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What’s buried at the end of the road?

Four college students are spending their summer break trawling the back roads of the South for photos of old relics. But when they witness a man bury a boy alive by the side of the road, they are thrust into an all-night chase through a foggy swamp of fresh graves, deadly creatures and dead bodies.

With no phones and no hope of rescue on this remote dead-end road, they must pull together to survive the night, rescue the boy, and uncover the secrets of the road... before it kills them.

Who will live to see the sun come up
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Three men can keep a secret, 

if two of them are dead.
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“On Gravedigger Road is where it all started. I suspect that’s where it will end. I spent a year there one night. That’s the way I see it, anyway. The worst night of my life. We saw something we shouldn’t have seen. But no one believes me, do they? 

Not even you. That hurts most.

Sure, I’m feeling sorry for myself. I do that a lot these days. I’ll get over it.

I doubt I’ll see you again, and sorry for that, but I have to do this.. So please pass this story on. Maybe someday someone will care. Maybe it will have meaning. Don’t come looking for me. I won’t be found. I can’t be found. You see, I’m going back. Back to where it all started. I fear I left something there on that road, and I’m going back to find it.”


—  Love, K.D.



Note found in a manila envelope with a four-hundred page handwritten manuscript, collected from the Fifth Avenue drop box, postmarked October 1.
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The body of the man who had tried to save him lay six feet away, as it had for more than a day, filling the cellar with the stench of decay. The eyes stared through him. The eleven-year-old boy who shared the cellar tried not to look back.

The boy flinched at the sound of boots on the ceiling. It was the other man, the big man, moving around upstairs. Every stomp of his boots sent a thin mist of dust sprinkling into the cellar. Andy closed his eyes and mouth and struggled not to cough for fear it would alert his captors. They thought he was sleeping, but he had spit the pills into the floor drain. Now he fumbled in the dark for a tool.

A small window well near the ceiling admitted a sliver of moonlight that led him to a metal shelf unit. His small hands felt the smooth glass of jars. He touched nails, screws, and finally what he needed: a Philips-head screwdriver. He also discovered a roll of tape and shoved it into his pocket.

The cellar door opened, and light flooded in. Andy scooted to the corner and pretended to be asleep. The big man clomped down the rickety steps and picked up the dead body as if it were nothing. Such was his strength that he tossed it over his shoulder and made his way back upstairs without losing a breath. For him, carrying the body was as effortless as the murder itself.

When the door closed, the boy pushed two wooden crates together and stacked two more on top, creating a precarious pyramid ladder. Now was the perfect time to escape, when they were getting rid of the body. The dead man wasn’t part of this; he had merely been in the way. The boy had heard the two kidnappers discussing how they would place the body in the swamp and not bury it in the small graveyard where Andy’s mother was buried yesterday. Andy was destined for one of those graves. Tomorrow morning.

The boy didn’t intend to be here for that.

He climbed the boxes and reached the window well. Concentrating so hard that he bit his tongue, his small fingers worked the screw out and placed it on the ledge. The second and third screws were almost as easy. 

A new rain of dust fell on his head. He stifled a cough and swallowed hard.

The final hinge screw was corroded. It resisted his efforts, and the screwdriver slipped and scraped his hand. He ignored the blood until it made his grip too slippery to hold the tool. Quickly, he wrapped the cut in the tape he’d stolen. It was surgical tape and disappeared against the skin—what luck! He bent back to the task, and this time the screw turned. But when he got it loose, it fell to the floor. It bounced and struck a dozen pings before rolling down the drain. 

He paused to listen. Upstairs, the man stomped across the floor.

He heard that. He’ll come down.

But he didn’t. It was only a tiny sound in a house full of noises, most of them born of rage. 

With the hinged holders gone, the window fell open. His body fit through with inches to spare. He twisted and worked his bony torso into the well, but when his buttocks rested on the glass, it cracked. He wriggled further up into the well.

Fearing all the noise he was making would attract unwanted attention, he stopped for a second. Was the dog near? The night was calm but full of life. Sounds emanated from the swamp—loons and toads and crickets—but that was two hundred yards away, maybe more. He tried to remember how far. He could barely see anything beyond the outline of the willow tree across the road.

Andy squirmed out of the window and crawled onto the dead ground. No grass grew here, not on this side of the road. He rose and dashed for the tree on the other side. He did not look at the graves to the left. His mother had been buried in one of them earlier today. Or was it yesterday? He couldn’t remember. Another hole was dug shallow and waiting for him.

Tomorrow. They said they’d bury me tomorrow. After the new moon ritual.

The words he’d heard them say were indelibly etched in his brain. Right now, he didn’t want to think about that, or about her.

The boy hit the tree and pressed his body against it, making himself one with the trunk. The house he had escaped was the sole house on this dead-end road. No one was around for miles to help. If he screamed, it would only bring the man down on him. A single lamp gleamed through the front window of the living room, and Andy saw the man’s silhouette inside. He didn’t think the other one was there. He waited and listened.

