainder of her nails.
    

    
              She did, however, find a crack in the sill sweep at the bottom of the door, where a screw had split the metal. Bending it back and forth, she managed to pry away a pliant, nine-inch strip of aluminum. Sliding it between the door and frame, she attempted to unlatch the door. The strip was ragged and broken on one side and bit into her hand, leaving pricks and delicate red lines across her palm. After an hour, she manipulated it enough to press in the latch.
    

    
              She waited a long time, holding her breath. Rhodes had taken Z and Monica out together. There was no telling where he could be. After a long silence, she pushed the door open and peered about. When she wasn’t assaulted, she padded over to the outer door. The sill sweep was too flimsy to make a useful weapon, but she held it as if it were. Slowly, she turned the knob.
    

    
              It was locked. 
    

    
              A door opened and closed somewhere within the house. Trying to be as quiet as possible, Heather shot back into her closet and pulled the door shut. It clicked much louder than she would have liked. 
    

    
      “What the fuck are you doing?” Witt hissed. 
    

    
      Heather hushed him. The door opened, driving them both to silence. She could hear Monica sniffling as she was returned to her closet. 
    

    
      Realizing the sill sweep was still in her hand, Heather crammed it into the crack between the door frame and the wall. It wasn’t entirely concealed; She prayed Rhodes would never be in the position to find it.
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      July, 2003
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Heather ran until her lungs ached. She had attempted to keep pace with her teammates, but she could feel them glancing at her. She didn’t want their pity, or their glances. Breaking into a sprint, she out-stripped them all. 
    

    
              The only times Heather ever felt free was when she was running. She imagined herself flying. If she was competing, she visualized running from some beast chomping on her heels. She tried to describe her method to the others once, but they had looked at her like she was crazy. She had learned to keep her thoughts to herself, or risk losing the few friends she had.
    

    
              Not knowing where else to go, Heather ran to the school, where their training runs took them. She ran to the middle of the practice field, then let herself collapse. One-by-one, the others fell on the grass around her.
    

    
      Heather had no doubt this rescue mission had been orchestrated by the former captain of the track team, a girl named 
      Charli
      . She had graduated less than a month ago. Already her hair was a vivid shade of blue and half-cropped—an unnatural style banned by the school district. As soon as Heather was flat on her back, Charli laid her head on her torso and took her hand. They lay in silence. Heather preferred this to the concerned expressions and shoulder-stroking she had received all week. 
    

    
              “Footballers,” Kyle warned, bringing up the rear and falling into the pile. 
    

    
      At the far end of the field, the junior varsity team was milling about in their purple and white gear. They glared at the track team, talking among themselves, but they did not take the field. 
    

    
              When one player was shoved forward, Charli laughed. “Looks like someone got the shit end of the stick.”
    

    
              No one recognized him as he came closer. 
    

    
              “Hey,” he called as he approached the team. “We need the field.” He glanced over the group as if they were a pride of lions. “For practice.”
    

    
              “Well, ain’t that berries,” Charli sneered, responding more to his Yankee accent than his request. 
    

    
              “Call ‘em ‘Trakkies’!” Witt’s voice was undeniable. 
    

    
              “Suck our cocks!” Charli yelled back.  
    

    
              The strange boy lifted his feet high to step around the bodies. He hovered over Heather and Charli, standing in the sun so they could see him. Lord, he was cute. His green eyes looked gold when he met Heather’s gaze.
    

    
              “Your name’s Heather, right?”
    

    
              She heaved a sigh, knowing what was coming next. She nodded.
    

    
              “I’m sorry about your parents.” Without another word, he made his way back over the bodies. He was surrendering the field to her.
    

    
              “Wait!” She leaned up, forcing Charli up as well. The boy paused. “What’s your name?”
    

    
      “Zachariah.” 
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Z lay on the floor of his closet. As time went on, he adjusted to the strange schedule of the house. His bruises were beginning to fade. His exhausted muscles were recovering from the constant stream of adrenaline that hit him every time a door opened or closed. Rhodes had returned Witt to his closet not long ago. Z was able to convince himself they were safe, at least for the next few hours. 
    

    
              Witt was sniffling in the closet opposite. Z felt sorry for him. He had cried as well, but he managed to compose himself—at least the sounds he made—before being returned to the others. For some reason, Witt was having a harder time of it: He cried quietly or sniffled, even if hours had passed and they had not heard from Rhodes. 
    

    
              “You OK, bro?” Z had asked as soon as the outer door closed. 
    

    
              “I’m fine,” Witt replied. He made an effort to control his sniffling for a few minutes, but failed.
    

    
              “I know how you feel.” 
    

    
              “You really 
      don’t
      ,” Witt snapped. 
    

    
              Confused by what Witt could possibly mean—and even a little angry—Z fell silent. 
    

    
              The silence was broken again after an hour. Witt had controlled his sniffling, but let out a deep, shuddering sigh. Z was about to speak again, but Monica beat him to it. 
    

    
              “Did he hurt you, Witt?” she asked. “I mean… 
      did
       he beat you? Are you bleeding or anything?”
    

    
              
      Of course!
       Z thought, ashamed. 
      He could seriously be injured over there. Why didn’t you think of that?
    

    
              “I’m fine,” Witt repeated in the same curt tone.
    

    
              “He won’t hurt you, you know, if you don’t fight,” Monica pointed out in a small voice.
    

    
              Barely audible, Heather hissed between her teeth. 
      Proud, iron Heather
      . 
    

    
              “I 
      don’t
       fight.” His voice was less gruff, but more dejected. “He didn’t beat me. I’m not hurt.”
    

    
              “I don’t see how you do it,” Heather muttered. Her voice was hoarse, almost alien.
    

    
              “Do what?” Monica’s voice had a defensive edge to it. 
    

    
              “Just let him do what he wants.” Heather lowered her voice and added, “It makes me sick… just thinking about him.”
    

    
              “And that’s why you get 
      carried
       back and 
      thrown around
       instead of… of just being allowed to sleep,” Monica snapped. 
    

    
              Heather stammered a few times before she squeezed out, “Sleep? ‘Allowed to sleep’? How the f—
      What
      ? How can you 
      sleep
      ?”
    

    
              As Heather spoke, Z could hear Monica shift around through the wall. She let out a whimper. Z had never seen the girls fight before, but he was certain it was not something he wanted to escalate. The last thing he wanted was for Monica to start crying again. 
    

    
              “Heather, not everyone can turn themselves off like you can,” he said.
    

    
              “I 
      can’t
       turn it off,” Heather replied. “If I could turn it off, we wouldn’t be having this discussion.”
    

    
              “Som—Sometimes he lets 
      me
       fuck 
      him
      .” 
    

    
              Everyone was shocked into silence. They all had their own reasons for keeping quiet: Despite his revulsion, Z knew what she was referring to, but he couldn’t imagine admitting it aloud. In the silence, Heather’s breathing became ragged. Witt made a strange noise and started to sniffle again. 
    

    
              “It’s not… It’s…” Monica sounded like she was having trouble choosing her words. Her voice began to shudder. When she finally got it out, her words jumbled together. “If I can forget that it’s him, it’s 
      prettydamngood
      .”
    

    
              Heather didn’t hiss this time as much as growled. Z couldn’t believe what he was hearing, either. He couldn’t imagine forgetting who it was. He couldn’t stop staring at that scar, that pock on Rhodes’s side.
    

    
              “Nobody wants to fucking hear this,” Witt grumbled.
    

    
              “Heather, you should… should stop fighting… try it sometime…” Monica trailed off.
    

    
              
      Why the fuck would she say something like that?
    

    
              His question was answered when his door opened silently. He shot to his feet as Rhodes slid inside. He grabbed Z’s face, covering his mouth, but released him when he made no attempt to struggle or make a sound. Rhodes let his hands slide down to the boy’s neck, pulling him close and pressing against his body. He began to whisper into Z’s ear.
    

    
              Now everything Monica had said made sense. Z closed his eyes. His stomach twisted in knots. He had to fight to keep his voice even. “It—it’s true,” he said. He could hear Monica begin to cry.
    

    
              “What’s true?” Heather grumbled. She was oblivious to the wolf in their midst.
    

    
              “Tell her,” Rhodes whispered, his lips 
      brushed
       Z’s face.
    

    
              “Sometimes he… he’ll make 
      me
       fuck 
      him
      .” He took a deep breath and hung his head in shame.
    

    
              “That’s disgusting,” Monica said between sobs. 
    

    
              “You shouldn’t say that,” Heather hissed. 
    

    
              Rhodes sniggered at Heather’s new-found sensitivity. “Go on,” he prompted. His hand drifted down Z’s body until his fingers curled around his testicles. Z tried hard to focus on anything else, raising his head to stare at the ceiling. 
    

    
              “Tell her you like it,” Rhodes demanded, squeezing. 
    

    
              “I… It…” Z stammered. This would be so much easier if Rhodes were feeding him lines. He turned to the man beseechingly, but Rhodes simply grinned. “I li—I enjoy it…” Rhodes nodded. Z swallowed hard. He braced himself. “But not… not because it feels good or… or anything, but it gives me a chance to hurt him.” He managed to get it out without stammering. “And he has no idea,” he added, turning to stare into the man’s dark eyes.
    

    
              Rhodes’s grin faded, then twisted into a sneer. Covering Z’s mouth, he mercifully released his genitals, but twisted the boy’s arm back until the shoulder bulged in the socket, threatening to pop out. Z whimpered as the tendons began to tear. He gasped with relief when Rhodes paused. He pressed his cheek against Z’s. 
    

    
              No longer concerned with silence, Rhodes shoved Z into the wall. “I guess we’re not playing 
      that
       game anymore.” He slammed Z’s door shut, yanked the outer door open, then slammed it as well. If Z hadn’t known any better, he would have thought Rhodes was making a point in revealing his presence. 
    

    
              “What the fuck?” Witt breathed. “Was he here the whole time?”
    

    
              Z clutched his shoulder and did not reply. No one replied. They were all convinced Rhodes was still in the room. 
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      Heather’s knuckles were pearly white. Her fingers chafed and wrists ached from the force with which she clutched the metal bars of the headboard. But she refused to let go. Perhaps if she focused on the pain in front of her, she could drown out what was happening behind. 
    

    
      “Do you like that?” Rhodes 
      panted
      .
    

    
      “No!” she cried out from where she was hiding her face under her arm. 
    

    
      “C’mon!” He thrust more violently. “Say you like it!”
    

    
      “No!” She managed to make her voice sound less desperate, more bitter.
    

    
      “Tell me.” Rhodes, softening his pace, reached around her hip to massage her genitals. 
    

    
      A jolt—almost a tickling sensation—shot through her loins. “Go to Hell!” The desperation returned. She had to clench her jaw to keep from crying out.
    

    
      He grinned. “Say it…” he murmured, “and I’ll give you clothing.”
    

    
      “No…” Beginning to sob, she buried her face in the mattress. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather clutched the toilet seat, retching. Nothing but water came out, clouded yellow with bile. When the sickness subsided, she spit. She wondered if these visits to kneel on the bathroom floor were becoming a ritual. 
    

    
      “Just Heather.” Rhodes leaned against the door frame. A white robe dangled from his hand. “You earned it.”
    

    
      Heather discovered she was not quite done heaving.
    

    
      “You get sick a lot,” he observed. “I must be feeding you too much.”
    

    
      “Ha ha ha… ha ha…” She spit again. “I haven’t eaten since I got here.”
    

    
      Rhodes nodded absently. Heather rinsed her face and mouth at the sink. He draped the robe across her back on his way to the toilet. She hurried out of the bathroom, pulling the silky material over her shoulders. Her throat was tight with shame. It was bittersweet, finally being able to cover herself—at the cost of her dignity. 
      But what does that matter anymore?
    

    
      When Rhodes emerged, he found her standing at the Bedroom door. She had no desire to be dragged or thrown right now. She waited for him, eyes cast down, scrutinizing the door like a work of art. She reached out and touched it with the tips of her fingers. She imagined her hand sinking through it like liquid, but the wood held solid. 
    

    
      Rhodes studied this behavior and sighed. He wasn’t 
      breaking
       her; She was 
      cracking
      . He put a hand on each of her shoulders and steered her back toward the bed. She attempted to hide a shuddering breath, but he could feel it through her bones. He spread the linens across the bed. Holding them up, he beckoned her underneath.
    

    
      She stared at the bed for a moment, then looked at him askance. She was so overcome by exhaustion, the thought of being teased like this set her on the verge of tears. 
    

    
      “Get in.” Softening his tone, he said, “I’m not hurting you. Get in.”
    

    
      With another shuddering breath, she slid under the covers. Rhodes flicked off the lights and climbed in after her.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather didn’t know how long she laid awake with Rhodes’s arm across her chest. Just as the others reported, he fell asleep the moment his head hit the pillow. 
    

    
      A storm started in the dark hours of the morning, invading Heather’s dreams. As the rain fell in torrents outside the window, she perceived the room filling with water. She could hear it rising and felt it soak its way up the sheets. Rhodes continued sleeping, oblivious. 
    

    
      Drowning would be a fine way to go
      , she thought. 
    

    
      The cold hit her first, making her teeth chatter as it saturated the sheets. She gasped at the shock as water rushed over the top of the mattress. Rhodes didn’t seem to notice. He was lying on his side, his arm still draped over her. As the water rose over his face, Heather was surprised to feel a pang of concern. 
    

    
      Maybe you should wake him up?
    

    
      But it was too late for that. As the water closed over her face, she closed her eyes. She held her breath as long as she could, but it became too painful. She inhaled, pulling the icy water into her lungs. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Coughing and gasping, Heather shot up. The rain outside had subsided to an early-morning shower, the beautiful kind, with the sun shining through somewhere. The raindrops clinging to the window became tiny prisms. 
    

    
      The room was as it had been when Rhodes turned off the light. He had rolled over and thrown off the covers at some point during the night. His bare back glistened with sweat, despite the air conditioning making goosebumps rise on her arms. Her feet and hands were stiff with cold. The heavy blanket had fallen off the bed.
    

    
      Without disturbing him, Heather sank down to the floor and pulled the blanket around her body. She sat with her back against the bed, staring through the window at the cloudy sky. At that moment, she felt safe enough to cry. 
    

    
      She didn’t know Rhodes had gotten up until he stepped around the foot of the bed. He moved without a sound, pulling on a red Thierry Noir t-shirt. He didn’t say anything. Heather hugged her legs to her chest, wishing she could remain there. Her wish was granted: The Bedroom door opened and closed. The room was silent and still.
    

    
      When the door opened again, Heather sighed. On the floor, against the bed, watching the rain patter on, life didn’t seem so bad. She was certain Rhodes had returned to ruin it.
    

    
      But Rhodes is a man of surprises. He came around the end of the bed, a large plate in hand. He sat cross-legged, facing her. 
    

    
      “Omelet?” He offered her a plate heaped with egg, assorted vegetables, and pieces of bacon. The rich smell hit her. She had to turn her head. The sudden stimulus threatened to turn her stomach inside-out. He sliced off a bit with a fork and shoved it into his mouth. He cut a smaller piece and held the fork up to her face. Heather eyed it, trying not to betray how desperately she wanted it. 
    

    
      “I’m still not hurting you,” he said, pushing the fork closer. 
    

    
      She held up a hand. “Have the others eaten?” 
    

    
      “I didn’t have that many eggs.”
    

    
      Heather turned her head away. 
    

    
      Giving up on feeding her, he ate the piece himself. “They just got oatmeal.” He took another bite. 
    

    
      She glanced at the omelet. He speared another bit and pushed it toward her mouth as if she had accepted his offer the first time. She ate it anyway. It was incredible. 
    

    
      “You had a nightmare,” he said. “Tell me.” He pushed another piece of omelet toward her and she accepted it without further protest. 
    

    
      “I was drowning,” she told him once she had finished chewing. 
    

    
      Rhodes nodded, picking at smaller bits of omelet and feeding them to her. “I was fucking this guy once,” he began as if they were the kind of people to sit on the floor and have a casual conversation, “and he was really into astrology and dream interpretation and bullshit like that.” He paused to bolt down a piece, then gave another to her. “I told him about this dream I keep having, in which I am underwater in a river—I’m not 
      drowning
      , but he took it to mean that I was—and he told me that it 
      must
       be because I was feeling overwhelmed, like I was in over my head.”
    

    
      “Were you?” 
    

    
      Rhodes shook his head and took another bite. “I wasn’t drowning,” he repeated around the egg. He was surprised to meet her coffee-colored eyes, giving him her full attention. His chewing slowed. He glanced over her, wondering if he was giving away too much in his effort to disarm her.
    

    
      Heather could see the cogs in his brain turning. “Tell me about your dream,” she said. 
    

    
      Rhodes snorted. (
      Me? Share?
      ) But Heather held his gaze and he felt compelled to tell her, as if she were drawing it out of him. The stables, the river, the child. He had to stop himself before the words—his entire history—tumbled out of his mouth. He distracted himself by slicing up the remainder of the omelet, deciding the safest way to explain.
    

    
      “In the dream, I’m a soldier on a mission,” he began, “and to reach our objective, we have to travel down a river, through—” he paused, back-tracking a bit. He covered it up by feeding her some more. “The river was too deep in certain places, so we just walked across the bottom, completely submerged, until it 
      shallowed
       out again. I was, literally, in over my head, but I was never afraid, especially not of drowning.”
    

    
      “That was your dream?”
    

    
      “That’s all I’m going to tell 
      you
      .” He smiled teasingly. (
      That’s all I’m willing to remember…
      )
    

    
      Heather looked back out the window. The rain was a light drizzle now. She didn’t see Rhodes frown. He had never told anyone else about that dream. He was never really sure why he had told his lover in the first place. He must have wanted a favor.
    

    
      “I dreamt the rain was getting into the room and flooding it. I didn’t want to move. I just wanted to drown.” She paused, hanging her head. After a moment, she added, “I was actually worried about you.”
    

    
      “Worried I was going to hurt you again?”
    

    
      “Worried you were going to drown.”
    

    
      The fork slipped out of Rhodes’s grip and clattered onto the plate. He snatched it back up.  “Why would you worry about me?”
    

    
      She shrugged. “You were in the room.” 
    

    
      Rhodes snorted. Amused and slightly confused, he shook his head. Feeding her the last bit of omelet, he put the fork and plate aside. “Well, now that we are friends,” he said with a smirk, “you should do something for me.”
    

    
      “What’s that?” 
    

    
      “You should suck my cock.” His hand found her thigh and snaked upward. 
    

    
      Heather was almost fast enough. He caught her wrist with the fork inches from his eye. He pulled her against his chest and twisted her arm until he forced her to press the 
      tines
       against her own throat. His lips brushed her ear.
    

    
      “Just in case you 
      did not
       get the hint, Just Heather,” he whispered, “you 
      are
       in over your head.”
    

    
      Heather’s deep breath warned him he should brace. Swinging her head, she knocked her skull into his face. He tightened his grip on her, but she was the one to plunge the fork into her own neck. Stunned, he blinked a few times before he realized the blood on his hand was not his own.
    

    
      “Sorry…” His fingers found the wound in the tender muscle of the curve of her neck. He pried the fork out. “You missed.”
      




      32
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The silence was heavy. Heather’s voice was still rough. Monica felt bad when she asked for another story and heard a croak in reply. Heather tried to be light-hearted about it, to play it down, but it sounded so painful, Monica felt the urge to cry. She began instead to invent her own 
      Br’er
       Rabbit story.
    

    
      Monica was not very good at coming up with stories. Spinning yarns was far more difficult than lying to her parents—which had been, in her naïve mind, a matter of survival. Stories 
      were Old
       Tex’s department. She had lived next door to him for as long as she could remember. The Shatterthwaith children were not allowed to go over there until Heather moved in and Tex sobered up. That never stopped her from sneaking over, though. She had been caught several times sitting on the edge of Tex’s porch as the old man told stories about anything and everything but Vietnam (though, pig-headed child she had been, she asked several times). 
    

    
      The story was coming together well. Monica was about to begin—
      How surprised the others will be to hear her voice spinning yarns!
      —when a resounding 
      boom!
       outside made her jump with a cry. 
    

    
      “Was that a gunshot?” As she spoke, the noise repeated. “Heather?” Although Heather had been in the room moments before, the sound stole Monica’s ability to think rationally.
    

    
      “Here.” Heather’s painful rasp was suddenly a source of comfort. “Z?” 
    

    
      “Witt?” Monica called.
    

    
      “Here,” each boy replied.
    

    
      Everyone’s safety assured, they fell silent again, listening. Monica’s mind raced for an explanation. The noise did not repeat, but after a few minutes, a distant door opened and closed. 
    

    
      “Maybe the police are here,” she whispered.
    

    
      “Police wouldn’t use a rifle,” Witt replied. 
    

    
      “Or close the door,” Heather added. 
    

    
      “Fuck…” Monica muttered, her hopes crushed.
    

    
      “Were you about to say something?” Z’s voice was sugary, like he was attempting to distract her by changing the subject.
    

    
      Monica’s mind was blank. The gunfire had scared the story out of her. “No,” she lied. “Just sighing.” 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Monica was still jumpy from the gunshot when the door opened. She pressed herself against the back wall, holding her breath. Heather snorted, attempting to draw his attention away. 
    

    
              “You can stop playing that game,” Rhodes said. He opened a door, and—to Monica’s surprise—reached across to open her door. 
    

    
      When she caught sight of Heather, she gasped: her entire neck was purple and yellow with bruises, overlapped with a thin line of red burns and white blisters. A large Band-Aid occupied the area under her left ear. A bright red cloud spread across the white of her right eye. When the shock passed, they looked at him. 
    

    
      “Follow me. I have a treat for 
      y’all
      ,” he said in an exaggerated drawl.
    

    
              Monica trembled. As soon as Rhodes’s back was to them, she reached out and grabbed Heather’s hand. When she winced, Monica loosened her grip, unsure whether it was because she was holding too tight, or if Heather’s hand was injured. Probably both. Shoulder to shoulder they followed him from the room. The moment they stepped onto the landing, they paused. The most delicious smell wafted upstairs. Noses going like hounds, they leaned over the railing, peering toward the French doors.
    

    
              “When you two decide you’d rather eat than sniff, let me know.” Rhodes continued toward the stairs. “I’ll be in the dining room.”
    

    
              Heather had stopped sniffing. She followed Rhodes with suspicious eyes as he descended into the library. The muscles in the back of Monica’s neck tensed as she realized Heather was attempting to come up with an escape plan. Monica’s stomach growled.
    

    
              “Heather, I’m 
      starving
      .” She had said these words several times in her life, but only now were they true.
    

    
              With a decisive sigh, Heather leaned back up. She took Monica’s hand and followed Rhodes downstairs. The clinking of plates led Monica into a richly furnished dining room. Rhodes was setting a silver platter covered with a large linen napkin in the middle of the table. At the near end of the table lay three plates, one at the head with two on either side. Monica had to swallow to keep from drooling. She couldn’t identify the savory-sweet smell, or the yellow-gold heap of food on the plate, but she wanted it so much, it made her throat hurt. 
    

    
              “What is it?”
    

    
              “Honey roast,” Rhodes replied.
    

    
              “Honey roasted what?” Heather appeared at her side. Monica hadn’t even realized she had released her hand. 
    

    
              “Just honey roast, Just Heather.” He did not look up at her as he set out napkins and spoons. “Was the front door locked?” 
    

    
              “Yes.” 
    

    
              “Were you able to find the back door?”
    

    
              “No.”
    

    
              “It took me a while to find it, too.” He clapped his hands together, looking over his settings. “Moné-sha, you’re here.” He pointed to the plate on the left-hand side of the head. “And Just Heather, here.” He gestured to his right. He, of course, claimed the head. 
    

    
              Monica passed around the back of Rhodes’s chair. A brass-framed mirror dominated the opposite wall. Her reflection distracted her from her hunger: Her hair was a flyaway mess. Hickeys mottled her neck and there were dark bruises around her mouth. Her fingers found her lips, then raked through her hair in an attempt to tame it.
    

    
              “Nobody cares about your rat’s nest, Moné-sha. Sit down.”
    

    
              Tears sprang to her eyes. Sniffling them back, she obeyed. 
    

    
              “It doesn’t look that bad,” Heather rasped.
    

    
              “Thanks,” Monica sighed. She reached for her spoon, then hesitated. Heather had hers poised to dig into the roast, but when Monica pulled her hand back, she paused. They turned their eyes to Rhodes. He stared at Heather until she placed the spoon back onto the table. He continued to stare until she slid her hands into her lap. When he turned to Monica, she jerked her hands off the table. 
    

    
              “You may eat,” he said.
    

    
              Monica had a difficult time tearing into the meat with just a spoon, but she made do. It was greasy and slightly gamey, but well-seasoned. She was half-way done when she noticed Heather wasn’t eating anymore. Her spoon lay forgotten on the edge of her plate. Her eyes were fixed on the napkin covering the silver platter. 
    

    
              “What’s wrong?” Rhodes asked, an edge of amusement to his voice. “Full already?”
    

    
              “I’m fine,” Heather mumbled. Her eyes darted to Monica, then back down at the table. 
    

    
              Realizing something was wrong with the food, Monica slowly lowered her spoon as well. She inspected the remaining meat on her plate. 
      It can’t be human
      , she thought with relief; The bones were about the size of a small game bird. 
    

    
              “What kind of meat is this?” She hoped she sounded innocuous. 
    

    
              “I thought you’d never ask.” Rhodes pitched forward, jerking the napkin from the platter. 
    

    
      Heather had already closed her eyes, but Monica found herself staring into the unmoving black eyes of a wild rabbit. No, not a rabbit—a rabbit’s head. There were two of them, one facing Monica, one facing Heather. Blood had pooled in the platter, matting the fur around their necks. 
    

    
              Monica’s throat twisted shut. She tried to breathe, but couldn’t. Heather called her name. Pushing herself up, Monica followed the furniture hand-over-hand until she stumbled out of the dining room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather jumped to her feet. She closed her eyes as she heard Monica gag, then hurl, followed by the thick, wet sound of vomit hitting the floor. 
    

    
              “Sit back down,” Rhodes ordered, grabbing her wrist. 
    

    
              “Why do you have to be such a dick!” Heather attempted to jerk out of his grasp. He took her hand and forced it back as far as it would go. She opened her mouth in a silent cry, then lunged forward, hitting him with her shoulder. He was knocked back into his chair. 
    

    
      “You have no idea what you’ve just done!”
    

    
              Rhodes snatched at her hair as she ran from the room, but the few stands tore away in his fingers. He bounded after her, although they had nowhere to go. 
    

    
              “David!” Monica’s screams filled the house. She was standing at the front door, slapping her palm against the lead glass, rattling the ironwork riveted to the door. “Let me out! I need to see my brother.” She banged on the glass again. “David!” 
    

    
              Heather wrapped her arms around the hysterical girl. She attempted to pull her away from the door.
    

    
              “No!” Monica shoved her away. “I need my brother—I need to know they’re OK!” She slammed the side of her fist into the glass. It cracked. Blood began to run down her forearm. Heather pulled her into a bear hug. 
    

    
              “What the fuck are you going on about?” Rhodes had slid in the puddle of vomit. He wore a disgusted sneer as he attempted to kick it off his bare foot. 
    

    
              “My brother…” Monica sobbed. Her legs buckled. Heather sank with her to the floor.
    

    
              “I haven’t touched your fucking brother. They’re all fi… They’re healthy.”
    

    
              Monica acknowledged this by sobbing harder, lowering her face to the floor.
    

    
              “They’re OK,” Heather whispered, stroking her hair. “David’s fine, Sterling’s fine; They’re all safe.”
    

    
              “Well, I wouldn’t say 
      that
      ,” Rhodes said with a smirk. He scraped his foot off on the single stair leading to the foyer. 
    

    
              Heather scowled. “Don’t listen to him. He’s just fucking with you.” 
    

    
              “
      Just fucking…
      ” Rhodes repeated in a murmur, then louder, “Don’t 
      listen
       to me?” 
    

    
              He grabbed Monica by the arm and jerked her from Heather’s lap.
    

    
              “No!” Heather jumped up, but Rhodes shoved her. Her head hit the ironwork. Pain 
      radiated
       around her skull. She groaned, certain the top of her ear had been severed. Reaching up, her fingers came away red. Her skin burned at the touch. She followed the natural curve of her ear, finding it intact.
    

    
              “Listen to me.” He shook Monica until she stopped struggling. “Your stepfather is smoking again. Sterling is stealing his cigarettes, and Xavier is playing doctor with the little Latina girl down the street.”
    

    
              Monica’s mouth flapped wordlessly. She shook her head. Rhodes replied by nodding, his mouth broadening into a shark-like grin that didn’t reach his eyes. She didn’t seem to notice or appreciate he had left out the two youngest. Her knees buckled again and he allowed her to fall. Heather struggled to reach her, but had trouble making her limbs move the way she wanted them to. She kept one hand over her ear to dull the pain. 
    

    
              “And your grandfather is drinking again!” he yelled.
    

    
              “What do you expect?” Heather shot forward, tackling him. Her shoulder knocked the wind out of him and forced him back. Twisting, he used her momentum to throw her across the room. She slid across the floor, streaking through the puddle of vomit. 
    

    
              “
      Oh, God
      ,” she moaned, flicking it off her hands and gagging.
    

    
      “Dinner’s over.” He grabbed Monica by the back of the neck and dragged her until she found her feet. He took a fistful of Heather’s hair—if she ran this time, she would leave a good chunk of her scalp with him—and pulled them back to the White Room.
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      Heather sat with her back against the wall, listening to Monica cry. She was doing her best to do so quietly, but it was loud in the silence. Heather had to stop herself from calling out to comfort her, to tell another story. No one asked why she had stopped telling them; Surely they all knew the answer. 
    

    
              Memories of the dinner floated back to her in bits and pieces, but the details were hazy. Her face flushed, sending a rush of blood into her right ear, making it sting. She touched it tenderly, slowly applying pressure in hopes of dulling the pain through over-stimulation. 
    

    
              “Stop touching it.” 
    

    
              Rhodes’s voice made her jump. She dropped her hand to her knee. Refusing to acknowledge his presence any further, she stared up at the wall. Her pounding heart slowed gradually as she focused on finding the fine lines betraying the repairs he had made. They were barely perceptible; She had to squint to see them. 
    

    
              The outer door opened and closed. Rhodes had grown bored with their silence. 
    

    
              “We need to get out of here.” The words were so soft, she thought at first she had misheard, mistaking Z’s voice for Witt’s. 
    

    
      She was corrected when Z replied: “It’s about damn time.”
    

    
              Witt was on board. Despite all of their attempts at planning an escape, they couldn’t bring themselves to consider leaving him behind. Heather wondered what grievous sin Rhodes could have done to change his mind—it could not have possibly been his atrocious behavior toward Monica. She would ask him when they were out and safe. 
    

    
      The others were silent again. She realized what they were waiting on: She was the only one who could get out. Looking back up, the lines of the patch jumped out at her, as if she could always see them. 
    

    
      “I have a plan,” she said. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather should have kept them all together. She knew that now, gasping, desperate for air. Her face was so close to the floor, her breath fogged the hardwood. She couldn’t remember what possessed her to think Monica would be safer in the Bedroom, with Rhodes. 
    

    
              In hindsight, they should have waited for the house to fall silent, to hope Rhodes had gone. 
    

    
              It would have been safer to assume. 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled his ankle out of her weak grip, raising the baton as he twisted around to look down at her. Heather closed her eyes and turned her face to the floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Monica’s heart was already racing, but it began to pound harder when the outer door opened. She banged her hand against the wall as she sat up, as if accidentally, then held her breath as she waited. It worked. Rhodes opened her closet door and smiled down at her. 
    

    
              Standing, Monica did her best to keep a straight face as she sighed. The silence was charged and pregnant as she stepped out of the pseudo-safety of her closet. Rhodes ran his hand around the back of her neck, his gentleness contrasting his purpose, and led her out of the room. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      “Aren’t you going to lie down?” Monica lay on the far side of the bed, practically hanging off the edge. She tugged at her loose robe, but didn’t cover her breasts.
    

    
              “In a minute.” 
    

