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Sam found himself in that nightmare again.

It always began the same way: the colonial village square, the leafless trees, the cold wind, and every man and woman rushing past him toward where a woman was tied to a tall, wooden stake. Torches flew. The men uttered religious passages made of garbled words. And the fire spread up from the logs at the bottom, first consuming the woman’s bare feet.

She screamed.

The crowd gathered closer, wanting this.

They needed her gone. They needed this sickness—this evil—vanquished.

In these dreams, Sam never knew the woman’s name, but her beauty was unchanged, over and over, night after night. The villagers’ voices looped and pitched unnaturally, like a melting cassette tape, but the woman on the stake never screamed again. Not when the fire began to bubble the flesh on her legs. Not when her clothes started to burn right off.

He tried to retreat, but it was like the world tilted, and he went stumbling closer.

The fire surged, shredding the rags of her dress in curling strips that disintegrated into ash. Her blistered skin shimmered, the flesh breaking open into pulsating burn-marks. And even as this was ongoing—her death, presumably—she smiled. She danced, as much as her bound wrists and ankles would allow. The smoke and fire rose across her body, and she moved her body as if she were fucking the flames. The charred remains of her outfit fell off, and her nipples were visibly hard.

“That’s right, Sam...”

Only her voice could be heard.

The lips of the townsfolk still moved, but they were muted.

Unreasonably, Sam’s cock throbbed painfully.

The smoke moved in serpent-like tentacles away from the fire, stretching out and unbuttoning his pants. He couldn’t explain how this was possible other than dream logic—including when those smoky appendages began to resemble feminine hands that started jerking him off, right there in front of at least a few dozen people.

The fully-burned corpse of the woman grinned. “What’s the matter? Scared of a wet dream?”

The townsfolk all popped like balloons, their skin and clothes rupturing as gallons of jizz blew out in every direction. It happened in a continuous wave around the fire: pop, pop, pop, surrounding the burning stake with a moat of semen, and the woman laughed and laughed and laughed as her skin sloughed off, revealing a cackling skeleton...

Sam snapped awake to the sound of his morning alarm clock, right in the middle of shooting a huge load into his boxers. He clenched the sheets tightly, willing his body to quit the process, but in no time at all the inside of his underwear was completely cum-stained. Something in his room smelled like it was burning, but nothing caught his eye.

Same goddamn dream for the fourth time in the past two weeks.

And same result.

“Ugh,” he groaned, investigating the mess of his recent, involuntary orgasm. “Man, my head’s so fucked up. What the hell is wrong with me...”

He wasn’t even used to having wet dreams. All throughout puberty, he’d avoided any nocturnal messes. But now that he was eighteen and a senior in high school, suddenly he was having these weird, fucked-up visions and creaming his boxers regularly.

Oh well, he thought. At least none of it was real.

Sam got ready for school like he did every morning, first eating a bowl of Mr. T Cereal and watching The Real Ghostbusters while procrastinating until the last ten minutes before finally getting dressed and packing his backpack. At Springvale High, he elbowed his way to his locker, slinging it open with a groan. He hadn’t taken a shower this morning, although he had changed boxers. He discreetly rubbed between his legs where the new pair was wrapped around his sticky balls.

“Yo, Andy,” he said, nodding at the skinny kid hunched over the locker next to his. Andy Chen—tall, thin, glasses always sliding down his nose—barely looked up. “Got the answers for the biology midterm?”

The nerdy kid pulled out a sheet of paper. “Go nuts,” he said. “You got what I want?”

Sam pulled out a blank VHS tape from his locker. On it was a TV recording of Elvira: Mistress of the Dark. Sam was one of the few who had a VHS tape recorder—well, his family had one. Taping stuff off cable television had saved him from doing actual homework and studying so many times, and Andy was building up quite a collection of adult programming, including Hellraiser and The Thing. And Elvira. Because of the tits.

As the exchange was finished, Sam began writing the multiple-choice answers of the midterm with a Sharpie on his left wrist, so he could hide it underneath his shirt sleeve. Mrs. Flores was as blind as a bat and pushing eighty. She should’ve been in a retirement home rather than teaching biology, but it made cheating easier.

Then Andy started snickering.

Sam looked over and saw his pal studying a full-page anatomical diagram of the female reproductive system, including the vagina. Labia, urethra, birthing canal—it was all labeled with disturbing detail.

“God, vaginas are disgusting,” Andy remarked.

“Well, when they draw them like that,” Sam said. “Like a dissection.”

“I’m so happy I wasn’t born a chick and forced to deal with that. And have to deal with periods and infections and whatever.”

A sudden commotion made them both glance up. The crowd in the hallway split in half. Marcus Thorn, team captain of the Springvale Jackals and all-around slab of dumb muscle, was being marched down the hallway by the ear. Principal Greeley was the one holding it.

“I didn’t know, okay?!” Marcus protested with a laugh. “They look the same! I can’t tell the boys’ locker room from the girls’ locker room! Put up—ow—signs or something.”

“And yet you’ve walked into the girls’ locker room three times this semester,” the female principal barked, yanking him on.

“Totally an accident, honest.”

Students snickered and whispered as the scene moved past them.

And then everything resumed normally.

As the day went on, Sam kept thinking about that dream. Unlike most dreams, everything remained so vivid, including the smell of burning flesh. More than anything, the scene reminded him of witch trials, but he’d only heard of the Salem sort, nothing about Springvale rounding up women and burning them at the stake hundreds of years ago. Nevertheless, he operated on his hunch and ducked into the school library during lunch. It was practically deserted. He made his way past the computer lab and into the local history section, running his fingers across the cracked spines of yearbooks and dusty town archives.

He flipped through a thick volume titled Springvale Colonial History, its pages yellowed and brittle. At first, it was the usual Puritan crap—founding fathers, plague outbreaks, crop failures—but then a headline caught his eye: WITCH PURGE OF 1692. He took the book and sat down at a table.

He turned each page slowly.

The book described how, in the final decades of the seventeenth century, the outlying settlements around what would become Springvale had seen rule by broad religious terror, as farmers blamed poor harvests, sinful dreams, and blasphemous scandals on witchcraft, although it was never substantiated. Neighbors turned on neighbors, high-profile figures accused mistresses, and even children claimed they’d seen women doing strange things. Puritan ministers preached that the devil did his work in hidden forms. The panic peaked when local courts wrote statutes that made witchcraft a capital offense. Suddenly, it was real. There was no evidence, but everyone believed it.
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