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Monday, July 11, 8:18 p.m.

In an hour the world will turn dark and still. Anyone who’s ever camped in the remote wilderness knows what I’m talking about. There are no streetlights in the woods. No lamps, storefronts, or glowing laptop screens. These things are a comfort, even in a town as small as Skeleton Creek, but I won’t have any of them once the sun goes down.

You might say, “Yeah, but there are stars. Isn’t that the same as a billion flashlights? And there’s the moon — that thing is huge.” True, on a clear night with a full moon it’s not as dark in the woods, but that’s not the kind of night I’m about to suffer. I can already hear the thunder claps ten miles or so off in the distance. A storm is coming and clouds are gathering overhead.

There will be no stars or moon tonight.

My dad and I left Skeleton Creek early this morning in order to get away from all the craziness in town. For the past week, the phone had been ringing off the hook for interviews, and news vans had pulled into town from Portland and Seattle. First, I’d found gold on the dredge, then I’d discovered the missing Jefferson library right under our noses. No one knew how much help I’d gotten from Sarah, because I couldn’t tell anyone. (She’s far too valuable working in secret, at least until after she makes the long drive home from LA to Boston.) Nope, this one was all on me. I was turning Skeleton Creek into a town known for its hidden treasures, and my dad thought it best to get me out of Dodge before my head turned freakishly big.

“Nothing like roughing it to put things into perspective,” he’d said. “Let’s you and me hightail it for the river.”

He didn’t have anything to worry about, because I don’t have any space in my head to dwell on how amazing I am. I’m preoccupied with more important things, like how I’m going to stay alive from one day to the next.

I’d devised a cover for how I’d come to find the missing Jefferson library books hidden under Gladys Morgan’s library. Instead of a note Henry left in the dredge, it was a simple map I’d found while helping disgorge forty million in gold from the floorboards. I hadn’t shown the map to anyone because … well, I just hadn’t. No one seems to care about a little deception when you’re the bearer of good news.

I feel paranoid and unprotected so far away from home. The Raven, Henry, the ghost of Old Joe Bush — it’s like I’m being followed by an army of zombies dead set on tracking me down.

It all comes down to the secret Crossbones society, and three shadowy figures at its core.

First, there’s the Apostle, the Crossbones recorder. His creepy videos made it clear that crossing the Apostle came with a price: He’d reveal your secrets to the rest of the world. Sarah found four hidden Apostle messages on her drive from Boston to LA, which was what led us to discover the missing books from the Jefferson library. These books were a Crossbones treasure, but the Apostle led us right to them from beyond the grave.

Then, there’s the ghost of Old Joe Bush, who isn’t really a ghost at all, but my dad’s former friend, Henry. Whereabouts unknown. I can’t say for sure whose side Henry is on, but two things are certain: He’s still out there and he’s scarier than ever.

And finally, there’s the Raven. The muscle. The power. The really bad dude. Every secret society needs one, and the Crossbones is no exception.

I’ve thwarted the Crossbones enough to know: The Raven will want me dead. It’s the quickest way to stop me.

My dad didn’t exactly do me any favors by dragging me down the river on a raft into the middle of nowhere. The really bad thing about camping in the deep of the woods? Unless you count a sleeping bag, there’s no place to hide once the sun goes down. My fears can come at me from whatever direction they want.

Here’s another thing about camping: There are at least four ways to do it, only one of which qualifies as real camping if you ask my dad.

How to camp, according to my dad, with actual fireside quotes included:

Option 1 (lamest): Use a Cabin

Dad: “The only way this counts as camping is if there’s no indoor plumbing or beds, the nearest help is at least an hour drive down a dirt road, and the place is crawling with Termites.”

Option 2 (a near tie for lameness with option 1): Use an RV

Dad: “I think I just threw up.”

Option 3 (barely not lame): Camp with a Tent in a Campground

Dad: “There’s a guy delivering firewood for five bucks a box from the back of a golf cart. Why not bring a big-screen TV and a Lay-Z-Boy while you’re at it?”

Option 4 (officially roughing it): Pack into a Remote Location, Fend for Your Life

Dad: “Give me three matches, my fishing gear, and some tinfoil. I’ll live out here for a month and a half.”

Which is how I found myself setting up my pack tent on the edge of the river five miles downstream from town, nowhere near a hamburger or a cell tower. I’d barely rolled out my sleeping bag before my dad was calling me to the edge of the water … as he always does.

“Ready for the flip?” he asked. I nodded, knowing before he flipped the coin up in the air that I had no chance. I’d lost seventeen out of seventeen coin flips on seventeen out of seventeen trips down the river, and things were not about to change.

“Heads,” I called, just to give myself a fighting chance.

“Sorry, sport, it’s tails. See there?”

The light wasn’t very good and the show was awfully fast, but it did look like tails. Does he carry a two-tailed nickel around in his pocket and use some sleight of hand? I wouldn’t put it past him. My dad loves fly-fishing enough to pull one over on his own kid, that much is for sure. Losing the flip meant he’d be catching our dinner while I rounded up firewood, and the light was fading fast.

For all his talk, my dad is often woefully unprepared in the wild. If it’s fly-fishing you’re looking for, he’s your man. The boat is crammed full of fly boxes and other “essential trout gear.” This is because he spends four hours getting the fishing gear ready, looks at his watch, and spends his last ten minutes packing everything else he’ll need. When I leave to hunt for firewood I will be armed with only my wits and a hatchet, the blade of which is duller than a butter knife.

Looking up into the sky, I sense what’s coming. By midnight it’s going to start raining. In fact, from the smell of the air, I’d guess it’s going to hail golf balls, the kind that will shred a pup tent and leave me trembling in my sleeping bag.

Better get with it so I don’t end up traipsing around in the woods after dark and bump into a bear … or someone who’s out to get me.





Monday, July 11, 11:30 p.m.

I’m back at the campsite in my one-man tent. The fire has all but gone out — a few glowing embers are all that remain — and all I can say is this:

What I discovered out there is going to make this the longest night of my life.

He found me, or I found him.





Monday, July 11, 11:32 p.m.

Noises outside.





Monday, July 11, 11:35 p.m.

I think it’s gone. Maybe it was just the wind. I don’t know whether to look or stay inside. Praying.





Monday, July 11, 11:39 p.m.

I’m not closing my eyes until dawn.

My cell phone isn’t good for a signal, but it does throw off a soft blue light, which is the only light I have inside my tiny tent. Dad is already snoring in his own cocoon five feet away.

Okay, I’m going to write down what happened so I don’t forget any of the details. Note to self: Set up an overnight recording camera in my room when I get home in case I get an unwelcome visitor in the middle of the night. And bring the hatchet to bed with me.

For someone who lives in the mountains I have a surprisingly bad sense of direction. I get turned around easily, which is exactly what happened as I meandered out in the woods in search of firewood. I’d found a pretty hefty armful of fallen twigs and branches and set it down, glancing in every direction as I turned in a circle.

Where was I? Which way had I come from?

The woods grew menacingly quiet, and then I heard the sound of wood being split. Surely it was my dad, tired of waiting for my return as he set up a fire to cook the fish he’d caught. I picked up my collection of busted branches and twigs and started in the direction of the sound. It was farther off than I expected, but the sound kept getting louder, so I kept at it. I came to the edge of a clearing, where a single, gigantic tree stood alone in the gathering gloom. And then it struck me: My dad didn’t have the hatchet. I had the hatchet.

It’s not him I hear chopping.

There, at the base of the tree, was the cloaked figure of a man. Whoever it was wore an oversized, black rain slicker that ran from his knees all the way up over his head. The hood was pulled low over his face, a black tunnel that led to eyes I couldn’t see. He had the biggest ax I’ve ever seen — it had to be five feet long with a blade as wide as my head. He swung as if in slow motion, broad and powerful, slamming against thick bark. I knew enough about woodcutting to know that even with an ax that big it would take hours to bring down such a monster, and the cloaked figure had only just begun.

A thunder clap, loud and close, blasted into the valley. I dropped the wood I’d gathered, dashing behind a tree for cover. I thought about running, which is what I should have done. Instead, I took out my phone and hit the record button, then peered around the edge of the tree.

The thunder clap had covered the sound of the dropping wood. The figure continued swinging the great ax.

And then, without warning, he stopped.

Lightning filled the space between us and I saw that he was watching me. And worse, he was sharpening the blade against a stone, sparks flying as the sound of thunder arrived, as if on cue.

My back against the tree, chest heaving, I thought once more of running. Night was close at hand, and the last thing I wanted was to be lost in the dark with an ax-wielding maniac on my trail. I waited five seconds, ten, fifteen. The sound of sharpening had stopped and the chopping hadn’t started up again. Maybe he’d given up on the big tree. Maybe he hadn’t seen me after all. Maybe he’d gone back into the gloom.

When I peered around the edge of the tree once more, hoping to find myself alone in the woods, the hooded man had crept much closer. He was close enough to hit me with the ax if he’d wanted to.

And then he spoke.

“Storm’s comin’.”

His voice was raspy and cold, hidden under the cloak, and I didn’t know for sure if he meant the storm overhead or something else. His knuckles whitened on the ax handle — an ax I now realized was painted black.

“Gonna be a big one,” he went on. “Dangerous. Not like the ones before.”

I just stood there, speechless, staring at the blade.

“Better take cover.”

He lifted his head in the direction from which I’d come, as if to tell me where I’d find my dad and the camp we’d set up, and then he turned and walked away. I was struck then by how ghostlike he was as he passed by the huge tree and kept on until he disappeared into the shadows.

I looked at my hand, which still held my phone.

I’d recorded the whole encounter.

But even a recording won’t answer the big question I have:

Was that the Raven?





Monday, July 11, 11:47 p.m.

I made it back to camp, grabbing up pieces of wood as I ran, and showed up to find my dad had already built a fire from wood scraps and cooked the fish. “I was just about to come looking for you,” he said, staring at the paltry collection of twigs I’d gathered up. He looked into the night sky. “Storm’s comin’.”

He used the exact same words as the man in the woods — Storm’s comin’ — which sent a chill down my spine, all the way into my boots. We ate quickly, threw tarps over both our tents, and hunkered down for what would be a long, sleepless night.

Storms in the mountains often pass through quickly on their way to somewhere else, as if they’re late for a poker game and they’ve only stopped by long enough to put out your fire. This was just such a storm — quick and brutal — here and gone in twenty minutes flat.

Wind whipped the tents, a mix of rain and hail pummeled the tarp, and all the while I thought about the figure I’d seen in the woods and the message he’d delivered.

The Raven.

The more I think about it, the surer I am. The final player in the Crossbones game has found me.

But what does he want from me?





Monday, July 11, 11:51 p.m.

Never make the mean guy mad.

It will come back to haunt you.

I need to calm myself down. I am trying to find some good side in all this. At least if the Raven is near, he can’t be in LA, so Sarah is safe from the swing of a black ax.

It’s the Raven’s job to clean up messes, get rid of problems, protect Crossbones interests at all cost.

One of the first things I thought of when I saw the Raven was Fitz, my buddy who used to work at the fly shop. The Raven is his dad, so obviously I’m worried about how Fitz is doing. Are the two of them living up here in the woods or something? Does Fitz come down to this very bank on the river and catch fish when I’m not here?

I just peered outside the slit of my tent, thinking I might just see Fitz standing there, casting his line over the water in the dark. But there wasn’t anyone there.

I can hear the river but I can’t see it. Funny how something I love so much during the day can turn so deadly. Like a black sludge drifting past, waiting to pull me under.

I could drown just like the Apostle and Old Joe Bush before him.

Water can be evil that way.

There’s one more thing I need to say before I stop writing for the night and start staring at the ceiling of my tent, waiting for the ax to come down.

Fitz gave me an envelope before he and his dad left the trailer they lived in. Inside was a piece of paper he should not have given me — because it belonged to his dad.

Now that I think I’ve met the Raven, I understand what a risk it was to take that piece of paper.

Storm’s comin’.

Gonna be a big one. Dangerous. Not like the ones before.

Better take cover.

I think the Raven might know I have this piece of paper.

I think he might follow me right back into town and use that black ax to bust down my door and get it back.





Tuesday, July 12, 3:00 a.m.

Longest. Night. Ever.





Tuesday, July 12, 8:00 p.m.

Made it to dawn without getting killed (very pleasant sunrise), fell asleep on the raft, woke up at the takeout. Bleary-eyed, I helped my dad load the boat and the gear onto the trailer, which my mom had shuttled down the river for us.

“You’re looking pretty hangdog, champ,” Dad commented when we pulled into town and the truck came to a stop in front of our house. “How about I put stuff away for once and you tell Mom to wrestle up some dinner? Looks like things have cleared up nicely around here.”

I didn’t hesitate, this being the first time in memory I’d been let go without having to clean up after a trip. Which is how I got to where I am now: sitting on the front porch while my mom cooks up a late dinner for me and Dad.

Apparently, my dad was right about getting out of Dodge: The reporters have moved on, leaving phone numbers, if we happen to think of a scoop to give them. Probably they got bored of our three restaurants and one bar, or Mayor Blake drove them half crazy with his ambitions for the town. Either way, besides a list of reporters to call back, I’m a free man. Skeleton Creek is back to normal, at least for the moment.

“You should have seen Gladys Morgan take to the press,” my mom told me. “I’ve never known that woman to talk for so many minutes in a row in all my life.”

We chatted about the books and the town librarian, the fishing and the storm that blew through, but I couldn’t bring myself to mention the man in the rain gear. I couldn’t tell her or my dad. I don’t even know why. I mean really — why not tell them? I guess it feels like once I do it’ll lead to Sarah, and when that happens everything will come crashing down around us.

I don’t feel like a liar. More like a withholder of certain facts. I have to believe there’s a difference. Then again, it’s just like a liar to make a deadline for when he’ll start telling the truth.

We just need a little more time to bring this Crossbones thing to a close. A week, maybe two, and I’ll tell them everything. It’s just that first I have to get Sarah back home with a few unscheduled stops along the way — stops I haven’t even figured out yet.

As soon as I can scarf down some dinner, I’ve got some work to do. For starters, I’m putting the webcam on my laptop into full swing starting tonight. Even in low-res recording mode it’ll fill half my hard drive overnight, but at least I’ll know if someone is watching me. With all these new people floating in and out of town and the Raven hiding in the woods, who knows who might try to set up their own surveillance on me?

I need to reach out to Sarah as fast as I can. Her film camp runs four more days, then she’s driving back home to Boston. I need to email her the Raven sighting I recorded, get her take on the man in the rain slicker. But I also need to send her a scan of the other Raven. Being up all night in a tent at least gave me a chance to really look at it carefully. It’s no less confusing than the Skull Puzzle, which led us to the missing Jefferson library books. Maybe this Raven Puzzle will lead to an even bigger mystery.

It’s two sided, same as last time. But somehow, it’s even scarier looking than the Skull Puzzle.

Flames, haunted roads, castle towers, a nickel? Where does a guy begin solving a puzzle like this? There is one image that’s a dead giveaway: the nickel. That’s Thomas Jefferson’s old home, Monticello. It’s in Virginia. At least we know one of the locations the Apostle is trying to lead us to, even if Sarah will have no idea where to look once she gets there.

This is a scan of side one:

[image: ]

This is a scan of side two:
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Sarah will have no idea where to look once she gets there.

The skull from the earlier puzzle has been replaced by a raven, the four corners by clues I can’t even begin to understand. Ghost Room floors, stone markers, wisps of wind — the Apostle’s methods of recording definitely lean into the bizarre. But there is one encouraging bit of news on this side of the Raven Puzzle: the words.

West to East and Follow the Trail of the Apostle! tell me that long ago, the Apostle was on a journey very much like the one Sarah is on now. Originally, he went east to west, which we already knew. But now we’re finding out he also traveled west to east, dropping clues on his way back. Which means Sarah can do the same thing.

If we can figure out what the clues mean, Sarah can follow the trail of the Apostle all the way back to Boston.

And we might just find the most valuable Crossbones treasure of them all.

My worries?

The Apostle is trying to trick us.

The ghost of Old Joe Bush will haunt our every move.

And the Raven will try to stop us.





Tuesday, July 12, 10:00 p.m.

I finally got to my room after a dinner of cold chicken, potato salad, and red Jell–O with tiny marshmallows floating inside. I fired up the laptop and found two emails from Sarah. Quickly, I read them, deleted them, and scrubbed the memory for traces of contact. My parents have backed off a little on their feelings about me communicating with Sarah, but just the same, I can’t take any chances they might be checking in on me.
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This is the problem with long-distance communication: Most of it happens digitally. Voice mails, emails, text messages — those are the currency of my secret ongoing connection to Sarah Fincher. Add to that the isolation of the river outside Skeleton Creek and the insane shooting schedule Sarah is keeping and it’s a miracle we talk at all. The best I could do before leaving with my dad had been a quick message:
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Sarah’s second email was more blunt.
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I sent Sarah the Raven video, along with this note:
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Tuesday, July 12, 11:11 p.m.

11:11, a bad omen. I hate when I look at the clock and find numbers doubled up like that. Gives me the creeps.

Sarah must have been sitting at her computer editing video clips when I emailed because she responded less than twenty minutes later.

She posted the video of the Raven in the woods. Seeing what I recorded, along with the additions Sarah made from past sightings, just about knocked me off my chair. At the end, she starts analyzing the Raven Puzzle.

It appears she’s already hot on the Apostle’s trail.

If something’s happened to me, and someone is reading this after I’ve disappeared (or worse), get to a computer and take a look.