    
      Rhodes leaned over the open drawer of the bedside table, sifting through the contents of his bag of tricks: the Taser, his hunting knife, the telescoping baton, a scalpel, electrical wire that had been stripped in the middle, a few lengths of rope. He gripped the knife handle. He recalled the last time he had used it. Frowning, he let it drop back to the bottom of the bag. He wasn’t ready to use it again.
    

    
              Leaning on the table, he gazed at Monica. She stared back, her anxiety betrayed by the way her fingers worried the belt of her robe. Her other hand lay rigidly on her torso in mimicry of relaxation. Turning back to the drawer, he curled his fingers around the baton and pulled it out. With a flick of his wrist, it extended with a satisfying 
      thnk!
       Monica was against the opposite wall before he could turn back to her. 
    

    
              “Wh… What do you need that for?”
    

    
              Rhodes didn’t answer her. He spotted some dried blood at the tip, and rubbed it with his fingers. He failed to wipe it away, even after licking his thumb; Blood had already stained the metal.
    

    
              “You tell me.”
    

    
              Her body began to shudder with silent sobs. She pulled her robe close around her. She shook her head, her eyes darting between him and the Bedroom door.
    

    
              The door burst open. Bare feet thudded into the hall. Rhodes was ready.
    

    
              “No!” Monica screamed. 
    

    
              But he was already swinging the baton.
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      Rhodes paced in front of them wordlessly, fuming like an agitated cat. Dried blood speckled around his nose. A line trickled from a busted eyebrow. Heather had trouble following him with her eyes. Her stomach lurched and twisted with pain whenever she moved her head. Z had regained consciousness, and Rhodes finally allowed him—after kicking him back down a few times—to struggle to his knees. Blood oozed down Z’s face from where the baton had caught him on the forehead. Monica lay on the floor between them, not injured, but curled up and sobbing with remorse. Rhodes had not seen it necessary to bind her wrists and ankles before dragging them back to the White Room, only Heather and Z.  
    

    
              “Hob,” he spat. Heather and Z exchanged a confused glance. When Monica did not respond to the strange word, Rhodes grabbed her arm. “Get up,” he demanded. “Get up!” 
    

    
              Heather lunged at his arm, teeth snapping. Rhodes knocked her back with a kick in the stomach as he yanked Monica to her feet. Gasping, Heather slumped over, leaning her forehead to the ground. She had spent much of the last half-hour in this position for the same reason. 
    

    
              Rhodes grabbed Monica’s face. “Hob your lip. Nobody wants to hear it. 
      I
       don’t want to hear it. No more!” He shoved her into the closet. Heather flinched as he slammed the door. 
    

    
              “Moné-sha doesn’t have the balls, and Witt doesn’t have the will…” Witt, who had been peering out from his open closet, ducked back inside. “…So, which one of 
      you
       planned this?” 
    

    
              “I did,” Heather and Z said in unison. Rhodes bared his teeth. He glared from one to the other. They flinched as his hand flew up, but it was only to tug at the hair on the back of his head. After a moment of this, he darted forward, grabbing Heather’s face. 
    

    
              “I will cut off your fucking head—”
    

    
              “Let her go!” Z fell over as he struggled toward them. 
    

    
              “—and give your grandpa a new hood ornament for his pretty little Mustang if you lie to me.”
    

    
              Heather fell still. She reminded herself how to breathe. “It was me.”
    

    
              “Heather, stop,” Z begged.
    

    
              Rhodes searched her eyes.
    

    
              “It was me,” she said. “You know it.”
    

    
              “How did you get out?”
    

    
              “The latch didn’t catch when you closed my door.”
    

    
              “Don’t believe her; It was me!” Z’s pleas continued to fall on deaf ears. 
    

    
              “Bullshit!” Rhodes yelled. “This was planned!”
    

    
              “How long do you think I need?” She trembled, praying he would interpret this as rage rather than the fear he could see through her lie. Hoping she would not need it again, she had tucked the sill sweep back into its hiding place.
    

    
              Rhodes squeezed her jaw until it threatened to split at the chin, then shoved her away. Unable to catch herself, she fell back. Her head hit the wall, dislodging a piece of plaster on the edge of the giant hole they had torn through the drywall. She slid onto her side, almost knocking heads with Z. Their eyes met, silently reassuring one another.  
    

    
              Rhodes’s eyes darted from Heather to Z, catching this tender exchange. His foot swung out. Heather, believing it was aimed for her, ducked. It found its intended target, striking Z in the face with a sickening 
      crunch!
       
    

    
              “
      Unngh
      …” Blood flooded from Z’s nose.
    

    
              “No!” Heather cried. 
    

    
      Rhodes pulled the boy onto his back and sat on him. Z groaned as his bound wrists were crushed under the weight of both bodies. Heather tried to throw herself upon Rhodes, but he pinned her down with a hand on her throat. 
    

    
              Z attempted to raise his head, coughing as he choked on the blood running down the back of his throat. Rhodes placed a hand over Z’s mouth, forcing his head back to the floor. He bucked and writhed as he began to drown in his own blood.  Rhodes sat motionless, holding them both down. 
    

    
              “No!” Heather screamed louder, her eyes wide. She struggled to push herself up, choking herself against his hand. She fought the rope binding her wrists until it burned her skin. “Please, let him go,” she begged. “Please, Avery—Avery! Do it to me! Do it to me…”
    

    
              She fell still under his hand, tears streaming down her face. Z’s movements became weaker. Rhodes wasn’t paying attention to him; His eyes were fixed on the crying girl. 
    

    
              “I did it,” she sobbed. “It was me. Kill me. Leave him alone.”
    

    
              Rhodes abandoned the boy. As soon as Z was free, he rolled onto his side and heaved a shocking amount of blood onto the white carpet. Heather tensed as Rhodes knelt by her side, but forced herself to relax, making an offering of herself. He wiped the tears from her face and pointed at the person-sized hole in the wall.
    

    
              “I should kill you for this. I’ve killed others for less,” he whispered. Heather nodded, closing her eyes. “But I don’t think I will. I need 
      you
       to keep Z in line.” He smoothed down her mussed hair. “And I 
      know
       how to keep 
      you
       in line.” 
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      Usually when Rhodes came to the door, he was just wearing jeans, some blue-and-white striped pajama pants, or an ironically fluffy, blue terry cloth robe. Sometimes he would come naked. When he did, he was the stuff of nightmares. 
    

    
              Heather was confused when he opened the door to her closet the day after their escape attempt, and he was fully dressed in jeans and a faded 
      Dark Side of the Moon
       t-shirt. He still looked scruffy: His hair was a mess, his eyes puffy, he had not shaved.
    

    
              “Hello, sweetheart.” He tilted his head so he could look her in the eye from where she lay. “It’s time for a field trip.”
    

    
              “No.” Her neck was still stiff from the litany of abuse. She did not like the idea of moving.
    

    
              Rhodes’s mouth twitched. “That’s cute.” He smiled. “You think you have a choice.” He reached down to grab her arms. She lashed out at him. What was left of her nails caught his cheek. He grabbed her wrists and hoisted her up to his shoulder. She writhed and struck, but he was unfazed.  In her malnourished state, she tired quickly. 
    

    
      He wrinkled his nose. “Fuck, woman, it’s time for you to take a shower.” 
    

    
      It was true: Monica mentioned washing when she was taken to the bathroom and showering in the Bedroom. Heather had not bothered with hygiene. She had washed the sticky blood from her hands and face, but her hair was still matted with it. She was pretty certain there was still rabbit-vomit sticking in there as well. She had hoped her unwashed state would act as a repellent, but so far, it proved inefficient.  
    

    
      Heather expected him to carry her into the Bedroom, but he didn’t. He entered another door: also a bedroom, but 
      plainer
      . This one contained a bed and a chair. The bed didn’t have any covers on it, just a fitted sheet and pillows. She expected to be thrown on the mattress, as before, but she wasn’t. He lowered her to her feet. She stumbled and he put a steadying hand on her shoulder. 
    

    
      “Shower.” He nodded toward 
      a bathroom
      . 
    

    
      “Go to Hell.”
    

    
      Pursing his lips, he shoved her into the bathroom and forced her face into the sink. He turned on the faucet and pulled the drain shut, then held her head as the water rose. He used his free hand to work off her robe. Heather stopped struggling, praying this time he would let her die. Waiting for the sink to fill was tedious. She fought the urge to take a deep breath when the water touched her nose. Then she had to fight the urge to fight as the water covered her face. She lost control. Drowning was not like in her dream, not the same as being strangled: It was far more terrifying. 
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth to scream. Rhodes yanked her up. She fell to the floor, gasping and shivering. Cold water ran down her naked back and shoulders. 
    

    
      “Still thirsty?” 
    

    
      Heather shook her head. 
    

    
      “Good.” He nodded toward the shower. “Shower time.” 
    

    
      She nodded. He turned on the showerhead and checked the temperature. When he was satisfied, he flicked the water at her. 
    

    
      “I’ll give you some privacy,” he told her, “but don’t make me come in here to get you.” He left the bathroom, shutting the door behind him.  
    

    
      Unlike the other bathroom, which was barren except for a couple of towels and had padlocks on the cabinets, this one was fully stocked with both men’s and women’s products: washcloths, a loofa, toothbrushes, disposable razors, even the special coconut oil Monica used in her hair. The razors were the wire-wrapped kind pre-teen girls use when they want to go through the motions of shaving without the risk of nicking themselves. She attempted to open one of them, to get to the blade, but only succeeded in cutting her fingers. 
    

    
      Heather used all the hot water trying to alleviate the soreness in her neck. She managed to wash the blood and vomit out of her hair without reopening any of her injuries. She rubbed her skin raw trying to wash away the past several days, but the bruises and bite marks would not disappear. She finally gave up when the water became icy. 
    

    
      She wrapped a towel around her. It was comforting to cover herself in something more shielding than that robe. As she was brushing her teeth, she leaned close to the mirror to inspect her bleeding gums. She was surprised to glance up and find her scalp was not scabbed over: It was stitched. The stitches were so small among the blood-matted hair, she had not been able to distinguish them from a scab. She only had a moment to puzzle over this before the door opened.
    

    
      “You’re taking your sweet time.” Rhodes crossed behind her. He stepped up and perched on top of the toilet tank. He tapped something on the lid, indicating she should sit. Heather was startled until she realized he was holding a comb. 
    

    
      “I had a hard time washing the blood out of my hair.” She rinsed out her mouth and obediently sat between his legs. He took a handful of hair and worked the comb through it. He started at the bottom of each lock, just like her mother had taught her. A cold fear crept up her neck that he had learned this for a daughter. The thought was so unimaginable, she blocked it out. 
    

    
      Heather tried to sit patiently as Rhodes worked out her tangles. Although she knew better, she wondered idly if Rhodes were really two different men: the vicious beast that had raped her, and the chatty man who had fed her the omelet. She wondered which one was currently sitting behind her, combing her hair. Or this nurturing attention could be some kind of apology for the savage behavior that had driven them to attempt to escape. As if to answer, Rhodes hummed softly, a tune that tugged at her memory. 
    

    
      “What are you humming?”
    

    
      “
      Stairway to Heaven
      .”
    

    
      Of course
      , she thought, 
      you should have known that
      . She recalled the morning they had sat on the floor, talking about their dreams as if he had never given her cause for fear. She wondered if that had been an apology for garroting her. She wasn’t going to let her guard down again. She braced herself for any possible reaction as she mustered the courage to ask another question.
    

    
      “Did you kill Dr. Creighton?” 
    

    
      “No,” he replied. “Dr. Creighton came down with a mysterious case of food poisoning.”
    

    
      She twisted to look at his face, to see if he were joking. He grabbed the top of her head and faced her forward again. “But he’s OK?” She could not hide the relief in her voice.
    

    
      Rhodes shrugged. “He’s lost a few pounds.” 
    

    
      Heather suppressed a chuckle. “How did you do that? Make him sick?” 
    

    
      “If I told you, I would have to kill you.”
    

    
      The joke killed her amusement. “I thought you were going to kill me anyway?”
    

    
      “Not while we’re having such a good time.” 
    

    
      He grabbed a towel to pat the excess water from her hair and wipe it off her shoulders. The cloth against her skin made her shudder. She was silent for a long time, biting her lip. After everything he had done to her—to all of them—it was surreal to sit here with this man as he played with her hair.
    

    
      “Avery…” It felt strange to say his name while not screaming or crying. “Why did you bring us here?” 
    

    
      Rhodes’s movements slowed. She couldn’t tell if he was considering her question, or if he was surprised she had asked. “Have you ever ridden a horse, Just Heather?” The question was so unexpected, she attempted to turn her head to look at him, but he forced her to face forward once more. 
    

    
      Heather closed her eyes and remembered. “I used to go 
      ride
       with my parents every Fall.”
    

    
      “Have you ever seen someone break a horse?” 
    

    
      “I can’t say that I have.”
    

    
      “It’s a beautiful thing,” he told her. “Bending something wild to your will, making it do anything you choose…” His voice was hollow, like his mind was elsewhere. The sound of it scared her. He placed a hand on her neck and ran his fingers down to her shoulder. She wondered if he was imagining stroking a horse. The thought made her shudder again. Rhodes’s hand stopped. He was back in the bathroom. “Which gives me an idea.”
    

    
      “Oh, God.” Expecting him to assault her, she jumped up. 
    

    
      “No, no.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her back down. “I’m not hurting you.” To her great surprise, he began to braid her hair. She sat in silence, stunned and nervous, and gathered the courage for one more question.
    

    
      “Why are you doing this?”
    

    
      “You already asked that.”
    

    
      “No, I mean my hair. Why are you braiding my hair?”
    

    
      Rhodes chuckled. The sound unnerved her. He worked his way to the tips, then pushed her up. “Let me show you.” He sounded like a mischievous kid. With hands on her shoulders, he led her into the bedroom. “Look around.”
    

    
      Heather glanced around the room. Her stomach dropped. “Oh, God.” She took a step back, colliding with Rhodes. Mounted in two corners of the room, and another on the far side of the headboard, were small, gray boxes: cameras. “No,” she said. He clapped his hands back on her shoulders and forced her to sit down on the edge of the bed. It now made sense why there were no covers.
    

    
      “Yes,” he told her. “You’re going to put on a little show for me.”
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head. 
    

    
      “You keep saying that, but I keep winning,” he pointed out. “You really should stop saying that.”
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her throat was too tight. She turned away, squeezing her eyes shut. She steeled herself against the emotions raging in her head.
    

    
      “Now,” Rhodes instructed, “I’m going to bring one of the others in here, and you two are going to perform for me.”
    

    
      She shook her head. “Who?” Her voice came out harsher than was prudent. 
    

    
      Rhodes scowled, but chose to ignore her tone. “That’s a surprise,” he said. “But you’ll do what I want with whom I want, or I will be very, very angry. And you don’t want to see me angry again.” He stroked her cheek.
    

    
      As soon as the door closed, Heather was on her feet. The bedroom had a large, single-pane window on the far wall. She inspected it, pushing to see how sturdy it was. 
      You could break it
      , she thought, 
      with the chair
      . Before she could turn her thoughts into actions, she heard footsteps approaching. She returned to where she had been sitting on the bed. Her heart pounded as the door opened. She stood, but her knees buckled, making her sit back down. She covered her mouth, fighting a relieved smile, as Rhodes led Monica into the room. 
    

    
      “Monica!” Heather cried, pulling her away from Rhodes and into a tight hug. Monica buried her face in Heather’s shoulder, starting to cry. 
    

    
      “You two won’t have any trouble playing nice,” Rhodes told them. Heather shook her head, tightening her embrace. He winked at her and closed the door. 
    

    
      “Did he give you any kind of instructions?” she asked hesitantly, not wanting to know the answer. 
    

    
      Monica shook her head. “He doesn’t usually, unless we don’t do anything.” 
    

    
      “You’ve done this before?”
    

    
      Sniffling, Monica nodded. “With Witt, and…” She trailed off. Her eyes filled with tears again. She didn’t want to admit having sex with Z, even forced. Heather found it easy to swallow her envy. She stroked Monica’s curly hair, trying to comfort her.
    

    
      “It’s OK,” she whispered. “It’s OK.” She hugged her again, rocking her and stroking her hair. 
    

    
      “If we don’t—If we don’t do what he wants—” Monica stammered, choking on her tears, “he’s going to come in here and—and—and—” 
    

    
      Heather pulled away, looking Monica in the eye. Her racing heart began to slow. She was able to breathe easier. She had to be strong for Monica, for all of them. She shook her head. “That’s not going to happen,” she assured the crying girl, still stroking her hair. “We’re not going to give him any reason to come in here, and if he does…” She was not sure what lengths she would go to. “Everything’s going to be OK.”
    

    
      Feeding off of Heather’s courage, Monica took a deep, broken breath. She nodded, smirking. “For old time’s sake, right?” Somehow she managed to keep her voice even.
    

    
      The thought made Heather break a little. She couldn’t decide if she was laughing or sobbing. Perhaps it was a little of both. Before losing her resolve, she took Monica’s face in her hands and kissed her. 
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      Monica did not move as Rhodes finished stitching Heather’s forehead. He lifted her limp body gently off the table to signal he was done. 
    

    
              “Open the door.” 
    

    
      She hurried to obey him. He carried the unconscious girl through the great room. Monica hesitated. 
    

    
      “Turn off the light, then go ahead through those doors and up the stairs.” He nodded his head toward the French doors. They opened into a library. 
    

    
              She led, frequently glancing back. His manner was different from what it had been when he had carelessly pulled Heather from the Jeep: He cradled her head against his shoulder, careful not to knock her into anything as he carried her up the spiral staircase. 
    

    
              Monica hesitated at the top of the stairs. Several doors lined the second-floor landing. She thought she could hear a shuffling or shuddering beyond the door on her left, but she couldn’t divine what it was. 
    

    
              “All the way around,” Rhodes instructed, “to the last door.”
    

    
              Taking a deep breath, Monica went to the door and pushed it open to find a plain white wall. The room was not a room exactly, but opened onto a T-shaped passage. It was well-lit and white, with two louvered doors on each side of the passage. Three of the doors stood open. She peered inside the first room, finding nothing. It wasn’t even really a room, more like a dressing room. 
    

    
              “Move.” Rhodes pushed past her. He carried Heather into the closet and laid her on the floor. Placing a hand on her face, he studied her for a moment. He took her nose between his hands and wrenched it. The unconscious girl whimpered, but fell still again. Rhodes rolled her onto her side. Blood flowed from her nose to spread across the white carpet. He shut her in.
    

    
              “What are you going to do with us?” Monica tried to look brave, but a rustling from the corner made her jump. Rhodes turned toward the sound, then back to her. 
    

    
              “Moné-sha, you—” 
    

    
      Her eyes narrowed. She shook her head, about to protest, but thought better of it. 
    

    
      “Take off your clothes,” he demanded.
    

    
              “What? No!” 
    

    
              Rhodes pulled a black bar from his pocket. She thought it was a small flashlight. With a flick of his wrist, it extended with a 
      thnk!
       that made her flinch. It was the telescoping baton.
    

    
              Monica began to cry as she pulled off her shirt. 
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      The girls gave Rhodes no excuse to intrude on them. Heather had not intended to fall asleep, but she did. They used their robes as covers. Heather kept her arms around Monica’s little body, trying to maintain the illusion she could protect her. 
    

    
              Heather found herself back in Dr. Creighton’s classroom. He was standing in the front of the class, going over the main blood vessels of the human body. 
    

    
      This is good! You know this!
       Turning, she wanted to see if anyone else appeared as confident as she felt. 
    

    
              All the other students were staring at their desks, hands in their laps. All except Monica, Witt, and Z. They were staring straight ahead. They were making an effort not to look at her—their eyes were fixed on the air in front of them, their necks rigid. She frowned.
    

    
              “Don’t worry, Monica,” she whispered. “I can help you.” 
    

    
              Without looking at her, Monica shook her head. Tears were running down her face. Twisting around, Heather looked at Z. His eyes shone. He kept clenching and unclenching his jaw. Witt looked off in the distance, his gaze bitter. When Heather turned back to Monica, all of the other students had disappeared. Dr. Creighton continued his lecture as if nothing were amiss. 
    

    
              “Dr. Creighton,” Heather called, “I think something’s wrong.” Dr. Creighton stopped speaking. Without turning to her, he walked around his desk, then out the door. “Dr. Creighton?” Her voice cracked with fear. A sense of betrayal rose in her throat. 
      He’s a teacher—wasn’t he supposed to protect you?
       She turned to look back at the boys, to see their reactions, but they were gone. She looked around the classroom, but no one else was there but Monica. 
    

    
               “We’re getting out of here.” Heather stood up and leaned under the desk to grab her book bag. When she straightened, Monica was gone. Heather froze. Her voice stuck in her throat. She turned to see if they had gone out into the hall. The hallway was as black as pitch.
    

    
              His form loomed out of the darkness: Tall, fearsome, with his black eyes. He walked into the doorway and paused, watching her. He was waiting for something. Swallowing, she lowered her head. Her feet were bare. Blood dripped onto the floor next to her foot. Reaching up, her hair felt wet by her right temple. She found where it was coming from: there was a hole in her head, just above her right ear. Blood began to flood from it, running down her face, raining onto her feet.  
    

    
              Heather jerked awake, fighting a scream. Just enough moonlight shone into the room for her to see his silhouette, sitting in the chair in the corner. He watched her silently. Pulling the 
      robe
       up to her shoulder, she laid back down with her arm around Monica. 
    

    
              “What is it?” she murmured, still asleep.
    

    
              “It’s nothing,” Heather lied, kissing her hair. “Sweet dreams.”
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      At first, Heather thought it was the sun shining through the naked window that woke them. Then she felt the foot of the mattress shift, and Rhodes fell upon them. The girls sprang apart with cries of pain and alarm. Monica’s hair was caught under his forearm, preventing her from escaping his grasp. He turned his full attention to her, pulling himself on top of her. He pressed his mouth against her dark skin. She grimaced and squirmed as his hand slid around her breast. 
    

    
              Heather had to resist the urge to jump out of the bed. She slipped out as gracefully as she could with her heart racing. She could hear Monica whimpering behind her. Heather closed her eyes, but it did not block out the noise. Leaning her head against the warm window, she tried to devise ways to draw his attention away. If she had looked over her shoulder, she would have found him already distracted by her silhouette against the sunlight. When she did turn, his eyes were focused again on Monica’s body.
    

    
              The sight of his hands and mouth on her skin wrung Heather’s heart. Tense with fear, she crawled back on to the bed. She placed her hand on his shoulder. Rhodes’s hand shot out and shoved her backwards. She toppled off the bed and hit the floor.
    

    
              “Mother fucker!” she bellowed. To ensure he knew it hadn’t just been an exclamation of surprise, she added, “You son of a bitch!” 
    

    
              It worked. Rhodes paused. He turned to where Heather had disappeared. Even Monica held her breath. “What?”
    

    
              “
      What
      ?” Heather spat, staggering to her feet as if the fall had hurt her. “You heard me!”
    

    
              He glanced back at Monica, then abandoned her. Climbing across the bed, he jumped down in front of Heather and grabbed her by the neck. “Say it again.”
    

    
              Paralyzed, she had trouble forming the words. “S—Son of a bitch,” she repeated through clenched teeth. 
    

    
              “Now, this,”—he looked from her to Monica, then back—“is an interesting turn of events. Just when I start to believe you have learned how to play…” His voice hardened. “Say it again.”
    

    
              “Sonofabitch,” she said again, quicker, easier this time. 
    

    
      Rhodes smiled, revealing uneven but menacing teeth. He shook his head. Heather glanced over at Monica. She had slipped from the bed and crouched in the corner. His smile faded. He turned to follow Heather’s gaze. Realizing he had been played, he smirked. Without another word, he released her and began to climb back across the bed, toward Monica. Not knowing what else to do, Heather tackled him. 
    

    
      Rhodes was expecting the attack. Spinning around, he grabbed her throat and slammed her head against the wall. The room reeled. She crumpled to the floor. Before she could reorient herself, she was being lifted up and thrown onto the bed. Despite overwhelming dizziness, Heather put her hands on Rhodes’s shoulders and locked her elbows. He laughed, grabbing her hips. He didn’t need to be any closer for his intentions.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      When Heather became aware of her surroundings again, it was difficult to breathe. She was sweltering. Rhodes was still on top of her. His steady breathing implied he was asleep, but she was not convinced. Slowly, she turned her head. Monica crouched by the side of the bed, watching them with wide eyes. When Heather met her gaze, Monica had to blink to fight back tears. Daring to risk waking the beast, Heather slowly pulled her arm from under him. Monica clasped Heather’s hand in both of her own.
    

    
      “Thank you,” she breathed.
    

    
      “Don’t mention it.” 
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      The silence ate him. Z would have preferred the opening of doors, the whimpering, even the torture of contact to the tedious silence between these incidents. When he was first brought here, he would do sit-ups and push-ups (on his knees, since the closets were too small). As the days went by, he found himself easily fatigued. One bowl of oatmeal a day will do that. 
    

    
              Z strained to listen to the silence. Sometimes he could hear movement in the house, beyond the White Room: doors opening and closing, footsteps, he thought he heard an engine revving once or twice. He tried not to listen too hard when one of the others 
      were
       taken out. It was disturbing: crying, screaming, the banging of bodies against walls, or worse.
    

    
              Rhodes was with Witt right now. They all pretended they couldn’t hear the noises that would drift across the landing whenever Witt and Rhodes were together. No one dared to breathe a word to Witt about it when he returned, but it bothered them all. 
    

    
      A hostage should not moan like that.
    

    
              At least Z could tell Rhodes was occupied. “I spy with my little eye,” he whispered, “something… white.”
    

    
              “You’re fucking kidding, right?” Monica replied. Heather breathed a chuckle.
    

    
              “What else can you do?” His voice came out more strained than he would have liked. 
    

    
              “Hey, hey, Z!” Heather hissed. “How come pirates have trouble reciting the alphabet?”
    

    
              Z scoffed. “I dunno. Why?”
    

    
              “Because they always get lost at C.” 
    

    
              Monica snorted. “You two are crazy.”
    

    
      Silence fell, but the atmosphere had changed; He felt as if they were smiling. “C’mon, Monica,” he said, “I know you have one.”
    

    
      There was a pregnant pause. They could still hear Rhodes and Witt in the Bedroom. 
    

    
      “You know why bicycles can't stand on their own?” Monica asked in a small voice.
    

    
      “No, why?” Heather asked, 
      defiantly
       loud.
    

    
      “Because they're two-tired.”
    

    
      “Oooh, so lame!” Z laughed.
    

    
      “What? I live in a house full of kids!” Her laughter faltered when she remembered how far away her brothers and sister were. Heather fell silent as well. 
    

    
      Z racked his brain for a distraction: “To a German, two eggs are plenty. To a Frenchman, one egg's 
      un oeuf
      .”
    

    
      Monica repeated the joke to herself, then giggled when she finally got it. Heather barked a laugh, more at Monica than at the joke, then covered her mouth with her hand.
    

    
      “How many ears does Davy Crockett have?” She asked when she had gotten her giggling under control.
    

    
      “Fuck if I know,” Z replied. 
    

    
      “Three: A left ear, a right ear, and a wild frontier.”
    

    
      He snorted, trying not to find that as funny as he really did.
    

    
      Monica didn’t laugh. “Who’s Davy Crockett?”
    

    
      “That’s another joke, right?” Z wasn’t sure Monica could hear him; Heather was laughing too hard. 
    

    
      “Stop, stop!” She begged. “It hurts to laugh.” He heard her beating her fist against the carpet, fighting to suppress a laughing-fit. He smiled, remembering the fits she used to get late at night. She would have to bite her pillow to make sure Tex didn’t hear her. 
    

    
      “I used to work at a museum of natural history, but I quit,” he continued. “I didn't see any future in it.” 
    

    
      Heather coughed. Her laughter faded. “That’s not very funny right now.”
    

    
      Z sniffed, turning that over in his head, but Monica saved him from asking. “Why not?” 
    

    
      “We don’t have a future right now, either,” Heather answered. 
    

    
      “Way to rain on our parade!” Monica replied. 
    

    
      There was a short pause, then, “Personally, I thought it was hilarious.” 
    

    
      Z was so startled to hear Rhodes’s voice, he jumped back and hit his head against the wall. They hadn’t even realized the moaning had fallen silent or that the door had opened. Feet shuffled as Witt returned to his closet.
    

    
      “Is this what you do when you think I’m not around?” Rhodes sounded amused. “Tell jokes?” 
    

    
      “No, Sir.”
    

    
      “No, what?”
    

    
      “No, Daddy.” Z’s face burned with humiliation. As far as he could tell, the girls were not obligated—as he and Witt were—to refer to Rhodes as “Daddy”—or anything else, for that matter. The epithet was embarrassing and disturbing. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Rhodes said. 
    

    
      A hissing sound came from the direction of Heather’s closet as she expressed her disdain. Rhodes slammed his fist into her door. “I’ll give you something to laugh about later,” he warned. His footsteps faded and the door to the White Room slammed shut. 
    

    
      Silence fell. Z realized he was clenching his jaw and forced it to relax. He knew—they all knew—Rhodes was still standing there, listening. 
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      Before Witt began to play football, he went by “Chuck.” Only his family called him that beyond middle school. His hair faded over the years from flaming red to the strawberry blond Rhodes was familiar with. He had always been smarter than he let on, but not as brave as he believed he should have been. When the coach yelled, he had to struggle to control his flinching. He was not a fighter, no matter what he had screamed at Rhodes. 
    

    
              It was February. Chuck was in third grade. He was not, by any definition of the word, an artist, but he was eager to finish the Valentine’s Day card he had designed. It was large and elaborate, decorated with paper doilies and cupids cut from magazines. His parents thought this was cute.
    

    
              “It must be for someone very special,” his mother cooed. 
    

    
              “What’s her name, Sport?” His father clapped a hand on his shoulder. 
    

    
              “Joey,” the child answered innocently. 
    

    
              Chuck did not go to school the next day, nor did he ever return to that school.
    

    
              Witt confessed his sins to Rhodes, with his hands over his head and sobbing into the mattress. He hadn’t wanted to tell the man anything, but Rhodes had asked in such a conversational fashion—as if there 
      were
       nothing wrong with him at all. Witt had never breathed a word of any of it to anyone before that day. He had refused even to think about it. He made a great effort to be interested in girls, especially beautiful, big-breasted Monica, but his body would not cooperate. 
    

    
      The last time his father had caught him looking at a man with interest, Witt was fourteen. The moment they returned home, his father pulled off his belt and beat him so violently, his shirt was in tatters by the time he had finished. Witt didn’t go to school for a week.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Rhodes had determined quickly what kind of person Witt was, and it pleased him to learn he had not been wrong. When Rhodes untied the ropes, Witt reared back to punch him, but froze when Rhodes set the baton across his chest. There was no force behind the gesture, but it was enough to tame the boy. The threat of pain sufficed as efficiently for Witt as it did with Monica.
    

    
              Rhodes knew all too well boys from abusive households were either fearless or cowards in the face of pain. He made a conscious decision to take one of each. 
    

    
              Although he had started his first day at Cheatham Hill High with the impression he would take a few days to make his selection, he surprised himself by making up his mind within the first hour. He wanted Z the moment he laid eyes on the boy. Choosing him was a risk, but Rhodes wasn’t one for hedging after he 
      has
       made up his mind. He always enjoyed a measure of danger and unpredictability during Sabbatical.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Z knew exactly how to respond to Rhodes: he had played this game for several years with his father. Not sexually, of course, but Z knew how to subvert a power-play during a fight. At least, he had thought he did. He knew it was useless to yell; It was far better to play along, draw it out, then turn it around somehow.  That didn’t stop him from screaming when Rhodes assaulted him. But it did give him something to think about as he tried to block out the pain. 
    

    
              “You like hitting people?” Z asked after the shock of the first assault had faded. “I mean, it gets you off?” He was fighting to sound conversational, but there was an edge to his voice.
    

    
              “It doesn’t, but I do enjoy it.”
    

    
              “You like being hit?” Z raised his fist before Rhodes had a chance to reply. His voice had been so casual, Rhodes knew something was coming. One hand shot out and wrapped around the boy’s arm; The other grabbed him by the throat. 
    

    
              “No, I don’t,” Rhodes replied.
    

    
              “You sure?” Z squeezed out. “You never know until you’ve tried.”
    

