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      When Maeve Calloway and her friends enter the Gravenfield Maze Challenge seeking the $50,000 prize after losing everything in an apartment fire, they think their luck is finally changing.

      They couldn’t be more wrong.

      Deep in rural Nebraska, the town of Gravenfield harbors a dark secret—its legendary corn maze isn’t just difficult, it’s deadly. The rules seem simple: find golden kernels, rack up points, and survive three days to claim the prize. Easy peasy, right?

      As her friends succumb one by one to the maze’s horrors, Maeve struggles to keep the survivors together—including her infuriating ex, Caspian Drake, whose selfish charm masks darker secrets. Their only ally might be Celeste, a half-mad woman they discover hiding underground who whispers warnings about listening ears, poisonous paths, and a throne no one should claim.

      With each death, the scoreboard mockingly tallies their “points” while unseen spectators cheer. And Maeve uncovers the horrifying truth: The corn decides who to crown … and who becomes part of the harvest.
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        * * *

      

      Perfect for fans of “The Shining,” “Children of the Corn,” and “The Hunger Games” who crave atmospheric horror with a folk-horror twist and a shocking finale that will leave you sleeping with the lights on.
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            Welcome Maze Conquerors

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped off the bus into Gravenfield, and the stench hit me first—damp earth and something sickly sweet, like overripe fruit left to rot. My first thought was blunt: This is where hope comes to die. Not that we had much left.

      Gravenfield, Nebraska wasn’t on any map I’d ever seen. But experiencing homelessness didn’t allow me or my ex-roommates any choice.

      I pulled my threadbare jacket tighter. Autumn air bit sharper here. The town looked like someone had taken a faded photograph of a Norman Rockwell painting, then crumpled it. Main Street stretched before us, a graveyard of faded storefronts and peeling paint. A handful of locals stood at the edges, watching us with hollow eyes and plastic smiles. They looked… preserved. Wrong.

      Above it all, a banner sagged between two lampposts: FUTURE MAZE CONQUERORS! The exclamation point felt like a bad joke.

      “Charming,” Silas Hackett muttered behind me, his default skepticism sliding into place. He adjusted his glasses, smirking with that familiar know-it-all expression that had gotten him punched more than once in journalism school. “I always wanted to star in a post-apocalyptic indie film. Do I get a cool leather jacket, or do I have to provide my own?”

      Juniper O’Malley, or Junebug, as we called her, practically tumbled off the bus like an overeager puppy who hadn’t learned that the world was full of sharp edges.

      “Guys, this is amazing! The aesthetic is perfect. Look at that sign! Maze Conquerors!? They’re, like, manifesting our victory already.” She panned her camera phone, oblivious to the way the locals were staring. “This is going straight to my Ogle-story!”

      That was our Junebug—always finding the silver lining, even when the cloud was pitch black and probably radioactive.

      “Conquerors, huh!” Caspian scoffed in that low, growly drawl some women found charming. “Pretty bold claim, considering we haven’t conquered shit lately. Unless you count surviving on ramen and sleeping on rando couches.”

      No thanks to him for reminding us of our misery. I called him Cas-pain under my breath.

      My bestie, Elena Vasquez, also known as the resident badass, disembarked last. Her dark-brown eyes narrowed, scanning the locals with open suspicion. “Welcome wagon, my ass. These people look like they’re about to measure us for coffins.”

      “Oh, look!” Junebug chirped, pointing towards the sad excuse for a bandstand. “They’re having a parade for us! And majorettes! Two of them! They’re welcoming us!”

      I squinted. Those were the stiffest baton twirlers I’d ever seen. More like marionettes, their movements jerky and unnatural. The “band”—a sad collection of mismatched horns and a lone, wheezy trombone—launched into a truly agonizing rendition of “Stars and Stripes Forever.” Every note was a cry for help, punctuated by an occasional ill-timed cymbal crash.

      Caspian leaned closer, his breath warm against my ear. Even after everything—the lies, the betrayal—his proximity still sent a shiver down my spine. A stupid, traitorous shiver. Even after I told myself a thousand times I was over him.

      “So, fearless leader,” he murmured, just loud enough for my ears, “having second thoughts?”

      He gestured with a careless flick of his wrist towards a rusted signpost that read, ‘Gravenfield: Where the Harvest is Bountiful.’ The ‘B’ was half-scratched off, making it look like ‘ountiful’. Fitting.

      I ignored him. Ignoring Caspian was a survival skill.

      “Yeah, you sure about this?” Silas’s pencil was poised above his grimy notebook.

