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  Alive Again!


  Free of his bindings at last, Joshua Miller dropped heavily to the floor, not at all used to supporting his massive weight on his own two feet, but he got the hang of things quickly, testing his powerful legs by walking around on the altar. When he was sure of himself, he leaped off the raised platform and moved down the center aisle, headed for the front of the church and the freedom of the fields beyond. At the front doors, he paused to look over at the dying fire and the trio of colorful plastic tents grouped near it. Inside, he knew the group of young intruders must be sleeping…
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    Oak Valley, Iowa

    March 1984


    LAIR OF THE SCARECROW

  


  Prologue


  He waits.


  Hungry, thirsty, and full of primal rage.


  It’s dark in here and incredibly hot, but he can see enough to know the floor has collapsed in places, the lush green cornstalks growing right up through the gaps in the boards and entwining around his long, withered legs. He’s stood here so long he sometimes believes this was always his calling: to be a witness, a sentinel, a guardian endlessly standing watch over the bountiful corn. Sometimes he believes there is more to his existence than that.


  What am I? he wonders. Man or beast? Some days he even knows the answer. He remembers talking in front of a large group of people in this very place once but has no idea what he could have possibly been saying. The fractured memories make him angry again, and he spirals back down into numbing madness, the only true home he knows. He tries to move, to tear himself free, to flex his shriveled, sunken muscles but has lost the ability. Or was it taken? He can’t remember.


  Bound tightly in place but free to kill again and again in the bloody fantasies of his dehydrated mind, he yearns for release but can barely remember what it was like to actually use his arms and legs. Freedom is only a nightmare now, a curse to haunt his rare moments of lucid thought, but when he does think clearly, he remembers what the village elders did to him all those long years ago and how he vowed to make them pay.


  Someday they’ll come back. He will be ready.


  With a bone-dry tongue and mummified, paper-thin lips, he tries to speak for the first time in ages. Decades maybe. A bastardized snippet of words whispered from a long-forgotten book he used to read.


  “Vengeance will be mine, sayeth the Scarecrow…”


  Then he settles down to rest; to watch over the corn.


  Days pass. Weeks. Months. Years.


  Still, he waits…


  
    Cedar Rapids, Iowa

    October 2010


    HARVEST FESTIVAL

  


  
    Chapter One


    The last thing Kelly Tucker expected to see on her way to this year’s Harvest Festival was a dead body. It just wasn’t the sort of situation anyone expected to have to deal with on your average second date. Nervous tension, awkward silences, overly hormonal boys, bad hair, garlic breath, or underarm perspiration—sure—but coming face-to-face with an accidently exhumed corpse definitely hadn’t been something on Kelly’s worry list at the start of the evening.


    If they’d taken Blake’s car like they’d originally planned, they would have missed the whole debacle, but it had been such a warm, beautiful autumn night, Kelly had suggested they leave his black BMW at her place and walk to the nearby fairgrounds. Parking would be a nightmare there anyway, and besides, the walk would give them time to talk and get to know each other better.


    It’ll let him see how fabulous my legs look in this new skirt too, Kelly thought, a naughty smile curling the corners of her mouth. At five foot ten, she was rather tall for a woman, but with her tanned athletic body and shoulder-length California blonde hair, no one had ever complained before. Besides, people were always telling her she should be a runway model because she was “all legs” and what guy in his right mind would criticize that? Definitely not Blake, not if he knew what was good for him. Or if he ever wants a third date.


    Kelly had met Blake this past July at an Iowa State B-B-Q for the 2010 graduates. Both were twenty-two years old and had finished near the top of their classes, but where Kelly had studied business and wanted to open her own restaurant someday, Blake Wheeler was a science major and had already been accepted into the prestigious school of dentistry, the cornerstone of the university’s graduate program. If truth be told, Kelly had thought Blake was a bit of a stuffed shirt when they’d met, a blond-haired, blue-eyed rich kid from Des Moines whose family had made a fortune in agriculture. He had undeniable good looks but fell flat on his pretty-boy face in the personality department. She’d snubbed his early advances easily enough because she’d still been seeing Dan Sawyer, her high school sweetheart, and had only agreed to finally go out with Blake after she and Dan had decided to call their relationship quits. Blake was her rebound guy; the polar opposite of her old boyfriend, who had dropped out of school at seventeen to start up his own lawn care and landscaping company.


    To be fair to Blake, their first date had been surprisingly decent. Not great, but better than expected. He’d taken her out to an inexpensive dinner and a movie and hadn’t once tried to impress her with his family’s obvious money. He’d actually been kind of cool and funnier than she remembered from school. Hell, he hadn’t even tried to grope her like most boys would have, so Kelly gave him a solid B for effort and had agreed to this date, remaining on guard but hoping for the best.


    Unfortunately it wasn’t starting off very well.


    “I still don’t get it why you’d want to walk when we have a brand-new car sitting back in your driveway?” Blake asked. “I mean, really…it’s a BMW for God’s sake!”


    Uh-oh, she thought. Strike one if you’re trying to impress me with your fancy car, dude. I don’t give a damn what you drive.


    “Oh come on. Look at that setting sun…it’s way too nice of a night to drive. Besides, it’s only a few more blocks. I’m sure you’ll make it. If you’re a good boy, I’ll buy you a caramel apple.”


    “You’re kidding, I hope? How will I ever be a dentist if you’re gonna rot my teeth out before I even get through my first semester? No way. No sugar for me and to be honest, you really shouldn’t have any either. Who wants a wife with black teeth?”


    “Wife? Gimme a break! It’s only our second date, Blake. Cart before the horse, don’t you think?” Kelly was fuming a little inside, thinking he was being a big baby about the candy suggestion. It was the Harvest Festival after all. If a person couldn’t cut loose and live it up a little at the annual fall fair, when could they?


    “What? No, that’s not what I meant. I…I just meant, umm—”


    “Right,” Kelly interrupted, saving him from making a bigger fool of himself. “I’ll remember to floss twice tonight, okay?” She almost added, Dan would’ve eaten the whole damn tray of apples if I’d offered, but held it in. That would have been a terrible mistake and she reminded herself she had to stop thinking about her ex-boyfriend and get on with life. Dan was yesterday; Blake was…well, Blake was Blake.


    “Sure. Whatever,” he said.


    They walked along Main Street, headed downtown, the tension in the air a bit thicker than Kelly was comfortable with and she was just starting to wonder what her friends Lizzy and Rich were up to right about now when Blake grabbed her arm and yanked her to a stop.


    “Wow! Look at the Paramount,” he said, jabbing his manicured finger across the street. “What the heck’s going on?”


    Kelly followed his finger over to the Paramount Theatre, a six-story brick building that was arguably the most famous tourist attraction in the city. Until fairly recently, it had been a beautifully restored example of a 1920s vaudeville palace and silent-movie hall and inside was one of the country’s few remaining full-size Wurlitzer theater pipe organs. The city had spent an incredible amount of money repairing the building back in 1975 and then again in 2003, but all their hard work had been ruined by the great flood in the late spring of 2008. On June 11 of that year, the Cedar River had risen an incredible thirty-two feet over its banks and flooded virtually the entire downtown core. The mess was cleaned up once the waters receded, of course, but the repairs done to the Paramount were token measures at best. Since then, there’d been a constant push from local politicians and the historical society to restore the building again but with the way the economy was stuck in a rut, it was going to be a while before anything serious was attempted.


    Two police cars sat idling in front of the theater, their red lights spinning but neither had their sirens blaring. Kelly recognized the one tall cop as Matt Brown, a guy she’d gone to high school with, but had no idea who the other, more muscular officer was. Besides the cops, a group of men dressed in dusty work clothes were gathered near the front door, pushing and shoving each other trying to get a closer look at someone being carried out of the building on a makeshift stretcher.


    “I don’t know,” Kelly said. “Doesn’t look good though, does it? Someone must have got hurt.”


    “Cool. Let’s check it out,” Blake said, dashing across the road and leaving Kelly standing by herself.


    Cool? she thought. What could possibly be cool about someone getting hurt? Reluctantly, Kelly crossed the street to catch up with her increasingly irritating date. It turned out the person wasn’t hurt after all. He was dead. Had been for a very long time, actually. What was left of the man on the stretcher was nothing but a husk, a dried-out shell of gray skin and exposed knobs of bone. The man was naked and there were frayed ropes tied around his skeletal wrists and wrapped around his desiccated chest. His leathery eyelids were still wide-open, but from what Kelly could surmise from the rest of his calm face, it looked like the poor man had at least died quietly.


    “Gross,” Kelly said, turning away so she wouldn’t be sick. The corpse was so old there wasn’t any nasty smell coming from it, thank God, but by the looks of those ropes this man definitely hadn’t died of old age. Kelly was an avid fan of horror movies and blood and gore didn’t really bother her on a TV or the big screen, but for some reason she’d seen more than enough of this mysterious body. There was a huge difference between watching Hollywood special effects and being forced to see the ghastly remains of a real person. “Come on, Blake. Let’s get out of here.”


    “Hold on a sec…I wanna see this,” he said, dodging and weaving into the gathering crowd to get as close to the body as he could.


    Kelly was surprised by his behavior, but without any other option she headed back across the street and stood waiting for him to come to his senses. The longer he made her wait, the angrier and more frustrated she became. Is Blake some kind of closet sicko? Does he really find that morbid old body interesting? What could he possibly be thinking? “Strike two, bucko,” she muttered under her breath.


    Eventually, Blake came back to join her, an excited wide-eyed look on his face. “Isn’t that fucking incredible?” he said, totally oblivious to the fact Kelly had her arms crossed and from her body language was clearly ready to explode. She bit her tongue and let him ramble on. “Unreal, man. Apparently there’s been a few work crews inside the theater lately, working in the basement trying to install sump pumps or some damn thing. Anyway, they’re down there using a jackhammer today and all of a sudden part of the foundation wall beside them crumbles away. Inside there’s a little hidden room and this dead dude on the stretcher is tied to a chair inside. There’s no doors into the room, or windows, or nothing.”


    “Someone sealed him inside the wall?” Kelly asked, taken aback.


    “I guess. Isn’t that great?”


    “Great?” Kelly said. “What’s wrong with you? Someone’s been murdered and you’ve got a big smile on your face. It’s horrible, for God’s sake. I mean think about it…that’s somebody’s father or grandfather lying there.”


    Blake shrugged, dismissing her concerns. “Who gives a shit? He’s been dead forever. Probably been in that wall for thirty or forty years. Maybe longer.”


    “So what? Where’s your sense of compassion? He’s still part of somebody’s family, you know? What if that was your relative lying over there? How great would it be for you then?”


    “Heh…Least I’d get my inheritance sooner, right?”


    “Wrong!” Kelly said, disgusted, and started walking away. This was strike three for sure with her. Boring and arrogant she could probably put up with, but not this. Her creepy jackass alarm bells were ringing loud and clear and as far as she was concerned this date was officially over.


    “Hey, where you going?” Blake asked. “I was hoping to stay until the coroner showed up. Doubt there’s any identification on the guy so they might have to identify him using his teeth. Dental records…right up my alley, you know? I wanna stick around and watch.”


    “Go ahead. I’m outta here.”


    “But what about the Harvest Festival? What about our date?”


    Kelly stopped walking and turned to speak to Blake face-to-face. She’d always been a straight shooter and wanted him to understand things were over between them; not that they’d ever really gotten started. It wasn’t that she thought he was a psycho or anything like that; she just knew deep down they had nothing at all in common so why pretend any longer. She’d prefer to just tell it like it was and be done with it.


    “Forget it, Blake. The date’s over and so are we. You’re a nice guy and all but it’ll never work between us. I’d rather just make a clean break now and go away friends.”


    “You’re breaking up with me? You’re kidding, right?”


    “Nope. Sorry.”


    “But we were getting along just fine. What the fuck’s the problem? Don’t tell me you’re gonna go back out with that nigger again? That guy’s a total loser!”


    “What did you just say?” Kelly yelled, walking right up and getting into Blake’s face. It shocked her that there were still so many ignorant racists in the world. With so many real problems in the world, how a person’s skin color could ever become an issue was beyond her. It just made no goddamned sense, and although this wasn’t the first time someone had voiced their negative opinion about her dating a black man, this was the first time anyone had ever used the N word right to her face. “Who the hell do you think you are? Dan Sawyer is ten times the man you’ll ever be, asshole.”


    “Right! He’s a high school dropout, Kelly. A nobody. You deserve better than that. You gotta be crazy to pick him over me. Girls don’t break up with me!”


    “Well this one did. Go fuck yourself, Blake.” Kelly started to walk away again, hoping he was smart enough to just let it drop. To his credit, ten seconds later when she glanced behind her he was already gone, back across the street with his new buddies.


    “Wow. Sure took him a long time to get over you. Oh well…his loss, but now what?” Normally, after a bad date she’d have just gone home and had a big bowl of ice cream and maybe a good cry, but with Blake having to eventually make his way back to her place to pick up his car, she didn’t feel like going anywhere near there for a while. Besides, this egocentric bastard wasn’t worth crying over. Her only other choice was the Harvest Festival, but showing up there on her own sounded like an even worse option. “God, what a loser I am!”


    Kelly spun around and started walking back toward the fairgrounds, which was embarrassing as it meant she had to walk past the Paramount Theatre again. Blake was staring at her and had a smug look on his face that said he thought she’d changed her mind and was coming back to beg his forgiveness. “Check that…it’s him that’s the loser, not me. Screw him.”


    Kelly was seriously considering giving Blake the middle-finger salute but before she could pull the trigger, a car pulled to a stop beside her, blocking her view. When she turned to see who it was, she squealed with delight. Inside the blue Ford Taurus were two of her most favorite people in the entire world, the couple she’d been curious about earlier tonight. “Rich! Lizzy! I was wondering where you fools were tonight. Got room for a third wheel?”


    “Always have before. Why stop now?” Richard Borden said, head half hanging out the driver’s-side window, his long, wild hair tied back in a ponytail and hidden under an Iowa State baseball cap. “Get your ass in here.”


    Rich worked with Kelly’s ex-boyfriend Dan, partners and friends in their landscaping/lawn care business. He’d always harbored dreams of being a rock star someday but for the time being seemed content enough laying sod and trimming hedges. Maybe not as glamorous of a life as singing in a band, but it was a living and kept him in good physical shape. He was an excellent singer and played a mean bass guitar to boot, but was smart enough to know getting a record deal was damn near impossible, more of a high school pipe dream than reality, career-wise. Besides, he and Lizzy were far too much in love for him to ever go off on some half-baked musical tour and be away from home for weeks on end.


    Lizzy McDonald had been plain old Elizabeth McDonald before meeting Rich, and for a time Kelly used to know her as Beth, but once everyone in William Tuthill High School realized how perfect of a couple they made and seeing as Rich’s last name was Borden, it only made sense to start calling her Lizzy. Kelly always kidded them that if they got married she was buying Lizzy an ax for their wedding present; an inside joke that still made the two lovebirds smile.


    Kelly ran around to the passenger side where Lizzy opened the door to let her slip in. There was nobody sitting in the backseat, but Kelly snuggled up front and pulled the door shut. She gave Lizzy a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. Lizzy was as cute as a button, a tiny woman with dark hair and a big smile who liked to wear far too much eye shadow and tease her hair up into a kinky mess that would have looked terrible on almost anyone else. On her, it looked unpretentious but sexy. She looked like one of those girls in a sorority-girl horror movie, or a bad MTV music video from back in the heavy metal days. Then again, maybe that was why Rich liked her so much?


    “What’s going on at the Paramount?” Lizzy asked.


    “I don’t know. They found some poor guy’s body buried in the basement or something. It’s totally gross.”


    “Really?” Rich asked. “That’s weird. Hey…is that Matt Brown over there? I haven’t seen him in ages.”


    “Yeah, that’s him. You guys used to be fairly tight in high school, didn’t you?”


    “Definitely. Just lost track of him. Maybe I’ll give him a call tomorrow, see if I can find out what happened here.”


    “Shit, don’t tell me you’re interested in dead people too?” Kelly asked.


    “Not me. If I wanted to see a dead body, I’d just take Lizzy to bed.” Rich burst out laughing at his own joke and rude as it was, Kelly couldn’t help but laugh too.


    “Fuck you, Richie!” Lizzy said, smiling. “Actually, how about I don’t?”


    “Now now, sugar. You know you can’t go without your Tarzan for too long.”


    “Yeah right! We’ll see. Drive the damn car, monkey boy.”


    “Anything you say, beautiful.” Rich pulled away from the Paramount Theatre and they were soon zipping along Main Street, searching for a parking spot a little closer to the fairgrounds.


    “So what happened to your date with Mr. Big Bucks?” Lizzy asked, the tone in her voice indicating she already had a pretty good guess.


    “Don’t ask,” Kelly said, winking at her best friend.


    “That bad?”


    “Pretty much.”


    “Anything we can do to make you feel better?”


    Kelly thought about Blake and about the luck she seemed to be having with men lately. “Actually, yes. I want some ice cream and a caramel apple and some jelly beans and a big bag of cotton candy.”


    “Jesus,” Rich said. “You’ll rot your teeth, woman.”


    “Exactly! Step on it.”

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Cedar Rapids wasn’t a huge city by American standards, but they did boast the second largest population base in Iowa with about 140,000 people, trailing only Des Moines in that regard. The annual fall Harvest Festival was a big deal here and, as usual, it was packed beyond capacity. Kelly blended in with the crowd, munching on a big bag of buttered popcorn as she followed closely behind her friends. She wasn’t the least bit hungry anymore but she kept shoving handfuls of corn in her mouth anyway, just because it seemed like the thing to do. Lizzy and Rich walked hand in hand, forcing other people to go around them to get past, blazing a trail for Kelly to follow. They’d played a few cheesy, damn-near-unwinnable games and even squeezed all three of them into one rickety old gondola on the Ferris wheel at the far end of the brightly lit-up midway but they’d spent the vast majority of their time raiding the endless row of snack shacks and food booths. Stuffing yourself like a fool and wandering around aimlessly—those were the true reasons anyone ever went to a local fair and Kelly was determined to keep up her end of what had become a bit of a tradition.


    Every year for the past five they’d gone to the fall festival together and the fact that someone in their group was missing this year wasn’t lost on her. Dan should be here holding her hand. Probably would be if he wasn’t such a moron, Kelly thought, but tried to push all those negative thoughts out of her head. She couldn’t keep living in the past, no matter how much she missed him. Best to just drop it and try to get her mind on something else.


    “So what did you guys do today?” she asked.


    “Not much,” Rich said. “We ended up over at Dan’s place and just hung out shooting the shit for a while.”


    Lizzy elbowed him in the ribs. “Shut up, Richie.”


    “Why? Oh…Sorry, Kelly.”


    “No worries. It’s not your problem Dan can’t keep his pecker in his pants. He’s the one who screwed things up, not you guys.”


    Rich stopped walking and turned to face Kelly. The throng of people around them protested a little but soon the tide of men and women was flowing around them, the three longtime friends a small island in the middle. “Listen, Kelly…I know nothing I can say means shit, but I honestly don’t think Dan did what you seem to think he did. Far as I know, he’s never had any interest at all in that skank and I’m being serious.”


    The woman in question was Tracey Bradley, a curvy red-haired girl who worked at the small engine-repair shop Dan and Rich had all their mowers and clippers repaired at. Kelly had noticed Dan flirting with her several times but never said anything about it until the night she’d come out of the bathroom at Bailey’s British Pub downtown and saw Dan and Tracey kissing up by the bar. Kelly knew the difference between a harmless kiss and an intimate one and she’d watched them long enough to be devastated. Kelly wasn’t a moron; she perfectly understood that Dan was a handsome man and there were lots of girls who’d be happy to take him off her hands, but she honestly didn’t think he was the womanizer type. After all those good years, she couldn’t believe he would fool around on her but the proof was ten feet away and pretty hard to misinterpret.


    “I saw him, Rich. We all did. Let’s just drop it, okay. Maybe we can—”


    “I’m not saying Dan didn’t fuck up, but he isn’t sleeping with Tracey. He loves you, Kelly, and always has. Christ! He’s been under a lot of stress. We…we both have.”


    “Don’t say it, Richie,” Lizzy said, then under her breath whispered, “You know he doesn’t want her to know.”


    “Know what?” Kelly asked, hearing her even above the din of the crowd. “What are you guys hiding? Tell me, dammit! What’s so stressful he had to stick his tongue down that whore’s throat?”


    Lizzy looked at Rich long and hard, but eventually softened and shrugged her shoulders. “Cat’s out, hon. Might as well share the cream.”


    Rich nodded. “Yeah, but not here. Let’s get out of this bloody madhouse.”


    It took them twenty minutes to get back to Rich’s car, where they could finally talk in relative peace. The entire walk back through the festival, Kelly had been wracking her brain trying to think of what Rich might have to say. What could possibly be so bad Dan would keep it from her? In the end, none of her guesses were even close.


    “Our business is going down the drain,” Rich said, not trying to sugarcoat anything. “Dan and I are up to our necks in debt and even though we’ve tried pretty much everything to stay afloat, unless a miracle comes along we’ll be bankrupt in a month or two. Three if we get really lucky.”


    “Oh my God! You gotta be kidding? When did all this happen? I thought the business was doing okay?”


    “It’s been heading south for a while now. The economy sucks. People are losing their jobs…losing their homes, you know? What the hell do they care if their hedges need trimming? We’ve lost a lot of our steady clients…most, in fact, and the bills are just spiraling out of control. Dan made me promise not to tell you. He kept hoping we could pull it back together.”


    “And where does Tracey fit into all this? I still don’t see how—”


    “She doesn’t fit anywhere, Kelly. Dan was just being an asshole. We owed our ass to the small engine shop she works at and Dan knew she liked him. He just thought if he took her out for a few beers maybe she could let our account slide for a while. It was stupid and he ended up way too drunk. You already know the rest. Look, this is between you two guys, I’m just saying you need to talk to him and let him at least try to explain. You’re both too goddamned stubborn for your own good.”


    “Probably, but he’s still not getting a pass on this. No way. I’m sorry things suck as bad as they do but the least the son of a bitch could have done was tell me the truth. Maybe I could have helped you guys figure something out? Instead I got the cold shoulder and shut out of his life. For nearly three months now I’ve been going crazy wondering what I did to drive him away.”


    “Like I said, he was an asshole, but that doesn’t mean you two shouldn’t be back together. Hell…he’s been an asshole since the day you met him, but there must have been something about him you liked, right?”


    Lizzy burst out laughing at that comment, and as mad as Kelly was she couldn’t help but laugh too. “You got that right. Once an ass…always an ass. Pretty much a true statement for all men, if you ask me?”


    “Screw you, sweetie,” Rich said, trying his best not to smile but unable to keep a straight face.


    “Doubtful. You’re cut off, remember?”


    “You’re cold, woman, but I’ll deal with you later. Will you at least agree to see him, Kelly? No stress, just say hi and see what happens? The poor guy’s falling apart without you.”


    “I don’t know. I…I need to think about it, okay?”


    “Of course.”


    The car was uncomfortably silent for a few seconds, none of them knowing what to say, but Kelly needed some time to herself to think things through. There was no doubt she still cared about Dan a hell of a lot, but damned is she was going to ever let any man treat her like a fool. “Can you give me a lift home? Think I’ve had about enough of the Harvest Festival for another year.”


    “Sure. You tired?”


    “Not really. I just ate so many corn dogs, pizza, and popcorn that if I don’t get home soon, I think I’m gonna be sick in your car.” Kelly made a fake retching noise, then started laughing. “Just kidding, butthead. Get us out of here.”

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Her cell phone rang in her ear like a nuclear detonation, startling Kelly so badly she nearly fell off the edge of her bed. Apparently she’d passed out last night with the phone by her head, contemplating sending Dan a text message but dropping off to sleep before she could think of anything reasonably intelligent to say to him. With her body still numb and tingling from being half-asleep and her heart doing somersaults inside her from the fright, Kelly finally got her wits about her and answered the phone on the fifth or sixth ring. The digital clock beside her pillow read: 8:46 A.M.


    “This better be good,” she said. Kelly had never been much of a morning person and would sleep until noon every day if it were up to her.


    “It’s good enough for the likes of you,” Rich answered, the joy of waking her up clearly in his voice. “’Sides, you’re sleeping your life away. I got some news.”


    “What’s up?”


    “Got some info on that old guy over at the Paramount last night.”


    “The guy who was murdered?”


    “No, that’s the crazy part. The cops don’t seem to think so. I was up early this morning and was thinking about it so I gave Matt a call at home. It’s a bit hush-hush around the station, but he said the old guy had a handwritten note on him and there were bricks, mortar, and a trowel inside the room with him. No one knows for sure, but it looks like he might have sealed himself inside the little room. He tied himself to the chair so he wouldn’t fall off.”


    “Yuck! Strange way to commit suicide? That’s pretty weird.”


    “It get’s even weirder. The note he left didn’t say ‘good-bye, cruel world’ or any crap like that. Matt could get in shit for telling me this so you didn’t hear this, okay, but apparently it said, ‘For what we did at Miller’s Grove. I’m sorry, Joshua. May God have mercy on all our souls.’“


    “Miller’s Grove?” Kelly gasped. “You sure? That’s where my family came from.”


    “I know, goofy…that’s why I’m calling. Wonder what it means?”


    “No idea…but I know someone that might.”


    “Your grandfather, right? I was hoping you’d say that. Let me come pick you up and I’ll drive you over there. I wanna ask him if—”


    “Whoa…slow down a bit. Gramps is eighty-four. He’s a sweet old man, Rich. The last thing he needs is you busting in his room and putting him through the gears like the second coming of the Spanish Inquisition.”


    “Don’t worry; I’ll go easy on the old fella. Promise.”


    “You sure will, ’cause you won’t be there. Listen, I’ll go have lunch with him today and fill you in on all the gory details later maybe. I doubt he’ll know anything about it anyway. He was just a kid when he left Miller’s Grove.”


    “Okay, but you better get me the dirt. Maybe you can stop by my place after supper sometime. We’re having a campfire tonight.”


    “Sounds good, but who’s going to be there?”


    “Umm, Lizzy and I, and Pat and Sheila…”


    “And…?”


    “And Dan, I guess. Don’t sweat it, okay? You gotta face each other sometime for God’s sake. Least you won’t be by yourself and who knows…you guys might even get along. You’ll never know unless you try, right?”


    Kelly set the phone beside her on the bed and rubbed her tired eyes. She had the beginnings of a killer headache coming on and making a decision like this so early in the morning wasn’t going to help matters any. It might not seem like a big deal to Rich, and maybe not even to Dan, but it sure as hell was to her. She sighed and reached for the phone again.


    “I’ll be there around seven thirty; eight at the latest. Oh, and Rich?”


    “What?”


    “You can tell Dan not to get his hopes up.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Lorimar House was a sixteen-unit assisted-living building out on Route 7, just north of the city and only a ten-minute drive from Kelly’s parents’ house if the traffic was reasonably light. Today, approaching noon, the roads weren’t even being close to reasonable, the snarl of cars, trucks, and SUVs a total bitch and it took Kelly half an hour to make it to the building lot where her grandfather lived. The only saving grace had been seeing the myriad colored trees along the highway, an explosion of red and yellow and brown leaves that always made Kelly think about the great Octobers of her youth, when her biggest concern had been raking leaves into piles to roll around in and having to decide what she was going to wear out for trick-or-treating.


    What a gorgeous time of the year this is, she thought, shutting off the engine of her 2005 Chevy Malibu, pocketing the keys as she climbed out of the small silver car. Not that it’s much fun coming here, regardless of the weather.


    Kelly hated coming to this place. She dearly loved her grandfather but there was something so depressing about coming out here and seeing him slowly wasting away. Lorimar House wasn’t a typical old-age home where the elderly were packed in like sardines and might not be able to take care of themselves; here they had their own spacious apartments and had all the freedom and privacy they wanted. Assisted living meant just that—there were cleaning, recreational, and medical staff on duty at all times but the residents decided for themselves how much, if any, help they needed to continue functioning in their own living space.


    So far it had worked out perfectly for Malcolm Tucker, as he was a fiercely independent man and his health had remained surprisingly strong in the three years since Grams passed away. He was slipping though. Slowly but surely. Kelly could lie to herself all she wanted but nearly every time she showed up here for a visit, about once every two weeks, he looked thinner to her, the light in his blue eyes less bright than she remembered. Seeing him wither away was terrible, but for the most part Malcolm was being a trooper about things and still had his wits about him, unlike many older men and women his age. Alzheimer’s was a horrible disease that was becoming a rampant problem for the elderly generation but luckily its dreaded hand hadn’t knocked on Malcolm’s door yet, and for that Kelly was immensely thankful. Her grandfather had been one of the few people in her family who’d never cared about her and Dan carrying on an interracial relationship. He’d never given a damn that Dan was a black man; only that he’d loved her. Her parents had eventually warmed up to her estranged boyfriend but they certainly could have taken a few lessons from the old guy here.


    Heading up the interlocking brick walkway to unit number nine, the front door opened before Kelly even had a chance to ring the bell. Malcolm was there in the doorway, smiling to beat the band, clearly happy to see her.


    “Hey, angel,” Malcolm said. “Great to see you again. Come on in, I’m brewing up some java if you want some.”


    “Sounds great, Gramps. I can use some after that drive.”


    “Traffic bad?”


    “Yeah, crazy bad.”


    Kelly followed Malcolm inside and shut the door. He was still wearing his blue-and-white-striped pajamas Grandma Audrey had bought him the Christmas before she’d died. They were a bit worn but he always claimed they were so comfy he couldn’t ever toss them out. Kelly figured it had more to do with them being the last thing his beloved wife had bought for him before passing away, but kept those thoughts to herself. In a way it made perfect sense. She missed Grams too.


    “It’s lunchtime and you’re still not dressed,” she asked. “What’s up with that? You need me to do a load of wash for you while I’m here?”


    “Nope, got some in the machine already. I just didn’t feel like getting dressed today. Got nowhere to go anyway, so why bother?”


    That wasn’t a good sign, and it was one of the red flags the doctors had told them to watch out for when Malcolm decided to stay living on his own. When a person’s mind starts to go, or even if it’s just their will to live beginning to diminish, one of the first things they start to do is neglect personal hygiene and sit around in the same outfits for days on end. Still, Kelly didn’t think he was losing it here; he just didn’t feel like getting dressed. Probably wasn’t a big deal, but she made a mental note to tell her parents about it and keep it under observation to see if this became a habit.


    When Malcolm brought each of them a steaming cup of coffee to the dining room table, Kelly decided to let it drop and get right to the point. “Say, did you hear about what happened over at the Paramount Theatre yesterday?”


    “I sure did. Terrific news. About bloody time they got some funding to start renovating that old girl again. I was one of the electricians that worked on the big reno back in 1975, you know? Damn flood!”


    “No, Gramps, not the renovation. I think that’s come to a grinding stop. Maybe even a permanent one.”


    “What? Why? I read in the paper just the other day that the city council had given the green light and some initial funds to get things going again.”


    “They did get started, but the workers found a dead body in the basement. A really old body…and that’s not the worst of it.”


    Kelly told Malcolm all the gory details about the mysterious corpse found inside the wall of the historic theater’s basement and how the police were pretty sure it had been suicide rather than murder.


    “Damn!” Malcolm said, taken completely by surprise. “That’s not the type of publicity they need. They’ll probably never get the full funding to fix that old building properly now. Do they know who it was or why he did it?”


    “I don’t know who it is. I think they need to check dental records to ID him but they know why he might have done it. He left a note and that’s kind of why I’m here, to be honest. Apparently it was a man from Miller’s Grove.”


    “What?” Malcolm looked stunned, his mug only making it halfway to his mouth before pausing in midair. “What do you mean? How the heck do they know that?”


    “The suicide note. I was told it said he’d killed himself because of what they’d done back in the Grove to someone named Joshua.”


    The coffee cup fell from Malcolm’s hand, bounced off the corner of the wooden table, and shattered on the ceramic kitchen tiles. His mouth hung open in a silent O, his face pale and starting to tremble. Kelly had never seen her grandfather look so frightened and shocked before and she worried he might be having a heart attack or maybe a stroke. She leaped to her feet and raced across the kitchen to his side but he gave his head a little shake and held his hands up to indicate that he was all right. Kelly checked his pupils and quickly grabbed his wrist to feel his pulse anyway, not wanting to take any chances. There was a red button on every phone in the apartment that would summon the medical staff here in a jiffy, but although Kelly was no trained nurse Malcolm seemed to be breathing fine and appeared to be no worse for wear.


    “Are you okay, Gramps? You scared the hell out of me!”


    “I’m fine, angel. Sorry, you just caught me a little off guard there for a sec. I was actually daydreaming a bit, just thinking the town council might have to find Joshua’s hidden gold to refurbish the theater and I sure as heck wasn’t expecting you to say his name out loud like that. Back in my house, his name was never spoken. Never! Dad used to…umm, oh never mind. Here, let me clean this mess up.”


    “Forget it, mister. You stay put. I can pick up the mug.” Kelly picked up as many pieces of the cup as she could find and tossed them into the kitchen garbage. She headed back to the dining room with a wet cloth to wipe up the spilled coffee. “Sorry I brought it up. I’ve always known you don’t like talking about that place you grew up in. I just thought maybe you knew that dead guy and might know what the heck he was talking about.”


    “I probably did know him. The Grove was a pretty small community. Tiny, really. He was likely a friend of my father, Angus.”


    “Wow. Small world, huh? And this Joshua guy? Was he rich or something? Why weren’t you allowed to say his name out loud?”


    Malcolm tried but couldn’t quite look Kelly in the eyes. With his head hung low, nervously rubbing his gaunt hands together, he said, “It’s not a pretty story, angel, and I don’t know if I wanna tell you about him. I don’t even know if I should tell you.”


    “Why not? Who was he? What happened to him?”


    “It doesn’t matter anymore. It was a long time ago and some things are better off left in the past. This is one of them, trust me.”


    “Oh come on, Gramps. It can’t be that bad, can it?”


    “It can…and it is. A man committed suicide over it, didn’t he? That ought to give you some clue. It’s not something…something that…ah hell!”


    Malcolm buried his face in his hands and covered his eyes. It took Kelly a moment to realize he was crying and trying not to let her see his tears.


    “What’s the matter, big guy?” she asked, worried about him and kicking herself in the butt for coming here to bother him today. She was curious as hell, but she didn’t want to distress him so much. “You don’t have to tell me anything that upsets you. Just forget I asked, okay? It’s not important.”


    “Yes it is,” Malcolm said, still hiding behind his hands. “It’s something that’s very important and something I probably should have told you and your dad ages ago. There were lots of people who knew what happened but I don’t have a clue how many ever talked about it. Not many, I’d guess. I know it’s a secret my father took to his grave but I was there that night, hiding in the woods, and I didn’t need him to tell me what he and the other elders had done. I watched them do it.”


    “Do what? Does it have something to do with this Joshua guy?”


    “Yes. Everything. Joshua Miller was the man who founded the Grove. He was the reverend of their church and it was him the village was named after. For a while he was the heart and soul of the community.”


    “What happened to him?”


    Malcolm sighed, aging another few years in front of Kelly’s eyes as he struggled to decide what he should or shouldn’t say. “Can you get me a new mug of java, angel? Got a feeling this story might take a while.”


    Kelly ran to get him his coffee, thrilled to be finally hearing about the mysterious little backwoods community his family had been forced to move away from so long ago. Her own father had never talked about it and until today, she’d seriously wondered if a place called Miller’s Grove had ever actually existed.


    Apparently it had.


    And something really bad had happened there.


    When she’d given him a new cup of coffee, Kelly sat down at the table and waited. Malcolm took a sip and looked deep into her eyes.


    “You sure you wanna tell me?” Kelly asked.


    “Nope…but I’m gonna anyway. You’re old enough to know the truth. I just hope you’re ready for it…”
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    Chapter Five


    Killing was something new for Angus Tucker. He’d never even considered it before, never dreamed he was capable of such a heinous act, but if the truth be told a dark anger had crept into his heart lately and whether he liked to admit it or not, murder was on his mind. For the big Scottish man, the golden rule of “do unto others as you’d have them do unto you” was much more than just a friendly verse from the Good Book; they were words of wisdom to live by, solid advice from the highest authority. Up until tonight, Angus could confidently say he’d done just that, lived his entire forty-one years of life as a Godfearing Christian who tried his best to keep the peace and always help his fellow man.


    That was going to change tonight.


    Cold-blooded murder, he thought, tasting the sound of it in his mind and finding it bitter. You’ll be damned, Angus. Damned for what you’re about to do.


    Probably true, but it was a chance he was prepared to take and at least he wouldn’t go to hell alone. Angus gazed around the clearing at the other fourteen men gathered in the woods bordering the cornfields, brooding silently while they waited for the others to arrive. They were all hardworking men, strong, hearty immigrants from Scotland and Ireland for the most part, with a few first-generation Americans tossed into the mix who were already in the valley when they’d settled Miller’s Grove a decade ago. Angus had a long mane of ginger-colored hair and was bigger than most of the other village elders, tall and broad shouldered from years of hard physical labor in the fields so naturally they looked up to him for guidance. His physical stature as well as his calm, intelligent personality made him a perfect leader in times of turmoil and stress. Times like tonight, when the future of their community was at stake.


    Not to mention their souls.


    “Should we get goin’, Angus?” Charlie Magee asked, another Scot whose brogue was as thick as the day he’d arrived in America. “Looks like we’re a’ here.”


    The small crowd of men moved closer, anxious to hear Angus speak, but he waited for the last few stragglers to circle around him so he wouldn’t have to shout. “Best wait another few minutes, lads, just to be sure. We dinnae want to move until he’s started his sermon. Are they in the church a’ready?”


    “Aye,” Davey Leask answered from the back, short of breath from having just arrived in the clearing from where he’d been scouting the church. “Only Joshua and three others. If we’re gonna do this, tonight’s the perfect night.”


    “If we’re gonna do this?” Angus asked, curious. “Are you and the others having second thoughts? I cannae do this alone, ya ken?”


    Most of the elders nodded their heads in agreement, but there were still murmurs in the back and too many people whispering among themselves for Angus’s liking. Singling out Jim Hancock, the oldest and most respected elder present, Angus asked, “What is it, Jimmy? Out with it. We need to stand together or not at all.”


    “Agreed,” the diminutive Irishman said, his shoulders slumping. “It’s just that he’s a reverend for heaven’s sake. A man of God. How can we even think about—?”


    “He stopped being a man of God a long time ago,” Angus interrupted. “We a’ know that. You, Jimmy, more than most. With your own eyes you saw him meet with the Man in Black, right?”


    At the mention of the Man in Black, the crowd went silent. It was a name no one in Miller’s Grove ever said out loud and all eyes turned toward the little man in the front row. “Aye, Angus. I did. He appeared out of the shadows…out of nowhere in the middle of the corn and I watched Joshua walk right up to him and kneel at his feet. I’d never been more scared in a’ my life.”


    “And you’re no’ the only one. I’ve seen him too, and we a’ know how Joshua’s changed in the last year. Reverend Miller was a good man, no question. The best of us maybe, which is why we named the village after him. He was our guiding light here in America, but that was before the hard times. He’s been turned from God…corrupted by the Man in Black into a greedy, evil monster who’ll drag us a’ to hell with him if we don’t make a stand. You’ve a’ heard him speak…a’ heard his blasphemous sermons. He’s out of his mind and walks hand in hand with the demons now. For our sake, for our families’, we have to stop him. I dinnae want do this either, but there’s no other choice. God has put this task in front of us and we cannae look the other way any longer. Tonight we end this, once and for all. Are you a’ with me?”


    There was a chorus of “Aye” from the Grove’s elders, and everyone joined hands in a display of solidarity. Angus was pleased and more than a little relieved. He had no idea what he’d have done if they’d given up and gone back to their homes. “Good. Then let’s get going and by the grace of God we’ll do what needs done, but first we should pray.” The men huddled together, going down on their knees in a circle around Angus. He knew none of them were prepared for what lay ahead, but they were as ready as they’d ever be. “Forgive us, Lord, for what we are about to do…”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    They broke the circle and immediately left the clearing, walking single file along a narrow dirt path through the woods that led toward the fields. Some of them carried sharpened sticks, some carried rope, and some carried small flaming torches just burning brightly enough to light their way. In another time, another place, a procession like this might have been heading out on a holy crusade or a late-night medieval witch hunt, and even though this was America in the mid-1930s neither of those were far off the truth. To a man, they firmly believed they were on a mission from God.


    None of the elders talked, each man lost in his own private thoughts and prayers, the gravity of their decision weighing heavily on all of them, making each step a chore unto itself. Even the woods seemed to feel the tension in the air, the great oak trees towering above and around them usually creaking and swaying in the wind and harboring a multitude of chattering birds, scavenging animals, crawling insects, and all the other normal inhabitants of a forest teeming with life. Tonight they were silent though, the breeze dying off and the wildlife somehow sensing the danger in the air and silently slinking away in fear or staying hidden in their dens and nests.


    Angus was at the front of the line, leading the men and trying to appear strong and confident for their sakes even though he felt neither of those. Tonight, appearances were vitally important and he knew the elders needed him to be the rock they could shield themselves behind in the coming storm. He accepted his position without complaint, but inside he was no more prepared for tonight’s confrontation than anyone else. Less maybe, because there was a time not long ago when he’d been a huge supporter of Reverend Miller and had considered Joshua not only a friend and mentor, but the shining example of how God wanted all men to live their lives. Reverend Miller had been the sole reason Angus had moved his wife Anna and their newborn child Malcolm from Scotland, following the charismatic preacher across the Atlantic on nothing more than the man’s word they could make a better life for themselves.


    For a time they’d done just that, settling in Oak Valley and planting corn, a crop none of them had ever farmed back in the old country but was perfectly suited for the rich, dry Iowa soil. Building a community from the ground up and coaxing a living from the previously barren fields was incredibly difficult for the first few years. Had it not been for Reverend Miller’s leadership and guidance their tiny village out in the woods never would have gotten off the ground, much less started to thrive. In Angus’s opinion, they owed everything to Joshua: their homes, their community, their livelihood, perhaps their very lives. Simply put, without him Miller’s Grove wouldn’t exist.


    But then, just as things were finally coming together and all their hard work was beginning to pay off, the Great Depression hit like a fairy-tale giant, mashing their meager savings beneath its feet, trampling their hopes and dreams but never quite squashing their spirits. Faith kept them alive, and when times were at their worst, Reverend Miller persuaded the village that instead of giving up they should turn to God for help. The entire community banded together to build the church in the center of their largest cornfield, and once it was done Joshua promised everyone God would provide for them.


    Instead of prosperity, what came next were the droughts and heat waves that swept across the middle of the country, devastating crops, withering the corn away to nothing and taking the community’s willpower along with it. In Angus’s mind that was when Joshua had started to turn, when he’d first started to look for answers outside of the Holy Book. Some people said that was when the Man in Black first made an appearance, but Angus believed he’d always been here, always been waiting in the shadows for his chance to sink his claws into Reverend Miller when he was at his weakest. Their fields had made a sudden comeback, the corn crops flourishing when no others in the middle part of the country were. Joshua had reaped huge profits selling food at outrageous prices to all the hungry people in the nearby towns and cities, but something just wasn’t right about the way things had changed and the villagers weren’t as grateful or happy as Joshua thought they should be. Thirty-six months later, things had spiraled down to where they were now, out of control and the Grove’s future all but hopeless.


    As they neared the end of the dirt path, word was passed to the torchbearers to extinguish their flames, none of them wanting to give away their position when they exited the woods. They walked the last hundred feet in darkness, using only the light of the moon filtering through the tree branches to guide their steps.


    Angus emerged out of the forest followed closely by the other elders and they paused for a moment at the edge of the field. A murder of crows grabbed their attention, soaring above their heads, filling the night sky with the sound of powerful wings. The large scavenger birds were the first animals the elders had seen tonight and their sudden appearance could have been interpreted as a bad omen, but no one seemed too concerned with the local wildlife. Instead, their gaze was drawn out over the high rows of corn to where the white church stood alone in the center of the unnaturally bountiful crops, the only building within sight.


    There were flickering candles in the windows but somehow it still felt empty from here, desolate and abandoned although they all knew that wasn’t true. Reverend Miller was inside, along with the few members of his flock still loyal to him even after all his screaming fits and outrageous behavior. Angus wasn’t sure if any of them, the reverend included, had any clue what was about to happen but the thought was too depressing to contemplate so he pushed those negative thoughts aside. Now wasn’t the time for doubts and fears that might cloud his judgment. He needed to stay positive, not to just believe they were doing the right thing but to know it with absolute certainty.


    Angus reached into his pants pocket and took solace when his hand wrapped around the solid piece of metal inside. Needing to reassure himself further, he withdrew the sacred object and stared at it in the moonlight. It was a simple good-luck charm on a chain to the untrained eye, just a pentacle-shaped piece of metal with a second triangular shape fixed to the face of the five-pointed star. Inside the triangle was a carving of an eyeball surrounded by strange-looking geometric symbols. Angus also wore a ring on his left hand that was an exact copy, replicated on a smaller scale, which had been the last thing his father had given him on his deathbed. Both ring and talisman were much more than the gaudy dime-store trinkets they appeared to be though, and just holding the amulet in his hands made Angus relax and feel considerably better. The pentacle was made of solid silver, a millennium-old symbol of White Magic and spiritual influence. The triangle was of purest gold, its engraved image of the all-seeing mind’s eye once part of a jeweled cross that hung on the hallowed altar in Rosslyn Chapel, the secret sanctuary of the Knights Templar and Scottish Freemasons. It had been in Angus’s family for 400 years, passed from father to son, stonemason to stonemason, believer to believer, Angus never fully knowing where it came from or why his family had been charged by the church with its safekeeping. All he and the Grove elders knew was that it was a powerful talisman whose origins were shrouded in folklore and mystery, a divine weapon against the darkness that could bless the righteous of heart, ward off disease, and bind evil in all its incarnations.


    At least that was what his forefathers had taught him.


    Angus returned the amulet to his pocket, saying a silent prayer they wouldn’t need its protection tonight. Guide us, Lord. Shelter and keep us from harm so that everyone here tonight can testify to your glory. With a weary sigh, Angus took one last look up at the circling crows, then moved off into the field, disappearing within the massive cornstalks without saying a word to the men with him. There was nothing else left to say. The village elders followed behind and soon the corn had swallowed them all. Off in the distance the dimly lit church, and a lunatic who had once been a holy man, waited.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    The Miller’s Grove Brethren in Christ Church had been built with patient hands, a truly Herculean effort in the face of the country’s economic collapse when no one in the newly founded community had anything other than their blood, sweat, and tears to donate to the cause. Somehow, it had been enough. Only twelve weeks after Reverend Miller had said a blessing and dug the ceremonial first shovelful of dark soil, the final coat of glossy white paint had been applied to the thick oak slabs cut from the nearby forest and the steeple bell rang out across the fields, summoning the villagers to their first proper church service since moving to Iowa. It was a day of great celebration and fellowship, of immense pride and accomplishment for everyone in the Grove, and none of them could ever have imagined how quickly the tides would turn against them.


    But turn they most definitely would.

    



    Inside the church, two haggard-looking men and one rake-thin woman sat stone-faced and vacant-eyed on the polished wooden pews that would normally hold another hundred of their former friends and neighbors. They didn’t seem to care—or for that matter, even recognize—they were the only members of the once-faithful congregation present, and hardly noticed how sweltering hot it was inside the sanctuary tonight. Sweat flowed freely down their gaunt cheeks, their greasy hair hanging limp over their weary eyes. Uncomfortable as they surely must have been, none of the three gave their disheveled appearance a thought, their undivided attention solely focused on the candlelit altar and the man standing upon it.


    Joshua Miller was an impressive sight to behold, larger than most of the villagers by nearly a foot and even Angus Tucker by several inches. He’d never lifted weights a day in his life but was big boned and blessed with heavy natural muscle. With his long dark hair and blue eyes some of the women in the Grove had teased that his parents should have named him Samson, and more than a few of the bolder ones secretly dreamed of one day becoming his Delilah and being taken into the reverend’s powerful arms. Even now, dressed in a filthy brown robe over well-worn beige pants and sweating as much if not more than his followers, Joshua was still a handsome man. His rapid descent into madness had taken his soul but never stolen his good looks. Only his eyes had changed, blazing with a wild religious fervor that might have been admirable if it wasn’t so obvious to anyone who looked that he’d completely lost his mind.