    
              “I’m positive,” he replied. “And if you pull a stunt like that again, I’ll break your arm.” To drive his point home, he applied more pressure, hyperextending the elbow. “Understand?” 
    

    
              Z’s mouth opened in a silent scream. “Yes!” he surrendered. “Yes, sir!”
    

    
              Rhodes wrinkled his nose. “Don’t call me 
      Sir
      .” He relaxed the tension on Z’s arm. “That sounds so… so… militant. Call me 
      Daddy
      .”
    

    
              “I am 
      not
       calling you 
      Daddy
      ,” Z retorted. He cried out as Rhodes applied the tension again. “Ow! Ow! OK!”
    

    
              “Say it!”
    

    
              “Daddy!” Z cried, “Yes, Daddy!” 
    

    
              “Oh, I do like the sound of that,” Rhodes crooned, releasing the boy. 
    

    
              Swallowing, Z hugged his arm to his chest. “I think you broke it.”
    

    
              “Would you like for me to check?” Rhodes held his hand out, but Z flinched away.
    

    
              “Nope! No—I’m good. It’s fine.”
    

    
              “I know.” Rhodes nodded. “If I had broken your arm, you would know it.”
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      Z missed wearing pants. And shirts. And underwear. Full of bitterness, he turned away as Rhodes swung his legs off the side of the bed and pulled on his jeans. He was talking as he dressed, but Z filtered him out. Rhodes picked his shirt up off the floor and tossed it over his shoulder. 
    

    
              The opportunity presented itself. Z took it. Without giving himself a moment to question the sanity of the idea, he grabbed the shirt by both ends and wrapped it around the man’s neck. Rhodes twisted, but Z wrapped his legs around his waist and pulled back with all his strength. Rhodes’s flailing became uncoordinated. He beat the mattress as if tapping out, but Z only let go when Rhodes fell still. Z pushed the body off and it slid to the floor. Kicking Rhodes onto his back, Z snapped the chain off from around the man’s neck and ran to the door.
    

    
              “Fuck!” There were four keys on the chain. Three of them were almost identical. He had to try two of them twice. Finally, a key fit and turned. He pulled open the door. Indecision froze him on the landing. He looked at the stairs, to freedom, then across to the White Room. Every fiber of his body screamed for him to turn right, to run down the stairs. 
    

    
              He ran around the landing instead. Bursting into the White Room, Z shouted: “Guys, wake up! Get up! He’s—” 
    

    
              Before he could reveal Rhodes’s condition, a heavy force caught him on the shoulder, knocking him to the floor. 
    

    
              “I’m 
      what
      ?” Rhodes bellowed. “Unconscious? Dead? Brought down by a 
      whelp
      ?”
    

    
              Rhodes’s face was still red from lack of oxygen. 
      In one
       hand, he brandished the telescoping baton. In the other, he held his entire bag of tricks. 
    

    
              Z attempted to stand. Rhodes knocked him across the chest. Cries of despair and protest escaped the surrounding closets. He slammed the baton into Monica’s door, denting the slats and making the girl scream. 
    

    
              Clutching his chest, Z curled up on the floor. Rhodes used his foot to press him down onto his stomach. He sat on the boy’s back and plopped the bag on his shoulders. Opening it, Rhodes considered his options. When the boy attempted to buck him off, Rhodes tapped him on the top of the head with the baton. This was enough to knock him silly.
    

    
              Rhodes pulled out a hunting knife, then a scalpel. “Let’s see if I can leave an impression on you.” He moved the bag to the floor, well out of Z’s reach. Leaning down, he pressed the tip of the knife into the back of Z’s neck. 
    

    
      “If you move,” he whispered into the boy’s ear, “you will be paralyzed from the neck down. I will keep you alive, though: You will have a front-row seat every time I fuck your precious friends.
    

    
      “Your friends are going to help me teach you a lesson.” He leaned back up and looked around at the closet doors. “You are being punished for being 
      defiant
      .” He poised the scalpel like a pencil and dug it into the skin between Z’s shoulders. Screaming, Z reached to grab Rhodes’s arm, but stopped when the tip of the knife dug into the skin of his neck.
    

    
      “Uh-uh…” Rhodes clucked. He shifted his knees to pin Z’s arms. As he finished carving the word into the boy’s back, Z groaned and whimpered, keeping his screams behind clenched teeth.
    

    
      “Now!” The word DEFIANT oozed blood across Z’s back and dripped onto the carpet. “Can anybody tell me a synonym for 
      defiant
      ?” He paused, looking around, but no one spoke. He adopted the condescending tone of a children’s show host: “For those of you who have forgotten in the short time that you have been away from school, a synonym is 
      a word with the same meaning as another word
      … Anyone?”
    

    
      “
      Rebellious
      ,” Witt offered.
    

    
      “Good!” Rhodes chirped. “Very good! Thank you, Witt.”
    

    
      Z screamed again as Rhodes carved REBELLIOUS underneath DEFIANT. Witt gasped, realizing he had just played a part in Z’s torture.
    

    
      “Another? Ladies?” He could hear Monica crying, cowering against the back wall. Through the slats, he could see the outline of Heather’s body pressed against her door, head bowed. Impatient, he slashed the scalpel across Z’s back, flinging blood onto Heather’s door. It dripped through the slats. Z howled in pain. She dropped to her knees.
    

    
      “
      Disobedient
      !” Monica shrieked. 
    

    
      “There you are!” Rhodes carved the word with quick strokes. “Just Heather, your turn.” 
    

    
      A moment passed. 
    

    
      “
      Insubordinate
      ,” Witt suggested when he began to fear the silence had lasted too long.
    

    
      “I asked Heather.”
    

    
      “I’m thinking… I can’t think…” Heather breathed. He could practically hear the cogs in her head grinding. She racked her brain: 
      coups
      , 
      uprisings
      , 
      shades of gray
      …
    

    
      “
      Seditious
      .”
    

    
      “Good word, Heather!” Rhodes chirped. Z was losing resolve. Tears were streaming down his face. “What was that you said a moment ago, Witt?”
    

    
      “
      Insubordinate
      .” Witt’s voice sounded thick with tears.
    

    
      “I love words with 
      t
      , don’t you?” Rhodes asked as he slashed through Z’s skin. Wordless, Z shook his head. “You look like you’ve learned your lesson,” Rhodes observed. He ran a hand through Z’s hair. “One more word, just for good measure. Heather, give me one more word. 
      Defiant
      . 
      Rebellious
      . 
      Seditious
      …”
    

    
      “
      Bold
      .”
    

    
      A shadow passed over Rhodes’s face. “Try again.”
    

    
      “No,” she said. “
      Bold
      . 
      Bold
       is a synonym for 
      defiant
      .” She rose to her feet and pressed herself against the door again.
    

    
      “Don’t—” Z moaned. 
    

    
      “Shut up.” Rhodes did not know if the boy had been talking to him or Heather. 
    

    
      “If you want to challenge it, you can bring me a thesaurus,” she said. “Or even better, a 
      phone
      . Bring me a smartphone, and I’ll look it up. All you’ll have to do is sit back and 
      wait
      .” 
    

    
      Equal parts irritated and amused, Rhodes stood. 
    

    
      “No!” Z grabbed his ankle. Rhodes kicked him in the head, then stuffed him unceremoniously into his closet.
    

    
      When Rhodes opened Heather’s door, she turned to him defiantly.
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      August, 2003
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Heather didn’t know Z’s last name when she first kissed him, but she knew he had been living with his dad up North. After a few fights at school, his dad decided Z would move down South to live with his mom. She knew he loved Radiohead and hated Jim Carrey movies. She knew he hated it in Georgia, but he was already applying for jobs so he could help pay the bills. Aneta Vlasov could barely afford to feed herself, but she was overjoyed to take in her son. 
    

    
      When Heather first kissed Z, she wasn’t concerned with love. She just wanted some emotion other than grief. 
    

    
              All summer, Z would sneak out of his mom’s duplex and climb the magnolia tree hanging over Old Tex’s roof. When his mother pulled all-night shifts at Waffle House, Heather would steal over to his place. They didn’t go on dates or hang out with friends. They would have sex, listen to music, and talk. Z helped her forget why she woke up crying, and why she was now living in a house she was only supposed to visit on holidays. 
    

    
              School had been in session for a week. Having to wake up early reduced the amount of time Z and Heather spent together. She didn’t want to admit she missed him; That would introduce more complicated emotions. But Z didn’t have any other feelings competing for his attention. It was early on a Friday evening when he surprised her by tapping on her window in broad daylight. 
    

    
              “We should go out sometime,” he said as she opened the window. He sounded so backwards, asking his lover for a first date. He tried to keep his tone casual, but his heart pounded in his chest. He didn’t know how to tell her what he was starting to feel about her. 
    

    
              “Uhh—” Heather stepped back so he could climb inside. She didn’t know how to respond, or even if she wanted to. Considering the possibility made her stomach squirm and her chest hurt. “Why?” She didn’t know what else to say.
    

    
              “Because—Because…” He couldn’t collect his thoughts into words as he looked into her eyes. The answers running through his mind were absurd. Instead of replying, he pulled her in for a kiss. 
    

    
              That’s when the door squeaked open.
    

    
      “What the Hell?” Tex had expected to walk in to find Heather doing homework, not fraternizing with a strange boy. Z and Heather sprang apart, turning to the startled man. 
    

    
              “WHO THE FUCK ARE YOU?” he roared, surprisingly fierce for a man of his years. 
    

    
              Z could not help but smirk. Squeezing Heather’s hand one last time, he jumped out the window, slid across the roof, and dropped to the ground. 
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      “Who wants a treat?” 
    

    
              Half-conscious, Heather wondered if she was in the second grade again, and their teacher was bribing the class with Hershey’s kisses. She couldn’t remember why her head hurt. Her brain felt fuzzy. Her body was stiff and aching.
    

    
              “I do.” Her voice was hoarse. Before the words left her mouth, she remembered where she was and who was speaking. When Rhodes referred to “treats,” there was no telling if he was intending something especially sadistic or a piece of chocolate or fruit. Both scenarios were of equal standing in his mind, like the surprise roast rabbit.
    

    
              “So soon?” He opened her door. 
    

    
      Seeing him upside-down made her head spin. She squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath. Whatever he had done to her, she couldn’t even remember. She was grateful; He might be able to beat the memory out of her every time. Or permanently. Or kill her.
    

    
      “Sure.” She pushed herself up on her elbows. As she rose unsteadily to her feet, the world spun, making her stomach lurch. She had to pause in a crouch. After a few deep breaths, she straightened up.
    

    
      He studied her condition with his head tilted. “Walking isn’t the best idea for you right now.” 
    

    
      She expected him to shut the door and choose one of the others. Instead he leaned down, hooked his arm under her legs, and lifted her up. With a yelp, Heather wrapped her arms around his neck. When the world stopped spinning, she recoiled. He laughed at this contradictory behavior as he carried her out the door. She expected him to carry her into the Bedroom, but he passed it and descended the stairs. 
    

    
      “Where are you taking me?” 
    

    
      “I wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise.” 
    

    
      “Please,” she replied flatly.
    

    
      “The dining room, of course!”  
    

    
      He lowered her to her feet so he could unlock the door. She waited to see if the room would spin, then turned to look through the glass. She could see the front door across the great room. She wondered if he could have forgotten to lock it, and if she could, in her state, race to get it open before he caught her. Rhodes noticed her tense up. He laced his fingers into the hair on the back of her head. Disappointed, she closed her eyes and pursed her lips. 
    

    
      “It’s so easy to read you sometimes.” He opened the doors. “I wonder if you enjoy being hurt.” 
    

    
      “That is the 
      only
       possible explanation.” She gave him a tight-lipped smile. 
    

    
      “Don’t get smart with me. You got smart with me yesterday, remember?” 
    

    
      “I don’t, actually.” She ran her fingers over the edge of the claw-footed dining table.
    

    
      Rhodes spun her around and slammed her down on the tabletop. He pinned her with a hand on the back of her head.
    

    
      “I wasn’t being smart!” She flailed to push him off, scratching his wrists. 
    

    
      Grinning, he drew his free hand up the back of her thigh and under her robe. She slammed her fist against the table. Laughing, Rhodes shoved her aside, into one of the chairs. It almost toppled backward, but she managed to catch the edge of the table. The chair thumped to the floor. Teeth bared, she met his gaze. He wore a mischievous, 
      I’m-just-fucking-with-you
       grin. She had to fight the urge to lunge out of the chair and punch him. 
    

    
      “You should lighten up.” He glanced at the mirror and smoothed down his bed-head. “You might actually enjoy some of the things I do. I am, after all, dreadfully good…” He shrugged. “Not that you would know what ‘good’ feels like, if Z is your only basis of comparison.”
    

    
      “He got the job done.”
    

    
      “You’re implying I don’t. Maybe not 
      yet
      .” He leaned over to whisper in her ear. “You shouldn’t think such things: they’re very hurtful. I just might take them as a challenge.” He snapped his teeth toward her face. “I can make it hurt in ways you 
      won’t
       enjoy.”
    

    
      Heather squeezed her eyes shut to avoid rolling them. Rhodes misread this as surrender. Passing behind her, he disappeared into what must be the kitchen. Before she could dart out the door, he returned with a dinner plate in each hand. 
    

    
      “You were serious?” She 
      gaped
       as he placed one of the plates in front of her. After countless days of nothing but a bowl of oatmeal, the food was both tantalizing and stomach-turning: chicken breast, scalloped potatoes, and seasoned broccoli. The chicken was already cut into cubes, to prevent her from needing a knife. 
    

    
      “Serious about what?” He placed his own plate at the head of the table.
    

    
      “About the ‘treat.’” She made quotation marks with her fingers. 
    

    
      Rhodes snorted. “Why would you volunteer if you thought I wasn’t being serious?”
    

    
      Shrugging, Heather looked down at her food and hoped he would not press the question. 
    

    
      “Ah, I see,” he said quietly. “Taking one for the team.”
    

    
      Sniffing, Heather shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
    

    
      Rhodes 
      paused a moment
      , looking thoughtful. Then he reached out and smacked her up the backside of the head. She reeled, clutching the edges of her chair. 
    

    
      “None of the others like being smacked around as much as you do.” He went back into the kitchen, then reappeared a second later. “Well… Z does, but nowhere near as much as you do.”
    

    
      He placed a knife and fork by his plate. Turning to her, he held up a camping spork. “If you attempt to stab me with this,” he warned, “or use it to escape in any way, not only will I be 
      very
       amused and laugh at you, but I will use it to gouge out your eyes while I do. Do you understand?”
    

    
      She wanted to snort. She wanted to roll her eyes. Instead, she nodded. “Yessir,” she murmured. 
    

    
      He smirked, not expecting this grave response. He placed the utensil on the table by her plate. “
      Bon appetit
      .”
    

    
      Despite her stomach twisting with hunger, Heather forced herself to eat slowly. After a few bites, Rhodes leaned back in his chair and watched her with interest. 
    

    
      “Are you one of those guys who gets off watching women eat?” she asked, tearing into a piece of chicken.
    

    
      Rhodes took a deep breath before he replied. “I’m not really watching you eat.” He nodded at her plate. 
    

    
      Heather dropped the spork on the table. “Are you poisoning me?” Alarmed, she stared at the food. 
      It tasted fine
      …
    

    
      “No, I’m not poisoning you, you idiot!” he groaned. “Look at your plate—you don’t even realize you’re doing it.”
    

    
      When she saw what he meant, her face burned. She had divided her food in half and was only eating from one side. She bit her lip, praying he would not be able to divine why.
    

    
      “Why?” 
    

    
      Her heart sank. “I…” She racked her brain for the safest way to phrase her answer. “I was going to ask you if I could take some up to Monica.”
    

    
      He stared at her, knowing she was lying, but unable to find fault in her answer. This was a good sign: it meant he had no idea she had been able to get out of her closet. He began to laugh. 
    

    
      “You really are stupid! 
      Poison you
      … fucking hilarious.” He leaned the chair back on two legs.
    

    
      “Why is that funny?” She was glad to distract him from her lie. “You’ve made it very clear that you were going to kill us all.”
    

    
      He continued to chuckle. “Yes, but I really am having the time of my life.” He gestured over her. “Especially if you carry on like this, you could get…” He counted to himself. “Fuck, I don’t even know what day it is. Let’s say… 
      it’s
       about the thirteenth. You have, at most, eighteen days left. Eighteen days: The time of my life.” 
    

    
      Heather stared at him, growing pale as he casually calculated the remainder of her life. 
      Their lives
      .  
    

    
      “What?” His smile implied it was a rhetorical question.
    

    
      “Eighteen days?” Her chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe. 
    

    
      “Yes,” he continued, his smile widening, “eighteen days—at most. And if today is the thirteenth. It could be… fuck, it could be anything. It might be the fourteenth. That would make it seventeen days… But I think it’s eighteen days. Don’t hold me to that, especially if you keep pissing me off.” He looked at her, relishing her distress. “Keep rolling your eyes at me, or talking to me like I’m an idiot, and it could be… significantly shorter. It’s highly unlikely that all four of you will make it that long, but stranger things… actually, no… no, I take that back. No group has ever lasted the entire month.” 
    

    
      Heather closed her eyes and slid out of the chair. She put her hands on top of her head, making it easier to breathe. 
      Eighteen days. Eighteen days
      . The words pounded in her head like a heartbeat. 
    

    
      It’ll be OK
      , she thought in the same voice she used when soothing Monica. 
      It’s going to be OK. You can come up with a plan; Eighteen days is more than enough to put together a good plan
      . Throwing her head back and taking a deep breath, she made sure she didn’t look like she was about to cry when she sat back down.
    

    
      “You assimilated that information quickly.” He sounded impressed.
    

    
      “I get that a lot.” She picked the spork up and pushed her food around. “May I take this to the others?” Her voice was so calm—almost cheerful—it was alarming. 
    

    
      “Something tells me you’re not going to shoot for all eighteen days.” 
    

    
      “I couldn’t tell if that was a 
      yes
       or a 
      no
      .”
    

    
      Rhodes leaned forward. His chair clapped down on all fours, making her jump. He considered her for a moment, then scrutinized the table under his elbows. Sliding his plate to the side, he stood up, tapping his fingers on the tabletop.  
    

    
      “You know,” he said, “I’ve been wanting to fuck someone on this table.” He gripped the corner in both hands and shook it to see how sturdy the table was. The muscles rippled under his skin from the effort. The table barely moved. He shot her a vicious smile. 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “Yes,” he told her, “you will: conscious, with your eyes open… looking into mine.”
    

    
      Heather shook her head, dropping the spork on the table with a clatter. “Nevermind.”
    

    
      “Then not one of you will eat for a week,” he said. “That will be easier for you to digest.”
    

    
      “You can’t do that,” she spat.
    

    
      “
      Can’t
      ?” he repeated. “Can’t I?”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean that,” she murmured. “I mean… You shouldn’t take…” She chewed her lip as she considered her words. Rhodes stood tall and raised his eyebrows, waiting. Her composure faded as she realized the hopelessness of rationalizing with him. Her lies had backfired horribly. She choked back the tears threatening to fill her eyes. Standing, she pushed past him, walked to a window and looked out. It was obnoxious how the sun shone so brightly, and the clouds wandered so lazily, while they were inside that house, suffering. She took a deep breath to cover a sob. 
    

    
      Once she had recovered her composure, she returned to the table. Rhodes, recognizing her surrender, smiled down at her. She tried several times to meet his gaze, but each time lost her composure. Losing his patience, he grabbed her arm. He pulled her in front of him and lifted her onto the edge of the table. She swallowed her fear, sickness, and pride, and stared into his black eyes. 
    

    
      “That’s a good girl,” he murmured, unbuttoning his jeans. 
    

    
      Heather clenched her jaw. He grinned at her irritation and ran his hands up her thighs. Flinching at his touch, she broke her gaze. She forced herself to meet his eyes again. 
    

    
      Rhodes hocked into his hand. “Put your arms around my neck,” he ordered as he rubbed the spit over his penis. 
    

    
      Requesting such an affectionate gesture was too much. Heather rolled her eyes. She 
      lulled
       her entire head. Rhodes slapped her with his spit-and-whatever-else-covered hand. She would have reeled were it not for his fist clutching her arm. She raised her hand to wipe her face with her sleeve. He prevented this by taking her wrists and pulling them over his shoulders. He forced her hips to his as he licked the red welt rising on her face. Heather gagged. He chuckled and lifted her face to lick the fluid from her chin. 
    

    
      She was only able to hold his gaze for a few minutes before turning her face up to the ceiling. Tears streamed from her eyes. He licked them off and forced her gaze on him again.
    

    
      “Look at me,” he growled. 
    

    
      But she couldn’t anymore. She kept turning her head away. Grinning, he grabbed her hair and forced her gaze down. He gave her a clear view of their bodies grinding together. Heather’s stomach twisted. Jerking back, she tried to pull away. Rhodes followed. Climbing onto the table, he pinned her down. She clutched the edge until he was finished.
    

    
      “There!” He slapped the table next to her face. “This is one sturdy fucking table… 
      Fucking
       table,” he repeated, chuckling. “That wasn’t so bad, now was it?” He wiped tears from her face. Heather didn’t reply. She fixed her eyes on the wall. He slipped off the table and pulled up his jeans. She wrapped her robe close around her. 
    

    
      “Not very comfortable, though, is it?” he asked. “And cold at first, I’m sure.”
    

    
      It had been cold and her back was stiff. She could feel friction burns, blood making the silk stick to her skin. But she didn’t speak. 
    

    
      “If you want to feed your friends, follow me.”
    

    
      Slipping off the table, she took her plate and followed him into the kitchen. It was enormous, the largest room in the house. Fascinated, she explored all of the gadgets, not even able to guess what some of them were. She searched for anything within reach she could use as a weapon. Rhodes crossed to the oven. She heard the oven door open and some dishes being placed on the counter. When she turned to him, his eyes were bright, lips pursed, and his shoulders shuddered with suppressed laughter. There were three baking dishes on the counter: one containing four chicken breasts, another with four scalloped potatoes, and the other was full of broccoli. He had made enough for everyone, and left-overs. They had been 
      keeping
       warm in the oven. 
    

    
      Heather’s plate slipped out of her hand and shattered on the floor. 
    

    
      “Son of a bitch.” Her voice came out strangled. Rhodes bent double, bursting with laughter. She pulled back her fist. She didn’t see the plate in his hand until he swung it into her head. 
    

    
      Heather hit the floor, pieces of porcelain raining around her. Blinking, she watched drops of red drip onto the white tile floor. She stared at it before piecing together it was blood—her blood. Pressing a hand to her forehead, she pulled a small shard out from under the skin. 
    

    
      A hand on her shoulder pulled her to her feet. The kitchen spun around her. Rhodes’s hands made it still again. His mouth moved, but she couldn’t understand what he was saying. She held up the bloody shard of porcelain to him, offering it like a gift. Rhodes took her wrist and pulled her hand to his mouth, taking the shard from her fingers as if it were a piece of candy. It left a streak of blood on his bottom lip. Heather wiped it away with her thumb. 
    

    
              “That’s definitely a concussion.” He spit out the shard and patted her cheek. “Focus! You hate me, remember?”
    

    
              “Yes…” she murmured. Knitting her brow, she took a deep breath. Her face filled with rage.
    

    
              “There you are!”
    

    
              Without a word, she pulled back her fist again. This time, he was not prepared.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Rhodes dragged Heather by the collar out of the kitchen, up the stairs, and into the White Room. Every threshold, every stair sent a jarring pain through her body, but she managed to suppress most of her screams. He paused to dab the blood from his busted lip, then tossed her into her closet and kicked in her legs.
    

    
              As soon as the door closed, she began to laugh. “Hey, hey, Z.”
    

    
              Heather could hear the incredulity in their silence. They knew Rhodes was still in the room, listening. Her laughter turned into whimpers as bolts of pain shot through her ribs.
    

    
              “Yeah?” Z whispered. 
    

    
              She started laughing again, making it hard to speak. “What’s the difference—between—a cat and—and a comma?” 
    

    
              Z snorted. “I dunno. What?”
    

    
              Heather gasped in pain. She had to get her breath under control before answering. “One has claws at the end of her paws, and the other is a pause at the end of a clause.” 
    

    
      She heard Z fighting to suppress laughter.
    

    
              “What?” Monica squeaked. 
    

    
              Racked with pain, Heather burst into hysterics. Her ribs threatened to break. “Ow, ow, ow…” As her laughter faded, she could still hear Rhodes, sitting by the door, snickering along with them.
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      Z was glad it was dark, but he was sure Rhodes could see as the moonlight reflected off the tears on his face. Turning his head, he managed to wipe them off on the sheets. 
    

    
              But Rhodes wasn’t paying attention to Z’s face. He was in his own world, grunting and groaning, with the occasional murmur. His hips were rough, his hands restless: wandering up Z’s back to yank the boy’s hair, then traveling down to stroke his genitals. After he came, Rhodes collapsed onto his back, panting. 
      Fearing a Round
       Two, Z rolled to the edge of the bed. 
    

    
              “Oh, 
      God
      , Faust,” Rhodes moaned. As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he froze, eyes wide, his breath catching in his throat. 
    

    
              “What?” Z had never seen him wear an expression like that, like fear. “Who’s Faust?”
    

    
              Z didn’t even see him move. The man was straddling his chest, squeezing the air out of him. 
    

    
              “Don’t you 
      ever
       repeat that name, do you understand?” His voice was barely audible. “Say it again, and I will kill you where you stand.” 
    

    
      Z nodded, trying to say 
      Yes
      . 
    

    
      Rhodes loosened his grip. His voice evened out. “And don’t tell 
      any
       of the others, or I will kill them, too. Every one of them.”
    

    
              “Yes…” Z gasped. “Yes… Daddy… Yes.” 
    

    
              Releasing him, Rhodes shifted to the edge of the bed. Z rolled onto his side, coughing. There was no hiding his watering eyes or running nose now. As he caught his breath, he watched Rhodes brood, propping an elbow on his knee and pulling at the hair on the back of his head. 
    

    
              Z wondered what could possibly rile the man up so much. He had never strangled Z so sincerely, not even when they fought. Z had also never seen him so taciturn. He just stared out the window, tugging at his hair. 
    

    
              “Do you—” Z had to cough and swallow before he could speak. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
    

    
              “I said don’t mention it.” 
    

    
              “You said not to say his name.”
    

    
              Rhodes, remembering himself, reached out and smacked Z up the side of his head. “Do you really want to die quibbling over semantics?” 
    

    
              “Nope,” Z replied, raising his hands in surrender. “I’m good.”
    

    
              “Damn right, you are,” Rhodes grumbled, turning back to the window. His assault against his hair grew less aggressive, but he did not move from that spot for several hours.
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      Rhodes had a specific plan in mind when he went into the White Room to retrieve Monica. He had a hankering for head and those innocent eyes. The moment he entered the room, he could hear the sharp intake of breath as one or two of them woke. Normally, it would have distracted him, but not today: He went straight to Monica’s door. She had not been disturbed when he entered the room, but she woke now and shrank against the wall.
    

    
              “I have…” Something caught his eye. He had to search before he discovered what it was: there were scratches in the white paint around the latch, revealing the metal below. Pursing his lips, he turned to Monica. The little girl was shaking her head, eyes wide with fear. Without meaning to, she glanced past him at Heather’s closet. 
    

    
              Rhodes slammed the door. 
    

    
              “No!” Monica screamed. “No, please! It was me! I made them!”
    

    
              Ignoring her, he pulled open Heather’s door. She was sitting against the back wall, her legs tucked under her robe. She made a strong effort to look at him with apathy.
    

    
              “Nooo!” Monica continued. “Heather, I’m sorry! I’m so sorry.”
    

    
      There were more scratches on the edge of her door. Rhodes ran his thumb over them. Her gaze faltered. He hoped she would slip up, as Monica had, and her eyes would lead him to whatever tool she had been using, but she forced her eyes back on him. Grabbing her hair, he pulled her out. She shrieked and struck at him, but he grabbed her arm and twisted it around her back, threatening to pop her shoulder out of socket. He dragged her across the landing and shoved her into the Bedroom. Before she could run back to the door, he slammed it shut. 
    

    
      Monica was sobbing when he returned to the White Room. He didn’t know what pissed him off more: his plans being ruined, or that Heather had been able to get out. 
    

    
      Returning to Heather’s closet, he found it as he had intended: there was nowhere to conceal anything, no features whatsoever. Except… he stood in the middle of the closet and turned to the door. The glistening aluminum stood out among the white, peering from a crack between the door frame and the wall. (
      Why the fuck did I have to be fancy and include a door frame?
      ) He pried it out and inspected it. It was nothing: nine inches of flimsy metal, ragged on one edge, rounded on the other. As he held it up, his gaze fell on the part of the sill sweep still attached to the door. He smacked himself in the forehead with the strip. He hadn’t considered one of his young hostages would be so resourceful. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      If Heather had ever felt the need to abandon the others and escape, it was at that moment. She knew the strip was not well-hidden if he was searching for it. Her throat tightened with dread. She fought with the door, but it was sturdy and unrelenting. The closet door had a padlock on it. She tried the bedside table. It was also locked. 
    

    
      Why does everything in this house have to be locked?
    

    
      Her breath came in short, panicked gasps. She climbed over the bed to the window. It was nailed and painted shut. She tried to pry it open anyway. She turned to grab the chair, but froze. Rhodes glared at her as he walked down the hall. He turned the sill sweep between his hands. 
    

    
      “I learned a new phrase the other day, Just Heather,” he said. “I learned, 
      Bless your heart
      . It took me quite a while to figure out what it meant... It’s a fascinating dialect, the Southern colloquial. Never before have I heard 
      such
       a contradictory phrase. Bless your heart, Heather Stokes… bless your heart.”
    

    
      Rhodes meandered toward her as he spoke, toying with the metal strip. Heather fought to remember it was flimsy and weak and couldn’t hurt her at all. Despite that, her chest was tight. Her hands shook. Pressing herself against the wall, she fought the tears choking her and threatening to run down her face. She took several deep breaths and concealed her fear.
    

    
              “The others… your 
      friends
      , they’ve sold me your secrets, your whole life, in exchange for a few minutes of rest. These are the people you are killing yourself for. Are they really worth starving yourself? Are they really worth your pain?” He leaned down to look her in the eye, waiting for an answer.
    

    
              “Pain…” She looked away. “It’s really not that bad,” she lied. “It doesn’t last that long.”
    

    
              “Well, yes.” He nodded, standing tall again. “But you,” he added, holding up the strip between his palms, “will be feeling this for the rest of your short life.”
    

    
              Grabbing her arm, he threw her against the bed. He shoved her face-down into the mattress. Brandishing the strip like a crop, he brought it down upon her back.
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      Rhodes rubbed antibacterial ointment over the scrapes and cuts where the sill sweep had bit into his palm. He felt foolish for not being curious and questioning the lesions on Heather’s hands. He had dismissed them as defensive wounds; Now that he saw them on his own, it was obvious. He wrapped gauze over the cuts and hoped they would heal before he went home. He would be useless if he returned to work with open wounds on his hands. 
    

    
              Returning to the bedroom, he found Heather still on the floor. He couldn’t tell if she was unconscious or in shock. She wasn’t moving. The back of her robe was now red with blood and ripped to shreds, revealing the cuts crisscrossing her back. There was not an inch of unscathed flesh between her shoulders and her ass. 
    

    
                 He unlocked the bedside table and pulled out the hunting knife. He held it for a moment in his wrapped right hand, then switched to his left. He knelt by the girl and pulled her onto her back. She whimpered. The blood from her re-broken nose had already dried onto her face.
    

    
              “What a waste, what a waste,” he muttered, brushing the hair away from her face. It wasn’t that she was pretty… She certainly wasn’t up to his usual standards, but she was clever; He liked that despite the risks. She and Z—their unpredictability excited him.  
    

    
              She opened her eyes. She had to blink several times before she could focus. She began to shudder with sobs. 
    

    
      “Please, please kill me!” She rolled over to hide her face. “Ra—Fuck me. Anything but that room! Please don’t take me back… I’ll do anything you want, just don’t send me back.”
    

