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The coffee's not great here but it'll do. Thanks for meeting with me. You said you wanted to know about Salvation Michigan but I'm not sure you're ready to hear it. There's a lot to say and even more to analyze. Maybe you want to know about the secrets of a small town. Maybe you want to know about how a community stays alive after the horrible things you've heard about. Or, maybe, you just want the peculiar details about the disappearance of little Sarah Beth Franklin. 

You need to listen and pay close attention to my words, you understand? If you're planning on some kinda expose’ or exploitative narrative you can leave right now. I'm not gonna candy coat anything but I'm not gonna fill your readers' heads with nonsense just because they don't want to believe what I have to say either. I'm gonna tell you the truth. Whether it's good, bad, ugly, or nonsensical, that's what you're gonna get. 

On those conditions, we'll continue. Okay, good. Glad to see you're not one of those tabloid soul suckers looking for nothing but half truths in order to sell a few papers or get a few more clicks. Good news on that front though. Once this story unfolds, you'll be gathering views like a dirty pool of stagnant water attracts mosquitoes. 

Salvation, Michigan is, in many ways, a typical small town. Everyone knows everyone else and it's that sense of community that draws people to a small town like this. Most folks think about moving here for a quiet simple life. Filled with fresh air, unencumbered by big city politics, and knowing that your neighbors are your friends who will always have your back. That's the goal, that's the dream. 

To a certain extent, that's true. I swear that if you live here and lose a loved one, you won't have to worry about cooking a meal for a month or better. People will come from places you didn't think existed and bring casseroles, desserts, and baked goods. It's almost to the point of being obnoxious! You'll have folks you don't recognize giving you a warm shoulder to cry on and platitudes aplenty. It'll feel like home, like family, like a community. 

Those are the best of what a small town offers. But, as any businessman will tell ya', there's always a catch. Because those same people that supported you during your hardship will also know all your secrets. They'll happily gossip about your extramarital affair or, lord forbid in this patch of the state, an unexpected abortion. Your failures and hardships will be communicated far and wide. Sometimes even before you're aware of them yourself. 

People can be cruel is what I'm trying to say. And, in a small town, that cruelty plays out in unexpected ways.  Like in the case of Sarah Beth Franklin. That was a tragedy, a cruel fate that a girl of eight years old didn't deserve. But life doesn't discern between innocent or guilty. It simply goes on at the hand of an unforgiving taskmaster. Good or bad has no real sway in fate. Sometimes it can bring untold glory but, more often, it can bring the kind of heartache that only leads to madness. 

Sarah was just playing hopscotch in front of her house on the sidewalk when her mother said...

​

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 2


[image: ]




"Honey, be careful not to go in the road."

Sarah had just finished her hopscotch grid, one of her best if you asked her, and couldn't wait to start hopping. She liked the one footed hops the best because that required more skill. Hopping on two feet was nothing but jumping and there was no skill in that. She liked that feeling of flying through the air, just for a second, and landing with only one foot in the center of the square specifically for that purpose. Without wobbling or falling, her perfect balance preventing her from scrapes and bruises that falling over would entail. This, to her young mind, was the perfect game of skill and athleticism, a meeting of concentration and ability. And she was the best at it. 

"I won't go in the road, mama", she said with a huff. How could she? Sarah was on the sidewalk and, to go in the road, she would have to be off her hop by at least three feet. Please! That would never happen to the best hopscotcher in Salvation, Michigan. It occurred to her briefly that she had far more faith in her ability than her mother gave her credit for. But, thoughts about things like parental expectations and goals were not something to think about now. Sarah wanted to hop, and hop she would. 

Her mother, Francis, sat on the swing from the front porch with a book in one hand and a lemonade in the other. Giving Sarah a smile, Francis nodded her approval and opened her book. As far as Francis was concerned there was never a bad time for reading Stephen King. Sure, his novel, Salem's Lot, had given her more nightmares than she would ever admit but those were her secret thoughts. Being a mother was damn hard work and she felt, much like any mother she supposed, both a failure and an expert. In one day's time her feelings would swing the entire pendulum several times. And, as a parent, her time to herself was never truly hers alone but she always took advantage of the closest thing possible. A good book and a good lemonade. A beautiful spring day. A daughter she loved more than anything else in the world just a few feet away. Could life get any better? No, she thought not. 