    “Desecration,” Joshua shouted, shaking his fists in anger, spittle flying from his mouth. “After a’ our hard work, people from the Grove have defiled our church…crept in the middle of the night and painted blasphemous words on our house of worship.”


    It was true. A group of rash teenagers had filled plastic bags with red paint and hurled them at the side of the church like water balloons, splattering the pristine white walls with what looked eerily like bucket loads of blood. They’d also moved in closer and written the words JOSHUA IS OUR JUDAS and GOD NO LONGER LIVES HERE in big bold letters above the entranceway.


    “We cannae let them get away with it. Those responsible…and also those who hide and protect them. We’ll root the heathens out. Drag the cowardly bastards out of their beds and make them pay for what they’ve done. The Bible talks about an eye for an eye as punishment, but to hell with that! That’s not enough. I say we take their whole bodies and tear them limb from bloody—”


    A fist-size stone crashed through a window on Joshua’s left and smashed into the far wall, having just barely missed striking the enraged reverend in the shoulder. Before he or any of his startled followers comprehended what was happening, several more windows were breaking and they were forced to dive for cover to avoid the shattered glass and flying rocks. Joshua was no fool and quickly realized what was happening. He leaped back to his feet, and stood up just in time to see the sanctuary doors burst open and in walk Angus Tucker surrounded by several of the village elders. Fearless and more than ready to defend himself, Reverend Miller started walking toward his adversary, his huge hands clenched into fists, but before he’d taken two strides a two-foot-long length of heavy steel pipe flew in through a previously broken window, spinning on a deadly path toward the side of his head. Joshua saw it coming at the last minute and tried to duck out of the way, but he was too late. The pipe connected solidly on his right temple, the thud of the impact sickeningly loud inside the room, dropping the outnumbered reverend in his tracks, knocking him unconscious with a blow that would have surely killed a lesser man.

    



    Angus Tucker watched the spinning pipe strike Reverend Miller, relieved to see his eyes roll back and their onetime leader crumple to the ground and lie still. It was a lucky shot at best, and Angus muttered a quick thanks to the Lord for guiding whoever’s hand had thrown it. Joshua was a huge, powerful man, even before his recent descent into evil darkness, and would have been incredibly difficult to subdue regardless of how many men he’d brought. With him unconscious on the floor, their mission had just become easier, but by no means finished. They still had Joshua’s loyal followers to deal with.


    Angus recognized the two men immediately, brothers David and Simon Driskle, two disillusioned young slackers who had never really fit in here in the Grove. They were Americans by birth, and had lived in the nearby town of Sanford before they’d met Joshua Miller and fallen hook, line, and sinker for the enigmatic preacher. They’d moved here three years ago and lived together, just as things were starting to turn sour, and both brothers had fanatically supported Reverend Miller since day one. Angus wasn’t surprised to see them still here, loyal to the end.


    The Driskle brothers were huddled together in fear under an overturned pew but went crazy when they saw their leader drop to the ground and stop moving. They sprang to his defense, wild-eyed and screaming, grabbing any weapon within reach. David found a long, sharp piece of thick stained glass, and Simon retrieved the length of steel pipe that had toppled their master. Both men charged into the crowd of elders, stabbing and swinging with reckless abandon, uncaring that the men they attacked would have gladly let them walk away unharmed if only they’d come to their senses and lay down their weapons. The elders were here to take out Reverend Miller, not a few disheveled men whose loyalty was blindly misplaced.


    Their attack was short-lived, but savage. The eldest Driskle ran his thick glass shard up through the open mouth of Davey Leask, blood and brains spraying halfway to the ceiling in a warm crimson shower, and Simon managed to cave in three skulls with his pipe before the village elders swarmed over them and pinned them to the ground. Even disarmed, the brothers fought like feral animals, punching, kicking, and scratching from the bottom of the pile until they were beaten into silence by the group of men above.


    The lone woman in the sanctuary, Harriet Jones, was a thin woman in her late thirties. She’d been widowed four years earlier when her husband had drowned in a freak fishing accident. Reverend Miller had been there to comfort her in her time of grief and there were whispers around the Grove that since then they’d secretly become lovers. Unlike the Driskle brothers, Harriet didn’t appear to have any fight in her, taking advantage of the time they’d afforded her to go to Reverend Miller’s side to check if he was okay. When Angus finally looked her way, Harriet was in tears, kneeling beside Joshua, gently dabbing a white cloth against the side of his bleeding head.


    “Damn you all,” she kept quietly repeating. “Damn you all…”


    Two village elders went to her side, intent on gently removing her from the unconscious reverend’s body, but the moment they reached for her arms, Harriet sprang at them like a lioness guarding her newborn cub. She went straight for the throat of Donald Blackstone, sinking her teeth into his Adam’s apple and windpipe, biting down with everything she had until her teeth cracked audibly together. Blood gushed into her mouth and poured down both their chests, Don trying to scream but once she removed her mouth and spit a big chunk of his flesh onto the floor, air rushed in and out of the massive hole she’d made and nothing but frothy red bubbles gurgled out. Don reached toward Harriet with both hands—whether his intentions were to seek revenge or help—but in the end he got neither. He dropped at his killer’s feet, his life leaking away before he’d hit the ground.


    Thomas Grant, the other elder near Harriet, quickly wrestled the crazy woman to the ground but not before she’d managed to rake her long nails across his face and leave a trail of four deep grooves that would scar him for life. Harriet might have done more damage than that, trying to get her fingers into Thomas’s eyes, but luckily Angus and the remaining elders charged to his aid and pinned her arms behind her back. In completely justified yet not very Christian behavior, Thomas lost his temper and drove his clenched fist into Harriet’s chin. Everyone in the room heard her jaw break, the bone snapping like a stick on a cold winter day, punishing the final member of Reverend Miller’s loyal congregation into unconsciousness.


    With the chaotic battle over, the room became silent in a hurry, the elders standing around in shock, unsure what to do next. None of them had been expecting so much violence, blood, and death. They’d known there would be a skirmish, of course, and the potential for injury was obvious but five good men had just died, and the reality of their loss was starting to sink in. All eyes eventually turned to Angus Tucker, waiting for him to give them further instruction.


    If only Angus knew what to say. He was just as much at a loss as the next man, stunned by the death of so many of his fellow elders. Their families would be devastated, the damage to the community immense. “Mother of God,” Angus said. “What a nightmare.”


    “Aye,” Jimmy Hancock said. “And it’s no’ over yet, lads. We cannae just leave them laying here. They could wake up at any minute.”


    “Kill them,” Charlie Magee said, bloodlust in his voice. “Wasn’t that why we came here in the first place? After what they’ve done, none of them deserve to live.”


    A smattering of agreement echoed around the sanctuary, but Angus had made his decision. “No, Charlie. There’ll be no more killing. There’s been more than enough bloodshed for one night. I’ve had a heavy heart about this a’ night, and now I know we need to put this in God’s hands, not ours. We’re no’ killers, and never will be.”


    “But we cannae just let them go,” old Jimmy said, bewildered.


    “Of course no’. They’ll pay for their sins, but their deaths will no’ be on our hands. I’ve got a plan. Come on…grab Harriet and the Driskles and get them out of here. Take them into the basement and tie them up so they cannae get loose. I want them out of Joshua’s sight.”


    Several of the elders moved to do Angus’s bidding, eager to get away from the bloody sanctuary, gathering Joshua’s followers and dragging them by their arms out of the room and heading for the basement stairs. It was good to have them gone, the remaining elders noticeably calmer with the three killers removed, but now their attention turned toward the slumped body of Joshua Miller.


    “What do we do with him?” Charlie asked tersely, not sounding at all convinced they shouldn’t just kill the madman and be done with it.


    “We put him out of commission,” Angus said. “Permanently. Help me get him onto the altar back by the cross…and bring some of those ropes.”


    “The cross? You serious? What are we gonna do…crucify him?”


    “You have a better idea?”


    That shut Charlie up. He shook his head and went to grab some rope.


    “We’ll string him up, then leave him in God’s hands. I won’t risk tainting any of our souls. The Good Lord can decide whether he lives or dies.”


    Was it better to leave a man to dehydrate and starve to death, or to simply kill him quickly and end his suffering? The answer was neither: both actions were damnable. The difference was merely semantics and Angus was smart enough to know it, but the elders needed some moral comfort in their deeds tonight, some way of justifying their actions in the years to come to make them feel better than the evil fanatics they’d come here to stop. Only time would tell if their consciences would let them sleep at night and live with their decision.


    Together the men dragged Reverend Miller’s body up onto the raised altar at the far end of the church where a massive wooden cross was nailed to the back wall. Its crossbeams were made of solid oak ten inches in diameter, and it towered over the pulpit Joshua had spoken so many passionate sermons from. The cross was meant to be an impressive, humbling symbol of Christian faith and it was. It would make an appropriate final resting place for the man who had lost that precious faith and destroyed the settlement they’d all worked so hard to build.


    They needed to carry a couple church pews onto the altar as well, for two elders to stand on to reach the horizontal crossbeam and start lashing their onetime friend’s arms in place. Angus and Charlie Magee stood between them, holding Joshua’s limp body upright and preventing him from slumping back down to the altar. The men nearly had the first set of ropes in place and tied off when the reverend’s body suddenly tensed up, his hands curled into fists, and his bloodshot eyes snapped open to see what was being done to him. Joshua screamed and went berserk, thrashing at his bonds and trying to kick the men on the altar below.


    “Let me loose, damn you!” the reverend screamed. “I’ll kill you for this. You’re a’ dead men, you hear me? Dead!”


    “Hold him!” Angus shouted back, trying his best to control Joshua’s flailing feet. The men were trying to, of course, but the huge preacher was far too strong for them, bucking and writhing in a rage, screaming obscenities and curses loud enough they might be hearing him back in the village. They couldn’t hold him much longer and the thought of the insane reverend getting loose to pick up a piece of wood or a length of pipe was enough to make Angus shiver. He had to do something fast or they were going to be in big trouble.


    Then he remembered the talisman in his pocket.


    Leaving Charlie to deal with the reverend’s legs, Angus pulled free the amulet and jumped up onto the pew to face Joshua eye to eye. He drew back his hand and at first considered punching their fallen leader in the side of the head again, hoping to use the heavy silver and gold charm to knock the bigger man back to sleep, but mid-swing Angus changed his mind. Acting on a whim, remembering his father’s teachings about White Magic, Angus looped the sturdy chain over Reverend Miller’s head and let the pentacle rest on Joshua’s exposed chest. The furious preacher went silent for a moment, his eyes opening wide in surprise, and then he began to scream again, but this time in pain. Where the talisman touched his body, Joshua’s skin began to sizzle and blacken; reinforcing Angus’s resolve that he was doing the correct thing.


    “Quickly, men, tighten the ropes!” Angus commanded, seeing Joshua’s powerful arms and legs continuing to spasm but no longer capable of trying to break free. “I think it’s working. His evil is strong, but no’ strong enough to fight the will of the Lord!”


    Together they lashed the reverend’s arms and legs tight, really tight, using far more ropes than were probably necessary but none of them wanted to take any chances. When they were done, the village elders stood back and pulled the wooden pews off the altar. Joshua Miller hung high above them, teeth bared and head bleeding, utterly livid he’d somehow been rendered powerless.


    “This isn’t over, Angus,” Joshua said, hate oozing out with every word. “This cross won’t hold me forever!”


    “It doesn’t have to,” Angus replied, confident they’d won and God’s judgment, however extreme, had been served. “It just needs to hold you long enough for the Man in Black to come back for you…and drag you to hell where you belong! Bye, Reverend. May the Good Lord have mercy on your poor corrupted soul.”


    The elders began gathering their fallen brethren, preparing to leave.


    “You can’t just leave me like this. Kill me, damn it, but don’t you dare leave me here,” Joshua screamed, equal parts madness and desperation in his voice, but Angus Tucker had said all he intended and was leading the village elders out of the sanctuary, turning their backs on the hysterical man. “Bastards! Filthy rotten cowardly bastards! You’ll pay for this, Tucker. You hear me? You’ll all pay!”


    It took the men another hour to finish boarding the windows and doors of the church, to seal it up as tightly as they could. They took their time and did the job right, praying no one would step foot inside the desecrated building again. Through it all, Joshua Miller cursed and screamed and eventually wept from his cross in the darkness within. The thick boards helped muffle his cries, but could never completely silence him. Although it was a horrible thing to do, and completely against their Christian sensibilities, the village elders walked away from the church with their heads held high. They gathered their friends and families, packed up their belongings, and left their houses, crops, and dreams behind. By morning, the small backwoods farming community of Miller’s Grove was no more, abandoned and left to rot and crumble away like it had never existed. The only things that would remain were the boarded-up church, the fields of corn, and the dark presence overhead of the ever-circling crows.


    Always the crows…
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    Chapter Eight


    “Holy crap!” Kelly said, honestly lost for words and not sure what else to say to her grandfather after hearing a story like that. “That can’t be true…can it?”


    Malcolm took a deep breath and let out a weary sigh before answering. Retelling his family’s darkest secret had obviously taken its toll on the old man and he needed to gather his thoughts before carrying on. “I’m afraid it is, angel. You didn’t know your great-grandfather but trust me, Angus wasn’t the kind of man who’d make up stories. My father was a good man, a man who’d dedicated his life to the Lord, and this was a terrible legacy he’d have given anything not to pass on to us but what was done was done. I was there that night, hiding in the woods and in the corn when he came home and told us all we were leaving Miller’s Grove. He’d aged about ten years in only a few hours and I watched him carry that burden of guilt for the rest of his days. What he and the elders did inside that church was killing him, slowly eating away at his sanity, as well as his faith. Whether they were right or wrong, only God can decide now, but there’s no question in my mind that his story is true. Every last word of it.”


    Kelly went and fetched her grandfather a cool glass of water. She needed a few minutes to think about what she’d heard but there’d been tears rolling down the sweet old man’s cheeks when he’d been talking about his father and Kelly wanted to give him a moment alone. “Here…drink this, Gramps. Think we’ve had enough coffee.”


    Malcolm accepted the glass and thanked her. She waited until he’d drank his fill, then took the glass back from him and set it aside. “You mentioned the Man in Black a few times. Is that the devil? He has lots of names but I’ve never heard him described like that before.”


    “I don’t really know. Was he the actual demon from the pit, or just one of his minions? It’s not for me to say, but no one should ever call evil by its real name. Just asking for trouble, evoking a blasphemous name; know what I mean? Call him anything you want but my father thought he was the destroyer of souls, and to me at least he’ll always be called the Man in Black.”


    “That’s cryptic, Gramps. Pretty hard to swallow too, to be honest. I mean, come on…a group of grown men believing the devil lived in their little backwoods cornfield? Isn’t that stretching the truth just a bit?”


    “Evil lives everywhere, sweetie. Never forget that.”


    “Wow. I didn’t even know you were a religious man. It’s kind of weird hearing you talk like this.”


    “You don’t have to go to church every Sunday to believe what you believe. In fact, I’ve never been inside a church since I left the Grove. Too many bad memories, I guess. That’s why your mother and father had an outdoor wedding. I wouldn’t have gone otherwise. Call me a silly old man if you want, but I can’t change the way I think. If you’d have seen what I saw, you’d understand.”


    “I do understand, Gramps…least I think I do and I really appreciate you telling me about all this. I know it wasn’t easy for you. Do you think your father and the other elders did the right thing? I mean, they killed a preacher, right? That’s heavy shit.”


    “I don’t know. It’s a question that haunted my father to the day he died. He never came up with an answer and I doubt you or I ever will either. Only God can answer it, I suppose. I shouldn’t have told you. You’ll think all your ancestors were lunatics.”


    “No I don’t, big guy. I love ya, and I’m glad you told me. I’ve always wondered what happened there and why no one ever wanted to talk about it. Now I know. Here…have another drink of your water. Be right back.”


    Kelly got up to go rinse their coffee cups, leaving her grandfather slumped at the table, head bowed and looking like his thoughts were somewhere far, far away. She wondered how much of that fairy tale her grandfather actually believed. He’d only been a boy at the time and surely whatever had happened back in his village had morphed into something far worse than what really took place. Like any good story, the truth gets lost in time and the storyteller starts to add in things to make the tale more sensational to the listener. No doubt, Kelly’s ancestor must have had a hand in overthrowing their town leader, but whatever his crimes were she had serious doubts Joshua Miller had been evil incarnate and a close personal friend of the devil’s. It was an awful story and an incredible part of her family history, but on top of all the madness, mayhem, and horrible violence, Kelly couldn’t stop thinking about the one other thing Malcolm had offhandedly mentioned even before he’d begun his story. Something that struck a chord with her more than the vigilante justice and satanic ghost story had.


    …the council might have to find Joshua’s hidden gold to refurbish the theater.


    “Joshua’s gold?” Kelly whispered, testing the words on her tongue. Was the crazy old preacher rich? Could that much of the story be true? Had Joshua Miller buried the gold in his church, or maybe hidden it somewhere else in the Grove? Better yet, had anyone found it or was it still out there somewhere in the woods?


    These questions and many more kept popping into Kelly’s head. She could use that cash to help start up the restaurant she’d been dreaming of, but she was also thinking about Dan and Rich’s floundering landscaping business and how maybe there was a way to pay off their debts and keep them in business after all. Even if she and Dan never got back together as a couple, she still cared about both of them and would be thrilled to be the one who came up with the plan that might salvage their company. Crazy as her plan might be. Hell, maybe they could even donate some of the gold to help rebuild the Paramount Theatre like her grandfather wanted. That would make him incredibly happy, which was reason enough in itself. The possibilities were endless. If the gold actually existed, that was. And if they could find it. After all, all she had to go on were the stories of an old man whose memories probably couldn’t be trusted, but Malcolm had never lied to her before so maybe there was something to this after all.


    She put the clean cups in the cupboard and headed back to the table. In the dining room, Malcolm was still trapped in the past, staring out the front window but probably not seeing anything in the here and now. It was sad to see him looking so small and frail, looking guilty of a crime that wasn’t his, lost in memories that were likely closer to fiction than anything resembling the truth. This was definitely a side of her grandfather Kelly wasn’t used to seeing; a secret side of him that had obviously been smoldering beneath the surface for years. She needed to shake him out of his reverie and put a smile back on his face.


    “Just had an idea, Gramps. A good one too. Wouldn’t it be cool if we found that gold you mentioned earlier? We could get that theater all fixed up the way you remember it and I could finally open up my restaurant. You could come have supper there every—”


    “Don’t you dare, Kelly Ann Tucker!” Malcolm shouted, jumping to his feet and pointing a trembling finger in her startled face. “Don’t even let that terrible thought inside your head, you hear?”


    In all the twenty-two years of her life, this was the first time Kelly could remember her grandfather ever raising his voice at her and for a moment it startled her into silence, completely taken by surprise. If she’d hoped to settle the old man down and cheer him up, she was doing a piss-poor job of it—she’d never seen him this upset and frazzled before. Could it be he was starting to lose his grip on sanity, finally beginning that downward spiral so many elderly men and women seem to take in the last few years of their lives? It didn’t seem likely; not her Gramps, but man he was certainly acting awfully weird.


    “Promise you won’t do it, Kelly. Promise me.”


    “Do what? I didn’t mean to—”


    “Don’t play games with me, girl. I’m serious. Nothing good will ever come of this. You can’t try to find Miller’s Grove. Not ever. Don’t go looking for that gold.”


    “But why? If that old preacher really did hide a treasure there, why shouldn’t we go look for it? Seems crazy not to. In fact, if you’re so sure of your story, I’m surprised you haven’t looked for it yourself.”


    The air seemed to deflate out of Malcolm’s balloon, his anger leaking away in a deep sigh. He sat back down on his chair, looking tired, his eyes filled with fear.


    “You don’t think I’ve thought about it? You don’t think I’ve lain awake some nights dreaming about getting my hands on that gold?”


    “Why didn’t you then? And if not you, someone else from the Grove at least. If the gold’s real, surely someone would have searched for it by now.”


    “It’s blood money, Kelly. Joshua Miller sold his soul for that stash. Sold all our souls maybe. It’s not just gold either. Paper money wasn’t worth squat back in the Depression, but things like gold, silver, diamonds, jewels, those never lose their worth. He took any and all of it. Whatever profits our bewitched crops produced, he took control of and stored it away. While the rest of the country was starving and out of work, our little community flourished. When other farmers’ crops dried up and withered to dust, our fields grew lush and green and our profits went up and up.”


    “Sounds like all the more reason to look for it.”


    “Listen. While my father was alive he forbid me to even speak of the Grove, never mind Joshua Miller or his treasure, but I remember the day he died clear as a bell. It was 1969 and I was forty-three years old. A full-grown man, but for the first time in my life I finally felt free. Angus Tucker was a good father and a good man but he was as strict as they come. I never dreamt of disobeying him, but once he was gone I couldn’t help but think some of the same things that are rattling around your head right now. I can remember standing at his grave site watching them toss shovelfuls of dirt on top of his casket, but all I was thinking about was going back to the Grove and maybe digging a few holes of my own. It was a terrible thing to be thinking at my own father’s funeral, but that’s the truth of it.”


    “Then why didn’t you ever go do it?”


    “Who said I didn’t?”


    “You looked for the gold? Wow! What happened?”


    “Nothing. I chickened out. Took me six years, but I went back to the Grove in 1975, thinking maybe I’d check out the old village in the woods. Joshua’s house was two or three times the size of the rest of our cabins so I figured I’d try there first. Seemed like as likely a place to start as any, but I never made it there. I came out of the path in the forest and as soon as I saw the cornfields I knew I couldn’t go any further.”


    “Why? What about them?”


    “They hadn’t been tended in nearly forty years at the time and they were as lush and bountiful as the day we’d left them. The corn was growing even better without us, the stalks huge and thick, nine or ten feet off the ground for as far as the eye could see. There must have been a dozen cobs on each stalk, or more, and they were bloody enormous. Totally impossible, but I saw it with my own eyes. And then I looked past the corn and saw the old church in the middle of the field, still boarded up and untouched since the night my father and the elders had nailed it shut. The roof was covered in hundreds of crows, none of them flying or making any noise at all. They just sat there, all of them looking at me. I know how crazy that sounds, but it’s the truth. Just the thought of Joshua Miller’s corpse still locked inside there scared the hell out of me and I turned around right then and there and went straight home. Thought about going back lots of times, but I never did.”


    “Well, I’m not scared of an old church or a few silly crows.”


    “It’s not the church you need to worry about. It’s the whole place. Miller’s Grove is an evil place, angel. A dead place tainted by blood and sin. As close to hell on earth as you’re ever likely to find. Joshua might be dead and gone, but the Man in Black is still there. I know he is.”


    “Oh come on, Gramps. You’re smarter than that. The devil doesn’t watch over cornfields. It’s just superstition, big guy. You’re still scared of what happened to your family as a boy and I completely understand that, but you’ve got to know what you’re saying is nonsense.”


    “Someone’s tending those crops,” Malcolm said, staring off into space again. “Or maybe I should say something…”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Her dashboard clock read 7:19 when Kelly pulled up to the curb at Rich and Lizzy’s place on Stadler Avenue. She’d spent the entire afternoon with her grandfather, talking to him about his memories of Miller’s Grove, his father, the Man in Black, and many other things, but basically spending the last several hours repeatedly assuring him she wasn’t going to go traipsing out into the woods trying to find Joshua’s buried treasure anytime soon. He was skeptical, but over supper she’d finally convinced him she couldn’t do it regardless if she wanted to, seeing as she had no idea where Miller’s Grove was located. It certainly wasn’t on any of the Iowa maps she’d seen over the years, and if she didn’t know which direction to even start driving in, it was unlikely she’d be getting herself in trouble with the Man in Black anytime soon.


    Back in Cedar Rapids, she had more urgent matters to worry about anyway. She was nervous as hell about having to face Dan tonight but Rich was probably right, they had to face each other again sometime, might as well get it over with. Kelly shut off the car, pocketed the keys, and stepped out onto the street.


    Rich rented the bottom floor of a beat-up saltbox-style house and the owner, a man named Jack Travis, lived upstairs. Jack was never around, which on the one hand was a great thing since it basically gave Rich and Lizzy the run of the place, but it also sucked because he was never there to fix anything so the house was crumbling to the ground around them. It needed all new windows, the roof leaked, and it was badly in need of a new coat of paint. The once olive green paint was practically worn down to bare wood, the last patches of color hanging in ugly peeling strips. About the best thing that could be said about the old house was that it had a huge fenced backyard and at the very back Rich had built a circular stone fire pit way back from the noise of the street. Seeing what he did for a living, as part of his rental agreement Rich naturally looked after the lawn and over the last few years he’d turned the backyard into a private oasis. It was where Rich and Lizzy and the rest of the gang always hung out together.


    Check that: it was where they always used to hang out together.


    Noticing that Dan’s silver Toyota SR5 4×4 was parked in the driveway, Kelly sighed and walked around the house into the backyard, concentrating on nothing more that putting one foot in front of the other. If she thought too hard about what was about to happen, she’d probably turn around and run away.


    As fate would have it, Dan was the first person she ran into by the gate, exiting the back door with his hands full of beer bottles and trying to carry a bag of salt-and-vinegar chips clamped in his teeth. When he saw her, he opened his mouth to speak, but only managed to drop the chips and two of the beers trying to catch it on the way to the ground. One of the beer bottles shattered on the patio stones, while the other hit grass and was okay. Dan just stood his ground, not knowing whether to pick up the broken glass, or to greet Kelly.


    “Smooth move, ex-lax,” Rich said, coming out of the house behind his friend, but when he saw Kelly standing there at the gate, he stopped laughing and gave her a quick wave. “Hi, Kelly. Glad you could make it. Umm…here, let me take those.” Rich grabbed the unbroken beer from Dan, scooped the bag of chips off the ground, and bolted for the fire pit. Without looking back, he shouted, “Clean that shit up, okay? One of you drunks will cut yourselves later if you don’t.”


    With Rich gone, there was no one else to distract the estranged couple and they were forced to look at each other for the first time in months. “Hi, Kel,” Dan said, clearly as nervous as she was. Dropping the beer had certainly proven that much at least. “I’m just gonna grab the dustpan and broom inside. I’ll be right back.”


    “Sure. I’ll get the big pieces while you’re gone.”


    “Okay, but don’t cut yourself.”


    “I’ll be fine. Don’t worry about me.”


    “I do worry about you though. Always.”


    “Well don’t. I’m a big girl.”


    Dan nodded, disappearing into the house, and Kelly felt like reaching up and strangling herself. She hadn’t meant to be so cold. After all, he was only trying to be nice. I’m a big girl now? Jesus! What a stupid thing to say. Turnabout was fair play though. Dan had really hurt her and she was obviously still pretty pissed off. If he’d thought she was going to show up here and things would be just like the old days, he was kidding himself. Doesn’t mean you have to go out of your way to be a total bitch though. Point taken. She’d try to chill out and relax. At least give him a chance. After all, the truth was she wanted him back probably as much as he wanted her.


    Dan returned, handing Kelly the scoop while he worked the broom. Kneeling before him felt weird and made her skin start to tingle, wonderfully familiar and strangely intimate at the same time. Damn he looks good, she thought, a smile touching her lips as her eyes roamed over his shaven head, his hazel eyes, his full lips, his chocolate skin, his broad, muscular shoulders and washboard abs hidden only by a thin black cotton T-shirt. She stopped herself there, knowing if she looked much lower she might be in trouble here.


    “What are you smiling about, Kel?” Dan asked, encouraged. “See anything you like down there?”


    Kelly stood up, the moment quickly lost, mad at herself for instigating things. “Don’t flatter yourself, cowboy. I’m not your girlfriend anymore, remember? How’s that slut Tracey doing these days? She might be able to help you out.”


    “Ah come on. Don’t be like that. I was never with Tracey. Not then and definitely not now. It was all a big mistake. I’m really sorry I fucked things up. Honest I am, and I’m going to make it up to you, I promise.”


    “Just like that, huh? You’re sorry and I’m supposed to just fall back into your arms? It’s not that easy, Dan, and words are pretty damn cheap.”


    “I know they are. Look…all I’m asking is for you to give me a second chance. I screwed up. I was an asshole but I love you and you know I do. Give me a chance to prove it to you. No games, no promises, no bullshit. Just a chance, okay?”


    They’d finished cleaning up the broken glass and Kelly handed Dan the dustpan. “We’ll see. I need to think about it.” She walked away, headed for the fire pit where Rich and Lizzy were trying to pretend they hadn’t been trying to eavesdrop on their private conversation.


    “What did he say?” Lizzy asked after giving her friend a hug.


    “Said he was an asshole,” Kelly said, smiling, a fresh tear falling down her cheek.


    “I already told ya that,” Rich said, and they all started laughing.

    



    The bonfire party progressed surprisingly well. Dan minded his manners and gave Kelly just enough breathing room that she felt comfortable being there and having fun but not close enough she felt he was staking any claim on her. In fact, after a few Budweisers there were moments she wished he would get a little closer, the thought of his warm body pressed against her constantly on her mind the cooler the night became. She fought the urges to go to him though, determined not to be such a pushover. He had to learn there was no way she would ever put up with that kind of shit again. Until he did, they’d both just have to get used to being a little cold at night.


    Their friend Patrick Brannon showed up carrying a twelve-pack of Corona and his camera bag slung over his shoulder like usual. It was hard to label an unusual guy like him, but if asked, he’d probably describe himself as a “recovering goth” these days. Pat was a quirky guy who’d recently graduated from all the black lipstick and pancake makeup, but wasn’t quite ready to give up the spiky hairstyles or dark baggy clothing. He was definitely a bit of a weirdo, quiet and moody if he was depressed, but he’d always been too comical and cheery to live the solemn life of a true goth and for the most part he was a fun guy to be around. The very fact that he was so different from the rest of the gang was partly what had brought them together. Sure, he was still trying to find his way in the world, but hell, who wasn’t these days. They were all outcasts to a certain degree, and being a strange dude or not, Pat had always seemed to fit right in. Kelly couldn’t remember ever seeing Pat without his camera. It was almost a physical piece of him, another part of his body as important to him as an arm or leg. Even he would admit he used the camera lens as a buffer to keep the world at bay sometimes; his tiny shield he sometimes needed to help cope with situations he wasn’t comfortable in. Without it he’d be lost. He’d taken thousands of pictures of them over the years and Kelly was sure there’d be a hell of a lot of them she hoped no one else ever saw. True to form, he reached into his bag and started snapping pictures of Rich trying to get the fire started.


    “Hey, Pat,” Kelly said. “Why are you by yourself? Where’s Sheila?”


    “Who knows? She dumped me last week. I’m flying solo at the moment.” He announced his breakup with a smile on his face so he couldn’t be all that upset about it. Kelly asked anyway.


    “That sucks. You okay?”


    “Sure. No biggie. Apparently she thought I was going way too straight for her tastes. She’s pretty hard-core and I was getting tired of it. Goth is for kids, man. You gotta grow up sometime, right?”


    “We do?” Lizzy said. “Bummer.”


    “Sorry to break it to ya, but yeah. To be honest, I’m glad she’s gone. She’s already seeing some Marilyn Man-son dipshit in a band across town.”


    “Hey, easy now,” Rich said, wrapping his arm around Liz. “Nothing wrong with Manson, dude. I’ve been singing in bands all my life. Rock stars are cool!”


    “Yeah, which is why you cut grass for a living.” Pat smirked and held up his hands in a peace gesture. “Kidding, man. In fact, I was gonna ask you and Dan if you had any work for me? If I’m going legit here, I’d better get a job sometime…you know, make something of myself. My old man would probably have a heart attack if he heard me talking like this. Or an orgasm, I guess. What do you think, Rich?”


    “About your dad having an orgasm?”


    “No asswipe…about me working with you guys? You don’t have to pay me much. I just wanna hang out and see what this working-for-a-living thing is all about. See if I’ll hate it as much as I think I will.”


    “Thought you were going to be a professional photographer?” Rich said, stalling for time, not wanting to discuss this topic.


    “Sure, and I also wanted to be a chef, a race car driver, and I even considered becoming either a priest or a porn star, but none of those jobs have worked out yet, ya know? Just thought I’d try working with you guys for a while.”


    Rich turned to Dan and held out his arms, palms out, as if he didn’t know how to answer their friend. Luckily it wasn’t his decision to make anyway. Dan was the boss so it was he who needed to speak.


    “Can’t do it, buddy,” Dan said. “A year ago, definitely. Hell, three months ago maybe, but things really suck right now. We’re having trouble just finding work for Rich and me. If things ever pick up again, I’ll call you for sure, but I can’t promise you anything right now. Sorry.”


    “No worries. It was just a thought. I can work for nothing if that will help you guys out any? I don’t really give a shit about money.”


    “Wow. That’s really nice of you, Pat,” Lizzy said.


    “Yeah, it is, but right now we don’t have work for any of us.” Dan glanced around to look Kelly in the eyes, then quickly dropped his gaze to the ground. “I didn’t really want to get into this tonight, but now that we’re talking about it I may as well spill the beans. I was over seeing my accountant this week and things are bad. Really bad. In fact, there’s a good chance Rich and I will be shutting down the company next month.”


    “What?” Pat said, as shocked to hear the news as Kelly had been. “Business is that bad?”


    “Worse. I’m still trying to refinance a few things but the bank manager is being a prick, as usual, and I’m not holding my breath.”


    “Anything we can do to help?” Pat asked.


    “Not really. I hate to say it, but I think we’re screwed.”


    “Maybe not,” Kelly said. As soon as the words were out of her mouth she regretted them. She hadn’t intended to bring this up tonight, and maybe not ever, but she hated to see the beaten-down look on Dan’s face and hear the shame and disappointment in his voice. He worked so hard and deserved better than what fate was giving him. Still, was it really going to help telling them the fantastical story her grandfather had told her earlier today? Was running off on a wild-goose chase going to help the situation out any? Probably not, and having false hope might even be worse than no hope at all.


    “What do you mean by that?” Rich said.


    Now what the hell was she going to say? She felt like a horse’s ass for not keeping her big mouth shut. “Shit! Okay…have a seat around the fire, guys. This is probably nuts, but I’ve got a story to tell you and it might take a while…”

    



    Kelly told them everything she knew, from the city workers finding the dead suicide victim in the wall of the Paramount Theatre, to her grandfather’s confession about what the village elders of Miller’s Grove had supposedly done to the town preacher back in 1936. She ended her story with the rumor of Joshua Miller’s hidden treasure and how there was a chance, if it had ever existed at all, that it might still be out there somewhere in the nearby Iowa woods.


    Everyone was silent for a moment, chewing on what Kelly had said, not entirely sure she wasn’t yanking their chain and making the whole thing up. Dan evidently didn’t find her story amusing.


    “Rich and I going bankrupt is hardly something to kid around about, Kel. I know you still hate me, but we’re in some serious shit. I thought you wanted to help?”


    “What?” Kelly said, standing up and shaking her arms in front of her face to cut him off. “No, you got it all wrong. I don’t hate you…and I am trying to help. The story’s true. I swear it is.”


    “Then how come we’ve never heard about any of it before?”


    “Yeah. I’ve heard of Miller’s Grove, but none of this juicy shit,” Rich said. “Where is Miller’s Grove anyway? Sure as hell isn’t around here anywhere.”


    “Not anymore it’s not,” Kelly said, defending herself and once again sorry she’d even brought up the topic. So much for helping out; all she was accomplishing was making Dan mad at her. “And no one around here knows about it because that’s the way the villagers wanted it. They wanted all memories of what they’d done to die with them, I think. Makes sense to me, anyway.”


    “And your grandfather swears this shit is all true?” Dan asked, looking her straight in the eye. It was his no-bullshit stare and Kelly knew he wanted nothing but the absolute truth. “Your ancestors killed a priest and abandoned the whole community, leaving behind everything, including a possible fortune in harvest loot?”


    “That’s what he said, yeah.”


    “And you believe him?”


    “Yeah. I do. You would too if you’d been there. I don’t know exactly what happened in Miller’s Grove, but something sure did. I’ve never seen my grandfather so afraid in all my life.”


    “Okay, I believe you.”


    “So do I,” Lizzy said, “but I still don’t see how this helps. You’re not saying we should go on a treasure hunt for this lost gold, are you? That’s crazy talk…isn’t it?”


    “Why?” Kelly said. “If Joshua Miller’s treasure is real and more importantly, if it’s still there, why wouldn’t we go after it? Even if there isn’t much there, it’s probably more than enough to get Dan and Rich back on their feet. Maybe even enough for me to start my restaurant.”


    “Will there be enough for me to open a hair salon?”


    “One way to find out. What do you think, Dan?”


    “Shit, I don’t know. Sounds too good to be true; and even if it is, someone must have found the gold after all this time. Besides, we don’t even know where to start looking, right?”


    “I can find it,” Pat said, then looked shocked when everyone burst out laughing at him. “What? I can. Well, maybe not me. My dad. He’s a geography teacher, remember? He has a whole shitload of old maps and local charts down in the basement. Far as I know, they go back hundreds of years. If Miller’s Grove existed out in the backwoods of the state, I’m pretty sure we can find some record of it there.”


    “Wow,” Dan said, warming to the idea a little. “Might be worth a look, I guess. Too bad your gramps didn’t just tell you where their old village was. Did you ask?”


    “He’s not telling us squat. In fact, he freaked when I mentioned the gold. He made me promise I’d never try and find it but what do we have to lose? Every last one of us is out of work right now. Well, Lizzy, Pat, and I anyway. Rich and you won’t be far behind us, right? So why not take a shot at this. If we’re wrong, big deal, we’ll turn it into a camping trip and drink a few beers. But if we’re right…”


    Kelly left the sentence open-ended, looking around at her friends’ faces but finding it hard to judge their reactions in the flickering light of the campfire. For a while, the only sounds were that of the crackling logs and the silence was getting unbearable. Pat felt the tension in the air too, and snapped a few pictures while everyone stood around waiting for someone else to speak. Kelly ran out of patience first. “Well…don’t just leave me hanging here. You guys with me, or what?”


    “I’m in,” Pat said straightaway. “I got nothing better to do, and I can probably get some cool pics out in the woods too.”


    Rich and Lizzy looked at each other and both nodded. Lizzy smiled and said, “We’re in too. Might be a lot of fun!”


    “Me, horny in a tent…’course it will be fun!” Rich said, receiving a punch in the arm from his girlfriend.


    “Dan?” Kelly asked.


    Dan wasn’t sure what to say. He wasn’t happy that the business Rich and he had worked so hard to build was in such dire straits they were being forced into something as insane and potentially pointless as this, but what other choice did they have? And hey, like Lizzy said—maybe it would be fun. At the very least, he’d get a chance to spend time with Kelly and maybe put things right between them again. That alone would be worth the trip. “Let’s do it, I guess. Can’t believe I’m saying that, but what the hell. A sorrier bunch of adventurers I’ve never seen, but if it’s treasure hunting you guys want…treasure hunting it is.” Dan raised his bottle of beer in the air and offered a toast. “To Joshua Miller. Looks like we’re coming for you, buddy.”


    “To Joshua!” the rest of the gang joined in, the five friends clinking their beers together on high and speaking in unison. Then it was time to drink and party, to laugh and plan things out. It was a night of hope and friendship, where each of them could secretly dream about finding the treasure and what they might do with their share when they finally got back.


    None of them had any idea just how bad an idea they had committed themselves to, or the savage nightmare they were about to willingly walk themselves into.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The next day was a Sunday, and everyone had agreed it would be best holding off until Monday, when Pat’s father would be back at school and they’d have the house to themselves. He more than likely wouldn’t care if they used his maps in the basement to try locating Miller’s Grove, but he was a bit of a hothead and Pat and he didn’t always get along. Everyone preferred to just wait until Pat knew the house would be empty. Besides, with the amount of beer they’d all drank around the fire Saturday night, sleeping in and taking it easy had sounded like an excellent idea at the time.


    Kelly had spent the day shopping with Lizzy, knowing she’d need a decent sleeping bag and some other camping gear to bring along with them as well. Dan had called and wanted to tag along with them but Kelly had politely turned him down, the stubborn part of her not wanting to give in to him too easily and wanting to send a clear message to her estranged boyfriend that he was going to have to work hard to get her back this time. Dan had taken the news okay and had promised to make sure Pat and Rich used the day to get their camping gear ready to roll as well. Between them, they had three small tents, but so far no one had discussed the sleeping arrangements. Obviously Rich and Lizzy would grab one for themselves, but it was still too early to tell if Kelly would let Dan in with her, or if he’d better get used to hearing Pat snore. She’d figure out the answer to that question on the fly and wasn’t too worried about it today. For now, Lizzy and she just enjoyed the day, getting their things ready and talking about what they might do with the money if they got their hands on the gold.


    “Maybe Richie and I could finally get married,” Liz said, stars in her eyes at the mention of something she’d wanted for years already. “If he can get his business in the black again, and I can open my salon, there’s no reason why we’d have to wait anymore, right?”


    “Absolutely,” Kelly said, smiling and giving her best friend a hug. “If anyone was ever more perfect for each other than you guys, I don’t know who. That’ll be great!”


    “Totally agree. Rich drives me insane, but I love the crazy bugger. I don’t know what I’d do if I ever lost him.”


    The smile fell off Kelly’s face, thinking of her own relationship problems. She tried to hide it but Lizzy saw her face and regretted opening up her big mouth. “Sorry, Kel. You know what I mean. Besides, you and Dan will be walking down that aisle right behind us. I know you will.”


    “Who knows? I certainly used to hope so. Now, I’m not so sure. We’ll see, I guess. Let’s get you married off first though, okay? And you damn well better have me as your maid of honor or I’ll kick your ass. Got it?”


    “Deal. Now let’s go shopping. I wanna pick up something sexy for the trip.”


    “Lingerie? For a camping trip? You crazy?”


    “Hey, a girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do. Let’s go.”


    Kelly laughed, but in the back of her mind she thought maybe she might actually pick something out as well; just in case.

    



    When Kelly showed up at Pat’s house Monday morning at 11:00 A.M. as agreed, the rest of the gang was already there, down in the basement poring over old maps and mildew-stained journals. Funny, because Kelly had made a deliberate point of showing up a bit early, eager to get a jump start on this important meeting. Obviously the rest of the guys were just as eager as she was to see if they could find the location of the abandoned village. If they ran into a dead end here, their dreams of finding Joshua Miller’s treasure might be over before they even started. That would definitely suck but there was no doubt it was a realistic possibility.


    “Hi, guys,” Kelly said when she walked into the room. “Any luck?”


    “Hey, look who finally crawled out of bed,” Dan said, winking at Kelly to show he was only kidding.


    “About time you showed up.” Rich carried on the joke. “We thought you’d decided to cut us all out and had decided to keep the gold for yourself.”


    “Ha ha…you two are so funny.”


    “We haven’t found anything,” Lizzy said, disappointment clearly written on her pretty face. “There’s like…a billion maps left to look at.”


    “We haven’t found anything yet,” Pat corrected her, walking over to an old yellow chart draped over the nearby coffee table. “We just got started. Glad you’re here though, Kelly. From what you told us, we’re looking for a map from the 1920s or ’30s at the latest, right. I’ve got one here, copyright 1929, but there’s no mention of Miller’s Grove on it.”


    “Then keep looking,” Dan said. “Far as I’m concerned, the harder it is to find that village, the better our chances the treasure might actually still be there. Know what I mean? If we have to look at every damn map here, that’s what we do.”


    That was no easy task. Pat’s father had an entire rec room filled with boxes and trunks, all of them filled to overflowing with bits and pieces of Iowa’s geographic history—past and present—and sorting through it all wasn’t as easy of a job as any of them had originally thought. It was tough slugging, even for a group of people like they had. And time consuming as well; in fact, they were still searching through the reams of paper hours later when Pat’s father came home from school.


    Jason Brannon was a tall, thin man with a full head of gray hair and a matching goatee. He’d been teaching high school geography for twenty-one years now at the same school and he was looking forward to retiring in another few years. Today, his final class had been over by 2:00 P.M. and the last thing he expected to return home to was a group of kids destroying his life’s work. He’d been collecting these maps and charts since he was a little boy and had taken an interest in geography as a Boy Scout. Seeing everything scattered all over the tables and floor didn’t exactly make him happy. In fact, everyone could tell he was pissed.


    “What in the hell is going on here?” Mr. Brannon yelled when he came down the stairs. “This better be good, Patrick.”


    Pat bolted to attention. He knew his father only referred to him by his full name when the shit was about to hit the fan and he wanted to smooth things over before they got out of control. After all, they weren’t here trying to do anything wrong. Not that he intended to tell his dad what they were really up to, but he knew he had to say something, so he said the first thing that came to mind.


    “Relax, Dad. We’re just trying to find an old village here in Iowa. My friends Dan and Rich are big geography buffs…like you, and we’re just trying to locate a few places off the beaten path for a camping trip we’re thinking about taking. I told these guys no one knew more about the state than you and we’ve been waiting for you to get home. Guess we got a little carried away looking around before you got here, sorry.”


    Mr. Brannon looked from his son over to Rich and Dan. “You guys are into geography? Seriously?”


    “Absolutely,” Rich lied. “This stuff you have here is incredible.”


    “Yeah,” Dan joined in. “We’ve never seen anything like it. It’s gotta be the best collection of maps in Cedar Rapids.”


    “The best in the whole state,” Mr. Brannon said, beaming with pride. “Even the museum at Iowa State doesn’t have some of this stuff. I’ve been collecting it since I was a kid.”


    “That’s what I told them, Dad,” Pat said, knowing they had him leaning in the right direction. “I told them if anyone around here could find the place they’re looking for, it would be you. Glad you finally made it home.”


    “You bet. Hope I can help. What are you looking for?”


    “A place called Miller’s Grove,” Kelly said. “It’s not around anymore. My grandfather lived there as a kid and we need to find it. He told me it was a small farming community in the woods somewhere around here, but they abandoned the settlement in the mid-1930s.”


    “Can’t you just ask him where it was?”


    “Ahh…no, he died recently.” Kelly felt like a fool for lying like this but she couldn’t think of anything else to say.


    “Oh, okay. Sorry ’bout that. Let’s see then…Miller’s Grove, huh?”


    “Yeah,” Pat said, stepping in. “Think you can find it? We’ve been looking for a few hours and can’t find squat.”


    “That’s because you’re all starting in the wrong spot. These maps might take you weeks to scour over, but I have a system to keep things straight. Hand me that box of journals over there, Pat. Yeah, that box behind you.”


    Pat did as his father asked, lugging over a heavy box filled with identical yellow leather notebooks. He set the box down on the coffee table and got out of his dad’s way.


    “Thanks. See, what I’ve done is keep an ongoing list of the towns, cities, rivers, forests, state parks, counties…you name it; basically everything you can think of across the entire state of Iowa. Then I put them into these journals where I jot down study notes, or points of interest in those areas. You know, all the fun stuff. I also cross-reference names and places and try to keep an up-to-date record of what’s happening there. If Miller’s Grove existed, it’ll be in these books.”


    The entire gang held their breath as Mr. Brannon started sifting through the various journals, trying to locate the volume filled with the letter M. They all knew that if Pat’s dad came up empty here as well, they were more than likely out of luck. A few tense minutes later, the geography buff cried out and jumped to his feet.


    “Aha! Here’s something. Look at this. I don’t even remember writing this but it says Miller’s Grove was a small backwoods farming community famous for their unusually large corn crops. Doesn’t say anything about them abandoning the settlement, but there’s no further reference after 1936. Interesting.”


    “Sure, Dad,” Pat said, “fascinating, but we already knew that. What about location? Does it tell you where we might find it?”


    “Nope. Not a word.”


    There was a collective groan in the room, but just as the disappointment was settling in, Mr. Brannon held up his hand and said, “Wait a minute…I might have something here.”


    “What?” several people said at once.


    “Well, not sure, but I penciled in the name Oak Valley into the margin beside Miller’s Grove, but for the life of me I can’t remember why. Pretty sure I must have figured that was where the Grove was located though. No other reason for me to jot it down otherwise.”


    “Okay,” Kelly said, her hope renewed. “Where’s Oak Valley, then? I’ve never heard of that either.”


    “Me neither,” Dan said, coming over to stand by her side.


    “I know exactly where it is,” Mr. Brannon said proudly. “Not far from here either, they just don’t call it by that name anymore. Oak Valley used to be huge. Thousands of acres of thick forests and sprawling fields, lots of rivers and lakes too, but the government kept chopping it up and handing out land grants to farmers and every little town that popped up on the map. It’s pretty much gone now, but the state did keep a big chunk as protected land. Today, all that’s left of Oak Valley is smack-dab in the middle of Rock Creek State Park.”