Where is that dog? If it’s loose, I’m dead.

But the dog wasn’t around. He wondered if she had taken it, that woman. Had they left him alone with the man?

Andy tied his right sneaker and checked the other in preparation to run. He crept first on all fours, then stood and sped up the road, his shoes pounding dirt and gravel. He veered into the shallow grass to soften the sound of his footfalls but avoided the taller grass. There were things in the tall grass, poisonous and deadly, that he didn’t want to meet. 

He advanced past a line of skulls poised on metal spikes. Last night they had been set on fire, tinting the road with their glow. Tonight, they were lifeless and dark. For that he was grateful. The darkness helped spirit him up the road.

Three-quarters of the way, he changed course and headed into the fringe of the swamp. The roads wouldn’t be his ally. He knew his captors had friends in the area, bad people privy to the kidnapping. Instead, he planned to stay in the swamp, but only at the edge. Even there, the danger was real.

Gators and snakes and shit. Screw them!

He prayed he’d see none of that tonight. If he crossed at the right spot, a mile up, he could skirt the next road and duck if cars came. Best to avoid being found until he reached the highway. Only the highway was safe. So damn far—at least twenty miles off, by his guess. His chances of finding it were slim, but he refused to be buried next to his mother. Not without a fight.

The swamp suddenly lit up, suffused with hues of orange. He turned and saw the skulls down the road had been set aflame. That didn’t mean the people knew he had escaped; he believed they lit the skulls every night. But it meant one of them was on the road. Andy squatted and rested to catch his breath. 

After ten minutes, he crawled forward.

A shadow passed over him, and he sprang to his feet. He sprinted away from the road, his arms swinging and his lungs gulping air. His small sneakers tore through the grass.

For the second time this week, he ran for his life.
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Zach put his head in the alligator’s mouth for kicks. Half sure the jaws would snap his head off, he did it anyway to get a good photo. Bragging rights were king on social media. The creature was dead and stuffed, but Zach felt a tingle of doubt. Was anyone sure it was dead, or was it playing dead? As soon as his friends clicked their photos, he yanked his head free. His grin was as wide and toothy as the gator’s, but Zach’s was whiter. This place reminded him of the crocodile farm he’d seen in Thailand two years earlier, his first trip to visit grandma.

“Are you happy now?” Jessie asked, straining not to roll her eyes. She tried to be tolerant but found the entire alligator farm to be ridiculous.

Jessica Hampton was the main reason for this trip and the one who had planned it. In the middle of her graduate degree in history and archival studies at the University of Pittsburgh, she wanted to spend five weeks of summer break sifting through the remote back roads of the Deep South to document little-known monuments and relics of the past. Not everyday relics, she wanted something unique, something with dazzle.

Milton Peltner, known as Pelt to his friends, was the second reason. A photographer in need of a new portfolio, he wanted to photograph the unknown, the rarely visited culverts of the country. He had dreams of finding that rare totem only he would photograph and make viral on the net.

Zach Saetang came along for the experience. He was a criminology major and held a place on the Pitt track team. He ran every morning before each outing. Though he wanted to put his criminology skills to the test, he came along mainly for the fun. To him, alligators, spiders and snakes were fun.

Cole Diaz Ramirez only came because his girlfriend, Jessie, had asked. And because Zach and Cole were best friends. He and Zach were rarely apart. Their college baseball team had a month off until pre-season warm-ups—he was their best hitter, but only a fair center fielder—so he had the time. And the car. As the strongest athlete in this group of four, he considered himself the “muscle” of the group. In reality, Jessie was more likely to defend them from any tempestuous strangers. She usually packed both Binaca and mace and was more likely to get into a fight.

Friends since childhood, they stuck together even when Zach’s parents moved to Chicago. He returned to Pittsburgh to study at U Pitt with his friends, in both their undergrad and graduate years. They were inseparable, even on their summer breaks. Even when one of them suggested a harebrained trip to nowhere.

The four students were on day six of their planned thirty-five-day trek across the South, a long way from home. Not a promising start, though. They hadn’t yet found anything of value to buy, document or photograph. That’s why they had agreed to stop at Bud’s Gator Museum on their second day in Louisiana. Zach and Cole were delighted by the attraction; Jessie and Pelt, not so much.

Jessie watched Cole and Zach fondle two small alligator skulls that had been stripped, boiled and cleaned, and were now for sale. Cole touched his ever-present baseball cap, which meant he was thinking. Whenever he adjusted his cap, he had something to ponder. She hoped it wasn’t the purchase of an alligator skull.

Pelt leaned into her. “You’ve been grumpy all week. What’s up?”

“I’m not grumpy. I just think this is a stupid waste of time.”