You can meet the Raven for yourself.

It will help you realize what we’re up against.



 

sarahfincher.com
Password:
MELANIEDANIELS



Wednesday, July 13, 11:00 a.m.

No rest for the weary.

My dad was pounding on my door at 7:00 and yelling for me to get out of bed, breakfast was on the table. Sometimes I hate that he opened a fly shop in town financed by a fraction of the gold I found on the dredge. Maybe if I’d left that gold there I’d still be sleeping right now and my dad would be out of town at his old job. Times like these, it feels like the world is caving in on me, like I need a secret corner where I can be alone with my thoughts.

After I watched Sarah’s video last night I tried to stay awake, but I was just too exhausted from the night before. The good thing about being that tired? I slept like the dead, just what I needed. I was refreshed, ready to figure this thing out while my dad is away from the shop all day on a float.

When I left the house this morning, my mom gave me a list of reporters to call.

“Get it done, kiddo. If you don’t, they’ll just keep calling the house,” she told me, shaking her head. “The mayor is the worst of the bunch. He called four times yesterday looking for you.”

Why am I not surprised? First the dredge, now the Jefferson library books. Mayor Blake is a shameless promoter when it comes to getting Skeleton Creek on the map. A lot of folks are starting to wonder if he’s gunning for a bigger position, like mayor of Boise or governor of the entire state. I can already imagine the platform he’d run on:

City income in Skeleton Creek up 10,000 percent. Job growth through the roof. Tourism exploding.

He won’t mention that any of this had to do with my finding Thomas Jefferson’s missing books, and millions in gold. Somehow, like every politician, he’ll make it sound as if he had an awful lot to do with it.

My dad took off with a retired couple for a few hours, mumbling to himself about what a day it was going to be with two people bored enough to try fly-fishing for the first time. He guessed they’d be experts at tangling up their lines and casting into the trees. It’s always a tough day on the river with a husband and wife who don’t know what they’re doing. I actually felt sorry for him as he left, leaving me to watch the shop all day. He was nice enough not to make me tie flies while he’s gone, which is saying something since he’ll probably go through a dozen an hour with those two. Looking at the list of reporters I was supposed to call didn’t even make me want to trade with him — it was that bad on a raft with an old couple, zero fishing experience between them.

The first interview was with the Philadelphia Enquirer, a nice lady who was more excited than I was about the discovery of the books. She had a cool accent and she laughed a lot. Apparently, she’d been an amateur sleuth for years herself and envied my finding such an important treasure. Two more East Coast papers, the Associated Press, the Oregonian, the Seattle Times, the Boise Herald — all of them asking the same question over and over again: How’d you know where to look?

I dodged this line of questioning better with every phone call I made, but it was hard not to lie. Mostly, I played dumb just to be safe, which made me a super lame interviewee (this tends to shorten up the conversations).

I’ve still got three more papers to call, smaller ones, I think, but I’m starving. Plus, I want to go look at the gaping hole in the library floor again.





Wednesday, July 13, 1:21 p.m.

The hole is still there.

It’s still boring, too.

Why anyone would think ripped-up floorboards in an old library would make a good tourist attraction is beyond me, but if someone can sell it, that someone is Mayor Blake. And he’s got enough money in the Skeleton Creek coffers to put a nice rope around it and go all interactive, so that will help.

Wait — speaking of Mayor Blake, he just walked into the fly shop.

And he’s not alone.





Wednesday, July 13, 2:00 p.m.

“This here’s Mr. Albert Vern,” the mayor said when he came in. His southern accent has kicked up a notch, a sure sign he really is thinking about running for higher office. “You’ll never guess where he’s from. Go on now, guess!”

I guessed he was from the Boston Red Sox, recruiting me to play baseball.

Albert Vern looked at me as if to say, “Quite a mayor you’ve got here. You wouldn’t happen to know how I could get away from him, would you?”

“The Washington Post!” the mayor told me, completely proud of himself for hobnobbing with national media. “Mr. Vern is from the Washington Post! Ain’t that something else? Right here in Skeleton Creek. And it gets better — he’s staying for the whole week!”

I nodded and tried to act friendly, but my insides were churning. In fact, they’re still churning. I don’t need a big-city reporter hanging around, watching my every move. If he’s working for the Post, he must be pretty good at snooping out the truth.

“Do you have any golden stone flies with rubber legs?”

This was the first thing Albert Vern asked me, which led the mayor to glance at him like he’d lost his way coming through town and needed directions. It didn’t take long for me to realize Albert Vern was an outdoorsman when he wasn’t reporting.

“I can hardly wait to get out on the river” were his next words, the mayor’s cue to leave us fishermen alone.

“You two get to know each other. That’s real good. I’ll be just outside, checking my messages.”

Mr. Vern sighed with relief when Mayor Blake was gone, explaining that he’d already endured a tour of the town and an exhaustive description of recent events.

“Tell me what’s working and I’ll take a dozen,” he said, explaining that he’d long been a traveling reporter for the Post, casting a line on rivers from New York to western Canada. “I could tell you a fishing story or two.”

I was really starting to like this guy. No tough questions, just a request for the best flies we had to offer.

“Something wrong with your back, Mr. Vern?” I asked, starting to warm up to a fellow writer. He was twisting around like there was a kink in his spine.

“Threw my back out picking up my bag at the airport — happens all the time. I’m used to it.”

“How long does it last?” I asked. The poor guy looked feeble, like I could knock him down with my pinkie finger.

“Usually a day or two. But I think the mountain air is helping. I’ll be fine.”

A real trouper, this guy, which I also liked, but then the questions started.

“So you’re the one who found the most famous missing books in the world?”

I began picking out flies, dropping them into a plastic container.

“It was an accident, really. I just had a feeling, Mr. Vern.”

He laughed and I could tell it jolted his back by the look on his face that followed.

“Well, I hope you have the same feeling about those flies you’re picking out. I’d like to land some fish tonight.”

He asked me to call him Albert and hoped we could go fishing together one evening, just talk about this and that. He was more interested in a vacation than a story, or so he said. Casting, he told me.

I have to be very careful with this guy. I can imagine slipping up and saying something I shouldn’t or being just stupid enough to show him the Raven Puzzle if I need help. The river has a way of lulling my senses to sleep.

Before I could worry too much, Mayor Blake rang the bell on the door, returning from checking the messages on his phone. Albert Vern paid for his flies, and the two of them left for pie. The shop would be quiet for at least an hour — the perfect time to do some research.

For once, I wanted to beat Sarah to the punch.





Wednesday, July 13, 4:12 p.m.

BINGO on the first location! And more good news to boot.

First, the drawings I figured out.

The Ghost Room:
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And the tower with the skeleton inside:
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An hour of searching online for skeletons in churches and castles led me nowhere. Turns out there are thousands of castles, even more churches, and … let’s see … billions of skeletons. Nothing worth reporting on ghost rooms, either. I was at a dead end, and I actually thought about doing some work around the shop. Luckily, Edgar Allan Poe came to the rescue. The old dude saved me once again.

I had been looking mostly at the tower and the skeleton, because that was marked number 1. My hope was that number 1 meant closest to the West Coast: the first stop on Sarah’s journey back home.

The idea of a skeleton lying in a stone building started to get me thinking about “The Cask of Amontillado,” a wicked cool Poe story I’ve read at least a dozen times. It’s a story where one guy lures another guy down into this chamber, then chains him up down there (yikes!). After that, this nut job builds a stone wall in front of the opening, so there’s, like, this small room with a man chained up inside. The guy starts freaking out, but the stones are pretty thick so no one can hear him screaming. I guess he goes crazy and starves to death behind the wall or tons of rats find him. At least that’s what I think happens.

Either way, it totally clued me in! The skeleton in the tower wasn’t just lying there. It was in the wall, just like in the story. So I started searching for masons who went missing, ghost stories revolving around missing people, legends of people being buried alive in towers and churches.

The crazy thing about what I discovered? The story of this tower has some eerie similarities to the made-up story of “Amontillado.” And there’s a lot of information out there about it, too.

The tower is part of St. Mark’s Church in Cheyenne, Wyoming.

Building on the church started in 1868, and the main structure was finished without any disturbances. Eighteen years later, people started clamoring for a bell tower. They wanted a real showstopper, something no one in the area could build, so they imported two masons from Sweden who knew what the heck they were doing. Just like in Poe’s story — two guys!

It gets better.

So these two masons worked on the tower for a while until one day the church parson, Dr. Rafter, came by to check on the work. When he did, there was only one mason, not two, and the one guy was acting strange.

The next day? Both masons were gone. (Cue thunderbolt.)

It was more than thirty years before they started building again, which is when the real trouble started. The new masons heard unexplained hammering in the walls and words they couldn’t understand drifting into the air. Churchgoers swore they heard a whispered message they could understand:

There is a body in the wall!

Jump ahead to 1966, when a very old man showed up at the church to confess his sins. He confessed (I’m not making this up!) that when he was a young mason, he and a fellow Swede were hired to build the tower, but his friend fell down the stone stairs leading to the basement and broke his neck. Afraid he’d be tried for murder, the remaining mason stuffed the body against one of the unfinished walls. Then he used cement and stones and basically built this dead guy into the tower itself.

I gotta say … that’s just wrong. And SO Edgar Allan Poe it’s not even funny.

The reverse side of the Raven Puzzle has this drawing:
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The Ghost Room. That’s a real place in St. Mark’s Church. Upstairs in the tower, a room where voices come through the walls. And under one of the floorboards?

A message from the Apostle.

Dad’s here. Dang. Gotta go.





Wednesday, July 13, 10:07 p.m.

When my dad got back from the river he put me to work unloading the boat. The retired couple had broken a shop record, losing thirty-one flies on their way down the river. To top it off, they lost a fly rod — not on a big fish, which we would have cheered. No, the husband just dropped it right in the river and let it float away. How is this even possible, you ask? It requires a rare set of circumstances, but it does happen.

First, you need a beginner who’s sure he can outfish his beginner wife.

Second, that guy needs to be sitting in the back of the raft, where the oarsman can’t see him without turning around. (That’d be my dad.)

And last, you need a clumsy person known for dropping expensive things off of buildings and into rivers and then trying to hide it from everyone for approximately thirty seconds.

That’s about how long it takes for a two–hundred-dollar fly rod to vanish from view in a moving river.

On the upside, they paid for the rod and were good tippers, which made my dad feel a little better.

“I should have known what was happening. It was real quiet for about twenty seconds. Never a good sign,” my dad said. “Why don’t they just tell me when they drop a fly rod? I could swim out and get it.”

“If it was you and mom on the boat, would you tell?” I asked.

My dad rubbed the stubble on his chin and smiled. “Good point.”

He milled around the shop, checking messages and sales on the till.

“I hear you had a visitor from the Washington Post.”

I asked him how he knew about Albert Vern and he said the mayor had left three messages on his phone while he floated out of cell range.

“Sounds like this guy’s a fisherman.”

After that my dad informed me that the mayor had offered to pay full price for an all-day float down the river.

“But only if you guide him,” my dad added.

I could hardly say no. Number one, a day on the river with someone who knows how to fish and loves doing it is hard to come by when you’re a guide. A large percentage of gigs are with people who have no business being on a river to begin with. And the guy seemed pretty cool, so why not?

“I could use a day in the shop after today,” my dad said, sounding a little worse for the wear. “You go, I’ll tie up three dozen flies and set up a new guide rig. It’ll be a win-win.”

At that moment, all I really wanted to do was stay in the shop and do research all day. The faster we figured out all the locations Sarah would need to visit, the sooner we’d know if it was even possible.

The trail led to something, somewhere. Could be an even bigger stash of gold for all we knew.

I got through dinner and “porch time” with my mom while the lazy summer evening took my dad into dreamland. When I got to my room I set the webcam on my laptop to record throughout the night, and called Sarah. She picked up on the first ring and I explained everything about the haunted church location before she could get a word in edgewise.

“Cheyenne, Wyoming,” she said. “Not exactly on the way home, but not too far off the path, either.”

I explained that I’d run the numbers — it was eleven hundred miles from LA to Cheyenne. About sixteen hours by car.

“How come you get all the cushy gigs and I have to drive like a maniac all over kingdom come?” she asked.

“At least you don’t have to deal with reporters and retired fishermen,” I said. Then I described Albert Vern and tomorrow’s fishing expedition.

“Don’t trust reporters,” she warned. “He sounds like a smooth operator. Spill the beans and we’ll never get to the end of the Apostle’s trail.”

I agreed completely, but what I was really worried about were the other locations and how she was going to convince her parents to go off route on the way back to Boston.

My mom knocked softly on the door and I hung up before she entered without being invited in. She’s like that, my mom. The very soft knock isn’t so much a courtesy as an excuse to say, “I warned you I was coming in — didn’t you hear me knocking?”

She asked to see my phone, which surprised me, since I’d gotten the feeling they were slacking on keeping an eye on me. I should have known better. There was no hiding who I’d called.

“Must be hard, having her as close as Los Angeles.”

“It’s okay,” I lied.

“Just don’t do doing anything stupid, okay? You know how your father will react if things get out of hand again.”

“Got it. No problem.”

She handed back my phone, but not before saying I should reconsider reconnecting with my old friend. “Remember how much trouble you both got into before?” she asked. As if I was about to forget.

Still, I could tell she understood. Your best friend is your best friend, and besides, how much trouble could we get into when we lived so far apart?

Actually, quite a bit.

Thinking about it now, I realize this is where it gets kind of scary. Like, maybe we really are stepping over a line we shouldn’t. Part of me says, Hey, Sarah is seventeen, what’s the big deal? She drove all the way out to LA by herself. She’s an independent kind of girl. Her mom and dad aren’t strict like mine. But another part says we shouldn’t be pulling one over on our parents the way we are.

I called her back, and Sarah’s answer, regarding the detour on the way home, was: “I already talked to them and they’re fine with it.”

Sarah had already called and asked about sidetracking to different locations. The haunted road trip documentary had been a big hit at the camp and her instructor was hoping for part two on the way back. Sarah hadn’t picked all her locations yet, but she definitely wanted to visit St. Mark’s Church.

“It’s in the right general direction,” Sarah explained. “And how much trouble can I get into in Wyoming, anyway?”

I got the feeling she was pretty good at convincing her parents to let her stray a little bit. As far as they could tell, she was being responsible. What I wouldn’t give for parents like that. I’m lucky my dad will let me run the river, let alone get in a car and drive across the country looking for haunted houses.

Turns out Sarah was also making some progress of her own on the Raven Puzzle.

“I’m not a hundred percent sure, but I think I know what’s going on with the second location. Let me work on it some more and I’ll email you.”

In classic Sarah fashion, she wouldn’t budge on any details. She only told me that if she was right, then they were indeed heading back east on the Apostle’s trail.

The last thing she said had me a little worried.

“He’s here,” she told me.

“Who is?”

“Him. The ghost of Old Joe Bush, Henry, whoever.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do. I can feel it. I think he’s following me.”

“Oh.”

Oh? Was that the best I could do?

What do you say when your best friend tells you she thinks a man possessed by a ghost is following her across the country?





Thursday, July 14, 2:20 a.m.

I just woke up and I feel like someone has been watching me.

Not a good feeling.





Thursday, July 14, 6:30 a.m.

Bad! Bad! Bad!

Three hours of lying in bed and finally the sun started coming up at 5:00 a.m. so I could set foot on my floor without being terrified something would pull me under the bed. Sarah and I both have that sixth sense, where we can feel it when we’re being watched, and crawling out of bed a half hour ago, I was sure someone had been in my room. There’s a big part of me that wishes I hadn’t set my webcam to record through the night. Then I could just imagine what was in my room. There would be a part of me that could think it was a cat or the wind blowing, that nothing sinister had taken place.

But I did record with my webcam. I even used that funky night-vision setting that turns everything green and shadowy.

My spook meter told me that something had happened around 2:00 a.m., so I stopped the six hours of footage I had at around 1: 50 a.m. and slowly worked through the next ten minutes.

Nothing at 2:00 a.m.

Nothing between 2:00 a.m. and 2:05 a.m.

At 2:06 a.m., all the blood drained out of my face.

The door creaked open, and then, for, like, ten seconds, nothing.

Then it moved into the room and leaned over the desk.

The Raven had entered my house.

The picture went black for a moment, then he was back, towering over my bed, staring at me in that huge, hooded rain slicker.

The camera went dark again, longer this time. When the picture came back, the Raven had moved to my bookshelf. A few seconds later he was gone.

There’s something awful about being watched in my sleep. It’s like I’m helpless. I can’t defend myself against a giant ax if I’m asleep!

I’ll tell you one thing: No more sleeping without a baseball bat or the hatchet from the camping supplies.

I just hope I don’t accidentally swing at my dad or my mom if they check on me after midnight.

I sent Sarah the webcam footage. Maybe she can do some enhancements and see something I didn’t. He was looking for the Raven Puzzle at my desk and on my bookshelf, I’m sure of it.

Did he take anything?

Did he know I was recording him?

And most important, is he planning to off me in my sleep?

When I loaded my email to send the webcam video, there was a long message waiting for me from Sarah.
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We’re getting good at this. Two days with the puzzle, and three locations down:


— Monti cello, Jefferson’s old haunt in Virginia

— St. Mark’s Church in Cheyenne, Wyoming

— The Spooksville Triangle, corner of Kansas, Missouri, and Oklahoma.



I have no idea what we’re supposed to do at any of these places or what we’ll find, but it’s a good start.

