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​Act I: The Dead Sea
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The heat was a physical weight, pressing down on the roof of the sedan with the oppressive, suffocating force of a wet wool blanket. It was late August in the Midwest, a time when the air stopped moving and the earth seemed to bake under a punishing, magnesium-white sky. On either side of the two-lane asphalt, the cornfields stretched out in an endless, unbroken ocean of dying yellow. The stalks were towering, pushing eight feet high, their husks bone-dry and brittle, crowding the narrow shoulders of the road as if trying to reclaim the pavement.

Inside the car, the air conditioning had given up an hour ago, reduced to coughing out pathetic, lukewarm gusts that smelled faintly of hot plastic and exhaust. 

Sarah pressed her temple against the passenger-side window, closing her eyes against the glaring sun, but the glass was too hot. She pulled away, wiping a bead of sweat from her collarbone. She looked down at the glowing screen of her phone resting in the center console. The digital map was a blank, topographical void of gray. The little blue arrow that represented them was suspended in the center of nothingness. No roads. No county lines. No signal. It had looked exactly like that for the last sixty-two minutes.

"Try refreshing it again," Mark said. His voice was tight, carrying that forced, deliberate calm he always used when he was entirely out of his depth but refused to admit it. 

"I have been," Sarah said, picking up the phone. She tapped the screen, swiping down. A little loading circle spun for three seconds before freezing. No Service. "It’s dead, Mark. We’ve been driving off the grid since we took that detour around the highway accident. I don't even know what state we're technically in right now. The border was supposed to be twenty miles back."

"We’re in Nebraska. Or Iowa. It doesn’t matter," Mark said, his hands gripping the steering wheel at ten and two. His knuckles were white. He was a man who believed in systems, in logic, in the fundamental guarantee that if you kept driving in one direction long enough, you would eventually hit a highway, a gas station, or a town. He was an architect by trade, accustomed to blueprints and right angles. This sprawling, chaotic geometry of endless dirt and dead crops was deeply offensive to his sensibilities. 

"It does matter," Sarah countered softly, trying to keep the anxiety out of her voice. She was naturally intuitive, hyper-observant to a fault. It was a trait that made her an excellent photographer but a terrible passenger. She had been feeling a low-frequency hum of dread in her chest for the last half hour. "Mark, we haven't seen another car since two o'clock. We haven't seen a telephone pole, a mailbox, or a cow. It’s just... this." 

She gestured vaguely to the towering walls of corn whipping past the windows. The stalks were so dense they formed a solid, impenetrable barrier. There was no horizon left, just the narrow strip of cracked asphalt ahead and the suffocating yellow walls closing them in. 

"It’s farm country, Sarah. People own thousands of acres out here. It’s supposed to be empty." Mark reached forward and cranked the AC dial all the way to the right. The blower motor whined loudly, spitting more hot dust into the cabin. He cursed under his breath and rolled his window down. 

The sound of the outside world rushed in—a deafening, rhythmic shhhh-shhhh-shhhh as the wind whipped through the millions of dry husks. It didn't sound like wind in the trees. It sounded like something scraping. 

Sarah shivered despite the ninety-eight-degree heat. "Pull over. Let's just turn around."

"Turn around and go where?" Mark snapped, finally looking away from the road to glare at her. "Back to the highway? That was fifty miles ago, Sarah. We have a quarter tank of gas left. If we turn around now and guess wrong at one of those unmarked intersections we passed, we run out of gas in the middle of nowhere. If we keep going straight, we have to hit a county artery. That's how rural grids work."

"I don't care how grids work," Sarah said, her voice rising, the thin veneer of calm finally cracking. "Look at this road, Mark! It's not even paved properly anymore. The center line is gone. The asphalt is crumbling. It feels wrong. I feel like we’re driving into a funnel."

Mark sighed, that sharp, exasperated exhale that usually signaled the end of a conversation. "You're letting your imagination run away with you again. It’s a road. It leads somewhere. We just have to—"

The asphalt ended without warning. 

There was no sign, no transition. One second the tires were humming over cracked blacktop, and the next, the sedan slammed down onto deeply rutted, bone-rattling gravel. The suspension shrieked as Mark instinctively slammed on the brakes. The car fishtailed slightly, kicking up a massive, blinding cloud of chalky white dust, before skidding to a halt.

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The engine idled, a low, unsteady vibration. Outside, the dust cloud slowly settled over the windshield, coating the glass in a fine, powdery film. 