      “We’re here for the fifty grand,” I reminded them, my voice flat, even to my own ears. “Enough to get us back on our feet. Or at least out of the hole we’re in.”

      We’d been homeless for three weeks. Three weeks since the fire. Three weeks since our stuff went up in smoke. The landlord wanted us to pay for the damages. He didn’t care that it was a freak accident. He cared about money. We had none.

      Gravenfield was the answer. The website promised a “Maze Challenge” with a hefty prize. I entered for our group and we were chosen—a chance to win $50000, or ten grand each. No details about previous contestants. Just a date and location. Desperate people do desperate things.

      A handful of locals watched us. Their faces were blank. Their eyes didn’t blink enough.

      “They look… thrilled,” Silas said. He gave a fake, enthusiastic wave. No one waved back.

      It was like waving at statues in a cemetery.

      A barrage of pops crackled from the bandstand, followed by a sickly plume of smoke that barely cleared the roof. Fireworks. In broad daylight. Of course.

      A tall figure emerged from the haze. He wore an impeccably tailored suit that belonged in a museum, complete with a waistcoat and honest-to-god spats. A wide-brimmed hat cast a shadow over his too-sharp smile, and his eyes glinted like polished bone. He leaned on a cane with a bone-colored knob.

      “Welcome to Gravenfield, honored contestants!” His voice boomed, rich with the oily charm of a carnival barker. “I am Phineas Graves, humble host and steward of the World-Infamous Gravenfield Maze!”

      Humble host? He was only the richest man in corn country and the philanthropist sponsoring the Maze Challenge.

      “Seriously?” Elena folded her arms, looking more likely to take down a whole gang of thugs than a small-town parade. “World infamous? Nobody’s heard of this town.”

      “Sounds… intense,” Juniper said, her voice a little too high-pitched, as she panned the bandstand with her camera, oblivious to the growing unease radiating off the rest of us.

      Silas chuckled. “Points for the dramatic entrance. Though he could use a fog machine. And maybe a raven or two.”

      Phineas Graves spread his arms wide, encompassing the pathetic gathering of townsfolk. “These brave adventurers hail from the bustling metropolis of Hackensack, New Jersey! Let us give them a warm Gravenfield welcome, and wish them better luck than our last group.”

      A chill, sharper than the prairie wind, slithered up my spine. Better luck than who?

      Elena nudged me, her elbow sharp against my ribs. “I don’t like this already.”

      “He’s playing it up. For the atmosphere.” My teeth chattered, undermining my attempt at sounding like a leader.

      “Come now, don’t be shy.” Phineas beckoned with his cane. “Step right up and introduce yourselves to your adoring public.” The cane, I noticed, was topped with a carved skull. Subtle.

      We exchanged uneasy glances. Ever the charmer, Caspian straightened his shoulders and sauntered to the stage with that infuriating, lopsided grin.

      “Might as well get this over with,” he said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Unless anyone else wants to volunteer as tribute?”

      I followed, my feet feeling like lead. The wooden steps of the bandstand creaked. Up close, Phineas’s smile was impossibly wide, his teeth too white and perfect, like a set of dentures freshly polished. He smelled faintly of formaldehyde and something else… something metallic, like old blood.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” he boomed, his voice somehow managing to be both jovial and menacing, “I give you our latest batch of hopefuls.”

      The crowd’s applause was anemic at best. A few halfhearted claps, quickly fading into uncomfortable silence. Their eyes were dull, almost lifeless. Like they’d seen this show too many times before.

      Juniper, bless her heart, waved with her usual chipper optimism. “Hi everyone! I’m Juniper O’Malley, but you can call me Junebug! We’re so excited to be here!”

      An old woman in the front row flinched and muttered something that sounded suspiciously like a curse.

      Silas stepped forward, adjusting his glasses with a nervous flick of his wrist. “Silas Hackett. Investigative journalist, at your service. Here to document this… quaint little event. Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to mention the, uh, enthusiastic welcome.”

      His sarcasm sailed right over their heads. They rewarded him with a smattering of applause.

      “Elena,” Elena grunted, arms crossed in a don’t mess with me stance.

      Caspian, however, bowed low with a theatrical flourish, playing up his charm. “Caspian Drake. Ready to conquer any maze you throw at us. And maybe win the heart of a fair maiden or two along the way.”

      He winked, the gesture directed at… I wasn’t sure. The empty air, maybe? Not that I looked, but the desiccated town looked to have an average age of geriatric.

      And it was my turn. Mr. Graves cleared his throat, his cane pointing my direction.