As Francis settled into her book and as Sarah began her hops, all was right, fair, and good with the world. The thing with the world was how, in just a moment, an infantile speck in the larger picture of time itself, it could change. Suddenly and without provocation. A shift so dramatic that it seemed impossible to comprehend. One minute. Sixty short seconds that stretched beyond the universe itself. That's all it takes sometimes. 

Sarah hopped, nailing each step with her usual precision. Francis read the terrifying exploits about a group of kids fighting an ancient evil. The world went on. Until it didn't. Not for Francis, not any longer. 

She glanced up from her book and lowered her head again. Before her brain could catch up with what she saw, or rather, didn't see, she read three words from the book. Her head shot up again, forcefully this time, with an urgency. She stared at her small square front yard. The yard with the overgrown but not out of control grass. She looked beyond the greenish gray growth to the sidewalk. There was a hopscotch grid. There was a piece of white chalk, laying on the ground still coming to rest as it gently swayed back and forth. But Sarah was not there. Sarah was not there. Sarah was not there. 

Panic is not just a state of mind. This is the thing Francis learned that day. It's an all consuming fire, ravaging the mind and body. It burns through a person like gasoline in a haystack with a wayward flame. It's not just a feeling. It is, as it happens, literally everything. Francis stood, dropping both her book and lemonade to the wood of the porch. She never heard the glass break and she never felt the shards piercing the soles of her feet as she stumbled down the three short steps. This was the longest three steps of her life and would forever be etched in her conscience as an impossibly long timeline. 

Sarah was not there. 

This couldn't be right. This was a mistake, of course. The gods were simply playing peek-a-boo with her in the fucked up way gods do that sort of thing. Speaking coherently was as foreign to her as it would be in a foreign country. Words withheld meaning. Her chest was full of concrete and the very act of breathing was a herculean task. 

As Francis stood at the boundary between her yard and sidewalk, a hint of movement from her left caught her attention. She craned her neck in what seemed like slow motion. Paul Sheffield was walking briskly on the opposite side of the street. His head was down, hands in his pockets. What kind of stains covered his clothes though? They looked dark against his black t-shirt and blue jeans. Oily perhaps, but not oil. 

Francis pondered this for all of two seconds before her screams escaped and filled the beautiful spring afternoon with an auditory nightmare. Once she started she was no longer able to stop. Her cries sent birds from their perches and even Paul Sheffield turned his head in surprise before hastening his steps away from the mad woman who only had one plea from her throat, "SARAH! SARAH! SARAHHHHHH!". 
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I get a sense of what you're thinking right now. No, Paul had nothing to do with that girl's disappearance. Sarah Beth Franklin was never seen or heard from again. At least not by the living. Francis was out there with her the whole time and, my hand to your god, she just...vanished. 

Listen, listen, I've seen that look you're giving me before. I know how ridiculous it sounds. I realize how people have spouted their rumors, conspiracies, and try to make some kind of sense out of the situation. I guess that's normal though, right? If we can't try to control the seemingly impossible then we have to come to the realization that we're at the mercy of nature itself and nothing we do, say, or accomplish actually matters in the end. I'm not a head shrink or anything but I'll bet that realization is one mankind cannot abide by. We have to at least think we have some sort of control in our lives, foolish as that is. 

Now I'm not saying this event was anything supernatural but, to this day, nobody knows what happened. The police did their due diligence, search parties came and went, helicopters and dogs brought in, all that good stuff. But not a trace of Sarah was ever found. No body, no clues. 

If the missing girl wasn't awful enough, Francis barely speaks to anyone. She's often sitting on her porch, no book, no drink, just staring at the sidewalk. She won't acknowledge anybody, doesn't bother raising her eyes for so much as a friendly nod. No, she just sits. Watching. Waiting perhaps for fate to reverse itself. 

If you drive by her house you might see her. Hair as white as driven snow. A face that appears to be not a day younger than eighty. But, truth be told, she's only forty nine years old. Even if Sarah were to miraculously reappear, Francis will never get any kind of life back. That sort of thing takes away pieces of your spirit that you didn't know existed. 

We'll get back to Francis and Sarah though. You see, Paul Sheffield had quite the day too. He wasn't exactly focused on the disappearing girl. Paul had more important things on his mind. When he woke up that morning...
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Paul awoke with a start. A feeling of unease covered him like a heavy blanket. The red digits from his bedside clock declared that it was seven thirty two a.m. Time to get the day started. Well, it would have been if not for the fact that he had no plans and no place to go. 