    
              Rhodes snorted. She had never sounded so pathetic. He grabbed her ankle. She screamed as he dragged her from the Bedroom. She left a trail of blood across the hardwood of the landing, then the carpet of the White Room. He threw her inside her closet and slammed the door. He could hear her fighting for control of her breath. He went back to the room door and slammed it. He returned to watch her through the slats. 
    

    
              He was surprised to hear Monica’s voice. “What did he do?” 
    

    
              Heather pulled off the tattered robe and hugged it over her chest. “He threw me back into the briar patch.” Her voice was even, her tone composed. 
    

    
              (
      What the fuck is that supposed to mean?
      ) He returned to the bedside table and pulled out his smartphone. Popping the battery in place, he turned it on and opened the web browser. First he searched “briar patch,” but all of the results were taverns and restaurants. He revised his search to “thrown in briar patch.”
    

    
              As he read the results, his face grew flush. It was a reference to one of her rabbit stories. She had tricked him. He pulled out the battery and tossed everything back into the drawer. Storming back across the landing, he yanked open the door to her closet. 
    

    
              “TRICK ME, LITTLE RABBIT?”
    

    
              Her eyes shot wide with unadulterated horror. She scrambled back against the wall. He grabbed her ankle and pulled her straight. Sitting on her torso, he pinned her arms down with his knees and raised her chin. She struggled to breathe under his weight. Rhodes pressed the knife to her throat. Licking his lips, he trailed the tip down to her chest. Digging it into the soft skin below her collar bone, he dragged it down. 
    

    
              Heather couldn’t pull enough air to scream. What came out was an eerie, hollow sound. She fought against his weight. She struck his back with her knee, bucking him forward. The knife drove deeper than he intended. He grimaced. She stopped struggling. Tears ran down her face. Her only movement was her shuddering sobs. He shifted so she could breathe as he carved the last few letters into her skin. 
    

    
              The result was submerged in blood. He wiped it away with her robe. The letters were sloppy, but bold and clear:
    

    
      
    

    
      R A B B I T
    

    
              
    

    
      Leaning close, he growled, “I am 
      done
       with your 
      tricks
      .” He spit in her face and wiped her blood off of his knife with her tattered robe. 
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      Z counted, attempting to find a discernable pattern in Rhodes’s visits. The only conclusion he could draw was that Rhodes preferred the boys’ company over the girls’. Every time the door opened, Z would predict which closet he would choose. He was only right when he guessed his own name—as if Rhodes knew his guess and modified his choice accordingly. 
    

    
              The door opened. Z’s chest tightened. He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind of everything, even his sense of dread. He was still sore, and Rhodes’s behavior toward Heather had him shaken up. Z did not wish to see him again, but he knew his door would be the one to open. 
    

    
              With a sigh, he rose to his feet and leaned against the wall to wait. He was shocked to hear the door next to 
      his open
      . Monica whimpered. Rhodes didn’t bother to take her out. As Z tried not to listen to her soft sobbing and the sound of flesh against flesh, he could not believe he had been wrong. He had felt so sure it would be him. As the noise drifted through the thin wall, part of him wished it had been. Part of him wished he could be as brave as Heather had been when she had yelled at Rhodes to leave Witt alone. Brave, or reckless.
    

    
              Heather was silent now. Z wondered if he could hear her crying as well, but he couldn’t be sure. It could have been Witt. 
    

    
              The noise of bodies stopped as Rhodes grunted and sighed. He always made the same sound, no matter what he had been doing to achieve it. Z bit his lip and let his head fall back against the wall with a thud. 
      You could have prevented that
      , he thought. He could have asked for the momentary pain, just to spare Monica from being subjected to that grunt, just that one. 
    

    
              The door to Monica’s closet slammed shut. Z heard her curl up against the back wall to cry. He expected Rhodes to leave, or pretend to leave. He jumped when his door opened. Rhodes stood naked in the doorway, glistening with sweat. Z’s throat constricted when he saw the hunting knife in Rhodes’s hand. 
    

    
              
      Finally
      .
    

    
      Rhodes was going to kill him, after threatening so often. Z took a deep, resolute breath. Rhodes put a hand on Z’s chest and pushed him against the wall. Z flinched as Rhodes placed the cold blade between his legs. The knife wasn’t pressed against his testicles, as would have been expected, but held against the inside of his thigh. The blade pressed into the soft flesh over the femoral artery. Rhodes locked eyes with him. Swallowing, Z fought to clear his mind of fear and rage. 
    

    
              A smile spread across Rhodes’s face. Z expected the man to drive the knife up. Instead, he dropped to his knees. Any resolve Z had mustered in the face of death faded into shock and disgust as Rhodes swept away Z’s robe and took his penis into his mouth. Acid welled up into Z’s throat. He forced himself to keep it down. He had dreamed of this sensation, but not like this, not from Rhodes. But Z’s body did not acknowledge his protests. He clenched his jaw, banged his fist against the wall, and fought the sounds threatening to escape his chest. Rhodes knew what he was doing. Witt’s disturbing behavior now made perfect sense. 
    

    
      Z put his wrist in his mouth and bit down, trying not to grunt in imitation of Rhodes. Blood began to run down Z’s chin, dripping onto his chest and down the man’s face.
    

    
              Standing, Rhodes wiped his chin. He grinned at Z with pursed lips, then leaned forward, threatening to kiss him. Z jerked back. A sound of amusement rose in Rhodes’s throat as he turned and left the closet. 
    

    
              One more closet door opened. Z heard the sound of Rhodes spitting. The door slammed shut again. The outer door opened and closed. The White Room fell silent. Even Monica was stunned out of her sobs. 
    

    
              “I have no idea what the hell just happened…” Heather muttered, “but I have the distinct feeling I don’t want to, either.”
    

    
              “No,” Z assured her, still trying to catch his breath, “you really don’t.”
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      Rhodes had denied Heather a quick death. Over the next few days, it became clear he had an alternate plan. He didn’t bring her food or water the day after her butchering, but he stood in her doorway. Heather’s last-ditch effort at subversion was displaying her damage for him: she sat on her knees with her back to the door, clutching the remains of her robe to her chest. 
    

    
              “
      Pssst
      !”
    

    
              When she looked at him over her shoulder, he took a long sip of water from the bottle that would have been hers, then sprayed it on her between his lips. She jerked away when it hit her face. 
    

    
              “Selfish cunt.”
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      The second day, the only time Heather’s door opened was when he took her to the bathroom. He guided her past the sink with a hand over her mouth, then shoved her down onto the toilet. He didn’t leave, but stood by her side, whispering in her ear:
    

    
              
      “… don’t want to fucking 
      touch
       you… can’t stand the fuckin’ 
      sight
       of you… leaves me more time with your friends… me… with your friends… pissed off, because of you… think about that… 
      can
       you imagine? I don’t think you can…
      ”
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      By the third day, Heather had become desperately thirsty. Her mouth was dry. Her lips were cracking. Her muscles cramped with every movement. Her stomach twisted with hunger. When she heard the door open, she had to force herself to sit up. She cleared her mind of desperate wishes when the other closets opened and closed. She was surprised when her door opened.
    

    
      Once more, Rhodes leaned on the door frame, bottle of water in hand. 
    

    
      “Thirsty?” he asked, twisting the cap off.
    

    
      “Yes.” She did not look at him. 
    

    
      He tipped the bottle into his mouth, then spit the water back into the bottle. Twisting the cap shut, he shook the water up and tossed it onto the floor. 
    

    
      “Much obliged,” she rasped. 
    

    
      “I really should have done this sooner,” he said. “It would have saved me so much trouble.”
    

    
      Heather did not reply. The door slammed. Even when the outer door opened and closed, she did not move. She knew he was going to watch until she drank the water. There were no sounds beyond her door but Monica’s occasional sniffles and Witt’s soft snoring. It felt like hours had passed. Slowly, she reached out and took the bottle. 
    

    
      Within seconds, she drank every drop he had given her.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      On the fourth day, Heather didn’t hear the door open. A chill gripped her. Despite the pain of cloth against the cuts, she wrapped the remains of the robe around her and curled into a ball. Her teeth chattered. She closed her eyes and imagined sunlight and fire. When she fell asleep, she dreamed of demons pressing brands into her skin. 
    

    
      She cracked her eyes when she heard Monica say her name. Rhodes was standing over her, another bottle of water in his hand. She wondered how he would sully this one. He placed it on the floor. Kneeling, he took her face in his hands. 
    

    
              “You’re burning up.”
    

    
              Heather snorted and closed her eyes. 
      He’s got jokes…
    

    
      He was gone. Her door was closed. The bottle of water was still leaning against the wall, unopened. When she shifted her legs, a soreness radiated from her hip. Reaching down, she found a tender spot. Dismissing it, she grabbed the bottle. She struggled to twist the cap off, succeeding only after an exhausting effort. 
    

    
      When Rhodes pulled her out, he didn’t steer her as he had before. He didn’t act angry or malicious. This alarmed Heather far more than his show of emotion. She struggled to keep her feet, dragging along the wall. She flinched every time Rhodes moved his hands. She imagined herself thrown over the banister, or having her head bashed into the wall. Instead, he stood by the bathroom door, as he had before finding the sill sweep. 
    

    
              Now she wasn’t being harried, Heather took a moment to wash. The hot water felt like Heaven. She washed the blood from her face and hands. The cuts on her chest had clotted, but she was too afraid of opening them to attempt to clean them. Her hand slid down to the tender area on her hip. The area was inflamed, like a bug bite. 
    

    
      Twisting, she studied her back. The skin around the cuts and welts was a variety of alarming colors, ranging from purple to green. 
    

    
              She wondered if she should say something about it as she opened the door. Rhodes was no longer waiting against the wall. He was walking back along the landing, a towel over his shoulder and a large bottle in his hands. The first thought that popped into her head in her fevered state was 
      Accelerant
      . Ducking back into the bathroom, she attempted to push the door shut, but he shoved it open with ease. 
    

    
              “No!” she cried as he grabbed her hair and twisted it around his hand. He opened the bottle with his teeth and doused her in liquid, pouring it over her back. He forced her head back and poured it over her chest. She cringed, waiting for him to strike a match. The liquid stung and hissed. 
    

    
              
      You pathetic idiot
      , she thought. It wasn’t accelerant; It was hydrogen peroxide. She watched the word across her chest bubble as the peroxide ate away the dried blood. 
    

    
      “Keeping me around for a bit longer?” Her voice cracked in her dry throat.
    

    
              Rhodes barked a laugh. Releasing her hair, he flicked the last few drops over her. Her dark hair developed copper-colored streaks. 
    

    
              “I choose when you go.” He tossed the bottle over his shoulder. It bounced off the banister and disappeared into the library. He pulled a towel off of his shoulder and pressed it over the lacerations across her chest. “Hold that there.”
    

    
              She did as she was told. He pulled another towel from his shoulder and patted her skin dry, taking a moment to inspect her back. She winced as he prodded her. 
    

    
      “Can you feel that?” 
    

    
              “Yes.” Despite his businesslike tone, she believed he was just being malicious.
    

    
              Rhodes knelt down to wipe the dripping peroxide off her legs and feet. He ran his fingers over the tender area on her hip, inspecting it. While he was in the vicinity, he nipped at her butt and thighs. He crouched before her and pressed his face between her legs. She jumped back against the wall. She yelped as pain shot across her back and pushed his head away. He lifted his face, looking like a dog: mouth wide, tongue hanging out, eyes full of glee. 
    

    
              “You’re gross,” she muttered.
    

    
              “I may be gross, but you’re filthy.” He pulled one more thing from his shoulder: a clean robe. “Wash up, and put this on,” he told her. “I expect you to taste 
      fresh
       when you come out.”
    

    
              “I don’t get sick days?”
    

    
              Heather could still hear Rhodes laughing through the bathroom door. 
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      Z wondered if this was what stud-horses felt like. Rhodes was wearing a shirt and didn’t look as if he had committed to waking up yet. Both clues indicated a trip to the Camera Room. Z tried not to enjoy these trips, but his heart beat a bit faster as Rhodes led the way.
    

    
              Every time Rhodes led him to the Camera Room, Z hoped and feared Heather would be the one waiting. Especially now, since things had been so hard for her, he wished he could give her more comfort than whispers in the quiet hours. He wished he could make up for some of the time they had lost.  
    

    
              When Rhodes opened the door, Witt was pacing along the far wall. He looked up to find Z at the door and his face grew so red, his freckles disappeared. They both turned to Rhodes. Z raised a brow. Witt’s eyes were wide. Rhodes had made a mistake. There was no other explanation.  
    

    
              Gritting his teeth, the man grinned like a kid who had been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. “Business as usual!” he chirped. “Play nice!” He closed the door before either of them could protest.
    

    
              Slowly, Z turned to Witt. “Not gonna happen.” Smoothing his robe down over his thighs, he crossed to the chair and sat, but shot back to his feet as his robe rode up. He leaned against the footboard of the bed instead.
    

    
              “He’ll come back if we don’t,” Witt warned him in a small, scared voice.
    

    
              “Let him,” Z replied. “What’s he going to do, hurt me? That’s nothing new.”
    

    
              “He could kill you.” 
    

    
              “He’s been saying he’s going to kill me every day we’ve been here. Then he… he beats me and…”—He set his jaw and forced himself to say it—“he rapes me… then he tosses me back into my closet, and it happens again the next day or so. I pray every single time he lays eyes on me he will keep that promise, because I’m not like you: I can’t convince myself I enjoy it.”
    

    
              Witt jerked his head up, the color draining from his face. “Wha-What?” 
    

    
              “Oh, 
      don’t
      !” Z spat. “Just don’t!” He gestured toward the door. “We can hear you all the way on the other side of the house! You’re either a really, 
      really
       good faker, or you like it.” He had to bite back the words like 
      disgusting
      , 
      sick
      , 
      warped
      .
    

    
              “I’m not—I’m not a faggot.” Witt began to pace again, refusing to meet Z’s eyes. 
    

    
              Hearing the hurt in his friend’s voice, Z sighed. “I never said you were.”
    

    
              “Yes, yes, you did!” Witt jabbed his finger in his direction. “I 
      don’t
       enjoy it! It—It 
      hurts
      , but he… I…” Words failed him. There was no way Z could understand the things Rhodes made him feel. Z had never felt this way; 
      He
       was 
      normal
      —There was nothing 
      wrong
       with 
      him
      . Witt covered his face with his hand.
    

    
              “I’m sorry,” Z said, although he didn’t see what he was apologizing for.
    

    
              Sniffling, Witt shook his head and leaned on the footboard next to him. He had to take several deep breaths before he could speak again. 
    

    
      “I don’t see how you do it,” Witt said. “I don’t see how you can keep taking hits like you do. If you play along, he won’t whoop you—it’s as easy as that. He said he’s only going to keep us here for a month. So, if we cooperate, he’ll let us go. We just… we should just do what he wants us to do.”
    

    
      Z didn’t reply. Slowly, Witt reached out and put his hand on Z’s leg. Z pursed his lips, fighting the urge to shove the hand away. He wasn’t convinced cooperation would help. Witt might survive this ordeal, but Z knew in his heart it was going to kill him. His grip on the footboard tightened as Witt leaned toward him. Z flinched at Witt’s lips on his neck. He tolerated it for a few seconds, muscles rigid, until Witt’s hand began to move up. 
    

    
      “No!” Z jumped up. “No! Fuck you! Fuck 
      him
      ! I won’t do it!” It felt good to yell, to speak above a whisper. “Let him come in here! 
      Let
       
      him
      !”
    

    
      “He’ll whoop us!”
    

    
      “So? Same shit, different day! And you know what? After the way you’ve acted, maybe a beating would do you good!”
    

    
      “Don’t say that!” Witt shook with rage.  
    

    
      “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for you!”
    

    
      “That’s not true!” Tears began to stream down Witt’s face.
    

    
      “It is fucking true! It is! I should have just left you on the ground!” Z began to stumble over his words. “At least then—then I wouldn’t have to listen to your—”
    

    
      “Don’t—” Witt warned, clenching his teeth. 
    

    
      “—your fucked-up little—Stockholm Syndrome—”    
    

    
      “Stop—” Witt’s fists clenched at his side.
    

    
      “—homosexual fuck-fest!”
    

    
      “You weren’t complaining when your cock was in his mouth!” Witt screamed.
    

    
      If Z’s face hadn’t already been flush with rage, it would have turned red for shame. “He—he had a knife!” he stammered. “Is he threatening to kill you every time you’re moaning his fucking name?”
    

    
      Witt let his fist fly, knocking him to the floor. Z tackled him. He threw Witt to the floor and straddled him. Screaming, Z pommeled him with his fists. Years of pent-up rage flooded from his throat. He continued even as he felt arms around his waist, lifting him away. 
    

    
      “—sabotaged my love, you jealous fuck-ass!” An arm around Z’s neck cut off his words.
    

    
      “Whoa, boys!” Rhodes shouted. “You’re supposed to be playing nice for Daddy!”
    

    
      Z found himself pinned to Rhodes’s side in a headlock, with something hard digging into his scalp. Z began to punch Rhodes’s knee. Witt shot up, snarling, but his face fell. He dropped to his knees, raising his hands above his head. Rhodes had a gun. He was pressing it against Z's head. He stopped struggling and held his hands up as well. 
    

    
      “Since you two can’t play nice,” Rhodes said, “you’re going back to your rooms. I’ll choose your punishment later. You lead, Witt. We’ll be right behind you.”
    

    
      “You can let me go,” Z grunted. “I’ll walk.”
    

    
      “Oh, no. No, I’m going to keep you 
      very
       close.”
    

    
      Witt lumbered to his feet, hands still above his head. Rhodes pulled Z back, putting more distance between them as Witt passed. As Rhodes dragged Z toward the White Room, he knocked him into the doorframe and walls. The gun dug into Z’s scalp until blood trickled through his hair. 
    

    
      The gun
      . An idea stirred in Z’s mind. If he could somehow get the gun, it would be game over for Rhodes. 
      You wouldn’t even have to kill him,
       he thought
      , just shoot him in the leg or something.
    

    
      But Z really wanted to kill him.
    

    
      “Inside,” Rhodes ordered as they entered the White Room. “Close the door behind you. Firmly. Thank you very much.”
    

    
      Rhodes pulled Z toward his closet. When he reached out to open the door, Z bucked him off and 
      grabbed for the
       gun. Rhodes swung the boy into the wall and hit him in the face with an elbow. 
    

    
      Neither of them expected the gun to go off. 
    

    
      A shriek emitted from Heather’s closet, draining Z of all his fight. They both stared at her door before Z stepped forward.
    

    
      “Oh, God,” he moaned. “Heather? Heather, please, are you OK?” 
    

    
      “I’m OK!” Her voice was strained. “Just… just startled.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry!” 
    

    
      “That’s what happens when you rebel.” Rhodes wrapped an arm around his chest and pulled him back. “People get hurt.” Turning him, he took Z’s face in his hands. “Lesson learned? 
      Again
      ?” 
    

    
      Z nodded. 
    

    
      “I can’t hear you.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Yes, what?”
    

    
      “Yes, Daddy.”
    

    
      “Good boy.” Rhodes leaned his forehead against Z’s, then pushed him into his closet. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      As soon as the door was shut, Rhodes turned to Heather’s closet. The bullet hole was in Witt’s door, but at an angle that would have gone straight through the wall they shared. He opened Heather’s door to find the girl curled against the wall. He had a difficult time identifying where she was injured. Her right hand was clutched to her chest, covered in blood. It ran down her arm and dripped from her elbow. Her other hand was clapped over her mouth, muffling her sobs. She stared at him with her tear-soaked face and shook her head. She didn’t want the others to know she had been injured.
    

    
      Twisting the safety and tucking the gun into the back of his pants, Rhodes crouched down with a finger to his lips. He held out his hand. Her hand was shaking as she held it out to him. The bullet had come through the wall at a sharp angle, grazing her wrist, piercing the pad of her thumb, then burying itself in the floor. 
    

    
      “Oh, that’s nothing,” he breathed, giving his most reassuring smile. Pulling Heather to her feet, he guided her down the hall with an arm around her shoulders. He took her into the Bedroom. She felt like a small child as he wrapped his hands around her waist and lifted her onto the bathroom counter. He knelt down to unlock a padlock on one of the cabinets. 
    

    
      “Do you know what Z and Witt were fighting about?” He put the gun inside the cabinet and pulled out a first aid kit. 
    

    
      “No,” she replied, sniffling. She watched as he sifted through the contents of the kit. 
    

    
      “Have they ever fought before, while I wasn’t here?” He pulled out several items: 4x4 bandages, gauze, 
      alcohol
       pads. 
    

    
      “No, we don’t usually talk.”
    

    
      He shot her a skeptical glance, then beckoned for her hand. He rinsed off the injury, gently turning her arm and guiding the water with his hand. 
    

    
      “You must have known that they weren’t going to do it,” she said.
    

    
      “Do what?” 
    

    
      “Whatever it was you wanted them to do.” She winced as he patted her wrist dry with a towel. 
    

    
      “I might have 
      wanted
       them to fight.” 
    

    
      Heather held his gaze as she considered this, but turned away before replying. “It’s not what you usually want.”
    

    
      “I like a good fight as much as I like a good fuck. You should know that by now.” He cleaned the wounds. They were not as bad as they had appeared while covered in blood. As he wrapped her wrist and hand in gauze, he kept glancing at her face.
    

    
      “What?” She ran a hand over her chin. Was there blood on her face?
    

    
      “You have a very high tolerance for pain.”
    

    
      Heather shook her head and shrugged. “I just… push it away.” 
    

    
      “You learned that running.”
    

    
      She did not reply. She wondered why he was able to come to that conclusion with such conviction. Trying to be casual, she studied his figure. 
      He could be a runner
      , she thought. 
    

    
      “Monica told me you’re the star of the track team.” Remembering his little joke, he corrected himself, “Moné-sha.” He tucked the gauze and inspected his handiwork. Satisfied, he nodded. 
    

    
      “Only sprinting. Kyle is the star for cross-country. He was the tall one… with glasses.” Heather began to slide off the counter. Rhodes stopped her, pressing himself between her legs. 
    

    
      “Tell me something.”
    

    
      “What?” She pulled away from him. 
    

    
      “Tell me what happened between Z and Witt.” 
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not playing this game. They’ve already told you everything.”
    

    
      “That’s too bad.” He unbuckled his belt and began to undo his jeans.
    

    
      “Wait, what?” She backed against the mirror. 
    

    
      “You don’t want to talk,” he said. “I’m bored.”
    

    
      “No!” 
    

    
      “Then tell me what I want to know.”
    

    
      “You already know!”
    

    
      “I want to hear your version of events.”
    

    
      The pain rose in her chest. When his hands moved to push down his jeans, the words began to flood out: “My grandfather caught us, and Zachariah jumped out the window. Monica saw him and told Witt. Witt asked him if it was true and he denied it, so I denied it, too.” 
    

    
      His tongue roved over his teeth, thrilled by this adolescent soap opera. “I heard it was a big, public scene.”
    

    
      “It was.”
    

    
      “How did that make you feel?”
    

    
      Her face burned with humiliation as tears welled up. “It—it broke my heart.”
    

    
      “Very good.” He wiped the tears away. “Very good. That’s all I wanted to know. Now all the pieces fit.”
    

    
      “Then zip up your pants,” Heather muttered, wiping her nose on her bandage. 
    

    
      Scowling, Rhodes clapped a hand around her throat and slammed her back against the mirror. “You don’t give orders to me!” Holding her head at arm’s length, he pulled her hips toward him and let his pants fall. 
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      “Heather?”
    

    
              Heather was shocked to hear Witt call her name—her proper name. She couldn’t remember a time he had ever said it before. 
    

    
              “Witt?” she asked, just to be sure. Rhodes had taken Monica and Z out. He had been very loud and pointed about it, which made Heather suspicious he had done it to spite her. 
    

    
              “Do you… do you think we’re fucked?”
    

    
              Heather pursed her lips at the poorly-phrased question. 
    

    
              “I didn’t mean that,” Witt hedged when she didn’t reply. “I mean… Do you think we’re fucked up? Like, permanently?”
    

    
              The overwhelming response in Heather’s mind was 
      YES!
       She hadn’t told them about the limited time Rhodes had imposed upon them. For some reason, he hadn’t given them all the same impression: Monica and Witt still believed they could make it out alive, and he had filled Z with a perpetual sense of impending doom. 
    

    
      “I don’t know. Things like this… affect people differently, and there’s no way of knowing how they’re going to respond... And you seem to be having a very different time of it than the rest of us. At least, different from Z and myself.”
    

    
              “I don’t enjoy it.”
    

    
              “I didn’t say you did.”
    

    
              “I’m not like that.”
    

    
              “What would it matter if you were?”
    

    
              Witt was silent for a moment. “My dad would kill me,” he muttered. 
    

    
              “Witt, I hate to say it, but your dad’s a dick. His opinion of you should be inconsequential. He called Charli a bull-dyke 
      to her face
      , and calls Monica’s dad a nigger-lover behind his back. And… up to this point, you’ve been an asshole too.” Over the years, she had called him this several times, but this time felt different. A long silence passed.
    

    
              “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      She let this sink in for a moment. She must have heard him wrong. “Sorry for what?”
    

    
              “Sorry for everything.” His voice was thick. He sniffled. 
    

    
              Heather was dumb-founded. She had dreamed of this moment for ten years, but found herself more exasperated than gracious. 
      Why is he telling you this now? Here? 
      She found it difficult to believe, if they did survive, this apology would mean anything. 
    

    
              But she couldn’t say that. “I forgive you.”
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      Unlike Z, Heather never attempted to figure out a pattern or predict who would be taken when Rhodes entered the White Room. At least, she tried not to. She would much rather die, slowly and quietly, on the floor. Her fever had broken, the bullet had missed her heart, and now Rhodes treated her with apathy: the door opened for food, water, and silent trips to the bathroom. He had not spoken to her or showed interest in her for a few days now. 
    

    
              Not long after Witt apologized, that changed. 
    

    
      Rhodes entered, opened a closet, and escorted the unfortunate prisoner out. Even though the others confessed relief when they were taken to the Camera Room, Heather had no desire to see it again. She closed her eyes and held her breath for as long as she could, praying Rhodes would not come back. 
    

    
      But he did.         
    

    
      “I have a special treat for you,” he said, opening her closet. He had the gun in one hand, relaxed by his side. With the other hand, he grabbed her arm and hoisted her to her feet. 
    

    
      “Please don’t do this.” 
    

    
      “Aww…” He sounded disappointed she wasn’t excited about his surprise, but he was still smiling maliciously when he pushed the Camera Room door open. She hesitated, unable to see who was waiting for her inside. Rhodes grabbed the belt of her robe and pulled her in. 
    

    
      Witt was sitting on the edge of the bed, head down, fingers together. Even though she had already known, the sight of him turned her stomach. Forgiveness was one thing, but what Rhodes wanted them to do was quite another. Witt rose to his feet, pale and resigned. Heather turned and walked right past Rhodes, back toward the door. 
    

    
      “Whoa!” he laughed, grabbing her arm. “I didn’t say you could go anywhere.”
    

    
      She jerked her away. He positioned himself between her and the door.
    

    
      “No.” She knew he knew their history. Her refusal did not require any explanation. 
    

    
      “Heather…” Witt whispered. 
    

    
      “You still haven’t learned not to say that, Little Rabbit.” He pressed the muzzle of the gun against her chest and pushed her back. “You should know better by now.”
    

    
      Heather winced at the pressure on the lacerations, but she did not retreat; Arm’s length was as far as he could push her. “I 
      know
      ,” she told him, “that you can 
      beat
       me, you can 
      kill
       me, but you cannot force me to have sex with Witt.”
    

    
      “Oh, but I thought you two were playing nice now. You forgave him, didn’t you?” Rhodes glanced to see Witt’s wide-eyed reaction. Heather’s face burned. She wondered if he also knew she had lied. 
    

    
      “Heather, don’t…” Witt fidgeted with the hem of his robe. “Just… Just chill. Come inside and do what Avery wants.”
    

    
      “Easy for you to say.” 
    

    
      “Now you’re just being obstinate.” Rhodes smirked despite the irritation in his voice. 
    

    
      Witt continued to plead. “Dude—Avery, just leave her here; I’ll talk some sense into her.”
    

    
      Heather’s gaze remained fixed on Rhodes. “I’m not being obstinate. I want you to kill me.” 
    

    
      “I’m not going to kill you; I’m going to waste a perfectly good pet.”
    

    
      Heather furrowed her brows. “You’ve already destroyed our lives! How could you possibly do any worse?”
    

    
      “I can make her do what you want.” Witt’s tone took a hint of desperation. Rhodes ignored him. 
    

    
      “I can’t possibly do any worse?” Amused, he glanced from her to Witt. “Do you really believe that?”
    

    
      Heather crossed her arms across her chest. She braced for an attack. “Yes.”
    

    
      Rhodes didn’t attack her. He raised the gun over her shoulder and fired. Heather shrieked as the concussion stabbed her ear. Turning, she covered her mouth. 
    

    
      Witt sank to the floor, red spreading down his white robe. Confused, his hand found the bullet hole, but his fingers were not enough to stop the blood spilling out from his chest. His face was pale, making his hair shockingly bright. He looked to Rhodes with eyes full of betrayal. His mouth flapped but only gusts of air came out. 
    

    
      “Chuck!” Heather dove to his side. She pressed her hands over the wound in a desperate attempt to apply pressure, but felt herself being lifted away. 
    

    
      “No, no!” Rhodes scolded her, pulling her against his chest and wrapping his arms around her. “You didn’t want anything to do with him. That was your decision.”
    

    
      “No…” Heather sobbed, sinking to her knees. That wasn’t what she meant; it wasn’t what she wanted. “But—but—he did everything you wanted!”
    

    
      “I know,” Rhodes replied. “It was boring.” If Heather had looked up, she would have seen a strange contrast between his cold tone and his grim expression.
    

    
      Monica screamed, “Heather? Witt? What’s going on?”
    

    
      Witt became still. His hand fell from his chest. Rhodes continued to hold Heather with an arm across her shoulders. He leaned his head against hers, as if attempting to comfort her. Her shock faded, replaced with grief. Her eyes filled with tears as she imagined how Monica would react. 
      She had loved Witt for so long…
       
    

    
      “Please say something! Please? Witt, please! Witt? Heather?”
    

    
      Numb, Heather turned to stare at the door.
    

    
      “You should answer her,” Rhodes whispered. 
    

    
      “Wha… What?” 
    

    
      “Tell her.” His voice became hard. “Go tell her: Charles Francis Witt is dead, and it is all 
      your fault
      .” He released her and opened the door.
    

    
      “No… I can’t… It’s not…” The idea was inconceivable, but Heather couldn’t convince herself it wasn’t true.  
    

    
      Rhodes pointed the gun across the landing and fired it high into the wall of the White Room. Monica shrieked.
    

    
      “TELL HER!”
    

    
      Heather scrambled to her feet, but stumbled. Rhodes yanked her up and shoved her onto the landing. She steadied herself along the wall, smearing a trail of bloody handprints. She imagined all the things she could say that would appease Rhodes 
      and
       convey her innocence. Every line entering her mind made her 
      sob
       even harder. By the time she reached the White Room, the house was spinning, threatening to throw her to the floor.
    

    
      Rhodes opened the door for her. Heather stood in front of Monica’s closet.
    

    
      “Mon… Monica?” She tried to steady her voice.
    

    
      “Exactly as I told you,” Rhodes whispered, pulling the closet door open. 
    

    
      Monica was standing there, tears already streaming down her face. “Heather?” She began to cry harder when she saw the blood on Heather’s hands. “What’s going on? Where’s Witt?”
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth, but only a strained whimper came out. There was a lump in her throat. She couldn’t get enough air to speak. 
    

    
      “Tell her.”
    

    
      “He—he—he—” was all that came out. 
    

    
      Sighing, Rhodes pointed the gun at Monica’s head. Squealing, she cowered into the corner.
    

    
      “No!” Heather screamed, forcing herself between the gun and her friend. She ducked down and wrapped her arms around Monica’s trembling body. “It’s my fault! He shot Witt; It was my fault. I wouldn’t do what he told me to do. I—I couldn’t—” 
    

    
      With a shriek, Monica shoved Heather away and curled into a tight ball. Heather attempted to pull her up, to console her, but she began to scream. Rhodes put a hand on Heather’s shoulder and pulled her out. 
    