I spent fifteen minutes online, and Sarah was right; there’s a ton of stuff about the Spooksville Triangle out there. Legend has it that a girl wandered away from her parent’s farmhouse and got lost, so the mom went out at night with a lantern searching for her. But the little girl never turned up. Now people go out there and see the Spooksville light, this unexplainable ball of orange that floats around in the field. Thousands of people have seen it, but no one has been able to explain what it is. The ghost of the mom, out there with the lantern, still looking for her daughter? It would seem so.
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The skeleton hand holding the lantern obviously represents the mom, the three roads represent exactly what Sarah said. The other side of the puzzle makes sense, too:
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The car at the bottom of the road — that’s just like the legend says. If you park on this deserted road where it rises in front of you, that’s where you’ll see the light at night.

The stone marked E at the hideout for B and C.

There must be an old building or something out there that can be seen from where you’d park your car. And at the back right corner of the building? A stone marked A. Now that’s what I call progress.

Meanwhile, I need to be at the shop early and set up for my day on the river. I’m looking forward to getting out of Dodge for the day, but I’m also nervous. We’ll be floating right past the campsite me and my dad stayed at two nights ago.

And beyond the campsite, the clearing and the giant tree.

And the Raven with his five-foot black ax.

I hope I don’t find him standing in the river up to his knees, waiting for my boat to drift by.

He’s been in my house, so I wouldn’t put it past him.





Thursday, July 14, 4:45 p.m.

Long day with a few things to report. Just got done unloading the boat and I’m at the café on Main. Ordered a burger, fries, a Coke. I don’t feel like going home yet.

First off, I got a call from Sarah and she left a message, which I told her not to do unless she had to. It was nice though. I’ve listened to it three times.

“How are you doing? You must be freaking out. I just — I can’t believe he was in your room.

If I was there you could stay at my house or something. I feel terrible for you. Plus, I miss you. It’s lonely out here sometimes.

“Do you think you should tell your parents? I mean, this is getting crazy, right? It might not be worth it.

“I posted that video. You can find it using the Dickens password. I think you might have missed something, unless you just didn’t tell me.

“The Raven left something behind.

“Okay, call me, right? Let me know you’re okay.

“Hug.

“Sarah.”

It’s nice to be missed. What I wouldn’t give to sit up all night working out clues together. But that’s not about to happen. I feel bad she’s lonely. And I’ve been thinking the same thing all day: I need to tell my parents. The Raven stepped over the line by coming into the house. That was WAY out of bounds. I guess this entire thing will be taken up by the authorities (whoever they are) and the game of cat and mouse will come to a screeching halt. Sad, really. Sarah and I are so close to the end.

What’s she mean about the Raven leaving something for me? Now I feel like I should have skipped the hamburger and gone home for dinner. At least I’d be one step closer to my laptop and whatever was left behind in my room. Then again, I’d have to endure dinner with my mom and dad, and right now, I’m afraid I’ll come uncorked and tell them everything.

Quick recap of the fishing trip: It was awesome. I could stop there, but for future reference, Albert Vern can fish with me anytime. He arrived at the shop with the mayor two steps behind, hounding me to call the Seattle Times to answer some of their follow-up questions. It was the last thing I wanted to do, and Albert was cool enough to tell the mayor we were late getting on the river already (not actually true) and the interviews would have to wait. The mayor, perpetually bowled over by a reporter from the Washington Post, slinked away, but not before pleading with me to make the call as soon as I got off the river. (Check that, did it at the shop. More boring answers that got me off the line three times fast).

Mr. Vern’s back had straightened up and he was raring to go. He wore a smile all day, fished like a true enthusiast, and tipped like a grandparent. (In other words, his tip paid for my dinner and then some.) He only asked a few questions, which I deflected with ease. It might be he’s just trying to get on my good side before grilling me with the real zingers. Maybe that’s what really good reporters do — soften you up before breaking out the heavy artillery.

“You know, I have a mind to do this again tomorrow,” he said when we pulled back in and my dad was there waiting for us.

“That can be arranged,” my dad answered, and I could see in his eye that one day off the river was one day too many. If Albert Vern did go out again, it would be with my dad and I’d be left in the shop.

Fine by me.

I just ate an entire hamburger and a plate of fries in under five minutes and burped so loud the waitress called me a cow. Ouch.

Better get back home, see what Sarah found.





Thursday, July 14, 5:40 p.m.

Mayor Blake is getting downright annoying. When I got home he was sitting on the porch eating my mom’s leftover Jell-O with marshmallows in it. He said he was there just to visit, but I knew better. Within ten seconds he was asking if I’d called the Seattle Times. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s got something up his sleeve. Maybe he’s even caught up in this whole Crossbones thing. Never trust a politician.

It took forever to get rid of him and call it an early night on account of completing my best fishing day of the year. My dad grunted at me, said tomorrow would be even better, and I hightailed it for my room.

Sarah and I have a few secret passwords we’ve saved up in case she needs to leave one like she did on the phone. The “Dickens password” is one we’ve had saved up for a while: edwindrood.

I’m not going to get into what was on the video until whoever is reading this journal checks out that video. Maybe I’m dead and gone, done in by the Raven, and my exclusive story has been given to Albert Vern at the Washington Post. Wouldn’t that be something? Mr. Vern, if you’re reading this, you’re a heck of a fisherman. I’ll see you on that big river in the sky where the fish are always biting.

You might be sensing that my mood has brightened. I can’t tell why until you watch what Sarah posted. Craziest video ever.

Do that, then come back. I’ll be waiting.



 

sarahfincher.com
Password:
 EDWINDROOD



Thursday, July 14, 6:10 p.m.

Watching that video the way Sarah edited it down just about sent me running through the house screaming for my mom. I wish I was kidding. The second time through, where she messed with the lighting, it was obvious the Raven had put a new book on my shelf.

It didn’t take me long to find it, because most of my books are paperbacks.

This one is old, and it’s got a hardback spine, one of those cloth covers.

I set it on my desk and stared at it for about a minute.

There’s no writing anywhere on the outside, and there aren’t very many pages.

My first thought? This thing is loaded with toxic yellow gas that will pour out the second I open the cover, like in one of those ancient Batman shows. But curiosity got the better of me and I carefully lifted the cover.

Nothing.

I don’t mean nothing happened. I mean there was nothing inside. I flipped through the yellowed pages with my thumb and they were all blank. It was like a ghost book — nothing on the spine, no words or drawings or pictures inside. The whole thing was forty-two pages.

New York Gold and Silver gave each of its assets a number before the company went belly-up a long time ago. One of its assets was the Skeleton Creek dredge. And its number?

42.

Coincidence? Somehow I doubt it. With the Crossbones, everything is connected. Everything has a meaning.

There’s something else. At the very back of the book, after the forty-second page, I found two sheets of folded paper.

A death threat from the Raven?

I sat there and told myself no matter what kind of message I was about to read I was absolutely going straight downstairs and telling my parents everything. I thought about the Crossbones three-part mission:



1) preserve freedom.

2) maintain secrecy.

3) destroy all enemies.



Destroy all enemies was sounding very possible, with me as the enemy. I half expected the Raven to jump out of the pages of the book and the ghost of Old Joe Bush to crash through the window.

They’d get me from both sides.

I opened the letter — single spaced on two sheets — and knew immediately who it was from. I’d seen this handwriting before.
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So it wasn’t the Raven, after all. It was Fitz in my room last night! He sneaked into my room in the middle of the night in his dad’s rain slicker and nearly scared me half to death. Wow.

I feel sorry for the guy. Must be rough living in a cave with the Raven. It makes me wonder what I’d do if I were him. Also makes me happy I have parents who aren’t cave-dwelling secret-society members. What’s a guy like Fitz supposed to do? I wish he could come down out of that cave and go back to work at the fly shop.

I can’t help seeing the similarities between the tree and the blue rock, where Sarah and I used to exchange private notes. Is it just me, or do I have a habit of making friends who like to keep secrets from their parents? Getting to the blue rock was easy when Sarah wanted to exchange a note, but exchanges with Fitz will be harder. I can mountain bike down the river trail, but it’s over an hour to the campsite on a bike, even longer coming back upstream.

Communicating with Fitz is going to be some work.

I called Sarah and spoke in my quietest whisper as I flipped the delicate pages in the book back and forth. She couldn’t believe the book was totally empty, but she was thrilled about the fact that the Raven hadn’t actually broken into my house. There was a pause on both ends and I knew what she was thinking. Know why? Because I was thinking the exact same thing.

If the Raven didn’t come into my house, then he hadn’t crossed some imaginary line Sarah and I had both set up in our heads. We could wait a little longer before telling anyone what we were doing. We could follow the trail of the Apostle and see where it led.

All we had to do was figure out one more clue — number 3 on the Raven Puzzle — and we’d know the road Sarah would need to follow.

Somehow I had a feeling it would lead back to the empty book I held in my hand. And the clause, whatever that was.





Friday, July 15, 6:55 p.m.

My parents are out playing cards down the street with the Muntzes (old family friends), so I’ve got a couple of hours to languish in my journal. Things to write have been piling up, but the time and energy to write them down have been few and far between.

Someone blabbed about the great fishing — probably the retired couple, even though they barely caught a thing — and the shop has been humming with fishermen ever since. Albert Vern seemed to sense the crush descending on Skeleton Creek and decided to call off the second-day float and head into Portland on a different assignment. He’s supposed to be back early next week, after things die down, when Mayor Blake says I better get my act together.

“Time to get this story off the griddle before it leaves town for good” was how he phrased it.

I have some major news to report, but first I just gotta write down this Gladys Morgan moment — it’s a classic. She came into the shop yesterday during a brief lull. I half expected to see her pull an ax out from behind her back and start taking swings at our floor to even things up after what we’d done to her library. But the ancient town librarian had other things on her mind.

“Don’t think for a moment you can fool me. I know exactly what you’re up to,” she warned me. I was like, Uh-oh. What does she know?

“Is there something I can help you with, Ms. Morgan?” I asked, glancing over at my dad, who was starting to pay closer attention than I was comfortable with.

“I’ll get you back, Ryan McCray, just you wait,” she went on. So it was about ripping her floor apart? Or not?

“Um, Ms. Morgan, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

She glared at me over her bifocals.

“How dumb do you think I am?” She pointed at me first, then my dad. “Start carrying your weight with these reporters! Do you have any idea how many calls I’m taking? How many interviews I’ve done? The mayor is at my heels all day while you fish or talk about fishing or sell fishing stuff to a bunch of fishing idiots. Get with the program!”

She turned on her heels and stormed out of the shop before my dad or I had a chance to answer her. Then we both started laughing.

“I’m standing right here!” she yelled from the front steps of the shop, the sound of our laughter drifting out the front windows and into the parking lot.

Other than that, the moments of levity have been rare. I spend most of my time worried about Fitz, the ghost book, the Raven Puzzle, sneak attacks by the Raven, being haunted by Old Joe Bush, and mostly about Sarah. She’s acting reckless again and it’s making me nervous.

She called me a little over an hour ago from an Arctic Circle somewhere in Nevada.

“An Arctic Circle in the desert,” I said. “You’ve officially lost your mind.”

“Arctic Circle the restaurant, not the north pole or whatever. A little trivia for you: They invented fry sauce. Pretty cool, huh?”

She was slurping on a drink they serve called a Lime Rickey.

“I thought you were in LA until tomorrow morning?” I asked.

She told me the camp had ended at noon, and that she was scheduled to stay the night in the dorm, then start the drive home tomorrow. Instead, she left the second the last class got out so her parents wouldn’t get suspicious.

“Wait a second. I thought you said your parents were on board,” I prodded her. I got a long pause followed by a shifty answer.

“They are on board. They just want me off the road by nightfall, so that’s kind of a problem.”

“Tell the truth, Sarah. What’s going on?”

She hemmed and hawed, then spilled it.

“Okay, so maybe I didn’t tell them everything. They’re fine with the detours on the way home, but they won’t let me drive at night. That’s crazy, right? Like driving in the dark is a big deal or something.”

Right about then I was siding with Sarah’s parents. I could imagine her breaking down at midnight on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere, thumbing a ride into some backwater town. Not a good thought.

“They booked me a hotel in Cheyenne for tomorrow night,” Sarah explained. “But it’s a sixteen-hour drive if all I do is stop to use the bathroom and grab a sandwich. I would’ve had to have left at five in the morning tomorrow to get there before dark, but that wouldn’t have gotten us what we need, which is why there’s a day my parents don’t know about.”

I did the calculations in my head: Sarah took off from LA in the early afternoon, so she was going to arrive at St. Mark’s church between three and four in the morning tonight.

“It’s perfect, Ryan. Think about it: I’ll get to our first location before the sun comes up, instead of when the sun is going down. I’ll find the clue, then check into the hotel early and snooze all day. Technically, I’m still checking in before dark. Right?”

Anytime someone starts a sentence with the word technically, it’s a cover for a lie that’s about to follow.

“I don’t know, Sarah — it all sounds kind of dangerous. What if your instructor calls them and says you left early?”

She told me it was LA, where free spirits roam, and that her instructor was a hippie who had already fled to the beach for the weekend. Then she called me a chicken.

“Name-calling is beneath you,” I said.

“Sorry, it’s just … come on, Ryan. This is ideal. I can practically see the next Apostle video now. Don’t you want to know what he’s going to say?”

She was on her game, for sure. I was curious. And I was holding us back, as usual.

So I did a little calculating of my own, seeing where this was going.

“Let me guess: You’ll wake up in Wyoming around four in the afternoon and call to check in with your parents, because that’s when you’re supposed to be checking in.”

“Now you’re getting it. I’ll hit the road right after I call them, which should put me at the Spooksville Triangle in Missouri by two in the morning. And I’ll get plenty of sleep. This way I can be at these locations at night, when no one is around. Makes sense, right?”

It was hard to argue with Sarah’s logic, but I was worried for her and told her so, especially since she’d been feeling as if the ghost of Old Joe Bush was somewhere nearby.

Her answer to that wasn’t as surprising as I’d expected it to be.

“I don’t know. To tell you the truth, I think he’s on our side.”

It’s possible. Whether it’s my dad’s old friend Henry or a ghost or some twisted version of the two, it’s possible he isn’t trying to harm us anymore.

But how can we be sure?

“Just get to Cheyenne as safely as you can,” I said. “And no more surprises.”

I told her I’d be awake all night long, that she could call me anytime, and that she better call me once she got to St. Mark’s Church. If she broke down somewhere she should call me first and we’d figure it out together. And if she got tired, I advised her to stick her head out the window and scream.

It’s going to be a long night.

I’ve got time to kill.

I guess I’ll go grab a few Mountain Dews and get back to the Raven Puzzle. If Sarah is going to do all the exploring, the least I can do is figure this thing out for us.





Friday, July 15, 10:30 p.m.

The mayor followed my parents down Main Street after the card game and gave me yet another list of news outlets to contact with follow-up questions. He said he’d give them to Gladys Morgan if I wanted, so I snatched the piece of paper out of his hand. I didn’t need the town librarian returning to the fly shop with a sledgehammer.

When the mayor left, I sat on the porch with my parents for a half hour or so. I yawned about every five seconds and finally my mom turned to my dad and said, “You’re working that boy too hard.”

My dad thought that was about the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. He went into one if his yarns about how hard life had been in the old days. It was all I could do to not throw up.

My dad yawned after that, then I did, then he yawned again.

“I’ve had better conversations with two stray dogs,” my mom said.

A few minutes later, my dad had fallen asleep on the porch, and my mom had her nose in a book, which was my cue to call it a night.

When I got to my room, I found three text messages waiting for me, all from Sarah.



8:17 p.m.

Rest stop, making good time, sun will be down soon. I’m wide awake!



9:45 p.m.

White Castle! Need I say more?



9:52 p.m.

Almost forgot! I finished my documentaries on St. Mark’s Church and Spooksville before I left camp. Got all inspired. Password is fortunato. Check ’em out.



The White Castle comment eludes me, since I’ve never been. Apparently, they make tiny burgers that cost, like, five cents. That girl has got to get off the road. Her idea of good eats is getting sketchy.

She’ll be at St. Mark’s Church all by herself before the sun comes up and into the Spooksville Triangle soon after that. Better check out these documentaries so I know exactly what she’s getting herself into.



 

sarahfincher.com
Password:
FORTUNATO



Friday, July 15, 10:46 p.m.

Close call!

My dad just barged right in on his way to bed, acting all weird. I think Mom told him about me talking to Sarah on the phone. Not good. I barely had time to shut my laptop before he came in, and I’m sure he suspected something. I have to be more careful.

It was a long day and I’m tired, but those two videos woke me up. I still can’t believe Sarah keeps going into these places all alone. She’s fearless, that girl. And reckless.

A couple of things I hadn’t thought of that now strike me as problems. For one thing, how the heck is she going to get inside St. Mark’s Church? It’ll be locked at 3:00 a.m. for sure. Check out that video and you’ll see for yourself: It’s not like she’s going to walk right in there in the middle of the night. The Ghost Room is upstairs, in the tower, so she’ll need to get inside. Something tells me she’s already thought this through and her answer isn’t going to be a good one.

Also, the Spooksville documentary didn’t make any mention of a house or a barn out there. According to the puzzle, there should be something hidden at the hideout for B and C…. I sort of neglected to recall we never really figured that part out. I assumed it would figure itself out once she got there, but now that we’re getting closer to the location, I’m nervous this mysterious building isn’t even there. Maybe it’s burned to the ground or disappeared into a sinkhole, right along with a secret message from the Apostle.

Looks like I’ve got plenty of work to do while Sarah drives across Utah.