"Okay," Mark muttered, his jaw working as he stared through the filthy glass. "Okay, so the pavement ends."

"Turn around," Sarah whispered. Her heart was hammering against her ribs. The feeling of wrongness had metastasized into outright panic. She looked out her window. The corn here was different. It was taller, thicker. It leaned over the drainage ditches, the heavy, dead tassels almost brushing the sides of the car. The stalks were a diseased, mottled brown and yellow. "Please, Mark. Just turn the car around."

"And go back fifty miles on a quarter tank?" Mark shifted the car into park but left the engine running. He wiped his sweating forehead with the back of his hand. "Sarah, be rational. Gravel roads connect properties to main county roads. It’s a thoroughfare. If we turn back, we are mathematically guaranteeing we get stranded."

"We are stranded!" 

"We are just temporarily displaced!" Mark yelled, slapping the steering wheel. The sudden violence of the sound made Sarah flinch. Mark closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, trying to reel himself back in. "I'm sorry. I'm just hot. And I'm frustrated. But I promise you, if we just push forward for another ten miles, we'll find a state route. I know what I'm doing."

Sarah looked at him. She saw the sweat soaking through the collar of his polo shirt, the frantic twitch of a muscle in his jaw. He didn't know what he was doing. He was terrified of being lost, terrified of being vulnerable, and he was using his stubbornness as a shield. 

She looked back out at the corn. The sun had begun its descent. It was no longer a punishing white sphere directly overhead; it had dropped into the lower half of the sky, swelling into a bloated, bruised orange. The light it cast was strange—heavy, dense, and unnaturally golden. Because the road was cut like a trench through the towering crops, the dropping sun threw long, razor-like shadows across the gravel. The shadows of the cornstalks looked like a barcode of black bars stretching across their path, hypnotic and disorienting.

"Ten miles," Sarah said, her voice hollow. "If we don't see anything in ten miles, we stop. We conserve gas and we wait for someone to drive by."

"Deal," Mark said quickly, eager to take the concession. He shifted back into drive. 

The tires crunched over the deep gravel as the car lurched forward. Mark kept the speed low, hovering around twenty miles an hour. The road was in terrible condition. Deep, rain-washed gullies crisscrossed the path, and weeds had begun to sprout in the center mound between the tire tracks. It didn't look like a thoroughfare. It looked like a road that had been abandoned.

They drove in silence for another twenty minutes. The shadows lengthened. The bruised orange of the sun began to bleed into a deep, violent crimson at the horizon. The heat inside the car didn't break; it just thickened. 

Sarah kept her eyes fixed on the stalks blurring past. She felt a bizarre, irrational urge to lock her door, to check the locks twice. The corn was so dense it created a physical barrier to the outside world. There was no sky visible to the left or right, only the narrow strip of bleeding red directly ahead. As the car bumped along, she noticed something unsettling. 

There were no birds. No hawks circling above. No crows picking at the gravel. There were no insects splattering against the windshield. It was a dead zone. The only living thing out here seemed to be the corn, and even that looked as though it had been scorched to death by the sun, left to stand as a monument to rot.

"It's getting darker," Sarah said quietly. 

"I have headlights," Mark replied, eyes fixed forward, navigating a particularly deep rut. 

The road took a slight, agonizingly slow curve to the left. The gravel had thinned out entirely now, giving way to packed, powdery dirt. The dust kicked up by their tires formed a thick, trailing wake behind them, completely obscuring the rear window. 

As they rounded the curve, the sun hit them directly in the eyes, a blinding, horizontal flare of crimson light that flared through the dust-coated windshield. 

Mark squinted, throwing a hand up to block the glare. "Can't see a damn thing," he muttered, reaching for the sun visor. 

Sarah squinted against the bloody light, her eyes scanning the dirt road ahead. The long, black shadows of the stalks striped the ground, alternating bands of blinding light and pitch darkness. 

Through the glare, about fifty feet ahead, Sarah saw something catch the light. A glint of dull silver. A horizontal line, perfectly straight, suspended about two feet off the ground, stretching entirely across the dirt road from one wall of corn to the other. 

Her brain took a fraction of a second to process it. It was too straight to be a shadow. Too metallic to be a branch. 

"Mark, stop."

Mark was still fiddling with the visor, his foot hovering on the gas. "Just a sec, the glare is—"

"Mark, stop the car!" Sarah screamed, lunging forward, her hands bracing against the dashboard. 

