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  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  What Is Geocaching?


  Geocaching, which features prominently in this novel, is a high-tech treasure hunt, in which players use GPS-enabled devices to hunt hidden containers, called geocaches. “Geo” means “earth,” and a “cache” is something that is stored or hidden. So, in short, geocaches are containers hidden somewhere on the earth. Players are known as geocachers—or sometimes just “cachers,” for short. There are currently over 2 million active geocaches worldwide.


  When a geocacher hides a cache, he or she records the geographic coordinates of the hiding place and uploads those coordinates to the geocaching website. Hunters can then download those coordinates to their GPS devices or GPS-enabled smart phones, go to the location, and try to find the container. The container may be large or small. Storage containers such as Tupperware and lock-and-lock boxes are the most popular kinds of caches. However, some caches may be as small as a pencil eraser! (These are known as “nanos.”) Whatever its size, every geocache contains a log sheet that the finder signs to prove he or she has found it. Most cachers also log their finds on the geocaching website to keep an online record of the caches they have discovered.


  Geocaches are frequently hidden in the woods, in parks, and on public lands where casual passersby will not see them. Anytime a cacher wants to hide a container, he or she needs to be sure to place it where geocaching is permitted. Caches may be placed on private property only with permission of the property owner.


  Most regular-size caches are filled with inexpensive items such as toys, books, CDs, and games—known as “swag”—which cachers can trade. Finders who take an item should leave an item of approximately equal value. Once a cacher has found the container and signed the log, he or she should replace everything exactly as they found it, so the next hunter will have just as enjoyable an experience.


  Some caches are easy to find, while others may be very difficult. Some high-difficulty hides require significant hiking, puzzle-solving, or finding numerous clues before the cache can be found. Geocaching is an exciting activity that offers all kinds of challenges. If you are interested in learning more about this increasingly popular activity, visit the official geocaching website at www.geocaching.com.


  This novel is dedicated to The Alethiometrists, BearOakDruid, BigG7777, BogTurtle, Cjzimme, Creacher, Cupdaisy, David & Diana, Diefenbaker, Dr. Mellow, E-Bird67, EmVirginia, Esddan, Feathered Friends, Fishdownthestair, Homestyle, Honeychile, KeithandLaura, Klaussinator, Koolcash, Kuykenew, Laubill, Lilmaxhikenbike, Maingray, MarkCase, Mnloon, Mrs. Death, NCbiscuit, Night-Gamer, Night-Hawk, Night-Ranger, Punkins19, Ranger Fox, Robgso, Skyhawk63, Smashemups, Sneaky Bulldog, Snoopinaround, Spring1, Stumpwater, Sull427, Suntigres, 3EaglesHigh, 3Newsomes, TravelinFarmFam, 1208Zuni, 2McTwins, VAVAPAM, Vortexecho, White Dragon, Wimseyguy, Yoda Rob, and other geocachers too numerous to name who have accompanied me on adventures ranging from the whimsical to the terrifying.


  To Kimberly, for helping me sort out the big words.


  And to Larry, a.k.a. HD JP, no longer with us, but always remembered.
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  Since the 1960s, the legend of the Mothman has persisted in rural West Virginia. Over the years, this strange creature has supposedly been seen by numerous eyewitnesses and described as a man-sized thing with wings and glowing red eyes. It was first reported just before the famous collapse of the Silver Bridge, on the Ohio River, in Point Pleasant, WV, in December 1967, which prompted some folklorists to describe the Mothman as a “harbinger of doom”—an entity that appears when some catastrophe is about to happen. In 1975, a writer named John Keel published a book titled The Mothman Prophecies about the fabled creature, and in 2002, Lakeshore Entertainment produced a movie inspired by the book, also titled The Mothman Prophecies, which starred Richard Gere, Laura Linney, Will Patton, and Debra Messing. In Point Pleasant, there is a statue of the Mothman, a Mothman museum, and even a Mothman festival held annually in September.


  Most scientists have dismissed stories of the creature as fantasy, and some have theorized that witnesses might have seen a sandhill crane, a bird that stands almost as tall as a man and has red rings around its eyes.


  But what if the Mothman were something else? Not merely an unusual bird, but a preternatural being drawn by terrible events the way moths are drawn to candle flames?


  Chapter 1


  “We’re only a couple of hundred feet away,” Vance Archer said, holding up his Garmin GPS unit as if it were a magnet drawing him toward steel. On its illuminated display, a compass arrow pointed straight ahead. The digital rangefinder read 205 feet. Marybeth Wilkins, his partner on this hunt, replied with an excited nod. This was her third geocaching outing, and so far, she seemed to enjoy the high-tech scavenger hunt as much as he did. That made him happy.


  It was only four in the afternoon, but the shadows beneath the trees had turned dark and deep. During the past hour or so, a heavy layer of gray clouds had gathered overhead. Since Salem Park was close to Marybeth’s house, their parents had given them permission to go geocaching after school. There had been virtually no rain since last spring, but if it were finally going to pour, he hoped it would hold off until they were back indoors.


  The object of their quest was a container called a geocache—most likely a small storage box of some sort—hidden in the woods around the park. In the town of Broad Run and the surrounding area, there were hundreds of geocaches, all hidden by other players.


  “Bloody Rob hid this one,” Vance said. “That’s Rob Roosevelt, one of Zack’s friends.” Zack was Vance’s older brother, who had introduced him to geocaching. Most cachers created unique names, or handles, to identify themselves. Zack went by ArcherZ, so Vance had opted for ArcherV. Marybeth called herself Emerald Racer, “Emerald” for her birthstone, and “Racer” because she ran on the school track team. She was tall and lanky, with long, silky brown hair and wide hazel eyes, which her thick, wire-rimmed glasses made even larger. She and Vance were both in seventh grade had several classes together at Broad Run Middle School. When she first agreed to go geocaching with him, he had been so pleased he feared he might have made a gushing fool of himself.