Paul had once been a proud member of the steel workers union. His days were filled with sweat, grunts, and a sense of accomplishment as he worked in the mill that provided the steel for industries worldwide. He worked hard and he worked steady, often volunteering for overtime just so the wheels would keep turning. You gotta keep it coming after all. 

Due to his tendencies for alcohol, however, he found himself unemployed and barely making due with whatever government assistance he could muster. He wasn't a proud man and never turned down a helping hand but he found himself at a place of in-between. In between jobs, in between opportunities, and in between life in general. He just was and that, more than anything, didn't sit right with him.

Paul needed a change and he knew where he could find it. A sure fire plan to gain back the dignity and respect he lost when his boss had unceremoniously pulled him from his job one day and given him the boot. Thanks to the dream man, he would gain it all back with interest. 

He, Paul Sheffield, from Salvation Michigan, would kill the witch. 

A lot of folks said the witch wasn’t real. They said it was an old wives fable passed down from grandmothers to get children to eat their vegetables lest the evil old witch gobbles ‘em up in the middle of the night. But there were others who swore on everything holy that the witch was very much real and had been living among them for years without anybody realizing it. These people would say that she cast spells of all manner. She could make you lose your job (Paul knew about that), she could curse you with sickness and disease, she could turn you into a frog or cause your life to spiral out of control. 

No matter which side of the coin people fell on, one thing was clear; nobody wanted a witch living in their midst. Salvation wasn’t a particularly religious town by any means but there was enough belief in the supernatural to make the population weary of something such as a witch who could turn into a cat to steal your children's breath in the middle of the night, they were frightened of a person who looked like a regular member of society and lure you into revealing things about yourself that could then later be used against you in some sort of spell. No, Salvation wasn’t religious but it held its beliefs with great faith. 

Paul Sheffield had a secret of his own. Not only did he know that the witch was very much real, he knew who it was. He knew where she lived. And he knew more about her than anyone else possibly could. The witch was his wife. And today was his day to kill the witch and become a hero the town needed. 

It had taken Paul months to figure it out. Thankfully for him, he had the help of the dream man to guide him every step of the way. Oh, she was good at masking herself. He had to give her props to that alright. All throughout their marriage Paul had a sense that something was just a bit off. The fact that Gina said yes when he proposed was the first clue. He was just a twenty year old kid with a crappy job, a beat up junker of a car, and a grand total of one thousand and eleven dollars and thirty two cents in his checking account. He wasn’t anything much to look at either. His hair was perpetually sticking up from different points on his head. He was finally over most of his acne, thankfully, but the small scars from the worst of it were still very much visible on his face and back mostly. His teeth were white enough but crooked like an old man's spine. And his friends at the time were always teasing him about his “half face”. He had been trying to grow a beard but it seemed that it would only grow some peach fuzz on half of his face. 

In other words, Paul was not considered a catch by the local female population. He might have been up there above Scotty Betiest (who still wet the bed well into his late teens) and Randolph Walford (the Walford family were infamous for being inbred and it showed in Randolph with his one droopy eye that looked like it was sliding down his face and a head that was a little too big for his body). But he wasn’t much higher on the love food chain. 

Gina, on the other hand, was beautiful even on her worst day. She had the smoothest unblemished skin you would ever feel. Green eyes that seemed to give away the secrets of the galaxies. And her hair, blazing like the burning sun, was always the deepest amber, full bodied, stretching down to the middle of her back, highlighting her facial features  which was like looking into the face of a goddess. At least this is how most of the horny young men of Salvation thought of Gina Herschell. She would have told them she was average looking with a pleasant enough smile. She was focused on her studies and never really paid much attention to boys. She went out occasionally, sure. A date here and there just so nobody would accuse her of being a snob or stuck up. But nothing serious. After graduating at the top of her class, her mother Adelle died suddenly from a heart attack right before the ceremony. Her father, Stanley, was too busy grieving to make it to her graduation. Upon hearing about this dilemma, Paul decided to put together a surprise for Gina at the graduation celebration. He gathered a bunch of different people to sit near the front and when Gina walked across the stage, they all stood up and unfurled a big banner that said “WE ARE PROUD OF YOU, GINA”. She had cried with joy and thankfulness, he had caught her eye with this gesture, and they began dating soon after. 

A couple of years later and Paul had proposed. Gina had excitedly accepted and, now, fifteen years later, Paul had finally figured it out. She knew she could control him and that’s why she had married him. That’s the way it is, isn’t it? The pretty people always have control over the uggos and that’s just about as scientific a fact as gravity. He didn’t see that at the time but his eyes were wide open now. Yes, indeed, when he’d had that strange dream for the first time some months ago his eyes were open to everything. 