Mark instinctively slammed his foot on the brake pedal. The tires locked up. On pavement, they would have stopped in time. On the powdery, loose dirt, the sedan became a sled. The car skidded forward, entirely out of control, tires plowing through the soft earth. 

Sarah saw the line clearly now. Thick, rusted, twisted steel. 

Barbed wire. 

It was stretched taut between two thick wooden fence posts hidden just inside the first row of corn on either side of the road. 

"Brace!" Mark yelled. 

The car hit the wire. 

The sound was apocalyptic. It wasn't a snap; it was a screeching, metallic shriek as the heavy, rusted wire caught the front bumper, dug into the plastic, and scraped violently up into the wheel wells. 

BANG. 

The front right tire blew out with the concussive force of a shotgun blast. A split second later, the front left tire detonated. The steering wheel violently jerked out of Mark's hands, spinning the car sideways. The chassis slammed down hard onto the dirt, metal grinding against rocks and packed earth as the vehicle spun a sickening ninety degrees before slamming nose-first into the wall of corn on the right shoulder.

The airbags didn't deploy, but the seatbelts locked with bone-bruising force. Sarah was thrown forward, the strap cutting deep into her collarbone, knocking the wind out of her in a sharp, involuntary gasp. Her head whipped forward, stopping inches from the dashboard. 

Then, everything went entirely, terrifyingly still.

The engine sputtered once, choked, and died. 

For a long moment, the only sound in the cabin was the frantic, raspy sound of Sarah trying to drag oxygen back into her lungs, and a high-pitched ringing in her ears from the tire blowouts. Dust, thick and choking, billowed up over the hood and seeped through the air vents, filling the cabin with the taste of dry earth. 

"Sarah," Mark gasped, coughing. He unbuckled his seatbelt with shaking hands and reached across the console, grabbing her shoulder. "Sarah. Are you hurt? Talk to me."

Sarah blinked, her vision swimming slightly. She touched her chest where the seatbelt had dug in. It throbbed, but nothing felt broken. She shook her head, coughing as the dust caught in her throat. "I'm okay. I'm okay."

"Christ," Mark breathed, leaning back against his headrest. He wiped a hand over his face, leaving a streak of clean skin through the layer of dust. "What the hell did we hit?"

Sarah didn't answer immediately. Her heart was beating so hard she could feel it in her teeth. She looked out the windshield. The front of the car was buried deep into the first three rows of corn. The dry stalks were pressed flat against the glass, their yellowed leaves looking like dead, skeletal fingers. 

A sharp, hissing sound came from the front of the car, followed by a thick cloud of white steam rolling up from under the buckled hood. The radiator was pierced. 

"I said stop," Sarah whispered, her voice trembling. "I saw it. I told you to stop."

"I hit the brakes, Sarah, the dirt was too loose," Mark said defensively, his tone sharpening as the shock wore off and adrenaline took over. He kicked his door open. The metal groaned against the dirt embankment. He stepped out into the heat.

Sarah unbuckled her belt, her fingers numb and clumsy. She pushed her door open. The stalks were so close she had to fight her way out, pushing the dry, brittle plants aside. They scratched against her bare arms like paper cuts. 

She stepped out into the suffocating heat of the dirt road. The silence outside the car was heavy, absolute. The ringing in her ears faded, replaced by the omnipresent shhhh-shhhh of the corn moving in a phantom breeze. 

Mark was kneeling by the front of the car. The bumper was torn half off, hanging by a few plastic clips. Both front tires were shredded, the rubber torn into ragged flaps, exposing the bent metal rims buried deep in the dirt. Steam billowed from the cracked radiator grill, smelling of sweet antifreeze and burning oil. 

"Totaled," Mark said softly. The fight seemed to drain out of him all at once. He stood up, running both hands through his hair. "The rims are bent. Axle is probably cracked. Even if we had a spare, we don't have two. The radiator is gone." He turned in a slow circle, looking at the towering walls of crops, the empty dirt road behind them, and the bleeding sky. For the first time, Sarah saw genuine fear in his eyes. "We're stuck."

Sarah wasn't looking at the car. She walked slowly toward the center of the road, tracking the deep trenches their locked tires had carved into the dirt. About fifteen feet behind the car, the dust was settling around a thick, heavy coil of metal. 

She knelt down in the dirt. 