“I take that back. You’ve been grumpy all year. What’s up with you, Jess?”

“Things.” She shifted away from him. “Are you two about done playing around?”

Zach held up a set of alligator jaws and maneuvered them like a puppet.

Cole laughed. “Sure, babe. Almost done.”

Bud, the owner, frowned and slipped his thumbs into his overalls. “You break it, you buy it.”

Jessie grabbed Zach and Cole by their shirts and moved them along to the next room. Pictures of giant alligators lined the walls. Pelt was sure at least one was a photoshopped fake. But there was nothing fake about the stuffed eighteen-footer displayed on a platform in the center of the room. It dominated the exhibit and got more than one wow from the group.

“Things this big are out there?” Pelt asked. “Are you serious? That side camping trip you planned for tomorrow... it’s off, man. I’m not camping outside with these monsters out there.” He made a mental note to get backup from Jessie on this.

The end of the room housed a live twenty-foot yellow Burmese python. It coiled around a tree trunk inside a glass enclosure big enough for five people. It rested its head lazily on a heated rock, unimpressed by the tourists.

Zach said, “Awesome,” twice, but Cole gave it a wide berth, eyeing it suspiciously as he left the room. Pelt and Jessie had to push Zach onward to the souvenir shop, which led them outside. Late morning had arrived, and the heat already smothered them. They fanned themselves with their t-shirts to cool off.

“Lovely,” said Jessie. “Snakes inside, and gnats and bugs outside.” But the trip had been her idea, and she only complained because she wanted to get back on the road to find something of value. She believed that strange pieces of history were buried all over the region, but none would be here at Bud’s Gator Museum.

For the grand finale of the tour, Bud took them out behind the building to a kid’s swimming pool filled with baby alligators. They climbed over one another and formed a pile in one corner to get some sun. A sign said they were for sale as pets, only $10 each.

“I’m no expert,” said Zach, “but that sounds like a bargain to me. We need to get one. No! Two. A pair, so they have each other to grow up with.”

“No way in hell,” said Jessica.

“Yes! This is happening.”

“Let me sort this out,” Pelt said. “You want to... what, put them in a plastic bowl and carry them around for four more weeks in the car? Sloshing around the back as we drive from town to town? And then when you get home, put them in your kitchen sink until they’re big enough for the bathtub. Then... after about a year or two, they’re too big to keep, but no one will take them. And you can’t afford to feed them anymore, even after you’ve stolen the neighbors’ dogs and cats. In the end, they eat you.” He removed his glasses and cleaned them on his t-shirt. “Yeah. That works for me.”

Zach thought for a moment. “But they’re so damn cute. Right?”

Jessica shook her head. “Not even a little.”

“They’re adorable.” Zach stuck a hand into the pool and tapped one on the head.

Bud looked concerned. “Uh, a few of them are gettin’ big enough to bite. Don’t lose a finger there, son. We ain’t liable.” He pointed to the faded wooden sign above the pool: Not responsible for injuries.

“When we get back home, we’ll buy you a baby chick, all yellow and furry,” Jessie promised. “Chicks are cute. Or ducks. But this...” she waved a finger at the pool, “is not happening.”

Pelt captured a photo of the baby alligators and slapped his friend on the back. “Come on, Big Z. I’ll buy you one of the little skulls. You can put it on your desk when we get home.”

That appeased Zach for the moment, and he beamed a smile. Bud’s wife appeared again. They had met her at the souvenir shop and heard all about her gout flare-up in excruciating detail. She wore a simple flowered dress and had three butterfly pins in her gray hair.

“The tour includes lunch,” she reminded them.

“But we got no tacos,” Bud said to Cole, then shifted his eyes to Zach. “Or sushi.” He shuffled into the gift shop to let his wife handle the food.

Zach scrunched his nose. “That’s fine. I don’t like sushi. Why would you—”

“I think he’s being racist,” Cole explained. “I must be a Mexican and you must be Japanese, ya know.”

“I was born in Pittsburgh,” Zach said, feigning confusion. He enjoyed that. “And I’m not Japanese. My mom is Thai.”

“He meant no harm,” Jessie said softly, always the peacemaker. “It’s just the way they are down here. He’s old. Old people are... you know.”

“So, what am I?” Pelt asked.

Cole winked. “A.W. B.”

“Average White Band?”

“No, Pelt. Average White Be’atch, same as Jess.”

“You know,” said Pelt, “that was a real band in the 70s. Average White Band, not the other.”

“I don’t think so.” Cole didn’t believe anything he hadn’t seen with his own eyes. “No one would name their band that.”

“In the 70s they would!”

Bud’s wife returned with a plate of meat on a stick. “I’ve got grilled gator kebabs. If you grill it right with plenty of sauce and a thin slice of cheese... well, it’s to die for. You won’t regret it. It’ll be the highlight of your trip.”

They looked at her.

“Are you serious?” Cole asked.