If I fall asleep she’ll never forgive me.

Must.

Stay.

Awake.





Saturday, July 16, 1:24 a.m.

I’m always better at sleuthing in the middle of the night. There’s less pressure and my senses are on red alert. I’m not sure if it’s me worrying that someone is going to come smashing through my window or what, but I do go into a different mode after midnight.

I figured out the final location, the one marked 3. Darn proud of myself on this one. I might even have to pat myself on the back a couple of times.

Many drawings to share, so here goes.



To recap what we already know, in case we’re gone and someone needs to piece this thing together …

Location number 1 is in Cheyenne, Wyoming. It’s the St. Mark’s Church, where Sarah will arrive in less than two hours.

Side 1 of the puzzle was a tower with a skeleton lying inside:

[image: ]

Side 2 was the Ghost Room floor with the marker, where Sarah will need to pry up the floorboard or something:

[image: ]

Okay, so we’re good to go on one of the clues. Not sure how Sarah is getting in there, but if she does, hopefully we’ll get another message from the Apostle.

Sarah figured out the second drawing, which looks like this:
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Three roads, the lantern, the skeleton hand — it all led to the Spooksville Triangle. And the related piece from the other side of the Raven:
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This drawing makes it clear that Sarah will need to park right below the rise in the road, from which we hope we’ll figure out what the hideout for B and C is.

Skipping ahead to the fourth location, it was a gimme with the nickel — Monticello, where Thomas Jefferson had lived.

The two puzzle pieces for that one look like this:

[image: ]

Clearly, it’s the Monticello building from the tails’ side of a nickel, but we’re a little stumped on what the rest of it means. Put the letters here? I know where we’ll get the letters: from the Apostle videos at the locations, like before. And we’ll place them in the right order using the places provided on the Raven Puzzle:

[image: ]

When we have the letters and we put them in order on the front of Monticello, this will all make sense.

I hope.

So now the good news — there was one more location to figure out and it had us both stumped. I figured we were being taken back across the country, so I had a pretty good idea the location would be somewhere between Missouri and Virginia. Here’s a map I drew with some of the things we already knew and the area I figured I’d find the last location:
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Follow the trail of the Apostle.

He was heading back to where it all began, back to the place where the Crossbones was born along with the United States of America. The location had to be in that bottom right corner of the United States. I searched all through Tennessee, Kentucky, North and South Carolina, Alabama, and Mississippi for haunted places starting with the letters S and G until about a half hour ago, I literally slapped myself in the forehead.

So stupid!

Here’s the drawing from the Raven Puzzle:
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Why did it take me so long to figure this out?

The G is for Georgia, which is right in line with a trip across the country. And if the G was for Georgia, then the S was for a city. A city where a fire took place. A big one.

As it turns out, without much investigating at all, I found the fire.

Savannah, Georgia. The fire of 1820, a fire that engulfed two-thirds of the city. I couldn’t help thinking Skeleton Creek had survived a fire just like it in its own past.

Coincidence?

Hardly!

Two huge fires in two Crossbones strongholds? I think they had something to do with it. They burned Jefferson’s house down. These guys are known pyromaniacs.

The down arrow and the number 30 got me to the location. Take 30 away from 1820 and you get 1790.

The 17 Hundred 90 building, a haunted hotel in a haunted city. And the most haunted room in that hotel? Look no further than the clue on the other side of the puzzle:
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Room 204. A room you can still stay in today. If you’re crazy!

I don’t think Sarah is crazy, but I do think she’s more than willing to stay in a haunted hotel room if it gets us some answers we need. That’s a no-brainer.

I’m going to take a quick break, finish drawing this map, scan it, and send it to Sarah. That way she’ll have a visual. And I’m grabbing a bowl of Cheerios with a ton of sugar. I’m crashing!

Back in a sec.





Saturday, July 16, 2:00 a.m.

Finished the Raven map and sent it to Sarah. We’re all dialed in. Also slammed some sugary cereal, so I should be able to stay awake for at least another hour.

Here’s the finalized map, the journey back again, following the trail of the Apostle:
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The cool thing is that it ends on the same coast as Boston, where Sarah lives. She won’t even have to go that far out of her way in order to make all the stops. That’ll help with keeping her parents calm even if she is visiting haunted locations.

I’m going to print out my email to Sarah and put it here in my journal.

I wish I could stop yawning!

Come on, dude, you can do this. One more hour. STAY AWAKE.
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There, got that all in here for posterity. If nothing else, it shows that I figured this part out.

I think I’ll take a break. Just sit here at my desk. Maybe play a video game.





Saturday, July 16, 6:10 a.m.

I told myself about a thousand times that I wouldn’t let this happen. I did push-ups. I drank highly caffeinated beverages. I pulled hairs out of my arm. But it happened anyway.

I fell asleep.

Not just a little, either. I conked out big-time. Three hours!

I am hopelessly lame.

There is one piece of good news. Or maybe it’s terrible news. Yeah, it’s terrible news. I checked my phone and Sarah never called me. I mean, it suggests that she doesn’t know I fell asleep, so there’s that. But it also means she’s gone missing. I’ll take Mad Sarah over Missing Sarah any day of the week.

Ring!!!





Saturday, July 16, 6:30 a.m.

Great news on so many fronts! That phone ring I shoved in there at the end of my last entry? It was Sarah. Apparently, Wyoming has some humongous cell phone dead zones. She couldn’t get a signal, which is why she didn’t call me from St. Mark’s Church. I feel slightly conflicted about not mentioning the whole falling-asleep thing, but she didn’t ask and I didn’t tell.

There’s more.

Sarah pulled in late, about 4:00 a.m., and parked on a side street. Then she got her camera out and started filming everything. The sun was about an hour from coming up, so the church parking lot was empty and no one was around. Somewhat surprisingly, she had no plan once she figured out all the doors were locked. All she had was a Phillips screwdriver and a prayer. She was compelled to share the prayer with me:

Please God, show me a way in. We just want to figure this out. And I’d like to get some sleep. I’m like the walking dead. Amen.

A quick walk around the entire building yielded no better results. She was still locked out, and very soon the sun would be up over Wyoming. By 4:30 a.m., she was back in her car, discouraged and bleary-eyed. She thought seriously about heading for the hotel and crashing. No cell signal, no way in. A total waste of a thousand miles on the road.

How depressing.

And then poof! Just like that, her prayer was answered. A car pulled into the church parking lot at 4:45 a.m. An old guy stepped out of the car. He meandered, whistling an early morning tune, then unlocked the front door and went inside. Sarah stayed put as two more cars pulled up. It was like a crack-of dawn convention at St. Mark’s, and Sarah’s spirits started to brighten.

“From the looks of it, this was some sort of early-bird-catches-the-worm Bible study,” Sarah told me. “So I figured once they were all inside, the door would still be unlocked and I could sneak up into the tower.”

She figured right. Really old people get up very early. It’s like a curse or something. A few minutes later, as the sun was starting to rise, she crept through the morning shadows and into the church. Then she turned her camera on. Even I could hear the echo of voices and laughter drifting down a hallway as she turned and started walking. I could practically see the Styrofoam coffee cups, the folding metal chairs, and three old-timers gathered in a circle. She checked a couple of doors, both locked, then came to a stairway leading up.

“I knew the Ghost Room was upstairs, near the bell, so I just started hoofing it as quietly and as fast as I could,” she explained, breathless with excitement. “The stairwell was dark, just a little light creeping in from the windows at the very top. About halfway up, there was a landing and an old door.”

The door wasn’t even shut all the way. It was open just a crack, and pushing it, the hinges creaked down the staircase. She stood stockstill, peering into the room, hoping no one had heard the sound. The opening was barely big enough for Sarah to fit through if she turned sideways, and once she was inside, the noises persisted. She found herself standing on creaking floorboards.

“Talk about a noisy church,” she concluded. “Had to be all three old guys were hard of hearing. Between the door and the floor, I was making quite a racket.”

She set the camera down, found the floorboard she was supposed to pull up, and went to work. She said this was the loudest thing so far. Nothing like prying up a piece of flooring to wake the dead, but she worked quickly and no one seemed to take any notice of what she was doing.

Then Sarah heard shuffling footsteps coming up the narrow stairway.

What happened next she wouldn’t say, but she got what she’d come for: under the floorboard, reaching her hand inside, a reel of film. The Apostle was about to speak to us once more.

But the Apostle wasn’t the only one with a message for us.

No, it was far worse then that.

The ghost of Old Joe Bush had come up the stairs.

He’d paused outside the door, pushed it in a tad, then stopped.

Silence.

Followed by what?





Saturday, July 16, 7:20 a.m.

Sarah hung up after that. She wanted to show me everything that had happened and thought she’d need about an hour to put together the footage. She had the ancient 8mm projector with her, which she’d brought up to her room, so converting the Apostle message to video would be quick. She’d do like she had before, projecting the old footage onto a white sheet while she videotaped it.

And she was going to send me a copy of her adventure at St. Mark’s Church.

I know my dad will expect me out the door by 7:45 a.m. It’s Saturday, our busiest day of the week.

Come on, Sarah, send me something. I’ve only got twenty or so minutes. After that I’ll be locked in the shop all day, where it might be too busy to sneak a look online.

The thought of not seeing what she found is killing me. I don’t think I can go all day without knowing.

Man, she must be tired. Maybe she fell asleep.





Saturday, July 16, 7:35 a.m.

My dad just called me downstairs, but I finally got an email from Sarah. I yelled down the stairs, told my dad I’d be right down, and read her note.
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Saturday, July 16, 7:45 a.m.

Osiris: god of death and the underworld. Very nice.

If you ask me, whatever found Sarah in St. Mark’s Church is just as scary as ever. And she’s right about the Apostle — that guy is so out there. Watching him never gets old.

But there was something else, something I have to contact her about. Sarah didn’t just find a reel of old film under the floorboards in the Ghost Room. She found a glass vial of liquid, too. And do you know what was scrawled on the label? Two words.

The Clause.

And below those two words, four more:

When there is one.

Dad just yelled up again. Better not let him come up here.





Saturday, July 16, 3:00 p.m.

My dad let me off early after I begged for some time on the river. I don’t really want to go fishing, but it’s a good cover for what I need to do.

First a few notes, then I’m getting on my mountain bike and heading downstream.

I need to get a message to Fitz, and the only way that’s going to happen is at the big tree in the clearing.

Okay, so a few notes before I go.

1) I don’t agree with Sarah about the ghost of Old Joe Bush. Something seemed wrong this time, for sure, like Henry or possessed Henry or whoever was having some trouble breathing. But that doesn’t make him any less dangerous. And seeing him reach down at her like that really bothered me. Still, I wasn’t there, so I don’t know what it felt like. Sarah seems to think we shouldn’t do anything but keep going. Either her nerves have turned to steel or she’s lost her marbles, because that dude is every bit as hair-raising as he ever was, if you ask me. It is strange, though, how he never seems to come after us. He seems to be watching us, maybe even trying to help. Odd. I’ll admit there is a big part of me that feels bad about not telling my dad we’re seeing his old buddy Henry out in the world acting like he’s completely lost it. And there’s the fact that, technically, he’s a fugitive. When I think about things like that, I wonder how in the world we ever got in so deep. It’s like we’ve fallen under a spell and we can’t wake up until we reach the end.

2) I have to call Sarah and leave her a message. She’ll be sleeping for another hour or two, but she needs to send me that vial of liquid. She’s out west, so if she can just get it in the overnight mail before she leaves, it should arrive on Monday. I have a feeling I know what it’s for, but I can’t say for sure. Either way, that vial of liquid needs to make its way to Skeleton Creek pronto.

3) The Apostle video provided us with the first of three letters we’re searching for. No words on the cards this time around, just single letters. The first is an A. So now the Raven Puzzle looks like this:
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4) It’s a little unnerving seeing that secret book in the Apostle’s hand. The fact that the very same book is now in my backpack makes me feel like I’ve got a bull’s-eye on my back with the shape of a Raven’s head. He knows I have it. I can feel it. It’s only a matter of time before he comes looking for it.


Phone call to Sarah made, told her to overnight the vial today — check.

Note to Fitz written — check.

Patch kit packed — check (there are a billion ways to get a flat tire on the river trail).



Ready to roll.

Here’s hoping I make it back before dark without any unexpected encounters with the Raven.





Saturday, July 16, 8:16 p.m.

My sense of direction is wacked when I get on the river. Let’s be honest: I have no sense of direction. Ever. You’d think I’d know the wilderness like the back of my hand, but it’s always been a weakness of mine. I think you’re either born with a sense of direction or you’re not. For me, north, east, south, and west are like a foreign language. If someone walked up to me right now and said, “Point north,” I’d say, “You mean left, right, or toward the moon? Give me a clue here.” I’m that bad. In fact, when I get old, like fifty, they’ll seriously need to take away my car keys. I’ll be just the kind of geezer that will drive out into the country and end up on a dirt road in Nevada by sunrise.

Anyway, the point of all that is to say, WOW, it took me practically forever to find that stupid tree again. I abandoned my bike and waded across the river, which is running about three feet deep at its highest right now. The entire time I kept repeating to myself, Why did you bring the ghost book with you? Don’t slip and fall in the water, you idiot! Which way is south?

From the time I crossed the river, to the moment I found the clearing with the monster tree, at least two hours passed. Then I got so nervous about crossing the open space alone. I stood in the trees for another twenty minutes trying to get my nerve up. I had a strong feeling the Raven, hooded and carrying that outrageous ax, was going to come running down the ravine and chase me through the woods.

When I finally did get to the tree, I found the place where the Raven had been chopping. It was a nice big divot, and to my surprise, there was already a note in there. I was beyond freaked out standing in the open, like I was in the middle of the school cafeteria wearing nothing but my underwear. So instead of reading the note like a normal person, I grabbed it, stuffed my letter to Fitz into the tree, and ran like a maniac. I don’t think I screamed while I ran, but I sort of blacked out during the whole running-away thing, so I might have. I didn’t stop until I got to the river, where I realized how overheated and thirsty I was. An hour of running through the woods will do that to a guy. That, and I had about a thousand scratches and bruises from head to toe from bushes and low-hanging branches. Those things sting when you cross a river.

Now I’m sitting here writing all this down because, seriously, I’m exhausted. I need a break or I’ll never make it out alive.

When I got to the other side of the river, I felt better, like I was out of the Raven’s domain and he couldn’t touch me anymore. Still, there’s really no reason for me to feel comforted because the river is between me and the giant tree. But for some reason I do feel calmer now that the task is done.

Four hours. That’s how long it took me to get a note to Fitz, and I’m still not out of the woods yet. On a good day, when I’m not totally winded, it takes me an hour and a half to ride back up the trail from here to Skeleton Creek. But sitting here by my bike, I can tell it’s going to take me a lot longer. The sun is already off the water and I’m — what? An hour from sunset?

Not a good situation.

I should be up and moving, but I just finished a harrowing four-hour journey and my muscles are cramping up. Just a little more rest.

Here’s what Fitz wrote to me:
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Sort of a sad note. I feel bad for Fitz.

My note to him (I made a copy before I left it in the tree):

[image: ]
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8:26 p.m. No more Mr. Lazy. I gotta get the heck out of these woods and fast.

Time to ride.





Saturday, July 16, 9:05 p.m.

Sun is just about down and I’m so tired I can barely move my legs. A good hour to go. I used a bungee cord to attach my flashlight to the handlebars so I can see the trail. I have this awful feeling I’m being followed, and whatever is following me is just waiting for darkness to settle in. It’s loud on my bike — the sound of the wheels on dirt and rocks — so I keep stopping, listening for something behind me.

One thing I didn’t write down before that I should now. It’s what got me on my bike, peddling like the wind.

Across the river, standing on the shore.

The Raven was watching me.

I’m one flat tire from not making it out of the woods alive.





Saturday, July 16, 11:25 p.m.

Is it really 11:25 p.m.? How did that happen? How did I lose an entire afternoon and night delivering a note?

About a half hour after my last entry, I bumped into my dad coming down the trail. Scared me so bad I nearly rode right into a tree. He was relieved to find me, to say the least. All I can say is I’m glad I brought my fly box and a pack rod with me, or I’d have had zero alibi for why I was out on the trail so late. As it was, I covered pretty good.

“Your mother is worried sick,” he started in. “And the mayor is about to send for the National Guard. What were you thinking?”

I went on and on about how amazing the fishing was — beyond any day I’d ever fished in my life, how I’d completely lost track of time. How sorry I was.

I felt about as small as an ant. I hated lying to him like that, but even more, I knew it was a lie I would get away with. I was using his weakness against him.

“That good, huh?” he said, a twinkle in his eye. He was already halfway to forgiving me, staring into the dark in the direction of the water.

Then I did the unthinkable. I held my arms out as if I were showing the size of the biggest one I’d caught, about two feet long.

“No way,” he said.

I just nodded, smiled weakly, and started walking my bike next to him.

“What’d you catch him on? How long did it take to reel him in? Rainbow or brown trout?”

We talked about the mythical whale fish all the way back home as I kept feeling worse and worse. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t keep telling whoppers, and there I was telling a fish story the size of Texas.

My dad smoothed things over with my mom, but she was so happy to see me it didn’t take much. And the mayor, who had staked out our front porch, was so relieved he hugged me.

Yuck.

A shower, some Band-Aids, and a plate of potato salad have given me a second wind I didn’t expect. All night long, I’ve been thinking of Sarah and how she must be trying to contact me.

Back in cell range, I’d found a string of three text messages. She’d also tried calling twice, but hadn’t left a message.