It was a line of heavy-gauge barbed wire, thicker than anything she had ever seen used for livestock. The barbs were two inches long and coated in a thick layer of flaky, reddish-brown rust. The impact of the car had snapped the line, coiling it back like a dead snake in the dust. 

Sarah followed the broken line to the side of the road. Hidden just behind the first row of corn was a massive, weathered wooden fence post, driven deep into the earth. The wire was wrapped around it tightly, secured with heavy iron staples. 

She stood up slowly, the blood draining from her face. A cold sweat broke out on her neck, chilling her despite the sweltering heat. 

"Mark," she said. Her voice was flat, devoid of emotion. 

"I know, I know," Mark sighed, walking over, kicking at the dirt. "It must have been some old property line fence that fell across the road. Christ, what a stupid, negligent—"

"Mark. Look at it." 

Mark stopped, looking at her, then followed her gaze down to the wooden post. 

"Fences run parallel to roads," Sarah said, her voice dropping to a whisper, terrified that if she spoke too loudly, the corn might hear her. "They don't run across them. And this wire didn't fall. It was taut. It was suspended exactly tire-high."

Mark stared at the post, the heavy iron staples driven deep into the wood. He followed the trajectory across the dirt road to the opposite side, where another post was barely visible through the stalks. The realization hit him slowly, settling over his features like a physical weight. 

Someone had strung the wire across the only path through the fields. It was a snare. 

"No," Mark muttered, shaking his head, backing away a step. "No, that’s crazy. Why would someone do that? Maybe... maybe the road is closed up ahead. Maybe it’s a makeshift barricade."

"You don't build a barricade out of barbed wire meant to shred tires," Sarah said, backing away from the post, moving closer to Mark. The isolation of the road suddenly felt incredibly hostile. The towering walls of corn were no longer just a barrier; they were a hiding place. The deep, impenetrable shadows between the stalks seemed to hold their breath. 

"Okay. Okay, let's not panic," Mark said, swallowing hard. He looked around wildly. "We just need to get to higher ground. Find a house. Call a tow truck. Call the police."

"On what phone?" Sarah asked, holding up her useless cell. "We have no signal. We haven't had a signal for an hour. Nobody knows we're out here."

"We can't stay with the car," Mark said, his voice gaining a frantic edge. He turned and looked down the road, in the direction they had been heading. The dirt path stretched on, tunneling through the crops until it vanished into the deepening shadows. 

The sun was half-swallowed by the horizon now. The sky above was a bruised purple, fading to black in the east. Within thirty minutes, it would be pitch dark. Out here, with no streetlights, no ambient city glow, the darkness would be absolute. 

"Look," Mark said suddenly, pointing. 

Sarah followed his finger. Through a slight gap in the stalks, maybe a half-mile down the road and slightly to the left, a silhouette was barely visible against the dying orange light. 

It was a windmill. Massive, constructed of heavy iron lattice, its blades spinning slowly, lazily in the oppressive air. Beside it, the stark, sharp angles of a two-story farmhouse broke the treeline. The house looked ancient, leaning slightly to one side, its roofline sagging. There were no lights on in the windows. 

"There's a farm," Mark said, a desperate surge of relief in his voice. "If there's a farm, there's a landline. We hike there, we explain what happened to their road, we call the cops, and we wait inside until help arrives."

Sarah stared at the distant silhouette. It didn't look like salvation. Looming against the bruised sky, the windmill looked like a giant iron spider poised over a decaying grave. 

"Mark, whoever strung that wire might live in that house," Sarah reasoned, her hands shaking. "If this is a trap, we're walking right into it."

"Sarah, look around!" Mark exploded, gesturing to the endless, suffocating fields. "What's the alternative? We sleep in a totaled car? We wait for whoever set this wire to come check on their trap in the dark? We can't stay here. We have to move. That house is the only structure we've seen in fifty miles. We have to try."

Sarah looked at the wreckage of the car, smelling the sweet, toxic burn of the antifreeze. He was right. Staying in the metal box while the sun went down was suicide. If this was a trap, the hunters would be coming soon. 

"Okay," Sarah breathed. "Okay. Get the flashlight from the glovebox. And the tire iron."

Mark nodded, moving quickly now. He leaned into the ruined sedan, rummaging through the console and the trunk. He emerged a minute later holding a heavy yellow Maglite and a solid steel lug wrench. He handed the flashlight to Sarah and gripped the iron like a club. 