“About what, dear?” She didn’t understand the question.

Zach whispered to Pelt, “Dude, isn’t that like eating horse at a horse race?”

Pelt pursed his lips. “Hmm. I think it’s more like eating chocolate at Hershey Park.”

“Ah.”

“We don’t really have time for that, ma’am,” Cole said. He wrinkled his nose at the meat. It smelled like hamburger, but the idea of gator grub turned him off. “We need to move on.” 

“Oh, that’s a pity. You’re missin’ out. You kids need to stop an’ eat an’ enjoy life, or you’ll miss it all. And you’re skinny as straws, every last one of ya.” She giggled. There was something sweet about her. She was everyone’s grandma. “Well, the meat doesn’t travel well in the heat. I tell ya what, I’ll make you some peanut butter an’ jelly for the road.”

“Drinks cost extra,” Bud shouted from the gift shop, lest anyone think their one-dollar soda or iced tea was on the house.

“We need to get back on the road,” Jessie said. “We’re in a hurry.” They weren’t, but she wanted to get out of there.

“I’ll pack you a bag,” Bud’s wife said. It wasn’t an offer or a request, it was a statement. She was already off to complete the task.

They piled back into Cole’s Accord with their souvenirs and drinks. Pelt held the bag of sandwiches from Bud’s wife; he cradled them on his lap like a delicate baby. Gravel spun under the tires. Zach waved to Bud and his wife while Pelt snapped two more photos of the couple in front of their gator museum slash farm. Cole focused on the road while Jessie glared at the morning with second thoughts about the entire trip.

The car turned up dust and rolled out.

“Someone get the map. Where to next?”
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Cole slammed on the brakes, jerking them forward in their seats. A standard rectangular street sign said Dead-End Road. It was the sign they had been searching for, but its simple presentation was a bit of a letdown. It looked deserted.

The lane clearly stretched much deeper than the fifty yards indicated on the map. From the looks of it, the dirt road spanned for miles into the weeds and brush. A tall willow tree guarded the entrance, a wooden sign nailed to it with the words Dead End painted in red, the letters misshapen and uneven as if from a child’s hand.

“I guess this is it,” Pelt said. He rolled down the window and snapped a few photos of both signs. “C’mon. We need a selfie at the end of it.”

“It looks empty,” Jessie said. “Tell me again why we need this?”

“A selfie at the end of Dead-End Road? It’s classic. It’ll be internet gold.”

“It’s stupid,” Cole said. “But it might be cool.”

Zach folded the map on his lap and re-examined it, running his finger along a line. “It shouldn’t go that far. It only shows an inch here on the map. I mean, like a hundred feet maybe.”

“Well, we gotta go to the end,” Pelt said. “That’s the whole point. Right?”

“It’s narrow,” Cole complained. “If another car comes the other way, where are we supposed to go? Into that mess of weeds? They’ll scratch my car.”

“What car would be coming the other way? Seriously, there’s no one out here. And it’s a dead end! No one else is on this road, dude. And weeds won’t hurt your junkyard car, anyway.”

“He has a point,” said Jessie. “I love you, babe, but your car’s a piece of crap.”

“Easy,” Cole said. He rubbed the dashboard. “She doesn’t mean that, sweetie.” Cole thought every car was a special lady.

Zach reminded them they were fifty miles from the highway. “Let’s not waste too much time, guys. I want a real bed in a real motel tonight. Last night sucked.”

Pelt slapped his palm. “True that, my friend. We’ll be fast. This is something no one else can say they saw. It’ll be what stands out in my portfolio.”

“Doubting that. And doubting anyone will care. But I’m okay. Let’s check it out.”

Jessica shrugged. “Alright. Let’s do this. But if we see any more snakes in the brush, you two back there will have to carry Cole out on a stretcher.”

Cole hated snakes, and the group had already seen three in their first six days on the road—not counting Bud’s python. Snakes, bugs and lizards, but very few antiques or unique items to photograph. It was going to be a long summer if they didn’t find something good soon, anything to make this trip worthwhile.

Cole turned the car onto the dirt road and sped past the painted sign. The Accord jostled over rocks and twigs, while Cole complained incessantly that his car wasn’t built for this. According to the map, they should have already reached the end of the road. Instead it bent slightly to the right and continued on.

“You see that?” Jessica asked.

A tree branch extended several feet over the road, a cardboard sign hanging from its knotted arm. It twisted in the breeze, but during moments of lull they caught its message. Written in thick black marker were the words:

Gravedigger Road.

No Trespast.

Misspelled, and the first S was written backwards.

Zach got out and tried to touch the sign. Even jumping, it evaded his reach by a foot. “Not a good omen, gentlemen.”

“Get back in,” Cole yelled out the window. “We’ll go to the end and turn around.”