      “Maeve,” I said. “Maeve Calloway.”

      “Ah, so you’re the leader of this little group.” Phineas thumped his cane. “I must say, Miss Calloway, your application was most intriguing. Your group’s… dynamic… is up-and-coming. I foresee a very entertaining spectacle for our viewers.”

      The way he said ‘viewers’ made my skin crawl. It wasn’t just the word, it was the emphasis, the almost salacious glee in his voice. I scanned the sparse crowd again. No cameras that I could see. No satellite trucks. Who exactly was watching? Ghosts? The corn itself?

      “Now then,” Phineas continued, his voice regaining its oily smoothness, “let me explain the rules of our little game. The Gravenfield Maze awaits you, filled with challenges, puzzles, and, of course, the coveted golden ears of corn. Collect enough, and riches beyond your wildest dreams could be yours.”

      He produced a prop from his sleeve with a flourish: a bizarrely lifelike ear of corn, painted a garish gold.

      “Scattered throughout the Maze, you’ll find these Golden Ears. Each one grants you… shall we say, an advantage. But to claim your ultimate prize, you must be willing to see things through to the bitter end.”

      Silas raised his hand like an eager schoolboy. “Quick question. Do we at least get a sword if this is an adventure? Maybe some armor? A shield would be nice. Or, you know, a detailed map with clearly marked exits and a ‘you are here’ indicator?”

      Phineas’s grin somehow grew even more expansive, stretching his face into a grotesque caricature of amusement. “Ah, a jester in our midst! But no, my boy. The only weapons you’ll need are your wits… and perhaps a touch of courage.” He paused, letting his gaze linger on each of us in turn. “Though, I suspect courage might be in short supply.”

      Phineas was still talking, going on about rules and challenges, his voice a droning, hypnotic hum, but my attention had drifted. That’s when I noticed him—a guy about our age, hanging back at the edge of the square. He wasn’t gawking like the other locals. Instead, he watched us with an unsettling intensity, like he knew something we didn’t.

      I nudged Caspian. “Hey. Check out Mysterious McCreepy over there.”

      Caspian followed my gaze, his easy grin faltering slightly. “Huh. Maybe he’s a past winner, come to gloat? Or maybe he’s just… really into corn.”

      I locked eyes with Caspian. Big mistake. He had that look—the kind of intense, knowing gaze that made you feel like you were being dissected.

      “What? Miss me?” His voice was low, a husky murmur that always managed to get under my skin, no matter how much I tried to pretend it didn’t.

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” I turned away. Fast.

      “Ouch,” he said. He didn’t sound hurt. He never did.

      “Pay attention, leaders of the merry band.” Phineas’s voice barked, suddenly louder, as if he’d maxed out the volume on his hidden microphone. “The Maze has a mind of its own. It doesn’t suffer cheaters or cowards. Play by its rules, or…” His grin widened impossibly further, his teeth gleaming in the fading sunlight. “Well, let’s just say the consequences can be quite… permanent.”

      A hushed whisper rippled through the sparse crowd, like wind rustling through dry leaves. I caught fragments: “Poor souls,” and “They have no idea,” and “Another harvest.”

      “Oh! Almost forgot. We have a late arrival.” Phineas extended his cane, pointing toward the stranger who’d been watching us. “Lucien! Come, come! Don’t be shy! Introduce yourself to your teammates.”

      My gut clenched. Red flags. Big, flapping, crimson red flags. Who the hell was this guy? And why was he joining now?

      The stranger stepped forward, his movements smooth and deliberate. He was tall and compactly built, his shoulders broad beneath a worn leather jacket. Very pale, almost bloodless, with stormy gray eyes that seemed to absorb the light. His black hair was slicked back over a domelike forehead, accentuating the sharp widow’s peaks that framed his face. He looked… out of place. Like a raven in a flock of pigeons.

      “Lucien Ward,” he said simply. “Pleased to meet you all.”

      Elena, predictably, was having none of it. “No. Absolutely not. We didn’t sign up for some rando to join our group.”

      I stayed quiet, studying Lucien. He seemed completely unbothered by the mixed reception. There was something in his eyes—a wariness, maybe? A hint of… knowledge—that made me wonder if he knew more about what we were walking into than any of us. And that, more than anything, made me nervous.

      Silas, apparently determined to diffuse the tension with his usual brand of awkward humor, stepped forward with an exaggerated bow. “Greetings, oh mysterious stranger! Tell me, did you perhaps bring a map? Or a convenient deus ex machina? We’re fresh out of both.”
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