"Let's go," he said, taking her hand. His palm was slick with sweat. 

They abandoned the car, stepping away from the hissing engine, and began to walk down the center of the dirt road. 

The heat radiating off the packed earth was intense, baking through the thin soles of Sarah’s sneakers. Every step kicked up a small puff of dust. The silence between them was heavy, filled only by the crunch of their shoes and the ever-present rustling of the corn. 

Shhhh-shhhh-shhhh.

Sarah kept her eyes trained on the towering stalks to her right, sweeping the beam of the unlit Maglite back and forth in her hand. The stalks were planted so close together they formed a solid, interlocking wall. The leaves were jagged and brown, sharp enough to cut skin. The gaps between the roots were pools of pitch blackness. 

Ten minutes into the walk, the sun finally slipped below the horizon. 

The transition from dusk to night was startlingly fast. The sky drained of color, turning a deep, bruised indigo, and the shadows that had been stretching across the road simply swallowed everything. The heat, however, did not break. The air remained stagnant and stifling, trapping the day's bake against the earth. 

"Turn on the light," Mark whispered. 

Sarah clicked the Maglite. A tight, bright beam of white light shot forward, illuminating the dirt road. The beam caught the swirling motes of dust in the air, making it look like they were walking through dirty water. 

She swept the beam to the left. The light hit the wall of corn, illuminating the pale, dead husks. 

Snap.

Sarah stopped dead. Her grip on Mark's hand tightened painfully. 

"Did you hear that?" she whispered. 

Mark stopped, raising the tire iron slightly. "Hear what?"

"A branch snapping. Or a stalk breaking. Over there." She pointed the flashlight toward the deep rows to their left. The beam penetrated maybe three feet into the dense thicket before being swallowed by the stalks. Nothing moved. 

"It's just the wind, Sarah," Mark said, though his voice was thin, lacking conviction. 

"There is no wind, Mark," she replied, her chest tightening. The air was dead still. 

They stood frozen for a full minute, listening. The rhythmic rustling of the husks seemed louder in the dark, less like ambient noise and more like breathing. It was a dry, rasping sound, surrounding them on all sides. 

"Let's just keep moving," Mark said, tugging her forward. "We're almost there. I can see the roofline."

They walked faster now, their strides long and urgent. Sarah kept the flashlight sweeping frantically, terrified of what the beam might catch in the periphery. 

As they walked, Sarah felt a deep, primal sensation crawl up the base of her spine. It was a heavy, cold weight settling between her shoulder blades. It was the distinct, undeniable feeling of being observed. 

She turned her head, looking into the pitch-black fields. She couldn't see anything, but she could feel it. The pressure of eyes. Someone, or something, was keeping pace with them in the corn. 

She listened closely, tuning out the crunch of their own footsteps. Beneath the dry rustle of the leaves, she heard it. 

Crunch. Rustle... Crunch. Rustle.

Heavy, deliberate footsteps, moving parallel to the road, hidden deep within the stalks. They were slow, unhurried, perfectly matching her and Mark's pace. 

"Mark," she breathed, terrified to speak louder. "Someone is in there. Following us."

Mark didn't stop. He walked faster, practically dragging her. "Don't look," he hissed, his eyes locked on the road ahead. "Just keep walking. Don't look into the corn."

The road began to widen, the dirt path splitting into a gravel driveway that curved upward toward a slight rise. The walls of corn finally broke, falling back to reveal a massive, barren dirt yard. 

Sarah aimed the flashlight ahead, the beam cutting through the darkness. 

The property was a graveyard of rusted metal and rotting wood. Skeletal frames of old tractors and stripped pickup trucks littered the yard, overgrown with twisted, thorny weeds. At the center of the rise stood the windmill. Close up, it was monstrous, towering fifty feet into the night sky. The iron lattice was completely coated in flaky orange rust. As a faint, hot breeze finally rolled across the property, the massive iron blades turned a fraction of an inch, emitting a long, agonizing metallic shriek that echoed across the empty fields. 

Beyond the windmill stood the farmhouse. 

It was a two-story structure of peeling white paint and rotting grey shingles. The porch sagged heavily in the middle, the support pillars leaning inward like rotting teeth. The windows were dark, but they weren't empty. Several of them were boarded up from the inside, while others were covered in thick, yellowed newspaper. 

There was no car in the driveway. No porch light. No sign of life. 