After another mile, he insisted they give up and turn back, except there was no good place to do that. He wondered how stable the grass was on the right or if it was a marsh that would swallow his car. Trees crowded the left side, leaving few safe places to make a U-turn on the narrow path generously called a road.

Then they saw something that made them sit up and take interest. The left side opened into a wide clearing of grass and bushes with a church at its center. Old and weathered, angled to one side as if it might one day fall over, the pains of old age spilled off it, and that’s what the group had been hunting for.

“Oh snap! What is that?” Jessica shouted. She leaned forward into the windshield, her interest spiking.

“Holy crap,” Pelt said. “No pun intended.”

He began snapping photos before the car even slowed. They pulled off the road onto a gravel lot in front of the church.

“Hot as hell, man,” Zach said. “Park in the shade. Over there on the side.”

Cole eased the car onto the grass alongside the church and parked underneath the wide boughs of two willow trees, safely sheltered from the sun. Everyone except Zach opened their doors.

“You’re too close to the tree, man.”

“Climb out the other side. Don’t be a wuss.”

The church side held little more room. Zach had to squeeze through without scraping the door against the rotting wood of the church, forced to trample a row of violets to get out and away from the car. 

“Sorry little flower dudes,” he apologized.

The front of the church was covered in unpainted wood with no finish, decorations or signs. A simple cross towered on its steeple, nothing more. The only color was from a few patches of wildflowers growing around the building’s base. Modest and rustic, it was as plain as buildings get.

Zach opened the church door to a shrill creak, and poked his head in. Splinters of light seeped through crevices in the wood, and a murky glow shone through ten dirty windows on each side. The ceilings stood remarkably high.

“This looks horrid,” he said. He motioned inside with a flourish. “Ladies first.” That was directed at Cole.

They stepped inside.

A musty odor hit them hard. The church hadn’t been aired out in years; the smell was a testament to its age and abandonment. They wondered when the windows had last been opened, or even the front door. They might be the first visitors in a decade, but if that were true, it was in surprisingly good shape. Twelve rows of oak pews lined each side of the sanctuary. A lonely pulpit made of darker wood sat on a riser at the front.

Jessie ran her hand along one of the pews and checked her fingers. “There’s almost no dust. Someone has been here to clean it. This place... it’s been cleaned. Recently. Don’t you think?”

“They should have aired it out some more,” Cole said. He stretched his t-shirt over his mouth and nose. “It’s gross.”

Pelt snapped photos at every angle. The design and structure fascinated him. He squatted and took photos of the light rays as they hit the pews. There was no stained glass, only plain windows high up in the walls. They badly needed a cleaning, but the high arched roof gave the church an air of nobility. Built like a large shack, it somehow still retained the characteristics of a church, no less impressive than the great cathedrals in the cities. Pious and elevated. But it stank.

On the floor before the pulpit lay three crosses fashioned from tree branches and cut with a saw, the cross pieces nailed together and reinforced by twine. The supplies to make them—the nails, twine, hammer and saw—had been cast across the floor in a haphazard manner. Zach sniffed the ends of the branches and felt the bark with two fingers. They were cut recently. Someone had made these crosses in the past few days.

“Why?” Jessica asked. “Why now? I wonder what they are for.”

“I hope whoever made them comes back,” said Pelt, always snapping photos. He captured the pulpit and the crosses. “I’d bet dollars to donuts they have a ton of cool stories to tell.”

“That would make for a great paper,” Jessica agreed. She was always thinking of her next thesis, grappling for something that would make her work stand out. It drove her. Sometimes it drove her crazy. “But we can’t hang out here forever and wait for them to come back. It might be weeks.”

They inspected the dark wood that held the church together, the moldy trim and the rotting floor boards. This church was in great shape for its age, despite its slant and strange build. They pegged it at two hundred years old, at least. The stories within its walls spoke to the group’s sense of wonder in different ways. Cole was the only one immune to its charms.

An organ sat in the corner, lonely and forgotten. Jessie tapped a key, but no sound came out.

Behind the organ, a doorway led to a back room, then a staircase to a baptismal chamber. An opening allowed the congregation to view the baptism from their pews. Now the baptismal basin was empty, but a ring around the rim told of water it once held. Pelt took photos and speculated how many people were baptized here over the years. A hundred? A thousand? How many decades had this church served its parishioners before being abandoned?

“It’s a bit odd, the location, don’t you think?” Zach asked. “There are no houses on this road. Not even broken down homes or any remains. There were never any other buildings on this dead end. It’s not been deserted, it’s more like it was never inhabited.”

“Your point?” Cole asked, his voice muffled by his shirt tent.

“People usually live near churches. Why not here? Why didn’t anyone live near this church?”

“It was different back then,” Jessica said. “In the 1700s people lived on farms, far from each other. It was normal to get on a horse and ride a long way to town to buy supplies. Or, I guess, even to church.”

“I still think it’s not normal,” Zach insisted. “Weird as hell.”