    
      “Please,” Heather whispered. “Please, kill me too.” Rhodes found her sincerity fascinating. She reached out slowly, 
      as not
       to alarm him, and lifted his wrist until the gun was at her forehead. She stared into Rhodes’s black eyes. They were almost sad. 
    

    
      Heather pressed his trigger finger. She flinched as the firing pin clicked. But the gun didn’t go off. Rhodes pulled his hand away.
    

    
      “But you’re 
      so
       entertaining.” He held the magazine up in his other hand. Stunned into silence, she allowed him to steer her back into her closet. She flinched as the lock clicked. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Z crouched on the floor, listening to Heather’s voice, but not processing her words. They sank in slowly. They didn’t sound real. Yet, when he heard the firing pin click, he flinched. After the doors shut, he realized he wasn’t breathing. 
    

    
              
      Witt’s dead
      , he thought, taking a deep, shaking breath. 
      Witt’s dead? That can’t be true. He’s making her say that.
    

    
              Z had never liked Witt, that was the thing. But Witt had been the first kid he had met in Georgia. After that, he hung around so much Z just accepted his presence. 
    

    
              
      In a minute,
       he told himself,
       Rhodes will bring Witt back, shuffling and sniffling.
       
    

    
              
      You really believed her
      , he would say. 
      You dumbass. Why would I kill Witt before you?
    

    
              Because otherwise, it doesn't make any sense.
       
    

    
              Holding his breath again, Z waited for the door to re-open. Monica was howling. Heather was hyperventilating. The door wasn’t opening. As Z grew light-headed, the truth sank in: Witt was dead.
    

    
      “Wh…” Z had trouble forming words. “Wh—Why?” It didn’t make any sense—none of it made any sense. “Why?” he screamed again. “Why?”
    

    
      Monica howled, Heather sobbed, and Rhodes did not answer him. 
    

    
      Clutching his hair, Z bowed his head to the floor and began to cry. He realized only one thing was true anymore: They were all going to die here. 
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      August, 2003
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Everyone in the hallway was staring at him. Z was used to a certain amount of glances, being the new kid, but this was excessive. He ducked into the bathroom to make sure all of his clothes were on properly. When he ventured back out, he tried to look casual, but hurried to his locker. Witt was waiting for him. Since school had started, Witt had developed a tendency to hang around. He wore a funny expression now, like he was mad, but trying to look amused.
    

    
              “Dude,” Z whispered, “I think something weird is going on.” He reached past Witt to open his locker. 
    

    
              “Weirder than you fucking a Trakkie?”
    

    
               It took a moment for Witt’s words to sink in. Everyone stopped herding to lockers and classrooms. All eyes were on him. All Z could think to reply was, “Huh?”
    

    
              “Monica told me she saw you jump off the roof of Old Tex’s house.”
    

    
              Z’s face burned. He stammered, mouth flapping for an explanation. Before he could think of a good retort, he heard her voice among the crowd. His throat tightened.
    

    
      “Excuse me! Scoot! I need to get to my locker. Why is everyone…” Heather pushed through the crowd. She froze when everyone turned from Z to stare at her. 
    

    
              “Speak of the Devil!”
    

    
              Accustomed to Witt’s badgering, Heather sniffed. “You’re 
      on my
       locker.” 
    

    
              Witt jeered at her. “I was just asking Z if it was true you two are spending”—he made air quotations—“
      quality time
       together.” 
    

    
      The color drained from her face. She locked eyes with Z. He had never seen someone look so vulnerable, especially Heather, who always kept on her iron mask around others. He remembered her tone from the other night, when she demanded to know why he would want something more official. He had been agonizing over it all weekend. 
      Would she even want you to admit it? Does she really care about you at all?
    

    
      “So, what is it, Z-man?” Witt clapped a hand on Z’s shoulder. “You and Heather bumping uglies?”
    

    
      Z’s chest was tight. His breath stuck in his throat. Heather’s shoulders heaved as she struggled with her own. 
    

    
      “No,” he replied, looking Witt in the eye. “I don’t know what Monica was talking about; It wasn’t me. It must’ve been someone else.” He glanced back at her. 
    

    
      “Oh, really?” Witt rounded on Heather. Her expression changed from devastation to stone in the blink of an eye. Z was the only one who noticed. “
      Trakkie
      ?” Witt assumed the tone of a newscaster, “What would you like to say on this matter?”
    

    
      “You heard him,” she said, stepping forward. “It was someone else. 
      Obviously
      . Now get off my locker. You’re making me late to class.”
    

    
      Z tried not to stare, but he was desperate to catch her eye, desperate to convey to her somehow he hadn’t known what else to say. Witt clapped his hand on his shoulder again.
    

    
      “You are so fulla shit!” He yanked Z away.
    

    
      Heather cast them one more glance as the crowd dispersed, full of ice and iron. 
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      May, 2006
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      With everything so white, the change of color was glaring. It reflected off the doors and walls, tinting everything a faint shade of pink. Z squinted when he noticed it, but didn’t process what might have caused it until Monica began to scream.         
    

    
              “Heather?” She had an edge of hysteria in her voice. After the day the girls arrived, the room rarely heard anything but whispers or screams. Heather did not reply. “Z?”
    

    
              “What?” He replied in a whisper out of habit. 
    

    
              “There’s blood on the floor!”
    

    
              “What?” He forgot to whisper this time.
    

    
              “The floor is red! There’s blood on the floor!” She began to bang on her door. “Heather! Heather, please answer me!”
    

    
              Z flew to his feet and listened. Heather was silent. Was it possible Rhodes had come in and taken her without either of them knowing—or worse?
    

    
              “Heather?” He wondered if she would respond to him rather than Monica. When she didn’t, he banged on his door. “Heather? Say something, damnit!” 
    

    
              “Please,” Monica sobbed, slamming her hands against her door. “Heather, please! I’m sorry, I forgive you! Please say something! Please be OK! I can’t lose you too!”
    

    
              Z slammed his shoulder into the door. It shuddered and groaned, but the reinforcements held. Not knowing what else he could do, Z took a deep breath and roared, “AVERY!” If she was hurt, maybe, just maybe, Rhodes wouldn’t be ready to let her die. 
    

    
              Under Monica’s hysterical pleas, Z heard footsteps pounding across the landing. The door was flung open. Monica’s screams faded into a mournful howl.
    

    
              “Don’t let her die,” she moaned. “Please, please, don’t let her be dead.”
    

    
              Rhodes did not reply. Z heard him open Heather’s closet door. He wished Monica would shut up, or his heart would stop beating so hard. He had never prayed before, but he closed his eyes and thought, 
      Please, Lord, please…
       
    

    
              “I knew you would be trouble,” Rhodes muttered. 
      Cloth
       rustled. Z hoped Rhodes was taking Heather somewhere to care for her, not to whatever dark hole he had tossed Witt into.
    

    
              Z’s door opened. Half out of fear—half out of habit—he threw himself against the back wall.
    

    
              “Robe,” Rhodes demanded, holding out a hand.
    

    
      Z tore off his robe and handed it to him. Rhodes didn’t bother to close the door. He began to tear at the robe with his teeth, ripping it in two. Z followed Rhodes out as if he had been commanded. The carpet was wet. He found a red stain spreading across the floor from Heather’s closet. He had always been able to handle the sight of blood, but his stomach turned at the sight of so much from someone he loved. He doubled over.
    

    
              “Hob your lip, Moné-sha!” Rhodes yelled, slamming his fist against her door. Her howling fell silent, becoming ragged sobs. 
    

    
      Rhodes grabbed the boy’s hair and pulled him to the floor in front of the open closet. Heather lay curled in the fetal position. She wasn’t just pale—she was a strange shade of seafoam green. The skin of her right wrist was ripped open and ragged. Blood was smeared across the bottom corner of the door, where the metal was jagged from a broken sill sweep.
    

    
              “Oh, God…” 
    

    
              Rhodes smacked Z up the backside of his head. “Get it together!” he demanded. “Hold her arms.” 
    

    
      He pulled her flat onto her back, bent her knees, and held up her arms. With shaking hands, Z took them. Her skin was still warm. He turned to Rhodes with a grin. “She’s warm!” His voice cracked. “She’s still alive!”
    

    
              “Of course she’s alive, dumbass.” Rhodes balled up half of the robe and lashed it to her wrist with one end of the robe cord. “She’s looking straight at you.” 
    

    
              Z flinched when found Heather had opened her eyes. Her eyelids were drooping and her eyes glassy. He wasn’t sure if she could see, but they were fixed on him. He realized he was hyperventilating and fought to get his breath back under control. 
    

    
              “I’m sorry,” he said, starting to cry. “I’m sorry I denied it. I love you. I’ll tell everyone the truth, I promise, just don’t die!” Heather’s eyes closed. A tear ran down into her hair. 
    

    
              “Cute.” Rhodes smacked Z up the backside of his head again. “Pick her up and follow me.”
    

    
              As Z carried Heather’s light, compact body, he had a surreal sense of nostalgia. He had lifted her off her feet at her bedroom window and carried her over to her bed. He snapped out of his 
      déja vu
       when he saw the bloody footprints Rhodes tracked, bright and fresh over the bloody patina that already stained the hardwood.
    

    
              Rhodes led Z down the stairs, through the French doors, and into a laundry room. He pulled a sheet from the bottom rack of a folding table, threw it across the top, then spread it haphazardly. He pointed for Z to lay her on the table. As soon as she was out of Z’s arms, Rhodes placed a hand on Z’s chest and turned him toward the door.
    

    
              “Kitchen,” he said, pointing across the way. “Hot water. As hot as you can get it.” 
    

    
              As if in a trance, Z padded across the great room to the door across the hall, into the largest kitchen he had ever seen. An industrial sink was right in front of him, but there was a kitchen sink in the opposite corner. He grabbed a clean-looking mixing bowl and carried it to the kitchen sink. He ran the hot water full-blast. Glancing over his shoulder to make sure Rhodes hadn’t followed him, he bowed over the other basin and heaved. 
    

    
              “I thought you had run off,” Rhodes said when Z returned with the bowl. He had been holding her arms up, peering under the shreds of robe. “Right there,”—he nodded to an end table next to the folding table—“and 
      hold
       her arms again.” He glanced at the boy, flicking his eyes over Z’s pale complexion and flecks of vomit in his stubble. 
    

    
              Z placed the bowl as Rhodes directed and took Heather’s arms. Rhodes took a hand towel from the bottom rack and soaked it. Unbinding Heather’s right wrist, he wiped away the blood and inspected the damage.
    

    
              “What the fuck am I supposed to do with this?” he muttered. He reached into his front pockets, then ran his hands over his back. “Fuck!”
    

    
      Wrapping the towel around her wrist, he twisted the ends together, making a tourniquet. He held it up to Z, saying, “Hold this. Don’t let it go, don’t let it loosen. If you do, she will die.”
    

    
      Z nodded, taking the towel. Rhodes left, his footsteps bounding up the stairs. 
    

    
      “Heather?” Z whispered. “Are you still there… here?” 
    

    
      She turned her head with a sigh, but did not open her eyes.
    

    
      “I’m going to get us out of this,” he promised. “I’ll get us out, then I’ll make you forget this ever happened.”
    

    
      “Are you being cute again?” Rhodes asked as he re-entered the room. He dropped a black bag onto Heather’s torso and pulled it open. It resembled the bags doctors used to carry. He reached in and pulled out a stitch kit. 
    

    
      Unzipping it, Rhodes probed inside. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck,” he muttered, running the tips of his fingers over his options. He sighed, “It doesn’t fucking matter anyway…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
              “Don’t talk.” Rhodes took Heather’s arm and loosened the towel. He shoved it into Z’s chest. “Clean the other wrist, but no matter what you do, don’t… don’t 
      jostle
       her.”
    

    
              Z reached up to untie the scraps 
      of robe
      .
    

    
              “Clean it first!” Rhodes nodded at the towel. 
    

    
              Z dunked the blood-soaked towel into the bowl. Water poured over the edges, becoming a spreading pool under their feet. Rhodes paused to glare at him.
    

    
              “Sorry.” Z wrung the towel and eased it into the water.
    

    
              As Rhodes stitched together the inner workings of Heather’s right wrist, Z wiped away the blood and loosened the clots of the left. He gasped as the blood began to flow again, turning to Rhodes like a child needing assistance. 
    

    
              “Wrap and twist,” Rhodes told the boy in a patient tone. Z did as he was instructed. 
    

    
              The skin of Heather’s wrist looked as if it had been worn through by the teeth of a comb, it was so torn and ragged. 
    

    
      “This is beyond help,” Rhodes muttered, trying to push the pieces of skin together like a jigsaw puzzle. He fished into his bag, pulled out of 4x4 bandages, and patched her up.
    

    
              When Rhodes relieved Z of Heather’s left arm, he was left with nothing to do. He watched as the monster painstakingly stitched her back together, then he backed against the wall and sank to the floor. He felt hollow, but his muscles were still jumping with adrenaline. Feeling his nakedness for the first time since Rhodes claimed his robe, Z shifted into a more concealing position.  
    

    
              After Rhodes finished with the arterial sutures, he paused to study Z. “Are you going to be sick again?” His words were patronizing, but there was an undertone of concern in his voice.
    

    
              Z shook his head. He was trying not to think of that day at school: Witt’s question, his knee-jerk response. He cared about Heather, so why would he respond like that? For a fleeting moment, he was glad Witt was dead. When the moment passed, he was filled with remorse. Squeezing his eyes shut, he fought hard, but tears began to run down his cheeks. A sob broke from his throat. 
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      As Rhodes listened to Z’s muffled sobs, he pulled Heather’s hands onto her chest. She was ghostly pale, but he had seen many much worse who had lived far longer than he intended for these three. Her pulse was weak, but her breath was steady; That counted for a lot. He rinsed his hands in the bowl, then sank down next to Z.
    

    
              “Was she your first?”
    

    
              “
      What
      ?”
    

    
              “Do you know her blood type?” he said as if he were repeating his original question.
    

    
              Sniffling, Z leaned his head back against the wall and searched the ceiling. “O. O negative…” he replied. Rhodes raised a curious eyebrow. “We did Punnett Squares earlier this year… What would happen if she 
      doesn’t
       get blood?”
    

    
               “She’ll be weak. She’ll heal slowly.” Rhodes shrugged. “It’s not a big deal: She didn’t lose that much.”
    

    
              “Are you fucking kidding me?” Z recalled the white carpet turning red.
    

    
              Smirking, Rhodes turned to him. “You’re lucky I came when I did,” he said. “I was considering taking my time.” He leaned his head back against the wall. “You owe me.”
    

    
              Z’s nostrils flared. He clenched his teeth, then nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
              “Hm?” 
    

    
              “Yes,” Z repeated, “she was my first.”
    

    
               Rhodes grinned. “Were you hers?”
    

    
              “I don’t think so,” he admitted. “I always had the feeling she wanted something else. Something she couldn’t have. I… I don’t know how to describe it.”
    

    
              Nodding, Rhodes began to reply, but stopped. His gaze landed on the puddle on the tile flood. Red tendrils of blood swirled in the water. A memory tugged him back to a tiny, dingy apartment. A woman’s foot hung off a small, round kitchen table, dripping blood onto the cracked tile. His chest tightened, like it had on that night. He turned to Z, feeling something strangely akin to hope. Whatever he had been about to say, he forgot. 
    

    
      “I really should have put a lock on that door,” he said instead. 
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      Rhodes’s hands were still crusted with Heather’s blood. He wondered what investigators would make of her body, if they ever found it: scarred, broken, beaten beyond the others, yet meticulously, repeatedly put back together. He imagined only her grandfather knew her well enough to make sense of it. 
    

    
      Returning to the Bedroom, Rhodes confirmed Heather was still unconscious. Blood seeped through her bandages. He went into the bathroom, ran the water as hot as it would get, and washed his hands. He poked through the first aid kit under the bathroom counter, then left it in favor of his black bag. 
    

    
      Although Heather’s eyes were open as he cleaned and re-dressed her wrists, Rhodes was certain she was not aware of what was happening. She remained limp. He measured out a strong dose of penicillin and injected it into her hip, just as he had when she had the fever. 
    

    
      “Let’s get rid of this.” He pulled off her robe, stiff with dried blood. She complied, still only half-conscious, and hugged the blanket over her chest. He pulled a jar of thick yellow salve from his bag. He dabbed it over the lashes on her back. He coaxed her to surrender the blanket covering her chest and applied the salve to the letters carved into her chest.
    

    
      “Are you really as much of a fighter as you pretend to be?” he murmured, not expecting an answer. If the truth was 
      No
      , she could go into hypotensive shock and die and there would be nothing he could do about it.   
    

    
      “No,” she replied, surprising him. She rolled over to look behind her. “Where’s Zachariah? Wasn’t he here?”
    

    
      He shoved all of his supplies back into the bag and snapped it shut. “Z is with Moné-sha.” He carried the bag around to the bedside table and locked it away. “No use risking the loss of another grief-stricken drama queen.” 
    

    
      “That’s very considerate of you.”
    

    
      He produced two bottles of water. Opening one, he offered it to her. She hesitated before she accepted it. She had to readjust her grip several times before she could support its weight.
    

    
      “I’m shocked you would put her through losing both of her best friends on the same day,” he said, studying her. 
    

    
      “She stopped—” Heather caught herself. Being half-dead was no excuse to start gossiping. She buried her face in the pillow, wishing she could go back to sleep.
    

    
      Rhodes sat cross-legged on the bed next to her, sipping at his bottle. He reached out to stroke her hair. “What were you thinking, Little Rabbit?” 
    

    
      Heather shook him off. Holding the blanket over her chest, she sat up slowly. “What… what does it matter what I was thinking?” Her tone was more incredulous than angry. “What do you care? You keep referring to these other groups you’ve had—other people you’ve killed—and now you ask me what I was thinking, as if none of them ever attempted suicide as an escape.”
    

    
      “Oh, they’ve tried,” he assured her. “Some have succeeded. Some I’ve allowed to succeed.” He shook his head. “Their loss meant nothing to me.”
    

    
      “Mine means something to you?” She met his eyes. 
    

    
      Rhodes smirked. “I am still determined to break you. If I am anything, I am a powerfully sore loser.”
    

    
      “You are that.” 
    

    
      Rhodes barked a laugh. “See? You’re witty; That’s why I like having you around.”
    

    
      “Witt wasn’t witty?”
    

    
      The corner of Rhodes’s mouth twitched. The question sobered him. He struggled to keep an even voice. “Witt was pedantic,” he replied. “He had his moments: he was affectionate, and 
      very
       willing to experiment, but funny?” He shook his head. “He’s not like you… or Z.”
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth, but choked on her words. Seeing the question in her eyes, he tilted his head. She clenched her jaw and shook her head. “I could stop being funny. I could be like Witt: I could bore you. Would you kill me, too, if I bored you?”
    

    
      Rhodes sucked his teeth before answering. “That would be leaving on your own terms.”
    

    
      “Would it, really?”
    

    
      He shrugged. “Have you ever read 
      Catch-22
      ? I know you have; It’s on your shelf.”
    

    
      She scowled at the thought of him in her room. “I haven’t,” she lied. “It’s my dad’s.”
    

    
      “Ah, well… you know what a catch-22 is, the logical concept.”  
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “That situation would be a catch-22: You 
      want
       to die, so you 
      pretend
       to be boring. I won’t tolerate 
      boring
      , but I don’t want to kill you, because I know it’s what you want. So we’re both stuck.”
    

    
      Heather kicked this idea around for a moment. “You would seriously allow yourself to get stuck in a situation you don’t want… just to spite me?”
    

    
      “You betcha.”
    

    
      “I’m surprised you wouldn’t find that situation humiliating.”
    

    
      “Humiliating to whom?” He smirked. “I’m not going to lose face. It won’t affect my social standing. Within the next ten days, I’m just going to kill you all, pack up, and go home.”
    

    
      Shocked by his casual tone, Heather squeezed her eyes shut. Her head spun. She forced her expression to remain emotionless. “There’s not… There’s nothing we can—” 
    

    
      “No, nothing,” he said with a sweep of his arm. “That’s just the way it goes. You are all going to die by the end of the month.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t—” 
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      “But—” 
    

    
      “
      Stop
      .”
    

    
      “A lot can happen in ten days,” she shot out quicker than he could interrupt.
    

    
              Smirking, he asked, “I thought you were going to be 
      boring
      ?”
    

    
              “I am. I’m 
      boring
       now. Just watch.”
    

    
              Rhodes nodded. He rocked forward and kissed her. Whimpering, she shoved him away.
    

    
      “I thought you were going to be boring?” he laughed. “See? It’s not in your nature. Catch-22: You want to die—you want me to kill you—but you are not willing to sacrifice your…”—he searched for the words—“your dignity and independence to do so. But you would have to.”
    

    
      “I wasn’t ready,” Heather scoffed. “Try again.”
    

    
      Rhodes tilted his head with a curious grin. “Heather Stokes, are you asking me to kiss you?” She turned away, her face burning. “Now,” he said, scooting closer to her, “I know 
      exactly
       what to do if I 
      wanted
       your complete compliance. All I would have to do is say…”—he leaned close to her ear—“If you even 
      consider
       harming yourself again, I will douse Monica in kerosene and light her on fire.”
    

    
      She turned to check if he was serious. His face was set.
    

    
      “See?” He spread his arms. “Dignity and independence are easily removed from the equation.”
      




      55
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Rhodes refused to return Heather to the others. She begged and attempted to negotiate, but he was unrelenting. He would not allow her to leave the room until she could stand and move around without growing light-headed. No matter how well she lied, Rhodes could tell. He studied her eyes, poked her, prodded her, and generally stressed her out.
    

    
      “Isn’t messing with people supposed to spike blood pressure?” she cried, exasperated.
    

    
      “Not if you’re running on half a tank.” He pushed her back down on the edge of the bed. 
    

    
      “What does it matter if I go into shock?” she muttered. “You seem to care a lot for something you’re going to kill within the next ten days.”
    

    
      “Nine,” he corrected her. “Nine days. And my terms, remember. You will die when I kill you, and I’m not done with you yet. Not by a long shot.”
    

    
      Groaning, Heather fell back onto the bed. 
    

    
      “I know exactly what you need,” he said. “Another fuck.”
    

    
      Heather shot upright, pressing her robe against her thighs. Her head spun. She expected him to push her back down, but was surprised to hear the door open and close. Holding her breath, she listened to a faraway door open then close. “Damn,” she muttered. The Camera Room door opened, then closed.
    

    
      “Please don’t do this,” she whispered as Rhodes returned to fetch her. “This is 
      not
       going to help; I do not want this.”
    

    
      “You don’t want any of this.” He took her arm and pulled her slowly to her feet. “That doesn’t stop it from happening.”
    

    
      Heather did not resist as he guided her to the Camera Room. She lowered her head. Her face burned. 
      This is what you deserve. This is punishment for what you did. You were weak; You could have fought harder instead of just giving in.
       She was certain as he led her into the room whoever was waiting for her would be able to see her guilt on her face. 
    

    
      When Rhodes opened the door, she found Z staring at her. His expression was slack-jawed, full of wonder. Her heart throbbed. She was sure Rhodes could hear it from where he stood at her shoulder. She fought to keep her face from betraying her relief—and elation. 
    

    
      “You’re OK.” Z took a few steps toward her.
    

    
      “
      OK
       is a relative term,” she replied, trying to sound casual. Rhodes released her, and she allowed Z to pull her away. 
    

    
      “Heather claims she is going to become boring,” Rhodes informed him. “What do you think? Do you think she could bore you?”
    

    
      “No, never,” Z replied. He turned her to face him. He stroked her cheek. She tried to avoid his gaze, but could not. His green eyes were flecked with gold in the fading light. “Do you remember,” he whispered, raising her bandaged wrists to his lips and kissing them, “what I told you downstairs?”
    

    
      Heather shook her head. She didn’t remember ever being downstairs with Z. Stroking her hair, he pulled her close. 
    

    
      “I said that I would get us out of here, and I would make you forget any of this ever happened.” He took her face in his hands. “Not necessarily in that order,” he added, smirking. He kissed her then, and neither of them noticed Rhodes had taken a seat in the corner. 
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      They made love, they talked, they told jokes, they ignored Rhodes as if he never existed. Heather buried her face in his chest and cried until she drifted off. They slept, waking with the sun shining in their eyes. When they woke, they were alone.
    

    
              Heather pushed herself up on an elbow, inching higher. The room did not spin. She heaved a sigh of relief. Z pulled her back into his arms.
    

    
              “Do you think he’s jealous?” 
    

    
      “God, I hope so.” Nothing would have made her happier than a little sliver of revenge. 
    

    
      “When we get out,” he told her, rolling her onto her back and climbing between her legs, “I’m going to take you out. Properly. With dinner and a movie.”
    

    
      She snorted. “No, I’ll cook,” she said. “I’ll introduce you to my grandpa.”
    

    
      “Will you drive me to the hospital afterwards?” 
    

    
      Not waiting for an answer, he ducked between her legs. Heather’s laughter didn’t last long. After a moment, her fingers were threaded into his hair and she was gasping for breath. 
    

    
      When Heather released his head and fell limp, Z leaned up, wiping his mouth. He raised his hand to lick it, but stopped. That was Rhodes’s thing, not his. He wiped it on the bed instead. Turning to go to the bathroom, he froze. Rhodes had reclaimed his chair. He was sucking something glistening from his fingers.
    

    
      “How long have you been there?” Z sat back down on the edge of the bed. He felt Heather sit up behind him.
    

    
      “Long enough to make a few messes.”
    

    
      Z wrinkled his nose, trying not to gag. Heather ran her hands up his back and wrapped her arms around his chest. She glared at Rhodes as she kissed his shoulder. 
    

    
      “
      Moné-sha
       looked a bit like that the first time I paired her off with Witt,” Rhodes goaded. 
    

    
      Heather didn’t hear him. She was looking at Z’s back, where Rhodes had punished him for being 
      defiant
      . The lacerations had healed and the scabs were beginning to peel. She ran her hand down the list, shocked to find the word BOLD at the bottom. Heather’s eyes met Rhodes’s. He set his face against revealing emotions, running his tongue one last time between his fingers.
    

    
      Remembering their goal of making Rhodes jealous, Z turned and kissed her before going into the bathroom. As soon as the door was closed, Rhodes dropped his hand.
    

    
      “You didn’t sound that enthusiastic with me.” 
    

    
      So many unrelenting insults came to mind, but Heather pursed her lips. “It’s not the same,” she replied instead. 
    

    
      “Does 
      love
       make it different?” He stressed the word as if it were a pathetic concept. “Better?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You’re just saying that.”
    

    
      “The fact you didn’t already know that is sad.”
    

    
      A shadow passed over his face. He looked 
      taken aback
      , as if it were possible for her to offend him with such a statement. Her heart raced. Before he could retaliate, the bathroom door opened. Z resumed his place on the edge of the bed, facing Heather.
    

    
      “Well,” Rhodes announced, standing, “it’s time for you two lovebirds to go back to your 
      separate
       cages.”
    

    
      Z closed his eyes and sighed. With a glance to make sure Rhodes was watching, Heather slid her fingers into Z’s hair and kissed him, then pulled on her robe and turned to follow Rhodes down the hall. As soon as Z fastened his robe, he grabbed her arm and pulled her back. 
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me,” he whispered, glancing at the window. “Just run.” 
    

    
      “What?” she hissed back.
    

    
      Rhodes paused. “Are you being cu—” 
    

    
      Z spun and slammed Rhodes’s head into the doorframe. He collapsed without a sound. Z did not hesitate to make sure he was out: he ran across the room and flung himself against the window.
    

    
      “No!” she shrieked. 
    

    
      Glass shattered around him. He hit the roof and was not able to stop himself before careening over the edge. 
    

    
      She ran to the window. Glass bit into her feet. She could see Z’s hands clinging to the gutter. Rhodes growled behind her, preventing any consideration of an alternate plan. She stepped out onto the roof and went to the edge. The ground was twenty-five feet below. She grabbed Z’s arm and helped him up. 
    

    
      The two ran until they found an overhang and jumped down. They were still fifteen feet above the ground, but there was no other choice but to jump. Z didn’t allow himself to hesitate and rolled as he hit the ground. Heather glanced back. Rhodes had his head out the window and turned to watch her follow Z.
    

    
      A sharp pain shot up her ankle as she landed, but she staggered forward. Her head spun. Z grabbed her hand and pulled her along, running toward the woods. As the pain faded, she began to out-run him. She spared a glance behind them to find Rhodes jumping off the roof and giving chase. And he was fast. She didn’t have to imagine wolves for this run.
    

    
      A chain-link fence stood just under the tree-line. If they were able to scale it quickly, it would be the difference between Rhodes and freedom. They could hear his feet pounding behind them. He was closing the gap between himself and the teenagers at an alarming rate. 
    

    
      “Jump!”
    

    
      She hit the fence high, at full speed. She scrambled to the top and swung her leg over. Stabbing pain shot through her thigh and her muscles seized. She hit the ground writhing, air knocked from her lungs. She leaned up to see Rhodes, tossing the Taser aside, jump onto Z as he scaled the fence. Grabbing his hair, Rhodes kicked off the fence, sending them both to the ground. Z didn’t have time to find his feet. Rhodes dragged his knife across the boy’s throat, flinging blood through the air. It splattered across Heather’s face. She stared as Z collapsed. 
    

    
      Rhodes, blood running from a gash on his forehead, breathing hard, staggered back a few steps and let the blade fall from his hands. He sank to his knees, staring at the boy with an indecipherable expression. He wiped his face with the back of a bloody hand.
    

    
      Z clutched at his throat, slick with blood. It didn’t look real at all: Pigskin looked like that when cut open, or uncooked turkey; Humans were not supposed to look like that. Heather stared at him, trying to find the flaw in the effect. 
      No one could survive that. No one. That must be the flaw
      . She realized she wasn’t breathing and forced herself to take a deep breath. 
      Zachariah isn’t going to survive this
      , she realized. 
      He’s going to die.
       Her breath returned in short, rasping gasps. The world rushed back to real speed. 
    

    
      “Noooo!” She found her voice in the middle of a mournful howl. Everything sounded hollow. “No—no—no…” She scrambled to his side and pulled his head into her lap. Z stopped trying to impede the blood flow. He reached up to touch her face. Before he could, she felt a burning in her scalp. Rhodes had risen to his feet and grabbed her hair. She expected him to cut her throat as well, but he was not that merciful. 
    

    
      “No! Zachariah!” She struggled despite the pain, trying to get back to Z. He stretched his hand, reaching for her. 
    

    
      Wrapping his arms around Heather’s waist, Rhodes hoisted her onto his shoulder and carried her back toward the house. Before she lost sight of him, Z’s hand fell and he lowered his head to the ground.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
              By the time Rhodes had gotten her into the house, Heather was hysterical, livid and unruly. She managed to roll off his shoulder and pound him with uncoordinated blows. She was crying furiously. He was unable to piece together any of the sounds coming out of her mouth. When he grabbed her wrists in an attempt to drag her, she bit him. He put her in a headlock and led her up the stairs. 
    

    
              Rhodes had always achieved a certain detachment with his victims—whether assumed or forced. He was capable of experiencing a wide range of emotions through them, and had: from panic to amusement to levity, and perhaps even a little grief when things did not go according to his plans. But it was always contained, internal, and not shared with or expressed to any of them. He had breached that over the past few days, and he had only once before experienced this white-hot rage building in his chest, now directed toward this writhing girl. 
    

    
      They made him feel something else. He didn’t like it. 
    

    
              Dragging her back into the White Room, he grabbed her throat and flung her into her closet. She shrieked in rage. He was barely able to close the door before she hit it, hurling threats and obscenities. 
    

    
              “What happened?” The fear in Monica’s voice comforted him. 
    

    
              “What happened?” He turned to her door. “Your 
      friends
       tried to abandon you, Moné-sha! They tried to 
      leave you to die
      !” He opened her closet. She pressed herself against the wall, sobbing. 
    

    
      “Wha… What did you do to them?”
    

    
      Rhodes brandished the bloody knife. “What?” he yelled. “What! Heather, tell her!” Heather, still hysterical, did not hear him. “Here!” He grabbed a fistful of Monica’s hair. She shrieked as he sliced through it, used it to wipe off the blade, then flung the clump to the ground. “He looks like that now!” he bellowed, pointing the knife at the bloody hairball. 
    