    “Rock Creek?” Pat said. “Isn’t that over by Des Moines? We used to go camping there years ago, right?”


    “That’s the place, yes. Probably one of the hot spots in the entire state for camping, actually, but that’s the big southern end of the park. You won’t find what you’re looking for there. The north end is real desolate. Wild, even. Night and day from the rest of the state park. Just huge trees and lots of water. Probably a lot of fertile land up there for crops too, now that I think of it, but it’s a bit too swampy for any real commercial outfits.”


    “Can you show us on a map?” Rich said, already reaching for one and handing it over Lizzy’s head to Dan, who passed it across the coffee table to Mr. Brannon.


    “Sure, let’s see now…yeah, right about here.”


    Everyone present crowded in to see where Jason Brannon had placed his finger on the map. Kelly had no idea of the scale of the map, but she noticed Cedar Rapids near his finger and knew it couldn’t be that far away.


    “That looks pretty close to here,” she said.


    “It is. It’s between here and Des Moines but you’ll need to head down toward Iowa City, then cut west to get there. Probably only fifty miles by the crow, but more like double that taking the highways.”


    “Still, that’s only a couple of hours,” Dan said. “Nothing to it.”


    “Exactly,” Mr. Brannon said, quite proud of himself. “And here’s another tip. Don’t waste your time searching inside the state park. Even the desolate areas will have been combed over by the rangers and hikers. Everything to find in there already has been, trust me. If you want to find Miller’s Grove, I’d go just north of the park. Same wild country, but no one wanders around in there. No reason to…there’s nothing there.”


    Searching the map again, he’d tap his finger on a section, but then change his mind. After another minute, he still hadn’t made up his mind. “I need an older map. I wanna compare the two. Something from the 1930s, if poss—oh my God!”


    “What?” Kelly said. “What’s the matter?”


    “Nothing. 1937. I just remembered a map I have of this exact area. Hunting and fishing map, laying a grid through the middle of the state, and I’m pretty damn sure there are several close-up segments showing some of the parks. It has Rock Creek on it, I think, even though it wasn’t even an official state park yet.”


    It took him several minutes of frantic searching where he made more of a mess than all of the gang combined but eventually he shouted, “Hell yeah! I got it!” Red-faced and tired from all his efforts, Mr. Brannon brought back to the coffee table a smaller map, two feet by two feet, on yellowed wrinkled paper that was clearly very old. “Now we’re talking. Okay, here’s the outline of what’s now Rock Creek State Park. All the camping and hiking and fishing takes place down here in this tourist area. Head north up toward…well I’ll be damned! Look at that!”


    “What?” they all asked, leaning closer to get a better look. “Just above the boundary of the park, just like I said; take a look at what’s written there in pencil. MG with a question mark behind it.”


    “Miller’s Grove,” Lizzy said, almost in awe. It wasn’t a question.


    “Miller’s Grove,” Jason Brannon said, proud as a peacock. “I’ll bet my next paycheck on it.”


    “Wow, Pops,” Pat said. “I’m actually impressed.”


    “As you should be,” his dad answered, then laughed. “Now if you don’t mind, I’m gonna go get myself a cold beer. It’s been a long day.”


    Everyone thanked Mr. Brannon for his help. And they meant it too. There was no way they would have found Miller’s Grove without his passion for geography and his knowledge of Iowa. Now at least they had a destination to shoot for. It still might turn out to be a dead end, or even if they did find the old settlement in the woods, it didn’t mean there would be any truth to the treasure rumors but they were definitely headed in the right direction.


    “Oh, wait a sec, Dad. We can borrow this map for a few days, right?” Pat asked, just as his father was exiting the room.


    He poked his head back in, smiled, and said, “Sure…but first you’re all going to clean up this goddamned mess!”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    For a time, there was only darkness.


    Constant night. Oppressive, stifling darkness as hot as the inside of an oven but eventually cracks appear in the foundation walls and some of the floorboards sag and collapse. Between the gaps in the wood and stone some indirect sunlight finds its way into the space, and through the gloom a large room is revealed.


    An old church.


    Row after row of empty pews waiting for the congregation’s arrival, but nobody comes here anymore and nothing sits on the once-polished oak seats except for an inch-thick layer of dust. No one is sitting down and no one is standing in the aisles but that doesn’t mean the sanctuary is empty. Up on the raised altar, the room’s only inhabitant hangs high on the wall, a macabre parody of Christ on Calvary. He was a normal man once, but that was ages ago and time has been less than kind. His body and muscles have withered, emaciated from the heavy ropes and forced bondage. His skin has hardened, mummified paper-thin from the years spent in insufferable heat.


    A terrible way to die; or should have been anyway, but in this unholy place death is only a fading dream and what hangs on the cross isn’t dead. Nor is he alive. An abomination trapped in the shadowy realm that exists somewhere between. He breathes, he listens, he waits.


    Rage is what keeps him sentient. Unbridled fury.


    And hunger.


    Decades on the cross have left the beast famished, his teeth often gnashing together in his torturous slumber, tearing out the throats of his enemies over and over again in endless dark dreams filled with gore and spectacular violence.


    Then suddenly he awakens, a thin stream of blood spilling down his pale chin as he opens his large haunted eyes and begins to laugh. “I’m waiting for her, old man,” he says, licking his dry lips with a leathery gray tongue. “Can’t wait to see how she tastes!”


    The man-creature on the cross begins to thrash and scream, pulling and twisting with all his considerable might to break free from the bindings that hold him tied to the wooden beams. He yanks and tears with an unworldly strength, savagely ripping his own desiccated skin but not caring in the least, intent on nothing else but freedom.


    “You hear me, coward?”

    



    Malcolm Tucker woke up screaming in bed, his tired eighty-four-year-old heart doing cartwheels inside of his aching chest. He instantly realized he was safe in his bed at Lorimar House but that knowledge brought no comfort, as for several minutes he was convinced he was having a heart attack. At his age it was a distinct possibility and twice he came close to pushing the panic button beside his bed that would immediately summon the nurses and orderlies. Both times though, he rode out the pain, taking deep breaths and willing his body to settle down and not abandon him yet. He wasn’t scared of dying and had made his peace with the Lord a long time ago; he simply wasn’t ready to go yet. There were still so many things he wanted to do with his life, such as it was. Surely this wasn’t going to be the way he checked out—alone and wearing the same dirty pair of pajamas his granddaughter had scolded him about wearing a few days ago.


    “Kelly,” he whispered in the dark, still massaging his chest with an open palm, but finally starting to feel the steel bands around his ribs loosening their grip, allowing him to breathe a little easier. Saying a quick prayer of thanks, he lay back down and concentrated on taking long, slow breaths until he was sure he felt back in control and relatively safe attempting to move around.


    It might be foolish trying to get out of bed to go to the bathroom this soon after having bad chest pains, but Malcolm had always been stubborn like that. Besides, he needed to go pee. What was he supposed to do, wet the bed when a perfectly good toilet was less than ten feet away? Not likely. He swung his skinny legs off the side of the bed and gingerly set them down on the cool floor. He cautiously stood up and being fairly confident he wasn’t about to keel over, shuffled off to the bathroom to do his business.


    In truth, he didn’t really have to go pee that bad. Certainly not urgently. He was just stalling for time, not yet ready to think about the horrible dream he’d just had or whether he could trust his granddaughter to keep her word that she’d never go after Joshua Miller’s treasure. After washing his hands and returning to bed, Malcolm was sure of two things: One, he’d never had such a vivid, terrifying dream as that in his whole life, and two, Kelly had lied to him. And why wouldn’t she? If he were young and full of piss and vinegar like she was, he’d go after the treasure too. The ravings of a silly old man and the ghost story of a fallen reverend wouldn’t be enough to keep him away from fortune and fame. Not a chance.


    Kelly didn’t know Miller’s Grove the way he did, didn’t have a clue what wickedness Joshua Miller had brought to their village. She was far too young to know about good and evil, heaven and hell, and the cruel ways the Man in Black could corrupt a good man’s soul. Malcolm thought again about the dream, about Joshua Miller lashed onto his cross and transformed into some hideous long-haired beast out for revenge. Silliness, of course, but that didn’t mean Kelly wouldn’t be in danger if she went off on a wild-goose chase into the woods. His father Angus had always told him, “If someone goes looking for trouble, they usually find it.” Malcolm agreed. Reverend Miller was dead and gone but Miller’s Grove was still a terrible, cursed place and he didn’t want Kelly going anywhere near there.


    “Maybe I best call her in the morning…just to check in.”


    Satisfied, or at least as satisfied as his conscience allowed, he lay back down and tried to get back to sleep, but rest was a long time coming. Malcolm tossed and turned, his mind full of horrible bloody images not just from his recent dream but drawn from a lifetime of guilty nightmares—all of them leading back one way or another to Reverend Miller and the doomed village he’d grown up in. No matter how many years went by, or how long he lived, there was no way he’d ever manage to escape Miller’s Grove. No one who’d been there ever would. Just ask the poor man who’d just been found sealed inside the theater wall. He’d known the fear Malcolm was feeling tonight. That’s what young people like Kelly would never understand. Unless they’d been there before, they couldn’t possibly comprehend that Miller’s Grove left its malevolent mark on a person. Malcolm was tainted forevermore, a black stain on his soul that would follow him to the grave, and perhaps beyond.


    By 6:00 A.M. Malcolm gave up and went out to the kitchen to make himself a strong cup of coffee. He couldn’t seem to get Kelly out of his mind this morning and knowing he’d drive himself batty all day if he didn’t do something about it, he decided he’d give her a call. If nothing else, he could hear her voice and know she was okay. She’d probably call him a silly old fool for worrying about her, but that would be okay. Being a fool was something he was used to.


    Malcolm forced himself to at least wait until 8:00 A.M. before picking up the phone though. There was no need to wake the whole house just because he’d had a bad dream. Someone answered on the third ring.


    “Hello?” a female voice said. It was Kelly’s mother, Janice, a woman Malcolm didn’t get along with very well. Why his son had ever married her in the first place still amazed Malcolm every time they met. She’d tried to have him put into a nursing home two years ago just because it was a few hundred dollars a month cheaper than the assisted-living center he lived in now. He’d never forgiven her for that, and likely never would.


    “Ahh, yes Janice, it’s Malcolm. Is Kelly up and at it yet? I need to speak to her if you don’t mind.”


    “Oh hi, old-timer,” Janice said, her words cheery but somehow falling flat and losing their humor. “You missed her. Kelly’s already gone. She left about—”


    “Gone! What do you mean, gone? Where?”


    “Camping, I guess. Her and some of her friends said they’re gonna take off for a few days out in the woods. Said she’d be back by Friday. Why, what do you need?”


    Sweet mother of God! Malcolm thought. She can’t be going to the Grove already, can she? She doesn’t even know where to look…does she?


    “Malcolm? You there? Everything okay?”


    “I’m here. And yeah, everything is fine. Did Kelly say where she was camping?”


    “No, not really. I didn’t ask. All I know is she’s meeting her buddies over at Rich and Lizzy’s place and they’re gonna take off from there around nine.”


    Malcolm checked the clock on the wall. It read 8:06. There was still time.


    “Do you know the address there, Janice?”


    “Yeah, but what’s going on? Just call her cell phone, Dad. Is something wrong? You’re acting kind of weird.”


    “I told you, everything’s fine, now give me the damn address. I wanna talk to her face-to-face and don’t have time to sit here and yap with you all day.”


    There was a big frustrated sigh on the other end of the line, and just as Malcolm was about to start screaming, Janice was back on the line with the information he needed. “Okay, here you go. The address book says 115 Stadler Avenue. That’s just off Riverside. You know where that—”


    Malcolm had hung up. He needed to call a taxi and rude or not, he didn’t want to waste any more time talking to Janice. She didn’t like him anyway. She could just add this to her list of complaints she had with him. It didn’t matter to him in the least. All he cared about was Kelly at the moment. He just hoped he wasn’t too late.

    



    Rich’s Ford Taurus was jammed full of camping gear from front to back, so much so it was going to be nearly impossible to fit all five of the passengers inside the car. Dan had joked that they might have to strap Pat onto the roof of the car to make the ride more comfortable, and it would have been a funny joke if Pat had been there to hear it. It was 8:40 A.M. and although the rest of the gang was packed, present, and ready to roll half an hour ago, there was still no sign of Pat.


    “Where the heck is he?” Kelly asked, starting to worry. Pat was a world-class slacker but it wasn’t like him to be late. Disappear early or wander away from things when he got bored, sure, but he was usually the first in line at the start of the day, camera bag on his arm and ready to go. “Anyone talk to him this morning yet? He might have slept in.”


    “No, he’s up and coming,” Dan said. “He called and told me he’d be a little late. Said he had a surprise to show us.”


    “What kind of surprise?” Lizzy asked, her hair dyed jet-black today with streaks of red in it but still managing to ask a typical Blonde question.


    “If we knew that, kiddo, it wouldn’t be much of a surprise now, would it?”


    “I guess not. Well, whatever it is, he better hurry up. The bus is leaving in less than twenty minutes.”


    Pat made it with ten minutes to spare, squealing to a stop out front in his father’s black Chevy Malibu. It didn’t take long for everyone to guess what his surprise was going to be, because she stepped out of the passenger-side door and went over to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. Whoever she was, she was younger than the rest of them, maybe not even twenty, and she was dressed more like she was going out on the prowl than someone off on a camping trip. She was a pretty blonde squeezed into a white wool sweater and tight denim jeans. Her skin was ghostly pale and at first glance she looked as delicate as a flower, but when she walked it was with purpose, swinging her hips with both the power and grace of an athlete. She was the kind of woman people noticed; especially the men in the crowd.


    “Who in the hell is that?” Kelly asked. “What’s she doing here?”


    “What in the hell is that, is a better question…and why hasn’t she been here before?” Rich said with a grin, earning himself an elbow in the ribs from Liz.


    “Keep it up, funny guy,” Lizzy said. “See what it gets you. Or doesn’t get you, to be more precise.”


    “Sorry, sweets. You know her, Dan?”


    “Ah, no. Not really. Think I’ve seen her around though.”


    “I’ll bet you have,” Kelly said, and try as she might to make it a joke, she couldn’t keep the hint of jealousy and hurt out of her voice. The others might have missed it, but Dan certainly got the message loud and clear. He shot her a look that said, “Don’t go there, okay?” and she held her hands up in a calming motion saying she understood. Funny how even after a few months apart, they could still communicate so well without ever having to talk.

    



    Dan kissed Kelly on the hand and went to help Pat with his bags. On the outside he kept his cool, but inside he was ready to explode, having been totally blindsided by the unexpected appearance of Kim Jacob. Kim was the blonde bombshell Pat had brought with him, and although he’d told everyone he didn’t know her, that hadn’t exactly been totally honest. The truth was he knew Kim quite well, had secretly dated her a couple of times in the last month when he’d lost all hope of getting Kelly back. He’d never slept with her, thank God, but it hadn’t been for a lack of trying on Kim’s part. She’d been all over Dan from the first time they’d met and for a while it had felt good getting all that attention from such a beautiful woman, but the more he got to know her the less he liked being around her. She was bossy and arrogant and had too big of a mouth. Dan had shut down their relationship in a hurry, but Kim had still continued to call and chase him around town whenever she could.


    Dan had no idea when she’d met Pat or why she was here today, but a lead weight was forming around his heart as he walked toward the new arrivals. Surely her being here wasn’t a coincidence. She had to be here because of him, didn’t she? And if she was, that was sure going to screw up his plans of winning Kelly back on this trip. She’d been furious for him kissing Tracey at the bar. She’d go ballistic and dump his ass for good if she learned he’d been fooling around with this girl too. Dan didn’t want to lie to Kelly but there was no way he could tell her about this. He’d just have to lie low and hope she didn’t find out. This was the absolute last thing he needed today. He was under enough stress, what with the business going into the tank lately. He was seriously starting to wonder what he’d done to deserve all this recent chaos in his life.


    “Hey, Pat,” Dan said when he met them at the end of the driveway. He said excuse me to Kim and walked his friend back toward the parked car. “Who’s your friend? She isn’t coming with us, is she?”


    “What? Of course she’s coming. Her name’s Kim. We met a few weeks back at the pub. I ended up having dinner with her last night and mentioned we were going camping today. Don’t worry, man, I didn’t say nothing about the treasure…well, not much anyway.”


    “Dammit, Pat. What’s the matter with you? Can’t you keep your trap shut for even one night? Who else did you tell?”


    “No one, I swear. Gimme a break, Dan. I like her, okay. She’s a hottie if you hadn’t noticed. And you guys are gonna like her. Even the girls. Kim’s a lot of fun.”


    “I’m sure she is, but Christ, you didn’t have to bring her with us on this trip.”


    “Why, what’s the problem? You and Rich have your girlfriends with you. Why should I go without? You think I wanna sit and listen to you guys making monkey noises in your tents all night? Screw that, man.”


    It was hard to argue with that logic, Dan thought. Besides, he knew when he was beat. Kim was already here. She wouldn’t be going anywhere so he may as well get used to the idea. “Fine, but you’re going to have to drive your own car. Rich’s car is packed to the rafters already with just the four of us.”


    “No problem. It’s only a few hours, right?”


    “I guess. You better go introduce her to the gang then.”


    Pat clapped Dan on the back and ran off to go talk to Rich, Liz, and Kelly. Dan seized the opportunity to walk over and talk quietly to Kim.


    “You and Pat an item now, Kim? Good to see. I’m happy for you.”


    “Not sure yet, Danny. Maybe we are…maybe we aren’t. Have to see how the trip goes. Why? You jealous?”


    “Nope. Terrified though. You better be cool, you hear me? I’m trying to get back together with Kelly and you damn well know it. I’d appreciate if you didn’t mention nothing about us…not that there’s anything to tell.”


    Kim laughed, tossing her hair to the side in a way she knew was sexy, licking her lips as she moved in close to Dan’s ear. “Don’t worry, lover boy. I’ll be good. In fact, I’ll be anything you want me to be.”


    With that, she giggled and moved up the driveway to be introduced to the gang. Dan watched in horror as she and Kelly shook hands. The seconds ticked by slowly but Kelly soon smiled and laughed at something Kim had said and the disaster Dan had been expecting didn’t happen. Everyone was getting along just fine, in fact, so maybe he had nothing to worry about after all. Time would tell, he guessed.


    Behind him, another car pulled to a stop out on the road.


    Now who’s here? Dan wondered, turning just in time to see a little old man climbing out of the backseat of a blue and white city cab. It was Kelly’s grandfather, Malcolm Tucker, oddly dressed in track pants and dress shoes, wearing a big brown bomber jacket over the top of everything. The day was getting stranger by the minute. What the heck was Malcolm doing here at Rich’s house?


    The cabdriver shut off the engine, obviously intending to wait for the old man to get back in whenever he was ready to return home.


    “Kelly,” Dan shouted, but she was already way ahead of him, heading toward her grandfather with a concerned look on her face. He hoped there was nothing wrong, but just in case, he decided to give them some space and left them alone. Dan went up to talk to Rich and see how Pat’s “surprise” was fitting in.

    



    Kelly saw her grandfather exit the taxi and immediately knew why he was here. She was busted. Somehow he’d found out what she and her friends were up to and was here to try stop her from going through with the plan. She met him at the end of the driveway, hoping to defuse him before he started ranting and raving about the Man in Black, embarrassing himself in front of all her friends.


    “Thank God I found you in time,” Malcolm said.


    “Stop, Gramps. I know what you’re going to say, but save it, okay? This isn’t what you think.”


    “It isn’t?”


    “No. We’re just going camping. Honest.”


    “You think your old grandfather’s a fool, huh? I’m not, so cut the crap.”


    “No seriously. All we’re doing is—”


    “Is going treasure hunting in Miller’s Grove. I know…and it’s okay. I’d probably do the same thing if I was your age. How did you find the location?”


    Kelly considered continuing to deny things, but saw no point in it. “Pat’s dad is a geography buff. His basement’s full of old maps and journals. He found it, not us. We’re not even sure if he’s right.”


    “Where are you going?”


    “Just north of Rock Creek State Park. It’s west of here, but not all the way to Des Moines. Sound like we’re on the right track?”


    Malcolm never acknowledged the directions one way or the other. He just gazed down at the ground and looked like he might start crying. The look on the sweet old man’s face nearly broke Kelly’s heart. The poor thing. He was so afraid of the things he’d learned as a child but still here he was, dressed like a hobo trying to protect her as best he could. “You shouldn’t be here, big guy. You should go home and wait for me to get back. I’ll be careful, I promise. Soon as we’re back I’ll come have coffee and tell you all about it. Deal?”


    “Fine, I’ll let you go in a minute. I didn’t come here to try and stop you anyway. Well…originally that was my plan, but on the ride here I changed my mind. I realized there was nothing I could say that would convince you guys that place is cursed. Young people don’t believe in evil anymore.”


    “Then why’d you come?”


    “Two reasons. First, I just wanted to warn you to always stay alert. At the first sign of trouble get your ass out of there. Don’t be too proud to run. Something’s not right in the Grove. Never has been and never will be. You’re never alone even when you think you are. You’ll feel the darkness surrounding you in those woods. Eyes burning into your turned back. Laugh now, but you’ll know what I mean when you get there. When you see the fields. The crows. The church.” A shudder ran down Malcolm’s back, memories of his youth flashing through his troubled mind.


    “What’s the second reason?”


    “I wanted to give you this…”


    Malcolm reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small white leather case that separated in the middle with a flip-top lid. Inside, on a blanket of soft cotton, was an intricate silver ring in the shape of a five-pointed star, with a polished gold triangular piece attached on top. When Kelly looked close, she could see there were tiny geometric symbols carved into the metal, strange letters and pictures she’d never seen before. In the center of the triangle, a lifelike representation of an eye stared back at her. Kelly had never seen anything like it before. Instinctively she knew the gold and silver pieces were real. Fake jewelry never had this type of craftsmanship, this attention to detail. It wasn’t what she’d describe as beautiful, but it certainly wasn’t ugly either. It was clearly old and unique, timeless even, probably worth a fortune if it were ever sold on the open market.


    “It’s incredible, Gramps. What is it?”


    “Protection,” he said, meaning it. “It was my father’s, the last thing he gave to me on his deathbed. I was planning on giving it to your dad when I died, but I think you’re going to need it more than him.”


    “How can a ring protect anything? Doesn’t make much sense if you think about it, does it?”


    “Real magic hardly ever does, angel.”


    “Magic? Come on, Gramps…we already went through all this good-and-evil mumbo jumbo. I’m just going camping for a few—”


    “Humor me, okay? That’s all I ask. My father swore this ring is blessed by the Holy Spirit and it’s been passed down through our family for hundreds of years. The Knights Templar believed in what they called White Magic, a power source they could use to battle evil in all its forms. My father believed it too, and even though I know even less about this…what did you call it…mumbo jumbo, than he did, I believe in it too.”


    “Fine, I’ll wear it if it makes you happier, but I still don’t quite see how it can do anything. Does a laser beam shoot out of the eye if I’m attacked by a madman?”


    “Don’t joke about things like that. And I doubt it, no. All I know is there was also a matching amulet to this ring that my father used to carry around and pray over all the time. They both were infused with White Magic, and he believed they’d keep our family safe in times of trouble.”


    “What happened to the amulet? Do you still have it?”


    “From what I was told, it’s hanging on a chain around the neck of Joshua Miller. My father always told me the power of the talisman was the only thing that contained the reverend that night, and that without it the elders might have all been dead.”


    “Wow! Cool story anyway, whether it’s true or not. Think it’s still there? Inside the church, I mean?”


    “Probably, yeah, unless someone has found it before you get there. You can’t touch it though. I can’t stop you from going and looking for the treasure…hell, I can’t even blame you for trying that, but you’ve got to promise me you’ll leave that necklace alone. Please, I’m begging you. You’re probably right that my dad was full of baloney and his head was full of nonsense, but why tempt fate? It isn’t worth it. Not in a place like Miller’s Grove, it isn’t. Can you give your old grandfather that much, at least?”


    Kelly didn’t even have to think about what she would say. Of course she would agree not to touch the talisman. Anything that would calm Malcolm down and let him sleep easier while she was away. Miller’s Grove was his private nightmare, not hers, but if she could ease the burden on his shoulders and put a smile back on his wonderful wrinkled face, she’d have agreed to almost anything. “I promise, Gramps. And I’ll wear the ring too. Every second, okay?”


    Malcolm nodded and gave his granddaughter a big hug. “Thanks for listening, angel. I know I’m a stupid old coot, but I’m just worried about you. Be careful. I don’t give a damn about the treasure…just come back to me, okay?”


    “I will. We’ll have that coffee and I’ll let you know what we found.”


    They hugged again and Malcolm walked back to the waiting taxi. Just before he climbed in the backseat, Kelly blew him a kiss and shouted out, “Hey, who dresses you in the morning anyway? You look pretty funky today.”


    Malcolm laughed. “Oh well, what can you do? I was in a hurry. I’m going home and climbing back into my comfy jammies again…and there’s nothin’ you or anyone else can do about it. What do you think of that, smarty-pants?”


    “Sounds good. Stay out of trouble till I get back.”


    “I’ll try. See ya.”


    With that he was gone, the cabdriver tooting the horn as they pulled away. Kelly wasn’t positive, but it looked to her like Malcolm was starting to cry as the taxi sped out of sight. She hoped that whatever reason he’d had for coming here this morning, he could at least find some inner peace that he’d been able to speak his mind and get it off his chest. Glancing down at the big silver and gold ring on her finger, she sighed and turned to face her friends. Everyone was silently watching her, even Pat’s new girlfriend, and Kelly realized they’d probably watched the entire exchange between her and her grandfather.


    “Everything okay?” Dan asked.


    “Yep. He just wanted to wish us luck. Can we get the hell out of here now?”


    The gang of friends cheered and everyone headed for the cars. It was a good thing Pat had brought his dad’s Malibu because there wasn’t a chance they’d all fit into Rich’s Taurus. At least now they could shuffle some of the camping gear over to the other car, and everyone could ride in comfort.


    “Who’s riding with who?” Lizzy said, once they’d finished packing everything and were ready to roll.


    “Dan and Kelly can come with Pat and I,” Kim said, slyly winking Dan’s way. “We’ve got more room in the back than Rich.”


    Kelly was about to agree, but Dan jumped in ahead of her and said, “No thanks. I’ve got some stuff to talk to Rich about anyway. You know…business stuff, so we’ll just go with him and Liz, okay?”


    “Sure,” Pat said. “We’re not going that far anyway. Give me the plan again.”


    “Were heading south on 82 to Iowa City, then west on Interstate 80 headed for Des Moines.” It was Rich giving the directions and ticking off each turn on his fingers as he spoke. “About halfway there we’ll be cutting off at a town called Grinnell, then heading north to Rock Creek State Park. Simple, really. Just follow us. If you get lost, call Lizzy on the cell, okay?”


    “No worries. Let’s get at it.”


    A minute later, they were finally on the road.
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    Chapter Twelve


    “For Christ’s sake; everyone shut the hell up!” Rich said, smiling in spite of his angry words. They’d been on the road for nearly two hours without stopping and were just stir-crazy enough that Kelly and Liz had thought it was a great idea to break into a seemingly endless version of “99 Bottles of Beer on the Wall.” Rich and Dan had actually been bored enough to join in for a while, but the four-part harmony hadn’t lasted long and as the girls made it down to forty-six bottles to go, Rich was getting ready to snap. “Enough already! Nobody actually likes that bloody song, you know? Jeesh!”


    “We do,” Lizzy said. “You’re just being an old grump, as usual. What else are we supposed to do?”


    “I don’t know. Nothing. We’re nearly there, I think.”


    “Seriously?” Kelly said. She’d been having a great time so far, she and Dan laughing and getting along great, the four friends hardly missing a beat even though this was their first trip together in months. “Where are we?”


    Dan was in charge of the map. He opened it on his lap and showed Kelly the road they were traveling on with his finger. “We’re right about here on Highway 6, north of Grinnell. Pretty soon, we should hit a little place called Oakland Acres near the south entrance to Rock Creek State Park.”


    “We don’t want to go in the park though, right?”


    “Nope. We’ll skirt around it and keep heading north. Looks like there are some logging roads up where we’re headed. We’ll drive as far as we can, then probably have to hump it the rest of the way.”


    Rich laughed. “Sounds fun. Lizzy loves to hump…right, hon?”


    “Wrong, Romeo.”


    Kelly couldn’t help but laugh at Rich’s crude joke too, but her laughter died when she turned to look out the rear window. “Hold it. I think we lost Pat. I don’t see him back there, anyway.”


    Everyone turned to look, Rich checking in the rearview mirror. He’d been keeping an eye on Pat’s car the whole trip as they zigged and zagged throughout the busier-than-expected Tuesday morning traffic, and so far he and his new girlfriend hadn’t had any problem staying glued to their rear end. Now the road was clear; no sign of the black Malibu or any other vehicles for that matter. “Shit! Where the heck did he go? I saw him back there a few minutes ago so he can’t be far.”


    Liz’s cell phone began to ring.


    “That’s probably him,” Lizzy said, reaching down by her feet to pull her phone out of her purse and look at the display. “Yep, it is!” She hit the receive button. “Hello?” She listened for a moment, frowning. “Are you kidding? Where? Okay…just a sec.” She spoke to Rich. “His car broke down. He says they’re only a few minutes behind us.”


    “Shit,” Rich said. “Tell him we’ll spin around and be right there.”


    “Pat? Rich says…oh, okay. See you soon.” Lizzy hung up. “He heard you.”


    “Idiot!” Rich said, frustrated, but did a three-point turn on the empty road and was soon barreling down Highway 6 headed south. They found Pat’s Malibu parked on the shoulder about five miles back. Kim was leaning against the passenger door, soaking up some rays while Pat was poking around under the hood.


    “There they are,” Lizzy said, stating the obvious.


    Rich gave her a glare, turned the car around again, and pulled to a stop just behind them. Everyone got out of the car.


    “What’s wrong?” Dan asked, heading for the front of the car.


    “Hell if I know,” Pat said, wiping his dirty hands on the back of his jeans. “It just started chugging, then conked out on me. I don’t know squat about fixing cars.”


    “What are you looking under the hood for then? Here, let me have a look.” Dan and Rich looked at the engine and checked some of the wires but neither of them could see anything that was obviously the problem. “Sure you’re not just out of gas?”


    “I don’t think so. The gauge says we got half a tank still.”


    “How much did you have to start?” Rich asked.


    “Umm…well, about half a tank, I think.”


    Rich and Dan looked at each other and sighed. Leave it to Pat to be so helpful and aware of everything.


    “Jesus, Pat. Did you even look? Gas is kinda important in cars, ya know?”


    “I looked. I already told you, I think it was half full.”


    “And it’s still reading that. Your bloody gas gauge might be screwed.”


    “Maybe. Dad didn’t say anything about it though. Hopefully that’s all it is, right? It’ll make for an easy fix. All we need is a can of gas and off we go.”


    “Sure,” Dan said. “But do you see any gas stations around here? You should have filled up before you left, like Rich did.”


    “Sorry, guys.” Pat glanced over and nodded toward Kim, who had her arms in the air, stretching beside the car, her full breasts pushed up high and prominently on display. “I had a few other things on my mind.”


    “Yeah, I can see both of them,” Rich said, smirking.


    “We need to push on into Oakland Acres,” Dan said. “Should only be ten minutes from here. We’ll grab some gas and come right back. Hopefully that’s all that’s wrong with it.”


    “Okay. Kim and I’d better stay with my dad’s car.”


    “Fine,” Dan said. “We’ll be back in half an hour.”


    “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” Rich said with a wink.

    



    “How about the Des Moines Demon?” Travis Skyler said, running his permanently oil-stained hands over his mane of short dark hair.


    “Nah,” his twin brother Timothy immediately said. “Not bad, but we’re too far outside Des Moines to pull it off. People will think you’re retarded.”


    “Don’t you mean, we’re retarded?”


    “Nope. Just you. I’m the genius in the family, remember?”


    “How could I forget? Especially with how many times you remind me. How about the Kellogg Killer?”


    “Better, but Kellogg is too small of a town. No one except the locals has ever heard of Kellogg, Iowa. They’ll think you’re talking about the cereal company. Somebody will sue your ass.”


    “Our ass!”


    “Whatever…”


    It was 11:00 A.M. on Tuesday morning and the twenty-five-year-old Skyler brothers were taking an early lunch break from the garage they worked at together. Their uncle Steve Carlton owned the place and it was good of him to take the twins on as his mechanical apprentices but being grease monkeys at the only car repair shop in the tiny backwoods hellhole of Oakland Acres wasn’t exactly what the young men wanted out of life. In their imaginative yet simple minds, they were destined for far greater things.


    At six foot two, with muscular builds and big, strong hands, they looked the part of hardworking young men, but neither one of them enjoyed slaving over hot engines or changing tires all day long. Both were actually decent mechanics too, but since they’d been young their heads had always been in the clouds and they were constantly on the lookout for ways to get rich quick with the least amount of effort on their part. Especially if it could somehow also involve their other favorite hobby—horror movies.


    Travis and Tim simply adored watching horror movies; the more violent and gory, the better. Texas Chainsaw Massacre, My Bloody Valentine, Halloween, Hostel; you name it, they’d seen it a dozen times or more. In fact, if it wasn’t for having to show up for work every morning except Sunday, they’d sit and watch movies all day long. It wasn’t until they finally saw a pirated DVD copy of The Blair Witch Project several years ago that the wheels in their heads really got spinning. Tim had followed all the hoopla that quasi-documentary had caused on the Internet and although everyone eventually figured out the witch was nothing but a clever Hollywood hoax, it still didn’t stop thousands of rabid fans and thrill seekers from heading to Burkittsville, Maryland, to see the supposedly haunted woods for themselves. Still to this day, people were flocking to the Blair Witch site and the people of Burkittsville were reaping bucket loads of cash from the steady stream of offbeat tourists. Tim figured if they could get rich off a hoax, why the hell couldn’t he and his brother? They had drive and imagination. They had their own dark, spooky woods too. They even had a plan where Tim would create a website and blog where they’d start slowly leaking out information and building interest through phony news clips and fake sightings.


    All they needed was the right hoax.


    “How about a headless horseman?” Travis said, knowing right away it was a stupid suggestion.


    “Think that one’s already been done, dummy!”


    “I guess. All right, how about that old priest Dad used to tell us about? Remember him? Jacob something, I think?”


    “Priest?” Tim said, trying to think back. Their father, Bryan Skyler, had died four years ago, eaten away by cancer around the time the brothers had started thinking about all this stuff. Even though he’d been in horrible pain by the end, Bryan had tried to pitch in ideas, telling his sons all sorts of old ghost stories from their area of Iowa. Most of them were retreads of every other local urban legend across the country, but some of them—especially the ones he told after taking strong drugs to ease his suffering—had been pretty damn spooky. “Oh…you mean the reverend. Yeah. What about him?”


    “I don’t know. I just always found that story scary. It’s not that often an entire village goes nutso and wipes out their holy man. Dad seemed to think it was true, and that it happened near here too. We keep looking for a catchy hoax, but wouldn’t something that was actually true be even better?”


    “Hard to say, man. Dad didn’t know what he was talking about near the end. I wouldn’t count on anything he told us, you know?”


    “Yeah, suppose you’re right. Still, even if it’s all bullshit, we could twist it into something we can use. You know, the priest…reverend, whatever, he still walks the woods looking for the men and women that murdered him. You can come up with something better. We’ll call him the Reverend of Rock Creek.”


    “That’s actually not too bad, dude,” Tim said. “I’ll think about it, okay? Looks like someone’s pulling in for gas anyway. You better go take care of them.”


    “Why me?”


    “I told ya…I’m thinking, man! Jesus, do I have to do everything around here?”

    



    Rich pulled into the only gas station he could find in Oakland Acres. The sign above the open double garage doors said CARLTON AUTO, and it looked to be the kind of efficient, small country place that did everything anyone might require for their vehicle, from pumping gas to changing their transmission. There was even a row of three freshly washed cars facing the road with for-sale signs on them, so maybe this was the local dealership as well. Stopping by the pump, a tall dark-haired guy in greasy coveralls came walking out of the repair shop to come help them. Rich and Dan both got out of the car to meet him. The girls stayed in the backseat.


    “Howdy, fellas,” the mechanic said. “You need a fill-up?”


    “Actually no,” Dan said. “A friend of ours broke down just outside of town and we’re hoping you can help.”


    “Certainly. What’s the matter?”


    “We’re not really sure. He might even just be out of gas, but we don’t know. Kinda looks like his gas gauge might be broken. Any chance we can borrow a jerrican full of gas to check? We’ll pay for it, of course, and bring you the can back right away.”


    “No problem. I’ll go grab one.”


    The mechanic went inside and came back out with a red plastic ten-gallon container. He filled it about half full, screwed the lid in place, and carried it over to Dan. “You want me to come with you guys? If the car’s out of gas, great, but if something else is wrong maybe I can save you a second trip. My name’s Travis, by the way.”


    Dan introduced everyone. “That’s really nice, man, but we don’t want to be a pain. And to be honest, we can’t really afford a mechanic charging us for roadside assistance if we don’t need it. No offense.”


    “None taken, and don’t worry about it. I won’t charge you anything if it’s only out of gas. Promise.”


    “You sure we’re not putting you out?”


    “Hell, I don’t have anything going on today anyway. It’ll give me something to do. Let me grab my tool kit, just in case. Be right with you.”


    “Thanks, Travis. We appreciate it.”


    When the mechanic walked away, Kelly and Liz climbed out of the backseat. They’d heard what the plan was and weren’t particularly thrilled at the prospect of sharing the backseat with a big, dirty mechanic and his tool kit. “Think we’ll just hang out here,” Kelly said. “There’s a little antique shop across the street there. Lizzy and I can look around in there until you guys get back.”


    “Sure,” Rich said. “Whatever you want. Just don’t get into full shopping mode, okay? If it’s only the gas, we’ll be back in no time.”


    “That’s fine. Not exactly like shopping in Macy’s. Hurry and get back.”


    “We will.”


    Travis returned to the car with his tools and soon the three young men were pulling out onto Highway 6 and heading south again. Hopefully they would have some luck getting Pat’s car on the road again soon.


    “Come on, Lizzy. Let’s check this burg out.”

    



    Ten minutes later, the girls had seen all they wanted to in Oakland Acres. Gilda’s Treasures was more of a junkyard than an antique store and the bookstore beside it was closed and locked, despite the sign on the door saying COME ON IN! There was an old-fashioned diner down the street that looked promising, but it wasn’t lunchtime yet and the girls didn’t want to eat without everyone else anyway, so there was no sense walking down there to check it out. With nothing left to do, they headed back to the garage to wait for their ride to come back.


    “Maybe we can sit down inside?” Lizzy said. “Grab a soda or something?”


    “Sure. If they have any. Don’t hold your breath.”


    Inside the auto shop, they found a small waiting room with a vending machine and several scuffed-up chairs people could sit in while they waited for their car to be fixed. To their shock, Travis the mechanic was sitting in one of these chairs reading a well-worn copy of Famous Monsters of Movieland magazine. Seeing him caused the girls to do a double take, confused as to how this was possible.


    “What the hell? Didn’t you just leave with our boyfriends to try and fix our friend’s car?” Kelly asked.


    “What?” the dark-haired mechanic said, looking up from what he’d been reading, puzzled for a second. “Oh no…not me. That was Travis, my brother. I’m Tim. We’re identical twins. People mix us up all the time.”


    “Oh okay,” Kelly said, smiling, relieved they weren’t losing their minds. “We’re just hanging out until they get back, all right?”


    “Sure. Can I get you something? Coffeepot’s on.”


    “Got anything cold?” Lizzy asked, turning to look at the vending machine. Unfortunately it looked old and no longer used.


    “Not in there,” Tim said. “That thing’s been broken since I was a kid. I got some cans of Pepsi and Dr Pepper in the fridge if that’s okay?”


    “Pepsi would be super.”


    “Same for me,” Kelly said.


    Tim nodded and went to fetch the soda. He returned with a cold Pepsi in each hand, giving each girl a can. “Sorry, no glasses.”


    “That’s okay. Thanks.”


    Kelly gave Tim a few dollars for the drinks and he took one and handed the other back. He dropped the single bill in the cash register and said, “Travis won’t keep you waiting long. He’s a good mechanic. What brings you guys out this way, anyway?”


    “Camping,” Kelly said, popping the tab on her Pepsi and taking a drink.


    “Where? Rock Creek?”


    “Actually no. We’re headed a bit north of the park.”


    “Really?” Tim said, intrigued. “There’s nothing north of the state park. Some wild country up there. You might be better sticking to Rock Creek.”


    “Don’t worry…we’ll be fine.”


    “Better than fine,” Lizzy chimed in. “Especially if we find Miller’s Grove.”


    “Miller’s Grove?” Tim asked. He’d heard the name somewhere but couldn’t place it. “Where’s that?”


    Kelly gave Liz a look that said, “Be careful what you say,” but Liz ignored her.


    “Your guess is as good as ours. I’d hoped maybe you’d heard of it. How about Joshua Miller? He was—”


    “We don’t need to bore him with any of that nonsense, Liz. Maybe we should wait outside for the guys and let Tim get back to work.”

    



    Tim’s juices were flowing now. The name Joshua Miller was definitely familiar, but for the life of him he couldn’t remember why. Something his father had told him, perhaps? Then it came to him: The reverend! Joshua was his name; not Jacob like Travis had thought. Tim’s lips curled up into a smile. It was incredible that these girls were talking about the very thing he and his brother had been discussing only fifteen minutes earlier but in a way it made sense. There weren’t all that many local legends and it made perfect sense that other people from the area had grown up hearing the same ghost stories he and his brother had. This was fantastic news. It proved to him that people were definitely interested in these urban legends and justified his theory that money could be made on them.


    “Hold on a minute,” Tim said, instantly putting on his showman face. “You girls are looking for Joshua Miller? The Joshua Miller? The Reverend of Rock Creek? That’s not a very good idea.”


    Both girls looked at each other before answering.


    “Why not?” Lizzy asked.


    Good question, Tim thought, desperately trying to think of the real story his father had told but only being able to remember it had something to do with the Depression era and that the villagers joined together to kill Reverend Miller. Thinking fast on his feet he spun a yarn on the spot, living for just this kind of moment, always ready to tell a good horror story whenever he got the chance. “Joshua Miller, as I’m guessing you girls already know, was a preacher around these parts way back in the 1930s.”


    “In Miller’s Grove, yes,” Lizzy proudly said. “Kelly’s grandfather used to live there. He said they used to call this whole area Oak Valley.”


    “Exactly!” Tim said, not having a clue what the girl with the multicolored hair was talking about, but playing along. At least now he knew why they had mentioned looking for a place called Miller’s Grove. “That’s the guy. Anyway, like most places in the Depression, there was no work and everyone in Miller’s Grove was starving. There are different stories about why it happened but the bottom line is that the entire town blamed Reverend Miller for their bad luck. There were whispers that he was a devil worshipper and that he even carried around and preached from a Satanic Bible. Eventually the entire town…men, women, and even the children got together and dragged Joshua to the center of the village and stoned him to death using rocks and chunks of wood from the forest.”


    “But that’s not what—” Lizzy started to say.


    “Quiet, Lizzy,” Kelly interrupted her. “I wanna hear what he has to say.”


    “Thanks,” Tim continued. “When Joshua was dead, the villagers buried his body out in the woods but they also buried his Satanic Bible somewhere else, not marking either of the secret graves. They thought they’d solved all their problems but they were wrong. For the next fifty years, there were sightings of him in these woods, tales of an old preacher in a dirty, bloodstained cloak wandering through the fields and woods searching for his lost Bible, but also for the men and women who murdered him. Some say he’s still out there, and if it’s true your grandfather once lived in Miller’s Grove, the last thing you guys want to do is go camping in Oak Valley. The Reverend of Rock Creek might be out there waiting for you…”


    Tim finished in a quiet, ominous voice he’d practiced many times in his bedroom mirror and was pleased with the way the lies had flowed off his tongue. It was a cool story and just might be believable enough to have legs, especially to a group of people who knew someone who’d supposedly been there. Just to be sure, he added, “Not sure what your grandpa might have told you happened, but what I just said is the truth. Stands to reason he might have given you a different version, seeing as what they did to the poor reverend. I hate to say it, but your grandfather might have been part of it.”


    “That’s bullshit,” Kelly said, angry at this big dope who was all but accusing her grandfather of murder. “My grandfather knows what happened and obviously you don’t so let’s just leave it at that, okay? Come on, Lizzy. I’m waiting outside.” She stormed out of the garage, not trusting herself to stick around inside without getting into a pointless argument with the mechanic.


    “Wow!” Tim said to Lizzy. “I didn’t mean to offend her. I was just telling her the truth, you know?”


    “Don’t worry about it. It’s just that she’s pretty close with her grandpa and thinks the world of him. Your story’s way off from the one he told her.”


    “What did he say happened? I’m really interested in this sort of stuff. You know how there are always ten different versions of urban legends? I’d love to hear your version of this one ’cause I’m pretty sure mine is true.”


    “Well, I probably shouldn’t tell you but what the heck. Malcolm, that’s Kelly’s grandfather, he said the people of Miller’s Grove were upset because the crops were too good, that they turned on Reverend Miller because they thought he’d sold the town’s soul to the devil in exchange for money and prosperity. They didn’t murder him though. Well, least not like you said. In Malcolm’s version, the elders of the village jumped him inside his church but being Christians couldn’t kill Joshua so they crucified him on the big altar cross and then boarded up all the windows and doors. Basically they left his fate to God, I guess. Not sure if that’s a better story than yours or not, but that’s it. To be honest, my guess is both are a bunch of lies, you know?”


    “Yeah, over time, facts have a way of getting lost in the shuffle. Still, my dad…he was the one who told me my version, wouldn’t have lied to me so I still think I believe him. If I was you girls, I’d be picking a new campground. Maybe I’m wrong, but Joshua Miller might still be out there searching for his Bible…but also for you!”


    Liz smiled and thanked Tim for the soda. “I’d better go wait outside with Kelly.”


    Tim smiled when she was gone. That went pretty well! he thought, his mind already starting to churn with wonderful ideas.

    



    Outside, Kelly was still steaming mad when Lizzy walked out to meet her. “You believe that guy?” she asked. “He’s got some kind of nerve.”


    “Don’t get your panties in a twist, Kel. He didn’t mean to offend you. That’s just the story his dad told him. No big deal. I’ll bet lots of people around here have heard about Joshua Miller. I mean think about it, if they really did abandon the town, the families from Miller’s Grove would have probably split up and settled all over this part of the state. You don’t think any of them passed on the story? Hell, there might be a dozen versions of what really happened out there. Maybe more, right? Who’s to say which story is true?”


    “My grandfather’s story is true; I know it is.”


    “No. You think it is, and you hope it is, but you don’t know it.”


    “Yes I do. My grandfather would never lie to me.”


    “That’s what Tim just said to me about his dad in there. In the end, what does it matter? He has his story, and we’re gonna go check out yours, right?”


    “Right!” Kelly said, smiling again. “You didn’t tell him my grandfather’s version though, did you?”


    Lizzy paused for a moment, but decided it was easier to lie. Besides, she hadn’t mentioned anything to Tim about the supposed treasure. Far as she was concerned, that was the only important thing. “Nope. Just thanked him for the Pepsis. You worry too much. Relax and let’s have some fun.”


    “I know. It’s just the less people who know about it the better.”


    “Gotcha!”

    



    Several minutes later Rich and Dan pulled back into the garage parking lot and right behind them was Pat’s Malibu, with Travis the mechanic riding shotgun beside him and Kim sitting in the back. Obviously they’d managed to fix the problem.


    “What happened?” Kelly asked as they pulled to a stop by the gas pumps.


    “Just out of gas,” Pat sheepishly answered. “My dad’s gas gauge is shot. I didn’t notice. Stupid, but it could have been a lot worse, right?”


    Travis was filling the Malibu’s tank. “Sure could have. And don’t feel too bad; you’re certainly not the first person to run out of gas. I’ll fill the tank now and you’ll have lots to get you back to Cedar Rapids. You should still get that gauge fixed though, okay?”


    “Sure,” Pat said. “I’ll tell my dad about it soon as we get back.”


