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Prologue

Dust billowed through the air near Jonesburg Elementary School. A rickety white truck kicked up gravel and dirt as it sped past two children playing near the edge of the soccer field. Dead grass crunched and crinkled under their hand-me-down sneakers. The dust and exhaust fumes stung their eyes and lungs, but they were too busy playing to care.

“Hurry up, Billy!” Landon put his hands on his hips in annoyance as he guarded the goal. 

Billy grumbled across the field, “It won’t roll right!” The partly deflated soccer ball held the indention of the toe of his shoe as it wobbled awkwardly from his kicks. “Stupid ball!” He stepped back a few paces and charged the ball with frustration, letting anger fuel his kick. The ball soared past the goal and rolled clumsily into the woods near the back of the field. 

“Aw man!” Landon kicked a dirt clod by the goal, “Come on. Let’s just go get it and go home. It’s almost dark anyway.”  

“Ya think your mom would just get you a new one if you said we lost it?” Billy tugged nervously on the edge of his shirt as they walked slowly towards the tree line.

“Why? You scared?” Landon teased and shoved his friend playfully.

“No!” Billy’s voice was defensive as he pushed Landon back harder.

The boys continued shoving one another as they walked. With each push, the playfulness faded away to be replaced with a little more brute force until Landon fell on his hands and knees at the edge of the woods. He sucked in his breath as broken twigs bit into his palms, and shards of rocks and pinecones dug into his knees. The boy sat up and picked bits of forest floor out of the heels of his hands. Tiny pin pricks of blood welled up and glistened in the fading light of day.

“Ow,” Landon grumbled under his breath as he pressed on the palm of his left hand with his fingers. Dark red blood oozed more freely under the pressure and stained his skin. Billy was crunching through the dead leaves looking for the ball as his friend looked over his injuries.

A twig snapped further into the forest. Billy’s head jerked forward. He froze starring into the shadows of the trees. The light dappled through the canopy of dying leaves and peppered the ground in front of them. A figure moved slowly from behind a tree. Billy’s heart pounded in his chest.

Landon dusted off his knees, leaving small streaks of blood behind on the denim. His skin was stinging. “Did you find it yet?” Landon looked up for the first time since he had fallen. Billing wasn’t moving. Landon followed his gaze into the trees. A few hundred yards ahead of them was a man. Burns covered his skin. Pink wrinkles puckered his arms and his face. He had no hair. Landon backed away slowly. He grabbed the sleeve of Billy’s shirt and pulled him back towards the school’s soccer field in a run. 

The boys cleared the tree line, but Billy jerked out of Landon’s grasp and ran back into the woods, “Wait! The ball!”

“Leave it!” Landon screamed over his shoulder.

The woods behind them crashed and thundered as the man chased after them. Billy’s fingers closed around the ball, and he spun around to run again. Loose leaves slid from under his shoe and sent him toppling to the ground. Billy struggled to his feet and ran after Landon. Their legs pumped faster as they sped past the soccer goal and glanced behind them. The man wasn’t following them anymore. The woods were silent. 

“Come on,” Landon patted Billy’s shoulder and slung his arm around him. The two of them walked into the twilight towards Landon’s house.

BURNED

Cami slammed the jeep door shut behind her with her hip. The grey sweatshirt tied around her waist snagged on the holly bushes as she walked towards the faded house in front of her. A battered cardboard box was smashed between her arms and her torso, “Tim, can you grab the door?” She yelled through the screen door from the driveway as she navigated her way up the worn, wooden steps.

“Coming!” Her husband called back from somewhere in the house. His footsteps echoed as he got closer to the door. He smoothed his blonde hair back with one hand as he propped open the door for her, “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” 

Tim glanced back to their jeep parked in the driveway, “Was that the last one?”

“Yeah, that’s it.” Cami stubbed her toe on the threshold and bit back a curse. She tossed the box carelessly into the entrance hall and walked around stiffly, waiting for the sharp pain to subside.

“You ok?” Tim’s eyebrows knitted together in concern as he watched her hobble to the kitchen.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” She sat down at the kitchen table and propped her elbows up. Her forehead landed in the palms of her hands. “This wasn’t the plan, Tim. We were supposed to stay in the city near my parents.”

“I know, and I’m sorry...but they need me here.” He took one of her hands and held it to his lips, “It’ll get better. I promise.”

Cami nodded and leaned back in her chair, “When is the funeral?”