Pelt agreed but was more concerned with getting every piece photographed. “I’m going outside to get some shots of the exterior.”

“Me too. I’ll go with,” Cole mumbled into his shirt. He was eager to escape the smell.

“You’re such a lightweight, man.” They passed through the doorway and let a wave of fresh air in.

Zach examined the crosses again; he traced his fingers along the grooves in the wood. “What are these for? I mean, there aren’t any other crosses in here. And only one on the roof, but it’s not like these.” The roof cross was carved, finished and painted, but these were make-shift; branches put together the way a child might do for a pet’s grave.

“There’s nothing in here; no icons at all,” Jessie said. She knelt next to him and touched a cross. “Not even a picture of Mary or Jesus. This church is abandoned. Are you sure these crosses are new?”

Zach sniffed the wood once more. “Yep. Fresh cut this week. And the end has been sharpened to a point. These were made to stick in the ground. Either that, or as a weapon.”

“Why? Why now, after all these years?”

“I don’t think it’s part of a remodel. These were meant for outside. A garden, maybe. Out front?”

She took a moment to study the sanctuary again and gazed up at the windows. Dust danced in the sunlight that fought its way through the grimy glass. Dust. Had they stirred that up when they entered? Or did it always swirl like this?

And the church was cold. Hot as it was outside, the air was twenty degrees cooler in the sanctuary. She felt a cold draft. Zach felt it, too; she saw a shiver run through him. What ghosts still rode these pews?

“I want to leave,” she whispered.

“Go ahead. I’ll be out in a minute.”
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They spent half an hour in and around the church before Pelt pleaded for them to continue to their objective, the end of Dead-End Road. He used his zoom lens to spot the weeping willow tree that marked the terminus. Only half a mile, so they agreed to walk. They brought the sandwiches and the drinks they’d bought at the alligator farm and planned a quick picnic and a victory lap before heading on.

They noticed a remarkable decrease in green on the left as they approached the end of the road. The trees became thin and bare until covered only in dead branches, spindly and twisted. The grass yellowed and then disappeared entirely. Aside from patches of brown weeds, the earth was barren.

Further along, they spotted thirteen crosses similar to those inside the church, but these had been planted in the ground to form a small graveyard at the end of the road. A display so heartbreaking, even the birds avoided it. This sad little graveyard was the purpose of the crosses someone had assembled in the sanctuary.

Only a rat found the courage to wander the graves. When it heard the four intruders, it scurried across the road and into the swamp grass. Cole threw a dirt clod at it but missed.

At the gravesite, they counted two rows of six crosses. A third row held only one cross and one covered grave, but it also contained a second hole that had been dug and left open. Fourteen graves, but the last plot had not yet been filled.  

“Cree-ee-py,” Cole said. “Who would bury someone way back here?”

“It’s not people, I’m sure,” said Jessie. “It’s probably pets. A pet cemetery or something like that.”

Zach counted the steps from head to toe of each grave, then from cross to cross lengthwise. “These are seven feet apart. That’s big enough for people.”

“So?”

“So, how many cats do you know that are seven feet long? How many dogs?”

“Might be gators,” Cole offered. “I mean, it is the bayou, sort of.”

“Yes, and twelve people had pet alligators they were so fond of that they made a little gator cemetery for them. Don’t be stupid, man. This is for people. People are buried here.”

“You can’t bury people anywhere you want,” Jessica laughed. “There are zoning laws. You can’t bury your aunt in the front yard.”

“Out here? What zoning laws do you think apply here? We’re in the middle of nowhere. Anyone wants to bury their grandpa out back, he can. Who’s gonna stop them? Who would even find out? This isn’t only the middle of nowhere, it’s miles from the middle of nowhere. We’re in Nahnia, man.”

Jessie frowned. “That’s not how it’s pronounced.”

But Pelt agreed. “That’s how people used to do it. My grandma told me that when she was little, her mom had a stillborn baby and her dad just buried it on the farm. Nothing more was said or done about it. Back then when people were poor, that’s how it was done.”

Jessie didn’t buy it. “This isn’t 1920. You can’t do that anymore. I’m sure of it.”

Zach knelt and ran his hand through the dirt of the unfilled grave. He smelled it and felt its texture. “This was dug recently. It’s fresh. The dirt is new.”

“How can you tell?”

“The way it feels and smells. It’s moist. This was dug today, this morning maybe. Or last night.”

Zach stood and clapped his hands free of the dirt, then wiped them on his jeans. “Check out the house.”

They had been so mesmerized by the unexpected gravesite, only now did they notice a small house built fifty yards back from the road. A rundown shack that had never been painted, only bare boards nailed together formed a structure that looked as sound as a popsicle fort. A small porch sagged badly at its front. All the windows were covered, two boarded up, one with a black curtain drawn. No lawn, no green, only dirt and patches of dead weeds cast a rug of despair to the front porch, and more dead trees peppered the landscape around the house. The scene was dreary, a portrait of death.