    Rich topped up his tank when Travis was done, and soon they were ready to hit the road again. Everyone thanked Travis for his help and climbed into their cars. With a wave good-bye, they were back on Highway 6, heading north, and running out of time to turn around and go home.

    



    When the couples were gone, Timothy Skyler came walking out of the garage to join his twin brother. Travis was wiping down the gas pump with a rag from his coverall’s pocket and it took him a minute to notice the huge grin on his brother’s face. “What’s up?” he asked. “You get laid by those broads while I was gone?”


    “Nope. Something better. We gotta talk, amigo. You won’t believe the story I just heard. We got plans to make. Big plans.”


    “For what?”


    “The future.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    They turned off Highway 6 onto Route 138, a country road that meandered alongside Rock Creek State Park, heading in the general area of where they were hoping to go. From here on in, the map would be useless, the roads out here becoming less and less tended until they were traveling on nothing more than gravel and dirt logging trails. There didn’t seem to be anything up here. No houses, no stores, and not even the usual telltale signs of civilization like hydro poles or overhead telephone lines. When people thought of Iowa, they pictured clear flat-land with huge farms filled with thousands of acres of corn, and while those places definitely existed, Iowa was also covered in trees and a great many rivers and lakes. Where Kelly and her friends were headed, it wasn’t merely treed, but was thick forest land, wild and untamed, making the tiny town of Oakland Acres they’d just left behind look like a thriving metropolis.


    These were all good signs though, positive markers if they hoped the story Malcolm had told them had any hope of being true. The more desolate the better, as far as that went. If they were lucky, no one else had even tried exploring these woods and everything was still exactly as the fleeing villagers of Miller’s Grove had left them. That might be wishing for a little too much, but seeing how isolated and bleak the former Oak Valley was, it gave them great hope.


    The condition of the roads deteriorated quickly and soon they were forced to stop. Although the mud surface was rock hard, there were huge ruts and channels ripped into the ground from previous wet conditions and without a 4×4 truck or a trailer filled with motocross bikes there was no way they were going forward except on foot. They’d been expecting this, of course, but had been hoping to get much deeper into the woods than this before having to hoof it.


    “Oh well,” Dan said. “No sense whining about it. Grab our gear and let’s get moving. It’s already”—he checked his watch—“12:10. Christ, this is already taking us way longer than we figured it would.”


    “Maybe we should have some lunch first?” Kelly said, not really hungry but knowing they’d all need their strength for the hike. “Seems like a good spot.”


    “You might be right, Kel. Let’s grab a sandwich fast though. We only have so many hours of light left and we don’t want to be wandering out in the woods in the dark.”


    The girls unpacked some tuna fish sandwiches Lizzy had made the night before and passed them around. Pat had a box of granola bars handy too, so they had those for dessert. Not exactly a meal for kings, but it filled their bellies and would give them some energy for the long walk ahead.


    “What do we do with the cars?” Pat said, as they were packing up. “Just leave them in the middle of the road like this?”


    “Sure,” Rich said. “Nobody is getting through this road anyway. If we can’t, neither can they. Anyway, I doubt anyone’s been back here in years. Just lock them up and they’ll be fine.”


    “Should we leave a note on the cars?” Lizzy asked. “Just in case we end up lost?”


    “Why?” Kelly said, smirking. “You worried the Reverend of Rock Creek is gonna get us?”


    “No, smarty-pants. I’m just thinking it might be a good idea, that’s all. If we end up lost at least someone might find the cars and have a half-ass idea where to look for us. Can’t hurt, can it?”


    “I think it’s a decent idea too,” Kim said. “Better safe than sorry.”


    “I hear what you’re saying,” Dan said. “But the whole idea is to not have people knowing where we are. We can take care of ourselves. The last thing we want is a group of macho forest rangers showing up to rescue us.”


    “Speak for yourself,” Kim said, and winked at Dan.


    “Yeah, Dan,” Lizzy said with a grin. “After a few days in the woods with you boys, being rescued by a group of forest rangers might be kind of fun.”


    “Very funny. Okay, we can put it to a vote.”


    Consensus was it was worth doing, just in case of emergency. All kidding around aside, something could happen and they might end up lost or in need of assistance so Lizzy wrote out a short note and drew a crude diagram of the basic area they were heading for. She also added in a few of the group’s cell phone numbers, in case there was any reception out there. Doubtful, but again, it wouldn’t hurt to try. She left the note inside one of the used plastic sandwich baggies and stuck it under the windshield wiper of Rich’s car. Anyone who found the cars would surely find the note.


    “Okay, gang,” Dan said. “We’ve wasted enough time. Let’s go get rich.”


    With a cheer, they slung their backpacks onto their shoulders and off they went carrying on the logging road they’d been on, heading farther into the dense forest. Dan and Kelly took the lead, followed closely by Kim and Pat. At the rear of the train were Rich and Lizzy, who snuck a quick kiss in before following along.


    “Who’s the Reverend of Rock Creek? Joshua Miller?” Rich asked.


    Lizzy started laughing. “Never mind. Inside joke, that’s all. Come on, let’s catch up. You’re already dragging your ass and we just got started.”

    



    It was considerably cooler inside the woods. Not cold, because it was still a fine sunny fall day, but there was a noticeable chill in the air as they left the relative open air of the dirt road and followed a trail headed due north into the forest. Perhaps it was only her nerves acting up, but Kelly thought maybe the coolness wasn’t entirely a result of the falling temperature as they headed under the canopy of giant oak trees and deeper into the shade. Part of the chill was coming from inside her, her blood running just that few precious degrees cooler knowing they were walking into the heart of her grandfather’s worst fears. He’d said these woods and the fields beyond were tainted by evil, haunted by unnatural forces, and perhaps watched over by the Man in Black. Nonsense, of course, but walking with her small group of friends, virtually cut off from the modern world, Kelly couldn’t help but feel some of those fears herself. There was just something that didn’t feel right here, a tension or thickness in the air they were breathing. Something ancient or primordial even within the forest, and maybe that was why this land had never been developed.


    “Is it usually this quiet in a forest?” Pat asked, snapping a few pictures of their adventure as he walked, perhaps feeling some of the same dark vibes Kelly was.


    “Really,” Dan said. “Shouldn’t this place be full of birds chirping, and squirrels running around trying to get ready for winter? Pretty weird, huh?”


    And it was. Everyone stood still for a moment without anyone even having to suggest it, and sure enough the woods were practically silent. A slight breeze rustled the leaves way above their heads, making the trees dance and caressing them with the earthy fragrant aromas of pine needles, ancient oak hardwood, and moss, but nothing moved on ground level. Nothing alive, at least. It was as if the forest was annoyed by their presence, holding its breath, waiting to see if they were actually foolish enough to keep walking deeper into the belly of the beast.


    “‘Creepy’ is a better word,” Kim said, visibly uncomfortable but seeing as she was the new girl, trying to be a trooper and not cause a fuss.


    “Oh come on, guys,” Rich said, laughing. “Before you even start freaking each other out, stop it. None of us are big-time woodsmen and we don’t have a clue what an old forest like this should or shouldn’t sound like. No one’s been through here in years…decades maybe if we’re lucky, so don’t you think if anyone is spooked here today it might be the animals? We’re the reason things are so quiet, all right? The birds and damn squirrels you’re listening for probably hightailed their asses out of here the minute we started stomping around. Makes sense to me, at least, so relax a little.”


    “Rich is right,” Dan said. “Forget about it. The less noise the better. We’re not here on a nature hike. We’re here to find Miller’s Grove, and the best way to do that is to find the church, right? Let’s stop whining and get moving. We’ve gotta find the open fields and I think we need to keep heading north for that. Everyone all right with that? It’s still not too late to turn back.”


    No one wanted to do that, although if push had come to shove, it looked to Kelly like Kim and Pat might have happily said good-bye. No one wanted to be the one to wimp out, especially so quickly, so together they carried on with Dan out front holding the compass and the rest following behind dodging the shadows.


    The mood lightened up after an hour of hiking, with everyone (except perhaps Pat, who looked sour and was dragging his heels a little) joking around and pretending they weren’t getting tired and a bit discouraged. No one expected this to be easy, to just walk into the woods and somehow find a treasure chest full of gold, silver, and jewels just waiting for them out in the open, but the reality of what they were up against was starting to fully dawn on them. This was wild country, and there weren’t any man-made trails to follow anymore. Dan picked and weaved the group’s way as best he could, following the natural lay of land and trying to keep them heading north but it wasn’t easy. Another hour went by, and then one more, the group of friends determined to walk as far as they had to in order to get the job done.


    The trees were enormous in this section of woods, and sometimes the path between them was choked solid by bushes and vines and years’ worth of fallen branches. There were a lot of rocks and stones to navigate over or around as well, all of which made walking not only strenuous and slow, but also potentially dangerous. One slip or misplaced step and one of them could easily twist an ankle or worse yet, break something, and what would they do then? The prospect of carrying someone back out to the cars didn’t sound like a whole lot of fun. Rich continually reminded everyone to watch their step, so much so that Lizzy eventually told him to shut the hell up. Rich was so tired he didn’t even have a smart comment to yell back to her. For a change, he just did what she said.


    The long hike was getting to all of them. The jokes had stopped and hardly anyone was even talking anymore. Exhaustion and frustration were stealing away their earlier enthusiasm. Mile after grueling mile, nothing ever looked any different from the last. It was trees and rocks, bushes and vines, over and over, and to make matters worse, the deeper they headed into what had once been called Oak Valley, the thicker and denser the forest was becoming. There were times Dan couldn’t even find a way through the tangled vines and grown-together tree trunks, and they’d be forced to travel east or west to get around the untamed terrain. Eventually, probably more frustrated than he was showing, Dan called for a rest stop. It was almost 4:00 P.M. now, and although they’d rested several times and were drinking from their water flasks steadily, they’d never actually stopped for an official break. Maybe they’d all feel better if they got off their feet for a while and had something decent to eat? At the very least, the rest would help get them into a better mood.


    They had sandwiches again, but this time they ate ham and cheese. They also passed around containers filled with pickles, carrots, and celery sticks. For dessert, they had apple slices and homemade chocolate brownies that Kim had brought along with her, an unexpected treat much to the delight of everyone. It wasn’t fine dining, but it was fast and delicious and just what they needed to get their strength back.


    “Can I talk to you for a sec?” Kim whispered to Dan as the others were busy cleaning up and refilling their backpacks.


    “I’d prefer you didn’t, to be honest,” Dan said, glancing around to see if Kelly was within earshot. Thankfully she was over gabbing with Lizzy at the moment, helping reroll a sleeping bag they’d used to sit on during lunch.


    “Oh come on, Danny, there’s no need to be like that. You might want to—”


    “No, I won’t. Stop it.”


    “You don’t even know what I was gonna say,” Kim said, laughing and standing way too close to him, “accidentally” rubbing her firm breasts on his arm.


    Dan sighed and took a half step backward. “Yes I do…and it’s not happening. Come on, Kim. You and I had some fun but I’m trying to put things right between Kelly and I. Besides, you’re here with Pat and he’s one of my best friends. You guys will get along great and we can hang out and all have some fun, but cut the shit, okay? Please? You can’t let Kelly know we…ah…nearly dated.”


    Kim smiled and gave him a wink. “That what you’re calling it? No problem, lover boy. Just remember the offer is still open, least for a little while. You might want to give that some serious thought. Bet it gets mighty cold out here in the woods at night. Know what I mean?”


    By 4:30 everything was packed away and they were once again ready to roll. Pat took a few group pictures to mark the occasion, then put his camera back in his bag. Kelly noticed he wasn’t quite as bubbly and chatty as usual and wondered if perhaps he was slipping into one of his depressed moods again. They didn’t come often, but when they did, Pat would go quiet and shut down emotionally on them. During their break, Kelly couldn’t remember Pat saying a word. He’d just sat and quietly ate his sandwich alone. That wasn’t a good sign, but she hoped he’d just been tired.


    “You okay, Pat?” she confidentially asked him as they slipped on their packs.


    “Sure. Why?”


    “No reason. You’re just a little quiet, that’s all.”


    “Oh…well, I’m fine. Maybe a little stressed.” Pat nodded in the direction of Kim, who was currently bent over retying her hiking boots, looking better than any woman had a right to look after hiking for this many hours. “I’m worried about her. She’s a bit out of my league, ya know?”


    “No she’s not. She’s lucky to have you.”


    Pat smiled. “Thanks, Kel. You’re a liar, but God love ya! Seriously…I’m okay.”


    Kelly took him by the arm and they joined the rest of the gang. Everyone was huddled over by Dan, figuring out their next move.


    “We gonna keep heading north?” Rich asked.


    “I think so,” Dan said. “Another mile or two. Why?”


    “Just asking. How many miles do you think we’ve already covered? Ten?”


    “No way, not that much. On an open road, sure, but we’ve been moving at a snail’s pace and not always in a straight line. I’ll bet we’ve only walked about five. Maybe six.”


    “Is that all?” Lizzy asked. “It might take days to find this place.”


    “I don’t think so. According to Pat’s map, there’s another small town about ten or twelve miles north of here and if Miller’s Grove was near that, someone would have found it. Unless we’re way off base here and totally in the wrong woods, I think we’re going to hit it soon. Hope so anyway.”


    “That’s great news,” Kelly said. “But we need more walking and less talking, right? So let’s get at it.”


    “Yes, boss,” Dan said, and they all followed behind him and his compass again.


    They’d only been walking for ten minutes when Pat cried out, “Hey, look at that!” and reached for his camera.


    Everyone followed the direction of his lens and perched on a thick limb ten feet off to their left was a huge jet-black bird, its dark eyes following their every step.


    “What is it?” Kim asked. “A raven?”


    “It’s a crow,” Rich said.


    “Wow!” Lizzy said. “I didn’t realize they were that big. That thing’s huge.”


    “I didn’t think they were that big either. Its wingspan’s gotta be about three feet. Here…watch. I’ll make it fly away.” Rich walked slowly over to the tree the bird was perched in, waving his arms in the air, attempting to scare the crow into taking flight. The silky black bird never moved. Didn’t even flinch. It just stared down at Rich, its eyes cold and unreadable, but never for a moment did it appear remotely frightened.


    “Ah, maybe we’ll just leave it where it is,” Rich joked, joining the gang again. “Weird, huh? It’s not scared at all. Doesn’t give a damn about us.”


    “That’s a good sign though,” Kelly said. “My grandpa kept talking about the crows around Miller’s Grove. He said there was a swarm of the damn things. They used to creep him out something fierce.”


    “Maybe we’re getting close,” Lizzy said.


    “Let’s keep moving, then,” Dan said, walking away.


    Everyone followed, but couldn’t help but look back to see what the crow was doing. It hadn’t moved and was still silently watching them as they walked away. A chill ran down Kelly’s spine, and she turned away, refusing to look back. Without giving it much thought, she brought up her left hand and lightly kissed her grandfather’s ring and made the sign of the cross over her heart. She wasn’t overly religious and if pressed she wouldn’t even be able to explain why she’d done it, but it somehow felt right and made her feel just that tiny bit safer. She supposed that was reason enough.


    The next hour was tough slugging, the forest closing in on them and making progress incredibly difficult. Just as everyone’s mood was starting to turn bitter, they suddenly came out of the trees into a wide-open field of corn. About the size of a football field, it wasn’t huge, but it was by far the biggest open space they’d stood in since entering the forest over five hours earlier. The sun was still shining in the western sky but clouds were drifting in, turning the heavens gray and dirty compared to the blue skies of this morning. It was definitely brighter and warmer here out from under the canopy of leaves; so much so Kelly considered removing her sweatshirt she’d been wearing but unzipped it instead, deciding it was too much of a pain removing her backpack and then having to gear up again. Besides, she was smart enough to know this temperature wasn’t going to last long. The sun was sliding toward the horizon and within a few hours it would be getting dark.


    “We must be getting close,” Dan said, excited. “This must be one of their fields. There’s no church so it’s not the main one, but still. If this is here…and it wouldn’t be if there hadn’t been at least some settlement nearby in the past, it gives Kelly’s grandpa’s story more weight. I honestly think we’re getting really close!”


    “Totally agree, man,” Rich said, walking over to high-five Dan. “Nothing’s gonna stop us now, guys!”


    Everyone could feel the excitement building, adrenaline pumping back into their tired bodies after a long day of slugging around like packhorses, stumbling around in the shadow-shrouded forest without really knowing where they were going, using mostly hope as their guiding light.


    “Anyone notice anything unusual about that corn?” Kelly asked, not wanting to disrupt everyone’s good mood but wondering why no one else was seeing what she was.


    “What do you mean?” Lizzy asked. “Looks fine to me. What’s wrong with it?”


    “Everything. The cornstalks are massive, way taller than normal corn, and look, there has to be eight or ten cobs on each stalk?”


    “So?” Kim said. “How many are there supposed to be?”


    “I don’t know but certainly not that many. I think only three or four. My grandfather said they were unnaturally bountiful, remember? Unnaturally healthy…and look at their color. They’re green.”


    “All corn is green,” Dan said. “What’s the problem?”


    “Sure, all cornfields are green…in the summer. This is October. Harvest time, right? All this corn should normally be picked by now and the stalks yellow and dying. This corn is still growing. That’s just not right. It’s…it’s well, unnatural, just like Malcolm said.” He’d also used the words “haunted” and “evil” when describing the cornfields but Kelly decided to keep that information to herself.


    “Yeah, you’re right,” Kim said. “And now that you mention it, the trees around here look different too. When we first started walking, the leaves were turning colors and falling from the trees, right. We had to plow through them. There were also lots of dead branches and fallen trees, remember? Look around.” Everyone scanned the surrounding woods. All the trees were healthy and strong, the leaves as green as the cornstalks. “See what I mean?”


    “Easy now,” Rich said. “Let’s not start with the spooky stuff again, okay? I’m sure the growing season’s just different out here in the middle of the forest. You know how the temperature always stays warmer near a lake ’cause the water heats the air a bit? It’s probably like that. The outer forest shields the fields and trees in here, keeping things a few degrees warmer. Probably extends the growing season here for an extra month.”


    “I agree,” Dan said. “No offense, girls, but I don’t see what the big deal is. We’re talking about trees and cornstalks here. What difference does it make? We’re here to find Miller’s Grove, remember, and we’re losing sunlight the longer we stand here doing nothing. Let’s keep heading north and see if—”


    “No, wait,” Pat said, interrupting.


    “What’s the matter?”


    “We need to head west, not north.”


    “How do you know that?” Kim asked.


    “Easy…look,” Pat said, pointing toward the setting sun.


    All eyes turned that direction and nearly everyone gasped. Above the trees on that side of the field, a dark cloud was rising into the air, a swirling mass of shadows blotting out the sun. For a minute no one knew what to think, but then the mass spread out and started circling the entire area, including the field they were standing in.


    “Crows!” Kelly shouted. “Hundreds of them.”


    The murder of crows circled overhead, diving low to the ground and then climbing high again, a never-ending dance of black birds, hypnotic and beautiful to watch. Some of the braver birds swooped down to get a better look at the group of visitors, soaring past where they stood less than fifteen feet above their heads. Everyone screamed and ducked each time one came close, but there was never any real sense of danger. It was more out of excitement and wonder.


    “My God!” Lizzy said. “Look how big they are too. Just as big as the one we saw back there in the woods, I’ll bet. Some might be even bigger!”


    They watched the crows circle for about ten minutes, then suddenly, as if responding to a call or hearing a signal none of the humans had heard, all the birds flew back over the stretch of forest to the west and dove back down out of their line of sight. Kelly waited to see if the birds would take flight again, but they never did.


    “My grandpa told me that the last time he was out here, the crows back then were all over Reverend Miller’s church and the main field. This could be it, guys. Dan, we gotta check out what’s on the other side of those trees.”


    “Sounds like a plan to me,” Dan said, a huge smile on his face. “Let’s go!”


    They walked in single file between the fully loaded cornstalks, headed for the trees beyond, and once they made it their excitement grew even more. Directly in front of them was a path leading into the dense forest—a man-made path by the looks of it, the first such trail they’d seen in hours. Not proof positive yet, but definitely another sign they were getting close. A few minutes into the forest, they came to a circular clearing on the dirt path and had to walk around a large two-foot-high boulder placed in the middle of the trail. On the face of the stone was a weathered carving of the exact pentacle-and-triangle-shaped design as on Kelly’s ring. She showed everyone Malcolm’s ring on her hand and there was no doubt at all now that they were on the right track. Everyone was tired but it was all they could do not to sprint down the dirt trail, practically racing one another to see where the path would lead.


    Then suddenly they were out of the trees again and looking down a gradual slope at a sight none of them could believe. Below them was the largest cornfield any of them had ever seen in their lives. It was so massive, in fact, they could have dropped five city blocks—the entire downtown core of Cedar Rapids—into the middle of it, and still had room for parking. It was incredible, all this untended crop out here in the middle of nowhere surrounded by the dense oak forest. Making the sight look all the more impressive was the corn itself. If they thought the last field had yielded a bountiful crop, it now seemed stunted and shriveled compared to this field. The cornstalks were gigantic, standing at least ten or eleven feet off the ground and covered in twenty or more massive cobs. It was a cornfield on steroids, bursting with life and an amazing abundance of food.


    “Guess fall hasn’t made it to this part of the woods either, huh, Rich?” Kelly asked. She was only giving him a little dig, but once it was out of her mouth it made her once again realize just how unusual this place truly was. It was an abomination of nature, for sure—an eerie place undisturbed by man for decades yet still growing stronger than if it had been tended by a whole army of modern-day farmers. She felt a chill pass through her again, bringing goose bumps onto her arms, and at that moment she could totally understand how her grandfather had considered this field corrupted and haunted. She couldn’t put her finger on why, but something was just so…so wrong about all of this.


    “Will you look at that!” Dan said in a quiet tone, awe in his voice.


    Kelly thought he meant the endless rows of corn and was thinking the same strange things she was about it, but everyone was looking over the cornstalks and across the field to her right. When Kelly saw what they were looking at, she gasped, feeling like a fool for not noticing it immediately like the others. She needed to stop daydreaming and get her grandfather’s superstitions out of her head. There were more important things to worry about at the moment.


    “The church!” she said. “We found it!”


    Far larger than Kelly had been expecting, the Miller’s Grove Brethren in Christ Church sat in the dead center of the field, a majestic white castle in a sea of green. Its painted white boards were cracked and fading, and even from this great distance, the gang could see the front door and all the windows on this side of the structure were sealed up with rough wooden planks. On its sagging roof and bell tower, a moving layer of crows covered every square inch.


    Kelly noticed the crows, but they weren’t what scared her at the moment. She was looking at those boarded-up windows and entrance door and wondering if Joshua Miller was still inside, and if so, would he really be crucified on the altar cross? She believed he would be; what was left of him anyway. So far, everything Malcolm had told her was true, so there was no reason to think anything would change from here on in.


    “You think he’s really in there?” Lizzy said, someone finally saying out loud what they were all probably thinking about.


    “Cliché time,” Rich said with a grin. “But there’s only one way to find out.”


    Everyone in the group looked expectantly toward Dan, eager to move. Dan winked at Kelly and gave a quick nod, leading the happy gang of friends down the slope into the corn and heading straight for what had once been the dark heart of Miller’s Grove. Inside the dilapidated church they all hoped to find adventure and incredible wealth, but unfortunately something else would be waiting for them inside those desecrated walls.


    Something that had once been holy.


    Something that stood watch over this corrupted and forgotten place.


    Something that straddled the razor-thin line between man and beast, life and death, heaven and hell.


    Dan walked the gang into the field and within seconds the towering rows of corn had swallowed them whole.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    It was difficult to know which direction they were heading inside the massive rows of corn. The stalks towered over their heads, making it impossible to see much of anything except the sky straight above their heads. There was a dizzying, claustrophobic feel to it, like they were walking in a fun house maze, but thankfully Dan had taken a compass reading and kept them moving in the right direction. They broke free of the corn sooner than anyone expected, and came out onto a flat area of hardy grass that appeared to circle the perimeter of the church.


    Up close, the main building had weathered the years remarkably well, the paint peeling away but the wood underneath still seemed fairly solid and free of rot. There were remnants of red paint here and there on the walls as well, perhaps from when the Grove teenagers had vandalized the church all those years ago. On the roof, some of the crows were squawking at their arrival and taking to the air, but for the most part the birds remained calm and in place, content to just look down on the new arrivals and keep an eye on them.


    “Whew! Would you look at that?” Rich said, pulling Lizzy into his arms. “Pretty cool, huh, sweetie?”


    “Creepy, if you ask me. Impressive…but definitely creepy. Do we really have to go inside?”


    “’Course we do,” Dan said, “but not yet. Let’s drop our gear here and have a walk around the outside first.”


    Everyone did as he instructed, with Pat immediately grabbing his camera to silently start taking pictures before he lost all his light. Everyone just watched him do his thing, relieved not to have to hike any farther.


    It felt great to drop her heavy backpack, and Kelly stood up to lift her arms high in the air and curled her sore back like a stretching cat. “God, that feels good!”


    “Sure does,” Dan said, taking a minute to stretch as well. “Glad I gave you the heavy pack.”


    “You would, you bastard,” Kelly smiled, punching him tenderly, knowing he was only joking and that all the boys’ packs had been considerably heavier than the girls’. This was one time she wasn’t going to complain about women’s rights and was completely fine with the guys thinking they needed to prove how strong and macho they were. Dan had always been a bit of a Neanderthal that way, but that was one of the things she loved about him. He always put her best interests and needs in front of his own, the polar opposite of that rich butthead, Blake Wheeler, back in Cedar Rapids.


    Kelly pulled Dan’s face down toward her and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. It wasn’t something she’d planned to do, but she didn’t regret it. His lips felt warm and smooth and familiar, instantly stirring up dozens of warm, fuzzy memories and excited feelings inside her.


    “What was that for?” Dan asked, his eyes searching hers, happy but confused.


    “No reason. Just for being you.”


    “Well in that case…remind me to be myself more often, okay?”


    “Will do,” Kelly said, and kissed him again.


    “Hey, break it up, lovebirds,” Lizzy said, all smiles. “You guys are supposed to hate each other, remember?”


    “We do,” Kelly said, slightly embarrassed. “I was just showing him what he’d been missing out on these last few months.”


    Everyone laughed except Kim, who stood back from the group and secretly pouted. Dan caught her shooting daggers at him with her eyes, but he ignored her, happy that Kelly seemed to be warming up to him again. He’d waited a long time to kiss her lips again, and he already missed them but romance would have to wait. They were losing their light and he really wanted to have a look around before the sun set behind the trees.


    “Come on, guys, let’s have a quick walk around the church to see what we can find. If we’re lucky every window and door will still be sealed shut.”


    “Why’s that?” Pat said, snapping a flash unit to the top of his camera.


    “Because it will mean we might be the first people to find this place. If someone else has already been inside, I doubt they’d have stopped to reseal the door when they went home, right?”


    “And the treasure might still be inside,” Kim said, the exciting thought erasing most of the anger off her beautiful face.


    “Exactly,” Dan said. “If this is where Reverend Miller hid the gold, that is. Let’s check it out.”


    As the sun continued its plunge into the western sky, the gang took a leisurely stroll around the outer limits of the church. Just as Dan had hoped, the windows and doors on all sides were nailed tight, presumably still sealed by the hands of the village elders after committing their sins inside on that fateful night nearly three-quarters of a century earlier. Behind the church, directly opposite where they’d left their belongings, Lizzy spotted a well-worn trail leading from the church into the fields and looking like it might head all the way into the woods on the far side of the clearing.


    “Maybe that’s where the village is?” she said, proud of her discovery.


    “Was, you mean,” Rich said, slapping her lightly on her backside.


    “Is…was, whatever. You think I’m right?”


    “Probably,” Dan said. “But that’s something we can worry about tomorrow. It’s almost seven o’clock and it’ll be dark soon.”


    “We gonna try to get inside the church tonight?” Rich asked.


    Dan took a hard look at the darkening western sky. “I don’t think so. It’s too late and it’ll be pitch-black in there. Let’s wait until tomorrow. Besides, we better get back out front and see about setting up camp. Last thing we wanna do is try messing with those damn tents at night.”


    “I hear you there, brother.”


    Returning to their backpacks, Dan and Rich started unpacking the tightly rolled tents and started setting up camp in the short, stubby grass near the front steps of the church. Pat was there too, but he ended up snapping more pictures for his photo journal than actually helping out. Nothing wrong with that though. Dan and Rich had things under control and didn’t really need any help.


    While they were busy, the girls worked on making another meal, hopefully the last they’d have to eat cold. The plan was to collect firewood for tomorrow but everyone was too tired to worry about it for tonight. Lizzy had packed a container full of Kentucky Fried Chicken, which a lot of people preferred to eat cold, and they mixed a big bowl of romaine lettuce and croutons to go with it. Their frozen ice packs had held up fairly well, but they wouldn’t be much good to them for long. Best to eat the things that might spoil first, and the Caesar dressing was certainly one of them.


    It wasn’t until the tents were up and they were all sitting down to eat that Kelly finally keyed into the fact there were only three tents to use. Rich and Lizzy would obviously grab one of them, and surely Pat was hoping to jump in with his sexy new girlfriend Kim. That would mean she and Dan would have to sleep together in the last tent. Normally that wouldn’t be a problem and there was a huge part of her that really wanted to fall into his strong arms tonight—especially after their recent kiss and how great they’d been getting along—but she wasn’t ready to do that. Not tonight. Not yet. As much as she wanted things fully back the way they’d once been, she was determined to stick to her guns about making him earn his way back into her life and heart. Not to mention her pants. If she gave in to him tonight, she’d be furious with herself in the morning and it could potentially ruin all the progress they’d been making. She could at least make him suffer through one night on his own.


    The new girl, Kim, was the only person Kelly could approach about this. She didn’t want to bug Rich and Lizzy, and although Pat might be a little pissed off, Kelly figured he and Dan would get over it. Besides, if all went well, Kim and she could make it up to the boys soon enough. She waited until they’d all finished eating before bringing the matter up. It was quite dark now, the moon overhead thankfully casting a decent amount of light on their makeshift camp.


    “Hey, guys? Hate to do this but I’m hoping to grab a tent with Kim tonight if that’s okay?” Kelly heard Pat groan and saw the disappointed look on Dan’s face, so she hurried to add, “Just for tonight, Dan. Nothing against you, I’m just trying to do what I think is right. Please, baby, don’t be mad. We’ve taken some great steps. I don’t wanna wreck it. Just this one night, okay?”


    Kelly thought for a moment that Dan was going to get angry and yell at her, but she should have known better. He was disappointed, sure, but not mad. “Okay, Kel…whatever you think’s best.”


    Relief flooded through Kelly’s heart and she hugged him, whispering, “Thanks,” in his ear. “I’ll make it up to you tomorrow night. Promise.”


    “Wait a minute,” Pat said, realizing he’d somehow just had a potentially great night with a smoking-hot woman yanked away from him. “Don’t I get a vote on this?”


    “No,” Dan told him, and everyone started laughing. Even Kim, who seemed to be fine with the idea.


    “That’s what I thought!”


    With no wood to build a fire, and everyone exhausted after the long day of hiking, they decided to just hit the sleeping bags and get to sleep. Tomorrow was going to be an interesting day and the plan was to take a crack at getting inside the church as soon as the sun came up. They’d also have to make several trips into the nearby woods to stockpile some logs for a fire. If all went well, they’d find the treasure and by this time tomorrow night they’d be celebrating.


    Rich and Lizzy disappeared into their tent first, already kissing each other and playing grab-ass before they’d even made it inside. Kelly just hoped she wouldn’t have to listen to them grunting and moaning all night, but they were just as tired as the rest of them and Kelly figured everyone would probably fall asleep in minutes, soon as their heads hit the ground. That was her plan, anyway—lie down and crash. As much as she missed the thought of lying in Dan’s arms, a good night’s sleep sounded even better. Unzipping her tent, she missed the wink and the smug look Kim gave Dan before she followed Kelly into the tent.


    Twenty minutes later, everyone was asleep and Oak Valley settled in for another long, cool night in lonesome October. Even the crows on the roof soon drifted off to sleep, silent sentinels waiting on high for the sun to return and warm their wings. There was only one thing still awake and aware in the Grove tonight.


    …And he was still strapped tightly to a wooden cross.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Wednesday morning came knocking long before any of the young campers hoped it would. It arrived without the need of any modern electronic alarm clocks or tape-recorded wake-up calls, instead choosing to use the high-pitched screeching caws of 250 black birds launching into the dawn sky to announce that it was time for the group of young men and women to get their lazy butts out of bed. The noise of the crows was deafening for ten or fifteen seconds—like a multilayered air raid siren stuck on top volume—but eventually the birds climbed higher into the air and sped away from the church to presumably hunt for their breakfast in and around the nearby fields.


    “Fucking nasty-assed buggers!” Rich yelled to the sky as he stumbled out of his tent, shooting his middle finger at the crows flying overhead. “Bloody hell!”


    Dan, Pat, and Kim also came outside to see what was going on, with Kelly and Liz content to just stick there heads outside their respective tent flaps. With their hearts still beating a mile a minute, no one in the group looked overly cheery to have been woken up the way they had but there wasn’t much any of them could do about it. Once the majority of the crows had flown off, it was quiet enough that the campers could have fallen back asleep if they’d wanted to but since they’d been so rudely jolted awake, none of them wanted to lie back down. Besides, they had a lot of work to do.


    And they all knew the first order of business was getting inside the church.


    Originally they were going to gather some wood and have a hot cup of coffee with their breakfast, but everyone was far too excited to wait around so instead they just drank water. They grabbed an apple each and passed around a can of mixed nuts, quick and easy and more than enough to keep them going until lunch. When everyone was ready, they grabbed a handful of flashlights and met over by the stairs leading up to the double front doors of the church. Having no real plan in mind, the front door seemed like the logical best place to try first. Dan was the only one of them carrying a tool. It was a small steel hatchet—the only equipment they’d brought that might help them get inside.


    “Too bad we didn’t bring along a few big crowbars,” Dan said, looking up at the thick planks nailed over the doorway, then distastefully down at his tiny ax. “Sure would have made this job a whole lot easier.”


    Rich nodded, but they all knew this had been thoroughly discussed before they’d even left home, the fact that there was no way they would be able to carry along a bunch of heavy tools on their hike. It was the same with packing a big cooler. Their packs had been more than heavy enough, just with their clothes, food, sleeping bags, and a few luxury items like flashlights and disposable lighters. Dan’s wooden-handled hatchet was the only tool included, and the only reason it had made the cut was simply because they figured they might need to chop down a few sticks and branches to eventually build their fires with. Maybe it could also help them chop their way into the decrepit church? Certainly worth a try, at least.


    The girls stood watching, and Pat—as usual—was documenting everything from behind his camera lens. That left Dan and Rich to do the slug work, heading up the stairs to get to work. The stairs sagged with every step, rotted from years out in the elements and feeling like they were stepping on rubber mats.


    “This wood gonna hold us?” Rich asked. “I got a bad feeling.”


    “It’ll hold,” Dan said. “It’s lasted this long, surely it’ll last another few days.” There was a big creak under Dan’s foot on his next step. “I hope.”


    Rich laughed and they both gingerly climbed their way to the top and across the platform to the sealed doors. “Look at that, man. That say what I think it does?”


    Dan followed Rich’s finger up above the doorway and felt a tiny shudder travel down his spine, not that he’d admit that to his longtime friend. Above the door in large faded red letters several messages had been written but there was only one that could still be made out. Barely legible, someone had written a blasphemous message in a shaky scrawl. It said:

    



    GOD DOESN’T LIVE HERE ANYMORE

    



    “Creepy, huh?” Dan said. “Can you imagine what it must have been like here on that night it all went down?”


    “Well, we don’t know that anything went down yet. Let’s not get too far ahead of ourselves. We won’t know squat until we can get these boards off. Let’s get to work.”


    “After you then,” Dan said, handing his friend the hatchet. “I’m the brains…you’re the brawn, remember?”


    “Why change a good thing, right?”


    “Exactly. Get hacking!”

    



    Fifteen minutes of hard labor later, Rich had managed to chop his way through three of the thick oak planks barricading the front doors. The good news was that it was a decent effort, what with the inadequate tool he had to work with and the thickness of the hardwood he was trying to get through. Even after all these years, the wood was putting up a hell of a fight. The bad news was there were still nine more boards to go. Sweaty and tired but never one to bitch and complain about a job, Rich was about to start working on the next plank when Dan tapped him on the shoulder.


    “Take a break, my friend. Let me show you how a real man does it.”


    “Oh…okay. And fuck you too! I guess I could use a rest. I’ll just grab a quick drink of water and come right back.”


    “Sounds good. Take your time.”


    “Don’t worry, I will.”


    Rich handed over the hatchet and started back toward the staircase but on his third step the boards beneath his feet gave out and he fell through. One second he was there, and then he was gone, disappearing out of sight down into the area beneath the front porch of the church.


    “Heeeey!” Rich screamed as he fell, trying to reach out for anything that might help stop his descent, but there was nothing to grab. He landed hard on a dirt floor about ten feet below, knocking the wind out of his lungs and scuffing his left knee a little but otherwise he was luckily okay. He was surrounded by darkness, the only light in the small chamber coming from the jagged opening above his head. Dan’s head appeared in the space.


    “Jesus, Rich. You okay?”


    Rich could hear the girls screaming outside, wondering the same thing. “Yeah, I’m fine,” he said. “Just bruised my ego. Fuck, what an idiot. I knew the floor was rotted in spots. Serves me bloody right.” Rich stood up and dusted himself off. Reaching up, his fingertips were only about two feet below the floorboards. Dan reached down and they could shake hands but when he tried to yank Rich up toward the hole, the entire porch started to creak and moan as if the entire platform might collapse. Dan dropped Rich back to the ground, not wanting to chance it.


    “No worries, Rich. We’ll get you out. Just need a rope or something. What’s down there anyway? Can you see anything?”


    “Not much. It’s pretty dark down here. Toss me down a flashlight.”


    “Okay. Just a sec…”


    Dan looked up and spoke to the nearby girls, who by the sounds of it were running to the foot of the stairs. “He’s fine, Lizzy. Relax. We’re gonna need a light here though. Can one of you go get it…or get Pat to move his lazy butt and help out?”


    A few minutes later, Dan handed down a long metal flashlight and Rich immediately clicked it on to take a better look at his surroundings. He’d dropped into a long, narrow space beneath the stairs that could have easily been used for storage but for the most part was empty. There were a couple of thick oak planks under the slope of the stairs that looked like extra wood from when they’d originally built the church, but that wasn’t what caught Rich’s attention. “Wow!” he said. “Look at that!”


    “What is it?” Dan said, trying to peek in the hole from above.


    “I can get inside the church from down here. There’s a door built into the foundation wall that should lead into the basement.”


    “Really? Probably locked from the inside though.”


    “Doesn’t matter. The foundation wall has crumbled a bit around it. There’s a gap in the wall right by the door frame. It’s not huge, but it looks big enough to get inside. Maybe I can find the stairs up the main floor and try to help get the doors open from the inside?”


    “Great idea. Solves the problem of getting you out of this hole anyway. You okay going inside alone?”


    “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be? The boogeyman gonna get me? I’ll be on the other side of the front door in a few minutes. Keep the peace.”


    “Okay. I’ll keep hacking away from up here. Be careful, all right?”


    “Will do, boss. Here, grab these first.” Rich handed up the pair of oak planks lying under the stairs. “Lay those across the hole to reinforce the platform. We don’t want anyone else falling through. I’ll see you soon.”


    Rich moved to the wooden door but just as Dan had suspected, it was locked tight from within. Moving over to the gap in the fieldstone foundation he shone his light back and forth around the basement. It smelled musty beneath the church, but not in a damp, rotted way. It was more of a stale, stagnant smell like dried flowers and dead leaves. Cornstalks grew up from the dirt floor and filled half of the basement, monstrously large and growing right up through the floorboards above on the main level. There wasn’t a whole lot else to see other than a large room with several doorways opening up into other presumably smaller rooms. On the east wall, a staircase headed up to the main floor. Covered in a thick layer of dust were several half-constructed church pews and maybe a dozen wooden crates lined up against the far wall but from here there was no way of knowing what might be inside of them.


    He had to hold his breath to wiggle into the tight opening, but Rich squeezed through and was soon standing on the dirt floor. He moved quickly to the crates, hoping for a miracle he’d find Reverend Miller’s treasure as easily as that but deep down knowing nothing was that easy, especially something so valuable.


    He was right. Inside the crates were full of junk, crammed with broken carpentry tools, balls of twine, sacks of rusty nails, jars of dried-up glue, and two crates full of ratty covered old hymn books and King James Bibles. Disappointed, but expecting as much, Rich moved on and quickly checked some of the smaller rooms off this main chamber. Some were empty, but most were being used for some type of storage, the most interesting of which had shelves and baskets full of what had once been vegetables, bread, dried fruit, and some hanging smoked meat. There would be time to hunt through all these rooms more closely later, but right now Rich knew he should stop investigating and get his butt upstairs to help Dan open those front doors.


    Heading for the stairs, Rich noticed one more door directly under the wooden steps. It was a little smaller than the other doorways, but what really caught his attention was that this door was made of metal while nearly everything else inside the church was made of wood. On closer inspection, it was just a wooden door coated in a layer of metal sheeting, but there was also a big sliding steel dead bolt attached to the door frame with the bolt firmly set directly into the fieldstone wall. Curious, and also thinking this door looked fortified and a little like the opening of a homemade bank vault, Rich moved under the stairs to have a closer look. The sliding dead bolt was rusty and hadn’t been moved in decades but Rich leaned on it hard and shoved it to the side. Adrenaline pumping through his veins, he yanked on the handle and the door opened toward him, its ancient hinges screeching their protest all the way.


    The smell of death enveloped him, and Rich backed up a few steps, gagging. Not the coppery smell of fresh blood or the evacuated juices and excrement of the recently dead; this was more a sulfurous gas, a dry, cloying stench of meat left to rot and spoil for many years. It was more the memory of death than the smell of death itself, the air inside the small room trapped, festering for decades and becoming nearly toxic like the air within an excavated Egyptian tomb. Rich let the air clear for a minute, then moved in closer to have a look inside.


    That was when he screamed.


    Inside the small chamber were three long-dead corpses, and although it was difficult to tell by the state of their bodies, the way they were dressed told him he was looking at two men and one woman. They were all chained to the walls through steel loops set into the stone, and by the frozen screams permanently etched onto their leathery faces, their deaths had been horrible and the trio had suffered for a long time. Rich shone his light over the dead men and woman and was amazed at how well preserved they were. Their hair was long and scraggly, and they were dehydrated from the dry heat inside the church, but essentially they still looked human. Much older and desiccated than they had looked at the times of their death, Rich was sure; mere husks of the young men and woman they probably had once been.


    “Fuck me!” Rich whispered, his voice echoing inside the room of death. “They’re like mummies! Juices sucked right out of them!”


    For a moment, Rich couldn’t fathom what he was looking at here, or how something horrendous like this could have taken place inside a place of worship, but then he remembered Kelly’s story and realized he was probably looking at Joshua Miller’s followers—the last of the reverend’s faithful flock who’d stood with him on the night the village elders had come to put an end to Joshua’s wicked ways.


    Cool! he thought. Weird and freakin’ crazy, but definitely cool!


    Closing the door to the makeshift crypt again, Rich returned the dead bodies to darkness and ran up the stairs to try and locate the front door. He could hear the faint whack of Dan using his hatchet and wondered if anyone outside had heard him scream like a little girl downstairs. He hoped not, but in the end didn’t really care. Seeing three dead bodies wasn’t exactly a common event for anyone and Dan and Pat would have reacted the exact same way.


    At the top of the stairs, a door opened into a large room with benches lining both sides. There were windows on the west wall, all boarded up tightly but a few slivers of light were sneaking in the cracks and making it easier to see up here than downstairs. From the setup of the room, it appeared to be a reception room or a common area where the villagers probably gathered before and after sermons. There was another secondary room that was long and narrow and was likely a coatroom. Making his way toward the sound of Dan working, Rich passed a set of double doors leading into the sanctuary but he didn’t want to go inside there yet. He had a pretty good idea what he was going to find inside that room and after seeing the bodies of Reverend Miller’s followers he had no desire to rush in and see what was left of Joshua. Not yet anyway. That was a treat best saved for when he had some company.


    Rich easily located the front door, noticing there was also a staircase heading upstairs in this room as well. Probably the stairs leading to the bell tower, but that was an adventure for later as well. Right now he needed to get this door open and let some light, not to mention fresh air, inside. It was a lot warmer up on the main level, shockingly so, oven-hot almost, and Rich had sweat running down his face already and he hadn’t even done anything yet. If he were stuck inside here for too long, he would likely pass out from heat exhaustion within the hour.


    “Made it, Dan,” Rich shouted, banging on the inside of the doors to get his friend’s attention. “It’s hotter than hell in here, buddy. Let’s get these damn things open. How you making out?”


    “I got another two off but it’s tough slugging.”


    “What can I do to help?”


    “I don’t know. Will the original doors swing open from inside? If you can open them, at least all we have is the nailed-on planks to deal with.”


    “I’ll see what I can do.”


    Rich turned the handles and pulled backward but naturally it wasn’t going to be that easy. He set down his flashlight and grabbed one of the handles with both hands and yanked with all his might. He was rewarded with the door on that side creaking against a hundred nails and actually moving an inch inward. Getting his fingers in the crack, he heaved again and managed to move the door another inch. A shaft of light and a cool breeze blew in through the crack and felt wonderful on Rich’s face. He sucked in the fresh air, savoring the moment before exerting himself again on the door. No matter how much he pulled and yanked though, he couldn’t seem to get the door to budge any farther. Getting down on his knees, he could see outside where Dan and he had already removed the outside planks, and he had an idea.


    “Hey, Dan, hand me one of those loose boards. If it will fit through this opening, I think we can use it as a pry bar to lever this sucker open.”


    Dan slid the oak plank on its edge through the two-inch gap and when it was approximately halfway inside, both guys pulled from their respective ends, leaning their weight on the sturdy wood like boys on a rich prep school rowing team, bending it under the strain. Just when Rich was about to stop pulling and have a rest, a bunch of nails must have let loose and the left-hand door into the church popped open with a loud tearing and splitting noise that sounded like gunfire inside the sealed room.


    “Yes!” Dan screamed from outside. “We did it!”


    With five boards off now, there was a sizable gap more than large enough to crawl through to get inside but for a minute Dan and Rich just stared at each other with big grins on their faces, happily catching their breath.


    “See anything in there on the way up here?” Dan asked.


    “Yeah. Lots. No treasure yet but there’s dead bodies down in the basement. They’re not very pretty either so we might want to keep the girls out of there, but one way or the other I’d say it sure looks like Kelly’s grandfather knew what he was talking about.”


    “Did you find Reverend Miller?”


    “Nope. Haven’t looked in the sanctuary yet. Figured I’d save that treat for everyone. We gotta get some air flowing though. It’s way too damn hot in here.”


    “We’ll open some windows or something. First I gotta see if Joshua’s there though. It’s been driving me crazy wondering if he’s really still in there.”


    “Get Pat and the girls then. They’ll wanna see this too, I’m sure. Tell them to bring more flashlights. It’s pretty dark in here.”

    



    Kelly was the last person to creep through the gap and enter the church. She wasn’t claustrophobic but there was something unsettling about getting on her hands and knees to voluntarily crawl into a dark, mysterious place. The heat hit her like a physical blow, worse still when Dan helped her to her feet. There was a stench to the church but it wasn’t overpowering or for that matter necessarily bad. To Kelly, it just smelled old and dry, like a well-used woodstove badly in need of cleaning.


    The mood of the group was quite tense, everyone on edge and probably more uneasy than anyone wanted to admit. After all, this was a place of death, a house of torture, and it was difficult not to let their imaginations run wild on them. One by one they turned on their flashlights though, which helped dispel the gloom considerably, and once everyone realized there were no pointy-tailed devils or evil preachers lurking inside ready to devour them for daring to enter, they calmed down.


    “Oh well, I’ve seen enough. There’s no treasure here, so let’s go!” Lizzy said, and everyone started laughing.


    “You’re not getting away that easily, sweets,” Rich said. “Come on, the sanctuary door is over here.”


    “Do we really have to?” Pat said, sounding a bit grumpy. “I mean, whether he’s in there or not, what’s the point?”


    “The point is we’ll know for sure that we’re not wasting our time,” Dan said. “Jesus, Pat, did you walk all the way out here not to see him?”