The dream man had shown Paul about his wife and the things she did in secret. The spells, ceremonies, rituals, and sacrifices. The dream man showed him images of blood and decay and filth as both animals and humans were used for these unholy atrocities. And it was his wife who led them all. His wife who chose the victims and arranged for their sacrifice. His wife who plunged the dagger into multiple children and small animals, all in the name of the demon who granted her those infernal powers. 

Gina was very good at hiding her secrets. Paul knew that lying was second nature to her. When asked about her whereabouts, she would claim to have been grocery shopping or gone to visit her friend or working late. To any outsider, these would have seemed to be legitimate reasons for being gone for any length of time. After all, she does come back with groceries, her friends do call and ask for Gina to visit, and she does have a job since, after all, Paul does not and they need at least one income to survive. 

And, sure, Paul knows deep down that he probably shouldn’t trust a dream man who tells him these things only in his sleeping hours. But the dream man seems so sincere and confident. Paul really wanted to ask for proof of some of these claims. After all, you shouldn’t believe things without evidence to back them up, right? Yet this man seemed like he just knew what he was talking about. He waved his hands a lot and spoke with authority. Why would you question a man that sure of himself? Plus, you wouldn’t want to have people angry with you for going against what this boisterous man said. Paul didn’t want that so he listened to the dream man and the dream man told him everything about his wife’s little secret. And when Paul finally ended her reign of terror against this town he would be a hero. A somebody. A man that was high fived and praised. The dream man told him so.

When he woke up that morning with a start, he knew he was on his way to greatness. He was already wondering which actor would play him in the movie about his life after this was all done. Coming up the stairs to greet him were familiar morning smells. Bacon, eggs, and coffee wafted from the downstairs. His stomach rumbled but he had to be strong in his resolve. He came down the stairs and turned left into the kitchen. Gina was dressed for work in her usual nurses uniform. She was using the spatula on first one pan and then another as the snapping sounds of grease and the aroma of artery clogging food goodness filled the kitchen air. 

Paul snuck up behind her, his hands reaching for her neck. He hadn’t really given much thought to how he would kill her but he figured choking her would probably work just fine. But she turned around at the last second and gave a yelp of surprise. “Paul, you scared the hell out of me” she said, her hand holding the spatula  against her chest, egg yolk slowly dripping from the spatula to the floor. 

“Just sit on down and breakfast will be done in a couple of minutes.” She turned away from him to attend to the food but continued talking. He sat down reluctantly. “I just know you’re going to find a real good job soon, honey. Remember that I love you and I believe in you. Times are tough but our love is stronger, that’s what we’ve always said and it’s what I’ve always believed. Good things are coming for us if we stick together, baby.”

Oh, she’s good. That was what they've been saying to each other from the first time they started dating, when they had big hopes and plans for the future. They would always say that as long as they loved one another and stuck together then nothing would be impossible for them. Sure, it was the over emotional tripe of young stupid love, when the world still looks like it has plenty of fresh starts for the inexperienced and uninformed. But they had believed it all, with their entire souls. Paul didn’t know when exactly he started to have his doubts about all that (seems silly, now that you think about it) but Gina seemed to have held firm to this impossible ideal. She was using it against him, trying to break down his barriers, thwart his plans, trying to get him to doubt the dream man and his promises. But did he feel just a twinge of disbelief? Something kept niggling around his mind, something that was almost clear and then muddled again by opposing thoughts. What if Gina wasn’t a witch? No, stop it. Of course she was. The dream man was very explicit about that point. Gina was a witch and she had been feeding off the souls of sacrificial victims for many years now. And if Paul didn’t end her reign of terror now, he would find himself as just another victim. 

He couldn’t recall anybody in town really saying anything about being cursed. And, as far as he knew, there weren’t many reports of missing pets or people. The town itself didn’t seem to be concerned about their witchy problem as much as he was. But, no matter. Once he took care of it, they would thank him alright. He felt a parade might even be in order. I mean, how much was too much when it came to the man who literally saved an entire town from certain death and destruction? 

Gina’s hand on his shoulder snapped his mind back to the present. “Don’t let your breakfast get cold, honey. I have to work a double shift today but there’s leftover meatloaf in the fridge for when you get hungry later.” She bent down to kiss him. The deceiver. The tormentor. The witch. Now was his chance. He let his doubts drown in the dream man's words. And as she bent down to place her lips upon his, the steak knife he had picked up forcefully penetrated her throat before sawing its way back and forth along her neck. The jagged line opened like a jack-o-lantern smile, blood pouring onto the table, the floor changing from a canary yellow to a red, Paul’s face and clothes baptized by viscera and born again by blood. 