    
      “No!” Monica fell to her knees. “Not again!”
    

    
      “Again and again!” he screamed. “That’s what will happen if either of you try to escape again!” He slammed Monica’s closet shut and turned to the convulsing door opposite. “You will watch each other die—slowly!”
    

    
      “I’ll kill you first, you sick son of a bitch!” Heather screamed the first intelligible sentence since he pulled her away.  Her voice was hoarse from strain. 
    

    
      “Yeah?” He yanked the door open and shoved her back. He held the knife out to her, leaned down, and stretched out his neck. “Do it.” He pointed with his middle finger to his carotid artery. “Right there.”
    

    
      Heather was shocked into stillness. When she reached for the knife, he jerked it away. Putting a hand on her face, he shoved her back into the wall. Appeased, he slammed the door. 
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      “Not going to cooperate, I see.”
    

    
              It may have been a few hours. It may have been a day. Heather went between screaming, crying, and picking herself up off the floor after blacking out. But the moment the outer door opened, she was on her feet and ready. As Rhodes turned the knob of her closet door, she threw herself forward. He had braced himself for impact, but was still thrown against the door opposite. He shoved her back in and slammed the door before she could hit it again. 
    

    
              Rhodes leaned back against her door and groaned. He felt compelled to kill her, but part of him resisted so strongly, his stomach clenched at the thought of it. 
    

    
              “What could I possibly do about that?” he asked himself aloud. The banging against the door faltered. She knew what he was thinking. 
    

    
              Rhodes opened the door to Monica’s closet. Her face was still red and puffy from crying, but 
      she
       did not attack him. He pointed to the floor in front of him. “On your knees.”
    

    
              Monica’s sobbing renewed, but she knelt on the floor a few inches in front of him. Heather stopped attacking her door, but he was not about to accept that as a surrender. Monica looked up at him, expecting him to 
      assail
       her in some sexual fashion. Instead he pulled back his hand and slapped her, knocking her into the wall. She screamed and curled up on the floor. 
    

    
              “Back on your knees.” He pointed again. Knowing what to expect now, she cried harder as she resumed the position. He slapped her again, this time with the back of his hand. She took much longer to get back up. 
    

    
              “Stop!” Heather called. “This has nothing to do with her! Leave her alone!”
    

    
              She didn’t sound ready to cooperate just yet. Grabbing Monica, he shoved her onto her back and straddled her. He slapped her repeatedly, making her shriek and yelp in pain. 
    

    
              “Stop it, please!” Heather yelled. “Avery, 
      please
      ! Please, stop!” 
    

    
              He paused when her voice assumed the begging tone of desperation. Monica flinched as he lowered his hand. He brushed the hair away from her face. A capillary had burst in her eye, and he had all but flattened her nose. Blood rushed down her face. 
    

    
              “Shhh… Look at me.” He adopted a comforting tone as he took her nose between his fingers. “Look at me… 
      shhhh
      …” The moment their eyes met, he twisted her nose back into position. She screamed. 
    

    
              “Leave her alone!” Heather sobbed. “Please!” He heard a 
      thud
       as she fell to her knees.
    

    
              Rhodes lifted Monica into a sitting position. She swayed and had trouble focusing. “It had to be done,” he murmured, stroking her face. She nodded reluctantly, and Rhodes left her alone. He opened the door to Heather’s closet and found her kneeling in the middle of the floor, just as he had demanded of Monica. She looked up at him with red-rimmed eyes. 
    

    
              “Today, you are going to learn a new concept.” He pulled her to her feet. “You are going to learn 
      submission
      . Now, open your mouth.” Heather obeyed. He lifted her chin and slipped two bloody fingers in. Pulling her jaw wider, he spit. Heather gagged, jerking her head away. She turned to spit it out, but Rhodes clapped a hand over her face. “Swallow it.”
    

    
      Tears ran down her face, hot on his hand. She closed her eyes and obeyed. Right in front of his eyes, her fight, her wit, everything he had admired about her disappeared. 
    

    
      “I’m so disappointed in you.” Grabbing her arm, he led her from the room. 
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      By the time Rhodes had finished with Heather, the sheets were ruined with blood. The scabs had peeled off her back and the wounds had started to bleed. He didn’t concern himself with the blood, or her tears. He covered his hands in the stuff and wiped it all over her face. Seeing her helpless and in so much pain appeased the part of him that wanted to kill her. 
    

    
              After a few hours, his calm was restored. He allowed her to take a shower, and re-dressed her wounds. Heather was silent throughout the process, making no snide comments or sudden movements until he returned her to the White Room. She took one step in, then ducked back coughing. His hand shot out to catch her, but the smell hit him: the unmistakable smell of vomit. He grabbed Heather’s hair and forced her inside. She gagged, but had nothing to bring up. 
    

    
              “Monica?” she called.
    

    
              “Shut up.” Rhodes pushed her into her closet and closed the door.
    

    
              He took a deep breath, then pulled open Monica’s door. He didn’t want to admit he was nervous things had not gone according to plan. (
      Has anything this time, really? Have they ever?
      ) He exhaled when Monica turned her hazel eyes up to him from where she was bent-double. In the corner there was a puddle of watery, oatmeal-colored vomit. 
    

    
              “I’m sorry!” She began to cry. “I couldn’t stop—I tried to wait, but—” 
    

    
              “Shhhh…” He slipped his hands under her arms and pulled her to her feet.
    

    
              “You’re not angry?” Her eyes were wide, torn between surprise and suspicion. 
    

    
              “Why would I be angry?” 
    

    
              She shook her head. “We never know.”
    

    
              “C’mon, let’s clean you up.” Putting an arm around her shoulder, he led her to the Camera Room. She stared, stunned, at where the window had once been as he steered her into the bathroom. Before he shut the door, he 
      turned her to
       face 
      him
      .
    

    
              “Is there anything you need to tell me?” 
    

    
      He already knew the answer. Her breasts were already becoming swollen. They had been growing increasingly tender over the past several days; She winced every time he touched them. 
    

    
      She stared at him with her innocent eyes, then she shook her head. “No,” she lied. 
    

    
      Rhodes smirked, but nodded. He shut the door and locked it.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Heather had not been sick, but her face was a sickly shade of green when Rhodes returned. She turned her bitter eyes up to him, but held her silence. He put a bucket of cleaning supplies on the floor in front of her and pointed to Monica’s closet. 
    

    
      “Clean it up.” He expected some kind of resistance. He could see her fighting to control her expression, her emotions, but nothing came to surface. She took a deep breath, grabbed the bucket, and immersed herself in the work. She began to hum some mournful, unfamiliar tune. He leaned his head against the door frame. She worked meticulously, just as he did, with attention to detail. 
    

    
      “What am I going to do with you?” he thought aloud. 
    

    
      “You could let us—”
    

    
      “
      Stop
      .”
    

    
      Heather leaned back with a sigh and a sniff. “Do you have any Febreze?” 
    

    
      “I’ll get some when I go out.” He cringed. He should not have let slip that he was going out. He had been planning on getting supplies to fix the window as soon as he had finished with her, but Monica had delayed him. 
    

    
      Heather tossed the dirty paper towels in a plastic bag, then returned the supplies to the bucket. Standing, she held the bucket out to him. He didn’t take it. He kept a straight face, but his mind was racing.  
    

    
      “Is Monica going to be OK?” she asked.
    

    
      “No, she’s not,” he replied. “But she’s not in any 
      immediate
       danger.”
    

    
      Believing she understood, Heather nodded. 
    

    
      “Follow me.” He still did not take the bucket. He led her back toward the Bedroom, on the way stopping by a linen closet. “Put the bucket in there,” he said, opening it. “And that,” he added, taking the bag of dirty paper towels from her and tossing it in. Closing the closet, he took her into the Bedroom. He didn’t bother closing the door behind him, but pointed to the bathroom. “Wash your hands.”
    

    
      As Heather was in the bathroom, he went to the bedside table and pulled out a bottle of water and a bottle of pills. He tipped a pill out, bit it in half, and dropped the other half back in the bottle. Holding the half-pill carefully between his teeth, he closed the drawer. 
    

    
      Heather was standing just outside the bathroom, gazing at the open Bedroom door. Taking her face in his hands, he leaned down and kissed her. He shoved the pill into her mouth with his tongue. She recoiled with an alarmed squeal. 
    

    
      “The fuck is that?”
    

    
      “Hold it under your tongue.” After a moment, he opened his mouth wide, indicating she should do the same. Reaching a finger in, he was satisfied when he did not find anything. 
    

    
      “What was it?” Her tone was calmer.
    

    
      “Hydromorphone,” he replied. She raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to want to lie down.”
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      Even with Heather stoned beyond the shadow of a doubt, Rhodes did not trust her alone with Monica. He left Heather in the Bedroom and Monica locked in the bathroom while he was gone. To make it up to Monica, he allowed her to spectate as he demolished the broken window and installed a new one. 
    

    
              “Can I help?” She offered more out of habit than desire. She had always sought to do things that kept her on his good side, believing it would make him reluctant to hurt her. She had now learned this was not the case.
    

    
              “Stay on the bed.” Rhodes, perched on the windowsill, pointed at the glittering flecks of glass on the floor. It was the first time she had seen him wear shoes since they arrived.
    

    
              The once-chatty girl sat in silence, touching her battered face as if the pain fascinated her. Her silence bothered him. He would not be able to take her obedience for granted anymore. Unless he mitigated her pain somehow, she was a ticking time-bomb. (
      More like a stink-bomb: She wouldn’t be able to do much damage, but 
      fuck!
       it would be irritating.
      ) 
    

    
              The repairs were finished except for the interior caulking when Monica decided she was ready to share. 
    

    
              “Avery?” Her voice was frail. 
    

    
      Rhodes was glad she couldn’t see him smile at hearing her say his name. “Yes?”
    

    
      “Are you really gonna kill us both if Heather tries to escape again?”
    

    
      “You mean, if 
      either
       of you try to escape again,” he corrected her. “Yes, I am. Slowly.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      Rhodes shrugged. “It depends on my mood.” He scraped at a stray glob of caulk with his fingernail. 
    

    
      “You know she’s gonna try again. She won’t stop until she’s dead.” She clutched her robe over her belly.
    

    
      “Oh, I don’t think so.” He glanced at her. “She’ll do anything to protect you 
      now
      . You’re all she has left!” he added melodramatically. Frowning, he turned back to her. “I’m surprised you would say that, Moné-sha. It’s almost as if you’re turning on her.”
    

    
      She sat in silence, avoiding his gaze. Swallowing hard, she whispered, “I’m pregnant.”
    

    
      “I know.” He returned his attention back to the caulk. 
    

    
      She was taken aback by his apathetic tone. “It’s 
      yours
      .”
    

    
      Rhodes leaned back and groaned. “No, it’s not.” 
    

    
      “How d’you know?” 
    

    
      He snorted at her immature tone. “Vasectomy.” 
    

    
      “Oh.” She couldn’t argue with that. Sniffling, she fidgeted with the hem of her robe. “Do you have any kids?”
    

    
      “Nope.” 
    

    
      “Didn’t want any?” 
    

    
      The muscles in his neck tensed. “Why the 
      fuck
       would I want to bring a 
      child
       into this world?” 
    

    
      His back was still to her. Perhaps if she had seen the expression on his face, she would not have continued. “Did you have a rough childhood?”
    

    
      He barked a bitter laugh.
    

    
      “That explains a lot,” she muttered. 
    

    
      “
      Does it
      ?” He turned on her, throwing the caulking gun to the ground. “Please enlighten me with your Freudian psycho-babble!”
    

    
      “I—I’m sorry!” Her eyes shot wide. “I di—didn’t—” 
    

    
      “No, you didn’t.” There was no use allowing her to continue digging the hole deeper. He retrieved the caulking gun. He defused as he devoted his full attention to putting the finishing touches on the window. 
    

    
      “Don’t tell Heather,” Monica said in a small voice.
    

    
      “Why not?” He turned. Her sudden change in allegiance stirred his curiosity.
    

    
      “She’ll see it as a reason to escape.”
    

    
      “She’ll get you both killed,” Rhodes told her. “All three of you, in fact.”
    

    
      “You would still kill me—
      pregnant
      ?”
    

    
      “You betcha.”
    

    
      Monica struggled to find words. Her lips trembled. “You can’t… find it in your h—heart to… to have a little mercy?”
    

    
      Rhodes leaned close, eye-level with the beaten girl. “Look at me.” He pointed to his face. “I 
      am
       having mercy.”
    

    
      She sat in a stunned silence, absorbing this as Rhodes gathered his tools into a bucket. He carried it into the hallway and dropped it by the door. The sound made her jump. She found her voice again.
    

    
      “I—I just thought—”
    

    
      “Don’t 
      think
      , Moné-sha!” he called. “You’re just going to get your hopes up. Now…”—he kicked off his shoes and pulled off his shirt—“come take a shower with me.” 
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      Rhodes was shocked to find Heather standing—shocked she was capable of standing. Her body was pressed against the window, staring at something just within view. She didn’t appear to have heard him come in, even though he had not attempted to muffle his entry. He padded toward her now, hearing her murmur, but not catching her words.
    

    
              With a sharp intake of breath, she acknowledged his presence by turning to him. Her eyes were wild, fully-dilated. “You have to go get Z.” Her appearance was as stunning as it was alarming, and her request was so unexpected, it took him a moment to register her demanding tone. 
    

    
              “I beg your pardon?”
    

    
              “Z,” she said as if reminding him of the boy’s former existence, “Zachariah.” She obviously had not caught the real reason he was asking. “You have to go get him. Put him somewhere safe.”
    

    
              Pursing his lips, he reminded himself the girl was under the influence of opioids. (
      High as a kite.
      ) “Why is that?”
    

    
              She pointed out the window. “Crows. He’s being eaten by crows. It won’t do.”
    

    
              Rhodes’s stomach clenched. He sniffed, forcing away the revulsion that rose in his chest. “He knew the risks of attempting to escape.”
    

    
              “Not this, Avery.” She shook her head. “Not this.”
    

    
              Swallowing hard, he nodded. He couldn’t trust his voice enough to respond.
    

    
              “You don’t have to do it,” she proposed. “I’ll do it.”
    

    
              “You’ll do what?” He managed to keep his tone steady.
    

    
              “Move him somewhere safe. Bury him. What am I allowed to do?” 
    

    
              Rhodes tilted his head. She could not possibly be so dissociated, but standing before him was no longer the bitter monster he had created, but the unassuming student with only a budding concept of her own capabilities. When he answered, he measured his words: 
    

    
              “You’re allowed to get back into bed, and sleep off your high.”
    

    
              “Oh.” She stared at him, unable to process his refusal. “So… you’ll do it?”
    

    
              His brow furrowed. He planned on moving the body, but he wasn’t ready yet. The thought of seeing that face again made his chest hurt. “What will you give me?” She recoiled from the question. “What could you possibly offer that I can’t take?” 
    

    
      She glanced around, as if the answer were painted across the walls. “Cookies,” she replied in a shy voice.
    

    
              Rhodes followed the path of her gaze for some clue as to what could have brought her to that conclusion. He must have heard her wrong. “Cookies?”
    

    
              Heather’s head bobbled.
    

    
              “Is that code for something 
      unspeakably
       dirty?”
    

    
              “No, I mean 
      cookies
      . Sugar, flour, eggs. You know, cookies?”
    

    
              “Yes, yes, I know what the fuck a 
      cookie
       is.”
    

    
              “I make the best cookies in Atlanta.”
    

    
              “According to whom?”
    

    
              Her eyes lit up. “My mom.” 
    

    
              Rhodes opened his mouth to say something particularly crushing, but stopped himself. (
      Isn’t that against the point of Sabbatical? I’m supposed to say anything I fucking want!
      ) There are some lines even he wouldn’t cross. As he stared at her, the idea wore on him. He wasn’t one for sweets, but those bright eyes made him hungry. 
    

    
              Nodding, he clapped his hands together. “OK,” he said more to himself than to her. “OK, cookies. I can get excited about some cookies.” She was staring up at him, unblinking, waiting. “I guess I’m going to move a body.” Shaking his head, he added, “And you’re going back to sleep, because you’re creeping me the fuck out.” 
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      Yellow jackets had already started to nest in the gaping crevice across the boy’s throat. The crows were dauntless until Rhodes waved them off. They perched in the trees, crying scornfully. The past several days had been muggy and sunless. If it had been sunny, the corpse would have looked quite different.
    

    
              Perhaps that would have made this easier. 
    

    
              This Sabbatical was becoming nothing short of catastrophic.  Once more, Rhodes attempted to swallow the lump that had formed when Heather pointed out the crows, but it refused to go down. He wasn’t accustomed to struggling with his emotions. It made his face burn. 
    

    
              He hadn’t possibly enjoyed the boy enough to justify this, so what was it? He refused to think of the obvious reason. 
    

    
              Rhodes rounded the house to pull a tarp from his Jeep. To return, he followed the same path as their escape attempt. Rhodes had no desire to kill the boy when he did; They had forced his hand. He only had seconds to weigh Z against Heather: they both defied him, challenged him, amused him. They had both been on the fence and within reach. While his heart was racing and his feet pounding the ground, the deciding factor had been a simple fact: Z looked too familiar.
    

    
              Z had to die. 
    

    
              Rolling the body into the tarp, Rhodes argued the case with himself. He twisted the tarp quickly so the yellow jackets would not escape in his direction and dragged this burden around the house. A sunroom had been built on to the back, looking distinctly un-Antebellum. Under normal circumstances, it would have been inviting, but Rhodes had not bothered to rewire the dangling ceiling fan. Instead, he piled the room floor-to-ceiling with old tires he had scavenged, and used it as a dumping ground for his mounting number of corpses. 
    

    
              Rhodes opened the patio and was bowled over by the smell. He threw open the tarp and hid behind the door until the yellow jackets dispersed. Bending over and holding his breath to keep from heaving, he realized he would have been better off with the wasps: The hot and muggy atmosphere had accelerated the rate of decay. The vagabond, hidden opposite a mountain of tires, was already turning to slime. Witt was disfigured beyond recognition. Rhodes had stabbed several holes into his torso to prevent swelling, but it hadn’t been entirely successful. He should have gotten his face as well: the cheeks and mouth had swelled like a gruesome balloon. 
    

    
              As soon as the yellow jackets were out of sight, Rhodes grabbed the tarp and pulled it in. He laid the boy out next to Witt, spreading the tarp to cover Witt’s body. Rhodes no longer had any interest in him or his memories. (
      He was pathetic then and he is pathetic now… 
    

    
              … just like Z.
      )
    

    
              Rhodes pulled out his hunting knife. Straddling the body, he sat on its torso. He ran a hand over the abdomen, measuring the ribcage. He punched the knife in between the ribs to vent. The force gave Rhodes the illusion the body was flinching. 
    

    
      His throat grew tight. He was grateful the boy’s green eyes had been plucked out. A few stray ants worked at cleaning the sockets. Swallowing, Rhodes reached in and crushed the ants into the tissue. He took the boy’s face in his hand and stroked his high cheekbones, the line of his jaw. (
      He was so beautiful. He had been a heart-breaking boy. He would have been a heart-breaking man, just like…
      ) He swallowed the rest of his thought, his stomach twisting. 
    

    
      “They were young…” Rhodes muttered to himself. “They were too young…” (
      Bodies of men and women, minds still verging on children.
      ) “Next time, I won’t make the same mistake. Next time…”
    

    
      He closed his eyes and tried to form an image of what he could do next time to avoid the mistakes he made this time. The only image he could conjure is Heather glaring at him as she kissed Z’s shoulder. 
    

    
      Does 
      love
       make it different?  Better?
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      You’re just saying that.
    

    
      The fact you didn’t already know that is sad.
    

    
      Rhodes forced his eyes 
      open
       again. The hollow-eyed face stared up at him. That dead face. That face, dead again. Screaming, Rhodes slashed at it, cutting down to the bone, loosening long swaths of flesh. When there was little left to mutilate, he slumped over. Sliding off the boy, he leaned against a pile of tires and panted for breath. 
    

    
      The heat was suffocating him. It was the heat, not the memories. Not smiling green eyes and a crisp class-B Army uniform. 
    

    
      Still struggling for air, he pulled himself up from the pile of tires and stumbled into the air conditioned house. The cool air helped clear his head. On unstable legs, he ascended the stairs. Chunks of meat clung to his skin. He could taste spoiled blood in his mouth. 
    

    
              
      (
      These better be some good fucking cookies.
      )
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      The ceiling was moving, as if millions of white ants were marching over it, imperceptible individually, but pulsing 
      en masse
      . Heather stared up at them from the bed, trying to discern just one, until Rhodes returned. She didn’t acknowledge him. He stood in the mouth of the hall, observing her. When he saw she was still breathing, he disappeared. The shower cut on in the bathroom, and the ants swarmed to the sound of Rhodes moving under the water. 
    

    
              “You still smell like death,” she told him when he returned to stand by the bed.
    

    
              “And you’re still as high as a kite.”
    

    
              “Mr. Kite?”
    

    
              “If that benefits you.”
    

    
              She grinned—a horrific effect in combination with her wide, unblinking eyes. Rhodes pulled the towel from his waist and threw it over her face. She raised her hands to remove it. He straddled her hips and pulled it around her head. He could strangle her—easily. She placed her hands on his arms. There was no force behind the gesture, but her hands felt like fire on his skin. When he pulled the towel away and she was still staring into his dark eyes, she sighed.
    

    
              He took her wrist and found the radial artery. The dose he had given her would be dangerously high for her weight. Her pulse was 
      thready
      .  “How are you feeling?” 
    

    
              “Loopy.”
    

    
              “That’s normal.” He pressed one of the letters carved into her chest. “Can you feel that?”
    

    
              “Yes.” 
    

    
              Her unflinching expression made him frown. “Does it hurt?”
    

    
              “I don’t know.”
    

    
              Sighing, he ran his hands over her hair. She closed her eyes. He would have thought she looked peaceful, if she didn’t look so dead. Perhaps now, stoned and dissociative, she would answer the one question she had refused to answer.
    

    
              “Tell me something, Little Rabbit,” he asked. “Was Z your first? Zachariah?”
    

    
              Heather didn’t open her eyes, but shook her head and put a finger to her lips. “Don’t. That hurts.”
    

    
              “Why?”
    

    
              She didn’t reply. She had finally fallen asleep. 
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      When Heather woke under Rhodes’s arm, she pulled away in alarm. The sunlight streamed through the window. Rhodes took a sharp breath and rolled over.
    

    
              “What day is it?” She gazed outside.
    

    
              “Why?” he mumbled. “You got a date?”
    

    
              “No, I mean…” She chose her words carefully. “When did Monica get sick? Was that yesterday or the day before?”
    

    
              “Yesterday.” Rhodes gave up on going back to sleep. He leaned up on his elbows, chuckling. “You don’t remember a damn thing, do you?”
    

    
              Biting her lip, she shook her head. “What happened?”
    

    
              “Well…” He lay back down with hands behind his head. “I fixed the window, told Moné-sha I would kill her even though she’s—even if she’s not the one attempting to escape… 
      thought
       you were asleep, but apparently you were staring out the window. You told me Z’s body was being eaten by crows—” 
    

    
              “What?”
    

    
              “—
      demanded
       I move it, which I did… for a price.”
    

    
              “Oh, God.” Heather’s throat tightened. 
    

    
              “Would you like to know?”
    

    
              “Oh, God.” She shook her head. “No, I don’t want to know.”
    

    
              “Too bad!” He leaned up again. “You’re going to bake me some cookies.”
    

    
              “I’m what?” 
      Who the hell would think of cookies in a place like this?
    

    
              “Baking me cookies.” His body quaked with silent laughter. 
    

    
              “Is that code for something?” Heather didn’t see why the question was so funny, but Rhodes almost fell out of the bed laughing. 
    

    
              “No,” he replied. “Sugar, flour, eggs. You know, cookies?” He started to laugh again. 
    

    
              Heather was not amused. “I’m pretty sure there are laws against entering into a contract with someone who is under the influence.”
    

    
              “Rabbit, there are laws against everything occurring in this house. I’m not concerned.” Rhodes coughed and composed himself. Taking her arm, he pulled her back down onto the bed. 
    

    
              “Then…” he continued his narrative, “you made a joke about Mr. Kite, and… you told me about losing your virginity.”
    

    
              “No, I didn’t.” She snapped. There was no way, high or not, she would share that.
    

    
              “You did! You don’t remember; You were 
      very
       stoned.”
    

    
              “I didn’t. I wouldn’t.” She rolled over, away from him. He put his arm down, preventing her from rolling any farther, and leaned his weight on her. 
    

    
              “Tell me,” he whispered, his lips brushing her ear.
    

    
              “No.”
    

    
              “I have ways of making you tell me.” He threw back the sheets.  
    

    
              Her muscles tensed. She shook her head. “No.” She wondered how far she was willing to go to cling to this one secret. 
    

    
              He nudged her playfully. “Tell me.”
    

    
              “No.” She refused even to think of the answer. She continued to shake her head. 
    

    
      Rhodes reached down and spanked her. “Tell me who.”
    

    
              “No.”
    

    
              “Who deflowered Heather?” He tugged her robe up and spanked her harder. 
    

    
      Pursing her lips, she shook her head again. “No.” 
    

    
      He slapped her again, leaving an angry red handprint. He grinned like a schoolkid. She continued to shake her head. The pain wasn’t making her sniffle as much as the stress. Her muscles jumped under her skin. A tear escaped down her face. She lowered her head to hide it.
    

    
              “Just tell me! Just a name. That’s all, and I’ll stop.” A blotchy welt rose on her skin. 
    

    
              “Stop it!”
    

    
              “I’ll stop when you tell me!” he yelled back, slapping her harder still. His hand was starting to sting. He raised his head to scan the floor for a belt, but Heather rolled over. Her elbow hit his face with a sickening 
      crunch
      . 
    

    
      She froze, her hand over her mouth. Rhodes lay stunned. Blood spilled from his nose. He reached up, and it covered his fingers. The bridge of his nose grew an angry purple. He raised his eyes to her, full of rage. She crouched on the edge of the bed.
    

    
              Heather’s mind froze. Rhodes flicked the blood off of his hand, raining red speckles on the sheet. No rational thought went into what happened next: 
    

    
      It began as a chuckle. Laughter welled up in her throat like a swarm of flies from her lungs. Once she started, she couldn’t stop. 
    

    
              “What’s—so—funny?” Rhodes demanded. 
    

    
              “I—I—” She wanted to say, “I didn’t mean to,” but the words wouldn’t come out. She only laughed harder. She couldn’t spare any breath. 
    

    
              Rhodes pitched forward and shoved her off the edge of the bed. Hitting the floor knocked the breath out of her, but she still could not stop laughing. She held her breath in an attempt to regain control. The moment she inhaled, she began to laugh again.
    

    
              “Stop!” Rhodes screamed, standing over her. 
    

    
      She could not. He kicked her in the stomach. She coughed and sputtered, but continued in a broken, staccato laughter. Roaring, he unleashed a rain of blows. His heel came down on her chest with a 
      crack!
        and her head slammed into the hardwood. An eerie silence followed, broken only by Rhodes’s ragged gasps.
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      When Heather woke, all she wanted to do was go back to sleep, where she did not have to feel so much pain. Although she was lying somewhere comfortable, wrapped in a blanket, she felt worse than she had after any of the abuse she had endured that month. To add to the pain, her tongue felt like cotton and hunger gnawed at her stomach. She gritted her teeth and tried not to groan as she leaned up. An Ace bandage was 
      bound
       around her torso.
    

    
      She wasn’t in her closet, the Bedroom, or the Camera Room, but a small room that may have once been a laundry room. The only furniture that was in it was the tall cot on which she was lying and a side table. On the table was a large bowl of murky water, a blood-stained towel, a clean, folded towel, and a glass of water. After hesitating a moment, Heather took the glass and drank. It hurt to move her neck. It hurt to swallow. It 
      hurt
       to 
      breathe
      . Without bothering to return the glass, she lay back down.
    

    
      Heather realized she had fallen back asleep when the glass rolled across her and fell off the cot. When she wrenched to catch it, she found herself face-to-face with Rhodes, who already held the glass in his hand. She expected him to be angry, or to wear his usual devious grin, but when he smiled at her, she was alarmed to find something sincere about it. Despite the pain, she backed against the wall, pulling the blanket up to her shoulders.  
    

    
      “How are you feeling?”
    

    
      “I hurt.” She would not meet his eyes.
    

    
      “Yes, well, you did take quite a beating.” Leaning close to her, he picked up the clean towel and dipped it in the bowl. He wiped dried blood off the tender spots on her face.
    

    
      Heather forced herself not to flinch or cower. Pain radiated from her left shoulder when she moved her arm. Her fingers found some stitches over the collar bone. “Did you do this?” 
    

    
      Rhodes hesitated as he inspected her face, his gaze meeting hers for a moment before looking away again. “I took you to a back-alley sawbones out by Grady who was willing to put you back together without asking any questions.”
    

    
      “And you didn’t get him to fix your nose?” 
    

    
      The bridge was still bruised and flat and he had a livid black eye. He raised his hand to his face as if the injury had slipped his mind. “You should apologize to me.”
    

    
      “For what?”
    

    
      Rhodes clenched his jaw, but didn’t allow any anger in his voice. “For laughing at me when you fractured my nose.”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean to fracture your nose,” she said. “I don’t know why I laughed.”
    

    
      “Is that an apology? That’s not an apology.”
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head. “I’m not going to apologize to you.” 
    

    
      He was more fascinated than angry. Putting his hand under her chin, he turned her to face him. He didn’t say anything, but stroked her lip with his thumb and furrowed his brow.
    

    
      “I really beat 
      the shit
       out of you.”
    

    
      “I’m used to it.”
    

    
      “Are you?” 
    

    
      She shrugged, then winced; Her shoulder didn’t want to move that way. Rhodes chuckled. He took her hand and pressed it against her torso, indicating she should hold it there. 
    

    
      “I’m going to have to change my strategy, then,” he said, raising his brow. He wrapped his arms around her and slid her off the cot. She was reluctant to move, but he held her until she found her feet. When he let her go, she pulled the blanket around her. 
    

    
      With an arm around her waist, he guided her to the door. It opened onto the great room. He led her into the dining room and pulled out a chair at the table. She stared at it. 
    

    
      “It’s a chair,” Rhodes said. “You sit in it.” 
    

    
      “I don’t think I can sit down right now.” She didn’t want to be standing either; Any kind of movement felt torturous.
    

    
      “There is, medically, no reason you cannot sit down.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Doctor,” she muttered. A shadow passed over his face. She couldn’t determine if this was for her tone or something else, but she wasn’t up to finding out. Wincing, she sat down. 
    

    
      “Good girl.”
    

    
      Heather’s face burned. She considered standing back up to defy him, but that sounded like too much work. Rhodes disappeared into the kitchen, leaving her alone for a precious moment. Her eyes fell on the mirror on the opposite wall. She touched a tender spot on her face. Curiosity overcame her pain. Laboriously, she stood and walked around the table. 
    

    
      Despite the pain implying her condition, she was still shocked when she saw her reflection. Her eyebrow had been split, along with her lip, and one side of her nose. Her eye was swollen, turning from purple to yellow. She lifted her chin. There were hand-shaped bruises around her neck.
    

    
      Anger rising in her chest, she dropped the blanket. There were stitches where her collar bone had been reset. She unwrapped the Ace bandage and let it fall. Her skin ranged from pale white welts to sickening green bruises. Her fingers followed the curve of her ribs, feeling the uneven surface where they had been broken. She had gone from lean and muscular to emaciated over the past month; Her skin sank around her hips and ribcage.
    

    
      Tears welled up in her eyes. She lifted her face to the ceiling to keep them from falling. She heard the sound of a plate on the table, but didn’t move when Rhodes came up behind her and picked up the Ace bandage. Pressing against her back, he kissed her shoulder and began to re-wrap her ribs. 
    

    
      “Why did you stop?” she asked.
    

    
      “Stop what?” His mouth moved up her neck.
    

    
      “Killing me.”
    