4:06 p.m.

You didn’t pick up, so you must still be working. I’m on the road. Looks like 1:00 a.m. At Spooksville if I’m lucky.

8:57 p.m.

Passing through Kansas. Flat. Bored. Where are you?

10:29 p.m.

Ahead of schedule, should be there a little after midnight. Hopefully, I’ll have a signal! Not that you’ll be there to pick up.

As far as Sarah’s parents knew, she was still snoozing in Cheyenne, Wyoming, and wouldn’t leave for the next stop on her haunted tour until morning. It was all getting a little hard to follow from Skeleton Creek, but I understood the basics.

Sarah was staying where her parents had told her to stay, but doing it twelve hours in advance of when she was supposed to do it. It was this switch in time that allowed her to visit the haunted locations at night, when no one was around. She was scheduled to arrive at a Super 8 in Joplin, Missouri, in about fifteen hours, but she’d be there way early. It was a perfect halfway point, a chance for her to take a nice long rest before continuing on to Savannah, where her parents, against their better judgment, had agreed to pay for a room at the 17 Hundred 90.

I texted Sarah back, hoping she wouldn’t try to read it while driving, and waited.

I was not falling asleep this time. I put on some music, surfed the web, waited.

Four minutes later, she called.

“Ryan! Where have you been?”

“Did you pull over?” Safety first. The last thing she needed to be doing was driving and talking on her phone. It was stressful enough knowing she was out there all alone.

“Yeah, I pulled over. Don’t try to change the subject.”

I explained everything as fast as I could, then asked her if she’d gotten my message and sent the vial.

“It’s on the way. I even paid extra to make sure it arrives on Monday. You owe me.”

She also said she’d thought about pulling an Alice in Wonderland and drinking whatever was inside, but when she twisted the top open she’d changed her mind.

“Would have been fun shrinking down to the size of a water bottle, but whatever is in there doesn’t smell too good. More likely I’d have grown a third arm out of my forehead.”

Thanks, Sarah, now all I can think about is my best friend with an arm sticking out of her face. Ghastly.

I told her to watch the directions carefully, because there was a very specific place she had to park.

“I know the place — it’s called the middle of nowhere,” she joked. “Can’t miss it.”

Sarah laughed, then told me she was high–fiving the arm sticking out of her forehead, which she’d named Judith.

She had to follow directions off the highway, down a two lane, onto a dirt road, and into just the right spot, where the road would rise before her:
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“Hopefully, when you get there, you’ll see a building shaped like the one in the picture.

That’ll be the hideout for B and C.”

Even saying it made me scratch my head. The hideout for B and C? If this mystery doesn’t solve itself, I didn’t know what we’re going to do.

I told Sarah about dropping the note to Fitz, and she said she’d try to call when she arrived at the Spooksville Triangle, which she guessed would be in about an hour.

Then she said she was going to let Judith drive, and hung up.





Saturday, July 17, 12:25 a.m.

An hour is a long time when you’ve had the kind of day I just had. I’m worried I’m going to fall asleep again. I’m going to dream of the Raven chasing me through the woods. He’s going to catch me, and when I finally see inside that dark hood of his, there will be a black claw sticking out of his head. The black claw will grab my face and lift me off the ground.

Okay, I’m wide awake now. I don’t think there’s much chance of me getting any sleep tonight with a dream like that waiting for me.

It’s past midnight. She should be getting into position.

I have to remember to set my webcam to record again.

I think I just fell asleep with my eyes open, because my head snapped back and I almost fell out of my chair.

Come on, Sarah. Have a signal. Call me. Soon.





Saturday, July 17, 12:35 a.m.

It’s Sunday in Skeleton Creek, dark outside my window, and the world just changed in a flash.

Everything is different now. I’m not sure if I’m sad, relieved, worried, or scared. Maybe I’m all those things at once.

I’m going to relay this exactly as it happened, because there’s a real possibility I’ll be asked about it someday. I want to make sure I have it written down exactly as it occurred.

Sarah called me from the Spooksville Triangle at 12:27 a.m. She was parked right where she needed to be, where the desolate road rose in front of her.

“It’s freakin’ dark out here, Ryan,” she said. “If I turn off my headlights it’s pitch-black. How am I supposed to find a building if I can’t see it?”

I thought about this for a second, then asked her if she had a flashlight.

“Of course I have a flashlight. I’m a girl alone in the dark!”

Right, of course she has a flashlight. So I asked her how she felt about getting out of the car and pointing the light along the sides of the road.

“Did I mention the part about it being pitch–black and totally spooky out here?”

“You did.”

I wanted to tell her I’d ridden my mountain bike at night into the lair of the Raven. I wanted to tell her about the claw dream I’d imagined, about the grove and the tree and all the terrible, scary things in my life. But what good was that going to do? She had her own fears to face, and telling her about mine wouldn’t solve anything.

And that’s when it happened.

That’s when my old world came to an end and a new world began.

“Ryan?” Sarah whispered. “Don’t you dare hang up.”

“I won’t.”

“You know that legend about the light that people see dancing over the rise in the road?”

“I do. It’s the lady with the lamp, looking for her lost kid. Why do you ask?”

“Because I just turned my headlights on. I don’t see a light. I see something else.”

“What do you see?”

There was a long pause as Sarah reached around and locked all the doors.

“What’s going on, Sarah? Talk to me!”

“He’s coming down the road.”

I wanted to ask her who. But that would have been stupid. I knew who it was without her having to say.

“Get out of there! Just drive!” I yelled.

“I can’t move, Ryan. He’s coming for me.

He’s coming down the hill on that shattered leg of his.”

I yelled for her to start the car and drive, then realized how stupid yelling was. What if my parents heard me? It was after midnight and they were both sound sleepers. There was my door — closed — and their door, also closed. But I’d yelled pretty loudly.

“I’m getting out of the car,” Sarah said.

“Don’t worry. It’s all going to be okay.”

I was on the verge of a total meltdown, whispering as loudly as I felt I could, “Get back in the car! Get out of there!”

I heard the door open and shut. I heard footsteps on a dirt road.

Sarah? What’s happening? Sarah!

Was she possessed? Had she gone insane with fear?

“Ryan,” she whispered.

“Yeah?” My voice was trembling. I was sure Henry or the ghost or whatever had followed my friend halfway across the country had finally gotten her.

But then she said something I didn’t expect.

“The ghost of Old Joe Bush just died in my arms.”





Sunday, July 17, 1:25 a.m.

It’s funny how the mind works. An hour ago I was so tired I could barely keep my eyes open. Now I feel like I’ve downed five cups of coffee with a Red Bull chaser.

Henry is dead.

I had to write that down, just once, to make it real.

And if Henry is dead, then so is the ghost of Old Joe Bush. There was never one without the other, and now both are laid to rest.

Sarah videotaped the entire encounter, which she says was one of the most harrowing experiences of her life. Seeing him in the beams of her headlights, his figure coming up over the road, was almost more than she could take. She says she had her hand on the key but couldn’t bring herself to start the car up and drive straight ahead. There was a moment where she’d thought she could do it, drive over Henry and be done with it, but the moment passed.

“Why?” I asked her. “Why didn’t you run when you saw him coming over the hill?”

“Because he was reaching out to me, like before, at St. Mark’s. And I realized then that he wasn’t trying to reach out and grab me. He was trying to reach out and give me something. And there was something else. He was dying.”

I asked her how she knew this and she said I would have known, too. He was moving so slowly, dragging his destroyed leg, wobbling down the hill. It was menacing in a ghostly sort of way, but she knew, deep down inside, that it wasn’t a ghost at all. It was a man, a broken man.

She said I’d need to watch the video for myself to see and hear all that had happened. It was just her way to show me, not tell me. It was the only way she knew how to share the really big moments in her life. I felt a little sad for her then, because I understood what she meant. I can never tell anyone how I really feel. I always have to write it down.

And so I’ll write down how I feel right now, since I won’t be able to tell anyone tomorrow or the day after that or ever.

I’m sad, if you want to know the truth. Sad that Henry wandered the country all alone, sick and broken. I’ve always had a problem with that sort of thing, people being all alone in the world, no matter how bad they are. In my darkest moments I imagine myself old and all alone, staring at a TV screen, wishing it would all just come to an end. My heart breaks just thinking about it.

I’m also feeling a deep sense of relief. I now realize that sometimes you don’t know how stressed out you are until after it’s passed. After the bad person in your life is gone. After the bad test is over, after some giant badness moves off like a storm cloud. I didn’t know how scared I was until an hour ago when my fear died right along with the ghost of Old Joe Bush.

He can’t get me anymore.

And, more important, he can’t get Sarah anymore.

He’s gone. They both are. The ghost of Old Joe Bush and Henry don’t have any power over me any longer.

That part of my life is now in the past.

It would have been nice if they hadn’t been replaced by the Raven, but I’ll take what progress I can get.

I heard the same new sound in Sarah’s voice, too.

“I know where the hideout for B and C is,” she said.

“You’re driving and talking on the phone,” I said, ever the safety tzar of our lives.

“It’s a dirt road after midnight. The only thing I’m going to hit is a cow.”

“I feel sorry for the cow.”

I asked her how she knew where the hideout was.

“He showed me.”

It appeared that in the end, Henry wanted the same thing we did: to follow the Apostle all the way to the end. And that’s exactly what we’re going to do.

“He hasn’t been reaching out to grab me,” she said. “He’s been trying to give me a message. Wanna hear it?”

I did, but the thought of Sarah talking on her cell phone and reading a note while driving down a dirt road was more than I could put up with.

“WHOA, COW!” she screamed.

Always with the jokes, this girl.

She stopped the car at the deserted turn leading back to the highway and read from the note she’d found clutched between his dead fingers. It’s short, so it wasn’t very hard to write down in my journal. It was random, like he’d written a line, then waited a week to write the next — not so much a letter as a stream of unconnected thoughts.

Here it is, as Sarah read it to me:



It’s time to go, me and Old Joe.

B and C is Bonnie and Clyde.

Invoke the clause!

I’m sorry for all he’s done.

Sorrier than you know.

Joe



I’ve thought about what these words mean, and here are my conclusions:


— First and foremost, Henry had lost or was losing his mind. The note starts out as if it’s Henry writing about him and the ghost of Old Joe Bush, and ends with Joe saying Henry is sorry. It’s not clear to me Henry knew who he was at the end. As we’d suspected, something about the trauma of all those years guarding the dredge and playing the part of a ghost had gotten lodged too deeply in his brain. The guilt of all his past sins exposed and the great fall that shattered his leg only served to deepen his madness. Old Joe Bush had his leg pulled through the gears, Henry shattered his own falling in the same dredge. My guess? He was bleeding inside, needed a doctor but wouldn’t turn himself in, and found his body and mind had turned against him. I think, in the end, he was neither Henry nor the ghost of Old Joe Bush. He was both.

— I believe to this day that Henry was a liar and a thief, but I don’t believe he ever intended to kill anyone. He was responsible for the deaths of the Apostle and Dr. Watts, and he nearly got me killed. But I have personal experience with this guy, and I’m telling you, they were all accidents. The biggest problem Henry had was being sold out to the Crossbones, which made him do things he wasn’t wired to do. I think he tried to scare people into doing what he needed them to do because he didn’t have it in him to kill in cold blood.

— I think Henry was trying to help us as atonement for all his sins. That’s why he ran, why he wouldn’t turn himself in. He protected Sarah on her journey west, even as he was inching closer to death’s door. He gave me the Raven Puzzle in the Portland Underground. And now he’d given us the solution to the B and C hideout: Bonnie and Clyde. The famous bank robbers from the 1930s. We should have been smart enough to figure that out, because Bonnie and Clyde’s hideout was in Joplin, Missouri, part of the Spooksville Triangle.

— And finally, he asks us to invoke “the clause.” This statement is a mystery, but I think the vial of liquid on its way to Skeleton Creek is going to show us what it means. He wants us to invoke “the clause,” so that’s what we’re going to do. I hope it doesn’t set off a Crossbones nuclear bomb or something.



My last words on this: Henry had to be in a lot of pain. He lived a lie his whole life and he was wandering the earth alone at the end. He tried to make things right. And now he’s gone, soon to be forgotten. All in all, the guy paid a heavy price.

Rest in peace.





Sunday, July 17, 1:40 a.m.

We agreed that I would use an anonymous email account to send in an alert while Sarah checked into her hotel and kept a low profile. Everyone in Skeleton Creek had been given an email address to use if they stumbled onto anything that might lead to finding Henry, so I knew just where to send it. Took me about a minute to create a bogus Gmail account and another minute or two to type in what I wanted to say.
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With all the other action flying around Skeleton Creek, I was sure this news would make it to the mayor’s office in no time flat. By morning, he’d be knocking on my door with news of Henry’s death. It would be bittersweet for my dad, but it would also allow him to rest easier knowing an unseen threat against his family had departed the planet.

Sarah is going to head for the hotel in Joplin, Missouri, and crash for the night. She’ll sleep late and book the room for a second night, using her own money. Sometime during that two day break, she’ll go to Bonnie and Clyde’s hideout and find what the Apostle left behind.

Her parents are going to hear about Henry for sure. Hopefully, that won’t put an end to her stops right as we’re coming to the final leg of our journey.





Sunday, July 17, 4:05 p.m.

As I’d suspected, it was the mayor who delivered the news. About an hour ago, he landed on our front porch, where my mom and dad were reading the paper. I was inside, napping on the couch, when my mom called me out to join them.

“They found Henry,” said Mayor Blake. “He’s gone.”

My mom seemed the most shook up at first, sitting down and staring at the old painted boards on our porch. She’d always liked Henry, and never really could bring herself to fully believe all the bad things he’d done.

“Where?” my dad asked. He, too, was moved by the news. “Where” was the only word he could muster.

“It’s the strangest thing,” the mayor continued. “He was out in the middle of nowhere. Someplace called the Spooksville Triangle on the border of Kansas and Missouri. What he was doing out there, I have no idea.”

“How’d he die?” I asked, curious about whether or not they’d be searching for foul play. The mayor said they didn’t know for sure, but that it appeared Henry had never gotten medical attention after the fall in the dredge. His leg was bleeding internally, and he’d suffered a severe concussion.

“It was really just a matter of time,” he concluded.

I couldn’t tell how my dad was taking the news. He’s a quiet guy by nature, especially so when bad things happen. I ventured an important question.

“Who knows about this?” The mayor could not have given me a better answer.

“I was just coming to that. The investigation is ongoing, for reasons I don’t fully understand. In any case, the authorities would like us to keep this quiet for a few days until they can make an announcement. It would seem Henry had a complicated life both here and back east.”

He went on to tell us that we were only being told because of all the things about Henry that were connected to our family. The authorities figured we deserved to know there was no longer a madman on the loose.

If only they knew about the ax-wielding Raven living in the woods outside Skeleton Creek. Or maybe the Raven is exactly why they don’t want to go public with the news just yet. Maybe they’re trying to flush out the really bad guy, and letting him think Henry is still alive has some purpose.

Either way, it’s exceptionally good news. I was lying on the couch all morning thinking of how we were ever going to keep Sarah on the road once her parents found out about Henry being in the same place she was. They’d flip out for sure. They’d make her drive straight home, no more making documentaries about spooky places. She’d never get to Savannah or Monticello, and the Apostle’s final message might be hidden forever.

As I got up to go to my room and call Sarah, I heard Mayor Blake talking to my parents about Henry. He was already spinning it into his PR machine.

“I’d like to see if we can get him buried here in town, if you all don’t mind.”

Another stop in the evolving Skeleton Creek tourist trap.

Yippee.





Sunday, July 17, 4:24 p.m.

Just called Sarah, but she didn’t pick up. I’m sure she’s catching up on her sleep, but I can’t help worrying about her. I left her a voice message about word of Henry’s death reaching Skeleton Creek, but that it was an open investigation not to be discussed outside of my own family.

With any luck at all, Sarah will be back in Boston before the news breaks.

Nothing to do now but wait.

Wait for a vial of liquid to show up in the mail tomorrow.

Wait for Sarah to wake up.

Wait for another message from the Apostle.

I feel like I’m crawling out of my own skin.





Sunday, July 17, 10:10 p.m.

Just what the doctor ordered on a Sunday that seemed to go on forever! Sarah did it to me again. She went to the Bonnie and Clyde hideout before checking into the hotel last night and didn’t bother to tell me. After that, she slept until noon, then spent the next ten hours editing together a bunch of new stuff for me to look at. Holed up in a hotel room in Missouri with no distractions gave her a chance to really dig in and cut some nice footage. Here’s the note she sent me:
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These are amazing videos — the apostle gets close to spilling the beans about the author of the ghost book. Which begs the question … can there be an author of a book with no words? And seeing the ghost of Old Joe Bush one last time is kind of incredible. I’m with Sarah: If you ask me, this is one ghost that will never go completely out of existence.



 

sarahfincher.com

Password:

spooksville



Sunday, July 17, 11:04 p.m.

I don’t know how Sarah keeps going. The road is a lonely and scary place, but somehow, she manages to make it look like she’s having a pretty good time out there. I admire that. If it were me, I’d be complaining endlessly.

Another letter from the Apostle: P. So now we’ve got an A and a P — only one letter to go. I don’t see how one more letter is going to add up to anything, but hopefully the Apostle will tell us something more when we see him again. For now, we’ve got the Raven Puzzle filled in with another letter:

[image: ]

And in the burlap sack? Another vial of liquid, only this time there’s no label on it.