Gina grabbed uselessly at the open line across her throat and tried to speak. All that came out were whispers and noises barely audible. She collapsed to her knees and stared into Paul’s eyes. He had stayed calm after slicing his wife's throat. He sat, covered in her blood, eyes wide and unblinking. Perhaps it was shock or the reality of what he had done kicking in all at once but he felt a calm wash over him. What’s done is done and since it can’t be undone, might as well just live with it and get on with the day. Positive thinking and all that, right? Right, Paul thought. Absolutely fucking right. 

So as Gina took her last breath and slumped face first to the kitchen floor, a bone in her face breaking when she did so, laying in a sticky pool of her own blood and urine, Paul simply shrugged and honored her last wish. He started eating breakfast. 
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Don't get upset now. I know that's a pretty gruesome tale. Why would Paul Sheffield kill his wife in such a horrific manner? Was she a witch? It depends on who you ask around here. Some say she was just a put upon wife. Others will tell you she was evil, a creature that needed to be put down. Massey Hughes would tell you the latter. She was one of the first that died. 

Now Massey's story is only word of mouth you understand? You can take it or not. But I think it's worth repeating. This was a few years back, before the plague that brought you here. Massey was....
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Massey was happy. For the first time in her otherwise miserable life, she was truly happy. Her parents were farmers, toiling under the sun, their skin dark and leathery from hours spent outside under the harsh sun. They were never happy. Their only compliment to her was, "At least you're not like your brother." That was fair because her brother, Roland, was a criminal. He had robbed a liquor store, pointed a gun in a woman’s face, and taken all their money. A truly hideous act if you asked her. And now he was sitting in a truly hideous prison cell. 

But she was not made of the same cloth. She studied and spent her time in the library. A recluse in the eyes of some. Old timers mostly. The generation that believed a woman needed a man to take care of her. And what kind of young woman would spend all her spare time in a library instead of going out and finding herself a husband? Young folks today, I swear.

"Fuck them. I'm going to make something of my life. I'm going to be famous one day, just you watch." Her determination was admiral.

She would never fulfill those promises but, for today...just for today...she was the Queen. Queen Massey rode her float and, by god and his holy child Jesus, she rode it with pride. Massey was the Harvest Festival queen and there was nothing...absolutely nothing... that could take that away. She rode with pride, grace, and joy. She was the Queen. At least for today. 

Being the Harvest Festival queen was a pretty big deal around Salvation. Everyone remembers Sandra Guyser. She was the Queen back in 2012 and now she is modeling for a fancy agency in Grand Rapids. Yeah, it was only for shoes and such but a modeling gig was a modeling gig and for a former Harvest Festival queen, this was a mighty big deal for a town like this. Others had gone on to do other things. Mainly regular jobs and lackluster careers but the ones that seemed to go that extra mile were the ones everyone spoke about when it came to the Queen every year. Just become the Queen and you too can go on to do great things with your life. That seemed to be the general perception among the town anyway. And this year it was Massey’s turn. 

The whole town came out to greet her as she stood atop her float with all its ribbons, streamers, and glitter. She waved, she tried her best to be humble. A Queen that was worthy, her subjects never beneath her. She had earned this and nothing...and I mean absolutely nothing outside of the ground opening up and swallowing everything whole...could take away her pride in this moment. She rode on the float. She accepted the cheers of her subordinates. She deigned to allow children to touch her unblemished white gloves as she passed by from her position above them. 

And then she saw him. He was just standing amongst the crowd. His hair was askew as it had been since high school and she could tell from her place on top of the world that the crooked smile that had taken her heart all those years ago was still present. Paul Sheffield in the flesh. Her former crush and, ultimately, rejected graduation date. Crush might have been an understatement. Massey would have been, in today's vernacular, a stalker but she was just looking out for him. It wasn’t like she was too creepy about it or anything. When you loved someone the way she loved Paul, you had to prove it. What good was love without actions? She knew about his troubles and wanted so badly to help make them right. She could have been the kind of wife who would have led him down a good solid path. She could have been there for him when he lost his mill job and tried to drown himself with alcohol. She could have changed the course of his life altogether and they could have lived as happily ever after as any two people could hope for. Yes, she could have. 
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