    “Oh he wants to see him,” Rich joked. “He’s just worried Joshua will look better than him still and he’ll be sleeping with you again.”


    Everyone laughed, except for Pat, of course. Kim walked over and put her arm around her new boyfriend in a show of support. “No worries there, big guy. Tonight you’re all mine.”


    The gang whooped and cheered at that comment, slapping Pat on the back and trying to cheer him up as best they could. For some reason he was in a bit of a funk but Kim’s promise definitely had put a smile back on his face for the time being. Hopefully he’d snap out of his bad mood for good.


    “Here’s the sanctuary, guys,” Rich said. “Let’s check it out before Pat cums in his pants over there.”


    “Fuck you, buddy,” Pat said.


    “Sure, but I think you just got a better offer.”


    Even Pat enjoyed that one, and they all joked and laughed their way inside the true heart of the church, moving inside a few feet but suddenly coming to a halt. A hush settled over the group, the fooling around instantly over as they walked a few tentative steps farther into the sanctuary. Whether it was from respect for the dead or from fear of the unknown, Kelly was unsure, but without any of them having to voice their thoughts, they’d all simply gone quiet as if on cue, the desecrated church returning to the silence it had enjoyed for decades. The temperature in here was rising, the smell of stale vegetation and dry-rotted wood even worse than in the other rooms. Dust motes danced in the air, as several flashlight beams tentatively crisscrossed the dark chamber before eventually all focusing in on the towering altar cross at the far end of the room.


    Kelly only gasped, but Lizzy let loose the first scream and buried her head in her boyfriend’s chest.


    “Unbelievable,” Rich said, stroking Lizzy’s hair. “It’s actually true. The freakin’ story’s true, Kelly. They really did crucify their preacher and leave him here to die.”


    Kelly didn’t know how to respond, a mental and physical numbness akin to shock creeping over her body, leaving her at a loss for words as she stared up at the monstrosity that had once been a man. It was well over a hundred degrees in here and suddenly she felt chills, the tiny hairs on her arms standing at attention.


    Joshua Miller’s corpse hung above them, his long arms still lashed tightly to the cross post with thick, braided ropes and his legs tied together and similarly strapped to the center beam. He was wearing a tattered brown robe, moth eaten and open at the chest, mottled with black bloodstains where he’d long ago torn his flesh frantically trying to struggle free of the ropes that bound him in place. His exposed skin was withered and pulled taut, a husk of dead gray flesh that looked as dry as beef jerky and thin as onion paper. As incredible as it seemed, Joshua Miller had been mummified on the cross from his lengthy stay in this smoldering hot crypt, the stifling temperature slow-cooking the poor man’s life juices out of him over the years.


    The preacher’s head slumped forward toward his chest, his long black hair hanging in a tangled ruin mercifully covering up most of his leathery face and whatever pain-filled expression death had frozen his features in. Strangest-looking of all, and something that happens to all people when they die, Joshua’s nails had continued to grow after his final breath, his fingers now tipped with long black talons, his toenails shredding the ends of his homemade leather shoes and curling a full two inches beyond. Below him, some of the floorboards had caved in and more of the massive green cornstalks had pushed up through the old boards and intertwined around his desiccated legs, unnatural fingers reaching up from the strangely fertile earth to claim their grisly prize.


    Even in his emaciated state, it was clear to everyone that in life Reverend Miller must have been a massive man. Although skeletal, his frame was huge, his arms stretched out like the wings of a giant bat, his legs seemingly endless, the segmented limbs of a monstrous spider. Just looking at him now in this pitiful state was enough to make Kelly tremble. She couldn’t imagine how intimidating this man must have been back in her grandfather’s youth.


    “Son of a bitch,” Pat said, breaking the silence. “That’s by far the most crazy thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. He looks like Jesus, man…or maybe some sort of demented scarecrow. That’s just fucking bizarre!”


    “Sure is,” Dan said. “Can you imagine what dying like this must have been like?”


    “No, and I don’t want to,” Kelly said. “Let’s get out of this room. The heat and the smell are making me sick. Can’t we at least open a few of these windows and let some air and light in?”


    “I second that,” Rich said, having spent more time inside this hellhole than any of them had. “Besides, there are holes in the floor all over here. We need some light in here so no one gets hurt. Trust me, you don’t want to fall into the basement. Some of Joshua’s buddies are chained up down there.”


    “Are you serious?” Kelly asked.


    “Unfortunately, yeah. You wanna see them?”


    Kelly and Lizzy both said an emphatic, “No!” at the same time.


    “Kel and Rich are right, guys,” Dan said. “Before we explore any further, let’s get some more fresh air and light in here. Come on. Let’s start out in the other room. Getting these oak planks off isn’t easy and I’d rather work out there than in this creepy-ass place.”


    The gang followed Dan back out into the front room to get to work, but Kelly hung back for a moment, shining her light on the crucified man at the far end of the room. She’d known all along that her grandfather had been telling the truth, but a huge part of her had hoped Malcolm had either misremembered the past or had been flat-out lying. Now she knew her family had been a party to murder and no matter how long ago it had happened or how justified they thought they’d been, Kelly couldn’t help but feel a little dirty and ashamed of her ancestors. She supposed this wasn’t the time for feeling sorry for herself though. Her friends needed her help.


    Turning to exit the room, Kelly took a step toward the door, but she caught movement out of the corner of her eye and swung back around and shone her light at the dead man on the cross. Nothing moved on the altar other than the dust motes in the air. Kelly’s heart was thumping like a jackhammer in her chest but there was nothing in sight to have scared her like that.


    “Easy now, girl,” she chided herself. “It’s just your imagination. The dead can’t hurt anyone anymore.”


    Steeling her nerves she turned away from the cross and walked out the sanctuary door, determined not to be a scaredy-cat and have the rest of the gang laughing at her. Still, deep down she honestly thought she’d seen Reverend Miller move. Just for a moment, she’d been positive the crucified man had defied death and had somehow lifted his head and opened his eyes to look at her.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Travis and Timothy Skyler weren’t due into work at Carlton Auto until noon today, and the twins had spent most of Wednesday morning talking about the future. Or at least Tim certainly had been. Travis had been forced to do all the listening, his brother fully cranked up and building steam by the minute. Even now, he was pacing back and forth like a caged tiger out front of the trailer home their father had left to them after his untimely death.


    “I’m telling you, Bro,” Tim said. “This is it, the one we’ve been dreaming about all these years. The hoax to end all hoaxes.”


    “I don’t know. The Reverend of Rock Creek sounds a bit corny to me. I thought I liked it but—”


    “Nah, forget that name. That’s old news. I got a better one.”


    “What?”


    “Well, think about it for a minute. Those broads that were at the garage said this whole area used to be called Oak Valley, right?”


    “If you say so. I wasn’t—”


    “And they said the villagers didn’t kill Reverend Miller…they strung him up on a cross in a church out in the middle of the fucking cornfield, right?”


    “That’s what you keep telling me, yeah. What about it?”


    “Come on, man, think. Strung up on a cross…cornfields? What does that make you think of?”


    “I don’t know…scarecrows?”


    “Yes! Now you’re with me, Bro. We’re gonna start calling this place Valley of the Scarecrow and the woods north of here are ground zero, dude. We’re gonna plaster this all over the Web. Just think what we can do with a supercool legend like that? I can see it already: Yea though you walk through the Valley of the Scarecrow…ye SHALL fear his evil! It’s perfect. Don’t you just freakin’ love it?”


    Travis had to admit he liked what he was hearing. Valley of the Scarecrow had an awesome ring to it and when they tied in the spooky story of the murdered holy man, this thing might really have legs. It was certainly better than anything they’d ever come up with in the past, that was for sure. “It’s fantastic. The only problem I see is it’s not our legend, it’s those campers’ you talked to.”


    “Exactly. And that’s what makes it all the more perfect.”


    “I don’t get it.”


    “It’s their story, Travis, so they’re naturally going to believe it. That one broad’s grandfather supposedly lived there for God’s sake. He told her it was all true.”


    “Which it probably isn’t.”


    “Of course it isn’t. All these damn legends are bullshit, but we’re going to sneak up there and bring this one to life for those campers. They think it’s all true and after we’re done fucking with them they’ll be even more sure. They’re gonna run back home and start telling other people what they think they saw up here, which is exactly what we want. It’s how the story spreads, right?”


    “Others will eventually start coming here to check it out.”


    “You got it.”


    “What do you mean, ‘fucking with them’? What are we gonna do?”


    “Aha! That’s the fun part. Follow me.”


    Tim led his brother around the side of the trailer and headed out back through a maze of rusty car parts and discarded trash, eventually stopping outside an old falling-down shed with a corrugated metal roof. Before opening the shed, he stopped to talk some more. “I’ve got a few ideas planned. For starters, I figure we can put together a scarecrow outfit easy enough. We got all kinds of old work clothes and hats and shit around here. We’ll just stuff some straw or cornstalks or something sticking out the sleeves and pant legs. Doesn’t have to be perfect, because we won’t be getting close enough for them to get a real good look at us. I also found this…” Opening the shed door, Tim reached inside and brought out a wicked-looking curved blade on the end of a six-foot-long wooden handle.


    “A scythe? Cool! Where the hell did that come from?”


    “No idea. Maybe Dad used it at work, hacking down weeds and bushes when he was spraying for bugs? Who knows? I just found it last night out here in the shed.”


    Their father, before he’d gotten so sick, had run his own pest control company, spraying neighbors’ farms and houses to get rid of spiders and pretty much any other little bugs that were becoming a nuisance.


    “Why were you poking around out here in Dad’s shed? It’s just a bunch of crap out here, isn’t it?”


    “To most people, yes, but not to us. Here, look at this…” Tim stepped inside the shed and pointed to a set of large metal tanks welded together and fastened to a sturdy leather harness that someone could slip their arms into and wear the contraption on their back. A plastic tube ran from the top of the metal tanks, joining together into a copper hand wand.


    “What is it?” Travis asked.


    “It’s a sprayer. Dad mostly did bigger farm jobs, but every now and then he’d just have a porch on a house or something to spray. Instead of taking the whole spray truck, he used to just fill these tanks and wear it on his back. Prime it up and blast away.”


    “What are we gonna do with it?”


    “Crop circles,” Tim said with a straight face.


    “You’re kidding, right?”


    “Do I look like I’m kidding? No.”


    “What do crop circles have to do with scarecrows or evil preachers?”


    “Nothing, but people love them. More importantly, people flock to them. All we’re gonna do is make a few small burned-out areas in the cornfield and let our campers find them. We can make religious symbols or something like that, to tie it into the reverend. Satanic stuff, maybe, like the number of the beast or a big inverted cross. That kind of shit, you know? We get some aerial shots of them on the Internet and we’re in business, man!”


    “Sounds good, but you’re forgetting something.”


    “What?”


    “Dad’s chemicals. His sprays were used to get rid of bugs. They don’t harm the crops. That’s the whole point, you know? Kill the bugs but not the plants. That’s why they’re called pesticides. Spraying them on the cornfield won’t do squat. You’ll need a strong herbicide to do what you have in mind. Where are we gonna get our hands on some of that?”


    “Vietnam,” Tim said with a grin.


    “The hell you talking about? The country?”


    “Nope. The war. You’re gonna love this.” Tim stepped over a broken toolbox and grabbed hold of a rotted burlap tarp, lifting it up and showing his brother the two fifty-five-gallon drums with bright orange stripes on them that were hidden underneath.


    “Are those what I think they are?”


    “Agent Orange, dude. The most fucked-up chemical soup Uncle Sam ever invented. It also just happens to be one of the most powerful herbicides on the planet. A few squirts of this shit and those cornstalks will melt like butter.”


    “It’s also illegal to use, not to mention own. That crap is really dangerous. It causes cancer.”


    “I know it does. It might even be what killed Dad. He always used to tell us how they dumped it all over the jungles to clear out the vegetation and kill the trees so Charlie didn’t have anywhere to hide, remember? Said it used to fall like silver rain and stick to them like greasepaint that they had a hard time getting off.”


    “I remember. Wonder why he would have a supply of it sitting around though? Seems pretty dangerous and stupid, really.”


    “To be honest, I think he used to keep it in case some of his customers stiffed him on his bill. If they didn’t pay up, I think he used to secretly spray a little Orange on their precious crops. Serves the bastards right, I’d say. He must have done it too, because there’s at least half of one of those drums gone already. That still leaves lots for us though.”


    “I don’t know, Tim. You sure it’s safe?”


    “No, but we’re not going to have a bath in the damn stuff like Dad did over in ’Nam. We’ll fill those portable tanks and be in and out quick. Don’t worry about it. I’ll do the spraying if you wear the scarecrow suit. Deal?”


    “Fine with me, I guess. When were you thinking of going?”


    “Tomorrow morning, I think. First thing. It’s our day off so no one will miss us at the shop. We’ll load up, hop on the quads, and see if we can track those campers down. Shouldn’t be that hard. We basically know where they are from what they told us.”


    “You really think we can pull this off? I mean, if the campers see either of us, we’re screwed.”


    “Not necessarily. It might mean those guys never fall for it, but that doesn’t mean we can’t get things set up and start planning for other people. We can get the inverted cross burned into the field and take some video of it, maybe get some shots of the church for the website too, if we actually find one up there. It all works better and the word will definitely spread faster if we can scare those guys without them seeing us, but it doesn’t kill our idea if they do. We’ve waited a long time for this chance. There ain’t nothing gonna stop us this time, Bro. Valley of the Scarecrow is our ticket out of this dump, I can feel it. We just gotta get the ball rolling, then quietly get the hell out of the way. Sneak in there, scare the bejesus out of those campers, and then hope they go home and help us spread the word. You with me?”


    “All the way, big guy. One hundred percent!”


    “Atta boy.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “So, any of you clowns want another drink?” Rich said, his words slightly slurred and much too loud trying to speak over the sound of drunken conversation and the crackling noise of the roaring fire.


    “I do! I do!” Dan said, laughing and jumping unsteadily to his feet so Rich could pour another inch of Jack Daniel’s into the bottom of his plastic glass.


    “Hey, me too,” Kim said, giggling as she nearly tripped trying to step over Pat’s outstretched legs. “Don’t forget me.”


    The party was definitely in full swing, all six campers having drunk more than enough already but no one ready to call it quits just yet. It had been Rich and Lizzy who’d smuggled in the booze in their backpacks—a forty-ouncer of sour mash whiskey and a twenty-sixer of peach schnapps. They only had water to mix it with, but after the long, tiring day they’d had, that hadn’t slowed anyone down. Add a few home-rolled “doobies” into the mix and everyone was feeling quite fine. More than fine, actually; they were all smashed.

    



    It had taken most of the morning for the gang to strip off a decent number of wooden planks barricading the windows and finish uncovering the front doors. When they were finished, the entranceway was completely clear and every window in the front reception chamber was wide-open, letting the cool breeze and bright sunlight into the church for the first time in over seventy years. The light radically altered the appearance of the front room, chasing the shadows away and making the reception area a bright and friendly place, surely how the villagers of Miller’s Grove had originally intended it to look all along.


    The basement windows were uncovered after lunch, and an impromptu search of its contents was done in the hope Rich had overlooked something earlier and they might luck out and find the treasure. Nothing of value was found. After some debate, even the room with the reverend’s three dead faithful followers had been reexamined, in case there was something stashed in with the grisly remains. The girls wanted nothing to do with seeing any more dead bodies, but Dan and Rich had taken turns holding their breath and darting in and out of the room until they were satisfied there was nothing hidden inside. Pat had taken pictures, documenting their progress every step of the way. They sealed the metal door again and everyone went outside for some fresh air and a drink of cool water.


    A quick search of the second floor (via the staircase beside the front entranceway) revealed nothing but an empty room with an old rope going up high toward the peaked ceiling. There was a rickety wooden ladder nailed to the wall heading up into the bell loft, but the ladder didn’t look at all safe to use and no one wanted a closer look at the bell anyway. Just as they’d suspected, the thin cord was still attached to the bell above and when Pat gave a tentative pull on the cord it rang out surprisingly loud three times before settling back down into silence. The noise startled the crows outside and they took to the air at once, cawing madly and circling the church for ten minutes before they’d calmed down enough to perch on the roof again. Rich wanted a turn ringing the bell, but Dan convinced him the sound might carry for miles out here in the woods and it wasn’t a great idea to needlessly draw attention to themselves. Disappointed, Rich followed everyone downstairs again.


    Without ever discussing it, they’d left the sanctuary until last, none of them particularly interested in hanging out with Reverend Miller if they didn’t have to. They’d taken the time to knock a few boards off the rear windows, just enough to let some light inside, then did a quick but thorough search of the room to see if by any chance the silver and gold might be lying around. None of them expected the treasure to be out in the open in a public place like this, and they were right. Finding nothing, the gang removed themselves from that room and closed the sanctuary doors. Knowing he’d been dead for a long time still wasn’t enough to make any of them want to stay in that room any longer than necessary, especially Kelly, who kept feeling Joshua’s eyes burning into the back of her head every time she turned away.


    They’d spent the rest of the day outside, gathering firewood from the nearby woods and talking about their plans for tomorrow, which included searching for the Miller’s Grove settlement. Everyone had high hopes that the town was where they’d have their best chance of finding the treasure stash. Somewhere in the village they were sure they’d find Joshua Miller’s house, and inside there had to be a secret hiding place where he’d stored his silver and gold. They were determined to find it even if they had to tear the whole damn village apart. But that was for tomorrow.


    Tonight was for partying.


    And for dying, but none of them knew what fate had in store for them yet…

    



    Pat staggered to his feet, heading for his camera bag. He wanted to get some pictures of his drunken friends dancing around the fire. “Hey, guys, gather around. I wanna get a pic of everyone together.”


    “Screw you, amigo!” Rich said, but put his arms around Kelly and Liz, getting set to ham it up for the camera.


    “You too, Dan-o,” Pat said. “Come on, Kim. Get your little butt in there too.”


    “Sure thing,” Kim said, taking her chance to wrap her arms around Dan and secretly squeezing his ass while the picture was being taken.


    Dan quickly stepped away once Pat was done, saying, “Hey, you know what would be really cool? How about we go back inside and get a few party shots taken with the good reverend?”


    “Yeah, great idea,” Rich said. “Show him we ain’t scared of his ugly ol’ ass. Maybe bring him a drink so he can celebrate with us!”


    “No way,” Kelly said. “Just leave him alone. It’s…I don’t know, sacrilegious or something. Respect for the dead and all that.”


    “Fuck that. Fuck the dead!” Rich said, then repeated it even louder, shouting it into the chilly night air. “You hear me, Joshua? FUCK YOU!”


    “Okay, tough guy,” Pat said. “I dare you. Let’s go in there and I’ll get some pics of you and the big guy up on the altar. You ain’t got the balls, I know it!”


    “Yeah, we’ll see. Grab that bottle of Jack and follow me.”


    They grabbed a few flashlights and laughed their way toward the front doors of the church. Inside, the reception area wasn’t nearly as cheery at night as it had been earlier in the day and the sanctuary wasn’t likely to be any better, but Rich had shot his mouth off and there was no way he could back down now without looking like a chicken. Not feeling nearly as confident as he had back at the fire, he pulled open the sanctuary door and took a few uncertain steps inside.


    “Come on, tough guy,” Pat said, pushing Rich in the back near the door. “Not shitting in your pants already, are you?”


    “No way. I’m fine…it’s just there are some holes in the floor in here so chill a bit. I’ll get there.”


    “You don’t have to climb up there, Rich,” Lizzy said, her better judgment starting to kick in. “We can get some pictures during the day, when it’s not so dangerous walking around in here.”


    “Don’t worry, sweets,” Rich said, carefully making his way to the far end of the room, his flashlight aimed at the floor the whole way. “Everything’s cool. I can see okay. Just a couple quick pics and we’ll get back out to the fire.”


    Climbing up onto the raised altar, all the flashlights in the room flashed up toward Joshua Miller’s corpse, and now that they had Rich’s body to compare it to, they could see how truly large the reverend was.


    “Oh my God!” Kelly said. “He’s huge!”


    “Damn!” Rich said, having the best view of all of them. From up close, the mummified man looked immense, his body withered but standing nearly seven feet tall with a wingspan at least that much. For the first time he started to rethink this dumb plan of his.


    “That’s right, Liz,” Dan said, bursting into laughter. “A few quick pictures and you can help Rich change his underwear.”


    “Very funny,” Rich said, knowing he was in too deep to back out now. At the reverend’s bound feet, there was a church pew likely left from when they’d strung Joshua up all those years ago. Rich carefully climbed up onto the dusty wooden bench and stood up right beside the dead man.


    “Careful, honey,” Liz said, holding her breath for no reason, hoping the boys would get through with all their macho bullshit so they could get back to partying soon.


    “I’m fine, for God’s sake. Man, he was a big dude though, huh.” Even standing on the pew, Rich was still only head level with Joshua’s chest, even though the bound man’s feet were only several inches above his own. Looking up into the tangled hair covering Joshua’s face, a chill ran down Rich’s spine, a sobering tingle of fear urging him to get this over with. “Okay, Pat. Take the damn picture.”


    “Sure, but can you push his hair out of the way so we can see him? From here it just looks like you’re standing beside Cousin Itt from the old Addams Family show.”


    Everyone in the room laughed at Pat’s joke except Rich, who had the ghastly job of actually touching the dead holy man and then looking directly into his gaunt, dried-out face. Reaching out, he gently pushed the mop of tangled locks to the side but it wasn’t the death mask of Joshua Miller’s openmouthed frozen scream that caught Rich’s attention first. It was what was hanging around his neck, hidden within his tangled mane.


    “Wow! Look at that, guys.”


    “What is it?” Dan said, having noticed something shiny too.


    “Don’t know,” Rich said. “Some kind of necklace. A triangle on a five-pointed star. Some kind of funky carvings around an eye too. I’m no expert, but I think the damn thing’s made of silver and gold.”


    “Get lost,” Pat said. “You serious?”


    “Of course I am. Look!”


    Rich leaned back and let the others shine their lights on the large amulet beneath Joshua’s leathery skin. When the lights hit the precious metals, even after all these years they shone. “See that? I’m telling you that’s gold! It’s part of the treasure, I’ll bet.”


    “Grab it, man!” Dan said. “Bring it here and let’s get a closer look.”


    “No, wait!” Kelly shouted, startling everyone. She remembered Malcolm telling her about this amulet and making her promise not to mess with it. “My grandfather warned me not to touch that. It’s a matching charm to the ring I showed you. This is gonna sound stupid, but he said they’re both magic and it was that necklace that has some kind of control over the evil around here. He made me promise we’d leave it alone.”


    “You’re right,” Rich said. “That does sound stupid. Look…we came here to find a treasure, didn’t we? This thing is probably worth a fortune, Kel. There’s no way we can leave it behind. Right?”


    “Right!” Pat said.


    “Right!” Kim and Lizzy said together. Everyone looked at Dan.


    “Sorry, Kelly, but Rich is right. We might not find anything else, but that necklace alone might be enough to get us all out of the hole. We can’t leave it here. No way. I mean, really…magic? Come on. This is the real world, remember? Just don’t tell Malcolm we took it. That’s all.”


    “I guess you’re right.”


    That was all Rich needed to hear, his fear of the hulking corpse in front of him gone as the excitement of finding some real treasure sunk in. “Yes! I’ll have it off him in a jiffy! Just a sec…”


    Rich grabbed the bulky necklace, its weight making him all the more excited. He was trying to mentally decide how many ounces of gold it was made from as he lifted the chain to slide the amulet over the top of Reverend Miller’s head, when it pulled tight on his desiccated forehead and wouldn’t budge. “What the heck?” he muttered under his breath, pulling harder on the silver chain but still having no luck. “It’s stuck, guys,” he said over his shoulder. “The chain is too short I think. Doesn’t want to fit over his head. Maybe they did it up with a clasp on the back or something?”


    “Don’t be such a wimp,” Pat said, snapping a few pictures. “Just rip the damn thing off like a man!”


    That was the last thing Rich wanted to do. He could picture the reverend’s entire head coming off if he yanked too hard. Setting his flashlight down, he reached up with both hands and used one of them to push the chain a few inches higher up the dead man’s head. Tearing the dry skin a little above Joshua’s right eye, the chain started to move. One more hard yank and…


    “Oww!” Rich screamed, the amulet finally sliding loose but not before one of the points on the star sliced into the tender meat of his palm, drawing blood. In the darkened room, Rich didn’t realize how badly he’d cut himself until he stepped down off the wooden pew and examined his hand under the glare of his flashlight. He had a two-inch cut under his left thumb and blood was streaming into his palm and starting to run down his wrist.


    “Shit! I cut myself, guys. Fucking nasty too.”


    “You got the necklace though?” Lizzy asked.


    “Yeah, I got it. Thanks for all the concern, honey. I’m okay, really!”


    “Oh, poor baby. Get over here and I’ll kiss it better,” Dan said, laughing.


    “I got something else I’d rather you kiss, asswipe!”


    Back out in the reception area, Liz wrapped Rich’s hand in his undershirt, while everyone else was busy checking out the necklace.


    “This is incredible,” Kim said. “It’s just like your ring, Kelly, only way bigger.”


    “Yeah, and feel the weight of it,” Dan said. “If this is really silver and gold like it looks, there’s no telling what it might be worth. At auction it might be worth a bloody fortune!”


    “Speaking of bloody,” Liz said. “I’m gonna take picture boy here back to the tents to get some Band-Aids. The fool sliced himself pretty good.”


    “We’ll all come. Rich is the man tonight! I think a find like this deserves a drink. What do you say, big guy?”


    “Sounds good to me,” Rich said. “Make mine a double!”


    “You got it. Let’s go.”


    Together they exited the church and headed back over to stoke the fire and have some more drinks. Liz got Rich bandaged up and soon the party was in full swing again. Everyone was in a great mood, convinced the amulet they’d found was only the tip of the iceberg around here and that by this time tomorrow they’d have found the mother lode and all be filthy rich.

    



    Inside the sanctuary, Joshua Miller hung in darkness, none of the reveling campers outside the least bit concerned that Rich’s blood had sprayed onto the reverend’s forehead as he’d yanked off the silver and gold talisman, and that even now his crimson life juices were sliding down the dead man’s face and trickling into the corner of his gaping open mouth…

    



    Back at the fire the gang partied on, everyone’s excitement getting the better of their judgment. They drank all of the peach schnapps and over half of the whiskey, but it was the marijuana that really did them in. A few more joints passed around and all bets were off. Inhibitions were cast aside and a few of them started to lose control, especially Kim, who wasn’t able to keep her feelings about Dan hidden any longer and kept trying to rub up against him and get him to dance with her. When she eventually put her arms around his neck and tried to kiss him, Kelly finally stepped in.


    “Hey, what the fuck you think you’re doing?” she screamed, pushing Kim away from Dan, who was so drunk he nearly stumbled into the fire trying to get out of the way.


    “Settle down,” Kim said, slurring her words. “I don’t want him forever. I just wanna borrow him for a while, okay?”


    Kim made a move to reach for Dan again but Kelly wasn’t having any of it. She stepped in between them and slapped Kim as hard as she could across the face. “You’ve got your own man, bitch. Get lost.”


    “Come on, Kim,” Pat said, trying to intervene. “Back off, okay?”


    “Fuck you,” Kim spat at Pat, pushing him aside. “And fuck you too, you little slut. Dan and I go way back…don’t we, baby? Tell ’er she ain’t the only one who likes the dark meat, sugar.”


    “What?” Kelly said, fists clenched, ready to explode. She turned to Dan. “Is that true? You’ve been fooling around with her too?”


    Dan was sitting on the ground by this point, not wanting any part of this argument but forced to say something. “No way. I mean…I knew her but I swear I’ve never—”


    “Son of a bitch! I trusted you, Dan, and here you are lying to me again.” The anger started to drain out of Kelly, a deep ache filling her heart instead. “How many other whores don’t I know about?”


    “None, honey. You got this all wrong.”


    “Who you calling a whore, bitch?” Kim said, not helping things any.


    “Fuck you, slut. I ought to rip your fake tits off. Who invited you anyway?”


    “Oh they’re real, sweetie. Just ask your man…he’ll tell you!”


    That did it. Kelly charged at Kim, ready to claw her eyes out, but Rich grabbed her from behind and pulled her to the far side of the fire. “Settle down and shut the fuck up! Both of you! This isn’t happening. You hear me? We’re all just too damn drunk to think straight.”


    “He’s right, Kel,” Lizzy said, coming over to try calm down her best friend. “Come on, let’s call it a night. You can come sleep with me, and Rich can sleep with Dan. We’ll talk about all this in the morning when we’re thinking straight.”


    “I don’t wanna sleep,” Kelly said, still furious but on the brink of tears. “I want her out of here. Don’t want her anywhere near me…or Dan.”


    “We can’t do anything tonight,” Rich said. “No one’s going anywhere in the middle of the night. I agree with Lizzy. Let’s get some sleep and worry about all this shit in the morning.”


    “Kelly, please…” Dan said, too drunk to even get to his feet.


    “Fine,” Kelly said, ignoring her boyfriend and letting Liz lead her off toward her tent. She was bawling on her friend’s shoulder within two steps.


    They disappeared into the tent and everything was quiet out by the fire. Kim was slumped to the ground rubbing her chin where she’d been slapped, Dan was on the ground looking ill, like he might throw up or pass out at any minute, and Pat and Rich were just standing still looking at each other, neither of them having a clue how things had spiraled out of control so quickly.


    “I’ll take Dan and get him into bed,” Rich said to Pat. “You okay with Kim?”


    “Guess I’ll have to be. Quite the load she just dropped on us all, huh? About her and Dan, I mean?”


    “Yeah. Wonderful.”


    “Think it’s true? If it is, I doubt she ever liked me. Probably only hooked up with me to get near him.”


    “I don’t know, man. I didn’t know about it if it is. Regardless, there’s nothing we can do about it tonight. Get her into the tent. We can worry about everyone being pissed off tomorrow. Maybe we’ll all be so hungover none of us will remember.”


    “Yeah, right? We’re not that lucky. What about the fire?”


    “Fuck it. It’ll burn itself out. I’m going to bed. See ya in the morning.”


    Rich grabbed Dan and half pushed him, half carried him to Dan’s tent, unceremoniously shoving him inside and disappearing himself, leaving only Pat and Kim outside by the fire. Looking less and less like the sexy woman Pat had thought she was, Kim was bent over vomiting into the grass.


    “Lovely!” Pat said. “Why does this bullshit always happen to me?”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    From high atop the church steeple, the crows huddled together to ward off the chill in the air, their obsidian eyes watching the fire on the ground below as it slowly died. Some of the bigger crows were asleep already, the older leaders of the murder, but the younger, more skittish birds stood watch, their finely tuned instincts telling them something had changed in the field tonight. A disturbance in the natural order of things. There was an electric hum in the air, some powerful force awakening and sending a ripple of dark energy throughout the woods. The birds could understand none of these things, but they could feel the hatred, feel the insane hunger building inside the church below their clawed feet, and none of them knew what they should do about it so they remained alert and on guard, ready to bolt at a moment’s notice if the danger they sensed came any closer.

    



    Within the sanctuary, Joshua Miller groaned and opened his eyes. His sandpaper-dry tongue dabbed at the sweet coppery liquid inside his mouth again and felt another surge of adrenaline and energy travel down his throat and warm his cold, unmoving heart. After seventy-four long years, his heart began to beat within his withered chest, sending wave after wave of blood coursing through his collapsed veins. It was excruciatingly painful, his tightly bound limbs thrashing against their ropes as every muscle in his body cramped and spasmed back to life. Along with the blood, images of his life and death flooded into his consciousness again, filling in the gaps that time had eaten into his memories. It took every ounce of control Joshua had learned over the decades not to scream out in agony, but he stifled his cries, relishing the pain after so many years of not feeling anything. He rejoiced feeling the great weight of Angus Tucker’s amulet finally gone from his chest, the removal of which had as much to do with his resurrection as the life-giving blood trickling down his face into his thirsty gaping mouth.


    It’s gone! The talisman is gone!


    The blood from the young man who’d cut himself had also dripped and fallen onto the cornstalks below, causing them to lap up the red liquid as greedily as he had done. Below him, the corn magically began to move, a soft green glow illuminating the basement and lighting the sanctuary around him. He watched the cornstalks grow even thicker and stronger, snaking up out of the floor and piercing into the paper-thin skin of his ankles, knees, thighs, arms, and belly. The strong fibers of the plant bore tunnels within his parched inner meat, wrapping itself around his bones and entwining within his atrophied muscles. He would have screamed at the inhuman invasion but before he could one thick shaft entered his mouth, gagging him into silence as the corn grew down his throat and spread its fibrous tendrils throughout the core of his convulsing body. Moments later, his old, desiccated body began to rebuild itself, his muscles feeding on the dark power flooding into his system through the cornstalks, growing larger and far more powerful than he’d ever been in real life. Joshua was becoming part of the field and the field becoming part of him, a union formed in hell and consummated on the dark altar of a desecrated church.


    Their job done, the cornstalks snapped off near where they’d entered his flesh, retracting back into the basement, the wounds healing almost instantly but leaving several inches of plant sticking out of his skin. The unnatural green glow died away, leaving Joshua in darkness again, but he was used to that by now. By the light of the moon filtering in the few windows the intruders had managed to pry open and by the slight green glow of his enhanced eyes, he clenched and unclenched his massive fists, amused at seeing the way the cornstalks protruded from his shoulders and wrists, and relishing the incredible strength he felt raging through him. With one quick flex of his forearm, the thick ropes binding his left hand snapped, and one more pull freed his arm completely. The ropes holding his right arm held a little longer, but he was still able to rip his arm free without much difficulty. Holding on to the crossbeam with his left arm, he examined the way his fingernails had grown long and pointy during his long sleep. He used the overgrown nails on his right hand to slice apart the ropes wound around his midsection and legs, pleased they were sharp enough to sever the bindings easily, like a new scythe blade cutting through fresh summer grass.


    Free of his bindings at last he dropped heavily to the floor, not at all used to supporting his massive weight on his own two feet but he got the hang of things quickly, testing his powerful legs by walking around on the altar. When he was sure of himself, he leaped off the raised platform and moved down the center aisle, headed for the front of the church and the freedom of the fields beyond. At the front doors, he paused to look over at the dying fire and the trio of colorful plastic tents grouped near it. Inside, he knew the group of young intruders must be sleeping.


    Heathens and whores. How dare they defile my land!


    The more Joshua thought about them, the angrier he became. Rage had been his only companion for so long he knew no other friend. Payback and stone-cold retribution were the only things that mattered to him now, the only thoughts on his seething mind. He let out a low, rumbling growl as he descended the stairs, free of his prison for the first time since before he’d been betrayed. Many of the crows watching from above took flight, feeling the madness coming off him like pulsating waves of icy rain. Joshua watched them fly away, just small, dark shadows against the even darker night sky but he knew what they were. Ignoring the smaller birds, he looked up toward the church roof and spotted the big leaders of the murder. He couldn’t see their eyes from on the ground but instinctively he knew they were awake and watching his every move. This pleased him immensely.


    Our time has finally come, my friends, the creature that used to be Reverend Miller thought, a smile playing across his cruel visage. Vengeance will be mine…but the glory will all be yours!


    The scarecrow walked off into the corn, disappearing into the night.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Come on, Kim,” Pat said for the third time now. “Don’t worry about it. For Christ’s sake, just lie down and go to sleep. We’ll deal with it in the morning. You’re still too damn drunk right now.”


    “I am not too drunk,” Kim said. “And fuck you anyway. This has nothing to do with you so get out of my face.”


    Several hours had passed since the big blowup between her and Kelly out by the fire, and once Kim had stopped puking her guts out, Pat had managed to get her into their tent and wrapped up in a warm blanket. Unfortunately, she’d only slept for a few hours and she’d woken Pat up trying to crawl over him to get outside again. A few questions was all it had taken to understand that her master plan was to apologize to Kelly and try to get Dan to go for a walk with her so they could work things out. Obviously that was a terrible plan and Pat was getting frustrated trying to talk her out of it.


    “What do you mean this has nothing to do with me? ’Course it does. You’re supposed to be here with me, remember?”


    “Ahh…poor baby. Feeling left out, little boy? Well, get over it!”


    “So you never liked me? That what you’re saying? It was all just a bullshit way for you to get closer to Dan?”


    “What’s the difference, Pat? But no, for what it’s worth, at the start I liked you quite a bit. To be honest though, you’re too much of a whiny little boy for my tastes. And that shitty hobby of yours is driving me nuts. I’m used to guys who want to put their hands on me…not a bloody camera. Screw that. I’m out of here.”


    “Wait,” Pat said, her words stinging but knowing he shouldn’t let her out of the tent. “You can’t go over to see Dan and you definitely can’t go see Kelly.”


    “Why not?”


    “Christ, Kim, think about it for a second. Don’t you think you’ve caused enough trouble around here for one night? You might have feelings for Dan but wake up for God’s sake…Dan and Kelly are in love. You don’t have the right to get in the middle of that. Just lie down and go back to sleep.”


    “You can’t tell me what to do. I’ll go see him if I damn well please.”


    Pat was tired and fed up dealing with all this bullshit. He’d tried to talk sense into her but screw it. She wasn’t interested in his feelings so why should he give a damn about hers? “Okay, piss off then. What do I care? You go be a bitch and see what it gets you. My guess is Kelly will kick your ass and Dan will never speak to you again. Have fun!”


    “Thanks, I will!” Kim said, finally finding the zipper and climbing out of the tent. She turned around and zipped it back closed. “And don’t bother following me.”


    “Don’t worry. I don’t want nothing to do with you anymore. Go straight to hell for all I care!”


    “Yeah, well screw you!” Kim said, turning away and heading in the general direction of Rich and Dan’s tent.

    



    It was chilly outside tonight, much colder than she had expected. She had a warm sweater and a coat back in the tent but damned if she was going back in there with Pat to get them. Besides, it wasn’t that cold out. She could tough it out for a while. Maybe she could curl up with Dan in his sleeping bag? He’d know how to keep her warm, that was for sure.


    Approaching the guys’ tent quietly, she looked in through the small window screen and was surprised to only see Rich inside. He was curled up in a sleeping bag in the center of the floor snoring softly but there was no one else in the tent with him. Where the heck is Dan? she thought, unaware that he had also woken up about an hour ago and had stumbled over to Liz’s tent to fall asleep beside Kelly without either of the girls waking up or even knowing he was there.


    The sound of footsteps crackling in the field off to her right startled her. When she looked, she just caught a hint of a man walking between the rows of corn, heading farther into the lush crops. “Dan?” she said, but was afraid to say it too loudly in case she woke everyone up. Her heart was hammering inside her chest with excitement. If Dan was up and outside on his own, this was her chance—maybe her last chance—to talk to him and convince him she was a better woman than Kelly ever would be. She had no idea why he would be out wandering in the cornfield in the middle of the night but at this point she really didn’t care. Maybe he had woken up needing to be sick like she had earlier and hadn’t wanted anyone else to know about it. Regardless, feeling warmer by the minute, Kim set out into the field to find him.


    The corn swallowed her in seconds, cutting off her view of the camp within ten feet. Surrounded on all sides by the massive stalks, it was dark and more than a little claustrophobic, but thankfully there was a partial moon out tonight and the light shone down on her from directly above, lighting her way as she pushed farther and farther into the field. The crows watched her progress from high above.


    “Dan?” she said, louder this time. “Are you out here?”


    There was no reply.


    A stalk snapped a few rows to her left and Kim thought she heard the sound of quiet laughter. She walked over to where she thought the noise had come from but there was no one there. Was he teasing her? Staying hidden on purpose?


    “Come on, Dan. Where are you? Look, I’m sorry about earlier tonight. I was smashed and didn’t know what I was doing. I just wanna talk, okay?”


    Everything was quiet for a moment, and just as Kim was about to shout again, she heard a whisper. “Over here.”


    The voice had come from deeper into the field but it hadn’t really sounded like Dan’s friendly voice. It was rawer, guttural, the voice of a man badly in need of a drink. It had to be Dan though, didn’t it? There wasn’t anyone else out here for miles in any direction. Disguising his voice, perhaps? Still playing games? She probably deserved to be treated like this, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. Ahead she saw a shadowy silhouette and she hurried toward the hidden man, getting angry now.


    “This isn’t funny, you know. Stand still, for God’s sake!”


    Kim moved over a row and had who she thought was Dan clearly in her line of sight. He was standing with his back to her, arms spread out to either side at shoulder level, wearing some sort of dirty brown robe or housecoat. When she got close enough to see his long, dirty hair, she stopped walking, her heart racing a mile a minute and jumping into her throat.


    That’s not Dan, she thought.


    She nearly screamed but she noticed the cornstalks sticking haphazardly out of the ends of his shirtsleeves and pants legs and took a good look at his wooden posture; she giggled and let out a sigh of relief instead. It was just a big scarecrow wearing a silly old wig. Nothing to worry about. She started walking again, knowing Dan must be around here somewhere. She stepped around the scarecrow and peered into the darkness beyond. “Come on, Dan. I’m sick and tired of this. If you don’t come out here right now, I’m going back to my tent. Where are you?”


    “Right behind you,” the raspy-voiced man she’d heard earlier whispered in her ear, scaring the hell out of her and causing her to spin around as fast as she could.


    Kim looked up into the glowing green eyes of Joshua Miller, his previously dry, pasty skin radiant and healthy beneath the light of the moon, his body somehow huge and bulging with muscles beneath his robe. He was grinning down at her, mouth gaping with big yellow teeth, Rich’s blood still staining his thin lips. Kim tried to scream and run away, but the reverend grabbed hold of her before she could move and clamped one of his huge hands across her mouth to stifle any noise she might try to make.


    “Shhhhh…” he whispered in her ear. “It’s peaceful out here tonight. Been a long time since I enjoyed a night outside like this and the last thing I want to hear is a Jezebel like you screaming and hollering. Understand?”


    Kim barely heard anything he had to say, she was so terrified and intent on trying to get away. She kicked and punched the unholy man as hard as she could, even biting his filthy hand so she could try and scream for help. His grip on her was like an iron vise though, and all she was doing was making him angrier.


    “Harlot!” he said, furious that she’d disobeyed him and bit his hand. “When I say I want quiet…I mean it. You’ve got a big mouth, but I know how to shut you up!”


    Joshua used his strong fingers to pry open Kim’s mouth and jam his hand in as far back as he could go, gagging her with his sausagelike digits. He grabbed her tongue as far back as he could and began pulling it out of her throat, stretching and yanking with all his strength until her tender flesh began to rip and tear, a torrent of hot blood spraying out of Kim’s mouth and soaking the front of her shirt.


    When he’d separated her tongue from her body, he held her upright and forced her to watch as he slid most of the thin, raw morsel into his salivating mouth and chewed slowly, savoring the sweet meat in front of her horrified eyes. The scarecrow whistled a strange high-pitched tune and held his left arm out to his side. Within seconds, a large crow flew down from the sky and perched upon his offered shoulder. Man and beast looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, silent understanding passing between them, the covenant between Joshua and the crows of Miller’s Grove still as strong as the day the bond had been formed, even if this bird was generations removed from the murder he’d known. Joshua fed his companion the last piece of the woman’s tongue, smiling as the crow eagerly gobbled it down.


    Kim was losing a lot of blood and about to pass out but Joshua wasn’t about to let her drift off to sleep and die quite that easily. He still wanted her to suffer, like he had for all those years alone in the dark. Reverend Miller sliced open the defenseless woman’s belly with his razor-sharp nails, forcing his entire hand inside her stomach cavity and pulling out a handful of wet, sloppy intestines. Her ropey intestines steamed in the chilly night air, the sickening stench of peach schnapps and bile permeating the area. Joshua handed a loop of bloody intestine to his dark-feathered friend and said in a commanding voice, “Flyaway. Go now!”


    The crow took to the air, a section of Kim’s intestine firmly clamped in its beak. It rose high up into the night air, dragging the poor woman’s guts with it, easily uncoiling several hundred yards of her innards like unspooling the string on a high-flying kite. Kim was still alive, still on her feet, still trying to scream, but there was nothing she could do. She had no strength left to fight. All she could do was look up into the eyes of the half man-half creature that was killing her. Her small intestine eventually snagged on one of her ribs, mercifully severing the cord attaching her to the far-off crow with an audible SNAP and Kim finally closed her eyes.


    The scarecrow let her drop from his arms.


    Kim was dead before she hit the ground.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Pat was starting to get worried. It had been at least an hour since Kim had stormed off and there was still no sign of her. He’d been sure she’d go blow off some steam and maybe even try talking to Dan, but Pat knew his friend well enough to know he’d make her hit the road and leave him alone. With nowhere else to go, Pat was sure she’d have ended up back here at his tent, but that hadn’t happened. He was still alone and when he finally poked his head outside to check things out, no one was over by the burned-out fire pit and it was quiet everywhere else in camp.


    Too quiet.


    Pat lay back down and tried to go back to sleep but he couldn’t do it. He hated himself for admitting this, but no matter how badly Kim had treated him tonight, he still cared about her and even though she’d walked off like a first-class bitch, he was worried about her. She was still really drunk when she’d left and who knew what might have happened to her? She could have passed out in the grass and was lying out in the cold somewhere without a sleeping bag. Hell, she didn’t even have on her coat. Even if she hadn’t passed out, she might have wandered off and gotten lost. Everything looked the same here in the daylight, never mind at night, and she might wander for hours out in the endless fields of corn and dense forests. She might even have fallen somewhere and hurt herself; the possibilities were endless.


    “Yeah, and she might be over there safe and sound getting humped by Dan,” Pat said, not believing it but fearing there was a chance it might be true. “Dan wouldn’t do that…would he?” Probably not, he figured, but now that the seed of doubt was planted in his mind, Pat couldn’t stop wondering if that was where Kim was and screwing Dan was exactly what she was doing. “Shit!” he muttered, reaching for his clothes to get dressed. One way or another, he needed to find out where she was.


    He dressed warmly, putting on a sweater and his coat, and as an afterthought grabbed Kim’s coat as well, in case he found her outside somewhere, lost and cold. Flashlight in hand, Pat left his tent and headed over to take a look in Dan’s tent. He was hoping for the best, that Dan and Rich would be sleeping in there alone, but he was prepared for the worst, that Kim would be naked and curled up in Dan’s arms. Neither scenario ended up being true. To his surprise, Pat found Rich sleeping alone.


    What the hell? he thought. They’re both gone? Together?


    Pat never even thought of checking Liz’s tent. Jealousy was kicking into high gear and he was sure Dan and Kim had snuck off somewhere to be alone, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out there was only one possible reason why they’d do that. They were fucking each other. Pat was sure of it. He was also sure Dan would regret it big-time in the morning when Kelly got wind of it, but both he and Kim were likely still half drunk and didn’t give a shit about the consequences right now.


    “That bastard!” Pat said, not that he could really blame Dan. Kelly was a pretty girl and a wonderful woman but let’s face it, Kim was a wet dream on legs. If it were he in Dan’s shoes and he’d had the chance to bone her, he doubted he’d have had the willpower to say no either.


    The real pisser was that it should have been he with her right now. Kim was his girlfriend, or at least had been up until a few hours ago. They’d been getting along great too, at least until the booze had started pouring. Not that any of that mattered now. Kim was gone and in the grand scheme of things he was okay with that. Screw her if she didn’t want to be with him. He wasn’t going to let her get him down. He’d been shit on by other women too—most recently by Sheila, his goth girlfriend back in Cedar Rapids—and he was sick and tired of always getting the short end of the stick. To hell with Kim. To hell with all women; he was going back to bed and getting a decent night’s sleep.


    Still, he wondered where they had gone. Where could you take a girl around here where no one could see you doing the nasty? The cornfields, sure, but it was pretty damn cold out to be rolling around in the dirt. Pat spun around and looked over at the church.


    “That’s it. That’s where he took her.”


    It made perfect sense. Inside the church it was warm and dry, and far enough away from the tents that no one could hear what they were doing. Pat couldn’t see any flashlights moving around inside, but that didn’t mean much. It wasn’t like they’d want to broadcast where they were to anyone who might wake up to get a drink of water or to take a leak.


    They obviously wanted privacy, which brought a smile to Pat’s face, giving him a great idea how to get back at both of them for what they’d done; her for breaking his heart, and him just for being a two-timing douche. He’d sneak up and scare the shit out of them, hopefully catching them red-handed in the act. There was no reason to do this, and really it was a pretty childish thing to do, but fuck it; he wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep yet anyway and it just might be fun.