Just an overwhelming smell. As they stepped onto the property line, the smell hit Sarah like a physical blow. It was sour and heavy, cutting through the dusty heat. It smelled like rancid vinegar, wet copper, and something sweet and rotting. 

"It looks abandoned," Mark whispered, lowering the tire iron slightly, panting from the adrenaline and the heat. 

Sarah aimed the flashlight at the sagging front porch. The beam caught a row of old, rusted rocking chairs. 

Sitting on the railing of the porch, perfectly still, was a large, black crow. It didn't flinch at the light. It just stared at them with dead, glassy eyes. 

"Mark," Sarah said, her voice shaking violently. "We shouldn't be here. We need to go back to the road. We need to hide."

Before Mark could answer, a warm, flickering orange light bloomed behind the newspaper-covered window of the front door. It was the glow of a kerosene lantern. 

Footsteps, heavy and slow, echoed on the wooden floorboards inside. 

The heavy deadbolt on the front door clacked loudly in the silent night. The door creaked open, groaning on rusted hinges, spilling a weak pool of orange light out onto the sagging porch. 

A figure stepped out of the darkness and into the lantern light. 

"Well now," a voice called out. It was deep, scratchy, and unsettlingly calm, like dry leaves scraping over a stone. "You folks look like you took a wrong turn." 

Sarah felt the cold dread solidify in her stomach. The stalks behind them in the dark field suddenly erupted in a furious, violent rustle, as if whatever had been following them was settling in to watch. 

They were off the road. 

They were in the trap.
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​Act II: The Hungry Dirt
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The figure holding the kerosene lantern stepped forward, the weak, flickering orange light washing over his features. 

He was a man who looked as though he had been carved out of the very earth he stood on, then left out to bake until all the moisture had been drawn from his skin. His face was a map of deep, sun-blistered crevices. His skin was the texture of cured tobacco leaf, mottled with dark age spots and peeling sunburns. He wore a pair of heavy denim overalls that were stiff with layers of dried mud and dark, unidentifiable stains, worn over a yellowed thermal undershirt that clung to his gaunt frame. 

When he smiled, the lantern light caught the gaps in his mouth. Several teeth were missing, and the ones that remained were long, yellow, and rotting at the gums. 

"Didn't expect company," the old man said. His voice was a dry, rasping wheeze, like two pieces of sandpaper rubbing together. He didn't sound surprised. He sounded deeply, unsettlingly calm. 

Mark instinctively took a half-step forward, placing himself slightly in front of Sarah, lowering the tire iron so it hung casually at his side. He immediately fell back into his default posture of authority—the project manager negotiating a delay. 

"Good evening," Mark said, his voice loud, trying to project confidence. "I'm sorry to intrude. We had an accident down the road. Our car hit some barbed wire stretched across the path. Blew out both our front tires. We’re stranded."

The old man didn’t react to the mention of the wire. His expression remained utterly placid, his pale, watery blue eyes shifting slowly from Mark to the tire iron in his hand, and then to Sarah, who was trembling in the dark. 

"Wire," the old man repeated softly, testing the word. "Wire’s a wicked thing. Catches all sorts of strays in the dark."

"It was strung directly across the road," Mark pressed, a hint of his earlier frustration bleeding through. "Someone deliberately put it there. It completely totaled my vehicle. Do you have a telephone we could use? We need to call a tow truck and the sheriff."

The old man stared at Mark for a long, agonizing moment. The massive windmill groaned overhead, the iron blades shrieking as they shifted in the stagnant air. 

"Name's Ezekiel," the old man finally said, ignoring Mark's questions entirely. He stepped back, pulling the heavy wooden door wider. "You folks look half-baked. Sun takes its toll out here. Come on inside. Get you some water."

"Sir, about the phone—"

"Come inside," Ezekiel repeated. It wasn't a request this time. The dry rasp of his voice carried a sudden, heavy weight. 

Sarah grabbed Mark’s wrist. Her fingers dug into his skin. "Mark, no," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Let's just ask him to make the call for us. I don't want to go in there."

Mark looked at her, his jaw tightening. "Sarah, look at him. He’s an old man. We need water, and we need to get out of the dark. We have no choice." Before she could protest further, Mark stepped up onto the sagging porch. The wooden planks groaned ominously beneath his weight. 