    
      Rhodes paused. His eyes met hers in the mirror. “Why did I stop killing you?” he repeated. Heather tried to nod, but it hurt too much. Rhodes turned his attention to the bandage. “Then I’d be stuck with Moné-sha for the rest of the month—how boring would that be?”
    

    
      “‘Boring’,” Heather repeated under her breath, slowly lowering her head. “Is that why you killed Zachariah? You’re just picking us off as you grow bored with us?”
    

    
      This question made him flinch. “I enjoyed Z immensely, but I had to make a choice between him and you. I can’t have two trouble-makers.”
    

    
      Her throat was tight with tears. She had to keep her voice low. “Why did you choose to keep me?”
    

    
      “I chose you… because I prefer the 
      snatch
      .” He picked up the blanket and draped it over the back of her chair. “Come eat.”
    

    
      Heather returned to her seat and wrapped the blanket around herself. Rhodes placed a plate containing two crepes smothered in blackberries in front of her. The smell of it made her mouth water, but also turned her empty stomach. 
    

    
      “I would give you coffee,” he said, “but that would not be good for your condition.”
    

    
      Heather shook her head. He had given her a real fork this time. 
      Why would he do that?
       She took it and pushed the food around until her stomach settled. 
    

    
      Rhodes watched her as she speared a berry and nibbled at it. “You’re doing it again.”
    

    
      Rhodes’s eyes dropped to her plate. She stared down at the food, turning the fork between her fingers. When she looked back up, he smirked. 
    

    
      “Habit.” She considered the food for a moment, then leaned her neck as gracefully as she could manage and gazed at Rhodes through her eyelashes. She wasn’t sure what kind of effect this would have with her looking like a patchwork doll, but she hoped she appeared unassuming. 
    

    
      “Did you make enough for everyone this time? Or may I give Monica some of mine?” 
    

    
      “
      Everyone
      ?”
    

    
      The word hit her hard. She closed her eyes. 
      And then there were two
      . “M… Monica,” she corrected herself. “Monica. You, me, and Monica. Everyone…”
    

    
      He pursed his lips and nodded. “Moné-sha has already eaten,” he informed her, “but I’m sure she would 
      appreciate more
       if you can’t stomach it.” Done with his own plate, he sipped his coffee pensively. “Exactly how long were you feeding her?”
    

    
      “Say again?”
    

    
      “When you were breaking out of your room with the sill sweep. You were doing that to feed Monica.”
    

    
      “Um… I couldn’t even begin to tell you. We can’t really… couldn’t really tell time all that well. Maybe four days?”  
    

    
      “You never cease to amaze me.” 
    

    
      Heather became irritated with this new, strange tone and the expression on his face. She turned her attention to her food. The sooner she finished, the sooner she could get the rest to Monica. When Rhodes had finished his coffee, he went back into the kitchen. He returned to place a paper plate on the table.  
    

    
      “Much obliged.” She glanced up to him to see his reaction, but could not translate his expression. He leaned close to her face.
    

    
      “Don’t think for a second that I don’t see straight through your sugar-and-spice act. If you want to keep feeding Moné-sha, I want you to keep looking at me like you did when you asked for it.”
    

    
      “Like what?” 
    

    
      Rhodes hesitated. His tongue slid over his teeth. “Like you 
      love
       me.” 
    

    
      She turned to him with narrowed eyes. 
    

    
      “And you may want to watch the attitude,” he warned. “As you are intimately aware, it only takes three days for a human to die of thirst.”
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      Rhodes did not return Heather to the White Room, but allowed her to stay in the Bedroom. He gave her a smaller dose of Dilaudid, which made her lethargic without making her creepy. He was confident he could leave the house without her getting into any mischief. 
    

    
              When he returned, he had a tablet computer in his hand. She recognized it as her grandfather’s (the case was emblazoned with the 
      M*A*S*H
       logo, to remind him of the PIN he could never remember). Heather had been sitting on the edge of the bed, unsure of whether her legs would support her if she stood up. Doubt aside, she shot to her feet, but Rhodes put a hand up and began to speak before she could say anything.
    

    
      Dear Heather
       (he read), 
    

    
      I’ve been crying for two days straight. I don’t even think I have any tears left. I’m watching the news non-stop, and it’s breaking my heart, but I can’t stand to turn it off. I’m afraid I might miss the announcement that you have somehow escaped. They say you were taken by a man known as The Phoenix
       (“That’s me,” Rhodes interjected). 
      Normally I would see that as strangely poetic, but… he has no survivors
       (“That’s true.”), 
      but I know you, Heather Stokes. I know that if anyone can escape, it’s you
       (“Doubtful.”). 
      When you do, I will come see you.
    

    
      Love, Charli
    

    
      Heather opened her mouth to respond, but Rhodes continued before she could speak. 
    

    
      P.S. There’s so much that I want this message to say that it doesn’t. Hopefully, I will be able to tell you in person
      .  
    

    
      Rhodes took a deep breath and smiled at her. “This Charli-boy really loves you.”
    

    
      “Charli is a girl,” Heather snapped, reaching out to snatch the tablet. “Give me that!” 
    

    
      “Ah, no.” He lifted it above his head, high out of her reach. “Bossy, bossy!”
    

    
      “Where did you get that?”
    

    
      “I stole it from your grandpa.”
    

    
      Heather’s eyes went wide. “Did… did you hurt him?”
    

    
      “Me? Hurt an innocent old man?” He barked a laugh. “No, it was left out on the kitchen table. I walked in and picked it up.”
    

    
      “What were you doing in my house?” She attempted to pull down his arm. When that failed, she began to scale his body.
    

    
      Rhodes grabbed her by the throat. “You don’t ask me questions in that tone.”
    

    
      She closed her eyes and nodded. He shoved her back onto the bed. 
    

    
      “Now, let’s see…” He tapped the screen a few times. “A surprising number of people commented on your Facebook, giving you up for dead: Lots of RIP’s, ‘I hope you’re at peace now…’, ‘You’re with your parents now…’” Rhodes made an exaggerated grimace. “Ouch…”
    

    
      Heather squeezed her eyes shut. “Did you actually pause and think to yourself: ‘I’m tired of raping kids today… but not tired enough to take a nap… I’m not hungry… What to do? Oh, I know! I’ll hack into their social media accounts and use it to break their hearts!’”
    

    
      Rhodes thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, actually, that was my 
      exact
       thought process. Except I 
      was
       hungry, so I stopped by Starbucks and had a scone. And your password was saved; No hacking necessary.”
    

    
      She shook her head and pointed to the tablet. “You know they can track that, right? It will lead the police straight here.” 
    

    
      “Only if they’re looking for it,” he said, but still shut the power off. “Tex… 
      Tech
       will have it back before he even notices it missing.”
    

    
      “Do 
      not
       go into my house.” She stood back up. “And 
      stay away
       from my grandfather!”
    

    
      “There’s that tone again!”
    

    
      “The tone expresses what words can’t, and that is exactly how big of an asshole you are!”
    

    
      The corner of Rhodes’s mouth twitched. He couldn’t determine if her insolence was a side-effect of the drugs, or the perceived threat to her grandfather. “Say that again… only slower. I’m not sure if I heard you correctly.”
    

    
      Heather spoke slower: “Words cannot express how big of an asshole you are.”
    

    
      He nodded. It must be the drugs. “That’s what I thought you said.” He held the tablet up. “You know, your grandpa is going to want this back.”
    

    
      She froze. Her mind didn’t want to work around the implication of his words. “No…”
    

    
      Rhodes nodded, turning back down the hall. Heather hurried after him, begging, “No! No, please! Avery, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it. Don’t hurt him! I’m sorry! 
      Please
      !” 
    

    
      Before she could cling to him, the door slammed. Screaming, banging on the door, she slid to the floor.
    

    
      Only a short time passed before the door opened again. Heather was sitting in the hallway, knees hugged to her chest. Rhodes had to open the door carefully as not to hit her as he had Z. Her face was red from crying. 
    

    
      “Is this what you’re going to do to break me? Just kill everyone I love?”
    

    
      “What are you going on about?” He leaned down to hover over her.
    

    
      “Z, my grandfather…”
    

    
      “I didn’t touch your grandfather,” Rhodes scoffed. She stared up at him, incredulous. “I did exactly what I said I would do: I returned his tablet.”
    

    
      Face burning, Heather let her head fall back against the wall.
    

    
      “I love doing that,” he chuckled. “I did it to Z, too. I stole his mom’s cell phone. It was hilarious. I thought he was going to kill me.”
    

    
      “You have a seriously demented sense of humor.” She shook her head. Covering her eyes, she began to sniffle. Rhodes sighed and sat next to her. “Please… tell me my grandfather is OK.”
    

    
      Frowning, he shook his head. “Of course he’s not OK. He has been convinced—all but convinced—that his granddaughter, the last of his line, is dead. He has a plot and everything.”
    

    
      “That’s 
      his
       plot.”
    

    
      “It makes no difference whom it’s allotted for: You’ll be dead; He’ll be alive.”
    

    
      “Is he really drinking again?”
    

    
      “How should I know?”
    

    
      Heather rolled her head toward him, her eyes demanding an answer.
    

    
      “Not anymore.”
    

    
      Sniffling again, she wiped her face on her sleeve. She waited until the urge to cry passed before she opened her mouth again. “Why do they call you the Phoenix?” 
    

    
      Rhodes chuckled. “Because that’s where the press thinks I started, Phoenix. I burnt the house down, destroying all the evidence. Very effective. So effective, I did it again in Detroit. That’s when they started calling me the Phoenix, rising from the ashes.” He flapped his hands like wings. “That’s me.” 
    

    
      “Where did you actually start?” she asked, trying to sound innocuous.
    

    
      “At home, of course.”
    

    
      “Where is that?”
    

    
      Rhodes scoffed, shaking his head at her blatant attempt. 
    

    
      “If you’re just going to kill me, what does it matter if you tell me a little about yourself?”
    

    
      “I don’t play dice.” He shook his head. 
    

    
      Heather’s brow furrowed. “Everything about this… this”—she searched for words to describe the situation, gesturing at the house around her, but failed to find a proper description—“
      this
      ! is playing dice!”
    

    
      “No, 
      this
       is carefully calculated, considering every possibility, based on empirical research.”
    

    
      “You’re making too many assumptions!”
    

    
      Rhodes tilted his head, the corner of his mouth twitching. “I feel like you just called me an asshole again…” 
    

    
      “No, but… you’re assu—
      hoping
       no one here or no one involved in the investigation is as smart as you are, or as strong, or tenacious.” She spoke excitedly, relieved to compartmentalize her situation. “Witt was easily stronger than you are, and if he had a mind to, he could have crushed your skull. And Zachariah was smarter—
      as smart
      —and almost escaped. If… if 
      I
       had fallen behind and let you catch me—”
    

    
      “You would be dead.”
    

    
      “—he could have gotten away!” She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed the thought away. “And… and… there’s a lot of chance involved. You’re 
      supposing
       a hunter doesn’t walk through the woods and see through the windows, or a Jehovah’s Witness doesn’t knock on the door, or they don’t think to trace the signal on the tablet when you accessed my Facebook.”
    

    
      Heather was too caught up in the endless possibilities, she did not notice Rhodes’s face becoming grim. She continued heedlessly. 
    

    
      “You’re assuming you can control aspects of the situation that you just… can’t. Hell,” she studied him, “you’re… what? Mid-forties? You could have—” 
    

    
      Before she could elaborate on what age-related disaster he could encounter, Rhodes clapped his hand over her mouth. 
    

    
      “Stop—talking.” 
    

    
      Heather grunted her compliance. He stood, pulling her up with him. He pushed her across the room. Turning her around, he shoved her against the window and pulled her robe open. Whimpering, she tried to push herself away. If anyone 
      did
       look up, she didn’t want them to see her like that. But he pinned her there, his hands wandering up to her breasts and down between her legs.
    

    
      “Let’s see if the dice are in your favor,” he murmured in her ear. 
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      “He’s been acting really weird.” Heather was sitting on the kitchen counter, licking cookie dough off a spoon. 
    

    
              “How is ‘weird’ weirder than he usually is?” Monica had her own bowl—an entire mixing bowl made from the remainder of the ingredients—and sat on the counter across from her. The bowl was already almost empty. 
    

    
              Heather considered how to put Rhodes’s behavior into words. “More restrained. Nicer… I kind of want to say ‘nicer,’ but he’s still threatening to kill everyone, and still messing with my head. Needy?” She leaned over the bowl in her lap and spit in it, then passed it over to Monica, who did the same.
    

    
              “‘Nicer,’” Monica nodded, licking her own spoon. “That is weird. He… uh”—she lowered her voice—“he stopped coming to see me. I guess that’s nice.”
    

    
              “I wonder if that means he’s about to kill us…” According to Heather’s calculations, they still had five or six days before the end of the month, but her count could be off. He could also choose to kill them at any time before his appointed deadline. 
    

    
              “He could be about to let us go.”
    

    
              Monica’s optimism broke Heather’s heart. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell Monica about how he was intending to terminate their one-month residency. She took a deep breath, trying to figure the best way to explain it to her, but Monica spoke first:
    

    
              “Listen, Heather,” she began in a low voice, “I… um… if… 
      when
       we get out… I don’t want anyone to know what happened in the Camera Room.”
    

    
      Heather’s chest tightened. Her face began to tingle. 
    

    
      “Not just with you,” Monica added, “but Witt and Z, too. I don’t… I mean… It was special, but I don’t think people would understand.”
    

    
              “Of course.”
    

    
              “I mean, really, when we get out of this house, I just want to forget everything. Leave it all behind. I don’t even want to think about it.”
    

    
              “Oh.” Heather couldn’t think of anything else to say. She had to force herself to swallow the little bit of dough she had just licked off her finger. 
    

    
              “What?” Monica sensed her discomfort. “Why would you want to remember this? Anything that happened here? I mean, you lost the love of your life…”
    

    
              Heather couldn’t conjure more than a whisper. “No, I didn’t.” 
    

    
              Monica recoiled. She opened her mouth to reply, but was interrupted when Rhodes entered from the dining room. 
    

    
              “Smells amazing!” He rubbed his hands together. “When will they be ready?”
    

    
              “I’ll let you know,” Heather said.
    

    
              “What, no timer?” He glanced around. The girls shook their heads. 
    

    
              “Cookie dough?” Heather offered him the bowl in her lap. Rhodes peered into it, then 
      back
       up at her. She made a point to lick a large swath off of her spoon, to show him it wasn’t poisoned. He accepted the bowl and used two fingers to shovel a large glob into his mouth.
    

    
              “Mmm…” he said, nodding. “Tastes like spit.”
    

    
              Pursing her lips, Heather nodded. “It’s my secret ingredient,” she murmured.
    

    
              “Moné-sha didn’t get any?” he said, peering into her bowl. “No secret ingredient?” The girls exchanged a glance as he scooped out another glob. “Here, try this. It’s delicious.”
    

    
              “I’m good,” Monica said. 
    

    
      He stuck his fingers into her mouth, forcing her to lick them off. Heather squeezed her eyes shut. Pulling his hand away, he licked away what Monica left behind. 
    

    
      “Monica will know the answer to my question, won’t she, Little Rabbit?” Heather stared at him until she realized what he was talking about. Monica glanced from Rhodes to her. Heather shook her head violently. “You know everything about Heather, don’t you, Monica?” He smiled down at her.
    

    
              He had used her real name. The sound was terrifying. Monica shrank.
    

    
              “How did Heather lose her virginity?”
    

    
              Monica’s jaw went slack. Heather started to have trouble breathing. She attempted to hide it by staring down at the little piles of flour they had spilled on the floor. 
    

    
              “I always thought Z was her first man,” Monica replied.
    

    
              “Lies. You know; I can tell by the look on your face.”
    

    
              “That’s not a lie,” Monica said in a small voice. “I don’t know who it was.”
    

    
              “In that case, 
      now
       you’re lying.” His arm shot out and wrapped around her shoulders, snatching her off the counter. Her bowl clattered to the floor. 
    

    
              “Don’t!” Heather screamed, jumping off the counter. 
    

    
              When she saw the knife, she thought she was going to faint. He pressed it against Monica’s throat. 
    

    
              “Stop!” Heather dropped to her knees. “Stop! Please let her go! It was Monica!”
    

    
              “Not until you answer the question!’’ 
    

    
              “She just did, dickhead!” Monica shrieked. 
    

    
              Rhodes dropped her. Slack-jawed, he stared from one to the other. Monica pressed herself against the counter, unable to get far enough away from either of them. Heather ran her fingers into her hair, beginning to sob. The one thing she didn’t want exposed, did not want to remember, returned to her mind, as clear as yesterday.
    

    
               “I didn’t see that,” he admitted. “Tell me.”
    

    
              But Heather couldn’t reply. She shook her head. The memories formed a lump in her throat that wouldn’t clear. Shaking her head, she dropped to her knees. 
    

    
              Monica spoke quickly: “It was the summer before high school. We were just messing around. It was nothing.” 
    

    
              Rhodes looked at the mess on the floor that had been Heather, then back to Monica’s burning face. If he wasn’t mistaken, he could see bitterness there. “It doesn’t look like 
      nothing
      .”
    

    
              “It was 
      nothing
      !” 
    

    
      He pointed to Heather, bawling on the floor. “
      That
       is 
      not
       nothing!”
    

    
      “IT WAS NOTHING!” she screamed down at Heather, then stormed out of the room. Rhodes followed until she ran into the library and stomped up the stairs. The door to the Camera Room slammed shut. 
    

    
              Despite wanting a moment to puzzle over the quirks and inconsistencies of teenaged girls, he returned to the kitchen. Heather was pulling the cookie sheet out of the oven. Tears streamed down her face, and she clenched her jaw. She slammed the pan on the counter. 
    

    
              “Your cookies are ready.” She tore off the oven mitts and threw them to the floor. “We’re even. I hope you choke.” She pushed past him, but he grabbed her arm
    

    
              “Get away from me!” She tried to shove him away.
    

    
              “Uh-uh.” He wrapped his arms around her tightly. Eventually, she stopped struggling and cried into his chest. 
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      “I can’t believe I’m telling you this.” 
    

    
      They sat on the floor of the kitchen, among the little hills of flour, leaning against the cabinets. Rhodes had the baking sheet across his lap, occasionally shoving a cookie into his mouth. Heather had stopped crying, but hadn’t contained her sniffles.  
    

    
      “Who else knows?” 
    

    
      “Our moms. Well…” She rolled her eyes at the slip. “Her mom. We never told anyone.”
    

    
      “You lost the only person you could talk to about it.”
    

    
      Heather nodded. “Mom said that I might grow out of it. So I kept waiting for it to go away, but it never did.”
    

    
      “Being a lesbian?” 
    

    
      “No, being in love with Monica.” Heather took a cookie and nibbled at the edges. “She may have meant being a lesbian. That would have made more sense.”
    

    
      Rhodes chuckled. “By all accounts, your mother sounds like she was an amazing woman.”
    

    
      “She was.”
    

    
      “You’re incredibly like her.” 
    

    
      “Don’t—”  
    

    
      “These are fantastic, by the way.” He stuffed an entire cookie in his mouth, then sucked the sugar off his thumb. “So what started your little affair?”
    

    
      Heather chuckled. “Witt stole one of his dad’s dirty movies and gave it to Monica to get her off his back. She and I watched it together.”
    

    
      Rhodes snorted. “Knowing what I know of Frank Witt, that’s kind of hilarious.”
    

    
      “You have no idea.”
    

    
      Rhodes nodded, raising his eyebrows. “I have a very good idea, actually. I’ve met him. Witt told me stories. He’s a bigger asshole than I am.”
    

    
      She glanced at 
      him askance
      . “That’s a bit of a stretch.”
    

    
      “Now 
      you
       have no idea.” He offered the last cookie to Heather. She shook her head. Popping it into his mouth, he placed the cookie sheet on the counter above them. “See, now everything makes sense,” he said around the cookie. “I was under the impression that you two were best friends, but some of the things the others said didn’t line up.”
    

    
      Heather nodded. “She didn’t speak to me for a year. All year. The only reason she started talking to me again was…”
    

    
      “Your parents died.”
    

    
      She shook her head. “After that. David was attacked by a dog, and I had to drive them to the hospital. And even then, it was mostly just…” she sniffled. “Monica learned I couldn’t really say 
      no
       to her, so she would ask for a lot of favors. It was… it was kind of messed up.”
    

    
      Rhodes smirked. “Did she ever call you up for a… uh… a booty call?”
    

    
      Snorting, Heather shook her head. “No, I imagine she had boys for that.”
    

    
      “No, she never did.”
    

    
      Heather frowned. She had been under the impression that Monica was a party girl, surrounded by indiscretions. “That’s kind of depressing.”
    

    
      “What?” He brushed the crumbs off his shirt. 
    

    
      “That her first time with a man would be with you.”
    

    
      Rhodes grew still. “That depends on how you look at it.”
    

    
      “No,” she laughed. “No, any way you look at it, being with you is 
      sad
      .” She began to chuckle, covering her face with her hand. After a moment, the sobs returned. 
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      Heather woke to the sound of a guitar and thought she was still dreaming. Once she realized she was awake, she thought it was a recording. She was surprised when the door opened, and Rhodes rounded the corner with the instrument. 
    

    
              “Look what I found!” His tendency to sound like an excited kid was starting to get under her skin. Strumming 
      Can’t You See?
       by The Marshall Tucker Band, he climbed clumsily onto the bed and stood over her. Realizing he was wearing nothing but his open robe and the guitar, she had to fight the urge to pull the covers over her head.
    

    
              “I know.” Rhodes mistranslated her discomfort intentionally. “It’s out of tune. I’m going to have to get a tuner.”
    

    
              He jumped off the bed, sat in the chair, and began attempting to tune the guitar by ear. Heather rolled her eyes, then froze for a moment, expecting to be slapped. When he didn’t fly out of the chair, she breathed a sigh of relief.  
    

    
              “No, you don’t.” She held out her hands for him to pass it over. 
    

    
              “
      You
       know how to tune a guitar?”
    

    
              “Of course.” Running her tongue over her lips, she decided to test his new-found patience. “
      I’m
       wondering why 
      you
       don’t.”
    

    
              A shadow passed over his face. Heather feared she would be getting a guitar to the head. To her surprise, he set his jaw and forced a smile. “I’ve always had a tuner.” He handed over the guitar. 
    

    
      “Sit down before you hurt yourself.” She smiled to show him her words were in jest. She was shocked not only by his mellow reaction, but also when he pulled his robe closed before sitting back down. She began to strum, to survey the damage done. 
    

    
      “These strings are about to snap.” She set the guitar across her lap like an offering and met his eyes. “I’ll tune it if you let Monica stay in the other bedroom, instead of going back to the closet.”
    

    
      She had been waiting quite a while to use his tactic against him. Rhodes narrowed his eyes as he turned this over, and chewed on the tip of his forefinger. 
    

    
      “Tune it,” he told her, “and I’ll consider your… proposal.”
    

    
      Knowing it was the best she was going to get, she began to strum and tune. Twisting the pins hurt her shoulder, but she pushed through it. As soon as it sounded right, she began to pick out a tune, then offered the guitar back to Rhodes.
    

    
      “Play for me.” His tone was strange, between command and request. He leaned back into his chair, kicked out his legs, and folded his hands over his belly. 
    

    
      She settled the guitar back in her lap and began to pick out a Collective Soul tune. He shook his head. She countered with one from R.E.M. He groaned. 
    

    
      “You can go to Hell,” she said, as if his distaste in local bands was the greatest of blasphemies. 
    

    
      “Hell is, in fact, a summer in Georgia.” 
    

    
      “I-75 is 
      that
       way.” She pointed to the wall behind him. 
    

    
      Smirking, he shook his head. “No, it’s not.”
    

    
      Heather puzzled over this, attempting to calculate their position with that information. Afraid he might be able to read these thoughts on her face, she pretended to inspect the rusty strings. “What would you like?”
    

    
      His face lit up. “
      Stairway to Heaven
      , of course.”
    

    
      “Don’t know it.”
    

    
      “Lies.” 
    

    
      Heather shrugged. She didn’t want him ruining the memory of one of her favorite songs. Rhodes pulled the chair around to the side of the bed and beckoned for the guitar. 
    

    
      “You’ll sing, then.”
    

    
      She shook her head. “I don’t know the words, either.” Rhodes gave her a side-long glance as he sat down. Ignoring her protests, he began to play. When she missed her cue to begin, she could tell by his face he knew. 
    

    
      “Don’t make me come over there.” 
    

    
      Lowering her head, Heather began to count the beat with her finger on her knee. Rhodes began to sing. His voice was rich, but not made for carrying a tune. She began to murmur the words. Baring his teeth, he muted the strings. 
    

    
      “I wonder if Monica knows the lyrics.” He turned to look at the door. 
    

    
      Heather pursed her lips and turned away from him. Rhodes picked the chord back up, then muted the strings again. He plucked a chord, then began to play again. It wasn’t 
      Stairway to Heaven
      , but another well-known tune. He sniffed, then began to sing:
    

    
      I’m surrounded by familiar faces
    

    
      And they all know my name
    

    
      I would give them the shirt off my back
    

    
      And I know they’d do the same
    

    
      Grateful for his mercy, Heather joined him. At first, their duet was clumsy and unharmonious, but they felt one another out as they sang. Before long, their voices fell together.
    

    
      It pained Heather how good it sounded, how good it 
      felt
      , to do something with Rhodes as normal as sing. She had to fight the joy she was feeling, the fun she was having, and remind herself where she was, who she was with. 
    

    
      Rhodes’s enthusiasm was visible, and it grew as they sang. He crawled on the bed and sat next to her. It was bizarre to see him beaming with happiness; It was not an emotion Heather believed he could experience. His glow unnerved her.
    

    
      As the song ended, his voice faded out. He let Heather sing the last lines solo: 
    

    
      But I wish you would
    

    
      I wish you would
    

    
      I wish you would
    

    
      Wish you would
    

    
      As her voice faded, so did the illusion of normalcy. She was sad to see it go. Turning to Rhodes, she expected to see a similar come-down. His expression could not have been more contrary: He was still high on it, biting his lip with ecstasy. Heather’s elation was replaced by fear. 
    

    
      Tossing the guitar aside, he fell upon her. She braced for assault. But he didn’t hit her. He pressed his mouth to hers and kissed her, deeply, intimately. 
    

    
      Heather whimpered, pulling away. He had kissed her before, but it had been utilitarian, not like this. After everything he had done to them, this was far more alarming. Rhodes saw the fear in her eyes. Pain 
      flit
       across his face. Remembering himself, he forced a smile. He tried to look gentle.
    

    
      “You don’t have to be afraid of me.”
    

    
      Heather scoffed. Acid rose into her throat. 
      How dare he say that, after all he had done?
       Her fingers twitched, wanting to scratch the smile off his face.
    

    
      But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Rhodes eased forward. She allowed him to kiss her again. Her stomach twisted in knots. She pushed him away. 
    

    
      “Are you high?” That was the only logical explanation. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You—You—” she attempted to articulate why kissing her like that was so unnerving, but every explanation that occurred to her sounded pathetic. Rhodes watched her stammer and search for words, but already understood what she was attempting to express. 
    

    
      “Why are you still alive?” he demanded.
    

    
      Heather’s eyes shot wide. Her breath caught in her throat. 
    

    
      “You are a liability”—he ticked off a list on his fingers—“you have insulted me, defied me, fought me, attempted to escape 
      twice
      . Yet, I keep you around. In fact, I have brought you back from near-death on more than one occasion, despite your best efforts. I’ve killed all but one of your friends. Why do you think you’re still here? And 
      why 
      she’s
       still
       here, for that matter.”
    

    
      The answer tugged at the back of her mind, but she fought against it. Determined not to cry, she set her jaw and shook her head. She fixed her eyes on the sheet by her hand. 
    

    
      “Because you like my 
      tight snatch
      .” The word tasted putrid in her mouth. She turned her head to shake it out.
    

    
      “Trust me, I’ve had better.” His expression softened again. “You know the truth.”
    

    
      “Fuck you.” The tears began to build up and threatened to escape down her cheeks. Her hands shook. She pressed them into the mattress.
    

    
      “No. Look at me.” He turned her face to look into her eyes. “You know… You know…” He had trouble with the words as well, so alien to him. “I love you.”
    

    
      Heather squeezed her eyes shut, shaking her head. She backed away until she was flat against the headboard in an attempt to put more distance between them. She only gained a few inches. He took them from her by leaning forward. 
    

    
      “You don’t… You don’t even know what those words 
      mean
      !” she cried. “This is just another one of your sick jokes!”
    

    
      “It’s not.” He kept his voice soft and even. “I love you.”
    

    
      “It’s a lie!” She grew light-headed, unable to collect her thoughts. 
    

    
      “I love you,” he repeated, as if repetition could make her believe him. 
    

    
      “You’re a liar! You’re just 
      fucking
       with my head again.”
    

    
      Rhodes shrugged. “I don’t expect you to believe me, but it is true.”
    

    
      Heather set her teeth again. “You—You can go to Hell. You’re… sick. Disgusting. You kidnapped me. 
      Raped
       me. Raped my friends! 
      Murdered
       them! You are fucking 
      delusional
      —delusional to believe there is even a parallel universe in which I could love you.”
    

    
      “I don’t.”
    

    
      “
      What?
      ”
    

    
      “I’m not stupid, Heather. You know that; I’m very practical. I have no illusions about what I’ve done to you and your friends. I know you would never—willingly—return my love.” He shrugged. “But I can persuade you to cooperate.” He gestured toward the Camera Room. “Monica is a waste of resources. She bores me. I would have killed her a long time ago, but 
      you
       love her—That makes her my secret weapon.”
    

    
      Monica’s name sobered her, 
      forced
       her to focus. Her tremors eased. “There must be another reason.” She refused to meet his eyes.
    

    
      Rhodes sat back on his heels. He pulled his robe closed again and studied her skepticism. “How could I possibly say it to make you believe me?”
    

    
      She met his black eyes and answered him coldly: “
      Don’t worry about me
      ,” she said. “
      Just run
      .”
    

    
      Rhodes’s face fell. Without another word, he slipped off the bed and left the room. 
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      Every time Heather heard a noise beyond the Bedroom door, her muscles twisted like wire. She attempted to relax by picking out tunes on the guitar. It had been so long since she last played, her fingertips grew red and raw. Abandoning the instrument at the foot of the bed, she pressed her ear against the door. From somewhere within the house, she thought she could hear intermittent banging and crashing, like breaking glass. Hoping Rhodes would not return any time soon, she dared to take a long, hot shower. 
    

    
              It was so humid outside, Heather began to sweat as soon as she stepped out of the bathroom. Wrapped in a towel, she lay on her stomach across the bed. At first, she attempted to fold her hands under her chin, but moving her left shoulder shot bolts of pain through her collar bone. She opted to hug her left arm to her side, and rest her chin on her right hand. She dozed off in the warmth and silence. 
    

    
              The door made no sound when it opened. Heather woke when Rhodes slid the guitar off the end of the bed. Sitting in the chair in the corner, he began to strum, then picked out a classic tune that tugged at her memory. Although she was tempted to ask him what it was, she decided not to acknowledge his presence. Rhodes behaved likewise: He would play, pause, then begin again. Sometimes he would hum, even sing softly. Heather identified the tunes between dozing on and off. 
    

    
              Heather did not notice when Rhodes stopped playing and put the guitar aside. He sat in silence, bitterness etched across his face. Despite raising his hand and dropping it several times, he abandoned resisting his tics and began to tug at the hair on the back of his head, taking his anxiety out on it. Once he calmed down, he climbed onto the bed, startling Heather awake. 
    

    
              Before she could roll over to a safer position, Rhodes sat close to her side and placed his hands on her back. She twisted away from the touch, but winced. 
    

    
      “No,” he murmured, “just relax. I’m not hurting you.”
    

    
              She huffed as he tugged at the towel. Rather than pull it away, he surprised her by folding it down to her waist, tucking it around her hips. He ran his hands down her back, scrutinizing more than feeling, then began to knead her tight muscles. When she whimpered, he eased the pressure. He worked delicately around the lesions where he had flogged her and her broken ribs. Gradually, her muscles relaxed.
    

    
              “Where do you go,” Heather asked, her voice drowsy, “when you leave?”
    