“At three. Why don’t you stay here and unpack?”

“You sure?” 

Tim nodded slowly, “Yeah. I’ll be fine.” He smiled weakly and kissed her forehead. “I’m going to find my suit and get dressed.”

Cami sat there for a moment while her husband dug through the boxes in the other room. They had been here less than a day, and she already hated this town. The house was old and seemed to bend in the wind. It was already furnished so that helped some, but they had still had to pack up their entire lives for this. Cami picked up a box from the floor and placed it on the table. She began putting cups and plates away in the cabinets. The dishes clattered as she moved them into their new locations.

“How’s this?” Tim came back in the kitchen for her to look him over. He was in a black suit with his white clerical collar peeking out.

Cami looked him over and picked off a few pieces of lint from the back of his jacket, “Looks good.”

“I’ll be back for dinner.” He leaned in and kissed her goodbye. The clatter of dishes echoed behind him as he climbed in the jeep and headed to Chisolm Cemetery.  

Dirt clouded the road behind him as he drove down the driveway that led to the pavilion. Ruts jarred the vehicle and bounced him around as he tried to stay on the path. It had been years since he was here. Cars lined the ditches. It looked like most of the town had turned out for Roger’s funeral. Tim parked under a tree and walked under the rusted arch that led to the cemetery. Up ahead he could see a crowed dressed in black gathered around two wooden coffins. The preacher from the town over was shaking hands and offering condolences to the grieving congregation. 

“Reverend,” Tim walked up to him and shook his hand.

“You must be the new preacher. Thank you for coming.”

“Timothy Lane. I really appreciate you handling the services today. I know it would have meant a lot to Roger and Ellen.” Tim looked over at the caskets that housed Roger and his wife.

The reverend nodded, “Evan Givens. I’m here to help anyway I can. Our fathers knew one another. I’m sorry you had to meet your new congregation under such sad circumstances.”

Tim looked over the crowed, “Where’s their son?”

Evan lowered his voice to a hushed whisper, “He’s still in the psychiatric ward at Saint Thomas. The doctors didn’t think he was stable enough to be released even for the funeral.”

“Oh man. I’ll go check on him later.” Tim ran his hands through his hair.

Evan nodded and gestured towards the back of the pavilion, “It’s about time to start the ceremony.”

Tim patted the other preacher’s shoulder and found a place to stand at the back of the gathering. Reverend Givens took his place near the caskets and began talking about Roger and Ellen’s lives and contributions to the community of Jonesburg. The ceremony was closed casket. The murders had been too gruesome to have it any other way. 

After the ceremony, Tim joined Evan in shaking the hands of the mourning people and offering them condolences. 

“Welcome back,” A stooped elderly woman patted Timothy on the back and hugged him. “He loved you, you know. Even when you were young and out chasing cows, I always knew you two would be friends forever.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Baker.” She felt frail in his arms as he hugged her back. Her knuckles were bent and swollen with arthritis. It had been over five years since he had visited his hometown. Everything had aged. 

After the funeral, Tim took the long way home. He drove past the brick post office and the high school football field. The paint on the old grocery store was faded. Dogs crossed the road at a lazy, lumbering pace. He killed the engine once he was back at Roger’s old place. The town’s pastor had always lived in the same house for as long as he could remember. It was tradition. The door squeaked a little as he opened it to go inside.

“Hey, welcome back.” Cami turned to hug him as he joined her in the kitchen. “I made dinner.”

“Thanks.” He kissed his wife lightly on the lips, “Thank you for coming with me. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Cami hugged him closer, “We’ll get through this.” She moved back to the stove, “Sit down. I’ll make you a plate.”

Tim sat at the table and watched as his wife poured beans into a bowl for him and buttered a piece of cornbread. “Roger’s son is in the psych ward at the hospital.”

Cami brought over Tim’s food and sat it down in front of him, “Oh no. Is there anything we can do for him?”

“I’m going to go see him tomorrow. Do you want to come with me?” His fingers toyed with the handle of his spoon.

“Sure baby,” Cami nodded and fixed her own plate of food.