    Pat turned off his flashlight and, as stealthily as possible, made his way back over to his tent to toss Kim’s coat back inside and quickly pick up his camera bag. If he wasn’t getting laid himself, at least maybe he could get the money shot on film. And man would it piss Dan off knowing he had photographic proof he’d cheated on Kelly. He’d owe Pat big-time to get that memory card. Not that he’d ever rat out his friend and show Kelly. They could deal with their relationship problems on their own without him interfering, but still, it would be great having something to hold over Dan’s head and make him sweat it out for a little while.


    Camera and flashlight in hand, Pat snuck over to the stairs of the church and tiptoed inside the doorway as silently as possible. Cupping his ear toward the darkness within, he tried to listen for any sounds that might give away their whereabouts. He couldn’t hear anything. Wherever they were and whatever they were doing, they sure were being quiet about it, but Pat was determined to root them out and catch them in the act. He took several half steps into the front room, feeling somewhat giddy, enjoying the hunt as if they were playing a childish game of hide-and-seek. He had an insane urge to shout out to Kim and Dan, “Ready or not…here I come!” but, of course, he didn’t. Instead he moved over to the near wall and started edging closer to the reception area and coat room, where he was sure he’d find them.


    He opened the door to the coat room and quickly snapped a picture, the camera flash dazzlingly bright in the small, dark space. The room was empty. Shit! he thought, knowing he’d probably just blown his chances at surprising the couple. Wasting no more time, Pat stuck his head into the reception area and snapped off another picture with unfortunately the same result. This room was empty as well.


    Well, hell…where are they?


    Surely they wouldn’t go into the basement, would they?


    Then Pat glanced at the doors leading into the sanctuary. “No way,” he whispered, and then thought, They’re not sick enough to do it in there, are they? Not with the dead body of Reverend Miller hovering over them?


    That was just flat-out wrong!


    Even he wasn’t that horny.


    Moving to the doors, not nearly as worried about being as sneaky as he was before, he flicked on his flashlight and pushed his way into the room beyond. Unfortunately the sanctuary was empty too, but it wasn’t until Pat realized just how empty it was that he started to worry. Walking carefully toward the empty altar, he could see the ropes that had bound the dead man to the cross lying on the raised wooden platform, some obviously cut by something sharp but others looking like they’d been torn in half by someone incredibly strong.


    “Where the fuck is the reverend?” Pat said, the pretense of being quiet completely gone now. “Dan? Kim? Where are you guys? Get your asses in here and look at this!”


    No one answered, neither his question nor his summons, and the first stage of panic began to set in. Not fear yet, but something close to it and moving closer by the minute. Something wasn’t right here but Pat couldn’t seem to wrap his head around it. Who had moved the dead body? And why would they do something like that? What purpose did it serve? Pat had none of those answers and it made him feel uncomfortable just standing alone in the dark staring up at an empty cross.


    It naturally occurred to Pat that maybe Dan and Kim had done this and were secretly concocting some crazy plan to try and scare everyone, but that just didn’t make sense. Why would they do something like that? They wouldn’t, but if Pat ruled them out of the equation, who did that leave? Everyone else was back in their tents fast asleep. Unless someone else was here that none of them knew about.


    “Get your ass out of here,” Pat said, speaking to himself but not liking the sound of his voice. He could hear the fear in his tone, even though there wasn’t anything to be scared of. Not really. For all he knew, the damn ropes had finally rotted through and the mummified holy man had tumbled down into the basement through the hole in the floorboards. An explanation like that was possible, right? Edging closer to the collapsed area of the floor, Pat shone his light down into the hole but from what he could see from here, there was no sign of the reverend’s body down below. He couldn’t see much of the basement from this view and the cornstalks were in the way but damned if he was going down there to have a better look. Not by himself anyway. No, the best thing to do was go back to camp and wake everyone up. They needed to see for themselves what had happened and together they could decide what to do next.


    Decision made, Pat ran for the front door.


    He bolted out of the sanctuary, dashed across the reception area, and was hitting full speed by the time he entered the front room and saw the abomination standing in front of him. Blocking Pat’s path outside was the largest man he’d ever seen, a shadow-shrouded, long-haired hulk who filled the entire entranceway to the church. Pat tried to put on the brakes and stop in time to run the other way but his forward momentum carried him straight into the behemoth’s waiting arms.


    No! It can’t be! Pat thought, knowing in the back of his mind it was Reverend Miller wrapping powerful fingers around his neck but not wanting to admit it. Admitting it would make it real and the last thing he wanted right now was for this to be real. He prayed he’d wake up back in his tent but as soon as Joshua began to laugh and squeeze tighter, Pat knew his nights of dreaming were probably over.


    “Christ! Let me go, you freak!” he tried to scream but with his windpipe about to be crushed it came out more like a whimper.


    “Blasphemer!” Joshua growled, lifting Pat completely off his feet. He began to see stars, his vision frosting up on him and he knew he had to do something quick or he was going to die. He tried punching the reverend but his blows had little to no effect on the man-monster. Instinctively, Pat reached for his camera and snapped a picture right in his would-be killer’s face, the flash exploding only inches away from the reverend’s strangely illuminated eyes, causing him to scream and release his constrictor hold on Pat’s bruised throat.


    When his feet hit the floorboards, Pat fell backward onto his rear end, painfully whacking his tailbone in the process, but that was the least of his worries. The camera flash had temporarily blinded his adversary but it wouldn’t keep him out of commission for long. He knew he should get up and run, but instead he reached for the flashlight he’d dropped when he’d first been grabbed. Clicking it back on, Pat couldn’t believe his eyes; something straight out of a comic book or low-budget Halloween movie towered above him, rubbing its eyes. Pat only wasted a moment looking, but that was more than long enough to notice the bulging muscles, the cornstalks fused with living flesh, and to be repulsed at the sight of the monstrous creature who had once been Joshua Miller.


    Son of a bitch! Pat thought as he hurriedly climbed to his feet. He looks even more like a scarecrow than before. How the fuck is any of this happening?


    Joshua took a step into the church, taking a wild, clumsy swing with his massive arm, obviously still not able to see clearly, but knowing his prey was somewhere nearby. He rubbed his eyes again, squinting into the darkness and looking directly over at Pat, who had backed up near the staircase leading to the bell tower. “I see you, boy,” Joshua said, his voice cold and angry. “There’s nowhere you can run. Nowhere you can hide. This is my church…my village, and you and your friends are just the soulless vermin trespassing on unholy land. Filthy rats! You know what we did with rats back in my day, boy? We stomped on them. Mashed their worthless skulls beneath our heels!”


    The scarecrow took another step closer.


    With his path outside effectively cut off and not liking his chances of beating the reverend into the reception area, Pat took the only option left, making a move for the staircase that headed up to the second floor. Even as he ran he knew he’d be boxing himself in, knowing there was no exit from the bell tower room from their thorough search of the church yesterday afternoon, but running anyway. Pat heard the scarecrow growl and without having to look knew the monstrous man was right on his ass. He started screaming for help, hoping someone outside in the tents might hear him and come help, but his throat was already swelling shut from nearly being strangled and no matter how hard he tried, his injured vocal cords could only produce a low-pitched squeal. He gave up trying, knowing he was on his own, unless he could make it to the tower and ring the bell. His screams might not be loud enough to wake up his friends and bring help running, but the church bell certainly would be. In his heart, Pat knew there was no time for his friends to come to his aid and that he’d probably be dead long before they got there but he had to try. He’d run out of all other options.


    Unfortunately, he’d also run out of luck.


    Just as Pat reached the top of the staircase, the hanging bell rope in sight, Reverend Miller caught up to him and clamped one of his powerful taloned hands around his ankles and stopped him dead. Pat did a sudden face-plant onto the hard wooden floor, knocking himself senseless, smacking his chin so hard he saw stars. Joshua rolled Pat over onto his back and started dragging him back down the stairs, Pat’s head thumping on each riser until they’d reached the bottom. Pat tried to shout, tried to scream, even tried to beg for mercy, but his head was spinning and the scarecrow definitely wasn’t in a compassionate mood to listen.


    “Rats, boy!” the scarecrow shouted. “We used to stomp ’em!”


    He began kicking Pat in the ribs, the arms, the stomach, the legs, and eventually the head, anywhere he could inflict pain and damage without spilling too much blood that he’d be forced to clean up later. Pat tried to defend himself, to cover up as best he could, but in the end it was futile. Joshua’s knifelike toenails sunk into Pat’s battered body, breaking several bones and tearing into his vulnerable flesh in many places. The attack was intentionally cruel and brutally savage, leaving him broken and helpless on the dusty floor in less than thirty seconds.


    “Mash their skulls beneath our heels!” Joshua said, beginning to laugh.


    The last thing Pat ever saw was the bottom of Joshua’s huge leather shoe lift high in the air and begin rapidly descending toward his eyes. He said a quick prayer that he’d pass out or die before it landed, surely crushing his face.


    His prayer went unanswered.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Lizzy thought she was the first one awake in the morning, but when she rolled over in her sleeping bag and saw Kelly and Dan half naked with their tongues down each other’s throats she realized she’d been wrong. She also knew three was a crowd and needed to get her butt out of there and let her best friends have some alone time after all the craziness that had taken place last night.


    “Don’t mind me, guys,” she said, grabbing for her hiking boots and a thick wool sweater. “I’ll be out of here in a jiffy.” Neither Dan nor Kelly even responded, so intent on each other they probably didn’t even hear her. “Alrighty then…have fun.”


    She climbed out of the tent and made a beeline over to where Rich was sleeping, but saw he was already up and at it too, and was rebuilding the fire for breakfast. He smiled and waved when he saw her approaching.


    “Morning, sexy,” he said. “You hungry?”


    “Starving…but it might be just us eating for a while.”


    “Why? What’s up?”


    “Dan and Kelly are in my tent, ah…making up, I guess you’d call it.”


    “Well, I’d call it something else,” Rich said, grinning, “but are you serious? I thought they were fighting again? Wasn’t Kelly ready to kill him last night?”


    “Think so, yeah. But to be fair, it was more Kim’s fault that Dan’s. He didn’t really do anything. She’s the one with the hots for him, not the other way around.”


    “Exactly. Maybe she’s been sniffing around him while Dan and Kelly were broken up, but that was pretty uncool what she did. Caused a big scene for nothing. I hate chicks like that. Fucking drama queens.”


    “Yeah well just be thankful you’ve got me then.”


    “I am, sweets. How ’bout we go into my tent and I’ll show you how much?”


    “Down, Rover! You promised me breakfast, remember?”


    “Food before sex?”


    “Always. It’s one of the rules in the official woman’s guide to being a successful bitch. Wanna read it?”


    “Nope. Guaranteed that book sucks. Speaking of bitches though, have you seen Kim this morning? I haven’t seen her or Pat yet.”


    “Me neither. I just woke up though. Have you checked their tent? Maybe they’re still snoring?”


    “Or maybe they’re doing the humpty dance too. I better go check.”


    “Uh uh. You get some toast going, sport. I’ll check. You wouldn’t want to have to stomach seeing Kim’s sexy body lying around naked in there.”


    “Right. Good call. Thanks…I think.”


    Lizzy laughed, kissed her adorable boyfriend on the cheek, and went to discreetly check on Pat and his troublemaking new woman. She hugged herself on the walk over to their tent, warming her hands by rubbing them on her upper arms. The sky above was clear and blue and it looked like it was going to be another beautiful day today but it was still chilly out at the moment and she was glad she’d decided to slip on her wool sweater. Not wanting to barge in on Pat and Kim, just in case Rich was right and they were in the process of making up as well, she stopped five feet from the front of the tent and softly asked, “Hey, guys…you awake yet?”


    No one answered her so she tried again, this time louder.


    “Pat? Kim? Rich has breakie on the go out here if you guys are hungry?”


    Still no response.


    Screw it, Lizzy thought, and walked right up to the tent. “Knock knock!” she said, unzipping the door and unabashedly sticking her head inside.


    She was surprised to find the tent empty, neither Pat nor Kim curled up in the mess of blankets within. “That’s strange,” she said, standing up and returning to Rich by the fire. “They’re not in their tent. Both of them are gone.”


    “Gone? Where? It’s not even eight o’clock in the morning.”


    “Don’t know. Should I go tell Dan?”


    “Hell no. Leave them guys alone. Pat and Kim probably just went for a walk or something. Sit down with me and have your toast. Pat’s always hungry after he drinks, so I’m sure they’ll turn up soon.”

    



    They didn’t though. Not while Rich and Lizzy ate their breakfast and cleaned up their mess, not even thirty minutes later when Dan and Kelly eventually came out of their tent and met them by the fire. Kelly had her arm around Dan’s waist and the couple was laughing and all lovey-dovey, flirting with each other so much it took them a minute to recognize the tension in the air.


    “What’s wrong?” Dan asked.


    “Nothing,” Rich said. “Well…hopefully nothing. It’s just that we can’t find Pat or Kim anywhere.”


    “To hell with Kim,” Kelly said. “I don’t care if I ever see that bitch again.”


    “I’m being serious. They’re gone!”


    “Gone home?” Dan asked. “They wouldn’t have left without telling anyone, would they?”


    “Everyone was pretty pissed off last night. Maybe Kim didn’t want to be here this morning and talked Pat into taking her home?”


    “In the middle of the night?”


    “I don’t know? I guess.”


    “But their tent’s still here. Probably all their stuff too.”


    “Pat’s coat and camera are gone. I’m not sure what Kim was wearing. My guess is they’re gone. Either that or they’re playing games and hiding in the field somewhere.”


    “What about the church?”


    “Nope. I already walked over there and yelled in the front door. No luck.”


    “Well, fuck,” Dan said, pissed off. “What kind of idiots would try to walk out of here in the middle of the bloody night?”


    “A couple of drunken ones?” Lizzy said, shrugging her shoulders.


    “Maybe?” Rich said. “What do we do now?”


    “We keep looking for the treasure. I didn’t come all this way just to go home because Pat’s off in a snit again. I need that gold. We all do, and hey, if Kim’s too embarrassed to face us this morning…screw her. With all the trouble she tried to cause, I’m kind of glad she’s gone.”


    “Me too,” Kelly said. “I mean, I hope they made it out to their car okay, but what are we supposed to do about it? They can take care of themselves.”


    “I guess,” Rich said. “I suppose they know where we are if they change their minds, right? Let’s get you two some breakfast and Lizzy and I will whip up some sandwiches to take with us for lunch. If they’re not back by the time we’re done, too bad, we’ll go exploring without them.”


    “Sounds like a plan,” Kelly said. “We still plan on checking out the village today?”


    “Yep,” Dan said. “Can’t be far. It’s gotta be in the woods somewhere near the church, right? Might not find the treasure but I think we’ll find the settlement easy enough. Who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky.”


    While Liz made the picnic lunch, Rich made Dan and Kelly some toast, burning the bread on one side nearly black, but he smothered it in a thick layer of raspberry jam and his friends never complained at all. By nine o’clock, the temperature was starting to rise, the crows were doing their usual noisy morning laps in the sky, and everyone was suited up and ready to go. Pat and Kim hadn’t returned so it was presumed they were gone for good and the rest of the group would have to make do without them.


    “I tell you though,” Rich said. “Damned if I’m lugging his tent and all his shit back with me. He can come back and get it himself.”


    “We can’t just leave it here,” Kelly said.


    “Sure we can. Why the hell not? Might be a good lesson. It’s high time he got a backbone and stopped letting women walk all over him.”


    “Still…seems like a nasty thing to do. If I know Pat, he’s just trying to help.”


    “Trying to get laid, you mean.”


    “Not everyone’s as sex craved as you—”


    “Stop,” Dan said, interrupting, having heard enough. “We can worry about this later. For all we know Pat might just find Kim a taxi and hike his ass back here. And to be honest, we don’t even know if they’re really gone. Maybe they talked things out like Kelly and I and they’re off on some lovers’ stroll or some damn thing. Either way, they’re not here so what’s the point arguing about it? Let’s just get moving, okay?”

    



    They circled around to the rear of the church, where yesterday they’d spotted the trail heading through the corn and leading into the forest on the far side of the clearing. They set off toward the woods at a brisk pace, Dan and Rich plowing ahead like it was some kind of race to see who could find the village first, leaving Kelly and Liz following behind. Lizzy had been hoping for a chance to talk with her best pal alone anyway.


    “So what’s up with you two?” she asked.


    “What do you mean?” Kelly said but knowing perfectly well what was coming.


    “Bite me, Kel. Let’s hear it. Last night you wanted to kill everyone and bawled yourself to sleep on my shoulder; then eight hours later Dan and you are slobbering all over each other. What happened?”


    “Nothin’ really. I woke up and Dan was lying beside me, shivering on the tent floor. He didn’t even have a blanket.”


    “I never even heard him come in.”


    “Neither did I. We must have both been passed out. Anyway, I woke him up ready to blast him for having the nerve to sleep in our tent, but when I saw how cold he was I just asked him what the hell he was thinking? He could have frozen to death maybe, ya know? Get this…he says he’d rather die than lose me!”


    “No way?”


    “I swear it. He said he’s sorry I was mad but he’d never slept with Kim. Said she wasn’t his type and I believed him.”


    “Kim is every guy’s type, sweetie, but for what it’s worth, I believe him too. Dan loves you Kel. Always has and always will. He’s a good-looking man and there’s always gonna be women out there who want him. That’s just the way it is. You don’t like that fact, you should have fallen in love with an ugly dude like Rich.”


    “I’m so gonna tell him you said that.”


    “You do and I’m getting in line for Dan too. All you gals fighting over him, he must be a real stud!”


    “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Kelly said, grinning. “I do love him though.”


    “I know you do. Just like I love crazy ol’ Richie. The four of us…I think we’re just made for each other, you know?”


    “I hope so. Maybe I’m a fool, but when I saw how cold he was I just caved in and invited him into my sleeping bag. One thing led to another and, well…”


    “Yeah, that’s the part I woke up to, remember? Nearly made me sick to my stomach. Least you could have done is warned me. Seriously though…I’m glad you guys are on track again. Women like Kim will never take Dan away from you. No way. It’s just not gonna happen.”


    “I hear ya. I just have a hard time believing it sometimes. Thanks for letting me cry on your shoulder last night.”


    “That’s what friends are for, right? Now let’s catch up to Tweedledee and Tweedledum before they abandon us completely.”


    “Which one’s Tweedledum?”


    “Take your pick!” Lizzy said, bursting into laughter and putting her arm around Kelly’s waist. Together they hurried to catch up.

    



    They found the village easily, but it was quite a bit farther away from the church than they’d originally envisioned, nearly a half-hour hike along the trail. The path had only split once, with neither of the branches of the trail marked, but the pathway on the right was considerably wider and looked more promising. From there the village was only a ten-minute stroll away, no great hardship other than it was noticeably cooler under the canopy of trees. It had only been a few days but already they’d forgotten how dense and overgrown the forest was in the valley. The tall oak and pine trees completely blotted out the blue sky and kept the temperature at ground level at least ten degrees cooler in the woods than out in the sundrenched cornfields.


    Unfortunately, Miller’s Grove was in ruins.


    No one had expected the small farming settlement to be in mint condition after being abandoned so long ago, but none of them had realized just how thoroughly the forest had been working to reclaim this section of the woods. They should have though. Seventy-four years is a long time for nature to work its magic. When the villagers of Miller’s Grove had hastily packed their things and left in the middle of the night, the trees, plants, bugs, and animals had been more than happy to move in and take their place. Most of the old log cabins were leaning one way or the other, some of their walls crumbling badly or already completely collapsed and rotting on the ground. Bushes and shrubs covered most of the open ground, thorn-covered vines and saplings and a million other tripping hazards filled in the walkways and roads, and an assortment of full-grown trees poked straight through the roofs of many of the once-sturdy homes.


    “Jesus,” Dan said. “What a mess. Here I thought we’d just have to look inside a few empty houses. Looks like a tornado hit this place.”


    “Sure does,” Lizzy said. “It’ll take forever to search this place. It’s bigger than I thought it would be. Needle in a haystack, you know? Do we even have a clue where to start looking?”


    Kelly thought back to her talk with her grandfather. “Malcolm told me he always thought the treasure, if it exists, might be hidden inside Joshua Miller’s house. No one was allowed in there and he told me that’s where he’d go first if he was here.”


    “Sounds good, but how do we find that? None of the houses have names on them. Least I don’t think so. Hell, most of them are in pieces on the ground.”


    “Malcolm said we could find the reverend’s house easily, because it was pretty much twice the size of all the other houses. Guess he lived it up pretty good here.”


    “For a while anyway,” Rich said. “The villagers got the last laugh on him though. Fixed his little red wagon good, didn’t they?”


    “You shouldn’t talk like that, man,” Dan said, smirking at his friend’s disrespectful comment. “It’s bad luck to speak ill of the dead. Didn’t your mama teach you nothing, homeboy?”


    “Yeah, she told me to stay away from troublemakers like you.”


    “Well, you should have listened to her. Okay…let’s spread out. We got a lot of ground to cover and we have to be thorough. Take Liz and start checking out these cabins closest to us. Kelly and I will start looking for this big cabin Malcolm’s talking about. Holler if you find anything.”


    “Okay, boss. Unless we find the treasure, of course. Lizzy and I find that, we’re hightailing it out of here, quiet as mice. You won’t see nothin’ but our smoke.”


    “Smart-ass!”


    They broke off into pairs and began the not-so-easy task of trying to find something that might or might not even exist. They had no idea what to search for or what shape or size it might be. Only a vague idea of what gold and silver coins looked like in the old pirate movies on television. All they could do was check everywhere and hope one of them got lucky.


    It was going to be a very long day.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    “Think we’ve waited long enough?” Travis Skyler asked. “They’ve been gone for an hour already.”


    “Only four of them though,” Tim said. “Besides, it’s only been about forty minutes.”


    “Maybe the other two got up and went hiking first, before we got here. All I know is we’re pushing our luck. We need to be set up before they come back and don’t know if we have an hour or five. I say we get our ass moving.”


    “You’re probably right. Let’s give it five more minutes…see if the dark-haired dude and the hottie show up.”

    



    The twin brothers from Oakland Acres had been so excited about today’s adventure they’d been unable to sleep. Instead of tossing and turning all night, they decided to just get up and get moving, gathering all their gear together and jumping on their matching Yamaha Raptor 660cc all-terrain quads. The scythe and the tank harness filled with Agent Orange were the only bulky things they had to carry, but they solved the issue by Tim wearing the leather harness on his back the way it was intended to be worn, and Travis strapping the six-foot-long farming tool directly onto his seat with the blade end sticking out a few feet in front of the handlebars, sharp side down. Not the most comfortable ways to ride their ATVs, but Travis and Tim weren’t the kind of guys who sat around complaining about things when there was work to be done. They’d waited a long time to launch their horror-hoax idea and nothing was going to stop them now.


    Having left their trailer home at 3:00 A.M. they’d easily found the campers’ parked cars left in the middle of one of the old logging roads. There were only four roads to choose from up there and they’d found the abandoned cars on their second choice. Once they’d known where the campers had entered the woods, it was just a matter of fighting through the undergrowth and continuing to watch for the obvious northerly direction the campers had been hiking. The brothers weren’t professional trackers or anything like that but they’d hunted and fished these woods all their lives and they had no trouble picking up small telltale signs of the campers’ clumsy progress through the woods. When the sun rose in the sky, tracking the campers had become even easier, and they’d found the first unusually bountiful cornfields just after eight o’clock in the morning. Knowing they were getting close, they slowed down and hoped the sounds of their engines wouldn’t give them away. They left the quads in the next patch of woods, in a clearing beside a large rock that had a strange carving of a pentacle, triangle, and the all-seeing mind’s eye etched into it.


    Tim had dug out his video camera and had taken a little footage of the cool rock and some of the creepy forest surrounding it. It would be great to add to the website he was going to build for their Valley of the Scarecrow idea. Backpacks and supplies in hand, the brothers had carried on down the trail on foot, finding the humongous main cornfield with Reverend Miller’s dilapidated church sitting out in the middle a few minutes before 9:00 A.M. They’d just been in time to see four of the campers getting their hiking gear together and walking off behind the church, where they headed toward the woods on the far side of the clearing. They’d been gone for three-quarters of an hour now, but there was still no sign of the other two members of their group.

    



    “I think you’re right,” Tim said. “We should get moving.”


    “Definitely. What’s the plan? Spray the field first?”


    “Yes, but I want you to do it. I’ve got something else I want to try.”


    “Like what?”


    “Something else for the website. A surprise. I’ll show you later. Take the tanks and try spraying a design if you can. Make sure you hit the bottom of the stalks the most, so they die quickly.”


    “Can I try the inverted cross we talked about?”


    “Sure, whatever you want. I’ll videotape it later. It’ll be easier if you walk the border first; then you can just spray everything inside the lines…know what I mean? And be careful. That shit is deadly, dude. Look what it did to Dad. You don’t wanna be swimming in it, okay?”


    “Relax. I’m not an idiot, you know?”


    “Dump the tanks back by the quads when you’re done and then get into your scarecrow costume. Hopefully it won’t look too lame on video. Meet me over by the church when you’re ready.”


    “Okay. I’ll be as quick as I can.”


    Travis high-fived his brother and ran off to get started. Tim was playing it cool but inside he was secretly thrilled his twin seemed just as enthusiastic about this project as he was. Without his help, this hoax would be next to impossible to pull off. Even together this was a huge long shot and there were no guarantees, but it felt great to finally be trying something together after all those years of staying up late talking and dreaming. He hoped all their hard work wouldn’t end up being for nothing. Still, all they could do was try. Nothing ventured, nothing gained and all that jazz. Fully pumped up as well, Tim gathered his gear and made a beeline for the big white church off in the distance.


    He carefully tiptoed past the campers’ tents, still not sure if anyone was still around to see him, but when he discovered all three tents empty he allowed himself to relax, thinking perhaps Travis had been right all along and they had the field and church to themselves. He took some video footage of the church and the whirling dervish of crows that circled above it, amazed at how large the building was for such a small backwoods community and knowing this desecrated place would be the epicenter of their tourist attraction. If he and his brother set this up right, thrill seekers and macabre gawkers from all over the country would flock here to see where the unholy reverend had been strung up in a parody of Jesus at Calvary. With this incredible cornfield on the doorstep, he could easily spin the scarecrow legend and the rest would be relatively easy. Especially if they were successful at scaring the young campers enough tonight that they went home and started talking about it. By the time word started spreading (pushed along by Tim and Travis, of course) the website would be up and running and they’d be off to the races. That was the plan anyway, but first things first. There was work to be done.


    Tim carried his bag of supplies to the church and dropped them in the short grass beside the front stairs. He took a few minutes of video inside the church but with many of the windows open it was too bright inside the rooms and he wasn’t getting the spooky shots he’d been hoping for. Maybe once the campers had packed up and left, he could come back at night sometime and get some better clips? Inside the sanctuary, he was disappointed to find there was no dead preacher strung up on the altar. The large wooden cross was there but no tied-up skeletons or rotting corpses were anywhere to be found. A find like that would have been money in the bank for them but Tim was sure they could still rig up a fake body to crucify on the cross before the tourists started poking around. Hanging a stuffed scarecrow in here would tie their whole theme together anyway, especially after what he planned to do outside.


    Gathering his supplies again, he walked around the side of the church and stared up at the sturdy oak boards on the wall, seeing how much more the white paint was cracked and peeling from this close up compared to what it had looked like from across the field.


    Time for a new paint job, he thought, grinning as he removed the can of bright red paint and wide brush from the backpack at his feet and went to work.

    



    Two hundred and fifty yards away, back in the middle of the cornfield, Travis was also hard at work. He always tried his best to make his brother happy and even though this crazy scarecrow scheme was far more Tim’s dream than his own, he was happy to go along with the plan. If they succeeded, maybe they’d end up cashing in on the flood of tourists who’d eventually come calling, but even if they never got this hoax off the ground, he knew his brother would have the time of his life working on the website and giving this his best shot. For Travis, that would be more than enough.


    ’Course, the money would be cool too.


    Spraying the inverted cross design on the crops with his dad’s Agent Orange went fairly well and was quite a surreal experience for Travis. He’d watched his dad suit up and head off to work for years, but he’d never once gone with him or seen what these powerful chemicals were capable of. Not from up close anyway. To be honest, it was horrifying, the cornstalks and leaves wilting within minutes of the heavy soaking he gave them. Travis could just imagine what it must have been like over in Vietnam, back in the 1960s when Operation Ranch Hand had been in full effect. That’s what the military had called the defoliation operation in the jungles over there, and although Agent Orange was only one of several “Rainbow Herbicides” used (there was also Agents White, Purple, Pink, and Green), Agent Orange was by far the worst of them. The main ingredient was an especially virulent form of dioxin, a poisonous carcinogen once described by leading scientists rallying against its use as the most toxic molecule ever synthesized by man. Eleven million gallons of it rained down on the jungles, crops, animals, and people in ’Nam, and the devastating effects were still being felt today.


    Those same shocking effects were on display for Travis as well, the corn in the area he’d sprayed fading in front of his eyes, the leaves turning black and shriveling in on themselves and the thick stalks leaning and bending toward the ground as if they were melting and lying down to die. Travis was a little unsettled by the display, having had no idea the chemical would work so quickly. In fact, he thought he’d read somewhere that it normally took much longer to achieve this result. Had his father added something to the drums? Possibly, but the more likely scenario was that sitting around inside the fifty-five-gallon drums in his father’s shed for all these years had altered the deadly chemical somewhat, making it even more potent and dangerous than before.


    It was a frightening, sobering thought, and Travis decided on the spot he’d had enough screwing around with this stuff. Fuck it if the cross wasn’t perfect. How would anyone know it was an “inverted” cross anyway? It would depend on which direction they looked at it from, right? Oh well, whatever. He wasn’t going to stand around breathing in this crap a second longer than he needed to. Mind you, there really wasn’t much of a smell to it. With its name, Travis had expected the chemical to have a citrusy odor to it, but if anything there was a slight musty smell in the air, like charcoal or old fireplace soot. Regardless, Travis wasn’t sticking around. He hurried back to the quads and dumped his father’s tank harness on the ground beside them. He wanted to hurry into his scarecrow outfit and meet up with Tim as soon as possible, more than a little curious what his brother was up to at the church.


    His backpack sat where he’d left it on the seat of his quad, and he moved it to the ground so he could pull off the long wooden scythe taped below it. Opening his bag, he was just starting to pull out the bundle of ragged clothes, plastic Halloween mask, and big hand-stitched leather outback hat when he heard heavy footsteps in the woods off to his left. It sounded like someone was walking his way. He stood up straight, looking around, but the steps had stopped and there was no one in sight.


    “Tim? That you, man?”


    There was no reply.


    “I’m going as fast as I can, Bro. You’re gonna love the cross. Dad’s shit worked even better than we dreamed.”


    Again there was no reply and Travis was starting to feel like a fool, standing in the forest all alone and talking to himself like a crazy person. He shook his head and went back to putting on his scarecrow outfit. Tim and he both knew this thrift shop getup of his wasn’t going to fool anyone viewed from up close, but the plan was to just let the campers get a quick look at him ducking into the fields or woods. Maybe running away from the church. If anyone chased after him, he’d run them toward the inverted cross burned into the field. Subtle was the way Tim wanted this all handled. Nothing heavy-handed that would make anyone cry bullshit. The campers already knew the story of the crucified reverend; it wouldn’t take much to push things just a little and plant the seed of fear into one of the them. If they could just get inside even one of the campers’ heads, they’d go back and start talking about this place. Then once the public started hitting Tim’s website for more information, some of them would start trickling up here to check things out for themselves. And he hoped they’d bring their wallets with them.


    That was the plan anyway.


    Travis tightened the belt on his baggy jeans and was just slipping his arms and head through the holes he’d cut in an old burlap potato sack he was using as his shirt when he heard the distinct sound of a branch breaking behind him. He spun around just in time to see a shadow step behind the trunk of a huge oak tree about fifteen yards off the trail. In the instant that his eyes registered the movement, it was gone, and Travis was left unsure if he’d really seen someone stepping behind the oak or if perhaps his eyes were playing tricks on him. The light in the forest was always shifting like that, shadows dancing everywhere as the sunlight filtered through the thick canopy of leaves above. Still, he trusted his senses, and every nerve in his tense body was telling him he was no longer alone.


    “Tim?” he said, afraid one of the campers had returned and their charade was about to be uncovered and busted before it even had a chance to start. “That you, Bro?”


    No answer.


    It definitely wasn’t Tim.


    Travis started walking toward the tree he thought the person was hiding behind, not trying to mask his approach as he left the trail. If they were busted by one of the campers, he’d rather get it over and done with. His mind was spinning with lies, trying to come up with some tale that might yet salvage their hoax. Maybe he could just say he was lost, or that he was out here hunting. The campers were all city folk and might buy it if he was lucky. Travis circled around to the far side of the oak.


    “Listen, I’m a little lost. You think you could help…” he started to say, but there was no one standing on this side of the big tree, or anywhere else in sight. “What the fuck’s going on here?”


    Travis heard the faintest whisper of laughter and he knew he was in trouble when he realized the noises were coming from above him. He tilted his head skyward just in time to see a huge nightmare of a man smiling down at him, clinging to the tree trunk using only his clawed toes and fingernails, but then he let go and dropped down on Travis’s back, crushing him painfully to the ground. He screamed, but he only had time to do it once.

    



    The scarecrow fell out of the tree onto the young man, pinning him to the forest floor. He started to scream and Joshua wasn’t happy about that so he grabbed the intruder behind the head and under his chin and quickly twisted his neck until he heard the satisfying SNAP of his spine severing. The young man was already dead but that didn’t stop the reverend from continuing to turn his head, fully completing the revolution he’d started, then twisting the head around twice more until the neck muscles and skin split and it popped off into his gorecovered covered hands. Standing up, the scarecrow turned the dismembered head toward him so he could look into the dead man’s eyes for a moment, hoping to get a glimpse into the afterlife through them, but it wasn’t to be. Seeing nothing enlightening, he bit off the trespasser’s nose to eat, then tossed the rest of the mutilated head into the bushes. He left the body right where it fell.


    Walking back to the trail, Reverend Miller stopped beside the two large machines sitting side by side. Each of them had four wheels and a seat but Joshua had no idea what they were or what purpose they might serve. He’d certainly never seen anything like them before, but there was something familiar lying on the ground beside them that caught his eye. He bent down and picked up the wooden-handled scythe, smiling as he took a few practice swings to test its balance. Not bad! he thought. He also tested the sharpness of the blade and found it to his liking as well. Not bad at all!


    “Think I’ll keep this,” Joshua said, his thoughts dark and full of violence.


    He was about to walk away, but then he spotted the outback hat on the ground and tried it on for size. It fit perfectly and he’d always loved the way leather smelled so he left it on his head. A proper gentleman should always wear a hat.


    The scarecrow walked off into the trees.

    



    Tim was putting away his paintbrush when he heard someone scream. At least he thought it had sounded like a scream. Either that or it was the damn crows again. The pesky birds had been making so much bloody noise while watching him from above that they’d nearly driven him insane. Three times he’d been forced to stop what he’d been doing to fire rocks up at the church steeple, trying to scare the rotten bastards into shutting up. They’d fly away and it would quiet down for a while but the big black beasts would eventually settle back down to roost and within minutes would be screeching their fool heads off again.


    “Couldn’t have been Travis,” he said. “Even he’s not stupid enough to be making a racket when we don’t know exactly where the campers are.” Tim’s eyes were drawn up to the roof of the church again, to the hundred sets of midnight black eyes staring back at him from above. “Fuckin’ birds!”


    Tim finished packing up his paint supplies and then stood back a few feet taking a moment to admire his hard work. Part of him was worried what he’d done was too over-the-top and lame for the creepy atmosphere he was trying to create here, but a much bigger part of him was tickled pink, thinking it was a work of sheer genius that the tourists were going to lap up like a kitten finding a giant bowl of fresh cream.


    I mean, talk about your perfect photo opportunities!


    On the white wall in front of him, Tim had painted a message that he hoped thousands of rabid thrill seekers and paranormal junkies from all across the country would flock here to read and get their picture taken beside. In huge red letters, the message was simple and yet straight to the point. It said:

    



    THE SCARECROW WILL WALK AT MIDNIGHT

    



    It looked fantastic against the peeling paint of the desecrated church, and the way the red paint was slightly dripping down the wall in places made it appear as if the words had actually been scrawled in blood. Tim was thrilled, knowing that if he had the chance to repaint it ten times he probably couldn’t have made it look any better than it already did. The tourists were going to love this. No doubt. Tim worried a little about what the campers would think later today when they returned to their tents and saw this new addition to the church, but there was nothing he could do about that now. He hoped they’d think it was their damn reverend that had painted it. On the website, he planned on saying this message was already on the wall when they discovered the church. If these campers wanted to dispute that, to hell with them. The numbers would be on Tim and his brother’s side. The masses always wanted to believe in the supernatural, no matter how outlandish and absurd, and in the end it would be the word of the believers in the scarecrow legend against a few insignificant city folks.


    Tim backed up a little farther and took a few minutes of video footage of the message, zooming in and panning out from several locations until he was sure he had enough shots. He could edit the tape later, grabbing the best clips he had from the entire day. He reminded himself not to forget to shoot some video of Travis’s inverted cross before they left, even though he doubted the Agent Orange would have leveled the crops quite yet. They’d probably have to come back in a week or so to get proper shots of that. Thinking of Travis, Tim wondered how he was making out. He should be pretty much done by now—he hoped so anyway. The campers had been gone about three hours now and Tim knew they were starting to push their luck just standing out in the open like this. If the group returned from their hike now, they’d be screwed.


    Figuring it would be best to go search for Travis himself, rather than shouting for him, Tim grabbed all his gear and started walking for the cornfield. He figured he’d probably run into his brother back at the quads, where he was more than likely getting dressed in his scarecrow outfit by now. He couldn’t wait to show Travis the message he’d painted on the old church. His brother was going to freak when he laid eyes on that.


    Twenty feet from the edge of the field though, he saw movement deep within the corn and saw a man in raggedy clothes and a leather hat slowly walking toward him. Apparently Travis had found him first.


    “Hey, Bro…looking good. Wow! Where’d you get the robe?”


    His brother didn’t speak, but kept coming forward, plowing through a few more rows of corn, and now Tim was able to see that he was carrying their scythe in one hand, using the end of the wooden pole as a walking stick as he lurched closer.


    “Did I ever tell you about the research I did on scarecrows? Lots of cool stuff about them on the Web. They’ve been around practically forever. The ancient Chinese farmers used to actually hang raw meat around the necks and arms of their scarecrows trying to attract the birds to the man on the cross, not scare them away. Guess they figured it was better for the birds to eat the scarecrow rather than chew on their crops, know what I mean?”


    Travis continued to move nearer, shoving corn out of his way as he walked.


    “Holy shit, you look freakin’ awesome, man! Thought you said you were getting that shit at the thrift store? Unbelievable. Your mask looks…” But then Tim stopped talking, finally getting a close enough look at the man-monster that was walking out of the field and no longer partially hidden from view by the stalks. Tim knew he should scream. Knew he should run like hell, but he did neither of those things. He was rooted to the spot with fear, knowing in his rapidly thumping heart that the unholy reverend he’d been thinking and dreaming about constantly for the last few days was somehow real, very much alive, and standing here in front of him, ready to pass judgment for mocking him.


    “You dare defile my church?” Reverend Miller said, his voice a low growl, obviously looking past Tim to read the newly painted message on the wall behind him. “It’s not midnight…but here I am. You reap what you sow, boy. Reap what your heathen heart sows!”


    The scarecrow hissed and swung his scythe at the young man’s legs, catching him below the thighs and cutting clean through both kneecaps. Tim found his voice again, shrieking in agony as his body flopped to the ground, twin geysers of blood spurting out of the severed stumps of his legs, soaking the earth red. “NOOOO!” he screamed, raising his right arm up to protect his face as the resurrected ghoul stepped closer to him and prepared to swing again. “Please…don’t kill me!”


    The next swing sliced through Tim’s arm, tearing through the tender flesh of his right forearm and snapping his bones as quickly and easily as a lumberjack’s chain saw. Another fountain of blood erupted into the air, splashing back down onto his face and running into his own mouth as he cried out in pain. Tim could feel his body going cold. He was losing too much blood and knew he was dying, but even through all the agony and torment he wondered what had become of Travis. It was his dying wish that his twin make it out of this nightmare alive.


    “Please let my…my brother live,” he said, shaking uncontrollably, going into trauma-induced shock from the blood loss. “All my fault…not his.”


    The scarecrow leaned down to stare right in his face. “You’re both sinners. I’m afraid he’s already gone to prepare a room for the two of you…in hell!”


    One more vicious swing of the scythe and Tim’s suffering was over, along with his lifelong dream of striking it rich. Fortunately for him, whether it was heaven or hell out there waiting to claim his soul, he wouldn’t need money wherever he ended up going. Neither place charged an admission other than death, and Tim’s bill was now paid in full.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    It had been a long and extremely frustrating day in the woods. The small farming settlement once known as Miller’s Grove barely existed anymore, not in any real sense, and for the most part had been completely reclaimed by the surrounding forest. Hours spent digging through the crumbling remains and discarded relics of this forgotten community had proven not only mentally and physically exhausting, but ultimately fruitless as well. There was nothing left out there. Nothing but falling-down log cabins, useless kitchen and household items, bent and broken farming tools, and crude hand-made wooden furniture too big and bulky for the villagers to bother taking with them when they’d left. Everywhere Kelly and her friends looked and everything they found was either rotted, rusty, smashed, or just plain useless to anyone anymore.


    Joshua Miller’s so-called treasure was nowhere to be found.


    The only potential ray of hope in their otherwise dismal day was that none of them had discovered a structure in the village large enough to meet Malcolm’s description of the house Reverend Miller had lived in. Every house they’d looked inside so far had been virtually identical in size, shape, and no-frills functional design. Even with the decades of decay and deterioration factored in, none of these homes had that certain air of entitlement and ego-driven superiority where someone as important to the community as their founder and religious leader might reside. That meant the house Malcolm had considered his best guess as to where the treasure might be hidden was either completely crumbled to the ground and in ruins or it wasn’t here with the other villagers’ modest homes.


    It made some sense that Reverend Miller’s house might have been built off on its own, giving Joshua a respectful bit of privacy none of the other villagers had, as well as a quiet place to work on his sermons or entertain visitors. It certainly wouldn’t have been built too far away from the rest of the settlement, that was for sure, but far enough away to give the reverend some peace and quiet. It was more than likely just tucked away a bit deeper in the forest, close by but hidden somewhere in the nearby trees.


    “Hey, wait a minute,” Kelly said. “Remember when we first came out here this morning? The path we hiked in on forked at one point. We took the main branch and the trail brought us straight here. What’s the chance the other branch leads to Reverend Miller’s house?”


    “Shit, that’s right,” Dan said. “Chances are pretty damn good. Let’s check it out.”


    “Great,” Lizzy said. “That means we’ve been wasting our entire day out here for nothing? Not to whine, but I’m totally exhausted. Can’t we do it tomorrow?”


    “She might be right, Dan,” Rich said, backing up his girlfriend. “It’s nearly six o’clock and we still have a half-hour hike back to camp. We’ve done enough work for one day. I’m whipped too.”


    They all were. And hungry as well. It had been a really long day for all four of them and it didn’t take much convincing to talk everyone into calling it a day and heading back for supper. None of them had eaten since about one o’clock this afternoon, when they’d gobbled down the sandwiches Lizzy had made for them this morning before leaving camp. The thought of sitting down to a nice meal and maybe a hot cup of tea or coffee sounded terrific, so they packed up their things and headed back toward the church. They paused at the fork in the trail, considered taking just a quick peek but the sun was starting its westward descent and it was already getting dimmer under the leafy cover of the forest. They wanted to get back to camp long before dark so they pushed on, leaving the unexplored trail for tomorrow.

    



    When they finally made it back to their tents, the boys joined forces to start the fire, while the girls went to work getting supper ready. It wasn’t until halfway through their meal that Dan jumped to his feet and said, “What the hell is that?”


    “What?” Rich said, his mouth stuffed with food.


    “Over there…on the wall of the church. You can’t see if from where you’re sitting. Come over here.”


    Rich and the girls set down their plates and Dan led them all ten feet over to the left so they could see the side of the church better. From there, they could all easily see the cryptic message painted in red paint that Dan had just caught a glimpse of.


    “The scarecrow will walk at midnight?” Lizzy said, confused. “What the heck does that mean?”


    “Screw what it means,” Rich said. “The question is who wrote it? That wasn’t on there when we left this morning.”


    “You sure?”


    “’Course I’m sure, Lizzy. Christ, we walked on that side of the church when we left today and there was nothing but plain white walls.”


    “Pat and Kim?” Kelly said, the only logical answer that popped into her mind. “Any chance they might still be around here somewhere?”


    Alight of understanding flashed in Rich’s eyes. “That’s it. That’s exactly what’s going on. Pat did this.”


    “Why would he sneak around hiding from us, making us think him and Kim had already left? What’s the point? And then to write something stupid like this on the wall? It doesn’t make any sense. Where would they even get the paint?”


    “There might have been paint down in the church basement,” Dan said, trying to think this through. “I don’t know. I’m with Kelly though…it makes no sense.”


    “This is Pat we’re talking about, people,” Rich said. “Of course it makes no sense. He thinks he’s being funny or that he’s gonna scare us or something. Jump out after he’s been gone for a day and shout boo! He’s just fucking with us…being an idiot like usual.”


    “Where is he then?” Lizzy asked. “Doesn’t look like he’s been back in his tent and I highly doubt Kim will sleep outside in the woods tonight.”


    “There’s only one place they can be,” Kelly said, pointing at the church.


    “Yeah, I agree,” Rich said. “Let’s go find the bugger and drag his sorry ass out here. Kim too!”


    “Sounds good,” Dan said, rubbing his hands together. “Let’s go.”


    “You guys go ahead,” Kelly said. “I’m going back to finish my supper.”


    “Me too,” Lizzy said. “Call us when you find them.”

    



    The sun was going down but Rich and Dan could still see well enough that they didn’t think they’d need flashlights to see inside the church, but they brought one with them anyway, just in case. They searched everywhere inside the church, from the bell tower to the basement, but there was no sign of Pat or Kim anywhere. The last room they decided to check was the sanctuary, and once inside they could hardly believe what they were seeing, shocked to find Reverend Miller’s mummified corpse missing from the wooden cross on the altar.


    “What the hell is he up to?” Dan said. “Why would he touch the reverend’s body? This is getting crazier by the minute.”


    “No, it’s not…it’s getting more retarded. This is why he painted that message outside. Now all of a sudden the dead guy who looks like a scarecrow is missing. Get it? I told you he’s gonna try to scare us or something. Stupid bastard. If he shows up in a scarecrow outfit tonight, I’m gonna rip his head off.”


    “I’ll help you. Think he’s that stupid though? Seriously, don’t you think it’s kind of sick moving a dead body like that? Doesn’t really sound like the kind of thing Pat would normally do.”


    “I agree, but you’re forgetting about the Kim factor. There’s a good chance she’s got a lot to do with this. Maybe she’s pissed off at you or Kelly from last night and it’s her that cooked up all this bullshit. Pat’s just being led around by his dick, maybe? Who knows? Wouldn’t surprise me any though.”


    “Me neither. Come on…we better go tell the girls.”

    



    Back at the fire pit, with darkness descending on their camp, the news of Joshua Miller’s missing corpse wasn’t going over very well. Especially with Kelly, who hadn’t wanted them to remove the reverend’s necklace, never mind his entire body.


    “What’s he thinking?” she asked. “I mean that’s gotta be sacrilegious or something, isn’t it? Tampering with the dead?”


    “I don’t know about that,” Rich said. “The dude was murdered, remember. Your great-grandfather tampered with him a hell of a lot more than Pat, I’d say.”


    “For sure, but it’s still, I don’t know…disrespectful.”


    “Not to mention stupid,” Lizzy said. “Why bother?”


    “Rich seems to think they’ll try to scare us tonight,” Dan said. “Sounds about right, when you think about what they painted on the wall of the church. Who knows? I wouldn’t lose sleep over it.”


    “I won’t. But I’ll kill the bugger if he wakes me up. Both of them. I’m bloody exhausted tonight.”


    “Me too,” Kelly said. “In fact, if you guys don’t mind, I think I might hit the hay early tonight. After partying last night and then working our butts off today, I really need a decent night’s sleep.”