    
              Rhodes smirked. He wasn’t about to tell her the whole truth about the mischief he had been getting into, but he could be vague. “I run around Cheatham Hills.” Her muscles tightened at the sound of his voice, but they relaxed when he ran his hands back over them. “I spy on the cops. Either that, or I sit in the office downstairs and play Solitaire.” 
    

    
              Heather snickered. 
    

    
              “Hey,” he chuckled, “I get bored with you as often as you get bored with me.”
    

    
              “‘Bored’ is not the word I would use.” Her voice became hard. 
    

    
              “What word would you use?”
    

    
               “
      Tortured
      .” His hands fell still. As she spoke, she imagined each word being carved into her back. “
      Distressed
      . 
      Annoyed
      . 
      Tormented
      … 
      Ruined
      .
      ” She added with forced cheer, “There’s never a dull moment when you’re around.”
    

    
              “I’d like to change that, if you’ll let me.”
    

    
              “You want to let us go?” she asked with feigned hope. 
    

    
              “No.”
    

    
              “Then none of that will change.”
    

    
              Rhodes clenched his jaw. The one thing she wanted was the one thing he could not possibly give her, whether he 
      were
       willing to or not. He opened his mouth to respond to her skepticism, but stopped. Instead, he lay on his side next to her. When she turned her head to face him, he stroked her cheek. 
    

    
              “Let me show you.” He pulled her close and kissed her. He tried not to seem as hungry as earlier, but it was difficult. She met him with the same tight-lipped resistance, but as he persisted, she relented. 
    

    
              
      Here we go again
      , she thought as he pushed her onto her back. Although she could feel him hard against her thighs, he did not pull the towel away from her hips. His hands did not travel down her body, but confined themselves to exploring the curves of her neck and burying themselves in her hair. As he continued, Heather’s throat grew tighter with alarm. 
    

    
              “Oh, God,” she cried, turning away.
    

    
              Rhodes leaned up, pulling his hands away, afraid he had hurt her. She stared at him, searching his concerned expression.
    

    
              “You’re serious, aren’t you?” she demanded. “You really think you love me.”
    

    
              He barked a laugh. “You thought I was trying to trick you.” He shook his head with a solemn smile. “No, unfortunately not. It’s much more… 
      complicated
       than that.” He leaned to continue kissing her, but Heather turned her face again. Undeterred, Rhodes nuzzled her neck.
    

    
              “Kiss me, Heather Stokes.”
    

    
              Taking a deep, shuddering breath, she shook her head. Rhodes paused for a moment, his face pressed against her skin. 
    

    
              “If you kiss me,” he whispered, “I’ll feed you better.”
    

    
              “
      Love
       doesn’t obligate you to do so?” 
    

    
              Snorting, Rhodes lowered his head. He turned back to her as soon as the heat drained from his face. “Moné-sha, then,” he said. “Three 
      square
      .” His throat was tight as she turned to him, her face etched with skepticism.  
    

    
      Why would he do this? Why? Why not just kill you?
       she thought. The pain in his face was so obvious, it made her dizzy with confusion. Her fingertips found his lips. She expected him to suck on them as he had done so often just to bother her. When he didn’t, she closed her eyes.
    

    
      You can use this
      , she told herself. 
      This is good. Don’t be afraid of it.
    

    
              Despite the pain from her cracked ribs, Heather leaned up and kissed him.
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      Heather was wearing a white sundress. She stood on the second-floor landing of a house she had never stepped foot in before. There were several doors on the landing, all of them closed, except for one. The door stood ajar a few inches. It didn’t even have a doorknob, just a gaping hole where the knob should be. There was a hasp lock near the top of the door, a padlock hanging open from the eye.
    

    
              The sound of crying floated from the room. She tip-toed to the door and nudged it open. The room was dimly lit and sparsely furnished with simple wooden furniture. There was an unkempt twin bed shoved into the corner. The wrinkled, twisted sheets were covered with faded brown stains. 
    

    
              A small boy, no more than seven, sat on the floor, curled up against the foot of the bed. He wore a pair of ragged overalls that were too small for him. He was bare-chested even though it was cold enough for goosebumps to form on Heather’s arms. He hugged his knees to his chest and hid his face in his arms. When he heard the door, he gasped and jerked his head up. 
    

    
              “Hello?” Heather called. 
    

    
              The boy had sandy hair, dark eyes, and the rich tan of one who worked outdoors. Dirt smudged his hands and face. As soon as he saw her, he jumped to his feet and ran to her. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around her knees and pressed his face into her dress, sobbing harder. 
    

    
              “Aww!” Heather crouched until she was eye level with the child. “What’s wrong?” 
    

    
              The boy stared at her, sniffling, but did not answer.
    

    
              “What’s your name?”
    

    
              “Thatch.”
    

    
              “Thatch? Is that short for something?”
    

    
              Thatch shrugged. “It’s just what people call me.”
    

    
              “Well, Thatch,” she asked, smoothing down his hair, “will you tell me why you’re crying?”
    

    
              “Aunt Betty died…”
    

    
              “Oh, I’m so sor—”
    

    
              “Uncle Jed needed someone to play with, but Mama didn’t want to play. He was hurting her! I tried to stop him…” The child paused for a moment to take a deep, rattling breath. “Now he plays with me… but I don’t want to play: It hurts.”
    

    
              Heather fought the expression of disgust and wide-eyed horror, but Thatch saw it. He hung his head in shame.
    

    
              “No, come here, sweetie.” She pulled him into a tight hug. “It’s not your fault. You don’t have to play like that anymore. I’ll help you.”
    

    
              “What about Ma?” He pulled away. Tears threatened to spill down his cheeks again. “If I stop, he’ll go after her.”
    

    
              “She can come, too. Where is she?”
    

    
              Before the child could answer, the door creaked. They both turned to find a man standing in the doorway. He was possibly the largest man Heather had ever seen. He, like Thatch, wore mud-stained denim overalls with no shirt underneath. He was lean, nothing but muscle.  
    

    
              “What do we have here, huh?” the man asked.
    

    
              Standing, she pulled Thatch behind her. He began to cry again, pressing his face into her dress.
    

    
              “Don’t cry,” she whispered to him.
    

    
              The man crossed the room in two strides and towered over them. He hovered a few inches from Heather’s face. His skin was pitted and unwashed. He smelled of horse manure. 
    

    
              “Who’s this, Thatch?” He grinned, exposing crooked brown teeth. “A new friend to play with?”
    

    
              “No!” Thatch sobbed from the safety of Heather’s dress. “No, leave us alone!” 
    

    
              “Hob your lip, boy!”
    

    
              Heather was silent, staring up at the man’s pale gray eyes. 
    

    
              “You got a name?” 
    

    
              “Heather.” Her heart hammered. Her hands began to shake. She reached around to clutch Thatch’s shoulders in an attempt to steady them and reassure the boy. 
    

    
              “Heather, huh?” He tilted his head. “Welcome to Flint Ranch.”
    

    
              He reached out and grabbed her throat. As she was torn from his grip, Thatch screamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      Screaming, Rhodes jerked awake. 
    

    
      “Fuck… fuck… fuck…” he panted, running a hand over his face. Reaching out, he found Heather beside him, startled but safe. 
    

    
              “What is it?” Although panicked, her voice soothed him. He felt an immediate drop in his blood pressure. His pulse slowed. The blood stopped pounding in his ears.
    

    
              “Noth—Nothing.” He was still struggling with his breath. 
    

    
              “Nightmare?” 
    

    
              He swallowed, gaining more control over his tone. “It was nothing.” 
    

    
              “What do monsters have nightmares about?” 
    

    
              Rhodes took a deep breath and held it. For the first time in his life, he felt tempted to confess. He closed his eyes, hoping the impulse would fade, but it only swelled.
    

    
              “Bigger monsters,” he finally answered. 
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      When Heather woke the next morning, Rhodes was gone. He didn’t return for hours. Pressing her ear to the door, she could hear a great deal of scraping, as if Rhodes were re-arranging furniture downstairs, and hollow thudding, like a basketball, only heavier. The faint, acrid smell of bleach seeped under the door.
    

    
              Heather did not want to stay in bed anymore. Her back hurt from lying down for so long. Even though she was sore, it felt good to stand up and move around. Picking up the guitar, she strummed it absently. Her eyes landed on the chair, which had been kicked to the foot of the bed. She had been staying in the Bedroom for several days now, but she had never once sat in that chair. Shooting a quick glance at the door, she strummed a few chords to tack down her courage, then plopped into the chair. She groaned as pain radiated from her cracked ribs.
    

    
              On the opposite side of the wall, Monica stirred in the Camera Room. The water came on in the other bathroom. Heather followed the sound, climbing onto the counter. Pressing her ear to the wall, she could hear thumps and taps against the counter as Monica washed up.
    

    
              Hesitantly, Heather tapped the wall. The noises stopped. Monica tapped back. 
    

    
              “Can you hear me?” Monica’s voice drifted through the wall.
    

    
              “Barely.” Heather glanced around to make sure Rhodes wasn’t sneaking up behind her. “We shouldn’t talk.” She did not want to test how far his new-found affection extended.
    

    
              “I wanted to say I’m sorry,” Monica said. 
    

    
              Closing her eyes, Heather leaned her forehead against the wall. She took a deep breath and nodded. “I’m still going to get you out of here.” 
    

    
      Monica did not reply.
    

    
              Sniffling, Heather sat on the counter and leaned back against the wall. She began to play an upbeat and spirited song. Monica began to sing along. There was no way Rhodes would not hear the music, even over the ruckus he was making. Heather did not attempt to muffle the sound. That way, he would not feel the need to prevent it. Heather hoped Rhodes would believe they were just a couple of bored kids, singing through the wall. He would not suspect she was attempting to give Monica hope. 
    

    
      Heather was playing too loudly to hear the door open. Rhodes stormed into the bathroom and snatched the guitar. Stepping back into the hallway, he raised it over his head and slammed it into the floor. He then proceeded to smash it to pieces against the floor and walls.
    

    
              Heather watched the carnage from the door, a hand over her mouth. She flinched with every impact. When nothing remained but the stretch of neck in his hands, he looked at it, then tossed it over his shoulder. He ran an anxious hand through his hair and turned back to Heather. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot. He was covered in sweat, grease, and what looked like rust grit. Her startled expression sobered him.
    

    
              “Oh, love,” he stammered, looking at the destruction around him, “I… I’m sorry.” Cringing, he grabbed his hair and turned away. (
      Why am I apologizing to her? To anyone?
      ) “No!” he shouted, then, shaking his head, murmured, “Yes, yes… I’m sorry.”
    

    
              He stood before her, sniffling. Taking the pick from her hand, he inspected it, then tossed it, too, over his shoulder. He lifted her face and kissed her. He smelled like the undercarriage of a car. She did not resist for fear of his erratic behavior, but he sank to his knees and leaned his forehead against her belly. He wrapped his arms around her legs. 
    

    
              “Tell me everything’s going to be fine,” he demanded.
    

    
              “Everything’s going to be fine.”
    

    
              Scoffing, he raised his face to her. “You’re not very convincing.”
    

    
              Sighing, she steeled herself. She ran her fingers into his hair. He lowered his face again. “Shhh…” then, in a sing-song voice, “
      Everything’s gonna be alright...
      ”
    

    
              With a shuddering breath, Rhodes slumped down. All his muscles but his clinging hands went limp. Swaying, he rose to his feet. Taking Heather’s hand, he led her back to bed.
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      The sun was up. Rhodes’s eyes were still closed, his breathing even. Heather studied him for a few minutes before holding up her arm. There were six tallies scratched into the soft flesh, ranging from healed to fresh. Curious, she slipped out of the bed and went to the window, looking up at the sky. The sun was overhead, somewhere out of sight. She sighed in frustration, not knowing whether she had slept through the night, or only a few hours. She thought it had been early when Rhodes took her to bed. 
    

    
              “What?” Rhodes grunted.
    

    
              “How long was I asleep?” She sat on the edge of the bed.
    

    
              “Fuck if I know,” he yawned, pulling himself up against the headboard. “I was asleep.”
    

    
              “Did night fall? Is it morning or evening?”
    

    
              Her anxiety perked his interest.  “What difference does it make?” 
    

    
              Heather shrugged as if it were not a matter of life and death. “It’s just nice to know.” She ran a hand over her forearm, then froze when she realized she had done it.
    

    
              “Oh, I see.” He had noticed the scratches, but had not thought anything of it. He grabbed her arm and stretched it out. She shrieked, fighting to pull it back, but pain shot through her collar. He pulled her down and pinned her hand with his knee. He racked his brain for an explanation. His face fell when he realized what it was.
    

    
              “You’re counting down.” He released her. She hugged her arm to her chest.
    

    
              “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied. Rhodes glared at her for a moment, then smacked her up the backside of her head. “Ow!”
    

    
              “
      Why
      ? Why do you insist on acting like I’m an idiot?”
    

    
              Heather squeezed her mouth shut. 
    

    
      Donning an apologetic expression, Rhodes wrapped his arms around her and pulled her back against his chest. He growled into her ear, “Your count is off.” He began to rock her side-to-side. “It’s evening. There are three days until the end of the month.” He kissed her ear. “But there will be a slight change-of-plans.”
    

    
              “What are you going to do then?” She tried to pull away. “Take us home and lock us in your sad little house?”
    

    
              “I'm taking 
      you
      ,” he murmured. “And you would love my house. It’s actually very large. Larger than I’ve had use for. Five bedrooms. Six acres, with a tire swing out back.” 
    

    
              Heather’s anxiety mounted, hitting the flashpoint when Rhodes squeezed her in excitement. 
    

    
              “No!” She broke his grip and stood.
    

    
              “No, what?” His tone wasn’t angry; It was 
      surprised
      .
    

    
              “What if I don’t want to go to your house? What if I don’t want you to hug me?” She stormed away from the bed and stood in the middle of the room. Her throat was tight. The walls seemed much closer than they had the day before. He climbed across the bed, and she reeled on him. “What if I don’t 
      want
       you to fuck me? Does it matter to you… 
      love
      ?”
    

    
              Rhodes licked his lips, knowing his answer was not what it should be. He was at a loss for words—another new, horrible feeling. He reached out to place his hands on her shoulders, to calm her, but she slapped them away. His face flushed. 
    

    
              “You’re the last person I want to touch me—ever! You say you love me, but we’re here, in this house, under your absolute control.” She gestured to the house around them, then turned on him again. “I 
      fuck
       you to feed Monica.” Her voice was cold and sharp. “Because I love her. She doesn’t love me back, but I’m fine with that. I have to be. It’s her choice. I can’t 
      force
       her”—her voice broke, and fought the tears rising in her throat—“to be with me!”
    

    
              Face burning, throat tight, Rhodes grabbed her wrists and forced her to her knees. Shrieking, she pushed back. Despite pain shooting through her shoulder, she almost regained her feet, but he was far stronger. 
    

    
              “Stop it! Stop.” There was no panic or fear in her voice, only anger. Rhodes stopped pushing and held her there, breathing hard through clenched teeth. 
    

    
              “
      What
      ?” 
    

    
              The iron in Heather’s eyes faded. She forced her fists to unclench. When Rhodes felt it, he also loosened his grip. She took a deep breath, composing herself. 
    

    
      “You can be in love,” she told him, “or you can be in control. But you can’t be both. You have to choose.”
    

    
              This new concept tore at Rhodes’s mind. Roaring, he threw Heather to the ground. He punched the floor next to her head. Pain 
      radiated
       up through his fist. He bellowed in her face, unable to assemble words. 
    

    
      Heather closed her eyes and forced herself to remain calm and weather his storm. (
      That’s why I love her, isn’t it?
      ) Regaining control of himself, Rhodes leaned up. He waited for her to open her eyes again. When she did, he saw hope there.
    

    
              He had to force himself to choose control.
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      He fucked her until she cried, then spent much of the night atoning for it. Remorse was another emotion he was not accustomed to experiencing on Sabbatical. (
      At work, yes, but here?
      ) Heather slid from his grip to the far side of the bed. She lay there, impassive, until he gave up trying to rouse a response from her. Despite the heat, he pressed his face into her hair and fell asleep.
    

    
              When Rhodes jerked awake, he was certain he was going to find the FBI agent still standing by the bed, watching him with his impenetrable expression, hands folded into his suit pockets. He was relieved when he found himself alone, except for Heather. She was no longer at the edge of the bed, but sitting with her back against the headboard. In the early-morning light, he couldn’t read her expression. 
    

    
              Wrapping his arms around her hips, Rhodes laid his head upon her lap. He was about to doze off when she spoke: 
    

    
              “When I first moved in with Grandpa, not a night went by that he didn’t wake up screaming. He hadn’t gone to bed sober for… decades, I reckon. He would wake up screaming or crying, in terror or grief. Eventually, he told me why: He was an EOD tech in Vietnam, and Intelligence picked him to go on some special mission. They never found what they were looking for, and that mission killed every man in his squad… everyone but him. It took him months to sleep sober without nightmares.”
    

    
              She was running her fingers through his hair. (
      She probably doesn’t even know she’s doing it.
      ) Rhodes nodded, enjoying the sensation. He had heard a version of this story. Heather wasn’t entirely accurate, but he wasn’t about to correct her. He didn’t want to think about what might be going on outside. 
    

    
              “What helped?” he asked. “With the nightmares?”
    

    
              “Talking about it.” 
    

    
              Pressing his face into her robe, he shook his head. “Not here.” He leaned up with a heavy sigh. “Not now.” He backed against the headboard next to her. Taking her hand, he gave it an affectionate squeeze and ran his fingers over hers. 
    

    
      Outside, the sun rose over the woods. Despite her comforting words, her expression was the same impassive iron she had worn the night before. She 
      wore
       it so often now. It challenged him as much as it hurt him; He wanted to break through it, break her.
    

    
      There was much to do today: Rhodes had to get ready for his Sabbatical to come to an end. He didn’t want to consider what his options were—he was already having nightmares from the stress. The best thing for him was to focus on preparation. Climbing out of the bed, he searched for his pajama pants. Heather picked them off the floor on her side of the bed and threw them at him.
    

    
      Chuckling, he pulled them on. “You’re always taking care of people. Your grandfather, Moné-sha… me.”
    

    
      “I just didn’t want to see you naked anymore.”
    

    
      He scoffed. “I don’t mean finding my pajamas. I mean your dream about drowning, then yesterday, when you comforted me.”
    

    
      “You told me to do that.”
    

    
      “Yes, but you didn’t have to be sincere, to… to 
      care
      , but you did.” Rhodes climbed back onto the bed. “Why?” 
    

    
      Heather avoided his gaze. “It’s what I do. It’s the moral imperative.” 
    

    
      “The what?”
    

    
      “The moral imperative.” She turned to him with a raised brow. His field was narrower than he had led them to believe. “Kant?”
    

    
      “That’s a name I haven’t heard since undergrad,” he snorted.
    

    
      “It’s kind of like the Golden Rule, but applied to everyone,” she explained. “‘Do unto others as you want everyone to do unto everyone.’ By caring, I hope—
      hoped
      —to invite others to care. Likewise,”—she glared at him—“by raping, you 
      condone
       rape, and invite others to rape you, your loved ones, your—”  
    

    
      Rhodes’s smile vanished. His hand took her off guard. The force of his slap knocked her sideways. Straddling her, he slapped her again. She yelped in pain.
    

    
      “Take it back!” he screamed, slapping her again. 
    

    
      She threw her arms up to protect her face.“It’s just an analogy!”
    

    
      Realizing he had lost control, he forced himself to lower his hand. Still furious, he shoved her off the edge of the bed. Groaning, she clutched her side, certain he had just cracked her ribs more severely. Shocked, confused, and in pain, Heather stayed on the floor, trying to quiet her sobs. 
    

    
      It took a great effort, but Rhodes left her there. Grabbing his robe from the bedpost, he pulled it on and turned to leave the room.
    

    
      A sharp, high-pitched noise made them jerk their heads toward the window, wide-eyed. Heather stopped crying as she pulled the noise from a far-flung memory of Byron and Kondorf offering her a ride home in their patrol car. Her breath began to come in ragged—and hopeful—gasps.
    

    
      Scrambling to her feet, she threw herself at the window and saw it: a Cobb County patrol car in front of the house. A lone officer, hat pulled low over his dark face, stood in the open door of the car, speaking into the radio.
    

    
      Emerging from his initial shock, Rhodes jumped over the bed and followed her gaze. When he caught sight of the cruiser, he clapped a hand over her mouth and jerked her onto the bed, out of view.
    

    
      Heather squealed in alarm, but fell still. She twisted in his arms, looking up with wide, desperate eyes. He released her slowly. Pulling the keys off from around his neck, he went to the bedside table and pulled out the gun.
    

    
      “No!” she cried in a hushed tone. “No, please don’t hurt him!”
    

    
      “I can’t take any chances.”
    

    
      “You won’t be!” she promised him. “Please, let me… let me warn Monica we have to be quiet, and he’ll have no reason even to come upstairs.”
    

    
      Ignoring her, he hurried toward the door. She grabbed his arm and jerked him to face her. 
    

    
      “Avery, please!” she begged. “Some of my best friends are cops.”
    

    
      Knocking on the front door thundered through the house. Rhodes pulled away, but paused with his hand on the knob. He turned back to her. Half of her face was pale with fear, and the other half was red and blotchy, her nose seeping blood, but her eyes met his as if the attack were forgotten.
    

    
      Stuffing the gun into the pocket of his robe, he wrapped one side over the other so the bulge was concealed. “Go warn Monica,”—he opened the door—“and stay away from the window.” He released her onto the landing. She was confused to find stacks of old, used tires piled in each corner. Before she could wonder at this, he grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled her back to him. 
    

    
      “One noise,” he warned her, “and 
      everyone
       dies.”
    

    
      Heather nodded. He kissed her hard and hurried down the stairs. She pushed open the door to the Camera Room. 
    

    
      Monica had heard the siren chirp and the knocking. Standing wide-eyed by the door, she was shocked to see Heather walk in.
    

    
      “What—”
    

    
      Heather silenced her with a hand over her mouth. She glanced around and was surprised to find the cameras were gone. “We might not have much time,” she whispered. “There is at least one police officer at the door. Av… 
      Colossus
       is going to kill him unless we are very, 
      very
       quiet.” She held a finger to her lips.
    

    
      Monica nodded. Heather lowered her hand.
    

    
      “He has been cracking,” she continued, “and there is no telling what is going to happen downstairs, or when the officer leaves, but he’s going to be upset and vulnerable. If we work together, we might be able to escape.”
    

    
      “You’re insane.” Monica shook her head.
    

    
      “What?” That was the last thing Heather had expected to hear. 
    

    
      “The month is almost over! He’s going to let us go! And you—you’re just going to get us killed!”
    

    
      Heather’s chest tightened. She wasn’t prepared for this. “Monica—”    
    

    
      “I’m not going to risk a small chance at freedom for something that is guaranteed to get us killed!”
    

    
      “Shh!” Heather covered her mouth again, shoving her against the wall. “Avery was never planning on letting us go.” Her voice cracked. “He is going to kill us, and burn this house to ashes, and go back to his life as if nothing ever happened. That was his plan the entire time. He has done this 
      before
      .”
    

    
      Monica shoved her away. “I don’t believe you.” She folded her hands over her abdomen. “I can’t afford to.”
    

    
      Desperate, tears began to rise in Heather’s throat. She didn’t understand. Before she could argue her case further, a gunshot made them both jump.
    

    
      Monica stared at the door, hand over her mouth. Heather fell to her knees with a hand over her mouth. 
    

    
      “Jamal…” Tears began to stream down her face. 
    

    
      They expected shouting, for the door to burst open, but it didn’t. Instead, they heard the thud of bare feet running throughout the house. When the footsteps came upstairs, Heather closed her eyes. But the door didn’t open. They could hear the splashing of liquid spilling onto the floor. A thin rivulet ran under the door. They stared at it as it spread toward them. 
    

    
      “Is that… is…” Monica was too terrified to speculate. “What is that?” 
    

    
      Now she wants help
      . Heather rose to her feet with a sigh. Going to the door, she touched the liquid and sniffed it. She shook her head, turning back to her friend.
    

    
      “It’s kerosene.”
    

    
      “Oh, God.” 
    

    
      “He’s about to burn the house down.” Heather smirked, voice pinched with hysteria. She didn’t think Monica could get any paler, but she was wrong. Her skin was a ghastly gray color.
    

    
      The door flew open, knocking Heather into the wall. Rhodes stumbled in. He spared a glance at her as she hit the floor, but headed straight toward Monica. His robe was soaked. His chest was splattered with blood. 
    

    
      “No!” Monica began to cry as he grabbed her shoulder. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” 
    

    
      “Face the wall.” He shoved her to her knees in front of the wall. She began to sob harder. 
    

    
      “This won’t hurt." He pointed the gun at the back of her head.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Heather,” Monica sobbed, squeezing her eyes shut.
    

    
      Rhodes hesitated. Never in his life had he hesitated when he needed to act. He turned to find Heather standing at his elbow, wide-eyed and resolute, looking alarmingly like she had when she demanded he move Z.
    

    
      “I’ll go with you,” she said. “I’ll go, just don’t do this.” She inched between the gun and her friend. He could point the gun at her, or lower it.
    

    
      He shook his head. “Lies.”
    

    
      “You know me better than that.” She took a step toward him. Placing a gentle hand on his wrist, she persuaded him to point the gun at the floor.
    

    
      “I can’t.” He took a step back. “I wasn’t careful enough. She’s seen things.”
    

    
      “You can… Avery...”
    

    
      Before Rhodes could collect his thoughts enough to reply, she folded herself into him, pulled his head down, and kissed him. It was everything he had been wanting: gentle, reassuring, giving. He allowed her to push him back, expecting to collide with the wall. He backed into the banister instead. He raised a hand to touch her face. She lowered hers to his chest. 
    

    
      And pushed.
    

    
      Instinctively, Rhodes grabbed at the nearest thing to steady himself as he toppled over the banister. Heather was jerked off of her feet, and they both fell to the floor below. 
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      Heather was floating in water under the flawless blue sky. Her eyes were closed. The sun shone down, warming her chilled skin. Monica’s laughter drifted across to her, and Heather was rocked in the wake created by the girl swimming over.
    

    
              “Heather!” Monica called in a hushed voice. “Heather!” 
    

    
              Heather began to paddle, sinking into the water. She turned to find Monica doing a breast-stoke in her direction, pulling up within a few inches. The inertia threw them together. Without a word, Monica took Heather’s face in her hands and kissed her.
    

    
      
    

    
      ****
    

    
      “Heather!” There was panic in her voice now. “Heather?”
    

    
              Heather gasped for air. Footsteps pounded toward her, and Monica dove to her side. Heather’s back burned where she had hit the hardwood. Pain 
      radiated
       from her bones. She knew she wasn’t supposed to move, but she also knew she didn’t have a choice. 
    

    
              “I thought you were dead!” Monica sobbed. She helped Heather to her feet.
    

    
              Rhodes lay face-down on the other side of the chaise lounge. His foot was at an odd angle. Blood pooled where his forehead met the floor. His eyelids fluttered, but he did not move.
    

    
              “Not so lucky.” Heather turned away from him. Pain shot through her back as she straightened, but she forced herself to limp toward the open French doors. They had to be wary of slipping in the kerosene. Like upstairs, there were piles of tires spread throughout the ground floor. 
    

    
              “What’s—” Monica began when she saw them, but was interrupted by a deep groan behind them. 
    

    
              “Run!” Heather shoved Monica forward. 
    

    
              The police officer lay in the middle of the great room. A puddle of blood spread from his head, and his brown uniform was soaked in kerosene. Heather spared enough time to confirm it was not Byron, but couldn’t hesitate for any details beyond his name plate saying DULEY. Monica, however, knelt by his side. She began to rummage in his pockets.
    

    
              “Where’re his keys?” 
    

    
              Heather ran back. “The car’s still running!” She grabbed the collar of Monica’s robe and dragged her to her feet.
      




      75
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Rhodes pulled himself up using the chaise lounge. Pain shot through his leg. He clenched his teeth and forced himself to move. Monica’s curly hair disappeared out the front door.
    

    
              Groaning, he lumbered after them. At the threshold, he was just in time to watch them slam the doors of the patrol car. Left with no other choice, he stepped back inside the foyer. Opening the coat closet by the door, he grabbed a rifle. He stepped back onto the front porch and cradled it in his shoulder. 
    

    
      (
      Breath… Wind... Speed...
      ) He pulled the trigger. 
    

    
              The passenger-side window shattered. The car swerved, then stopped. Rhodes huffed, raising the scope again. (
      I didn’t 
      miss
      . I couldn’t have 
      missed
      .
      ) He took a few painful steps forward. The car lurched and took off again. 
    

    
              He didn’t have time to think about it. Reaching into the pocket of his robe, he pulled out a box of matches. 
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      Every officer in Cheatham Hill and the surrounding municipalities listened in silence as dispatch called for Sgt.  Duley. Ten minutes had passed with no check-in. They all felt the same rising dread and anger. When the order came in after another five minutes for officers to respond, Kondorf and Byron were already en route. They were joined by at least five others, making them third in a convoy of flashing lights and blaring sirens. 
    

    
              Kondorf’s heart pounded. He prayed so fervently the words ran together in his mind: 
      Saint Michael, be our protection… we humbly pray… cast—cast
      … Byron was much worse off: He was pale, clutching his seat belt in a way that Kondorf had not seen him do since he was a recruit. 
    

    
              The Hospitality House sat on the city limits. The road leading to it was not widely used. The police cruisers paid little attention to the few cars driving in the opposite direction, unless they refused to slow down or pull off. In that case, the officers cursed the drivers in their mind as they flew past.
    

    
              A car that looked like a police cruiser appeared on the horizon, barreling in their direction. The lead car slowed, forcing the others to slow as well. It was a good thing, too: the car—indeed a police cruiser—pulled wide to the right, then swung into their lane. Kondorf feared for a moment that it might run off the road and hit a large oak tree. It stopped before running off the shoulder. 
    

    
              The convoy was forced to stop. They managed to do so with about thirty feet between the lead car and the obstructing cruiser. A few vehicles pulled out of the line to zip ahead, continuing to the house. Loud 
      whaps
       and 
      thunks
       revealed that some of the guys in the back had been following too close. Normally, this would have amused Kondorf, but not today.
    

    
              Unable to see anything from his seat, Kondorf stepped out of his car. He kept his hand on his gun. The cruiser’s passenger-side window was missing, only a little range of tempered glass remained. The driver-side door flew open and the driver fell out. Kondorf approached, seeing some movement through the windshield. A spider-web crack obscured the view. 
    

    
              The officers from the two front cars stood behind their doors, guns at the ready. They yelled orders for the driver to put up their hands and come out from behind the car. They fell silent as soon as they caught sight of the driver: It was a woman with dark, messy hair. Her face was pale. She appeared to be wearing a robe that had at one point been white. She emerged from behind the car hunkered down, looking around her like a nervous cat. The robe was far too short for public use. Her right side, from her face down, was covered in brown stains. 
    

    
              No, not brown. Red. They saw it clearly as she emerged from the shade of the tree, into the sunlight. Kondorf took a few steps forward. 
    

    
              “Holy fuck,” Byron muttered. “It’s—”
    

    
              “Heather?” Kondorf called. 
    

    
              She froze at the sound of the name. Her eyes met his. 
    

    
      “K… Kondorf?”
    

    
      She raised her hands to her mouth. There were bandages around her wrists. Ducking as if she expected something to jump at her, she jerked her head around.  She began to move, starting with one step, then another, then broke into a sprint. Kondorf ran to meet her. 
    

    
      “Oh, God,” she sobbed, throwing her arms around his neck. Kondorf expected to feel weighed-down or thrown-back, but there was little impact; She was alarmingly light.
    

    
      “I tried!” she cried into his shirt. “I tried—I…”
    

    
      It took him a moment to realize that it wasn’t just her tears that were wet. The blood on her face rubbed off on his cheek and streaked his shirt. He barely had time to register this before her knees buckled. He lifted her into his arms. She clung tighter to his neck. 
    

    
      Three other officers had approached the car. They were touching their faces and running their hands through their hair. Kondorf stared for a moment before he realized what he was looking at: someone with curly brown hair was slumped against the dashboard, not moving.  
    

    
      Tightening his arms around her frail body, Kondorf carried Heather Stokes back to his police cruiser.
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