Sarah hesitated, her eyes darting back toward the endless, black ocean of corn surrounding the yard. The rustling out there seemed to be growing louder, more frantic. The feeling of being watched was suffocating. The porch, despite the old man, felt marginally safer than the dark. Clutching the heavy Maglite against her chest, she stepped up onto the wood and followed Mark over the threshold. 

Ezekiel closed the door behind them. The deadbolt slid home with a heavy, metallic clack that sounded like a vault sealing shut. 

If the heat outside was oppressive, the heat inside the farmhouse was lethal. It hit Sarah the moment the door closed—a solid wall of sweltering, stagnant air that made her instantly dizzy. Despite the punishing August heatwave, a heavy, cast-iron woodstove in the corner of the front room was roaring, radiating a blistering, suffocating wave of thermal energy. On top of the stove sat a massive, blackened aluminum pot, the water inside rolling in a furious boil. 

Then came the smell. 

Sarah gagged, bringing her free hand up to cover her mouth and nose. The air was thick and sour, a deeply foul concoction that coated the back of her throat. It smelled sharply of cheap white vinegar, mixed with the distinct, metallic tang of old copper pennies—the unmistakable scent of blood. Beneath it all was something sickeningly sweet, the cloying stench of rotting meat trying to be masked by boiling herbs. 

"Jesus," Mark muttered, coughing into his fist. "Why do you have the stove on? It’s ninety degrees outside."

Ezekiel didn't answer. He hung the kerosene lantern on an iron hook by the door. "Boilin' jars," he said simply. "Harvest time. Gotta preserve what the dirt gives up."

Sarah lowered her hand slightly, her eyes adjusting to the dim, flickering light cast by the stove and the lantern. The interior of the farmhouse was a claustrophobic nightmare. The wallpaper, once a floral pattern, was peeling away in long, yellowed strips, revealing rotting plaster and black mold beneath. The floorboards were stained dark with years of ground-in filth. 

But it was the ceiling that made Sarah’s breath hitch. 

Hanging from exposed wooden rafters by bits of rusted baling wire were dozens of crude, terrifying talismans. They were constructed of dried, brown corn husks, folded and twisted into the shapes of jagged, malformed little men. They dangled by their necks, swaying slightly in the heat rising from the stove. Some of them were bound with dark, coarse hair. Human hair. 

The air in the room was alive with a low, continuous vibration. It took Sarah a moment to realize what the sound was. 

Flies. 

Black clouds of enormous, iridescent green blowflies swarmed the ceiling, clustering around the hanging corn-husk talismans and crawling thickly over the peeling walls. 

"Martha!" Ezekiel called out, his voice echoing toward the back of the house. "Bring some water. We got strays."

Mark shifted uncomfortably, gripping the tire iron tighter. He was finally starting to realize the social contract he relied on didn't exist in this room. "Mr. Ezekiel, we appreciate the hospitality, but we really just need to use your phone. It’s been a long day and we need to get back to civilization."

"Civilization," Ezekiel chuckled, a dry, wheezing sound that sent a chill down Sarah's spine. He walked past them, his heavy boots thudding against the floor, and settled into a rotting armchair near the boiling stove. "Civilization is a disease of the mind, son. Men build concrete boxes, stare at glass screens, forget what's beneath their feet. They forget where the food comes from. Forget what the earth demands for it."

"Right. Well. The phone?" Mark asked, his voice hardening. 

"Lines came down in the spring storms," Ezekiel said, staring into the open grate of the woodstove, watching the flames lick the iron. "Haven't had a dial tone since April. Nobody comes out here to fix 'em. We're at the end of the line, you see. The forgotten acreage."

Sarah wasn't looking at Ezekiel anymore. She was looking at the wooden shelves lining the far wall of the living room. The shelves were bowing under the weight of dozens of large, glass mason jars. They were sealed tightly with tin lids, thick layers of dust coating the glass. 

She took a slow step closer. The smell of vinegar and copper was stronger here. 

The jars weren't filled with preserved peaches, or pickled beets, or beans. They were filled with a thick, cloudy, yellowish fluid. Suspended in the brine were heavy, unidentifiable lumps of grey and pink meat. Some of the chunks were fibrous and stringy. Others were smooth, bulbous, and laced with thick, blue veins. 

Sarah’s stomach violently rolled. She stared at a jar at eye level. Floating in the cloudy fluid was something that looked horrifyingly like a human kidney, sliced cleanly in half. Beside it, in a larger jar, a mass of pale, coiled intestines pressed against the glass. 