That night they laid down together in the bed that Tim’s best friend had slept in before he was murdered. Cami tried not to think about that, but the wind outside kept her awake. Tree limbs scratched against the bedroom window. Tim tossed and turned beside her. No one had been very clear on what exactly had happened. They had gotten the call from one of the church elders three days ago. He had said that Roger and his family had been attacked. Ellen and Roger were found in the woods. Their son was traumatized but alive. Authorities were hoping he might be able to help them find the person responsible, but right now doctors were too concerned about his mental state. Tim had taken the job as pastor. Cami had gotten dragged along. She was currently between jobs at the moment. Since the town paid for the pastor’s utilities and the house belonged to the church, the finances weren’t really an issue right now. They still had some money put back in savings if they needed it. Even with their living situation squared away, Cami was having a hard time adjusting to the fact that the previous preacher and his wife were murdered not far from the house. She dosed off and on throughout the night as sleep evaded her.

The next morning, Cami rose stiffly from the bed. Tim’s eyes opened as she moved about. He reached out and touched her arm as she stood up, “Are you doing ok?”

“Yeah, just didn’t sleep well.” She smiled half-heartedly at her husband, “What time are you wanting to drop by the hospital?”

“I figured we would go this morning if that’s ok with you.” He stretched his arms above his head and wiped the sleep from his eyes.

Cami sorted through a pile of clothes peeking out of a box with her name written on it, “Yeah, that’s fine.” She pulled out a pair of jeans and tugged a sweater over her head. 

“I’m going to make some coffee. Do you want some?” Tim’s feet padded softly on the scuffed wooden floor.

“Yes, please.” Cami looked at the boxes around her and called out so Tim could hear her from the kitchen, “Hey, do you know where my shoes are?”

“Second bedroom,” his voice carried down the hall to her.

Cami sighed and walked to the guest bedroom. This would have been where the boy had slept. Some of the congregation had packed up the previous family’s belongings before she and Tim had gotten there. A box by the far wall had the word ‘shoes’ written in permanent marker on it in Tim’s sloppy handwriting. Cami walked towards the box. A floorboard wobbled as she stepped off of it. Cami looked down at it with her head cocked to the side. She knelt down and pushed the board with her fingertips. It wobbled again. Using her nails, Cami was able to pry the warped board out of its location. Below the floor, covered in dust, she could see an old shoe box.

“Coffee’s ready!” Tim called out to her. 

“Be right there!” Cami quickly put the board back in place and grabbed a pair of tennis shoes from her box. She promised herself she would check out what was in the hideaway later. 

After coffee, the two of them loaded up in the jeep and made their way to the hospital. A light rain chilled the air and pinged off of the hood of the vehicle. Only a handful of cars were parked outside of the tiny hospital. Small puddles were forming in the parking lot when they arrived. The two of them splashed across the asphalt and went inside, wiping their shoes on the black floor mat by the door. 

The soles of Tim’s shoes squeaked as he walked up to the emergency room receptionist, “Hello, I’m Timothy Lane. This is my wife Cami. Could you please give us directions to the psychiatric floor?”

“Third floor. Elevator is on the hall to your left. Any of the nurses will be able to help you once you’re on the right floor.” She pointed down the hall with her pen and then went back to writing on a chart in front of her.

“Thanks.” Tim took Cami’s hand, and they both rode the elevator up to the third floor. 

The psychiatric floor smelled of cleaning supplies and plastic. A heavyset nurse in blue scrubs came up to them as they walked off of the elevator, “Can I help you?” She looked the couple over as she spoke. Her eyes were full of judgement.

“I’m the new pastor here. Roger Edwards was a friend of mine. I was hoping to check on his son. See how he’s doing.”

She looked Tim up and down as he spoke. She jerked her head towards a set of double doors, “That was a tragedy what happened to that poor family. Follow me. I’ll show you where the boy is.” She pressed a red button on the wall, and the double doors swung open. “His friend ended up in here too. They were both babbling about a burned man. The police want him to give a statement, but I told them, this poor boy is so strung out right now that you can’t trust what the hell he’s saying. He’s been sedated most of the time he’s been here.” She stopped in front of a door to a patient room. “You can have five minutes with him. Try not to stress him out, or I’m gonna have to ask you to leave. Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Tim placed his hand on the door knob.

“Thank you,” Cami smiled at the nurse before following her husband into the room.

The boy’s body was covered in scratches and healing bruises. His eyes opened as Tim and Cami walked over to his bed. His eyes looked glassy and dazed. His pupils fought to focus on the visitors in his room

“Landon? My name is Tim. I was a friend of your dad’s. Last time I saw you, you were still a baby.” Tim gripped the bedrail and smiled down at the battered little boy in front of him. “How are you feeling? Can we get you anything?”