Sarah just sent me another email. I’ll let her describe what was in the vial.
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I can see a story here: vial of black goo crawls into unsuspecting girl’s ear, turns her into a zombie. This is getting bad. I have two vials filled with what? Poison? Some sort of alchemy concoction made by Dr. Watts? They could be filled with a lot of different things. Times like these, I wish I were a chemist with a laboratory in my basement.

She’s sending me the vial tomorrow so it will arrive on Tuesday. By then Sarah should be all the way over to Monticello. The toughest part of her journey will be over.

Somehow, I think the hardest part of mine will just be starting.





Monday, July 18, 7:00 a.m.

My mom just knocked on my door with a message from the mayor: I’m to appear at his office at 9:00 a.m. sharp for an in-depth interview with Albert Vern of the Washington Post …

… and Gladys Morgan is going to join me.

“He says the reporter is stopping in for the morning, then he’s on some assignment with the president. Can you believe that?”

Wow, I guess Albert Vern is even more important than I thought.

“It’s now or never,” my mom said.

How about never?

“Not a word about Henry,” my mom added. She grilled me about Sarah — wasn’t she on some road trip home from summer film school? I said I thought so, but that we really hadn’t talked much lately.

My mom didn’t buy it, but neither did she seem overly concerned. If only she knew that Sarah had been standing over Henry when he kicked the bucket.

I guess the interview won’t be that bad. I mean, at least Albert Vern is a fisherman. We stick together. And it will kill some time while I wait for the mail to show up so I can see this mysterious vial for myself and get it into Fitz’s hands.

Seeing my mom and knowing about this interview makes me nervous. When the guy delivers the mail, he usually shows up between 10:00 a.m. and 11:00 a.m., which means he’s probably buzzing around town during that hour delivering all the mail-order stuff my neighbors buy. I can’t have my mom getting that package.

Interview starts at 9:00 a.m. I’ll make it my goal to bolt by 10:00 a.m., just in case. Then I’ll wait on the porch for my package.





Monday, July 18, 11:14 a.m.

I am not a swearing man, but if I was, I’d be cursing up a storm right now. Dang that Gladys Morgan and Mayor Blake! Neither one of them would let me leave until we answered each and every question Mr. Vern had. I could have done the entire thing in twenty minutes flat, but oh no, Gladys had to go all hyper-detail on me. I’d give a thirty-second, twenty-word answer, and she’d follow up with ten minutes of drivel. It was excruciating!

Here’s a real zinger: The missing Jefferson library was under your nose all along. What does that mean to a town like Skeleton Creek?

My reply: We’re very proud. It’s awesome.

Gladys Morgan’s reply: Add ten minutes of GRADE-A BORING to my perfectly crafted answer. Now, times that by twenty questions and you’ll understand why I had to run home only to arrive on the front steps of my house at 11:04 a.m.

Luckily for me, Mom wasn’t home, so now I’m sitting on those same steps with a glass vial of supersecret liquid in my front pocket. The delivery guy left it by the front door in a shoe box wrapped in brown paper. Inside the shoe box, Sarah had wrapped the vial in the equivalent of a weeks’ worth of local newspapers.

Now all I have to do is get this thing out to Fitz’s old trailer before noon, when my dad expects me to show up at the shop and work the rest of the day. No problem there — the trailer is on a dirt road outside of town — I can get there and back with time to spare.

I texted Sarah to let her know I got the package and she fired one right back:



On the road to Savannah. Can hardly wait! Always wanted to go there. Parents are good. They’re happy I’m close to home. I’ll let you know when I settle into room 204. BOO!



Love the BOO.

I hadn’t been paying close attention to how far away Sarah was getting. In a few hours, she’ll be about as distant as she can be without leaving the United States.

Bummer.





Monday, July 18, 11:50 a.m.

Got the vial in place so Fitz can find it. I glanced through the dusty windows thinking maybe I could find a picture of the Raven or some other clue. It crossed my mind to break in and look around, but man, that place gives me the creeps big-time. Plus, it would be a disaster if I got caught or questioned about a break-in at the old trailer. Drawing attention to myself right about now feels like a bad idea.

I’m tempted to ask my dad if he ever crossed paths with Fitz’s dad, but I know what the answer will be. Fitz already told me his dad was reclusive, and when he shopped he always went to the Safeway in Baker City, down the road.

“He’s either in the trailer, in the woods, or doing something secret I don’t know about,” Fitz once told me. No matter. Even if he did come into town, he wouldn’t have a black hood on, looking like an executioner. What good’s it going to do if I know what his dad looks like?

By the time I get off work at 6:00 p.m., Sarah should be in Savannah, Georgia, dealing with the ghost of a girl who dove into pavement. Ouch.





Monday, July 18, 1:12 p.m.

Albert Vern just stopped into the fly shop to say good-bye and ask me if I was sure there wasn’t anything else I’d like to say on the record. Dad looked at me from across the counter and I thought for a second he was going to spill the beans about Henry. But he stayed quiet and so did I. I’d said all I was going to say about the dredge, the gold, the Jefferson library — all of it.

“Wish I had time to hook a few more trout,” Vern said when he reached the door. “Keep finding buried treasure and maybe I’ll be back.”

And then it happened. I freaked out. I slipped. My mind went blank and I just blurted it out.

“You can count on it. Probably by tomorrow.”

Albert Vern was eyeing me as I said it, and there was something in his expression that made me nervous. He was a reporter at the top of his game at one of the most prestigious papers in the world. He smelled something more than a kid boasting about what he thought he could do. It looked as if he’d caught the thread of a bigger story.

As the door closed behind Albert Vern, I wondered if he really was leaving town. More likely, I’d just alerted a reporter with a shovel to start digging for information.

What could he get access to? Could he get into my phone records if he wanted to? Could he get into Sarah’s? What if he found all the videos? What if he figured out everything and beat Fitz to the vial?

A lot of what-ifs, all because I opened my big mouth.

Lesson learned, hopefully not too late.





Monday, July 18, 6:29 p.m.

Sarah should be pulling into Savannah, Georgia, before dark. She better, or her parents are going to flip. I know she says they’re not keeping close tabs on her, but she’s been riding the razor’s edge of the rules for days. I’d hate to see her parents drive down the coast and meet her somewhere. That would complicate things right as we’re coming to the end.

P.S. You couldn’t pay me enough money to stay in room 204 at the 17 Hundred 90 building. It’s totally haunted.





Monday, July 18, 10:40 p.m.

Sarah arrived in Savannah and checked into the room. It didn’t take her any time at all to find what she was looking for and send me an email.
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Oh, great. Now I’m going to have to stay up practically all night in case she calls. Who am I kidding? I can’t stay up all night to save my life. I just texted her to at least send me the letter the Apostle left in his message. I’m dying to know what it is.



Text me the letter. It will give me something to do. Here if you need me!



A few minutes later:



Working on that. Someone just jiggled the handle from the outside. When I opened the door, no one was there. Eek!



Is she making that up or is someone actually following her? It’s times like these I feel like running down the hall to my parents’ room and confessing the whole crazy mess.

Why is it the closer we get to solving a big mystery the more dangerous things seem to feel? Every day feels like one day closer to the edge of an abyss that threatens to devour both of us. Staying clear of that edge feels harder and harder, like it’s got some kind of gravitational pull and it’s drawing us near.

I set up my camera to record overnight, just in case, while I wait for Sarah to message me back. Then I sat at my desk and looked at the Raven Puzzle and the three letters we’d use once Sarah got to Monticello: an A, a P, and whatever letter the Apostle gave us in room 204.

Message from Sarah:



Hold your horses, cowboy. It takes time to set up the old projector and feed the reel in. Give me five.



Five minutes, which probably meant ten, and I’d have the last letter of the puzzle. Not that having it would solve anything. I’d gone through the entire alphabet and it didn’t matter what letter I used, the three letters didn’t make a bit of sense. I waited, kept staring at the Raven puzzle, pondered.

Three letters that have something to do with Thomas Jefferson’s old estate. The solution totally eludes me.

Message from Sarah:

E. That’s the letter the Apostle showed. Have fun figuring it out. Looks to me like we’re dealing with an APE. I’m going to start recording to video. So tired.



As I suspected, the third letter is only slightly helpful. I was hoping for something else, like a symbol or an entire word that would bring this whole thing together.

A-P-E. Ape.

Ape on Jefferson’s house.

Ape on a building.

King Kong?

Oh, brother.

I feel like Charlie Brown. Total failure.





Monday, July 19, 1:09 a.m.

I just had one of the scariest moments of my life, and I’ve had some huge scares, so that’s saying something. The moment provided me with the answer I’ve been looking for, though, so I guess it was worth it. I might have lost a year of my life due to stress overload, but at least I know what the APE means.

Here’s how it went down.

I fell asleep at my desk (predictable, I know). Then I started dreaming, or at least I thought I did. Sometimes I can’t tell where the nightmares end and my life picks up. I was dreaming that a raven was tap-tap-tapping on my windowsill.

The Raven. Tapping with the edge of an ax blade, about to bash the glass out and climb inside my house.

The sound kept coming as the poem unwound like a clock spinning backward in my brain.



Once upon a midnight dreary,

While I pondered, weak and weary



Tap tap tap. The Raven outside my window, cloaked in black, watching me sleep.

In my dream — or had I awoken? — I stood and backed up to the door, reaching for the handle.

And then the Raven spoke, first in a whisper, then loud enough for me to hear him through my window.

Ryan. Ryan! Ryan! It’s me! Open the window!

After that I was fully awake, walking to the window, because it wasn’t the Raven after all. It was Fitz, come to pay me a visit on his way back to the cave.

“You scared me so badly I feel like I should slap you,” I said when I opened the window. “How’d you get up here?”

“It’s easy,” he replied. Fitz was dressed all in black with a hood over his head, so it was easy to see how I could have gotten him confused with someone else. “Climbed up on the porch rail and onto the eave.”

I asked him if he’d gotten the vial, and he told me he had.

“I think it’s for the clause,” I said.

“I do, too.”

So we agreed. He hadn’t brought it with him, which he felt stupid for just then, so we couldn’t know if spreading what was in the vial on the clause would reveal some hidden message or not. We both hoped it would.

“How are you doing up there? In the cave, I mean.”

Fitz shrugged meaningfully, as if it hadn’t been going very well and he wished he could get away. He looked off toward the street below, trying to hide the sadness in his eyes. But I could see.

“Dad’s not all bad. He’s confused, mostly, is what I think,” Fitz said, his big shoulders leaning in on the windowsill like slabs of concrete. I’d forgotten what a big guy he was. “The Crossbones is killing him.”

I hadn’t ever thought of it that way before. I was simply afraid of an ax-wielding man in black who appeared to have it out for me. Henry, the Apostle, even the Raven — maybe they were all prisoners of the Crossbones. Maybe the Crossbones made them do the things they did.

“I gotta get back before he wakes up,” Fitz told me. “Long walk in the dark and all.”

I wished I could go with him, but there was no way. I’d done that walk a thousand times, but rarely in the dark by myself. It would be lonely and scary.

“Sorry I can’t go with you. I would if I could.”

“I know you would.”

Fitz smiled at me, and I thought to myself, well, at least the Crossbones won’t carry on past Fitz’s dad. Fitz is way too nice a guy to go that route.

A few seconds later, he was gone, promising to let me know if the vial was of any use or not.

I closed my window, locked it, lay down on the bed. Checking my phone, I saw that Sarah hadn’t tried to contact me again. Maybe she, too, had conked out. She’d sounded tired in her messages, like she was on the verge of exhaustion. Hopefully, she can sleep without being bothered by whatever haunted things go on in that place.

And that’s when it happened. It was while I was lying there on the bed, staring at the ceiling and wondering about my two closest friends. Both of them were out in the cold of the world alone right then. Sarah in a haunted hotel room, braving the night almost a thousand miles from home. Fitz walking a dark river path to a wooded clearing, and then to a cave darker still.

A-P-E, I whispered.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

A-P-E. Tap Tap Tap.

Not A-P-E. That’s not right at all. It’s not about a giant monkey. It’s something darker, like the darkness of the cave in the deep wood.

E-A-P. That’s the order of the letters. Tap tap tap goes the Raven on my windowsill. And we all know who wrote the poem I’m getting at.

Edgar Allan Poe. E-A-P.

I got out of bed and went to my desk and started writing this journal entry, my hand shaking so badly I had to stop and take three or four deep breaths. Soon, I had the Raven Puzzle before me, and the whole thing felt suddenly drenched with meaning. The gothic madness of Edgar Allan Poe was smeared all over it.

I understood. There would be no need to visit Thomas Jefferson’s old home at Monticello. I’d figured that out, too. The drawing said to put the letters in the middle, but if you took the middle out of the house on the back of a nickel, it wasn’t a building at all.

It was a tombstone.
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That part of the puzzle was meant as a clue, not as a place to visit where something might be found. No, where we would find what we were looking for is a hundred and sixty miles away in Baltimore, Maryland.

Edgar Allan Poe’s tombstone.

It’s where we’re going to find the very end.





Tuesday, July 19, 8:02 a.m.

Email from Sarah, sent three hours ago.
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That’s exactly what I was thinking, that Poe has been hiding in the shadows from the start. All the way back to the very beginning, when I was laid up in a hospital, my leg shattered and my head pounding — he was there. He’s always been there, haunting my dreams and filling my mind with wild ideas. If every writer has the spirit of some past, dead writer living inside him, then Edgar Allan Poe isn’t buried in a cemetery in Baltimore — he’s buried in the deepest, darkest part of my soul, digging his way out in my words, trying to find the light of day.



 

sarahfincher.com

Password:

theredroom1849



Tuesday, July 19, 7:02 p.m.

The Apostle has vanished like vapor in the air. He’s gone, and I realize now that only one remains: the Raven. I have a feeling, deep down in my bones, that the Crossbones is all but wiped off the face of the earth. Their three-part mission feels like something sitting at the bottom of a box in an attic, left over from a time long past where such things had a place in the world:

1) preserve freedom.

2) maintain secrecy.

3) destroy all enemies.



Only one guy left living by that code, and he’s got his sights set on one enemy.

Me.

Today, I have wanted the comfort of my journal and nothing more. All day I wished for a pen and paper, to feel the security of words trapped on pages. I put them in, they can’t get out. And the world can’t get in. These words are a prison with bars to keep the Raven away.

I’m being followed. I have very little doubt about this fact. It’s a feeling that probably eludes anyone who lives in a big city. But out here, where there are a thousand trees for every person, I can feel when someone or something is moving toward me. I don’t have to see them. I could be blind as a bat and I’d know.

I spent part of my day running errands for my dad. To the post office, out for lunch, to the grocery store for bottles of water and Clif Bars. Every time I left the safety of the fly shop I felt it, like ice on my neck: The Raven watching me.

Sarah will reach Monticello by nightfall. She’ll check into her hotel — the last hotel before returning to Boston — and she’ll call her parents and say something like, “Yeah, all tucked in for the night. Can’t wait to get home tomorrow. Miss you, too.” Then she’ll get right back in her car and drive three hours up to Baltimore. There, she’ll examine Edgar Allan Poe’s grave site. I can’t say that I’m thrilled. For once, I wish it were me standing at a gravestone after midnight. I think standing at Poe’s grave might bring me a sense of relief, of having come full circle.

I know too much about this guy. For example, I know that the gravestone Sarah is going to see is not the one that was originally prepared for Mr. Poe’s burial plot. That one was made, but never put to use. Instead, it was struck by a train run off its tracks, broken into a thousand pieces. This kind of thing was always happening to Edgar Allan Poe: things snatched away without warning or reason. Even in death he couldn’t escape the random cruelty of life.

And so he was buried in an unknown plot, without a headstone or a marking. This for the man who invented mysteries, science fiction, and horror. Like van Gogh before him, Poe was an artist revered in death, not the least bit appreciated in life.

Sometime later, a cheap sandstone marker was placed over the burial plot with the number 80, nothing more. And later still, money was raised in order to build a proper grave site. Unfortunately, even this effort ended in a final offense that remains to this day. Poe’s birthday is engraved as the 20th of January, but he was born on the 19th. Insult piled on top of insult. After all he’s given us, we can’t even get the man’s birthday right.

Maybe that’s why I don’t show anyone the stories I work on. I’d just as soon skip the part where nobody cares and I die in obscurity without having someone from some magazine say my stories lack depth or my character development is weak. No thanks.

Later on, long after I’m gone, someone will find my stories and be like — wow, I totally would have read this guy when he was alive, what a shame. But I know the truth. Nobody would have cared. Critics would have ripped me apart. They’d have been cruel.

I love to write, especially when I’m feeling miserable and paranoid.

This was fun.





Wednesday, July 20, 12:06 a.m.

The call came in, one minute past midnight, Sarah standing before the Poe grave. It sits inside a church gate, off in the grass, away from the monument. The headstone is supposed to denote the location where Poe was actually buried, which is separate from the monument erected closer to the street.

“There’s a raven on the top,” she whispered, because it was after hours and she’d climbed over the stone rail into the cemetery. “And the words ‘Quoth the Raven, Nevermore.’”

I had to tell her it was the last line of the eighth stanza in his most famous poem, a heartbreaking epitaph.

But that’s not the information she was there to get. The Raven Puzzle had made it clear: look on the back right corner, down by the grass.

“I didn’t see anything at first, but then I dug a little into the grass right at the base of the headstone,” she said. I was, as usual, amazed. Who digs around the edge of Edgar Allan Poe’s grave in the darkest part of the night?

“I don’t think you’re going to like what it says.”

I had already been wondering about this. In my heart of hearts, I’d always known. I knew it before she said it, knew it from the start.