“Who the hell would live in that?” Jessie asked. “You think anyone’s home?”

“I doubt it.” Cole touched his cap. “Looks abandoned. Besides, would you live here behind a bunch of graves?”

“I wouldn’t live anywhere on this road or in this town. Not even if you paid me. So, no, not me. But someone did, at one time.”

“No one lives there,” Zach said with conviction. “But I bet they store tools and shit for the graves.”

“But they made the crosses in the church back there. Remember? Why not make them here, in the house?”

“Yeah. You’re right. Maybe they make them in the church to bless them. A ceremony. There were three back there. I guess they expect to bury more bodies. More cats, dogs or gators.”

“Or Aunt Margaret,” Cole said.

“There’s room for eighteen. Three rows of six. This row can fit a few more. Only thirteen things are buried here, thirteen people or pets. So, they plan to eventually need three, four, five more. This is a work in progress, guys. Not some ancient burial ground. It’s ongoing.”

“That’s very unsettling,” Pelt said. “We should get out of here. Let’s take our big photo and go.”

“I think we should check out the house,” Zach said.

“No way in hell. No way,” Jessie insisted, and Cole echoed her sentiment. Whoever lived in that hellish-looking shack, they didn’t want company.

Zach held up his hands and backed off. “Fine. I thought this was our big Pee-wee adventure. Could be something old and historical in there.”

“We’ll pass,” Cole said.

“Could be gold!”

“Or a box of chicken heads and voodoo dolls. We’ll pass, thanks.”

Pelt clicked a set of pictures of each side of the road and the house. “Guys, you notice how dead this end is? Lots of green trees and grass up there, but down here only dead twigs and dirt—no grass at all.”

“It’s only this side of the road, though,” Zach said. “The other side is covered with... swamp, or whatever the hell is over there. But it’s green. It’s alive.”

“Yeah.” Cole saw it now, too. “Only the graveyard and the house are on dead land. It’s almost like it’s contaminated.”

“Pesticide dump, maybe.”

“This whole trip is one big pesticide dump,” Jessica complained. “One long string of freaks and weirdos. That bizarre garage of jars two days ago. Yesterday’s freak-show antique auction, today’s gator farm, and now this. None of this trip is turning out the way I had planned.”

“What did you expect? You’d discover Sherman’s sword and his last will and testament?”

“I expected more.”

Cole had had enough. “I’m hungry. Let’s get that selfie and then lunch. And then back on the damn road to the highway.” 

After the obligatory stream of pics taken with Pelt’s camera and each of their phones as they stood at the end of the dead-end, and one in front of the little graveyard, they crossed the road and sat under the shade of a giant willow tree that resembled an umbrella. It was one of the few trees on the swamp side of the road—the green side—opposite the graves. Behind them lay miles of tall grass and likely some marsh ground in the middle. The blades stood four to five feet high, reaching six feet in some places. Snakes would be a certainty, but no one mentioned that. Cole didn’t need to be reminded. If it hadn’t occurred to him yet, it was best not to bring it up.

They relaxed and ate the peanut butter and jelly sandwiches Bud’s wife had made for them. The jelly was strawberry and definitely homemade, as was the bread. No one complained. They were delicious.

“That ground is badly contaminated,” Zach said. “That’s why nothing grows there.”

“You mean cursed?” Jessica asked.

“No, I said contaminated. Like I said before: pesticide dump. Gas or chemicals or something like that seeped into the earth. I wonder if anyone realizes it. They shouldn’t be burying anything here. The whole area should be checked out by the EPA.”

“Like the EPA would ever make it back here. It’s miles from any homes. No one cares if the ground is leeched or poisoned or whatever.”

Zach shrugged. “I care.” 

Though a closet environmentalist, he rarely let it show. Part of his Thai-American heritage, he supposed, even though he spoke no Thai and had only visited his grandparents once. His parents were avid environmentalists. More than that, they were focused on getting him into law school, environmental law. They hated his love for criminology but got by with false promises that law school was next. It wasn’t. To them, his overachieving came first, family second, then the Earth. To him, running came first, then everything else in shifting order, depending on his mood.

After lunch, they relaxed and drank their sodas and tea. It was becoming a lazy afternoon.

Until the gravedigger arrived.

The sound of a truck’s poorly tuned engine disturbed more than the road; it woke the whole swamp. Louder as it barreled toward them, the tree hid it from view until it was nearly upon them. A badly rusted relic—a pick-up truck that might have dated back to the fifties—stirred up dust from the road, then turned left and parked next to the graveyard. It spat black exhaust fumes as the engine sputtered a few seconds after shutting down.