  Under the trees, it could almost pass for midnight, and he began to wish he had brought his flashlight along. With his sturdy metal hiking stick, which Zack had given him, he cleared a path through the branches and brambles. He still ran into one spiderweb after another as he made his way between the trees. Numerous strands of sticky silk dangled from his baseball cap. A week ago, he had come perilously close to swallowing a spider when he ran face-first through its web. Spiders, he thought, did not make for appetizing snacks.


  “A hundred feet,” he said, glancing at his GPS rangefinder. Some distance ahead, he saw a dense deadfall—a pile of trees that had fallen over top of each other—which rose higher than his head. On the ground around it, heaps of leaves and broken branches could easily conceal a container. This had to be their target. Sure enough, the needle on his GPS pointed right to the pile. He felt a little twinge of excitement, as he always did when he anticipated finding a cache.


  “I’ll find it first!” Marybeth called and broke into a run toward the deadfall.


  “Maybe. But I have the GPS!”


  He joined her at the base of the deadfall. They carefully scanned their GZ, or “ground zero”—the spot where the GPS pointed them. Sometimes, an orderly stack of sticks or some out-of-place rocks might betray a cache’s location, but Bloody Rob was good at leaving scant evidence of his hiding places. Although most GZs had a ten- to twenty-foot margin for error, you could almost always count on Rob’s coordinates being within five or six feet of the cache.


  Rob went by “Bloody Rob” because he fancied himself rugged. He often departed a winding trail to go straight for a cache, tearing his way through briers and brambles, frequently drawing blood in the process. “No blood, no fun,” he would say.


  “I’m showing twelve feet,” Vance said and pointed to the center of the deadfall.


  With great care, he clambered over a few of the huge logs to peer into the dark, open spaces between and beneath them. He could sure use a flashlight right now, he thought. He thrust his hiking pole into a few of the narrow openings, hoping to hear the telltale, hollow thunk of its pointed metal tip striking a container.


  Nothing.


  He reminded himself to be wary of snakes or wasps, which might be lurking amid the dead wood. A few weeks ago, he had stepped on a Copperhead while hiking with Zack along the nearby Oldtown Creek. Fortunately for him, the snake had scooted away in panic rather than turn on him, but it might have just as easily ended in disaster. While venomous snakes out here were relatively rare, it didn’t pay to be careless.


  He was just making his way down from the woodpile when, with a sudden crack, a branch beneath his foot gave way. His legs disappeared into the dark hollow between two logs, and he felt a sharp jab just below his right knee. Only by grabbing a nearby solid branch did he keep from sprawling face-first into the heap of broken wood.


  Whew! he thought as he gingerly pulled his feet free. He knew he had bruised his shin, but if he hadn’t caught himself, he might have twisted or even broken his ankle. He didn’t think he was bleeding, which by Rob’s definition meant he wasn’t having fun.


  He hoped Marybeth hadn’t seen him stumble. Appearing foolish in her eyes was the last thing he wanted.


  “Hey,” she called out. “You looking for this?”


  He turned and saw her kneeling next to one of the fallen logs, a broad smile on her face. She held up what appeared to be a big clump of stringy moss—except he saw a dull green, angular surface poking through the greenery.


  She had found the cache.


  A very well-camouflaged cache. It looked like a small Tupperware container covered by fake moss.


  “Wow,” he said. “Where was it?”


  “Tucked in there,” she said, pointing to a gap between two logs, from which a few frayed vines spilled out like dirty hair. “I just happened to notice the green camo didn’t quite match the vines.”


  “What an eye.” He felt a little disappointed he hadn’t gotten to it first but pleased she was so excited about her find. She made for a more stimulating caching partner than his brother, that was for certain. “Rob does great camo, but for him, this was a really easy one.”


  He could have kicked himself then. He didn’t want to make her feel bad after she’d gotten so excited about finding the cache.


  To his relief, she appeared to take no notice of his remark. She had already opened the container and unfolded the paper log sheet. With her ink pen, she signed “Emerald Racer” and the date—September 26—at the end of the list of names of previous finders. She handed him the sheet of paper so he could sign it. “This makes find number nine for me.”


  “Finding one of Bloody Rob’s caches is pretty awesome. Especially since you didn’t have the GPS.”


  “Like you said, this was an easy one.” She gave him a mocking grin.


  He tried, without much success, to hide his embarrassed look. As he scribbled “ArcherV” on the line beneath her signature, he realized he could barely see the log sheet in the darkness. A second later, he heard the first distant rumble of thunder. He wondered whether they could get as far as Marybeth’s house before the bottom fell out. On their bikes, which they had locked in the rack at the nearby parking lot, they could reach her house in five minutes. He had another ten-minute ride beyond that.


  “Anything good in the cache?”


  “Eh, a few plastic rings, some beads, a little flashlight. A couple of those little metal cylinders. What do you call those?”


  “Bison tubes. They make good micro caches.”


  If you took an item from a cache, it was proper etiquette to leave something of equal value. He almost never traded swag, though. For him, geocaching was more about the excitement of the hunt and making the find. He folded the log sheet and handed it back to her. She returned the log to the cache and replaced the lid. Then she lowered the box into the space between the fallen trees and covered it lightly with vines and dead leaves.


  “Like so?”


  “Just like that.”


  “How many is that for you now?”


  “Eighty-something.”


  “Wow. Won’t be long till you get a hundred.”


  “Once I start driving a car, I’ll be able to get a lot more.”


  “Well, that’s another couple of years away, even for your learner’s permit.”


  “At
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