“Do you know when I’m getting out of here?” Landon’s voice was hoarse. 

“I think the doctors are still worried about you, so they want to keep you here a bit longer.” Cami sat on the end of Landon’s bed and smiled at him reassuringly. 

“I miss my mom.” Tears started to well up in Landon’s eyes. His heart monitor beeped faster.

“I know, baby boy. Just try and sleep right now. We need you to get better. That’s what your mom would want.” Cami reached out to hold his hand. 

“It was the burnt man in the shoe box.” Landon sobbed. He struggled for breath. 

The nurse barged into the room, “What did you say to him?” She tried to shoo Tim and Cami out of the door, but Landon held on to Cami’s hand.

“No!” He screamed repeatedly and held on to Cami, “Don’t leave me!”

The nurse pushed a sedative into the port in his IV. After a few seconds, Landon’s eyes closed, and his grip relaxed. Cami pulled her hand out of his. The nurse stood there looking at Cami with her eyes wide. She put her hands on her hips and looked from Cami to Landon and back again.

“He hasn’t let anyone touch him since the attack. Every time we have to draw blood or do any tests, we have to sedate him.” She looked at Landon one more time before taking the couple out into the hall. His vitals were settling down to normal readings.

“I’m so sorry. We didn’t mean to upset him.” Tim wrapped his arm around Cami as he spoke to the nurse.

The woman looked from Tim to Cami, “Leave me your contact information. If he needs anything, I’ll let you know.”

“Thank you.” Tim let out a sigh of relief and took a pen and piece of paper that the nurse fished out of her pocket.

“You should come back and see him again.” The nurse looked into Cami’s eyes. “If he can connect with you, it might help him recover faster.” Tim handed her back the paper and pen with their contact information scribbled down. “Can you two find your way out?”

“Yes,” Tim nodded and led his wife out of the double doors and back to the elevator. 

Once they were in the elevator, Cami turned to her husband, “What’s going to happen to him once he gets out of here?”

“I think Ellen’s mother lives in Nebraska. He’ll probably go live with her.” Tim pushed the button for the first floor.

“They need to find whoever did this.” Cami could feel anger starting to bubble up inside of her.

“They will, baby. We just have to have faith.”

That night, Cami struggled to sleep again. She kept remembering the way Landon’s hand felt in hers. This was too much hardship for someone his age to have to handle. It wasn’t fair. Tim snored beside her as she fought against the anger she felt about this whole situation. She closed her eyes and tried to catch a few hours of sleep.

The next day, Cami woke up with an intense headache. Tim was already getting dressed. Cami squinted up at him, “Hey, where are you going?”

“Oh, the elders called. Said they needed me to sign some papers and make everything official. Will you be ok here today?” He leaned over and kissed Cami’s forehead as he straightened his shirt.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine.” She smiled up at him and winced from the pain in her head. 

“Ok, great.” He shoved his wallet in his back pocket. “I’ll be home around dinner time probably. They want me to meet with some of the town folks, too.”

“Ok, baby. I’ll see you later.” She settled back into her pillow and waited for the front door to click closed behind him.

The sound of the jeep starting up rattled through the bedroom window. Cami heard the loose gravel crunch under the weight of the car as Tim drove away. Her feet slipped out of bed, and she walked to the spare bedroom. The floorboard came away easier this time. Cami knocked away the spider webs that knitted a veil over the dusty box. She pulled it up and set it on the floor beside her. Carefully, she lifted the lid. Inside the shoe box were newspaper clippings and old polaroid pictures. The yellowed newspaper pieces showed pictures of crime scenes dating back to the early sixties. Car accidents, house fires, murders, suicides, all happening in or around Jonesburg. The polaroid pictures were of a group of boys. They looked to be about fourteen or fifteen in the first picture. Cami flipped the oldest picture over. The boys’ names were written on the back: Samuel Hughes, Vincent Wright, Andrew Givens, Michael Edwards, Terry Lane. Cami looked back at the photo. The boy on the end was her father-in-law. She flipped through the other pictures and found another group of boys. The back of the second group read: Tyler Wright, John Hughes, Roger Edwards, Timothy Lane. Her husband’s face from when he was a boy stared up at her. 

Landon’s words from yesterday came back to her. He had mentioned a burned man in a box. Cami laid out the newspaper clippings in front of her. One of the captions read ‘Woman Commits Suicide, Husband Blames the Devil’ another had the words ‘House Fire Claims Family of Three: Witchcraft Suspected.’ Cami read over the article accompanying the picture of the burning house.