A man dressed in a brown robe jumped out of the driver’s side, grabbed a shovel from the truck bed and went to work on the open grave. They couldn’t see his face. The man kept his head down with the robe’s hood pulled up, but they could see he was a big man. His robe swelled and ballooned in the wind while he worked to deepen the grave.

“What is he, like a monk?” Pelt whispered. “Damn hot to wear all that.”

Hypnotized by the scene, no one replied. They watched him tidy the grave and wondered what they were witnessing. If this was a sacred ceremony, they should announce their presence. It wasn’t polite to trespass on a funeral, especially in t-shirts and jeans. Even a pet funeral deserved better.

But this wasn’t a funeral; it was only the gravedigger. And yet, before he broke earth, he bowed his head and prayed for a few seconds, or seemed to do so.

In the shadow of the tree, they sat still, observing the man at work. They didn’t think their presence was a problem, and they’d certainly leave before the funeral started. But no one wanted to break the silence.

Then the unexpected happened. The man opened the back gate of the truck bed to reveal the body of a pre-teen boy, ten or twelve years old. He wasn’t in a casket. His body was out in the open. While that in itself seemed odd, the boy’s hands and feet were tied, and duct tape stretched across his mouth. 

“I told you it was people,” Zach murmured. “People are buried here.”

But why tie up a dead body? Makes no sense. What kind of ritual is this?

And where’s the coffin?

They all wondered the same thing but didn’t say anything. They were frozen, captivated by the scene unfolding across the road. And glad to be hidden under the tree. It was clear the man hadn’t seen them. They weren’t sure how he’d react to their intrusion. Most of all, they wanted to see more. Sometimes you can’t look away.

Ceremoniously, the man spread a wide burlap blanket on the ground and bowed his head again, pausing several seconds. A second silent prayer, perhaps. Then he threw the boy’s body on the ground. A humpf sound came from the body. It was almost as if it felt the pain of being thrown down. The man whistled an old gospel tune, Amazing Grace, as he wrapped the body in the burlap covering and lifted it in his arms. It was then they realized how large the man truly was; it took no effort for him to lift the body that had to weigh at least ninety pounds. He tossed the corpse into the open grave as if it were a pound bag of sugar, with no more effort than stocking a pantry.

And he continued to whistle.

Amazing grace, how sweet the sound...

The man lifted a handful of dirt and let it fall through his fingers onto the boy. 

... that saved a wretch like me... 

The ritual shot goosebumps over the four spectators. It wasn’t right. Spiritual but not holy; it felt somehow less divine and more depraved. This was no church funeral; it was... something else. Why were no other people here?

Jessica took Cole’s hand, and he touched the rim of his cap with the other. The group stayed silent, afraid of what the man would do if he saw them. Their eyes followed the robed figure as he reached into the passenger side of the truck and took out a jar of tiny pebbles. They looked like white crystals. He spread three handfuls onto the body and over the dirt in and around the grave, then closed the jar and laid it carefully on the ground. He handled the jar gently as if it contained valuable gems or hallowed tokens. 

Again he seized the shovel and drove it into the earth. As he filled the grave, he resumed whistling. When the first clods of dirt hit the body, it made another humpf sound. The man ignored the noise and shoveled more dirt into the hole.

Then the absurd happened.

The body moved. The kid started thrashing about under the burlap, and the dirt roiled.

He’s alive. That boy is alive.

“Fuck! That kid’s not dead,” Zach whispered. He fought to keep his voice down. “Why doesn’t he stop? Doesn’t he realize it?” 

“He realizes it,” Pelt whispered.

He knows.

The four began to understand the gravity of their situation. This was no funeral.

“Shit. What do we do? What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” Pelt hissed. “What the fuck.”

“Try your phone,” Jessica said, but she was the one opening her phone. Even before the screen lit, she knew there was no reception. There hadn’t been any, not even one bar, for miles.

The robed man raised his shovel and struck the boy through the burlap sack. The sack moved no more, and the man continued filling the grave.

“What the holy hell,” Cole said through clenched teeth. He wanted to rush the man, but had a good inclination that would be suicide. People who bury kids... those people don’t go down easy.

“Shit! I should be photographing this.” Pelt yanked his camera to his eye and focused the lens. He started snapping shots in rapid succession.

That’s when they saw his face.

With the first click of the camera, the robed man’s head shot up. He spun around and looked straight at them. The man’s face was covered in costume makeup, entirely white with black on his nose and around his eyes. Stitch marks striped his lips. His face looked like a skull, a well-made Halloween costume meticulously applied. If scaring strangers was his goal, mission accomplished. 

The man threw his hood back to expose a bald skull with white coloring over his entire head. He stared at the four students for a full minute, surprised by the intruders. The five locked eyes, transfixed, waiting for one of them to act. While gauging his next move, the man freed himself of his robe with one sharp pull of the drawstring. Underneath, he wore work boots and overalls from which huge sinewy arms emerged like pythons.

No Trespast.
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