All roads lead to Skeleton Creek.

“Are you ready?” she asked me.

“Nope.”

“Too bad.”

And then she told me what she’d found. She couldn’t say whether it was part of the original carving in the stone or if someone had carved it after. But there it was, filled in with mud, which actually made it easier to read with a flashlight.

“SC: Plot 42”

We both knew what it meant. For some reason, when she said it, I laughed. It all felt so right, like every part of our effort had led to the only place it could lead in the end. SC: Skeleton Creek. Plot 42: the old cemetery on the hill. There were two cemeteries in Skeleton Creek, the newer one at the far end of town, and the old one on the hill. No one had been buried in the old one for a while, like a hundred years, and it was in poor condition. All those headstones were numbered, that much I knew. It was the way things were done in a small town long ago, just like the number 80 on Edgar Allan Poe’s gravestone.

And how about that number, 42?

Everything all coming together like a puzzle now, the same number as the dredge. Whatever final secret the Crossbones was hiding, it would be buried under headstone number 42. I’d need a shovel and a load of courage.

The shovel I could get easy enough. The courage was another matter entirely.

“You can do this, Ryan.” Sarah could sense my deep hesitation in the silence that hung on the line. “And you have to do it now, not tomorrow or the next day. Right now. Waiting isn’t going to make it any easier. And more important, waiting is going to mean someone else could find it first.”

She was right, of course. For all I knew, Albert Vern had already tapped into my phone or figured out a way to put a tail on Sarah from back at the Washington Post. What would happen if he figured this whole thing out and beat us to the location? I could already read the headline in the paper: Reporter Uncovers Deepest Mystery Yet in Skeleton Creek, Outdoes Local Hero.

I can live with that. The problem? Sarah can’t. After all she’s done, she’ll never forgive me if I don’t get my sorry self out of this room and up on that hill before dawn.

“Remember what we talked about before,” she said. “How you gotta get out there or life will pass you by? Those journals aren’t going to give you a life. You have to go out and take it.”

I think she’s wrong about that. Minus Sarah, I think writing is the best part of my life. It makes me happy. So sue me.

“I’m going back to my hotel now,” she said. “And tomorrow I’ll be going home. The end is up to you, and I’m glad for that. I tell you what — dig the grave and I’ll come out and see you.

How’s that for incentive?”

It was a strong incentive. And I figured she could do it. She’d talked her parents into letting her drive across the country once, why couldn’t she do it again? Or better yet, make it easier and take a dang airplane this time.

“Call me when you land,” I said, thinking of an airplane but meaning when she landed in her hotel. “I’ll get it done.”

I sat in my room for ten minutes.

Then I thought about how much Sarah would want to see what I was doing, so I took a roll of silver duct tape out of my desk drawer. A guy can make just about anything out of duct tape. I fashioned a little pocket for m
y phone and held it against one of my baseball caps. Then I wrapped duct tape around the pocket and the hat and put it on. Now I could run my phone’s video camera and dig up a grave at the same time. It was a very Sarah thing to do.

I pulled out the ghost book and wished I knew what it meant, wished Fitz had never given it to me in the first place. I took out my collection of Poe stories and turned to the end of “The Pit and the Pendulum.” I’d read it ten or twelve times and felt its power.

He spoke to me then, down through time, one writer to another. And I felt as he must have felt all the days of his life.

There was a loud blast as of many trumpets! There was a harsh grating as of a thousand thunders! The fiery walls rushed back! An outstretched arm caught my own as I fell, fainting, into the abyss.

I feel that way now, as if I’m falling into an unmarked grave, already forgotten by anyone who ever loved me and everyone who never knew me. I am falling, falling, falling into the abyss.

I won’t return until I dig up the grave marked 42.





Wednesday, July 20, 3:19 a.m.

I’m not dead.



 

sarahfincher.com

Password:

theclause



Wednesday, July 20, 3:39 a.m.

Sarah knows everything now. She’s safe, which makes me happy. Pretty soon she’ll be sleeping, and after that she’ll wake up and drive home. I’ll be happier still when I know she’s off the road for good.

She immediately took what I shot at the cemetery and put it up at her site. I wanted her to see it first, to know what I know before I write it down.

She said I sounded like I was in shock. She said I didn’t sound like myself. I haven’t slept in a long time and everything about what happened after my long walk to the old cemetery is a brain melter. I’m still putting it all together.

Every story, fact or fiction, has its own way of unfolding. There is purpose to the way we craft these things. So Sarah has the images, but I’m still going to write what happened.





Wednesday, July 20, 3:45 a.m.

My leg began to fail me and I started to limp as I walked down the street with that shovel in my hands. I’d put that leg through a lot during the past few days — riding down to see Fitz, crossing the river, moving through the woods — and it was finally saying, Hey, dude, enough already.

A dog whined off in the distance and I imagined it was hit by a car, wobbling off into a ditch to die. Other than that, it was a still night in Skeleton Creek as I approached the hilltop graveyard. I looked back over my town and heard the dog once more. It wasn’t like staring out over a city at night with its sea of lights.

Skeleton Creek, from up here, looked as secret and haunted as it always had. A porch light here and there, a darkened Main Street, the shadowy outlines of trees and houses.

I searched the graveyard in silence as a soft wind drifted over the hilltop. With a flashlight in one hand and a shovel in the other, I crept close to each stone and found they had no order. I wouldn’t find headstone 42 next to 41 next to 40. Whoever had envisioned this plot of land hadn’t been in possession of an ordered mind. More likely they’d dug a hole in whatever open space they could find, dropped the coffin inside, and planted the headstone. Maybe that was the way things were done a hundred years ago, or maybe the person in charge just didn’t care. Either way, I searched for a while before I came to number 42.

The numbers were on the backs of the headstones, and coming around the front, I had an unforeseen moment of terror. Because there it was, the name I saw on headstone number 42:

Albert Vern.

I stared at the words, and, like magic, the letters began to move in my mind. Who was Albert Vern, if not the man he’d claimed to be?

The first letter remained, hot and glowing in my brain.

A

All the rest of the letters in his first name fell away, like white bones over a cliff, tumbling into a black sea.

The last name remained: VERN.

And then the letters started to move, rearranging themselves as I wished they wouldn’t and my grip on the shovel grew tighter.

The man had never been A. VERN.

He had only ever been the RAVEN.

There was a brief moment where I started to scream, or tried to, at least. My throat had gone dry and nothing but a whimper came out. Too bad, Mr. Mayor. There is no reporter from the Washington Post. Only a man with a black ax searching for answers.

I knew then that Albert Vern had been following me all day. He’d been following me all week. He knew I had the ghost book. He knew who’d given it to me. And what was worse, he’d arrived in the cemetery, black as night, drifting in through the trees.

The Raven approached with that same inhuman motion I’d seen before. The ghost of Old Joe Bush moved like that. Far away, then somehow standing right beside me.

And then he spoke.

“I’ve been following you.”

He held the great ax in his hands, spun the blade, examined me carefully. Would I run away? Would I scream someone awake in the dead of night? He need not have worried: I was still like one of the tombstones, turned to stone with fear.

“I know what you stole from me.”

I held the shovel as if it might protect me from the swinging ax.

“I know the Apostle led you here.

“I know what lies beneath the grave.”

The Raven moved harrowingly close then, his face almost knowable, but still bathed in shadow. I wanted to point my flashlight in his eyes, but my mind and my hand wouldn’t cooperate with each other.

“Step aside, son. Or meet your maker.”

The Raven raised the ax over his head. If ever I needed to move, now was the time.

But I couldn’t. Or at least, I didn’t.

The ax hovered over the Raven’s head, as if he was searching for a reason not to swing. And then a new voice boomed into the graveyard.

“I INVOKE THE CLAUSE!”

The Raven turned in the direction of the voice and light flashed over his face. The Raven, Albert Vern, Fitz’s dad — these faces were one in the shadows and the gloom.

I couldn’t take my eyes off his face. Was it an hour, a minute, a second that I stared into those eyes? Time had no meaning until I finally did turn to see what the Raven saw: Fitz, shadowy and big, holding the clause in one hand and a flashlight in the other. There were words on what was once an empty sheet of yellowed paper, brought back by whatever had been in the vial I’d given him.

With a voice of authority I hadn’t heard before, Fitz read the clause.

“We believe in the everlasting supremacy of one generation after another.

We believe that the world is ever changing.”



The great ax lay at the Raven’s side, and he began reading along with Fitz, their voices drifting together over the stones of the dead:

“We give power to the firstborn son of the last man standing.

We trust in the passing of time and the knowing of all things.

The duty to preserve falls now in the line of all good men.”

They were beautiful words, strong and meaningful. They had authority. The Raven fell silent, as if he’d waited his whole adult life to hear those words, wondering when they might be said, knowing they would have power over him in the end. I wondered if he’d said the words himself a long time ago, wrenching power from a long line of men.

Fitz read the last of the clause alone without even looking at the words he was saying.



“I take this oath

To preserve freedom.

To maintain secrecy.

To destroy all enemies.

I appoint these three:

To protect: Sam Fitzsimons

To record: Sarah Fincher

To treasure: Ryan Mccray

We are the Crossbones now.”

Fitz paused and I looked back and forth between the two. And then the son spoke the last of the oath to his father, and there was a sadness in those words I didn’t see coming.

“Your time has passed.”

The Raven never did take the hood off of his head, but he did drop the ax. He left it lying there in the cemetery and Fitz picked it up. I had a strange sensation, seeing my friend there with a weapon of some size. Was Fitz to be the new muscle of the Crossbones? And more 210 important, was I to be its Henry, and Sarah its Apostle? The very thought of these things left me foggy in the head, afraid of what was to come in the months and years that would follow.

We both watched as the Raven — or what once was the Raven — disappeared into the trees. After an awkward pause, Fitz spoke.

“Did that just happen like I think it did?”

I didn’t think about my reply. I simply said it, which made it feel true even if it wasn’t.

“I think we’ve become what we were fighting all along.”

I looked at the top of the grave site and I knew what I should have said.

Stand back. I’ve got some digging to do.

But I didn’t, and I can’t say exactly why.

Fitz didn’t know there was something to find at gravestone number 42. How could he? The guy had been cooped up in a cave for a week. He didn’t ask for the ghost book, which seemed to have slipped his mind just then. He simply said it was over, we’d ended the Crossbones.

“I think he wanted it to be over,” Fitz told me, holding the ax in one big hand like a man of the woods. “Give him a few days chopping trees and I bet we’ll be back at the trailer. It’ll be like old times. I might even get my old job back at the fly shop.”

I nodded, smiled weakly, let the words hang in the air. All I could think about was what lay under the ground I stood on.

“I need to go home,” I said. “It’s late.”

“Yeah. I should probably follow my dad, make sure everything’s okay.”

Fitz said something about the clause and shook his head, hardly believing what had happened. But I felt it — we both did. Fitz’s dad knew about the clause. He knew its power over the Crossbones, knew his time really had come and gone. The clause had achieved its cruel duty.

I walked maybe five minutes toward town as Fitz went the other way, then I stopped and turned back. I wasn’t scared this time as I stood over the grave. I was excited.

As I started to dig I realized what I was doing, what I’d been doing my whole life.

I was keeping a secret.





Wednesday, July 20, 4:03 a.m.

It took about five minutes to find what I was digging for: a metal box a foot belowground that clanged when my shovel hit. There was a lock — not a very good one — but it didn’t matter. It was a cheap sort of metal with crummy hinges that popped free with one blow from the shovel.

Inside was another wooden box, shaped like a coffin, only much smaller. It fit in my hand. When I opened the coffin and pointed my flashlight inside, there was a vial like the one I’d already given Fitz. Like the one Sarah was supposed to mail me right after she got it, but missed the deadline for overnight by an hour.

The black vial Sarah finally did mail that would arrive in Skeleton Creek in a few hours.

But this vial was different. Inside, white liquid, thick like Elmer’s glue, and on the vial a short poem.

One part black, three parts white.

Make the Crossbones fear the night.

I put the metal box and the small wooden coffin back in the ground and buried them. Then I made my way home with the vial in my pocket, quietly sneaking up the creaking stairs.

And now I’m sitting here, wide awake when I should be sleeping. I’m waiting for the black vial to arrive, so I can mix it.

One part black, three parts white.

And then I’ll use a brush and I’ll paint the pages of the ghost book. And in the ghost book I know what I’ll find.

Something scary.





Wednesday, July 20, 8:13 a.m.

Just got off the phone with Sarah. She’s on her way home. I told her everything. At first she laughed — yeah right, you and me, Crossbones, that’s a good one — but then she fell silent. Like me, I think she’s wondering what that means, if anything.

I couldn’t keep the white vial a secret from her. I even told her I’d kept it from Fitz.

“Good,” she said. “I’ve never even met him. Let’s wait and see what the ghost book tells us. No sense spilling the beans to the Raven’s son just yet. Could be a trick.”

I hadn’t thought of that, but it didn’t really add up. Fitz was a good guy, a friend. All he wanted was a normal life and a normal family. I could hardly begrudge him things like that.

“I guess this is the end, huh?” I said as we were wrapping things up.

“Either that,” Sarah ventured, “or the very beginning. I mean, hey, we run the show now, right? Could mean a lot of things.”

I couldn’t help thinking it meant the three of us would be at war with one another one day.

I’m starting to wonder if I have trust issues.

Sarah left off by saying she’d been getting more and more interested in Edgar Allan Poe. The fact that this entire thing led to his tombstone really got her wheels spinning. So, in typical Sarah fashion, she’s working on an Edgar Allan Poe documentary.

This girl acts more like the Apostle every day.





Wednesday, July 20, noon

Mom’s working, dad’s at the shop, I just ran out to grab us some lunch and stopped at the house. There was a small package at the door, as I’d hoped.

I have the black vial.





Wednesday, July 20, 6:45 p.m.

Suspense is killing me! I won’t be able to sneak off to my room until later tonight, probably not until the sun goes down. I would have preferred to open the ghost book when the sun was still up, but that’s not to be.

The news broke about Henry. Someone blabbed, or maybe it was simply time for the news to get out. Even in a town known for keeping secrets, Henry’s death was a hard one to keep. Sarah is back in Boston, safe and sound, so even if they do question her about where she was on the night the body was found, it won’t matter that much. She’s very good at covering her tracks. And she’s out of danger, so I don’t think anyone is going to dig too deeply into it. Henry was sick and dying. His body had simply lost its ability to carry a soul around. It happens. Especially when you’re walking all over kingdom come, bleeding on the inside.

In any case, the town is buzzing tonight. The mayor has his underwear in a bunch, and all our neighbors keep stopping by to see what we think. Even Gladys Morgan, who doesn’t get out much, sat on our porch and spent an hour trying to convince my dad to run for office. She kept saying Skeleton Creek was turning into a theme park and it had to stop and Paul McCray was just the guy to do it. My dad kept shaking his head, and my mom couldn’t stop laughing. The idea of her quiet, unassuming husband running anything other than a fly shop, let alone an entire town, made it impossible to keep a straight face.

Time passes on the porch in Skeleton Creek.

It’s not as interesting as it sounds.





Wednesday, July 20, 9:57 p.m.

Now that it’s after dark, I have a mind to wait until midnight. Things seem more meaningful when one day is turning into the next.

So I’m waiting.





Wednesday, July 20, 10:43 p.m.

I couldn’t do it. Four minutes was all I could stand before I had the ghost book open to the first page. I had a cereal bowl from the kitchen and an old watercolor paintbrush and the two vials.

At first, things went very badly.

I did like I was instructed: one part black, three parts white. It made a thick, pasty gray goop, and when I tested it on the corner of the first page, the page began to sizzle. The whole corner of the page was eaten away before my eyes.

Whatever sort of alchemy or chemistry was going on here, the two substances mixed together were way too potent for paper.

I sat there for a few minutes all bummed out. My first secret as a Crossbones member was a total dud. It was the watercolor brush that got me thinking.

Watercolor.

That kind of paint starts out thick. Add water and you get the result you’re looking for.

I got a cup of water and poured it into the cereal bowl, mixing the gray goop into a bubbly broth.

“Corner number two,” I said, feeling like I was talking to the book. “Try not to burst into flames.”

It didn’t ignite or sizzle like bacon in a frying pan. Instead, the page changed color. It turned a smoky brown, like it was a pancake that had just been perfectly cooked.

I filled the brush again, and this time, I risked painting the watery Crossbones brew over the first page of the book.

My breath caught in my throat as the entire page turned toasty brown. But it wasn’t all colored. Some of it remained as it was: paper yellowed with age.

Words. And not just any words. Words written by the master himself.

“No way,” I whispered.

I’d seen his handwriting before. And besides, his name was plain as day.
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There are no words to describe the way I felt when I began reading those words. Don’t get me wrong — millions in gold and a library of lost books are not beneath my interest. But this was something altogether different.

These were words no one had ever seen before.

This book — this ghostly book on empty paper — it was filled with Edgar Allan Poe’s words. Words hidden from the world all these years. For a writer, this was the greatest of all priceless treasures.

Once I calmed down and read further, I began to realize there were two unfathomably important things about the ghost book.

The first:

Edgar Allan Poe was a member of the Crossbones. To think that somehow, down through the years, I, too, would end up a Crossbones member — well, it’s just unthinkable. Reading his words as they ran down the first two pages, I felt terribly sorry for him. The Crossbones didn’t let Poe in because they liked him. They let him in because they feared him.
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He goes on to describe a courting period, where a secret society invited him to secret meetings to talk about secret things. But he knew, after a time, how they really felt. They hated him. They wanted to crush him. They wanted to burn his books and shut him up. He was bad for America, bad for the church, bad, bad, bad!