    “That sounds like a great idea, actually,” Dan said. “I’m really tired too. Besides, I wouldn’t mind getting up early tomorrow and getting back out there to check that trail. Hopefully it leads to Reverend Miller’s house and we get lucky. If we search it before noon, I vote for going home tomorrow afternoon.”


    “Now there’s the best idea I’ve heard today,” Lizzy said. “I’ve kind of had enough of this creepy place.”


    “Me too,” Rich agreed. “But what if we don’t find the treasure in Joshua’s house?”


    “Not much we can do about it. It’ll either be there or it won’t. There’s nowhere else I can think of to look around here. No sense sticking around if we can’t find it. Least we tried. I can live with that.”


    “True,” Rich said. “And hey, we don’t even know if it ever actually existed, right? Least we have the golden amulet. That might be worth a lot more than we think. Not a fortune, but enough to make our trip out here worthwhile, I’d say.”


    “Hope so,” Kelly said, yawning. “I like the idea of going home tomorrow too. If we’re getting up early though, I think I’m gonna hit the hay right now then.”


    “Right behind you, sister,” Lizzy said, stifling a yawn of her own.


    “Let’s all go to bed,” Rich said. “What should we do about Pat and Kim though?”


    “Screw them,” Dan said. “If they try to pull some shit, we’ll just have to deal with it. Hopefully they crawl back in their own tent and leave us alone.”


    “They will if they know what’s good for them. Okay, come on, Lizzy, get your sweet little ass into bed.”


    “My sweet little ass is going to bed all right…into my own sleeping bag.”


    “Ooh, you’re cold, woman. I don’t know why I put up with you.”


    “’Cause you love me?”


    “Nah…can’t be that. I just don’t have any better options.”


    Lizzy smacked Rich playfully and they went off to their tent arm in arm.


    “’Night guys,” Rich said over his shoulder as they left.


    “Good night,” Kelly shouted back, smiling. When they were gone, she turned to Dan and asked, “You coming to bed too?”


    “Yeah. I’m tired too. Let’s go.”

    



    Twenty minutes later, it was fully dark out, the moon having hidden behind a thick bank of clouds. All four of the campers had fallen fast asleep, exhausted from their day in the woods. For the time being, the cornfield was dead quiet. Not even the ever-present crows on the roof of the church were making any noise, the birds settling down for the night as well. Only the scarecrow was left awake, hungry and trembling with rage as he surveyed his domain from the front steps of the church.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    Midnight.


    A light rain falls from the black sky.


    He walks through the wet cornfield, relishing his freedom, something short and heavy held in his powerful right hand. It’s part of a tree branch that’s fallen in the nearby woods and he likes the weight of it, the way it balances perfectly in his grip. It’s wood from an oak tree so he knows it is solid, very hard to break even if he were to smash it down on the ground or a rock.


    Or a skull.


    He exits the field and his eyes search the darkness, easily making out the triangular shapes of the campers’ tents in the gloom. He knows they’re all inside, asleep and totally defenseless. A smile touches the corner of his mouth, but just as quickly it’s gone, replaced with a scowl as the rage fills his mind again. Sometimes it seems fury is the only state of emotion he’s capable of, the ultraviolent thoughts that constantly fill his mind taboo for the vast majority of human beings. Mind you, he’s no longer human so their pitiful rules don’t apply to him anymore.


    Not tonight they don’t anyway.


    Tonight’s special.


    He starts walking toward the tents, fingernails digging into his makeshift club and squeezing it tightly. It’s time to make these troublemaking strangers pay for what they’ve done: trespassing on his land, trying to steal his secret possessions, and defiling his church simply by their mere presence. For those crimes and more, they deserve to die horribly, screaming and suffering as much as possible.


    As he approaches the camp, he wonders which one he’ll begin with, a male or perhaps one of the females? Yes, he prefers the idea of killing one of the girls first. No real reason, it just seems like the thing to do. Not knowing who’s sleeping with whom, he chooses the middle tent and carefully unzips the entrance zipper. Silently, he peeks inside and is pleased to see two people snoring on their backs, one the dark-skinned man and the other, his white girlfriend. What better pair to start with than these two? Their shameless mixing of the races sickens him to his core and he looks forward to permanently putting an end to this offensive, deviant union.


    First, the girl.


    Silently, he enters the tent, moving slowly and carefully so he doesn’t wake up either of them. He doesn’t want to spoil the surprise. Not yet anyway. He’s already picturing the coming death stroke, her head opening up like a ripe, juicy melon, her blood and spongy brain meat splashing in all directions and painting the plastic walls red and gray. Raising the oak branch as high as he can within the confined space, he grits his teeth tightly together and swings with all his considerable strength, the wooden club striking the woman flush between the eyes and…

    



    …and causing Malcolm Tucker to bolt upright in his bed screaming, trembling with panic and gasping for breath in the wake of what had unquestionably been the worst nightmare he’d ever experienced. Certainly the worst he could remember, anyway.


    “Kelly!” he shouted, still not fully awake, his heart beating like a jackhammer against the old bones of his chest. He was covered in sweat and for a moment not at all sure where he was. His eyes darted around the dark room, searching for his precious granddaughter, her boyfriend Dan, and the monstrous man who—just seconds before—had been standing here trying to kill them.


    “Just another dream, you silly old bugger,” he said to himself, trying to draw in a few deep breaths and calm down. This had been the third such nightmare in as many nights but by far the worst. The others had also been about Joshua Miller and the Grove where he’d grown up, but tonight’s dream was the only one where he’d been forced to sit and watch while Kelly was brutally murdered.


    Malcolm’s bad dreams were getting progressively worse and he knew it was his conscience’s way of getting back at him for allowing Kelly and her friends to wander off to a place of absolute evil without putting up more of a fight. The moment the taxi had pulled away from the curb with him in the backseat, leaving Kelly standing there in her friend’s driveway, he’d known he had just made a grave mistake. Sure he’d given her his father’s White Magic ring and made her promise to leave at the first sign of trouble, but that wasn’t enough. Not nearly. That was the problem though. What could he have done any differently? He’d told her everything he knew about Miller’s Grove. Everything he feared about Joshua Miller. Nothing he’d said had any influence on her, and he could have warned her not to go until he was blue in the face and she still would have gone. The only way he could have prevented her from going was to have dragged her kicking and screaming into the taxicab and physically tied her up back here at his apartment. That wasn’t going to happen, obviously, but no matter how hard Malcolm analyzed and justified his behavior he still ended up with the same conclusion.


    He’d let his granddaughter down.


    He’d put Kelly and her friends in danger.


    People might think he was overreacting, a crazy old fool getting himself all worked up over nothing more than some twisted childhood memories that his delusional vigilante father had helped forge into a family obsession to cover up his lifelong shame, but Malcolm knew better. He’d lived in the Grove, felt the Man in Black’s presence every time the sun went down, witnessed his dark hand touch the lives of every family there, not only Reverend Miller’s and his own. No, he wasn’t overreacting or making things up. The danger was definitely real.


    The question was what was he going to do about it?


    Malcolm climbed out of bed and turned on the light. He put on his slippers and walked out into the kitchen where he had a list of emergency numbers taped to the wall beside the telephone. At the bottom of the list, he had a number for Kelly’s cell phone written in. Middle of the night or not, he picked up the phone and dialed her number, not worrying about what he might say if she answered. He just wanted to hear her voice and hear her say that everything was all right. Maybe then he could let this fear go and start sleeping at night again.


    No one answered.


    Her familiar answering machine message clicked on right away, but Malcolm didn’t bother saying anything. He hung up and sat down at the kitchen table. He was smart enough to know reception out in the woods would probably be nonexistent, and he also was aware that this late at night, even if her phone had been receiving a signal, she was probably fast asleep and wouldn’t have heard it ring anyway, but none of those facts eased the growing ball of terror growing in his belly.


    “I have to go help her,” he said. “There’s no one else who can.”


    Being a realist, he knew it was practically suicide for an eighty-four-year-old man to go on a long hike alone in the woods, but such was his conviction that Kelly was in terrible danger, he was willing to try. He was old, sure, but he still had a lot of fight in him yet. He’d kept himself in good shape and he even knew a shortcut to Miller’s Grove that would get him there a lot faster than his granddaughter and her friends probably got there. It would still be incredibly hard for him to get back there, but not impossible.


    He stood up and went back into his bedroom. Opening the top drawer on his bedside table, he reached inside and withdrew something else his father had passed down to him when he’d died. It was a Smith & Wesson Model 13 six-shot revolver. Its four-inch blue steel barrel had a fixed sight on top and produced a hell of a kick, firing .357-caliber rounds powerful enough to shoot straight through a brick wall. Malcolm had cleaned the handgun religiously every month for over forty years, but had never actually fired the weapon. Not even once. Until tonight, he’d never had any reason to.


    What if you’re wrong? he wondered. What if you barge in there waving your dad’s old gun around and everyone is fine, drinking beer and roasting marshmallows?


    He could live with that, he thought. No shame in acting like an old fool. They probably all thought he was nuts already anyway, so what was the difference? At least he’d know for sure that Kelly was okay.


    No, there was no problem at all if he was wrong.


    He just wasn’t sure what to do if it turned out that he was right.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    When Rich Borden woke up on Friday morning and saw daylight filtering in through the thin plastic walls of their tent, he was honestly shocked he’d slept straight through the night without waking up even once. He’d gone to bed dead certain Pat and Kim were going to show up at some point through the night waking everyone up trying to pull some jackass stunt or another but obviously it hadn’t happened. Either that, or Lizzy and he had been so tired from their unsuccessful search of the abandoned village yesterday that they’d both fallen into the deepest sleeps of their lives, nestled so far down the rabbit hole no one or nothing had been able to disturb their comalike rest. Rich wasn’t a heavy sleeper though, so although he’d been extremely tired last night, his vote went for option one—Pat and Kim simply hadn’t shown up.


    Leaving Lizzy to let her catch a few more minutes of rest, Rich quietly crawled into his clothes and left the tent. He wanted to check in with Dan and Kelly to see if either of them had seen Pat or Kim sometime during the night. He normally wouldn’t wake people up like this but Dan had said he wanted to get an early start on the day anyway, so Rich supposed it was okay to disturb them. To his surprise, neither of his friends had been rudely awakened last night either, both Dan and Kelly having slept like babies from the moment their weary heads had hit the blow-up travel pillows.


    “Well, where the heck can they be?” Rich said. “I was sure they’d show up and do a sneak attack on us. Pretty sure anyway.”


    “So was I,” Dan said. “Don’t see any other reason why they’d paint that message on the church and move the reverend’s dead body. Unless maybe they realized it was a lame idea to start with, and changed their mind. Did you check their tent yet?”


    “Nope. Was just about to though. I’ll be right back.”


    Rich walked over to look inside Pat’s tent but he’d known it was going to be empty the minute he looked at it. The door flaps were spread wide-open and the entrance zipper had been left open all night long. He returned to Dan and Kelly’s tent to let them know what he’d found—or more precisely, what he hadn’t found—and together they decided to let the matter drop. Pat was a big boy and Kim could certainly look after herself as well, so as far as Rich and Dan were concerned, if they were set on playing some silly, childish game of hide-and-seek with them, they were officially on their own. They had neither the time nor the inclination to carry on this craziness anymore, not if they still wanted to find the treasure and get out of here before it was too late in the afternoon to risk not making it to their cars before nightfall.


    “What time would we have to leave to play it safe?”


    “I’m not exactly sure,” Dan said. “Early afternoon. One or two maybe. After that and we might still be wandering around in the woods when it gets dark.”


    “Nothing’s set in stone though, right?” Rich said. “I mean…there’s nothing saying we absolutely have to leave tonight. It’s not the end of the world if we have to spend one more night out here.”


    “Exactly,” Dan said. “We’ll just have to play it by ear and see how the day goes. Hopefully we can go home today, but either way we better get our butts in gear and get moving. We’re already behind schedule and haven’t even left camp yet.”


    “I’ll go grab Lizzy then and we’ll be ready to roll in ten minutes.”


    “Make it five.”


    “Yes, sir, boss man. Just better hope Lizzy isn’t in a romantic mood.”


    “That would still leave you four minutes and thirty seconds to get ready,” Kelly said, she and Dan bursting into laughter.


    “Oh! Everyone’s a comedian now, huh? Not only do I get heckled by my own girlfriend…now I have to hear it from you too! Nice!”


    “Sorry…couldn’t help myself.”


    “No worries, kiddo. Be right back.”


    True to his word, Rich and Lizzy were packed up and ready to head for the woods five minutes later. Dan and Kelly were set too, so together they headed behind the church to hit the trail that they hoped would lead them to Joshua Miller’s house. Overhead, the crows followed them, keeping a watchful eye from way up high in a cloudy, overcast sky that threatened rain.

    



    At the fork in the wooded trail, Kelly led the group off to the left this time, onto the smaller path they hadn’t had the time or the energy to explore last night. This trail was a lot more overgrown than the other branch leading to the village had been, and there were several places along the way they had to stop and look hard just to determine if they were still on the path. Somehow they managed and within about fifteen minutes they walked out of the dense trees and into a small man-made clearing in the forest. The villagers had obviously cut all the trees down in a large circular area to let the sunlight in, then used the excessive amount of large chopped logs on site to build a massive family-size, two-story log cabin in the center of the clearing for Reverend Miller.


    Even by today’s standards, the sturdy oak house would be considered large and considering all this had been built back then for just one man it must have seemed like a mansion to the common families living in cramped quarters in the nearby village. With a lavish house like this to live in, it wasn’t hard to imagine how some of the hardworking people of Miller’s Grove could start to get a little jealous and begin resenting their charismatic leader. Perhaps the very first seeds of discontent had been sown right here, long before Angus Tucker and the village elders had decided to permanently remove Joshua Miller from his duties. Unfortunately, there was no one left alive who might have had knowledge about this who’d been an adult in the Grove back then.


    From the outside, the house appeared to be in remarkably good shape and had weathered the years of sun, wind, snow, and rain much better than the smaller dwellings the gang had explored yesterday. Even the second floor was still standing, along with six unbroken stained-glass windows that were popular at the time. Other than the roof, which by the looks of it had crumbled years ago, the house still looked like it could be fixed up and lived in. If Kelly was to hazard a guess why, it was because Reverend Miller’s house had been built out of larger, sturdier logs than the other homes; most of the timber here were entire trees stacked one upon the other. It was built more like a fortress than a residential house, an old frontier fort built to last, with walls close to two feet thick in some places.


    “Wow!” Kelly said. “Not bad, huh?”


    “Beautiful,” Dan said. “A log cabin like this today would be worth a fortune.”


    “For sure,” Rich chimed in, amazed at the size of the place. “This Joshua Miller dude must have been a hell of an important dude around here for the villagers to have built a joint like this for him. It’s triple the size of the houses the rest of them lived in.”


    “Probably more than that,” Lizzy said. “It’s huge.”


    “Let’s leave the size of my manhood out of this, sweetie. Save it for later. We’ve got work to do. Right, Dan?”


    “Right,” Dan said, smiling at his best friend’s last comment.


    “Jackass!” Lizzy said, punching Rich in the shoulder. “Let’s get at it then. The sooner we find that treasure, the sooner we can go home, and I can climb into a nice hot bubble bath. Alone!” She directed that last word at Rich and punched him again just for good measure.


    “Ow! What was that…hey, did you guys see that?”


    “You deserved it,” Kelly said.


    “No, not that. In the house. I saw something move in there.”


    “Get lost,” Lizzy said, sure Rich was kidding around again.


    “I’m serious. Something moved upstairs. I saw someone in that middle window.”


    “Someone? As in a person?” Dan asked.


    “I don’t know. Some movement caught my eye and when I looked up I swear someone was standing there. Maybe it was just a shadow or something.”


    Everyone’s eyes turned to the second floor, scanning the windows for any sign they weren’t alone, but there was nothing to see. If there ever was someone or something up in the window, they were certainly gone now. Or hiding.


    “Maybe Pat?” Kelly said. “This might be where he and Kim have been hiding.”


    “I don’t know,” Rich said. “I’ve given up worrying about him. Maybe it was nothing. Just a trick of the light. Screw it, let’s go have a look.”


    Together they walked across the clearing and cautiously entered the house through the front door. It was sitting open about eight inches when they found it but even if it had been closed, there was no locking mechanism on the door anyway. There probably hadn’t been any need for locks on houses back then. They stopped just inside the entrance, in what must have once been Joshua Miller’s living room, and they all listened for any noises coming from the floor above their heads. At the moment, everything seemed quiet.


    “Before we do anything else, I think we should at least go upstairs and check it out, huh?” Dan said.


    “Definitely,” Kelly said. “Lizzy and I will wait here.”


    “How come I always get volunteered for this crap,” Rich said, but Dan was already dragging him by the shirt collar toward the rustic wooden staircase.


    “Those with the biggest mouths have to do the most work. Move it!”


    The stairs had been coated with a clear varnish or some other type of transparent sealant and they appeared solid enough to hold their combined weight. There was some rubble from the collapsed roof on several of the top steps and from below Dan and Rich could look straight up into the sky and see the dark gray storm clouds that were quickly moving into the area.


    “It’s gonna rain soon,” Rich said, stating the obvious. “Wind’s really picking up too. We’d better hurry or we’re gonna get drenched.”


    “After you, then.”


    Rich led the way upstairs, not really expecting to find Pat or Kim hiding on the second floor. He’d pretty much convinced himself that he hadn’t seen anything in the window and his eyes were just playing tricks on him. He paused briefly at the top of the stairs to have a look around, but there wasn’t much to see. The entire upstairs seemed to be one massive bedroom chamber for Reverend Miller. His bed was still here, but broken in pieces and lying beneath a heap of roof debris. Despite most of the floor area being hidden in wreckage, the entire second floor was visible from the landing at the top of the stairs. The only possible hiding place in the room was inside a large hand-made wooden wardrobe unit that still stood upright in the far left-hand corner. It was as big as a bank vault and just seeing it started Rich’s heart and thoughts racing.


    “Look in the corner,” he whispered to Dan.


    “What? The closet? You think someone might be hiding in there?”


    “Actually I was thinking more like the treasure. Looks like a perfect place for the reverend to stash valuables to me.”


    “Jesus, you might be right. Let’s be careful though, just in case.”


    “In case of what? Pat?”


    “No. Hell, I don’t know. This place kind of gives me the creeps. Let’s just get this over with.”


    They carefully made their way over to the wardrobe, having to scramble over several large sections of the fallen roof, but soon they were standing right beside it, ready to reach for the handle.


    “Anyone home?” Rich said, knocking on the door.


    “Stop screwing around and just open it for God’s sake.”


    “Okay…relax, man. Look, there’s nothing inside—” Rich started to say as he yanked on the handle, but something huge and black lunged at them as soon as the door was out of the way, coming after Rich with its mouth open and its sharp claws bared. Rich screamed long and loud and Dan opened his mouth to scream too, but recognized what it was that was attacking them.


    “Shut up, Rich. It’s just a big-ass crow.”


    Sure enough, the bird took to the air, mad as hell it had been disturbed and in a hurry to get away. It snapped its powerful beak at Rich’s face as it flew past, just barely missing the tip of his nose by an inch, but then it was airborne and swooping high up into the dark swirling sky. He’d been lucky the crow hadn’t caught him; it could have bitten off a big chunk of his nose, or worse, it might have plucked out one of his eyes.


    “God dammit!” Rich yelled, his voice a little more high-pitched than normal. “Did you see that? That son of a whore went after my face!”


    “Daughter of a whore, more like it.”


    “What?”


    “Daughter. It was a female.”


    “How the hell do you know that?”


    “Easy…look,” Dan said, pointing inside the wardrobe Rich had just opened. There was a large hole in the top of the cabinet for access and on the floor was a huge bird’s nest made out of sticks and leaves and whatever else it had found foraging around in the nearby fields and woods. “I think she was making her nest. We probably startled it a bit. Might have been what you saw up here through the window earlier too.”


    “We startled it! You kidding me? I nearly shit my pants when it flew out at me. The bitch tried to bite me!”


    “Yeah, I saw that. You have that effect on a lot of women.”


    Despite still shaking from the near miss, Dan’s comment made Rich laugh. “Screw you too.”


    “The truth hurts, buddy. Come on, let’s get back downstairs. There’s nothing up here to find. To be honest, I’m starting to think we’re wasting our time.”

    



    They spent the next hour and a half searching every nook and cranny of Reverend Miller’s house, but in the end found nothing. To make things worse, the clouds finally let loose and it started to rain. Hard. One moment it was dry and calm, and the next it was a downpour and the wind was whipping the nearby tree branches into a frenzy. The four friends were relatively safe but not very comfortable inside the house, and they still had a twenty-minute hike back to camp. If the weather stayed like this, it wasn’t going to be a very fun stroll.


    For the next hour they stayed put, hoping the rain would taper off, but it didn’t. If anything, the weather appeared to be getting worse. The wind was howling stronger than ever, the rain coming down sideways it was blowing so hard. Around 1:00 P.M. the wind died down enough that they decided to make a run for it, wanting to get back to camp as soon as possible. If the storm hung around all day like it looked like it might, at least they could grab something to eat and sit inside the church, where it would be much more comfortable than this damp, drafty place. At least the church had a roof on it.


    “It’s now or never, guys,” Dan said. “What do you think?”


    “I say we go,” Kelly said. “We can’t stay here all night.”


    “But we’re going to get soaked,” Lizzy said. “Maybe it’ll stop if we wait a bit.”


    “I doubt it,” her boyfriend said. “Looks like it’s gonna rain all day. If we run, we should be okay. We’ll be under the trees for most of the way.”


    That sounded good, but it wasn’t true. By the time they’d taken twenty steps, they were already drenched, and by the time they made it back to the tents, they were cold and completely soaked to the bone. Adding to their misery was the bitter disappointment of not locating the treasure they’d come all this way to find. Of course, by the time this stormy night was over they’d all learn there were worse things in store for them than having to go home empty-handed. Far worse.


    In fact, it would be a miracle if any of them ever got to go home at all.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    The storm raged on throughout the day, with no end in sight. The wind and rain would let up a little for five or ten minutes but then roar back stronger than ever. Kelly and her friends abandoned their waterlogged campsite and moved everything the four of them could carry into the large reception area of the church, where it was blessedly warm and dry. None of them were overly enthused with the idea of having to sleep inside this creepy place tonight, but what other choice did they have? Even with Reverend Miller’s body bizarrely missing and three mummified corpses locked downstairs in the basement, this was by far their best option. It just didn’t make any sense to spend the night outside in the tents.


    With nothing much to do other than sit around and mope about not finding Joshua’s supposed stash of gold and silver, it didn’t take long for the alcohol to make another appearance. The bottle of peach schnapps was long gone, drained dry at their campfire party on Wednesday night, but there was still half a bottle of Jack Daniel’s left to share. They didn’t bother using cups; they simply passed the bottle among themselves while they sat on the floor chatting, the famous whiskey lighting a fire in their bellies that helped keep the chill of the rain away.


    “I hate to even bring this up,” Kelly said, “but I’m actually really worried about Pat and Kim.” The guys rolled their eyes and groaned. “I’m serious. There’s no way they’d still be playing games with us. I don’t know about Kim, but for sure Pat would’ve come in out of the rain by now.”


    “Screw ’em!” Rich said, already feeling a little drunk from the shots of straight alcohol. “Wherever they are, I hope they’re soaked to the bone.”


    “That’s not very nice,” Lizzy said. “What if they’re lost somewhere or I don’t know…one of them is hurt?”


    “They can’t be all that hurt if they had the strength to move the reverend’s body somewhere. Am I right or am I right?”


    Lizzy and Kelly both had to admit what Rich said had a certain irrefutable logic to it, and the more they drank the better it sounded. But if not in any trouble, where were they then? More importantly, why were they acting so bloody weird, hiding in the first place? None of it made any sense. Kelly was still worried about them but decided to drop it for now. She didn’t know where to look so there was nothing she could do to help them anyway, even if they were in some kind of self-induced danger.


    The conversation drifted onto many other things as nighttime approached, from job prospects back home, to wedding plans a few years down the road, to how much the silver and gold amulet might be worth and what kind of a person would ever want to buy the damn thing. By the time it was fully dark outside, the bottle of Jack was gone and none of them noticed the rain had nearly stopped falling. It had been another long, tiring day and everyone seemed to just want to go to sleep. Weather permitting, they’d be able to get up in the morning and start heading home.

    



    Dan and Kelly fell asleep first, huddled together in two sleeping bags that they’d zipped together to form one big pouch. Rich and Lizzy talked quietly for another ten minutes but then lay down on their backs holding hands, content to simply be together and hearing the soft patter of the rain drumming them to sleep on the roof above. Rich was nearly asleep when he felt Lizzy poke him in the ribs. He opened his eyes and looked at her in the gloom.


    “What’s the matter?” he asked her, fighting to stay awake.


    “Nothing. I was just listening to the rain on the roof and thinking about you. The sound of rain always makes me hot, remember.”


    Rich yawned. “Well get out of the covers for a minute.”


    “Not that kind of hot, dopey. The other kind!”


    “Oh. OH! Now I get you,” Rich said, instantly fully awake. “Thought you said I was cut off.”


    “You were,” Lizzy said, moving over to purr in her boyfriend’s ear. “But not anymore. Get over here and kiss me.”


    Rich did as he was told, their lips meeting in the dark as he slid his hand up her shirt, searching for her breast. Lizzy quietly moaned as he gently squeezed her left nipple, his hands strong and familiar with the way she liked being touched. She let him fondle her breasts but stopped him when he went to unbutton her pants.


    “Hold on a sec, tiger,” she whispered. “This probably isn’t the best place to do this. Not with Dan and Kelly lying right beside us, you know?”


    “We can try the tents but everything’s probably soaked.”


    “No way. I was actually thinking about the bell tower. It’s warm and dry and nice and private. A guy could probably get away with doing anything he wanted to a gal up there. What do you think?”


    “Good idea. I like it.”


    Lizzy giggled. “Thought you might. Grab a blanket and that flashlight, but be quiet. Wouldn’t want to wake anyone up and ruin the moment, right?”


    “Right. Let’s go!”

    



    It was considerably darker upstairs than it had been on the main level, probably because no one in the group had bothered to pry off any of the oak planks sealing the windows of the tower room from the outside. They didn’t have a ladder and seeing as there was nothing on this second level, it had hardly seemed worth the bother. Rich solved the problem by turning on his flashlight and setting it down on the ground with the light beam pointed toward the roof. To tone down the brightness a little, he removed his white T-shirt and draped it over the plastic top.


    “Better?” Rich asked.


    “Perfect!” Lizzy said, smiling seductively as she stepped out of her jeans and panties, and fell into her lover’s arms. “Now where were we?”


    It didn’t take long for Rich to remind her, taking Lizzy into his arms and lying down with her side by side on top of the blanket. Lizzy pulled off her sweatshirt and tossed away her bra as Rich hurriedly yanked off his jeans and boxer shorts. Naked, they kissed passionately, their tongues exploring each other’s mouths for the thousandth time perhaps, but it still felt fresh and delicious as if they were making love for the very first time. Rich rolled on top of her, kissing his way down her neck and stopping for a while at her perfect full breasts to lick and nibble gently on her hard, engorged nipples. Lizzy moaned and caressed the back of Rich’s head, loving every moment they could spend together like this. They let on to the world that it was Rich who was the oversexed horny partner of the two, but in reality there were times, like this, when she was far worse than he was.


    “Will you go down on me, baby?”


    Rich mumbled something she couldn’t hear, his mouth still smashed on her breast, but it didn’t matter; he was already heading south, his warm lips kissing her firm belly and continuing down to the sweet spot between her legs. “Oh God, yes!” she gasped.


    Lizzy arched her back, looking straight up toward the roof high above and something shiny caught her eye three-quarters of the way up the wall, something sitting on the top rung of the wall ladder about the height of the bottom of the bell. Maybe her eyes were playing tricks but she thought something had moved up there as well. Was that a shadow on the wall beside it, or something else? Whatever it was, she closed her eyes and ignored it, trying to concentrate on the inner fireworks Rich’s tongue was setting off, but she kept opening her eyes and seeing it glint in the light of the flashlight and no matter how much she tried, her eyes kept going back to that spot. The shadow beside it was now gone.


    “Rich? Hold on a sec…okay?”


    “What? What’s wrong?”


    “Sorry to ruin the moment but what the heck is that thing shining up there?”


    “Shining? Where? What are you blabbing about?”


    “Up there at the top of the ladder. You can only see it from on your back. See?”


    Rich rolled over and looked up. His eyes followed her outstretched finger and he too saw the light catch something hanging over the edge of the top rung. He removed his shirt from on top of the flashlight and was rewarded with another bright flash of color from above. “That’s strange. It almost looks metallic, the way the light dances off it.”


    “That’s exactly what I was thinking too. To be honest, with how shiny it is, it looks like something made out of gold. Maybe a ring or something?”


    “Yeah…or a coin.”


    Rich and Lizzy looked into each other’s eyes, an unspoken excitement building in both their minds but neither wanting to say it out loud. Eventually, Rich had to ask, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


    “Part of Joshua’s treasure,” Lizzy said, a statement rather than a question.


    “Maybe more than just part, sweets. Nobody ever did climb up there to have a good look around. We were worried the ladder wasn’t safe and just presumed the reverend would never risk stashing his gold in the church because it was too public of a place.”


    “Not up there it’s not. Nobody would bother going up there.”


    “Exactly. Which is why we should have checked it.”


    “It’s not too late. Get your skinny little ass up there.”


    “You always did know how to sweet-talk me,” Rich said, leaning over to kiss Lizzy on the lips before getting to his feet. “Okay…you hold the flashlight from down here. I just hope these old ladder rungs hold me.”


    “Me too. Go slow and be careful.”

    



    Rich took a moment to pull on his T-shirt and boxers, not wanting to climb the rickety ladder in the nude. Semi-dressed, he rubbed his hands together for luck and started up the handholds attached on the wall. The old wooden rungs creaked and groaned under his weight but felt secure enough that they weren’t going to break. Nearing the top, he could have reached over and felt the cast-iron bell but it held little interest to him tonight, his attention narrowed down to the small metal circle sitting half on and half off the top rung. He gently picked it up and rubbed it between his thumb and forefinger, surprised by how heavy it felt.


    It was a solid gold coin.


    A 1929 five-dollar Indian head coin to be exact, with a headdress-wearing native on one side and an American eagle depicted on the opposite. Despite its obvious age, the coin was in mint condition and could have passed casual inspection as brand-new.


    “Enough with the suspense,” Lizzy said from the ground. “What is it?”


    “Have a look for yourself.” Rich tossed the coin down to his naked girlfriend and watched as her face lit up with excitement.


    “Oh my God! It’s gorgeous! What do you think something like this is worth?”


    “No idea…but it’s a shitload more than the five bucks it was worth back then.”


    “Are there any more of them up there?”


    Good question. When Rich turned his attention back to the wall, he finally saw the horizontal gap in the first wooden plank above the ladder and followed it with his eyes until it joined another gap heading vertically. Holy shit! he thought, realizing what he had found. “You’re not gonna believe this, but I think there’s a hidden doorway up here. It isn’t huge, but it’s big enough for someone to crawl inside.”


    “Maybe it leads out onto the roof.”


    “I don’t think so,” Rich said, pushing on the center of the cut-out area and watching in nervous anticipation as the door swung out of the way on hidden hinges, revealing what appeared to be a secret room but it was too dark inside to tell. There was a crude unfinished wooden floor and he could just see the hint of roof rafters above, but unfortunately everything else was shrouded in darkness. “Can you throw me up the flashlight, hon?”


    Lizzy did as she was asked, and as soon as Rich shone the beam of light into the newly revealed room his heart started to race, adrenaline pumping through his veins at the unbelievable sight he was staring at. There were gold coins everywhere. Four or five bags of them. Silver coins too. Even two large bowls filled to overflowing with diamond rings and pearl necklaces and many other pieces of expensive jewelry.


    They’d done it. They’d found Joshua Miller’s treasure stash, all the money and valuables he’d hoarded away from the starving neighboring communities, charging outlandish fees for the privilege of eating their plentiful corn crops at a time when no one else was able to grow food of their own.


    “Well?” Lizzy asked, the suspense driving her crazy. “What do you see?”


    “Something beautiful,” Rich said, not trying to be vague, just being totally honest. The treasure was indeed beautiful, the answer to all of their hopes and dreams. With this kind of cash, their money troubles were over. He and Dan’s business could get back to being fun again, Kelly could open up her restaurant, and Lizzy would finally be able to start her own hair salon. Both couples could probably start to seriously discuss getting married soon too, and with thoughts of a grand double wedding ceremony in his head, Rich reached into the room to pull out one of the bags of gold coins.


    A giant hand shot out of the darkness behind the door, latching onto Rich’s wrist and pinning his arm to the floor. The hideous mummified leather face of Joshua Miller came into view, his foul breath whispering only inches away from Rich’s ear.


    “The eighth commandment, boy?” the reverend said. “Thou shalt not steal!”


    “What the fuck…” Rich said, terror gripping his body but having enough desire to get away that he pulled back his trapped arm as hard as he could. He managed to break free, but his momentum carried him backward, toppling him off the ladder and sending him pinwheeling toward the ground. In his panic, he let go of the light.

    



    From below, and having no idea what had just happened, Lizzy managed to catch the dropped flashlight but not the body of the man she loved. Rich dropped to the hard wooden floor, landing heavily on his back. Lizzy was sure he’d be dead or paralyzed, but within seconds Rich was struggling to climb to his feet. It all happened so fast, she hadn’t even had a chance to scream, but that all changed when she looked up and saw the monstrous creature crawling out of the secret door at the top of the ladder. It was part man, part plant, and all nightmare, with sharp teeth and sharp claws, clinging to the wooden ceiling with its long, spindly arms and legs.


    She watched in horror as the scarecrow-thing dropped to the ground beside her and only then did she recognize who it was that clamped one of his dirty hands over her mouth to stifle her cries. Rich had miraculously made it back onto his feet, however unsteadily, and charged at Reverend Miller’s exposed back, but he was too slow. Lizzy was forced to watch as Joshua let go of her long enough to grab Rich, reach into the air, and snag the bell rope as high up as he could, then loop it several times around Rich’s throat in one smooth motion as he tried to save her. When the reverend let go of the cord, it hoisted Rich’s body into the air, dangling him several inches off the ground and cutting off his air supply. Rich immediately started to choke and gag, unable to draw a breath and the more he struggled to breathe, the tighter the rope knotted around his throat.


    The church bell started to ring, deafeningly loud inside the quiet room.


    “Let him down, you bastard,” Lizzy yelled at the man she thought had died seven decades earlier. She took a swing at his head with the flashlight, trying to fight him off and save Rich, but he caught her hand easily and laughed in her face. Behind them Rich’s face was turning blue and his eyes were starting to bulge out a little from the pressure. “Stop! You’re killing him!” Lizzy screamed.


    “That’s the idea,” Joshua said. “Here, have a closer look at the wages of your sin.”


    He lifted Lizzy off her feet and held her up face-to-face with Rich, whose eyes were bleeding now, and he’d all but stopped struggling. For a moment, he recognized her, tried to move his lips to say something, but then he was gone, hanging limp on the end of the rope as his bowels and bladder let loose.


    “Noooooo!” Lizzy cried out, unable to believe the love of her life was dead.


    She tried to lash out at the reverend, to kick and punch and smash and scratch, and pull out his long, greasy hair—anything that would inflict pain to this hulking man-monster holding her off the ground easily, as if she were a child. Nothing she did had much of an effect on him though, and her will to fight back was running out. Without Rich, what reason did she have to live? Murdering her would be a blessing.


    The scarecrow drew her closer, smiling down at her misery, letting her get a good long look at his rotted black mouth. The flashlight slipped out of her quivering hand and dropped to the floor, breaking the bulb and snuffing out the only light in the room. Lizzy was shocked to realize that the reverend’s eyes somehow glowed in the dark, two small green fires in the gloom, but thankfully he closed them when he leaned in for the kill. Apparently he didn’t need to see the look of terror on her face anymore.


    And his teeth could easily find their way to her throat in the darkness.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    The tolling of the church bell startled both Kelly and Dan awake out of a sound sleep, but it wasn’t until it had rung several more times that they were lucid enough to realize the loud noise wasn’t part of their dreams and start to wonder what the heck was going on. Kelly sat up, reaching over to feel for Dan beside her in their joined sleeping bags. It was pitch-black inside the reception area and for a moment she panicked, thinking he, Lizzy, and Rich might be gone and she was left here all alone. Thankfully her hand touched his warm, familiar chest and he sat up next to her.


    “What’s happening?” Dan asked.


    “No idea,” Kelly answered. “I just woke up to this too. Rich? Lizzy?”


    When neither of their friends responded, Dan felt around and finally found his flashlight. Clicking it on chased the darkness away and showed them that Rich and Lizzy were no longer sleeping in the room with them, but it still gave them no answer as to why someone would be making such a racket in the middle of the night or who was doing it.


    “You dressed?” Dan asked.


    “Yep. Fell asleep with my clothes on.”


    “Me too. Come on then…let’s find out what’s going on.”


    Together they walked into the front room, hearing some commotion going on above their heads, but it wasn’t until they were just about at the foot of the stairs leading up to the bell tower when they heard Lizzy start to scream. Kelly had never heard her best friend make a sound like that before but it was undeniably her voice, and it made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. Deep down she knew it hadn’t been simply a shout of surprise or even a cry of fear; it had been a soul-tearing scream of unbearable pain and suffering and Kelly skidded to a stop, not wanting to move another inch up the stairs to find out what had happened. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good.


    “Come on, Kel. Move your ass. Sounds like she’s in trouble.”


    Dan dragged her up the stairs as quickly as he could, flashlight probing ahead with one hand and Kelly slowing him down in the other. As they neared the top of the stairs, Rich’s head and shoulders were what came into view in the circle of light first. He was staring right at them but there was blood on his face and his tongue was oddly sticking out of his mouth. Something was obviously wrong with him.


    “Rich!” Dan shouted. “What the hell are you…?” he started to say, but the words trailed away as they crested the stairs and the flashlight beam traveled down his body and they saw Rich’s feet were hovering four inches off the ground. It was only then that they smelled Rich’s evacuated bowels and noticed the thin rope wrapped tightly around their friend’s neck.


    Kelly screamed her throat sore but the real terror didn’t set in until Dan heard slurping noises off to their left and slowly swung the beam of light in that direction. In the corner of the room a huge man was pinning Lizzy to the floor, with his head buried in her stomach, tearing huge chunks of flesh and muscle out of his way, trying to get into the sweet meat within her. Lizzy was already dead, a huge hole torn in her throat so deep they could see the bony coils of her spinal column glinting in the flashlight beam. When the light hit them, Lizzy’s killer lifted his head and smiled, his leathery face painted red from the eyes down.


    “Sweet Mary, mother of God!” Dan said, unconsciously making the sign of the cross on his chest. “It’s…it’s him! Joshua Miller!”


    “That’s Reverend Miller to you, heathen!” the scarecrow said. “Care for a taste?” He laughed and went back to his feast, burying his face into Lizzy’s belly again.


    Kelly made a move to go after him, to somehow try and help her friend even though she knew they were too late to save her. Dan grabbed her arm though and pulled her in the opposite direction, dragging her back down the stairs. He had no idea where they could go but anywhere other than here seemed like a good place to start.


    “Run, Kelly!” Dan shouted, taking the stairs two at a time and hoping his shocked girlfriend would be able to keep up.


    “That’s it,” Reverend Miller shouted down the stairs after them, still enjoying his gruesome meal. “Go ahead and run, boy…but it won’t do you a lick of good. You hear me? Not a lick!”


    Dan and Kelly heard him all right, but it wasn’t about to stop them from trying. The chase was on and giving up wasn’t one of their options. They planned on running hard and running fast, like the devil himself was on their tail.


    And he was…

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    At the bottom of the tower stairs, Dan suddenly pulled to a stop. Kelly tried to continue on out the front door of the church, to get as far of a head start on the monstrosity upstairs as they could before it finished feeding, but her boyfriend still had a hold of her hand and brought her to a halt with him.


    “Why are you stopping?” she asked. “We have to get the hell out of here!”


    “Hold on a sec,” Dan whispered, trying to remain calm and think. “Running outside’s exactly what he’ll expect us to do. Come with me…and be quiet.” He shut off the flashlight to hide their movements.


    It was incredibly hard not to run outside into the open air to hide in the cornfield or try making it all the way over to the woods, but Kelly trusted Dan to take care of her and as quietly as they could they stepped away from the doorway and silently slid inside the large coatroom and closed the door. It was hot and dark inside the walk-in closet but there was nothing they could do about that. They couldn’t open the door and there was no way they could risk turning on the flashlight. Not yet, anyway. Dan held Kelly in his arms and they silently waited to see if their ruse had worked.


    Moments later, they heard heavy footsteps coming down the stairs and for a few excruciatingly long seconds Reverend Miller stopped in the doorway, probably trying to decide which way they’d gone. The longer he just stood there doing nothing, the surer Kelly was that he knew they were still inside the church. At any moment, she expected the coatroom door to be yanked open and the creature who had once been a man to charge inside and start ripping them limb from limb. She pictured poor sweet Lizzy lying upstairs covered in bite marks and nearly lost it, biting her cheek to hold in the screams that fought to get out.


    Just when the tension hit unbearable levels, they heard the reverend curse and run outside. He stomped down the stairs and headed off into the night, finally allowing Dan and Kelly a chance to breathe. They were safe for the moment, but they both knew that wouldn’t last for long. If Joshua didn’t find signs of them outside soon, he’d backtrack and eventually realize they were still inside the church.


    “What’s happening, Dan?” Kelly asked. “How is that awful thing alive? Joshua Miller had to have died seventy-four years ago. None of this is possible!”


    “Shhh…Kel, quiet down. I don’t know what the fuck’s gong on here either but we can’t worry about all that right now. If we panic, we’re dead.”


    “But what are we gonna do? We can’t stay in here. He’ll come back and find us…you know he will.”


    “We’ll be gone before he gets here. We’re just gonna give him a minute to get into the fields or go over by our tents or whatever, then we’re going to sneak off in the opposite direction.”


    “How are we gonna know which way he went? We might run right into his arms.”


    “Hopefully we’ll see him out there. He’s not the one hiding, right, so he should be easy to spot. That’s why I wanted to give him the slip like this. Our odds are far better if we’re behind him than out front…if we’re the hunters instead of the other way around.”


    Kelly took a deep breath and tried to relax a little. If she had any hope of getting out of this field alive she knew she needed to stay as calm as possible and do exactly what Dan told her to. She backed up a step to lean against the wall, and when she did her hand brushed up against something soft. Confused, she felt around a little and traced her hand down a length of fabric until her fingers touched skin to skin with what she was sure were the fingers of someone’s cold hand. Too cold. Kelly was too frightened to even guess who this might be, but through her mounting fear she was coherent enough to realize there were only two possible choices.


    Don’t scream…don’t scream…don’t scream, Kelly thought.


    “Dan?” she said softly, barely able to breathe.


    “Just thirty more seconds, honey…promise.”


    “Dan?” she tried again, frozen in fear on the spot.


    “What?”


    “Turn the light on please. I don’t think we’re alone in here.”


    Without a word, Dan pulled Kelly toward him and turned on the flashlight. He kept it pointed to the back of the coatroom so as little of the light would seep under the closet door as possible but there was no doubt he was giving their position away if he left the light on for long. Turned out he only needed the light on for about three seconds, more than enough time for them to see their friend Pat’s body hanging upside down from one of the steel hooks on the wall normally used to hold parishioners’ jackets. Pat had been beaten to death, the exposed skin of his arms, neck, and face swollen and bruised black and purple to the point it was difficult to recognize him anymore. His skull was deformed, violently crushed like a fragile eggshell beneath a great weight and there was a puddle of dried black blood pooled on the hardwood floor beneath where he hung.


    Kelly screamed.


    Long and loud.


    She’d tried her very best not to, but ever since seeing what Joshua had been doing to Lizzy upstairs she’d been on the verge of losing her mind. Seeing Pat like this pushed her even closer to the brink, hovering right on the edge of the abyss. Dan clamped his hand over her mouth and she quickly regained her focus but the damage was likely already done. No matter where the beastly reverend was, unless he’d traveled far off into the field already, he’d have heard Kelly scream and knew where they were hiding.


    Dan switched the light back off and they huddled together in the darkness.


    “I’m sorry,” Kelly said, starting to cry. “I…I just…I couldn’t…”


    “Shh…it’s okay. Maybe he didn’t hear you?”


    Within seconds they heard the sound of someone running, of footsteps climbing the outside stairs and entering the church, of labored breathing just on the other side of the coatroom door. Even though it was too dark to see, Dan and Kelly could both hear the knob into the room start to turn and the door slowly start to open.


    Dan used the only weapon he had—the flashlight—to defend them, standing up and swinging it as hard as he could a little over his own head, up where he believed the face and head of their would-be killer was. The metal-handled flashlight was fairly hefty and would put a decent-size dent in Joshua’s head if he was lucky enough to catch him unprepared. Dan’s hand passed right by where he was sure Reverend Miller’s head would be and thudded hard against the wooden door frame, the impact accidently turning the flashlight back on, illuminating the room. There was someone standing there in the doorway all right, but it wasn’t who’d they’d been expecting. The demented scarecrow was nowhere in sight.


    Shivering in the doorway was Malcolm Tucker.


    Kelly’s grandfather was soaking wet and looked totally exhausted hunched over in the doorway, seemingly oblivious to the fact—or just not giving a damn—that he’d barely missed having his head taken off by Dan’s metal flashlight passing inches above his head a few seconds earlier.


    “Gramps?” Kelly said, bewildered to see him standing there. She even went as far as to reach out to touch his arm just to convince herself he was actually there. She’d already witnessed a man dead for over seven decades come back to life tonight, so why not a ghostly visit from her grandfather as well? This was no apparition though; Kelly’s hands touched his wet raincoat and held his icy, trembling hands and knew that for whatever reason, Malcolm had come back to Miller’s Grove for real.


    “What on earth are you—?”


    “There’s no time for talk,” Malcolm interrupted. His journey today had been long and had nearly killed him, but he knew he’d arrived without a moment to spare and that time was of the essence. He tried his best to not look at the battered corpse hanging on a hook behind his granddaughter, choosing to focus only on her in the hopes she’d concentrate on what he had to say. “Listen, I’ve seen him…the reverend. Outside. He was halfway across the field, out behind your tents, and I just had time to lie down and he somehow ran right by without noticing me. Transformed into God knows what, but I recognized him the moment I saw him. I let him run out of sight before I dared get back on my feet, and then I heard you scream. We don’t have much time, angel. If I heard you…chances are he heard you too. We gotta get out of here.”


    “That’s what we’re trying to do,” Dan said, fiddling with the flashlight but having some sort of difficulty.


    “What’s wrong?” Kelly asked.


    “I can’t shut the light off. Banging it against the frame dented it and it’s stuck on. We can’t walk out there like this.”


    “Leave it then,” Malcolm said. “Maybe it will draw Joshua to the church and give us a chance to slip past him.” Nodding to Pat’s dead body behind them, he asked, “Anyone else still alive?”


    Both Dan and Kelly shook their heads no.


    “Let’s go then. Follow me.”


    Dan put Kelly between them and took up the rear, leaving their flashlight burning brightly in the coatroom just as Malcolm had suggested. At least the rain had stopped, but it was still a cold, miserable night outside. At the doorway, they paused only long enough for a quick peek, and once they saw no one standing in their way they made a run for it. If they could make it into the cornfield without being spotted they just might have a chance.


    Unfortunately, it wasn’t meant to be. Joshua Miller silently stepped out of the tall stalks thirty feet to their right, holding in his clawed hands a wicked-looking scythe with a long wooden handle. Just the site of the dripping-wet seven-foot-tall scarecrow with smoldering green eyes carrying a deadly weapon froze them in their tracks, not sure whether they should head for the cover of the corn or try to make it back into the church. Neither prospect seemed advantageous, both of them almost certainly leading to the same inevitable conclusion.


    Reverend Miller just stood still. Daring them to make their choice.


    “Run for the field, Dan,” Malcolm said. “Take Kelly and try to make it back to your quads. If you can get to them—”


    “What quads?” Dan asked. “We came on foot. Let’s head back to—”


    “No. Listen to me. I saw a pair of 4×4 ATVs on the trail just inside the woods, beside the big rock with the White Magic carving on it. Fifteen or twenty minutes from here. Did you come that way?”