"Mark," Sarah whimpered, a sound of pure, unadulterated terror escaping her throat. "Mark, look."

Before Mark could turn to see what she was looking at, a heavy curtain separating the living room from the kitchen was pushed aside. 

"Oh, my goodness. Visitors!" 

A woman stepped into the room. She was broad-shouldered and heavy-set, wearing a faded, floral-print dress covered by a thick canvas butcher's apron. The apron was smeared with deep, rust-colored stains. Her hair was stark white, pulled back into a tight, severe bun, pulling the skin of her face taut. 

But it was her eyes that made Sarah freeze. They were wide—too wide—the pupils dilated so far they almost swallowed the irises. They burned with a frantic, manic energy, darting rapidly between Mark and Sarah. Her smile was incredibly wide, a rictus grin that showed too many teeth. 

"I'm Martha," she said, her voice a high-pitched, sing-song lilt that felt wildly out of place in the oppressive, rotting room. "I brought you some nice, cool water."

She held out a rusted tin pitcher and two mismatched, smeared drinking glasses. 

"Thank you, ma'am, but we really can't stay," Mark said, taking a step backward, finally recognizing the severe, immediate danger they were in. His eyes darted to the mason jars Sarah was backing away from, and the color rapidly drained from his face. "If your phone is dead, we'll just be on our way. If you have a car, or a truck we could borrow—"

"Tractor's busted," Ezekiel said from the armchair, not looking away from the fire. "Truck's been dead for ten years. Ain't no way off this farm tonight, boy."

"We'll walk, then," Mark said, his voice rising, taking Sarah's arm and pulling her toward the heavy front door. 

"Walk where?" Martha asked, stepping into their path. She moved with surprising speed for a woman her size, blocking the doorway. The false, sweet smile never left her face, but her wide, fanatical eyes locked onto Sarah’s. "The corn is too high. It’s easy to get lost in the dark. The stalks look the same. They sound the same. And the dirt... well, the dirt gets so very hungry at night."

"Move," Mark commanded, raising the tire iron slightly, pointing it at her chest. "Get out of the way, lady."

Ezekiel sighed, a long, rattling exhalation. He slowly pushed himself up from the armchair. 

"You city folks," Ezekiel said, his voice dropping an octave, losing the conversational tone. It became a sermon, hard and rhythmic. "You come driving through our fields, expecting everything to just be handed to you. You eat the corn, you eat the meat, but you don't know the cost. You don't know the sweat." 

He stepped closer. The heat in the room seemed to spike. The flies buzzed in a frenzied, deafening crescendo. 

"Look out that window," Ezekiel commanded, pointing a crooked, calloused finger toward the newspaper-covered glass. "Look at the crops. There's a drought hitting the whole county. Farms fifty miles in every direction are dying. Dust and dead roots. But not mine. My stalks are eight feet tall. My ears are thick. My harvest is bountiful. You want to know why?"

Mark took another step back, pushing Sarah behind him. He reached behind his back, his hand blindly feeling for the handle of the front door. "I don't care about your corn, you crazy old man. Open the door."

"Because the soil is a living thing!" Ezekiel roared, his voice suddenly booming with terrifying, fanatical power. Saliva flew from his lips. "It breathes! It starves! You can't just take and take without giving back. The dirt requires a tithing of iron and blood to yield a harvest. It demands sacrifice! The old ways!" 

Sarah looked at the jars of meat. She looked at the bone-dry, blood-stained apron Martha wore. She remembered the massive, heavy-gauge wire strung across the road. 

"You set the wire," Sarah cried, her voice cracking. "You crashed our car on purpose. You hunt people."

Ezekiel smiled, exposing his rotting gums. "We don't hunt. We reap. We just set the snare, and the Lord provides the harvest."

"Fuck this," Mark yelled. He gripped the tire iron with both hands and stepped forward, fully intending to swing it at Ezekiel's head and force their way out. 

He never even got the chance to raise his arms. 

From the dark, shadowed hallway leading to the back of the house, two massive figures lunged into the flickering lantern light. 

They were Ezekiel's sons, though they looked less like men and more like wild, feral animals. Both stood well over six feet tall, broad-shouldered and thick with farm-built muscle. They wore no shirts, their chests and arms slick with sweat and smeared with black grease and dirt. Their faces were blank, devoid of any thought or emotion, their eyes dull and empty. 
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