[image: ]

Deceived and afraid, only a few months shy of his own death, Poe began the ghost book. He left notes and sent letters, toying with the Crossbones.
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And so it was that Edgar Allan Poe made the Crossbones think he’d betrayed their secrets, though what secrets he actually knew are hard to say. Members of the Crossbones are paranoid by nature, and he succeeded (or so he says) in driving them half mad with fear.

From beyond the grave the book was found, but Poe was nothing if not good at beating the Crossbones at their own game. To one he gave the white vial, to another the black, and a third the ghost book. He whispered to them each — the others can’t be trusted — and soon after that, Edgar Allan Poe was dead.

The Crossbones, ever wary of the truth in the book, ripped themselves to shreds in its pursuit. If only they’d known the keys were all hidden within their own ranks.

Life lesson: Don’t mess with masters of words. They’ll always get you in the end.

The second secret of the ghost book, a secret a thousand times more important than the first, is one I can scarcely bring myself to report.

Here it is — something remarkable, something grand.

The ploy against the Crossbones lasted only two pages. The other forty pages were something else.

It began on the top of the third page.
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And after that? Words. Many of them. I sat in my room and painted them into existence. It wasn’t one long story — no, it was something far greater than that. Page after page of ideas, stories he wanted to tell but didn’t have the time for. Every page in the ghost book was the skeleton of a new story. And the most amazing thing of all — a hundred years later, I was entranced by every idea. Each of them wholly original, each of them ghastly, gothic, mysterious, or fantastic. Strange creatures and characters in places stranger still, the master in his laboratory, building a monster before my eyes.





Thursday, July 21, 6:30 a.m.

I’ve decided to keep the ghost book. I know what you’re thinking: That’s a crime. You can’t keep it all to yourself. It belongs to everyone, not just you.

I suppose you’re right. But I’m still keeping it.

I’ve been giving a lot of things back to the world lately. I’m just not ready to let this one go. I feel like Gollum in The Lord of the Rings. The ghost book is my precious. I wonder if it will make me live a thousand years and move into a cave and eat raw fish for dinner? Somehow I doubt it.

Hear me out before you judge me.

Edgar Allan Poe didn’t have a rich family to lean on or a job to fill his bank account. He believed his writing would be enough.

Poe failed in the end, and part of that failure was his own. No one is saying he didn’t dig at least half his own grave. But the world dug the rest, and the Crossbones used a big shovel. One writer to another, I feel like a secret torch has been passed from a master to an apprentice. I feel like these ideas were handed down to me, like he reached his hand into the world from the great unknown and made this happen. He put the ghost book and the way inside in my hands. I’ll always believe that, no matter what anyone says.

I’m going to finish what he started.

Sarah will probably laugh at this, and that’s okay. But I want to hang on to these words for just a little while and try to turn them into what I think he would have wanted. I’m not going to use his words, I’m going to use mine. And I’ve decided something else.

I’m going to tell Sarah and Fitz about the ghost book.

The three of us are going to do this together. We’re going to turn the Crossbones on its head. We’re going to make it into something new. This Crossbones will not be about the business of killing ideas and stories and books. In a twist of fate only Poe himself could have orchestrated, the new members of the Crossbones are going to give the world more of his stories, not less.

I can’t help wondering if a day will come when Fitz is forced to take up the great ax and protect the Crossbones from something I can’t yet see. Or if Sarah will leave secret videos and puzzles for two curious teenagers to find. I wonder if we’ll be at odds with one another somewhere down the line, if we’ll fight for power. I hope that will never happen.

In our own way — a way only we can understand — I hope we’ll be together always.

[image: ]
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Ryan,

Twish I could have been there when they smashed up the library. Td
have paid top dollar to watch Gladys Morgan freak out, Word is out
about the books you Hund. Jefferson library — nice — we'ee kind of
amazing, 1 guess. Wish T could be there to take some of the credit, My
patents are like, “Did you hear about Ryan McCray2” I wanted to say,
“Um, yeah, Tknow all about it. T found most of the clues!” But we both
know I couldn’t do that.

T took your voice mail scriously, Ryan. What did Fiz give you> What
makes you think it will lead to something clse? Don't leave me
‘hanging! |
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Don't tell anyone you were involved. Fitz left me something we
need to talk about. Heading for the river — not by choice! — wil
email the moment I get back.
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Filim school i getting better. T'm holding my own. My last video beat
the socks off the one from this eleven-year-old prodigy who's been
schooling me. Three more days and it’s good-bye Hollywood, back in
the car for the long haul to Boston.

Callme the second you get offthat stupid river!I¢s getting loncly out
here without you.

Sarah
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THERE, MusT 8& soriING,
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Keep your phone handy, will ya? This room is something elsc. I can't
shake the feeling that someonc s in here with me.

T might call if  get too freaked out.
Miss you. Exhausted.

Sarah —
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- Words Are my weapon. They want to take them from
me. Twon't let them!
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) — |
in the back corner, and pried it off. In there? A budap bag with a
‘Crossbones birdie stamped on it. You'll have to watch the video to see
what was in there and what T did with it. Crazy!

Tm giving you three videos this time — been editing nonstop! Ten
‘hours of sleep makes me hyper-productive.

Call me after you've watched!

Password: spooksville

Tean hardly wait to get on the road. Next stop, Savannah, Georgia,
Finally tired. "Night!

Sarah
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Ryan,

Tgot your note first thing this morning when I woke up. Chilling, to
say the least. But good, too. Baltimore is one step closer to home, and
its only three hours from the hotel near Monticello where I'n staing.
Tl weap chings up here. T dida't make the post yesterday, so Tl get
the black vial in the overnight to you before I leave Savannah, then
it the road. (By the way, you SO owe me for postage. These packages
are crushing my dining budget — Slurpee for lunch, here I come)

New password for you with a documentary T made about room 204 and
the Apostle footage: theredroom1849

A note on the documentary: After staying a night in room 204, 'm of
the opinion thatits, in fact, haunted. You know me — I'm a debunker
bynature — but ' telling you, something i in that room, and ics not
of this workl. I¢s angry, sad, not at rest. Needles to say; | didt sleep
atall last night.

Anote on the Apostle video before you watch it:I¢’s the last one, We've
reached the end of the journey.
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WHERE ARE YOU? And don't tell me you'e still fishing, Not
buyingi. 5.
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Sarah,
Sorry | disappeared. My dad made me do it!
Are you ready for another haunted road trip? I've attached

scans of what Fitz left for me. Looks like we have our work cut
out for us.
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but stll—im pretty awesome! | won't bore you with the detalls
ofhow I solved I, but you should know the backstory of the place
1f50ute going in there. 1 know, 1 know, youTldo your own research
and make a kiler documentary, squashing my contrbution ke a
bug. 11bask in my moment, however short it wi be.

(Insert game show voice here) — Youl be traveling to sunny
Savannah, Georgia, taying at the swanky 17 Hundrec 90 Hotel.
Welll sven book you in the most haunted room they've got:
room 2041

Okay, enough shenanigans, here's the scoop:

‘Atone time, the hotel wes a boardinghiouse, where a svisen-year.
0 gif used to lve. (Maybe it was you in @ past el Would that
be something?) Her name was Anna Powelland she was kind of
naive. She fll i ove with a viitng sallr, who promptly ook offfor
the igh seas, promising o retum so0n and marry her. Months went
by. No letters, no salr. Soon everyone agrea: He was probably
‘martied and neverintended o reur to a heartsick g in Savaninah,
Mayte he would have retumed f he'd known how distraught Anna
Powellwould become. One ight,her heart broken (0 ieces, she
threw herself ff the balcony of the ot o the bricks below.

Ew

‘The room she jumped from? 204, he same number that resides
onthe Raven Puzze. The same room you'l be staying n fwe're
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T zaws goo at the clearing the other day. T was Wding
9p on the ridge, keeping an eye on my dad. Hles been going
into Raven mode lafely which is reven a. good thing

Wehe living up in this cave by the peak Dang cld
at right. te says we wor't be here much longer, bot T
dor't know. Tt feck like somethins about 1o hagpen
Something big. .

—





OEBPS/images/67-1.png





OEBPS/images/9780545388528_Outside_Front_Cover.jpg
PATRICRKSCARMAN

. READ THE
>

1000
%

FHEl.ErIJﬂ REEK
R THE®

RAVEN

e

WATCH T .
VIDEOS,

e
L UNCOVER i
MYSTERY






OEBPS/images/225-2.png
 Thereis  bodk, a book. without words. This book, it tets
your secrets. Your crimes!
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They dow't know what bad is, these fools! They don't
know what it means to suffer.
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Ryan,

Tknow what the second clue means. Totally figured it out. The really
good news? Iesin the southeast corner of Kansas, heading in the right
dircction. And it only a few hours from Little Rock. Remember when
Tcame out here? Little Rock is where my mom’s old college roommate
lives. T ean stay there again. I¢s all working out. |

So here’ the deal with the second location, which has the greatest name
in the history of haunted locations: the Spooksville Triangle. Nice!
Herc’s that section of the Raven Puzzle:
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I£ T have time, I'm going to work up  documentary on Edgar Allan
Poe. He's more important (0 al this chan I thought.

He's been here all along, hasn'the>

Samh ,————]
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And it gets worse.
The Raven found me.
| attached a video that speaks for itself.

Miss you TONS. Be careful out there. Hope filming is
going well.
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S—

There’s this metal box he's been carrgng ancond |
e fe keep it pretiy clac, aly onden i Mattren |
And the key s abuags acound s eck Yesterday we were.
0t chopping wood together and he set me back ta the
cave 1o refil a jog of waten T was there alme and T
Erew where he!d hidden it T mean, T ddr't actoall see
Kim bide 1, bt T heand b il rocks n th. comme oF f
the caxe on an first right op here. He thought T as
sleeping, but T wasn't |

IM&JMMWWMW%M
the ek with My ax. Tt took thoee big ings bot the bek |
Anally bosted o4 T dor't knows vy T 4 . Heh ging fo
find cot. H'l knw it was me T qoe= T as fived of the |
secrets T thaoght magbe there as something in there
that wodd get me ot of this cave and back on the.
feotbal tear, knns what T meard

There were fueo thing: n the box, neither of which
Makes any serse. One was o completely ank piece of papen
Mmmumauwﬂﬂmwﬁ

The werds?

THE CLAUSE.

A clavse with no words What the heck does
that meart

There was ako a book inide with rothing bt Hank
pages So the Materiovs metal box had bascally mthing
inide

Makes me wonder i My dad & losing b bl






OEBPS/images/108-1.png
sarah,

1hope you'e able to gt s email on your phon when you stop
In the middle of the night. Ifso, just know Im here for you. I'm
‘awake and waitng or your cal.We din't have a chance o cover
how you'l get n there, but maybe you've got that figured out.
Don' do anything 100 wid, okay?

1 figured out the final ocation tonight.Figuring out locations st
riving across Utah drinking Lime Rickeys and eating fry sauce,
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Wait until you see the video of the night the ghost of Old Joe Bush
eame up over the hill. If didn't know better, Id say it really 1asa
host. Henry is dead, but Tm not ready to say the ghosts have bee put
torest.

Tshould have called you Isst nigh, but you sounded so ou of i, T figured
why worry you? Instead of going to the hotel right away, T went ahead
and drove over to Bonnic and Clyde's hideout. Everything went fine —
it was actually the easiest find yet. No ghosts, no visitors — it was all
very routine. I found the stone marked A, right a the base of the house
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T o get this, yoo should knovy my dad’ been talking
" aboot moving on le says there’s no reason 1o stag here
moch longer. He keeps talking about one more thing he has
to do, but he worlt say what it &
T hepe it doesr't have anything to do with goo
T abko hope T get to see yoo again, bot T have a
feeling this is good-bye.
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b

‘going fofind what the Apostie hid there. You'l recall here were |
visp of gl around he e 204, which mkes me ek |
Youllwant to Search in the ar vents.{ bet thats where you'lfing |
what were looking for. [

O, ust 50 you know, that room is SO haunted. But we can talk
‘about that ater. |

Call m

Ryan
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Thave a dreadful fear. of my own death? No, not that
denth. It comes for me either Wiy Fear will credit me
nothing. I fear the death o my words. I fear they'IL find
them, burn them, hurl them into the Abyss!
Here Ikeep them safe. tere they can'the found.
Drink, world, drink! These secret words I write

Joryou.
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There's a dead guy at the Spooksville Triangle in Missouri, Lok
it up online. You can't miss him. He's lying in the middle of the
road. | think it that crazy guy from Skeleton Creek people have
been talking about. Anonymous.
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Ryan,

Tdon'twant o take chances calling you tonight. My parentsare on high
alert about this place. T guess my mom did some research on the hotel
and she's losing her resolve when it comes to letting me run around
ghost hunting.

Thave to admit, there’s something spooky about this room. No matter
how many lights I turn on, it stll seems dark in here. T looked out the
window, saw the brick sidewalk below, felt movement in the room.
Maybe I'm just really tired, but Iwould have bet my e someone was
in the oom with me.

Bu there was no one.
Tfound the air duct upin the corner, used a chair and a screwdriver.

Another Apostle video — maybe the last? Hopefully,it will give usthe
final leter and it will make some sense. I need to et up the projector
and take a ook, but I wanted to email you first 50 you know I got i,
Plus, it makes me fecl better o email you. Almost like you're here.

|
Eased

—
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E Fa: = ]/wwt the 4th, 1531
mc now. What an indi 4
Im At hought twice h/vmlnmgmg them

intomy zmMmz

Amistake, no doubt. But this! Thrown to the Aogs,
Left torot.

Tt anguishes me, this deceit.

And 50T shall make tfum;uuf Ml the Ay of their ‘
sorry Lives.
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Tim barely awake right now, o thisisgoing o be superfat Seing the
hostofO Joe Bush ustabout fried my brain. And the Aposte video
s vintage weirdness, 2 expected. T posted both vidos s e st and
used osirisas the pussword.

The strangest part about what jus happened?

Tim not afaid of Ok Joe Bush anymre. |
Me go sleep now.

s

5. Whats the dause? You holding o on me?

BS. At the end of th video, be ready for  jolt when you ok up.
Thats my only witning.
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On maghe thereh something o thi o€ T car't
onderstand on my an

T giing o0 the book, hoping yo0 can help me. T have
70 e by it pt 2o words on why i 0 specia, ot
trost me T a Crosshones freasire. Yeah, T know abeot
the Cresbones. Been dealing with it My whdle bfe. T bet
s by My mom befed before T was three. She couldr't
take all the secrecy. And 0 knows whaf! T getting
prettysck of it mpe |

Lt figre tis cot, Rpan Let's pill e over on
[ |

T have a feeling we don't have mich time. iy dads
eing fo check the metal box at wme poin, and when he
finds bis sto£f ining, T ot sre what wil happen. |

T geing to head into torin and leave the book in |
1pue room while my dad's deeping T carit do mch from
way o here in the woods, bt Tl o what T can

Therek a big dicot in that giart free my dad puas
ehepping in the grove. T you find o0t anything vrefol leave
e a rote there. Tl check the tree every day

On magbe ot drop e o rote sometine Tt pretly
| eyt

Bring this whole crazy fhing 1o an end, uill o And

wateh goor back. T don't know what my dad & capable of
anguore.

Fh ol

Your friend, Fite.

|
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Firg,

SARA ESUND A viA oF SewE soRT aF
Liaud, SHE's MAILING T To ME AND | sHous
WAVE IT Monbary, | THINK 1T MIGHT 88 usEruL
on i cupuse]

T | boN'T KNow FoR. SURE,

My avessE TRAT THING tas soME SorT o
INVISIBLE ING AND WHATEVER. IS IN THIS ViAL WiLL.
NLacKk 1T, BESIDES "THE cLAVSE]' THE VAL HAD
FOUR OTHER. WoRDS oN IT: "WHEN THERE Is oNE."
ConrusiNG, DoEs IT MEAN "WHEN THERE'S A
SLAVSE, THE VIAL COMES INTo PLAY" oR boEs
IT MEAN SOMETHING TOTALLY DIEFERENT, LIKE
"WHEN THERE's & NUMBER. oNE"T TirpicaL
CROSSBONES DoUBLESPEAK,

I 6oiNG To LEAVE THE VIAL AT YouR oLb
TRAILER. UNDER. THE FRONT sTePs. WioEver.
SWNS IT WASN'T RENTED IT SUT AGAI, 5o IT's
VACANT. C.OME INTa TOWN AND &ET IT LATE

MoNbAY NIGHT IF You can,
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Ryan,

Tcouldaftwait o see what you thought — this vial's goss,rght? Looks
like it filled with black tar, and i has one of those wax seals on the
0p. Ak, it has a red ribbon on the neck that reminds me of blood (I
don't know why). There's something very gothic about his vial, Ryan.
Something, T don't know, siister, I guess. T think it might be poison.

Tsetit in the bathroom. Couldn't stand looking at it anymore.

Sarah
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See how each of th thee roads have  lerter o them? That was the
iveaway. Kis for Kansas, M for Missous,and O for Oklshoma. That
means the location i right where the three states meet, Aftr ] igured
that ou, it was cay finding the Spooksvile Triangle. I cverywhere
onlinet A very well known haurt.

‘The skeleton hand with the antern representsthe ghost, but you'l have
0 lookitup on your own. I gotea go make a movie!

More soon,