On Thursday September 7th 1989, Jonesburg police responded to a call stating that a fire had erupted at 1452 Old Ranch Drive. The home belonged to Sarah Smothers-Hughes and Samuel Hughes. 

Neighbors state that they had heard chanting coming from the home several nights in a row.

“She was always into herbs and new age medicine.” Kyle Barker told reporters on Friday morning. “I’m not surprised the house caught fire. She was probably casting a spell that went wrong.”

“It’s just not natural, a woman hyphenating her name like that.” Casey Turner said about Smothers-Hughes. “We knew something wasn’t right with her when they got married.”

It is believed that Sarah, Samuel, and their fifteen-year-old son John all died in the fire. Officials have not yet released the cause of the fire.

Cami looked over the pictures again at young Samuel in one photo and his son John in another. One of the other articles in the pile caught her attention. This one was only a few years old.

Reverend Tyler Wright was found murdered near his home late last night. Officials currently have no leads on the suspects. Wright was found near the woods behind his home. Reverend Wright was forty-four years old. He did not have a spouse or any children. Services will be held at Chisholm Cemetery on Wednesday, September 10, 2014 at eight in the morning. Pastor Roger Edwards will be taking over his duties and presiding over the ceremony.

Two different preachers in the past few years had been murdered. Cami took the two pictures of the groups of boys and put them in her purse. She placed the articles back in the shoe box under the floor boards and got dressed. Tim had their only vehicle. It was a small town, so it was unlikely they would have any kind of taxi service. She needed to take these pictures to the hospital and see if Landon recognized the man who attacked him and his parents. Cami pulled out her phone and flipped through a dog-eared phonebook that had been left in the kitchen before they moved in. She found the number for the police station and punched it in her phone.

“Jonesburg Police Station, how may I direct your call?”

“Uh, yes, my name is Cami Lane, and I—”

“Oh! You’re the new pastor’s wife!” The voice exclaimed happily on the other end of the line. “How are you doing today? How can I help you?”

Cami was surprised they knew who she was already, “It’s not an emergency or anything, but I was wondering if you knew who I could call to get a ride to the hospital? I want to visit a friend, but Tim has our car and he’s going to be away most of the day.” She chewed on her bottom lip.

“Oh, honey, I’ll send a car right over. It’s no trouble at all!”

“Really? Well, thank you. I really appreciate that.” Cami’s face filled with incredulity.

“You have a good day now, and I’ll see you Sunday!”

“You too!” Cami heard the line go dead.

News traveled fast in a small town for people to already know who she was. She went to her bedroom to pull on some clothes quickly. She had just finished tying her blonde hair up in a ponytail when she heard the gravel crunch outside and breaks squeal to a stop. Cami grabbed her bag and headed out the door. The officer was already opening the front passenger side door for her.

“Ma’m.” He tilted his head in her direction.

“Hi, I’m Cami.” She held out her hand for a handshake.

“Officer Marks. Nice to meet you.” He shook her hand firmly before opening the car door wider for her to get in.

Cami settled into the front seat and buckled her seat belt as Officer Marks climbed behind the wheel. The breaks squeaked as he eased back out onto the road. The radio was off, and the silence made Cami feel a little awkward.

“You said you needed to go to the hospital?” Officer Marks glanced at her as he drove.

“Yes, I’m going to visit a friend actually.” Cami fiddled with her purse strap.

Officer Marks cleared his throat, “Well how are ya’ll liking it so far?”

“Tim is glad to be back home, but it sucks that it happened because Roger passed away. I’m still getting used to everything. More of a city girl.”

“Oh yeah?” He laughed as he talked, “Well we have our own excitement around here. Fall Festival will be soon. You’ll have to be sure to get some of Mrs. Baker’s homemade apple cider.”

“That sounds great.” Cami stared out the window for a few moments before she gathered the courage to ask what was really on her mind, “Do you guys have any idea who attacked Roger and Ellen?”

The officer’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “I can’t really say too much about that.”

Cami nodded, “I understand.” She paused, “Do you think that Roger’s death and Reverend Wright’s death are related?” 

“Why are you so interested in this?” 

“Well, if the past two preachers were murdered, why wouldn’t I show some concern?” Cami was getting a little agitated as the hospital came into view.

Officer Marks parked near the front door to let her out, “Cami, you have nothing to worry about, ok? I’ll wait
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