    “Yes,” Kelly said. “I know the clearing you mean, but we’re not leaving without you. We can all go.”


    “We can’t. We’ll never make it, but you two might if I can hold him off for you.”


    “No way, Gramps. I’m not leaving you here. Why would you even say that?”


    “Because I’m the one with the gun.” Malcolm pulled the Smith & Wesson from the inside pocket of his jacket and showed it to them. Its blue steel barrel shone like black ice in the dim light of the moon trying to break through the clouds. “I’ll either kill him…or die trying. To be honest, I’m okay with either one. I’ve lived too damn long anyway. It’s you two that have a future together so get moving.”


    “No. I…I can’t leave you here.”


    “I love you too, angel, but please do this for me.” Malcolm hugged Kelly and kissed her on the forehead good-bye. “Get her out of here, Dan. Even if you have to drag her. This is the only chance we’ve got. Move!”


    Dan nodded, tears in his eyes too, and took hold of Kelly’s hand. “We’ll wait for you at the quads. Kill him and get your ass over there.”


    Malcolm and Dan exchanged a glance, both of the men knowing it would never happen but trying to say something to get Kelly moving. “Okay, I will. If I’m not there in half an hour, leave without me…but I’ll be there.”


    “You promise?” Kelly asked, reduced to a child again, her heart winning the battle over her head, hoping somehow the two men she loved more than any others in the world were telling the truth.


    “I promise. Now get your ass moving.”


    Dan started running for the field, at first having to pull Kelly behind him but she steeled her nerves and turned away, keeping up with her boyfriend as they made their escape.


    Malcolm watched them disappear into the tall cornstalks and out of the corner of his eye he saw what had become of Reverend Miller start moving for the field himself.


    “Wait, Joshua!” he cried out, seeing the hulking man-monster stop to look his way. “They’re only kids. It’s me that you want…not them.”


    Joshua started to laugh, amused by the old man’s bravado. “And just why would I possibly want a broken-down old fool like you, pray tell?”


    “Because my name’s Malcolm Tucker and I lived here in the Grove. It was my father who did this to you…and I’ve come back to finish what he started.”


    The scarecrow’s laughter died away. He took a few steps in Malcolm’s direction, away from the field. For every minute Malcolm could keep him talking, Kelly’s odds of getting away from here went up.


    “You’re the hell spawn of Angus Tucker?”


    “If that’s what you want to call me, yes. He was my father and ten times the man you ever were.”


    “He was a filthy backstabbing coward. Him and the rest of the elders. They destroyed the beautiful life we had here, everything we’d worked so damn hard to accomplish. If I ever see him again, I’ll tear him from—”


    “He died forty-one years ago, back in 1969, surrounded by people who loved him. He’s in heaven now, a place you’ll never get to see, so you won’t be doing anything to him. Besides, it wasn’t he who destroyed the Grove…it was you and your evil greed. You brought this curse upon yourself. You and the Man in Black. Only the fires of hell wait for you now, Joshua. Eternal damnation.”


    “Maybe so, Tucker…but I’ve got a feeling that might be a better future than what fate has in store for you.”


    The scarecrow started walking toward Malcolm, finished talking and coming for blood now. Malcolm steadied his nerves, said a quick prayer, and aimed his father’s gun at Reverend Miller’s massive chest. His first shot went high and wide, grazing Joshua’s left shoulder, but all of the other five bullets found their mark, the rounds striking one after the other into the bloated gray stomach and chest of the abomination closing the distance between them.


    Powerful bullets like that would have ripped a normal man’s flesh ragged, tearing through his internal organs and exiting out his back through holes the size of a fist. Joshua Miller was far from normal though.


    They barely even slowed the scarecrow down.


    His body just seemed to absorb the bullets and kept moving forward. Malcolm could have tried to run, but decided not to bother. His entire life he’d been running from this evil place, always so scared of coming back here but now that he was, he wasn’t nearly as afraid as he’d always assumed he’d be. What could Reverend Miller do to him other than take his life? Dying wasn’t so bad. He had made his peace and was more than ready to hopefully join his father in a better place. Besides, he was too old and too damn tired to run anymore.


    When the scarecrow walked within striking distance he raised the sharp scythe high in the air, pretending he was about to end the old man’s life, but he had other plans and only wanted to see his bitter enemy’s son cower in front of him. It didn’t happen. Malcolm stood his ground, ready to die with dignity and without fear. Joshua tossed aside the weapon and instead punched Malcolm square in the jaw, knocking the elderly man unconscious. The scarecrow caught his body as he slumped toward the ground, hefting him easily into the air and carrying him toward the open front door of the church.


    “It’s not going to be that easy, hell spawn,” Reverend Miller said, laughing again as they disappeared inside. “No…not for you, Tucker. I’ve got something extra special in store for you.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    “We can’t just leave him like that,” Kelly said. “We have to go back and help.”


    They’d been running for fifteen minutes through the muddy cornfield and had just exited the crops and made their way up the embankment leading to the forest trail when Kelly pulled to a stop. She badly needed a rest, sure, but mostly she was just worried about her grandfather.


    “Come on,” Dan said, easing her into a walk. “We have to keep moving. It’s too late for going back anyway. Malcolm’s either already on his way to meet up with us at the quads or he’s…not.”


    “You think he’s dead?”


    “I’ve got no idea. All I know is we’re not and your grandfather would want you to keep it that way, right?”


    Kelly only nodded, tears streaming down her already wet and dirty cheeks.


    “Let’s move then. I know this is hard for you, but you’ve gotta try and toughen up. We’re not even close to being out of trouble yet.”


    At least the woods were easier to travel in. Even though the rain had stopped, the fields had been slippery with mud and every time they’d bumped against one of the massive cornstalks, a cascade of water would rain down upon them, soaking their clothes and chilling them to the bone. At least inside the forest, the trail was still relatively hard and dry, the branches and leaves above having kept the worst of the storm at bay. Their biggest problem here was seeing where they were going. Without the flashlight Dan had left back in the church, it was really hard to see the outline of the path in the dark, and several times they nearly walked straight into the trunks of unseen oak trees. Luckily, their eyes soon adjusted to the gloom a little and there were patches here and there where the moonlight was filtering in through gaps in the trees.


    Kelly soldiered on beside her boyfriend as best she could. It was so damn hard leaving her grandfather to face that demon alone but she hadn’t been given any other choice. It was driving her crazy not knowing what had happened back at the church or whether Malcolm was alive or dead. Dan was right though; it was too late to do anything about that now. All she could do was hope for the best and concentrate on finding these 4×4 ATVs that were supposedly out here. She willed herself to stop crying. There’d be time enough for tears later.


    If she was lucky.

    



    They found the quads parked right where Malcolm said they’d be, sitting in the small circular clearing near the large carved rock. They were identical blue Yamaha Raptors, which meant nothing to Kelly other than they looked like big powerful machines that could get them out of here and back to their car fast. What they were doing here was a mystery to her, but obviously at least two other people had been in these woods in the last few days since they’d found Miller’s Grove. There was an open backpack lying on the ground near her feet, and off to her left some sort of strange-looking piece of equipment made from a set of metal tanks, a plastic tube, and a thick leather harness to presumably wear the contraption on your back. Who all of this stuff belonged to or where they might be right now was unknown and, in the grand scheme of things, unimportant. They were stealing the quads either way.


    “Fuck,” Dan said, examining one of the quads.


    “What’s the matter?” Kelly asked.


    “No keys. How about in yours?”


    Kelly didn’t even know where to look but as soon as she stepped over to the other ATV she saw that they were in luck. A pair of shiny gold keys were hanging under the handlebars just above the top of the gas tank. “Yes! They’re still in the ignition.”


    “Great,” Dan said, hurrying over beside her. “We only need one. Climb on back and let’s hope it has enough gas to get us far away from this bloody place.”


    “What about Malcolm? We’re supposed to wait for him, remember?”


    “He’s on his own. We have to get out of here.”


    “You think he’s dead, don’t you?”


    Dan considered another sugarcoated answer, but he knew they were running out of time. Reverend Miller would be all over them any minute. “Yes, I do. Sorry that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s probably the truth. It’s been a long time since we heard those gunshots, Kelly. He’d have been here by now if he was coming. You know that.”


    Kelly just stared at her boyfriend, not knowing what to say or do. Deep down she knew what he said was true, but she still couldn’t accept it.


    “Get on,” he tried again. “Malcolm said to drag you out of here if I had to, and I will, dammit. We’re running out of time!”


    Dan had no idea how prophetic his words were. Seconds later they heard noises deeper into the forest and turned in time to see Joshua Miller running toward them, his long arms flapping as he ran like a huge carnivorous bird of prey along the path they intended to take home, effectively cutting them off from leaving the Grove. Somehow he’d circled around them, not willing to let them go. With the one working quad facing back toward the church, there was no time to try turning it around and somehow getting by the reverend. They’d have to head back into the cornfield and try to lose him in there.


    “Get your ass on here!” Dan screamed, cranking over the Yamaha’s engine, and dropping it into gear the second he felt Kelly’s weight touch the seat. “Hold on tight!” he yelled over his shoulder, gunning the throttle without waiting for a response.


    The powerful machine leaped into action, nearly jumping out from underneath them when Dan cranked the throttle. He held on tight though, and soon they were fishtailing out of the circular clearing and tearing off down the trail they’d just come from. This particular model machine didn’t come equipped with headlights so Dan was driving semiblind but thankfully he could see just well enough to get by. Kelly held on for dear life, and once she realized she wasn’t going to fall off she risked a glance behind them to see where the creature that was chasing them was. Joshua was still on their tail, running at an ungodly rate of speed, but it seemed to her like they were slowly outdistancing him little by little, the distance between them growing ever so slightly by the second.


    We’re faster than he is, she thought, but yelled to Dan, “Keep going, keep going…he’s still coming after us.”


    Dan nodded and dropped the quad into another gear, revving the engine for all it was worth, kicking up a plume of dirt and stones behind them in their wake. They exited the woods quicker than expected, hitting the big down slope into the field at over forty miles an hour, launching them airborne a full twenty feet before their spinning wheels touched back to earth. Kelly and Dan both screamed, but somehow they managed to stay on the quad and carry on into the corn.


    When they crashed through the wall of massive cornstalks and disappeared into the field, Dan began to hope their chances of losing their evil adversary were getting better. They just had to find some way of getting on the other side of Reverend Miller so they could backtrack into the woods again. Surely the reverend wouldn’t be able to find them in this maze and there had to be a way of fooling him. The 4×4 made a lot of noise and he could probably follow their tracks in the dirt, but he’d have a hard time staying close enough to be able to see them, much less catch them. Not on the quad. Sure, the rain had soaked the field and the mud was slowing them down a bit, but they didn’t call these things all-terrain vehicles for nothing. Dan tore off into the field, tires spinning and engine growling as they headed for the church.


    A few minutes later, they ran across a section of field where the cornstalks were withered brown and lying dead on the ground. It was a strange enough sight that Dan eased off on the throttle and coasted to a stop out in the middle of it.


    “What the hell is this?” he asked, not really expecting Kelly to know.


    “No idea. A fire from before we got here, maybe?”


    Not a bad guess. It almost looked like a large section of the field had been burned away but there were no signs of a fire anywhere—past or present—and the air reeked of some kind of chemical.


    “I don’t think so. You smell that? It’s not really strong, but I think it’s a chemical of some kind. Something nasty, I’ll bet. Looks to me like someone was spraying these crops but I don’t know why they’d only do part of the field. And look…that section there is longer than this one, almost like a cross.”


    “I saw metal tanks back where we found the quad that might have chemicals in them. They were filled with something anyway, and a hose that was probably used to spray it.”


    “Just one more crazy thing to add to the list around here, I guess. Do you see Joshua yet? He still coming?”


    “Not yet, but listen…I can hear him. Better get moving.”


    “Hold on a second. Not yet.”


    “What do you mean? You’re just gonna sit here out in the open?”


    “Until he sees us, yes. I’ve got a plan. I don’t want to risk cutting back and hoping we can slip past him. It’s too dangerous. I’d rather get him to chase us around the outside of the church until we’ve done a 360 and he’s behind us and we’re facing the way we want. We won’t be backtracking…just moving forward where he can’t catch us. Get it? Once we have him and the church at our backs, we can gun it across the field again to the trail and head for home.”


    “Here he comes!” Kelly said, pointing behind them. “Watch out!”


    When Dan looked, he saw the huge scarecrow break through the last few rows of standing cornstalks and skid to a sudden stop on the edge of the dead part of the field. His eyes burned bright green in the darkness and his bullet-ridden brown robe was wet and muddy, trailing behind him on the saturated ground. By the look on his face, they could tell he was absolutely livid, gnashing his teeth together and finally opening his deformed mouth wide to let loose a scream of primal rage and frustration. The reverend clearly wasn’t used to not having things go the way he wanted.


    “Who did this to my field?” Joshua screamed, pointing an accusing finger at Kelly and Dan. “You’ll pay for this, heathens. Pay dearly!” But instead of running toward them as expected, he ducked back into the field and disappeared.


    “Where’s he going?” Kelly said, confused.


    When Joshua didn’t come back out, Dan started to worry. “Don’t know, but I don’t like it. Let’s stick to the plan…see if he’ll follow us around the church.”


    He put the Yamaha in gear and tore off in the direction of the church. Once they were back in the maze of cornstalks, their anxiety levels started to climb, not knowing where the reverend was or when he might dive out of the darkness from one side or the other. They should still be out in front of him though, so they should be okay.


    Should be, but they weren’t.


    As soon as they exited the field onto the grass surrounding the church, the scarecrow was waiting for them, scythe back in his hand from where he’d dropped it earlier. He was standing spread-eagled and balanced, ready to swing the sharp blade at their heads as they passed by. Dan had no time to swerve out of the way so he did the only thing he could think of; he hammered the throttle and turned directly into the reverend’s legs, catching the man-monster off guard. Kelly screamed and held on around Dan’s waist as tightly as she could. The collision was violent, the powerful machine slamming into Joshua at full speed, weapon flying out of his hands, knocking him to the ground and continuing on right over the top of his prone body.


    When they were thirty feet past, Dan and Kelly turned around to look, hearts pounding in their chests at their close encounter with death. Reverend Miller was still on the ground, but clearly not out of the fight. Within seconds he was slowly climbing to his feet again, reaching for his lethal scythe and taking up the chase.


    “I’ll tear you both limb from limb,” the scarecrow shouted, seething in anger and some obvious pain.


    “You’ll have to catch us first, asshole,” Dan said, heading off behind the church and hoping they’d pissed the reverend off enough that he’d chase them. “Is he coming after us?” he shouted over his shoulder to Kelly.


    “Yes,” she replied. “And he looks pissed! Move it!”


    Dan didn’t need to be told twice. He gunned the engine and took a clockwise circular route around the desecrated church. He quickly swept past the painted warning about the scarecrow walking at midnight, then around back where the path led to the village and Reverend Miller’s old house, then completing the route back where they’d started, the nose of the quad finally pointing in the proper direction. All they had to do now was cross the field again, find the trail heading south, and they would be home free.


    The only trouble was Joshua was no longer behind them.


    When Dan turned to check, the reverend was nowhere in sight. “Where the hell did he go?”


    “Don’t know. I thought he was right behind us.”


    “Shit! He could have stopped following us at any time. We don’t know if he’s behind us or back out in front.”


    “Just go anyway. What choice do we have? Drive as fast as you can and get us the hell away from here.”


    It was as good of a plan as they were going to get. Dan threw caution to the wind, flying off into the cornfield as fast as the Yamaha engine could push them. It was a huge field and the odds were they’d be able to slip by the reverend and his scythe even if he was out in front of them somewhere. He held the throttle buried the entire way, slipping and sliding in the mud and knocking down row after row of corn under their wheels, but several extremely tense minutes later they burst out of the field and up the dirt slope heading into the trees.


    They were just starting to relax a little when they hit the wooded trail, but Dan was driving too fast and his eyes hadn’t had a chance to adjust to the gloom yet. He made the first turn to the left and started to slow down but flew straight through the next right, slamming head-on into a one-hundred-year-old oak. The quad stopped instantly, its engine grinding to a stop in a mash of twisted metal and broken parts. Both riders were tossed from their seats, flying over the handlebars in different directions. Kelly flew to the left, barely missing the oak and tumbling to a stop in a blanket of wet pine needles fifteen feet away. The fall hurt like hell but she only suffered scrapes and a few bruises.


    Dan hadn’t been quite so lucky.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    When Dan went over the handlebars, he’d missed the big oak that the quad had smashed into, but slammed into a smaller tree beside it midsomersault, hitting the trunk with the small of his back and spinning around to savagely hit his head on a rock buried in the ground. Even through the sound of the quad disintegrating against the oak, Dan had heard something inside of him break, but then he’d hit the rock and instantly everything went black.


    When Kelly finally made it to her feet, she went to see if her boyfriend was okay. “Dan? Where are you?” she asked, but there was no answer. Without the sound of the noisy 4×4 running, it was incredibly quiet in the woods. Too quiet. “Say something, will you? You’re scaring me.”


    She walked around the big oak and nearly tripped over Dan’s body. Panicking, she got down on her hands and knees and felt around until her eyes adjusted to the dark enough that she could see what had happened to him. His back was bent around a young oak at an unnatural angle and he had blood oozing from a fresh wound high on his forehead. “Oh my God!” she said, crying as she got underneath his head and gently moved him toward her until she was cradling him in her arms at the base of the big oak. She was sure he was dead and lost to her, but a moan escaped his lips and he sucked in a huge lungful of air.


    “Dan…can you hear me?” she asked, holding her breath that maybe he’d be okay.


    “I hear you,” he said, his voice weak and filled with unbearable pain. “Be quiet though. Joshua’s still around here somewhere.”


    Kelly looked around and listened as hard as she could, but so far they seemed to be alone. “You have to get up. We need to get out of here before he finds us.”


    “Can’t, sweetie. My back…I think it’s broken. I can’t feel my legs.”


    Five minutes passed. Then five more. Time slowed down to a crawl in the overgrown woods. Kelly sat in the dark crying, kissing the man she loved on his cold hands and face but not having a clue what to do to help him. She’d run every scenario she could think of through her head but nothing she could dream up was going to get her and Dan away from here alive.


    “You can’t be hurt. I need you.”


    “I know…and I’m sorry. You’re gonna have to walk out of here alone.”


    “I can’t leave you here. Not like this. I…I won’t do it.”


    “You have to, Kelly. There’s no other way.”


    “Yes, there is. I can stay here with you.”


    “You can’t. You’ve stayed way too long as it is. Leave me and try to make it back to the car. Get some help and come back for—”


    “It’ll be too late and you know it. I’m not leaving you here to die so just forget it.”


    “You won’t be saving me…you’ll only be killing yourself.”


    “I don’t care. I love you and like it or not, I’m staying.”


    Kelly kissed him on the lips, long and hard, mostly because she’d wanted and needed to, but partly she’d done it just to shut Dan up so he wouldn’t argue with her anymore. The sound of a stick snapping off to their left ended their kiss, both of them jerking their heads up to look around, eyes wide with fear and alert to every sound in the forest. There was nothing else to hear though, and still nothing to see in any direction.


    Eventually Kelly stopped holding her breath.


    “Maybe he won’t find us?” she said, but her lie didn’t even sound convincing to herself, much less her injured boyfriend.


    “He’ll find us. I’m surprised he isn’t here already.” Another stick snapped in the darkness near them, and Dan finished his thought out loud. “Maybe he already is.”


    Kelly shuddered at the thought, picturing the beast that had once been Joshua Miller sitting just out of sight in the dark, biding his time, amused as he listened in on their private, intimate discussion. She strained her eyes back and forth around the woods, looking carefully at every bush, every tree, every dark shadow, but as far as she could tell they were still alone.


    “There has to be some way out of this,” she said.


    “Not unless you can fly, or you have another…hey, wait a minute. We do have another quad! The one we left in the circular clearing.”


    “What are you saying? We don’t have the key to the other quad, remember?”


    “I’m not so sure about that. The one I smashed had a set of keys in the ignition, right? A set…not just a single key. I’m thinking maybe the other key on the chain will start the other bike. Whoever owns the other quad probably has a matching set as well, just in case one of them loses their key.”


    “Worth a try, but what about your back? Can you travel?”


    “Drape me over the seat if you have to. I didn’t want to tell you this, but since we’ve been sitting here I’ve got some tingling back in my feet. Don’t wanna get my hopes up, but if I can get to a doctor, maybe there’s a chance I’ll get better.”


    That was all the encouragement Kelly needed to hear. “Really? That’s incredible, baby. Just hold on…I’m gonna go get those keys.”


    She gently slipped out from under Dan’s head, hope burning in her heart like a well-stoked fire, propping him up against the trunk of the big oak as she moved around the other side to search the wreckage of the first quad. It only took her thirty seconds to find them, and she was back holding the two golden keys in her hand.


    “Okay. I’ll follow the trail to the second quad. If the other key fits, we’re gonna give our position away in a hurry once I fire up the engine. I’ll get back here as fast as I can though, and somehow get you on the back of the damn thing.”


    “Be careful, okay?”


    Kelly slipped the quad keys in her front pocket and prepared to leave. She turned to head for the trail but had only walked four steps when she heard the low growl of an animal rumbling somewhere nearby, much too close for comfort. The unnatural growl turned into human laughter and Kelly knew they would never get Dan to the hospital. That opportunity, if it had ever existed, was now gone. The laughter seemed to come from everywhere at once, but mostly it came from above them. Kelly looked up and screamed when she saw a pair of glowing green eyes looking down at her, the reverend hiding up in the tree about fifteen feet up. He’d probably been up there from the start, listening to them just as she’d feared.


    “Watch out…above you!” Kelly screamed but there was nothing Dan could do to defend himself and nothing she could do to help.


    Like a giant spider or mutated bug, the scarecrow used his taloned fingers and clawed feet to scale down the side of the oak tree, grab Dan in his powerful right arm, and race back up the trunk of the tree at an inhumanly fast speed. Kelly tried to stop him, tried to grab for Dan’s feet and hold him on the ground, but she was too slow. Dan had disappeared into the branches and leaves above in a matter of seconds, leaving nothing behind but his long, echoing scream.


    “Dan?” she shrieked, horrified he’d been taken from her so quickly and easily. “Leave him alone, you bastard!” The fury in her voice drained away to a whisper as she dropped to her knees. “Give him back to me…please.”


    “If you insist…” came the scarecrow’s reply, his voice cold and cruel.


    Somewhere above her Dan’s screams grew louder and thick, warm drops of blood began to rain down upon Kelly’s face and body below. Just a few drops at first, but then a great gushing torrent of life juices cascaded down on her. Utterly helpless down on the ground, Kelly was frozen in place, unable to move while forced to hear the sounds of bones breaking and flesh being torn apart. Small red chunks and meaty pieces of the man she loved fell to the ground beside her, but she’d closed her eyes by this point and refused to look closer for fear she’d recognize any parts. She heard them though, splashing and thudding all around her. The crimson shower only lasted for a minute but it was long enough for Dan to thankfully stop shrieking in agony and for Kelly to know she was now all on her own.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Get up and run, Kelly thought.


    She willed herself to open her eyes and get back on her feet but the message wasn’t getting through, her body steadfastly refusing to budge from where she knelt on the sticky red ground at the base of the giant oak. She knew the man she’d loved—the man she’d hoped to spend the rest of her life with—was lying in pieces all around her on the forest floor. All her hopes of marriage, kids, and growing old together were gone in one savage act of evil cruelty, and Kelly had no desire to open her eyes and bear witness to what had become of her friend and lover. Seeing Dan’s body spread out like a jigsaw puzzle that could never be put back together might push her completely over the edge into insanity, if she wasn’t already there.


    So Kelly stayed where she was, eyes clamped tightly shut and praying the world would just go away and leave her alone. She understood she was being irrational and making a stupid, if not fatal error in judgment, but she just couldn’t help it. Denial and death were preferable to the stark bloody truth of the reality that still dripped onto her face from the branches above.


    She heard movement in the oak tree but refused to look.


    Someone, something, clawing its way down the trunk until it was eventually standing behind her. She could feel the scarecrow’s gaze on the back of her head and feel his hot, putrid breath touch her exposed neck as he leaned in close to whisper in her ear.


    “Careful what you wish for, little girl,” Reverend Miller said, licking the edge of her blood-drizzled face with his long black tongue, savoring the way Kelly was helplessly trembling, frozen in shock. He placed his large right hand on the back of her neck, squeezing ever so slightly, an unspoken promise of what was to come. “In the Bible, they used to bury sinners and whores up to their waists so they couldn’t move, then stoned them to death, but here in the Grove we make do the best we can with what the Man in Black provides.” Joshua squeezed Kelly’s neck a little harder. “Any last requests?”


    “Did you kill my grandfather?” Kelly asked, eyes still glued shut, more worried about what had become of Malcolm than what fate had in store for her.


    “What did you say?” Joshua asked. When she failed to respond, he viciously yanked her to her feet by her hair and spun her around, screaming into her face and surprising Kelly enough that she finally opened her eyes to look at him. “Tell me your name, girl. Who are you?”


    “Kelly…Kelly Tucker.”


    “Tucker…” the scarecrow hissed, a vein in his forehead pulsing, thunderous rage building behind his bulging green eyes. “Another hell spawn of Angus! Must be my lucky day.”


    Kelly struggled to free her hair from his ironlike grasp, standing on her tippy-toes to ease the pain, but the reverend had no intention of letting her go. All she managed to accomplish was pulling some of her hair out by the roots.


    “You really want to know what I did to your dear sweet grandfather? He’s inside the church. Come…I’ll show you.”


    Without waiting for a response, Joshua tossed Kelly over his shoulder as if she weighed nothing at all, and started walking toward the path that would lead them back to the cornfield and the church beyond. “No, stop!” Kelly cried out. “I don’t wanna see what you did to him. Just leave me alone…please!”


    “Too late for that, Tucker. Careful what you wish for, remember?”


    Kelly’s mind was in a spin, feeling helpless as she was carried like a sack of meat over the monster’s shoulder, her head and arms behind him hanging upside down. Blood was rushing to her head and part of her hoped it would make her pass out before they made it back to the church. She couldn’t bear to see someone else she loved dead. Thinking about Malcolm reminded her of the silver and gold ring he’d given her before they’d left Rich’s house to come to this awful place—the ring that was still on the index finger of her left hand. What was it he’d said about it? That it was some sort of ancient symbol of White Magic and would protect her against evil. Kelly wasn’t an overly religious person but if ever there was a time to believe in something, it was here and now. God would never get a better chance to prove to her that he was real.


    Without having a clue what she was doing, Kelly kissed her great-grandfather Angus’s ring, said a quick prayer to whatever gods might be listening, and touched the sacred family heirloom into the small of Reverend Miller’s back through a rip in the fabric of his filthy bloodstained robe. She felt a great jolt of energy burst from her hand and in the next moment Joshua screamed and stumbled to the ground, his legs collapsing beneath him. Kelly tumbled off his shoulder and quickly jumped to her feet with the reverend on his knees in front of her. Again, acting purely on instinct, she touched the ring onto the scarecrow’s forehead, shocked to see him start to shake and convulse, his skin where she touched him starting to blister and burn.


    Reverend Miller’s eyes rolled up into his head and he dropped to the ground at Kelly’s feet, down and incapacitated for the moment but still very much alive. She’d been thrilled when she’d seen how the ring had affected him, secretly hoping it would finish the job and kill the son of a bitch, but his legs were still twitching so apparently she wasn’t going to be that lucky. She needed to get away from here, and quickly. Mustering up all her strength, Kelly kicked the man-monster squarely in the face, then did what anyone would do in her situation.


    She ran like hell.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Kelly briefly considered trying to head for their campsite beside the church, knowing they had a small hatchet back at the fire pit she could use to defend herself with. The scarecrow’s scythe was back there somewhere on the grass as well, but it was too far to run, not trusting she could make it all the way back across the cornfield before Reverend Miller would catch her again. That left really only one place she could run, and after weighing her limited options it made far more sense. Digging the keys out of her pocket as she ran, Kelly headed for the circular clearing on the wooded trail, going after the remaining 4×4. If she was lucky, one of the keys would start the second quad and she could hightail it out of there as fast as the powerful machine could take her.


    Then again, maybe the keys wouldn’t fit and she’d be in big trouble.


    Moving as quickly as she could but staying on the trail so she wouldn’t get lost, Kelly made her way south through the woods, expecting with every step to feel a clawed hand grab her shoulder and pull her to the ground. A branch snagged on her sweater as she ran past and she was so convinced it was Reverend Miller that she screamed, spinning around, ready to fight for her life. No one was there, of course, and she wasted precious seconds stopping to look over her shoulder.


    The closer she came to the clearing and the waiting ATV, the more she was convinced she was being followed, the reverend’s dark presence filling the woods, an icy shadow squeezing in on her from all sides no matter how fast she ran. No doubt, he was out there and hunting her down. Kelly could feel it in her bones and started glancing over her shoulder more and more often. She even kept an eye on the tree branches above, not sure if up was a safe direction anymore either, but she safely made it back to the clearing without being attacked.


    The Yamaha Raptor sat where they’d left it, on the trail facing north in the direction of the church. Kelly climbed on, panting from exhaustion from her sprint through the woods but knew she didn’t have time to relax and catch her breath. She could rest later if she somehow made it out of this forest alive. The first key she jammed into the ignition fit perfectly into the slot but wouldn’t budge at all, forcing her to waste more precious time trying the other key. Kelly’s eyes frantically darted all over the clearing as she fumbled with the keys, eventually pushing the other gold key into the ignition and trying to crank it to the on position so she could hit the electronic starter.


    The second key wouldn’t move either.


    Oh fuck! she thought, knowing she was in big trouble.


    Dan’s theory about having both 4×4 keys on each set had been wrong. Kelly had no idea what the second key in her hand was for but it sure as shit wasn’t for the quad she was sitting on. She had no way to start the machine now, and time was running out. Reverend Miller was getting closer and closer; already she could hear him charging like a bull through the dark woods, snarling and growling in a fit of rage as he tried to track her down. It would only be a matter of minutes until he did.


    She had to think of a plan B in a hurry.


    She needed a weapon to defend herself with, that much was a given. Her great-grandfather Angus’s ring had badly hurt the evil preacher but whatever strange magic it wielded wasn’t strong enough to kill him. Joshua was so much more than just a mere man now; he’d somehow become this hideous scarecrow-creature chasing her, becoming part of the unnatural fields around Miller’s Grove. Maybe White Magic just wasn’t enough to defeat whatever he’d become.


    Kelly’s mind flashed to the hatchet back at their camp, but how could she possibly make it all the way back to the church to get her hands on it? There was simply no time for something like that. Joshua was nearly on top of her. No, she needed something close by. Something right here: a heavy branch or a rock or a pointy stick or…


    Her eyes fell on the twin metal tanks and the plastic hose attached to the leather harness sitting about eight feet away on the ground near where the first quad had been parked. Kelly’s mind spun back to what Dan had said earlier tonight when they’d seen part of the cornfield had been deliberately sprayed, for whatever reason destroying a segment in the shape of a cross.


    You smell that? I think it’s a chemical of some kind. Something nasty, I’ll bet.


    Something nasty?


    How nasty?


    Kelly jumped off the Yamaha and ran for the harness. She had no clue that the tanks contained a home-doctored batch of Agent Orange and absolutely no idea how to use the chemical sprayer, but with Reverend Miller practically breathing down her neck she pushed her arms through the thick leather straps and intended to find out in a hurry. No sooner had she clicked the harness in place around her waist and reached back to grab the small Y-shaped wand at the end of the plastic tubing, Joshua Miller ran into the clearing and leaped up onto the 4×4 beside her, spreading his arms open wide to finally give Kelly a close-up view.


    The man who’d once been the guiding light for this small backwoods community had become a creature out of children’s storybooks and Hollywood nightmares. Growling like the true monster he’d become, huge swollen purple veins standing out on his forehead, eyes burning with unholy green fire, massive body literally shaking with insane rage, and clawed toenails gripping the quad hard enough to puncture through the thick leather seat, Reverend Miller hunched down, preparing to launch himself onto what he thought was a helpless woman.


    He was wrong.


    If this nasty shit can destroy the corn that easily, Kelly thought, fighting back her fear of the beast about to strike, let’s see what it can do to a scarecrow!


    Kelly squeezed the trigger, shooting a heavy mist of greasy liquid into the air, but her aim was slightly off. The majority of the Agent Orange fell harmlessly to the ground on the reverend’s left but some of it landed on his outstretched arm, soaking through his robe and coating his cornstalk-fused wrist. The effect on his skin was immediate and incredible, the powerful herbicide eating into Reverend Miller’s flesh like acid, bubbling and blistering the skin on contact and starting to burn down through his long-dead meat to his cornstalk-reinforced muscles and bones.


    Joshua just stared at his slowly disintegrating arm for a moment, confused as to what Kelly had done to him, but then the pain must have hit and he screamed in clenched-teeth agony, fire blazing through his veins. He looked over at the wand Kelly held in her hand, then up at her face, the first glimpse of terror starting to show on his deformed face.


    Kelly smiled at him, adrenaline flooding through her own body, knowing the tide had turned and the hunter had suddenly become the hunted. He was more part of the corn than even he realized, its unnatural essence the dark heart of the beast, his flesh and bones merely dirt and dust held in place after all these years by whatever malevolent power had taken root in these unholy fields. She took a step forward, still wary of her enemy, but her confidence was growing by the second. She felt even better about her chances when Reverend Miller jumped off the quad and turned to run away.


    Oh no you don’t, asshole. You’re not getting off that easy. You owe me a whole lot more than just one arm!


    Kelly took up the chase.


    Even running full out, Kelly knew there was no way she could keep up with the raw speed of the hulking scarecrow, but before he could kick it into high gear and disappear down the wooded trail, she fired the chemical sprayer again, getting lucky enough to douse his right calf muscle just below the hem of his robe. Joshua screamed again, skin and muscle evaporating in a steamy hiss, but he limped on, still able to move at a speed Kelly had a hard time keeping up with. She had no intention of letting him out of her sight though. No way, not after the sick things the evil bastard had done to her family and friends in the last few days.


    Reverend Miller was headed back in the direction of the church, limping badly now, whimpering in agony every time his right leg touched the ground. Behind him on the wooded trail, Kelly almost felt sorry for him, almost called a stop to her cruel vigilante pursuit and instead just run away but they were passing the section of forest where Joshua had killed and savagely dismembered the man she’d loved. Where had his compassion been for Dan’s suffering? Had Joshua felt sorry for his pain? No.


    Fuck you, preacher…you’re going down!


    Kelly squeezed the trigger again, aiming the wand at the scarecrow’s left leg, hoping to end this race once and for all. He’d have a hard time running away with no legs but she misjudged the distance between them and the Agent Orange splashed through the tear in his robe up by his waist, devouring the skin at the small of his back and starting to eat into the soft flesh around his tailbone, spine, and hips. He hobbled forward five more steps, his hip bones starting to boil within their disintegrating sockets, then fell forward, tumbling down the steep embankment that led out of the forest and down into the cornfield below.


    From the top of the slope, Kelly watched him crawl on his belly toward the corn, shrieking in misery like a wounded animal as his flesh and bones continued to dissolve, pulling his massive body forward using only his one good arm in an attempt to make it into the cover of the tall cornstalks. Kelly didn’t think he was going to make it, but part of her also worried that if he did, the reverend might somehow get some of his former strength returned to him. Obviously he was connected to the corn somehow—body, mind, and soul—so the last thing she wanted to do was let him crawl back into the field that was potentially his source of power. She quickly ran down the slope and doused him again, head to toe, several times with the world’s deadliest herbicide. She held down the trigger mechanism for a full thirty seconds until no more liquid came out the wand, the tanks on her back finally empty.


    There wasn’t much left of Reverend Miller’s back and legs and he’d all but stopped moving. His flesh had corroded away down to the exposed bones and they too were melting, his entire body returning to the dust from whence it came. A low gurgling noise escaped from a hole in his ravaged throat, but Kelly had no idea if it was a cry of pain or a plea for help. With his last shallow breath he reached out with his right hand and grabbed a hold of one of the cornstalks at the outer edge of the field and then lay still, Joshua’s mission to reach the corn over.


    The scarecrow of Miller’s Grove was dead.

    



    Watching what was left of the reverend decompose and dissolve at her feet, Kelly unstrapped the spraying harness and tossed the metal tanks to the ground. She sat down on the wet ground beside them, thinking the night couldn’t possibly hold any more surprises in store for her, but there was one more revelation still to come. The tall cornstalk Joshua’s hand was wrapped tightly around started to lose its color and began to wilt. It went from a healthy shade of bright green, to a dirty brown, to a burned black all in a span of five seconds, dying in front of Kelly’s eyes. It wasn’t the only one either—cornstalk after cornstalk around Reverend Miller began to wilt and die. Like a ripple in an ocean, every healthy green plant in the massive field started turning brown and then black, falling dead to the earth like a series of dominoes strategically lined up and left standing for decades, then toppled in less than a minute. Everything was dead, the entire crop surrounding the desecrated church gone just like that.


    “Whoa!” Kelly said, shocked to see the massive stalks of corn wither and fall to the ground before her. She certainly hadn’t expected that. It made a lot of sense though, when she stopped to think about it. Reverend Miller’s final breath had meant the death of the entire field, one unnatural evil clearly not able to survive without the other, their unholy relationship forged in hell and returning there together.


    Kelly caught her breath for a minute, but knew if she sat still for too long she might never get up. Besides, the moldy burned smell of the chemical she’d been spraying was starting to make her feel nauseated. Either that or her head was just spinning from the horrendous events she’d been forced to witness the last few hours.


    She climbed unsteadily to her feet.


    Part of her wanted to walk back up the muddy slope and start hiking home, her need to get away from this evil place very real, but she couldn’t abandon her grandfather without knowing he was beyond help. The very last thing in the world Kelly wanted to do was walk back into that church and find Malcolm cut to ribbons or beaten to death but there was a tiny chance he was still alive and she’d never forgive herself if she didn’t at least go check. Decision made, she started walking toward the far-off front. It was the creepiest walk she might ever take in her life, the moon breaking through the clouds to shine down on her trampling on row after row of dead corn. Their black husks like fallen soldiers on a blood-drenched battlefield, with her the only survivor of the war.


    She eventually found herself back at their camp and stopped to pick up the short-handled hatchet that was sitting where she’d remembered it was near the fire pit. She wasn’t expecting any more trouble tonight but holding the weapon just made her feel safer and more in control of the situation. Inside the church it was still very dark, the moonlight not filtering into the rooms nearly as much as Kelly had hoped. Dan’s flashlight was still burning brightly in the coatroom though, so her first stop was to go in there and get it. She averted her eyes as much as possible, not wanting to see poor Pat’s dead body hanging upside down again. She’d seen more than enough death tonight already.


    Back in the main reception area, flashlight in hand, she slowly approached the sanctuary doors, instinctively knowing that was where Reverend Miller would have taken her grandfather. Steeling her nerves against what she might see, Kelly pulled open the door and walked inside.


    “Oh my God!” she said, shaking her head in denial when she saw what the scarecrow had done.


    Malcolm had taken the reverend’s place upon the cross, lashed tightly to the thick wooden beams with his frail arms spread out to either side of him. His head hung low, a line of thick, syrupy blood dripping from his mouth to the raised altar floor. His body twitched though, when he heard Kelly’s voice, and he struggled to raise his head to look across the room at her. He tried to speak but no words came out.


    He’s still alive! Kelly thought, joy and hope flowing into her heart, giving her the second wind she needed to run over to him and leap up onto the altar. “I’m here, Gramps,” she told him. “Everything’s going to be okay.”


    She used the hatchet to chop through his bindings, then carefully laid Malcolm down on the floor to assess his injuries. Turned out he was a bit banged up and exhausted but for the most part fine. After Kelly ran to the camp to get them both some much-needed water, Malcolm started coming around in a hurry.


    “Thanks, angel,” he said, finally able to sit up. “You really saved my bacon this time. I owe you.”


    “You don’t own me nothing. I’m just glad you’re alive.”


    “Me too. I think he wanted me to suffer the way he had all those years ago. Seeing as he couldn’t get his hands on my father…I was the next best choice. Killing me would have been too quick and easy, I guess. You’re covered in blood. What happened?”


    “Joshua’s gone. I killed him. I think the evil might be dead and gone too. The fields all died the same time he did.”


    “And Dan?”


    Kelly just shook her head, tears starting to flow again. Malcolm pulled her to his chest and let her have a good hard cry. After everything she’d been through tonight, she needed it. Once her sobs began to dry up, Malcolm lifted her head and said, “Let’s go home, honey. There’s nothing left for us here.”


    Kelly nodded and they helped each other to their feet. “We’ll have to send the police back here,” Kelly said. “Someone has to come…” she started but couldn’t finish the sentence. Malcolm knew what she was trying to say though.


    “I’ll make sure your friends all get a decent burial. Promise. Come on, we got a long walk ahead of us.”


    “Will you be able to make it, Gramps?”


    “Don’t worry about me. I’ll damn well crawl if I have to.”


    They made a quick stop back at Kelly’s tent to get Dan’s car keys out of his bag and to pack a light backpack full of snacks and a few bottles of water for the trip. Arm in arm, drawing strength and willpower from each other, they set out across the dead field, making a beeline for the forest and the wooded trail beyond that would eventually lead them home. It was going to be a long, hard walk back to the logging road where they’d left the cars but anything was better than spending another minute here in this desecrated field surrounded on all sides by madness and death.


    The crows on the roof of the church silently watched as they walked away.


    Always the crows…
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    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Dawn broke above the rim of the eastern forest, chasing away the darkness of yet another cool October night. The sun dragged along behind it a bright blue sky, yesterday’s storm nothing but a memory and a few scattered mud puddles on this perfect Saturday morning. The majority of the crows took to the air early, nervous and screeching their confusion from on high as they circled the church trying to understand what was different about this day. They could look down at the hundreds of acres of dead crops lying on the ground below, see the blackened cornstalks that used to provide a reliable food source for them, but their tiny brains weren’t able to comprehend the devastation of their land. After circling restlessly they spread out and drifted away from the main field, realizing they’d have to search farther away from home than normal to get their breakfast this morning.


    Back at the church, still perched on the bell tower steeple was a group of twenty of the largest crows in the murder, patiently watching their younger brethren circle aimlessly but eventually leave the immediate area in search of food. Once they were gone and things had considerably quieted down, the leaders of the big black birds silently looked around at one another, not needing to use their high-pitched voices to know exactly what must be done. As one, they took to the sky, flying with strength and purpose toward the south side of the dead cornfield, heading directly to the spot where Joshua Miller’s disintegrated remains lay facedown in the wet soil.


    As the birds settled down to earth they came in two at a time, the first two landing side by side about a foot apart. The following pair swooped down to land on top of the backs of the pair before them, and so on, the process repeating until they stood ten birds high, their black bodies entwining and molding together to form a huge feathered mass. Out of this unnatural chaos a body began to form: two arms spreading out to the sides, two legs starting to separate and take their first confident steps, and a head of solid darkness gazing around, its shadowy features blank and indistinct. Something about the entity repelled the sunshine, not just deflecting the early morning light, but swallowing it whole anywhere within a six-foot radius, the demon walking in perpetual midnight.


    The Man in Black very rarely walked the earth, preferring to hide in the shadows and let his minions do his bidding, but Joshua Miller was special. Never had such a devout holy man been turned so completely toward the darkness, such unending love for humanity twisted into limitless rage. And with the magic talisman finally removed from the reverend’s neck, he could approach him without fear of repercussion. The demon walked over to where his scarecrow lay dead and defeated, shaking his head in bitter disappointment and barely contained anger. Part of him wanted to punish Reverend Miller, drag his soul down to the House of Pain for a serious attitude adjustment, but that wasn’t what he’d manifested here today to do. He had something much better in mind.


    Bending down beside Joshua’s chemically ravaged body the Man in Black blew into his dark hands and exhaled out a glowing green mist, forming the weightless substance crudely into the shape of a heart. He whispered a few words into his hand and the glowing heart began to beat. He plunged his fist containing the heart into the remains of the reverend’s chest and released it, stepping back to watch what was about to happen.


    The glowing heart throbbed inside Joshua’s body, reconnecting to his arteries and veins, and started pumping tainted blood back through his system. Reverend Miller’s body began to repair itself: cornstalks wrapping around bones that were solidifying out of dust, muscles and organs knitting back together and swelling into life, flesh, skin, and hair wrapping around his inner shell until he resembled the gigantic man-monster he’d been the day before. Joshua’s lungs filled with air, his fists clenching in spasms as he drew his first deep breath. Green sparks flew from his eyes when he opened them for the first time, his rotted mouth releasing an earsplitting roar.


    The scarecrow climbed to his feet.


    Around him, the field was coming back to life too, his rebirth the corn’s as well. The blackened stalks filled with water from the cursed soil, turning a healthy shade of green again as they pushed up from the ground to stand tall and majestic, towering over Reverend Miller and his dark master. Joshua walked over and knelt at the feet of the Man in Black, reaching out to kiss his shadow-shrouded hand. “Thank you,” he said.


    “Do not disappoint me again,” the demon said, turning away and instantly metamorphosing back into twenty dark winged birds, flying off toward the church.

    



    Reverend Miller regained his feet and for a moment considered running up the sloping path into the woods to give chase to the hell spawn of Tucker who’d somehow bested him. Rash decisions weren’t like him though, so he took a moment to think this through, a cold smile coming onto his face as he realized there was a much better way to go about getting his revenge. Why do all the dirty work, when he could have some help?


    Joshua spun around and started jogging for the front steps of the church. Once inside, his anger grew tenfold when he discovered the old man had been released from the cross too. Two Tuckers still alive was completely unacceptable. Joshua headed for the basement and threw open the metal door imprisoning the mummified bodies of his three loyal followers, Harriet Jones and brothers David and Simon Driskle. They were still chained to the walls where the village elders had secured them seventy-four years earlier. Reverend Miller’s dark heart filled with seething fury, seeing the last remaining members of his congregation treated this way. He savagely bit down on his right wrist, blood bursting from his severed veins, and walked inside the small chamber. Behind him, half a dozen thick cornstalks snaked across the basement floor and entered the room with him. Seconds later the basement was bathed in an eerie green glow, and Joshua began to laugh.

    



    Reverend Miller stepped out of his church and walked around the corner to his right, his newly acquired leather hat held tightly in his clenched hand. He stared at the message the young fool had scrawled on the boards in red paint, shaking his head in bitter resentment. In the name of his dark father he vowed he’d repaint this place of dark worship and restore Miller’s Grove to its past glory. Anyone who got in his way would pay dearly, but first there was the matter of taking care of the descendants of Angus Tucker. Joshua wouldn’t rest until he’d crushed them beneath his feet and wiped out their family name forever. Maybe there were more out there than just the girl and the old man. Mothers, fathers, siblings—all tainted pieces of Angus Tucker’s vile bloodline. They all needed to be found, all needed to pay for his enemy’s crimes.


    Sins of the father…Joshua thought, his teeth tightly clenched.


    Harriet Jones and the Driskle brothers walked around the corner to join their leader, pausing to read the cryptic message defiling the church wall together. They’d been transformed the same way Joshua had been, united and fused body and soul with the cornfield of the damned to be so much bigger, stronger, and faster then any of them had been in their former lives. They looked to Reverend Miller for instruction, ready to do his every bidding with no regard for their own well-being, wanting nothing more out of their existence than to please him.


    “Find the girl and her grandfather,” Joshua said, his voice a low growl.


    His three disciples immediately walked off into the field, heading for the wooded trail to the south that the reverend had told them their enemies had taken. Joshua stayed where he was for a moment, seething at what three generations of the Tucker family had done to him. Walking over to the wall, he used the still-bloody wound on his wrist to smear a big red S in the middle of the message. When he stood back to admire his handiwork, the warning on the church now read:

    



    THE SCARECROWS WILL WALK AT MIDNIGHT

    



    With an evil grin on his face, Reverend Miller placed the stolen outback hat on top of his head and strolled off into the field to join his old friends. Together, they had a score to settle and seven long decades of pain and suffering to pay back. After so long vengeance would taste sweet and Joshua was prepared to do whatever was required to get it, even if it meant his own destruction. Tonight was going to be a hell of a night, one the Tucker family and perhaps the world would never forget.


    From above, the ever-vigilant crows silently watched as the scarecrow walked into the field of bountiful corn, and disappeared…
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